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Birds of the Afterworld

	1500 words

	Zvenker's chough

	The bird was small and black, with a jerky flight pattern. It was a Zvenker's chough, he was sure of it. He reached for his binoculars.

	Funny thing. He'd got used to how his hand passed through his body when he did that. But he couldn't get used – would never get used – to not having his binoculars.

	Along the grey shore, men in grey camo jackets crouched behind the dead willow trees. Mostly men – there were one or two women but they looked just like the men. A line of oystercatchers pecked across the grey shingle. The waves rattled on the gravel bank, as they had for – how long?

	Nobody else had noticed the Zvenker's. If it was a Zvenker's.

	Behind the beach, the mountains were as big and black as they had been yesterday, the day before. He was a hill man, and the birds he liked were hill birds. He crossed the bare meadow with its thistle clumps (he'd spotted a rubicose siskin there just a couple of days – months – ago) and set himself at the slope beside the waterfall.

	Sooner than he expected, the stream shrank to a mossy trickle between black rocks. Far below, the shoreline reached around its bay to where the sea crashed white and green on rocky islands. The birders clustered like starlings around the patch of bare sand where they marked up their sightings. Ahead, through the pass, the mountains rose in talus and crags of black basalt, catching the grey light with a shine like a raven's wing. High above, dirty snowfields spread against the sky.

	The chough – a Zvenker's, he was sure of it now; never mind the binocs, his eyes were as sharp as a young birder of seventeen spotting bluebirds through the bedroom window. Just in that next corrie, that was where the nest would be. He scrambled over jammed boulders – below him was empty space where a waterfall clattered, but he was hardly aware of that. Between wisps of cloud he saw a grey-green valley, with a great meandering river, and scrubby trees, alder swamp he guessed. And some sort of large building with an arched roof.

	The chough soared in circles – it was about to land, and that would be...

	For a moment he heard footsteps on the gravel behind him. Then something struck him from behind. He flew across the rocks; the world turned round several times, and faded to black.

	Minutes – days – hours passed; and the world faded back in again. The world was noisy, and smelled of wood smoke. He blinked open his eyes to red flickering firelight. A high-arched hall, it had to be the place he'd seen from the hillside. Wooden tables that looked carved with axes, and dogs, and people. Big shouldered people, in leather and black armour. People who lifted him onto a stool in front of a roasted goat, and brown lumps that could be turnips. People who wanted to look at his neck. "Clean off in one. A truly satisfying blow! You should have seen his little head bouncing across the boulders."

	"Never mind, dearie." A young woman was at his shoulder with a jar of something smoky brown. A rather pretty young girl, with black hair in two long plaits around her head and an elegant, jewelled sword at her leg. "That Ragnar, he got you from behind. You'll get your stroke back on the bugger in the morning."

	The one called Ragnar looked doubtful. "You're awful small. And what's happened to your sword? Very odd, to get here without your sword."

	The goat was surprisingly good, and even the mead was okay. The hall itself was almost romantic, with its smoke-blacked beams rising into darkness, its high table decorated with antlers, and all the bloodstained blokes with beards. But he was thinking of his early start for the dawn chorus – those scrubby trees he'd seen from the hillside had to be full of birdlife. "Where do I sleep?'"

	"Sleep?" Ragnar looked at him – an unsettling experience in itself. "We're just about to start the singing."

	Whatever the songs lacked in melody or elegant delivery they made up, and more, in length. The first sunbeams were struggling through the smoke as the singers fell asleep across the chunky tabletops. Ragnar, he noticed, was leading the dark haired girl to a pile of straw in the corner.

	The next morning, his head got chopped off again. And the next one.

	It began to get boring.

	green throated diver

	Some days, or months, passed. He was inside a small bramble bush, at the edge of the alder trees, watching for swamp warblers. There were no warblers, it was the wrong time of day for warblers. He wasn't birding, he was hiding.

	Heavy feet sounded in the clearing behind him. He crouched lower. There were grunts, and a clashing of iron.

	He twisted himself around inside the bramble bush. Two men, one of them fallen and bleeding into the ground. The other bent above him, stealing his jewellery. The stooping man was Ragnar.

	Without thinking, he pulled out the rusty old sword they'd given him. Ragnar's neck was exposed. He struck – and Ragnar collapsed across his own victim, their blood mingling in the yellow grass. Well, he had to get lucky sometime...

	"A doughty blow;" the dark-haired girl was piling on the goat ribs. "Not bad for a little fellow. Drink up!"

	Then Ragnar was elbow-grabbing him up to the high table, the one with the antler chairs and the longest, most bloodstained beards. Ragnar was showing them all the red scar on his own neck before it closed over. "Not bad lurking, boy. I never saw you in that bramble bush."

	"I'm a birder. Lurking is what we do."

	"Birding, eh? You need to explain that."

	"Swamp warbler," he said. "Little brown bird, seasonal migrant, never seen one. Very interesting."

