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Bet uvent hepedest akof Nl ght andMor nng, Between red death and radi ant destre Wth
not one sound of triunph or of warnnmg Stands the great sentry onthe Bridge of
Ftre...

Fl ecker, The Bridge of Fire

Too angry to wait for the creaky elevator, | went clattering down the dusty
stairs, so fast that | outpaced Dave. | stal ked across the little | obby,
ignoring the receptionist's soft-voiced courtesies, and barged strai ght out
into the sunshine before | stopped to take a deep breath. This wasn't the best
i dea. Runpur awarded the atnosphere here one of the world' s | owest oxygen
counts, and beyond the air-conditioned shade of the shipping offices the
sunl i ght beat down on it with the brassy intensity of a gong. The roar of the
city envel oped ne, the growl of cars nmingled with the deeper cough of the
buses, the high-pitched fizz of the little tuk-tuk taxi-rickshaws and the
flatul ent nopeds. A thousand stinks snote my nostrils: snoke, exhausts,
spices, street filth, sweat and all the other statenesses of humanity. Round
here they were pretty considerable, these offices being in a lowrent district
not far fromthe riverside wharves. Just the kind of one-horse outfit who'd
normally be falling over thenselves for the business of a worldw de agency

l'i ke ours.

Normal | y.

I was actually trenbling with rage and resentrment. | was fed up with this
place. | just wanted to walk, to get away to somewhere | ess hot and stinking
and uncooperative. | turned on ny heel and plunged away through the

counterflowing crowd. A sea of heads hardly reached ny shoulder; 1 had to
fight the feeling that I ought to be swiming. But for all the crush and
hubbub, the eternal plastic pop blaring from Japanese bl asters, there was none
of Hong Kong's earsplitting jabber, nor the barging you' d find in Wstern
crowmds. By and large this was a quiet-spoken, courteous people; only their
children and their rock bands screeched above the traffic. On the other hand,
1 became aware of ninble fingers

probi ng ny jacket now and again, and was glad |'d zi pped away everything in

i nsi de pockets. But that was just this part of town. The crush cleared a
tittle, and Dave caught up. "All right/1 said heavily. 'You told ne so.
Anywhere else? O is that the |ot?

' Nowhere el se/ he said, just as heavily. 'Look, | only wanted you to see for
yourself, that's all, okay? Fro newin the job, | didn't want you of al
people to think I couldn't handle it. You're sort of a hard act to

foll ow—specially when it's you |'mreporting to.*



1 stormed on, still too angry to appreciate the conplinment. Pounding the
paverments suited ny tenper. 'Dam it, Dave! It's an everyday deal, this. Just
a sinple set of consignnents to Indonesia, that's all!’

' Yeah, so sinple nobody wants it.'

"But in god s name, why not?* W skipped back as a string of nopeds ran a
light, spattering debris fromthe gutter, then we plunged across with the
human barrier before any nore broke through. *I nean, we couldn't nmake it any
bl oody easier, could we? One or two shipnents at nost for any big carrier, but
we can feed it through one container at a tinme if we have to. So how come none
of "emwant it? Not the big boys, not the little boys - not the absolute

bl oody dregs back there! Air, sea, |and—o matter how we finagle it, this is
the nearest we get. That's hard enough; but fromhere it's just l|ike running
into a bloody wall!' | glared at him 'l know damm well just how rmuch pull we
used to have around here! So how cone you've sonmehow managed to lose it in a
week?

"That's unfair,' said Dave quietly. He flicked his gol d-topped Z ppo under a
cigarette, shielding it between dark fingers, then slid the lighter carefully
back into an inner pocket he could fasten. It underlined a point; he was no
stranger here, either. 'Look, |I'mslipping shipnents through points East al
the tine, no sweat—as you'd know if you'd read ny this nonth's sheets.
Contracts all nitt and tiddy. Never a bother. It's just this one. And a pretty
penny-ante job at that - or so you say. So why all the fuss? Not doing a
little dealing on the side, are we, already? Arnms? Nose candy?*

"For Christ's sake, Dave! You know damm well 1*d never —1 caught the ji be,
and reined in ny tenper. 'Look, I'msorry, right? |I know you can handl e things
okay, you're doing at least as good a job at Contracts as | ever did. That's
why | found it hard to believe you could run into such a foul -up over this one
—penny-ante, at

8

you say. Even when you'd flown out personally. So that's why | came nysel f.'
"Yeah. When | couldn't fix it. And now neither can you. So you m ght as well
spill it. What's so inportant about this pipsqueak account, anyhow, that it
brings our new assi stant managi ng director out and runni ng?*

"Vell... *

*Ch, c¢'mon. | work for you, renenmber? Wiy're you so interested - personally, 1
mean?

| shrugged, and jammed ny hands hard into the pockets of ny tight silk suit.
"Look, it's nothing |like—nothing big, all right? It's just a favour. A Good
Cause one of my political cronies talked ne into. Kind of nillstone you have
to take on now and again, good for street cred. You know Could be awkward if
it flops. Bad PR That's all.'

There was a short silence. Only between us; the roar of business as usual in
Bangkok, that concrete lunp dropped into the belly of Asia, filled in the gap
'"W're old mates, renenber?* Dave inforned nme, reverting to his woul d-be
streetwi se manner. He blew a casual jet of snpke back at the street. 'C non,
you're not fooling ne, Fisher. | know you —workw se, anyhow. | know just how
much trouble you' d take over any given punter - normally, that is. And just
how much temper you'd | ose, which is not nmuch. This is something you want to
go right, and not just because of your precious political buddies, either
Sonet hi ng you care about. And it's just like you to be enbarrassed as hel
about that, too.' He shrugged. 'Oh, don't worry. | like that. | like seeing
you forget you' re made of wheels and cl ockwork and cryonic chips, and getting
i nvol ved with the human race now and again. It suits you.'

As so often with Dave, | was slightly taken aback. 'Well... | wouldn't say it
like that. Making ne out as some kind of altruist or something.'

*Sure. Could ruin your rep.*

' Thank you. | mean, this just fell intomy lap - at a Rotary do, in fact.
Soneone suggesting we mght be able to help out a foundation they were
involved in - friend of a friend, that kind of thing. So | looked into it a

bit further, and it son of ... caught ny imagination. Barry and 1 agreed.



Right in our field, dead sinple, the sort of thing we could pass through in
ten mnutes before tea, so why not? At cost. No skin off our noses.'

*So you send a contracts nanager letting hal fway round the world, then cone
chasing after himyourself? Boy, you sure are ruthless. But don't worry, |
won't spill your secret - if you ever get around to spilling it to ne!*

| hesitated. Not because | didn't want to tell him but because he'd touched
that same old sore point, asking a question I'd been asking nyself for sone
time now. Wiy was | so interested? Not just because it was a good cause. Every
busi ness gets swanped with those and soon learns to be hard-hearted; if we
responded to themall we'd be bankrupt in a nonth, and doi ng nobody any
favours. So why this one, especially? I'd never come up with an answer -

unl ess, as | suspected, it was one particular thing 1 didn't want to admt.
Not even to nyself.

My furious progress was cut short. Even with ny eyes closed |I'd have baul ked
at the sudden wall of stench that rose before nme, riper even than all the
other city stinks put together. Dave winkled his nostrils. '"Ww. Try charging
across that crossing and you'd really be in deep -'

The street ended in one of the narrower klongs, the fanobus city canals that
still serve as hone, highway, water supply and sanitation —not necessarily in
that order —for a chunk of the poorer population. A tour boat raised a
churni ng wake, its cargo of tourists filmng the uninhibited behaviour of the
dwellers in stilt-borne shacks al ong the bank; and it said a lot for the
dwellers that they didn't summarily drown the tourists, and even grinned
curiously at the all-devouring | enses as they buzzed past. For us, too, they
had grins, though they were inclined to stare askance at Dave; Africans were
pretty rare in these parts, let alone Oxbridge-accented Africans in raw silk
suits. Dave chucked his gilt cigarette-end into the turbid brown water, which
swal lowed it with a faint greasy bel ch.

" Yuk, * he observed.

"Yuk it is," | agreed. 'But all the same, that's what it's all about, here or
anywhere. Water.'

"You call that water?

To a lot of places it'd be lifeblood. Mght even be glad to have it in
California, these days. And Bali. You know, the island—

"Whi ch just happens to be our consignnent destination, right. One nore |ush
tropical paradise | never get sent to.'

"I haven't been there either. Not yet. Anyhow, you were born in

one.
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' The Kano suburbs are a tropical paradise? Q.'

'Paradise is relative. So is lush. Thing is, Ball's got little or no water of
its own; and that's what this business is all about. It depends nostly on

rai nwater flowi ng down fromthe central highlands, and there's none too nuch
of that. Fair shares make the difference between idyll and starvation. It's
been that way for centuries now, so they've evolved a pretty sophisticated
irrigation systemto distribute water —so long it's become all nixed up with
their society, their religion, everything. They have these societies called
subaks to govern the conmmunity rice paddies, sort of |ocal water-tenples with
conplicated | aw codes and judge-priests to adm nister them It's denocratic,
inits way, and it works. So far.'

Dave nodded. 'We had things |ike that back home, in sone places. Pretty
arbitrary, though - the chief or shaman or elders settling disputes under the
banyan tree, that kind of thing. O the District Oficer, when you guys took
over. This sounds nore sophisticated."’

"It is. Conplicated as hell. And Ball's changing, just |like everywhere else.’
Touri sm boom ng in the eighties and nineties, sure. Rock stars getting married
there, that kind of thing.*

"That - but not just that. The popul ation's expanding - better nedicine,

hygi ene, the usual reasons. And whatever the cause, global warm ng or
deforestation or the natural cycle or whatever, the rainfall patterns are



definitely altering. For the worse. The subak systemis had its day; the klian
subaks, the priests, they can't cope any nore, or soon won't. A few years back
this Anerican coll ege project thought they could get it to hold up by teaching
"emto put the whole damm systemon little hone conputers! But there's got to
be sonet hing serious done now, and soon. | can tell you, the centra
government's pretty worried. The island' s going to need a whole new system a
coupl e of desalination plants like they have in the GQulf - and guess what
those cost! Plus nore efficient collection, storage, distribution, al
controlled by a centralised computer network. Maxinise the use of every | ast
drop they can get.*

"The difference between idyll and starvation ... ' repeated Dave thoughtfully.
"Seens |ike a shane. And how the hell are they going to pay for all that?
"Usual channels - Wrld Bank tending, aid fromthe Qulf

n

States, European Community, a lot of places. But it's all pretty tight, after
the debt crisis; that's all earmarked for the desalination plants, and they
won't be operational for maybe ten years. They were going to have to nmuck
along with the present irrigation system meanwhile, and that coul d nmean ei ght
or nine crisis years —naybe even hard famne. A hell of a lot of suffering,
plus infant nortality, environmental damage, naybe even epidem cs. At the very
least it'd kill the tourist industry stone-dead, and that means |ess hard
currency, the central governnent less willing to spend nbney there —you see

t he progressi on?*

'l do,' said Dave grimy. He'd grown up in the aftermath of the N gerian

fam ne; he knew. ' Anybody doi ng anyt hi ng?"

' They got one of the US college foundations to step in. It set up a project,
finagled a bit nmore public and private funding - good PR So the Project's
buyi ng the nmpost expensive stuff, the sluice engineering and control systens,
in the USA and Europe, and recruiting the manpower; but even there noney's
very short. This is an ecologically clean project; big nmoney's not interested,
because there are no massive returns to be nmade. The islanders will benefit,
and the government's all for it —no political probleminvolved as far as we
can see. Yet it seens that all along the line there's been trouble,*

Dave cocked his head. 'Now you tell ne?

| felt slightly abashed. | hadn't believed it could affect us, that was all
"Well, | didn't fully understand it nyself, not at first. Al | was told was,
t he foundati on was having a hell of a time shipping their stuff. Wen | saw
what they could afford to pay, that didn't seemtoo hard to understand. So we
pol i shed up our hal oes and said cost or below And here we are.’

'Yeah. And we might as well be up to our necks in that damm klong. So it
appears you' ve heard a bit nore about this mysterious trouble since.'

"No, it bloody well doesn't! Just what all our friends and associ ates here -
our usual associates - let drop when they turned us down, Only to ne; they
don't know you that well yet. Vague runbles, worried mutterings; nothing too
specific. But each and every one of themeffectively stuck the black spot on

t he whol e Project. And you've heard nothing el se yoursel f?

W fetched up at sonme huts, and absent-nindedly turned down behind them away
fromthe klong. Dave thought back. 'Well, now that you mention it... | didn't
even connect it at the rine.

But old Lee Wang Ji over at Taiwan Star just happened to drop into the

conversation that guerrilla trouble on Jawa m ght be spreading to Bali. He
didn't add anything.'
"Yes, well, Boonserb at Pacific Cdid. Hnted the terrorists mght have their

knives into the Project. But he was shipping right into Jakarta during the

| ast big blowup a couple of years back —and Sul awesi, too. Never stopped him
for a mnute. 1 |looked up die Bali incidents, and they were just a coupl e of
bushwhacki ngs, nothing |like the sane scale. Probably by Javanese fugitives.
You're not telling me that's the reason!’

W strolled along in silence, thinking deeply. At |ast Dave stopped and fished
for his cigarettes. 'So the shippers are just |ooking for excuses. Me with ny



wi cked Third Wirld upbringing, 1'd say any bl ock as conplete as this has got
to be political. Bound to be. Maybe sone other governments in the region ..

1 felt a great ride of hopel essness surge over ne. This was ground |'d been
over and over these |ast few days. 'Wich ones, for god' s sake? Wat coul d any
of them gain by scuppering this Project? Ball's about the nbst peaceful place
i n I ndonesi a. Peace, natural beauty, rich farm ng, good surfing - that's about
the sumtotal of its resources. No threat to anyone, damm near inpossible to

invade...' | sighed, and kicked at the ground. A great fan of dirt showered
out. 'Dave, | don't know... I'mnot just being paranoid, aml?
"Wll, we both ..." He finished lighting his cigarette, and bl ew oat an

irritable blast of expensive smpoke. It dawned on us both then; no pavenent
underfoot. 'Damm! Just where the hell have we got to?

W gazed around. Sonehow or other the crowded little streets had nelted away,
and we were standing in sone sort of back alley, barren and dirty and
unusual ly enmpty. The wal k around us were a wild assortment. Rows of rotting
brown pl anks, patched with banboo and rusty corrugated iron, ran right up to
el egant ol d stonework, pitted and cracked. Pastel plasterwork crunbled away
fromthe wall of cheap yellow brick that crowded up against it, shedding its
nmortar in | oose flakes, or absorbed the sordid staining froma cracked
downf | ow pi pe, pooling in fetid puddles at its base. A wought-iron
fire-escape sagged drunkenly from w ndows that seemed to be nostly boards,
grinning sharklike with shards of dirty glass. As a child, fascinated, I'd
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wat ched wi ndows |like that in old half-enpty tenenents, a strong wi nd setting
the glass teeth chattering with a faint chilly icicle nusic. Now and agai n one
woul d work | oose and drop with a crash into the sordid | ot behind, unregarded
by those within. Here they rippled to a softer breeze, like a hot breath on
our

necks, to a nore alien nmusic. W turned round. Behind us we could dimy see a
conpl ex

warren of alleys kinking away in all directions, floored with nud

and refuse, swinmng with pools of accunul ated unpl easant ness.

Dave stared appalled at his el egant brogues. 'Did we realty cone

stonpi ng through that stuff? Wthout noticing?

"W nust have got turned around sonehow 1 remrarked, and

strode confidently around the next corner. 'So it mnust have

been..."

1 wal ked straight into a wall of mst. No other word for it; not a cloud, not
Wi sps, just a single sudden wall, the way it | ooks when you cone up against it
on a ni ghtbound motorway with too nuch on the clock and brakes squealing into
lock. One minute | was walking in the late afternoon |light, the next | was
stunbling through obscurity where even sounds rang differently, where refuse
piles 1'd been carefully avoi ding were sonmehow no | onger there. It was warm
clamy, hard to breathe. Even ny footfalls sounded different. 'Dave? You

there?" '"If | knew where there is, | mght answer that! |'m sure
sonewhere. '

'Can you see anything? What's underfoot?

"Well, dirt... no, wait a mnute. Stone?

'Rermai ns of one of the ol der buildings, maybe. And dammit, there's even a
pillar of some sort, 1 just sawit over there... damm, it's gone now 1

' Over where?

He answered hinself by crashing into me. W staggered back against the pillar
What felt |ike very uneven stonework jabbed into ny back. The mi st was thinner
here, and | ooking down | saw | was resting on uneven nubs of grey stone, its
surface faintly cracked and lichen-encrusted; it was deeply carved, w th what

| ooked i ke hanging foliage. | |ooked up. Dimy through die whiteness 1 could
see what nust be other pillars, tall tapering shadows that seened to stand
al one, supporting nothing nore substantial than the coils of nmist. | was about

to say sonet hi ng
14



when Dave grabbed nmy arm He didn't need to point. Between two of the col ums
there was now a third shadow, inchoate, changing. It took me a nonent to
realise it was a human outline, half turning, this way, that way, hunched up
as if it was peering about. For an instant it |oomed our way, and | found
nmysel f silent, short-breathed, desperately hoping it wouldn't spot us. Then
still in that concentrated half-crouch, it disappeared back into die m st

If anything it left its feeling behind it. A horrible hunted sensation was
growi ng on e, spreading like chilly lichen. 1'd felt something like it once
bef ore, a burgeoni ng unease in ny bones —but where? | |ooked at Dave. There
was a grey tinge to his skin as if the mst had got under it. | nouthed Let's
get out of here \ and he nodded fervently. Slowy, quietly, keeping a firm
grip on each other's arns, we sidled around the curve of the pillar. Ahead
were other pillars, and we hadn't passed any on our way in; so this ought to
be the best bet. If the normal rules applied, that was..

Why had | thought that? Wen didn't they apply?

Sonet hing was stirring in ny menory, sonething form ess as the shadow in the
mst. Sonething that still woke ne in the cold chill hours before dawn,
confused, in conflict, still spinning on a sparking pi nwheel of feelings. Less
often, these | ast few years; but on a night not |ong ago one girl had put a
hand up to my cheek as | sat there, panting. She'd exclaimed, wondering,
"You're all sweaty! Like a fever! And ...'

Did the silly bitch have to sound so utterly dunbfounded? *Steve, you' ve been
crying?

A few years earlier | mght have thrown her out on the spot; even then | was
tenmpted. But the strongest feeling in ne was |oss; only for what? Sonethi ng
definite, but something | struggl ed against, sonething | refused to give shape
to. My great bamof a flat was in darkness; but in the living room bel ow the
gallery that was ny bedroom 1 could see a gleamof light, that just seened to
hang there in the enptiness. I'd got up, padded down the steps past the
clothes she'd scattered there —always a bad sign. The light was only the
nmoon, shining through the open wi ndow on to die grey Portland stone mantel and
the old broadsword I'd hung over it. My designer had shed bitter tears over
that; it was right out of place in his glassy post-nodernist vision. Mst of

nmy guests agreed with him but | wouldn't be parted fromit. | touched the
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cool perfection of the blade, like still waters. Inpulsively | laid ny hot
forehead against it, and that seened to still the confusion. Then |I'd m xed up

drinks and taken them back to bed. She'd enough sense not to press ne, so we'd
had a pl easant tinme making the sun cone up —but di e darkness of that

hal f-fornmed dream had |ingered. And now, here, | sensed sonehow, as with a
hint of a |long-forgotten scent or flavour, that it was out of that darkness
all this had conme boiling up

Wth the pillar in front of us we hastily backed away, darting | ooks this way
and that as each swirt in the nmist threatened us with hidden fears. W'd
rounded a corner; so if we went back—

Wth swi tching suddenness there was |ight around us again, die sane warm|li ght
we'd left, the same soft dirt underfoot, the same conmpounded stinks. After
that form ess enptiness they were al nbst wel cone, the stained walls gloriously
solid and confining. '"It's the alley okay!' Dave's grin was a rictus of

relief. '"Nowlet's get the hell —

But as we turned around again, we saw that the alley wasn't enpty any nore. A
m nute ago |1'd al nost have wel coned company, any conpany; but these..

They were short conpared to ne, to Dave even; but there were a lot of them
They were Orientals, but oddly indeterm nate, their faces so many scow i ng
masks of |ight bronze; and even their own nothers m ght have called themugly,
seaned and scarred and broken-nosed, with gaping gravestone teedi. And their

ol d- f ashi oned baggy bl ue pyjamas, bound w th heavy bl ack sashes, had an

unpl easant hint of uniform about them ragged and filthy as they |ooked. So
did the I ong wavy daggers in their hands. Their heads |olled nockingly as they
advanced, silendy, flicking the blades with expressive, menacing force.



Equally silently, Dave and | gave back; | saw the sweat gleamon his face,
felt it around my own collar. They canme on, steady and rel entless, herding us
back towards that crucial corner

"Can't you do sonet hing?' hissed Dave, out of the corner of his nouth.

"Why ne?*

"You, die hotshot leader in the strategy team Wped the floor with that
Securities team everyone saying what a fighter you

wer e—

"Wth a bl oody paint-ball pistol, yes! I haven't even got that here!’
"There's ny lighter! They m ght think

"Going to offer thema Sobrane? | sonehow don't think a little flame's going
to worry these guys. We'd need a bl oody machi ne gun—*

But even as | said it, the image that sprang to mind wasn't a gun at all. It
was that sword. | could have used that - couldn't 1? In fact, | had. Sonehow,
somewhere - where the hell had | picked that thing up, anyhow? Down by the
docks, wasn't it? Nearly eight years back ..

The docksl

In a sutmmer storm|'d seen a wave arch high over a seawall. It hadn't | ooked
i ke much nore than spray; but it crashed down on a street of shops and parked
cars, and when the water-curtain pulled back it left a shattered chaos in its
wake. So menory rose and roared down into ny thoughts, spilling tangled i mages
of sea fights and stark terror, of stars and drifting clouds and sails, of sea
and fire and the jar of blade on blade, the touch of a woman who burned from
within, with hair that rose |ike snmoke. OF once upon a darkling field a
swordhilt |eaping doglike to nmy hand. These things had been. Beyond reason
beyond question, they had been. The certainty shone in me, gemhard and with
the sane fire at its heart. And out of it, sprouting like a tine-I|apsed
seedl i ng, burgeoned di e beginnings of an idea ..

Wth a screeching yell the |eading knifeman sprang, flinging his blade up to
fall on nmy throat. Fear takes time - | had none. Instinct flung up ny arnms in
futile self-preservation, but all | felt was anger, furious anger at being
interrupted now, of all tines, just when |'d suddenly seen what | had to do.
The dark fire flared. Now, of all times now, to be distracted, killed even -
that couldn't be. To fight back becanme an instant, all-consuning need, that
sucked nme into it like a flooding channel

The red darkness of oxygen starvation roared in ny head, faded to black. A
tiny point of light glittered in the blackness behind ny eyes, glittered and
grew against a swirling dimess, turning in a great slow wheeling notion. A
streak of circling light, it sparkled agonisingly against my closed |ids,

closer, brighter, larger... My eyelids flew open. No tine had passed. The
kni feman still looned up in front of ne, mouth agape; the
16

knife hung at the top of its sweep, and cane sl ashing down. And into ny

out stretched pal m sonet hing sl apped with stinging force.

The blow curled ny fingers about it; they dosed and held, tight. The
descendi ng kni f ebl ade cl anged agai nst the nassive blade 1 held across ny
breast, skipped along it and stuck at the hilt. |I tw sted the heavy bl ade
viciously, tearing the weapon fromthe wielder's grasp with a force that

whi pped hi m around and dropped himface down into the nud. The knife clattered

aside. Wth a yell | sprang forward, treading on his back, and brought the
bl ade hi ssing down a hair's breadth in front of the next knifeman's fl attened
snout. It thudded into the mud, kicking up a spray. | tore it free and sprang

agai n, sweeping my way dear with great cirding slashes —horribly clunmsy, but
it made the ancient sword rush and sing like a child. The remaining bandits

| eaped back, back again, back at every swing till they reached the far end of
the alley. Then | yelled al oud and charged at them and with one nassive

sl ashing sweep scattered theminto its shadows. 'Dave? 'Yeah?' 'Run like hellr
Whi ch he proceeded to do, though he did | ook back once to be sure 1 was hard
on his heels.

Not for |long. He was younger and lighter, and if it hadn't been for sheer and



utter terror 1 couldn't have kept up. No doubt fright was wi nging his feet,
too. Certainly it made us both forget we'd no idea where the hell we were
running to; any alley w thout m st and nuggers seened pretty pl easant just
then. And | was al nost as frightened of the sword in nmy hand, and of the
equal ly sharp and lethal things that swarmed around in ny head. Things |I'd
made a pretty good job of banishing, all told, these |ast few years; and yet

never had the skill, or maybe the courage, to forget conpletely. Wen had
| ast nade it back to the Tavern? Three years, was it? O four?
Wheezing and panting in the sul phurous humdity, | rounded one nore corner -

and narrowWy mssed inpaling Dave, who' d stopped stone-dead in ny path. This
was a gl oony hole, two small side alleys and a dead-end sink of scum and
sewage the rickety buildings curved out over, their roof tiles al npst
touching, as if to hide its shame fromthe sky. Beneath the arch
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they made, as the tropical twlight di med the sky, the shadows hung in the
sweltering air blacker than the com ng night. Wthin those shadows, higher

t han our heads, sonething noved.

A mask, one of those processional things you find all over the East —a
nmonstrous ani malian face, |ong-jawed and triangul ar, that m ght have been
renotely based on some bug-eyed nocturnal tiger. Its colour schene was nore
natural than in nost Eastern art, tacking the shrieking reds and yellows, a
rich shading instead fromautum russet to glossy |eaf-green, offset by
glistening ivory fangs and its scarlet, lolling tongue; but gold-encrusted
ornanents fringed its gaping jaw and sleek silvery mane. It was a rich
amazing sight, and | found mnmyself wondering who in this |ousy quarter could
have hung out such an expensive-Ilooking, vibrant work of art.

Then the staring eyes narrowed, the jaws spilled slaver and the scarlet tongue
| apped it off yellowed | eonine teeth. The gilt rustled and jingled as the
nmonstrous head tossed, threateningly. A soft purring snarl throbbed in the
air, as disenbodied as a lion's cough and even nore al arm ng. For Dave and
nmysel f, still jangling fromthe nmist and the knife attack, this was too nuch.
W yelled with one voice, turned and bolted for our lives. | plunged down the
little side alley to the left, feet skidding on decaying garbage and worse,
and around a corner stacked with boxes of enpty bottles and gaudy food
containers. | found nyself |ooking at a wall faced wth decaying concrete,

bl ank except for one door, narrow, |ow and forbiddingly faced with a single
sheet of zinc, dented, weatherstained but very, very solid.

| grabbed at the handle; it turned freely, but nothing happened. | hamered ny
fist on the door; the zinc thudded, but nothing stirred. 'No use, Dave ..."' |

pant ed, and knew even as | |ooked around that he wasn't there to hear. The
all ey was enpty behind ne, enpty and silent save for ny own sobbing breath.
But beyond, as | listened, | heard distinctly a soft padding step, plashing
delicately through the nuddy stateness. | was about to call out, when |

noti ced sonet hi ng about the sound. My jaw danped shut; the sweat started out
inrivulets. \Watever was padding along that way had four legs. Frantically
now 1 battered die door again, kicking it hard enough to mark the zinc and jar
fl akes of concrete off the surround, clanging on it with ny swordhilt. At

| east | had that. Dave nmust have run the other way; he'd be all right.
Probably. Better it had followed ne, | told
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nmysel f, and turned again, slowy, putting ny back to the unyielding door, to
face it.

The door opened, outwards, so suddenly it sent ne staggering. A hand cl anped
on ny flailing arm and yanked. Helplessly | lurched into the dark opening,
and the door swung to behind me with a solid slamming boom | was left |eaning
against it, gasping in darkness; there was the soft dull snick of a key

turni ng, the sharper snap of bolts being shot at foot and head. Then there was
silence. | half expected an inpact on the nmetal, or a soft curious scratching;
but there was nothing. Then long nails brushed ny hand, and | junped
violently. But the fingers that closed over mne were definitely a woman's,



and they drew nme away fromthe door. 1 was in a pitch-dark corridor, it
seened, with soft matting underfoot, and warmair heavy with stale, sickly
perfune. Alittle way ahead thin threads of light outlined a door ajar, and
the hand on ny arm guided me towards this. A slimarmgleaned, sliding it
gently open. A slender silhouette crossed the di mpinkish light, and

wordl essly drew nme in after her.

The door closed softly, and a bead curtain rattled back across it. The room
beyond ...

1 blinked. It was | owceilinged and shabby, over-decorated in the fashion of a
cheap Chi nese restaurant, encrusted with fake |acquer, plastic 'carvings' and
peel i ng banboo wal | paper. Except that these carvings wouldn't have graced any
ordinary restaurant, that was instantly obvious; nor would the pictures on the
wal | . The heavy scent nasked a faint animal snell, tinged with the musky

sweet ness of decay.

A soft voice spoke. 'You are safe here. You need fear no pursuit. WIIl you not
sit and rest? It was perfect English, with only the faintest tinge of Eastern
staccato. | turned; and whatever |'d nmeant to say choked in ny throat. She was
br eat ht aki ng enough in herself; but there was still nore to it than that.
Maybe she saw ny lips frame a nane, for she stretched out a hand in a
strangely el aborate, courteous gesture, bowing fromthe waist. That left ne
even nmore speechless. For a noment it seenmed as if |I'd sumoned up still nore
of nmy past, as if a gentle ghost of ny student days had stepped in to rescue
ne.

A delicate oriental face, delicate but strong; but the skin was the Iight
honey-brown of a tanned European, and the nmane of hair that framed it was
ash- bl onde, constant fromroot to tip, a subtle |lunm nous shade that al nost
certainly owed nothing to any
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dye. Even the strong sl ender shoul ders and the sl eek curves of the figure
beneath the | oose batik wap were the sane strange nmingling of Eastern and
Western forms, strange, lovely and alluring. This could have been the girl |
once knew, whom|'d come nearest to |loving, whomI|'d | ong ago thrown over for
reasons that even now ! didn't care to dwell on. \Wose nane, or one that could
be hers, had | eapt out at ne fromthe staff lists of the Bali Project
prospectus, and dragged ne down into this whole |unatic business.

But though |'d never dreamed anyone el se could |l ook like her, it wasn't
Jacqui e. Like enough to shake ne severely, to throw ne back - what was it? -
fifteen or sixteen years. To stir my blood, nmake ny breathing shallow, ny
collar far too tight. Alarmi ng, alluring —but not her

This girl's face was slightly browner, her features smaller, neater, |ess of
the Chinese in them nothing at all of the European. Yet she was no Thai
either; and the same sharp intelligence shone out of those mild eyes, though
her bow reveal ed that beneath that wap she was dressed, or undressed, in the
bl ack bi kini that was practically a Bangkok bar girl's everyday uniform She
repeated her offer, and | managed to find ny voice.

"It's ... kind of you. Very kind.' The English phrases sounded stilted,
ridiculous. 'You got ne out of real trouble there. There were these ..
characters with knives, and then there was

How could | tell her what there was, when | didn't know nysel f?

She cut me off with another gentle gesture. 'Yes. My pleasure. Sonetines
peopl e are found nmurdered in those alleys, it conforts me to have hel ped you.
WIl you not sit down? Wuld you like a drink? \Wisky?

| becane aware how shaky my legs were. | let the sword | ean agai nst the wall;
she hadn't even glanced at it.' Y-yes. Thank you. | would, very rmuch.*

She smled, and her hand on ny armguided ne to a shabby rattan couch, under a
picture framed in fake gilt. It was one of those night scenes painted with
fluorescent colours on black velvet. An obvious imtation of classic Chinese
art, a Mng dynasty erotic illustration, but the naked figures were crudely
nodern, Westerni sed and very graphic. One man, three wonen, picked out in
peeling paint in a stilted tangle of |inbs and heads and groins that |ooked



barely possible, |let alone enjoyable. The
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girl followed ny gaze as she handed ne a doubl e neasure of yellow sh fluid,
and smled demurely. | sipped, and was startled to find it was a single malt —

not even Chivas, which was the usual status drink around here.

| exhaled gratefully. 'That's bl oody marvell ous!* She smiled again, and sat
down next to me, stretching out her legs, letting the robe slip back off them
She | ooked at me as if she was expecting sonething. 'Er - ny nane's Steve, by
the way. Steve Fisher.'

"And mine is Rangda.' She bit off the last syllable with an exquisite 6ash of
pure white teeth, eclipsing her earlier smles.

| looked at her nore keenly. 'Beautiful. It suits you. Not a Thai nane,

t hough, is it?

She | ooked down. 'No.' My turn to expect sonething nmore, but she didn't
explain. | was about to ask where it did come from when she gave a sudden

expl osi ve giggle, snatched nmy Scotch and sipped at it. | got the nessage:
don't ask. 'May |?* she added.

| wasn't quite sure why, until she began to stroke ny hair. In this part of
the world they consider the head sacred, not to be touched w thout perm ssion
but why should a tart bother, and with a Westerner? Definitely she was
something a bit out of the ordinary. There was no mark of age about her, yet
she seemed nmuch ol der than the giggling teenage bar girls of the Three
Streets, farmgirls nost of themwho age early in the city.

| |1 ooked around, shifted awkwardly on the lurid floral cushions. They had a
faint greasy feel which gave me the urge to burn ny suit; but it was a clash
of feelings that made me really unconfortable. | was strongly aware of her
this close, the warnth of her skin, the scent she wore as |anguorous as jungle
orchids, far fresher and heavier than the di smal background odour. The
surroundi ngs were sexy in their way, but it was the blatant pin-up sexuality
of the Phat phong bars. Wth the girl it was ... different. She radiated
sexuality, availability even; but another kind altogether, hard to fix on.
didn't know what to nmake of her; the closest | could get was that the room was
what you might find in any brothel, the girl what you m ght dreamyou'd find.

She didn't seemto belong. 'You ... work here, then?

She raised a sardonic eyebrow. 'Wen it suits nme.' She stretched again, and

her robe fell wider. "Not... tied to this
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place; | come, | go, as | like.' She |eaned over and tilted the Scotch to ny
lips. "And with whom | like. Not... necessarily...' She nade a nice play of

pronouncing the difficult word, and we chuckl ed. 'Not necessarily for

busi ness. "’

She | eaned her forehead agai nst my head; bl onde hair brushed ny shoul der, |ips
brushed ny ear. 'Though, | amat home here. You stay as long as you like. W
are not disturbed. *

She guided ny hand to the sash of her robe; her warmbelly fluttered agai nst
nmy fingers an instant, and the sash fell away, the robe parted. Al nost w thout
meaning to, | slid my armaround her waist, drew her to ne. Al npbst, because

t hough my heart was racing furiously, so was ny mnd. \Weels and cl ockwork and
cryoni c chips, Dave had said. Others had said worse, wonen especially, and

maybe they were not so far wong. But there were tines it served me well, gave
me a cynical eye, a wary tread and a distrust of illusions ~ nost of all ny

own. |'d never had nuch trouble with wonmen, but | knew full well | wasn't that
attractive. Yet she seened to want to make nme feel | was. Not for nobney maybe,
but then there would be sonething el se, sone other thing she wanted, and after
the shocks I'd had | wasn't sure | could cope. | hated anybody mani pul ati ng ny

feelings, no matter how they did it, power or nobney or sex or anything else; |
hat ed any ki nd of possession. And sonehow, surely, that nust be just what she
was trying to do.

There was Dave to think about, too; where had he got to? Had anyone hel ped

hi n?



"No,"' | whispered, because | was still having breathing problens, and slid the

girl gently back on to the cushion. "Not... now. | nustn't stay.'

" Ch, but please!* she breathed, where an ordinary bar girl mght have whi ned
and called nme honey. "Please stay! | need you, | want...'

| made as if to detach nyself gently, but somehow | couldn't shift her. "There
was this friend of mne —in trouble too—

She nade a grimaci ng noue of inpatience and sl unped back, flicking her robe

wi de, splaying her |egs and hooki ng one thigh over mne to hold ne down. She
seized my hand and slid it down over the smooth bikini, between her | egs.

felt every detail through the thin glossy fabric, a radiant, thrilling warnth
a hint of noisture. She ground ny hand agai nst her, and withed. Her other
hand. . .
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I swal | owed; a blatant whore's gesture, but none the less there was a power in
it, a devouring appeal to things a whole | ot deeper than sense or inhibition
Wheel s, cl ockwork, chips —and die pul se that beat beneath ny ear, roaring in

nockery. | pulled her to me, crushed her to nme in an ecstasy of lust and
anger, anger at having ny strength so tested; anger that it had al nbost not
been enough; anger that it had. 'No!' | croaked again, and wished |I didn't
mean it. 'You ... | want you too. You can't guess how much ...

Because you don't know how nuch you | ook |ike Jacquie.

"But not now. | would... you. Everything. You're beautiful... but I can't.
Mustn't.'

Abruptly she rel eased ne, swung to her feet so fast | w nced, thinking she'd
start a screaming tantrumor call in the boys fromthe bar. Instead she just

| ooked around at nme, slowy, expressionless, and gathered her robe around her
"If you meant that,' she said slowy, 'you would come back.'

"I will!* | wheezed, infinitely relieved, hastily shoving ny shirt back into
nmy wai st band.

"You owe nme much. Do you not?

"Well, yes! OF course!' Her hand stopped mine as it reached for ny wallet.
" Not business. Not ever business. | took you through the door. 1 nmade you
m ne, and you will promise, and that pronmise wilt hold you. Prom se you will

cone back. Soon.' She sniled again, and gently straightened nmy tie. 'You see?
I do not bind you to a day and hour. There is no - necessity. 1 feel your need
of me. You have much to seek in me, | in you. You will open yourself to ne.
Promi se!"

| stared down at her, wildly uncertain. How much of me could she see? And by
what sight? But she was right; sonmething of me was hers, she'd made it so. 'lI

owe you nore than a pronmise,* | said. 'Ckay, |I'll cone back. Soon. 1 prom se.
Is that all you want of me?'
She sm | ed, and shook her head dermurely. 'But enough for now. | will show you

anot her way out. A busy street.*

She took ny arm and we were al nbst at the door when | renenbered the sword.
"There's this,' | said awkwardly, and was startled; the glance she flashed ne
was inpatient, alnmost malevolent. 'It'd take too long to explain, but -1 can't
just walk into a busy street with it. If you had sonething I could wap it
in... * She cast about, then flicked up a long thin scarf or shawl froma
chairback and coiled it around the blade. 'Thanks. 1*11 bring it back.*

She nodded, as if it was a statement, not a prom se. And perhaps it was.

She led me out into the darkened corridor again, up stairs and down, across a
creaking bridge over a nalodorous little court where a black pig grunted in a
pen, through a narrow door and along nore corridors, |lightened by dim

oi | - paper wi ndows, beneath one of which a dark-skinned man | ay snoring. She
pouted in di sapproval, and as we passed she kicked himwi th surprising force.
Qccasional noises filtered out fromdoors as we passed, but apart fromhim]l
saw nobody else in our passage till we cane to a broad, dirty hallway, little
nmore than a corridor, that pul sed and thudded w th anonynous disco nusic. It
ended in a heavy door, but to one side an archway with only a curtain of
plastic strips opened on to a wide, dimlit expanse of booths and tables, and



beyond thema tiny stage where brown-linbed figures jerked and gyrated. A
strong odour of sweat and stale beer and cheap cigarettes drifted out, mngled
with disinfectant.

'Bar,' said Rangda, |eading ne past, her plastic sandals clacking on the
cracked vinyl. 'Pricey drinks, cheap girls. Too much of one nakes you buy die
other. Eidier way, you get sick. You cone back, you ask for me, drink with
nme. *

| 1 ooked at her once nore. 'Wien will you be here?

She gave a short |augh. 'You cone, you ask, you will find ne. Now go. CGo!'
Wth that surprising strength she yanked di e door open and boosted ne through
| staggered out, blinking and gasping in the low |ight and sudden heat,
straight into a bunch of giggling tourists, alnost overbal ancing a fat
European in pink shorts who was wi el ding a video canera.

' Sauvertrwt kener? he snarled, spraying sweat and spittle. | glanced back at
what he'd been filmng. Frami ng die door and all along the sl eazy nock-pagoda
facade were tall pink placards with crude Iine sketches of girls with |egs
aki mbo, a notif animated in pink neon along die roof |edge and racks of

raw meat phot ographs. The girls | ooked about fourteen

Bar Cabaret-Sex Show - Pussy Jins.

Most of the city's girlie bars and brothels are actually crowded 'into a small
area of three streets and their interconnecting

soi, all owned by one tycoon and even known by his nicknane, Phatphong. This
was one of the rare outsiders. The street was tiny, alnpst enpty by Bangkok
st andards, except for those bloody tourists. The building | ooked | ess
ranshackle than 1'd expected, but old, positively ancient, with the
traditional rising gable; there was no sign it had ever been anything but a
brothel, every sign that it had been one for a long time. Mybe that was why
it was tolerated, that and its out-of-the-way | ocation near the wharves.
Unabl e to fake aplomb, | slunk past the tourists, feeling the faint stickiness
of the cushions still on ny fingers, wishing the whole city in hell.

And of course everybody | ooked round at ne agai n when Dave yelled and cane
runni ng, pushing his way through the gawkers. 'Steve! Steve, dam it? He
grabbed me by the shoulders. 'You bastard, you're all right! And what the hel
happened? | mean, there we were, then there was - wow, you sod, you've just
gone and fallen on your feet again, haven't you?' He twitched up the dangling
end of Rangda's scarf, and whistled at the pattern. 1 hadn't even noticed it.
It was one of those tenple friezes from Angkor or sonmewhere, full of figures
cheerfully withing in erotic, athletic and apparently endl ess conbi nati ons.
Dave lifted it to his broad nostrils and nmade appreciative sniffing noises.

' Hoo, some scent that is! Full of yer actual Eastern prom se -knock over a
carthorse, that would - so hey, | want to know just where you got that!

mean, here have | been, scouring the bl oody streets, half out of my mind with
worry, and all the tinme you' ve been getting yours with a vengeance - c' non,
what's she |ike?*

| snatched the scarf out of Dave's hand and wound it tighter round the sword.
That was his idea of ribbing me, and right now I'd had a bellyful of it.
"Well, you'd bl oody know where |'ve been,' | growed, *if you hadn't just

pi ssed off and left me to it -wouldn't you?

*Ah, come on!' protested Dave. 'Last thing | knew, you were right wiv nme! W
both did a runner there, didn't we?* He shivered, and touched a hand to his
temple, as if at sone unpl easant but nmurky menory. His real accent surfaced
again. 'Only thing we could do. Only sensible. Didn't know they just let lions
run | oose round the backstreets here. Shouldn't we tell sonebody?

He sounded very unconvi nced by the idea.

"Alion," | said. 'Is that what you think we saw?'
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"Well... yes. Alion. In some sort of harness, maybe, like a circus animal,
but...' He was struggling. 'Christ, it gave ne a fright! |I... it's gone alt

blurred. And you know sonet hi ng? That suits nme, right down.' He grinned
suddenly. 'What about you? Don't tell nme you weren't frightened, either!’



It wasn't possible to stay irritated for long, | was so relieved to see him
alive and in one piece. 'Are you inplying your superior is a rank coward?

"No, just a sensible one. Listen, you're not going to believe this. | nean, |
know how it sounds, but... well, | cane thundering out on the street, this
street, before | realised you weren't with me. And then | did go back after
you. O rather | tried to. But, |I know it sounds crazy, but...' He shook his
head. 'Ch, shit. Forget it, you'd never believe it.*

*Try me,' | said, and there nust have been sonmething in nmy tone to make him
| ook at ne so sharply.

"I couldn't get back. | just... couldn't. Every corner | turned —it was the
wrong corner, it was just another street. Till | was tearing nmy hair out..
Those alleys. It was like, like they'd never even existed."'

| | ooked around at the little street, and set off towards the main road, the
one furthest fromthose tourists. The sun was sinking, |eaving a veil of dust
and grine on the oven-hot air. My throat hurt, and | felt very tired; and yet
somewhere inside ne, throughout all this, 1'd guarded that precious
germnating idea. | wanted a rest, | wanted sone peace and quiet to sit and
think about it, and let it devel op out of those turbul ent, insane nenories.
But nost of all | wanted a drink.

"Ch, they existed all right. Fifty —a hundred years ago, naybe. Before the
Vi et nam War brought in all the Gs for R & R and changed all the teahouse
brothels into bars. Before bl oody Anna Leonowens and all the rest of us
brought this goddammed place all die benefits of Western civilisation. But
they never really went away. They're still around. You were |looking in the
light, Dave. You should just have | ooked in the shadows.'

At sone point in all that he'd opened his mouth to say something. Now it was

hangi ng open, and he shut it with a snap, and said nothing at all. | could
synmpat hi se; a few years back it had affected me the same way. But | didn't
feel like explaining now At die corner 1 hailed a passing satnlor and began

the inevitable weary haggling over the fare. W clinmbed in and sl unped back
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under the little canopy, sagging in the airless heat of sunset. The covered
sword cl anked against the curlicued steel arnrail, and the wiry little driver
| ooked at ne oddly. 'A souvenir,' | explained; and so it was, of stranger

pl aces than this.

He dropped us outside the hotel's well-shaded terrace bar. W didn't get any
further. W sat there, and we drank, and it was a couple of hours and a good
few leisurely gin slings later that we | evered our weary bones off the cane
chairs and shanbled into the | obby.

"Suite 405? Ch yes, Mstah Fishah,' said the Anmerican-accented clerk, and
produced a telegram 'Cone in for you nmonentarily,' he added.

"Don't tell me honme office has found us a carrier,' | remarked to Dave, and
ripped it open. But it was fromny flat nanagenent conpany. Apparently the
bur gl ar al arm had been triggered by sonmebody breaki ng a wi ndow.

"But you live up in the bl oody stratosphere!' protested Dave. 'Breaking a

wi ndow in a fourteenth-floor penthouse?

"Well, they say the caretaker and the security nman found nothing el se was
damaged. O missing.*

| blinked in sudden realisation. I was still trailing that startling scarf of
Rangda's —nuch to the anusement of the |obby staff, | realised, having

| earned to spot a Thai poker-face. But it hung feather-light in ny hand, no
nmore than a wisp of printed silk. | |ooked around in sudden panic. The

rickshaw - had 1 let it fall? O the bar - had | left it there? But I
renenmbered all too clearly the awkwardness of clanmbering out with it, of

| eani ng the thing against ny chair and manoeuvring it out as | stood up. Dave
too was staring at the scarf, a weird range of enotions chasing each ot her
across his nobile face. They settled swiftly into wi de-eyed anger. By tacit
consent we'd carefully skirted around recent experiences while we enjoyed our
drinks, but that couldn't last. | rolled up the scarf, thrust it into ny
pocket, and headed for the lifts.



"Bandits,' grated Dave softly, hurrying behind ne. 'd d-fashioned dacoits or
what ever you'd call them—

"That's a Burnese word.'

I could al nost hear the twang as Dave grabbed at his overstretched
self-control. '"It's good enough! Dacoits. Lions. Sex bars. Alleys that
suddenly show up from nowhere and then pftt\ away again. Into the shadows, say
you. A hundred years in the

past. O nore. You know all about them And all you fucking well condescend to
do is laugh at ne! Ckay, that's enough, you hear? I"'mentitled to sone
answers, and by god I'Il have them

| knew this mood. If he didn't get them | nmight be needing that sword again. |
wasn't worried about it. The caretaker knew what it |ooked Iike; and it would
have left a clear mark in the mushroomgrey paint. If it had been m ssing, he
woul d have missed it. When | got back 1 knew it would be hanging there above
the fireplace, as obstinately out of place as ever. Tmnot |aughing,' | said.
"In ny room though. In private. And before we go get any dinner. If need be
['lIl have something sent up.'

" You know? repeated Dave, unnollified. It seenmed to offend him he glared at
me with aggressive scepticism '\Wat're you trying to sell ne here, a ghost
story or sonet hi ng?*

| shook ny head. 'Sonmething.' The lift sighed open, and we trod over thick
pile, building up the inevitable static charge that would leap into the first
metal we touched. 'Sonething,' | repeated as | slid the keycard into the | ock
"that happened to ne, years ago now. Sonething not so easy to explain, or

beli eve; so | know how you feel .’

The wi de gl ass doors to the bal cony showed ne it was night. | crossed the room
in three long strides and thrust themrunbling wi de. The river breezes had

di spersed the furnace airs of day, and this high the heavy traffic fumes could
not reach. In the bl ack-glass sky the stars were twi nkling, and the great arm
of the M1l ky Way arched across the city like trailing translucent silk. The
armof a spiral galaxy, | thought; and with dramatic suddenness | seened to
see, superinposed over that awesone image in nmy mind, that far mghtier
imaterial Spiral of space and tinme. That swirling pool of being in which our
own reality, fixed and regul ated, was the solid Core; but along whose arns |ay
every infinite variation of it that the human mind coul d conceive, and nore,
far nore. And anmong whose shadowy reaches dwelt powers that could play with
humanity like toys. Through those sanme reaches, in imortal, tineless

journeying, a man m ght become nore than a man, nore truly hinself till in the
end —if he survived - he nmight rise to rival those powers, rise as they nust
once have done thensel ves.

Rise - or sink; | had seen both. | had seen both, and trenbled in awe and

horror at the extremes they reached, and nmy own vul nerabl e hel pl essness in the
face of either. For |ong years the
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scal e of that vision had oppressed nme, yet lured ne with nenories that tugged
at my own innernost core, at the soul that once 1'd let shrivel for the
success | coveted. Those were nenories |'d striven to suppress - never hard,
when they were spawned outside die Core, where they found no roots. Yet | knew
now why those dreans had tracked my face with tears.

Shown nmy own weakness, |'d been warned off. That warning 1'd tried to heed.

Yet now, it seened, the Spiral had reached out to ne, and in no friendly way.
Countering it had shown me something new, though - a way | could make use of
the Spiral's possibilities. Summning a sword was a small way, adm ttedly; but
if I still had the trick of that, there nmight be other things | could manage.
And in a good cause, too; inportant, in a realmwhere notives really mattered,
I woul d need help; but that I knew how to find, or thought | did.

What some called Spiral and Core, others, usually froman earlier rime, called
Wheel and Hub. Well, perhaps | could start that Weel turning in ny direction
alittle, at last. | raised ny arnms to die vision, as if to enbrace it,
turning there above ne. | becane aware of Dave, silently watching me as if |



were a man he had never seen in his life before.

' Expl anati ons begin here, Dave. They won't be easy. But if you think I'm

i nsane, just fasten on what you' ve seen today - explain that some other way!
But keep a firmgrip onit; don't rationalise, don't lie to yourself. Don't
just... take a step back. Menories like those, you'll find they slip away nore
easily than nost. And you'H need them Dave; because there may be one way open
for our containers, after all!’
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'Listen, tosh!' Dave waggled a finger in nmy face. 'You do not, repeat not, get
rid of me that easily.’

1 snapped horme ny seatbelt. 'l should ve left you back out in the Far East!
Dave, | know you're the athletic type, but you' re going to have to run rea
fast to keep up with nme now '

He smirked. *Uh-huh.' He dangl ed sonething that jingled in front of nme, and
whi pped it away when | snatched. 'An athletic pickpocket is what | am Wen we
were coming down in the lift.'

1 thunped the wheel. 'Listen, you stupid bugger! G ve me back those keys! It's
not that I don't want to take you al ong!’

Vell, | told nyself, not entirely. But the truth was, | was a little jeal ous
of the Tavern and the people and all it represented. It was inportant to ne,

it represented a whole other side to ny life, totally different fromthe coo
crisp world of international conmrerce, with all its flash trappings. And
flasher than Dave they rarely, if ever, came. Mich as | liked him 1 didn't
want himto becone mixed up with the world I'd found. | was afraid, in a way,
that he mght nake it |ook smaller, shabbier, less glorious. Even if he didn't
actually sneer at it - and he could be pretty good at sneering, when his
better nature wasn't in gear—his very presence, his |Isse Myaki coats and
cigarettes fromthe Burlington Arcade, m ght | each the warnth and col our out
of the Tavern and | eave it |ooking shabby, sordid even. O course ny jeans
were Calvin Klein, and it wasn't exactly a pony-trap 1 was driving; but that
was di fferent, sonmehow. And there was a nore inmedi ate problem

"It's - well, you renenber you couldn't find your way back into those alleys?
That's how hard this place can be to find!'

"But you said you'd been back there since that first... tine out on this
Spiral thing.'
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"Yes. But not for years. | didn't exactly give up trying, but... well, it kept

getting harder. For every tine | got through there were ten nore tinmes 1
couldn't pick up the way, just went charging around street after street in the
car, on foot, for hours, just trying. It's a horrible feeling, that. Sonetines
you even see it, or what looks like it, in the distance, down a sidestreet or
somet hing. And then you back up and go after it, and it's just sone

cl apped-out old paint store or something ... You begin to think you're mad.
Really mad, | nean. Begin to doubt everything.'

' Ever thought you might be? Okay, okay,' he spluttered, backing off in
alarm'! sawthe alleys, | sawthe lion or whatever, | saw the dacoits, okay,

if you're crazy | amtoo, see, here's the keys, nice keys, see? Only,' he
added as 1 nmade a flying grab over the car door and snatched them 'only
listen to just two little points first, okay?

Tin listening.'

He nade great play of nopping his browwith a silk handkerchief. 'Hey, you're
| ovel y when you're angry, anyone ever tell you that? One, you yourself said
how this Spiral thing's cone out to you this time. Mght do that again,
mghtn't it? Could be real useful, |ike, having soneone else along. Two, if we
have real trouble getting there, | guarantee you personally I'll let you drop
me on any given street corner and nmake nmy own | onely way hone, and you can try
again. Now, tell me, how can you truly object to that?

I swung back behind the wheel. 'Maybe I'lIl only get one chance. But...' |
glared at him standing there radiating cocky poi se and confidence in the danp
evening. | knew himwell enough to see the intelligence behind the poses, but



I'd never thought of himas the courageous type. He'd nade fun of ny taste for
rock-clinbing and, nore recently, fencing and sailing, clainmng they were
designed to appeal to caveman instincts. His sports were team ganes |ike
football and basketball, not to mention horizontal jogging. He'd had as good a
fright in those back alleys as he'd ever had in all his life; yet here he was,
pl eading to throw hinmself in the way of sonething that al nost certainty
threatened only nme. 'Wat the hell. Get in, nan. And put your seatbelt on, for
once.'

"I hear and obey, oh deputy managi ng director of mine. W' re taking enough
daredevil risks tonight.'
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| accelerated the Mrgan smoothly out of the office carpark, turned right to
head out towards the ring road, swung the | ong bonnet mercilessly around the
roundabout and into the right |ane. Between |ate afternoon and sunset was the
best tine, and all this gabbing nmght have held nme up just a bit too |ong.

| eaned on die throttle a little, though 1'd have to play it carefully; this
car | ooked and sounded a | ot nmore conspi cuous than the di nky sports sal oons |
used to drive, inpossible to tell apart if you mssed the plates. It was good
to have an open car, though. Even in the traffic the air was cool and fresh,
and | wel comed the hint of rain; | could feel ny parched skin expanding as it
drank up the noisture Bangkok had baked out of it. The traffic cleared,
changed up and put ny foot down, turning to grin at Dave. He didn't |ook so
happy, hunkered down in his seat, hugging his blazer close around his chest
with his tie streaming out in front of himin the eddy the w ndscreen creat ed.
I found the cold air stinulating, thrilling even as it took on a first faint
sea-tang. For once the lights were with me, and | had no tine to | ook up at
the clouds; but out of the corner of nmy eye | seened to see a first faint
suggestion in the low light, like the nenory of a distant |andscape anmpong the
peaks and gulfs of the air. Wth a sudden thrill | changed up, sent die car

| eapi ng ahead and into the left-hand | ane, ready for the turn-off into the
devi ous one-way systemthat had becone the quickest way to the docks. It spat
me out into the big roundabout at the bottom of Harbour Walk, and fromthere
into the shadowy nouth of Danube Street. Between its nassive walls night had
already fallen, but the cracked panes of the upper warehouse wi ndows mirrored
the orange and crinmson flames of sunset clouds, as if to mmc the gas | anps
that had once burned there. A well-renmenbered thunder of tyres told ne the
cobbles were still there, as they had been —when?

Three, no, four years since |I'd |last been here, right enough. Don't forget the
docks, and Danube Street. And 'fore all, the Tavernl. So Jyp the Pilot had
advised me. And 1'd tried. |1'd sought the Tavern many times, but rarely
reached it. Mst often I'd tried at times of stress or pain, at crises in ny
life. Sonetimes 1'd made it, then. Sonetinmes I'd found peace of a sort in the
Tavern, food and drink and good company, tales the |like of which you never
heard; and | had one of ny own to tell. 1'd begun to believe, then, that it
had something to do with nmy state of mnd, that 1'd get through when | nost
needed to.
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But there were other rinmes. Then |I'd found nothing, not even a | ocked door.
Only the lowering walls of Victorian warehouse and factory or the

gar bage-strewn vacant lots they |eft behind; bleak streets of flyblown cafes
and noribund shops, or the enpty el egance of urban renewal —enpty facades
restored and prettified, a saccharine mx of disco and gift shop, tapas bar
and bistro with straw w apped bottles and pl eated shades, as col ourful

el egant and lifeless as a blown-glass butterfly. Yet those tines, nost of
them had been every bit as fraught and critical as the tinmes |I'd got through
- or so they seenmed to ne, anyhow. WAs it just arbitrary, the way out to the
Spiral? My instincts told ne it wasn't; and out there | had | earned to trust
instinct, when all else was chaos. But the rhyme or reason of it was stil
beyond rme.

Now, turning slowy into Tanpere Street, | felt a great electricity build up



within me. It had hardly changed, the sane shredded newspaper whirling down
the gutters in the eddying breeze, the sane torn pol ythene sheeting sliding
along with a sinister dragging hiss. Dave broke his long silence, denanding,
"This is your wild ronmantic haven?'

| was too busy scanning the little alleys and courts. 'Watch the rooftops,'

told him and turned left into a |likely-1ooking sidestreet.

*So what am | supposed to be | ooking for?

"When you see it, you'H know.' Right again, in the general direction of the

sea; that felt reasonable. | seemed to know this street, and the deserted
factory that brooded over the T-junction ahead; another good sign. Gull cries
echoed through the still cool air, giving an edge of harshness and urgency.

The I ong eveni ng shadows | ay stretched out like a lazing cat along the
stdestreets, as sleek and as enigmatic. Which way to turn? | couldn't decide.
There was nobody behind me, so | slowed to a craw again and | ooked around.
"Not hi ng much so far,' said Dave in a bored voice. 'Dull as ditchwater. They
mght as well roll up the pavenments round here, cone evening. No wonder people
wat ch so nmuch TV.5

' How so?'

"All these aerials. Look at them Mist be bl oody square-eyed, living here.'

| braked hard, and | ooked up open-mnout hed.

'Hey! Now | know why you made nme wear that bl oody
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seatbelt!' Dave conplained. 'Nearly had nme through the w ndscreen then! And
flattened ny ciggies!'

"You always did like Turkish.' | shot back through the gears again, and sent
the car racing across the cobbles for the junction at the end, and around the
ri ght-hand corner. Not far ahead another road crossed it, and down the road
lay a spiky shadow |i ke sone vast web. 'Dave, you idiot! Do they |look like TV
aerials, those?

"Well —they must be down by the docks ... Sone kind of radar?*
"Aerials!" | laughed aloud, half drunk with the excitenment of it, and the
ease. | swung the car around that |ast corner, and sent it roaring away down

towards the sea. Now he could see for hinmself; and as it dawned on him he said
not hi ng, only slunped back in his seat with his jaw sagging, his eyes w de and
foolish. And even |, who knew what to expect, found nyself slow ng the car
gradual ly, till the boards of the great wharves drummed under its tyres, and
braked and pulled up. Together, silently, we stood up in our seats, |eaning on
the wi ndscreen, staring in sheer wonder at the ancient harbour pool, and a
sight that should have slipped away two centuries gone. A fierce joy |leapt up
in me, knowing it was no delusion, no fantasy |I'd carried with me for so |ong,
that mghty forest without leaf or root that lined them with only tarry rope
and ratline for its foliage, the clustering masts of a m ghty host of
square-rigged ships against a fiery archipelago in the sunset clouds.

A hundred types of hull, so many they were noored in rows, rose and fell and
rubbed agai nst rope fenders in the gentle swell, |ike great sea beasts
scratching their flanks in idleness. The swollen curve of a cog |ay al ongside
t he sl eek shark shape of a clipper, the tall castles of a galleon | ocomed up
over the flat deck of a cutter. For the nmpbst part, though, the ships before us
were square-riggers of the Georgian era or its |likeness, builds of the late
1700% into the mddle i Soos, shaped by the |l ast great flowering of the age of
sail. Along the hulls of lean privateers rows of gun-ports stared hungrily at
rotund nerchantnen, and here and there the dark even |ines of a heavy warship
| oured over lesser craft with masterful nenace. Fromout of the Spiral to the
ports on the fringes of the Core these ships had cone, bearing strange goods
whose use one night often only guess at; even the warshi ps were traders,

t hough it mght not be honest barter or convoy work that
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gai ned themtheir goods. And to the Spiral they would return, for l|ingering
too long in anyone place had its subtle perils. Meanwhile, though, their crews
woul d go in search of recreation; and we would be able to foll ow



| grinned at Dave, knowing full well that till then, as | would have, he'd
been hedging his bets, postponing judgenment, never really believing a word of
what I'd told him no matter what he renmenbered from Bangkok. 'Any coments,
M  Gshukwe?'

He shivered, though the breeze was light. Al the flip affectation had fallen
out of his voice, left it sounding thin and hollow. *I didn't know what to
think. Still don't. | know what | see, but | still don't say you're not nuts.
It's just nyself I'mnot so sure about.'

"I felt the same way. But isn't it fantastic? Isn't it beautiful ?*

"Beautiful ? Jesus - was what hit us in Bangkok beautiful ?° He scrubbed the
back of a hand across his nouth. 'I used to think I could just about cope with
the world, ride with the punches and all that crap. But if there's all this
just waiting round the wong corner, what else is there? Wiat could | run

i nto, back hone in Kano? O comng hone fromthe office? How s anyone to
expect it? Hows a man to be ready ? I knew you were a pretty strange guy,
Steve; but if this just makes you sit back and admire, then you' re a dam
sight stranger than | thought.'

1 grinned. 'Thanks for the reference! You get used to it. But not al one.
Weneed sone help, and that's what we're here to find.'l was scanning the aged
bri ckwork of the wharfside buildings, where elderly painted signs bleached and
peeled at the bite of the salty air. Above the door of the tallest building an
ornate red sandstone plaque bore a legend in swirling copperplate, crunbling
into unreadability - Paramari bo Wharf.

"This isn't one | know W want the streets behind the Melrose and Danzi ger
Wharves, as | renenber; somewhere round there, anyhow Cone along, we'd better
find a sign, or sonebody to ask.' Dave left the car with the greatest
reluctance, w ncing when his feet touched the worn wharf tinbers, as if he
expected themto nelt away and drop himin the greasy-Iooking water beneath.
Well, he was probably the over-imaginative type. I'd been told, and not as a
conpliment either, that it was because |'d never used nmy own inmagi nati on nmuch
that 1 found it easier to accept die unimaginable.

Maybe so; but as | peered down nurky sidestreets where daylight could never
have neant much, it wasn't too hard to feel slightly spooked. There wasn't
anybody around. The ships | ooked

enpty, but they'd probably have watchnmen on board; | wasn't going to risk

di sturbing them though. Suppose | chose a Wl f ship, or worse? |I'd been told
t here was worse, nuch worse, though how was a little hard to guess. And now
the first euphoria was nelting away, | began to wonder if we hadn't managed to
get through just a little too easily. It was rarely wise to trust to

appear ances, in this weird and shadowy suburb of normality.

Steps divided the wharf fromits nei ghbour, apparently the Callao Warf, steps
that led down to a | ower quay where ships' boats and the |ike m ght |and; but
it was crunbling and slathered in green weed and slime. Beyond them yet

anot her murky alley opened, but not too far down it | was surprised to see a
dimglow mrrored in the puddles. Unquestionably lit wi ndows, but not very
bright, showi ng reddi sh and sullen on the signboard that creaked back and
forth li ke a gi bbet above.

"Bl oody hell!* nuttered Dave as we trooped down towards it. 'Looks worse than
a notorway service station.'

'"On a Bank Holiday, right. Can't hurt to ask, though, can it?

"I don't know,' he nmuttered, skirting an oily pool by the doorstep. 'This

pl ace gives me the heaves.' As | pushed open the door | was inclined to agree
with him The snell (' it poured out seenmed to be nostly bad tobacco and

greasy frying at first, till you caught the whiffs of stale drink, unwashed
bodi es, vomt and worse that nade you grateful for the snoke. Inside it was
small and dim lit by smoky candle lanterns on the low rafters, the

soot-stained ceiling soaking up their light. Men sat there in the shadows,
hunched over tables. Sonme were black, others pal e-skinned, but that was all
could say of them save for the gleamof eyes that turned towards us. Tal k
faded to a low grow . A big pot-bellied lout clad in a ragged shirt and



kneebreeches bound with a black sash surged to his feet fromthe nearest table
and | ooked us up and down, sizing us up.

*eQMC' querei $r Spani sh wasn't his native | anguage any nmore than it was mne
and the tone was just short of spitting in our faces.

1 spread ny hands with all the mld dignity | could ruster. 'i Perdonene,
senor, querenos descubrir la Taverna Illyrica, por favory
Even in that bilious light I could have sworn he went pale. ';No seV he

barked, with the aggressive force of a man reacting agai nst his own weakness.
To ny astoni shment he stabbed out two
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fingers in the horned sign against the Evil Eye, and spat on ny shoe. Al nost
any other tine | mght just have turned on ny heel and left, but ny blood was
singing with the sight of those ships against die sunset, and the nenories

t hey awoke. 1 kicked out and wi ped nmy shoe on his breeches with considerable
force. He how ed, hopped and grabbed at his sash. For a knife, | guessed;
grabbed his shirt and threw himback across the table. Then |I turned on ny
heel . Dave caught at ny jacket and practically haul ed me out the door
"Christ, what's got into you? Let's get out of here before they cut our
throats. O worse! How could you do that?

"Don't run,' | said. 'That'd just bait them Act confident.'" Mrrored in a
dirty wi ndow opposite, | saw the door of the den swi ng open behind us,

sil houetting a figure against the red light —no, two or three. But they
weren't coming out. Calmy I |ooked back. One of them waved, nockingly.

[\Bttenos noches, senor! Nos respetanpos a | os bultdsV

The door slammed. 'Lousy Spanish,' said Dave, with only a slight trenor in his
voi ce.' Whese than nmine. Wiy're we supposed to give their respects to the ..
that word just neans bundl es, doesn't it?

'They're not Spaniards, that's for sure. 1 wonder why they thought we were?' 1
| ooked back at die sign. "Den . .. Vijnketter sonething. Mroivijnse, maybe.
Sounds Dutch. And the Netherlands used to be Spanish, once; sonme of their
colonies, too. So maybe for those heavies using Spanish was an insult in
itself. And bultos ... | suppose it does nmean bundl es. God knows why. Anot her
insult, probably. Conme on, let's find sonewhere friendlier.'

But as we wal ked back to the wharf through the gathering darkness, it cane to
me that | did know sonething. Bundles .. .I1'd heard that word, or sonething
like it. From Jyp? Maybe; and in no light tone, either. Something bad- and it
was just then that 1 heard the titter fromthe darkness ahead.

A titter, a very human sound, but high-pitched, piping; a soft scuffingof
feet, as of stealthy novenent; a faint dry rustle, and that sounded thoroughly
i nsectile. Dave had heard it, too. H s whisper was alnost lost in the
sea-hiss. 'If it's those bl oody dacoits agai n—

"I don't think it is," | breathed. '\Watever, it's between us and the wharves
- but only on the shadowy side of the street. If we can son of sidle round -
then we bolt for the car.'

W noved swiftly, quietly, ducking back across the street and
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under the shadow of the wall opposite; but as we crossed, just for an instant
we put die last glow of the sky behind what |urked there. At first | thought
it was just a man, a bul ky shape on diin legs - very thin - wearing sonething

di at covered arns and head. But then, as it swung about, searching, | sawit
was solid, that there was no head or arm only shreds of thin fabric that
flapped as it noved, like an ol d-fashioned burlap sack. Then anot her one noved
up beside it, and it was the same. | heard Dave's teeth grind with the strain.
But just a few steps nore and we'd be past them

That hellish titter sounded again, right in ny ear. 'Run!' | yelled, but I
could have saved ny breadi. Dave was already on die nove. | panted after

hi mand behind nme | heard a sudden savage rush of feet, one |I'd heard before.
We rounded the corner and ran for the wharf, for the car. The first night 1'd
ever cone here, sonething had foll owed ne back to ny car - something that had
trailed me, then conme rushing after ne. |I'd never seen what; but it sounded



just like that. W reached the car, piled in over the doors with fine

di sregard for the paintwork. There was an awful nmonent while | funbled for ny
keys, and then die power of die engine roared out into the stillness. | spun
the wheel, swinging the car round in a narrow arc towards the wharfside. 'Hey,
hold it!" how ed Dave. 'You're not going back— M offside tyres rose up on
die tinmbers at the brink, barely making the turn, then bounced back down.
flicked my lights full on and let their beanms sweep the wharf. There was
nothing. Smling grimy, | changed gear and we went bouncing off down the
wharf. 'Didn't think they'd risk the car,' | grinned, and then we passed the
mout h of the alleyway, and they cane boiling out after us. N ghtmare things,
shapel ess things swathed in rope and rustling mumy-w appi ngs, bounding wth
horrid energy on legs so bare and wiry they | ooked | ess human than they
actually were. Qut around the car they | eaped and hopped, collided into it
wi di heavy thunps that sent us skeeting and swerving wildly. One hopped on to
t he narrow runni ng-board with a force that al nost turned us out and over the
edge, into the deep harbour; but Dave rose in his seat and ainmed a powerful
kick that sent the awful thing flying into the path of its fellows. This close
you could see that within those w appings things were stirring, bulging,
direshing as if they were about to burst through the rotten-1ooking coverings;
heads or |inbs, nmaybe, but it |ooked |ess
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normal than that, and nore malevolent. Qut of the alleys they spilled, banging
into the car like noths to a light, and | couldn't get up nore speed. The

wi ndscreen shattered, and | punched it through, barely in rime to see anot her
set of steps loomup ahead. 1 flung the wheel around, the back end fishtailed
and sent die nmonstrosities scattering. One wheel screamed over enptiness a
nmonent, then we were bouncing and jarring down a narrow alley.

"It's getting narrower, Steve!* The rising note of hysteria in Dave's voice
echoed ny own fears. If we had to stop —if they caught us - would those
ragged bundl es burst? Wuld what squirmed within there be revealed to us? And
what woul d happen then?

Dave yel |l ed and poi nted. Another narrow street opened to the left, and down it
gl eaned a spot of molten gold. | spun the wheel again, the tyres screeched on
the cobbles - and just at the wong nonent a wall of the things hit us

am dshi ps. The wing crunpl ed, the car rocked, tipped up violently, then cane
crashi ng back down on its suspension and sped on. 1 peered through the
shattered screen, weaving and dodgi ng al ong the narrow | ane. One of the things

was caught against the wall, pinned, dragged -in ny cracked rearview mrror |
saw t he ropes burst, the sacki ng expl ode outwards. Maybe it was merciful Dave
caught ny armjust then, and | mssed a closer |ook at what came spilling out.

"There!' he screamed. ' That somewhere?
Red woodwork, white walls, florid signboard and warmy gl owi ng w ndows. . .

"Can't you see?" | shouted, unfairly startled that he even needed to ask.
"That's it!"’

Across the road opposite the side wall of the Illyrian Tavern | ooned up
Prayi ng that there wasn't anyone el se on the road, | launched the car out and

haul ed her round in a terrible screeching curve, right at the bottom of the
steps. But even as | jerked the handbrake, the heavy door was flung back with
a crash. Into the opening, clasping a scarlet mantle cl ose about her, stepped
the girl | knew as Katjka. hi one hand she held a heavy ship's lantern, and as
we jolted to a halt at the foot of the steps she swing it high, shouting

al oud, and flicked open its stornshietd with a clatter

The light fromw thin bl azed down on her. Maybe it wasn't as bright as a
magnesi um fl ash or an acetylene arc, not quite; yet it made everything el se
grow dim Her eyes glistened as the |lantern swng, and the smle on her I|ips
seened strange. 'Look out,
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Katj ka!' | shouted, but the shout faded. She knew we were being foll owed; she
under st ood. Her shining gaze was fixed on the | ane opposite, and the things
that clustered there; and they cane no further



She canme one step down, outlined in that cone of bitter radiance; it threw
deep shadows on her face, hardening her features into a pale glassy nmask. The
t hi ngs seened to bunch toget her

Anot her step. The mantle swirled and glowed |i ke woven flame, and they set up
a high fearful tittering

Anot her step; and her eyes, normally grey, suddenly blazed green and feral as
a fox's, the hard Iines round her nouth deepened in a sharp-toothed snarl

She lifted one foot off the |last step. There was a chorus of hysterica
shrilling, and the crash of |eaping feet.

She stopped, and | ooked down with a wy smile. She stood one step fromthe
ground, and the things had fled.

A deft twist of her wist flicked the lantern dosed. W | ooked at each other.
"Dei/re naqz, Stefan? she said quietly. "I'mglad you are cone back. You | ook
well. But alittle older.*

"It's been a while, Katjka. A long while.'

She smled slightly, shrugged. 'Sso? It does you no harm* The nantle swirled
back from her shoul ders. | expected Dave's eyes to be out on stal ks. Her

brai ded red wai stcoat and sprigged blue dirndl skirt were just that bit too
gaudy, her cl eavage too precipitous by far. When we first net 1'd taken her
for a tavern tart, and not been too far wong. But Katjka was nmany things, and
| east of all of themsinple. 'CGood, perhaps, that you did not wait sso much

| onger. The bultos, filthy things! Wiy were they at your heel s?1

*] don't know.' | |ooked at her, uneasily. |I'd never seen her the way she'd
appeared then, nothing like so fornmdable. *1 don't even know what they are.
But they're not the first.'

She raised a sardonic eyebrow. 'Best you cone insside, then, before there's
nore! And nmake known to ne your friend, e ?

I'd been a bit worried about introducing Dave to Katjka, for all kinds of
reasons. But his usual relentless |line of groin-based i nnuendo seened to have
dried up conpletely, the last effect 1'd have expected Katjka to have. He
shook hands with her and smiled, but there was a sudden reserve about him his
normal |y open, cheerful eyes narrowing. If there was anything in his | ook as
she Ied us up the steps and over the threshold, it mght have been awe, and
very deep distrust.

He stared into the warm spicy gl oomof the Tavern's mmin chanber as if it was
a deep well, but allowed us to | ead himdown to a booth by the fire. W'd
hardly subsi ded on to the bench cushi ons when Myrko the | andl ord hinself cane
bustling up to wing our hands in his |leathery paws and wel cone ne back like a
I ong-lost son. As he rolled off roaring for food and drink for his special
guests | began to feel the terror of the outside slip away. Dave was peering
around at the other booths, but though there were plenty of customers in that
night it was hard to see themclearly. That was just how they liked it, and
Myrko took care to see it remmined that way. Shadows hung |ike draperies
beneath that roof with nothing to cast them drinking up the warm gol den Iight
fromthe oil |anps; but there was nothing sinister about them snug and

envel opi ng as velvet after the chill darkness of the streets. | |eaned back
and revelled in the old roomwi th its snoke-bl ackened rafters, its hans and
sausages and straw bound bottl es and bal es of strange spices and dried

i nprobabilities fromdistant seas. 'Really got your feet under the table here,
haven't you?' said Dave quietly.

"It's that sort of place,' | said. 'That kind of people. They'll do as nuch
for you, if only you'll let them Wuat's the matter? Don't you like this

pl ace? Don't you like Katjka?'

He scratched a finger on the worn tabletop, dented with swords and pistols
hastily cast down, with bags of hard coin and stranger currencies, stained

wi th drinks slopped in good cheer, rarely, but sonetimes, spilled in anger.

'The place - and her - Christ, Stevel | mean, she's something to you,
obviously ... but don't you feel it about her?
' Feel what ?'

He winced. 'Weird...' was all he had tinme to whisper. Katjka reappeared with a



tray of two-litre beer steins and little flasks of tujica, better known as
slivovitz, and flopped down between us with a gusty breath.

"Whool Now drink this! Drink, and ssay what brings you here with such

hel | hounds on your tails.*

" Hel | hounds? What were they, anyhow? Were'd they conme fron?

' Those? Have you not heard of thenf They arc from across the ocean, those
buttos. Haunters of graves fromthe nountainl ands where the condor flies. The
heat hen priest-kings feared t hem

t hought themspirits of the displaced dead. Perhapss they are.11 thought of
the swathed munmies in Inca tonbs, and shivered.

"From South America ?' demanded Dave hoarsely, putting down his beer. 'VWat're
t hey doi ng here?

She | ooked at him sonbrely. 'Wat does evil anywhere? Some greedy fool sought
to smuggle themin, to use their terror for his own gain. Miuch like a certain
dupi ah of the Caribbees, of which Stefan can tell you nore —though that was
far nore powerful .’

"Not here,' | said, feeling the hair bristle on the back of my neck

' Not now. | t hought youhad. . .well, safeguards agai nst that kind of thing.'

She nodded, wyly. 'The Wardens laid a cold hand on the fool, yess. And npst

of his flock, but like rats some esscaped, and still haunt the shadows around
the | esser wharves. Rarely in such nunbers, rarely sso bold unl ess anot her
will seeks to stir them There are sinple precautions one may take against

them Sso | felt their presence even within here, and came out to seek you.
Myrko ssends out the word that the Bundlers are massing again, and there will
be a hunting and a cl eansing.'

"Bundl ers? Yes, dammit, Jyp did warn me against them | renmenber now. But he
didn't say what they were—didn't want to scare ne any nore, | guess, when
was new to all this.' | stole a glance at Dave, washing down his second or

third slivovitz with beer. 'Katjka love, I've got to talk to Jyp. O Mall.
need them for sonething, or their advice at |east.’

She shook her head. 'Two ssuch rovers, will you find themoften in one Port?
They are not now, nor will be within foresseeable future.' My spirits sank
When Katj ka said foreseeable, she meant it literally. They m ght not be back
this way for years.

She smled, | eaned against nme and rubbed ny leg affectionately. *Not sso
worried, Stefan! 1'll put out the word for themal so, by all the pathways.
That may take ssone tine, of course. But | am always here, Steve. Al ways your
friend.’

She | ooked at me with wi de concerned eyes. Her hand no | onger noved on ny
thigh, but sat lightly, a prom se w thout distraction. Maybe she coul d hel p,
strange creature that she was; advise ne at least, put me in touch with
someone el se. | |ooked to Dave, but by now he was evidently out of it. Shock
and slivovitz had taken their toll, and he was sitting sipping his beer and
staring into nothing, paying no attention to us or anything else. "Well," |
began. 'It's like this ..."'
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I left out nothing, except the little matter of Rangda. Not that Katjka had
any claimto be jealous of nme, but it seemed wisest. Certainly Katjka's eyes
flashed with malign anmusenent as | described how a gir! had hel ped ne away.
But she heard ne out gravely, smiling only when | nentioned the tel egram
nodern comuni cati ons al ways seened to strike her as funny, though 1 could
never figure out why. 'And thiss strangely born idea of yours?

1 gnawed a nail, hesitantly. 'Yes ... that. Well... Look, it nmay just be ne
goi ng paranoid, but —if we really are up agai nst some kind of unofficial
barrier, then maybe .. .just naybe .. .we might be able to bypass it. An

unusual barrier, by an - unusual route.'

She nodded, alert as a vixen. 'Sso. By—

"Yes. By the Spiral. Shipping our cargo east of the sunset. Qut of conmon
time. Alot of trouble, maybe even dangerous - but if it gets all those sluice
mechani sns and conputer gear and the rest through



Bef ore! finished she'd already slipped out the pack of cards she always seened
to have about herself, warm and silky as her skin, and was dealing it out
across the table. The three cards 1 turned over seemed to surprise her, the
three of every suit except spades. She shuffled again, and handed ne the pack
| cut it as she asked ne, again and again, and started in surprise as she
pressed the cards to ny lips. They snelt faintly of her, not exactly unclean
but strong; her origins |I'd never dared ask, but | guessed they were somewhere
baths were rare and soap a luxury. 1'd managed to slip her sone el egant Wrth
stuff once, as part of a larger present. She'd been delighted, but I had a
suspi cion such a rare treasure was sitting gathering dust in her attic bedroom
hi gh above, too precious for actual use.

This time | had to deal, three cards at random and agai n she frowned, as King
of O ubs appeared, then Queen of Di anonds. And as the second card fell

stared; for the faces on the cards seened sonehow to change, to take on the
faint trenors of life, the hint of an expression. And it was not a | ook I
liked- as if they were warring with their painted gl ances, fixed, hostile,

i npl acable. | peered, blinked; and sonehow, as | did so, those gl ances
appeared to shift outwards, horribly aware, and fasten upon nme ..

Katj ka's hand sl apped down over them 'One nore,' she said softly. | dealt,
and it was another court card, the Knave of Spades. | felt a sick chill inside
nme; once before I'd drawn a Knave from
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Katj ka's pack, a Knave of Di anonds, and seen within it a fearsome vision of an
eneny |'d had to face, almost to nmy ruin. But this one was just the usually
jolly, bovine figure on a card -or was it? It |ooked, in sone indefinable way,
like a door ajar, like curtains with a foot sticking out, the essence of a
nocki ng, menaci ng conceal ment. A roomis just a room until you know a body
lies beneath the floorboards; then everything about it changes, though not one
dust-grain stirs. So it was with that card, until Katjka slid it on to the
rest, and back within the confines of the pack

"You are not paranoid, Stefan,' she said quietly. 'There are indeed great
forces arrayed against you, in this venture of yours.*

| sat back with a sigh. 'l knewit! And who the hell is it, then? Conpetitors?
Gover nment s?'
She cocked her head, surprised. 'You ask? No, Stefan! | cannot be sure, but |

thi nk not. No nundane eneny of yours; for those you could have net |ong since
with those arts and mysteries of which you are a naster.'

"Then ... who? Were fron®

Her answer was disturbing. She lifted her eyes to the shadowed ceiling, and
her open hand traced a slow eerie arc across the air, around and above us.
Dave, jolted out of his haze, sat up with a nmuffled oath, and |I synpat hi sed.
The gesture seemed to conjure up a whol e unseen world, pressing in. '|I cannot
be certain; it is what ny heart tells me. The attacks upon you m ght be from
many causes, or none esspecial. But | believe it is frombeyond here, fromthe
out er sshadows that your enem es have come. That it is fromthe Sspiral that
this barrier is raised against you.'

"Ch.. .jesus.'
| sagged agai nst the high back of the bench, feeling the shadows gather around
me, and not so cosily now | realised nowit was sonething |I'd been half

afraid of all along, and yet always disnissed with the conforting reflection
that it sinmply didn't nmake sense. What interest, good or bad, could ny little
everyday affairs hold for forces fromthe wlder shores of space and tine? Yet
it seemed they did. | caught Katjka's arm 'But who? Or what? And for god's
sake, whyt'

'Sso much is beyond ne. Except that to the East it is strong, for that way ny
ssight is nmost clouded. It, or they; for there may be nore than one. You drew
in threes.'
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"You nmean .., * | snapped ny fingers. 'That mght be why | could route the
cargoes to Bangkok and no further? Because further westward it—they - haven't



t he power to bl ock me?