	"Swamp warbler, eh? Drink up!"

	He'd not had so much attention since the first evening, after the first time his own head was sliced off. With the food and drink being forced on him, he was beginning to feel unwell.

	The dark girl came around again with her jar. These goat ribs were good, but rich. He was feeling worse than unwell. He headed out into the night.

	Rain pattered on the grey ground. A bird cried in the darkness. The night air helped a little. Not enough. The goat stew ended up on the pebbles of the lake.

	Heavy feet on the shingle, and Ragnar was looking at him suspiciously. "Not enjoying your big night? Are you all right, small fellow?"

	"I just went outside... bird, you know..." Between retches, he had in fact heard a call he recognised. "Green throated diver."

	"Oh, birding? Today you do head chop, let's us do bird." And now they were all trooping into the night, half eaten bits of goat in greasy fingers, torchlight red on buckle and helmet. Under the brittle stars, before the pale gleam of the lake, the fighters fell silent. And they heard it then, the hollow long drawn cry from out on the water.

	"A dead soul, no? Or just a mermaid."

	"Green throated. Or small southern, maybe. It's territorial, claiming its ground. Like – oh – like clashing your shield in battle."

	"Be quiet, small fellow! I want to hear it again."

	The next day, he lost an arm hacked off at the shoulder. But that night, there were several intelligent questions about the two redneck buzzards that had come down to peck at his bloodstained fingers where they lay on the pebbles.

	black phalarope

	Days (months, years) passed. He found himself doing a bird sighting summary every night just before the singing. Once, when he was watching a pair of friskins, several warriors passed without killing him – it had to be they wanted to hear the evening bird report. Better than that: he was getting less bad at the killing bit himself. Warriors, if you watch them, are just as predictable as blackbirds or short eared owls. And an ambush is only a bird hide with swords in stead of binoculars.

	He sat down at the oak table, not just still alive, but pleased with a day of one fatal backstabbing and two woundings including a clean foot amputation. He dragged his victim towards the table with the antlers. "What do you think, Ragnar? Not too bad, the foot job?"

	But Ragnar was preoccupied. "Didn't you hear? Black phalarope, on the lake, it's back."

	"Phalarope?" The voice came from the floor. The amputee stood up, staggering on his new grown foot. "Just passing, or a nesting pair?" Together, the two warriors headed for the high iron doorway. A murmur went around, and in minutes, the hall had emptied of fighting men. Goat stew steamed pink in the firelight. Only the dark haired girl remained, looking at him across the empty tables.

	He walked up the hall, seated himself in one of the high antler chairs.

	He beckoned to the dark haired girl. "How about some of that mead you're holding, Lassie. And look, could you give me a lesson with this sword thingie?"

	



	


Golf balls of the material world

	3000 words

	 

	"Thirty-seven," said Hector Sanderson. He says it in a neutral tone – or tries to, at least. Because, Rules of Golf: The ball that is farther from the hole shall be played first. Which means that Sanderson can't play his second shot until, somehow, I've played my own ball another 30 yards up the fairway.

	My tee shot connected first time – and straight up the middle. Pretty good, given the poor playing conditions, the pre-dawn light as dense cloud scuds across, not to mention the wind still brisk after the overnight storm. But now my concentration has slipped. This time – I prepare my swing. Eye on the ball, Fraser. The lie's good, and now –

	Along the fairway’s edge, something's moving. The dark shadow of a person, hunched against the rain. But my swing is already started – down, through: in my imagination I hear the satisfying clunk of wood on golfball.

	I look down. The ball still lies there, in front of me, a little white glow in the half-light. "Thirty-eight," Hector says.

	It was Colonel Mackenzie, of course, out on the fairway at three in the morning. The old army officer – yes, the army has women in it now, just like the Club itself. If I'd been still around for that meeting I'd have voted against, of course I should. But you know what, I'd have been wrong. Watching the Colonel and her colleagues all these years, their playing style, respect for the Rules of Golf. No, they hadn't lowered the tone of the Club. Rather the opposite, to some extent.

	Not that the Colonel's a member, not any more. Small matter of the subscription.

	The Colonel, these days, is what we call a Supernumerary. An unpaid volunteer, basically. Though I know, because I've seen her, that once all the Members are away in the bar she'll play a hole or two, on her own and strictly against the Rules. Particular fondness for this hole, as it happens: the Eleventh, known to its friends as the Horse's Arse.

	But now she's walking down the fairway's edge. She is looking at the lost balls, the ones she fetched out of the rough yesterday evening, the ones she left along the edge of the playing area.

	She's noticing that two of them have moved. And now, looking out across the fairway…

	Where one of those balls is lying, right out in the open. Both of them in fact, Sanderson's one just 30 yards further up the fairway. And now the Colonel is walking out towards us. Stops right here, looks down at my ball where it lies. Quite a good lie, as I mentioned before, no excuse really for not managing to hit the thing.

	Not managing, thirty-seven times.

	She looks down at the ball, probably liking the lie as much as I do. Rain running down her sou'wester hat, grey hair damp against her shoulders. Gabardine jacket, shabby now but still holding out the water, and the sensible tweed skirt. I’ve always rather admired the sensible tweed skirt.

	I step back smartly as she moves round to my side of the ball, stands looking down at it as if to take the next shot, just supposing she had a club in her hands. Then she turns round, faces directly towards me.

	Behind her, the clouds are breaking, the sunrise in streaks of custard yellow. Beyond the trees, over on the seventh fairway, the wild dogs are howling.

	"Fraser?" she said. "Fraser, is that you?" And I realise she can see me, is looking straight at me, dim shadow as I am.

	Dim, dead shadow. Dead these ninety-five years.

	•••

	"Colonel Mackenzie," I say. "Well, well. Delighted to make your acquaintance." I'm not sure if she'll hear my voice; first time, in fact, that I've tried to use it on somebody who's still alive. But she does, leaning forward, intelligent look in her wrinkled old eyes. "Surprised you recognised me, though. You, of course, very like your great-grandfather. Same little jerk on the backswing."

	"Well Fraser, you did design this golf course, back in the day. Your picture's still up at the back of the bar. They won't let me in the car park, but I am allowed in the bar, just so long as it's a quiet time."

	The sun's up now, throwing long bars of shadow across the fairway. The duck pond, filled by the overnight rain, is spreading brown water past the red-topped penalty posts and out across the fairway. "With your permission, Sanderson: Colonel, why don't you play along with us? Make it a three-ball."

	"Well, but my clubs –"

	"I happen to know you keep a five-iron hidden under the gorse bushes over there. Chip one of those balls over, and start playing. Eleventh hole, par four. Do they still call it the Horse's Arse?"

	Colonel Mackenzie's a powerful left-hander: Sanderson looks slightly miffed as her five-iron shot bounces right over the eponymous Horse's Arse bunker and rolls to a stop just short of the green. I address my own ball again. Backswing and – strike.

	Once again, my ball remains in front of me on the grass. "Thirty-nine," says Sanderson. But looking at Colonel Mackenzie's ball – a fine shot, half-volley, right over the Horse's Arse! – my mind sharpens, concentrates. My next shot connects with a satisfying click, and the ball skims the ground two metres high, and rolls forward past Sanderson's one.

	'Still finding your form," says the Colonel politely.

	"Not so much that,” Sanderson explains. "It's this being immaterial, you see. With a golf ball that's still part of the real world. Never going to connect properly, nature of things." He addresses his own ball.

	The presence of the live human is upping his game as well. His shot connects first time, trickles all the way to the lip of the bunker. "Good shot," I say. "Maybe a bit too far to the right, though."

	"Twenty-five for me," Sanderson says. "Your shot I think, Fraser."

	The Colonel ranges across the fairway, picks up a cigarette end she's spotted. The three turkey buzzards flap over, their wings creaking, their feathers dull brown in the early sunlight – Colonel Mackenzie, being still alive, doesn't see the turkey buzzards. "That must be most frustrating," she says.

	"Bad golf," Sanderson says, "is still golf. We just have to play the ball as it lies. There’s time to finish this hole, anyway, before the members start arriving." He chooses his three-iron, and tops his ball into the Horse's Arse. "Twenty-six. Leaving me thirteen in hand to get out of this bunker."

	Once on the green, Colonel Mackenzie lifts out the pin – a treat for us two, the metal pole's far too heavy for us to lift and we usually have to hole out with it still standing in the way. Sanderson, thirty-two. Fraser, forty-nine. Colonel Mackenzie: three.

	"Members don't seem to be arriving yet," Sanderson says. "Maybe even time for another hole?" In the normal way, after holing out at daybreak, we have to wait for the  following night to play the next one.

	"They'd normally be here by now. I heard a motor on the driveway, while you were busy in the bunker there. But the car park's still empty."

	"Excuse me a moment, Ma'am," Sanderson says politely, before floating up to treetop level to take a look. When he descends to the grass again he's smiling, thin lipped below the pencil moustache. "It's The Secretary," he says. "In that Range Rover of hers. Stream's up across the driveway, you see. Looks like she thought she could get through in that Range Rover. Looks like she aquaplaned on the ford, right into the ditch. Jammed right across, she is."

	"Maybe she'll come up to the clubhouse on foot?"

	"Not her. Put up the sign, she has. Course Closed. If she can't play, nobody's going to play."

	"Nobody except us," I say.

	•••

	During the walk back under the pine trees, I’m working out how to play this. “Given the mixed nature of the group, I’m thinking of a two-ball. Colonel Mackenzie and myself playing against you, Sanderson.” Sanderson playing his own ball: the two of us, the weakest player, myself, and the strongest, Mackenzie, alternating with the other.