She nodded. 'That may be sso. But Stefan - there might be other things they
could do."'

Food arrived then, Myrko's friendly toad-face beam ng over a vast tray of

di shes. Dave showed sone ani mati on when die snmell tickled his nostrils, and
began shovel ling great chunks of seafood and rice on to his plate. 'Hey, don't
you want sone of this? he remenbered belatedly, with bul ging cheeks. 'It'sh
fantastic!'

"No, Dave,' ! told himgently, contenplating what he was tucking into.

hel ped nyself to a skewer of Husarjenspijtz and a fiery ness of vegetables.
"You go right ahead.' After all, he'd twined me now and again for not eating
snhails, so he ought to be perfectly happy with jellied sea-cucunber. But
sonehow 1 hadn't the heart to tell him

Anyway, | had other things to think about, when the peppery food's first

onsl aught died down. 'So,' | said ruefully to Katjka. 'Fromwhat you've told
me, it looks like this idea of mne' s just about as bloody wong as it can
be.'

She arched her brows. 'Is it?
"Well - if I"'mhaving all this trouble with forces out on the Spiral, woul dn't
shi pping stuff that way just be, well, playing right into their hands? | nean,

it seemed like a bright idea at the time, but it's not absolutely the only
alternative. We could charter an ordinary nerchant ship on our own behal f,

sail the cargo direct. That'd be ruinously expensive, but if we went by sone
Third World carrier we mght get governnent kickbacks .. . W could even send
it pieceneal by air, though that'd be even pricier.’

"You mean - through the Hub? The Core?' Katjka shook her head sombrely. ' Not
if you want to see your ship again, or your... aeroplane.' She pronounced
every syllable very carefully, as if the word was unusual. 'And keep the lives
of a crew off your conscience. There are too many things may happen to one
ship in the open seas. O to a nachine that flies.'

"Not if they couldn't find the stuff. W could disguise it, snow out the
end-user pretty well; there are ways, the arns boys do it all the tine. Unti
we were under way, even. There'd be no slipups if I went al ong—*

46

"Nyej! N eveczl.' She shook her head so hard her blonde hair flew out from her
shoul ders, absolutely horrified. 'No-no-no! That you must not do, that above
all things! Not within the Hub! Not alone!' Her anxious grey eyes flickered
over me. "Yes, you are older, you have grown; yet still within you are gulfs,
enpti nesses that |eave you sso very vulnerable to ... outside forces. And you
have no other shields to raise against them of art or know edge, not yet.
They have shown they can strike within the Hub, or at its margins. If they can
reach so far, they will find your cargo however you can disguise it. You ... '
She hesitated. 'What would you call it? If you go with it, you would only be a
target, a focuss for their strike.'

My heart sank. 'The way | was for the Wl ves, you nean ? God. | thought their
ki nd of attack was al nost unheard of '

'Sso open, so blatant, aye, it was. Mre likely they would cone upon you
ssecretly, subtly, in some out-of-the-way place where the outer margins of the
Hub are thinnest, and by night. But cone they would, and it would be ..
terrible.' She brooded, staring into the flanmes of the fire as if they held a
menory of some ancient ill. "No, not in the seas and airs of the Hub is there
any safety, not now. Qut here, yes, their power will be greater; but it mnust
cover a wider range, to seek their prey, and so be spread far thinner. Your
cargo will have to be protected every sspan of its way; but that is nothing
uncomon. And here upon the Sspiral, nost inportant of all, there are
countervailing powers, if only you may find them You will need advice and
help - a mind of craft and mght..."

| looked at her. 'Haven't | already found one?

Katjka smled a |lot, but sel dom!|aughed. It sounded nervous now, as if I'd
somehow chal | enged her. 'No. Sstrengths are given nme, maybe, but they flow in



other courses. O the East | know little. A greater adept than I..."

| thought of the old creature Jyp had found. 'How about Le Stryge?'

'Nyej V She hugged hersel f and shivered, angrily.

"I know he's an old villain, a nurderous one - and he snells a bit - okay, a
lot. But god, he can do things—

"No! Stefan, a hundred tines | tell you and you do not seemto realise just
how dangerouss that creature is! He is not to hand, anyway; and if he were he
woul d not hel p."'

"I could pay him Well.'
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*] know only too well that you could. But in no coin you can afford to | ose!
Bef ore, he aided you to clear a debt to Jyp, and because he ssensed a
chal l enge to his own donmain. You he owes nothing - the reverse, nmore like. He
woul d see it so. And Stefan, he mght try to collect. Are you ready to face

t hat ?'

I thought for an instant, then downed a great gulp of the plum brandy.

'Sso,' she said quietly, the sibilance of her accent suddenly very strong.
"Then put the old fiend fromyour nmind, |est you draw hi mupon you. Anyway, he
al so knowss little enough of the East. You need soneone who does know, but
such great adepts rarely if ever come westward.' She sat for a nonent,
considering. 'There is one we mght consult. He |landed off a clipper fromthe
Spi ce Isles some nonths past. He has been here, once. He keeps his own conmpany
and counsel, but he sseens am abl e enough of his kind, well spoken of by Those
who shoul d know.' She smiled sourly. 'Wich probably neans he is | ess powerful
than the greater ones |like Stryge, But also | ess dangerous.'

"Then will you take me to hin®

She hugged herself again, and shuddered. 'Bothering even one of |esser craft

in his lair, that is stilt a risky business. But...' She shut her eyes, as if
wrestling with herself. 'Stefan, for you | will adventure it. When we have
eaten, then we will go to seek him In your car.'

When we made our way out of the Tavern, Dave stood warily at the top of the
steps, | ooking about the enpty street, before sidling snmoothly down to the
car. | contenplated the battered wi ng and scratched pai ntwork rather ruefully,
and thought of what el se mght have suffered fromthe jarring; still, 1'd
probably be away again for a week or two, time enough to get it |ooked over.
The door clicked behind us, and Katjka cane slowy down to join us. The shabby
belted trenchcoat and beret she'd put on, together with her |ean foxy
features, made her | ook |ike sonmething standing under a | anmppost in a 19405
film She too glanced around nervously. 'The air is cold,' she said, though to
me it seemed a warm enough evening. 'Could we have the top up?

When that was done, | turned the car about, followi ng her directions. Dave, in
t he back, exclaimed in surprise and relief when they brought us out into
Danube Street once again, heading away from Harbour Wl k towards the Wharfside
devel opnent area. 'Is it far, this? | asked her
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"To ne, yes," was all she said, her voice small and tense. | glanced down at
her, and saw she was huddl ed down in her seat, her features parchment-pal e and
tight in the yellow gl ow of the passing streetl anps.

"Are you all right?" | asked her, renenbering Jyp's anbi guous reaction to
nodern cars. 'Shall | slow down?
'"The faster the better. 1... do not go out so often. Do not |eave the Tavern.*

Her voice sank to an arid whisper, and she | ooked listlessly out at the gaudy
little reconstructed shops and bistros we passed, as if trying to discern what
t hey m ght once have been in their original incarnations. She said nothing
about that or anything el se, beyond the occasional crisp direction, but | felt
it with her, the oppressive weight of a rine-bound world. Nothing of her

vi si bly changed, but the years seemed to settle about her like veils of dusty
web. | thought at first it nust just be culture shock, seeing all the changes
time had wrought since |ast she dipped a toe into it - and god al one knew when
that last was. It would have shocked and depressed ne, at first sight, anyway.



But | began to suspect there mght be nore to it than that, when she nunbl ed
one direction so indistinctly | mssed the turn and had to circle round the

bl ock. That brought us into a street overcast by the shadow of a high grim
wal |, the streetlanps no nore than struggling red specks like dimeyes in the
arid gloom Katjka took one |long | ook, then positively crunpled into herself,
refused to | ook up or answer even the gentlest question

' That ? Just a rmuseum now, * vol unteered Dave. 'Course there was a prison on the
site, once, three centuries back.' He chuckled. 'Used to string up witches off
the gallows in the yard there!'’

Katj ka sat up with unexpected energy. 'Da/! And upon the bl ock outside they
sold sl aves'* she spat back at him | w nced. Dave had asked for it, but he
was under standably touchy on certain subjects; and | was suddenly rem nded
that he came froma culture with a long history of witch-finding. This tineg,

t hough, he just sat back and sai d not hing.

Perhaps, like nme, he was surprised to find that Katjka's directions seened to
be taking us down towards a famliar area, the main railway termnus. Al the
ol d buildings round there had been torn down in the 1960% and repl aced by

bri ght new concrete, so the whol e area was obscenely stained, crunbling and
shabby now, but | couldn't inagine any of it providing a lair for sone

oriental wise man. | was even nore surprised when her curt
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i nstructions brought us out into the streets al ongsi de the actual freight
yar ds.

More than half of this vast Edwardi an enclave lay in permanent di suse now. W
passed beneath the shadow of the old di sused engi ne-sheds, round fortresses of
stai ned yellow brick; one of themwas still plastered with gaudy posters and
woul d- be psychedelic graffiti, like a New York subway car. 1 remenbered that;
it had briefly been turned into a theatre, then an ethnic cultural centre til
its directors pinched all the grant cash. That had been the end of any attenpt
to redevel op the yards. Now this whole end of the yards |ay abandoned til

they could find a desperate enough property devel oper, and the shed was

boar ded-up and nmoul dering like all the others. | could inagine Le Stryge

| urki ng sonewhere |ike that; perhaps that was where we'd have to | ook

But Katjka let us come out into the wi de-open street at the far end of the
yards; a broad road, dimlit in the dusk by w dely spaced streetlanps, wth
not hi ng but dingy concrete-and-glass office boxes on one side, and on the
other a grass-footed wire-nesh fence, topped with barbed wire, separating us
fromsome rail sidings, rusty with disuse. Katjka seemed to be scanning the
fence, for suddenly she waved us down.

"It's here,* she said, and closed her eyes for a nmoment. | switched off the
engi ne and | ooked around. Sidings; offices; nothing. But as we cl anbered out
of the car | saw she was | ooking at the fence, at a place where a torn and

twi sted gap had been roughly nmended with a flat sheet of smaller nesh, now

very rusty. She pressed it, rather nervously, and it swung back. | |ooked at
Dave, and raised ny eyebrows. He | ooked back

"Rail way property,' he said. '|I was warned off playing on the tracks when I
was a little kiddie. And I'm not sure just how rmuch nore I want to know about
this, anyway. | think, if you don't very nuch mnd, that |I'mjust going to

stay right here in the car and think inmproving thoughts.'

Katj ka nodded. 'Probably that is best,' she agreed, neutrally.

But bei ng Dave, he had to have the parting shot. 'After all,' he added,

cl anmbering back into the car, 'sonmeone's got to cone bail you out. O identify
the remains. Have fun, now'

G ngerly, avoiding the snagging wiretips, we clanbered through the gap. Beyond
it the lines were even less well-lit than the road, nmere shimering streaks in
this grey corridor into

night. The only thing that stood out anmong themwas the remains of the old
brick viaduct, where the long-dead city lines had crossed an access road. Now
the road was di sused and bl ocked off, the bridge girders had been renoved.
Only the two supporting inclines remained, isolated in a neglected little



i sl and of trees and undergrow h at the edge of the yards. Rust-rotted chunks
of rail and girder, tw sted, jagged, swathed with briar and bi ndweed,

snot hered by dock and nettle, stood out of it like the pillars of sone ancient
and terrible ruin half subnerged in jungle. And behind themthe brick facings
of the inclines faced one another like a fallen gateway, an awesone threshold
to the mysterious curtain of green beyond.

W picked our way carefully across the dead lines towards it. | too had been
war ned of f playing around railway lines as a kid; but once or twice I'd
chanced it, usually dared by other kids. | remenbered how t he gravel scrunched

beneath ny feet, how old and cracked the weat hered sl eepers | ooked, how
rust-reddened the rails and fishplates, bright only at the passage of the
points. And | renmenbered, too, how I'd hopped and ski pped across them

i magi ni ng the sudden shift that trapped ny foot, the faint runble in the air,
the vibration in the nmetal growing to a ground-shaking, all-devouring roar. 1
felt a faint prickling of sweat around ny collar, even though |I knew t hese

poi nts woul d never nmove again, not till they were torn up and sold for scrap
It wasn't a train | was hal f-expecting to |l eap out at ne now, but sonething

t hat bul ked as vast and shapeless in ny inmagination, and as hedged around wth
nmorbid terrors. 1'd seen enough to know that Katjka hadn't exaggerated the
perils of disturbing - what?

Only one word for it, a word I'd been avoiding. A word | mght have | aughed at

a few days past, letting all 1'd seen slip lightly by beneath the flow of ny
nor e nundane thoughts, forgotten. Now, here, that word didn't seemone little
bit unreal. It felt as hard and dark and dangerous as those rails.

A sorceror.
As we stepped over the last line Katjka called out, sofriy, and waited. No
answer cane. She hesitated, clapped her hands, and went on. W called again,

toget her, as we reached the edge of the undergrowth; but still there was
nothing, only the distant whir and rattle of a train shunting slowy through
the still-used section of the yards. Sonmething didn't snell too good, but we

pi cked our way through the shreds of rubbish and pushed hesitantly into the
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undergrowth. It was as thick as it |ooked; briars and gorse snagged at ny
jeans, bracken | eaves tipped water over Katjka's bare |l egs. The two sides of
the roofl ess arch | oomed up before us, and with one last call we stepped

bet ween—

Into a wall of mist. Slap. Again.

Only now, near us, sonmebody shouted, a single clear word. 'Ayang? W junped,
and al nost | ost one another. | reached out frantically.

' Kat j ka?

Her bony hand cl anped shut around mine. 'Quiet!’

The mist rolled, and | was |looking into her grey eyes - vital now, alive and
young again, as if her weariness had sl oughed away. 'This iss what canme upon
you in the East?

"Looks like it! Now what—

The thing sailed above the mist, an arcing streak of col our that sang cl ose by
our ears before | could nove, let alone realise what it was. Its path swirled
the mst, it struck stone with a loud steely ring and shattered. An arrow, a
long arrow, its barbs strung with bright feathers—

"Back? | shouted, and yanked Katjka's hand. But which way was back? Mre
arrows sang through the mist, not so near. It billowed all around us, exposing
tantalising glinpses of grey stone and di m grey sky beyond and whi sking them
away before we could get any kind of a bearing. The |light was even and
directionl ess, no guide, and the breeze-where had it gone? What had happened
to the mld evening? This was hot, stifling even, and stickily humd. In
Bangkok | hadn't noticed the contrast so nmuch, but here it was utterly alien.
And then the stone beneath ne seenmed to |leap, as if a heavy wei ght had been
dropped, sonme sacks of potatoes, say, or a very heavy footfall. Fear and anger
danced a dizzy round in nmy head; but as | turned to run, Katjka reined ne in.
"Do »of!' she commanded softly. 'W have not noved three steps, we cannot be



far fromthe way back. But nove and we nmay never find it!"’

"And if we don't bloody nove? |'ve about had it up to here— | tried to
persuade nyself | needed my sword - really badly - now

Not hi ng happened, except another burst of arrows. They nust be firing volleys
at random but this one flew unconfortably near. My feet were jarring on
stones. | stooped and picked up one that felt nicely fist-sized, and to ny
surprise found, shaped in ny

fingers, a fallen fragnent of some carving with a leering face on it. No
matter, it'd nake a better weapon against any nerely human jokers. Then that

i npact canme again, and another - jesus, it was some kind of footstep

Above the m st a huge hunped shape arose, covered in glittering netallic

scal es and strips of bright fabric like fantastic banners, swi nging this way
and that with a slow, heavywei ght nodding notion. Katjka saw it and hesitated,
knuckles to her lips; then she flung her arns wide and yelled. There were
words in it; they didn't sound |like her own strange Slavic tongue, rolling and
rounded rather than sibilant, nmore |like a sonorous Italian or Latin. The m st
heaved violently, as if a huge hand stirred it up; for a noment 1 saw stone
flags, cracked, stained and npbssy, a grey wall covered with intricate
carvings, and beyond it a flash of sullen green. Then the whiteness fol ded
over us like a surfer's wave, and we were envel oped.

Sonet hi ng shot out of it, vertically down. Not another arrow, but a pair of
arms. That was putting it mldly; normal people have arns, but each of these
woul d have nade two of those. Massive, their naked skin show ng pink under a
coating of hair, they reached down huge hands with billiard-ball knuckles and
clutched at us, hard. Before we could offer the slightest resistance they'd
sei zed us by a shoul der each and hoi sted us, for all our frantic struggles and
kicking feet, right up into the heart of the mst.

Then they dropped us again. | |anded, partly on Katjka, which was not too bad
- for me, anyhow - and partly ..

Over our heads the mist flared pink, and something exploded with a nmuffled

concussi ve thud. The m st vani shed, and darkness covered ny eyes. | felt
around. Grass. Wet earth. Wat felt like brick fragments. Not a trace of
stone. | | ooked up, and saw, beyond the wavi ng bushes, the di mer darkness of

the sidings -and, to either side of ne, a pair of the broadest boots I'd ever
set eyes on. Rearing above us, blotting out the sky and the yell ow sodi um
lights of yard and road, |oomed an extraordinary figure, blocky, square and
hunched. He straddl ed us, holding his arns outstretched above us, nassive arms
like the ones that had seized us, but swathed in sone kind of heavy greatcoat.
Hel d out | evel fromeach heavy hand was a long straight rod; and at the rips
of those rods there danced a pale, pinkish flame, that guttered and died even
as | wat ched.
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For a nonent all was still; and nmen, with a heavy grunt, the huge figure
unwound his arms fromwhat 1 realised had been a single |long staff, held
yokew se across his rounded shoul ders.

' Dood ok ondergangr growl ed a deep voice. That nakes the bastards hop! They
dare try any such thing on nmy own dom doorstep?" Wth another earthy grunt he
flexed his shoulders, then let the staff slide through his hands and hit the
ground. It landed with a shaking thud, as if it was made of |ead. The hands
that reached down to help us up were definitely the sane hands that had
snatched us fromthe mist; but equally definitely the arns above them were
swathed in clothes there'd been no time to put on. 'Wy,' runbled the voice.
"It's little Kat! Wat is bringing you so fars fromthe Tavern, hah?* A heavy
finger no bigger than the average banana prodded her playfully in the ribs.
"And ... what is this?

Meani ng me.

"A good man,' said Katjka, a little shakily. "A friend. He needs your advice.
1 will vouch for him'

*A man? Looks nore like a clothes horse to ne.' The finger flipped out nmy tie,
held it out for admration, then wound it up |like spaghetti. 'Last tine | see



colours like that is sonebody overturns a cartload of cantel oupes !*

"It's hand-painted,' | said, rather stiffly, as 1 retrieved it. | was very
proud of that tie. 'By Howard Hodgkin.'

4 You sure it's his hand he uses? By dom | think another part of his Hodgkin.

Ach, well, put that thing away and conme. Cone!*

As | straightened up, dusting nyself off, | was startled to see that this
massive figure wasn't a giant at all. If he'd stood up straight, in fact, he
still wouldn't have been as tall as me, but his shoulders were so rounded that

his head hardly reached ny shoul der, and he noved |like an old man. Leani ng on
his staff, he ushered us in through the gateway of the old bridge, into the
little copse of trees. The staff lifted heavy branches out of our way, and we
ducked and scranbl ed through into a nore open area, a patch of little
clearings at its heart, hidden fromthe outside world. It |ooked as if he'd
been tending these; some parts were cleared and cultivated, rows of plantings
marked with little tags, while under the trees a snmall area was trellised over
with a tangle of briars'and other vegetation to make a solid, self-sustaining
roof. Sonme derelict seats and sl eeper benches fromrailway carriages had been
haul ed beneath it, evidently as beds and chairs, and a snall
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fire burned at the heart of a circle of blackened stones, with a heap of
firelogs and bundled twi gs beside it. But it all |ooked orderly enough, wth

none of the usual squalor of a tranps' canp.

The firelight showed nme nore of the man who cane puffing through after us.
What had | been expecting? Some ol d sensei, w thered and harsh; a snooth-faced
guru or sharp-eyed mandarin; the Abbot of Shangri-la, maybe. He couldn't have
| ooked |l ess like any of those. How old he was, was hard to say; but even in
the flower of his youth he couldn't have been any beauty, and he | ooked |ike
one tough custoner now. The rolling walk was partly an ol d-fashioned sailor's
gait, partly the effect of his | owslung bandy frane. And he wasn't wearing
the saffron robe, or the peacock coat for that matter. He was dressed in worn
seaman's gear, oiled-wool jersey with the stripes faded out of it,

sal t-bl eached canvas breeches and sone kind of navy greatcoat or pea-jacket,
with a peaked bl ue canvas cap —Ilike a seaman turned tranp, but cleaner. And
both like and unlike Le Stiyge.

"My little home fromhone!" he chuckl ed, gesturing around, then abruptly
turned on me. 'Well - "good nman"? Katjka | know, but not yet do you tell your
nane. What do you call yoursel f?

' St ephen — St ephen Fi sher.’

He studied me a minute, as if uncertain or taken aback, but then he nodded,
and turning away threw another bundle of twigs on the fire. 'My nane,' he
said, 'or as much suits you to know, is Pendek. But you may call ne Ape;
everyone do.'

| found it only too easy, looking at himthere in the firelight. H s head was
big, his face sall ow ski nned, snub-nosed, heavy-jow ed -what | could see of
it, for a coarse red beard covered an out-thrust, aggressive jaw right up to
t he cheekbones, and bushy red hair billowed about his pendul ous ears. Al he
needed to | ook really sinian was heavy browridges, but he didn't have them
beneath his cap a tangled red forelock fell |low over a forehead that sl oped,
but evenly, back from bushy eyebrows. Were he came fromwas hard to say, but
one | ook at the eyes beneath those brows told me sonething; they were |arge,
with the narrow epicanthic fold Westerners nistake for a slant, and deep as a
jungle pool, with a cold sparkle of intelligence. Another Eurasian, then
quite a contrast to Jacquie, or the Rangda girl, though. The effect was

formi dabl e.
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He ushered us towards the benches. 'Kindly take your scats —and put them on
the chairs! Yes? Hah!' | caught a whiff of himas he passed; at |east he snelt

slightly cleaner than Le Stryge, a strongly ani mal odour tinged with even
stronger pipe tobacco, not entirely unwhol esonmre —which wasn't sonething you
could ever say about old Stryge. But there were other snells about on the



eveni ng breeze, wholly unlike the netallic stinks of the rairyards; even the
air seened nmilder in here, as if the sun hadn't long finished warmng it. 1
caught hints of spice in the air, and of woodsnoke very different fromthat
sputtering little fire. And as they touched ny nose, | becane aware of other
fainter things. Sounds seenmed to hover at the edge of hearing, sounds of

voi ces—as if at any nonment | night pan those trees and see, not the grim
linearity of the rails, but snoke rising fromdistant huts, and hear the
shrill chatter of children at play.

Ape seened to notice ny response. He grinned, his beard parting over a set of
teeth that |ooked capabl e of cracking wal nuts. He took out a short,
tarry-1looking pipe, jamed it between them and shook his head. 'W're alone.'
He it the pipe with a blazing twig, and its sour reek drove all others from
the air. "So - what brings you to seek the advice of Ape, Good Man Fi sher?*

1 told himthe story as 1'd told it to Katjka, carefully. At first his bushy
brows lifted in surprise, as he heard who | was, and about the Project. He
sai d nothing, only puffed away between clenched teeth as | talked; but | felt,
as if it was a physical sensation, the atnosphere between us grow col der. The
fire dimred, the light died; only the coals of the pipe blazed beneath a
sheltering thunb, and the condensing juices gurgled in the stem Wen 1

nmenti oned the menaci ng mask, though, he sat up, spat a dark streaminto the
enbers, but said nothing. My tale trailed to its end, with the girl hel ping ne
escape, and what Katjka had seen in the cards; but he said nothing, only
snoked two nore puffs. Then, abruptly, he knocked out his pipe against his
heel, and ground in the (alien sparks.

"Don't see why the hell you come to ne,' he said, his brows knitting. 'These
aid projects, | say the hell with them Utlander, interfering, nmeddling in

t hi ngs they don't understand, making worse nmesses. Al ways sonething in them
for sonebody, always sonebody | oses. People they're neant to hel p, nost often
But not the fat cats, not office boys, oh no. Mdire bland they | ook, nore
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filywhite bl ess-you-goodwi Il bull they spout, the nore they are the ones. So,
Mynheer Goodman, answer ne this; what is in the job for you? And then give ne
one good reason | should lift a finger to help.'

If I lost nmy tenper easily | wouldn't have been a professional negoti ator

"All right; there's some truth in what you say. Sone aid projects have just
made worse messes, big hydroelectric dans and so forth. But this isn't like
that. The alternatives seempretty dear to me, and what they add up to is

m sery for the islanders. And my answer is that there's no profit in it for
anyone that | can see except them- least of all me. That's the plain truth.’
The burly man grunted sardonically, tanped down the hal f-enpty pi pe and began
relighting it. 'Ah, jawel\ Man like you works for noney and fast car and
pretty clothes, and girls - me? A man who is hollow, for those with sight
enough - a man whom t hought and feeling shine through like glass, |eaving
little warnth as they pass. Then suddenly he overflows with pity for the poor
and needy - enough to run headl ong i nto dangers he hardly even understand —
erg noeilijk te gehofen, knul\ Get himout of here, Kat, before | begin to

| oose ny rug.'

| laughed, rather nastily perhaps, because Katjka laid a warning hand on ny
arm But | didn't need it. | had nmy answer for him

"Ckay!' | said sharply. 'Okay! As it happens, you're too damm right. | have
got a personal interest in all this. Maybe nore than one. For one thing,
there's alnost certainly soneone | used to know involved in it—-sonebody | w sh
wel | . Sonebody |I... owe a favour, you could say. But there's nore to it than
that. | was interested in this before | saw her... the nane.' Katjka gave ne
an all too penetrating glance. Ape grunted, puffed snmoke, and said not hing.
glared at him 'Hollow —really flung that in nmy face, didn't you? Think
you're the first? That | haven't had to endure it frombetter adepts than you?
Wll, there were a fewthings | could say about them too. But maybe you're
right. I've made a success of my job, a big success; there aren't many peopl e
nmy age at boardroomlevel, let alone deputy MDs. So maybe |'ve paid a price in



other directions; 1've seen it happen to guys | know. Maybe |'m just anot her
sel f-centred workaholic yuppie like them But | don't want to go on that way!
And yet just throwing away all |'ve done, all the skills I've acquired - that
doesn't make sense either. It's a waste. So maybe finding a use for ny skills,
that'll

57

help pull ne out of it. A commtnent -using what |'ve |learned in a good cause
- a bl oody good cause!*

'Bravj eV appl auded Katjka softly.

| looked at the bulky figure, squatting |like a shabby Buddha under the bo
tree. 'Who knows? You might try a bit of that, too! Instead of just sitting on
your fat arse and carping!' Katjka caught at ny sleeve, but Ape said nothing;
and yet 1 sensed, sonehow, that he was uncertain now, undeci ded. He took one
nore puff at his pipe, then rummged by his seat, and | eaned forward to the
fire as if to throw in another |og.

Only it was no log that left his hand, but a spraying handful of what | ooked
like white sand. The little flames | eaped to neet it, blazing up and outward
in a great roaring sweep, a reaching hand that drove up between us. The
grass-tips browned, the tower |eaves crackled and scorched; | felt the

wi thering breath of it sear my cheeks and snelt the first faint whiff of
singeing hair. | |eaped up, but Katjka sat tight, and pulled me back down
again, holding ne dose to her. And as | hit the bench the firelight sank, then
flared again in an explosive crackle, a burst of glaring light, white as a
flashgun's at first but full of changing tints that slipped away before you
could define them It turned the little glade into a stark nightmare worl d of
contrasts, of hard-edged |ight and wavering, shifting shadows. Beside ne
Katjka's face lost its lines, |ooked like a wi de-eyed child's under pale,
delicate hair; then they returned, deepened till every faint seam stood out
like chiselled canyons of age and experience, till the hair seened thin and
col ourl ess against that icy radiance, and she becane an ancient, ashen crone;
and then they shi mered, faded, and she | ooked her usual hard-worn |late
twenties. But next nonment the |light swelled again, till her very flesh no

| onger seened to stop it, and it streamed right through her, skin and bone,
like a figurine of mlky glass. And all this time she was watching ne, and
fromthe | ook in her eyes she was seeing the sane changes happening to ne.

The flare faltered a nonment, though, and there was Ape, sitting back as
before, staring hard at us with those piercing dark eyes. Only he seened
unaffected by the |light of change. Then, suddenly, he glanced up at the trees
above ny head. So did Katjka, and 1 felt rather than heard the tightening of
her breath. The flare had hurled nmy shadow agai nst those tall trunks; but as
the warmwi nd waved themit split, into tw vast |oon ng shapes, solid and
steady despite the wildness of the light. And between them smaller and |ess
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di stinct, another shape capered, wavering this way and that. Hunched and
square, it could have been Ape' s—except that he sat beyond the Iight, and
could throw no shadow at all

He flung out an arm again, scattered some dusty particles like a sower. As
they drifted down into the fire the crackling subsided, and the flare died.
Suddenly the air was warm agai n, and that hint of spices canme floating back on
the breeze.

Ape' s pi pe had gone out. He knocked out the dottle against his boot-heel, then
suddenly turned a deep, sonbre | ook on ne. '\Wat Kat saw, so also | see,' he
runbl ed. ' And nore. |Indeed a power off the Spiral works against you, and
against Project. In fact, two. Very great, very independent, but joining
together in the blockading of the East. One, is largely confined there; but
the Oher... ' He shook his head grimy. 'Is nuscleful enough to throw these
curtains of mst before you, to try and lureyou to wal k through into the heart
of Its own place where It can squash you proper at leisure. But It cannot |ong
sustain them or too often; or you find them behind the door every tinme you go
take a | eak, hah\ It take a ganble, to stop you neeting me; It fail. But with



such power It mght just launch a real attack, right into the Core. Wth the
means maybe to hand. Attenpts lately to smuggle in forces fromthe East, past
t he Wardens —neeT

"But surely all those failed!' exclaimed Katjka. 'Ssonme idiot's always trying

such things. What there was, was caught and ... dissposed of. There has been
no new peril | oose along the Ways. Only the Bundlers, the Resurrection Men,
priculij, Anioto, Qutterers - what was there already!’

' Maybe sone get through all the sane—and are held unseen, in readi ness for one
speci al attack.'

| whistled softly, to banish a shiver of renenbered terror. 'The way the
dupi ah was."

He cocked his head at ne. 'What do you know of such?

'"It's a long story. But | hel ped discover one —and deal with the ... man who
brought it in.’

He | ooked to Katjka for confirmation, and nodded in surprised acknow edgenent.
"So! Very like, then. But | think | ess perilous and powerful, |less able to act
on its owmn. O the Wardens winkle diem out, once alerted. Wiat is small hides
nore easy. But at night and in |loneliness, when you tire and falter —then
even the small may be nmenace, when you are not ready to nmeet them'

He |unbered to his feet, delving in his pockets, drew out a pouch
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of some scaly leather. Each scal e was bigger than ny thunbnail. H s pal ns
rasped as he rubbed tobacco between them tanped his pipe and stooped,
wheezing, to light it yet again.

"There wass a third shadow,' said Katjka. He straightened up quickly, puffing.
' That you saw? Then what would you say of it?

Katj ka considered. 'A third powerful eneny, Stefan,' she said at last, softly.
"Nearer than the rest, naybe. Mdre in your world, in the Hub -or closer to it,
anyhow. And yet sonehow | ess imediate - for now But not to be forgotten.*

' There were supposed to be terrorist threats,' | said. 'Yet the terrorists
hardly have any presence there —just now Could that be ... ?

"It mght,' said Ape darkly. "It mght well.'

I clenched ny fists and swore, bitterly. That'd be all | bloody need! How the

hell am 1 ever going to get the stuff through w thout hel p?

" Probably never,' said Ape sinply. 'So what is the matter with m ne, hah?

| gaped at him ' Your hel p?'

7«wf,' he said. 'Whatever is this Project, you I think are sincere. | can
maybe advi se you, maybe nore; we see. So—we tal k ways and neans, tochr

W sprawl ed on the benches, and tal ked. Ape polluted the warm evening with his
pi pe, and his horny fingers traced odd figures in the long grass. 'Wth Katje
\ agree,' he runbled. 'This blockade, it costs these your enenies much

strength, much mana. Once broken, they will not be able to hold it up |onger
It fall down, like a prick.1
' Par don?'

"I'n a balloon, knul\ Your best bet, you do not try to barge a way through wth
all your load at once. You play it careful, take a liddle bit and break trail,
open up a route.*

" Acont ai ner—that's the smallest practical anmount. Theone with the conmputer
gear, maybe; that's |oaded and waiting at the supplier's. It's soil a hell of
a wei ght - tonnes.'

'"So much the harder to run off with, wee? He dragged a paw through his beard

thoughtfully. "In two places is the worst of danger. Here, this |land, because

t hey know of you here, and because the container is here; chance is, they know
of that also, or at least whither it will cone. Al ready they may be preparing

t hat
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strike, at one or both. But if not, or if they fail, | think they wait til

the East, where they have nore power. Till Bangkok.'

"WIl they not try and destroy thiss ... container en route? Katjka denanded.

Ape bared his nutcrackers. 'Not if |I hide it fromtheir sight! And set bars



upon it that will drive themfromits presence! But | cannot do that forever,
not in their own real mwhere they are nost powerful. The deeper into that
realm the nmore clearly they will be able to espy it, the nore their arts will
work upon it. But | cannot so well ward the container in the Core either
where all powers are weaker; they may well have tracked it down before | can
get to it. So again, here is first great danger. W nust get it past them
whhhht| - like grease eel, n*e? So they |lose sight of it here. Then, we send
it off to Thailand, but not by special route. Just so it is hidden am d nuch
other stuff the same- you can do that, joengen ? And is stored so on arrival ?
So they woul d need much power and time to find it?

'Yes, easily. The freight volume that way's pretty high. One container in a
hundred or more, right in the mddle of a hold. O a plane's belly - routine.'
"Jazeker. No chance they spot it there—so long you are not with h, near it
even. Best you do not make the arrangenent even, yourself.'

IDaj nultitoV exclaimed Katjka. "Did | not ssay? You nust travel separately,
and by sonme safe means.'

"And after? When we get to Thail and, what then?*

'Then, friend, your idea is good! Then we seek a ship of Shadows, and slip it
by beneath their noses when | east they expect it!' H's huge arm noved |ike
lightning, his hand clanped on ny armw th shocking force, a young baby's

i movabl e grasp magnified into adult strength. 'But rill then-hah! Your

probl ems begin with getting your cargo out whole, and in one piece yourself
al so. That this One will attack, | feel in my bones. Wat nay be brew ng for
you, | would not wish on my worst eneny's dog. This conmitment of yours, wll

it stand up to so nmuch danger as that?
Time for the heroic answer, the jutting jaw. The idea of being sul ked by these
nanel ess horrors all the way eastward -1 wasn't exactly entranced, to put it

mldly. To put it not so mldly, | just felt sick. This wasn't ny world, and
knew now why |'d dropped out of it, taken several steps back. But now | was
caught. | knew just how inportant all this was to ne - far nore inportant than

I'd adnmitted to Dave, to Ape, even to nyself. For only I knew how much of a
failure | really was.

Over the last fewyears I'd risen fast and far, and even the jeal ous and the
backbiters couldn't ever deny |I'd earned it; but there were nornings I'd had
trouble looking in the mrror to shave, and they were beconi ng nore and nore
frequent. Hollow, cold, self-centred—Pd been forced to face nyself as that,
when first | strove to find a way through the Spiral; the way 1'd treated

Jacquie, all those years since, nost of all. If I'd stayed out there, left ny
own cozy certainties behind, I mght have begun to change ny spots; but
returning to ny old life forced ne back into its nmould. And since it was one
Pd created for nyself, it fitted all too well. It shaped ne for success in one

thing, my career; for anything else, for human relations, it was a horrible
handi cap. Even that mi ght not have mattered; but 1'd had bad |uck, as well.
The brief affair with dare—that broke up soon enough, though it left us stil
col | eagues and friends of a sort; of the horrors that brought it about, that
set real bonds between us, she renenbered nothing that | could tell. There had
been others, over the last few years, once or twi ce even a hint of marrying,
settling down; but each time sonething seemed to have got in the way. Luck -
or guilt?

So | was left lonelier, nore isolated than before; and the only role which
gave me any confort was the cold, hard-driving executive, the only fulfil ment
my career and my work. Sonething like this, this way of hel ping, was the only
avenue of enotional involvenment | had left that wasn't bound up with ny own
profit —the only therapy for a disability so basic that the world night never
notice it. Partly, admttedly—rritatingly—t was because Jacquie m ght well
be invol ved. But the one who really needed the help was ne.

Once, long ago, | crossed the Earth and the stars on the wi ngs of night, al

to rescue Clare. | braved dangers and fought battles, and brought her back by
nmy side. But now | had an even harder task, to rescue one who nmight be in a
danger different, but perhaps - in its own way —even greater



Once 1'd gone in search of her, who m ght have lost her life. Now, adrift upon
the infinite sea, it was nyself.

Til risk it," | said.

Ape released ne so sharply | alnost fell over. | Goed dan? His frown didn't
sl acken, but | had the idea |I'd pleased him 'So you will not do it al one.
hel p."'

"You?' | hadn't expected that. 'If you' re sure-you' d nmake all the bl oody

difference!’

"Maybe sonme. You make enemies with lots of muscle, jongetje.
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Maybe nore than you and | got between us, in these places. The business | had

here, that's done. High tine | head for hone. | cone with you at |east part of
the way - maybe all. You,' he jabbed a finger, 'you pay ny passage; that's al
the price | ask. And nmake sure we get to the Bali island before third of your
May. That is the tine 1 have to be there.' He looked ruefully at his little
garden. 'l have to force on these beans. Shane.'

| glanced at Katjka. She | ooked as startled as | felt. | knew | ought to be
delighted —I knew |'d damm well|l better look it. But renenbering Le Stryge, |

wasn't so sure. Ape wasn't remotely as foul, but he'd already shown he could
be pretty unconfortabl e company.

'What happens when we get to Bangkok?' | asked.

"W get a good ship, solid skipper—you can pay for those? Good. Must be in
gold, mark

"I know. |'ve done it before.'

"Also good. So then, we ship out, east of the sunrise - hah?

And that also | had done before; and 1 felt a great swelling joy at die
prospect, so great | could alnost feel the wind beneath ny feet already.
"Great!' | said. 'But—how do we find then? Wiere do we start? | wouldn't have
a clue who to trust!*

Ape bobbed his head, a peculiar gesture |I'd seen often in the East —though
not in Indonesia. It was the equival ent of a headshake. 'Maybe not so. But |
hel p you—+aybe before we get there, maybe once there. But first we have to get
this contai ner of yours away, past this first strike. And about that we mnust
make plan, nee?

W made our way back through the greenery and into the barren wastes of the
yard, shivering in the sudden chill of the night air. | |ooked over ny

shoul der at the trees, waving in the wind, with no trace or clues as to who
and what dwelt beneath them And | wondered about other little islands in the
i ndustrial wlderness, whether trolls mght still dwell among the Swedish

i ronm nes, or ancestral spirits of the Del aware between the spoil heaps of the
Pittsburg steel towns. And | knew even in the thinking of it that they did,
and many other things in other places. For even the world nost of our making
is never entirely ours.

Back at the car Dave sat bolt upright as we ducked through the fence. 'You're

alight sleeper,' | told him "Not nervous, were we?

'Sl eeper? Like hell, Steve - | haven't had any time to sleep. You' ve only been
gone —what? —ten mnutes.'
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Sone three weeks later | was | ooking back at those trees again, but fromthe
far side of the yards. Fromthe goods platformwhere | was waiting their tops
were the only green and growi ng things visible, swaying in the fresh wind as
if to greet the breath of the next shower. It had been an unusually wet nonth;
m | ky puffs of pale cloud glided against a ground of thundery grey, heralding
nore rain to cone. Then the freight car ground forward, slowy, and the big
grey container it carried barred themfromny sight as it was shunted slowy
into the siding to await the nake-up of its train. The haul age driver cane
running up with his clipboard to get the final clearance signatures. 'Nice
neat job of unloading, that," 1 told him 'I wish all our stuff got handl ed so
careful ly."'

He grinned conspiratorially. '"Wll, squire, if it all had you standing over it



with that face on you, it might. It nmight.'

| grinned back. | knew they were a good firm that was why we used them but
I'd been breathing down his neck all the sane. 'Point taken. Counts as working
with volatile or irritant substances, does it? It's worth a bit extra,

anyhow.' As | was putting ny wallet away | asked, casually, 'No trouble on the
way over ? Not hi ng unusual ?'

H s bright boot-button eyes narrowed. 'Should there'a been?

"Just wondering.'

He shrugged. 'Clouds all the way, quite a few showers —right heavy an' all

bit o' thunder even. 'Course the forecast had sunny, didn't it? Bloke at the

nmotorway services said it were all right till | cane along. | must be tow ng
it wwth me!’

1 chuckl ed. 'Wen we start delivering weather you'll get the road contract,
but we're not quite ready yet.'

"Still getting t'bugs out? Keep us posted. Well, nmust get on. Ta!'
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| breathed a silent sigh of relief. This was the first container ready. Ape
had thought it alnost inevitable it would be spotted on its way here fromthe
el ectronics plant, but he'd been sure it would be safe enough, provided it
went by day. | didn't Iike the sound of that rain, though, and made a nental
note to ask him

W' d have about thirty to shift, all told, comng from various European
sources; the others nostly held the special sluice gates, the control servos
and ot her |inkages, |evel netering devices and everything el se that couldn't
be manufactured within Indonesia. Sonme still weren't ready, and the rest,
fourteen so far, were being held at source; but they couldn't wait
indefinitely. If we couldn't shift themwithin a nonth or two the Project was
not only going to be stuck with the manufacturing costs of gear it couldn't
use, and salaries for staff sitting twiddling their thunbs, it would al so be
sheddi ng serious noney on storage bills, rental and demurrage on the
containers, insurance —it didn't bear thinking about. And while ny firm
didn't stand to | ose anything directly, it mght just look as if we were
responsi bl e. Never mnd that nobody el se could do any better; that's not the
way a conpany inmage goes. W had to start sonewhere fast.

Ape and | had deci ded that taking the whole consignnent on this first run
woul d be an idiotic risk, and woul d narrow our choice of ships to the very

bi ggest. We'd settled on one single load. A blockade |like this was
unprecedented. It nust be a fearsone drain on the energi es even of the godlike
powers of the Spiral, even in tandem break it just once, and the chances were
it'd collapse altogether. \Wat they'd do then was anyone's guess; but they'd
be out of our hair awhile.

So the obvious choice, as |I'd expected, was the conputer equipnment. At a pinch
[ ight engineering and the everyday el ectronics which nade up the rest of the
consi gnnent m ght be despatched | abell ed as sonething el se, or under fake
end-user certificates - though how |l ong that woul d fool our enem es was an
uncertain point; but computer technology was still subject to stringent

i nternational security controls. The whole lot fitted nicely into one smalt
standard container, w th enough special packing to w thstand anything short of
a nucl ear blast; this could travel by al nost any neans of transport known to
man. On Ape's advice, again, it would be sent out by air, provided | didn't
travel with it or even handl e the despatching; the difficult part would be
getting it to the airport. That we would do by rail - but not
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unprotected. An uneasy m xture of security and suspicion withed inside ne.
There'd been no nore incidents these |ast few weeks—ho nore unexpected gates
into the msts of the Spiral; but I couldn't help feeling a grow ng nervous
electricity, an inner tingle. Maybe it was an approachi ng storm

As the container was brought to a halt and uncoupled, the rail freight
manager, a tall enthusiastic Pakistani, came bustling across to greet ne,
brandi shing a hand-held conputer, 'You are the shippers' rep, aren't you? How



do you do! Janal Adhan.'

W shook hands. ' Stephen Fisher, hi.'

' Ch ny goodness - nmanaging director, isn't it? Yes, of course, | saw you on
Busi ness Week, didn't 1? Speaking up for the rail |obby, too - excellent! Now
this is a surprise, sir, to find you down here in person on this little

consi gnnent. And a pl easure -1 hope there's nothing wong?

"Nothing at all - it's deputy managing director, by the way. Just a little job
|"mespecially interested in.'

"Well, well, you can be sure we'll look after it with kid gloves for you.' He
scribbled furiously on the conputer screen. W might be right in the forefront
of the paperless society, but forms were still the life and sou! of this

busi ness, even if they'd becone el ectronic ghosts outlined in liquid crystals.
"You'll be completing the handover bunf? Yes, well, won't you conme and have a
cup of coffee in the office, then ? Not the usual terrible stuff; | bring it
in nmyself, you know. '

| cast a took back at the container. There were still plenty of people about
this end of the yards. There wasn't nmuch |I could do just standing here.

' Sounds great. Thanks.'

It was exceptionally good coffee, and we sat by the hissing old gas-fire and
whi pped through | eaves of multi-layered printout. 1 told hi mabout the
Project, which seemed to interest him and he conm serated with ne over the
Third Worl d bureaucratic obstacles we'd probably find ahead. 'Still,' the
manager renmarked, 'at |east we can get you off to a good start with a through
train, straight fromA to B. No chance of being shunted off and left in a

si di ng sonewhere. Not that that often happens, of course!' he added hastily.
"But when it's something inportant -sod's |aw, eh?

"Right. And it doesn't have to hang around long at the far end, so they can't
lose it, either. W worked out the timng quite carefully.*
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"As |'d expect fromyour conmpany, M Fisher. Now, sign here, please ... and
here ... excellent. That's the lot. Well, if you've finished your coffee?

W strolled back out to the freight platforns, and | decided to take a | ast
qui ck look at the container. It wouldn't be a last, actually, but he wasn't to
know that. He grinned at my concern. 'Kid gloves, | assure you. Kid gloves.'
Then we turned the corner

The container was still there, all right. Still very much there. In the grey
light of the gathering clouds it was just about the thing nost visibly '"there
in the whole yard. The manager could still speak, but he was so furious he
kept sticking on the first word with the explosive effect of a snmall outboard.
"What... what... what... what-what-tt>/wf?

Al | could manage was a breathless giggle of disbelief. In the brief tine it
had been standing in the siding it | ooked very nmuch as if the container had
been swooped on by massed teans of vandals. Fromtop to bottom and including
the clamps which held it on to its freight car, it had been covered with the
nost amazi ng nass of eye-aching swirls and squi ggles of aerosol paint in lurid
colours, nostly day-glo. The result |ooked |ike a cross between a
sixties-revival disco and a New York subway carriage, with maybe just a trace
of curlicued Malay script thrown in. | found nyself funbling for nmy sunshades.
The manager let off a how of Urdu - not one of ny |anguages, but | got the
general idea of sone pretty potent profanity. It seemed to clear the breech
'"What —those little bastards, |I'Il have their balls for this! Bloody kids off
the estates! It's their parents they should fine for letting themrun | oose!
If it isn't pinching things, it's concrete blocks on the lines and footballs
on the power w res! Aaaghl. And skinhead racist slogans on the gates! [|'l]
flay them= Then he renenbered me. *Ch ny dear sir, what a disgrace, what a

di sgrace! But don't worry, sir, don't worry, no! I'Il be straight on the
bl ower to the transport police, get themup here with a work crew and gall ons,
absol ute gallons of paint renover. It will not delay your train nore than a

few m nut es—*
| managed to get a word in edgeways. 'No, no —no need for that at all! Look



I think I know what's happened here, it isn't kids. Look...'

Steve Fisher, bare-faced lies at two seconds' notice a speciality.
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"You renenber the Project | told you this is all about? Well, there were these
people who're, er, working with it, and we were having a drink, and they

prom sed to give the container a special Balinese blessing as a send-off, and,
er, | didn't know quite what they neant but this nmust be it..." | ran down.

' They must have sneaked in and done it like this. As a surprise.'

M Adhan | ooked deeply di sapproving. 'A surprise,' he said at last. "Well, we

can still get it renmoved.'
"Ch, | don't think that's necessary,' 1 said cheerfully. 'l nean, it's not
doing any harm is it? Wth die tarpaulin over the top it'll only be the sides

that show. And it'd be such a shane to disappoint them scrub all their hard
work right off.'

"M Fisher,' he protested, winging his hands in angui sh, 'you are asking ne
to let that travel on ny nice clean train ?'

"Well, at least the graffiti aren't obscene or anything.'
' How do you know? Can you read thenP*
"Well... no, but if we can't, probably nobody el se could either. Anyway, it's

nmy responsibility - all right?

| got himcal ned down eventually. 'At least it is a night train,' he said
t hankfully. "And non-stop.' He contenpl ated the gaudy apparition, for sone
monents nore. 'A blessing? That is a bl essing?*

"Balinese,’ | rem nded him

"Hrmm.' He sounded extremely uninpressed. 'But they're Miuslins out in

I ndonesia, aren't they? Like nme?*

| ransacked my nmenory. 'That's right, yes. But fromwhat | can make out,
Ball's the | ast refuge of the ancient faiths - Buddhist, H ndu, homegrown
religions, all bundled together. Quite a grab-bag.*

"Yes,' he said, with a wealth of meaning. 'Well, M Fisher, if that is a
bl essing then all | can say is | never want to see one of their curses. Good
evening to you, sir!*

He didn't quite shake the dust off his feet, but nearly.

"W'll have to nend a fence there, Dave.' 'Sure. CGotta keep the | ocal boys
sweet. The usual ?* 'Apologetic letter, yes, your secretary'll have that

t orror r ow.

But not the customary bottle of scotch, right?" 'Ch. Right. Wat do we send
instead?" 'l don't know. Wio's a good Muslimin the office - Yilderin®

See if he's got any ideas.’
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"No, I'll ask Raft. You know Yilderim it'd just be bl oody Turkish delight —
yuk!'

"Yuk it is—Hey!' Like some i mense grey-brown caterpillar with one gaudy
stripe, the train was lunmbering into life. | slipped Dave's car into gear, and

we purred away slowy, a little ahead but keeping pace with it.
'"Is it going the way your mate sai d?'
"Seenms to be. But | wasn't worried about that.'

That's sonething, then. You weren't worried; | was. He sounds barny to ne;
they're all barmy, and that barmaid bint's the worst of them How a bl oke as
sane as you ever fell in with such a crew of lowlifers I'll never know Cards

and tea | eaves and tabl e-rappi ng, bl oody New Age stuff. Probably end up
danci ng naked round a bonfire and getting nicked for it. Can just see the
headl i nes now. O getting your block knocked off by those weirdo yobbos who
went after us!’

| looked at Dave with a mi xture of admiration and wonder. | was watching a
process at work that Jyp had first warned ne about, that 1'd felt the roots of
in myself; yet sonehow they'd never quite taken hold. In the weeks since his
first hysterical strayings on the margins of the Spiral, Dave had sonehow
managed to edit everything supernatural out of them everything that didn't
have solid roots within the Core. Wat didn't fit he'd forgotten altogether



Already it had becone a pub craw down by the docks, the Bundlers no nore than

a gang of odd thugs; soon even that would be just a blur. | renmenbered ny own
first experiences, waking up the norning after in sickness and bew | dernment -
what you might call a reality hangover. Unable to accept nmy menories, 1'd

found them fading, blurring, explaining thenselves away; and yet sonehow |'d
hung on to them As if | sensed subconsciously that here was sonething
needed, desperately maybe, and wouldn't let it go; whereas Dave and peopl e
like him who might not need anything fromtheir w der experiences, or
couldn't benefit by them would just take one step back, nmentally, and | et
themgo. And I..

Understanding flewin nmy face tike a rush of chill rain, the realisation of
how close I'd cone to forgetting, how much 1'd alnost let slip away out of ny
life —maybe the | ast chance of changing it.

1 accel erated, raced on ahead of the train, and turned off down an al ready
countrified side road, enpty at this hour of
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ni ght. Ahead of us a bridge |oonmed, and | braked and pulled over. 'All yours,
Dave!' 1 pulled a doth-w apped package off the back seat. Thanks for the
liftl*

"Don't nention it. And |listen, you cake care of yourself anobng all those
crazies, you hear?

1 | aughed. 'What the hell are you worried about ? You' d step into ny shoes.
You' re the obvious candi date!"’

He shook his head. 'Not like that! I'd sooner wait till you get Barry's job.
W need you, man! Hurry back.' He clapped nme on the arm slid into the
driver's seat and went purring off with a | ast beep of his weedy-soundi ng

horn. | | ooked after him It wasn't every subordinate you could trust in this
sort of thing, whether he understood it or not. Not even every friend. But
there couldn't be much tine now | chucked ny bundl e over the rusty fence at

the end of the bridge, clanbered after it and nade ny way gi ngerly down

t hrough the I ong grass beside the uprights. It was pretty unsavoury, full of
pl astic bottles, rubbish, and worse, but | couldn't help a thrill of
excitenent.

Under my clinmbing parka | was wearing the tough buccaneer gear that had been
lying forgotten at the back of nmy wardrobe. Originally it had been Jyp's best,
but he'd given ne it as a souvenir. |I'd forgotten how it felt, snooth bl ack
fabric, thick, slightly furry, imensely strong and warm or cool when it had
to be, yet able to breathe better than all the patent porous fabrics in ny
parka. Merhorse hide, he'd said it was; one of these days 1 was going to have
to ask sonebody what the hell a merhorse was. Wth every step experiences that
had grown di m and col ourl ess cane fl oodi ng back, the thunder of a seafight,
the rush of a nightbound forest in storm the voices and faces of friends. The

office was a mllion mles away. 1 heard Jyp's dry chuckle, felt Mall's Iips
on mine - and the stinging slice of her sword. |I felt alive again.
But they weren't here. | mssed them terribly. Alive | mght be, but I was on

my own. Even Katjka wouldn't |eave the Tavern for |ong, or perhaps she
couldn't. So there would just be nme, and Ape. And if ever there was an unknown
quantity, it was him Affable enough, but alarming in the way such sorcerers
seened to be. He was hel ping me because it suited him but | had the feeling
that if ever | put a foot wong, if sonmething shady did turn up about this
Project, or just sonething he didn't like, then he could just as easily turn
on me. Katjka thought himless powerful than Stryge - but | wasn't nearly so
sure. Less malignant, maybe. Maybe.
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Around the curve in the rails ahead die train appeared. Alittle way beyond
the bridge the Iines divided, and the signals shone at slow, just as Ape had
predi cted; the engine was slowing, and in the dimlit cab | could see the
driver talking vigorously into his stalk mcrophone. Hunched in the grass,

et himgo by, and die dull segments of the snake that dattered after him but
when | saw the container car | tensed, raced down the slope, threw ny bundle



aboard and | eaped across die gravel. | |anded just above die coupling,

brui sing nyself on bits of oily netal, scrabbling for a handhold. A crane grab
made of fingers reached out and hauled nme effortlessly into die narrow space
on the flatbed at die end of die container. The squat figure sat back with a

satisfied sigh and a hollow clank. | gazed grimy at die nass of aerosol cans
spilling fromhis knapsack and bul gi ng out of his pea-jacket pockets.
"Now just how necessary was all that?' | demanded.

Ape | ooked at nme, and growl ed, deep in his throat. 'After m dnight you maybe
find out,' he told ne.

"You said you were going to nake it inconspicuous, for god' s sake! It stands
out like a bloody carnival float!*

The squat man snorted his contenpt. 'l nconspicuous to other eyes than yours,
knul\ And even that is not perhaps enough.'

"I never want to have to explain away anything |ike that, ever again! W were
only gone for a few m nutes, anyway—how d you manage it all?

A chuckl e sounded above the slow click of die rails. 'Easy, jongetje\ | just
take my tine.'

| said nothing, and busied nyself unw apping ny bundle. The sword cl anked
against die container side as | freed it, and | set aside ny little pack of
flask and sandw ches. The train was accelerating on to die main |line now, and
up to full speed. | stood up, a litde gingerly, and tried nmy footing as |

swi shed die sword experinmentally, a gleamthat sliced die shadows. Ape | ooked
on with interest, 'Fine weapon!' he observed. '\Were do you buy it, hah?'

"1 didn't buy it, bah. I won it. In exchange for a boarding axe; | left that
with die | ast owner. He was a bl oody great Wil f buccaneer.'

'"Me, | grudge one such even the axe.'

"Not nme! | left it in his head.’

Ape made die nearest thing to an approving grunt. 'O /"a? Wll, you maybe

drive die good bargain then! For it is not WoIf work, that; and it is old, to
ny eye, old and age-strong.' But then his
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scepticismreturned. 'Even a fine weapon is not stronger than die armthat
holds it, nor nmore artful. You, is such a boy fit to wield such a thing?

I swallowed my resentnment. 'I've been taught. | took up sabre a few years
back, though I've let it slip a bit. But 1 had ny first | essons from someone
out on the Spiral, and she alnost had the hide off nme; that | won't forget in

a hurry.' | reached up and slashed a twig froma rain-sagging branch in a
spray of droplets. 'And you can | ook after yourself, |'ve no doubt. Wat
really worries me...'

Vel ?

| stared out into the night. It was cloudy, but here and there the noonlight
was shining through thinner patches. *A purely material attack - in terms of

the Core, 1 nean. You suggested we go along in case these mysterious forces

| aunched an attack, and | agreed. But we were both thinking in ternms of
sorcerous muscle, sendings and stuff. But if they've so much power, why don't
they sinmply rustle up a Core-style attack? Hired goons. Terrorists even,
ex-Stasi or other secret police - there's a glut of them about for hire.
That'd | eave us | ooking pretty silly —1 nean, even this sword agai nst an Uzi.
If you know what that is.*

"Sure | know,' answered Ape calmy. 'That kind of attack they wilt not trust.
But if they did, still 1 would have power against it; you might, also. It
could do better man you think, nmaybe, that blade. In the right hands.'

| swal | owed that one, too. He had a point, the bastard. '1 know what you nean.

The wonman who taught nme, | saw her split a pistol ball in midair once; but

that was a flintlock, single shot. An Uzi or an Ingramon rapid-fire, that's
like a hosejet of lead. | don't knowif even Mall or Jyp could face up to a
firestreamlike that.* | squatted down again, and hugged ny knees. 'I could

use them here right now-either or both.'
*Mo/ / ?* demanded Ape. ' She was your teacher?
"Sure. Mad Mall Frith. Quite well known, | gather. And | picked up a | ot of



things fromJyp the Pilot. It was hel ping himthat got me into this. And god,
do | mss them*

Ape snorted. 'You know little! Consider yourself shot w th di anonds you find
one of such folk to friend you for even a short tine - |let alone tw! Even
beyond the Core they take nuch seeking out, such, and are not to be nmet with
round the corners of the streets!*
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| laughed. 'Funny yon put it that way. Because that's just about exactly how
did run into them one after another!*

hi the shadow 1 felt Ape lean over till | could feel his breath on ny face. It
wasn't a pleasant nmonment, though it didn't fed threatening.
"I's that so?* he murnured. 'Is that so? And to such a one as you ...'

"1 know, | know Hollow Half fulfilled. Bits missing. You don't have to tel
me. Pve felt what it was like to be a whole person —briefly.

' Then you feel nore than many all their lives long!' said Ape seriously. 'But
I meant not that. Fascinating nore and nore ... And as a coincidence, little
likely. Did not these your friends ever say as nmuch? O hint of something
speci al about you?'

| thought. "Well... maybe. Once or twice. | didn't pay much attention at the
time, I'd other worries. Le Stryge hinted sonething, but he was forever
telling me what was wong with ne, in spades.'

' Those are what he would see,' said Ape, and for once he didn't sound quite so
overbearing. 'About other things he would care little, unless they got in his
way. And other things there may be-nore than you yourself yet know If you
live so long, you may |earn.'

The train raced and rattled on, following its fixed course into night.
Twilight lingered in the skies, but the |um nous blue was overlaid by a vast
spread hand of clouded bl ackness that stretched fromthe horizon ahead. Only
in the gaps at the tips of its blunt fingers did the |ighter background gl ow
through, so it seenmed to float in the mddle airs lit red there by the city
lights beneath, trailing grey showery veils across the gloony hills between.
Below it dark wi sps ran before the wind, as if afraid they'd be snatched and
squeezed dry. The rising noon turned themto spectral traceries as they
passed. They shone a faint eerie pink, as if they were trying to | ook alive.
Time lagged, the rails clattered as we swept through bleak little stations
with only a few lonely figures dotted along their dimlit platforns. W ducked
back into shadow, shivering, and VDU screens and Victorian bracket clocks told
us how slowy the hours went by. M dnight canme and went, heavier black clouds
arrowed in overhead, and the gl ow ng background was hidden, i enptied the | ast
drop of coffee fromny flask, relishing the brandy that had sunk to the
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bottom the sal non and cream cheese sandwi ches were | ong since finished. Cold
and nonotony took their toll on my alertness, but there was no way even to
doze on this narrow car. And then, very lightly, it began to rain.

| felt the train slowing, but ny watch told nme it was hours away from
journey's end; just another local station. | watched it slide by, enpty and
faceless, its fewlights ringed with blurred haloes in the rmurky drizzle,
mrrored in the slickly gleamng platform Nothing noved, except at the
extreme end of the platform where below a flickering light the great mail
sack hung. | heard the soft thunp as it was automatically swung aboard the

| ast car.

"And that's the first damm thing that's conme aboard this train since we did/1
told Ape, who was sitting scoffing nuts he cracked between his fingers.

"What is?' he nunbl ed.

'One bl oody great mail sack, into the guard' s van. Just now.'

Ape grunted, uninterested. Then suddenly he spat out a great spray of nuts,
and haul ed hinmself to his feet. 'The hell you say! This is no dommail train!
And what guard's van? There is not one! Only a second notor unit! And they do
not |oad mail automatic so, no nore!*

Qur eyes | ocked. Then, together, we turned and stared down the | ength of the



now speedi ng train.

Dmy | saw it, the huge hunped bul k pl astered agai nst the top and fl anks of
the last car, like sonme fallen fruit, half-rotten. Very like, for the |unp was
seet hing, dissolving at the edges, shedding small things that crept fromit, a
craw i ng infestation that noved out quickly along the cars.

Ape, perhaps, saw nore; for he sucked in his breath sharply through his nmobile
lips. '"Kuro-i! Het smmakt slecht, jongenV

"What the hell are those?

He managed to snort softly. Trouble! Wuld you know nore?

"I mean, are they human or ... ?

"If you are not too picky, fa, human of a sort. Vicious little stinkeners. Fit
servants of a greater adversary.'

'So what d'you think they'll do?*

He | ooked at the oncoming creatures. The | eaders were only two cars away now,
scuttling effortlessly along the netal rimof a hopper. They head for the top
seens to ne. So! They will seek to cut |oose the container, so that it nmay be
carried anay ... *

"What, off a noving train?

Ape grow ed. 'You are going to stand there and arguefy while under our arses
it is done? And we are rolled over in the process? Up on to the top with you,
jongetje*. So then we see if you truly are worth that Wl f-sticker of yours
—«ee? Hah!'

On to the top —easier said than done. There weren't any of those convenient
side |l adders you see in the novies, there were just the ribbed walls of the
container. And this wasn't any especially snmooth stretch of track; the train
was really bucketing al ong now, and at every bend and points we were being
swung and shaken fromside to side. But the things were creeping closer, like
blight on a branch, and the thought of them dropping on ny head |ike spiders
was al nost unbearable. Thrusting my sword back in nmy belt at a safe angle,
caught at the slippery netal of the end rib protecting the container's door

my grip aided by Ape's tacky paint, and swung nmy foot up high to rest on the
lock flange. Too high - the train lurched, nmy weight fell on ny bent |leg, ny
nmuscl es strained in agony till 1 alnobst screaned. Then the car tilted back
again, and seizing ny moment | pulled up and straightened ny | eg together in
best clinber's style. That brought nmy head level with the top, and | threw an
armout |ike a grappling hook across the slippery plastic tarpaulin and
frantically clutched at one of the further ribs. If | hadn't been a
rock-clinber and one-tinme nastheader | might not have made it; the train swung
violently again, and for an instant 1 was back aboard a | urchi ng mast head,

| egs dangling over an infinite gulf. Then, sweating and shivering, | haul ed
nmysel f up on to the cover, retrieved ny sword before it severed anyt hi ng

i nportant, and crawl ed over the rain-slicked plastic to give Ape a hand.

| should have known better. He sinply shinned up one of the clanping straps
with a fluent hand-over-hand that woul d have made him a great speed clinber,
and his tonbstone grin arrived over the rimof the container w thout apparent
effort. He swung hinsel f up one-handed, tossing what |ooked like a small stick
in the other. 1 hauled nyself upright, struggling for bal ance on the swaying
surface, hoping there were no tunnels or anything else too close. | fought not
to flinch too openly fromthe skein of high-voltage w res above ny head,
seei ng the pantographs at front and rear of the train skid along themin a

faint crackle of sparks and ozone. Beyond them in the skies above, |I could
see two or three birds wheeling, |ike crows who scent battle and pickings.
There
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was sonet hi ng odd about them but | couldn't have said what exactly, not at
this distance; sonething funny about the perspective? Perhaps ..

But Ape's sharp exclamation called me back to earth.

"Jesus!* My nouth felt very dry, and the coffee was naking a direct strike for
ny ki dneys.



On the roof of the car behind the kuro-i were piling up. Piling up; there was
no other word for it. They clanmbered chittering on top of one another like so
many | emurs, which they rather resenbled - both the primate, in one of its
spooki er nocturnal species, and the ancient G eek denons. Their gnarled little
bug-eyed features, like giant walnuts with an acci dental human resenbl ance,
fixed us with glares of manic intensity. They wore shapel ess sacks of sone
very coarse cloth, and | saw they hefted little weapons, sheaves of spears or
darts and what | ooked like stone axes, about as form dable as bee-stings. |
woul d have | aughed if | hadn't been so flustered by that goggling gaze. That
set off a sudden flush of anger.

"Well?'! shouted. 'Weren't expecting to find us, were you? Go on, get out of
it - scraml There's nothing for you here! Piss off!’

Ape, stilt twirling his stick —no, a short baton —grunted approvingly. The
kuro-i paid no attention. They continued to stare, w de-eyed. They blinked,
all of themin unison, once —a horribly disturbing effect. Their black Iips
drew back over yellowed rodent teeth, the fine whiskery hairs at the corners
of their mouths twitched - and they shrilled at nme, a loud rat-like wailing
cry that froze ne to the spot. Then the air was suddenly alive with little
spears, and they sprang.

One spear | swatted aside, a second narrowWy nissed, a third nicked nmy ear so
finely | hardly felt the sting. 1 hesitated to use ny sword on these grotesque
little creatures, so | lashed out with my boot as the first one | anded, to
kick himoff. But die little swine slid |ike quicksilver over the edge and
hung there by one short arm while the other clutched at ny foot with a
strength 1'd never have believed. He tried to sink his teeth in ny ankle, but
even as they closed Ape's stick crashed down on his head and sent hi m bouncing
and squalling into enptiness. It sang back again, catching two nore in

m d-1eap and swatting them aside |ike casual pitches; but three nore, ducking
under the bl ow, seized his legs and toppled him right at the edge of the
contai ner top. They went swarm ng over him raising flint-tipped spears that
suddenl y
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didn't seemlike such a joke. My sword sl ashed, the spears splintered and
their wielders fell screaning into the dark —but 1 nearly went after them
sliding along the top in a threshing mass of yelling, clawi ng, stinking little
fi ends.

That took care of my inhibitions. Desperately | hacked and chopped and tore
and throttled, afraid that one of the bits flying night be part of me | hadn't
m ssed yet. But | enmerged intact, pulled my dangling legs in, and | ooked
desperately for Ape. He had troubles of his own, the little brutes seething
over himlike ants out of a hill, beating at himwi th axes and chain flails,
so he couldn't do nore than tear one off before another took its place. |
charged into the mddle of the flow, sword swi nging, and that gave himthe
second he needed. Wiile the little brutes were overwhel ming ne, he ducked
back, tossed his stick in the air —and caught the great staff |'d seen him

wi el d before.

He cast about, then touched one rounded gold tip to an oily patch on the
tarpaulin. There was a dull explosion, a rushing sound, and he swung it up
with a fireball burning at the tip. To left and right he cut, sw nging the
staff one-handedly with enornobus strength, slashing fiery trails through the
wi nd that how ed around us. Flames roared down on the kuro-i, and they
scattered, screaming; flane jetted to left and right of me, and I was free.

"I hold themoff at the |leap!' bell owed Ape. 'Ones that get past, you stonp!’
Easi er bellowed than done; some of themwere comng along the side and up the
clanps. One of the little brutes | eaped back to rake at me with a flail; | cut
hi m down, and saw another fit one of those slender spears into a | ong grooved
stick. He swung it back over his shoul der—+hen sharply down.

A blur, a hiss, and sonething plucked violently at ny parka and jabbed nme in
the side. A woonera, an até&rt/-alnost as fast as a bow and arrow, in the right
hands. If | hadn't seen a spear-thrower in a novie once, | mght not have



noved fast enough, and taken its missile in the heart; it was a matter of

i nches, even so, and ny stroke m ssed himaltogether as he scampered off down
the roof. He stopped, aimed again, then vanished in a roaring jet of flane
that blew himoff the top and down like a neteor into the cutting. A

stone-ti pped axe, flung from bel ow the container's edge, caught me a gl ancing
bl ow on the tenple; another, reaching over, missed ny leg, but its haft barked
me agoni singly on the shin. To left and right | cut and chopped,
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forgetting whatever skill | had, flailing into this seething mass the way you
try to beat away a bad dream skidding on blood and offal as the train

| urched, fighting desperately to keep my feet because if | fell once a hundred
little spikes and sl ashes would cone raining down and there would be no
getting up. My blood would run with the rest, and ny insides spill anong the
tranpling feet. And what of Ape?

My brief glance away was a mistake. A hard head rammed nme in the groin, and

al nrost went over - would have, if his aimhad been better. Speechless, |
doubl ed up and grabbed the little creature by the throat; teeth sank into ny

thigh, | tore himfree and held him kicking and scream ng, like a shield

against his fellows while | |eaned on ny sword to recover. | had barely enough
time; spears quilled his side by ny arm axeheads thudded into his body around
my fingers, all on the chance of a lucky hit. He kicked and squalled; | struck

out with himtike a club into his nurderous relatives, then sent himafter
them H s body was sucked between cars by the slipstream and dashed agai nst
the nmetal hopper with a reverberating gong sound. As if that was a signal, the
mal i gnant dwarf-thi ngs sprang back, |ooked over their shoul ders and scuttled

away.
Fire washed in their footsteps, thin spider-thread sprays of it that dung and
writhed wherever they fell. Thrashing and clawi ng at thensel ves, the kuro-
hopped and scurried back, and | fell to ny knees on the stained tarpaulin,
wheezi ng.

A heavy hand | anded on ny shoulder, and the light of a thin flame dancing on
the end of a rmuch shorter staff. 'They back off —for a nonent, 1 guess. You
have no hurt, nee?

| chewed down an angry answer, and just shook ny head. | took a deep breath
before 1 did say anything. 'About two inches further up and Pd never have

pl ayed the cell o again. O herw se okay.'

"You play cello?

"Forget it. The rest are just cuts and brui ses—* Sonething tweaked around ny
left ribs. | reached into ny sadly maul ed parka and jerked out the spear that
had struck me; the flapping parka had slowed it enough so the crude barbs
hadn't quite gone

in.

Ape | ooked at it, then tossed it away. 'Not poisoned! Mst times they do,

t hough the rain would wash it off—enough not to kill, anyhow. Their filthy
bite is worse to be feared!'
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"Great. |'ve got plenty of those. | thought you said they were human!'

'So you are picky! You, genus Homp sap, that they are not. But did you think
that was the only kind of human around?l

"Well, no. The Wlves are a nutation—=*

"And so of many! These, their ancestors are a fierce tribe, harvesters of
heads whose | ong-suffering nei ghbours conbine to drive themforth into the
deep of deep jungle. There they suffer nuch, dw ndle maybe in size; for that
is not a good place for nen to live. But sonmething else is there, maybe; and
out of the Core it lead them on to the Spiral. And they return... * he nmade a
fluid, moul ding gesture with his fingers,'... other.’

4Cod. Like the Wl ves?

"Not so corrupt; but terrible malign, hard to keep on lead. True nen fear

them where they still live on, for themthey hate, and delight to plague. And
they are apt to be turned agai nst an eneny of Those they respect...' H s voice



sounded hol |l ow and dark, suddenly far |less sure of hinmself. 1 braced nyself as
the car swayed beneath us at a bend, and discovered the sides of the cars

behi nd to the noonlight.

'"Here they come,' | said, and the words fell out of ne in hopel ess exhaustion
Ape grow ed, glancing here and there over the offal-stained tarpaulin. 'You
see any nore benzine? Nee? Verdant?

"But just a smear like that - it couldn't have fuelled so nuch flane—
"This is the Core! | need like to breed like, power to breed power! Now little
is left, I must have nore. | |look to use the paint cans, it burns good, but

they all fall out, the rest is dry.'

| looked around at the tarpaulin. 'They al nost overran us, last tinme. Wuld
have, if there'd been nore roomup here. They couldn't get hold of us quickly
enough, not with you at the gap. But it was the fire that saved us. There nust
be sonet hing el se!'’

"There is wet offal,* he said dourly, |ooking around, 'but that | cannot burn.
Make ready, jongenl W do what we nust!’

And then the rain came on, with a vengeance. A night-grey curtain seenmed to
bill ow over the wall of the cutting we were entering. Wth a rattle like stee
chain it fell across the train, sizzling and steam ng of f the pantographs,
thudding in the coke carts, drunming in the hoppers. It |ashed our backs like
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| eat her, and bowed them under its weight. Spray rose |ike snmoke, and through
it, chittering and wild, rushed the kuro-i

Ape's staff spun in his powerful fingers with an ease any majorette woul d
envy. It swatted the goblin-things frommdair and dashed them down between
the rails, while ny sword stabbed and sl ashed at any that ducked between his
strokes. The ones coning by beneath shrank back fromthe tunbling bodies; that
gai ned us a nonment. The rain was scouring the tarpaulin clean, and that too
was a gain. Dark bl ood washed down over Ape's designs.

"Wat erproof paint!* he growl ed. 'That one! There! Catch?

It kicked and snarled on nmy swordpoint, as | lifted it high, stomach heaving,
to hurl it away. | ducked furiously, only just in tine. As the train swept out
of the cutting a shadow stooped out of the rain, lashing it aside, a vast w ng
that al nost swept nme away with negligent ease. The birds - but | barely
believed the thing | saw, dark plunmage suddenly iridescent in boiling |light,
angry gems gl aring out over a savage hook of a beak. Ape's fire flickered, and
t he nonster wheel ed up again, with a croaking screamlike chalk scraping a
board, tines ten

'"The last of it!" he grow ed.

The others were waiting, vast idle wing beats keeping themin pace with the
train, so they seenmed to hover |ike roadside kestrels. The nonment these little
bastards cut the container | oose—I don't believe it!' | yelled. 'They're die
size of small bloody jets!'

Ape | aughed, harshly. "A garudal There is worse and harder to believe than
that out on the Spiral!l

"I know, damm it, |'ve seen plenty! Qut there, sure, |I'd expect anything! But
if this is the Core, how are things that size flying?

Ape stared at ne a second. That triggered another surge of dwarfish horrors on
to the car, but they fell back when he struck at them It was little nore than
a feint to keep us busy. The main body were hol di ng back beyond spearshot
range, hangi ng on car sides, shivering and glaring, while still nore cane
flowing up to join them They had attacked too soon; but the numbers they were
assenbl i ng now could just wash over us like a tidal wave, w thout Ape's flane.
He hunkered down, and stared at the birds.

"You have right, by dom For those to fly, we nust be here at the very nargins
between Core and Spiral! To hold themso close, that is a hard and terrible
thing, but it gives the nonsters oonph to go flap!'
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' Then there's nothing we can do?

He grinned. 'You forget, jongen! The closer they are to me, so | amto them |



al so amof the Spiral, and where it touches is nore oonph nine also!' His grin
faded, and he pounded out his words on the glossy shaft of his staff. 'But
still-"nust-I-have-pou' er!’

My nouth was drier than ever, ny kidneys working overtime. 'There's power al

around you,* | told him 'If you've only the strength to wield it-' And |
poi nted, and his face grew slack with wonder and furious thought.
But he was given little time for it. The kuro-i were still beyond spearshot;

it was heavy curved bows that sang, and banboo arrows that cane rattling down
on us. Ape roared and sprang up, and swung his staff high as the horrible tide
raced forward. At the |last nmonent | saw what he neant to do, and shouted, ' Not
down! Not to earth! O you'll fry the lot of us! To the p—

The word was lost in the sound, a deafening, crackling sizzle and squeal as a
fat spark leaped fromthe wires overhead to one golden tip of Ape's staff. And
the staff swung in his fat fingers, so that the donmed end of the other tip
traced an arc in the air, at just the height of the scuttling kuro-i

The bolt that | eaped down the train was a river-delta of force, forking into a
mllion hair-thin strands, channelling radiant energy; and into its path the
kuro-i |eaped. Right through the mdst of themit |anced, a fearsoneg,

unst oppabl e web of blue-white fire that | eaped to earth itself along the rear
pant ograph. How it managed not to blow every fail-safe in the train, | don't
know, | saw the cab lights flicker violently, and snoke erupt fromthe m sused
pant ograph. But for our small attackers it was infinitely nore devastating.
They withed, shrilled, |eaped or sprawied in that single hellish flash,
dancing |i ke sickening puppets on strings of spiking sparks. Mre hellish
still was the nonmentary blindness after, the roaring furnace of after-images,
the stink of snoke and roasting and the fear of what might still burst through
it and throw itself upon your sightl essness.

Not hi ng did. That single bolt had broken the back of the attack, and as ny
eyes cleared, blinking, watering, squinting in pain, | saw the top of the
opposite car scorched and snoking, clear of crawling things, save where a few
crouched over the far end and watched us with inpotent hatred. Some half their
nunber nmust have died there, or against us; and the rest drew back, scared and
sullen, to the vantage of the cars further back
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But by the sane token .

Ape wasn't a crisp. Not even slightly singed. He stood there, |egs braced,
breathing |like a blast furnace, staff braced to hurl another such bolt if he

had to, | |ooked at him awestruck. 'Mre oonph!' | panted. 'You weren't just
ki ddi ng, either, were you?

But he still looked grim *| expect no eneny so strong-mean as this, not by
hal f, by dom Qut on the Spiral 1 have force of ny own, | like not to use

t hese sparky weirdnesses you drive your clankety nmachines with - too
dangerous! | amlucky, that is all, you with nme. And we are not down fromdie

trees yet. For sure they try sonmething nore.' He glanced up at the birds.
Could he fry one of themso easily? He m ght. But two would be harder, and
there were at | east four wheeling up there, |ike nightmarish carrion crows.

A new fear hit me. The drivers were far enough ahead not to have heard any of
this, but they must have noticed the rear unit falter, seen their dials go
haywi re under that appalling power surge, suspected a fault on the wires if
not hi ng worse - why hadn't they stopped? And what woul d happen if they did?
Then 1 guessed why, and a glance at ny watch confirmed it. 'Hey, the little
bastards haven't got nuch rime left! W're due at the airport depot in, god,
practically m nutes now—

But even as | spoke there was a twang, and | staggered sideways. The tarpaulin
shifted violently under our feet, slackening and saggi ng agai nst the ribbed
top of the container.

"They're cutting the Iines!" | said, or possibly screamed. | could see the
same | ook on Ape's face as mne —a vision of a billow ng mass of heavy
plastic fabric, suddenly cut |oose, flapping and wapping itself around us,
whirling us off to hell...



'"Down!' he roared. 'Down and make chutney of them O we |ose!’

Scowl i ng back at the kuro-i, hunched up with his staff, he | ooked very unhuman
i ndeed. But even as | swung ny | egs over the edge, | saw the birds peel away
and plunge down the wind. Ape and | both froze. He could handle the birds up
here—maybe. But he woul d have nobody to guard his back. Nor would 1, down
there on that narrow rimof car. The kuro-i would have nme al one

It was insoluble - they had us. W were losing. And the time it took to
realise that was tinme we hadn't got. Wth their abrasive screeches the birds
were on us. Ape, raising his staff to the power |ines, was bow ed over by a
hooki ng cl aw and sent ski ddi ng al ong

Si

the container top. | sprang up, stunbling as the train began to brake, and

sl ashed at the root of the cruel beak that stabbed down over him hot bl ood
spurted anobng the feathers, and the vast thing flapped away, squalling.

panted with relief. Only a scratch, it'd be back, but—

I'd forgotten, in the heat of it, that there were others. Ape's eyes went

wi de, he pointed desperately, opened his mouth to yell; but slow and tired as
I was, | reacted and spun around only in tine to see the sweeping bl ackness of
another wingtip blot out the Iightening sky. It caught ne with the stinging

i mpact of a vast door slamming in ny face. Stunned, | was swatted backwards,
sent flying straight off the container top and out into enpty air.

Whi rling confusion—

A sudden roaring flash of inpact, and | was sprawled in a tangle of sonething
wi th an aching, roasting agony in back and sides, fighting frenziedly for
breath. It cane, and | rolled over, trying not to yelp aloud. 1'd done ny best
to land as |'d been taught to in clinbing, rolled up but rel axed, shielding
head and belly. The undergrowth had been an added bonus; men had fallen
parachut el ess from pl anes, thousands of feet, into that and survived.

But the train!! expected to see it vanishing into the di stance; but instead
the car was only a hundred yards down the track, and slowing all the tine,

al nrost to wal ki ng pace. That must have hel ped save ny neck, too. The nonent |
could move ny linmbs | scrabbled about for ny sword. | was on a steep sl ope,
and, | ooking down through the undergrowh, | sawit gleamfaintly in greying
light, lying clear of the tangles in the lineside gravel some way bel ow. |
swal l owed; |I'd had die best of it, knocked nore or less straight fromtop of
container to top of slope. If I'd fallen straight down that far, 1 m ght have
been a lot worse off. | slithered down to it, scooped it up, «wng it about —
not even scratched!

The grey light was growi ng. The great w nged shadows still wheel ed above the
train, but | saw themrise suddenly and scatter. | thought of Ape, stil
hol di ng them off on his own; | couldn't just |eave him Holding ny ribs,
seeing stars at every breath, | went after the train at a sort of |inping

| ope.

Beyond the wi de bend in the tracks, as ny vision cleared, 1 saw the cutting
was opening out, the gravel opening out into a wider network of lines, with
others joining it to either side. No wonder
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the train was slowing so. W nmust already be in the approaches to die
airfreight termnus —and that would be lit, that would be secure. If we could
only have held out a m nute |onger.

" Joengenl '

| al nost cannoned into himas 1 rounded the corner, running back along the
tracks. He gripped me by the shoul ders. 'You are not hurt, ne?

' Nee—+ nean, not badly! You ?f

"A scratch, a peck -gezond\ \ do not see you fall, | amtoo busy - but then
they | eave off sudden, | see you are not there, 1 hoop down and leg it back to
see we do not at |east |ose you!'

"What do you nean, they left off? You didn't do that?

"If! could, by dom | do it sooner!*

' Then— Gasping, | stared back at the train. A swarm of squat little figures



was streamng off it, down on to the line, back towards us. Ape hurled nme into
t he bushes alnost as hard as the first tine, and dived after nme hinmself. A cry
tore the air ragged, great yellow claws raked and tore at the bushes. 'On your
feet!' grow ed Ape, and not waiting for me to nove he dragged ne upright. 'And
run |like bloody hell, joengen* It is not your crate they have been after, this
little while- it is your

| didn't stop to argue. \Weezing, |inping, we staggered and scranbled up the
steep cutting, through briar and branbl e and bags of broken bottles, nostly on
all fours; Ape was good at that. 'For the top!' he shouted. 'If | can get near
enough the wires ...'