	We're standing together on the first tee. The sun's up above the oak trees, the dew shining on the grass. In my imagination I'm even smelling the gorse flowers, the fresh grass under our feet. Ahead stretches the first fairway. My first fairway. I made it wide and welcoming – not everyone who comes to the course is a great player, especially straight off the first tee. And there, 200 yards out, the Keltie's Burn cuts across. A really strong player can volley right across the stream. But that strong player gets it just a little bit wrong, and they're in the Keltie's Burn. And that's a two stroke penalty. Sensible players hold back, aim to stop 20 yards short, for an easy five-iron onto the green. A par four, our first hole; but a friendly par four. Unless you get ambitious. If you get ambitious, you end up in the stream.

	The Secretary's Range Rover is stuck there for the rest of the day. Which means the course is ours. We're going to play all 18 holes, take as long as we like. All day possibly, given the necessity of our condition, and the way that any attempt to strike a physical ball of the so-called real world is always such a doubtful procedure. But never mind how many strokes it takes. We'll play the hillside Sixth, and the dog-leg Eighth. And of course the Eleventh, the Horse's Arse.

	“Colonel Mackenzie. As you're our guest, would you take the honour?”

	The Colonel stands at the front of the tee, looking down the fairway. Her shoulders are erect, you can see the remains of her military bearing. “Fraser,” she says. “Let me tell you this. Your golf course here: I really love your golf course. The Horse's Arse, yes of course, but all of it. The thought of playing a full round, all the way around – it fills me with intense excitement. It does. Yes.” She bends down, places her tee, places her ball with a steady hand. She straightens. She sets up her drive.

	The wind's behind us. "Number three driver," I suggest. "With the wooden head?"

	"Of course, wooden head. My dear Fraser, what do you take me for?"

	She swings back, that slight jerk at the end of the backswing. She's going for the death or glory shot, over the Keltie's Burn.

	She goes for it.

	I suffer a moment of doubt here. Really, she should have played from the Ladies' Tee, 30 yards further forward. Or, in a mixed-sex two-ball, would that still apply? But my mind clears as her ball rises into the sunlight above the treetops – hangs there for a moment – and drops again into the shadows. My eye loses it then, surely it must be short of the stream. But no, I pick it up again on the bounce, rising gently against the green-black background, rising and dropping, 20 yards beyond the stream and still rolling forward.

	A faint sound from behind me then. I turn, and see the Colonel collapsed on the tee, her eyes closed, damp grey hair spread on the ground.

	••• 

	Well, the grass there can be quite slippery until the dew's off it. And a moment later she's up again, and striding down the fairway towards our ball. Behind us, Sanderson's having some trouble teeing off. We're 50 yards down the course before we hear the sharp crunch of club on ball behind us. Having this new opponent has certainly concentrated his mind, because his club has connected, and the ball skitters along the fairway – he's topped it pretty badly, but at least he's hit the thing.

	"What's that strange noise?" Colonel Mackenzie asks: standing there, half visible, in the shade of the trees beside me.

	"Oh, that's just the wild dogs. They're down at the pond after the ducks, trying to catch them. Which of course they can't do, the ducks being ducks of the real world. Very frustrating for them –”

	My voice trails off, rolling to a stop like a golf ball on wet grass. The dogs of the golf course: they're not material beings. The Colonel shouldn't be able to hear the wild dogs. I turn around, look back along the fairway.

	There's a dark, humped shape. Still lying on the first tee. Colonel Mackenzie.

	"Yes," says Colonel Mackenzie, in the shadows beside me. And there's a smile in her voice. "The Club Secretary's going to be looking for a new supernumerary to tidy up our golf course."

	Sanderson's walked up to us now, condoles with the Colonel on her so-recent death. "But what a way to go out! That was quite a drive, 250 yards and right over the Keltie's Burn."

	Sanderson's feeling cocky. Now that she's no longer a material being, the Colonel won't be pulling off any more drives like that. And that alters the dynamics. Putting it crudely, Sanderson against myself and the newly deceased Colonel Mackenzie: he's going to wipe us all over the golf course.

	Cockiness doesn't really pay: it takes Sanderson six more strokes, plus two penalty for going into the stream, before he's far enough up the course to pass Mackenzie's ball, and it's our turn to play again.

	My turn, indeed, under the two-ball rule. The grass is dry now, and my partner's left me a fine lie and a clear line onwards to the green. "Five iron," she suggests quietly. She's right. Five iron.

	I address the ball. Despite the sun now shining straight along the fairway, there's a sort of shadow hanging over it. But it's Mackenzie's own ball, I followed it with my eye, and there's no other one lying anywhere on the fairway … striking the wrong ball, that would lose us the hole, but no risk of that here.

	I set up my backswing, and take a moment to calm my mind. Failure to at least impose some forward motion on the golf ball will seriously demoralise my partner at this point. But I've a good feeling on this one, this one's going to connect: out there in the material world, the ball's going to make several yards up the fairway, maybe even compel Sanderson to take the follow-up straight away.

	I swing. And feel the club connect, the satisfying clunk as my club hits the dubious interface between our immaterial world and the real golf course.

	But what's going on? As I look ahead along the fairway, I don't see my ball. Why isn't it rolling along the fairway, 15 or 20 yards away? Have I somehow managed to slice the thing right into the bushes?

	And then, out of the sky, a single golf ball drops into my vision. A ball that falls away down the fairway, drops to the edge of the green, rolls forward, and comes to rest. Comes to rest just two club lengths from the pin.

	"My god, Fraser! What did you just do there?" Sanderson is seeing himself not just losing the hole, but losing it by over 20 strokes. Sanderson and me, we go back just short of 100 years now. In all that time he's only lost the hole twice. And one of those was when a duck took off with his ball, back before they changed the rule on Ball Comes to Rest on Animal or Bird. But there's this thing about Sanderson: a good shot is a good shot, even if he didn't make it himself.

	And now I'm remembering the odd look of darkness about that ball. The sound of it and more than the sound, the feeling as I took the stroke. Almost, but not quite, the same as it used to be, all that time ago, when I was a living golfer striking a golf ball of the material world.

	"Colonel, do you realise what you've done? That drive of yours, straight off the tee. You didn't just drive the ball 250 yards up the fairway and across the Keltie's Burn here. You drove that golf ball right out of the material world."

	It's gone quiet, here in the afterlife of the first fairway of this course I built over 120 years ago. The Keltie's Burn, having done its job on the Secretary's Range Rover, is murmuring its soft watery words under the little wooden bridge. The turkey buzzards have settled to roost. Hector Sanderson is looking away, polishing the head of his driver. And I know what he's thinking.

	Colonel Mackenzie, playing with her non-material ball, is going to run away with it. Nothing lies ahead, now, but being beaten, on every hole, by ten or a dozen strokes.

	But the Colonel's been playing golf almost as long as Hector has; and she seems to know how he feels. "We should play it one-ball,," she says.

	Sanderson looks up. "You mean: non-competitive golf? The three of us playing in turn, to get this single ball around the course?"

	"One could look at it as playing against Mr Bogey. Against Fraser here, if you like. He's the man who set par around this course."

	"My dear Hector," I say: "It would seem that you have the pleasure of the next shot. Two strokes on the card. Hole this one out for the birdie."

	"Ready golf!" says Mackenzie. An inappropriate comment, but excusable in the circumstances. We cross the little wooden bridge – red paint flaking a bit, I'd have a word with The Secretary if I were still alive and paying a subscription. The turkey buzzards are lined up along their branch of the dead pine tree; away on the seventh fairway the feral dogs are baying. Colonel Mackenzie brushes away a worm cast, and Sanderson lines up his putt.

	It's a long one, but something tells me he's going to hole it out.

	 


The Black Loch of the Beast

	It's that day in the year when Autumn rolls down off the edge of the moors, rolls downhill in grey low clouds like retreating waves of the sea, to lie like tide drift across the green fields and the shore. While here at the Black Loch all at once it is winter.

	As the sun comes up, every small stone around the loch has its little fringe of ice. Beyond the water, between the angular rocks left behind by the glacier, the first snow lies across the gravel ground. The sea shines to its silver line along the horizon, and the grey, pale islands move in slow procession along the lower edge of the sky.

	I sit beside the Black Loch in sunlight that's thin honey mixed with water from the spring. I'm combing out my hair, and the black threads drift across the water, drift like the dead insects of the end of the autumn.

	When I look up, at the corrie edge beyond the loch there is a person. Black, a tiny figure against the brown moorland. As he walks down towards the loch I lose sight of him against the deer-moss and stones; but then, as he stops at the shoreline, I see his reflection below him in the loch.

	He's looking across the loch, looking high behind me at the tiers of blood-coloured sandstone and the black gullies and the snow ridge up against the sky.

	I wait for his companion, but no companion crosses the corrie rim behind him. Or her? No, this one walks like a male person, looking at the crags, ignoring his own feet on the stones and the thin new snow. As he comes closer, he is broad across the shoulders, tall, just entering the brief years of his middle age. Dark skin, tight dark hair, a jacket in some plastic material that rustles as he walks. Across his shoulders he carries the rope that climbers use.

	He sees me now, hesitates – will he walk on past me? Almost he does, but no, he comes across the stones. His eyes are brown, his beard – yes, this is a male person – just touched with grey around the lips. He stands, not close, ten steps away, to talk in the quiet, cold air of the first day of winter, here beside the Black Loch of the Beast. He nods his head, twice, almost as if he'd expected to see me. He does not smile.

	"You come to climb the Beast Slock?" It's where he's been looking, looking up across the loch at the great hollow of jammed boulders and ice and grey-green moss and sandstone the colour of dried blood.