But the undergrowth gave out before the top. W hesitated a second, then nade
a mad dash out across the open space - too late. Qut along the crest of the
ridge scuttled a line of small figures, drawi ng bows, notching spears into
throwers; and others were crunching along the trackside and thrashing up

t hrough the bushes further along, moving to encircle us. There was no gap

bet ween t hem and us now. And overhead, against the grey clouds, predatory
shapes were gliding down.

Ape spun his staff in his hand. 'Maybe was sonmething in those bottles —

al cohol , gas, kerosene. | should have | ooked. 1

'Yeah. Sorry | got you into this, Ape.'

‘"I amthe one to be sorry. Little enough they can do to me. My task is to help
protect your cargo and you, and | can no nore. Could we have held them of f

m nut es | onger

"What then?' They were closing in now, nenacing shadows agai nst a pal e bright
sky.
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"Dawn. But the sun is not yet in the sky.*

"Ape, we're in a cutting?

He thought an instant, |aughed aloud - and suddenly hurled his staff high into
the air, wheeling in what |ooked |ike slow notion. And as it rose the gol den
rips glittered and blazed like mrrors, afire with the first scarlet |ight of
the sun's edge, rising over the edge of the outside world. Wth that |ight
they blazed in their turn, and the kuro-i shrilled and staggered blindly as it
rai ned down anong them as it woke iridescence fromevery drop of the msty
drizzle.

W nged shadows glided over. | flinched —and | ooking up, saw there was not hi ng
there. Nothing except four drifting wisps of dark storntloud, lit red around
their | ower edges. Away they drifted on the fresh cool breeze, across the
great archipel ago of black and gold that dawn awoke anobng the cl ouds. Nor was
there any line of goblins along the crest, or along the line below or along
the tops of the cars - only a spray of what |ooked |ike dead | eaves, dry and
feathery, whisked up and away by the sane qui ckeni ng w nd.

Exhaust ed, Ape and | staggered down the track, and into the scant shelter of
an enpty signal box, watching the freight cars glide slowy towards the
airfreight termnal. Dave would be waiting there, to see the container taken
of f and speed it through the fornalities.

"You think it'lIl be safe, now?' | denanded.

Ape gave his odd oriental nod. 'Mre than always. They draw back now, those
forces of the Spiral. Mre power they spend than |I believe they could, and to

no gain. They will be weakened for Iong now And all that...' He cocked a
sharp glance at me. 'All that for you. No poison on spears or arrows; attack
but not kill. The container, yes, if they can; but when it cones to choose,
they want you nost. You know what that says?

| was alnost too tired to speak, let alone think. "I can't bloody inmagine!*

' They think that through you they could get the container anyway, and maybe
nmore —is what. They nust think they have sonme hold over you—that sonehow t hey

will be able to nake you do what they say. That if only they can getyou, they
haveyou—so! *

H s staff stabbed down on one of the drifting | eaves, pinning it to the
gravel. | looked at it - long and thin, withered alnost to disintegration, the



narrow | eaf of a giant banboo.

The hotel clerk knew nme from back when. He sonehow managed to nmake the el egant
I ndi an-styl e sawaddee gesture and still have ny keys and ny messages on the
counter before | reached it. An emaci ated-|ooking beltboy trotted up with a
troll ey and began | oading my cases, but | kept back a | ong el egant package
covered with FRAG LE - ANTIQUE | abels and carried it myself. | mght have had
a hard tinme passing the sword through airline security and customs, but it's
amazi ng what you can get away with in a Harrods w apper.

Like a lot of Thais, the bellboy belied his small and fragil e appearance. He
heaved ny bags around as if they were feathers, poured me a drink, slipped ne
a card for an incredi bly obscene cabaret and added proudly that he was
nmoonl i ghting at a Thai boxing club tonight, and not as a waiter either, and
would I like to come al ong and bet on hin®

A reasonable tip got rid of him and as soon as the door closed | began

| eafing through the sheaf of envel opes. Greetings fromour Bangkok agents - a
fax fromthe office saying there was nothing worth faxing me about —Dave's

report, confirmng the call 1'd had fromhimon the plane, confirmng the
container's safe arrival —nothing nore. | sat back, contenplated ny beer
swal lowed it in one gulp and grabbed another fromthe bar. Al very well, but

the one | was nobst nervous about wasn't there; nothing from Ape.
He'd insisted | would be safe on the plane, 'They |ose the container, for the

now. VWi ch mean, you are their only way back to it —klopt? R ght now killing
you is the last they want.' He chuckled. 'Safe? Jongetje, your ass is w apped
in cotton wool. At least till you get to Bangkok, anyhow.'

'Ch, so?'" Ever since he'd taken that leap off the train after me |

86

was a lot more inclined to trust him but there was still too nuch | didn't
under stand about him —his nmotives, and the true extent and reliability of his
powers. 'Then why aren't you coming out with ne?

He shrugged, did his best to | ook enbarrassed, retreated into Dutch. 'Rets
niet so graag nmet de vliegtuig, hoor—het is niks voor mjl | find a ship will
get ne part way, to Ophir.’

| blinked. 'Ophir?

'Sure. By Tartessos and Ashkel on.'

"OF course, silly of me, where else? Wth a cargo of ivory, Ap»s and peacocks,
1 suppose/

Ape grunted and gave ne a very ol d-fashioned | ook. 'The ivory, jo, as it

happens - wal russ, manmot', eenhorn. The peacocks, no, since | |eave you
behi nd."

' ToucheV | said gracefully - like the Thurber cartoon. 'And you'll have no
troubl e getting another out of there?

"Nee, it is a trade route long established, there to the East. If not, | can
al ways cross to Baghdad, find one there for sure. | want to start ny | ooking

for a ship before Bangkok.'

Despite generations of storytellers and fil mmakers, Baghdad is hundreds of
mles inland and has no trace of a seaport —at |east, not the Baghdad | know.
| kept quiet about that, though. The Baghdad Ape was headed for was a |ong
shadow cast by history and | egend both. It mght owe at |east as nuch to
tradition as to reality - or be the source of that tradition. Truth was a
two-way traffic along the Spiral. '"It's a slow way round, though,' | objected.
"How long' Il | have to sit cooling my heels in Bangkok?"

Ape grinned. 'You never hear one about the jonge |ady called Bright? Chances
are | amthere before you, knul\ And | ooking around. You stick to your hotel
and wait. You hear nothing, you cone to this address, these tinmes. And by this
route, only.* He thrust a grubby scrap of paper at me —the printed |abel of a

sardine can, still with its margins untrinmed, never attached to the can. It
was covered with beautiful copperplate handwiting. 'A place like the Tavern
on the margins of the Spiral. If 1 amnot there - then you start to worry. But

alt above, you stay away fromthe container, hoor? Well away!'
So that was all | had to do here —sit around and stare at the | andscape. And



wait for Ape to turn up, and wonder, still, if he ever would. 1 nooched over
to the picture-wi ndow of ny executive suite —fortieth floor, next best to a
pent house - and
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gazed out moodily at the afternoon skyscape of glass and concrete towers,
broken only by the nearby pinnacles of the G and Pal ace. Beyond the gl ass,
even this high up, a haze of dust and fumes hung in the tropical air, and
somet hing of the heat and cl ambur penetrated through even to ny

air-condi ti oned haven. A couple of days till ny rendezvous with Ape, if he
didn't cone through sooner; what to do till then? 1'd been here often enough
before. 1'd even had time to play tourist, which | didn't always. There was
nothing new |l wanted to do. | even considered turning on the television, but I

wasn't that desperate yet.

My gl oony reverie was broken by a discreet knock. That bl oody bel | boy agai n,
with a card for something called the Thigh Bar—as in Thi ghl and, no doubt. But
al nrost as an afterthought he had another envelope. | ripped it open eagerly,
but it wasn't from Ape. The paper bore the Project's Aquarius |ogo; the
Foundati on had heard from Dave that | was out here, and a representative from
their local office would be contacting nme shortly, to act as my persona

[ iaison over the shipping arrangements to Bali. If mat was all right, of
cour se.
| sighed. Very obliging of them but | needed a personal |iaison the way I

needed another set of orifices right now 1 could just see myself trying to
explain to some earnest aid worker how exactly | was proposing to despatch
their precious conputer gear; it mght be via anything froma Spanish gall eon

to one of those giant Metanesian outrigger canoes, for all | could guess.
Probably it'd be sonething nuch, much worse. Even the thought brought on ny
jetlag. | shanbled into the bedroom and sprawl ed flat on the enormous bed. At

this rate 1'd be watching Thai TV yet.

Hunger got the better of me, though. 1 could have phoned down for sonething,
but | renmenbered that the ground-floor restaurant would be better. Brinful of
a cheerful satay and kaeng keow wan kai, plus a couple nore Thai |agers, | was
just heading back to the lifts when the desk clerk caught ny eye. Wth a

di screet cough he inforned me that sone gentlenmen fromBait were asking the
favour of an interview (that was how he put it). They were waiting in the east
| ounge just now. So here were the local reps already; | groaned inwardly, but
admtted | was expecting them | wondered why he | ooked so surprised at that.

| al nost asked for drinks to be sent in, but remenbered they m ght be Mislins.
| pinched a mint fromthe basket on the counter to kill the beer on ny breath,
straightened nmy tie and wal ked in as
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nonchal antly as if nosy-parkering client representatives were just what 1'd
been dying to see right now

What | did see brought ne up short. The little group of men in vaguely

I ndi an-1 ooki ng costunmes who rose as | entered didn't |ook a whole lot I|ike
representatives of an international project. In this air-conditioned kennel of
Western val ues they seenmed totally out of place in dress, face, everything. It
was as if a bit of the real East had thrust up like a gnarled treeroot through
t he endangered-forest nahogany parquet. Gnharled indeed; they were none of them
young, grave, responsible-looking men in jackets of white or dark blue cotton
with - no, not trousers, but elegant, neatly fol ded sarongs of cotton or silk.
Beneath their neat white caps there was hardly a black hair anmong them White
or steel-grey, it was always swept tightly back, highlighting the hard pl anes
of the face and skull, and tied in short knots, on top of the head or at the
nape of the neck. Sonme wore neat whiskers or short chinbeards, and one ancient
had | ong white noustaches that stood out fromhis winkled face tike straggly
feathers. Their skins were browner than Thais, their faces rounder. Ch yes,

t hese were Balinese, all right.

They all bowed in unison, a | ow sweeping bow with right arms extended, angling
the short staves they all carried, so gracefully that | had to echo it. That



gave the elderly gentlenman with the ;, noustaches a chance to set the bal

rol I'i ng.

' Sel amat mal aml Good evening! You are Tuan... ' He - hesitated. 'Fee-sha?

I ndeed. | am | Pemangku WayanSadja. G ves ? ne greatest pleasure, Tuan, that
you so kindly consenting to see

5 US.'

> He pronounced everything as oddly as ny nane, so it took me a nonent to
realise that his English, however ungrammati cal

' was pretty good. No getting out of it now, | nurnured the usual nothings,

and offered refreshnments. Most of them chose Coke, a .couple Singha beer and
mekhong whi skey, a fearful paint-stripper based on sugar cane, but one tal
grey-maned character, who sat easily by hinself in the centre of a settee
whil e the others perched decorously in arncthairs, ordered a Quinness. As he
bowed his thanks he met ny eyes with an ironical smle, which is the

I ndonesi an equi val ent of spitting in them and lolled back with the ease of a
relaxing lion. His steel-grey hair framed a hard, high-cheekboned face with a
neat noustache and goatee, and heavy eyebrows shadowi ng deepset yell owed eyes.
| put him

down at once as a Brahmin, probably a tenmporal aristocrat as well, sone raja's
relative or sultan's son showi ng off his know edge of Western ways —and

al nost certainly the domnant spirit of this party.

W sipped our drinks and studied each other in courteous silence.

Atl astltooktheinitiative. 'Wll,er,gentlenen-you' veno great cause to thank ne,
because as yet | don't know who you are, or the purpose of your visit.*

"But is not obvious, tuanT demanded the white-haired spokesman. 'W are
priests of our island. W are conmi ng to Bangkok as del egati on of conference of
priests. Al priests, not only pedandas who are Brahm ns, but also the

pent angku such as | who serve tenples, and sungguhu who are priests of |ower
wor |l d. Even many kal i ans usada and dal angs, who are for sinple fol k. But npst
of all, many klian subaks, who are priests of water.'

| nodded politely, though 1 didn't |like the sound of this. 'I've heard of
them How can | hel p you?

The old man drew hinself up. 'We are chosen for our age and rank, but also
because we may speak to the workers of this Water Resource Management Project
in Ingerrish that you understand. W ask you hear what we conme this way to say
to you.'

1 spread ny hands politely. 'Thank you. Certainly Tit listen to what you have
to say. But perhaps you should have contacted me in advance, and saved
yourselves die journey; 1*11 be visiting Bali very soon, anyway.'

The old man bowed again. *1 thank you! So we are a ware. Now i s when you nust
hear us. It is inportant, very, very. This neeting of priests is unhear of
before. So many cone together, to protect what so precious to us. This water
project—-at all costs—and we come to ask, no, beg of you, tuan - at all costs
we want that it stop!’

He didn't enphasi se the words, alnmst sang themin his soft |iquid accent. But
all the sanme they thudded down between us |ike knives, and stuck there

qui veri ng.

| sat up. | resisted the tenptation to ask why. This was going to take sone
very diplomatic handling. 'Then, gentlenmen, 1 don't understand at all why
you've come to nme. |I'mnot a nmenber of the Project, my firmis only one of its

contractors. Your government, the Foundation, the Project staff thensel ves—
The old fellow gestured with his staff. 'W appeal many, nany tinmes to the
government in Jawa. They pretend to listen, but not. Then to the Project, to

t he Foundation; they listen, but not heed.
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But we hear they cannot get their machines bringing to them and we rejoice.
Then you cone, and will bring the machines to them Wthout you, they are
hel pl ess. So the choice nust be yours.'

*] believe otherwise,' | said briskly - about as sharp a contradiction as was
still polite. "My firmcould withdraw, yes. At sone financial loss, in penalty



paynments - though that hardly matters. But at an even greater cost to myself,
to ny standing, to the firms. And 1 know how i nponant standi ng, honour, face,

call it what you like, is in your culture; you will understand. |1'd need a
very good reason to incur such a penalty. So far you haven't given ne one. O
any reason why you object to the Project at all. W undertook to help only

because it seened such a good cause.'

They | ooked bl eakly at one another, buzzing remarks back and forth, too | ow
for me to catch. They understood, all right. The old fellow s face tw sted
unhappi ly, and he seened about to say sonething when the tall man | eaned
forward sharply and rapped his staff on the floor. Like one or two of the
other staffs it was tipped with a small ball of clear glass, but this one was
set in arichly ornate clasp of gold, four dan shapes arranged as a stylised
claw. His own hand | ooked clawike, its nails grown to astonishing length, the
mark of a man of leisure with no need to work. | realised that he nust be a
pedanda, one of the high priests of Ball's own strange Hi nduism and by the

| ook of it a wealthy one. Wayan and the others shut up at once.

The old man rose and bowed to ne —stiffly, as if he felt | didn't deserve it
And maybe to intinmdate ne a little; he was my own height, very tall for a
Bal i nese, and | onger and | eaner of face than nost, as if the blood of the
ancient Indian lords of Bali ran purer in him It was a hard face, |ong and
strong-jawed, with a narrow curved bl ade of a nose; small gold ornanents
dangled fromthe |large ears half hidden anong the gathered hair, but they
seenmed nore votive than decorative. Hard and serene, unlined, untroubled as an
ani mal 's by doubt or strong feeling—a fanatic's face. *I amlda Pagus Muu
Bhar adah,' he said, and though his accent was strong his English was even
better than Wayan's, cold and clipped and precise. 'Are we to understand you
are ignorant of the true purpose behind this good cause you claimto support?
That it is no nore or less than the ruin of our island?

H s voice was cal m open anger |oses you face all through this pan of the
worl d. But the outright insult was al nost as unusual, even froma raja to a
streetsweeper. 1 had trouble staying suave

nmysel f. "As | understand things, sir, what'll ruin your island is the
Project's failure. Its only purpose that 1 can see is to nake sure precious
water is conserved and fairly distributed.9

" Conserved! Fairly distributed!' He snorted. 'And yet you say you have heard
of our ancient subak system Its tenples have kept our island in the Divine
Bal ance for untold centuries; yet nowit is to be cast aside in a matter of a
year or two by the nachines you are bringing fromover the sea! And not only
the subak tenples will go, but all else with it! Al the sacred checks and
bal ances of our island life, all our kinship with the gods and our sacred
ancestors —all thrown away! All to be replaced by control fromw thout, by

t he corrupt appointees of an alien governnent, that seeks ever to shape Bal
in the apostate nould of Jawa!'

There was a | ow murnmur of agreenment. This was sticky ground. As the

rail frei ght manager had said, nmost of |Indonesia -the bit | knew - and hence
its central governnent, was staunchly Islamc. They'd been sensibly tolerant

of Batinese faiths, up till now, but runour had it fundamentalist pressure
groups wanted to change all that. And evidently the intol erance wasn't all on
one side. | chose ny words very carefully. Tmsorry if that's so, but I'd have

no business interfering; that's got to be between the governnent and
yourselves. But like it or not, this is a changing world. To keep Bali alive

at all, there nust be some adjustnments, sone roomfor new things, for

pr ogr ess—

'Must there?" Nobody el se spoke. The | ounge was |arge and enpty, but this
Bhar adah's personality seenmed to fill it out and press against the walls. "Al
that is new, is evil. The hand of the governnent reaches over us from kel od,
fromthe sea, the breeding ground of all evil. Their accursed schools teach

di e Bahasa | ndonesia tongue, so that young folk no longer learn the H gh and
Low speeches, no | onger know the castes and what address is proper to each
speaki ng at best a bastard m ddl e tongue that pleases none and offends all.



They are taught to cover their bodies in shane, where once they could wal k
lightly clad or naked as our clinmte demands. They are taught to forget their
ancestors and live only for the present, to despise the wi sdom of the past for
the uncertain science of today. They no | onger know their place; the sanctity
of the desa, the life of the commnity, is torn apart.* He tossed his head
scornfully, a famliar gesture sonehow. Did it remi nd me of somebody — Ape,
maybe?
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'"To you, child of a faceless, inhuman city, that may nean little. But had you
visited our land ere you saw fit to pronounce on right and wong, you m ght
have | earned better wisdom CQur tenples are our land in nminiature, fromthe
candi bentar, the split gate which is the sea, to the shrine of Gunung Agung
at the northernnost end, our sacred G eat Muntain. And just so is each
conmuni ty and each household within it a macrocosm of the human bodies it
contains. That is tightness, that is fitness; that has endured unchanged from
ancient tinmes.' He smled coldly, and stal ked across to the w ndow, where
Bangkok fumed and festered beneath the giant orange unbrella of the sinking
sun. He lifted his staff in a gesture of rejection. The glass ball caught the
light, and hurled it blazing into ny eyes. 'That, out there, that is a new
thing, that is progress. Do you bid us abandon our ancient unities to nake way
for that?

"OfF course not!' | protested, blinking away the fiery afterimges. 'But - a
growi ng popul ation, tourists, mass communi cations, the climate... It's not
just this Project or any other. Things are changi ng whether you or | like it

or not. You need the other side, the better side of progress, to help you cope
—nmodern medi ci ne, nodern education, nodern irrigation ...'

"W need none of these things!'

"But you'll get failed harvests —fam ne —sickness, otherw se! People will
die!"

'There are worse things for people than nmerely dying!' He rounded on nme, then
seened to renmenber his dignity. He lowered his staff and traced out a wavering
outline on the parquet. 'Once the sea was a thing we shunned, the darkness
into which all evil was washed, fromthe high heart of our land. W turned our
eyes away fromit, and raised themto the high purity, the abode of our gods.
And now, now tourists have nade our own children so ashaned of their own ways
that they seek to ape them and waste their tine and substance to ride the
uncl ean waves.'

'"Ch, suffers? | snmiled. 'Yes, |I'd heard. They caught the fashion fromthe
Aussies, didn't they? Al right, a bit loud and m ndl ess, but surely there's
no real harm=

'"I's there not? Wen they beg and scrape and steal and sell their bodies to be
able to buy cast-off shirts and worn boards fromthe tourists of Australia and
America, and radios that are cheap junk to the Japanese? Wen they dance the
anci ent dances and the tinmeless rites in pieceneal, perfunctory forms to

pl ease t hose
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tourists, like performng apes? Is that a Lfe to be proud of, a prancing whore
to the world outside? He |eaned on his staff, and his face was bl eak and

har d.

' Does Tuan Fi sher al so know what the ward puputan neans? 1 will tell you.
Barely a hundred years ago, in the early 19005, when the arny of the orang

bl anda® the Dutchrmen, cane to overrun Badung, our greatest kingdom its raja,
together with his heirs, w ves, courtiers, servants and all their fairilies
and househol ds, marched out to face them And in the face of the invader, with
their holiest kris knives they ritually slew ore another, the servant the
master, the father the son, the husband the wi ves. The rajas of Tabanan and

Kl ungkl ung did likewi se, shortly thereafter. At Badung al one nore than three

t housand five hundred people slew thenselves in the space of an hour or two.
That, that is puputan -the honourabl e ending.'

He paused to let that sink in. 'Tuan Fisher, there are nmen, there are whole



conmuni ti es who woul d prefer such a fate to having the bal ance of their
ancient culture, their tinme-hallowed Iivelihoods, wested out of the hands of
t he anci ent gods of Bali, and placed into the graspi ng and unsynpat heti ¢ hands
of mere government officials. It could still happen today.' The staff flashed
in my eyes once nore. 'WIIl you bear responsibility for any such horror?*
Nobody' d ever accused ne of being over-inaginative; but anyone who travels a

| ot sees things —shattered linbs in the rubble of an |IRA bombing,
machi ne- gunned bodi es on a beach after an African coup. And | renenbered only
too clearly nowthe Wl f with the severed armfalling shrieking at ny feet,

t he dark bl ood running across a broad bl ackened deck, steam ng and stinging on
my own bare arms as we cut our way free; and the hacking and squealing on the
contai ner top during that manic mdnight ride. The horror burgeoned in ny

m nd, a nonstrous nound of corpses, sprawl ed and twitching, reeking, all die
horrors 1'd seen conmpounded a hundred tinmes and nore. Over it, crushing it
down like a triunmphant procession, rode die trucks blazoned with the Aquari us
enblem And always | was at the wheel..

| thunped the chair-arm The other priests junped, as if they'd been as nmuch

inthrall to that vision as |I. This Bharadah was a powerful speaker; but he
was w el ding the rawest kind of emotional blackmail. | hated that whereverl
found it, hated it like
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hell itself, fromadvertising to preaching to corporate negotiations; it was a
ki nd of invasion, of manipulating and dom nati ng what ought to be your own
feelings, a kind of possession alnobst. | could taste the resentnment on ny

tongue, and | net the pedanda eye to eye. He held my gaze easily; only in
those relentless old eyes was there any hint of the fires wthin.

It took an effort, but | parried calmw th caln though you could al nost hear
the air clink between us. 'Responsibility? What's that supposed to nean? 1
know where my responsibilities lie, and they're to ny firms clients - unless
and until you can prove they're doing something wong. You' ve hardly even
tried. Instead you've conme peddling the old days and the ol d ways whol esal e,
never mnd whether they're still able to keep your people alive. You haven't
shown a hint of understandi ng or conpronise. You' ve insulted the notives of
peopl e who only want to help, w thout offering one shred of proof. And you' ve
resorted to threats—

It was an actual spasm of anger that shook ne. '"Well, ny friend, if you're

t hi nki ng about inciting your people into some kind of lunatic grand gesture,
then that's nobody's responsibility but yours—and theirs, if they're crazy
enough to listen to you. But | suggest you just sit down first and think dam
hard - is it really your people you care about nost, or your power base? If
you know the term

| rose to ny feet, fighting against that yell owed gaze as if it was a physica
pressure. | |ooked around at the other priests, but it was as |'d expected;
they'd deferred to the old man at first, but even he was | ooking uncertainly
t o Bhar adah.

"It's not that | don't understand your views,' | said, nore to themthan him
'Even synpathise with them in some ways. | don't always like what this
world's becone. But |I'mnot that sold on famine and death, either; and I'd be
damm slow to inflict themon odier people in the name of any belief, however
wort hwhil e. That's speaking personally. On behalf of the firm there's only
one answer | can give. The Project's been officially approved. That makes it a
matter between the people of the island and the national government, in which
we've no right to take sides. However, the terns of our contract allow us to

wi thdraw i f we have good evidence of corruption or other ill-intent; so get us
t hat evidence - legal evidence, mnd! - and we'll consider it, seriously.

W'l put that in witing if you give us the address of any
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canpai gn organi sation. Thank you for letting us have your views/
Mpu Bharadah gave that angry toss of his head again. The skin over his
cheekbones seenmed to draw tight with fury, his nouth pulled back in a w de



snarl. He clutched his staff till it quivered, as if he was about to brain ne
with it, and the long nails stood out like claws. There was no m staking the
growm in his voice now. 'You nmerely split hairs to serve your own ends. You
are taking sides! Against the convocation of priests, and against all the

uncorrupted folk of Bali! Prepare yourself to face the consequences!’

' Mpu Bharadah, ny firmhas faced threats before; and as then, it will do its
utnost to fulfil its comritments. But speaking personally again, 1 don't take
to being threatened one —little —bloody —bit!11 felt nmy smle twist as |

| ooked at himagain, nore like a snarl. 'Any nore than you would, |'m sure.
Bukan adatkam | That's all. Maaf, soya bants pergt sekarang?

They hadn't realised | spoke any Bahasa | ndonesia. Assuming | didn't had | ost
them some face; nowl'd said | had to go, they couldn't make any attenpt to
detain ne without [osing nore. Automatically the old nen rose and bowed
politely, and ! had to return it; but Bharadah just stood there, still fumng.
For his benefit, if he was so clued-up on Western manners, | couldn't resist
addi ng ' Sel at nat sui ng? Wi ch nmeans, roughly, 'Have a nice day!'

| fled for the nearest elevator. It turned out to be one |I'd never used
before, a glass-walled exterior nodel, slow and scenic. Not that I'mafraid of
heights, | just didn't find the idea of a Bangkok panorama exactly thrilling.
Seeing it now surprised me. The neon-crusted concrete | |oathed did dom nate
the skyline, at first, interlaced with street-w de advertising signs, Tokyo
style; but then you noticed the older buildings, the tenples with their
white-wall ed towers and tiled and gil ded roofs, the halls and pavilions of the
Grand Pal ace conplex with its carefully planted gardens, the airy Victorian

el egance of the 19th century Western buildings, the 'spirit house' at the base
of every glassy office block. They poked up through the concrete |ike nore of
those roots, only here and there at first, until you realised how many of them
there were, and how superficial the glitzy nodernity really was. Roots, or
shoot s? Wuld these survivals live on and grow, till they cracked the nodern
crust and fl ourished agai n?

It did |look inpossibly hot and gruesonme out there, the dust of |ong-dead
forest earth settling in a thin noxious cloud about the city. In here, of
course, the air-conditioning cocooned me in coo
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clear air; a shame it couldn't do as nmuch for nmy mind. | stood and brooded.
Anot her fine nmess —the |ocal ayatollahs take a hand. Had there been sone
truth in what they clainmed, those fearsonme old nmen? 1'd been in |Indonesia just
once —before the present government cane to power. | didn't know nuch about
internal politics, except as they affected trade, but 1 had heard there were
serious strains between |ocal and central government. Bound to be, with one of
the worl d's | argest popul ations, getting larger all the time. Economc

factors, religious factors ... And terrorists, of course. For all my bold
words 1'd had nore than a few dark thoughts about those. Could there be a
connection? Maybe not with all the priests, not the old fellow, |'d guess; but

with a fearsone old firebrand |i ke Mu Bharadah, there m ght well be. But the
fact remmined —without the newirrigation schemes, Bali would be in for a
pretty terrible decade, maybe longer. It might never recover. Al the sane, |
ought to talk it over with the Project rep, when the real one did turn up

Back at ny suite, | shut the door on the outer world with sone relief. | was
too edgy to sleep, so | raided the mni-bar and searched for sonething
renotely watchable on the satellite channels. After an hour or so of desultory
switch-flipping | settled on a superannuated Hol | ywood bl ockbuster, circa
1933. The lantern-jawed hero was just stumbling his tongue-tied way through a
| ove scene on the deck of the old freighter when di e phone rang. | nade a
flying dive for it. It wasn't Ape, though- It was the desk clerk again, to
tell me that the Project representative was here. | groaned inwardly; but 1'd
have to see him —and up here, in case the Sunshine Boys were still hanging
around downstairs. | told the clerk to send them up, and wondered why he
sounded anused this tine. Perhaps it was better manners here to go down and
fetch them well, the hell with that. 1 needed the tinme to sling ny jacket and



tie back on, not to nention scurry about collecting abandoned socks and beer

bottles and hurl theminto the bedroom 1'd barely finished when the knock on
t he door cane, but | was alnost nmy usual self again. Until 1 opened it.

Anot her time —alnost any other time —I1 mght have been inpossibly cool

I nsufferably cool, nmaybe. But tonight 1'd had just too many shocks to cope
with one nmore. | don't think | gaped like an idiot; probably I just |ooked

bl ank. Certainly there
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was nothing at all reflected on Jacquie's face. The | evel eyelids which were
the only drastically un-European thing about her didn't even flicker

' Good eveni ng, Stephen,' she said calmy. 'May I come in?" 'OF course,' |

said, feeling —what was it? - sixteen years peel away around me, onion-skin

| ayers of accumul ated experience, well-constructed |ines of defences,

bar bed-wi re uncoiled, mnefields |laid down and trenches dug by a dozen or nore
abortive affairs. Not to mention tin tacks scattered by god al one knew how
many one-ni ght stands. And when they were gone, what was |left at the centre?
Stunned, uttering reflexive politenesses, | watched her as she swept past ne,
the wal k as poised as ever, the figure as slender —no, a little fuller maybe,
or fitter. She | ooked active, brisk, encased in a smart little charcoal suit,
Versace maybe or a bootleg copy fromthe Chatuchak market, with a wi de bow at
the neck of her creamsilk blouse. Nothing at all like the |loose flow ng

t hi ngs she used to wear. She slid elegantly down into one of the arnthairs and
sat back, crossing |l egs encased in sone ghostly pattern of gossamer sheen

swi shi ng her bobbed Hair about her shoul ders, the sane ash-bl onde mane of old
now under severe restraint. She smled up at ne expectantly, and | was al ready
sliding reflexively into the routine of offering her a drink when the strain
told, ny tongue broke its traces and bolted off out of control. 'Jesus H
Christ, girl! This is just too nuch!' She raised a polite plucked eyebrow
"What is?* 'This! You're not asking ne to believe... | nean, Christ, | refuse,
that's all! You turning up like this! It's just too nuch of a coincidence!'’
She frowned. 'Of course it isn't!' she said sharply, sounding suddenly very
Chinese. 'I saw your nane in the Public Relations docunmentation, found out it
was you, and asked to be your contact. |1'd some fundraising contacts to see in
Bangkok anyway. That's all.'

That just left me nore stunned. 'You asked? Jacquie, frankly .. .' | couldn't
think of a better way to say it. 'Frankly, |I'msurprised you' d want to.'

She shrugged, and steepled her long fingers, presenting a | ong phal anx of
delicately peach-shaded nails. 'Wiwy not?' As brusque and businesslike as could
be. She night have been di sm ssing sone ninor contract concession. Snoot h,

el egant, every bit as
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beautiful as she'd been as a student - and turning nme right off. 'W broke up
like mature adults, didn't we? Agreed to remain friends? Well, then. Aren't
you going to offer ne a drink? 1'd like a vermouth and tonic, |ong —French

pl ease, if these hotel bars have any.'

Friends? That was how we'd dressed it up, that was the lie we'd told each
other. 1'd done a pretty good job of believing it, till Mall kicked it out
fromunder ne and nmade ne realise that Jacquie woul dn't have been fool ed. Yet
had she? | forced ny battered mnd to function, enough to oil the social
wheel s a bit, anyhow ' Chanbery? They give ne that when | come here, they know
| prefer it.'

" Marvel | ous, thank you. Yes, you would.* She smiled coolly. 'Renaining
friends, yes. A shane you never did get around to conming out to Singapore, as
you pronised."'

| poured myself a stiff gin and tonic. 'Yes, isn't it? Just never worked out
that way, with die business and all. Shame.*

|'ve been to Singapore lots of tinmes, lady; but I ain't telling,

The shock of neeting her at all was bad enough, after all the others |I'd had
this evening. But encountering her like this, this glassy inmpenetrable persona
so unlike the bright, bubbly, open girl 1'd known - it was horrible. Tine



bri ngs changes, okay; but what on earth could have changed her so nmuch? \Was
she al ways case-hardened |like this now? And if she was, what on earth could
have done it to her?

Me?

"A shame,' she echoed me. Was there irony in it, or anger ained at ne? Jacquie
was a quarter Chinese to three parts Scandi navian, and coul d be one hundred

per cent as inscrutable as either when she chose. 'Still, there's no reason we
can't work together now.' She smled a slow, poised, casual snile, as neat as
a painted mask and every bit as neaningless. 'Is there?

| slunped into ny chair, staring at my gin and tonic. Too late, oh lord, too
[ate. 'None,' | said, and even to nme | sounded utterly concussed.

Jacquie tilted her head slightly. There m ght have been a subtle change in her
voi ce. "Steve —you are all right, aren't you?

1 grimaced. '| haven't been drinking, if that's what you mean -well, only a
couple of beers to get over the journey. It was ~ well, it was just those
dammed priests ...' | munbl ed.

She smot hered an astoni shed giggle. 'Priests?
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Awkwardly, gulping at ny drink, | spilled out the whole account. 'So you —the
Project —ought to know. That gabby character's a fanatic if ever | saw one.
nmean, tal k about Mislim fundanentalists - he could give an ayatollah a run for
hi s noney any day!'

'Mmnh.' She nodded abstractedly, as if deep in thought; but she was watching
ne.

"Look!* | bridled, sitting up. *1 didn't make this up, | mean not in sone

al cohol i c stupor or something! So you needn't sit there weighing me up like so
much soci al work, okay?*

She smled and | ooked down, a little apologetically. "I'"'msorry. Yes, of
course you didn't make it up. I'mon the PR side, |'ve spoken to them often —
nmostly the little old man, Wayan Sadja. He's rather sweet, isn't he? Not this
Mpu Bharadah character, though; | may have seen him | seemto renenber the
nane She gave a slight shrug, elegantly dismissive. 'No, | suppose I|... well,

| was looking at you. 1 did think a |ot about this before comng along. I'd
heard a bit about you from sone people who'd net you, in the shipping

busi ness. | was curious - naturally! -about how you m ght have turned out.

Whet her you' d have changed. How rmuch.' Monentarily her smile was human —dry,
guarded, tinged with cynicismand sonethi ng nore—but human. 'Well —go on
admt it! Didn't you feel the sane?*

1 contenplated her in sone wonder. 'I didn't imagi ne you changing. | couldn't.
Now ... honestly, I'mnot sure. | wondered if you'd be just as beautiful. You
are. More, if anything.'

The smile gl ossed over again. 'You always were a salesman. Are you like this
with all your clients?

"I wasn't trying to butter you up,' | said irritably. 'Just saying what | see.
That's all. No harmin that.'

She nmade no comment to that, only | eaned her chin on her hand

- an old famliar gesture. 'Yo« have changed,' she said
judiciously. '"How, I'mnot quite sure. But definitely you have.' | nanaged a
snmle of ny own. 'Any particular way? 'Wll, for one thing, when | knew you

/ think you'd never
have | et a bunch of bloody priests get you that bet upl' My turn to think
She' d deepened her voice, put a sort of
i npatient, incisive edge on it. Imtating somebody. Guess who?

*Ch ... Er. Well. Maybe not. And er ... you? How s your husband?' Mich
really cared, the little creep
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"I don't know,' said Jacquie detachedly, snooth as glass again. 'And | don't
much care. You don't know that we're divorced, then? No. Ooviously. Two years
after we got married. My idea. That's why | canme back to the East, to ny
famly. And got involved in this kind of work.' She | ooked down into her



glass, and smiled, faintly. 'Speaking of which ... *

"Right, right. It's not getting any earlier. Er - shall | freshen that up? As
before? Fine, fine.' | scrabbled my thoughts together in a rush of hasty
enbarrassnent. |'d been about to open ny great big mouth and | et sonething

fall out, sonething that would have rung mawki sh or insincere or just plain
enpty -how sorry | was, sonething |ike that. The Holl ow Man strikes again.
She'd neatly forestalled ne, calling us back to busi ness. Maybe she did it
del i berately, maybe she was just sliding off the subject to suit herself. Al
the sane ..

Al the same, | had a nore urgent puzzle - howto tell her what the hell we
were doing. Actually this hairy sorcerer |I'mworking with has booked your
consi gnnent in on the Marie Celeste, but don't worry, we got a great

| ate-delivery clause ..

The truth could hardly sound any dafter. O did it depend just how you told
it?

"Well, here's the situation,* | said. 'Don't mnd telling you, we've had the
same difficulties as the other agencies with this first |oad, and then sone.
But |, er, nore or |ess stood over the thing, beat off all coners, and we got

it through. It's here now, safely in store in the warehouses out at Don
Muang. '

*Ah,"' she nodded. 'The new conpl ex? Supposed to be all very high-security,
aren't they? Everything electronic. And fromthere? Are you flying it out?*

*BEr ... it doesn't really look like it. W'Ill be taking it by sea, by a
roundabout route; should cut out the problens the others had. One of our |oca
experts is setting that up right now, I'mjust waiting to hear fromhim'
"That's fine. You'll let us know who to contact? 'Wn't need to. I'Il be
going with it, all the way there.' Her eyes went wi de. 'You? The Big Boss in
person? Well, you're certainly giving us our noney's worth, aren't you? | was
surprised you' d trailed all the way out here. You must have responsibilities.'
| shrugged. 'Not so many. The office will run itself for a week or two right
now. And if it doesn't, there's the Even Bigger Boss

| &z

Barry to take care of things; he likes it. Just the sane way 1 tike getting
back out into the field. Nothing like a nice little sea jaunt.'

She sighed ecstatically. 'Ch yes. Wen you' ve been stuck here in Bangkok for
absol ute bl oody weeks... mmh.' She stretched, closed her eyes, then blinked
and sat up sharply, as if an idea had struck her. 'Steve! | suppose it would
be possible to book another berth on this ship? Wth this first container,
mean. |1'd tike to come along. Keep an eye on things.' She nust have read the

| ook on ny face, because she rattled on snoothly. 'You see, |'ve got to get
back to Bali anyway, soon. | could pay ny way and everything, obviously.'

| massaged the back of my neck, where one nice headache was taking root. Keep
an eye on things? | didn't like the sound of that. 'Look, | nean, it's nothing
against... |1'd like you to come along, old friend and all that, but... well,
we could be taking this some hard ways. Tranp steaner, crew of roughnecks,
that kind of thing. No nice cabins and sundeck and so on.'

Her glare was instant and glacial. 'You haven't changed that ruch! You think I
haven't nmessed around in some rough enough places? One project, they sent ne
out on a three-day trip in a godawful old scowwith a crew of Trobrianders!

Ni ce boys, those Trobrianders. Never took nme for granted. | even fixed the
engi ne when the oil feed went; |I'mgood with engines."'

How d she be with sharp-toothed hormunculi and stone-tipped arrows? 'Look
sorry, that just canme out patronising - really. |I've known wormen who coul d
rough it ten tines better than | ever could!' And nearly cut ny throat when
ki ssed them One, anyway. 'But... well, a |ot depends on the people Ape, er

nmy agent, is dealing with. Wat they think. You know we've not had any chance
with the ordinary carriers, big or little. So we night be using sonme pretty,
er, unorthodox types.'

"Ch.' Her expression darkened again, mstrustfully. 'You mean ... Ilike

snmuggl ers ... gun-runners?



"I didn't say a word. | don't know anything. My agent

She radi ated coot disapproval. 'Make sure you can trust him Drugs - you know
t hey hang you for that, here!’

| spread my hands. 'Do ne a favour! Look, it'll be clean, don't worry. Just..
wel |, backdoor."

She shook her head with detached, kindly concern. 'Be careful, Stephen
There're sone realty horrible types around. It wouldn't do the Project any
good to be mixed up with them- or your firm

["msure. Still, it's your business, you know best. You will let us have the
ETA, though? W have to know because, well, there have been sone ... threats.'
"The terrorists?

She sighed, and | ooked up at the ceiling. 'You' ve heard."'

"Just rumours. But the way you were reacting there, it wasn't hard to guess.'
"Well, at least you know about them Yes. Ch, it's nothing much/ She rubbed a
hand al ong her thigh, another gesture that sent the years tunbling away. But
she didn't seemto notice anything like that about me. 'Just a few Jawanese
extrem sts, trying to curry favour with the islanders - the Robin Hood bit,
def enders of the oppressed—you know.'

'Defenders of the—* | sprang up. 'Look, what is it with this bloody Project?
spent ages looking intoit, | couldn't find one good reason anyone coul d
object to it! Then these holy rollers —now you're telling me there is one?
"No!"' Her tone was suddenly urgent, upset; the nask slipping a little, naybe.

'None! At |east—not a good reason. | don't think it's one you'd recognise,
anyhow. *

' Ahhh. But one you woul d?

She shrugged. It was still a studied, guarded gesture; but | thought I
detected real disquiet there behind the mask. 'I don't know. Wen | got into
it, it seened so marvel |l ous, so necessary —oh, it still does, or | wouldn't
be here! But they say there's always a price for progress, don't they? Those
priests —I don't agree with them but still |I wonder ... The terrorists say
the Project's just an inperialist front to extend central power over Bali
Wll, that's just bails, of course it isn't nmeant to. But in the end -1 don't
know. |'ve got some doubts. It mi ght open opportunities; not so nuch for the

politicians, even, it's the admi nistrators, the bureaucrats, the little nen.
They're al nost all Jawanese.* She let out a soft whistle of inpatience between
her teeth. 'But then there's no way around it, you see! Drought, overfarning
fam ne —they'd be worse, with nore suffering, children dying ..." She shook
her head, as if to scatter a vision taking shape.

"But that's not sonething the islanders can appreciate?
Jacqui ebl i nked. ' I di dn' t expectyou to understand that.. .yes.
| shrugged. 'I've seen things like it before. Something's got to give,
somewhere. Gve it tinme.11 stretched, sighed. I'd hoped 1 was lifting a
burden; now | seenmed to be squashed under an even bigger
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one, getting heavier all the tine. 1'd had enough of it. 'Anyhow * | said
decisively. '"It's not nmy problem W just do what the contract says, don't we?
"Il get our ETA to you as soon as | know it—and yes, 1'll be extra careful.’
Jacqui e nodded, |ooked at her watch. 'Ch yipe! It's that time. Steve, |'ve got

to hit the road.' Peach claws sent a card spinning across the coffee table.
"You can get in touch with me at ny hotel, when you' ve some news.'

' Ckay, but Listen, it'll be dinnertinme before you knowit, and |I'm starving
all over again - jetlag, probably. There're sone great places further down
Sukhunvit, or on Silom Road.* | saw her hesitate. 'Or | could have sone sent

up here ...’
She smled - die inpenetrable smle again —and shook her head. Tve really got
to be going,'

"And | eave an old friend to eat al one?

' Poor Stephen!' She gave a delicate chuckle, and added pleasantly 'But this is
Bangkok, after all. I'msure you won't stay lonely for |ong.*

She reached up and patted ne on the cheek. Am ably. Warm y? Not especially.



"Must run. Sawaddee kha?

She seened to glide past ne, as if borne away on sone invisible current. The
heavy outer door clicked shut behind her. | put ny palnms flat on its cool wood
and rested ny forehead between them 1'd desperately wanted to say sonething —
but what? | hadn't a clue. Maybe the time for saying anything at all had been
si xteen years ago; and what kind of idiot was inhabiting ny body then? If
anything- if possible - she was nmore beautiful now, with that agel ess oriental
touch in her features, and the uncertainties of youth ironed out. Too nuch
iron, maybe; that horrendous gloss... And yet it wasn't constant, it dropped
like a mask at tinmes. She nust cultivate it; why? To fend off nen?

That set off a sudden sinking feeling. She'd heard about ne from sone of ny
busi ness comperes, she said. Right, | could guess what they'd say; good
friends and sore |l osers, every one. Maybe they woul dn't be too far wong,
either. Maybe their identikit inage m ght match up just a bit too closely with
the Steve Fisher she renenbered. She'd been curious about ne, nervous,
uncertain. So she'd put on all that protective coloration, the inmage, the
manner - all for ny benefit, so to speak. A front to inpress ne, to keep ne at
bay, maybe. So everything I'd found so repellent about her was ne.

And what made nme even sicker was that if | hadn't known her already, if |
hadn't been expecting sonebody different -! mght even have gone for that
cut-gl ass exterior. And never once guessed the reflection in every facet was

m ne.

| needed a drink. But | also needed food. And ny first rendezvous with Ape was
between ten and el even this evening. | scow ed at nmy watch, then went and
threw on ny jacket. | could pick up sonething in the hotel's snackbar grill;

it wouldn't be great, but neither would the conmpany. 1'd be eating with the
person | least wanted to be alone with right now, and that was nmy own sweet

sel f.

Over the neal | re-read Ape's directions, and the nore 1 studied themthe nore
it seemed that directions were the one thing they weren't. There were no
street nanes, only turnings and buildings, and the turnings didn't make any

ki nd of | ogi cal

I, sense that | could see. Still, what could | do but follow? I

f scribbled my suite nunmber on the bill, tossed down a few extra babt on
top of the service charge, and the glass doors sighed their synthetic regret
as 1 stepped out into the hot breath of the night.

' It didn't seemlong before ny nmisgivings began to | ook justified. Ape's
route took me smack dab into a crowded | ate-

\ ni ght street nmarket; then, just as | groaned with relief at getting

t hrough the sweaty sweltering crush, that dammed pi ece of paper directed ne

ri ght back down through it again, jostlers, pickpockets, pinps and all. It
wasn't witten on a sardine-can |abel for nothing, | thought. But this tine
the turn-off was different, alittle alley | hadn't noticed behind an
exceptionally snelly

., dried-fish stall. Just die place for a really fine nmugging, or worse;
i .. 1 wished |I'd brought the sword al ong, though I was wary of carrying it
too openly. Maybe 1'd be able to call it again, and naybe I wouldn't. | heard
the chatter of the market die away behind nme; this was a pretty long alley,
with lots of handy twi sts and turns. | had things like clouds of nmist on ny

m nd when suddenly | saw, on the wall ahead, a flicker of pink light. And
renenber ed, suddenly, the red-eyed mask, and the heavy lids that opened and
bl i nked . ..

I went on. | was wal king Ape's road, and | hadn't any other. But | flattened
nmyself to the wall - or as near as | dared, given the filth of it - and peered
carefully around. But when | saw what it was, that light, | |aughed al oud. And
t hen, | ooking
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again at Ape's instructions, | stopped | aughing altogether. Here?

But it was natural enough that there should be nore than one kind of place



al ong the borders of the Spiral, as there were all kinds of people. And okay,
the Tavern had its |ouche side - sonme of which was Katjka. But this one ..
Even for Bangkok it was sleazy, sleazy as hell. There was nothing tinel ess
about it that 1 could detect, nothing but the ageless stink of vice. | propped
up the bar, because it was cleaner than the barstools, and drank the beer- not
because it was nmuch cheaper than the |iquor, but because it came out of seal ed
bottles, and 1 opened them nmyself. In between tines | fended off the desultory
attentions of under-aged bar girls, ignored their jibes, and did nmy damedest
not to think about Jacquie. What was |aughingly billed as a cabaret didn't
help - though calling it a sex show woul dn't have been that rmuch nore
accurate. Even the fat-bellied Gernmans in their cut-off jeans, waggling the
little hostesses into their laps, were watching only in the jaded quest for
novelty, a new angle, a new cigarette or banana trick. At the nmonent it was
razor bl ades, no less. An ancient blaster squeal ed out cheap rock from worn,
wow-ri dden tapes, the sweaty crush around nme swayed with gloating sadistic

bri nkmanship, and 1 felt a mllion mles renmoved fromthe human race. Not the
heal thiest thing to be contenplating, not with Jacquie on ny m nd.

And that was pretty crazy initself. Not as if she was sonebody |'d just net.
She was my past, a closed chapter —one |'d dosed nyself, and pretty harshly
at that. So what could she nmean to me now? Wiy was | nooning after her |ike

t hi s?

Could it be that after her nothing seemed to go right, every relationship
somehow managed to misfire? As if 1'd skipped a vital page, nissed a clue as
to how t hings should go, how feelings should work. The freeze had set in
around ne. The less involved, the enptier an attraction was, the better it
suited me, till over two years, perhaps, there'd been nothing but one-night
stands, practically anonynous. And the | ogical end of that process? Maybe it
was here.

| contenpl ated the cabaret. Topl ess dancers were paddi ng out between acts,

wi ggling around plastic pillars in an awkward parody of excitenent. Enptier
than this you didn't get; | ought to like it. And 1 night have ended up that
way; except that, somehow, Mall and C are between them struck a sudden spark
of warmh back into ny life. But right fromthe begi nning dare and
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I had known it wouldn't last. We |iked each other, we worked well together, we
were too much friends to be lasting | overs; and she wasn't a deep person. In
some ways she could be as enpty and career-centred as ne. However close we

cane, we were parallel lines; we never collided. Wth Jacqui e, sonehow, it was
different. Only it was also too |ate.
And | kept seeing her —and behind her, |ike a shadow, teasing, available, the

girl called Rangda. Because it was here, in this place that Ape had chosen
that 1 had first met her; and it was to its back door that |I'd been hunted,
all those weeks ago.
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1 drained ny beer, and got another. Maybe it would quell the headache, stop ny
psyche tying itself in knots. If Ape didn't show tonight 1'd have to cone
back, tonorrow, the day after. 1 didn't knowif 1 could stand it. Another act
started. | closed nmy smarting eyes ... And opened them again, at a sudden

out burst of noise, an al nost wordl ess animal snarling. A pack of nmen were

[ urching through the door, up to the bar, baying at the cabaret, knocking over
tabl es and bargi ng ot her drinkers aside, grabbing at hostesses already with
clients. Six or seven of them big nmen nostly, Aussies by their accents. They
towered over die little waiter who rushed up to renmonstrate with them and
when he kept on shouting one smacked out a hamfist and sent himflying.
Drinks scattered, dancers and hostesses screaned, the crowmd around ne seened
to surge back like a living animal gathering itself to spring—

| ducked back, right to the wall, and stayed there. It wasn't the first bar
brawl Pd run into. They nake people laugh on TV, but they're not at all funny
to get caught in, especially in a confined space. Fists were flying, ainless
whirling punches that did little danage at first, but spread the fight



further. Tables toppled, glasses and beer bottles sailed through the air on
trails of sticky drinks and expl oded |ike nmeteors against the wall, or burst
the strobe lights with a deafening pop, spraying snmoke and hot splinters.

O her bottles were being smashed agai nst the counter to make daggers of jagged
glass. A bit too direct and lethal for ne -1 Iike to have a choi ce about
killing, when | can. 1 tried one of the tables - too flinsy, too cunbersone; |
snatched up a barstooi. Built to take the weight of bl oated European

backsi des, so it should suit their skulls nicely. A shouting shape reeled

t owar ds
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me, and | swung the stool; a crack, he staggered back and was sucked back into
the brawl . But then the whole crowd reeled ny way, cutting me off fromthe
door. The fighting animal spread its shapeless tentacles and trawmed nme into
its chaotic belly.

1 fetched up agai nst one of the Aussies, and got a shock; he was hugely
bearded, wearing frock coat and neckerchief and battered hi gh-crowned bow er,
strai ght out of the old photos fromthe Yukon or Kalgoorlte. H's punch nearly

felled me, but clanged off the chrom umstalk of the stool; | swng it around,
clipped his ear and socked himin the stomach. The bow er stayed where it was,
but he how ed and fell over. | lunged past him |ooking for the door; but it
was out of reach. A row of small shadowy figures blocked nmy way. | whirled

around, swi nging the stool, but they were beside me, behind ne, a circle
closing fast. A knife gleaned; others |eaped out in answer, dark jagged bl ades
covered in strange circular facets. No netal, but obsidian, razor-edged

vol canic glass. As quickly as that, the kuro-i had me surrounded.

Panic, faster than thought, |ashed out with the barstooi —connected —felled
one. 1 sprang for the gap, a slash whistled past ny stonmach, the stool slanmed
down into a winkled grinning face —and they were on me, Kkicking, tw sting
the I egs fromunder nme, knives forgotten, slashing with hands, teeth, anything
that mght bring ne down. | staggered, tilted, crashed down on to the greasy
lino of the bar with a dozen dead weights on ne, |anded hard, w nded. Cold
bony hands cl anmped on my struggling linbs. Wde bl oodshot eyes gazed down at
me with gleeful mal evol ence from behind strands of | ank black hair. Strands of
saliva escaped the thin dark lips and drool ed down anbng the sparse brown
bristles which covered the dirty pocknmarked faces to the cheekbones. One,
perched on my chest, reached down, and a sharp cold flake of glass traced a
delicate line across nmy Adami s apple. |I've known |onger instants, but not

nany.

And then sonething whistled in the air, a sharp singing whistle, and the evil
little creature gloating over me vanished as if a hurricane had whi sked him
away. There was a noise |like an overripe nmelon splitting. A white shape swept
over me like a rushing cloud, swirling this way and that. The other kuro-
scattered back, chattering, before the awesone shape, and the |eering,
terrifying painted mask above it. It |ooked tike polished mahogany, streaked
with lines. It rolled its eyes, it lolled and waggl ed a painted tongue —then
the rush of air sang by again,
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ending in solid sickening thuds. Something glinted, |like a dark bl ade

gl eam ng, full of fantastic vents and curlicues. It hovered over ne, not

nmenaci ngly but defensively; and | saw, in the dimlight as the braw died
down, that it wasn't a blade exactly - a kind of edged club of some dark wood,
carved and polished into what was practically scul pture. But along those edges
still darker stains suggested plenty of use —and not just decorative. The
kuro-i gave back, staring, snarling inconprehensibly. The sword-club whistled
a vicious little note, back and forth, and they bolted, screaning

A hand reached down to nme. An i mense paw, that could have been mahogany t oo,
enneshed with the sane snaky interlace of tattooes that gave the face its
maskl i ke 1 ook. My hands aren't small, but that enornous grip swall owed them up
i ke an ol d-fashi oned boxi ng gl ove, and hauled nme effortlessly to ny feet. The
white shape rustled. A vast stiff cloak, spread wi de over what |ooked I|ike



T-shirt and jeans, heavy seaman's gear; just an ordinary nman, if being that
size is ordinary. A pair of huge liquid eyes, gentle as a cow s, |ooked ne
over.

"Strewth! That was a hot 'un, no m stake! You okay, sport? No bones broke?
The voice resounded |ike sonmething in a hollow nmountain, but the actual words
were strangely high and nasal

Tm okay, thanks. Bit bruised ... Ckay, thanks to you! They really had ne
there!"’

"Ah, don't nmention it, sport! Hate t' see a fella down that way. Anyway,
kinda ny fault.'

| stiffened. * Yo«r fault?

He shrugged. 'Well, yeah, sort of. You're Steve Fisher, aintcha?

"Never heard of him Wo're you? Bit far fromhome for a Maori, aren't you?
Even one with a Queensl and accent ?*

Imagine a frog in a rain-barrel and you have his chuckle, 'You gotta good ear
sport. My nonicker's Toa te Kiore. Call nme Ted if you'd rather,' he added
unent husi astical ly.

"I'l'l stick to - te Kiore*'

'Toa te Kiore. Means Champi on Bush Rat —and before we have any w secracks,
that's a very honourable title, that is. Means the advance-guard of a war
party, see? The ones who can fight Iike hell and keep their eyes open, scout
around. And that's what | was supposed to be doin'—keepi ng an eye peeled for
you, | mean. Only 1 got a bit distracted —the show, see? And then the bl uey.
no

You gotta be careful in this joint—ot that these little gunsuckers were nmuch
of a bother. One whack—pow - and the rest, they run like buns. He kai na te
ahi\' The frog again. 'Know what that means? In the old days they'd ve got
et!"

'They might be a bit ripe for that,' | said, contenplating the little heap of
extremely late goblins at ny feet. The Maori sword-club had made a horrible
mess of their heads, and | wasn't a bit sorry about that. But it couldn't
account for the way their whol e bodi es were changing, swelling and bl oating
and turning a horrible shade of yellow sh grey, rapidly and nastily
deconposi ng.

"Do look a bit past their sell-by date,' admitted te Kiore. Even as he spoke
the skin on one armsplit with a puff of gas, and we both junped back

gaggi ng. 'Aw jeez!' He clapped his hands with earthquake effect. 'Hey! Boys'.
The small wiry bouncers who'd just finished casting the Australians into outer
dar kness cane trotting up, to stop short with yel ps of revul sion. ' Shift
these, will yer —out the back door, eh?" They dragged the bodies off in an
ancient plastic tablecloth | suspected was kept for the purpose. 'That's done!
Better be comi ng al ong then, eh?

A giant armsettled around ny shoul ders, but | stayed where | was. 'Al ong
where? And who sent you out to |l ook for m—for whoever this Fisher guy is?

He whacked hinself on the forehead with a force that would have put nme in
hospital. 'Aw shit! | mean, strewth, should a told yer, shouldn* 1? The

ski pper, that's who; and your mate Ape. Sitting back there getting snmashed on
arrack.’

' The skipper? You' re a sailor?*

' Yeah! You want a ship, don't you? Well, we're it. Cnon, let's go see 'em'

| looked at him He gave what was evidently nmeant to be an encouragi ng grin.
It |ooked like the 'In" door of a carnival Ghost Train, quite capabl e of
eating ne or anyone else; but that was nostly the tattooes. He'd probably
saved ny life. And if it came to the crunch he woul dn't need to decoy ne; he
could probably just tuck me under his arm and run.

'Lead on, te Kiore,' | said.

"That's my job,' he grinned, ushering nme towards the shadowy rear of the bar
"First mate, quarternmaster and sailing naster, all three. Also ship's

Pea- - emaker-in-Chief.'

'Long as you're not the cook,' | said, and he gave a great explosion of a

S



| augh.

in

'"Only when the stores get | ow-andyou'll bepayi ngforthose! So better not get too

stingy, see?

'"Or someone | disagree with mght eat nme? Ckay, |'ll bear that in mnd.' W

wal ked out into a shadowy corridor |I remenbered, but past the stairs she'd | ed

me down, and al ong an even darker corridor that seened to have innunerable

shadowy side-branches. 'This is some warren,' | commrented.

Too right,' grunted the Maori, his stiff cloak brushing the walls on either

side with every stride. "Used to think 1'd meet nyself com ng back, one of

t hese days. But you're okay with ne; never gone too far astray yet, here or

anywhere.'

"That so? Isn't a Maori in darkest Thailand a bit out of his way?

"That's all you know,' he said scornfully. '"Used to get around a bit, we did,

even with your old outrigger canoes. Just we never found anywhere better'n

good oF Newzee, that's all."’

' Then why'd you | eave?

"Too full of bleedin* pakahes, that's why-nothing personal, you understand.

Spent two niserable years herdi ng sheep round the rainy Raukumaras, see, then

when | was sixteen said the hell with it, ran off to Tauranga and away to

sea. '

' That where you picked up the accent?

Hecoughed slightly. 'Wll, no. Got stranded. Lost ny ship, see?

"On a reef?*

'"Me? No! On a bender. On account of forgettin' where I'd left her, or what her

nane was, even. By the time | cane to in a Brisbane nick she'd probably

sai |l ed, anyhow. Couldn't get another, so |I carried nmy swag upcountry and did a

two years' spell back staring at bl eeding sheep's arses in the Darling

country, another five along the D amantina. Then a couple as a lifeguard on

Bondi. After that the accent kind of stuck. Can't stand prawns, though - well,

here he is, boss!’

W thout breaking stride the huge nman flung open a door and swept ne through

The air took me by the throat and set ny eyes stream ng, but | managed to make

out a sort of snug or parlour furnished much Iike Rangda's room wth cheap

rattan furniture and the oriental equivalent of saloon art. In the red glare

of a plastic Chinese lantern a group of figures was gathered round a table

tittered with enpty bottles and tin ashtrays filled with cigar stubs. One of

them had his boots up on it, enornous boots. He swung back in his chair and

waved a gl owi ng stogey at ne.

'Dag, jongetje\ You see, we neet again with no trouble, nee?

"Like hell!" | said. Tve just been junped by a pack of those kuro-t things -

right here in this godawful dive! | thought you said they wouldn't try to kil

me, if they didn't know where the container was! If te Kiore here hadn't been

there to get ne out...

Ape | ooked surprised, but he nodded his shaggy head grimy. 'Here you stray

out of Core and into their domain. |Is easier for themto strike. 1 did not

think they would; but nothing is certain. Wiich is why | send te Kiore out to

| ook out for you. Is always some risks, hah ? | say that, don't 1? So. They

try to kidnap you, is all; not kill you. They have nothing to gai n—

"Li ke hell! They damm near cut ny throat!*

Ape's eyebrows twi tched, and he | ooked sharply at die Maori, who nodded. ' They

weren't playing around, boss. Their |lead stinker was just linin' a kris up on

hi s joogool er. Lucky he stopped to make a neat job of it, or I mghtn't have

reached himin tine. It was a slick trick.'

Ape bl ew out a stream of obnoxious yell ow snoke. 'Does not nake sense! Unl ess
."He frowned.'If they killed you here, very careful, maybe they nake sone

use of your death. You might still be made to go find the container for them -
uncertain, but it mght be done.’
"You nmean like a zonbie ... Christ!' 1'd net zonbies, too close for confort,

husks of living nmen and wonen, sone |'d known even. Even the bare thought of



goi ng that way nyself brought me out in a sweat of sheer terror
'Not good,' agreed Ape. 'But also not for them Too risky, too uncertain; too

much to lose. As if ... alnpbst as if you have done sonething to offend them
to make them |l ess cool, less certain. To nake them so mad, they sooner take
the ganble of killing you. O herw se makes no sense,' he repeated, rasping a

gnarl ed thunmb through his beard with a sound Iike crackling brushwood. Then he
sat up straight.

" Anyhows! ' he barked.' Hedoesget you out, andl gotusourship like |prom se.' He

ki cked a chair towards ne. 'Sit down, have sone arak on the strength of it.
Tuan Ki ap Batang Sen, 1 have the pleasure of introduci ng Mynheer Stephen

Fi sher, whoi smaybe not quite so wet behind the ears as he | ooks and is very
bad news for Wl ves, anong others.'

Behind the table a little old man with a face |ike a pickled wal nut stood up
and eyed me suspiciously. 'Selamat ctatang\' he piped.

When | replied 'Selatnat nmalaml' and gave the deep | ndonesian
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bow, he flashed me a trenendous grin full of betel-stained teeth, seized ny
outstretched hand in Western fashion and gave it a whi pcracki ng shake. Not so
old, | reflected, unobtrusively massaging ny joints back into place. | was
even nmore startled when he added, 'Absolutely delight to meet you, old chap!’
in a pretty good go at an ol d-fashioned Oxford accent. 'If you are a fighter
of Wl ves, always welcone in these parts. You like arakr He poured out a huge
gl ass and pushed it forward. Actually | hated the stuff, a hellishly fiery
rice mash fernented with toddy-pal msap, but 1 guessed it was better not to
refuse. This was inportant, bread-and-salt tine.

' Tuan Batang, he is well known/ runbled Ape, sipping his own glass. 'It was
himl| was hoping to find. He sails all over these waters in the |oca
schooners, the prahu—

"Hold on a noment/ | objected, coughing as the arak got ne by the w ndpipe.
"This is a full-size container we're tal ki ng about here, remenber? No prahu
|'ve ever seen would have the capacity, hold or even deck.'

"True/ grinned Ape. 'But he since cones into possession of a bigger vessel.*
He | eaned over and delivered a deafeni ng stage whi sper that must have been
audi bl e right across the room 'Best you do not inquire how, exact. The
captain, he is a bogeyman.'

' Beg pardon?'

Te Kiore roared. 'Don't mean he |urks under beds! Bogeyman —Boegi e nan, see?
Ever hear of the Boegi es?

| snapped ny fingers. 'Yes, begod! Islanders, great sailors, sea traders al
round the Mal ay Archipelago. Traders and— | broke off. 1'd been about to add
pi rates.

"And pirate, yes!' added Batang Sen, and tittered. 'English sailors fear us,
they threaten their children with us. Say Boegie nan get you if you are not
good!' He tittered again, and topped up my glass. He seenmed to like the role.
'"But no Boegie nan has ship as good as mine, old fruit. The |kon
Yu—Massachusetts-built, schooner rig, steamauxiliary. Plus four cannon
Strong hold, steel derrick, take one, maybe two container. Top-hole, my word
yes!'

It sounded |ike sonme kind of Grand Banks schooner, though no doubt nuch nmessed
around with. | raised an eyebrow at Ape, who nodded vi gorously. ' Sounds

prom sing. And the rates?

Ape tossed a greasy piece of paper at ne. 'Nothing to worry you. You post a
bond agai nst | oss, though.'

Quite a hefty one, too; but even allowi ng for the gold

standard that seened to apply out there the whole thing, shipping and all
only cane to a few thousand, well w thin our budget. 'Geat. Were do | sign?
Bat ang Sen rose and made a courtly bow, European rather than |Indonesian. 'Sir,
that is not necessary. You are gentleman, you | eave bond wi th stakehol der
here, for the rest we have gentleman's agreement, yes?

1 was so surprised | could only rise and bow back, though it nmade ny bruises



protest. 'That's pretty kind of you, Tuan Kiap. And flattering. You're a
gent| eman yoursel f.'

Anot her bow, and he topped up ny arak again. *I was once in service of great
I ngeriss gentleman, Rajah of Sarawak. | learn ny ripping good English from
him'

'Raj ah of —Ri ght, of course!' That made me blink a little. 'That nust have
been, what was it, Augustus Brookes?' Even if he'd served there as a child,
that made this old fellow well into his eighties. The last of the Brookes
famly, the 'white Rajahs' of Sarawak, nust have been about the tinme of World
Var | 1.

He shook his head, eyes tw nkling. 'Not Augustus. Tuan Harry. First, not

| ast."’

| swall owed my arak in one gulp. Harry Brookes had founded the dynasty, somne

time in the md-19th century; so... So it explained sonething of Eatang Sen's
Victorian idions, anyhow. But you got used to this kind of thing on the
Spiral. At least, everyone kept telling me 1'd get used to it. | wasn't so
sure.

| Goed dan,' rumnbled Ape. 'You fix to get container delivered to the river
wharves, this address, tonorrow evening, round sunset. | neet you there again.
Till then, you stay away fromit yourself, you hear?

"As before/ | said. 'What will you be doing?

‘"I go to shield the ship, as much as | can. There may be unfriendly eyes
about .

"Great. \What about me?’

"Back within the Core again, quick as flasher! Once you're out of here they

wi Il have | ess power to harmyou, and nothing to gain. Go to your hotel by the
path | gave you, stay there till night is past, and you should not be assail ed
in any other way. Te Kiore, you go with himto the door, eh? Call if there's

trouble. And take a good took around outside before you let himgo!1l
"No sweat!' The huge man rose to his feet, and the stiff cloak fol ded around
him ' Finished your arak, mate?'
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Sone blind demon of nmachi sno made ne gul p down the last glassful. On top of

all those beers it didn't settle too well, and I had to fight not to let ny

| egs go rubbery as | stood up

"Sfine," | said, feeling as if my guts were on fire. At |least ny bruises were
sui tably anaesthetised. | managed anot her shaky bow to the skipper. 'See you
all tonmorrow, then. Sh —Selamat tidurV

Te Kiore peered into the corridor before ushering me out, lifting his cloak

over one armto clear the sword-club that hung at his belt. "Not a cheep!' he
said cheerfully. '"C non, let's scram

W traipsed back through the dark corridors of the ancient brothel. Te Kiore
never hesitated, however tangled they becane; he seemed to know exactly where
he was goi ng. Maybe he was a natural navigator, like ny old friend Jyp the
Pilot, nmy first guide and guardian on the perilous paths beyond the Core. In
fact, he rem nded nme of Jyp, though he was as |unbering as Jyp was nercuri al
he had the sane easy warnth of manner. Now and again his massive armhalted ne
as voi ces sounded ahead, but there was never anyone around the next corner
Once, though, he yanked me urgently back into the shadow of the stair and
stood rigid there, notioning me to curt silence, alnost holding his breath,
even. There was a nonent of tingling silence. Footsteps approached, the Iight
swift step of a girl, and behind it a slower, heavier tread, al nost
soggy-soundi ng. Alight brittle |augh, as they passed; a low flatulent runble.
Then it was quiet, and he notioned ne on. But across our path, moving from one
dark sideway to another, ran a long trail of danpness, a faint smell of stale
seawater, like a polluted beach. The girl's bare footprints were clear in it;
but al ongsi de them spaced at al nost double hers, were broad, vaguely
triangul ar shapes, and dotted ahead of themthe clear points of claws. |
caught at te Kiore's armand pointed; but he only shook his head sharply,
shuddered, and pulled ne on. Wien we were round the next corner | changed the



subj ect.

"Nice cloak," | remarked quietly. 'Thought it was fleece of some kind, till |
touched it.. .Arethose really feathers? Al ofthenThe whol e thi ng?

Too right,' he said, cheerfully again. '"Had to go a long way to get this
cloak. A real Tanaraki, that's where the best ones're made.’

"What is it, then? Kiwi feathers or something?

"Not far off. Mba feathers, albino, on a backing of flax taniko. Bonzer
"solute.’

? But they've been extinct for
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Too right! Can't get themany tnoa.' | groaned, and he grinned. Told you |I had
to go a long way. Guess you didn't realise just how far,'

W were at the front door now. He opened it carefully and gl anced around for a
few m nutes before he let me go, peering into the smallest shadows. 'Not a
flam n' sausage,' he said cheerfully. 'But listen, shipmate, if | were you I'd
skedaddl e real fast, once you're out. This mate of yours, Ape, | reckon he's a
bit too sure of hinself. Could be whoever's after you is playing a deeper gane
t han maybe he realises.’

1 looked at him |I'mnot usually quick to |like people, but |I found nyself
inclined to trust this great hulk of a creature. He really did rem nd nme of
Jyp, as if that kind of character was natural to people who had an unusual ly
good instinct for where they were going. And when Jyp was uneasy about
something, it was as well to listen to him he had a | ot nore brains than
you' d ever have expected to | ook at him Maybe this one did, too. '\Wat nakes
you say that ?'

"Well, deciding to bunp you tike that—doesn't nmake sense, |ike he said, unless
they'd sonething to gain by it. O unless ... unless they wanted to stop
someone el se gaining. He's one smart fella, this Ape, but he didn't think of
that .’

"What the hell are you getting at?*

"Wll, he didn't tell us nmuch ~ but he did say there was nore than one eneny
yappin' at yer shirt-tails.' He glanced around again, quickly. 'Ones that
mghtn't be too fond of one another, either. So, suppose there's one |ot think
t hey' ve got the drop on you sonehow - found a way to get the container for

t hensel ves, through you —then mghtn't the others be desperate enough to kil
you? To stop *em y'see! Playin' dog in the manger!’

Suddenly ny nouth was very dry, my bruises stiffening. 1 saw the sinister
shadows cast by Ape's strange fire, longer now, reaching hal fway round the
Earth. That mysterious third power -what hand was it playing? Wio were its

agents in this dark game? 'N ce thought,' | said. "You ve got a mnd for this
sort of thing.'
He winked. 'It's in the genes, see? In old Maori tines the absolutely

di nkunmest thing a warrior could do was to invite his enenmies in for a peace
feast - weapons at the gate, all that kind of thing —then smash in their
heads during starters. Al Capone coul d' ve taken | essons, no kidding. So sone
little gene deep inside knows how this sort of thing can go.'
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"Well, thanks/ | said. 'Skedaddle | will - for the nonent. But |'mstil
comng with you, you know - come hell, high water, dacoits or dem -humans!*
Te Kiore wagged his head. 'Ckay, shipmate! Till tomorrow evening, then - |

hope!' The frog croaked in the rain-barrel again, and the door closed behind
hi m

| stood | ooking for a nonent, ready to bolt back for the security of that
door. There wasn't anybody actually on the doorstep, nothing but greasy
hanburger w appers and other trash stirring in the warmw nd. Te Kiore hadn't
t hought anything of the three or four girls down by the kerb, a few nore over
by a rickshaw coke stall, or patrolling back and forth under the lights. That
was all right; | knew that kind of danger. | funbled woozily in ny pockets for
Ape's directions, but just as 1 was pulling themout and unfol ding them a
sudden hot gust plucked themfrom my hand, sent them skittering away across



t he uncl ean pavenents. | ducked unsteadily after them knowi ng | nust be
attracting attention. Inevitably a pair of heels came clicking over towards
me. 1 seized the paper and straightened up —to find nyself |ooking into
Jacqui e' s face.

Only it wasn't.

' Sawaddee? The voi ce was softer, nore rasping. And yes, the face was browner
nore oriental, the features snmaller —though | ess so, perhaps than I'd
renenmbered them but it wasn't only the face, the heavy bl onde hair that
framed it. The slender shoulders, the full breasts and sl eek hips, the
slightly haughty tilt of the head —I hadn't realised just how startling the
resenbl ance was.

' Good evening, Stephen!' said the girt called Rangda. '1 amvery glad to see
you back in town. You were com ng to keep your promise to ne?

She took ny hands in hers, clad in sheer sleeves of black lace. | couldn't say
anyt hi ng. This was Jacqui e. Even the fragrance around her was so nmuch alike -
or was that sinply a conventional perfune, plus her? She wore a Chinese
cheongsam of bl ack silk, everything to her that Jacquie's sharp little suit
was not; it shimered and sparkled |ike harbour waters under the garish signs,
but it only highlighted the likeness. This was Jacqui e, but Jacqui e avail abl e;
Jacqui e eager; Jacquie as much a toy of nmy will as any little creature in that
bl oody cabaret. As far as ny noney woul d stretch, maybe —but so what? Where
was
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the difference, now the original Jacquie was |ost to me? Was this Jacquie of
nmy world, ny val ues?

| wavered drunkenly. It was the original | wanted, the original whose inmge
had tornmented me all evening, all through that bestial little travesty of a
sex show. But what chance did | ever have? Wat chance to undo a m stake of

si xteen years ago? | thought |1'd dunped Jacqui e, then, dropped her flat, for
reasons that had seemed so inmportant then. Not unkindly, not harshly, so I'd
told nyself; deftly, maturely, as adult to adult, no fuss, no rears. A neat
and gradual cooling-off, a slow severance, an easy distancing. Not wthout a
few regrets, maybe; but for the best, all tor the best. And then, years on, a
worman, a terrible, wonderful woman had woken me up, the way a shaft of sudden
nmoonl i ght in your eyes can wake you, and shown me in that awful clarity what |
really was, what 1'd really done

But one thing she'd left for me to discover, the worst, the runniest thing;
that | hadn't really wanted to do it at all. That however much 1'd hurt her
I'd hurt myself ten tines over; and all the success and all the pride and al
the machismo in the world couldn't cover that up, all the drink couldn't blot
it out. And the reasons? Adol escent, puffed-up, self-inportant bullshit

-nmeani ngless, irrelevant to the way ny life had worked out, just as |I should
have realised they'd be. That was the funny bit, utterly bloody hysterical
Brui sed, hal f-drunk, wenched this way and that by regret and shane and sheer
stupid lust, | toppled a nass of inhibitions and restraints |ike | oose bricks,
felt themgo tunmbling down in confusion. | had no defences, no hopes; only the
web of bitter alienation that cabaret had thrown around nme. If I'd cheated
nmyself, if 1'd left nyself only the nmeanest dregs of what m ght have been, if
| couldn't even shake off this enotional mael stromshe'd thrown me into just
by showi ng her bloody face - if | couldn't have Jacquie, then maybe sonmehow I
could still exorcise it all

' Sawaddee Krup, Rangda,* | said, and grinned. 'You were right, that was a

| ousy show. Much better to see you.'

She sm | ed back, |anguorously. 'We should have a drink on this, perhaps. To
celebrate.’” And still smling, she clasped my hand in hers and drew it over
her shoul der, taking ny weight, noving with me towards the door of the bar.
wasn't that drunk.

"Rangda ... not back in there!’
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She smled again, a little sadly, and | ooked up at nme, eyes wi de and wi se,



pools a troubled man could sink into. She drew nmy hand down between her

breasts, and | eaned softly against nme. 'Rangda, no!' | protested hoarsely, *1
have to get back to nmy hotel... * That scent coiled up around me in a dizzying
cloud. '"But... we could have a drink there. If you'd Iike to cone along... *

She pressed hersel f against ne, and ran a delicate ringer along nmy lips, as if
tracing out the path for a kiss. No delicate peach-tint on these nails, but a
brilliant fresh bl ood-red.

She conjured a taxi out of nowhere, a proper closed-in car, not a sanm or, and
we sped back to the hotel, necking and huddling in the back |like a pair of

t eenagers, unable to keep our hands off each other. She was instantly aroused,
less inhibited than any girt 1'd ever nmet, animalistic and snaki ng under ny
devouri ng hands, sending her own rangi ng, one mnute subtle and tickling, the
next fiercely direct. | slid ny fingers round behind her knee, ran ny hands
back and forth, each tine a little further, clinmbing the greasy pole, till—
Snoke. Heat. Pressed bodies, waving |linbs. Razorbl ades—

1 scoured the vision out of nmy mind, closed ny fingers over the noist |acy
cotton, massaged it as her thighs butted hard against nmy hand, then slid it
out of the way and wormed beneath. Her fingers, busy against ny own thigh
clanmped tight, rippled suddenly like a fluteplayer's, damped again. | buried
nmy face in her neck, saw her nipples peak against the black silk. W hardly
knew it when we reached the hotel, staggered through the enpty |obby before
the el aborately unseeing desk clerk, and ground agai nst each other to the
poi nt of bruising agony in the soaring lift. My hands trenbled so nuch | could
hardly get the punchcard into the |ock. But the door sprang open and we ti pped
i nside, ny hands tearing at the taut silk of the cheongsam W+th panther
strength she threw nme back, hunched down and strai ghtened up in one withing
serpentine shiver that cast the black silk like a skin, left her standing in
scraps of sweatstained | ace that existed only to be ripped away.

1 stood there panting, alnost in awe. The world around nme fell away, | seened
to exist only in the essence of that vision. 1 stepped forward, felt her claw
at nmy clothes. Her eyes were clear green pools; | tasted their freshness on

her lips and longed to dive in them to be swallowed up, to drown and to hel
with all things

eke. | kissed her breasts, ducked ny head in fierce homage between her thighs,
found oblivion there, as beneath rain on green | eaves. W rolled on clean coo
sheets, and | felt nyself borne into her, drawn deep. | drew her to ne in ny
turn as she wanted, held her close, held nothing back till our skin seened to
melt and nmerge together like wax in a furnace. My last clear nenory is of her
hunched above me in a brief breathless truce, whispering as our |ocked thighs
churned again, slowy, 'My name —y love —ny real nane —ny nane is

Kal a' nar ang?

The rest is velvet. And cl aws.

But opening my eyes, a whole world afterwards, that was sackcl oth and ashes,
sackcl oth shot through with little fiery threads of pain, ashes with enbers
still glowing. My eyes hurt. My head throbbed so hard ny tenples bulged with
the pain, or felt like it, anyway. My nouth tasted vile, vomitous, as if I'd
been sick several times and choked it back. | was stiff, | was |eaden cold, ny
muscl es shrieked with msuse at the slightest twitch. But it was too cold to
lie here, and the noise—.

It was cutting through nme like a handsaw. | forced one eye open against the
terrible grey light. The wi de central w ndow panel stood open, in defiance of
all the notices about the air-conditioning. Through it, even forty floors up
all the mechani sed howls and grow s and snells of a Bangkok day gathering

nmonent um were coning. | groaned, clutched at ny head and tried to | ook at the
dock. Half past five. Wonderful..

Then it dawned on nme. | was starfished right across the bed; and | wasn't
touchi ng another body. | lifted nmy head a little, 1 could see into the

bat hroom from here - nobody. 1 tw sted about. The door to the living roomwas
open, too. She might have been lying flat on the seating, or out of view but
I knew, sonehow, that she wasn't. The suite had that kind of feeling about it,



that stillness which is greater than silence. 'Jacquie ..." | croaked, and
then corrected myself, horrified. 'Rangda?' But | knew | was wasting ny tinme.
1tried to raise nyself on ny elbows - and yelled, and fell back. Wen the
agony that caused subsided, |I found they were scraped raw and bl oody, clotted
and caked with grit or something, the way they'd | ooked when | fell off ny
bi ke as a kid. It was horrible, nothing to see on a stomach |ike mne. CGod,

what had | been doing last night? Al | could renenber was the intensity, the
animalismof it. It left me with yet another sickening ache. | felt
i zo

used, abused, swall owed up, dragged down somehow. Used and degraded —was this
how whores tclt? And she hadn't even hung around. .

A flash of anger overrode ny weakness, and | snatched at the bedside table,
yelping at the pain it cost me. Alittle pile of foil wappers scattered; 1'd
had some sort of sense |left, anyhow M watch was still there, too - and it
was worth far nmore than ny wallet held. Wallet? | rolled over - and yel ped
again. My knees were as bad as ny el bows, or worse. There wasn't much bl ood on
the sheets where I'd been |lying, though - odd. Wncing, 1 | eaned out of bed
and plucked at the discarded jacket tying on the floor. There was ny wall et,
with cash and credit cards still visible; beneath it nmy cheque books, ny
passport. Nothing mssing that | could see. 1 was as glad as | could be in
that state, but a bit puzzled. She'd just upped and gone, like that, and taken
not hi ng.

My skin felt shiny and taut with what had dried on it, sweat and other
exudations. My innards were unstable, to put it mldly. The air was already
getting warm and noxi ous. The bed stank; the room stank. / stank. No chance of
goi ng back to sleep, not like this. Blundering, wavering, | swung ny
rebel | i ous body to ny feet and shanbl ed up. The wi ndow was too far, but I

m ght just make the bathroom step by faltering step, steadying nyself on the

wal | . After the nost inmmediate matters, 1 managed to start up the shower, and
once |I'd got over the pain of soaking ny cuts clean 1 began to feel a bit
better. | let the warmwater steam and pumel away all the pain and filth,

outsi de and in.

And of course, just as 1 was coming to ternms with it, the phone rang. Cursing,
| reached for the speaker button, if this was the clerk being funny ... It was
an outside call, an excited Thai voice gabbling his English. 'Khun Fisher?
deci phered, 'Captain Souvanaphong, Airport Security, Don Miang! A contai ner
here in bond for trans-shi pnment? Was register to your firm yes? And he

reel ed an interm nabl e consi gnnent nunber.

"Well, yes,' | began. And then, 'Wat d' you mean —w 0s?