	"The north-east gully," he says. "Yes, the Beast Slock." His voice is low pitched, almost too quiet to hear.

	I lower my voice, so as to force him to approach closer. "You know what happens to people when they climb the Beast Slock?"

	Yes, he's spoken with the Mountain Rescue down at the village. And now I see the iceaxe that he carries, grey worn metal, its shaft of old ashwood. I stand up, and I reach to put my fingers on it, careful not to touch the metal at its head. The ash-tree wood is warm with the touch of hands. "I thought you had different axes now. Bent axes with jagged teeth?"

	For I have seen them as they walk through the corrie to the rockwall and the ice, the metal tools bent like the necks of diving birds, toothed like the beaks of the goosander ducks that nest around the Black Loch.

	Yes, he says, this is his grandfather's old iceaxe.

	It's not close-cropped hair, it's a head-covering or helmet, strands of melted sand-rock set within some glue not made of bones or blood. A second helmet, pale clear blue like the winter sky, hangs from the sack behind him.

	The climber's face and his hands are brown like the bog oak that lies among the peat. I look at him and I remember, I see again that grandfather, in the faded yellow anorak and patched breeches, his heavy ox-leather boots with the metal nails in the soles and the iceaxe with its ashwood shaft. Not wide shouldered like this climber in front of me now, a small man, tough like heather roots, who walked around the Black Loch with his eyes upwards to the brown curve of the Beast's Slock. And I saw again his ochre-coloured anorak as he fell through grey air and spindrift snow, falling from above the cave pitch. There'd been plenty of snow that year, drifted across the foot of the gully. The grandfather got away with a broken leg. Allowed me to set it for him, bound it with moss and splinted with the ashwood ice axe, before he dragged away like a seal, leaving a seal trail through the snow and over the corrie edge.

	I speak to this climber again. "Alone, even with this fine iceaxe, you would not climb alive to the top of the Beast Slock."

	"Well," he says to me. "Maybe that's not entirely the idea." His brown eyes look up to the brown rocks and the ice.

	His foot in its lumpy plastic boot is beside the paw of the old dog fox. The ravens have taken the small bones of the fox, but under the flecks of snow the ribcage gleams in the low sun, gleams the same flat grey as the bars of cloud along the horizon above the sea. Two winters ago, or maybe four, I followed the fox, walked in his footprints along the high ridge, cloud pressing on my head like a memory of the dead, and the sea below me flat and grey. I followed the fox until at the ridge end, a flurry of footprints in the snow, and the marks of a claw, and a sweep in the snow where a great brown wing had brushed it; just two spots of bright blood to show where the great bird had jolted the dog-fox off the ridge and down into the green corrie below.

	I look up at the dark eyes of the climber, brown like a peatpool among the moss. "The Beast Slock, I will climb with you. You have a rope. I'll climb. I'm going that way, up as far as the cave pitch."

	The climber looks down at my leather sandals, my feet in the sandals as white as the flecks of snow. "Do you have an axe?"

	I hold out the antler I brought from the bog in the spring time, and the small dagger made of bone. "And you have a spare helmet as well." The blue climbing helmet, blue like the sky, dangling behind him. And the rope. He is alone, why is he carrying rope?

	He looks at me, his eyes blank as a frozen pool. Looks at the rope as if he's only just noticed it. "You can't have that helmet. Anyway, it's broken." And yes, the helmet is cracked across, a starburst of shards where it has struck against a rock or a rock has struck against the helmet.

	We walk away from the Black Loch, walk past the bones of the dog-fox and up the slope of stones. Up into winter as the walls of brown rock rise around us and close in, and snow which is not yet winter-hardened so that we kick into it with our toes up to where the rock steepens.

	Grey-white ice coats the rock, the brown rock itself and the summer moss faded under the ice like memories of summer days. His plastic boots lack nails, he stops to strap on spikes of pale grey metal. Behind us, the winter gully runs down to the loch where the ice makes crisp collars around every stone, and below the corrie the moors of peat where it is still autumn and below the moors the sea, the sea which has no seasons but is always only itself. We move up on the icy slabs, the moss in the ice making rough places for our feet. As the rock walls close in, he uncoils the rope and I knot it around myself, the smooth, bright coloured rope that under my fingers is new as next spring and also older than stories, boiled from the green life that died deep, deep below the ocean in time before the Gods.

	The climber is placing our protection with real care, inserting pieces of shaped, grey metal into cracks of the rocks. I have to unrope each time I came to one of them, not to touch the metal with my fingers. He doesn't look back, doesn't notice that I'm leaving his little bits of metal behind us on the climb. For me it is easy now to see this climber: his life, and the end of his life, strung up across the brown overhang of the Beast's Slock, here above the Black Loch where his grandfather has fallen from the rocks. "The one with the blue helmet," I say. "The one who died. Your partner of the climbing rope."