" Khun, you will please cone out here right away, a car is on its way to fetch
you! Khun, it has been stol en!’

| reeled and cursed as if the phone had reached out and punched ne, then
staggered, still cursing, out of the shower and in search of a towel. The
unfiltered air wapped itself stickily around nme, and | lunged for the w ndow.
There were scuff nmarks and stains on the sill. For god's sake, we hadn't been
up to
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anything there, had we? On the fortieth floor? But |1'd other things to worry
about now. Rangda? Coul d she have stol en sonething of mine, sone
identification or docunment sonebody could use to get at the container? But |
didn't carry anything like that. Al the details were on conmputer at our
agency office in town; you couldn't just turn up and demand sonet hi ng,

what ever 1 Ds you could produce. .. My head was aching like a triphanmer now.

It was still doing it two hours later, out at the airport. The ride out to Don
Miang didn't make it any better, with the siren going all the way, and two
lean, grimofficers in plain uniformfiring questions at me about the
container, its contents, the Project, everything. They wore Tourist Police
flashes, but after the first mnute | was sure that was just a cover for their
good English. It didn't help, either, that 1'd |isted the Project offices
anong the people to be inforned in any enmergency. As | shanbled red-eyed into



security headquarters a little buzz-box cab drew up. Qut burst Jacquie in
jeans and denim jacket and striped jersey, |aunching another volley of
guestions, which of course started the cops up again.

W ended up in the captain's office, facing himacross the desk, with the
Touri st Police' |eaning disapprovingly against the wall behind. 'Qur security
is among the best in the world,* the captain protested, glancing around at
them 'The governnent insists on it, both for the protection of trade and as
part of the war against drugs. At three-eighteen this nmorning our centralised
nmoni tori ng equi pnent | ogged a di sturbance - | cannot reveal details, but
infra-red appeared to show sonet hi ng uncl ear, perhaps one man. A warehouse
wat chman, armed, was instantly warned by radio to investigate, and upon his
sounding the alarman officer ran to assist him The officer was struck
unconsci ous from behind, and saw nothing. By the tinme others arrived, the door
was broken, one container gone, no other. So little was disturbed we had to
check the manifests to be sure sonething actually had been taken. The

wat chman. .. ' He hesitated. 'He perhaps was al so struck, although there is no
serious injury. But he appears to be disturbed —shocked. He is babbling sone
fairy tale vision... strange creatures* 1 cannot tell what.'

| felt that deep sinking feeling again. One paper cup of ill-dissolved instant
coffee and nmil k powder had done little enough

113

to heal the damage of |ast night. God knows what sort of inpression | was
creating. 'This guard - does he speak English? 1'd like to hear his story for
nyself. Can | see hin?

The captain drumred his fingers on the desk. 'W have finished interrogating
himfor now He needs treatnment. An anbul ance is on the way.* He stood up
'But why not? He mght remenber sone other detail. Cone along, please.* He
pi cked up a small tape-recorder and ushered us along the corridor. The room
was obviously a sickbay, but one officer stood guard outside, another sat in
the dimess inside. On the stretcher-bed someone lay curled up in a foetal
crouch. The captain shook himgently. 'Tran!'

The answer cane in a noan.

' Speak English, Tran! The gentl eman who owns the stol en goods would |ike you
to tell himabout what happened to you.. .*

| leaned over. '"If it's not too nmuch of a strain ..
The head jerked round. The eyes glared. There was foamon the lips, rictus
baring the teeth. | suddenly renmenbered what |'d heard about goi ng anok.

He | et out a blood-curdling screech, Too 'chat farungl Farung bpl eu' ay bah?
and all but threw hinself off the bed and at the wi ndowin one notion. But the
of ficer grabbed him and he crashed into the Venetian blind, blubbing and

gi bbering and sobbi ng.

"Westerner!1 said Jacquie quietly, |ooking at nme. 'That nmeans "crazy naked
Westerner! ™.’

"It does,' said the captain heavily, as we settled back into his plastic
chairs. 'The gist of his ravings is this - an idiotic tale about a train of
spooks and spectres, and a European | eading them Pale-faced, rigid, like a
dead man wal ki ng. Ch yes, and stark naked, apparently. These things attacked
and | aid hands upon him he says, while the European operated the warehouse
machi nery hinsel f, | oading the container up on to some creaky old fl atbed
truck - wagon, even. Wen they left, he ran after them—-

That made hima pretty brave man, in my book

'"—but turned a corner, and was abruptly lost in mst. This is an international
airport, Khun Fisher. There was no mist last night. That is all he told us.
But he has indeed added one further detail.’

"And that is?*

'"He identifies the European, Khun Fisher, as you.*
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The next couple of hours were not happy ones. O course | was the first

Eur opean the man had seen since the incident, the captain admtted, but even
so, and sinmply in the interests of inquiries,



woul dl begoodenought oexpl ai nwhat | wasdoi ngatthetinme ..

And the narcs chipped in, and Jacquie sat there radiating bitter distrust and
t he | owest possible opinion of ny character and notives. |If she'd poked a
finger in nmy face and shouted, 'You're in this just to make sone kind of dirty
profit!' she couldn't have encouraged them nore. And here was | looking Iike
just the kind of broken-down w eck who was quite capabl e of doing just that.
There were an awful ot of very awkward questions, and | could see nyself
bei ng haul ed off for a session with the rubber truncheons and crocodile clips,
until sonebody had the sense to check with ny hotel

That turned the whole thingon its head. Yes, the night clerks had observed
Khun Fi sher returning around m dni ght | ast night, somewhat, er, excited -and
al one. Yes, he had gone up to his room and yes, he had stayed there. Could
they be sure? Absolutely. They maintained a firmsecurity watch after

m dni ght, | oggi ng everyone in and out by the one mmin door. Caneras were
recording the entire time. Khun Fisher neither left nor canme back after

m dni ght .

"Unl ess,' crackled the speakerphone, 'unless he sonehow scal ed down fromthe
fortieth fl oor —ha hal!’

' Hahaha!' roared the cops, suddenly relieved they wouldn't have to try beating
t he bejasus out of this influential foreign businessnman, with all the hassle
that coul d cause.

"Ha ha,' | agreed, with a sickening vision of nyself crawing stark naked down
the outer face of the hotel in the small hours. My god, maybe even head- down!
And back up. King Kong, in the skinned-rabbit version. The first-aid kit

di stributed around nmy knees and el bows stung guiltily with sweat.

The captain shook his head. 'My apol ogi es, Khun. You must understand ...' He
spread his hands. 'But evidently the man was totally delirious, insane from
shock. And of course you Europeans | ook so very much alike. He has been a good
wor ker. Let us hope he recovers enough to be nmore lucid. In the neantine our
inquiries will continue.'

"Let us indeed,' | echoed him 'He was trying to protect our consignment. |
want himto have the best possible treatnent, the best of everything. And see
his famly's | ooked after, if any. My conpany will foot the bill. Fix it up

wi th our agents today, please.’
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The captain nodded his thanks. That is nobst generous. Well, Khun, all this has
kept you from your breakfast, if nothing else. | will have a car take you back
to your hotel —=*

Til get a taxi, thank you all the sane. | want to go and see my, uh, chief
associ ate about this - at once.' If I could find him before the agreed tine.

'"OF course/ he said, and turned to Jacquie. 'And you, Ms Kven-Svensen?'

She stood up, her nmouth set in a hard line. % she announced, 'amgoing wth
M Fisher. We are his principals, and we have a say in all this too. And so
far 1 amnot in the least bit satisfied. Werever he goes, to consult whoever
he consults, | am going along; and you gentlenen are w tnesses, in case for
some reason 1 should fail to come back. Do you hear ne, Stephen? | amgoing to
get some answers?

There wasn't a hell of a lot | could say to that. There was no way now 1 could
try to explain anything to her, least of all that having her along m ght make
findi ng anyone inpossible. It hadn't with Dave, but nat m ght have been dunb
luck, or just that | still had enough feeling for the way. | couldn't rely on
that here, or on anything el se. Mrning and evening were the best tines to
pass from Core to Spiral, fromHub to Weel. Because half-1ight nade us | ess
dogmati c about what we could or couldn't see, perhaps; but that was just
rationalising. Now, anyway, it was full and glaring day, and getting back into
the city was hard enough, |let atone any nore unusual transitions. Two hours
expensi ve cruising around couldn't find me the bar, and the taxi driver had
never heard of it; so | decided to go back for a rest and sonmething to eat,
and try later on foot.

Al this rine Jacquie sat like silent thunder, accepting ny offer of a neal



with the curtest of nods. When | said I'd like to go and Iie down for a while,
she snapped out, Til come with you!' and her |ook when | chuckled was |ike a
slap. She trailed along up to the suite, which had been restored to its usua

i mmacul ate self, and after prowing around it, peering at everything, she
announced she'd rest in the living roomwhile | could have the bed. | lay
there now, staring at the ceiling, drifting in and out of a doze. | was deadly
tired, but the worry and the whirling in ny head bani shed any real sleep
Mercifully, that little pile of wappers had been renmoved. It worried ne, that

heap. | couldn't have been as smashed out of
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my skull as all that —so why couldn't | remenber a damm thing? 1'd returned
to the hotel alone, said the clerk; and he wasn't just being tactful. 1'd lay

a heavy bet that was what the security tape would show, too; ne staggering
back in with ny arm around soneone who wasn't there. As well they didn't keep
caneras on the outside of the building, too. Wat had made me do sonet hi ng
that was barely possible, let alone sane? And why did | feel so ill? It felt
less like drink, nore |ike sone kind of poisoning, nental as well as physica
- not a subtle nerve poison, either, but an Elizabethan kind, fierce, burning
and corrosive. As if it had burned out half ny insides and left me as holl ow
as an unfilled tooth. As washed out as when ..

| sat up. The last tine I'd felt like this was after Somebody had nore or |ess
i nvaded ny body, shared it, possessed it, you could say. |'d been warned,
once, that | mght still be vulnerable to sonething of the sort if | strayed
back into the Spiral. It had been bad enough, that, afterwards; not as bad as
this. But then that possession had been alnost willing on ny part, and got ne
out of a terrible hole. Wiereas here |1'd been forced to act against ny wll,
agai nst good sense and sel f-preservation and everything | wanted. | shuddered,
and ny gorge rose. No wonder the clerk hadn't seen her. Wat cane back here
with ne | ast night was some force of the Spiral, pursuing many purposes,
maybe, but nost of all her own. So she'd decoyed nme, seduced ne —and read ne
like a book to do it, playing upon ny worst weaknesses. And in seducing ne

she'd worned her way past my defences, into ne, under ny skin. | sagged back
into the cool pillows. Al through sex. Used. Abused. In effect, |I'd been
raped.

The door flew open. Jacquie stood there. '"Wiat is it? What'd you say?

| just blinked at her.

"I thought...' she said slowy, 'l thought | heard you cry out, or
something... ' She |looked at me, and | could see her m nd working. No, snooth
crooks |ike Stephen don't go crying out. She shut the door again, then swung
it back open as she heard ne cl anber out of bed. 'Were do you think you're
goi ng?

To have anot her shower!* | said curtly, because | was standing there stark

naked. Nothi ng she hadn't seen long ago, but | like my privacy. 'If you don't
m nd. *

She caught her breath. 'Your arns ... and your legs . .."' She stared at the
pat ches of dressing, spotted here and there with
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bl ood. Then over to the wi ndow. Then back, her eyes w dening, as well they
mght; forty floors. Smooth crooks don't do that, either, very often

"I'f you want any answers,' | told her, 'you're going to have to start
bel i eving some pretty inpossible tilings. And the first of themis that |I'm
not doi ng anyt hi ng crooked."

She snorted. 'Maybe you don't think so. Just good business, | suppose. What is
it, drugs? No, too risky for you, too openly crooked. |nsurance, then, maybe.
A cl ever coup, something you can boast about to your drinking buddies. |
suppose | shouldn't blame you, it's like blanm ng a deaf man for not hearing.
You just wouldn't see that anyone could actually care about sonething |ike
this, would you?

"And that's what you think, is it?

She followed me into the bathroom glaring. 'l should have told themthe



monent | saw your name - if he's taken this on when nobody else will, there'l
be sone reason to it, sone advantage. But | thought, well, why not, as |long as
it gets the job done? Wiy shoul dn't he pick up whatever it is on the side, and
good luck to hin? That's his way, and there are worse ones —I| thought!1 |
didn't say anything; what could | say? | twisted the big shower handl e and
stepped in, wincing in anticipation. 'I thought you night have changed a bit —
I was curious! And |I thought, if he hadn't, well, it'd be ail right with ne
there to keep an eye on him—I thought! And then when I met you, you seened so
much nore... ' She shook her head. *I could al nrost have believed you'd
changed. But if 1'd realised you never neant to get the stuff through—

She stopped as 1 burst out of the shower in a cloud of foam and grabbed her by
the arns. The hot water had hit the dressings and with them ny sel f-control
"Listen to me wilt you? All these assunptions you' re nmaki ng —what evi dence
have you got?' | shook her, scythed one hand out in a fiat plane. 'None! Wat
bl oody reason, even, have you got? The way | dunped you, years ago? The
stories you' ve heard about ne from business friends? Christ, could | tell you
a few about theml And | wouldn't need to exaggerate, either! And yet you ... *
Wrds failed me. | shook her again. And then | saw her face, and read
everything that was there, fury and doubt and worry, a horrible boiling brew
Maybe she was right, at that. Maybe | didn't know what it was |like to care for
somet hi ng t hat way.
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"Everything I"'mdoing,' | said nore gently, '"is for just one thing —+to get the
contai ner and that computer gear in it back and to the island, if possible on
time. And all the other ones to come after it. You may not believe me now, but

| hope you will, soon. Stick with me, sure; but try to believe in nme, give ne
the benefit of the doubt for now, at least. That'll nmake it easier.' | glanced
out at the sun. 'Afternoon. W can't do anything till early evening. W should
take the tine to get a good neal on board.* Athin thread of red trickled out

into the dissolving soap on nmy arnms. | winced. 'And after | finish ny shower |
want to change these bl oody bandages. That'll take tine.'

'"Not so long,"' said Jacquie, '"if | help.'

The truce lasted, for a while. | found that scrap of paper still tucked into

nmy jacket; Rangda hadn't noticed it, or hadn't cared. And together this tine,
we retraced my steps; only this time, the road | cane up wasn't the sane as
the one | went down. 'As if the spatial relationships are constant, but what
fills themisn't...'

"What on earth?' demanded Jacquie. Or was it just because | was with soneone
who woul dn't see the sense of doubling back? Who woul dn't believe in it?

"Just ranmbling,' | said, picking nmy way through the various unpl easant nesses
along that winding alley. "It should be round here...'
"Ww,' said Jacquie sardonically. *I really like your friend' s taste. | nean,

not the sort of place you'd find crooks hanging out, is it?

"Save it. Let's try inside.*

But after a while | began to wonder if Jacquie wasn't still my mllstone. The
bar was its old sleazy self, though this time of day the speciality acts were
of f, and only a couple of bored bunp-and-grinders filled their place. The
shadows at the back were just shadows, the doors solidly closed. Attenpts to
punp die solitary barnman about them got nowhere; he'd say nothing about
anyt hi ng, even when |I offered himincreasingly outrageous bribes. 'Best kinda
health insurance in these parts, a tight nouth,' he volunteered, cheerfully.
"Better'n Blue Cross.'

W got tired of waiting, and went out and drifted round the docks, but | got

t he sane response, except when | asked for Batang Sen by nanme. By the
reactions | mght as well have been asking for the Flying Dutchman. And
Jacqui e, of course, got less and | ess patient, nore and nore into her acid
Chi nese nanner.
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tried | ooking anmong the prahus; there were plenty of Boegies there, |ovely
little craft, long of bowsprit and top-heavy with sail, gliding gull-white and



gul | -fast across the choppy estuary waters. But there was no sign of any

| arger schooners at all, let alone a Gand Banks type with the space for even
one container, let alone two. 'This is all very interesting,' comrented
Jacquie. 'But may 1 rem nd you, evening's conming on, and this isn't the
heal t hi est side of town for Europeans after dark —or even a nongrel |ike ne!
So why don't we go back to your nice clean hotel, and you can rehearse a few
answers on ne, eh?

| 1 ooked around the deserted boardwal ks that bordered the docksi des, |eading
out to old wooden quays. The sun was al nbst at the horizon now, sending |ong
rays out across the water, deepening the shadows. Here and there harbour
lights were wi nking on, and snmall boats hauled up. 'Back to that bl oody bar! |
said |'d have the container here now, and | don't! I've got to find them tel

t hem what' s happened, get help —help that'll do some good!'

Jacqui e closed her eyes, for patience. 'Steve ..,' she began, and then they

fl ew open again, staring behind me. | turned, and saw the three youths who
materialised out of a side alley. They were sniling, and their jaws rotated
slowy, chewing gum their shorts and shirts were American or Italian flash.
One held out a hand, as if to offer ne something; but as he opened his fingers
there canme the click and flash of a sw tchbl ade.

He'd chosen the wong tine, and relied too nuch on the knife to terrify ne, as
it mght an ordinary tourist. This was the Iimt. | grabbed his wist and sank
a fist into his face with all nmy fury and frustration to propel it. The knife
fell through the boardwal k. The other ones junped me, but one hopped and

st aggered, yel ping, as Jacquie delivered a ringing kick on the shin, then

| anded a neat one-two in his nouth. She hadn't ny weight behind her, but as he
rocked I hit the third one hard, then grabbed them one after another, by the
scruff of the neck and the seat of their pants and hurled thembodily out into
the & ong-nmouth with a nuddy spl ash.

The first one pounced fromall fours, like a rugger tackle, and carried us
both over the wal k's edge on to the short slope beneath. | grabbed his throat,
twi sted us over and janmmed his face into the shallows at the edge. 'Kiap
Batang Sen!' | barked, lifting himup by the hair. 'Were do | find hin? Here?
O where? Speak up!'

He couldn't, only bubbled a bit. | was just putting himback when 1 | ooked out
across the water, past his floundering friends. The sun sank and, instantly,

t hough the skies were still rich and golden, the harbour |ights stood out

agai nst a papery greyness. And in the clouds, extending out into infinity, I
saw peak and pronontory, peninsula and islet of bright cloud, gold-fringed as
if with glittering beaches, grey-crowned with craggy rocks - an archipelago in
a sea of fire. Fire that spilled out in a track across the mrroring waves,
right down the seas towards us, scattered at last in the rippled wake of the

t hugs as they scrambl ed ashore, exhausted. But in the shadows on either side
of it a dark sea mirror reflected the harbour lights, nmore and nore clearly.

| let the struggling body fall, swung nyself back up, seized Jacquie's arm and
dragged her after nme. W ran, our footsteps rattling down the boardwal ks as

t he eveni ng haze closed in. They seened to grow rougher, half-rotten al nost,
as if this part of the dock had never been renewed. It wasn't far, a couple of
quays only, and | stopped before a half-m ned gate, and pointed.

"What... ' she breaned, her voice dry, shaky, uncertain. *Wre they after us?
Were there nore com ng?'

"No! Then? I wasn't running fromthem Look!*

She | ooked, not where | pointed, but at me. 'Wat... what do you see, Steve?
"Not me - what do you see, there, in the water? Reflected there in the dock?
She stared, puzzled. *I don't know —Ilights, maybe ... Too many lights, as if
somet hing was reflecting them high above the water - but there isn't—

"There is! No, don't | ook up, not yet - look into the water, harder - barder\
D you see it?

"Something ... two, three ... can't nmake it out. And lights.’

*] can! Two masts ... no, three - or is that a funnel? Rigging, with |lanterns

god, look at the height of it! That's it! Come onV



And pulling her after me, | strode through the gaping gateway, out on to the
quay. But nmy foot fell, not on worm eaten wood, but on ringing flagstone. And
| heard Jacquie cry out, and pull hard at nmy arm yet in the dense swirl of
white mist that billowed around us she was lost to ny sight.
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A cage of silence dropped around us. The only sound was Jacquie's jagged gasp,
her panting breath. | clutched her armtightly, and hissed a warning.

' \What ever you do, don't—

'Let me goV she spat, and hanmmrered a nunbingly accurate bl ow on my biceps, the
sort of thing they teach in self-defence courses. It mightn't have deterred a
rapi st, but I wasn't expecting it. She tore her armfree of ny tingling
fingers, and her footsteps pattered off back into the mst.

| trailed after the sound, cursing —not her, nyself. 1 didn't blanme her one
bit for reacting that way. 1'd given her reason enough to think ne crazy

al ready, or worse; and then this. O course she'd think it was something to do
with ne. And she'd run back in the direction | would have, off to the left -
whi ch made both of us wong, because the msts weren't getting any thinner
and there was still stone underfoot. A nuffled thunp and an excl amati on up
ahead made ny heart leap, till it was followed by a scrabble of feet; she'd
tri pped over something. Then | alnobst did, too —a step, a wi de stone step

di shed with wear, slippery with moisture. A stair! Wich mght |ead higher
than this mist —or nmight end in enptiness. | clinbed, cautiously, one hand
out stretched, hoping Jacquie would take care, too. | didn't dare shout,

m ndful of arrows; and it mght only drive her away, too.

The stair was steep, and before too many m nutes passed | began to see the
steps ahead of me, dull snudges in the mst, and around me, |oom ng above ne,
i mense shadow shapes suggesting col ums and donmes. Then, quite suddenly, |
surfaced like a swwmer in a dazzling sea of mlk. And | ooking up, 1 stopped
in awe. The stairs clinbed up to towers and galleries against a
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bl azi ng bl ue sky, encrusted peaks of carving in weat hered browni sh stone,

bel | - shaped domes of stone lattice encl osing shadowy scul pture-shapes,
shrouded in colums of steamas the sun at its zenith boiled off the
mst-slick like a sacrifice. At its zenith; and its heat fell b'ke a heavy
hand on the back of my neck. One step, one gate, had taken us fromevening to
noon.

Further up the stair stood Jacquie, still as the statues around her, staring
outwards, giving no sign she'd even seen nme. Still thigh-deep in the nist,
turned and | ooked where she | ooked; and, like her, | was transfixed.

The mists were lifting. It was only round this vast shadowy edifice of coo
stone, encrusted with age and lichen, that they lingered so thickly. Beyond
it, they dwindled to ghostly wisps that trailed anong the treetops of a vast
swat he of jungle, an endless ocean of brilliant greens that stretched

unbr oken, becal med, as far as the clear air carried our sight, to a horizon of
rolling hills.

1 turned back and went racing up the steps. Jacquie retreated, but only a step
or two, slowy, her nouth open, her eyes nickering between nme and the

i mpossi bl e | andscape.

"Not me!" | panted, clutching her arm 'Not ny doing! Somebody that doesn't
like the Project, |I think - but how, don't ask me! O why, or where—

Jacqui e shook ne free, but absently, turning away to stare around her. Behind
us rose another gallery, and she suddenly pointed to the vast carved friezes.

' Look!"

They were stylised and badly weat hered, but even so | could see why she was

i npressed. Swirling across the age-darkened stone |ike a w descreen cinena ran
an epic i mge of a snoothly human figure entangled with a battling mass of
nmonstrous figures, all tusks and staring eyeballs. | thought of the
mask-t hi ng, and shuddered. It was a savage image for what |ooked like a shrine
of some kind; but it held Jacqui e hypnoti sed.

*] know this!' she said dazedly. 'See there, this is the story of Buddha -



he's being attacked by the denbn Mara's armes - and down there, below, that's
a Jakata, a Buddhist folktale - that one's about the monkey king, a bit |ike
Hanuman in t he Ramayana—

' The epic, you nean? Don't know where you get all this stuff.’

"Ch, | read it all, years ago.' She smled dazedly. 'Looking for ny oriental
roots. And the Buddha stories and the Ramayana, you keep tripping over them
out here, where you get Buddhi sm
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and H nduismpiling on top of one another. Common stock in dances and puppet
shows, that kind of thing.'

"And tenple walls. | see. And you don't happen to renenber just which tenples
in the Bangkok area m ght have a Buddha bi ography carved all over themlike

t hi s?'

She | aughed. 'Ch, there's nothing this size anywhere near Bangkok— Her hand
flewto her nouth. '"Ch ny god ...’

"Yes.'

"I must have been loopy, | didn't think ... *

"You had a hell of a shock, is what.' 1 stared at those carvings as if they'd
tell me something. They didn't. 'Don't blame you. It hit ne just as hard. It's
been happening to ne since | got into this bloody Project!*

'To you? Already? But... where are we?'

There was a sound, a shock, faint but dear, thudding through the stone.

' Somewhere | don't think we ought to hang around...'

| took one step down and stopped dead. In the sea of m st bel ow us sonet hing
swam |l i ke a gigantic fish, scales glittering beneath the surface, ft rose
slow y higher, towards the steps; and a high sharkfin shape broke the surface.
As it swayed | realised it was the sane shining humock I'd glinpsed once

bef ore above the mist; the shape on its back was broad and solid, like a
turret. Not a fish; nore a submarine with its conning tower. Then, rearing up
on to what nust be the bottomstep, its head showed clearly through the m st,
a glittering mass of scal ed, encrusted arnmour, slowy swaying, beyond which

wi de grey things flapped like fins indeed. Not fins, though, but ears; and
bel ow t he arnmour sonet hi ng swung and two great curving prongs of whiteness
protruded, tipped each with a jagged steel dart tike a gigantic spear. Over
the arched back nmore armour glittered, a sawt oot hed backplate failing away to
a cascade of spiked and barbed scal es and heavily ornamented chain mail
jingling and clanking in time with that nmassive stone-shaking tread. The thing
on its back was a cage of netal plates, octagonal, |aced with narrow
perforations, topped by a trailing banner.

A war - el ephant. The ultimte weapon of the H ndu conquerors of southern Asia —
the I argest elephant by far 1'd ever seen, a gigantic creature that dwarfed
any zoo-bound beast, decked out in full fearsonme panoply. Its ears flapped as
it surged nightmare-1like out of the mst towards us; they too were shiel ded by
pl at es of

silver mesh, and fromthem dangling and danci ng, hung earrings of jewelled
skull's. As an enmblem of fantastic wealth and power it was unparalleled, nore
terrifying than a tank in its solem, majestic advance. And fromthe arnoured
howdah it carried, long arrows trailing gaudy streanmers sang out and ski pped
across the stones around us.

One whi ned right past nmy ear, not dose but startling. If it hadn't | m ght

have just stood there, stunned, till it was too late. Wat was going on? At
this range they should have skewered us by now. They were firing to mss, to
pin us down as prisoners. | risked a glance up the steps; there was at |east

one nore terrace up there, but | thought | saw novenent between the dones. And
at once another arrow humred right over our heads and snmashed into the steps
hi gher up. Point taken; they might stop firing to m ss. Anyway, wherever our
way out |ay, chances were it was back in those m sts somewhere. Behind the
advanci ng el ephant tall spears were rising and di pping, and here and there a
bowst ave. The searchers were gathering to cut off their prey. That left just
one thing to try, and it had better be fast. Jacquie was standing there



goggl i ng, mourn open, breathing in great gulping gasps |ike a drowni ng woman.
She was teetering right on die brink of scream ng hysterics, and no wonder. |
sei zed her arm and she gaped at ne.

'Down? | yelled, or maybe screaned. Yanking her after me, | went cantering
down those steps so fast | alnmpst |ost ny bal ance, and we bl undered on in that
headl ong rush which is just fractionally short of a fall. Nothing | ess would

have saved us; the bowren acted fast, and arrows spat and splintered on the
steps where we passed. But our runaway descent brought us down to the one spot
where they couldn't fire - right in front of the elephant. It was well

trai ned, though, for just this; the massive head ducked to widen the field of
fire, the barb-tipped tusks tossed nenacingly, the trunk lifted in a
chal | engi ng trunpet. Another step —two —one; and | jinked sharply aside,
heavi ng Jacquie after me. She stunbled —then squeal ed and ducked. The trunk
flailed past her head and sl ammed agai nst the side of the stair, |ong spikes
glittered on a huge encased leg as it lifted and stanped, swi nging its whole
bul k si deways to catch and crush us. But we were al ready past, dodging the
spear a mahout hurled down from his perch. He began bel abouring the el ephant
with a hooked stick, but on the stair those stiff pillar-like | egs wouldn't
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let it turn fast enough. He started yelling, die el ephant squeal ed angrily,
and we ducked down into the mst. A vague figure materialised in our path,
shouting a challenge, lowering a spear; but | was already ahead of its point,
letting go of Jacquie and | aunching a flurry of fists at the dimface. He spun
around and tipped back down the stairs with a screamand a clatter; someone
eke fell over him Suddenly nere were no nore stairs underfoot, only I|evel
flags. Another man rushed up, lunged at nme and shot by, to crash against the
stairfoot with an agoni sed yell. Jacquie, beside ne, was biting her lip and
linping; she'd tripped him 'Ni ce one!'" 1 said, scooped her up and scuttled as
best | could back out on to the terrace, in sonmething like the direction we'd
cone from Behind us the shouting and shrilling grew | ouder

But al nost at once anot her bul ky shadow forned in front of us, high and
hard-edged in the swirling cloud, so close we ran nore or less right into it.
For a horrified noment | thought the grey, slab-like side was another arnmoured
el ephant; but my out-thrust hands touched it and canme away fl aked with peeling
paint. The realisation was al nbst worse. 'It's the bloody container!* | cried
al oud.

h was mounted on a battered, decayed old flatbed truck, a rusting relic of the
192.0% by the look of it, no make I'd ever seen. It |ooked barely able to
carry the weight. | ran around to the cab and flung back the door. 'No keys!
And god knows how you'd hotwire something like this -1 don't think it's even
got an electric starter!’

"Wha—what're we going to do?* cried Jacquie.

"What can we do? W can't |ift the thing on our own - that damm beast coul d

hardly do it!'" And as if I'd summoned it, | felt the flagstones shiver with
fast striding footfalls, as near a run as an el ephant can manage. They'd

pl aced us.

"Leave it!" | yelled, reaching out to drag Jacqui e al ong agai n. She shook ne

| oose and raced off on her own, around the container and out into the thinning
mst. Any nonment now | expected to run into foliage, feel the whip and snag of
| eaves and vines and rootlets tangling about ny ankle, dragging ne back into
the path of that awesone tread. But instead | felt something else, a springy
hol | owness underfoot that wasn't the soggy spread of soil; our footfalls
drunmed and creaked on wooden slats. In the sane instant the mist it with one
blinding pink flare, a blasting hiss and crackle like a log exploding in a
gigantic bonfire,
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| reached out to Jacquie, caught her hand - and tripped and fell, pulling her
down with nme, rolling over on the splintering wod. Overhead, where the sun of
noon had bl azed only nonments since above the mist, the sky was dear; and there
were stars. Against themreared the shaft of a pillar; but it was wooden, and



covered with flakes of paint, and shattered, at its summt, to splinters that
still smoked and snoul dered with that pink fire. It was the remains of the old
archway; and its falling splinters stung nmy hand. 1 |ooked across; the other
side was the same, smashed and scorched. O the crossbar there was no trace.
The gateway had been blasted to a stunp.

Jacqui e rai sed herself on one el bow, blinking. Ape came rolling down the

boar dwal k, shoul dering his staff. 'By dom' he roared. 'The col our of stale
odvocoat V

*Who... what?'

" Your |ousy faces!*

| took a deep luxurious breath. | hadn't heard any expl osion; but the air
still seened to be ringing with an aftershock. 'Don't worry," | told Jacquie.

'"He's on our side.*

'God, that's reassuring,' said Jacquie drily. She was doi ng her best to sound
in control of herself, but the corners of her mouth were trenbling. 'And what
is our side, exactly?

| took another deep breath, but then Ape cane stanping up, flushed and
scowming with ill-contained fury. 'Now, Mynheer |dioot? So what do you go and
bugger up now, that you waste all our hard | abours and throw away all we

achi eve, hah? And for a bonus let themget their paws on you yourself?' He
snorted deafeningly, like a scornful carthorse. 'By chance only | find you,
you know that? You don't turn up, or the container! 1 worry, | go | ook ashore,
and what do | find?* He hawked and spat copiously. The planking resounded with
the inmpact. 'You hand it themon a platter and serve up yourself for afters!
Maybe | shoul d | eave you stew in your own domfolly! Maybe next time | will!*
"Stop that!' shouted Jacquie, her voice fraying. "It wasn't Steve's fault!'

| peered at her. That was a pretty different tune to the one she'd been
harpi ng on all day. Ape cocked his head on one side, considering her. 'Wt,"'
he inquired insultingly, '« dezeY

She bridl ed.

"This is Jacquie,* | said hastily. 'She works for the Project—
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Ape's manner softened slightly. 'So,' he said, considering. He lifted a

massi vel y cal l oused finger to his tangled hairline. 'Dag, nmevrouw. Not his

fault, you say, yet sonehow he is mxed into it. | think some expl anations
called for, nie? He swung up his staff, and a single flare of pink Iight
crackled into the sky. *Te Kiore and his men are | ooking also; | recall them

W go to the ship and have a drink or six, which you took Iike you need.'

' The ship?' inquired Jacquie suspiciously, picking herself up

Ape gestured. She turned, and caught her breath. The harbour was a gl ow ng
curtain of coloured light now, mirrored in the cal mdark water; but over it,
like a tracery of shadows, lay the rig of a large sailing ship. She caught ny
armas sharply as she'd refused it a nonent since. 'That... ' she began
"That's what you were seeing ... when | couldn't... or thought I..."

'Li ke the man says, explanations are called for.'

She shook her head, in bew ldernent, not denial, and as she | eaned agai nst ne
| felt the shiver that ran through her. She | ooked up at ne, wi de-eyed, and

nodded. | knew how she felt. Just as i had, just as Dave had, she had stepped
over a threshold into a wider world; and she was feeling the chill wonder of
it, right to the depths of her being. 'Yes,' she said, only alittle
tremulous. '1'd say so. But first...'

' Yes?'

"That drink.'

Then she | ooked over ny shoul der, and her face stiffened. Te Kiore was
trotting down the boardwal k with his sword-club slapping at his side, waving
and shouting various totally inconprehensible greetings. He was mnus his
feather-cloak, leaving his latticed neck and chest all the nore visible. In
the dimlight of the dockside streetlanps, wi dely spaced and internmittently
bright, the tattooes turned himinto a son of shadowy | acework gargoyle with
an Ccker accent.



"Strewth, mate, we been turnin' the joint arsy-versy lookin' for you! Threw a
proper bl oody scare into us, you did! An' where's this overgrown jerry-can of
yours got to, too?" He saw Jacquie, and pulled up short. 'Ch, ah. Hey! Wo's
the lovely |l ady, then? G'day, Mss, you comn' on board with us? Geat! Cot
the I ongboat 'long the wal k here —hop on down an* we'll whip yer out
slicker'n spit off a hot stove!'

' Make that drinks® Jacqui e amended wearily.

A multinational band of chattering cut-throats bore us off
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down to the boat and nore or |ess heaved us bodily aboard. But for all their
mal evol ent appearance | noted that they practically flowed to their places at
the oars without confusion, and the nonent te Kiore freed the painter and

| eaped aboard they pulled away in perfect unison.

"dd hands,' | remarked to him as the |ongboat traced a spreadi ng arrowhead
across the dark harbour calm

He studied ne a nonment. 'Too right! Not straight off the quay yourself,
exactly, are you?' He turned round in the bows. 'Wll, there she is! An" ain't
she a l|iving beaut?1

Ahead of us, as we curved around to cone al ongsi de, the | oom ng shadow was

slowy filling out into solid form Beside me Jacqui e gave a breathl ess

hal f-giggle. 'l don't believe it!'

| was pretty startled nyself. An old steel engraving was lifting off a page.
About a hundred and thirty feet | made her, a long lean hull |like an ancestra

clipper ship, sleekly flush-decked except for a small poop and wheel house, and
a | arger hatchway which nmust cover the hold - easily big enough to take a
container. Her three masts held sonething |ike an ol d-fashioned schooner rig;
but between foremast and main there was space enough for a fourth mast, m ght
once have been one, in fact. Only nowin its place there lifted a high thin
snokest ack, gleamng black with snaky gilt traceries, and crowned with an

i mprobabl e oriental dado, like an early loconotive's. And right beside it the
hull's clean |ine was broken by a | ow rounded box, |ike the nudguard of a
vi ntage car, covering what |ooked |like a many-bladed mllwheet. 'It's a paddle

steaner!' breathed Jacquie. 'CGod, is it safe? It nust be a hundred years old!'’
"I wouldn't bet on that! And it's not even a steamer; the paddles are too
smal . They nust just be auxiliaries, added on to a basic sailing vessel
Right, te Kiore?

"Sure is!'* he agreed. 'That's how we like it, old nman Batang and me. Wnd's
free; fuel ain't. They won't exactly zip her away on their own, the oF

m |l wheels, but they' Il get her out of harbour without a tug, jolly her along
inaflat calm and hold her in a heavy sea. O help her outrun a pirate

| ongboat. And that's worth bl oody gol d-dust in our trade.'

Jacqui e shook her head again in utter disbelief. 'But... paddl es? Steanf? Wy
not use diesel, a screw propeller?

Te Kiore's tattooes withed good-hunouredly. 'Because there's no di esel agency
in Tir nan Oy, or Arcadia, or Terra
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Australis, or Tar-Shish. Because Prester John's divers can't hoick off a
cracked screw, and there's nowhere can fix it nearer than N bel heim or the
Cycl ops' forges, and you mght not like their prices. But you can shape and
fit a new paddl e blade in an hour or two, with your owmn two nitts, east or
west of the sunset. That's why, beautiful!’

Jacquie |l ooked wildly fromhimto me. 'Arcadia? Prester John? Cyclops, for
god's sake —are you two trying to wind nme up? Because if you are, you

bast ards, you can—

"Expl anations!' | said sharply. The boat pulled in under the I ee of the hull,
an el egant outward curve quite unlike the pot-bellied tunblehormes 1'd

cl anmbered up, sonmetines under fire. 'Like it or not, Jacquie, this world's a
| ot stranger and w der than nost people ever imagine - let alone see.' At te
Kiore's hail a long boat-I|adder came creaking down. 'It opened out for ne,
once, years ago. Ever since then it's closed in again. But, for better or



wor se, nothing was ever quite the sanme again/

| hel ped her out on to the platformof the stair. It |ooked positively

| uxurious, all polished nahogany and brass rail, |ike sonething off a
Victorian yacht; which it mght well have been. 'Nothing,' | repeated. She

| ooked back at nme, once, and away back to the shore. It wasn't so far, but it
had faded into an indistinct haze of scattered |light, insubstantial, out of
reach. Then without another word she went up the | adder

The lkan YwW s sal oon was a shock. 1'd expected the crude conforts of a Ml ay
pirate; but instead Batang Sen sat half curled up and grinning in the enbrace
of an enornous arnthair covered in rich red brocade, snoking a | ong Gernman
pipe on a silver rest. Arak in a cut-glass decanter and a copper bow of

| eaf -wrapped betelnut and lime sat on the bartered rosewood table between us.
The carpet under us was worn Persian, and the batik hangi ngs covered beauti ful
mapl e panelling that suggested an origin not a hundred mles from Newport, Rl;
at intervals hung a dispirited-looking stag's head, a dusty little stuffed
crocodil e and a few faded | andscapes. Silver-chased | anps swung gently in the
estuary swell, and the oil they burned snmelt of sweet herbs. Their Iight
nmel | owned Jacquie's hair to gold as she rocked slowy in a threadbare but

el egant hammock chair, built perhaps for the wife of an East I|ndia nmerchant or
one of his captains, turning her second gin sling in her long fingers. Very
good gin slings they
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were, too; Batang Sen's steward could have taught Harry's Bar or the Raffles a
thing or two. But she was saying nothing, only hunmng to herself, and her
eyes were |l ooking at nothing in particular

That worried me. I1'd tried to tell her about the Spiral, and after a few

m nutes of breathless or angry disbelief she seened to have accepted it at
last. But | remenbered how t he whole thing had affected Clare, left her in a
sort of dreany daze of irresponsibility. It had led her to do things

shocki ngly out of her English-rose character —on the surface, anyway. Jacquie
was ol der, of course, and probably a lot brighter; but the day's events nust
have given her a hell of a jar. They'd left nme pretty shaky, and |I'd had sone
i dea what was goi ng on.

And now she was hearing ne explain diemto Ape, which wasn't the nost
enjoyable thing 1'd ever done. Wth her there | was trying to play down the
busi ness with Rangda as much as possible. 'Just one of the bar girls, that was
all. 1'd met her there die first time, after that bit with the dacoits.’

Ape snorted again. 'And it never for one nonent enters that dried pea you have
for a brain she is maybe decoy?

*No! Anyway, | was... upset. |'d been beaten up, 1'd had the priests badgering
me with doubts about the whole business, 1'd got a bit drunk, and... there
were ot her pressures. | was upset.1

'So you go |l ook up a slice of cheap bunsen? said Ape witheringly. 'Make it so
easy for them you just as well hand themthe keys!®

*]1 wasn't |ooking for anything or anybody! She was just there, she picked ne
up! Don't think 1'd just go off with any little tart, do you? She— | stopped.
Jar Ape pounced. 'Wiat is it, then? Wat's so special about this one, that you
forget all your caution?

| glared at him 'For you to gloat?

He thunped a gnarled hand on the table. 'I? | gloat over nothing, this |east
of all! | seek to understand what happens to you! So | may guard against it,
per haps even find back what you so foolishly let slip! So you tell! O | scrub

nmy paws of all this and you with it!*
| backed off before the fury in those strangely hooded eyes. '"All right! All

right! I'd met her before, she'd been pretty nice to ne. | knew she fancied
me, or seened to. But nost of all, it was because, well, she... |ooked Iike
somebody, that was all.' | stole
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a glance at Jacquie, but she still stared out into space, hunm ng softly. No

way | could cone right out and say / wanted the worman because she | ooked I|ike



Jacquie and | couldn't have her; but it was the truth. 'Somebody I'd known.
Sonebody |'d begun to realise | was mssing, mssing rather a lot. There she
was; and | thought the container was well out of harmis way.'

"And you didn't warn him' added te Kiore.

*] also do not tell himnot to stick his head in a neatgrinder!' snapped Ape.
'"Or any other of him Though I may!' He dragged his sausage fingers through
his hair, and grew calnmer. 'But so much is what | need to know. She had sone
way to you, this girl, to that of you which is yet enpty. She opened that way
—and Sonething flowed in, and filled you, and bent your know edge, your very

being to its will. Whatever this thing is that this girl serves, it has you
going off to seize the container you nmost want to protect.* He reached out and
prodded ne in the chest with a heavily ridged nail. 'So, at the behest of that

within you, yes, you did clinb naked dowmn a wall of forty Boors - aye, and
back up. Yes, you did | ead a horde of who knows what creatures, mnor powers
or worse. The watchman, he saw and told true. You were possessed.*

| gave a great shudder of nausea. | felt as if slugs coursed along ny veins,
as if my innards were filled with trails of bitter slime. 'l shoul d ve known!
That little bitch ... *

' Perhaps not so human,' contributed Batang Sen, and puffed at his pipe.

' Possessed!' | grated, hand to nouth, fighting to suppress the retching.
"Christ, just the idea of it-hate it —makes ne sick—=*

"It would,' nodded Ape. 'Those who are not vulnerable it does not nuch
concern. It happens to you before, has it not?*

'"Not against ny will! Not in the end.’

'Because to help others, yes?" The cutting edge left his voice, a little. 'But
this al so you wanted, though you know it not. She uses the very enptiness you
feel of your life, and this loneliness.' Behind me the chair creaked abruptly.
"Her way to you is through your desires. In slaking those, so she breaks

t hrough your inhibitions, your defences.' He sighed. 'True, | guess not they
have such hold over you, or | take nmore careful nesses. A bitch she is not,
this girl. Mre like a Trojan whore, for who knows what powers! But now we
have no way to finding out.'

"What puzzles nme,' remarked te Kiore into the crashing silence

that followed, 'is why these bl eeders went and used a flamin' ute to wheel off
the container. | nean, when they'd all those garuda birds and things —eh?
Ape | ooked as distant and bl ank as Jacquie. 'The birds? That is another
attack, of another origin. Renmenber, nore than one power is ranged agai nst us
here. One fails to take the container fromus by force. Another, subtler
prefers subterfuge.' He shrugged massively. 'Seens they are right.’

Very carefully and coldly | placed ny enpty glass down on the table, afraid
was about to crush it. | choked down the nausea, and the anger rose instead,
till my tenples pounded and | felt a red haze hovering around ny sight. 'Let
me tell you one thing, Ape! Whatever powers they were - all the powers of Hel
standing in ny way, even! —I| amstill going to get that container back.'

' BonzerV whooped te Kiore, and cl apped his huge hands. But Batang Sen stirred,
| eaned forward and squirted a stream of scarlet betel saliva into the ornate
silver cuspidor at his side.

| Tuan Stephen,* he said with delicate seriousness, his weathered face
crinkling uneasily, 'a bargain you make with us for gold, and we are not
bounders to go back on it, no? What you ask us to face, we face with you. But
of all the powers of Hell you speak - that, and no |ess, indeed may be the
probl em'

Jacquie stirred. 'Oh, what's the point of just sounding off, Steve? You know

they'll only go and smash open the contai ner before we or anyone el se could
get toit. Wiat's to stop then?
Ape suddenly bared his kerbstone teeth to the guns. 'I, Mevrouw -1 am They

cannot harmit, not while ny charms are marked upon it. Even to carry it is
hard! Wiy they use the truck, | think. And why they leave it where it is, for
the msts and rains of this holy place to wash themlittle by little away.
Till then, even they drop it into the sea, it floats and nmay be found! By



means | know of, if no other!' He glared at nme from under beetling brows. 'You
are serious, you still want to take them on? Ckay, maybe | give you one nore
chance! Steward?

H s roar brought the little fat Indian running. Ape kicked the captain's
spittoon. 'Go bring ne another like that, a bow, a pisspot even, so it is

cl ean! And water, much of it! Miar en schiet op, we hebben hastl O you make
quick rebirth as a mangy baboon!’

The steward wi nked at the rest of us and toddled off;
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evidently he didn't take Ape's threats too seriously. He reappeared with a
startlingly ornate silver punchbow on an equally florid tray, and a heavy
pitcher. The inscription on the bow was al nost inpossible to make out, except
for what | ooked like a ship's name, Quedagh Merchant, in sonmething tike
18th-century script. | glanced at the captain, who smiled seraphically.
"Present fromvery old friend, now decease.'

"I can imagine - hey!* Ape's massive fingers had cl anped around both ny

Wi sts.

"Definitely you touch the container? he runbled.

"Yes - 1've still got paint under ny fingernails, |ook! So?

He nodded his head. 'Then it is you will tell us where it lies!'" Still holding
nmy hands, he tipped some of the water into the bow, gestured over it a mnute
and nuttered.

'What does he nean, you ?* whispered Jacqui e behind his back

*] don't know. | saw the old man, Le Stryge, try sonmething like this, but not
quite—

'Sssh!' said Ape sharply, and gestured again. He drew ny hands forward and
over the punchbow , and snatching up the pitcher with his other hand, he
added, "Now think! O where you were, of what first you saw there - and of the
container!" Wth a soft hissing word he slowy poured the renmai ni ng water over
my fingers. | struggled to think, to recapture that shock of recognition, the
impact in the mist. For an instant nothing happened, then with an inpatient
spitting grow Ape bent down and bl ew sharply on the water. That quickly, it
boiled. Steamdrifted across its surface, and suddenly | was thinking of that
nmenaci ng, form ess whiteness that had swallowed us. 'Hard!' panted Ape, his
own brow trickling with sweat. 'Bend your brain till it creak! Harder!'

And it did feel as if | was straining against sonething, till ny whol e body
shivered with the tension; as if | was sonehow a conduit for an interplay of
conflicting energies, torqueing this way and that.

A drop of sweat trickled down behind ny ear and into die steam ng water.

Sonet hing raced across it |ike spreading oil, the nmists cleared, and | saw,
clearly, not the base of the bow but the tossing tops of a forest, snoking
now under a lashing rainstorm and just at the rimthe nmerest edge of dul

grey stone, water spew ng above it out of a gargoyle's nouth. The dribble of
cold water across ny fingers changed abruptly, became stinging hot
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and slanted, tilted as if sone invisible wind drove it off course. Ri ght over
to the bowl's rimit drifted, still falling at that inpossible angle, struck
the silver edge and sizzled into stinging steamdroplets.

The i mage vani shed. Ape flung | oose ny hands, pushed me back and rocked back
into his own chair. A blast of steam cannoned out of the bowl and spl ashed
agai nst the coachroof. As it dissipated, 1 cautiously peered over the edge of
t he punchbow . It was dry and enpty.

"Careful!' Jacquie exclaimed. 'It nust be red hot!"’

Ape grinned at her again, seized nmy wist in that inpossible grasp and pressed
nmy hand flat against the rim It was pleasantly cool. He slid tt around; at

one point droplets still clung to the surface. He glanced at te Kiore. 'There.
That way. You, sailing master, you say what ? Sout h- sout heast ?
Te Kiore shrugged. 'Southeast, more. |Indonesia. Bali, even. You couldn't get

any cl oser?'



Ape rel eased ny hand. ' Ask Mynheer Stephen here. He felt it. They fight hard
to turn away prying eyes, them But not hard enough, this tine.'

"Yeah, | son of noticed,'" the Maori admitted, glancing up at the noist patch
on the saloon ceiling. 'Just as well you weren't reading entrails, eh?

Sout heast's the best 1 can do. Wat the hell's down that way that fits your
description? Place is lousy with tenples.'

"Not like this one,'Jacquie insisted, frowing intently. 'So |arge, and so

al one —1 thought of Angkor WAt, but |'ve been there, it wasn't the sane at
all, not the style, even. Southeastward ...’

She was accepting what she'd just seen —divination, magic. Entering into the
spirit of it, in a way neither Dave nor C are ever had. Wat was she going to
make of the Spiral, or it of her?

Bat ang Sen had cl anbered silently out of his chair and over to a cabinet at
the end of the saloon. He cane back hol di ng what | ooked like a pair of

carven- headed staves, and sent one rolling across the table with a flourish. A
huge chart of Southeast Asian seas, a Victorian-looking affair on linen wth
nanmes in Dutch, unrolled between us. W all |eaned over it. Southeastward from
Bangkok. .

The three voices were simltaneous, a kind of unholy chord —Jacqui e's squeal
te Kiore's whoop and Ape's satisfied grunt. Three ringers stabbed down,
Jacquie's dwarfed by two nassive paws. They | ooked at each other, and said in
uni son, 'Jawa?
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"Many temple,' nodded Batang Sen. 'Buddha tenple, Shiva tenple. Borobodur,
Pranbanan, Ratu Boku .,.'

' Bor obodurr breathed Jacquie. 'The Tenple Hill! It could be! |'ve read about
it - but I've never seen it. It could be. It was huge, all right. And it had
stupa —you know, those bell things -they cover Buddha statues, usually. But
it was all surrounded with jungle ... No, it couldn't be. Damm and bl ast.
Not hi ng' s overgrown |ike that on Jawa nowadays.'

' Nowadays?' echoed Ape, his guttural voice softened to a sort of eerie croon
"But now lives shorter than a mayfly, and all the past is one. For many | ong
centuries forest surrounds the H Il stupa, before it is found again and nmade
clear by foreign men. And so forest surrounds it still, its essence, its
eternal self, the long shadow it casts, far out into the Spiral. The forest..
and nore. Borobodur is always a place of msts. Oten, even at noon.'

Jacqui e | ooked again. 'Wait a mnute. Borobodur. Jawa ...' Her voice sounded a
little unsteady. 'Jawa's an island. In Indonesia. It's hundreds of niles away
—halfway to Ball, isn't it, or nore? You're telling me that an hour or two
ago we just... stepped there? And back?*

| nodded. 'That's the way it seenms to be.'

She retreated fromthe table, sat down hard in her chair. The fingers she put
to her lips trenbled slightly. "Can ... anyone do that? Qut.. .out here?*

'"No. Ape was sayi ng how much power it nust take.' | |eaned on the chairback
rocking her gently, and ran a hand over her hair. She hardly seened to notice.
'He probably could, though.'

Ape lifted his shaggy head. 'Do not believe it! The Borobodur, that is a place
of great— he made a heavy punching gesture, and a deep visceral grunt,

"mmt phl Last remmant of old faiths outside Bali. Hi ndu and Buddhi st both, and
within themwhat is older than either, what is of the Ancestors. Wo dares
make such use of the Tenple Hill is not lightly to be nmeddled with; their

mph\ must be great also. Yet even they have not the force to just carry you
of f fromwhere you sit; they must open gateways for you to wal k through, and
Gates that are gates already, and they cannot do it often. Mg, that is not in
my powers at all.' He |ooked sonbre. 'They have Iimt. Both in space, and in
time. We nust work fast.* He bent back over the chart again.
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I found nyself wondering what Ape's linits really were. Everyone had said how
powerful Le Stryge was; yet, renmenbering his divination and Ape's, if

anyt hing, Ape's was nore inpressive. And |'d never seen old Stryge do anything



so direct as blasting that gate. In fact, | was inclined to suspect Ape of
being a very powerful sorceror indeed, next to Stryge; or had | never seen
Stryge's fullest powers? | shivered again.

"Wirk fast? But... what are we going to doT demanded Jacqui e.
"W go there, of course,' | said. 'And we bl oody well take the container
back. "'

She cocked her head suspiciously. 'We, neaning you? Plus of course ne?

Ape darted a fierce glance at us. *Jat if you are tired of life! Now they have
t he contai ner, what use have they for Mynheer Fisher alive? So they have no
nmore runblings through their bl ockade, him if they can, they will now kill.
Pl at chl Squash like flyspit.'

'Boy, you're encouraging,' | told him 'Wat else is new?

'Steve,' said Jacquie sharply. "He neans it!'

"Sure | do. And not just him Better you take yourself off, haastens.
Yoursel f, who is part of this Project, if they find you with him also they'l
kill.'

Her eyelids fluttered, and she | ooked down at the tabletop for a nonent. *I
don't care.’

"Jacquie, listen—

7 don't care! You cane to this Project a month or two back, and | still don't
know what it is you' re expecting to get out of it—

"Ceroutofit?

"—but |'ve been working on it for the last year and a half! |I've been on Bal
and | love it, and |'ve got a bloody big score of ny own to settle for that

last little episode, and if there's something enough to nake you risk your
preci ous neck for it then there ought to be a danm sight nmore for me, oughtn't
there? We//?

'"Wnd's gettin' up a beaut, eh?* remarked te Kiore, into the ringing silence.
It didn't work.

'So,"' snapped Jacquie. 'If we've got to get there so fast sonebody'd better
start some practical organisation round here! |I'd better see about scaring up
some plane reservations, hadn't 1? O charter an executive plane —I| could

even get a Learjet in fromKai Tak. If your ante's high enough to nake you
spend that kind of noney, Steve?
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"\What bl oody ante - oh, stuff it., Jacquie!' One mnute support, die next back
to the old cynical bit again. 1 couldn't figure her out, and right now
couldn't take much nore. 'You don't understand. Not ne, not any of it, not

yet. This— | stamped ny foot. 'This is our fastest way to Jawa. Right here!’

| felt suddenly weary, and rather scared. 1 turned to the captain. 'Tttan

Bat ang, you said you'd go along with our deal. And we bargai ned for sone
trouble, yes. But getting that container back, it nmeans a trek ashore, a
search. And the chances are it could nmean a fight, maybe a really bl oody one.*
Bat ang gave the smile of the wise serpent, and spat scarlet saliva into his
spittoon. 'Not first time, old chap. Bargain's bargain.'

'But the crew? How about then®

" Bunch of bl oody desperadoes,* contributed te Kiore cheerfully. 'Pay 'em high
enough, they'd do anything. Or anyone. Cut their own heads off for a ten
percenter off the top, no cl awbacks.'

I grinned. 'Now for that | came prepared! |'ve had ny friend Dave active in
the gold nmarket, he's rather good at that kind of thing. Wth what

he' sl eft nei nthe hotel safe | think we can nmanage a bit nore than ten per

cent.'

"Putit to 'em' suggested the Maori. 'Show 'emthe col our of your cash.

Not hing |i ke that for whippin up a bit of the ole rag! But best you do it
fast. If we're going to catch these bl eeders, we gotta spread canvas for the
dawn wi nd—right, skip?'

| stood up. 'Then you'd better put us ashore. Sonmewhere we can cross back into
the Core again wthout too nuch trouble. And no goddamm Gates! 1'll go back to
nmy hotel, show up again on shore in about four hours, okay? Come on, Jacqui e,



we'll drop you off on the way.'

She rose, slowy, her eyes narrowed, her |ips conpressed. Her voice was cold
and steady, and she |ooked Oriental as hell. 'l told you, didn't |, Stephen
Fisher? I"'msticking with you till you get that contai ner back. Watever this
weird world is you' ve wandered into, whatever you've got mxed up with —gods
and devils and nmgi ci ans, and whatever your own little game is. Because | knew
you once and | know you still and you' ve always had sone little game going!*
Surprisingly, her breath caught a nonent, her lips trenbled. 'Maybe it's bad
and maybe it's good. O part of it is-or harnmess at least. O that's what you
think. But now you're playing it with the lives of a whole island, a people, a
culture. And Fmjust a PR person
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inthe Project, a fixer, a small administrator - but I'mall of the Project
there is, right here. And so |'msucking with you till you get our bl oody

property back! R ght, M Fisher?

"Now there's a nouthful for you, sport!' said te Kiore amiably, rolling his
bulk to the cabin door. 'Take my advice, you don't say one bl oody word an'
just does as the lady tells you. Boat's crew Leap to it, you pack of ginpy
joeys! Two to go ashore? He grinned over his shoulder, a ghastly mask in the
| anplight's deep shadows. 'And if ny arse ain't entirely out the w ndow, two
back aboard, an* all!’

The ni ght was hot and humid again, and the streedanps flared in a stifling
haze as the lone taxi cruised slowmy down the dockland street, its |oose
exhaust tinkling over the uneven surface. The driver tossed his head back
face twitching in a rictus that was not a grin. 'You no like | go faster? Man
could get a-hurt aroun* here!’

| shifted the lunpy airline bag that was cutting off the circulation in ny
leg. 'It's not far now | don't want to miss the spot. Then you can go as fast
as you like,"'

He sl apped one hand on top of the wheel and waved the other in wld protest.
"You no getting out here? You tourist, you no know Miggers here, dope guys,

crazy man, all! Me, | live tough, | no get out an' walk here! No girls here,
no ganble, no music, no nothing -1 take you nice place, very safe! Friends of
mne they run it, they no rip you off- no so nuch ... *

"Here,* | told him *Just at the alley, here.’

He braked hard, but caught ny armas | was offering hima suitable note.

"Khun, | nean it! | got wife, kid - how |l go hone sleep tonight, | |eave you
an* | ady here this crappy place? 1 drive you anywhere, no nore charge —huh?*
He obviously neant it, and | was touched. So, by her face, was Jacquie. 'W
know what we're doing,' she said. 'But thanks anyway. You go on honme and don't
worry about us.'

"That's right,' | said. 'No, no change. We'll be all right.'

He hesitated, doubtfully, eyes flicking around. 'Is not just men here,' he
said unwillingly, w ncing as he expected us to |l augh. 'O her things, too, very
bad!"’

| smiled, and reached down to our baggage. | dug ny fingers into the paper of
the long parcel, and tore it away with one sweep. | held the sword up, and it
glittered, far brighter than the distant streetlanps could account for
glittered and flashed with the cold

light of stars that never shone in the skies overhead. Jacquie stared, sucking
in her breath as if ice had touched her, and the driver lifted his eyes to it
with a dazzled awe.

"You heard the lady," | told himsoftly, and swung the great blade once, tw ce
with a soft singing rush. *W know what we're doing. W're of this place —

t hough you probably coul dn't guess how.'

To ny surprise, he seened to. Hi s mouth hung open a noment, but his eyes took
on a relaxed, renote expression, as if he stared into great distances, or into
menories long forgotten. He nodded in quick understanding.

"Go back to your wife and child," Jacquie told him 'Sleep in peace. Don't
worry. Sawaddee kha\'



He nodded again, slipped the taxi back in gear and roared off with the exhaust
jangling in protest behind him W |ooked after him | wondered what

| ong-buried nmenories we'd sparked off there, what sudden recollections of
strange passengers picked up for even stranger destinations and soon
forgotten, leaving only a faint and haunting unease. Then Jacqui e | ooked
around at the black alley behind us. "Well, we told the man,' she said, only a
little shakily. 'We know what we're doing. Ckay, let's do it.'

W heaved up our small pile of baggage, and | ooking very carefully around us,
ready to |l eap back at the first touch of any thicker msts, we stepped into

t he muggy darkness of the alley. The laden flight bag cut into ny shoul der

with every swing; | hoped the strap would |last out. A sewer miasma rose around
us; | heard Jacqui e choke, but her nmind was evidently on sonething el se.

'You —when you held up that sword there - *

' Yes?'

"You |l ooked ... | don't know. Not different, exactly. A npst nore yourself. As
if you really were what you look like ... a chanpion. A —a paladin.'

My turn to catch nmy breath. 1'd given that name once, half jokingly, to
someone |'d suddenly begun to admire, sonmeone | was drawn to. And she'd been
vastly flattered by it. To hear it of nyself; and from. . .But the very
intensity of the feeling made me want to shrug it off lightly. Thank' ee for
t hem ki nd words, missie.'

"Ch.' | could alnost see her lips curl inmpatiently. 'Don't worry. | knowit's
just appearances. But it'd be nice if you could only live up to them now and
again ... Isn't that the harbour?*
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It hadn't been, but suddenly, it seemed, it was. O maybe | just wasn't

| ooki ng hard enough; but the nmargins of Core and Spiral were full of such
tricks. What had been darkness at the alley's end didn't change, visibly;
there was no one nonent when it was bl ack, another where there were lights. It
was nore as if those spots before your eyes, that faint filny shinmrer of

bl i nked- away noi sture, turned out to have been the distant lights and the
ripple on mst-shrouded water alt the tine. Maybe they had been; it was past
sayi ng, now. A second |ater we had boardwal k beneath our feet, and a boat
waiting at the quay's end. Fromout on the water cane a faint chuffing, and
between the masts a dull gleamof red-lit snoke. The Ikon Yu was firing up

W hailed the boat, and within nmonents our |uggage was expertly swung aboard,
and ourselves after it. Batang' s bosun, a huge New Guinea tribesman call ed

Wal an, gl anced alertly at my drawn sword and up at the darkened quay. 'You go
have trouble, kiapy

"No. Just ready for it.*

"Figures. Pull away, there!l Silently, as if the oars were nmuffled, we glided
out across a pool of greyness towards the darker shadow of the ship.

Te Kiore and Batang Sen were waiting on the poopdeck as we came clattering up
the ladder. It was pulled up after us, and the boat hoisted swiftly to the
davits. The captain, still snoking, was |eaning on the heavy brass-capped

bi nnacl e that held wheel, conpass, speaking tubes and the engi ne-room

tel egraph, while the Maori mate eased hinmself up fromthe hel msman's bench and
| unbered across the deck to greet us. "Nice timng, mate! W was j ust
wonderi ng whether t'set the ole Ape scrying for you alt over again!' He noved
cl oser and added quietly 'dad we didn't have to. Your mate doesn't seem
hinsel f, quite.1

' Ape? What could be the matter with hin®

" Ch, nothing much. Just sort of, well, |low Depressed an' inpatient at the
same time, as if he's got sonething real inportant to do an* can't get on with
it, and it's gnawing away at him Like if he were an abo, it'd be wal kabout
fever, when they get the urge t'just wander. An* sonetimes if they can't, like
they're in jail or sone'at, they gets sick.' He shook his head. 'Lot of 'em
die in the white man's jail, aboes. Not that your mate's dying or anything. He
just... * He shrugged his massive shoul ders.
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Til have a word with himin a nmonment. How | ong before we sail ?1

"Not long!* chipped in the captain, sniffing at the mst. 'Light soon! And
Lady Ushas brings us our w nd!’

*So have we tine enough to get all hands together? .

Te Kiore glanced at the captain. 'Surel* He picked up a brass speaking trunpet
and bellowed, 'All hands! All hands aft\ Shift, you |louse-Ilicked

scubberlutchers! 1"l tar your scuts and light "emfor |anps! Aft with you!*
The crewren |I'd seen had | ooked hard enough. Now, as they joked and jostled
t oget her bel ow die poop rail, they | ooked absolutely terrifying. Jacquie

recoi l ed as she saw just what she'd shipped with, and I didn't blanme her a
bit. There were Mal ays in colourful shirts and baggy trousers, hair bound with
anything fromrags to gold fillets, there were Pol ynesians in |aval avas and
various Indonesian tribesnmen in sarongs, flashing filed teeth; there were New
Qui neans |i ke Walan, a lot of them bl ack-skinned and frizzy-haired, wearing
anything fromornate shirts and breeches of 18th-century cut to bits of grass
apron. There were Indians in |oincloths and gold ornaments, Japanese in coarse
cotton prints, there were even some Westerners, though it was hard to tel
them apart, their skins tanned the shade of old oak, their clothes a weird
amal gam But each and every one of diemcarried at |east one sword, and a

sel ection of knives about their belts, fromwhich their hands never strayed
too far. Sonme had small crossbows, Chinese-style, slung across their backs;
one grizzled Westerner |eaned on a | ongbow shaft, with a sheaf of flights
lifting above his shoul der. Some of the New Gui neans had stabbi ng spears, and
there was the odd bl underbuss or flintlock pistol here and there, though
firearns, |like steamengines, were hard to maintain in die Spiral, anobng-
whose mazes no mgjor industry could flourish

But white, black, brown or yellow, whatever the shade there was a comon cast
to their faces. It wasn't one |I liked. It was made of |ines and scow s and
scars, die marks of the wong kind of experience; it went just too well wth
t hose weapons. So did a habitual catlike stance, too ready to pounce, too
afraid of being pounced on, or both. They fitted te Kiore's definition exacdy
- a bunch of bl oody desperadoes. | was glad they were on our side, and

want ed di em kept there; there was no way | was | ooking forward to cajoling
this lot. Suppose they started heckling - with arrows?
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But | needed themready and willing. They were risking their feres, but that
was part and parcel of survival out here; you could live a long time, but you
had to eat along the way, and nobody's cash |lasted forever. So, since they had
to risk thensel ves, better they knew why and what for. Wen you thought about
it, it became just a nanagenent problemlike any other, no different in
principle fromnotivating an office or pep-talking a sales force. In fact, it
occurred to ne, diese guys had a lot in conmon with sonme sales forces |I'd

seen. You don't know carnivores till you' ve faced a roonful of conm ssion-only
nen.

At Batang's nod | stepped forward. The sword was still in ny hand, and as

laid it on die rail the hubbub died away. 'Yes!' | said, loudly. Tve got sone

fighting to do. Some son-of-a-bitch has stolen die cargo you' re neant to be
carrying this run - cargo that neans life or death for a people, island people
like many of you. And in stealing it he nade a nonkey out of ne! Getting mat
thi ng back's ny word, ny honour. But H be needing help -your help! It won't
be easy. We*ve got powerful enem es; we*ll have spells and swords to face.

That wasn't altogether in the deal your skipper and | mack —so every nman
who's with us in this gets extra. A bonus!' | dug open die flight bag, tore at
t he packet within and dripped the coins it spilled through nmy fingers, sequins
and dialers and crowns and florins, Spanish ounces and little Chinese bars,
with a low clinking nusic. 'In

gowr

Sonething |ike a wave washed over die crew as they crowded closer to see, a
rising runmble of excitemnent,

"Every man's share, twice over, for helping us in this venture now Every nan,



ski pper to seaman!' A low runble rose on ny words, and a breath of excitenent
which carried nme away with die rest. "And if we get it back,' | roared, 'and
to its destination, safe - then I'll give as much again! See it here!’

| snatched a doubl e handful of the stuff, inpossibly weighty, nmaybe two
thousand's worth or nore, and thrust it high above nmy head like an offering.
Maybe it was accepted; for | saw it spring into sudden flame in the eyes of
di e crewren, sear through to their minds and set fire in their hearts and
their guts, not only for die worth of it but die challenge and prize that

al one can make a longer life worth the living. It flashed and flared in ny

uphel d hands, a brilliant beacon flame, caught in the first forerunner ray of
the swift tropical dawn.
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"UshasV cried Batang Sen, and pressed his gnarled hands together as if in
prayer, lifting then, as | lifted m ne. Then he flung di em down and sl apped
die brass binnacle like a gong, shrilling out orders in his cracked old voice.

* Hands to stations, by Jove! Ms' Mate, weigh ankahu! Fu'stean?

'Capstan crew? roared te Kiore, striding across the bridge. 'Stand by to weigh
anchor! Topmen up, stokers down, junmp to it! O 1'll stuff you in the boilers
and fry my rice in your dripping! Fit those bars lively, capstans! Lively,
damm you! Lean now, and heave away! Heave?

The noi se was appal ling, orders shouted, feet thundering on the scoured white
pl anki ng, throbbing and stirring in the very deck beneath our feet. The anchor
chain came rattling and clanking up to the cathead. The sl ender snokestack

t hrunmmed and bel ched a sudden puff of soot and cinders, high enough so the
rising breeze took it and cast it clear of the decks. A bell rang, and the
engi ne-room t el egraph swung.

"Full steam skipper? shouted te Kiore. Batang Sen yell ed something, grabbed a
| anyard on the binnacle and heaved. At the crown of the stack a steamwhistle
| oosed its earstabbing blast. Jacquie, clanping her ears tight, stunbled and
al nost fell as the deck lurched. | caught her, steadied her in ny arms, and
that felt good, one with the other old exhilarations that cane coursing

t hrough me. The thuddi ng beneath our feet changed its note suddenly, becane a
deep sl ow chuggi ng, and from overside the nist boiled and thrashed suddenly as
first the port and then starboard paddtes began to turn and bite.! heard t hem
swi sh and thresh in water, but fromtheir blades as they lifted only the msts
ran in ragged streaners. Slowy, ponderously, the great schooner began to
turn, circling around to place her bowinto the light, heading into the
sunrise as if it were the harbour roads.

| held Jacquie tight, her back against me, ny arns clasped around her sl ender
wai st; the throb of the paddl es pul sed through us as one. The bows di pped and
lifted, dipped deeper, lifted higher as we rode out beyond the harbour on to
the endl ess swell, entered the ancient rhythns of the seas of all the world
and beyond. W turned our bows towards the open ocean, that one great infinite
Pl ace that holds all others in its clasp; and where sky and sea nmet, each took

its colour fromthe other, mrrors of mrrors, till all boundary between them
vani shed in die blaze of dawn.
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Then beyond our bowsprit, for the sails were still furled, | saw clearly the

sky that opened before us, the avenue in the clouds at . that joining of sea
and sky, the archipel ago of islands and the bl azing channels of brightness
between. It was not the sane archipel ago, not the same islands, as |I'd sailed
out through once before; they were paler, brighter, |less grey, a hundred
tropi cal pastel hues upon a sapphire brightness that seared the very eyes. The
golden light fringed their edges with gol den beaches, and upon those beaches
white surf was beating; above them seabirds flew and cried their exaltation
The breezes that blew around us were warner, caressing breaths with richer
heavi er scents of cedar and ci nnanon, cardanom and cl oves, pepper, ginger
turmeric and tamarind, the |anguid rmuskiness of orchids, the sharp tang of
dusty roads and crunbling soil. In ny arnms Jacquie stiffened, eyes wide with
overwhel med wonder. | remenbered how that sight had first noved nme, the



daunting vastness of all things, the thrill of limtless possibility, the
chill wind out of infinity that blew through your very bones yet woke a
troubl ed sleeper to tingling life. |I remenbered the words that Jyp had cri ed.
| echoed them and with ne te Kiore, and others anong the crew. For however
long he lived, surely no man coul d altogether | ose the magi c of that noment
when the deck began to skip higher still beneath his feet, and never quite

di pped down again - borne aloft on the tides of light, the roads of the
sunrise, into the sea of azure, the infinity of the Spiral

'Over the dawn! Over the airs of the Earth! W' re under way!'

As if in answer canvas broke out on the foremast and main, sails fell,

bill owed and booned tight with a jerk that shook the ship. On the m zzen a
gaff rose up and a triangul ar steadying sail swung out, its whiteness shining
agai nst the stream of snoke that trailed out above, till the w nd whipped it
to nothingness. | felt alnost as light, as inmaterial, as if any breeze could
whi p ne away; but Jacqui e wei ghed agai nst nme, bone and muscle shifting with
every gasping breath, the delicate solidity of coral wapped in silk. She
struggl ed suddenly like a protesting cat, pulled ny hands apart and wiggl ed
| oose. She clutched the taffrail, panting; | was about to touch her shoul der
when a heavy hand | anded on m ne

*Ski pper's conplinents to you both,' runbled te Kiore, 'and once the steward's
shown you your cabins, will you come and drink a glass or two to a profitable
voyage?

155

| caught Jacquie's eye and nodded. Cerenony and ritual could be very inportant
out here, and manners al ways were.

She smled weakly. 'Tell himwe'd be glad to, in just a monent. | could use it
- only not arrack, if you don't mnd!' She straightened her shirt, hitched up
her jeans, snoothed her hair, avoiding nmy eye. | didn't press her. W had a

ot to tal k about; but not there, not then

A folding tray-table was set up out on the overhanging stern gallery; there
Bat ang and the Maori were sitting, and with them Ape. They rose when Jacqui e
appeared, rose and bowed, Batang in the forrmal Ml ay manner, te Kiore in such
a Victorian way | began to wonder when he'd got his education; but Ape barely
| ooked up, and triunphed sonething that night have been Dutch or doubl e-Dutch
It was so unlike his normal robust energy | thought at first he nust be

seasi ck. Wen Jacqui e acted concerned, though, he roused hinmself enough to
deny any illness. 'Gezond bin ik \ Atine approaches, that is alt. My tinme, by
when | nust be back, as | agreed.’

"W'l |l get you there," | said. 'Don't worry.

He nodded. '| know. But nore and nmore | think of it, and of how this
honecom ng shall be. Already | am gone too long; and a task awaits nme there
al so. Over that | have no choice but worry.*

He woul d say no nore; but fromthen on he nmade an effort, and roused hinself,
and we soon forgot his black mbod. Soon, because Jacqui e suddenly | ooked up

hand to nouth, and exclaimed, 'It's getting dark!’

Te Kiore jerked a thunb astern. 'Kind of a habit, | understand, when the sun
sets. Any conplaints, you take it up with the proper authorities.'

"Ch ... of course ... when the... but it was dawn just a ... less than an hour
ago... you're laughing at nme again?

"Just the sane as everybody did with me,' | chuckled. | couldn't help it.

Batang was tittering |like an apprentice ghoul, and even Ape was snorting and
snuffling into his beard. 'And that's die answer they all gave me, too. East
of the sun and west of the noon, renenber? Across the dawn and into another
night. But it was no use telling you till you actually sawit. You woul dn't
have believed it any nore than | woul d.'

Jacqui e swal | owed the remai nder of her last sling in one gulp, and then stood
up slowy and with great dignity. 'I think | amgetting a headache. And | am
therefore going to ny cabin to lie

down. And whatever side of the sunrise we happen to be on, you are a typica
pack of bloody self-satisfied males. That is all | want to say at this



juncture.' Her shoulders jarred with a stifled hiccup, and she wove an
extremely careful path down the poopdeck. | went after her to see she didn't
fall down the conpani onway, but she was al ready stal king through the sal oon
The door to the guest cabins slid closed with a crash that rmust have hurt her
nore than ne.

*Well,* remarked te Kiore, stretching, 'she's about got nme to rights, anyhow.
Fancy anot her? Steward?

"At | east she'll be confortable. Those cabins of yours—
"Ain't they something? Mist've set the bl oke who built 'er back a bob or two.
Not so big, but real extravagant stuff, those nmarble heads and all. He was

right to spend it, though.*

' How, especial | y?*

Batang grinned, and it wasn't a grin | especially liked. 'Te Kiore, he teach
me one of your sayings —you can't take it with youl Ckay?

"Ch,' | said, thoughtfully. Very thoughtfully. *Ckay.'

As the night wore on the wind rose, and after a while the paddl ewheel s were

di sengaged and the engine fell silent. W were naking good headway, and Batang
was conserving fuel for later. | didn't feel like going to bed. | was too busy
savouring the feel of it all again, the taut song of the rigging, the stars
over head, the strange formations of the clouds around us, sunk in shadow under
the brilliant noon. And beneath our hull, stretching out to an infinite

hori zon, a sea as insubstantial as a vision, a calmy undul ati ng expanse of

m st. Perhaps, beneath it, there was glass-cal mwater; or perhaps we truly
were above the airs of Earth. The sight didn't disturb me the way it did once.
It was as if now, here, | had Jacquie to do all ny doubting and ny disbeli ef
for me, where | had only to accept the reality of things that had faded, |ike
faint recollections of a once-favourite book. This was the night that |ay
behi nd every dawn; this was the shadow of each new day, that trailed it around
the world, of all days, through which one could pass, if one only had the
skill, fromany one to any other. This was the shadow of time itself, die
infinite seaway of the Spiral

Wal an at the hel mwas singing softly; a song fromthe Trobriands, he told ne,
about their |egendary race-nother |ndeduya.
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| mdeduya, |ndeduya, kwanuwedi bakenu Avtla yokwai e! yegu Yolina Laula o |la
Neanu, lauia o |la nebwogegu Newa wegu kesai e, nemntamata wowogu | ndeduya,

| mdeduya!

| mdeduya, let ne lie on your breasts,

| amthe M dnight Sun

Lashed by the waves of the sea,

| waste away,

By night and day | yearn for you, |ndeduyal

| leaned on the rail and thought of what night have been, of how | m ght have
lingered out on the Spiral and gone home |late or never, of what | m ght have
become then. 1 was so deep in thought | junped, startled, when sonmeone | eaned
on the rail right beside ne.

"Ch," | said with breathless originality, '"it's you. | didn't expect to see
you up.'

Jacqui e sighed. 'Those bl oody paddles! | couldn't get to sleep for them at
first. Eventually the noise fell into place sonehow, lulled ne asleep. Then
they went and turned themoff, didn't they? And now 1 can't get back to sleep
again.'

"You're better off out here in the fresh air, anyhow. It's beautiful, isn't
it?

Her sigh this rine was very different. 'Ch yes. Disturbing, though. | can't
bel i eve soneone like you ... no, that's unkind. | just... didn't think you'd
appreciate anything like this. Didn't think you were the type.'

"Neither did |I. But | seemto be, underneath.'

*1 wonder ...' she said, surprisingly timd. 'Listen, Steve, this is probably

stupid, but... you said that out here, beyond the Hub or the Core or whatever,



it's full of shadows of places ?

"Shadows is a word. You could call them projections, nmaybe; the inmages the
Core throws out into tinelessness. Overlaid on one another, often; so you find
all sorts of tines side by side, or nuddled up. |1've sailed with a
sevent eent h-century captain who could drive a car, or clained to.'

She shook her head. 'That sounds confusing - junbled.'

"What little |'ve seen, it isn't. Oten the shadow seens nore real than the
actual place, I'mtold.*

Truer, you nean?

"You're getting the idea quicker than | did. Yes; a sort of distillation of
its special qualities. What makes it what it is. The idea, the archetype of a
pl ace. Even one that never actually existed/

"It fits,' she said thoughtfully. 'You see, | was wondering -could that be
true of us, as well? O people who conme out here? You —I| see sonething |like
that in you. You can be the biggest cold-hearted bastard —'

*] know. Don't rub it in. That was years ago. |'mnot the sane person, any
nore than you are.'

"Not just to me, | nmean. But that was never all you were, or how on earth do
you think I'd have fallen for you in the first place? Wat | see out here,
it's still the same you, but it's nore so in some ways, less in others

Oh, sh —sugar.' She |l eaned her elbows on the rail and jamed her chin into
her hands. 'It's not like that at all, not so sinple. But the more | try to
pinit down —'

| raised an eyebrow. 'In Spiral veritas, you nean?

She tossed her blonde hair alnpst in ny face. 'There you go. Back hone you
could have come up with sonething |like that, you just wouldn't have bothered."

"I"'mnot so sure,' | renmarked, feeling a strange churning turbul ence
somewhere, as if the paddles were starting again. 'l have changed, | know
that, since we ... Hell. Since | dunped you. But | mean, that's natural, it's

been - what was it - sixteen years, who doesn't change? Though okay, maybe it
was the Spiral that put ne on the right road, started ne caring about other
people a bit nore. But then it was one bit of caring that got me out here in
the first place.'

Her hair rippled silver under the noon. Level eyes peered sidelong up at ne.
"You know, Steve dear, | have not got the faintest clue what you're drivelling
on about .’

| drew a deep breath. '"What |I'mon about is ... You may be right. People do
change out here, intensify, become nore their essential selves. |'ve seen it
happen —in both directions. So —since that's so —maybe | can say sonet hi ng
and have you believe ne. Something |I wouldn't say otherw se.*

A shrug. 'Never hurts to try.'

"AH right then! !'...'! swallowed. Cone on, boy, speak up! '1l nust have been
raving bl oody mad to ditch you. 1've known that for a long tine; maybe al ways.
But | never quite admitted it;
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afraid to see nyself as such a total jerk. So 1 rationalised it, | suppose.
Till 1 alnost rationalised any real feeling out of nmy life altogether.

screwed up. Then |I froze up. | hurt you horribly, and got nmy own fingers

scal ded. Al nost |ost nmy sense of touch.'’

She was still leaning on the rail, face away from ne. She lowered it, and her

hair hid her face. Instinctively 1 reached out to stroke it. Tm not saying
forgive me or anything like that. Wat's done's done. But... ' Instinctively,
again, ny hand slid down that snoboth hair to her neck, her shoul derbl ades, her
spi ne. Suddenly she straightened up, and ny hand fell to her waist. She let it
draw her closer, into nmy arnms for the second tine that day, facing nme now,

| ooki ng up, breathing my breath. Pale hair, pale skin, white silk shirt; in
that jewelled |light she becane a glistening scul pture of snow Yet her breasts
pressed gently against me, the warnth of her body came to me through the
strange soft hide | wore, and seened to spread. My hand lay | oosely on the
wai st band of her jeans now, | tightened ny grip, and drew her to ne, the other



hand brushing the strands fromher face, fromher parted lips. | pulled her

cl ose, unresisting, noul ding her supple slenderness against me, and her own
arms slowy closed around ny back. | pressed nmy lips to hers, felt the flicker
of her tongue—'Deck! Deck there! Sail hoi! Satis?

W flew apart, shaken, staring around us. But there was no time to find words;
peopl e seened to be pouring on deck. The urgency in that voice was jarring.
"What you nean, sails? yelled Wl an

7« our wake! Three sail, maybe four—ene nore?
"Blow me, the beggar's right!' said te Kiore tautly. He swung his tel escope
slightly. '"I"mseeing at |east two fromdown here, maybe another. Dead cl ear

inthis light. Two masts, ketch rig with tops'ls, three goddam jibs -
strewth, | know what | nmake of that! Wat about you, skipper?*

"I say! Rotten luck!' barked old Batang, nore staccato than ever. 'You see?

Pi ni siV

'Er —whaty excl ai ned Jacqui e.

"Pirns*!' insisted Batang furiously, flourishing the tel escope in Jacquie's
face. 'Boegies! PinisiV

Te Kiore coughed. 'What he nmeans is, those sails back astern are | oca
schooners, prahus. But not just ordinary ones; they're all of them Boegie
prahus”® fast designs they call pinisi, right?

"Ch,' said Jacquie, relieved. '"He had nme a bit worried there. But the Boegies,
they're the captain's own people, aren't they?
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Too right! And, well, that may be the bl oody problem For one thing, nost of
themare Muslim but Batang's ol d-fashi oned -about six hundred years that way.
He's still a Hindu.'

'"Big, big problem' nodded Batang. 'Could be cousin, could be friend. Could be
all-round pirate sonuvabitch. Could be both. Qut east of sunrise, could be old
Boegies fromevil time. If they follow us, maybe by chance. Maybe not.1

"But those are tiny craft conpared to this,' | protested. 'Couldn't you just
outrun themor outfight themif you had to?

' Maybe carry big crews, nmany guns.'

| nodded, shivering with a double dose of adrenalin. 'And you can't send them
a stay-away shot or two, can you? Not w thout finding out—

A dull thud resounded down the breeze. 'Maybe we just did.'

But sonething burst in the air, with a | oud popping crackle, and it was off to
starboard. 'Firecracker!' barked Batang.

"An SOS?' said te Kiore, surprised.

'Deck hoi ? yelled the | ookout. 'Distress call, to starboard! Pinisi, no sail?
(

W coul d al nost see it ourselves, wthout tel escopes, when we knew where, a
white dot tossing against an enpty, greying sky.

' The others nust be headed out to help it!' cried Jacquie.

"Looks like it!'" admitted te Kiore.

'"But we're nearer —couldn't we get there sooner?

'Yeah, with steam up. Just what | was wondering - skipper?*

The captain sucked his teeth inpatiently. 'Ape? You get w zard, you ask!'’

The Ape lunmbered up to nmy side, groaning and grunbling about his broken sleep
When 1 told himabout the prahus he stared blearily into the di mm ng dar kness
and sniffed the breeze. 'There is sonething about them- but they too are
voyagers east of the sunrise, that is to expect. No strong nagi cs—Hore

cannot say.'

Bat ang pondered, but only for a noment. He snatched up a speaking tube, and
set hand to the tel egraph. 'Steam up\ W go | ook, okay. Careful!’

As t he paddl ewheel s chugged into life again Walan slowy turned the wheel, and
overhead the yards creaked in the chilly dawn breeze as they were swung
around. Jacquie and | stood cl ose together, silent nostly, tangled in a web of
i nner feelings and wider worries, watching the disabled prahu as it grew nore
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distinct. It looked in trouble, all right, one nmast askew, listing heavily



even in that gentle swell, wallowing as if ballast was shifting or water
coming in. The light was growi ng, and | renenbered with sudden vividness t hat
strange fleeting transition, that | eap between ships when infinity seemed to
open beneath ny feet, and then was only sea.

My unease grew, until at last | brushed a hand agai nst Jacqui e's shoul der
asking her to wait, and di sappeared bel ow. There were two reasons for that. 1
wanted nmy sword; but that was only one. At |east here the guest cabins had
private indoor heads, in the same slightly tarnished |uxury as the rest. On

t he way back, the sword bobbing confortingly along nmy leg, | met te Kiore,
buckl i ng the polished sword-club at his side. W exchanged slightly shamefaced
grins, like two party guests | ooking for the back way out. 'Just a touch of

t he col | ywobbl es, nost |ike/ he said apologetically. "Still - that hap' worth
of tar never hurt, did it?

1 agreed, and we cl anbered back up to the deck. The light was grow ng now, the
sky grey, the m st spiralling up in strange ragged swat hes. W could see the
other sails clearly now, huge top-heavy sharkfin shapes tacking in towards us
at speed. The only one aboard who didn't seemto be at all excited was Ape. He
was still on deck, sitting against the rail with his |legs crossed and his huge
boots haul ed up on either knee in a sort of lotus position, |like a gross and
hai ry parody of Buddha; but his gingery beard vibrated with very unneditat-ive
snores. Batang hinself was at the wheel, chattering inconprehensible orders;
he seemed to be bringing us the long way around, circling downw nd of the

di stressed craft. It was wallowi ng horribly, and figures clinging to the
gunwal es and dangling fromthe rigging flailed and shrieked at us as we cl osed
in.

Bat ang gave an order, the paddles slowed and nmen cane running up with |ines;
but he gave another, and | felt a famliar ninble underfoot. 'Wat's that?
demanded Jacqui e nervously.

| gestured up the deck. A long gun-carriage, gaudily painted green with red
and yel |l ow fl ames, was being trundled back fromthe rail; a barrel of greenish
bronze covered in gilt scales, with two handl es cast |ike wi ngs and a great
gaping reptilian nmouth. Men busied thensel ves around it. 'Not taking any
chances with his relatives, is he?l
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' Probably judges them by hinself. Well, he's closing in. Wiy fromthe w ndward
si de? Here goes any way —hang on!'’

W lifted, clunsily, on a sudden swell; the Iine-nen began to swing their

wei ght ed grapnel s.

Al'l hell broke I oose.

The noi se was stunning. | thought for a nmoment the cannon had gone off
prematurely; then 1 saw it on its side, with a scream ng man beneath, and
snoke billowi ng fromthe deck bel ow. Men who'd been dangling hel pl ess a nonent
earlier came sw nging out on ropes with denonic screeches, lines fromtheir
deck whistling up to ours; a human tide surged over the side in a clatter of
steel and popping pistols. A tide of Boegie-nen, right enough; instant

ni ght mar e

Jacqui e screaned, te Kiore yelled sone amazi ng oath; maybe | shouted too, and
Bat ang Sen jerked the whistle lanyard. But he also did sonething else; he spun
t he wheel, hard, and we swung about. The wi nd caught our sails, heeled us

over; the swell lifted us and we tore inexorably away fromthe decoy ship,
breaking lines and spilling half the horde of boarders in md-leap. It was a
brilliant nove, one he'd obviously planned for in bringing us round to

wi ndward. Battlecries broke into screans of terror as the Boegies fell -
where? The dawn broke about us, on an expanse of glittering unarguabl e bl ue
sea, with never a trace of mst in sight. The paddl ewheels threw up a dazzling
cl oud of spray as they threshed back to full speed.

Wthout that crucial nove they woul d have overwhel med us in mnutes, or at

| east kept us engaged till the others could catch up. There nust have been a
hundred Boegi es or nore aboard that prahu, enough to nake that very convincing
list just by gathering under the gunwal es. But we still had half of them at



| east, and the deck becane a mlling battlefield, too much so. 'If they cut
the stays or spike the paddles, we're nutton!' yelled te Kiore. 'Conme on!1l

Toget her we raced to the poop rail, but already the Boegi es were swarm ng over
it, popping off pistols at random | yelled to Jacquie to get bel ow, swng ny
sword and cleared three of themoff the rail, then | eaned over and started

sl ashing at heads beneath. Te Kiore had reached the | adder, and was cl earing
his way down it with great sw nging hacks. His sword-club's edge of inlaid
stone sinmply snmashed any |ighter netal weapons he crossed with in a shower of
sparks. He reached the deck, the Boegies
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swayed back and | vaulted the rail into the space they cleared, stabbing and
slashing as | landed. It wasn't scientific, but it sure as hell shifted them

Te Kiore ploughed into themw th great thudding blows that shattered |inbs and
popped skulls, sweeping their cutlasses aside |like chaff, clearing a great
avenue al ong the deck. Roaring and bellow ng, he gathered the scattered
crewnen in a spreadi ng wedge behind him 1like a wake, gathering up others as
we passed. Pistols mght have stopped him but they'd nostly been fired off in
that first mad rush; there was no tine for rel oading now. Charging al ong

besi de him hacking and stabbing to either side, | saw one Boegie in our
rigging take aim only to be plucked neatly fromhis perch by a singing arrow
from behind us. The tall |ongbowran was cl anbering up the poop | adder

choosi ng another mark; but a yelling Boegie sank a boat axe in his stomach and
he f ol ded.

Then | saw Jacquie still on the deck, with a pistol in both hands, levelling
it at the oncomi ng axeman. Both barrels went off, and it flew up out of her
hand; but the axeman's tunic expl oded, he spun around and fell. | heard

Bat ang' s hyena cackle. To nmy horror Jacqui e, shaking bruised hands, went
cantering down the ladder right into the nelee. | turned to race back, but a
Boegi e hacked at me with a cutlass.! parried once, tw ce, kicked himon the
kneecap and ran himthrough the throat. Jacquie was picking up the | ongbow
'Leave that, you idiot!" I yelled. 'You can't just use those things like a
gun—

| stopped. One fluid nmovenent nocked an arrow, rested it on her thunb, drew
back the string to Iine her nose and chin, then | oosed. A pirate toppled from
the hold hatchcover with a gargling shriek and fletches sticking fromhis
throat. Another ran at her and | cut the |l egs fromunder him She shot another
dead in his tracks as he turned to run

Then te Kiore and his wedge circled the hatch and cane driving back through
herding the pirates into the starboard side of the deck, w th nothing beyond
but the railing and the sea. In that, at least, there was a chance they'd be
pi cked up; on the deck here we were slaughtering them pi eceneal. Mst of them
took the chance, broke, turned and | eaped for their |ives.

It was a pity, maybe, they'd forgotten about the paddl es. The note changed,
the shrieks were cut off in the dull thudding, then it was back to the sane
strong beat again. Jacquie w nced, |let her
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bow sag and was abruptly and uncontrollably sick where she

stood. | pulled her back, tried taking her in ny arms. She shook her

head, but | didn't let go. 'Jacquie! You all right? Not hurt? You—+ ., didbVt
know you coul d handl e a bow"

"Haven't for years,' she said thickly, her breath sour with fear

and di sgust. 'Never shot anything nore than a target before. Less

than ten yards - couldn't miss. The way —in his throat like 3 that...' She
shook her head, as if in panic, but | held on to her

She dosed her eyes a nonent, and a great shudder ran through

*.; her. She felt rigid and light, like a balsa carving, hardly breathing.
Heavy hands cl anped on our shoul ders and forced us apart.

"Hate to break up the happy party,' said te Kiore. "Nice work with

that there one-string harp, nmiss. Mght as well hang on to it, poor ., old
Ganbl e Gol d's not gonna have much use for it. But you \ mght. W're not just



outa the bushes yet. See back there? 'I Three tall rigs bearing in on us,
oversized sails like white

sharkfins. G rcling back had brought us well within their reach

And that 'distressed’ schooner was hastily re-stepping its mast to . come join
them Suddenly we all flinched as sonething screaned

--_ between the masts, a wind riffling our hair; a thunp and a sizzle

* rang across the sunny waters.

Te Kiore swore horribly. 'In bleedin' range already! Gun crew *

But there wasn't any gun crew. A charge of grapeshot, fired upward at

poi nt-bl ank range fromdie pirate's deck, had splintered the carriage* made
shreds of the gun captain and crew on one side of it and toppled the gun on
the rest. Bloody and , broken, they were being haul ed out now, and even wth
t he healing powers that could be drawn upon here their outl ook didn't | ook
good. A deep revulsion swelled in ne. Here were nmen . who' d lived maybe four
or five times ny life or even nore, being spilt Iike so much offal, and for
what ? For me, for the good name of ny conpany? O for Ball's rice paddies and
green woods and the ancient, delicate culture they supported?

*Ckay!' yelled the Maori. 'Port watch, four nen! \Weel the flam ng port gun
across, lash her down at the m zzen gunport!’

"Port gw«? You've only got two? And | thought the Defiance was a bit lightly
armed!"

Te Kiore glared. 'W're a cargo boat, not a flamn' privateer! Two

t wel ve- pounders and sw vel guns at bow and stem that's a ot for these parts.
Those prahus nmust be | aden to the bl oody
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gunwal es! Anyhow, we'll make it hot for them' He beckoned crewnen to him
'"Witai —yes, you! You're acting gun captain! And Shortass Chen, Bag O Nails,
Rukuni ... one nore ..."

"Hey!' | said tentatively, 'lI've worked a gun once or tw ce—

"Wth ole Pierce? Bonzer, you're in! Well, don't just stand there, poxbrains!
Run in, load, fire as she bloody well bears and don't stop for the
formalities! Topmen, get aloft, undo those reefs and give us nore canvas!
Bosun, go bel ow, break out the muskets! Run, you festering bl oody plague
pust ul es?

W didn't need telling; shots were singing left and right now, and a charge of
grape came spattering like hail through the steadying sail above the poop. 1
grabbed the rammer pole as we clattered across the deck, and even before the
gun was | ashed into position | was jabbing a torn cartridge down the gaping
dragon-throat, following it up with rough wads of what | ooked like pith, on to
whi ch sonebody toppled a rattling ball. Mre wads, and the |eathery old

Chi nese gun captain angled the gun on our |eading pursuer, opened the powder
horn and was just tipping grains into the touchhol e when he spun around
suddenly and sl unmped down across the gun. | caught the horn as it fell, saw

hi m scrabbling at his chest, coughing blood; a faint crack cane down the w nd.
" Muskets!' muttered the rotund Westerner called Bag O Nails, snatching the
ranmer .

'"At this range?

"If they've sharpshooters. Wth nmore'n just sights to guide their lead, if I
know t heml Heads down, | ads!’

Witai's linstock, a length of sputtering slowratch, rolled off across the

deck; | caught it, blewon it and swng it to keep it alight. How nuch nore
powder in that touchhole? |I glanced at the others, but they didn't volunteer a
damm thing. | tipped in a small cone, held ny breath as 1 tried to match the

rise and fall of both vessels, made the best guess | could and gingerly
touched the match to the touchhol e.

A sheet of flame spurted up and all but curled ny eyelashes. | felt rather
than heard the crash of the gun, a spasmin the air, and dazzled as | was, saw
nothing of the ball's flight. Then fromastern canme a thunp |ike a huge hand
beating on a barn door, a great cheer went up, and dimy | saw a mainsail fly

| oose fromthe prahu's foremast, its sheets cut. The yellow sh craft swung



sharply into the wind, sails flapping | oose, and the decoy prahu
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next nearest, swerved narrowy out from astern and overhaul ed it. But al npst
at once the stricken sail was caught and hauled in, and they were on our tai
again. There was a sudden whistle, a crash and a cloud of splinters; Chen fel
screaming with one in his leg, $he rest of us dodged as the gun snapped free
fromits anchorage and trundled like the original Juggernaut back across die
deck, gathering nmonmentum heading for the lip of the hold. Bag O Nails threw
hinself on the trailing line, | followed and we were towed yelling across the
deck with others clinging on. If that weight dropped down into an enpty hold

Wal an grabbed the abandoned ramer and jamed the pole
between the carriage and the wheel, like a cart brake, and the gun
screeched slowy to a stop against the Iip of the hold, too slowy
Co break through it. We heaved a sigh of relief, the ship heaved

and we barely got out of the way as the gun cane trundling back
[, again. Other crewren fell on it with wedges, but |1'd had enough
| staggered up and bolted for the poopdeck
*If we fire that thing again it'll go straight out the starboard tide!"' |
shouted to the captain and te Kiore. 'Or through the bottom"
The Maori | ooked to the captain. 'How long to lay in nore
; *For cannon tackle? Two hours, begod!' Batang chewed his Stringy
nmoust ache. ' And we have not one, even! See, they cone!* 'That's it, then!'
muttered te Kiore. 'Another beaut of a barney! Only fromtwo flanmi n' sides

this time! Wth a backup not far behind! Wsh | was a contortionist.' .e;
"Why so?' inquired Jacquie, still hefting her bow. :- "So I could kiss ny
bum goodbye. |I'mcl ean out of ideas.* ; "Me too,' | said heavily.

Bat ang Sen said sonmething | suspected was conprehensively obscene.

"You're not just giving up? yelled Jacquie. 'There's got to be sonething we
can try —sonebody who can think of something . '

A long, satisfied-sounding snore runbled up between us. W turned round as

one. There behind us, still in his contorted | otus position, Ape rested as
peaceful ly as a baby, spluttering mldly Arough his whiskers. Wth a yel
Jacquie threw herself on himand shook him and te Kiore and I, with mlitary

preci sion, seized himby each arm and dragged hi mupright. That didn't stop
hi m
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snoring, and cannonfire and carnage on deck hadn't woken him Batang Sen, wth
unexpect ed strength, heaved up the hel msman's water butt and sl opped the whol e
ot straight into Ape's broad face. His eyes flew open in the kind of horrible
glare you see in Hindu art, cross-eyed, buck-toothed and dri ppi ng nal evol ence;
he flexed his arnms, and te Kiore and I, both larger than him went crashing to
t he deck.

' Dood ok onder gangF he bel |l owed. 'Wy you | ousy asshol e | eeches—

"No!"' yelled Jacquie. 'Look! Back there!*

Ape's pal e eyes wi dened, took in the oncom ng sails and smashed si des and

bl ood- sl at hered deck, all in one.

'"So,* he nuttered. ' And what do you expect | do over this?

"Can't you take the wind out of their sails or something?* 1 denanded.

He glared. 'Just how | do that, you care to tell ne?

'"Le Stryge did it! But naybe he was a real sorceror!’

"Areal lot of things!' spat Ape. 'You want him you go get him | do things
my own way!' And, turning away, he calmy vani shed down the conpani onway,

| eaving the rest of us staring.

There was a sound of blundering and crashing fromthe sal oon bel ow, chairs
overturni ng and hoarse oaths, and finally what sounded |ike a satisfied
bellow. 1 sidled nervously over to the hatchway and | ooked down. There was a
sudden rush of feet, a clatter on the steps, and Ape's bul k expl oded out of
the hatch like a denented hi ppo, sinply bowing ne aside. | spraw ed on ny
back, and he went rushing at full tilt for the stem roaring excitedly and



wavi ng somet hing over his head. It |ooked as if he was planning to take on our
pursuers singl e-handed, arned only with —what? | just had tine to register a
vague i npression of sonething brown and shrivelled, before he gave it a fina
wi nd-up and pitched it flying out into our wake. | was afraid he'd junp after
it, but he only stood clutching the taffrail and leaning far out with an air
of intense expectation. O course we rushed to join him then ducked hastily
as nusketballs cracked and whined into the wood around us, amid a chorus of
derisive shrieks and catcalls. Only Ape stood unmoving, the wind riffling his
coarse hair; then he stretched out a long | eisurely armand pointed.

And there was sonething there, something in the churning green water at the
mar gi ns of our wake, sonething floating just beneath the foamfl ecked
wavecrests. Sonething |ong, very |ong,
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with a ridged, jagged surface that gl eanmed nonmentarily at the surface

somet hing that nmoved, a lazy sculling notion that sonehow suggested i mrense
strength. The | eading prahu evidently saw it a ot better than we did; the
cries turned to alarm and the high masts heel ed as the wheel went hard over
in a desperate attenpt to turn aside. A good try, but they didn't quite nake
it.

W saw the shock clearly as the knifing bows sideswi ped the thing in the
water, the masts flexing, a shuddering ripple across the sails, a grinding
runbl e of hull planking. There was a sudden convul sion beneath the surface,
and the sculling end, lazy no longer, lifted Iike a whip and | ashed at the
exposed flank that had struck it. The splintering crashes were so | oud they
left no roomfor doubt. The water nust have come rushing in through a dozen
shattered planks, torrential, unstoppable, filling the bilges in mnutes. The
prahu wal |l owed an instant, heeling in genuine distress this tinme. But with
full sail set it could not support that angle long; the top-heavy rig

t hreshed, sagged to the water and pulled the whole ship over. Men were pitched
screamng and howing into the cream ng sea, alnpst on top of the nonstrous
thing that had holed them It plunged anbng them w de spearhead jaws yawned
and shut, and it seened to roll over, threshing and striking anong the
struggling pirates, beating the water to a pinkish froth. It was only then we
saw clearly what it was.

' Buj ang SenangV screanmed Batang Sen. 'Buj ang Senang Raj a? Hi s weat hered
features turned an extraordi nary cheese colour, he fell to his knees and began
beating his forehead on the deck

The next pursuer, only seconds behind, couldn't have seen what was happeni ng.
Per haps they thought we'd hulled the | eader, because they put their helm hard
over, just managing to avoid the weck, hoping probably to slip around it and
bring their own guns to bear. Then they saw what was going on in the sea, and
in evident shock they turned into the wind, a sailing ship's swiftest and

si mpl est way of shedding forward speed. But they'd been going so fast they
couldn't possibly | ose enough; nomentum carried themon, right on top of that
horri bl e spectacle, right into collision with the foundering hull. The shock
must have alerted the thing in the water, already in a feeding frenzy, for it
hurled itself forward with appalling speed, jaws open |like a gaping trap. The
collision jarred the second prahu, its foremast whipped and

snapped as if it had been shot off and slid across the deck, sweeping nen
screamng into the stained sea. Somewhere astern nuskets were crackling, but
that was a definite nmistake; tead balls could do little nmore than sting those
warty arnoured scal es. The nonstrous jaws gaped and cl osed, there was a
sickening, tearing crunch; it rocked its head, alnost casually, and bit | oose
a whol e great chunk of the deck and hull planking. This tine | saw the water
go boiling in. The second prahu began to founder

"I don't bloody believe it!" was about the nost intelligent thing | could find
to say. Some kind of sea-serpent would have been easier to accept than the
nmonstrous thing that rolled and snapped there.

"I think you' d better, nate!' said te Kiore shakily. 'You do get the odd salty
in these waters, |'ve seen a few But never anything the size of that*.'



"Salty?" | inquired faintly.

' Crocodyl us porosus,' said Jacquie hoarsely. 'The salt-water crocodile. You
get them everywhere from North Australia to Sarawak. One bit the transomoff a
fishing boat on the Queensl and coast |ast year, and that was an 18-footer;
read about that. But the |argest one neasured was al nost 40 feet; and
apparently they grew a | ot bigger than that before they had to conpete with
men and guns.'

"I believe you,'" | said. 'Indeed | do.' We were pulling away now, and the
third prahu was nosing cautiously up to the scene, with the fourth one on its
traces. Either they were genuinely concerned about their fellows, or they were
gl ad enough of any excuse not to tangle with a prey that could unl eash such
forces.

"But how on earth did you sunmon one so quickly?' she demanded of Ape. 'O - |
know All that time you were pretending to be asleep, and you were actually
calling one up?

Ape's grin was nocking. |Z oals je segt, nevrouw. Just as you say.'

The second ship was wall owi ng | ower and lower in the water now, though soneone
had had enough sense to cut the yards free before they could pull it over.
They were trying to launch a boat now, but l|ike the decoy they' d been carrying
too many nen; they were fighting to get into it, with fists and kni ves and
teeth by the look of it, and when it pulled away nonments later it was so
overladen it toppled at the first wave. 1 shuddered as the Boegi e nen were

ti pped whol esal e, screanmng, into that foul ed sea; the
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greasy stain was spreading, and other teeth were at work there, or would be
soon. Like nost |large ships we had attracted our small conpl enment of sharks
around us, and other high-bladed fins could be seen nosing in from al
directions. | was glad we were drawi ng away so fast now

A sudden thunmp followed us across the waters, and another; plunes of snoke
arose, and instinctively we ducked. But the shot wasn't flying anywhere near
us; the other prahus were standing off and cannonadi ng the nonster crocodile.

"That'll finish it,* Jacquie said heavily.

"You think? Te Kiore shook his head. 'My noney's on the croc. Those bastards
are bl oody hard to kill. Ten to one he sinks the |lot |ong before he's handbag
nmeat . '

"No takers,' | said. '"Anyhow, it'd depend how long it would take the water to

get to the sawdust.'

"What ?' denanded Jacqui e.

' The sawdust,' | repeated. 'Assuming that was what's in it, of course. Straw s
possi bl e, or maybe kapok in these parts; but | seemto remenber they nostly
used sawdust .’

Jacqui e shook her head. '\Wat're you on about? Used in what ?'

"In stuffing the crocodile, of course. The one fromthe sal oon downstairs.
That was what Ape threw in —though | didn't recognise it till | sawit. That
was why | said | didn't believe it.'

'"Ch god, * said Jacquie weakly. 'But that was only about two feet |ong. A baby!

You're not telling me he... he... and brought it to..."

' Maybe he was just calling one up, like she said,' suggested te Kiore.

"Using the little one as a synbol? | don't think so.'

Te Kiore glanced at Batang Sen, who was still knocking his brow on the planks
and babbling. 'I've a feeling he's guessed. I've half a mind to join him'

| looked at Ape, still leaning on the taffrail and humm ng to hinself, a
shapel ess, rather dismal little tune. 'That was pretty dammed amazi ng, Ape.

Thanks again. But just what did you—

He snorted. The lines on his face had deepened, and he | ooked and sounded
depressed. 'You go ask Le Stryge, the next tinme you bunmp into him' he said
quietly. "But if I amyou, which thankfully I amnot, jongetje, 1 |eave that
bunp particular for about as |ong as you possible can. Al okay now?'
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And wi thout waiting for an answer, he shuffled off, shoul ders hunched, back
down t he conpani onway. Nobody followed. But |ater, exhausted from hel pi ng dean
and patch up the ship, we clanbered down and found him boots on thighs again
and hands on knees, pink palns turned outwards, sitting confortably snoring in
the centre of the sal oon table.
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Everyt hi ng was sudden, in those drizzling mists. Everything seemed al nost to

| eap out at us, a half-fallen tree poised threateningly above our heads, a
dangl i ng vine or creeper sw nging snakelike into our path.

Such as it was. The undergrowth had tripped and snagged our steps all the way
out here; now, as we crawmed, it was taking a positive delight in tangling at)
over us. And we had to restrain our parang blows; with everyone on all fours
and shoul der to shoul der, hal f-hi dden by soggy greenery, the heavy jungle
cutlasses were too likely to chop off nore than the odd tendril. So it was

hel l'ish hard going, we sweated nore than ever and the drizzle delved through
every layer of clothing and clung there, sucking away the warnth. It was
amazi ng how cold you could feel like that, even in this steamng mst. The

sal ve the Dyak had given us to smear on nelted and ran in sticky little
rivulets down every crack and crevice in the skin, an incredibly unpl easant
feeling. After the fresh sea air this heavy hum d soup seened al nost

i mpossible to breathe. But there was no help for it; we were getting near, or
so te Kiore clainmed, and we had to keep tow

'Look on the bright side!' whispered the Maori, scrabbling eagerly to help
Jacquie flail at a thorny creeper. When he'd realised we weren't sharing a
cabin he'd begun to show an el ephantine interest in her. | tried not to let it
irritate me - after all, why should it? He draped a massive arm around her
ostensibly to unwind the plant. 'At least it's too cold for the nobzzies to
cone out.'

"Yes,' nuttered Jacquie irritably, unwinding the armin nmuch the same way.

' They' ve got nore brains. \Wat about |eeches?

Te Kiore didn't seemput out. 'Aw, no sweat, not this |ow
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down. Above about a thousand feet's where they bother you, in this part of the
wor | d. Anyway, you bet that Dyak junk'd take care of them And all those nanky
little bastards in the soil, skin burrowers and stuff.'

| felt the slight shudder in her shoulder as it touched m ne. ""Larva nigranst
It prevents that? Wihat's in it?

"Don't ask. You might settle for the | eeches—HeyV

Leeches and |l arva forgotten, galvanised by the soft exclamation, we raised
oursel ves and stared ahead. For a nonent, as our eyes struggled to focus

agai nst the whiteness, it seemed as if he'd been seeing things. Then, slowy,
we nmade sense of the faint tinges of grey at its heart. The trouble was, it
was just too big. W were expecting a building, a large one even; after all
Jacquie and | had been clinbing up it. But when you're | ooking for a building
and you find a good-sized hill, you tend to | ook over, or around. The sl ow
circulation of the m st showed us a tower one nonent, conical and encrusted

wi th carvings, then an angle of stone bl ocks, a shattered stupa half snothered
in vines, a worn section of frieze, a handl ess statue. They seened to glide
out of the grey vapour, one here, another there, hundreds of yards apart, as

i f sone spooky joker was sticking up random chunks to confuse us. But as you
realised that they did all belong to one building, you began to see the
symmetry of its outline, and the size. It was the hill.

Wth that mi sty inmedi acy the Borobodur | oomed over us. Its |owest terrace

hi dden, it floated m dway on the m st |ike sone supernatural island, a vast
mass of age-dark stone. Tower and pinnacle sprang fromit as trees froma
natural hill, a symmetrical forest of stone that |led the eye upward to the
needle summt of its central spire vanishing into the cloud. The bulk of it
oppressed our minds, as if any nonent its awesone shadow m ght glide out over
us and its weight descend, obliterating us unnoticed in one crushing instant.
And yet for all its massive burden of stone it was not threatening in itself,



it was not made to threaten. It had nothing of the glittering thrust of the
Wrld Trade Center or the brutal blankness of the Kremin walls; only

det ached, contenpl ative, godlike stillness, divinely calmas the stone Buddhas
who gazed down upon the swirling sea of whiteness. | felt it was we who m ght
break against that petrified serenity |ike an over-eager wave, dashing our
cares and fears and petty concerns against the indifference of N rvana,
shattered by our own energy alone. It

was made to awe, to overawe, and that it did to us all. Even if there'd been
no peril, our voices would have been hushed, our eyes forever watchful. A
power dwelt here.

| looked at Jacqui e, and whispered in her ear. "This is it, isn't it? This is
where they shanghaied us to.' 1 *Yes. Yes! | knew it rmust be, but now I'm
sure. The way it feels...'

*Yah, too right!' put in te Kiore's bullfrog whisper. 'See anywhere you
recogni se? Any mark as'd tell us where you were?

| stared, along and back, alert for the slightest trace of notion. If there
was anything alive there now, it seemed to be lying very low. 'Maybe. It's
hard to be sure, in this mzzle. W mght have been on the other side,
mghtn't we?*

'Nope. Said you were | ooking out over flat jungle, didn't you? Gther way's
hills. So it was here sonmewhere.'’

'"Right. W ran down a narrow stair to get past the el ephant. Then a wi de
terrace, wider than the ones higher up, then a bigger stair, really wde.'
*Uh-huh. Wth an arch over it, with kind of a face on top?

"Not that | noticed. But in that mst...

"Yeah. It sounds like the main gate, that'd be over there. Best not go
blundering in blind, if they' ve the force you say. A few mnutes and we'll be
able to see... *

"But it was noon then,' said Jacquie uncertainly. 'And dry.*

"Not far off noon now,' said te Kiore. 'And the rain's slackened off a fair
old bit while we've been wal king. Should give up in maybe a quarter hour or
so. W'll lie low a mnute, and keep an eye out."

W huddl ed together, staring at the vast edifice and trying to inmagi ne which
part of it we'd landed in. But every shift of the m st seemed to unvei

anot her stretch of labyrinthine terrace, another flight of stairs, al
symmetrical, all alike, except where a patch of green marked the overgrown
edge of a tunbled terrace, or a bush or shrub poked through a cracked carving.
Grey patches of lichen spotted every surface, gleanm ng slickly under the
drizzle. Yet here and there anmpbng the carvings | saw splashes of brighter
colour, yellow and crinmson and a faded-|ooking purple; they'd been painted
once. That set ne thinking of the colours on the container; how well were they
| asting? O had Ape's charns al ready been broken?
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Jacqui e shook her head confusedly. "AH this -1 can't even relate it to any of
t he books or pictures. It was restored, years ago. But this?

"This is the spirit of it, remenber? This is its tinmeless self, its shadow.
Just as the Surabaja we put in at isn't today's ...'

Woden quays, dusty unpaved streets, high walls of dried clay brick and only a
few pink faces besides ours, a ponpous-Ilooking Dutchman and his wife in a

Eur opean carriage weaving its way through the chattering nmarket crowds,
turning up their noses at the lively wonen, bare-breasted in their bright
sarongs. And nothing of Europe in the buildings, fromstone tenple to wooden
hut. Yet the huge ox-wagon we'd hired, primtive as it was, had steel axles
and turned bearings of a sort, crude but serviceable, and the harness, though
tooled with traceries |like the Wayang puppets, was certainly European in
inspiration. An earlier and a |ater Jawa bl ended and net, uniting the essence
of both; and perhaps, if | only knew which corners to turn, there would be
traces of a Jawa that was yet to be

Jacqui e nodded. 'Yes. Strange. 1 thought... this mght be still clear, stil



in use. But then they abandoned it alnost as soon as it was finished. So this
isits true self, all overgrown like this. O worse than overgrown; it feels
She didn't finish.'Yes?

She turned those |l evel eyes on ne. 'Don't laugh. It feels haunted.'

Tm not | aughi ng, believe ne. Wien was it built anyhow? And who by?

"When? Ch, the ninth century. The Saliendra princes. Buddhists, bringing in a
new faith on top of Hinduism which was already ningled with | ocal beliefs.
Just about the tine ny father's people were sailing down from Sweden to rape
and pillage the British coast.' She grinned suddenly. ' Chopping up yours on

Li ndi sfarne, probably."’

"My nother's, maybe. My old nman's ancestors nust have been sonmewhere al ong the
civilised side of the Rhine, then. Probably selling job |Iots of odd boots and
dented arnour to Charl enagne's arny. They cane over from Gernmany with Ceorge
the First, or maybe earlier.’

"Ch? | didn't know that. They weren't building anything like this in

Charl emagne' s time, were they? The big cathedrals cane later. And they weren't
as big as this.'
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| smled to nmyself. Jacquie hadn't changed that nuch; she'd al ways pushed the
Oient whenever she could, as if to bolster her own Eastern blood. 'No. Nor as
spooky! But we kept the cathedrals going, didn't we? Wiy'd these princes |et
all this rot? It nust have cost thema fortune to build."’

*' Nobody knows. They just did."'

That thought becane a veil of silence drifting down on us. There was only the
hi ss and patter of the drizzle. Gargoyles even uglier than the usual Wstern
nodel were dribbling water down stone that was al ready worn and streaked;
they'd been doing it a long tine.

The mi st brushed spectral tendrils across my cheek. Was that the air shifting?
At | east the drizzle was sl ackening. There was a sudden flurry in the
undergrowth. Skinny legs and arnms flailing, Batang Sen came up beside us wth
the energy of a scuttling spider. Back at the road |I'd wondered how soneone so
old and fragile would stand the trek; now, noustache bristling and little

bl ack eyes alight, he | ooked about ten times fresher than me. "Wnd changes!'
he hi ssed. 'Ape, he say sonething near, sonething strange! You take care, old
fellow'

| nodded tautly. Ape was our rearguard, in case of nasty surprises. The rest
of us were |laden with weapons, but he had nothing - except, no doubt, that
peculiar staff of his. And he was right about the wi nd. The mist swayed
seductively as a supple dancer now, swirling, peeling back fromthe upper
reaches of the tenple, the circular terraces that made up the centre of its
mandata plan, and the tall stupa at its heart. The needle tip of its spire was
suddenly visible, sonme forty nmetres above the plain, and behind it, for an
instant, a patch of blazing blue sky. Then the heavier msts bel ow boil ed
sluggi shly across, and hid it; but in doing so they lifted a monent fromthe
lower terraces. | saw it then, the space we'd run across, the pools of water
and the slick flagstones; and beyond them over the stairs, an arch, half
crunbl ed, so that the gapi ng beast-face above seenmed to hang |ike the Cheshire
Cat's grin, upon nothing.

' The kal a, the devouring denon!' cried Jacquie. 'The gate is its nouth, when
you enter it swallows you! So you can be reborn spiritual l y—

"It does, does it? And that's the way we ran out, when Ape blew up the arch -
so just outside it - there?

The fold of nmist had revealed it, standing |lonely and
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i ncongruous on the dished flagstones little nore than the length of a footbal
field away —an ancient, battered lorry trailer. Upon it, its bright colours
snudged and peeling but still gaudy under their dewy coating, stood the
cont ai ner.

W' d agreed what was best, a quick dash-and-grab job —run in, seize the



truck, towit out by main force on to the forest paths away fromthe tenple
itself. Whatever lurked there ought to be weaker beyond its bounds, as our
escape had denmonstrated, and we could defend the container better; if we
couldn't start the truck we could couple the oxen to it. But with the aura of
t he place around us, confronting the sheer num nous nass of it, nobody seened
too eager to nmake the first nove. Batang Sen half crouched, frowning and
chewi ng his noustache furiously; te Kiore, face working, glanced fromhimto

me, and to Jacquie. | was just nerving nyself up to give an order when
everybody whirled around at the sudden crashing in the trees behind us.
Miscl es tensed, hands flew to weapons; then we saw it was Ape, living up to

his name, half running, half sw nging through the tangled forest towards us,
his great arms hurling himthrough the greenery as if it was so nuch cobweb.
"Wl |l ?* he half screamed. 'For what do you wait? The nuts to drop? Vorwaerts!
Ayattgr

He hurtled in between us like a hairy conet, grabbed the scruff of ny neck in
one hand and te Kiore's in the other, and with one great heave propelled us
forward. The two of us hurtled out, arnms flailing; if there'd been a cliff in
the way we couldn't have stopped. If we'd tried we'd have fallen, on our own
swords probably; so we ran, to let our feet catch up. Behind us the nerry nen,
gal vani sed by Ape's appalling energy, sprang up and hared after us with a
vol I ey of whoops and screans, Batang Sen hopping and cackling in their mdst.
There's nothing like facing down fear to set the adrenalin flow ng; we covered
that hundred yards at O ynpic speeds, hurdling the | oose stones in our path,
and fetched up behind it in a gasping mass.

"Strewth, it's an ole Holden!' panted te Kiore, springing up into the cab
"Gew up with these things! Starting handl e, where's the bl eeding handl e?* It
was in place, protruding fromthe radiator grille; | tried swinging it, nearly
put nmy back out, only to hear it cough, splutter, die. Again, with the sane
result. Te Kiore pushed ne aside, then gave a heave that coul d have
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overturned the truck. The engi ne wheezed asthmatically and di ed agai n. He

ki cked the grille.

"Right! Round the back and unhitch it!*

Hands scrabbled at the towing hitch, hamered at the ancient brake with
cutlass hilt and cudgel. Wth a protesting squeal the trailer came free; ropes
were thrown around it and made fast, men threw their wei ght on, and the heavy
mass began to turn away fromthe cab, to swing out towards the jungle and
freedom But as it ground around on the stones there was a sudden swirl in the
m st, a convulsion alnost; the faintest of cool shivers coursed down ny back
W all felt it; we all gave the kind of guilty start that makes you drop
things, we all of us, even Ape, |ooked up as if we expected thunderbolts. But
there was only a blazing sunbeamthat the churning msts seened al nbst to
focus and direct, a spear of light that touched the stone of the central stupa
and slid dowmn it, down the still-shadowed face of the tenple, across the
terrace and down the steps towards the stones where we stood.

A sunbeam but it mght have been some frighteni ng super-weapon, a hair-thin

| aser or particle beamthat could slice rock seam essly, w thout snmoke or
waste. For as it played down the centre of that whole vast building a |line of
light ran behind it, a thread, a seamthat cut tower and stair and gate
exactly down the mddle, the nedian line of the whole i mense tenple. There
was one noi se, a sharp, stony, explosive crack! But then there was silence.
Wth the ponderous gravity of the gates of Hell, the whole front wall of the
temple split down that seam neatly, cleanly, and glided apart. The |ine of
light expanded. If fire had leapt out to engulf us |I wouldn't have been one
bit surprised. But what blazed out of those dark depths was brilliant

daylight, the light of another place, another sky, clear and cloudl ess,

wi thout the faintest strand of mist.

Except in one place, a hazy purple slope, far distant, from whose whitened
peak a skeining streamof thin snoke arose. | knew it, that slope, not from
life but from photographs. By her stifled cry, Jacquie knew it also. It was



famous, unm stakable, a shrine for natives, a lure and a penance for anbitious
tourists. Gunung Agung, Navel of the Wrld, sacred nmountain and sl eeping

vol cano. But not here, not in this area; nowhere near it. Not even on this

i sland of Ja wa. @Qunung Agung lay at the hean of the destination so fiercely
denied to us, the holy summt of the
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island of Bali. And Bati was a good two hundred niles away; yet Gunung Agung,
and all the | ands about it, spread out beyond the sundered gate of the

Bor obodur .

Am d the shock of that unbelievable sight crazy hopes whirled up Iike dry

| eaves froma bonfire, flaring and falling apart in the instant. This was no
gate we could hope to pass. It opened before us, a tenptation, a taunt and a
chal | enge. Beyond it another stone terrace stretched out, high above the
distant lands; and along it a terrifying array of force was rising up, a tide
of power spilling up over the step. That bright sun bl azed down on streamn ng
banners of silk, glanced in unbearable flashes off spearpoint and breastplate,
encrusted hel met and painted shield. Warrior generals in demon masks with
whi t e nmoustaches bristling glared down across their ranks of troops, a
bristling fence of spear and shield, their archers with streanered arrows half
drawn and poised, and in the front rank, in coarse blue doth and red sashes,
gaggl es of dacoits with wavy kris sword-knives. And above the ranks the
shi el ded howdahs tilted on the arnoured backs as great war-el ephants coiled up
their trunks in contenptuous chall enge between their bl ade-tipped tusks.

' Those banners | know ' breathed Ape beside ne. 'Mataram And War nade wa!

Anci ent and bl oody lines, rajas of Jawa and Bali both. War and tyranny that
once sweeps the island —its blood-drunk spirits, awoken, thirsting, cone back
to war!' There was a growing fury in his voice. 'Wo does this thing? Wo
dares do this thing?

But | hardly heard him! had seen, crouching anong the front rank of dacoits,

i nsignificant, invisible alnpbst anongst that nenacing tabl eau, a figure,
slight and uniquely fair of hair. She half rose, and across that distance,
however great it was, our eyes net. It was Rangda.

| clutched Ape's shoulder. 'That's her! The little bar girl—their decoy! Those
sons of bitches, they've stuck her right in the front line!l

Slowy - reluctantly, | thought - she stepped out between the men around her
her gaze fixed, her face blank. Even at that steel-taut nonent the sight of
her made nme breathe a little faster. Her hair glittered and the sun gl eaned
gol den on her skin, for she wore al nost nothing, a skinpy sarong of plain
white, a necklace of heavy pearls that fell in |oops between her bare firm
breasts and across her belly, a white band around her neck. And | re-
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menbered from sonmewhere that in the ritual killings, the fntputan, even in the
nmurders after the 1965 coup attenpt, both victinms and executioners had donned
cerenoni al white. Wich was she?

There was a slight gasp at ny side. 'That? That's her? The bar girl you ... *
Jacqui e | ooked fromnme to her, then back again. An angry tide of red rushed up
her cheeks, and she dealt ne one trenmendous stinging slap right across the
face. 'Wiy, you —conplete and utter sliny bastard—

At col |l ege Jacqui e had noonlighted as a |life-class nbodel - one source of our
quarrel . She'd seen herself in nore than mirrors, scanned, scrutinised and
recorded through the eyes of a hundred artists and phot ographers. She knew
better than nost of us exactly what she | ooked Iike.

And seeing the two together, |ooking fromone to another in the sanme harshly
brilliant light, the resenbl ance was eerie, alarnng. The others sawit, too,
and gaped. But Ape, though his eyes never left the girl, reached out and
clutched nme by the collar with strangling force, and he was glowering like a
madman.

"This is your little bit of kutje* This? This?

| was literally choking, clawing at his fingers till the blood roared in ny
ears. As well paw at a steel grab. 'Y-yes! S-so what? So bl oody what ?



C-capital crime?

H's grip slackened. He |aughed, once, hollowy. 'I would not think this could
be! How can it? Idioot, do you not know who she is?

"l know her name—

"You know nothing! N ks*. O Bali she is, though not of its bearing. A bar
girl, you call her? A princess this is, once —Mahendradatta, a conqueror the
ocean washes up, like all evils, to Bali. A warrior princess at the head of
hosts! A witch queen, a warlike, destructive force of ancient days! So, then!'
Hs small eyes narrowed. 'But then, at |east, she is human!’

"What're you on about - princess?, human? O course she's bl oody human!'

"Now what is she ?' A taut hush seenmed to dry out his voice, thinit to a
thread. To the wild |l ands she is banished, and to the evil-tainted ocean! She
is all that drains and is negative, all that threatens order and grows fat on
di scord, all that devours and dimnishes. She is the spirit of the dry |ands!
She is the parched flakes of the dried-up river mud! She is the dead | eaves
hangi ng

181

fromthe tree, the hot blast that tears themfromtheir bough! She is the
gaspi ng voice of children!’

"You're crazy?

Ape's eyes glittered. 'Am|? Maybe. But | do not share my bed with thatl. Long
ago she passed beyond what was, becane part of what nmay be. Mhendradatta she
was, till her footsteps set her on the Spiral road, fromill to evil and
beyond. She is Kal a' narang, the enchantress! She is RangdaV

"Yes!* | gasped angrily. 'She told nme her nanme! So what ?'

Ape gave a convul sive start. 'Then she learns to speak truth to you! Learns
and is wise, for truth breeds greater power where lies breed small! For know
this, infant in the world - of die powers arrayed agai nst you, surely anong
the greatest is she!’

He was shouting now, so |oud she could hear hiny | saw her cock her head as if
anmused, or complinented. 'She is mstress of the Netherworld, princess of the
undead, daughter herself of Shiva Lord, the Destroyer! She is the Guardi an of
the Graveyard! She is the Queen of the Night! Sheathe white-haired whitehone
denon!"'

It began to dawn on nme then just how that ash-bl onde col ouring m ght appear in
oriental eyes. But all Rangda did was throw back her head and |augh, the thin,
piercing oriental giggle. It m ght have nade ne | augh, too, caught up init,
if I hadn't once heard such laughter in another wonman's throat, and sensed the
strength behind it. No answering | augh arose anong her ranks or ours, who
stood stunned, eyes wide and horrified. That eerie |aughter rang off the stone
stupas, rippled along the encrusted terraces |ike splintering glass, grow ng
stronger and stronger till it seened that slight throat could no | onger be its
source. And the gl ass shards stabbed our ears, agonising needl e-points of hot
agony that made us clap hands to them shake our heads and shudder, unable to
think or act. Held by diat swelling, mrthless [aughter, pinned and ki cking
where we stood, we saw the slight blonde girl begin to change.

She grew. She didn't stretch or swell unnaturally; she grew as any living
thing grows, in proportion. If an adult human body were a child's in its turn,
so it mght grow, but not so fast, nor so strangely. As if she was expandi ng,
extending fromcranped confines to a towering height. Her hair fell in pale

wi ndi ng curls about her as she shot up, withing around the curves of her
body, hiding her face. The sarong about her waist slipped, stretched,
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shrank to the skinpiest of |oincloths "beneath that snmooth belly, barely
hiding the few pale wi sps of hair. The tanned skin stretched taut over strong
sinews, the slimlegs tensed and splayed |like a dancer's. Veins stood out on
her arms, and her fingers curled. The strings of pearls bounced sullenly

agai nst her taut breasts, and rattled hollowy. They were ol d and yel | owed
human skulls, still hung with patches of dried and flaking flesh; but the
thong they were strung on glistened a fresh sticky red, a rope of entrails.



More than twi ce nmansi ze she stood there, head hangi ng, face hidden, stil

sl eekly beautiful in shape as the bar girl she'd been —and yet a vision of
power and nenace to make ny heart falter. 1 found nyself praying frantically
she woul dn't show her face or open her eyes. But the curtain of pale hair
stirred and lifted, and fromwithin it the worst shock of all. There was no
face, as we understand faces. Pushing out through the curtain was a |ong

ani mal i stic snout, pal e-skinned, the eyes above it huge and staring,

dar k-ri nmed, bl oodshot, with great dull black pupils -utterly inhuman. And the
mout h beneath was a beast's. Black lips curled back fromyell ow fangs, and
between themlolled a | ong red taper of a tongue.

| wanted to scream to bolt, to beat nmy head against the trees to Wt out the
sight | was seeing. Rangda] This thing, this nonstrous bl oody abortion of a
thing! Yet what made that face so horrible was its very half-humanity, the
rem nder of kinship. On Madagascar, those ghoul -faced night lemurs, ai-ais —
they were the closest I'd seen. Eerie, a hag-thing, but not quite nonstrous -
a sort of self-justifying grace to it, a species inits ow right, even a
shadowy kin to mankind. That was in her also, and it was terrible; as if she
expressed sone nonstrous truth about us, sonme tendency taken to its fearsone
extrene.

But above all there was power, riveting, radiant, dom nating power. Because
not hi ng el se could have held ne there when nmy shaky |inbs ached to run, when
nmy sphincter nuscles were about as nmuch as | could control and |I'd the gravest
doubt s about that. None of us screanmed. None of us ran. That gaze nailed us
down where we stood.

The creature stood there, |egs splayed, arnms akinbo, in the attitude of a
nati ve dancer; and then the closed fists flew open. Great shining nails
flicked out fromthe fingertips, uncoiling like silver springs until they
stood, stiff and quivering, long netallic
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claws that gl eaned and flashed in the sun of Bali. Then, out of that clear
light, that eternal noon, the creature took a w de, posturing step forward,
and anot her. Beneath her feet the terrace booned and quivered, as if stone
trod stone. The el ephants tossed their heads and trunpeted in fright, but
behi nd her the . banners dipped to the advance.

Li ke a dancer, still, the creature came on, swaying on splayed | egs to unheard
rhyt hns. But beneath those feet the stone rang, each footfall |ouder than the
el ephants', and the steps cracked and split. Behind her, in a hesitant
arrowhead, the ranks swayed forward as if they too feared to cone too close.
The netallic claws on her feet struck sparks fromthe stair. A Buddha statue
toppled forward froma stupa and fell flat onits smling face. | felt myself
shuddering uncontrollably, with fear, with rage, with the sheer horror of her
presence. This was what had lured ne, seduced nme, possessed nme - and that

t hought all but made nme vomit where | stood. 1 felt defiled, within, wthout,
hum | i ated, unmanned in every sense. She was advancing on the container. Wre
enough of Ape's charns worn and washed fromit now? They m ght be. Then she
could probably pick the thing up and run off with it - or crush it in those
arms. Smash in its walls, scatter its precious cargo of electronics out of the
shockproof packing and sow the earth with themlike tares. And then throw the

remai ns down shattered in front of nmy very eyes. O into them | realised with
ajarring chill; for with it destroyed, only we stood in her way. And this,
too, she'd managed through ne.

The thought of that raised a rush of real fury to overwhelmthe chill. Right
then 1'd have wung the lying little throat right out of the girl Rangda, if I
could have laid hands on her. | recognised her all too clearly still, the body

I'd thought so like Jacquie's nocked me. Sonehow t hat thought seened to | oosen
my linbs alittle—+o think of her as human, as limted, confined, fragile
even. As |'d known her; as once she really had been, maybe. Neat, small,
delicate as a butterfly and no nore dangerous. No harder to crush—

The staring eyes swung towards nme. But they were too late. 1 shook free of
their spell; and where mnutes earlier | wouldVe just run like hell, |



screamed out the rage and revulsion that was in me. And | tugged ny sword from
nmy belt, and dived between her and the container, daring her to come on
slashing in furious challenge at the air and the glittering, nocking sunbeans.
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Then it was as if | really did cut sonmething, that severed with a soundl ess
recoil and the force of a stretched steel hawser, so the air thrumed and
juddered with it. Just behind me Jacquie fell to her knees with a yelp. Ape
stunbl ed, rubbing at his eyes as if he'd been dazzled. But cries of dismy
went up fromthe crew, and even te Kiore. The hag-creature and the hordes
beari ng down on them outnunbering them by hundreds, was just too nuch. They
began to back away, straggling around the end of the truck, ready to cut and
run; and E didn't blane themone bit.

Ape rounded on them as if he'd eyes in the back of his head. fHe\ Waar zouden
fu' gaan, hoor? You want something to run from by damm and devils | give you
it, I In spades!’

" Aduh\ Orang bebal ? croaked Batang Sen, tugging at nmy arm ' Conplete off your
chunmp! You cannot fight! Not this!’

"You gotta get himaway!' said te Kiore hoarsely. 'No point himjust standin’
there t* get mashed flat! And the girl —yourself too! C non!'

"No!' snapped Jacquie, equally hoarse. 'It's our |ast chancel W can't just—
'Stand? said Ape, his voice abruptly Iouder than it had any busi ness bei ng.
Even the banners on the steps above flailed and fluttered wildly, as though in
a sudden change of w nd. Suddenly an arrow cane hi ssing down out of the ranks
above, streaners trailing in its deceptively lazy arc —not at ne, at Ape.
Mout hs opened to warn him but it was already on him He threw up a hand—+
couldn't see nmore than that, it was so fast—-spoke a harsh word, and sonet hing
spun in his palm The arrow glanced off like light on a mrror, and sang back
into the ranks | ower down. There was a noise like clattering kettles, and a
body cane rolling down the steps at Rangda's back —one of the arnoured
captains. His linbs flailed | oosely, and one after the other armand leg fl ew
| oose and rolled on their own, bits of arnmour fell off scattering, and
finally, as he crashed to the bottom beneath the hag-creature's feet, his

hel met went bouncing off. Frominside it, trailing a few bare hanks of hair, a
wi t hered skull bounced free and rolled to a halt, grinning hugely at its own
ghast | i ness.

Ape chortled. I N etzogezond, your cohorts, Princess? Eh? Not in the pink
exactly? You should feed 'em better, by dam!’

Vastly heartened, | suddenly found nyself chuckling, and heard the crewnren
joining in, the sudden dull clink of swords and parangs. 'They all gone off
like that?' demanded te Kiore
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' The nmore you think of themso!' Ape answered quietly. 'Wat they were, She
shows you! What they have becone, is for us to see!l

| strained ny eyes, staring at the bright ranks, striving to see the spots of
rust on the armour, the bare bone grasping the bannershaft. Eyel ess faces
behi nd t hose daunti ng masks, behind those snarling nouths that |ast, perpetua
grin. To see even the el ephants as moul dering cages of bone, hardly able to
bear the weight of their rusty arnmour, pathetic, sorrowful relics that should
never have been disturbed ..

And | saw the first change conme over them the bright banners turn bl eached
and straggling and eaten away. But so evidently did Rangda, and knew she rmnust
nove fast. Wth a hideous screech she waved one tal oned hand, and |ike a
sudden tide race that whole great force of ancient mght cane rolling down the
steps upon us. Rusty arrow was fitted to noul d-stained bow, its string drawn
back in bony fingers, loosed in a flurry of fragnenting streaners; spears were
couched against withered flanks. Te Kiore roared a conmand, and the crewnen
swung in around us, a tight circle, instants before the first wave fell on us.
If they'd been whole, alive, there would have been no fight; we would have
gone under in those first few seconds. But these bony scarecrows were no
fighters, for all their rotting finery; many flew apart at the first touch, or



hewed each other in their uncertain haste. But others were nore solid, and we
found ourselves fighting a fierce hack-and-thrust fight sinply to keep from
bei ng overrun by sheer wei ght of nunbers. The broken dead piled up around us;
and every so often a rusty spear or chipped battl eaxe found a good mark in our
line, and sonebody dropped down. We dragged or just heeled them back the
monent we could, or they would have suffocated in that carrion mass for sure.
But the nore we saw of shattered skulls and hal f-fleshed linbs the easier it
was to believe in them and so the weaker the fighters got. 1 crossed swords
with one captain |I'd seen resplendent in the rear line mnutes earlier; now he
fought like a clockwork toy, w thout the weight to block and thrust, and the
rusty rinms of his breastplate bent and dented as even my lighter blows got
hone. Cross, right, parry - and | ramed nmy fist in the basket hilt into his
denon-mask. It caved in, he swayed and folded |like a heap of dead | eaves.

Anot her, fresher-1ooking, |leapt over himwith a nace whirling, but before
could react Jacquie startled ne by stepping into the
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gap and sending his head spinning off with one bl ow of her parang. No doubt
about it; we were winning. O so, for that nonent, we thought.

Through the mass of undead those dacoits cane gliding, and trying to see them
as anything el se had no noticeable effect. They were recent, maybe even
living. They had nore will of their own, that was noticeable; they didn't just
rush in, but used the ancient troops for cover. Ape caught ny shoul der and
Batang's. 'Watch yoursel ves! These are her own, her votaries as today
terrorists are, nore dangerous by far. The time comes to strike back at She
hersel f! When | give the word, be ready to rush in!’

He reached up, spun a little rod in his fingers - and his hands were suddenly
full of staff, twelve feet long or nore with rounded gol den endcaps
glistening. He twirled it in one hand, and it humed in the air - then | ashed
out at an onrushing warrior, who nore or |ess exploded at the inpact. He
stunped forward, out of the ring; a dacoit rushed him caught the tip of that
spinning staff and was sent flying. Ape swung his armover his head, a gol den
cap foul ed one of the tangled old kenari trees at the forest's edge and tore

| oose a branch tip. But it was no accident; Ape caught the branch by its
straight centre, touched it to his lips and with that astonishing strength
hurled it hard at Rangda. It flewlike a javelin, but curved down to rattle on
the flagstones at her feet. Disappointed, | hesitated; but Ape swung his staff
again in one slow wheel and struck the flagstones before him

For a nonent | thought he'd sunmoned a pl ague of snakes or worns or sonething
of the kind. From every conceivabl e crack, every niche between the worn
stones, things cane wiggling upward in one trenendous surge. But in the sane
heartbeat | saw them for what they were, plant and seedling positively

expl oding up at an unbelievable rate in a direct line fromhi mto Rangda,
where the branch had flown. And the branch itself actually | eaped fromthe
stones into nmdair with the force of its growing, root and twig and tendri
shooting out like springs. Right in front of Rangda it sprang; next instant
its foliage was wrapped tight around her, stilt burgeoning as she screaned and
t hr eshed.

"Now ' yelled Ape, and his staff swept our way clear. Wth a mnd full of red
nmurder | raced ahead of himand out, and at ny heels came Batang, te Kiore and
the others, sweeping our faltering attackers aside, closing in on our

ent angl ed enemy. But even as | came up to her | saw those ani mal jaws open
that tongue loll out;
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and next noment a blast of fearful cold swept over nme, so cold | barely
clapped my hand to ny tyes in time. My owmn breath froze to ice on ny upper lip
in that rushing instant; and then it ceased, 1 |ooked up and saw those silvery
nails ripping at the ensnaring foliage, as grey and brittle now as ground
glass, ringing with icicles. She had frozen it with her breath.

One arm snaked free, and in it the long white scarf from around her neck. It
seened to drift out over ne like smoke in a wind, and | saw the strange



characters that were painted along it sonmehow, white on white. But when it
reached its full extent, it cracked like a whip; and that crack seened to
shatter the world.

My sword went mad in ny hand, bucking, wheeling, twisting like alive thing to
be free of my grip. | hopped hastily as it alnost sliced me on the shin. |
staggered, fighting it, and dimy saw the others doing the same. My world was
full of that shimering menace at armis length, fighting to disobey ne; it was
i ke having a cobra by the throat, an angry cobra. Only ny eyes told ne that

it wasn't noving at all, straight and stark as ever; it was ny fingers that
were doing the withing, as if they'd taken on a life of their own.

Very abruptly, as if it'd just been manoeuvring for position all this ting,
the sword actually reversed itself in ny hands. O they reversed it; but that
wasn't howit felt. It just swung over and |lunged straight at ny chest. If
it'd had an invisible Basil Rathbone behind it, it couldn't have been nore
vicious or direct. | held it, barely, with arns outstretched, ny hands agai nst
the hilts; but the sword was |onger than ny arms, and it was al ready stabbing
me slightly. One slip and it'd run me through easily. | staggered this way and
that, struggling to throw off the force that drove it, shake | oose the unseen
hand —no good. And no wonder; no wonder mny arnms were shaking with the
tension, the nmuscles twitching and trenbling. They were pulling, as well as

pushing. | screanmed aloud with the agony of it. 1 was fighting nyself.
Even as | realised it a great white curtain billowed up between ne and the
out side world, between ne and nyself even. | was lost, isolated, thrashing

with a blind nad hatred at a form ess wait. Sonewhere in there, sonewhere
behind it was the bastard who'd got me into all this—

—who' d tangled me up in this horrible web of dangers ..

—who' d wasted half ny life, robbed the rest of neaning..
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—who' d ruined nme, made ne half a man, an enpty enotional cripple..

—who' d palmed ne off with cheap casual sex and holl ow success instead of a
real relationship ..

—who' d trailed me down the path of failure ..

Sonmewhere in there.

And all 1 wanted, all | had left to want, was to strike out at him to cut him
down. Half nyself was somewhere in there, the front | put up, the weaknesses
it hid, all the things 1 might have sneered at in sonmebody else. | knew it was
me, and 1 wanted to stab it, maimit, kill it, silence it, scrub out the thing
| despi sed, shunned, spat on, ground underfoot and scoured ny shoe sole ..

1 could hear nyself shrieking, and other voices with ne. | flailed frantically
to shake free of that rippling whiteness that cut my brain in tws. Sonething
struck me painfully on the back, and ny sight cleared. A crewran bl undered
into ne, screamng hoarsely in Malay as he struggled to fight back the parang
bl ade that was trying to slash at his throat. One hand drove it on, quivering
with the effort; the other held it back with only a bare palm spouting bl ood.
Anot her crewran sagged to his knees with his cutlass deep in his stomach, and
fol ded over it, retching. Batang had buried his cutlass in a tree, but seened
to be trying to jerk it loose, Te Kiore wheeled in a nightmare dance, sl apping
away the whirling sword-club as it swng at his body and chest and face,

someti nmes connecting. Jacquie rolled on the flagstones, crying out in fear and
anger as her parang, clutched in both hands, made little jerking | eaps at her
throat. Ape sprang forward, unaffected, and a sweep of his staff knocked the
bl ade from her hands; it clattered harm essly away, but her hands stabbed
violently with nothing. There was no magic in the blades; we were doing this
to oursel ves.

A shadow bl otted out the sun. Rangda | ooned over us, free now of the

ent angl i ng branches; and she seemed to dwarf even that ancient nan-nmade
nmount ai n behi nd. Ape, caught unawares, |ashed out with his staff; but her claw
caught the blow. It rocked her back, but it knocked him spinning. In
desperation 1 struggled to twi st nmy sword around again, but instead | al nost
lost control. My hands convul sed, and about a finger's breadth of the point



sank into my chest. | screamed in pain and fright, tore it |oose and sagged,
feeling the spun of hot blood. The sword clattered on the stone, but | had no
strength left to lift it. Wakened with shock, |
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fell down at Rangda's feet. She stal ked by me without a | ook, sonme fourteen
feet high, as if | was no nore than another insect on the jungle floor. Yet as
she passed, terrifying thing that she was, | still saw the body of the slender
bar girl, arched over me on that night of foggy and deceitful nenories.

how ed al oud with the angui sh of the nenory, desire and ecstasy and shame and
terror weirdly bl ended.

Only Ape stood between her and the contai ner now, splay-I|egged, tense,
spinning the staff in his massive fingers as if it was a featherwei ght baton
She hesitated an instant, rolling her head strangely, as if she was studying
him and instantly he lunged. But fast as he was, that huge hand noved even
faster. A blaze of pink flame scattered across the stones, a rain of hot
sparks hissed and spattered down into the trees; the silver nails sprouted a
foliage of fire. But the force of the bl ow sl ammed undi ni ni shed into Ape,

pi cked himoff his feet and sent him sprawing over the end of the truck. He
went crashing down |ike a bulky neteor into the first line of bushes.

I grabbed nmy sword and struggled to nmy knees. Anger poured down over the
shock, but | was still shaking. One rush, one strike - if 1 could only nanage
it. Eyelids sagging, | heaved nyself up, but she was al nost at the container
Then anot her figure stepped around its end. For a nmonent 1 thought it m ght be
Ape, swiftly recovered; then | saw who it was, and could only gape. A tal
elderly man, neat in plain white shirt and trousers, goatee and noustache
grooned, steely hair in a careful knot -and in his hand the crystal-tipped
staff he had brandi shed back at the hotel. Rangda cane to a dead stop, eyeing
the old man -Mwu Bharadah, that was the name. He lifted his staff in his
clawlike fingers, and | wi nced, expecting himto be swatted fl at.

Al he did was gesture. A sharp, unm stakabl e gesture —Cet back] Leave it*
But no nore than that. After the fright and hysteria of the last few nonents
it was oddly inpressive. Even nore so, that curious toss of his head again. It
was the oriental headshake, |ike Ape's, a refusal, a denial; but there was
something nmore to it than that, something both aggressive and absolute. It was
then | noticed the silence that had fallen, nmaking the gasps of tortured
breath unnaturally | oud. The weapons no | onger fought their owners; no nore
warriors or dacoits ran forward over the sl athered stones.
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Rangda still didn't nove; but | did. | hobbled up, half falling, and ained a
massi ve hacking cut at her. She whirled, | mssed, and staggered desperately

to get my bal ance before she could swi pe ny head off ny shoul ders. She didn't
even try. Instead she let out a screamof rage and frustration, whirled about
and charged with great sweeping strides back across the stones, back into the
ranks of her followers, scattering themlike chaff. In the wake of her flight
they ran after her, ants scuttling back to their lair. Up the steps they

pour ed, kicking down corroded fragnents and a cloud of dust; and even as they
passed there was a sudden runbl e and creak of stone. Slowy yet inexorably,
shutting down die sunlight of Ball's noon Iike a snuffed candl e, the sundered
Banks of the Borobodur noved once nore, grinding softly as if they noved on
heavy marble rollers, closing |ike a gaping wound. The two hal ves met and shut
with a force that sent the last shreds of mist billowing up into Jawa's hazier
sky. The grey masonry was seamnl ess, unbroken

VW were al one.

W stood there, in the spreading |light of a bright mdday, on die ancient
stones of Borobodur. The piles of rotting corpses were suddenly no nore; the
stacks of arnmour and weapons had vani shed. Fromtheir stupas above the stone
Buddhas smi | ed down serenel y—all except one that lay prostrate, as if atoning
for the violence that had been conmitted there. Crewnen were |ying around
groani ng, possibly with serious wounds. Two at |east |lay sprawed and still,
one with a cutlass handl e sticking grotesquely upright fromhis mdriff.



Al most everyone was bl eeding fromlesser ones, nyself and Jacqui e included.
But she picked herself up cheerfully enough, and Iinped over to the container,
with the remains of Ape's hex signs trickling down its battered and dented

fl anks.

"Well,' she said brightly, 'we've got it back.'

My head was still churning. That creature... The night 1'd spent with ... it.

No, her - or whoever. Gods, who or what had | nade |love to that night? Christ,
the things I'd done with it. | hardly renmenbered, but the few fragnents were

enough, sweaty, twi ning, enveloping things, a salty sensual taste upon ny
tongue. What had | really been doing? 1 prickled with a breathl ess sweat of
panic. 1 couldn't have done nyself sone kind of pernmanent damage, could I?

Maybe | shoul d see a doctor, fast. | was alnost grateful for the distraction
of twi nges frommy chest wound. It
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hurt, but I'd had worse; a couple of ribs had stopped it - nuch | onger and
they m ght not have - and an ugly clot was sealing it now "How are the

others?' | asked te Kiore, the symetry of his tattooes spoiled by a puffy

bl ack eye.

'"Two goners. Two nore mightn't nake it back for help. About fifteen could use
a spot of serious darning and patching —you included, I'd say.1

"It's not as bad as it |ooks. Damm! Damm?

He shrugged. 'Got your box back, didn't we? And nost of the fellas got off
i ght enough. Whatever that scarf-thing was she used on us, they held out
pretty bl oody well.'’

' The antengS runbl ed a voice from behind us. Ape was |inping around the
container, gingerly feeling his neck and jaw, and rubbing his massive
backsi de.

' Some whack you took!' exclainmed te Kiore feelingly. 'Lucky all the bits're
still attached, eh? Wat'd you say that thing was?

The antengS Ape | aughed, that rare chattering |laugh of his, an eerie,
hunourl ess sound. 'The only weapon Rangda herself wields; and she needs no
other. The mind-breaker, the cradle of spells. Yet the nanme neans only a

baby's sling.'
' Some baby,' grunted the Maori. 'M nd-breaker, eh? Interesting. Those two who
died, their m nds were naybe half that way already, |'d say. Problens, they

had. And the badly wounded ones, too; the dark horses, the bl okes who'rc never
satisfied. Their own worst enem es, you mght say.' He cocked a quizzical eye
at me. 'And you took a bit of a bloodin*, didn't you? And maybe M ss Jacqui e,
too. Funny 'bout that, eh? The rest of us mugs just got off with a few

scrat ches. The skipper, he was fly enough t' whack his blade into a tree first
thing. An' ole Ape there it never bothered at all. Like 1 say —interesting.*
He grinned, though it obviously hurt. 'C non, cheer up! Don't go bl aning
yourself like that. W all knew the score, we cane ready for a barney. Gold's

a grand balmfor a scratch or two; and they've renedies out here you'll never
find back honme. Just gotta get back to them that's all.' He frowned at the
truck. "Don't think it's nuch use we go ask her Ladyship for those keys, do
you?'

"No. Can we tow it behind the wagon?'

"Not that weight, truck an' all, it'd take a week. We'l|l have to winch it on
wn't | eave nmuch roomfor the rest of us, though. Al but the real bad
wounds' Il have to leg it back to Yogja. Eighteen nmle.'

'"Or we can send soneone ahead for nore transport,' | snapped ny fingers. 'That

priest - he nmust have got out here sonehow. Maybe he's got a cart or a
carriage or sonething! Where'd he go?
"What priest?* demanded te Kiore.

"But... didn't you see hinP A native priest, in ordinary cotton gear. The one
who called on nme, back at nmy hotel, threatening ne. He just popped up in front
of Rangda, and barred her fromdie container - drove her off. | wish to hell |
knew how '

"I thought that was you!' he said. 'Or naybe Ape's little party trick —Iike



she thought he was coming back to do it again, and slipped 'er cable. | was
watching, |'d got hold of nyself by then. | didn't see no priest!’

"But...' | looked at Jacquie, Batang, Ape.

Ape' s eyes were hooded, sunken, somehow nore watchful than ever. But Ape just
shrugged.
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The night was a sticky curtain draped cl ose across your face. You felt you
were being stifled, yet every breath was an effort. The nosquitoes had gi ven
up their zinging assault some tine back, but the cicadas creaked away in every
weed patch around the wharf, and strange noths beat out the brains they barely
possessed on our dimlanterns. The shore was invisible; the gangpl ank rested
on solid shadow, out of which faint strange sounds cane drifting like derelict
menories. Even stranger ones drifted up fromthe hold, where Ape was busy
renewi ng and adding to his protective charms on the container. Sonme pretty
strange snells, too, and every so often a pinkish flash which lit the skel etal
ri gging and made the crouching sentries junp and heft their flintlocks and
crossbows. W were due to sail at dawn; but dawn was hours away yet.

It couldn't conme too soon for nme. Then | mght be able to escape Jacquie; but
right now !l couldn't bear the thought of my stifling cabin, or the
snoke-filled sal oon. W'd been warned not to stray off the ship, nostly in
case we couldn't get back on in tine - not that | needed any telling. If |
went al oft the chances were she'd follow, and there'd be even | ess room for
manoeuvre then. So we mooched up and down the deck, snapping at each ot her

li ke sharks. She was every bit as irritable as | was, and she couldn't let go.
"You!' she hissed. 'And there was | thinking you'd changed sonehow You're
just the same sleek self-centred bastard you were fifteen years ago! | thought
you were so beautiful then, too! Oh, sh— She stifled the word with an angry
wi pe of her hand, and sniffled. She'd never liked it then, either. 'You hurt
me, you know t hat ?

I'd been trying not to say anything, but | had to conme swi ngi ng back on her, |
couldn't help it. 'How? Hurt you how? This tinme? Come on, worman! Fifteen years
on, like you said. Suppose |'d asked who you were sleeping with, now? None of
nmy bl oody business, you'd have said, and you' d have had every right! W don't
own each other, we're nothing to each other now —that's what you' d have said!
Woul dn't you?'

"Yes!' she flared. 'So | wouldn't go sniffing after someone who | ooks j ust
like you - would I'?

"How the hell would I know? |I didn't go |ooking for this Rangda creature-she
found ne, and now | know why! It wasn't my fault!"’

"Well, 1"l just bet you didn't run away kicking and screaning!l

*You know sonething? | just about did, the first tine.'

"The first time! The first time? Once wasn't enough, eh? Wen you' re saying
you didn't want it? Boy, you're really a glutton for punishnent, aren't you?*
"Listen, | went to bed with her once, just once, understand? And |'ve been
wearing ny bl oody throat out telling you, even that was because | was drunk.'
Her smirk told nme just exactly how | ame that sounded. 'Drunk and ni xed-up and

shocked and ... she nore or |ess scooped ne up.'

Til bet! And you fought her every inch of the way, didn't you ?* She gave a
metallic little [augh, very Chinese. 'lean just see you! Ch yes!*

I whirled on her suddenly, caught her by the shoulders. 'No! O course

bl oody didn't! I'mnot sure just what exactly did happen, but sex sure as hel

cane into it!'

That maddeni ng | augh again. 4And she caught you with your defences down!'
"What if she did? What if she bloody did? I may have nmessed you about, badly,
yes, I'msorry about that, but it doesn't give you any rights over ne now
|'"ve got nothing to answer to you for! Not now'

She | ooked at nme steadily through the di mess. 'You kissed ne.'
"Afterwards, damm it! Afterwards! Wien I felt... you ... when ..
" Afterwards. Wen you'd got what you wanted from her. But you got nore than



you expected, didn't you?

*Ch, for ... it wasn't like that! Look, so maybe | was still a bit attracted
to you - did you give ne one hint of encouragenent, one idea you still felt
anyt hing for me? The only reason you're al ong
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here is you thought | was working some sort of con on your precious bl oody

project! Didn't you ? No* going to let you out of ny sight, you said! Watever

| did later, back then that was all 1'd heard fromyou. R ght?*

She shrugged, kicked at a rope's end lying across the deck. *| suppose so. So

that gives you a perfect right to behave the way you di d—expect the girl you

dunped right out of your life sixteen years ago to just fall flat on her back

for you, the nmonent she wal ked into it again!’

' Jacqui e—

To go on a crying drunk because you felt ever so rejected and stressed, poor

t hi ng! Poor thing!’

"Jacquie, you're jumping to concl usi ons—

'Better than what you've been jumping, ny boy! And worst of all, to go and ..

get your rocks off that way when | wouldn't give you a tunble!’

"l never asked you to!'

She yelled. 'Just as bloody well, too! For you!' Then she sighed and sucked

her breath hard through her teeth, a very oriental noise of disapproval and

contempt. "To ... to use another girl like that... To make her a substitute, a
a receptacle ... Using ne! CGod, the way nmen use a bl oody centrefol d?

A white thrill of rage took hold of me. | could actually feel the bl ood

draining out of nmy face, leaving only cold behind. My skin felt as if it had

been stretched over icy netal instead of my own cheekbones. 'You ought to

know,'" | told her, quite brutally calm 'You' ve been in enough of them'

| folded my arns, and waited for her to try slapping me again. She didn't.

Instead she just said, wth a sudden rather breathless restraint, 'Just one.

The others were second features. You know, | —thought you'd be proud of it.'

Then, quite abruptly, she'd nore or |ess ducked past nme before | could react.

There was a baffled shout froma | ookout. Ughtfooted and silent, she hopped up

on the gangpl ank and with her pale hair trailing like a conet's padded down

it, into the dark. | called her nane. Soft steps dwi ndled in the shadows. |

told her not to be an idiot. Silence.

Resentnment held ne rigid a noment. She'd been warned. Let her take the

consequences. Then ny obstinacy just cracked and crunbled and fell down around

me. She'd been totd she night not get back aboard in time, but right now that

mghtn't worry her too much. But nobody'd bothered to spell out that there

m ght be
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other perils out there, too; after all, who needed telling? Not me, not after

one long night in New Ol eans. Nobody - except her. And it was ny job, if

anyone's, to renmenber that.

| 1 ooked around desperately, and raced to the plank. The | ookouts were on

their feet, scanning the wharfside. 'Wich way?' | yelled. They shrugged.

ran down to the gangpl ank's end, hovered an instant, |ooked back in horrible

i ndecision. A pink flash fromthe hold nearly blinded nme; beyond the gl ow ng

sal oon ports a figure rocked back and forth. The shouting, the explanations -

it'd take too long* If 1 just went after her now thcre'd be a chance ... and

this wasn't New Orleans. | knew what | was doing, now | had ny sword. | spoke
the I anguage, a little. The | ookouts shouted again as | bounced off the plank
and into the dark, but | ignored them If anything was going after Jacquie, it

could take a stab at ne first.

In the night substance and shadow come together, the boundaries between Core
and Spiral blur. The high tide of otherness |laps at the shores of settled
time, washing the flotsamit carries back and forth, first one way, then
another, fromworld to world. | ran straight as | guessed Jacqui e woul d have,
rat her than down the wharves; and that would be better. That at |east m ght
carry her back into the Core, where she'd be safer. Adrift w thout noney,



papers or any kind of explanation in a suspicious state, yes; but still safer
than out here. | ran, lightly, in the nost obvious direction, the way that
seened to hold the sounds and lights of a nmodern city; that would surely draw
her. Here and there | saw, reflected in stagnant puddl es or rough gl ass panes
inold plastered walls, taller buildings, well-lit wi ndows and once a neon
sign. Beneath ny feet paving began to replace the anci ent duckboard si dewal ks,
and when | saw a solitary streetlanp gleamalong a side alley | turned, as
Jacqui e must have, drawn |ike any of those nmoths. The pull of our everyday
worlds is very strong. Wien 1 saw the gl eam of neon and bright shopfronts,
heard the roar of traffic, 1 felt a |leap of both gl adness and dread, a tearing
sensation as if 1 was being hauled violently both ways.

| stopped at the alley nmouth, hesitating. | filled ny lungs and yelled,
"Jacqui e! JacquteV A gaggle of passing schoolgirls huddl ed together in nutua
support and giggled as they | ooked me up and down. | could guess what they
were seeing, one of those wandering Westerners who awaken both fascination and
contenpt anong | ndonesi ans. Hippies are practically a protected
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species in the rest of die world, but in Indonesia they're still flourishing.
And there | was, all dark leather and bristles, with the gold brocade

sweat band Mall once gave ne making ny hair stand up in danp spikes. Also | had
a sword, but the chances were they wouldn't notice that unless | called it to
their attention. 'Jacquie! Come on\ It's bl oody dangerous! Come back, dammit!
' msony!'

But the street was crowded, the car horns honked as people turned to | ook at
me; they drowned out ny words. A pedestrian nearby collided with another, who
dropped a parcel which spilled; they started an angry chattering and gesturing
at me. That distracted nore drivers; cars swerved violently, there were shouts
and curses. Peopl e began edging closer to see what this was about, and the
paverent filled up. At least | towered above nost of them 1'd be easily
visible. '"JacquieV 1 yelled again; but it got no response, except fromthe
khaki -drab patrolman on the far side of the road. He'd conme forward to break
up a squabbl e about right of way, but everyone in the cars was pointing, at

me. His alnond eyes grew wi der as he saw ne, then he canme striding across the
traffic with brisk purpose, fingers flicking expertly at his holster-flap
Crazy Westerners weren't too popular with the authorities here. Defeated,
turned and ducked back into the alley and the shadow. If he came too far after
me that cop might be in for some very strange adventures tonight.

It was the sanme story wherever | surfaced and showed ny face, wherever | asked
after a bl ond-haired Eurasian wonan. One or two characters offered to show nme
places | could find plenty of young girls with any colour hair | liked, but I
declined. Apart fromanything else it sounded like a great way to bunmp into
Rangda again. But it was deadly discouraging. If Jacquie really had passed
this way, nobody renenbered her. Surabaja was a bustling, nodern port city
with a popul ation over the m | bpn mark, and Eurasians, even beautiful blonde
ones, were no big deal. Conming fromthe shadows m ght have had sonmething to do
with it, too. No | eads, then; and without them in a place this size | could
hunt for nmonths. And | didn't want to go far fromthe harbour, or even if |

found her neither of us mght get back. | cudgelled ny brain for ideas; but
the roar and flash of the traffic and the cheerful crush of the evening crowds
got in the way. | found a dark cool back alley, not too noisonme, and retreated

down it, treading very warily. To ny surprise, it opened at the end
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into a kind of mews in a wholly European style —Dutch, probably, like the old
Jenmbat han Merah. It was deserted, and the noise of the city had blurred into a
deep bearable hum | |eaned back agai nst some ornate railings, feeling the
iron cool on the back 9f my tormented head, and struggled to think

No i deas cane; but after a while | realised that there was something nore than
traffic in that background noise, a soft, regular metallic boomng with
lighter clanging, chimng sounds. At first it sounded |ike a body-shop or sone
other light industry; but as my ears began to pick up the rhythm c patterns I



realised what it nust be, and felt nmy first faint thrill of hope. | canme out
of die nmews into an open street, a row of big houses that were definitely
Dutch to their high ornate gable ends. The sound seened cl oser here, but stil
not close; as if it was drifting across die rooftops. A short walk and a left
turn, and | thought 1'd taken a wong turn into sonebody's garden; | was
standi ng under a row of trees, broad, spreading European-style trees. But
beyond them rose nore houses, even larger, sone of thema little shabby but
still with inmmrense dignity and poise. One or two of them had fl agpol es above
their pillared portes-cocheres, with flags drooping lifeless in the w ndl ess
air, their identity hidden. They stretched out the Iength of a long street,
and beyond the trees another row ran parallel. This had to be a sem -plush
quarter of some sort, full of official residences, consul ates, mnor enbassies
even - hence the flagpoles. Even in Indonesia they wouldn't have a
panel - beati ng shop nearby. | stopped, |listened again, heard a peal of shril

| aughter, and felt sure | was right. Far down the row of trees die | eaves

gl owed di myell ow from beneath. That was where the sound was com ng from and
| strode swiftly down towards it.

The paverent was rough, the flags cracked and irregular; it was easier to wal k
on die springy nould underneath the trees. And it kept ne in shadow, too,

whi ch suited ne. Enbassies generally had guards, and they m ght not Iike the

| ook of nme right now 1 passed silently through die trees, drawn like die

nmot hs by diat warmlight and the soft incessant sound, like the chatter of a
river cast in bronze. A high thin voice quavered, and the voices |aughed again
—children and adults, such a honely sound | wasn't ready for what happened
next. My breath choked in ny throat, ny heart gave a convul sive skip; in the
heart of that yellow gl ow something bl ack | eaped up, cobra-fast, and seened to
199

swoop towards ne with inpossible speed, a shapeless thing of swirling tracery
and skeletal Iinbs.

| junped, snatched at ny sword, stunbled over a root and went to one knee,
gaspi ng. But another spidery thing sprang up and capered, the high voice
wai | ed, the chimng intensified and wooden bl ocks rattled; the voices squeal ed
with delight. | gasped for breath, |aughing at my own disconfiture. 1'd
recogni sed the sound of the gametan all right, the Indonesian percussion
orchestra. It was the boom ng pul se of the double gong I'd heard first, the

cl angi ng of the denmung and ketuk, |ike bronze xyl ophones and bows, I'd

m st aken for netal -working. There was a reason for that; this wasn't the
quiet, refined ganetan 1'd heard before. It was raucous, dramatic, rising to
swi ft clinmaxes punctuated by the drubbing of the kendang drum and no wonder;
that was what | hadn't expected. It was acconpanying a performance of the
wayang kulit, the inmensely popul ar shadow puppet theatre, and the yell ow
light, cast by a hissing pressure |lantern on a doth stretched | oosely between
two trees, was its screen

I'd never seen the wayang before, and | was enthralled at the liveliness of

t he shadow creatures, nere traceries of |eather worked by thin sticks of

buf fal o-horn. But they chattered and pumel |l ed at each other with anazing
individuality as the puppeteer chanted their words in a high, stilted voice,
usi ng | anguage so archaic |I could only catch the odd word or two; so a
Javanese with a smattering of English mght try to understand Shakespeare. But
this was nore popul ar than Shakespeare; adults and kids alike were squatting
around in the little arc of golden light, laughing and cheering at the antics
of the characters on the screen

I lingered in the outer shadows, |eaning against a heavy old tree, watching. |
had nmore than one reason for that. The nore | thought about Jacqute, the |ess
likely it seened she'd bolt back to the bright lights, in the mood she was in.
She m ght have | ooked, but then she'd have realised how out of place she was;
| saw her drifting back into the darkness to be alone. The |loud theatre
ganel an nmust be audible all through this area, as 1'd found; if she was | ost
and wandering anywhere around, | couldn't think of a single thing nore
cal cul ated to attract her



Besides, it was a great show.