	He doesn't turn round, so that it's as if he speaks only to the grey ice and the rocks. "It wasn't my fault. A running belay, the rope jammed. It was easy ground, she untied from the rope to release it. And she fell."

	In the silence, the chip of his iceaxe echoes in little clicks off the two walls of rock, the rock to left of us and the rock to right. Pieces of ice slide past me down the rock slabs. He is slow cutting the steps in the ice, the grandfather has been more accomplished.

	"It was my fault. Of course it was."

	•••

	We climb. Fine snow drifts past us, drifts down the air like spring time under the wild apple trees. The climber's metal foot-spikes scratch on the ice. Above, now, the green-black hollow, ringed with icicles. The brown rock bulging above it, a thundercloud of brown, solid stone. Around the overhang the snow curls in, eddies. Above, the brown rock. The rock where the grandfather fell, to land in drifts of late winter snow.

	No drifted snow today, just the small scree and the rocks left by the glacier. I say: "It's a jammed boulder. Just a boulder. We can go below it, the gap below the overhang."

	He looks at me, his body twisted around on the ice, his hand on the steel head of the iceaxe. Above him the red-brown bulge of the overhang. The moss, the ice, the spindrift blowing across the gully, drifting down the rock, gathering in damp patches on the less sloping places.

	The snow swirls into a new pattern, and  I see again the young man those years ago, the grandfather, the small man with his faded anorak and his long wooden iceaxe. His nailed boots sliding down the brown rock, scraping through moss and then falling free, flakes of ice falling around him, flakes of moss that drifted up behind. Then the light shifted, and I saw the same iceaxe flying out of another hand, this climber now with his broad shoulders and his spiked metal crampons, the dark helmet against grey sky and pale snowdrift as his body turned in the air.

	The snow moves in the same curve as the long, falling cry of the curlew, as the slow waves of the sea. And now it's another figure, a helmet bright as the sky, pale hair streaming behind her. She falls through sunlight in another place, a place beyond the sea where the mountain ridge above her is notched and jagged like the ice on the Black Loch when it lifts and breaks in the spring.

	So many climbers. So short their time upon the rocks, they climb into the sky and fall like leaves of autumn, they fall like the fox clawed off the clifftop. Three steps above me, the climber has stood so long that snow is lying on his hand, snow on his coloured glove where he holds the head of his ice axe. And I say again: "You don't have to do this. We can go through, through below the large rocks." 

	He turns and looks at me now, as if seeing for the first time; in his eyes are the falling climbers and the swirl of the snow. He coils the rope around his shoulders, and stoops into the hollow below the overhang, brushing aside the ice for his wide shoulders to pass.

	And so we climb into the darkness below the jammed boulder of the overhang. We climb with each foot against a wall of the rock, and below our feet a crack of darkness where water drips. The rock under our hands is dry here, patterned with the light that comes from behind us, and then dark. Somewhere below us a stream runs through the rock, its sound magnified so that it seems to come from all around.

	The climber sees the lights below him now, and works down through the gap of the rocks – awkwardly, with his wide shoulders – to where the brown rushlights spread their smoke up the rock wall, down onto the floor of red sand. And my people wait for us, in their clothes of gold and green.

	Without being asked, the climber crouches to take off his metal spikes. He stands, and looks, and I see for a moment through his eyes the clear water running down the cave wall, the stone tables and the furniture of copper and silver, the young ones with their hair like reindeer moss and eyes like rowan tree berries as they reach to touch his plastic clothing.

	"There is other climbing we can do. If you stay here with my people. If you like to climb."

	His helmet is against the rock ceiling, and he takes that off as well. "Yes," he says. "Yes, I like to climb."

	"You must leave your good iceaxe, the metal iceaxe of your grandfather, in a dry place below the rocks. But then you can stay with us and climb. For a short while."

	"For a while?" He doesn't smile. But in the glow from the silver mirrors there's a light in his eyes that wasn't there before. "Like – seven years? Seven years is traditional, I believe. Is what the stories say."

	The snows came hard that year, drifted deep over the bones of the fox on the corrie floor, while the man with the black helmet climbed over the ice gullies and the rocks deep frosted by the sea-damp air. But at last there came a day when the water of the Black Loch was blue like the eggs of the small bird they call wheatear. The red-speckled trout rose to dimple the surface in silver rings, then a line of pale foam showed where the water horse was moving again through the shallows. And above the lines of boulders left by the glacier, the cry of the curlews looped and curved through the sky, rising and then falling like the years and the seasons and the slow thoughts that pass through the mind of the mountain.

	 


Fairway to Heaven

	6300 words

	Moonlight throws bars of shadow across the fairway of the Dog-Leg Eighth. Any passing walker – one who happened to be still alive – would scarcely have seen the four players, just The Secretary’s silver jacket gleaming as if a pool of Keltie’s Burn had somehow strayed down here off the eleventh fairway. The four of us move silently across the ground, our feet scarcely disturbing the mown grass. The occasional faint – so faint – clunk as an old fashioned five-iron strikes one of the two balls in play.