At first 1| was conmpletely lost, but then it cane to me that | did seemto be
maki ng out sonething of what was going on. For all the cartoon-1ike
stylisation of the puppets | could tell the handsone
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heroes with their dashing stride fromthe |unbering menace of the denons. This
had to be one of the Eastern epics - not that | ever had much tine for that

ki nd of thing, but Jacquie had solemly told ne about themall, at |ength,
years ago. Thinking of that, | suddenly found one character 1 did recognise, a
special favourite with the children who cheered his every appearance—a
hunched, |ong-arned shape with waggi ng head and tail and bounding, rolling
gait. The puppeteer cackl ed and gi bbered to acconpany his capering antics. So
this rmust be the Ramayana, with the distraught hero Rama and his wife the
virtuous Sita, abducted by their denonic adversaries the Rakasha, And here was
Rama's unlikely ally Hanuman, the nonkey king, who sacrificed his tail to

carry fire into the denmons' stronghold. | found myself swaying with the
synmpat hi es of the watchers, sharing their delight at his anarchic pranks,
thrilling with terror at the nonstrous | oonming forms of the Rakasha. These are

archetypes with which every Indonesian grows up, inages as potent and
instantly recogni sable as James Bond or Supernman in the West, and in that
half-1it evening | felt a sense of gathering power about that ancient struggle
bet ween good and evil, no less terrible for its predeterm ned end.

Caught up as I, too, was in the action, | began to be aware of sonething el se.
The warm ni ght air seened to be full of noths and music and | aughter one
monent, with the snell of spice and sweat and not hing nmore. Then the next

t here was another son of presence, definite, and growi ng stronger - |ike eyes
on the back of one's neck. Except that with this one | had no desire at all to
turn around, whatever the consequences. | was afraid to nove, however nuch
told nyself it couldn't be worse than not know ng what was there. | believed
that, it was just that my linbs didn't. It was as if a cold breath bl ew around
me, and every hair on my bare neck and arns seenmed to bristle. | could feel ny
back nuscles twitching and withing slightly, as if trying to squirmaway from
what ever was only inches behind them M hand was on ny belt, just next to ny
sword; | didn't go for it, of course. |I had nore sense. But if | could just—f
I could only nerve nyself to spin around and draw i n one novenent..

| got no further than forcing ny head about a quarter of a turn around.
Soneone el se was standing there, to ny right; soneone | recognised.

Recognition was a maj or shock; | gasped with the breathl essness of a ski pped
heartbeat. The rush of my breath
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broke the spell; or changed the electricity of it. | turned to face the figure

that stood there, |eaning on his glass-topped staff and contenplating the show
with a keen and critical eye.

"You are enjoying the theatre, Tuan Fisher? |I would not have thought you to be
a connoi sseur .’

| drew breath again. But it was a noment before | spoke, because | was

wei ghing my words very carefully. 'I'mnot, Mwu Bharadah. |'ve never seen it
before. But yes, it's very good. It lives.'

Hs thin lips drew back in a dry smle. 'So do nost things, in their given

pl ace and nonment. This is well enough, in its way. But we have better ones on
Bali. We have nany better things on Bali.'

My own smile came out as a twisted grinmace. 'lIncluding one hell of a heap of
problems.’ | was tenpted to add his name to the list, but something in his
cold glance told ne he'd read the thought. 'Look —back at Borobodur ...'

'Yes, tuan?

'l saw you drive off Rangda —or whatever you did. Don't for one mnute
believe I'"mnot grateful, but... why on earth? Wiy did you bother? Wasn't she
going to acconplish just what you wanted? \Wat you threatened me wth?*

| expected the pedanda to deny the threats, if only so as not to | ose face.

But he shook his head in a very Western way. 'No. She was intending to |ay



hands upon the devices your netal case contains and ... infect them Contro
them for her own ends, as she controlled you that night, working you like

t hese wayang figures on their sticks. Control the distribution of water, and
you control the sweet isle of Bali —and down many | ong ages that has been
Rangda's will.'

" And you? What about your will? O maybe | shouldn't ask?*

Unperturbed, Bharadah rasped a bony finger along his iron-grey noustache,
trimmed to mlitary smartness. 'Of course you may ask. Throughout those ages |
and others of nmy kind have fought her, as you have had to. She is a creature
of kelod, of the shore and the sea to which all evil flows. And from across
the sea, always, she has drawn evil in upon these |ands she desires. Once Bali
was no nore than a part of her enpire—er her desire. Al the islands of the
region were to be her stepping stones, the gold of the sunrise her treasury
and the scarlet of the sunset her finery. To fulfil those inordinate desires,
al ways she has drawn outsiders down upon us, the British, the Dutch, the
Japanese, who held this
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pl ace - always to our ruin, and often to hers also. But it has not stopped
her. Dominion is still her desire.’

| looked at himcynically. 'O course what you want is sonething absolutely
different, isn't it?

He rounded on me with a glare that nade ne step back. 'Wat | want? You

i gnorant barbarian, how dare you presume to know what / want? How coul d you
even guess at it? Wat /want, child of the wastrel West, is the days that
were, and the old ways that filled diem- the dream of an ancient |and,
unawoken by disorder, unscarred by tine. If 1 seek control, it is on the side
of mankind, and the way of life that has evol ved through nature, and in
harmony with it.* He regarded me with a kind of quizzical scepticism and his
voi ce becanme milder. 'T«a«, you have asked ne a question. Now | shall ask you
one. You are what is called a capitalist; which do you prefer: the order of

t hi ngs that has evol ved naturally and through consensus, or the change that is
i nposed fromoutside? H's smle was seraphic, but his eyes never |left mne

| stared. That was one hell of a | oaded question to ask any aspiring
politician - but that was exactly why | ought to be able to cope with it. And
something told me 1'd better. But at party neetings it wasn't as hot as this,
was it? | wouldn't be as tired or as hungry, with a ganel an clanging in ny
ears, and the puppeteer's enthusiastic gibbering. Intellectual challenge
wasn't what |1'd been expecting. 'Well - that's capitalism against Marxism
isn'"t it? O socialism Nobody ever sat down and doped out a systemcalled
capitalism it's just the way the world works, nuch the sane in any culture.
But okay, |ike any other hunman behaviour it goes wong sonetinmes, or it goes
too far; or other things in the world affect it. Then checks and bal ances have
to be inmposed. Frominside, if possible; that's always better. But if not,
changes—

"But if it is not those who live within the system who would change it? And if
t hose changes threaten to bring the whol e system down?

"Well..." | floundered, feeling the sweat runnels pool at the small of ny back
and trickle down unpl easantly. He gave ne no chance to marshal ny objection
but plunged on with a fierce passion, jerking his head slightly to enphasise a
poi nt, but never |osing ny gaze.

' Change, checks, bal ances, they are one thing; anarchy is another. The evol ved
order, the ancient way; whatever its deficiencies it must be better than that,
must it not? So change
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shoul d be restrai ned, neasured, wei ghed carefully against the other damage it
m ght do —is that not so?

| found nyself nodding, as if in tine to the racketing of the ganelan, and
stopped angrily. \Wat he said nmade sense, and yet | didn't want to go al ong
withit; it wasn't as if 1 disagreed exactly, it was nore as if there were
swirling undertows of neaning, in danger of sweeping ne away.



"But you will say—waill you not?— he inclined his head politely, 'that at

ti mes, perhaps, sonme degree of change is at last found to be inevitable.
Surely, then, to avoid catastrophic cultural dislocation, it is best that it
filter down under the restraining hand of the ol der order.*

| shook ny head in disagreenent, but I'd nothing to say. There was a lot |
wanted to parry w th—about stagnation and ritual and decay and repression. But
| was tired and confused, and nore than a little overawed by this coolly

sel f- possessed creature. Sonehow the words just wouldn't take shape. He
pressed the point hone.

"Surely it is better that those whose way of life is npbst at risk should

t hensel ves deci de? Surely, when they have the wi sdomto understand die

necessity of change, it is best that the nmeans of it be ... given into their
hands?'
| swallowed. Hard to argue with that - the inplications, though ... But I

found nyself manoeuvred into a nmental corner, nodding, dimy. H's face grew a
little kinder. 'Do not think I do not synpathise with you, tuany* he said
gravely, 'put in this inpossible position, caught between forces you do not
under stand. How coul d you? The harnony we have created to live in, with
nature, and each other, and nost of all with our own inner selves —that you
have never known. You of the West, has your material wealth, your vast store
of know edge ever found you such a balance? Yet in it lies the remedy for nany
of the ills that beset you —for discontent, for fear, for the troubled
yearning of the inner self, the half-enpty heart.' H's voice sank to a

whi sper, and the gol d-caged gl obe of crystal glittered between his fingers.

' The question has been asked of you also. Watprofiteth it a man, that he
shoul d gain the whole world and yet |ose his own soul ?

H s eyes held nine. The notes of the ganelan scattered through nmy head, |ike
leaping fireflies, and overhead a big bat wheel ed and dived in hypnotic
spirals between the branches. The lights faded, the show seened sonmehow to
becone nore distant, fainter, voice

and | aughter and stick-figures and all; there was only the fierce old man and
nmysel f beneath the tree shadow, the glitter of his gaze and the crisp
precision of his voice. 'l read it in you, how greatly your own |life |acks

such a way. All your life you have sought one, in your work; and yet where has
that left you? Alone, weary, a success to the world, yet in your heart, in
your home, a bitter failure. You have no wife, no children, no fanmily; anong
our people you would be counted a thing of pity, as a man bereft of his Iinbs
or his understanding. You feel your |ack, yet you do not wholly conprehend how
great it is. You could not, or you would not be aiding those who woul d destroy
the ways that are ours. WIIl you not open your heart to them —to nme - and be
enl i ght ened?’

' SteveV

The voi ce was Jacquie's.

It sliced through the night, through that pinioning gaze, through ny thoughts.
The worl d | eaped. There was a discontinuity, a space of shock, a rude
awakening. 1 wasn't standing arguing civilly with the old priest; | was backed
against a tree, panting, with sweat in ny eyes and ny sword in both hands
above ny head, being forced back and down by the inexorable pressure of that
crystal -topped staff. Some way off, one side of her lit golden by the suddenly
di stant wayang screen, stood Jacquie, w de-eyed, horrified. But the horror
that came squirmng up inside ne was far worse, a deepseated shuddering nausea
| knew only too welt by now. The late unlanmented Don Petro had tried to use ny
commercial anbitions to do this to nme; tried, and fail ed. Rangda had used sex,
and succeeded, up to a point; or had she tapped sone other, deeper

vul nerability? Now this old devil was seeking his way in through ny beliefs —

and ny weaknesses. Devil indeed, for | doubted anyone still human coul d even
seek to possess nme as this one had. But against Don Petro |I'd found hel p that
et me defend nmyself on two levels at once; and it seened | still knew how. It

cane to me in a flash - that was why he'd changed his line of attack to the
sweet and reasonable! It was only on that |evel | was vul nerable.



"You - bastardV | screaned, |oud enough to make the ganelan falter and the
puppeteer's wailing narrative stutter. Wth all the revulsion that rose in ny
gullet | straightened up, and, aware now, dug ny knee into his narrow belly
and snapped up hard. The kick hurled himback agai nst the opposite trunk with
a crash
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t hat shook down | eaves; his staff flew fromhis hands and spun off into the
grove. He reeled off the trunk, and stooped to snatch up the staff. Wth an

i ncoherent yell of fury | aimed a trenendous two-handed slash at him It
smashed deep into the trunk of an ancient cedar, sending ne staggering.

A voice hissed, alnmost in nmy ear. 'Berhati hati, orang penboros! Beware,
despoiler, waster! You are not yet at the bounds of ny realm and it has nore
barriers than one!' But as | |ooked around wildly there was nobody there. He
had faded |ike snoke.

Jacquie's footsteps pattered on the | eaf nould as she came runni ng towards ne,
caught ne and clung. She managed to gasp ny nanme, 1 hers, but that was about
as coherent as we got. W shivered in the grip of shock, me fromny

experi ence, she from her wanderi ngs.

'—enly wanted to get away—

'—taking me over, right into ny mnd—

4—ust nmeant to go a little way—

"—didn't nmean—

*—enori sed the way, but it changed! It changed—

*—felt 1'd driven you—

4—ooki ng for you—

' —+ooking for you—

"—then it was hours, and | thought—

' —bl oody f ool —

*—forgive ne?—

‘Mg, | nean ne ... MeV

"Well... me too...'

W hung there, supporting each other, while an awful |ot of crust and arnour
crunbl ed away in the dark - about sixteen years' worth, maybe. It hel ped that
it was dark; nasks are useless, all cats are grey and all faces equally |ost.
There was nothing to ours but touch, the hot flush of Jacquie's cheek against
my own, the faint brushing of her |ips against ny ear. | bent down and ki ssed
the delicate slope fromshoul der to neck, felt the sudden play of tension in
our bodi es.

Jacqui e got sone of her practicality back first. 'W'd better get away from

here,' she munbled. | glanced around in alarm The performance was still going
on, but wayang shows often lasted all night.

"Right," | gasped. "This way ... | think ..." Still shaking, stil
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| eani ng on each other, we staggered across the little park. | was casting

about where the trees were thickest, |ooking for the avenue |I'd cone down,
nervously aware that 1 couldn't be sure of it. The shadows cl osed around us
agai n, and the sound of the wayang grew di stant. The night was silent, so
silent that the rustle of our footsteps was deafening in the close air.
Suddenl y somet hing shot out fromunder our feet with a shrill croaking cry,
and fl apped off anong the | eaves —sone son of bird, but to our shattered
nerves it mght as well have been a cobra. W clutched each other tight,
feeling the tremors that ran through us, huggi ng, stroking, nurmnuring words of
confort. But the shock passed quickly, and sonehow or other we didn't stop
until some pretty unm stakable reactions brought it home to us just exactly
what we were doing.

' Ch ny god? excl ai med Jacqui e breathl essly, but she didn't stop. My hands were
under her runpled shirt, rubbing along her ribcage, rising to cup her breasts,
hers del ving around bel ow ny belt.

"W can't!' | said in utter horror. 'l nean ... not here ... we might...'



"Well, don't do that, then!' she nmunbled. 'Ch god, don't do that!' | stopped
doi ng that. She ground herself against ne so hard | hadn't any choice.

" Yo« stop!' | wheezed. She stopped, but she didn't let go.

"I"ve got to hang on,' she murnured.'! can't stand up ... *

| slid nmy hands down to support her, and they ended up on her buttocks, and
where was the harmin that? After all, we weren't teenagers, we'd just hang on
alittle longer and get back to the ship in no time. And her jeans were in the
way, so it'd be nothing nuch more if | —her belt was too tight. | shifted ny

grip, funbled it open, felt her weight shift fromleg to |l eg and her head on
nmy chest, her half-open |ips breathing a patch of heat through ny shirt. Her
zi p gave under the strain, her jeans fol ded down and her panties —strong,
sensible cotton - slid over ny fingers; there was the warnth and the scent of
her open to ny hands, sliding down, sliding round, feeling the dinples of taut
nmuscl es, sliding round and down to the first |ight wisps. She gave a little
cry, sagged as if her legs were giving out; but if she was so damn hel pl ess,
how come she was doing that to nmy pants —and where the hell was nmy sword
we'd end up falling on it if this went on..

It went on, but we didn't, not quite. She wasn't falling, she was pulling ne
down on to her, and the noist |eaf nmould was wondrously soft as we settled in
a tangle of half-renoved clothes and clutching |inbs. A heady cocktail of old
menori es and conceal i ng darkness destroyed our inhibitions, danger and safety
ali ke forgotten. W buried ourselves, our senses in one another, and | et what
was beyond go past. To nme the world seenmed to be full of Jacquie; nuzzling
into the warmflux of her linmbs around me, nothing el se existed, nothing was
to be feared. Just once we surfaced, and that al nost as a ploy, to suspend
exciterment, delay fulfilment, before the final plunge.

"Was it... this good ... all those... years ago?l she panted into the night.
| twisted to kiss her ankles, which were either side of ny neck at the tine.
"No ..." was as much as | could manage. 'Didn't know then ... possible ..

| ose so much ... * | bore down on her, and her hands clawed at ny hips, and

t he darkness jolted into expl oding, coruscating |light.

Then, eventually then, we fell apart, aside; and of course it didn't |ast.
Suddenly we were aching, sticky and sweaty, encrusted with bits of leaf in al
ki nds of unconfortable and enbarrassi ng places, raw and abraded in others; ny
el bows were scraped, my nmouth tasted foul, and at sone point a sharp stone had
neatly sliced the skin on ny left kneecap

"You think you' ve got problens,' shivered Jacquie. Tin not on the pill or
anyt hi ng."

"Ch. Unh. Look

"Not your fault. Don't worry, it'll be all right. Why'd you think I wasn't in

any hurry to get married again? Not many prospects in that direction.'

"Ch,' 1 said again, and hugged her

' Thanks,' she said. 'l don't mnd that nuch, anyhow. Not very rmnuch.*
Depression recoiled on us, and we sat in silence for a few mnutes |onger. A
faint glinmer of noon filtered through the trees now, putting a sickly lustre
on our white skins. Her flank felt cool against mne, and she shivered. ' Not
so warm any nore,' she conpl ai ned.

"No. Feels as if the wind s changi ng— [stopped. The wi nd! And the noon! The

overcast was breaking. If dawn was comng ... 'Jesus! W've got to get back to
t he ship!"’
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She squeaked and tried to junp up, tripped over the jeans she still wore round
one ankle and fell over me. As |'d done al nbst the same thing, we fell in one

sweari ng heap.

'Li ke bl oody teenagers!' 1 snarled, scrabbling at ny wai stband, w shing

didn't have to pull clothes over skin that felt like the floor of a New York
taxi. 'Of our bl oody heads—

' God! Just, just going at each other like that! Like a pair of alteycats —
and, and - oh damm, what ny nouth tastes of —I've got hair between ny teeth—
"So've I'!'' We stopped, both of us, hesitant suddenly. Then, rather



tentatively, | felt her put her hand on ny arm | didn't say anything nore,
just reached out and hugged her again.

"It was stupid, though,' she said, glancing around. 'If he'd cone back —the
old man —and found us—

"He'd have got a shock. But he didn't. And you know, out here on the Spiral
enotion is a potent force like nmany others, if it's strong enough. So |'ve
been tol d, anyhow. Love can be a strong defence in itself.’

' Love?

| didn't say anything else for a nmonent, rooting around for my sword. | made
as if to thrust it through its belt-loop, then thought better of it and kept
it inmy hand. 'W'd better get a bend on. There - see those rooftops? That

| ooks like it.'

' Then you were going the wong way before.'’

| glanced at her, but her face was unreadable. 'Look, are you com ng, or not?
There was a brief chuckle. '"Not now. Al right, love it is. Though god al one
knows what sort, Steve. Let's go.'

| took her hand, swung it wi de as we wal ked, just the way | did when we were
students. O did I? 1'd been very wary of childish gestures |ike that, very
careful not to tarnish ny cool image —bloody little prig. 'Wat sort? Love
secondhand. Revived. Reconditioned.'’

She | aughed. 'Retextured. Resurfaced. Retreaded - retrod? Invisible nmending.'
She gave a little sigh. "Only it never is, is it? You can always see the

pat ch.'

' That only shows sonebody cared enough to nend it. Instead of throwing it
away. '

She didn't answer. But she kept hold of my hand, all the way down the |ong
avenue and back along the little street that ought to bring us out in the
mews. It didn't. Another avenue like the first
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opened before us, evidently running at right angles to it. 'Maybe we passed
it,1 1 said, trying to conceal ny anxiety. 'One of the earlier sidestreets

"We'd better hurry,' said Jacquie, tonelessly. 'Look, the noon's down,
practically. There can't be rmuch of the night left.’

"I know 1 know'

W wheel ed about, strode back towards the openings we'd passed. One did | ook
much |i ke another —and it'd been darker when | cane through —but was it this

one, or the next? O was it one still further up?

"It's just what happened to ne,' said Jacquie, with a nervy edge to her words.
*] didn't mean to go far, | was very careful to remenber ny way —and it
changed! It changed?

"I know' | said absently, scanning the sidestreet for some hopef ul
indication. 'It's happened to nme before. Sonewhere el se.’

"It has?'" She breathed out. 'l thought | was going... How did you get... out,

or whatever it is you got?

"I had help. I mght have nanaged anyway. O | might not.'

"Steve, what'H they do, Ape and the others? Just sail away and | eave—*

Her fingers clanped hard into ny palm and she gave a little shriek. | didn't

need the alert. 1'd seen them already, die hul king distorted shadows gliding
on the stuccoed sidestreet wall, three stories high or nore. Bul ky distorted
bodi es, nonstrous and troll-like, stalking forward and just hanging there, as
i f waiting.

That wasn't the sort of indicator | wanted. 'Back!' | said. 'Into the trees,
fast! Christ knows what— | ran down. And then | felt a | augh bubbling up
Jacquie stared. 'Well, look at them ' | burbled. They're not solid - see? And
the way their |inmbs nove! The wayang show —they're just wayang puppets
projected on the wall! So nmuch punched and painted | eather! There nust be
anot her show goi ng on through there somewhere!’

Jacqui e gave a gurgle of delight. 'Yes, of course! Only ...' She | ooked

around. 'Where's the music? We should be able to hear another gamelan this



cl ose! And the dalang's voice .. /

She was right. W stopped, listened. It was eerily silent. And then, suddenly,
one of the nonstrous things half turned, stretched out an arm It was the

aut hentic wayang spidery linb, all right; but of any stick supporting it, no
sign. Then | realised; it had turned! The shadow had shifted, visibly, and
changed its shape and aspect. That thing was no sheet of buffal o parchment,
no

stretched and punched; inmpossible as it |ooked, it was three-di nensional
These things were solid; and they had to be dam near as tall as the trees
above us.

Jacquie'd seen it, too. W exchanged brief horrified glances, then with one
accord we woul d have bolted. Except that, outlined faintly in the | ow
nmoonl i ght, other giant shadows were thrown huge and quivering across the
crumbl ing stucco of the house fronts, back al ong the avenue. And though

not hing that threw t hem coul d be seen, they were advanci ng.

Then there cane the voice.

" Yo« need not run. The kalas nove fast, for all their size.' It was the voice
of the old priest, Muwu Bharadah, but strangely changed. It wasn't shouting,
yet it seemed to cone fromfar away, alnost fromour feet with a strange echo
toit, as if he was calling frombel ow the ground, or through it. '"Nor is
there shelter for you beneath the boughs. For | am named the Banaspati Raja,
the Lord of the Forest.'

Ahead of us the branches swi shed and stirred suddenly, as if something |arge
was brushi ng through. But wherever it was, | couldn't see anything, only
branches and bl ackest shadow, drawi ng in about us like a net as the weak noon
sank.

"There is no need to fear. You need only tell nme where that coffer of your

devices is hidden, and how protected, and you will go free on the instant, you
and the girl, unharned.'

' Suppose we don't?" yelled Jacquie over the rising wind. 'Killing us won't
stop the Project!’

"But hel p disrupt and discourage it, that it will do. And scare off any nore

of your contenptible kind, who grow fat in picking the bones of those they
claimto aidr

The threat and the insult together, that really did it. | |ooked at Jacqui e,
risking her life to help a people she'd hardly ever net; | thought of how
easily | could have stayed back at mnmy office spending this much effort on
safe, easy deals, of how nuch ny tine was worth to the conpany. The wei ght of
the sword was conforting, but against those nonsters it seemed about as much
use as a knitting needle. A cedary odour still clung to it fromthe bl eeding
sap —and the spicy tang gave ne an idea. Wrds can be turned both ways; and
power can be countered with a little judicious bluff.

| shouted back, into the rushing night around us. 'A haunter of trees you seem
to be - but to hell with Lord of the Forest! You
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know who's lord of any forest you care to nention? Man, that's who! And right
here and now that neans ne! Right around the world, fromthe time we first
reared up on two |l egs, we've been facing up to nature —yes, and trashing it!
I've power of ny own, priest. A capitalist, you called me; well, think about
it. Think! About stinking chem cals stripping the |eaves fromthese precious
trees of yours! About scream ng chai nsaws slashing off their |inbs, about
giant tractors tearing up the nmoutd as they haul themoff for pul p! About
brown earth drying up and bl owing away to dust, till we cone to plant it with
roots of steel and pour concrete in its placel Well, priest? WIIl all your
threats stop that?

No voi ce answered. The lunbering shadows noved cl oser. Jacquie stared at them
and at ne, saying nothing. | cast about desperately, thinking back on all the
strange and sinister things |I'd seen done, the actions people had gone

t hrough, the notions of sumoning up some kind of power. There was Le Stryge,
stripping the wind froma ship's sail with a spell —the shocking brutality of



it was with me still...

| lashed out with the sword and hit the tree beside nme, the blade sinking deep
into the winkled old yew bark with a soft singing inmpact. I wenched it free,
struck again at the sane point, chopping out a notch as if | meant to start
felling it then and there.

"You hear that, priest?* | yelled, fighting hard not to Il et nmy voice crack

wi th desperation. | struck again. 'This tree or any tree - this tree and al
trees! All the trees on that stinking little island of yours!' | stepped back
and sl ashed up, high up into the foliage. | nmeant to bring down a rain of

| eaves and twigs, no nore; but felt the blade jar against a great |linb. There
was a snapping, a rush, a blur, and | barely junped back in tine as an i mense
branch crashed down into the noutd between nme and Jacquie. The wi nd flow ng
bet ween the trees sank suddenly to a breeze, and they seemed to be chattering
and whi speri ng between the branches.

Jacquie, horrified, opened her nmouth to say sonething. | shushed her wldly,
and poi nted. The shadows had cone no further. Scooping up the branch, 1

brandi shed it as rmuch as | coul d manage and shouted defi ance. 'Denpns, giants,
what ever the hell you are! You're of the trees, are you? Then you can fal

with "em And fall you bloody well will, if you don't pull back right now'
1lifted the sword before ny face, nmuttered over it as |I'd seen Le Stryge and
others do —any ol d nonsense, including sone lines froma First Wrld War poem
that had caught nmy eye in a Tine caption a week or two past, that seenmed to
fit sonmehow.

Three lives hath one life. Iron, honey, gold; The gold, the honey gone, Left
is the hard and col d.

Then 1 took aimat the tree, and swng the blade up to strike. 'You hear?
shouted. "This tree - all trees -'

'Stop! There were two voices, one beneath the earth, the other Jacquie's.
Instantly the shadows seenmed to sag, as if their dark substance was fl ow ng
out of them The wi nd whistled and sank, a wave of bl ackness rolled over the
treetops and was gone. The walls were blank, the nouth of the sidestreet
enpty. | grabbed Jacquie's wrist.

"Run for it!" For the first few steps 1 was al nost draggi ng her, then she
caught her stride and shook her wist free. Together we skidded and stunbl ed
into the street, down into the mews and along, colliding in the narrow
passage, and out into another sidestreet that was deeply shadowed, but had no

trees at all. W didn't stop, not until we reached a corner | remenbered, and
swung round it, gasping, to | ean against the wall

"W ought - to get further ..."' | coughed.

"A mnute,1 Jacqui e wheezed, doubl ed over like an Aympic sprinter. 'O Ti

t hrow up—

'"Don't even soy it!'

She strai ghtened up, rubbing her side, |eaned against the wall by ny side.
"What' d you do back there?" she demanded, half relieved, half accusing.

"How the hell should I know?

"You didn't really mean ... to ... you couldn't...’

| exploded. 'It got us out, didn't it? Ckay,* | added, subsiding, Tmnot very
proud of nyself. But | was getting so goddammed fed up of everyone accusing mne
of being some kind of profiteering con-nman, or environmental rapist, or

somet hing- |'ma shipping agent, for crissake! | didn't invent this bl oody
Project, I"'monly trying to hel p!*

"I know,' said Jacquie sofdy.
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"Well, that's nice. Ckay, so 1 thought it night be an effective bluff to pose
as one, pretend | could work magi c that way. That priest creature, he was al
too ready to believe it —all his worst fears coming true. O course | didn't
mean it! | like trees, dammt! | even sponsored planting one in the pavenent
outside the office. And | couldn't do any harm whatever | said, coutd I? I'm
not Ape, am|? Not a bloody w zard!'

Jacqui e hunched down into her shoulders. 'That branch ... what brought that



down?'

| shrugged. 'It nust have been half broken or sonething. O maybe | just don't
know ny own strength.'

' Maybe you don't,' she said quietly. '"You didn't look at it closely. The

| eaves were all green, it nust've been still alive mnutes before. But the
end, right up to the bark, it was alnost liquid. Rotten.'

| didn't say anything nore. We hurried on, |ooking behind us often, though
there was never anything there. The streets made way for us, alnmpost as if they
were glad to be rid of us; and the shadows were still deep and dark when a
hoarse hail fromup ahead nmade us junp. But it was only Ape, with te Kiore and
a bunch of the hardest crewren, standing at a corner ahead; and as we hurried
down to them we saw the lights of the schooner in the distance.

"And that is as far as | conme, by doml' runbled Ape. 'Further | do not stray,

not with such-like enem es at our back. |'ve nore sense! You— He snorted at
us. 'l have not the time to tell you what | amthinking, nor the words
neither. But if one of you take just one little step off this ship again

wi t hout ny asking, | wash nmy hands of you! And go find sone other deserving

case that has got nore than maybe two brain cells in the head and a whol e | ot
| ess between the |l egs - goed begriptent Goed zo. Now, what happens?

W told himthe story as we wal ked back to the ship, punctuated by expl osive
oaths fromte Kiore and the crew. Wen we got to the apparitions, the mate
practically junped in his tracks. fKalas> Bloody hell on a frigging handcart!’
He | ooked around so fast he al nost dislocated his neck, and the crewnen
bunched toget her around us.

"You sure they no go follow you?" nuttered the Dyak bosun. ' They bunch of nean
not her fuckers, they go stonp you flat you no see. They no cone behi nd?'

"They no -1 nean, no, they didn't, |I'msure.’

Td have felt it,' put in Jacquie, in a very small voice.

' Then how in blazes do you escape then?' grow ed Ape.

| didn't feel like telling him till we were safely aboard. He heard ne out
silently, back squatting by the rail; but he rubbed a hand across his bl unt
jaw and rasped at his beard, while the ook on his face grew darker and

gri nmmer .

' Dood ok ondergangV he nuttered when |I'd finished. '"Did | say these powers,
they scare ne? You, /onge, nen like you | fear one thousands of times nore.'
"Look, weren't you listening, or something? Twice | said it! | never neant to
carry out that threat, even supposing for one mnute | ever coul d—=*

"Not unless you maybe feel it necessary?" suggested Ape quietly. '"And with

i ntentions of maybe the best. But, have you stopped to think, you who cal

this a bluff to save your own so-precious life? Stopped to think what with
aiding all this Project you might truly be doing?

| stared, startled. 'Ape, | thought you' d got over your ... reservations about
it. You ve been helping us right down the line, after all!"’

H s deepset eyes glinted up at me, sidelong, a disquieting |ook. 'Because such
power as that little box of tricks represents, better it is in the hands of
the Project than of the contending forces of Bali. For | know who it is who
opposes you now, and very dangerous they are, those two. The spirits of place
they are, as once of all this land of islands and the ancient faiths and
beliefs that bridge it; and though they are w thdrawn now to one island before
an alien faith, within the rest their hands are still strong, as their inmge
is within the hearts of the people. Once, |ong ago, perhaps |long before the

H ndu gods ride | aughing across the lands in their glittering chariots, before
Sita is stolen or the fatal dice game played, they are nen and wonen, these
forces. The nore so, since they take that shape again with ease. Rangda, it is
said, she is then the wi cked princess Mahendradatta; others say, the wtch

Kal on Arang, others yet the wife of Lord Shiva hinself, Durga. Any of these

she is, perhaps. O all; for inthe swirling of the Spiral even selves and
soul s may nerge.'
"You don't have to tell me,' | shuddered, renenbering what plans Don Petro had

for ne.



' So. But whoever they be, long ago they drift out into the
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reaches of the RRm and there they change. O are changed, by outer forces
reaching inward. Be that how it may, of the land they are, and with the I and
they are grown; by their contention it is shaped, and in the tension between
themis its stability. Its balance they are, violent against contenplative,
anarchi c against reactionary. Princess against priest, still, perhaps.'

'Kel od and Kajay' put in Jacquie softly. 'The Balinese own words for it.
Governing the way a tenple's oriented, a house, the direction of prayer, even
the way they lie in their beds. And all in terns of water, flowing fromthe
heart of the land towards the sea —inflowis evil, outflow good. Water —

al ways water!'’

"Agana tirta,1l nodded Ape. 'The religion of water —so they thensel ves nane
their faith. But this balance, it may not be equal. Mre nust flow out than
in. The quieter side, the stronger it must be; but the fiercer side, it keeps
its spirit alive. But then, along comes this great and noble Project - what
then? That the flow may be turned this way, that way, no |onger by the will of
the vill age subaks, but at the behest of nmachine ninds fromoversea. These two
sides, natural they try to keep such machines out. But when this is no |onger
possi bl e, what then, what then? Then each seeks control. Let but one side or
anot her get its paws upon the control of these nachines, and you put nore
power in themthan ever they have before. That power uses it against the other
—it can do no else, it too is a prisoner of the pattern it |ong ago creates.
And the other, what can it do, sooner or later, but retaliate? And so civil
war is unleashed in the hearts of nen, and the island's future shattered.
These bandits, these guerrillas now | oose on Bali where never they were before
—are they not the first sign?

Jacquie was literally winging her hands. 'But nobody on the Project wants
that\ Nothing like it! W ... just wanted to help, that's all! Help the old
and the children who're the first to die in the droughts... Isn't there any
way the system can be used for good?

Ape rose, suddenly little shorter than me as his shoul ders strai ghtened. 'None
I can conceive of. None | may enforce. Not even if we succeed. If we break the
bl ockade, if we keep it fromthe hands of those twin powers, still it brings
change. The new machi ne mi nds take charge, the old ways appear worthl ess and
the young they discard them A single culture spreads, and by so nuch the isle
slips further out of its so-long shadow of years, that
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makes it what it is. It blends deeper into that nass of hard-packed human
destiny you name the Core, from which energes less and |ess, into which Iess
and less enters. The isle then, it is further renmoved both from good and evil;
and the colours of its life, very old and strong, they fade to grey. Wth tine
it grows ever nore |like any other place - have you not seen such things
happen? Its fol k, perhaps, they are even better off, with machines from

anot her | and that wash their plates and cars and cl othes and maybe w pe their
backsi des all nice and healthier than now, and water is no | onger sonething
they worship. Better off, in material; in spirit —pfuil - too bad. Fromthe
ancient interplay that nakes them what they are, they are cut off, that gives
theman identity and a destiny to calf their own, both within the Core and
beyond, out upon the arnms of the Spiral, transcendent. Then they share only
somebody else's.' Hi s nobile lips pursed and blew a | oud raspberry, but
followed it up with a deep bubbling sigh. '"But still, better that is than
starvation, or the apart-tearing of civil war. If it nmust cone thus, it nust.'
"But does it have to be that, one or the other? Those are extrenes! People
have found ways to cone to terms with change before —can't they find sone way
to adjust to this?

Ape shrugged wearily. '! tell you already —none | can i magi ne. These

cl ockwork minds of yours I know little of, what they can do, what they cannot.
In the hands of nen who do lies any such answer. And if | read the signs
aright, those hands may be yours.'



| bridled. 'Mne? What the hell d'you nean nmine? |I've never even been to this
pl ace yet! Jesus! Way drop it on me? I'mnot even up to anything like this —
you're so fond of telling me what | am you ought to know that! Well then -
tell me what to do! Is all this effort of mne doing one bloody bit of good at
all? Should I block the Project the way all the others di d? Because that much,
that's in my hands all right! Should we just heave the container overside,
into the deep sea, and go home?

Jacquie's face | ooked ugly and rebellious. | saw she was fighting back tears,
and | ooked away. 'Maybe we shoul d. Maybe we should! If all this... all this
hope and hard work, all the dedicated teans —if they're just going to tear
the place apart and either way the poor Balinese get crushed ... Screwit,
then! Screw die whole lot of it, screw the engineers and the conputer people
217

and the construction gangs! Let themjust turn around and go back home and
sweep up their cwn goddam doorsteps and never try and hel p anyone again!'
"Cultivons notre jardinV quoted Ape unexpectedly, and even nore unexpectedly
he | aid a ham hand on her shoulder. 'But no, this | do not agree.'

She | ooked up. 'You don't?

"Wl nie. Way would 1 cone so far with you if | did? Bali is an island in tine
as well as space, but the flow does not pass it by forever. Sooner or |ater
such a change nust cone. Better it comes thus, with us to steer and govern it,
than blindly after nuch suffering.' A shout cane fromthe bridge, and the deck
thrummed and bounced to the rush of feet. W |ooked aloft. The nastheads
showed stark and bare against a greying sky, w thout colour or cheer, a world
wi t hout differences, inequities, unfairnesses; and who was to say which side
they were on? The gangpl ank was hauled rattling in, and we sprang to our feet,
only to duck as the mainsail boom cane sw ngi ng over our heads. Ape cl apped
Jacqui e gently on the shoul der. 'Go ahead. Foll ow your vision of good as you
must, for in it there is much truth. But only on the Spiral do you find

absol utes of good and evil, and few i ndeed of those; for they are uncanny
conpany for nere nen. Wthin the Core are only choices, that carry greater or
| esser weight. You have a good choice, on balance. Defend it as you do so far
and so also will we. But it may not be enough. W nust struggle to find a
better - or bear upon ourselves the burden of what is to follow. ' He turned
away, and swung hi nmsel f down the conpani onway with the ease of his namesake.
The wi nd caught, the sails cracked, a thunderous sound |ike a voice of doom
The bows lifted as the wind swng us out fromthe wharf and all die perils of
the land, but ny spirits didn't lift with it. Two contendi ng powers agai nst us
- and what of the nysterious third? |I |ooked round to ask Ape, but he was

al ready bel ow. The dawn was a tropical blaze, and the greyness vanished in a
flare of red. The great archipelago spread out before us in that fanfare of
[ight; but instead of gol den beaches each island seemed to nme encircled with
red, with bl oodstained shores and fire blazing across its crown. And not only
to ne; for Jacquie, standing beside ne, gave voice to ny own hal f-fornmed

t hought s.

"How will it feel, do you think, Steve? To be back in a confortable office,
hal f a world away, reading in the norning paper about yet another little
brushfire civil war? Only this rime, to know that, sonehow - sonmehow - we

m ght have prevented it?

2.19
The wol ves were at the gate. The run from Surabaja to Bali should have been
pretty short, little over a hundred mles. But Batang Sen wasn't taking any

chances. He knew our departure would be marked by nmany eyes, hunman and | ess
so, and he set our course in a wi de horseshoe sweep outwards into the Jawa
sea, around the northern coast of Madura island, in the hope of circling
around hi s Boegie kinsmen or any other ill-intentioned characters who m ght be
[ urking thereabouts, and putting themoff the scent. Unfortunately not every
bright idea works.

"Those little bastards!' te Kiore spat at the white pmsi sails rising off the
port bow. 'Don't they ever give up? They nust've been lying in wait just



out si de the bl oody harbour! The whol e bl eedi n* rine!’

'Or they have wise nmen on board!* nuttered Batang Sen significantly, glancing
at Ape, sirring silent and norose by the binnacle, his long arnms trailing over
his knees. 'Wse nmen tell many things useful - sonetine!’

jacqui e balanced te Kiore's long brass tel escope adroitly. 'Look at them
There nust be a dozen, at least!*

The mate nodded. ' You get the idea sonmebody's upped the ante on our heads -
like that she-witch or this Charlie Chan character of yours.'

"Looks like it. O whatever that third power night be.* | ran my hand al ong
the age-polished rail. 'They're cutting us off, aren't they? Fromour course.'
Te Kiore | ooked to Batang Sen. 'Well, nebbe not,' he said dubiously. 'W could
try and outflank 'em steer further north..."

"Qut into nouth Makassar Strait,' objected Batang Sen, 'south
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of island Sul awesi. That is ny hone. That is Boegie sea. W neet dozen here,
we neet hundred there. Frightfully good business!'

"Ch, great. So what do we do with that lot?

The Maori considered. 'Okay, mght be we could outrun 'em then. Head about
and down through the Sunda straits, circle the island to the south. That's a
hell of a lot |onger, but not inpossible.’

"So long as we cone there within three weeks!' intoned Ape sonmbrely fromthe
deck. Nobody paid himnmuch attention

Bat ang Sen showed his stained teeth. 'Brave thing is fight.'

| glared. 'W had enough trouble with three or four prahus\ How the hell could
we face a dozen?*

Hs grin split his face like a walnut. 'l say, is brave; not, is clever. M, |
sooner be clever, old fruit. Too right!' He turned to the bosun at the wheel

' Sebel ah kanan kapall We run |ike buggery!

Jacqui e shut the tel escope with a snap. 'He has this way of putting things,
hasn't he?

So we set course away from Bait, racing out between Madura and the Jawan
mai nl and as we'd pl anned, but suddenly veering back west around Tanjung
Pangkah and al ong the coast, sonetines heading in towards it, other rines
tacki ng sharply out to sea —al ways the unexpected, to try to shake those
nmenaci ng sails off our track. Morre than once we |ost sight of them but

al ways, within the hour, within the day, they were there again, clinmnbing
steadily up the horizon once again. By night they glimered beneath the

tropi cal nobon as we struggled to | ose them anong the infinite oceans of the
Spiral, the waves of boundl ess m st which beat against the shores of a nyriad
realities; but at sunrise we would always see them often closer-haul ed than
we coul d manage, scudding along like pale sharkfins in our wake.

At long last we sighted the isle of Teluk Banten and the Merak headl and, and
swept about them like a hunted fox to its hole, down past the hilly green
flanks of the Selat Sunda. Between Sumatera's spearhead and Jawa's shield we
raced, headed out into the vast expanse of the Indian Ocean. The w nd bl ows
the sane on the Spiral as in the Core, and it was against us, and it was a
slow tacking this way and that, often into perilous shallows and between
jagged shoals to make the best way we could. For a while it seemed the white
sails had | ost us for good; but out of the next
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dawn they rose, tipped red |like deadly arrowheads by the blazing light, and
the crew shrieked curses at the sight. Then Batang Sen pl ayed the |last card he
had, the size and ocean-goi ng capacity of the Ikan Yw. W burst out of die
straits, saw Tanjung Waton fall away behind us, and swung far to the sout hwest
and the blue waters, away fromthe coast. W hoped that if the pinisi were
carrying large crews they might run short of provisions, or sinply wll power.
But al ways they were there, and soon we saw they were drawing cl oser, slowy
but surely overhauling us, never entirely out of sight now save in the grey
uncertainties of twilight and dawn. And every day carried us further from our
desti nati on.



Ape seened to feel this nost keenly. He seldomturned up at neals, and
sometines even forgot to eat or drink what was brought to him He occasionally
vani shed to his cabin, but spent nmost of the time squatting in his favoured

pl ace on the afterdeck, sonbrely contenplating his feet, or sonething of equa
i nterest such as the deck seans. Once in a while he would gl ance up at the
sun, and at night he spent ages staring at the stars, with a | ook of

i nexpressi bl e yearning on his face. You could hear himcrooning strange chants
to hinself at times when he felt alone; when he didn't he was silent,

wi t hdrawn and nor ose.

| bearded himaround dinnertime on the second evening, bringing himhis tray
nmysel f. He thanked nme, after a fashion, but he wasn't at all comunicative.
"Come on!" | jollied him "What's eating you? Those Boegi e buggers're stil

too far behind to get depressed about! OCh, | know you're eager to get hone,

but surely a day or so doesn't matter either way—

"Matter!' he burst out, with such a weight of bitterness | was startled. 'How
shal | such as you know what may or may not matter? Or where a journey end or
begi n?" Hi s huge hand shot up and seized nme by ny jerkin, yanked me down on ny
backsi de on the deck

"Listen, child of a finite world, a fixed horizon! Once the Lord Amaitreya
grabs me, as 1 grab you! Only snaller- so! A flyspeckf Then with Hi s stern
regard he fix me, so that | amafraid, 1 escape. To the very ends of existence
| flee that | ook, across the clouds of the Spiral and the oceans of the night.
After long travail, after much adventure, to the very pillars that uphold the
uni verse | cone, and there none dare pursue nme. And there | nock Buddha, and
on the tallest of the pillars | scrawl ny nane in charcoal, and at its foot —
| piss. Then 1 turn to |l eave —and there, across that

i nfinite expanse, the face of Buddha | ooks down upon ne still. So, | skip
about and shout insults —for do 1 not outdistance both Hi s censure and Hi s
wath ? Can | not always thus evade Hmand H's silly restraining |laws? Then
He shakes His head slowy, and | ooking past me He lifts up H s august Hand.
And He smiles, a smle- that is wholly gentle, and wholly terrible; and though
a mllenium pinned beneath a nmountain 1 spend, no worse nonent can there be
than that one then. For there upon the niddle finger, |ow above the palm are
sneared the characters of my nanme. And below it upon the palmlies a little
pool of piss. Al 1 do, the entire breadth of existence i traverse at such
time and cost, it does but take me fromone side to another of that mghty
Hand.

He snorted through his whiskers, and lunbered to his feet. 'So talk to nme not
of arrivals, of goings and com ngs. One is where one is appointed, where one
nmust be for a purpose; and wi thout that purpose all places are as one. For
however far one flees, one's destiny ... that, one can never escape.'

And | eaving me staring, he shanbl ed away down t he deck, towards the

conpani onway and his cabin. He wasn't carrying the tray, of that |'mcertain;
but when | renenbered it, it wasn't there. | spent half the night trying to
disentangle his little parable, but by norning I wasn't one whit the wiser. 1
gave up trying to talk himround, after that.

A day later 1 was in need of some tal king round nyself. W were well out to
sea now and the white hounds worried closer and cl oser at our wake, standing
out hard and stark in the glass-clear light. | watched the bowsprits of the

| eadi ng vessels rise and fall behind us, and imagi ned them al ready training
cannon on our stern. 'This running' s not doing one damm bit of good!' 1
conpl ai ned.

"That's 'cause the wind s slackening!' answered te Kiore, who had the watch.

' Been droppi ng ever since sun-up.'

'Great. Were's that |eave us?

Te Kiore's gesture was a suitably graphic answer. | bristled.

"Wll - can't we try and out manoeuvre them or sonethi ng?'

"You got any bright ideas? growed te Kiore. '"W'd love to hear 'em Like
about how you can out manoeuvre twel ve separate head of sail, when any one

could give us some fight, and four or five good ones could eat us.' He



squi nted, and adjusted the tel escope. 'Maybe thirteen head. There's sonething
i ke anot her sail back there; an' it's big, maybe big as ours. Cap'n won't
pl ay agai nst those odds, and nor will I!"’

2.27
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"But they're smaller, lighter. If we try to outrun them and the w nd drops
they' Il keep going |onger!’

"Yah! But all we've gotta do is make one slip and they' |l be on us a dam
sight surer. This isn't the tine for any funny business! Just pray to whoever
you think'll listen that the wind holds.'

It may have been pure coincidence that the breeze really began to flag, just
about then. '"Just tell ne who you worship,' nmuttered te Kiore, 'an* 1*11 go
spit in the font.*

"Join the queue,' 1 told him 'But it could be just a lull, couldn't it?

' Maybe— the big man began, but Jacquie cut himoff with a curt word.

'"No way! Look ahead!'

"What you found, then?' grinned the Muori. 'Icebergs?" Then he nuttered
somet hing lethal, and snatched at the tel escope. He focused it, stood very
still, then went clattering across the deck to yell down at Batang Sen

snoozing in a deck hanmock.

"Kaptenl Juragan Batanl Ara-ara, and bl oody quick! There's mist coning up!*
Amid the general cry of dismay | snatched the tel escope and peered ahead.
There was no mistaking those puffy, billowing swirls coiling their serpentine
way in across an increasingly glassy ocean. W'd have to go about if we didn't
want to get caught up in it, lose what little | ead we had. Wite ahead and
white behind, die one delivering us to the other. And behind that —anot her

whi teness still?

'"At least it's not going to do diemany nore good,' sighed Jacquie, her
fingers plaiting nervously in her lap. 'The wind's falling too fast. Look
they're getting closer but they still can't catch up.*

"Yes, but they're alnost in cannon range - and that's not all! Look back
there, behind theml That sort of slanting wisp —see? Above that | ast

mast head, the one with the large sail. |'ve been watching that; it nust be a
steadying sail. They're not going to be bothered by the wind, or lack of it.
Don't you recognise it? Qur enem es have upped the ante, right enough. They've
put a steanmboat on our tail!’

Bat ang Sen stiffened and peered astern. His old eyes | ooked red-ri med and

bl eary, but he didn't make any nove towards his own tel escope; he | ooked at ne

and nodded. 'Is steam yes, Tuan Fisher. Wth nmuch power, too, | guess, to
make such reekings.
"4

Leave us no choice.' He cocked his head at the oncom ng cloud. 'Eneny no

| onger; good friend. M stah Bosun, steady as she go!' He snatched up the
battered speaking trunpet. "All hands! Stand by to slacken sail!’

Te Kiore exhaled quietly. 'Yeah, it's all we can do; go barging straight on
into that little lot, an' try giving the Boegies the slip. But | don't much
bl eedin' like it!’

"Way not ?' asked Jacquie. 'Are these difficult waters? Are there shoals or
somet hi ng?'

He hugged hinself, rubbing his tattooes, as the first cool kiss of the
approachi ng m st touched our skins. 'No, the chart's clear enough; skipper's
not exactly daft, after all! But there might be the odd thing or two that
ain't got charted yet 'cos no poor bastard' s lived to tell of it.’

' Subnerged rocks or somet hi ng?*

' Yeah, maybe. But this is the Spiral, remenber? Qut here a cloud can hold a
whol e ot nore than just rocks.'

Bat ang Sen was darting | ooks around, evidently cal cul ating. He snapped his
fingers to te Kiore and shouted, 'M stah Mte!"’

' Aye-aye, skipper!* called back te Kiore, and snatched up the battered
speaking trunpet. 'All hands! Kendur |ayar\ Aloft and stand by! Tukang api\



Hot gang, below with you and get shovellin'! Five minutes to pressure up, or
you go in the boiler instead! If," he added di sconsol ately, 'we've got as much
as five mnutes. Because we're cutting it flamn' close.'

W watched in silence as the thin streamers in the air thickened into fingers,
coiling and curling around the stays, billowing up around the sails as if to
pull the boat in, like a sea anenbne with a little fish in its tendrils. The
topnmen hung silent in the rigging, with none of their usual chatter. From

bel ow cane the rhythmic ring and scrape of the hot gang's shovels, to a rough
chant interspersed with deep gasping grunts, as if they'd no breath for nore,
and the clash of shovel on furnace rim

"How much fuel have we got aboard, te Kiore? asked Jacquie.

"I was sort of hopin' nobody was going to ask that. A bit nore' n usual, 'cos
we're only carrying the container; but still not nuch.’

Silence fell again. Batang Sen was humming a thin, eerie little song and
drumm ng his fingers rhythnmically on the rail. The air was all but still now,

the sails sagged linply, and spots of dew formed on the brass trimof the

bi nnacl e. Suddenly the bl ackened stack bel ched out an uneven puff of snoke; it
wavered, faltered
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coughed and then streamed out again, rising straight up in the thickening air.
"This is the awkward bit,' nmuttered te Kiore. 'They'll see that— No sooner
had he got the words out than there was a thuddi ng expl osi on—not from bel ow,
frombehind us, and with it the singing screech of a shot. W tensed, staring
into the murk as if somehow we coul d hope to spot the death whistling down out
of it. Then there was an al nost ludicrously small splash some way behind, and
we sagged, with the shanmefaced hal f-1aughter of people who've shared a fright.
Bat ang Sen held up his hand for silence, and was instantly obeyed. Far off in
the mst, patches of duller grey seened to float up. Drifting over to us, half
nmuf fl ed by the noist heavy air, cane shrill angry voices and the runbl e of
tackle, the creak of sweeps as the prabus tried to get sone control in the
sudden cal m But nobody even bothered to fire, and slowy, maddeningly slowy,
they came gliding by. If there weren't any others nearer - if one wasn't going
to materialise out of the mst and ramus head on ..

Bat ang Sen tapped his feet with the sublinme detachnment of the East. But when

t he speaking tube whistled and chattered and the brass tel egraph rang, he
junped as high as the rest of us. A head popped out of a hatchway and
chattered sone nore. Batang Sen howl ed back down the tube, and slanmed the

tel egraph hard over. The ship vibrated, and the slow plashing of the paddles
cane up fromoverside. Te Kiore roared at the topnen; die sails were swiftly
brought in and neatly gathered, ready to be flown again at the first breath,

| eaving only a spanker for steadying. 'Strewth, that's better!' he breathed as
t he paddl es shifted us on to our new course, and the topmen cane racing
lightly down again. 'Now we're away with a chance!"’

"How long till we're sure we've lost then? demanded Jacqui e.
The Maori shrugged nmonunmentally. 'We'll need to zigzag about a bit - an hour
maybe. Chances are we'll have a nice little |lead by then, and maybe cl ear

wat er eastwards. |If those drongoes haven't runmbled us, that is. O that other
flam n' steanboat caught up.'

It was a |l ong hour. Ape spent it as he'd spent all the others, nmeditating in a
hirsute heap against the afterrail. Batang Sen lit hinself a foul cheroot and
puffed at it as if trying to thicken the fog. Te Kiore, getting visibly nore

i npatient, suddenly launched into a silent haka across the afterdeck, prancing
and posturi ng,

rolling his eyes and grinmacing in the classic Maori wardance, waggling his

i mense tattooed tongue. It mght have | ooked | udicrous, in other

circumstances; right now, in this chill mst, with boats full of bogeymen on
our tail, there was an alarming, primal quality to it which didn't seem funny
at all. Jacquie and | tried retreating to the sal oon and putting our feet up
we still hadn't caught up on our missed night's sleep. But after a fitful half

hour, with the steam engine pulsing relentlessly up through our chairs, by



unspoken agreement we got up and went on deck again. W |eaned on the rail,
side by side because sonehow, though we weren't touching or hol ding hands or
anyt hing, there was an i mrense physical confort in it.

Te Kiore was still twitchy, but Batang Sen remmi ned cal mas the ocean. He'd
stationed hinself by the wheel, listening, occasionally notioning the
grimfaced bosun to spin it this way or that. Qur steam power, weak as it was,
gave us the edge on speed and nmobility in this airless calm but it was only
too audible; we didn't dare steer a straight course, in case sonebody started
t aki ng pot shots at the noise.

And just as we felt we were clear, when the hour was up and we were just
beginning to relax, | actually saw us shot at. There was a sudden point of
blazing red light in the mst, and an instant later a thud, as if sonebody had
flung open a furnace door and instantly slamed it shut. Something went
screeching by in the mst, maybe fifty yards off our bow —quite wild. '1 got
a fix on that!' growed te Kiore viciously. 'Skipper? W could drop one right
back down their bl oody barrel -

"No!' Batang shook his head. "No fire! W reply, give away our position. That
what they want —right?

"Aye aye, skipper,* admitted the crestfallen nmate. He was about to say nore
when anot her point of red winked in the mst, and another, and a crash of
thunder stirred the languid nmist into startled withings. Then a splintering
crash, and voices shrieking this time, hysterically. Mre flashes, nore bangs,
fromastern, but the scream of shot never cane near us.

Batang Sen |l et | oose an evil cackle and began to dance fromfoot to foot.

"Hi hihihi! Bloody fool, bloody fool! They shoot each other, they shoot each

ot her!*

There was a sudden deeper roar, and a really terrible crashing, and one

hi gh- pi tched, sickening shriek. 'Bloody hell!' exclained te Kiore, aborting
anot her wardance in mdstep, 'that's no Boegie
3.2.7

popgun! That's ei ghteen-pounders, a couple of 'em or |'m papa te pakaheF

' St eanboat!' excl ai med Wal an hoarsely.

'Thank god it didn't catch us!' said Jacquie fervently.

The captain nodded grimy, blinked down at the conpass and gave the bosun a
curt order. He spun the wheel around, and the noise of the nelee swiftly fel
away behind us in the nist.

W were headi ng eastward now, but there seenmed to be no end to the fog. Either
it was an unusually wide belt, or it was travelling with us; | didn't like the
sound of either alternative. Jacquie and | went off to bed early - and,
despite a certain anmount of nutual reconciliation in the narrow corridor

outside, still separately. W were both dog-tired, anyhow, and horribly unsure
of a lot of things, ourselves nost of all.
Al the same, neither of us slept well, and only about five hours |ater

somet hi ng woke me - a change in the thudding note of the engine, maybe. It
seened to be turning over very slowy, and the air bel ow decks, never that
fresh, was beginning to snell like a laundry. | pulled on my clothes and
stunbl ed blearily on deck, to find the m st as heavy as ever and the deck

| ooking Iike a massacre, the tired crew sprawed all over it in corpse-like
attitudes. The skipper and te Kiore were in anxious congress on the afterdeck
and even Ape was showi ng sone interest. A long hose stretched across fromthe
mai n hatchway to the side, pulsing as water was punped through it. C ouds of
steam were rising from bel ow

"What's up?' | demanded.

"Bugger all,' was te Kiore's retort. 'lIncluding steam W' re running | ow on
coke, the tinbers are overheating, the hot gang's half dead on their feet, and
the boiler's throwing a wobbly -leaking like a rusty sheep trough, 'l bet.

Just about enough pressure to keep the paddles ticking over. But you're in
time for sone coffee —here, get that down yer.' He scratched his backside
t houghtfully. 'Oh yeah, and of course there's one other little thing - the
mst. CGot us out of one danger nicely, but it's becom ng a danger itself,



stilt hanging round like this. So we haven't a blind bl oody clue where we are.
W could use that mate of yours, the Pilot, right now,'

"Aren't you supposed to be a bit of a navigator, too?" | asked tactlessly. The
huge man scowl ed at nme, then wilted.

"Wll, yeah. 1've got the know edge, fine; and maybe a bit of
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the instinct, too. But it's instinct you need out here, when you've no firm
anchorage. Gve nme a sight, give ne a bit of land to start from-then | could
get you sone places'd knock your eye out. But now ...

' Hegul peddownhi sowncof f ee, andrefil | edhi scupfroin the battered silver pot.

' Ski pper don't know. Your mate Ape don't know. And me—'m just enough of a
navi gator to be worried. This

i sn' t wher ewewant t obe. But whi chheadi ng' | | t akeusout... 'He shrugged heavily.
'Hang on, though. | snell a breeze conming, |less |I*mmuch m staken. Then we

m ght see sonething.'

'Great’ was about the best | could manage. The coffee tasted of steaned
canvas. So did the air. That was all | snelt. 1 stared out at what | could see
of the waters around nme, which wasn't nuch. 'Probably run aground in bl oody
Shangri-la,' \ nuttered gracel essly.

That'd be quite a feat of navigation/ said Jacquie drily behind ne.

' Shangri-la was up a nountain, remenber?

' The way things | ook right now, | still wouldn't be surprised.' | gestured
down at the water, what you could see of it.' Look at that! Twenty yards
beyond the ship, and it nmight as well be infinity out there. Probably is.'

"I know. The Spiral. Wiy does everyone call it that?
*Everyone doesn't. Sone phil osophies call it the Weel, with the Hub at its
centre, not the Core. A turning Wweel. |I've heard of others that think in

ternms of spheres, concentric ones. The central one's the Core, the others
share its heart but grow nore renote and diffuse the further out you nove—er
in, insone versions. Until you reach the real ns of absolutes, the Rimor
wherever; but by then you'd have changed a | ot yourself. |'ve never heard of
anyone ever testing its linmts - nobody who cane back, anyhow. But all the
concepts share this ideal of novenment, it seens. The Spiral's not a static

pl ace. The nmore you nove around, the less likely you are to be sucked back
into the Core.' | sighed. 'There are times | could live with that.'

Jacqui e put an arm around my shoul ders. There was a warm aronma around her that
contradicted the dankness, a snell of sleep and secrets and soft hair, the
scent of a woman newly out of bed Little cool draughts stirred ny hair; it

felt as if te Kiore was right. 'You'll get cold, M said.

*So will you.'

"I don't think so. Not where I'mgoing. Te Kiore! You said the stokers were
all flat out!*
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Too flamn' right they are! Wiy - offering another pair of hands?

"I can't do nuch el se useful right now'

' Yeah, ne neither —hang about, though! Feel that?

There was no doubt about it now —a breeze rising, a good one. You could see
it inthe mst, first swirling it about like a stirred pot, then positively
scooping it up in a great fistful, pulling it off the water and sending little
shivery ripples across the cal msurface. A sudden breathy gust caught the |inp
steadying sail and filled it with a soft blossom ng thud; the ship rocked, and
t he sl eepy bosun swore as the wheel bucked under his hands with the first life
it had shown in hours. 1 ran to help him and together we slipped the heavy
rope | oops over the spokes to hold the rudder setting. He grinned a bony grin
full of filed teeth, and sniffed around at the wi nd. 'Aduhl Frisky one! Hard
to go ride —you know —Ii ke goosed el ephant!"’

"Nice image!' |aughed Jacqui e. *Ever thought of going into PR?

The sudden |ightening of the atnmosphere caught everyone; it was as if the m st
had been stifling us. Only Ape seened imune to it, though he hadn't gone back
to his brooding. He was gl ancing keenly about, as if he heard sonething; and



the captain, pausing in the nmddle of |ighting another cheroot, suddenly
cocked his head as if he, too, was listening. He darted a | ook at ne, very
alert.

"You hear too? Like drunf? Sl ow drun®

'"Now that you mention it..." It rolled al nost on the edge of awareness, so
deep it was and soft; slow boom ng strokes reverberating against the sea's own
note. Jacquie was |istening too, nodding. Instinctively, alnbst, she noved

closer to ne again, took my arm 'Hey,' | said, '"Wait a mnute. Is that..
surf?'

'Yeah,' said te Kiore. 'That's what | was thinking.'

"Booming like that.. . But there's none of that hiss you get on a beach.'

"No. So, chances are it's breaking over a reef.’

W stood there, silent a nonent, feeling the wind gust violently at our backs;
and suddenly the m st turned transparent. The white walls fell away behind us,
and the ship surged forward on the first flush of a spreading swell.

Te Kiore whistled; Batang Sen bit the end off his cheroot and coughed

violently, | don't know whose grip was the first to tighten, but Jacquie and
clutched at each for support. Land
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| eaped out at us, a whol e sudden | andscape, as if one nonent before it had
surged up whole fromthe abysses of the sea. It sprang into our sight like a
chal | enger or a sentinel, alarmingly big —alarningly close, too. No ordinary
| andscape - vast, commanding, too large to take in at that first startled

gl i npse.

Wth the lifting of the mi st the breakers sounded suddenly rmuch cl oser; we
could see them a streak of white between us and the isle ahead, spouting

pl umes of spray like the Jascony beast, the ultinmate Levi athan. Batang Sen
barked out an order, and the bosun slipped the cords fromthe helm | heartily
agreed; that reef was too close for confort, and the wind was still too gusty
to give us steerage way. If anything it was driving us towards it. As well we
still had enough power for the paddl es. The ni st-w eathed mountai nous vista
swung away in front of the bows as we pulled about; then, nore slowy, it
began to swi ng back again. The bosun unl eashed a string of curses and laid the
hel m hard over.

That's done it!' exclainmed Jacquie a little shakily. 'The ship's not turning
back - is it?

Bat ang Sen hurled his cheroot to the deck and stamped on it. He chattered out
a stream of orders, te Kiore bell owed, grabbed die brass hammer dangling from
the ship's bell and beat on it furiously. In an eyeblink the inert bodies on
the deck were up and running in disciplined confusion for the shrouds.

wat ched Ac line of the forestays creep across the msty sky. "It dam well is,
you know - but nore slowy. Maybe we can...' Then | saw what the captain had
seen. 'No, by god! W're being pulled in a beam Sideways! There nust be sone
kind of current!*

Te Kiore cane running across the deck. 'That hel pin* hand, mate ..
"Right with you!'

'"Me too!' panted Jacquie, cantering down the conpani onway after us.

'You?' demanded te Kiore, stopping dead with surprise. 'No way, |ady! | nean,
t hanks, but this is tough work we're tal king about!’

"Wl | ?' demanded Jacquie. 'I've done weight training! And suppose 1 only | ast
ten mnutes, that's still ten mnutes gained, isn't it?

Te Kiore was about to object violently, but caught the warning grimace 1
tipped him 'Well, okay!' he groaned. '"No tine to

wast e argui ng! You want some practice for the afterlife, lady, you ve cone to
the right place!"

When we | ooked down the | adder, we saw what he nmeant. There was no engi ne room
as such, only a kind of walled platformfastened across the tinbers where the
afterhotd had been, suspended directly above the bilges. These were fairly

dry, but they still contributed their share to the stink that rose with the

cl ouds of steam The only Iight down there was the open furnace, throbbing red



on figures that bent and strained |ike acolytes sacrificing to a hungry god,
their skins striped with sweat and dust. Steamwelled up fromthe dribbling
hose that played across the overheated tinbers, laying the dust in case it
caught; every so often one of the figures would dash into the trickling jet,
cavort for a monent, then snatch up his shovel and start shovelling again. Al
told, it did make a pretty good vision of hell. | Manawa-nuiV bellowed te Kiore
as he scranbl ed down. 'But we need nore pressure fast?

The four nen down there stared as | clanbered after him and positively
goggl ed as Jacquie followed. Every one of themraised a wail of protest, but
te Kiore nore or |less kicked themout of the way and tossed us shovels. W
grabbed them and fell to, gasping and coughing as a new rush of steam cane

hi ssing over us. Te Kiore's inmense shoul ders bowed and bent, hurling heaped
shovel ful s of coke and what | ooked |ike poor lignite into the firebox nouth. |
did what | could to keep up with him Jacquie didn't try, but shot in snmaller
amounts much faster and in an easy, wheeling rhythmthat |et her acconplish

al nrost as nmuch. After a while it was her | started imtating.

"Cotta admit it!' wheezed the Maori. 'Some of the vahines back hone ... they
could heft nmore'n half the men in the village. My ole Ma, arns |ike a Barcoo
shearer, she had ...'

Waves of heat rolled over us as the boiler picked up, and sonetimes a stinging
wave of cinders sent us dashing for the hose. Jacquie's shirt was sticking to
her as she nmoved, and she knotted it up under her breasts, |eaving a fetching
expanse of waistline that nmade te Kiore waggle his eyebrows and tongue in an
incredibly revolting leer. 1 didn't say anything; | couldn't, as the bastard
very well knew. Despite the steam every breath was baking nmy throat, and salt
seawater couldn't help. And all the tinme the boiler shuddered and quaked with
every quirk of the engine, and little jets of steam cane bl asting out of
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nooks and cranni es. W redoubl ed our efforts, but the gauges kept trenbling
downward. The reef grew in my inmagination, rock or coral, reaching out |ike
nmonstrous shark's teeth to the fragile-looking flank only feet fromny head.
At last te Kiore threw down his shovel with an incoherent oath.

"This bl oody boiler's buggered!' he spat. 'Three tinmes the fuel we're burning,
for quarter the pressure! It nmust be leaking into the back of the firebox!" He

rounded on the gang chief. '"Ibrahim Quit stoking, get the hose on that door
Not on the boiler itself, mnd!' Abdullah, get your arse up top and tell the
ski pper!"

'But what can we do about it?" | demanded. The nate was runmagi ng in the huge

tool chest at the back, and he cane up triunphantly with a big ball of oily
rags whi ch he unwrapped to reveal sone foul -1oo0king putty-1ike substance.

"Do? Go in quick and gob it up, that's what!'

"In? Into the firebox? You' re out of your bloody skull, man!'

He gave that horrible | eer again. 'Am ||, pakahel Care to conme al ong?

Before | quite realised what was happeni ng the ot her stokers were w apping the
pair of us up in great strips of danp stinking sacking - danp with bilge
water, by the snmell of it. But no nore than danp, to stop it catching fire;
too much water woul d conduct the heat. Then, with the hose playing over the

wi de firebox door, they reached their |ong shovels in and heaved the burning
coals to either side. | was surprised to see that the fire was fairly shall ow,
no nmore than hal fway down the chanmber, and behind there was a bl ackness out of
whi ch cane only steam and faint sizzlings.

"What'd | tell you?* growed te Kiore, tossing the putty in his fingers. 'Hose
the floor down, boys ... that's it!’

At first the water skittered about the hot netal in sessile droplets, refusing
to settle; but soon it lay and steaned. Te Kiore bound a last rag or two round
hi s boots and snapped his fingers, and we shuffled over to the firebox
entrance. Jacquie watched, biting her lip, hunched and tense. | knew that if
either of us fell {but especially ne, | couldn't help hoping) she'd be in
there |like the proverbial greased |lightning. 'Ckay?' denmanded te Kiore. 'In,



find the | eak, out —either falls, the other drags him but don't touch the
metall dad | got you along,1 he added, tossing the putty stuff in his huge
hand. 'M ght'a been sort of nervy otherw se. Five mnutes, and we're out,
fixed or not - right?
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The stoker Abdullah cane clattering down the |adder. 'You don't get fi*

m nut es! Ski pper says we don't give himpaddles in fi', we're on the reef in
ten!'

Te Kiore | ooked at ne, shrugged, and w thout further ado ducked through the
firebox door. There was a fearsome hiss frominside, and |Ibrahi mswing the
hose after him 1 picked up a shovel and stepped right through the jet, but
hardly noticed; ny feet crunched on steanming coals, 1 staggered unsteadily and
felt the heat clanp around nme |ike a tangible thing.

Inside it was larger, and the still-glowi ng coals gave us a bit of light; we
didn't need to hunch down so much. But we didn't straighten up, tall as we
both were, because we knew that one brush with the netal roof would easily set
our hair aflame. Wth the hose dribbling after us, we staggered into the

sl ushy heap of coals at the back. They were no nore than half burnt, any of
them Te Kiore nodded tautly, then ducked frantically as his curly bush
brushed a rivetted joint and sizzled alarmngly. | flicked water on it, he

wi nked, and gestured at the back of the heap. | dug the shovel in, heaved a
couple of tines, and saw that the coals which came away at the left side were
plain black and sticky. | heaved again, cleared the heating surface, and saw,
fromits bottomedge, a tiny wisp of steamsizzle up into instant nothi ngness.
But that was enough. Te Kiore tore a lunp off the ball, worked it half flat
with two powerful squeezes, and as | raked nore coal back he slapped it down
wi th trenendous force over what nust be a slightly sprung seam One breathl ess
instant we waited, the Maori clutching his hand in his danmp swaddlings, but
there was no nore steam Te Kiore tipped ne the nod, | heaved the coal s back
and we turned and bolted. Ahead of me, reaching the end of the heap, he

ski dded, straightened up reflexively, ducked to avoid the roof - and fell on
his knees. There was a great sizzle fromhis wappings, and a yell of pain. |
hurl ed ny shovel out the door, grabbed the scruff of his neck and the seat of
hi s mumy w appi ngs, and heaved himup. 1 was so scared | hardly felt the

wei ght; we reached the door in one stride, cursing and gi bbering, and hands
reached in to haul himout, and ne after. But even as my heels dragged over
the threshol d, and the end of ny wappings ignited briefly, other hands were
hurling in a bucket of hot coals, carefully preserved, and scraping back the
still-hot coals fromeither side.

"T'ree mnutes!' yelled Abdullah triunphantly. 'Up steam Up steam

; | brahi m had the hose on te Kiore's | egs, and Jacqui e was

| ri pping the wappi ngs away; they spared a nonment to extinguish

i mne. 1 half expected to see his kneecaps conme away with the |ast of
the sacking; but it wasn't that bad, no worse than a good steam scal di ng,
agoni sing but treatable. Qher crewren carried himup to the deck, while the
gang went back to work. After a nonent |

j joined them but | was shaking so much ny first shovel ful sprayed
everywhere and the shovel alnost killed Ibrahim Jacquie ordered nme up the

| adder; she had to cone al ong behind and help. Up on deck | nore or less fel
over, but | was appalled to see how close that nountain height |ooned now To
nmy over cooked brain the shadows on its eroded flanks began to | ook lIike a
great grinning skull, so the reefs might well be its teeth.

Te Kiore, to ny surprise, was conscious, spraw ed agai nst the top of the

aft erdeck conpani onway whil e crewren sal ved and bandaged his | egs. He waved
cheerily. 'Good on yer, Stevie boy! There's a gap in the reef, right enough
Looks navigable! Alittle way, and we'll pull through it clean as a whistle!’
The tel egraph clanged just then, and the paddl es coughed back into hesitant
life. Everyone cheered, of course. Wal an swung the

j wheel back and forth in short arcs, whistling tonel essly through his
teeth. The ship di pped and corkscrewed with a sickening notion as she fought



the current and shifted her angle to the

1 waves. Spurts of spray rose up just beyond the bows, then slid aside
as another wall of green water raced under the hull, lifting it, and turned us
away. W were coming up on the first Iine of the reef now, and the thunder of
it was all around us; what it must - , sound like below, | didn't like to

t hi nk. Suddenly the sea was transforned fromthe deep calmmrror we'd been
gliding over into a furious beast, bucking and bell owi ng with unl eashed
energy, bartering at the once-living rocks that fenced if off fromthe | and.

1 A wave bounced under our bows, broke with an expl osive boom spattering
the deck with spray. Then we were into the channel, wi th the paddl es gai ni ng
speed all the time, heeling and dipping madly as we wove between the outcrops.
It was quite a wi de gap, easily big enough for a ship under power; but the
best we could do was juggle the paddles clunsily, boosting or reversing one or
both to help the rudder. A bit like trying to drive
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a tank down a narrow country |l ane —or a nountain path, with deep disaster on
either side. Every so often we'd hear the coral's fingernail scraping al ong

t hose sl eek flanks, and Batang Sen would wince as if his own side was being
gouged. But he kept his head, and we were nosing through, sometines inch by

i nch.

What happened wasn't his fault, and nobody coul d have prevented it. The w nd
was gusting up nore and nore of a swell; and at the crucial nmonent, with the
bows swi nging out into the end of the gap, an especially fierce one struck. A
| ow green wall of water hit the reef behind us with such force that it swept
right on across it, and picked us up in its path. The ship heel ed and sl ewed
violently, one paddl ewheel stuck out into the thin air, threshing frantically.
Too quickly to stop, the other's blades bit deep, and pulled us sharply
around. Then the wave sl ackened, and dropped us right on the fangs of the
reef.

A tearing crash. A dreadful holl ow smacki ng sound. Then the wave receded, and
our weight pulled us free. The whol e ship was spun around by its bows, and the
next wave sent us gliding out into the |agoon beyond. 'Blow steam skip!'
yelled te Kiore. "If that water hits the boiler—=

But to nmy horror the captain only shook his white head violently, and with a
scream of rage slamed the tel egraph fromback to front with a resoundi ng

cl ang. God al one knew what the hot gang were thinking by now, but sonebody had
m nd enough down there to hear him The paddl es spun with sonething like a
roar, and in this newly cal mwater they drove us forward at full bit. In
deeper, rougher water a trick like that would have driven the bows under; but
here it worked. He threw the wheel hard over, so that our wounded side lifted
clear of the water, and we drove straight at the beach. Seconds - a mnute -
two - and then 1 threw Jacquie down to the deck, and fell on top of her

Barely in time; the slope was shallower than |I'd guessed, and we hit sand a
good way out fromthe tideline.

The deck jarred beneath us, and the seanms sprang. The rigging thrumred |ike a
guitar, a topmast snapped and fell like a giant javelin to the deck, trailing
a tangle of rope and tackle. Batang Sen, clinging to the speaking tube,

shri eked sonething down it -1 guessed what. The dragoni sh shriek from bel ow
proved ne right, tailing away into an explosive hiss. The | agoon at our flank
bubbl ed up into a frothing mass, and cl ouds of steam billowed out of the
afterhol d hatch, followed by Ibrahimand the hot gang.

They were the heroes of the hour, but they didn't stop for congratul ations;

t hey skidded right down the listing deck and overside into the cooling | agoon
wat ers. From bel ow cane a | ouder, deeper hiss, and a massive, destructive
clank and crash, like a giant smashing armour; the boiler inploding as the sea
| apped at its hot flanks. But at least it wasn't blasting into fragnents, and
the ship with it. Batang Sen's col dbl ooded risk had paid off; he' d beached his
preci ous ship, and still blown steamin tine.

G ngerly | picked nyself off Jacquie. Wnded, she raised her hands and



wheezed. 1 eased her down to the edge of the main hatch cover, where she could
hang on, and slithered nmy way along to the afterdeck. Batang Sen's scrawny
hand reached out to help me up the tilting conpanionway. 'All right?" | asked
the old man, and he, of course, assuned | meant the ship.

'Bad,' said Batang Sen succinctly. He swung hinmself up on to the port rail and
noti oned me to have a | ook over. The ship was beached in about eight feet of
water, maybe less, and the tilt held the danaged hull just above the surface,
so that relatively little was flooding in now It was a nasty gash in that

sl eek side, about eight feet ripped out of the planking in two strips a foot
wi de and surrounded with splintering and cracks.

| looked at him 'Surely we could patch that up? To | ast a week or so?
"Indubitable, if 1 get planks. But where?

Te Kiore was sitting feeling his neck with the air of a man unsure how
securely it was attached. 'And even suppose we do,' he added, 'hauling her off
this sand won't be a bl oody pushover, not under sail alone. Looks |like we
could use sone help, if there's any to be found.'

Ape, no nore ruffled than usual, was shinning up into the shrouds to stare at
the | and before us.

"Where is this place? | heard himnutter

"Wherever it is," 1 told him '"we're stuck with it.'

He swung round and gave ne such a look | was sorry |I'd spoken. 'Best | never
meddl e in this business,* he said grimy, with contained wath tw tching
behi nd every word. 'Your damm busi ness. Best | make nmy own way to the island.
Now t here areonly days remaining. How do | get there now, in any tine?

| held out ny hands hel plessly. 'Ape, I'"'msorry. You' ve done so rmuch for us

al ready. Anything | can do, once we're off here ... * And then the view caught
nmy eye, too, and | stared, fascinated.

"Where is this place?* repeated Ape, his wonder driving out his anger.'

Verbaast me ... | do not knowit, not at all...’

"Well, you can't know everywhere, can you?' said Jacquie anusedly, fromthe
conpani onway.

H s blunt face bunched into a scowm. *In these waters, yes, | can. But this is
like no place | even hear of... with that nountain, surely | nust know him
"You know,* | ventured. 'It's odd, but... it alnobst seens that, maybe, |'ve

seen it before.*
"You' ve been to Jawa,' Jacqui e suggested. 'So maybe that's where this is.

Steve, darling, listen, it was very brave of you to throw yourself all over ne
like that, but honestly it was nearly as bad ... | nean, | thought 1'd cracked
a couple of ribs ... *

"Sorry,' | said abstractedly. 'No. This isn't anything I ever saw in Jawa | ast
time. | hardly got outside the cities, anyhow'

"In a picture, then? One of the other islands?

' Hoezo? This is not Jawa,* said Ape inpatiently. 'Nor Tinor, Sulawesi, none of
the I arger ones. And none of the smaller ... yet, of Flores it has sonething,
of Kompdo ... Wy it should, | know not at all. Neither has such a
nount ai n-heart to it, with such cliffs - alnost |like a face, a dead face. Hoe
kan dat «o«? Wt freetnd, freend...' He nunmbled off into Dutch, then shook his
head sharply. He seenmed both fascinated and di sturbed; and, strangely, so was
I

"As if it's somewhere | visited,' | said slowy. 'Long ago ... as a child,
even.'

'When you were at college, you' d never been further than France and Spain,'
sai d Jacqui e sharply. 'Maybe you read about it a lot, like me with Borobodur.'

She gl anced up at the heights, and the seabirds that wheel ed around them —
huge ones, al batrosses probably. Even that had sonething famliar about it.
"No," | said, with an odd decisiveness. 'l feel as if | was actually here. And
yet, you're right. It's just not possible.’

' Except,' Jacquie remarked sonbrely, 'that as you're always renminding nme, this
is the Spiral... * Her breath shivered into silence.



"Yeah, well.' Te Kiore's voice nade us junp. He was | eaning out over the |ower
rail, peering along the shore. 'Hate to break up the guessing ganes, but we're
going to have to put things sort of on a practical footing. W won't get this
poor old girl
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pat ched up and dragged off wi thout a deal of help, and there's only one place
we're going to find that —ashore."

"You think so?

"I can nake a good guess/ He jerked a thumb shoreward, and grinned. And of
course, once they were pointed out, they becane obvi ous agai nst the darker
belt of forest at the nmountain's foot and the long Iine of cliff face above
it, straight roof-trees tinged with the yell ow sh-green of dry |eaf thatching.
"Hope they're not all a |load of flamin' painted savages,' added te Kiore,
waggling his | ace-tattooed tongue.

1 was pretty flattered, not to say surprised, when Batang Sen suggested | |ead
the Ianding party; but | was also i mensely relieved when Ape agreed to cone
al ong. There was no keepi ng Jacqui e back, either, though her only
justification was the smatterings of sone island dialects she'd picked up in
her job. 1 knew better than to argue, just rem nded her to bring that | ongbow.
She was horrified, though, when te Kiore hobbled up as we were struggling to
get the boats | owered, assuming he'd be going as a matter of course. She
didn't think he should even be standing up, but 1'd seen what sone of the
heal i ng they had out here could achieve; and | wasn't going to try concl usi ons
with a seven-foot Maori, either, even one with stiff legs. So we hel ped him
into the | ongboat, swearing cheerfully, gave himthe tiller to keep hi m busy
and, with pistols and parangs close to hand, we pushed off fromthe
overhanging rail and dug our oars into the cal mwaters of the |agoon

It | ooked so peaceful in the hazy afternoon light that | was surprised,

| ooki ng back fromny seat in the bow, to see te Kiore glancing around alertly
at the water rather than the shore.

" Not expecting anything much out here, are you?

"Well, nebbe not. But in lagoons like this in the Ami sl ands, down in the
Arafura sea —and that's practically next door - |'ve seen nerhorse around.'

' Merhorse?* | | ooked down at my supertough jerkin and trousers; | was wearing
nmerhorse. 'Is that a probl en?'

He shrugged. 'Well, they bulk Iike spermwhales, only with a nore nervous ki nd

of disposition. Long neck and snaller jaws, of course. Being built so much
nore |ike a seal, the shallower water don't bother them naturally.'

"Naturally,' | echoed himhollowy.
"But 'less you throw a scare into themthey'll |eave you be.
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Course they do scare pretty easy. Have to be on their guards for the

tani wha. .. *

' The what ?'

"G ant squid. You know he said, making tentacle gestures, and surprised nme by
addi ng, 'Architeuthis nmonachus. Bright buggers, the big ones can be, the
thirty-ton ones; eyes you could walk into. Conme high tide they lie in the deep
water just outside the reef and trail their tentacles in, try to catch the

nmer hor ses nappi ng. You get sone bonzer westling matches sonetines.'

| swallowed. | didn't know whether he was setting me up or not; it didn't
sound like it. Sonehow my clothes felt different, com ng off a sixty-foot
sealton or whatever it was. That gave ne an idea. 'Merhorses—'d bet nobody's
ever given thema scientific classification, have they?

"You'd lose,* he said mldly. 'Halshippus ol ai-nmagni Heuvel mans. Wll, here's
the shal | ows."'

"Right," | said gratefully, shaking off sone appalling visions. 'You three,
keep your nuskets on the trees ahead, don't fire unless 1 tip you the word,
right? Rest of you, stand by for beaching.' | glanced down to be sure of ny
depth and footing, then | swung over the bows into the rapidly shall ow ng

wat er, touched bottom and nore or less ran the boat on to the sand. The



crewnen cane swarmng after ne, pistols covering the forest barrier before us;
any bird that flew up too suddenly risked being blown to bits. But nothing
stirred, and | waved in the second boat. As soon as it |anded Ape cane
striding across to Jacqui e and nysel f.

"No sign of livings?

| brushed aside the overhanging | eaves. 'A path. An ol d-established one, by
the look of it.*

"But not nuch used recently,' Ape nodded. 'Maybe these people do not go to the
sea so often.’

'Yeah, like the Balinese,' nodded te Kiore, hobbling up the sand.

*1 think we should let them know we're here,' | decided. 'Yes, | know it m ght
be risky, but it's got to be riskier still creeping up on themw th no advance
war ni ng. '

' Mbkes sense,' te Kiore agreed. '"Gve "emthe old hail, shall |?*

W thout further warning he put his hands to his nmouth and let out a fearfu
yodel ling hall oo that echoed off into the thinning mst. There was a nonent's
devastated silence, then it was
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answered by a fearful outburst of croaking and shrieking fromthe trees round
about as a flock of colourful birds burst into panicky flight. But that was
all. W waited, and there was no answering sound, not even a stir.

"I"'mnot surprised,' said Jacquie dryly. 'After that little solo they're
probably still running.'

| grinned. 'Seens they're in no hurry to nmeet us, whatever. Four nen, stay
with the boats—all right, not you, te Kiore. | haven't any irons to clanp you
in anyhow. Rest of you, formup, shut up, keep your eyes open. Pistol |ocks
cl osed—no, at half cock; but don't get trigger-happy. Renmember, we're out to
make friends

"Well,' te Kiore remarked a short while later, 'sonebody el se sure wasn't,
that's a fact.' | stared unhappily at the shattered heap that bl ocked the
path. It was easy to see what it had been, the tinbered roof-tree of the
native | onghouse, its supporting tinbers and the hal f-decayed bundl es of palm
| eaves that had made up the thatch sagged drunkenly across the path.

| 1 ooked at himand Ape. 'Wiat do you think, you two? A typhoon?1

"Pretty good guess,' said the mate. 'But that's not all it blew down. Look
here!' He parted the yell owed fronds upon a ghastly grin. Several of the
crewnen sprang back, making arcane signs and curses; | swallowed. Jacquie

wi nced and | ooked away. There were bodies beneath that |ong trunk, two men by
the I ook of them They had been dark-ski nned Mel anesi ans, Papuan types; and

t hough the ants and ot her scavengers had been at thema bit, they were in
unpl easantly good condition. Bones |I'd have preferred. It was all too clear
how t hese two had gone; one |ay broken under the roof-tree, the other had been
literally flattened. G ngerly, incase we trod on anyone el se, we picked our
way through the obstruction, and into the village beyond.

It was a dismal sight. It rmust have been fairly |large once, nore than just a
gaggl e of dwellings; the native huts stretched out in spacious clusters anong
the trees. They | ooked quite pleasant, open and airy, nost of thembuilt on
high stilt-l1ike scaffolds, |ike Dyak | onghouses but cruder. Now, though, a
dank air of desol ation hung over the whol e place, and a depressing silence;
and the reason was obvi ous.

"Ch .. .Christ? Jacquie exclainmed. 'Those poor peoplel'ltook her hand and
squeezed it. The same awful jolt of synpathy shook

ne, too
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A great band of destruction ran right through the heart of the village, a
broad corridor of devastation in which trees had been uprooted, roofs torn off
and sent spinning through the air, walls smashed flat, scaffolding collapsed
like a house of cards. In that great swathe half the village had been
shattered; and how many of its people? How many nore broken bodies, with no
better grave or marker?



Beneat h one unwal | ed scaffol d, perhaps the beginnings of a new hut, we saw
four or five bodies, with the fragmented remai ns of another in the open beside
them The scavengers had been nore thorough here, but you could still see the
remai ns of their costumes, grass skins and high feather crowns and shel

neckl aces. Patterns of paint stilt streaked the shrivelled skin, and here and
there shattered spears protruded fromthe w eckage.

'These were warriors,' nused te Kiore. 'Like ne. Alnost as if they'd gone
shinning up this scaffold—to what? To bl eedin' flight?

Fi ght what? Defy the weather? No, that's daft.' And suddenly he | ooked at ne.
| nodded, 'Got to you too, eh? |'ve been thinking the same thing. It's a dam
funny typhoon that smashes a great streak through the centre of the village
like this. And yet manages to | eave the rest standing.'

*And the trees round about!* chipped in te Kiore as we advanced agai n,
cautiously.

Jacqui e | ooked puzzled. '"But... well, could a whirlwind do that? A snall one?
You sonetines get them...'
'Maybe. But | still don't see it—

But te Kiore cut in. 'Hey! Look there!’

It was another skeleton - nore or less. It lay half sunk in the nuddy ground
besi de one of the |arger huts, sagging but not shattered; and it was in nuch
poorer condition than the others.

' Poor bastard! But what about hin®’

"Jeez, | nmean, look at the man! If that's what he was! Look at those ribs!
They're flam n* well shattered! Every bone in his body | ooks broke!’

| swal l owed. 'Thanks for pointing it out. So?'

"So what bloody did it? There's nothing around that fell on him No roof-trees
here, or anything!'

"Maybe it bl ew off himagain,' Jacquie suggested unhappily.

| looked at her. "And still left the hut standing?
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"Well... could he have fallen off it? No, that's stupid. He couldn't have hurt
hinsel f that badly. But then ... what?

"You know sonething? | said, '|I have a feeling that whatever happened here

hadn't anything to do with typhoons at all."’
"Wl l, what then?* denmanded Jacqui e.

"I don't know. But | also stiUfeel I've seen this somewhere before. Laugh if
you like.*

Tm not | aughi ng,' she answered quietly. *I... I've begun to feel that, too.'
"And |,' announced te Kiore, 'have begun to feel a bloody great pain in ny

arsel As if ny knees weren't flam n* bad enough. Wiy don't we have a go at
findi ng somebody and bl oody wel | asking thenf

| looked around. 'It's a while since this happened. | don't give nuch for our
chances, but we'll try.1

We trudged through that gutted place, peering into every building that had any
pretensions to being still usable. But we found nothing except a few gaudy

jungl ef oW clucking and pecking around their forner coops. Littered all around
wer e ot her possessions broken or abandoned; sone of them nust have been
precious to their owners, |arge painted earthenware pots and ornanments of
hamrer ed copper, strips of dyed bark cloth. 'You know how long this stuff
takes to nake?' demanded te Kiore. 'These people left in one hell of a hurry.
|'"mpretty damm sure nobody's here, or they'd have conme back for this - this
is wealth! This is like running out of the bank and |eaving the safe open.’

' Abandon!' grunted Ape curtly, gazing around the place with an air of

contenpt. 'Fromfright!'

"I thought of disease,' | nodded. 'But plagues don't smash houses. O bones.
Fear it nust be. But... what of? We're stuck here, too. I'd damm well like to
know. 1

Ape shrugged indifferently. | didn't like that. | remenbered how he'd
upbr ai ded ne for being callous; how the hell did he think he was acting now?
But | let it go. 'They m ght have noved sonmewhere el se on the island, then,* |



suggested. 'Maybe if we could get to some higher ground we could see —I ook
out for snoke, that kind of thing. That cliff up behind the village, why don't
we try that?*

But on this island nothing was what it appeared to be. The closer we got to it
t hrough the nist, the nore obvious it becane
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that it wasn't a cliff up there at all, or any other natural formation. |
began to think of the Borobodur again; this was every bit as daunting.
Towering sone fifty or sixty feet high, stretching across the entire w dth of
this neck of the island, it was one enornous wall

'That,' exclaimed Jacquie bitterly, '"is absolutely bloody all we needed!'’

1 knew what she nmeant. The wall was bad enough; but just to round the whole
thing off, right in the mddle of it was one enornous gate. By now the sight
of an ordinary subway turnstile would have nmade nmy hackles rise, but this one
was really appalling. It was vast, it rose alnost the entire height of the
wall, with platforms sonme fifteen feet tall on either side. Once, when its

val ves were closed and barred, it rust have been inpassable. Now the two huge
doors half hung fromtheir ancient iron hinges, warped and smashed, it seened,
by the sanme force that had swept so devastatingly through the centre of the
village. The huge bar that had secured them a roughly squared tree trunk
thrust along fromthe platfornms, lay cracked in two at their feet.

"Perishin' heck!' te Kiore runbled. 'Wat's done that then? A herd of

el ephant s?'

Vi si ons of typhoons faded frommy mnd.! began to see sonme nedi eval siege

engi ne, sone i mMmense unstoppabl e juggernaut with the force of an arny behind
it. Except that a noble expanse of steps ran up to the gates, wide flights
that would train the daylights out of any aspiring prizefighter; how could it
get down those? And if it did, where was it now?

As we mounted the first steps, that idea too faded. Behind the gates there

| oomed only darkness. It was jungle out there, richer and denser than the nere
forest out here, a tangled web around the mountain's roots. No machi ne, no
arnmy had passed that way for a long time; so what had? As if the nountain
itself had stretched out a rocky linb to scrape away the human infestation at
its foot..

But fromhere the wall |ooked as if it could shut out even that. It was made
of huge stone bl ocks, dressed snooth and close; and it was i mensely thick,
thirty feet or nore at the gate where the platforns stood out. It mght just
be stone over packed earth, like Inca walls; inpressive enough —but if it was
solid stone, it was a feat to rival the Pyranids. On the single gigantic
capstone over the gate a mask | eered out at us, bug-eyed, gape-tusked, with a
suggesti on of a mane —enough like that lion mask to set ne wondering. Jacquie
wasn't so sure

" Al nost South Anerican, those blunt features, strong diagonals ...' She

gi ggl ed. ' Maybe Heyerdahl was right about Easter Island after all, and Incas
sailing the Pacific!’

"Course he was!' chipped in te Kiore.

' Mbst ant hropol ogi sts woul dn't agree,’' Jacquie told him

' Bugger the anthropol ogists,' remarked the nmate amicably. ' They've never done
t he sensible thing, have they?

"Wich is?

*CGone an' hitched a ride off the bleedin' Incas.*

| coughed. 'Wiat's that on top there? That sort of gi bbet thing?

Jacqui e craned her neck. 'Sone sort of gong?

"Yeah,' agreed te Kiore. 'Funny place to put the doorbell.' He peered at the
col | apsed piles of wooden scaffol ding poles atop the platforns. Td say those
were the only ways up this side, or why build 'en? Maybe the other side ...'
"Wait!' | snapped. 'It's a gate, remenber? Ape-d'you think it's safe?

He gl anced at nme sharply, as if startled out of some reverie; then

grudgi ngly, he snuffled the air through his blunt nostrils, hesitated a
nmonent, then shrugged. 'Nothing lies in wait, not for you. Sone danger, naybe,



but of that kind, no. What it is ... hard to say. Save that it is of here ..

it belongs.'
"I can believe that, all right. 1'll be on nmy guard.' | |ooked up, as we
st epped nervously beneath that |eering capstone. | clutched at Jacqui e's hand.

"I"'mbeginning to feel really weird.'

'"Me too.' W were whispering, as if by agreenent. 'And by the | ook of him
so's Ape!'’

He certainly was. He was staring about him his huge hands cl enching and

uncl enching, nuttering softly to hinself. W poked our heads very gingerly
around that gate, because we didn't entirely trust what he told us any nore;
but no curtain of mist closed about us. No nore than a few thin |eftover
tendrils wreathed about an overgrown humock at the far edge of the clearing,
an outcrop of weathered grey stone with curious flecks of white. But it was at
this that Ape was staring now, with a very strange | ook on his face. Then the
details energed for ne also, like an X-ray, and the blood ran cold in ny
heart. Mire steps, a platform higher than head height, a pillar - no, two,
one had

broken —all in that weathered stone, and covered in nore of that zigzag
carving. The bits of white were sonething different; they were skulls. One
still grinned out fromwithin a hollowin the stone, picked white and cl ean

it was a lot older than any of the other casualties here. A tangle of ropes at
about five feet high on either pillar told me what they were for, with the
pegs to tighten them and | shivered.

"There's a trail of sorts there!' called te Kiore. 'A game trail, nmaybe, but
wi de for that. And well used. Maybe the natives ..."

| drew a breath, |ooking around at the other crewnen paddi ng through after us.
' Maybe, maybe not. We'll risk a short | ook, no nore. And this tinme, boys, |
guess you can be a bit heavier on those triggers.*

They didn't need telling. W noved out of that clearing step by step at first,
li ke sea-creatures ready to dart back into the rocks. The guns were cocked;
had a brace of pistols in ny belt, but 1 left themthere. Sonmehow | felt
happi er about the sword that tapped against nmy thigh, nmore confident in it
somehow. Jacqui e nocked an arrow to her bow, a fairly pitiful precaution

agai nst the oppressive weight of that forest, a mass of greenery so dark and
dense it seened al nost colourless. | kept a couple of forest-w se types up
front with me, short and evil the pair of them an Wkit called

O Hal l oran—there was a story to that—and an Iban with a denser coat of
tattooes than te Kiore, plus amazingly stretched earl obes. They'd never seen
anywhere quite like this, either. Te Kiore | set at the rear, with a couple of
huskies to scoop himup if there was trouble; he didn't protest one bit. Ape
nmooched along in the niddle somewhere, as if his mind was mles away.

Hal f crouched, tense as jacquie's bowstring, we padded along that trail. It
was wide, all right; | began to think nore kindly about el ephant stanpedes.
The woodsnen poi nted out broken branches and cracked saplings here and there,
but none of them | ooked recent. The only odd thing we found was a wi de shal |l ow
depression in sonme dried nud, as if something |large had rested there.

O herwise it was deadly dull, with no sound but the rustling of small
creatures in the bushes, and the croaking calls of sonme incredibly unnusica
birds. W were clinbing, consistently and unm stakably, and through the rare
gaps in the overhanging forest canopy | caught glinpses of the nountain flank
and the white waterfall that streaked it. There was no sign of life, or of the
jungle thinning. | was thinking of giving the order to turn back
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but | gave in to the tenptation to turn one nore corner. A clearing of sorts
opened up in front of us - and O Halloran and the |ban stopped so suddenly
that the rest of us cannoned up together. Jacquie al nost inpaled ne on her
nocked arrow, and 1 was terrified a gun m ght go off; but I was also tal
enough to see over die heads of our scouts, and | forgave them absolutely. |
didn't need their plucking at my arnms and gi bbering to teil nme what we'd

f ound.



| thought, at first, it was the remains of nore huts, a cage of bare poles

still standing anmong them But it wasn't. It'd been pulled apart by
scavengers, but the central bones still lay as they nust have fallen, on their
sides, linked by |eathery wisps of sinew. A cage, all right; a ribcage. |

could have wal ked under it w thout stooping —not that 1 wanted to. G ngerly
prodded ny sword into the heaps of bones junbled around it, flipped a few
over. It was hard to believe they'd all cone fromone skeleton. There were
enornous plaques and spikes in there, great tabletop flanges of bone, and

| unps of shrivelled hide encrusted with warty nodul es. You could still see the
rough outline of the beast in the shattered shrubbery where it had fallen, the
bl ackened grass where it had decayed, and it nust have been damm near the
length of the clearing. 'Wiat was this thing? 1 denanded, or rather

whi spered. *God knows what kind of nonstrosity - you any idea, Ape?

He was contenplating the scene with a strange, dazed-looking intensity - not

t he bones expressly, just the whole scene. When | repeated nmy question he just
shook his head and grunted sonething inpatiently. Te Kiore only shrugged
graphi cally and pinched his nose. Jacquie was tw ning strands of hair around

her fingers. 'Those plates —I don't know | have seen something like this. It
could be some sort of... well, dinosaur. A stegosaur. Only it's far too big.'
Too big} But | thought they were ... never mnd. A dinosaur. That's big enough

to have done all the damage down in the village, just about.’

'That,' observed Jacquie, 'or whatever it was killed it...'

| felt the old chill go sliding like an escaped ice-cube, right down ny spine.
| was about to say sonething when | noticed Ape, staring at us harder than
ever. The beast hadn't nade ny hair stand on end, but that | ook was doing it.
| took a step towards him but his gaze didn't shift. It was Jacqui e al one he
was i ntent on.

147

" Ape!' she demanded in an irritable whisper. 'Wiat's the matter? Do you ..
sense somet hi ng?'

Ape shook his head hesitantly, then glanced quickly around at the jungle
again, as if he was teetering between fascination and hesitation. *1. . . am
drawn,' he rmunbl ed between those massive teeth. "As if this place, it has sone
claimupon me - as if somehow | belong here - or it is thought I do ...’

"Well, it's got it all wong!' 1 snapped. |1'd had about as rmuch of this as |
could take. 'I'mresponsible here, and drawn or not, we're going back. Think
we'll find any villagers with things like that wandering around?

Ape threw nme a sullen glare. '"Go, then! |I... linger.*

"You crazy?' hissed te Kiore.

"Everything says it's dangerous!' | insisted, taking his arm *You can't stay—

"I do not want to stay!' He batted ny hand away casual ly enough, but it |anded
as a stinging slap, and he followed it up with an angry snarl which made
everyone step hastily back. He rounded on us, fury in his eyes, stiffening his
back. He stood straight, his shoul ders unbowi ng, bringing hima |ot nearer ny
height. "1... must find out what this is about! Sonething tugs at ne.
Sonet hi ng urgent says there is need here for ne. That other duty is here to
perform anders die erg belangrijk ist..,'

H s accent was thickening as he got nore excited, till | could hardly nmake out
what he was saying. 'What d'you nean, sonething else nore inportant? What are
you on about? It's dangerous here, that's what's inportant!' He tossed his
head contenptuously and turned away. | grabbed him by the shoulder. 'Can't you
understand me, dam it? Not bel angrijk, bloody gevaarlijk) idiot!'

He took a swipe at ne. If he'd struck the way he did on the train |I'd have
been laid out flat; but though it was vicious enough, it was a clunmsy, casua
cuff 1 could dodge easily. He'd misjudged it, as if he'd expected to have a

| onger reach, sonehow - though in this msty light he | ooked quite big enough
| Laat me met rustV he grow ed, and bared his teeth. 'Mist get to the heart of
this ..." He was scowling around at us, breathing hard, his chin down against
his barrel chest, his |lips drawn back over those chisel teeth. The anger in



that face was frightening enough in itself, but when you thought what he was
capabl e of... The crewren evidently had; they were backing
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away, down the path. | renmenbered Le Stryge, but | stood ny ground.

"W can't just |eave you here alone! Damm it, Ape, what's got into you? This
isn't like you!'

He snarl ed sonething i ncoherent and sl apped at nme again, then gestured us al

away, turned and stal ked heavy-footed up the trait. He was still runbling
on.'... at the nountain, nmisschien ... *
"Ape!' | yelled. "At least let ne cone along! | owe you a hell of a lot! And

you' ve brought us this far—

He turned suddenly, and for an instant | thought he was going to run at ne.
Then his narrow eyes w dened, flickered to one side. 'You— He grunted. ' No!
Yow ... you can cone!' He was staring at Jacquie. '"Mght need ... to talk ..
*

"Like hell!" | exploded. He ignored ne, cane stunping back towards her. She
ski pped away, but his arm shot out, unexpectedly far, and his i nmense hand

cl anped on her arm For alnost the first time since I'd known her, Jacquie
really screamed. | sprang at him but the growl he let |oose al nost froze ne
in md-leap. Again it was a casual, contenptuous blow, little nmore than a
backhand slap; but this time it connected.

In the neck it could have killed me. As it was, he thunped ne in the chest,
knocked nme flying right into the mdst of that grisly pile. 1 sprawl ed anong
t he bones, bruised and wi nded, flailing nmy arnms about to get up, to get at ny
sword in case he cane at ne again. But instead he charged off at a great

| opi ng run, both Jacquie's wists clanped in one hand; and for all her
rebel I i ous shouts and kicks it mght as well have been wild horses dragging
her. Te Kiore took a couple of shaky steps, but the others just stood there
dunbf ounded and gapi ng. Ape plunged into the trail ahead, smashing tw g and
branch in his mad haste, and vani shed.

1 clawed at a boulder to pull myself up, but it turned over in the grass. It
was a skull, picked clean; a nonstrous skull, horse-sized or larger, though it
hardly | ooked | arge enough to belong to this great beast. And above one huge
eyesocket was a neat round hole; and beyond that, just at the neck condyle, a
shattered mess. Unmi stakably the entry and exit holes of a bullet in the

br ai n.

| stared at that skull a noment, then, horrified, at the trail ahead. 'W've
got to stop him' | yelled. 'Once he's on top of that nmountain a whole arny
couldn't get at him'

Te Kiore stared at me. 'You nean you know where he's goi ng?'

h' d been so instinctive, that reaction, that it was a real effort to
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run back over what |1'd said and what it inplied. And only then did it all hit
me, the sheer terror of it.

"Cet out!' 1 shouted at him 'Get away! Back to the village! This place -
christ, it's dangerous, all right! Mre dangerous than you could ever bl oody
i mgi ne!" O course they just stood and gawked. | scrambled to ny feet, though

my chest felt as if it was on fire. '"I'lIl go after the others! Didn't you even
hear ne, you stupid s.o0.b's! Get back inside that wall, and wait! Run |ike
hel | ?

My turn, then, to |l eave them gaping. | took one deep breath, wheezed painfully
and went racing after the Ape.

| hadn't done any tracking since | left the scouts, but you didn't need to be
a genius to follow his trail, incredibly heavy-footed, |eaving deep prints
still filling with jungle ooze. He ran like a crazed nowi ng machi ne, straight

into small branches and fern fronds and overhangi ng creepers that nust have
struck like whips. Either his hide was unnaturally thick or he didn't give a
damm about getting hurt; | saw specks of blood on one or two, and hoped |ike
hell it wasn't Jacquie's. Here and there she'd left dear drag marks in the
soft damp soil, and | could hear her squealing and screamng in the distance.



That was sonething, that was a spur; you' ve got to be alive to scream But if
1 was right —and 1 coutd hardly think straight, for the sureness of it - I'd
have to see to that, and soon. Because in the very near future Ape was likely
to run into real trouble, and he wouldn't be equipped to cope with it. Not
quite. Not yet.

As i came over a rise | caught sight of themin the little streamcutting

bel ow, himstill draggi ng her along, half-carrying her now, while she kicked
at his legs and punched and pummel | ed hi m about the head and shoul ders with
her bare fists, bits of branch, anything el se she could | ay hands on as they
passed. Her self-defence classes woul d have been proud of her performance, it
woul d have laid any normal rapist out; but on himit wasn't making any

i npression that | could see. She grabbed at bushes and branches and tried to
hang on; it slowed hi mdown, but he haul ed her |oose alnost effortlessly and
pl unged on. It dawned on nme as | panted after himthat he al nost certainly
didn't know | was after them and probably wouldn't have cared if he did. He
wasn't running fromme, or anything else. He was going at that pace because he
was used to it, or expected to be.

Up the far side of the valley they struggled, but I was at the river,

spl ashing across in great bounds. | ought to have been
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tiring; but maybe sonethi ng was working on ny side here, too. The insistent
drumming in ny ears, the singing whine of the blood in ny tenples and the
breath in ny throat only becane an urgent nusic, spurring nme on. But they were
al nrost at the top now, where the trail passed through a sort of notch in the
val l ey wall.Beyond that the trees |oomed up again with fearful menace, even
denser than here, threaded with spectral banners of mst. Ape reached the
edge, fought a nonent nmore with Jacquie, and then, snatching her practically
of f the ground, |egs kicking, he plunged through the notch and vani shed.

| came up in a rush, only to stagger and catch nyself as the ground seened to
fall away bel ow nme; earth and pebbl es went skittering away down the sl ope,
into a vague wash of greyness. Those trees were even taller than they'd

| ooked; they were rooted in a steep slope, the wall of a shallow valley
between the arnms of the nountain - a valley full of mst. Beyond them cane the
ghostly glimer of water, patches and pools and sonething |arger, and the
hum d, heavy air stank of swanp. Menory gal vanised ne into action. 1 |aunched
nmysel f down that treacherous nudsliding trail, and the murk cl osed around ne
like a clamry cl oak. Things were getting dangerous, all right; Ape night just
get through this lot, but | was fairly sure | wouldn't. Beyond the trees, as
|'d expected, the ground levelled out into an overgrown swanp of swaying reed
clunmps and foundered tree trunks, dank and slinmy; and beyond that something
like a | ake opened up, glass-calmand notionless save for the

Will-o0 -the-wisps jittering here and there. Wi ch way had Ape gone now? |
heard Jacqui e shouting sonething; but the m st made the direction hard to fix.
| took a deep breath, trying not to gag.

"Jacquie!' | yelled back. "Hold him Hold himback! Just a minute nore—
My voi ce awoke a bl aring cacophony of gurgles, shrieks, chitterings and
hooti ng nockery, as if this island's mnor animal life was yelling defiance in

nmy face. And beneath it erupted deeper sounds, awful sounds, hissing bell ows
boom ng and reverberant as if they cane fromthroats |ike caverns and furnace
lungs. Qut in the | ake a hunped back broke surface, glistening grey |like wet
slate, and a long swan-neck lifted in a shining rain of droplets, casting
about. Staring at it, | suddenly saw Ape, not as far fromne as |I'd feared,

spl ashing awkwardly through the first sodden pools; awkwardly, because Jacquie
was still fighting himlike
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mad. | went racing after him |eaping tangles of reed and shrub and fallen
branch, splashing through the stinking mre and sending small things scuttling
fromnmy path. It was only then, 1 think, that it dawned on him| was chasi ng
him As 1 ran up he gl anced back, then swung around to face me; and that sight
al one al nost brought nme down in ny tracks.



The transition was terrible. It was no trick of the nmist; he had grown, he was
huge, seven feet or maybe nore, and even in the act of turning he seened to
expand, as if the rage on his face was filling himout. H s shoul ders heaved,
and his muscles burst the seans of his coat. The ginger nop around his face
had darkened, the features themnsel ves coarsened, and the scow upon them
splintered into a fearsonme snarl that bared a nout hful of huge yell owed teeth,
i nhummanl y heavy and | ong.

Jacqui e took one | ook at him choked and started scream ng the place Hown, and
| al nost joined her. The shock al nbst held ne too |ong; one Luge paw |l et go of
Jacquie and | ashed out at nme. | only just ducked in time, it clawed past ny
head and seized a broken branch, tore it |loose fromthe nmire and hurled it,
sendi ng me staggering into the reeds. Wth a satisfied grunt Ape swung around,
heaved and with the one hand that still held Jacquie he swung her right off
her feet and into the air, kicking and scream ng. He was about to stunp off
straight into the water; but Jacquie clawed out in her turn, right at his
eyes. Distracted, he caught a foot and stunbled; and I was on him

I'd drawn nmy sword, and swung it. Ape let |oose a thunderous roar, and swatted
at the blade to swipe it fromny hand; but that wasn't the end | planned to
use. | swng it in a different direction, his blow went wild, and | brought

t he heavy gold ponmel up and socked himneatly under that great chinless jaw
of his.

The thud was audible. Wth that weight in it, the blow would have decked any
normal man. He how ed and staggered. | winced internally, shifted ny grip and
tapped himsmartly behind the ear. Hi s eyes rolled, he rocked, swayed and

took careful aim swung with both hands and hit him again. He stared at
Jacquie, struggling to focus; and dangling as she was, she launched a pretty
neat karate kick to the side of his head. The eyes wandered, and with a | ow
nmoan he toppled forward. Jacqui e swng down with him but | caught her as she
fell; and for a glorious, breathless noment we clung, arnms |ocked tight around
one

anot her, scratched and burni ng cheeks pressed tight. Then, panting, 1 shook
her of f.

"W're not clear yet! It could still be working on himwhile he's out!’

"Whar coul d?' demanded Jacquie tremulously. *I don't suppose —before | start

gi bbering and tearing nmy hair out and everything—you couldn't just give ne a
little hint about—

"This place!' There was a splash fromthe |ake, a big one, and | | ooked up
nervously. 'And god al one knows what all this noise could bring down on us!
Those creepers there - and your belt—

In frantic haste, with everything we could reach we trussed Ape's hands and
feet. Then, constantly | ooking back over our shoul ders at the | ake and the
undergrowt h, we set off to carry himback up the slope. H's weight al npst
brought down the two of us, and nost of the tinme it was nore |ike draggi ng
than carrying; |'ve seldombeen so glad as | was when we made it to the notch
and coul d manhandl e hi mthrough. W weren't out of the woods yet, literally;
but we had to rest there a mnute, gasping and wheezing, before heaving him
away downhill. That wasn't quite so bad, and we had no nore troubles, but we
were pretty spent by the tine we reached the bone clearing. Te Kiore and the
ot hers had obeyed ny orders, but they'd managed to get sonebody up one of the
trees by the wall to set a watch, and when they saw us they all came strean ng
out. We got Ape, still crocked, back into the shelter of the wall; they'd

cl osed one door and tipped the other across the gap, giving at |east sone
illusion of security.

"And now, shipmates,' said te Kiore with an air of iron self-control, as we
dunped our groaning burden by the little fire they'd built. 'You' d not mnd
telling me just what the flyin' fuck's been gain' on here?*

"Don't |ook at ne,' groaned Jacquie.

*We got himout just in time," | wheezed. 'It was really getting to him- he'd
begun to change, to grow —amazingly fast - and he was carrying Jacquie

al ready. But he was due to cross that swanp in a hurry, and it was danger ousl



And then fight something, something big and dangerous as | renenber. Like that
beast in the clearing, only worse; and he wasn't big enough yet. Although, ny
god, the rate he was going ...'

| faltered. 1'd caught their faces. | blinked. 'You nmean - neither of you -
you don't actually know? Well..."

| was just wondering where to begin when we devel oped ot her

probl ems. The air seened to shudder, and there was a single dull thud, like an
i mense footfall. But it came not from nearby, or beyond the gate, but from
out to sea. W sprang up. Standing, we could all see the reef fromhere, and
the streak of white water that marked the | agoon passage. Just entering it,
its high stack streanming, its massive paddl es churning, was the sleek dark
shape of a targe steaner; and fromits starboard side the snoke of a heavy
cannon was ri sing.

"Hell's bl oody bells!" | roared. 'C non! W've got to get Ape down to the
beach! He m ght recover there, and still be able to do sonething before they
can | and! That's the only hope we' ve got!*

'"Right you are!' snapped te Kiore. 'Up and at 'em boys!’

W reached the beach at the trot, with Jacquie flagging in our mdst, nyself
not much better, te Kiore linping and Ape still a groaning weck on a
makeshi ft stretcher, but |ooking much nmore Iike his old self again. Things
there, though, weren't quite as we'd expected. The big steaner, |eaving the
end of the channel, wasn't making any visible attenpt to land or fight.
Instead it swung about in the deeper water, just beyond our grounded schooner
dwarfing it; a three-hundred footer, maybe nore, sleek and menaci ng. From
there they coul d have raked ship or beach with grapeshot, but there was no
sign of themtaking aimat either, or |owering boats. Instead the next gunport
al ong opened, there was a thud and a puff of snoke, but no scream of shot to
follow, just the squawk of a distorted speaking trunpet speaking good English.
Vell, fairly good.

" Ahoy there! You guys ashore, whaddya think you're playin' at? Get the bel
outa there, y'hearf Into your boats and anscray, unpchays! It's purest poison
t hat place?

*Just want us in the boats for better targets!' nmuttered te Kiore

rebel liously.

"No," | told him 'l don't think so. And staying here - believe ne, every
mnute's one too many! Into the boats it is!'
I'd been first ashore; | was last off, heaving the bows out into the water and

swi ngi ng nyself up over the gunwale. 'Well?'" inquired te Kiore, at the tiller.
'Back to the schooner?

"Un-huh. Steer for the steaner.’

Instantly | was facing nmy first nmutiny, as the oarsnen erupted. Te Kiore

yel l ed them down, then rounded on nme. 'The bl oody steaner - jesus, you're not
t hi nking of trying and boardi ng her, are you?

A

"No, of course not. But... |ook, they've got us by the short and curlies,

haven't they? So what el se can we do? And it nmay not be as bad as you think
That hail didn't sound exactly unfriendly, did it?

"If it's as bad as 1 think, we're nutton,' he said. "But you're calling the
shots, mate. |'mout of out of my depth, and | get the odd kinda feeling you
aren't.'

"No," | said, with a burgeoning sense of surprise, 'sonmehow I... don't think I
am And out on the Spiral here it's just about die first time ever .., Pull
away, then! Come on, pull!’

And they grumnbl ed, those hardened old pirates; but they pulled at ny comrand.
Qut over the |l agoon we glided, and in no tinme at all we were under the shadow
of that great hull. She was as beautiful in her way, that steanboat, as the
schooner was in hers, and not dissimlar in her longer, higher lines. Her bows
were high and sharp, the planking reinforced with a heavy strip of steel

Above them she was decked level and rigged with | ow masts and a steadyi ng sai

t hat al most synbolically gave place to the i magnificent snmokestack, painted a



gl eam ng navy blue and crowned with gilt spires. The superstructure was set
low, with an - open bridge, astern of the great paddl eboxes that rose
naturally out of the hull instead of being stuck on to it, as the schooner's
ver e.

"Beaut!* nuttered te Kiore enviously, as we steered in. 'Feathered paddles,
see? Uses radial rods on a camto angle each paddle as it hits the water. Cuts
the jar and nakes it nmore efficient. That's fast?

The paddl e sconces were painted |like the snmokestack and covered with ornate
gilt moul dings, and the railing of the gallery that ran round each housi ng was
ornate as a New Ol eans bal cony, and gilded also. A figure was |eaning over

t he one above us, and as we pulled up a brass-munted rope | adder cane
clattering down to us.

*Or there's a boarding-Iadder aft! But you've not the | ook of such as'd need a
trimmng, my brave bawchucks! Not even you, sirrah, unless you' ve forgot your
climbing knack of old! A fair try at a tunbl ehone you made, for a first ever -
but do you so still, without a cannon at your bum or my bl ade?

| sat there, open-nouthed, staring at the tsll figure, black-clad |ike myself,
wi th bare shoul ders as broad as m ne beneath the tunbling spray of blonde

curls - and yet fiercely, lithely fem nine.
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ir | croaked.

A whoop of nocking nerrinent. 'Begad, a jack of rare perception, that'll spy a
mllstone and cry, "Qut on't for a bastard cheap glass, | shaved a norn!" Wl
sir, will you stand up to ne hither?

| was about to nmake a dive for the | adder when | | ooked past her to the
bridge, and saw the tall figure in gold braid |l eaning over the outer rail. 1
renmenbered nmy manners, and called, 'Watch! Perm ssion to cone aboard, sir?
The officer gave ne a dashing off-the-brow salute. | grinned around at the
others. '"It's okay, boys. Just follow me up —you first, Jacquie. WIIl you

manage, te Kiore?

"You kidding, mate?' he inquired. 'But what's all this about?

"Damed if | know. Let's go find out.'

| ushered Jacquie carefully on to the | adder ahead of ne, but she shinned up
it with her usual elastic grace; her foot never slipped once, which was nore
than you could say for mne. Mall watched with an amused grin, and at the top
she nore or | ess scooped Jacquie in, then all but lifted ne by the scruff of
my neck. We stood, inches apart, grinning at one another, in ny case rather
breathl essly. 'So,' she said, 'how fare'st, you counting-house sailor, you?

" And you, you..."

' Aye?'

"Forget it. |I feel safer that way. But what..."

"And who's this fair one you' ve dragged along with you, poor thing?*

"Ah,' | said. Mall had Iong ago drawn the history of my love life out of ne,
wi th what mght be called silk-wapped pincers. *Er... this is Jacquie.*

O course that raised her eyebrows. 'The Jacquie? Ch, ho, so that way bl ows
the wind. For sure, for sure.' Jacquie | ooked ready to expl ode, but Mal
unexpectedly clasped her by the shoulders. 'My lady, this is a brute of little
delicacy we have here. He told ne only that you were fair, and failed to
work't into a sonnet at the least, as is your desert. Y are very wel cone!' She
ki ssed her resoundingly on the cheek. 'Now cone, for even a-ship this is no

pl ace for lingering! You others bel ow, nmount without fear and find
refreshment!’

She led me, and a slightly stunned Jacquie, round the gallery and on to the
deck, where a snall keg-evidently the refreshnent
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—was bei ng manhandl ed up by grinning turbanned crewren. 'W'Il e'en take ours
with the officer of the watch/ said Mall. 'Anxious he is to nmeet you.'

"Mall," | said fervently, 'you're a sight for sore eyes, but how the hel |l -

"Not that way,' drawed a famliar voice fromthe top of the bridge steps.
"Too far off the charts even for ne.*



| stared at the trimfigure in dark blue with gold braid and buttons, and
bounded up the steps to grab the outstretched hand. 'Jyp! Jyp, you old

son-of -a-bitch! Nowthis really is too goddamm much! And what're you doi ng al
got up like the original dog's dinner? And is sonmebody going to tell nme how
you got here, the pair of you, or do | have to burst all over your nice clean
bri dge?

Jyp's lean, lined face twisted into a grin. "Well, as to the uniform now,
you're talkin* to the sailing naster and first officer of Her Inperial

Maj esty' s armed nerchant man Sapphire of Hangchow, and that's the way the
skipper likes it with his officers. Kind of formal, he is; veddy veddy

Bridi sh, you oughta get on like a house afire —well, smoulderin' a nite round
t he edges, anyhow.' He registered my expression, and his eyes twinkled. 'As to
the rest, hell, weren't you expectin' us, Steve? You had ol e Katjka put the
word out for us, after all.’

| spread my hands out, overconme. 'Well, yes - but you were far away, and ..
it's been a long tine ...'

"But you nust know, ny Stephen,' Mall cut in, her green eyes glittering, 'that
out of the very grip of the grave itself we would rise, if t'were you that
sunmoned us?'

Jyp chuckled. 'Damm nice trick if ! could swing it. But short o* that, Steve,
she's right. After what we've been through, we wouldn't fail you. W still owe
you our lives, don't we?

| couldn't speak, and he saw that. 'Anyhow,' he went on, 'weren't too nuch of
a hassle. There we was in eastern seas anyhow, and nme homeward bound; so Mal
signed up, and we swung it with the skipper to turn aside awhile. Not too hard
to cotton on to you, after the doin's at Bangkok, but catchin' up was

somet hing el se. Mssed you by a hair at Surabaja, heard a pack of Boegies'd
been hangi n* round, sussed themout and lit off after them But you were fast,
and so were they; we didn't come within cannon-shot till you'd already

vani shed into that mst.'

Jacqui e had been standi ng open-nout hed, gawpi ng at these people, but she burst
out suddenly, 'So that was you Bring?

"Sure was, ma'm' grinned Jyp. 'We kind of severely discouraged 'em - cannon
and ram GQCuess they're still ninnin'!" | thought of those | oom ng knife-edge
bows and quailed a little, but not too much. 'So then,' he concluded, 'we're
here.’

1 still could hardly speak. 'I... don't know how to thank you guys ... we were
| ost, astray, and you ...'

"Astray/ repeated Jyp, and his smle faded. 'That you surely were; and are.
W' || needs settle what we can do.' He thunbed his chin. 'Best we have a word
wi th the skipper 'bout that; he's over chewin' the fat with your captain right
now. Way things are, Steve, we can spare sone tine to help you, but not so
much. We're en route from Cathay to Lyonesse with a cargo of five-spice,

/ oo«g-scale and - well, call 'em perishable goods.' He gave a shrug of

di staste. 'To be put off at Rye. And in between you, nme and the maintop, ole
shipmate, the port of Rye is welcome to them Wth three cheers an* a tiger
So—

Jacqui e caught himby the arm 'I'msorry, Mster, er, Jyp, but | don't think
1 - 1| mean, Rye?* She let loose a slightly hysterical giggle. 'That should be
worth seeing! | nean, you docking there. It's mles inland.’

| grinned, and introduced her to Jyp, who turned on his down-home charm
"Anyhow,' | added, this is the Spiral, renmenber? Rye was one of the great
ports of Europe, back in Mall's day or a bit earlier.’

"That's so,' she nodded, her mane sweepi ng her spectacul ar cl eavage. 'And its
shadow stretches farther than ntght'st think. The Rye we're bound for is a
port of nonent again*' And she clapped a hand to her swordhilt, threw back her
head and | aughed, quietly. Mall's |laughter, even nmuted, was as disturbing as
ever.

' Agai n?' Jacqui e insisted. 'Again? But what could possibly bring the sea to
Rye now?*



| shrugged unconfortably. 'I don't know? Arise in sea level? O the |and
sinking? Mall, just how far in the future are we tal king about ?

But Mall only sniled.

'd obal warming!' persisted Jacquie. 'Melting the icecap. That would just
about do it. Maybe Ape coul d—=*

W both said ' Ape? simnultaneously.

*Ape? echoed Jyp and Mall.

"CGod," | said unhappily, 'we've left himtrussed up in the boat!’
W rushed to the bridge rail, but to our great relief te Kiore had used his
head. Ape was sitting against the rail, still tied up but with every sign of

comi ng back to life.

"Who's this? inquired Jyp

"A ... awise man. Like Le Stryge - only,' | added as | saw Jyp's face freeze
"not so horrible. Katjka reconmended him'

Jyp | ooked at Mall. She shrugged. *A neet enough judge, the little spae-

wi tch. Who can see all things?

' Ckay, but why've you got him hogtied? demanded Jyp.

' Somret hi ng happened to himon the island . . . Look, we'd better go down and
"Sure. And | guess we mght cone along, Mall an' ne.’

Te Kiore heard us conming down the stair. 'Hey, bonzer rum mster!' he tossed
to Jyp, and jerked a thunmb. 'He's downed some grog - not too nuch. But |
figured . '

"Right," | said, and knelt down by the groani ng heap of sorcerer. After only a
slight hesitation | cut the bonds around those massive wists. If he turned
pecul i ar again there were enough of us to handle him and Mall could probably
manage all by herself. He seened nore or |less the sanme size he'd al ways been

t hough; and the eyes he turned to me were the sanme, except for a kind of wld,
wandering look in them He lifted his newy freed hands, peered at them
opened his nmouth as if to shout sonething at nme, then clapped his palns to his
templ es i n angui sh.

"Wat «... beb je . . . "He finished in a hoarse whisper. 'Wat the bl oody
festering fringes of hell happens?

*Well . . . " | began. Ape's eyes grew wider as | told ny tale; but Mall's
feet tapped the deck, and Jyp gave a pretty good inpression of a man being
strangled by his collar, scarlet face and all. But he waited till 1'd finished
before he finally expl oded.

"Well, in the name of ... * Jyp's strict upbringing back in prewar Kansas —

t he Spani sh—American War, this was —left himshy of all but the mldest
bl aspheny, but he was pretty close to it now "Wat'd you expect? What in the
on earth were you fol ks dreami n' of, just dandering ashore |like that?* He

gestured furiously up at the | oom ng island. Looking up, | saw with a shudder
that the m st had peel ed back fromthe nountain heights,
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to reveal a done top and a hollowed profile that really did | ook like the
enpty eye and nose sockets of a fleshless skull. "On Skull Island? O all the
damm pl aces!'’

"Skull Island?" was nore or |ess everybody's reaction, except mne

"Haven't any of you ever been to the goddamm novi es?' demanded Jyp, in
extrem s.

"Can't stand '"em' runbled te Kiore. 'Gve nme a headache reading the bl oody
titles.'

'l saw it once,' 1 admitted. '"Wien | was nine. And loved it -then | never went
to see it again, because 1 thought it was childish. More or less blotted it
out of ny mnd.' | caught Jacquie |ooking at nme, very oddly. 'l was such a
serious little kid, you see. So that's why it took a while to dawn on ne. But
you're right, Jyp, you did warn ne once —what was it? That out here there's
everything man'd ever inmagined. But | never dreant it could include this.'

Ape cl utched his head again, and groaned. 'A very popul ar bi oskoop, this is?
"Very,' said Jyp, regarding himw th cool suspicion. 'Seen by mllions of folk



the whole world over.'

' Made seventy years ago,' | added, 'and they're still watching it.'

"It's kind of authentic, too,' resumed Jyp. 'The guys who nade it, they
weren't just Hollywood adventurers. They'd sailed these seas.'

Jacqui e, eyes as wide as they could get, snapped her fingers and nade a
breathy little sound of surprise. 'That one? That's right! You said it

rem nded you of Konodo, and you coul dn't think why! Because Konobdo and Fl ores,
and the giant lizards, gave the filmmakers the idea in the first place!"’
Ape groaned, nore in chagrin now than pain. 'An archetype. Een hele ni euwe
arketyp ... | might have known, hah? In the mnds of nmillions, yet never |
hear of it. And there it stands, left vacant.' He growl ed with disgust. "It
just waits for me to walk right into it! Just waits!'

"You and all the others, old-tiner, the longer they'd hung around - each one
into whatever role best fitted "em And all goin' nowhere.' Jyp, leaning his

hi ps against the rail, contenplated himwith a very guarded smle. 'Wll, at
| east you oughta be safe enough fromit, off the island. But mister —if |
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were you |I'd stay away from New York. Well away! And from high buil dings
anywhere.' He waggled a long finger. "And if you've absolutely gotta clinb one
—you take the damm el evator, y'hear?'
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Captain Sir Augustine Langtey Ferris, Bart., late officer commandi ng Her
Britannic Majesty's ship of the |ine Dentphoon, 74 guns, made a steeple of his
| ong bony fingers—+eal arachnodactyl s—and | ooked at us over it. It wasn't an
encouragi ng |l ook; his wintry blue eyes were set in a long equine face with
nore than a touch of skull about it, accentuated by his thinning dark hair and
pal e skin. Only a few courageous freckles spotted the thin blade of a nose and
t he hi gh angul ar cheekbones. The cheeks beneath were holl ow, |urking behind

i mense sidewhi skers, thick and straight, that arced outwards like twn
waterfalls, only to be sliced off with mathematical precision in line with his
thin straight nouth. Hs bony chin had that particul ar gl eam ng snoot hness
only a cutthroat razor can give, and his voice had the same quality; there was
no trace of enotion in it as he handed nme the bad news.

*1 have conferred with Captain Batang, at length, and he is in agreenent with
me. | regret to informyou that | see no prospect whatsoever of you achieving
your object.’

| took it on the chin. 'You nmean the Ikon YM S a total |o0ss? Surely she's not
that bad!'

He shook his head. *Oh, no. The damage to the hull is quite easily reparable.
But she has | ost a topmast and several mejor spars, and her mainmast is
cracked. She does not carry sufficient spares -cannot, since she nmust ship

cargo. And we of course carry only one spar for the steadying sail. The trees
ashore do not | ook suitable, even if one dared go back for them'
"Not in a hurry.' | |looked at Jyp. 'I seemto remenber sailing under a pretty

awful jury rig before now 1
He fingered his jaw seriously. 'Yeah, but what way did we make?'

Mal |, | eani ng agai nst the open door of the chartroom nade an unhappy noi se.
"I begin to perceive a very knot o' thorns! Neither one nor t'other?
"Precisely, quartermaster. Once afloat, you will be able to carry only the

lightest of makeshift rigs. And, of course, we can do nothing for the steam
vessel —

' The boiler, he nmeans,' translated Jyp.

"Right," 1 said unhappily. "Well, it was done for, anyway. W' d need a whole
new one.'

"Which you won't find it so easy to |lay hands on out here,' Jyp reninded ne.
"Hardly any industry beyond the Core, remenber? Everything by hand. That's why
Batang Sen let it get into that state; no choice.'

Ferris nodded. 'Precisely the problemthe Sapphire nust face fromtinme to
time. So far we have been fortunate. But | do not think you would find the
necessary craftsmen anywhere in this region. So you have a choice. It wll



take a day or nore to effect the repairs to the hull; we have a reasonable

surplus of planking, caulking and so on that we will be able to spare you.

Pl us, of course, the assistance of ny crewin every capacity. It will then be
a sinple mtter to tow you off the sand.' <" Hs delivery was so calmit took
a nonent to sink in. '"Captain Ferris,' | said, alittle breathlessly, '"that's
incredibly kind of you ... you've done so much for us already."'

"Ch no, | assure you. The conmon courtesy of sailors. Indeed, | only wish we
could do nore. But you can then proceed under limted sail to sone Javanese
port, have new spars fitted and the hull properly reinforced, which will take
two days at least, and thence to Bali. O you can proceed to Bali directly
under jury rig, which will take as long or longer. In either event, though, I

see no way you could arrive there by the 3rd of May, as you wi sh.'

"Not wish!'" said Ape fiercely, as if suddenly awoken. ' Mist!"’

Ferris raised his sparse eyebrows.

| protested. 'But through the Spiral...'

Ferris flattened his fingers and rubbed his nose. 'Not even if | lent you the
i nconpar abl e services of Mster, ah, Jyp as pilot could he steer a path

t hrough the seas of the, ah, Sptraculum Majoremthat would get you there on
time. Perhaps he would care to confirmthis for us.'

Jyp ran a hand over the outstretched charts, his eyes gl eaning

as if at every point the lines and synbols conveyed some new truth, and yet
only served to confirma vast inner certainty. 'Yup,' he said laconically. Tm
sorry, Steve. That's it an* all about it. If you could sail this hour and
straightway there, 1 might just swing it. But putting into a port, that's
steering hard by the Core again, a lee shore in time. And then how |l ong for
your refit? There's no way | could nake up the days you' d | ose. You'd need
somet hing instant |ike those there Gates to do that.'

'"Don't even nention them But if we forget the refit—*

"That will lay you excessively vulnerable to wi nd, weather and any further
assaul ts your enem es choose to unl eash.'

'Li ke the cap'n says,* agreed Jyp. 'They'll scrag you for sure.’

"Then ... we're beaten?" A weight poised over nme, spinning, ready to fall

"No!" exclained Jacquie. 'The Project won't dare inpose penalty paynments, not
after | get through to theml What's a day or two nore or |ess?

' Everyt hing? grow ed Ape, with shocking force. 'If that container cones not to
its arriving place by that mdnight, and me with it, all is in peril. Oher
forces then cone into play, other powers hold sway. Against them| am no

| onger a shield to you, then, when that evening cones. \Wen that darkness
falls. Those penalties can you also turn aside?

Jacqui e | ooked away, silent, shocked, as near uncontrollable tears as |I'd ever
seen her. Despair descended, a peine forte et dure of cold apprehension. Ferns
stood up, and paced the wi dth of the oak-panelled chartroom idly fingering
the brass-cased instrunents and native curios that festooned the walls.

"Well," | said, "we'll press on, all the sanme. It's all we can do. You've

gi ven us every help you can.'

'"Not necessarily,* put in Ferris abruptly. He swung hinmsel f back into his

| eat her swivel chair, picked up a long chart pencil and began to twiddle it
between his fingertips. 'W ourselves have no hold capacity to spare ..."' A
sudden commotion from the deck drowned hi m out.

They were w nching his gig back aboard, in which he'd been to see Batang Sen
Water was dripping fromits hull on to the tarpaulin that covered the main
hol d hat chway; and beneath it sonethi ng was awoken, something that rushed and
rustled and sl ammed and thudded and scrabbl ed, and | et out the weirdest
cheepi ng noises. It sounds funny; it wasn't. The heavy hatchcover
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| eaped and bounced, and the deckhands scattered in all directions.

Ferris sprang to his feet, but Mall was al ready | eapi ng down the conpani onway
to the deck, her nmass of gold ornaments jingling. 'Soft, soft, ny bawchucks,"
she crooned over the hatchcover. 'Go to, ny lusty spurcocks, go to, Sowter, go
to, Tray! No nore nasty cannons, is there?" A frenzied cheeping answered her



and the cover |eaped again. She fetched it a hefty boot. 'Sneck up, wilt thou,
t hou | ousy whoreson jackanapes! Hold thy peace lest | have thy lights to ny
poi ntstrings! Peace, thou poxy nmooncal ves! Tis Mall of the dink who speaks!'’
A sudden hysterical whinpering sound tailed off into silence. *Ah!' she cooed.

"There's nerry nonsters all, | swear ye understand e'y word!' She let the
cover fall, and tightened its | ashings.
Jyp's face twisted. 1'd seen himnervous before—not often, but | knew how it

| ooked. "That,' he said glumy, "is our precious "perishable cargo”. And the
sooner they perish, the better, if you ask me. Her and the captain are the
only ones'|l| happily go near 'em

Mal |, bounding back up to join us, grinned and poked himin the ribs. "Wy,
man, you fodder themyourself a'tines!’

' Yeah, and guess how happy it makes ne.'’

Ferris coughed discreetly. 'Thank you, quarternmaster. Now —as | was nost
appositely saying —our hold space is fully accounted for. But if this

contai ner of yours is fully waterproof... *

"Up to 2.0 fathoms, this nodel,' | said, surprised. 'And it's buoyant, anyway,
with all the packing. Could float for nonths —but why?*

"Very satisfactory.' He enphasised each point with a tap of the pencil. 'Then

we might with ease, ah, take it on as deck cargo.' The glacial glint of his
eyes becane sonething suspiciously like a twi nkle. *Since our distinguished
Sailing Master has led us so skilfully out of our way, after all, it ought to
be little extra effort for himto divert us a trace further - as far as, say,
Bal | ?'

Jyp cut loose with a rebel yell. | sat bolt upright. So did Jacquie. | guessed
she'd never realised her guardi an angel had nutton-chop whi skers, either

"I was, ah, about to add,' he said, alnost shyly, 'that for your esteened
selves we can find a cabin, of sorts. So if you would do us this signa
honour... *

| blinked. 'l don't know what to say ...' 'Wy so? drawed Mall. '"Is yes so
fall'n fromfashion?" '"No -1 nmean, it's not that |I'mnot grateful, but 1 don't
want to | eave Batang Sen and te Kiore in the lurch - not with a busted rig,
and Boegi es and god knows what else on their tails."'

Ferris nodded. '| have already broached the idea to your captain, and he
wel cones it —with good reason. You, your consignnent, this is what the
hunters seek. If you are not with the lkon Y«, it will certainly be left
alone; it is us they will chase.'

"And if they are truly m sfortuned, why, they may catch us!' Mll's teeth
glinted, and she hugged herself with delight. 'So be it!*
The captain's tight little smle spread benignly to the ends of his

si dewhi skers. 'l could not have put it nore, ah, pointedly nyself,
quartermaster, t trust that neets your objections, M Fisher? 'If you pronise
to let me pay a fair price for passage ..."' Ferris bobbed his head

good- hunour edl y; he was becom ng al nost human. '| long ago contrived to
overcome any such inhibitions, | assure you. Then we are agreed? Yes? Then, M
Jyp, since you persist in imtating the steamnhistle, you will please convey
my conplinments to Captain Batang Sen and request the pl easure of his conmpany
at dinner tonight - at which I trust all of you will joinus .. .*

By the time we went back to the schooner working parties fromboth crews were
al ready swarm ng over it like ants over their nest. Qur offers of help were
politely but firmy rejected; we wandered through the turnoil of saw ng and
hamreri ng, feeling underfoot and in the way, with the sinister presence of the
i sl and broodi ng over us. The best thing we could do was pack our stuff and
head back to the Sapphire. She had three passenger cabins, but somehow or

ot her Jacquie's stuff and nmine | anded together in the |arge double cabin at
the stern, and neither of us felt up to the fuss of rearranging nmatters. W
were too exhausted to do nore than splash on some cool water and collapse into
bed, anyhow, we hardly spared each other a glance as we undressed. And yet as
t he night passed, we |ay awake together, breathless in the tropical warnth
with our sweat trickling down and mingling under the light coverlet. The



clatter and rasp of the work drifted across to us, mingled with the eerie
cries of the island s night, banishing sleep. Her hand sought mine, clasped

it, palmto danmp palm | |ooked round, saw her silhouette clear against the
pale-lit

z. 66

wi ndow | ouvres, her lips parted and trenbling. | rolled over, touched ny hand

to themand ran it down her jaw, her throat, across her collarbone to the peak
of her left breast. She caught it, pressed it home and pulled nme after it.

What it woul d nean, which way we were heading, | neither knew nor cared. W
were ruledj?y the noment, and it was right, it was enough.

But in the clinging aftermath, still blind and panting, a nmomentary vision

flashed across my eyes; of Mall, a wind of nmoonlight stream ng through her

hair, standing tall and terrible against the stars. The way she' d | ooked t hat
ni ght by the wheel, when she'd turned a nmirror of ghastly clarity on the way
I'd treated Jacquie, on all my self-deceptions and rationalisations, show ng
me the inner enptiness that spawned them A nenory, it mght have been; only
now, where there'd been scorn, something el se blazed in those changeabl e eyes
- mschief, maybe a touch of tenderness, but very fierce if it was. Above all
t hough, that disturbing spark of |aughter. The vision passed; and eventually
we slept.

W canme on deck late that norning. By then a patch of the lkon Yu's pott ribs
| ay bare and exposed in a great jagged strip, like a patient in nid-operation
Al ready they were fastening reinforcements to the damaged ribs, checking the
| ess damaged pl anking and cutting replacenents for the rest, while punps
spewed a jerky streamof foul water out of the bilges. Gakum caul ki ng was
teased and hamered into place with wooden mallets, pitch was boiled in pots
in the engine room- nobody wanted to risk the beach - and pl anes and

spokeshaves trimred fine curls of wood for a neat fit. Mall, as the Sapphire's
quarternmaster, was standing the nmorning watch by the wheel. She turned her
gaze on us as we energed fromthe stairwell; but there was only her usual | ook

init, challenge and mld irony mngled. She sniled a |lazy, sardonic snile
and jerked a thunmb at the scurrying seanen.

"A noble thing, is this |abour of the hands. It physics me but to watch it.*
She stretched like a cat in the dank air. 'You wear the aspect of ones well
physi cked yoursel ves. A peaceful night's watch, save that we rolled at anchor

for a while, as with a heavy swell. One might avow that some danced the
shaki ng o* the sheets below, i'faith! But who'd be about such scanblings?
Jacquie turned a nerry | obster scarlet, and maybe | did too. 'None of your
damm business, Ms Frith!' | told her severely, and
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then a thought made ne hesitate. 'O —was it? Mall, just what were you up to

last night? Not trying to neddl e, by any chance? You know, putting on the old
"fluence or whatever it is?

She rolled her eyes in injured innocence. 'Master Stephen! 17?2

' Come on, Mall! | know you!'

She | owered her eyes and shrugged, scuffed one foot on the deck a little
awkwardly. Mall did nothing awkwardly unl ess she neant to; she had the grace

of centuries. 'Wll-a-day ..."' she admitted. 'Wuldst hold me bl anmeabl e, that
1 do but take an interest? And so | did, 1 avow, see to it that your bags were
set together i' the great cabin, true. But no nore! None! All else that cane

to pass, 'twas your doing only, the pair of you. Coupled—

"All right!' yelped Jacquie. *I get the message! Mall, whatever it was you
were up to, you're a |low m nded, nosy, interfering cow, you' re utterly bl oody
i mpossi bl el And now you' ve done spreading ny sex life all across the deck, |
woul d I'i ke sonme breakfast, thank you. And Mall...’

'Aye, sister? inquired Mall hunbly.

' Thank you very much!' said Jacquie quickly, and fled.

Al that day work parties went back and forth between the two ships, but we
were still left at a loose end. Skills honed over lifetimes and | onger were in
pl ay among the hands who crawl ed in and around the opening in the schooner's



flank |i ke maggots in a wound; we would only slow them down. Ape found hinself
anot her corner of the deck to squat in and neditate, and took no further
interest in proceedings. W sat and admired die amazing speed with which the
gash was sutured and heal ed, and the masts grew upward fromthe deck again,
sprouting spars that seemed to spin the webs of rigging anew. And in the
neanti me we tal ked. We tal ked of each other, of things that had been, things
t hat m ght have been; but of what might still be, neither of us ventured a
word. | didn't, because | was afraid to; but about Jacquie's reasons 1 could
only guess.

By the early evening the gash was whol e, and the stream of water fromthe
bi |l ge punps had sunk to a trickle. The working parties came scurrying back to
t he Sapphire. | thought things would end there for the day, but Ferris, for
all his languid appearance, wasn't the type to stand still. Before long die
hi gh stack overhead was coughing its first black puffs of soot, and the

i mense paddl ewheel s were beginning to churn and thrash the
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wat er. They swung her round on her cables, till she | oomed over the grounded
schooner like a cliff.

' Reverse paddl es and shut down, if you please!' said Ferris through his
speaking trunpet. The Sapphire's side drifted against the schooner's fenders
as lightly as a kiss, and bobbed there gently ...' Deck party! The derri ck,

pl ease!"

Wth a runble and a rattle the iron armswing out over the tilted deck bel ow,
and as the paw was thrown it spilled a rattling mass of chain down through

t he open hold hatchway. A few m nutes of clanking and oaths bel ow, then there

was a hail, and the steam w nch chugged and puffed into action. The chains
twanged taut and to a great cheer fromboth crews, dripping wet fromits
flooding but still robustly intact, with Ape's hex-signs gl owi ng brighter than

a Lancaster Country barn, the container cane jerking up into the dimmng
light. As its weight was renmpved the schooner's deck lifted visibly and

| evel l ed of f, rocking gently; wallow ng and gurgling sounds bubbl ed up beneath
the hull. The sand was | oosening its grip.

The container creaked to its zenith, and we ducked as it came swayi ng and
spattering over to the Sapphire's deck. Hands rushed to steady it, so it
struck the deck with only a Iight bunp and boom-+though of course that set off
t he cheepi ng perishabl es again, and a burst of abuse from Mall. The
container's ribbed sides | ooked fine, die lock was still holding. Only Ape's
charns had suffered, running, sneared and peeling; but he seened to take
little interest in diemnow, or anything el se. Crewren swarned around, undoing
the chains and fastening themdown to ringbolts set in the deck; others were
al ready casting off the nmooring cables and running a Iine to the schooner's
stern.

The captains bell owed at each other again, Sapphire's paddl es began to slap
and slowy she pulled free of the beached ship, sw nging her bows out into die
| agoon. Beyond her stern die towcabl e rose dripping fromthe water and sang
like a tautened guitar string, the engi ne-roomtel egraph rang repeatedly for
nore power, the paddles churned the clear water to a beery froth. There was a
nmonent's suspense while it seemed we weren't nmking any headway —dien a flash
of sheer panic.

Wth an obscene wall owi ng, sucking sound, the schooner's bows tore free of the
soft sand, and she shot sternwards into the |agoon. W all flinched, as she
raced at us like a torpedo; but Ferris was ready. Over went the helm the tow
was cast, and she
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slid easily by us, shedding nonentum till she floated free once nore in the
m sty |agoon. Catching our breath, Jacquie and | clinbed down on to the paddle
housi ng as we nmoved in al ongsi de her again.

Te Kiore was busy rigging another tow, to the bows this tinme; he seened to be
strutting up and down quite normally now. Batang Sen was at the helm tw sting
t he wheel to check the rudder action since the grounding. Everything seemed to



be happening very quickly now, and 1 realised 1 didn't want to | eave die
schooner and its cut-throat crew behind like this; we'd been through too nuch.
| hailed them 'Hey, te Kiore! How s she feel ?*

Hs face split in a punpkin grin. "All fast, Steve! Tight as a tick, not
maki ng enough to wet a gnat's bum

Bat ang Sen | ooked up and waved. "Sel amat berjal an, tuanl Sinply spiffing
jaunt! Capital jollity, what? Best for many years! W do again soon, hah?
"Yes,* | said weakly. 'Spiffing. Take care of yourselves, now *

He | aughed. 'Is hardly problem Problemis what you got! Well, pip-pip and
cheeri o, hah, ft«»? And guard your derry-air!’

"Too right!' laughed the Maori. 'Well, see you in Bali next week, as arranged,
and we*l! have a good spell, eh? Catch a few beers.' He bl ew Jacquie a kiss.
"It's a date," | told him 'There's just one thing nore .. .*

He | ooked at the package | hefted, 'For us? Okay, chuck it down.'

"It's heavier than it looks!' He just flexed his nuscles and | aughed. ' On your
head be it!" | told him and threw.

He caught it all right, contenptuously in one hand - and fell flat on his
backsi de. One side of the bag split with a dull clink, and a streamof little
bright discs went rolling across the deck. | needn't have wi nced. That pack of
freebooters had the conditioned reflexes of several lifetinmes; not one coin
made it further than three feet. They whooped and jabbered and danced around
di e deck, singing old tribal roundelays or possibly headhunting songs, white
te Kiore sat staring at the heap, and Batang Sen cane raci ng down the deck at
a rate of knots.

' Enough here to buy the old girl twice over!' said the Maori dazedly.

'"On account!' | called back, |aughing. 'There's the bonus to follow and
you' ve bl oody well earned it, you pack of sharks! Till Ball!’
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That rai sed an even bigger cheer. Captain Ferris's voi ce booned out over the
megaphone. 'If your business is quite concluded, gentlemen ? Very well, then

M Jyp ? Be so good as to signal ready for tow' The steam whistle sounded two
deaf eni ng bl asts, and a hail answered them 'WII| you take the hel mand see us
out, M Jyp? Quarter speed ahead, please. Very good.*

1 didn't see what was so good about it. The channel | ooked | ess narrow when
you' d nore nmanoeuvring power, but the sea beyond the reef was no |onger calm

t he i ncom ng waves frothed and creamed about our bows. But Jyp's hands noved
with quiet confidence on the helm and astern, bouncing in our wake, | could
just nmake out Batang Sen in much the sanme attitude, with te Kiore towering in
the bows, and nen with I ong spars ready to fend of f any obtrusive rocks. Al
the sane, there were sonme heart-stopping noments. Wth a contrary wind and no
power the Ikon Y« al one would never had made it. As it was, we energed, after
a few mnutes or a century, into the swell and surf of the open ocean. Behind
us, as the winds swirled, the msts drew closed |ike curtains over a stage and
hid that deadly nountain-face and all it represented fromour sight. The
drumm ng surf thunder fell away astern, fading al most too quickly to be
natural. But | found nyself wondering - with a kind of weird | ongi ng, alnost -
what el se |urked beyond that isle? What other reefs and shoals of hunman

i magi ni ngs, within the fathom ess reaches of the Spiral ?

Before long even the m st was thinning, and the radi ant blues of the Pacific
opened out above us and below, am d the cheerful buffeting of a freshening

wi nd. Captain Ferris lifted his long nose to the wind, and took a discreet
sniff. "M Jyp! Signal ready to release tow, if you pl ease.

The whistle blasts were met by a resounding cheer fromthe schooner; even as
the Iine sagged free, lines of men went racing up into its rigging, inching
along the footropes with fearful agility, and alnpbst instantly the sails

bl ossomed out. Even with a mainmed rig she was a |ovely sight, a patchwork

fl ower where new white canvas flashed against ol der yellow Ferris swvelled

t he speaking trunpet to his nouth. 'Coxswain's crew, raise the ensign! Gun
crews, stand by to render parting honours. On the command —ftreV

A dark knot soared up the staff at the Sapphire's stern and burst out into the



red ensign; the five eighteen-pounders along the starboard side thundered in
turn, heeling the whole ship. The
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I kon Ytt's popguns snoked in answer, while both crews cheered raucously. Then
as her rudder bit she swung free, ridding herself of the entanglenents and
pursuits I'd led her into, and skipped like an unbridl ed horse over our wash,
turni ng away eastward for the safe havens of Jawa. Jacquie and | watched her
draw away, standing silent till the tall sailcrest shrank to a single pale fin
agai nst the horizon.

Her work was done; but what remai ned of ours?

The Sapphire was fast, according to Jyp one of the very fastest ships that
plied these outer oceans, and | could believe that. She was close to the
limts of the possible out here, where no stable industry could flourish for
long, and the linmt of technology lay in the hands of clever craftsnmen. There
were no standard spare parts for her, no machine tools to shape theny when a
part wore or went wong, it would have to be crafted anew by hand, at
fantastic costs in tinme and noney.

"That's howit was with steam mechanics when it got started, in the Core,' he
said, leaning on the engine-roomrail to watch the great beam arns. Their sl ow
nmet hodi cal churn and hiss seened eerily quiet after the roar of interna
conbusti on engi nes or how i ng warship turbines.' Couldn't keep going that way,
t hough, neither there nor here. How |l ong*l|l ole Batang Sen be in getting his

new boiler, d you think? Al that dough of yours in hand, that'll help; but
he'll have to find netal workers who can do the job. | bet he's still under
sail when he nmakes Ball, and for a long time after. And that tine'll cone for
the Sapphire, too, if nothing else sinks her first. Maybe she'll have to nount

masts and sails, too; or drop back into die Core for repairs, and run the risk
of never comn' out again.'

He grinned. 'And you can lay good odds Iwon't be with her if she does. Known
guys who went that way. One I'd shipped with from New Ansterdamt'the

Hesperi des, heap o' tines; dropped back in at his home port, got kind of daffy
overa doll and just lingered. Ran into himten years on, his teeth an' hair
falling out and he hadn't a due who I was. Going on like crazy 'bout how dul
his life had been, how he'd never been anywhere worth a damm or seen anyt hi ng
worth seeing. Hm who'd crossed wakes with the Argo homeward bound and seen
the very Fleece at her masthead, the blood on her stern!l Hm who'd hunted

el ephant east of the Catskills long before the red man ever saw 'enl Never
even knew he'd been away.' He gave a deep sigh, and shook his head.

Jacquie held ny armand said nothing; and the | ook on her face was even harder
to read than usual

Mal | snorted disdainfully. 'It's these sweltering arnms of steel that drag your
t hought s Hub ward! Back beneath the open heavens, and breathe free again!*

She herded us up the | adder ahead of her, keeping Jacquie and nyself carefully
together, as if even a nonentary intervention m ght break the fragile bond

bet ween us. Maybe she was right. W weren't quite sure what it was oursel ves,
this sudden intensity of feeling —old | ove renewed, or a wholly new

rel ati onship between two very different people. But then, neither of us cared
that rmuch. Maybe Jacqui e had picked up a little of that vague heedl ess
euphoria the Spiral triggers off in some people - the feeling that because
anyt hi ng can happen, why not enjoy it? Maybe | had too, because | was content
to just bask in the sheer delight of her, and enjoy the company of two old
friends I'd never been sure |I'd see again. The friends didn't encourage us to
t hi nk overmuch, either. Mall, no doubt renenmbering how she'd upbrai ded ne
about Jacqui e, kept a sardonic but kindly eye on USJ JVP plainly found the
whol e business mldly hilarious. But for nme those few days' passage were as
close to an idyll as I'd ever cone.

There was al nost nothing to cloud them+no nore hunters, no

nore opposition of any kind. There were worries for the future,

but only one | couldn't easily let slip by - our arrival in Bali. Jyp

and Mall couldn't stay to back ne up; Ferris had allowed themto



; stretch their articles of service far enough al ready, and they
weren't the types to let himdown. Te Kiore and the rest would

take days to catch up. That left Ape, and right now he wasn't

i nspiring nuch confidence, a subdued, bl anket-w apped heap

v nmeditating, or nmoping, at the rear of the bridge. He barely ate or

. drank now, and his little eyes |ooked tired and red-rimed. It was as
wel | the voyage was going so quickly.

By day we rode an enpty ocean, by night the clouds of the i Spiral bill owed
beneath our hull and the steadying sail filled with

* nmoonl i ght. Jyp's guiding eye pierced the veils of possibility to set our

coursed4 and Mall's firm hands held our bows true to their |eading stars. But
glad as | was of that, waking with Jacquie

' besi de me, brushing up nmy swordplay with Mall or hearing her viol conjure
up tunes that were old in Shakespeare's day, joking

C with Jyp after a marvellous rijsttafet dinner, sharing volcanic
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curries and deck-shaki ng dances with the foc'sle hands or single nmalt and
hym-si nging with MacAndrew the chi ef engi neer —or arteefeecer, as he called
hinself - 1 had an aching wish that it could go on forever. Even the captain
was surprisingly good conpany, in an acadenic sort of way; his hobby was

mari ne bi ol ogy, and he was full of strange tales of life in the depths. Sone
of them had you | ooking | ong and anxi ously over the side. Also, he'd once
known my boss Barry's grandfather, the founder of our original firm and was

i npressed to hear how it had devel oped; we tal ked shop over billiards into the
smal |l hours, and 1 soon decided the old-time snuggl ers and ot her badhats had
nothing to learn fromtheir nmodern counterparts. A good few tricks |I'd never
heard of came up, and security was in for the tightening of all tine when 1
got home.

That was anot her grey cloud across the .horizon. Honme was sonething | didn't
want to face. Hone was demands., decisions, distractions that ate up the tiny
rati on of seconds in every mnute, the nmeagre hours and scanty dol e of days.
And hone, too, was loneliness, a solitude | could hardly contenplate from
here; or had | found ny answer to that at long last? 1 lay there in the

dar kness of our last night, too anxious to sleep, too |l eaden to waken, till an
i nsistent hammering forced its way into ny mnd, and then the steward's
scrannel voice. 'Cap'n's conmplinments, sir, and we've land in sight. Shall 1
bring your hot water now?

It was still dark. W groaned oursel ves awake, untwi ning nunbed |inbs, our
common scent rank in our nostrils. Silently, alnbst ignoring one another's
nakedness, we sponged our aching bodies clean, pulled our clothes on and went
on deck. Jyp greeted us with a wave towards the bows and beyond. At first |
saw nothing, till my eyes caught the starlight's glitter on a thread of snoke;
it was rising fromthe highest point in a jagged outline, a tooth in sone
fossil monster's jawbone. ' Gunung Agung,' said Jacquie softly. 'The Holy
Mount ai n.'

"More than that!' said Ape roughly, making us all junmp. He'd barely stirred
fromhis place by the rail all the voyage, or spoken; now he stood like a wall
of shadow, his gaze fixed. 'The summit of kaja, the right-hand path of good,
as the sea is of kelod, the left-hand way of evil. Evil cones fromthe sea to
Bali. What is it that you bring?

' The best they know.' It was Mali who spoke, quietly, fromher place at the
wheel . 'What nore can any of us? Not even at
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the farthest RRm they say, can those who dwell there perceive all the threads
of fate and destiny in any action.'

Then is it not better not to act? he runbled, though in his dulled eyes

somet hing seenmed to stir and shine. 'Better not to banish the desire for
action, let those threads entangle further?

Mal | snorted. 'Then still would Sita lie 'neath hundred-armed Ravana! Take
Krishna's word for thine own, ny Stephen, and act as you see you nust!’



"As | must?' It had a bitter taste to it, that norning air. It seened for a
monent as if great forces rode the soft breeze, as if a nmighty axis poised in
t he darkness above us, that the faintest breath might swing. 'If the Project
founders, along conme fam ne and death. |If we succeed, we bring—*

Ape growmed in his throat. 'Wrse than death.' H's long arnms twi tched, his
shoul ders hunched. 'Men die. Wnen die. Children die. Al things they die;
even those outernost forces you invoke, they have their endings as their

begi nnings were. Yet they look with a longer view Lives are |leaves in a
furnace - poof\ They flutter and are gone. Yet the fire goes on, others they
cone to sustain it in their turn. Wat gives its neaning to their living and
their dying, what feeds that fire but the ways their ancestors bequeathe

t hen?'

"Yet think on this,' sighed Mall, her voice soft and sad. 'You, Sir Ape, you
thing of wi sdom you feeder of fires—wll you tell the child who cries for a
grain of rice to ease her fam ne-bloated belly that the ways of her fathers
are nmade safe instead? WIIl you say that to the nother who weeps over a grave
scratched i'the parched earth? W//?'" she snapped, in sudden anger, and for a
nmonent, though the velvet darkness clung around us, | seemed to see her
clearly, legs planted wi de, head thrown back as if to defy the | oonmi ng nass of
Ape before her.

"I will not," he answered shortly. He bowed his head, which sonmehow di m ni shed
him 'No better answer have |, nor the forces that would stop these two and
their Project. So | help, then and now, as | can. But | ask them find ne that
answer !’

"That's unfair!' protested Jacquie. "Find what you and all these, these forces
can't?

'More easily, perhaps, than they, ny lady,' said Mall. 'For they see only the
tangl e of threads, and are no longer of it. Tis you may twi ne themtogether to
make a stronger - or find the one they were unravelled from and nmake it

whol e.’
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Ahead of us a sudden point of red swelled for an instant; and over the
freshening wind | becane aware of a soft runbling sound, a trenor felt nore
than heard through the very tinbers of the hull and the sea beyond. ' Gunung
Agung is restless,' said Ape quietly; and | realised then how nuch lighter the
sky had becone. Yet still there was no other colour in the world.

Nor had it conme when the Sapphire chugged into the shall ow bay of Padangbai
exchangi ng casual whistles with one of the early ferries to the outer islands.
I f anybody on the ferry noticed something odd about the incom ng vessel they
probably just put it down to the di mess and forgot about it. Half an hour
back we'd passed a Chinese junk that belonged in the M ng dynasty; every port
has its strange passages at dawn and sunset, when perceptions blur, and the
doors between Core and Spiral stand ajar. W cane in snoothly al ongside the
hi gh quay where the cruise liners usually tie up; and even as our fenders were
scraping the concrete piles the derrick was bei ng made ready.

The sky was still grey when the container swung up against it, a bl ocky
forebodi ng sil houette, sw nging outwards and down to |land, at long last, with
a scrape and a creak upon the dusty concrete jetty that was the outnost fringe
of the ancient realmof Bali. | |ooked at ny watch for about the hundredth
time; there it was - Thursday the jrd of May, 2:47 a.m, EST. There were no
cheers, and no nore cerenony than that. The bl ockade was broken, and our work
was done

*] regret | can leave you so little tinme for farewells,' said Ferris, hauling
his huge half-hunter fromhis waistcoat fob. '"But if we are to catch the
dawn—=

' You' ve done nore than enough already,' | told him 'And you two!1

Jyp clapped a | ean hand on ny shoulder. 'It's never enough! But jehoshaphat,
Steve, it was good to see you again —and those best duds of nine! You're
wearin' themas if you were born in '"emnow In them- and to them Maybe I|']
be | ooking for you again soon, out here.’



"You think that's w se? You' ve warned nme off before!’
"It is," said Mall shortly. 'You grow, Master Stephen. Fuller than you were,

you becone; and for good or ill, you may not now be held back. I, | pluck no
prophecies else fromthe stars - but | also will be |ooking for you, ere |ong.
Yet watch every corner! For if naught else, there is still one |urks around
each one to trip you
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up anew. Stephen, beware Stephen!' As suddenly as that she ., reached out her

arnms and caught me, drew ne to her and all but wapped herself around me, so
that once again | felt the litheness of her and the fierce energy of the life
that blazed within. Her lips touched mne, but it was not a kiss, nore a
breat hi ng between our parted |ips. Then as quickly she rel eased ne, with
liquid fire running al ong nmy nerves.

"And you, ny lady,' she said, so intensely that the wy smle faltered on
Jacquie's lips. 'Look to him and to yourself. For who knows, but your fate
also may lie along the Great Paths of sky and sea, and in the | ands of |egend
and shadow. Better so, that such rare flowering |oveliness be not |eft hostage
to that meddling tyrant Time, such breadth of mind and heart for himto mar

with scant experience. |I'Il listen for your feet also.* She enbraced : Jacquie
al so; the touch of lips was sisterly enough, the brush of
. hands agai nst breasts as she rel eased her nere awkwardness. : Wth no

nore ado she stal ked back up the gangpl ank, and out of our sight. Jacquie

bl i nked dazedly. Jyp snmiled cynically and kissed her hand with a flourish.

" Your servant always, M ss Jacquie/ he said. 'And you | ook . after
yoursel f, y' hear?

"I... think I"'mlearning/ said Jacquie. She touched the bow she'd brought out
with her in a sailcloth duffel bag. *I hope | see you both again.'

'"Couldn't hope it nore than | do, ma'am Well, Steve ...' Nobody said goodbye
to Ape. He squatted, bl anket-draped agai nst the dawn air, against the wall of
the container, |ike sonme

. uneasy parody of a Buddha. The spray spattered himas the

/ paddl es turned, but he didn't even | ook up. The light swung in

bal ance now, an even greyness over sky and sea, with only the

faintest line between themy and for that |line the Sapphire set its

bows. W watched in silence, and in minutes, it seenmed, it was

itself a thing of shadow, devoid of detail —save that, at the stern

" shining as if with inner light, a figure stood out clear. Blonde hair
blewin the wind; an armwaved in farewell, waved till even that

. light dwindled to a point, and a brighter one crept into the sky. From

bel ow the world's edge it shone, and the streaks of cloud above it took shape,
grey isles upon a blinding sea of light, as golden as the path that spread
towar ds us down the ocean below, turning the steaner's stern to a sil houette
of bl ackness. Their pale margi ns becane gol den shores streaked white with

br eakers;
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their billowing crests the tossing tips of forests in the warmw nds. The sky
was full of islands, |like the shadows of sone distant archipelago; and into

it, along that brighter road, the shadow we'd sailed on, solid beneath our
feet, raised its bows and dwi ndled, sailing away into the depths of the sky.
W huddl ed together as we saw it, awed and dimnished, |ike small aninals at
t he bounds of their own famliar wood, seeing for the first time the

i nconmpr ehensi bl e vastness of fields stretch out beyond it. 'Like a dream
sai d Jacquie softly.

"Not to ne.'
"Not that. This. As if only once in ny life I'd been properly awake.'
A sudden shrilling nade us junp, like a furious giant insect. 'It's coning

fromyour bag!* Jacqui e gasped.

| was already rummagi ng furiously through it, making hay of all the steward's
el egant packing, right to the bottom Wth a grunt of triunph | seized the
vibrating shell, hoiked it out in a shower of socks and underpants across the



quay and cracked it open in nmy palm

"Steve? Hullo, Steve? Jesus H Christ, man, is that your

"Yes, Dave,' | said resignedly, clapping the earpiece to ny ear. 'All present
and correct.’

"Present where, you son of a bitch? Were's the container? Were's that hint
fromthe Project you went waltzing off with? Don't you know today's the
contract deadline?

"I"'mon Bali, Dave. Wth the container.'

"And the bint,' put in Jacquie over ny shoul der, and kissed ne on the ear
There was a nonent's dead silence. 'Yo« said you'd |l et me know the absol ute
bl oody nmonment you arrived, you jammy bugger

"This is the monent, twit. You know what tinme it is here? About four-thirty in
the norning, the sun's only just coming up.' | glanced around at the sl eeping
rows of bright alum niumsided sheds. 'W haven't even noved off the bl oody
Padangbai quay yet, everything' s closed up, custonms, inmgration, the lot.

Li sten, since you're on the line, this official who's supposed to be picking

us up—=

There was a sound suspiciously like teeth grating.' Vn-huh. The Interior
Mnistry liaison man. | have had himon the line, yes.'
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"Then | hope you told himwhat | said - that 1 was seeing the container in by
a very roundabout route and I'd call himtoday when | got in.'

'He wasn't too happy. Didn't have ny touching faith in you. Wanted your phone
nunber hinsel f:

"I don't think he'd have got through, sonehow. '

"That's what | told him Listen, where'd you get to, anyhow? Nowhere with a
satellite link, that's for sure. Every tine | tried to get hold of you | kept
getting these crazy wong nunbers you woul dn't believe\'

"Jokers, probably,1 I suggested, wondering just who he had managed to get

t hrough to. 'Hackers - you know. '

'Quess so. Anyhow, we arranged that the Mnistry man woul d get down there as
| ate as possible today - thought 1'd give you as much | eeway as | coul d:

| sighed. 'Well thought of. But that means we've got to hang about for hours,
then.'

" Shoul dn't be so bad. They've put in sone nice new tourist facilities, he
says; you can get a shower and meats and so on. And he's nade sure the port

boys are expecting you; they' Il look after things till he gets there. The | ad
done good, huh? Huh?'
'Yes. Yes, thanks, Dave. I'Il call you back later, Pmkind of tired now.'

Til bet. Anyhow, it's another triunmph for Stephen Fisher the shipping wzard -
how does he do it, nothing up his sleeve and not a mirror in sight. My love to
the b—the |l ady. Sayonaral 1

The port boys were expecting not only us, but our ship; they weren't too

pl eased to find it had come and gone without themnoticing. Qur link with the
Project gave us instant VIP status, and we al ready had our business visas, of
course, which circunvented the usual day-long battle with the Kantor |m grasi
bureaucrats; Ape produced a noth-eaten Jawan passport in the name of Pendek
Dewa, birthdate unknown. But none of the officials liked the idea of ships
being able to come and go undetected and unaccounted for, and | andi ng
foreigners into the bargain. The Syahbandar, or harbournmaster, and the Kantor

I migrasi chief, both Jawanese, were close to apoplexy; in the current
terrorist enmergency that could get theminto deep slurry with the mlitary, a
very unheal thy place to be.

But when Jacqui e diplomatically explained we'd travelled on a Boegie ship —
"Well, part of the way, anyhow - they cal ned

179

down considerably, it let themoff die hook. They' d been watching for a nodern
shi p, and what coul d one expect from Boegi es? They went everywhere, and were a
| aw unto thensel ves at the best of tines, but they were highly unlikely to
carry terrorists. 'Flea, food poisoning, adaV joked the Kantor Peneriksaan



man, scratching his well-padded backside idly as he covered every page of our
i nch-thick wad of custons cl earances in rubber stanps as bright as Ape's
charns. The others commi serated; but die Interior Mnistry and the Kantor
Gubernoran had booked rooms for my party at die good Western-style hotel on
die waterfront. We could rest there today, and the Mnistry man would conme and
pick us up later.

When? | shoul d have known better than to ask. Round here, the nore inportant
an official was—er wanted to | ook—+the nore he took his time; they called it
jam karet, 'rubber tine*. The nmpbst anyone would say was 'berapa /am', a few
hours, which could nean afternoon or evening. The harbourmaster woul d have
arnmed guards posted on the contai ner meanwhile. The hotel began to | ook very
tenpting; but Ape declined. He preferred just to stay there with the

contai ner, guard or no guard, even though it ought to be safe in broad
daylight. He didn't want any food; when | pressed himhe let ne buy hima cup
of baijgur, a sort of dilute rice pudding and coconut mlk, froma quayside

stall, but went shuffling back to his place at once.
"He looks ill,* said Jacquie anxiously, |ooking back
"I'"d have said... old. But you should have seen himon that train! Wat's

changed himlike this?*

Jacqui e shivered. There's sonething el se governing him some other |law The

t hi ngs he was sayi ng, about tonight, not being able to help us later... * She
turned to Pujawan, the young man the harbournaster had sent to help us with
our bags. 'Ma'afl Is there sonething special about today? O tonorrow?'

He grinned. 'You don't know? Tomorrow begins big festival, whole island
celebrates. Galungan, it's called.' He shifted his grip on my bag to stick out
his thunb, the polite way to point in Bali. Them they cel ebrate already. Not
good | uck. *

They were a group of young men, anything fromlate teens to early twenties,
rolling off the quay fromone of the early-norning island ferries, to the
acconpani nent of an incredible row Four or five of themhad gigantic tinny
bl asters on their shoul ders, each one playing sonething different with the
vol ume turned up all the
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way, so that nost of what you heard was shrieking discord and distortion
Their cheap surfer shorts and shirts, crinkling and faded, were spattered with
i neptly copied English slogans like H p! and Crazyl, and Spunky*., though one
or two boasted slogans |ike Bali Breaks'. Their threadbare caps had basebal

| ogos or the names of Bait chain hotels. Several carried battered full-gun
surfboards, one with BALI HYATT, SANUR still readable through a crude

pai nt-job. Most of them |l ooked all right, just noisy kids with big goofy grins
and a few beers too nmany in the cooler. One or two, though, had a | ook that's
the sane the world over, one |'d seen on Berkel ey panhandl ers and Poli sh

ski nheads and Panyat race-thugs in Mscow, on d asgow football hooligans and
the Tines Square pinp who'd slashed a girl's face with a sw tchbl ade; they

wi el ded their boards like 'dozer blades to dear people fromtheir path.

Al toget her they | ooked |ike cheap, crappy parodi es of the worst things
Western, wal king casualties of culture shock. As they passed they yelled at
us, and 1 caught an acrid whiff fromthe joints they were snoking. Pujawan
stared strai ght ahead.

"What was that about?' | asked, but he didn't appear to hear

"Wnding himup,' said Jacquie softly. 'About carrying a European's bags.*

Puj awan heard that all right. "Lupakan sajaV he said softly. 'Don't bother
about them They're no good. No use.*

'Even so,' | said unconfortably, in ny halting Malay. '| coul d—=*
He wasn't to be put off; and nobody wins a war of politeness with a Balinese.
"I do not mind! | carry bags once, it is an honour. Them they live off

foreigners all the time. Let them get jobs, joke about ne then!'

But | held the doors for himat the hotel; and when we'd checked in, we made
himstop for coffee with us, and felt a bit better

"Those little creeps!' said Jacquie bitterly, when he'd gone.



"You know, that priest character, that pedanda - he warned me about the
surfers.'

'They can't all be like that,"

'No, sone of diemdidn't even |l ook too bad, but 1 sort of begin to see his
point. This place was an idyll once. If it's all going to go like that... O
this hotel even. 1 stayed in another of this chain in the Seychelles, and it
was exactly the same. If it wasn't for al
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t hose bug-eyed masks on the walls you' d never know we were in BahY

"That's right. But for better or worse, Steve, we are. The pedanda, and the
woman, whoever she was, or whatever -you've beaten them both.'

'"W. You, |, te Kiore, Batang Sen, Jyp and Mall - lots of people. And lots of
luck."'

"But you held it all together,' she said crisply. She haul ed herself up, a
little stiffly. 'Not nmany people could have done what you' ve done. Now you
deserve a rest. You | ook half-dead.'

"It's hotter than Jawa here, |I'mnot acclimatised."'
*Wait' H mi dday gets you; you'll be nothing but a grease spot. Come get a
shower while you still can.*

Fortunately the Mnistry man had a hi gh sense of status; he didn't show up
until alnmpst six o' 'clock. By then we'd had a good rest in an air-conditioned
room and the sea breeze was naki ng outdoors al nost bearable again. Until

that is, his convoy and its arny escort pulled up in a billow of dust. He cane
bounding with fearsonme energy out on to the shaded verandah where we were
sitting, a thickset little man in a spotless safari suit straight out of
Abercronbie & Fitch. 'Mster Fisher? Doctor Jusuf Pasaribu! And M ss

Kang- Svensen —how do you do?

Anot her Javanese, with that Miuslim name; there was a slight enphasis on the
"Doctor' - of economics, we found out - and his English was fluent. Too
fluent; he chattered. God, how he chattered; and he positively radiated a
go-getting sort of energy that nade ne want to shove himinto a sack —and
was used to the type. | was one nyself, if it came to that; sone of the tineg,
anyway. He gul ped down the drink we offered him—a highball, presumably to
show of f his lack of Islam c prejudice —and, barking orders at the hotel
staff and his own nmen alike, bundled us and our gear out of the door in about
five mnutes flat. The soldiers spilled out of their truck to salute, he
handed us into his personal car, barked at the driver, and we were off to the
dock.

Wthin mnutes he'd made all the final clearances and had the container

wi nched on to the flatbed truck he'd brought, painted the same dusty military
dun as the soldiers' canvas-topped truck; but his car was sonething else, a
gl ossy great two-tone Japanese four-wheel drive with louvre blinds all round
and air-conditioning. He blenched slightly when we introduced Ape, | ooking
dusty and haggard after his vigil, and very obviously

ushered himinto the spare seat in the |uggage space; he seenmed to assume Ape
was sone sort of derelict interpreter we'd brought al ong, and would no | onger
need with himthere. He never even bothered to ask if we spoke the | anguage
oursel ves, just |leaned over to us fromthe front seat and chattered on and
on-"he let up only to bark at the driver, or for some answer fromus. Not that
he |istened; comments rolled over his head and were overwhelnmed in the flood

of his enthusiasm He didn't seemto notice our reactions; |ike nmany
Easterners he probably found Wstern faces, even bindings |like Jacquie's, hard
to read —inscrutable, in fact. That was probably just as well.

The island rolled by outside, while he tal ked about it as if we were just sone
nore know nothing visiting firemen. The buil dings of the town, sun-bleached
and pl easantly shabby with their peeling paintwork and bright shop signs, gave
way to greenery —flat paddy fields, glistening al gae-green under the sinking
sun, through which the convoy passed on a raised causeway fringed with | ow
shrubbery. Flowers shone in the fields Iike scattered jewels, waving in the
wake of the escort truck: marigold, hibiscus, bougainvillea and frangi pani red



and white and pink, dark blue butterfly-pea and flowers with only native
nanes, kapaka and manori, |avender-shaded, and the orange dadak. Hillsides
carved out into neat terraces, whose wavy edges and vivid, alnost artificial
greenness made the whol e | andscape | ook |ike sone giant contour nodel of

pai nted flock. And splashing down narrow stone-lined channels in between, the
coffee-brown turbid water that fed themand the little whitewalled villages
scattered al ong our route.

I remenbered what the old priest had told nme, and later Jacquie. To a Balinese
avillage is a living thing, a body much like his own, to be addressed as 7
Desa, with the same respectful title he would expect for hinself - and so is
every house in it, fromthe famly shrine at its head to the arns which are
its roons, the legs and feet of kitchen and larder, and the rubbish pit at its
rear. Life within life, surrounding life, each house, village, tenmple a living
bei ng made up of those within it, the very island itself a divine living
creature, a macrocosmwith the water systemas its pale yet vital |ifeblood. |
felt it too, | thrilled to it, this first glinpse of what the Project was al
about, the ideal that had brought ne all this way, the vision |I'd

been afraid to fail; and I wasn't disappointed. | squeezed Jacquie's hand, and
she squeezed back, her eyes shining.

And then he started tal king about it. He talked about it as if we were

conpl ete outsiders, even Jacquie. And the nore he tal ked the nore he laid bare
of himself, of how he thought, and no doubt those behind him Early on
managed to get in a question about this Galungan festival, and he fizzed and
sputtered in reply.

"Ch, Mster Fisher! Half the days on this island are festivals of sone kind.
They have a special kind of rotating cal endar, even, to keep track as they
cone round—each nore superstitious than the next. A thirty-week cycle, would
you believe? Galungan, it's the worst; like Christmas, kind of. One day, but
the celebration lasts a whole ten days and ends in another, Kuningan, and can
you get one goddamm thing done during that tine? Fat chance. Al the offices
and shops and schools shut up tight, all the roads gumred up and god hel p you
if there's an accident or a fire or something. Everyone pushing off to their
hone villages, you see; very village-m nded, the Balinese, even the town
dwellers. It's the Descent of the Ancestors, you see; when they think the

anci ent powers of the island hold sway again. That's why the deadline was set
- and why I'mso very glad you nade it. One mnute after m dnight tonight and
you' d have wal ked i nto a madhouse."

| looked sharply round at Ape, but he seenmed to be asleep there in the back
his eyelids drooping, his mouth half-open in a silent snore.

"Not that the run-up to it's any better,' added Pasaribu scornfully. 'They
think the week or two before is a bad-luck tinme, when the kalas and the butas
- the local ghosties and ghoulies and long-1leggity beasties, that is —can
cone up fromthe underworld and bugger everybody about. So everything

i mportant gets screwed up, then, too. Can you believe it?

"After the voyage we've had,' | put in, 'l just about could.' But he wasn't

[ i stening.

"You know, that's what | really |l ook forward to,' he rhapsodi sed. ' Breaking
the back of all this feckless Balinese nonsense at long last. It's a fossil
really; primtive H nduism the only backwoods corner in the whol e goddam
country where it's hung on. Denons and googoos and what ever everywhere, and
don't so nmuch as cross a road w thout choosing a propitious day fromthe

calendar - it's as bad as Tibet or Nepal or sonmewhere like that. And the
endl ess damm etiquette! Having to use a different
184

| anguage when you' re speaking to soneone of a higher or lower class. In this
day and age that's a feudal obscenity!’

"Don't you speak differently to your boss?' inquired Jacquie sofly. 'Or the
President? O a fca/i?

"Ch, sure, but that's different!' he laughed, as if it should be self-evident.
"That's why | expect great things fromthe Project. It'll do so much for the



island, in one fell swoop as it were.'

'"Feed it,' | suggested, peering out through the blinds. W were clinbing now,
up the valley flank. Alnost all of it was cultivated, with only the odd clunp
of overhanging trees between the field nmargins, as often as not around the
greystone peak of sone tenple or mnor shrine, mmcking the blue-grey nass of
t he nmount ai ns beyond. 'Save all this fromdroughts. Let people support

t hensel ves wi t hout ravaging the | andscape any further.'’

He gave ne a patronising smrk. 'Wll obviously, sure, and that's very good.
But the Project can achieve so much more—t's a sharp sword in the hands of
progress, as Ho Chi Mnh used to say. On the nost basic level it'll strip the
power fromthese priest-ridden villages and put it in the hands of the
denocratically el ected governnment, where it bel ongs.'

'El ected bythe whol e of Indonesia, notBali,' murmured Jacquie.

" Absol utely! So what will follow fromthat? They'll have to get used to
dealing with a proper centralised government for their resources. They'll see
us controlling their water supplies efficiently with conputers and
electronics, and they'll think less and less in ternms of priests and tenples
and primtive deities. That'll nake roomfor a spot of clear-headed

religi on—ot hing fundanmentalist, of course,' he added apol ogetically.

" Absol ute toleration and everything. But bit by bit it'll whittle away at the
superstitious foundations, the way the West has at the cultural ones.'

He gave ne a knowi ng wi nk, such an un-Indonesi an gesture he nust have
deliberately practised it. '"And | have got to admit, it'll do a great deal of
good for the admi nistration here. Put newlife into it. Ball's been kind of a
Si beria posting, for sone departments, but that's all changi ng now. The
Project will really set the ball rolling -or should | say the Bali? A

busi nessman |i ke you, you nust see the kind of opportunities public-sector
devel opnent opens up for the private sector, following in its footsteps.'

*] begin to think I do," | nmurnured. 'You nmean, in terns of construction, |and
use, property devel opnent for mass tourism industry even, that sort of

t hi ng?*
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"Right!" he smled, delighted to find me so quick on the uptake. 'Wo's to say
ot herw se?'
"Who i ndeed?* | grinned back. Wien Greek neets G eek, they smile..
| hadn't seen any of this before, but it seemed so obvious now, and to judge
by the flash in her eyes, Jacquie had got it too. Water was the key to | and
use. If farm and suddenly became | ess cost-efficient, perhaps because the
water to keep it fertile had beconme too expensive, then it would have to be
converted to sone other use, wouldn't it? The peasants would have to sell it
for what they could get. O else there was conpul sory purchase, eni nent domain
In a country where korupsi was practically the basis of a government
official's incone, where a child couldn't go up a grade in school unless the
teacher was sweetened, the potential profits were enornous. 'But all the rest
of this, the breaking of superstition and so on ... | suppose this is
government policy?
He smiled again. W were equals, confederates practically; we noved on the
same el evated, sophisticated levels. 'OF course our political nasters cannot
afford to be so explicit, not in these ..." he shrugged,'... sensitive tines.
You as a cosnopolitan Westerner must have seen how Third Wrld governnents are
constantly at the nmercy of minority parties with disproportionate influence -
and of course there are sentinmentalists even within governnent. It's we, the
adm ni strators charged with the everyday business of rule, who have to come up
agai nst these barriers, these obstacles to progress; and therefore it's we who
have to break through them' He chuckled. 'After all, we know there's no such
pl ace as Shangri-la, don't we?
"I wouldn't be too sure,"” said Jacquie venonously; but fortunately we | urched
over a pothole just then, and he turned to berate the driver. Then he turned
back and went on about the duty of the intellectual classes to take the |ead.
" and drag, if need be, these charm ng, yes, but indolent islanders into



the realities of the new century!’

It got too nuch for me, too. 'You nmean like the secondhand surfer culture?*

He gave a wy laugh. 'Then? Just another way of being feckless. Though we
don't exactly discourage them good for tourism the free-and-easy style.
Keeps up the tropical paradise imge. The governnent spoiled that a bit when
it cracked down on peasant wonen, nmade them dress decently, cut out the
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traditional topless styles altogether; and nude bathing. That used to draw the
Yankees and Aussie tourists. At |least the suffers are decent. Fancy a cold
soda?' He dug out cans from sonewhere beneath the front seat, and tossed them
back to us. 'Sorry |'ve nothing stronger. Anyhow, within limts, what's good
for tourismis good for us—forei gn exchange, cheap service industries bringing
nore people into contact with nore sophisticated ways. W can crack down on
the suffers, too, when the time is ripe, it all hangs together.' He took a

| uxurious swig of his Pepsi, choked as the driver went around a corner too
fast, and started yelling at hi magain.

"I hope they do,' breathed Jacquie, seizing ny armin a death grip. 'Hang
toget her, the bastards! In a rom Steve, you can't be going along with this -
thi s—

"It's your Project,' | whispered back. Pasaribu was off on some tack about
road i nprovenent.

"No! No, it isn't, not mine! None of our people think of it like this! They
just want to, to help! Nobody's ever come out and talked like this! It rnust
just be this ... this little shit's imagination!’

| shook ny head, speaking out of the side of nmy nouth |ike Bogart in a prison
nmovie. 'You lot are idealists, remenber? So they've been talking to you I|ike

i dealists —telling you what they know you want to hear. But now he thinks
he's tal king to soneone who matters, someone who can help him a contact.
Probably got you tagged as just a glorified secretary.’

She was alnpbst in tears of rage. '"But.. .you wouldn't., .would you? Not help

| grimaced behind nmy can. 'Like hell. But there's plenty of others who'd junp
to.'

There were nore trees as we clinbed, feathery palns, sonetimes in small

pl antati ons for coconuts and copra, bright acacia and great ranks of m nosa,
its sweet scent scrubbed out by the air-conditioning. Here in the south of the
i sl and sonme of the trees were shrines thenmselves; there were offerings set out
at their foot and even clothes draped and fastened around their branches and
trunks. That gave our man the opportunity for some nordant comrents. | hardly
noticed; my mnd was going into overdrive. It tends to when | get angry
enough, and right now | was quietly steam ng, reinforced by Jacquie

snoul dering at my side. 'l could still block the Project,' | rem nded her
softly. '"This is the key | oad—
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"But he's signed for it!*

"He's just signed for its inport and transport. Technically it's still in ny
firms custody, till it's delivered to the Project site. In theory, if | see

fit i could have it shipped right back.'

"But the soldiers!' hissed Jacquie, |ooking at the back of the escort truck.
"In theory, |I said. But soldiers or no soldiers, | could stilt raise Cain.
Court actions, that kind of thing; stall every shiprment till they' re sick of
it or sone effective opposition can be raised. Damm it, naybe that's the
answer |'m supposed to have.'

"No, it can't be. That just ruins the Project and | eaves the island to starve
anyway—

"Well, maybe it's part of it. |I've got to work out a strategy of some kind.
Quiet and let ne think!'
W were getting into real hill country now, and the villages were fewer and

fewer as the evening drew in. The road neandered |ike a dusty scar through an
i ncreasi ngly dense overhangi ng jungle, nothing visible beyond the tangl ed
green weave. But over it the mountain slopes hung vast and slaty blue, and



cl oser by the minute; and above them seen through occasi onal gaps, a crown of
vol cani ¢ snmoke shimered gold in the |l ow sunlight. The escort truck | eading

t he way braked suddenly as we passed one, and | craned ny neck for a |onger

| ook; but then | saw the barricade of pal mtrunks across the road. A sudden
burst of stuttering expl osions shook the air, the truck's canvas cover

twi tched and bucked; we junped as the car's hood dented and the driver's

wi ndow shattered.

f Pent sub\ PKIV screaned Pasaribu. Terrorists; we'd forgotten all about them
The sol diers were poking their AK47S over the truck side, returning the
automatic fire that swept the little colum. The noi se was incredible.

Fl i ngi ng open his door, on the safe side, the Mnistry man | eaned out, | ow
down, and bell owed at themand the truck behind. Its driver flung it into
gear, and with the corporal beside himsniping out of the wi ndow, he pulled
out and moved past us. Bullets zinged off the bulk of the container, but we
were shielded. The officer with the soldiers screaned an order, and half a
dozen of them | eaped up on to the truck as it overtook them Revving up, the
huge vehicle smashed into the barrier with a smash of grille and headlights,
and sent the logs rolling away |ike so nmany pencils. Qur driver put his foot
down and we swerved out after it, weaving to avoid the new hails of
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automatic fire. A brief crinmson fl ower exploded on the road behind with a

deaf eni ng crash; an anti-tank rocket, bazooka or Karl Custav or sonething,
aimed at the truck. A row of holes were punched in the car's bodywork, ny seat
erupted inches fromwhere 1 was hangi ng on —and then both vehicles were

t hrough and away, |eaving our escort to keep the terrorists busy. In clouds of
dust we went careering heavily away up the road, swerving violently around the
pot hol es, hanging on for grimdeath. Pasaribu, pulling hinmself up fromthe
floor, | ooked back to us with a white and haggard face.

"Terrorists!' he said unnecessarily, swallow ng hard. '|I hadn't bargained for—
but the troops will deal with them And anyway this is a crowded island, the
next village won't be far and those bastards don't fight near them in case
the villagers turn against them Hang on and we'll get through double-quick!1
W didn't need to hang on long; just around the next bend we nearly ranmmed the
container truck as it braked hard - before a human barrier this tine. R ght
across the road, sitting peacefully cross-legged on the mats, chattering and
smling anpbng thenselves, there was a triple line of very ordi nary-1ooking
Bati nese men and wonen, clad nostly in the traditional sarongs arid chequered
headscarves. And beyond them in a clearing anong the trees, rose the

buil dings of a very ordinary village, as tranquil as any other we'd passed
through. | could see all the features Jacqui e had pointed out, the neat,
del i cate kampungs, fam |y conpounds clustering round the higher roofs of the
public buildings, the banjar or council pavilion and the three tenples,
celestial pura puseh, mundane pura desa and denonic pura dalem- for even the
darker forces nust have their due, so that bal ance be maintai ned.

And here nothing seemed to disturb it —nothing, except the rows of hunmanity
sitting in the dust. To the left of the road was thick undergrowmth and trees,
and beyond themterraced rice paddies deep in nmud; to the right the same, with
the main irrigation channel and at its head the subak water shrine. There was
no ot her way through. And behind the villagers, fromthe shady seats at the
foot of the alun-alttn, the banyan tree in the centre of the square, rose the
tall figure of the priest Mu Bharadah. Leaning on his staff, he glided

t hrough the ranks of villagers. Wth that fanmiliar toss of his head he stepped
in front of them and stood, imovable.
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Pasari bu | eaned out and shouted at him and the renaining soldiers junped down
off the container lorry, chattering angrily. In the soft evening light,
surrounded by nodern weapons, the priest |ooked nonmentarily |ess form dable.
Pasari bu gazed around angrily, scratching his head. | heard himask the

sol diers where the hell this dirty little rathole was; he couldn't remenber
any such place along this stretch of the road - if it still was the right



road! Wen they didn't answer he shouted at the priest, even nore insultingly;
but the old man only smiled grimy, and answered himin his cold English.
"This village? he repeated. This is any village, or all villages. The shadow
of all villages, the imge of what you nost inperil,*

Pasari bu choked at this inpertinence; but | shivered. To reach so openly into
the Core while it was still light, this priest, or whatever |ay behind him
must have great confidence, or great power - or both.

So it proved. For, reaching out his staff, he brushed Pasaribu aside,

speechl ess, and gestured straight at me. | |eaned over to the back, where Ape
was awake, peering about with red-rimred eyes, and grappled furiously with ny
baggage. | haul ed out my sword, |eather-wapped, and trailing it in one hand 1
touched Jacqui e's cheek and bal ed out of the car

"Well, Tuan Fisher?' denanded the old man, as | strode forward. There was iron
menace in his voice, but also an odd note, alnobst of resignation or even
sorrow. 'In your arrogance you thought yourself safe, surrounded now by the

i nstruments of your forces of stone and netal and abstract riches. You ride in
my real mnow, and you are in ny hand. The stony force you call upon wll not
serve you here. You face the power behind my power, the strength that raises
nmy green forests to the clouds.'

Hs staff lifted as if to dash out ny brains. The soldiers didn't need

Pasari bu's yell; half a dozen Kal ashni kovs woul d have cut the old man in two,
but even as their fingers tightened on the triggers, that crystal sphere
caught the gleam of the setting sun. The wooden stocks seened to withe and
contort in their hands, as if seeking the shape of the tree they were hewn
from one gun jerked skyward and went off, |oosing two harm ess rounds, before
the distorting wood bent and jammed the nmechanism They fell fromthe

sol diers' hands and withed in the dust, thrusting out feeble attenpts at

twi gs, | eaves even, no | onger weapons of any kind. And as they fell the

vill agers surged up,

twenty men or nore falling on the soldiers in a thrash of linbs. As the dust
settled 1 saw them pinned in wiry peasant arnms, with pined kris blades held to
their throats. Pasaribu | eaned out of the car with a little automatic in his
pudgy fist; the priest sinply angled the focus of his sphere, the sun flashed
and Pasari bu screaned and fell out of the door, clutching his eyes. The pistol
dropped into the dust.

' These are ny people, fools that they are,' said the priest quietly. 'Even
that one is bound to nme by his blood, though he follows another faith and
betrays all faiths. | will not harmthem But with you and your friends from
across the seas —with you | will not hesitate.' The sun touched his staff
again —and suddenly the container lorry shimered |ike a summer noon. The
driver and his guard | eapt out scream ng, crashing through the bushes into the
paddy. The wi ndows shattered, the paintwork blistered, the tyres snoked and
stank. Only the snudged fl anks of the container seemed untouched, though the
pai nt shoul d have burned and blistered with the rest.

"Stop!" | yelled. "Or it'll explode!’

The staff angled slightly, just as 1 expected - towards the car, with Ape and
Jacquie still inside. Mu Bharadah shook his head. '|I would take no delight in
this,' he said sonbrely; and | didn't altogether disbelieve him 'But if you
will wipe the remmants of those charms fromthat accursed metal coffer ... *
"No,' | said. Something clicked, something of what Ape had been saying. 'l

m ght, now - but not for you. Not you alone. That'd just make things worse -
destroy the ancient balance just as badly, wouldn't it?

| woul dn't have thought the old beast could gape in surprise, but he did, and
his staff faltered a little. Then, collecting his wits, he shook his head.

' The bal ance no |l onger natters. Do not hide behind it!! alone can safeguard ny
country, as | have done these fifteen centuries and |longer. Nature in the
hands of man, that is nmy power alone.’

"And the other force, that's just nature, isn't it? Man as one nore aninal in
it, ruled by senses, not brains.1 My chuckl e sounded bitter. 'No wonder she
got through to ne.1



The old man inclined his head. 'l see you begin to understand. Learn, then
that mne is the only way. You have seen the future of ny country.

' How so?*
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"You have seen the idlers of the surf. The wielders of terror who assail ed you
but mnutes past. You have seen - him' He jerked a yellow claw of a thunbnai
at Pasaribu. "It is not only that the suffers are vulgar, or the terrorists
cowardly and cruel beneath their slogans of idealism or that he is corrupt.
It is that they all have nothing that is truly theirs. They are poor
imtations of Americans or Australians or North Koreans, he of his masters.
They are too ignorant to know it now, but one day they will -when they find

t hensel ves fit only for the scrapheap of history. That | cannot permit. You
know nore than | suspected, perhaps; but whatever your intentions, you are

hel ping to make this possible. | tell you this because | regret what 1 nust
now do.' He drew a | ong, shuddering breath, and over his high cheekbones his
eyes took on a green glitter, his white moustache bristled and stood out
straight, his gnarled hands crooked as if their nails would tear at ne where
stood. 'But destroy it or control it—+ wll have that machinery!1

I'"d made himhesitate; | knew | didn't dare. There were no second chances
here. Al this time |I'd been shirting nmy grip, slowy, subtly, to angle ny
sword a particular way. So that when | flicked free the wapping, and swng—
It went just as I'd ained it, around and up in a singing curve. Right into the
old man's staff it struck, slicing off the top, smashing that gl ass sphere
and, because | couldn't stop it, cutting a wicked gash in the old man's

shoul der. The gl assy fragnents tinkled across the hard-packed yell ow earth —
and bl ood sprayed after them But as it touched the ground, it hissed, snpked,
and burst into flame. The priest's eyes narrowed in angui sh, his nmouth opened,
and behind his yell owed fangs he roared, a great rolling roar that seened

i npossible fromthat slender franme. And indeed, as it swelled out of himhe
swelled with it, rising, expanding just as Rangda had. As if sone vast power
contai ned in human shape was breaking gladly free.

Wth fire on ny blade I swung it, ready to strike again. The villagers
shrilled their horror, and the nearest nen flew at nme, |ips foam ng, kris

sl ashing. Sonething hissed in the air, there was a thunp |ike cut wood, and

t he | eader stopped dead, dropped the knife and grabbed at the arrowin his
shoul der.

"epergil ah? yell ed Jacqui e, and sent another arrow from behind the car door
into another man's leg. 'Pergi\' They hesitated, and she stepped out and ran
towards nme. But | wasn't staying;
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St aggered back to the car, waving her away. Behind the flanes .the thing that
had been the priest swelled and bell owed, a nightmarish vision even nore
nmonstrous than Rangda's true shape. This wasn't human at all —four-1egged,

sl ab-sided, a shaggy thing with a fell that shimrered gol den anong t he Banes.
Like a tiger, a Sumateran tiger even, but the size of a Shire horse. And the
count enance, fierce-fanged and bestial though it was, was no tiger's; |'d seen
it before. The mask that had hung before Dave and nyself in that Bangkok
al l ey; the beast-shape that had pursued nme, driven nme through that first of
the Gates to where | might be crushed or nade away with at ease. Wde-eyed,
saber-fanged, it fixed its baleful gaze on ne and tossed its hi gh-crowned mane
in an uncannily famliar .gesture.

' The BarongV screaned Jacqui e, over that incessant roar. '\Wat? The wbatr

' Barong Keket? babbl ed Pasaribu, grovelling at our feet, 'Banaspati Raja, Lord
of the Forest, Protector of Men! Forgive nme, forgive ne!'

' The Barong!' repeated Jacqui e dazedly. *I should have ' known, shoul d' ve
expected it - but he seemed so human - the | Bal ance, Ape said!* She stared at
me. 'He's been telling us what |this is about all along, if only we'd thought!
Rangda - the ! legendary figure. In the dances she's al ways defeated, never

W ns



—because anot her powerful spirit takes the side of men!' £ "That's right!

That's right!' Pasaribu, weeping fromhalf-

* dazzl ed eyes, grovelled and goggl ed, white-faced, at the brute

that roared and reared in our path. He gibbered at us in a weird

m xture of English and Indonesian. 'Lord of forest, lord of field!

Lord of the greater harvest and the smaller! Master of the tree

<; giants and the kuro-i of the undergrowth and of all the |esser

I barong spirits! Chanpion of life, defender of fertility.* H's voice
shivered into hysteria, a high sing-song storyteller's tone, as if he

was minmicking a tale told himas a child. 'The witch took shape,

as the beautiful w dow Kalon Arang, and sought to seduce and

corrupt the raja. So he became human al so, as the wise

counsel | or Mou Bharadah, and broke her power and drove her

out into the blackness and the sea. Mu Bharadah, Barong

Keket, Banaspati Raja, jangan' menarahkan kepada sahayal

Wiat'H he do to nme, after all |'ve done?
A question we night have answered, any ninute. The
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transformati on was conplete. The creature rolled its awesome head at us,
chanped jaws that could gulp down a well-grown calf, and with its great tai

| ashing, saliva threading frombetween those sabre fangs, it hunched down as a
cat does, poised to spring.

But in shattering the Earong's staff, in checking its power, | had unwittingly
unl eashed sonething else. The first 1 knew of it was the villagers, who'd
fallen to their knees at sight of the Sarong, |eaping to their feet and
pointing back with shrill cries of dismay. The mrror cal mof the paddies

cl ouded suddenly, the precious plants bent and flailed, the trees | ashed. The
Barong's great head turned, its jaws parted and it roared at the air. A great
chill gust rolled in, and on it rode the snell of the sea, that these people

| oat hed and feared; to us it carried the crack and spatter of gunfire and
screans, not far off, and a hint of acrid snoke.

It buffeted the linbs of the banyan, bent themtill they creaked, tore its
trailing tendrils |oose and sent them snaking through the air. It curled
around the village tenples, toppling vessels, spilling offerings, tearing away

garl ands and garments set to decorate themfor the conming festival. But as it
touched the sunmt of the little pura dalem the underworld tenple, there cane
a sudden crack, far |ouder than any gunfire, and a slow muted grinding | had
heard before, at the Borobodur. Fromgate to summit the little greystone
encl osure fissured and split, and its two halves slid majestically apart. From
inside, this time, that arc-like blaze of blue-white |light sprang out; and
through it, casting gigantic shadows within it |ike sone nonstrous wayang
kulit puppets, stepped an inhuman figure.
Rangda, the alluring and the nonstrous mingl ed, enbodi nent of nature
destructive, nature unrestrained. At her heels her dead dacoits gathered,
stooped and scuttling, and behind them stal ked the creaking suits of arnmour of
a bygone era, of the tine when Bali bathed in blood. If blood filled them now
it was too little; for behind those masks |I could see no glint of eyes. Wth a
shrill banshee shriek no human throat could have matched, she rallied them
t hey swarned around her and flowed |like a colum of ants down the steps, out
into the village square, long kris and sabres gripped in nervel ess hands.
The vill agers screanmed and scuttled back towards us, and we backed hurriedly
behi nd the car, dragging the weeping Pasaribu with us. Only the Barong stood
his ground; he tossed his head, and a roar burst out of his jaws |like an
expl odi ng shell, shaking
' (be ground. A great paw clawed deep troughs in the brown earth,
scattering stones, tearing up roots. Then it tashed out, caught one
of the advancing warriors, and its explosive inmpact literally
shattered hi mwhere he stood, in a spray of armour segnents and

dry flesh. The Barong roared again, like thunder, and this tine the
villagers rallied, brandishing kris and sickle, threshing flail and



sl edgehamer. Even we stopped, with that battlecry vibrating in

our veins; and the soldiers snatched up their weapons and ran to

join the villagers at the Barong's side. Only Pasaribu was |eft,

; weeping in the dust; and ourselves. Qutsiders who'd jarred the

bal ance violently, and now stood caught in its destructive sw ng.

, o A bitter shock cane bubbling up in ne, harsh realisation caught

; at the back of my throat. What had lain at the bottomof all this,

:>lor me - the real desire to help, or sinply to achieve? At long | ast |

j understood why Ape had been so anbi guous, so uncertain

f. whether he was truly doing good. By barging ny way through to

tiBali in the face of that fierce opposition |I'd achieved one thing

Tonly; Fd forced ny way in with that container and its conpl e-

ment of Western thinking electronically preserved, where angels

\Wtheir like might well fear to tread. The two great forces that had

facted together, after a fashion, to stop me, |'d given a greater

treason to fight - and sonething to fight over. | had unl eashed open

Aowar, that might tear the island apart. And | had | anded mnysel f,

| al ong with Jacquie, and Ape, and the promi se of a nore peacefu

|/future, right inits mdst.
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Next nmonment that becanme all too true. The 6ght eddi ed back around us, a wash
of scream ng soldiers trading blows with bl ank-faced dacoits, jabbing and

cl ubbing with gun-butts and bayonets because they were packed too close to
shoot. Blinded by the dust they kicked up, | was knocked staggering, and
Jacquie whirled fromny side. Eyes stinging, | flailed around with the sword,
left and right, parrying a blow froma short Kal ashni kov bayonet one noment
and a rusty kris the next, kicking and punching and gouging with nmy free hand,
desperate to get free of the scrum At last | managed, or it rolled past ne,
but as 1 ducked away a foot caught my ankles, | bit the dust and rolled over
as the dacoit stooped to me, and his blade seaned the air above ny chest.
There was a flat popping crack, hardly audi bl e above the uproar; his head
jerked, he spun around and fell sprawing. Like soneone killed in a novie, no
bl ood, but the small crater in his face was real enough. | scranbled up. So
did Jacquie, kneeling on the ground with Pasaribu's pistol. Its owner's |egs
wer e di sappearing over the edge of the road towards the irrigation ditch
'"He's got a point!11 yelled in her ear. 'Back to the car! W'Il get Ape!' But
as we struggl ed back towards it, knocking dacoits and villagers and scream ng
fanatics aside, | saw himstanding by the car and | ooki ng up and around. No

| onger apathetic or depressed, but baleful, terrible; the wind pressed his
coarse hair flat to his skull, showing the heavy outline of sloping brow and
massive jaw as he stared into the skies. Not even on the island had he | ooked
so i nhuman. Above us the stormyelled, shaking the trees; yet |ouder still as
they rode it were the taut battlecries of the garuda, the warbirds of the
gods, their black feathers iridescent in the hellish Iight as they circled

| ower and | ower above die fray.
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Dustdevi |l s danced and whirl ed abound anong the swirling fighters. The earth
shook; the creature that had been Rangda stanped by us, so close |I could snell
her, that same cloying scent turned nmusky and animal. We cowered back, but she
i gnored us, glaring eyes fixed upon her adversary. Legs aki nbo, |ong curved
claws fl exing, beastman and beastwoman circled each other in a tense dance of
hate, hissing, bellow ng, foam ng at the jaw, running saliva fromtheir fangs.
The ground shivered at their tread, and vol canic runblings shook them where

t hey stood.

Awild yelp cane fromthe irrigation channel. Pasaribu hopped out like a
cricket and ran; its turbid surface was bubbling suddenly, it seethed, lifted
and surged in a steam ng wave across the path. The spray stung; it was close
to boiling, and we had to skip hastily back. | looked to the trees for

shelter, but the undergrowth was stirring, the gorgeous flowers were thrust
asi de or stanped underfoot by mlling shadow shapes whose high chittering



cries brought back the i mediacy of that crawling nightnmare on the train. The
kuro-i were gathering to support their forest lord, to seize the container as
they had failed to nonths before. And behind them ot her shapes noved, the vast
tree-shifting shapel essnesses of the Surabaja night, while the howing seaw nd
bent the trees back about them Iashing Iike whips, blocking their passage.
The hi gh-sided car rocked on its suspension as fighting nmen clashed and
tunmbl ed against it, and the wind shook it Iike a toy.

"Any stronger and it'll go right over!' | yelled to Jacquie. 'The truck—

She nodded vi gorously rather than waste breath, and together we seized Ape,
who didn't resist, and propelled his bulk across to the scorched cont ai ner
truck. The cab was still full of snmoke, so we bolted around the back, panting,
monentarily free of the uproar. But even as we sank down behind a rear whee
the wind shrieked again, there was the crash of a heavy body hitting the
earth, and the earth seemed to hunp beneath us as if sone vast thing burrowed.
Al'l along the canal bank the hard-packed soil cracked, collapsed and went
pattering down in little landslides that cut back into the road —one of them
right under the truck's front wheel. As suddenly as that the whol e huge thing

lurched and tilted, |oom ng above us, | clutched at Jacquie, hoping to | eap
free with her; but we slipped and skidded on the | oosened soil. The truck and
cont ai ner cane ponderously down on us, and beyond
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its leaning flank |I caught a brief glinpse of the sun's rimagainst the cloud,
acirclet of molten gold sinking in a furious welter of fire —the last thing,
| knew, that | might ever see.

Then the wheel ground to a halt, the container slid no further. Jacquie,

| ooki ng over ny shoul der, was a picture of slack-jawed, goggle-eyed amazenent.

Letting her go, | scranbled around, feet sliding out fromunder nme, and saw
what she'd seen. Right there behind us, feet planted ankl e-deep in the | oose
soil, stood Ape. He had one I ong hand al nost casually on the edge of the

truck's flatbed; but the fingers were clanped tight. He was holding it -the
whol e damm thing. And as | watched he placed his other hand soneway al ong and,
with an alnmost insultingly negligent heave, he shoved the whol e i mense wei ght
bodily back on to the road. Then he rounded on us, as we tried to get up. But
as we saw the look in his narrowed eyes, our feet slid fromunder us again.
Deep in their depths an awesone glitter shone, like a single shaft of sun
striking sonme underground river in the vast depths.

"Met vallt de zon\ The sun sets at last!' he said, and for all the wath of
the air about us his deep voice resounded |ike an organ. 'The Descent of the
Ancest ors has begun!*

He reached down, and just as he had back at the railway, he caught us up in
those fingers and set us effortlessly on our feet. 'Yet what | feared has cone
to pass. So very little time there is remaining. Mynheer Stephen Fisher, if
you are to find an answer to all this, then it nmust be soon —very soon!'’

"Me?' | screamed at himover the tumult, coughing on the swirling dust. 'M
agai n! Wy ne? Wiy al ways ne?' Angui sh and anger burned away in nme at the
sheer bl oody unfairness of it all. 'You bloody dare go on telling me |I'm

responsi ble for an island full of spooks and |unatics and | ousy bl oody

| eechi ng bureaucrats? In any way? Sod the whol e pack of them and you with it!
Let them solve their own damm probl ems, you hear ne? Just get off ny back -

| eave me al one, you hear —a/one!"’

I coughed on the dust 1'd breathed in - or was it fear that dried out ny nouth
like that? 'What the hell use am| anong all these nonsters, anyhow? | don't
know anyt hi ng about them - or you, for that matter! Whatever in hell you are,
wi zard or warl ock or whatever! Suppose | did have sone shadow of an idea, you
think I'd dare suggest it? What'd it be worth? How d | get anything done about

it? | could just make things a hundred tinmes worse! | don't know enough, you
hear? | don't bl oody know .'
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"That is so.' Ape's voice was surprisingly gentle. 'And that is why | brought
you here, that you m ght see and | earn. Wiy you, you ask? As so many, caught



inthe toils of the world, have asked; but you are lucky. For you there is an
answer to be given, and this is it. This chance | took with you, because you
are wise in the ways of your world, as aml in mne —and this is a conflict
between them Surely only one who knows both may find its resolution.' His
eyes flashed again, and his fists clenched. 'And | earn you have! You have
encountered the ruling spirits of this place, the masters of its shadow, the
wei ghts of its balance, its spirits of place. That is nore than nost have ever
done. You have felt their presence, and gone up agai nst them You have traded
words and blows with them and known defeat against them and triunph. You

have felt themw thin your soul. Is that small know edge? No mi nd even tries
to occupy another w thout |eaving rmuch of itself behind, an image, an inprint.
You may know nmore of themthan you realise, if only you will search within

yoursel f. Search hard!’

1 | ooked hard at him 'Two powers - but Katjka said there were three! And you
agreed, didn't you? Shouldn't | know sonething of the other one, as well?

'"Do you not?' said Ape softly. 'l had hoped you might, even a little, by now

| looked to give you nore, days of time to see and consider, here upon the
island. | |ooked not to stray so anong the shadows of nmen's minds that |

al nrost lost what | truly am and was left to Iinger in weakness as the tine
drew cl oser, arriving only in the last hours. | |ooked to have the answer by
now, for there is little time left. But if truly you still do not know enough
then there is a way you may learn that also, even yet. A way that is open here
and now, while | have yet the power, and the tine. | have used up nuch of what
remai ned to ne.'

| gaped at him 'Wat?

'"Do you not yet understand?' he said fiercely. From somewhere across the

fields, borne on the wind, came a crackle of gunfire. It sounded nearer. 'If
still you have not enough within you ... It has been forced upon you, yes. But
once before, as you have told me, you took it upon you, by instinct and
desperation. Now you must enbrace it by will and openly. For otherw se | have
not the strength. But you - have you the courage?

' Yo«—* choked. | was begi nning to understand. From
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beyond our shelter cane the Barong's coughing roar and a crash of masonry, and
above the squeals of the kuro-i a high-pitched shrilling laughter, wholly
unhuman.

Jacqui e wapped an arm around ny shoul der. 'Steve... what's he want you to do?

Why are you | ooking like that?'

| said nothing at first, only | eaned on the side of the truck and fought to
steady my breath, to collect my thoughts. 'I... can't explain, Jacquie
It's... everything |I've ever been afraid of.' Everyone has them deep-rooted
terrors and horrors and phobias. M ne had been worse, if anything, since the
Rangda epi sode; and they all canme bubbling and festering up to strangle ne
there and then.

"It is hard, yes!' said Ape. 'But you ask, why you? And this also may be your
answer. The Pilot, your friend, he told you, did he not, that rarely for no
purpose do the Gates of the Spiral open, for good or bad. For this, perhaps,
they were opened to you; this, perhaps, is the price of your wi der world. This
- or nmore, much nmore, of which this may be but a part. For price there always
is!'

Ape's hand cl osed on ny ot her shoul der. Though the touch was |ight there
seened to be no end to the strength | felt in those nassive fingers, so nmuch
it barely seened to be contained within the nmere flesh, but blazed and tingled
like sonme invisible aura, cooling, calmng. 'This much | can give you,' he
runbl ed, 'these few minutes, this touch of strength; but only this. Think
man! Renenber! Fight down your fears! Was there nothing el se —not hing
bet t er ?*

And of course there had been. A nenory, of howit'd felt once to be no | onger
enpty, no longer atone within nyself as every human being is al one; but one
wi th somet hing vaster, higher, greater than myself. Filled; fulfilled. Not



only possessed, as | had been by Rangda, as the Barong had sought to, but also
possessi ng. Not even Rangda, not even the Barong, could wholly destroy that.

' You, afraid? whispered Jacquie. 'You thought you were, once —afraid of
everything, of what people mght think of you, of what m ght happen to al

your glorious plans. That was why you did what you did to us, | know, that was
why you let me down. But that was only a dream a delusion, Steve! |'ve seen
you as you really are, now - as | always thought you m ght be, underneath.
This, whatever it is - if you really need to do it, you can!' And from her
enbrace, too, a strength seened to flow, a greater
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energy even than Ape's, a bright blaze that burned as steel does in an oxygen
bl ast, that seened to tenper ne with the strength of her belief. And why not?
This was the outer reach, this was the Spiral, where such things could be, as
truly as the nonstrous forces that raged above our heads now.

"Steve!' she said urgently. 'Steve, whatever masters you, it can't be fear!'
Wth a vast effort, as if the darkening air around me was thickening to snoky
glass, | forced nmy arms up frommy side, put one around her wai st and clutched
tight. But the other | reached out, though the resistance was terrible,
grinding ny teeth with the effort, slowy, desperately forcing ny hand across
a space that seemed infinite. | felt nmy hair Iift, my skin tingle, as if

m ghty energi es played about us; sparks seenmed to crackle from Jacquie's
floating hair. Tmready? | shouted; and with one tearing |unge that tw sted ny

armagonisingly in its socket, |I caught Ape by the shoul der
My hand went through himlike snoke.
The next instant, with Jacquie tight against nme, | was rising, spiralling

upwards like a leaf froma bonfire, above the thrashing sl opes of green bel ow.
And in ny ears, though | couldn't see him was the voice of Ape. 'See, see!
How wi | dl y swi ngs the bal ance, this way and that, beyond control! Rangda and
the Barong, in the shadows they strive —but already their strife spills over
into the Core! This is madness unl eashed —this is puputanl See!’

Fl ashes of scarlet and gold lit the dusk below The firefight between the
terrorists and our escort had spread into the paddies, and by the | ook of it
there were heavy weapons in play. Both sides nmust have called up support, and
evidently the guerillas were in greater force than anyone had expected. Across
t he nmountai nside, swinging wildly in the wind, an Iryushin attack 'copter was
battling towards the scene, its weapons pods clustered like ripe fruit along
its flanks, its nose cannon al ready sweeping the trees bel ow, others were
rising over the distant hills. Suddenly a red glare flashed right across a
paddy as some kind of missile exploded. Fromthe broodi ng bl ue-black sumit of
@Qunung Agung there came a runble, as if in answer, and out of the cal dera
sinister gases boiled up to join its trailing streamof clouds and panting
puffs of hot ash. And across the miles, on the distant summt of Gunung Batur
t he shini ng

301

surface of the mghty caldera | ake shivered suddenly like a clouded nirror
and spat a columm of boiling nud and steaminto the sky.

'Between themthey will lay waste the isle! See, Stephen Fisher—join your
eyes and mine! See, and be wise!l

As if a nonochrone image flushed suddenly with bl azing col our

As if a flat inmage sprang suddenly into three dinmensions .

As if a picture on a wall reached out and wapped itself around ne...

As if a stream of gibberish suddenly resolved into Shakespear-ean verse and
soaring pl ainsong .

As if a dry stalk suddenly swelled with sap beneath nmy fingers, and burst into
| eaf and flower, and filled ny nostrils with its scent..

As if, as if a mllion things grew, filled out, expanded w th apocal yptic
force in one nonment of awesone understanding; as if the world becane suddenly
even nore i mense than 1 had i magi ned, as if vast avenues of know edge opened
up behind the | east passing thought - and even greater avenues of ignorance.
For you need to know a vast amount even to begin to conprehend how nuch you



still have yet to know, and |ike the enpty arches of a derelict cathedral that
i gnorance reared over me, terrifying, dwarfing nmy tiny human scrap of
intellect, my fragnentary existence. In panic 1 veered away fromit, clung
desperately to ny own self and stared down at the island that still fell away
bel ow.

| saw,

A whol e thing, a macrocosm A single unified system a living thing, a single
body | aid out bel ow nme agai nst the blueness of the ocean |ike a sanple stained
upon a mcroscope slide. A body like ny owmn. The island of Bali was alive. The
wonder and the glory of it, that vision, struck ne with thunderbolt force,

sent me spinning and whirling as | hung there, while before ny blurring sight
marched all the lands and countries of the world, all the nassive continents
crawming with less than gl aci al sl owness about the planetary face - all, al
living, all alive. Not nmere dead rock with live things on it; for whence cane
their nourishment but fromthat rock, that soil? And both were full of things
that had lived there before, would be full of life that returned to it in the
end. The lifeless was part of the living, the living of the lifeless; each
noved to the other in its turn, and there was no divide between
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them And the very planet itself, nmoving anong the stars that wheel ed above ne
now, itself a thing of life, itself an integrity of its living |l andmasses. And
what then? The stars thensel ves? And beyond?

But my flight steadied, and Bali swaminto ny view once nore. 1 thought of /
Desa, M Village, and the house laid out Iike a man. So it was, this living
organi sm bel ow ne - not just a concept, an overlay upon the real, the physica
Bali, but part of it, indissoluble, inseparable, a joint creation shaped by
nature and by man. Constantly living, constantly dying, the living things of
the island, from hunbl est al gae to nobst august Brahmin, they were its
constituent cells. But a body is nore than a nere conpl ex assenbl age of cells;
it has vital organs, to keep the systemfunctioning. So if Bali was alive,
where lay its heart, this great Jascony beast, this stone and soil kraken
bel ow me -and where was its brain?

As 1 wondered, so | knew. Water was its bl ood, the water system part natural
part nman-made, the veins it ran in; and the heart that kept it going was the
subak system Governed, in its turn, by the brain. That was the network of
subak tenples and all the others which constantly nonitored and governed every
aspect of the island's intricate inner life, maintaining a delicate but

el egant bal ance.

O did. Until the irruption of outside culture, the com ng of tourism
government regul ation and the expl osive grow h of population. Like a body

i nvaded by viruses, its imune systemfailing, its physical resources

dwi ndling, the isle was sick, racked by turnoil, fever and distress. | thought
desperately of a man whose circulation is poor, whose heart is failing -
surely it must have hel p? Yet what 1 was bringing it was an artificial

out si de heart, a senbl ance, a simulacrum beyond the body's control, that could
not respond as it responded, quicken or relax in harmony with all the billion
tiny reactions of a living thing. A transplant, against which the body's own
defences would strike —so they had to be nullified, at a cost. The red sparks
of tracer below, the springing tongues of fire around the little village, told
me what that mght be; and if that was the shadow of all villages, what was
the island's future? | saw war and fire haenorrhage across the | and.

"Ape!" | shouted al oud. ' Ape!*

"I hear already. | hear your thoughts even as they are voiced;
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need del ve no deeper, yet. You have seen. Have you an answer? Then tell ne |
Tel | ?

\ still felt Jacquie at ny side, the pounding of her heart, even; but 1
couldn't see her, couldn't see nyself. There was only the island beneath us, a
rough green jewel, slowy turning against enptiness, and wheeling above us in
their vast slow dance, the tropical stars. Wiere | was, how | could be



speaking in air too thin to breathe, 1 didn't know. | gasped and stanmered,
i ncoherent.

"Atruth - maybe! A beginning - but | need to think! 1 can't, not while
they' re butchering each other! Ape, we've got to stop them'

"That | may do, with the last mnutes of power left ne for this cycle. But

soon they will fight again, worse than before; and | will be powerless. Unless
your thinking turn up some answer they'll accept.*
"It can!'" | gasped. 'I knowit! Al | need s that |ast piece of the puzzle

And 1 won't get it with this hol ocaust going on!'

There was a searing shriek frombelow, a crash of gunfire.

"Then | will trust you, and take the risk. The island's fate is w thin your
grasp. Reach out with nme, Stephen, and take it!*

Suddenly | saw ny arm ny hand, stretched out into the void as if it stil
pressed t hrough that unseen barrier. O was it mne? It seenmed huger, heavier
and yet when | flexed it | felt, with a new fountain of awareness, a

bur geoni ng strength within my fingers that could crack whole worlds like dry
nutshells. And in ny open palmlay sonething tiny yet heavy, imrensely heavy,
a rod, black and gl ossy, gold-capped. 1 clutched it, flicked it, spun it like
a pencil and saw it blur, expand, lance out at either tip to the mghty staff
Ape had wi el ded. Words canme to nme, old words |long buried beneath others, and
there grown powerful; | spoke them and fire flashed fromthe gold - but pink
no |l onger. Scarlet it blazed, ruby light, no |longer the force of a single mnd
enbodi ed, but of two.

Down | plunged those hands, down, down into the heart of that green jewel, to
where points of fire awoke; and it was as if nmy sight went with it, piercing
di e gathering clouds about the crest of the holy mountain. Across its

ni ght bound bulk thin fireworms craw ed, seans of steam puffed out, threads of
red and greyish white that traced the rugged cliff like livid veins - rivulets
of glowi ng |ava and steam ng nud-ash, scouting the path for the
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lethal floods at their heels, ready to rain down upon the |land. And beneath it
the night raged brighter yet. Across the fields beyond helicopters ranged |ike
hellish insects, while the broken body of one |ay snoking anong the remains of
a once-rich rice paddy, now scorched to sterility. Hails of tracer bullets
curved up the sky fromthe jungl e beyond, and the brighter streak of a
mssile. A 'copter plunged violently to avoid the airburst.

The little village we'd left lay already ablaze, its roof-trees bare and

bl ackening, its tenple towers cracking in the heat. The narrow streets were
thick with contorted corpses, many with hands at each other's throats. The
banyan tree was a pillar of fire that cast a nalevolent |ight across a trodden
nor ass of bl ood- soaked mud, where two ignorant armies nilled and thrashed
around t he massive shapes that cuffed and cl awed and snarled and shrilled,
tranpling friend and foe alike to gain the slightest advantage of position
blind to all else but the mrror imge of their nutual hate. And at the
margi ns of the light, looming |like the threat of every destructive destiny
enbodi ed, the squat angul ar shadow of the container they fought over, to
destroy or to possess and control for their own ends. The container | had

br ought . .

"NO

Whet her the voice was mne or Ape's | could hardly tell, whether there was
Jacquie there al so, whether it was English or Indonesian, tidak \ But the w nd
fromthe spinning staff burst |like a thunderclap over the battle beneath,

bl asting nmen off their feet, blotting out the blazing tree Iike a guttering
candle, blasting the fire fromthe roof-trees. Into the mdst of the battle
reached |ike plunging lightning, and unl eashed the fires that were my own.
Like a dog torn fromits prey the Barong's m ghty bul k went spinning, bow ing
hel pl essly over and over, kicking and biting and snarling, into the forest's
edge.

Rangda, caught by that trailing mass of hair, shrieked and threshed; but off
the ground she was lifted by it, swng and hurled, down to the nmargins of the



river falls. She landed with a mghty splash, and the water plucked at her
eager to sweep her away seaward; but those mighty tal ons anchored her to a
rock, and she scranbl ed ashore, glaring.

In the near dark men grovell ed and sobbed, while the stunp of the banyan
snoul dered and snoked. Over the electric air the sound of the gun battle cane
crackling. Beneath the shadows of
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the first overhangi ng branches the Barong crouched and snarled; but |

brandi shed the staff, and he quail ed. He; for suddenly, w thout any

percepti ble change, | saw himas the old priest once nore.
"A strange alliance!' he said, stalking forward. 'Still stranger treason; but
your power will not last forever, Ancient.' | swung the staff, sowed an arc of

flame at his feet, and he stopped.

' St ephen Fisher!' he said urgently. 'Wat you feared npbst has come to you! Yet
soon, you may throw it off. Wat you |lack nost, 1 can give you! Have | not
found it for ny people here, throughout many long centuries - till your people
di sturbed it? But trust nme as they have done, and together, with the powers of
your world and mine united in our hands, you and | could banish , all that we
did not desire! And you woul d have peace at |ast, the peace of m nd you so
desire, am d the ancient harnony that reigns here once again!'

"Harnony!' |aughed a soft, sensual voice. 'Ancient boredom Centuries of rust!
You are a man, Stephen - and a strong man seeks better things than nere

timel ess vegetating! Life is stronger than death, change is stronger than
stillness - peace is in the grave! Reach out, trust ne and take all that a man
nost desires!’

It was Rangda agai n, human again - and yet, cleverly, not so, not quite. Her
shape was still slightly larger than life, her skin, still running bright
droplets fromthe river, faintly pearly, opalescent, her eyes bright and warm
She was hersel f; and then, quite suddenly, she was Clare. Still standing
there, still wearing loincloth and heavy pearls; but Clare, fromhead to foot;
and then, shockingly, Jacquie - a stranger, magical Jacquie, alluring and
perfect, an inage of |ove. Then, even nore devastating, Ml

- Mall, half naked, with the fire of divinity blazing about her in a dazzling
coronal . Her arns reached out to nme, she stepped cl oser

- and 1 | aughed Ape's nasty belly-laugh, and trailed flames at her feet also.
'Beware!' shouted the Barong.'You cannot delay, you cannot keep these devices
wi thin your own hands forever. Into another's you nust give them Into the
government' s? You have heard their voice - can they be trusted?

He seened to be well aware of what had been going on in the car - and of ny
reaction to it. It cane to nme suddenly - could he have been working on

Pasari bu, very subtly, to make himreveal as much of hinmself as he did?
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'Not the governnent, then,' he said, and he too | aughed, a cold brief |laugh, a
carnivore sound. 'Into whose, then? The hairy one? | would not trust him Was
he not striving to slay you, as hard as any of us? That third power you feared
so —do you not know that it was he?

That al rost nmade ne falter, |ike a physical blow Al ny fears boiled up once
nore. 'Ape?' | yelled, though |I knew he could hear perfectly well. 'Is
that..."

The voice within ne was sonbre. 'It was true, Stephen. It was with just the
same purpose as the others | cane westward, | who could travel far where they
could not; for all around the world am| known, and in nmany |ands ny roots
lie. Many of your troubles 1 nade; those Bundler creatures, apt to ny hand, |
drew upon you. But when the little witch brought you to me, and | found you
neither cruel nor corrupt, but only alittle enpty, a little lacking in
under st andi ng of what you dealt with .. . then | decided | would aid you,
protect you fromthe | ong reach of the native powers. For it took no great
foresight to believe that such a nman, with know edge | and the others totally
| acked, night conme on sone way out of the inpasse. A nman of two worlds, a man
risen high in one and fast finding his feet in the other - a rare blend. Was |



right, Stephen? Tell ne now, show me —was | right?

The Barong seened to hear himas well as | could. 'And suppose he is not? He
has turned his coat once —wi |l he not again, if he is displeased? Can you
trust hin?' He tossed his head in regal contenpt.

Rangda's voice cut himoff. 'And you, old greycoat, senile and sterile, who
will trust you? What can you offer themthat sets the heart a single beat
faster, or prom ses one day different fromthe [ast? Trust nmey Stephen!' She
was paci ng back and forth, just beyond the arc of ny staff, |ike a caged cat.
The Barong was paci ng and shouting, too; but her clear voice overrode his,
sensual , seductive, beautiful as Bali island itself.

"Only / can set the blood flowing; only f can make this |iving grave cone back
tolife again! Only | and those who fight in my name, only they can keep the
government vultures at bay! This cobwebbed old fool has Iet them march al

over himfor dignity's sake sooner than stir a linmb, only to find energy
enough for puputan at the end. Wat does he know of life or love or die joy of
the fleeting nonent! Renmenber how it was with nme, Steve; it

307

can be so for eternity, if you do but trust ne. Trust me! Trust me! Trust ne\
Me—

The Barong was shouting the sane words. Their voices cane together in a
terrible unison, a barrage of sound. | fought to think, to see; the heavy
staff faltered a touch - and equally as one, they sprang. But Ape's reflexes
were behind my own. 1 flung the staff across ny shoul ders as he had back at
the railyards, and felt the | eaping surge of power to either tip, even as

cl awed hands snatched out to tear it fromny grasp. Scarlet fire erupted in
great spurting shields, enveloping them buffeting themas they clung to it; 1

ti pped the staff back and forth, with themstill hanging on, sw nging from
side to side like an enbodi ment of the bal ance they' d endanger ed.
"Trust yow?' | yelled at them and flung themfree in a shower of crackling

radi ance. 'You stupid bastards'. You blind bloody pair of idiots! Who'd trust
you? You're just a pair of overgrown infants whoring after your own ends, your
own stupid selfish obsessions! You're not really thinking of the people here,
are you? If | trusted anybody, hell, it'd be them...'

The silence was instant, so conplete | could al nrost hear ny own heart poundi ng
within nmy chest. Artificial hearts, transplants; those were last-ditch
renedi es doctors applied, when all else had failed. Wat was better for a
human body, one of those -or its own, mended, heal ed, strengthened, restored?
For a nonent | thought my own would stop. Then, that it would tear itself

| oose frommy chest, battering at ny ribs as if they were a carnivore's cage
bars. | was still panting with the power 1 had exerted, with the weirdness of
the forces that flowed and coursed through me, the thoughts of another being
that lurked at the borders of ny own, infusing themw th the dark tang of
strange know edge, unheard-of experiences.

I'"d | ooked, 1'd seen, and -1 couldn't voice it. | was stanmering |like an
over-excited child.

' Then open your thoughts to ne, and | will give themform | see, already I
see - that the Project is the island's heart... *

'Yes! Too big a thing - too nuch a part of it for outsiders to run. A surgeon
can intervene to fix a heart—but he doesn't go on punping it, does he? Soon as
he can, he lets the body take over again, he hands back control; that's al

that makes it worthwhile! And that's what's got to happen here. This isn't
somet hing for a national government - or for outside do-gooders, however well
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they mean. They can hel p, yes; but they nustn't take control. O the body wll

forget. The nerves will wither. It'll never |earn again!'

My mind whirled upon the wind, into the gathering dark. Was Jacquie still with
me? | couldn't feel her any nore, couldn't feel anything; and yet | knew,
sonehow, she was there still, wherever there was.

"This is so. But to whom may that control be given?
The ones who've always had it! Don't you see? The governnment wanted to train a



whol e new generation of irrigation engineers - well, why shouldn't it? Only

t hrough the suhaksl This generation of klian subaks are using conputers

al ready; why shouldn't the next ones be fully fledged engi neers? Wel ding

t heir nodem power - but under the eyes of the subak councils and the ancient
| aws!’

' The next generation? But till then? The need is now?

"For now, the Project engineers can do the work - as they always planned to!
But answering to the subak councils and the klians, not the government! Can't
you see, damm it? The older men will junp at the idea, so they can keep their
power and prestige. So will the young men! They get to learn on the job, while
t he engi neers pick out the best of themfor the training schemes - so they
won't get stuck with the sons of governnment officials! And none of this bul
about breaking down traditions! It'll strengthen the old ways, not weaken
them Because the subak |laws are fair; they won't allow any nanipul ati on of
water rights, or any other kind of corruption! They evolved with the island
and weren't inposed fromoutside by a |oad of so-called social engineers; and
if they need amending, it'll be by the people who |live under them The
island's heart - and the island's brain! Able to work in concert again! Made
whol e!"

Bl ackness and sil ence, an awful silence. The voice that spoke was Jacquie's,
calm controlled, considering - and yet underneath it a growing trenmor. "I
think ... | believe the Project will accept this. The nen on the ground will,
I know that. If we can sell it to the trustees, the college itself will have
to go along; and without the college and the trust, there's no Project. But

t he governnent..."

| gathered ny strength, tried to open ny nmind as freely as |I could, speaking
into the vast void around us, starless and
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nmoonl ess night. 'If the Barong and Rangda keep up their bl ockade, go on
stoppi ng shiprments - then the governnent'|l|l have to agree! They'll have no

alternative! Either they do things our way, or nothing gets through!* Stil
silence; but | pulled the last of my courage together, and spoke again.

'"But those two powers, in the state they are - will they pay any attention to
what they hear? WII| they be convinced? Because we've got to have their help -
and the islanders, too —and that nysterious third power, Ape? So what does it

think, nowit's got by ny defences? WII it change its nmind again? WII it
destroy me, the way the others want to? O will it help me persuade them if
it can? Stop the fighting, cal mthem down, undo the damage? WIIl it? And can

it? Can you, Ape?

"Not aloneil said the voice within me. Ape's voice; but | realised suddenly it
had changed. From the nmonent of our merging it had changed. Al trace of Dutch
had fallen fromit now, as if it had been adopted only to hide how strange
those guttural accents really were, and how i nhuman. It was a single voice,

but behind it were the echoes of a million. 'Not al one. For mi dnight
approaches, and with it | nust become what it will make nme, take on anot her
formfor a season, to be renewed and refreshed anmong ny people. For this is
the hour of the Ancestors - and | aman Ancestor. The Ancestor! | am He who
stol e the Undyi ng Peaches of Heaven, who won therewith great powers of sorcery
and still greater punishment. Who paid his penance and earned his freedom when
he hel ped a holy man to spread a new faith fromlindia to the East. | was
Hanuman, who brought his arny of kin to the aid of Ramat to rescue his wfe
fromthe denon Rakashas, who went before to burn their rooftops, and who in
doing so lost his tail. Aloss that was its own great reward - for then | was
Monkey no | onger, but became Ape. Ancestor of Ancestors | am the First that
cane to this corner of the Earth, and peopled it with his children. \Wo earned
hinself a true nanme even in the Wst's nost sacred tongue..."

"Yes!' whispered Jacquie, in awe. 'l should have known! Wen | first saw him
Pi t hecant hropus erectus - Aperman who wal ked upright. Java Man. Ancestor of al
the East. My ancestor. He has the right. He has the power.'

A sound began, grew, swelled, the harsh thudding of the wayang drum to which



I'd seen di e nonkey-shadow dance. 7 have. And | will use it. For, Stephen
Fi sher, you have fulfilled the
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purpose for which I sought you. Your answer is the true one! And my nature, ny
power will end the conflict, will heal the hurts, will make themlisten! But
only through you, Stephen Fisher, can | wield it. Only you still hold ne

t oget her as one. Now you nust set me free - free! FREE!

Al the sullen weariness and age | had seen grow upon his features in these

| ast weeks were in that voice then, all the longing for release. The drum
drubbed and thudded |ike an unsteady heart. Like a mind trapped in a nai ned
body, like a butterfly in its chrysalis, he longed to leap free; | felt it
with him But how ? How, in any way that would let himstill help us?

| meant to rub ny chin; but my free hand halted in horror as | Couched it,
felt the harsh bristly hairs, the heavy contours, the nassive jaw. There was
no chin. It was Ape's face 1 touched, in this dark world; and in the ultimate
fear of loss, of ny very identity, | snatched at those hairs, tore them out
and hurl ed t hem away.

The drumbeat rose to a climactic rattle, and redoubl ed. Suddenly the darkness
was full of drums. | held up the staff, and in the scarlet glow fromits rip |
saw ot her shadows there, sturdy, dancing a strange hal f-squatting dance, a
com c, grotesque dance, a dance of happiness, of liberation. And each one
clutched a staff; and each one, as the drunming raced again, tore at its face
and sent a tuft of hairs scattering on the wind. And again, the drumbeat was

redoubl ed, and redoubled - and redoubled - till the whol e darkness was dark no
longer, till it was one frenetic, chattering, crashing infinite dance that
caught hold of Jacquie and nyself, and whirled us around and around till we

saw only fl ashes

O the dance envel oping the battle, of squat shapes | eapi ng anong the

conbat ants, hoppi ng grotesquely around the stabbing swords and sl ashi ng
bayonets ..

O the dance sweeping over the |ast enbers of the fires and kicking the ashes
into a billow ng, alnmost solid cloud ..

O the dance | eaping across the paddies, anong the terrorists and the troops
who raced and sni ped and skirm shed there, tripping them Kkicking the weapons
fromtheir hands and stanping themdown into the fertile nud, to clog and rust
and decay. ..

O the dance falling on the woman and the nan, the hag and the hal f-beast who
tore and cl awed at each other, barging them
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yanki ng a robe, tweaking a loincloth, pulling a tail, sw nging on strands of
hair, twanging a tusk with inmpudent bravado, scattering ropes of pearls and
goosing their wearer with earthy, irreverent gestures ..

And then, abruptly, there was only darkness again, still, enpty, silent.
Except for Jacquie's trenbling breath; but it was excitenent that nade it
trenbl e. She spoke, as if she was answering sone voice she heard naturally,
even when it wasn't directed at me. Then ... then it's all right?" she
demanded. 'They'l|l accept Steve's idea?

Look, said Ape's voice. It was fuller now, yet nore diffuse, as if it cane
froma great distance, as if it was nerging sonehow wi th that inmense echo,
becom ng a part of all those nyriad other voices. Listen ..

Dar kness covered the island. The tearing wind had di ed down, the runbles of
the vol canic heights were silent, their hellish glows no | onger visible. Were
t he opposing arm es had tranpled and struggl ed over the snmashed remains of
their conrades, there was silence. Were the firefight had torn the air over
t he peaceful paddy terraces, there were still points of red light floating
around; but sormehow they no | onger |ooked angry, they no | onger had the
terrible arcing purpose of tracer rounds. At first | thought 1 could stil

hear the distant cries and the clanour of netal, the bursts of rattling

expl osions; but slowy, as if comng into focus, the voices resolved into a
rhythm a chanting |line of many voices. And the crash of conmbat resolved into



the gentle, ordered clangour of the ganel an

Jacquie and | were standing, enbracing, in the darkness beneath sone

over hanging trees. The hot and humid air of the tropical night clung Iike a
danp silk veil about us, weighed down by the heavy scent of their flowers -
some kind of minpbsa, maybe. The droplets that hung on the | eaves were
glittering red and yellow jewels in the light of lanterns through the trees.
We clung, savouring the noment; and when at |ast we had to breathe, we |ooked
up together to the skies, clear now, alight with the glittering southern stars
and a bl azing crescent noon. Under their steely light we kissed again, for how
long | don't know, but soon, drawn, we wal ked hand in hand down the narrow
path towards the Iight.

It shone upon the branches of an ancient banyan tree, that had not the
slightest trace of fire upon it; and on the walls of the little

312

tenmpl es round about, the only marks were those of |ichen, and where offerings
of paste and scent had been sneared throughout the centuries.

'"Ch, there you are!' said Pasaribu, turning towards us. Sonehow in the warm
lantentlight even he | ooked nore benign. 'That was a fierce little shower,
wasn't it? Rare for this tine of year - but never unwel cone in our business,
huh? And it certainly didn't put themoff. | canme down here because | hoped
I'd be able to introduce you to this.'

He was watching - and enjoying, unless | was rmuch m staken —two nasked
figures in a slow, circling dance to the tapping of the gamelan. One was a
grotesquely animalistic she-witch, in a costune of white striped with red and
bl ack, al nost hi dden behind i mrense trailing yellow hair. Her eyes bul ged

bal eful |y, fangs and tusks sprouted from her jaws, and a wai st-1ength waggi ng
red tongue; and her fingers bore imense white nails which the dancer twi sted
i nto mal evol ent and nenaci ng gestures. A horrific figure; yet also a figure of
fun, the hostile conpressed into the conprehensible. And against her, played
by two dancers in a magnificent carapace of gold plates with tawny hair
sprouting beneath, was a four-|egged beast with the [ithe magnificence of a
tiger. On his head a tall peaked crown bobbed, encrusted wi th gol den fl owers;

behi nd his wi de cat-ears rose a great collar of flamng gold, like a stylised
mane. H s open red nmouth al so spouted fangs, fewer but |arger than Rangda's,
and behind him |l ashed a sweeping golden tail. Pasaribu went on to explain

rather |aboriously that these were ritual characters who appear at al npst
every festival dance - the two rival powers who are the guardians of die
villages. The Barong, it appeared, was friendlier; but Rangda had her place
too. *Ym and Yang kind of thing, you know ...’

H's voice tailed off. Despite his pretence of showing it to us, he was
evidently fascinated by the dance, representing the |ast shreds of a culture
that had been swept off Jawa centuries past by outside invaders and

m ssionaries, and yet was in his and his ancestors' blood. | wapped an arm
around Jacquie —a bit of a breach of manners here, but | was too happy to
care - and whispered to her. 'You know, we nmay have seen this island s heart
and brain, back there; but a body needs nore, doesn't it? Rangda, the Barong,
alt these lesser spirits and. things - they purge its conflicts, they keep its
peace. They're its soul .’
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"Kind of a shame we shouldn't linger,1 said Pasaribu dreamly, after a while.
"Sometines some of the villagers will join in - in trance* you know They

thi nk they're possessed, that kind of

thing.' "Yes/ | said, alittle grimy. "Rangda goes in for that kind of

t hi ng, doesn't she?

"Oh!* exclained the little official, startled. 'You —er, you take an, an
interest in, uh, folklore, do you?" he inquired, alnmost shyly, quite unlike
his usual glib manner. It seened to please him 'They pretend to attack her
you see, drive her off. She fights them makes themturn their own weapons
agai nst thenselves; but it's all ritual. They never hurt her, she never hurts
them Everybody just retires peacefully for another day - an eternal struggle.



Nobody ever wi ns - but nobody ever |oses, either. Al absolute superstition
sure; but | have got to admit, when you see themlike this, these old, uh
expressions of the people's consciousness have a certain charm —mmh? A
certain charm' he repeated, a little

shanef acedly. He sighed, and | ooked at his watch. 'l guess we'd better be
nmovi ng al ong soon. Er - where has your friend got to? Jacquie |ooked around
sharply. 'Yes! Were is Ape?" 'l shouldn't worry,' | said. 'He said he, er

was expect ed

somewhere along the way. He'll ook after hinself; he's quite at

hone here —or anywhere else in these islands.' 'Ch?' chuckl ed Pasaribu. ' Goes

native, does he?" 'To the point of overdoing it, sonetinmes,' said Jacquie
drily.

"But he's a good friend.' Back at the road the convoy were waiting for us,
alert but calm

their side arnms resting across their knees. They grinned as

Pasari bu cl ucked unhappily over the bullet holes in his car. 'You

know how long it'll take me to get this dam thing resprayed out
here?' Evidently Ape had forgotten to undo sone damage —with
mal i ce af oret hought, | suspected.

"No nore trouble?* | asked the corporal in the container truck

He | aughed. 'Sone terroris'! Frighten 'way by shower of rain! Didn' even

wait for 'coptah!’

From out of the trees cane a sudden explosive chatter of voices, alnopst
derisive, a conplicated chorus chanting what seemed to be nonsense sounds
beneath the wailing high notes of a soloist; he
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sounded a lot |ike the wayang narrator. 'Ah!' excl ai ned Pasaribu wi stfully.
"That's the kecak, the nonkey dance. Wth the chorus imtating the ganel an®
you hear? And danci ng. *

"It tells the story of the Ramayana, doesn't it?' nused Jacquie softly.
"That's right!' said Pasaribu, pleased. 'But the real hero's Hanuman, of
course; if you know who—

"Yes,* | said. 'Quite well.'’

He smiled, |ooked back. "It's quite a sight. | wish ... but no, we'd better be
going. At least it's kind of a nice farewell.'

| agreed. His driver, one arm bandaged but otherw se cheerful, slid the car
out into the road and away. W wound down the w ndow and |istened as the chant
dwi ndl ed behind us. Ape was there; but we both knew that he was el sewhere too.
He was all around us now, in the hearts and m nds and souls of his
descendants, spirit of the last remant of an anci ent people, who had reached
hal fway round the world and back again to bring themthe protection they
needed.

Now t hat Pasaribu wasn't playing the worldly cosnmopolitan quite so thoroughly,
he happily told ne all about this Descent of the Ancestors. "They believe
they- stay here on the island all through Galungan, for a week or so - till
Kuni ngan, the closing festival, when they're given specially honoured

of ferings of yellowrice. But in the neantime everybody wears their best

cl ot hes, makes offerings, decorates the whole village with these penjor poles
like Christmas trees - in fact the whole atnosphere's a lot |ike Christmas.
Only it's for the Ancestors they push the boat out—and how '

' Good for Ape!' whispered Jacquie softly, snuggling up to ne in the back. 'He
deserves it.'

"Yes,' | sniled down at her. Pasaribu was chattering on obliviously again, but
it sounded al nost |ikable now 'But what about us? Haven't we earned
somet hi ng, too?

Jacqui e sighed. "Well, | don't know. Thanks to you |I'm going to have my work
cut out for a while to cone. This bright idea of yours - you realise how many
people I"mgoing to have to sell it to? The Project, the trust, the college,

t he government, the subaks - dear god! And see that they stay sold? It's going
to be - the PRjob of all tinme. And then we've got to start getting the schene



organi sed nore or less at once, and can you inmagi ne what that's going to

t ake?' She rubbed a hand up and down ny
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chest. 'And all the way here you've been sayi ng how much work'll be piling up
for you at hone.'

| pressed the hand to ne. 'Dave can take care of that a little | onger.' But

even to me that sounded unhappy. | didn't want himto; he m ght handl e things
too well, and | eave ne feeling superfluous.

'"So you won't just throw that away and stay out here, not even with me - oh
don't worry!" she smiled as | protested. 'I wouldn't ask you to. You nmight do
it, and it'd be cruelty. But | love ny work, too. I won't go; and you won't
stay.'

Unhappi ness crawl ed over ne like a cowl. 'I suppose |I'd hoped... *

'That we could start again, forget the past? It won't forget us, Steve. W
live in different worlds now.' She grimaced. 'And | don't think I can face
yours.'

"You lived in the Wst |ong enough. You | ook European, dam it!"’

"1 don't feel it - not very. But it wasn't Europe | was tal king about. Your
world - or worlds. Renmenber what Jyp sai d? Somet hi ng about people who get a
glinpse, and step back into their own world again. The Spiral —=* felt her
shiver. 'Wnderful, terrible beyond belief! The things that nust be out there,
that 1'd love to see - but there nust be other things, too. For one extrene
there nust be the other. Utimate beauty, ultimte horror; endl ess good,

endless evil. 1 can't take that - that possibility. You' re incredibly brave,
that you can.*

1 felt ny nouth tw st, petulantly. 'lIncredibly unimginative, nore |ike.
That's been said before. O just plain thick.'

"No! You have got inmagination, nore than nost, if only you'll unleash it. |

al ways knew you had. I'mthe Iimted one; | know where |I'm best suited to be.*
"I was warned to stay away fromthe Spiral,' | said sonbrely. To forget it,
for my own safety. | al nbst succeeded. Maybe | shoul d have.'

"Mall said you could | ook after yourself now That there was | ess risk you'd
get hurt.'

"I don't think she had this way in mnd. | know how nuch | hurt you, Jacquie
But Christ, you're well repaid now Maybe | ought to just forget all this,
t0o.'

She stroked ny cheek. '|I hope you don't. You might still go on blaning
yoursel f. Whatever you did, you nore than rmade up for
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- renenber that, at least. So we can get on with living our lives, wthout
bei ng yoked to the past, the way we would be if we stayed together. Wuldn't
we?*

1 shrugged. It was a dull pain now, and | really had no cause for conpl aint.
I'd gone into this, baring after a name that m ght be Jacquie's, and a bit of
easy do-gooding. Easy! |I'd expected ... what? | didn't know. But no reward,
certainly. The trouble was, | had thought I'd found one.

"You' ve found sonething,' she insisted softly. 'A better way to say goodbye.
Don't you see? You're not a slave to the past any nore - to us, to our
breakup. Steve, that was ny fault too, in a hundred stupid ways. | could have
made a better play for you, | could have hung on to you, if my own stupid
pride hadn't been hurt. You opened the gates for us again - that's good. But
that they close again, that's good too. That's healing!'

And miraculously, as if the magic of the Spiral still clung about us on this
enchanted midsunmer night, it was. Aload |I'd hardly even realised was there
was lifting frommy shoulders now, as if |1'd been carrying a second cont ai ner
on themall this way - all these years. | bent down and ki ssed Jacquie, |ong
and deep; and that, too, was happi ness, an astoni shing happi ness, free from
bitterness and guilt at long, long |ast.

"Ww ' she giggled, when at |ast we surfaced for air. She sounded just |ike
the girl of all those years before. *Steve ..."



" Hhm?

'Those Gates ... they don't have to close just yet, do they? At |east you
shoul d take a holiday. Sonewhere nice and rel axing.'

'Li ke —eh, a tropical island paradise? Like Bali?'

"Wonderful idea. | think I will, too. Know where we can get any yellow rice?*
I would have jerked a thunmb at Pasaribu, but she'd trapped ny hand neatly

bet ween her thighs, and she wasn't letting it go. 'He'll know. He seens to
know quite a tot. As if he's picked up just a touch of somebody else ..."
"Mrh. Steve ... back then, when | said | believed in you ...’

" Mhh?'

"I did. | always have, even against every better judgerment in the world. If

you ever seenmed enpty in sone ways, nmaybe it was

- because you have room for so rmuch. Maybe you had to go further than nost
people to find it.' 'How do you nean?' | was too happy to care. And yet there
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was a quiet intensity in her words that was to linger long after Bali was only
one nore nenory, however bright, falling away beneath an airliner's wheels.

"I mean ... maybe it's not up to you to stay away fromthis weird world of
yours, dangerous or not. Maybe you were really nmeant for it, all along, as Jyp
or Mall seemto be; maybe you do have a purpose, as Ape was hinting. Steve,
darling—€o you think it's going to stay away from you?'

This book, like its predecessor Chase the Morning, is set sone years in the
future. It assumes, for exanple, that Indonesia is under a different and

per haps nore repressive government. However, korupsi and the other problens
facing the country are firmy rooted in the present day.

Equal ly, it assunes that Bangkok's current epidem c of concrete and glass will
conti nue and expand down al ong the Chao Phraya towards the sea; and that
despite the |l ooming threat of AI DS and proni sed government crackdowns, an

al nrost entirely European and Australian clientele will go on flocking to

Phat phong and pl aces like it.

Finally, it goes without saying that the aid organisations in the book do not
exi st, and bear no relation to any that do.

The song on page 158 is a traditional chant fromthe Trobriand Isl ands,
col l ected by John Kasai pwal ova.
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