	I'm partnered with The Secretary, which isn’t always a comfortable experience. We're currently one up. But a strong drive off the tee from Colonel Mackenzie, her powerful left-handed shot clearing the treetops, has given her partner Hector Sanderson an easy chip-shot to the green.

	“Not right,” remarks The Secretary – her voice no louder than the wind through the trees, that passing walker, supposing he or she had existed which they don’t, the members being all tucked up in the Clubhouse with their end-of-round rounds, their whisky sours and their gins-and-lemonade. But the three turkey buzzards, on their roost above the fourteenth tee: they hear her clearly enough. And so do her three golfing partners. “Not right," she repeats. "Something going on in the car park.”

	She pauses while I address our shared ball. As always, we're playing a two-ball. The reason being, we’ve only got two golf balls between us: golf balls of the sort playable by those in our condition. That passing walker – the one who wasn’t there – he or she wouldn’t have seen it at all, the golf ball with the grey, immaterial glow about it, resting in the moon-shadow of the pine tree Colonel Mackenzie has just so commandingly lofted over. But being immaterial myself, I can see it well enough as I strike a judicious safety shot across the dog-leg.

	The Secretary isn’t pleased: she raises her six-iron, is about to strike it down angrily into the turf. The Secretary wanted me to take the steep shot over the treetops so that when I failed to clear the trees it’d be all my fault, rather than The Secretary’s for her fading drive line. About to swipe at the ground, but then she sees Hector Sanderson watching her. Sanderson’s caught her up before, aggressive and unseemly conduct, enforced the full two-stroke penalty.

	The Secretary. We call her that, though of course the Club's had thirteen Secretaries since its foundation in 1904, and she isn't even the current one. Female, as I've already implied. Young, as such things are reckoned. Her informal dress – that silver leather jacket, it took us a few years to get used to the jacket. But her temper! I could say, some day it would be the death of her. I could say that with certainty. Because, of course, it already has done that very thing...

	•••

	A May morning it was, couple of hours before sunrise. As always, Hector Sanderson and I were out on the course, playing towards the big bunker on the eleventh. Or trying to play; in those days we still only had actual golf balls of the so-called real world, which of course are not readily playable by people such as us. The Secretary, the soon-to-be-Late Secretary, coming in early through the floods – maybe with an eye to catching us at it, she has Powers, how else do you think she got herself elected in a Club like this one? Not only did she get her Range Rover stuck in Keltie’s Burn, in trying to get out again she unwisely destroyed its engine. Then came onto the course to find the corpse of Colonel Mildred Mackenzie obstructing the first tee. With a golf club beside her, and the Colonel wasn’t even a member.

	Meanwhile the three of us – myself and Sanderson, along with the recently deceased Colonel Mackenzie, we are just finishing our round. A three-hander, using the flickerish grey golf ball that Mackenzie, with what I guess we have to call her death-stroke, has driven right through into the immaterial world. After a century of rather frustrating golf – well, golf is a frustrating game at the best of times. But when I explain that I’d previously taken 37 strokes at a real-world golf ball with my club passing right through it every time; well, it’s remarkable that I and Hector Sanderson have managed to retain our faith in the game. But now, with Mackenzie’s ball so helpfully impelled through into our post-death realm, the three of us are playing it in turn along the Hillside Seventh. One over par, we are.

	Well, the hearse has been and gone leaving tyre tracks right across the fairway. The Secretary, not in a happy frame of mind, not happy at all, puts a ball on the first tee. Drives off.

	Quite a stroke. Yes, bad pun I know. Not in the best of taste. Two yards further forward, two yards further back, and she'd have been fine. But she wasn't. Ball volleys straight into the Keltie’s Burn. A strangled cry from the first tee, the thud of a falling body. And a damned quick turnaround for the hearse…

	Alerted by the screech-owls, we don’t even take time to hole out. We hasten down through the trees to see, once again, a humped shape obstructing the first tee. The driver, flown out of her dying hand, planted by its shaft a few yards down the fairway and still quivering from the impact. Hector Sanderson sees the significance straight off, he’s already knee deep in the Keltie’s Burn. Quickly! Before it floats away… The dark shadow caught in the bottom of some Himalayan balsam, yes! A second golf ball driven clean out of the material world into a state where we, immaterial as we are, can drive it along our shadowy fairways.

	Golf – proper competitive golf – really does require two playable balls. So that was quite a day. The 27th of May 1917, I’ll never forget that day.

	"Twenty," she says.

	"What’s that, Secretary?" We still call her The Secretary, nobody knows her real name. Which, I suspect, is just the way she likes it.

	"Twenty," she says. "Not 1917, Fraser. It was twenty-seventeen. Do try and keep up, young man."

	Anyway, that's why we can now play two-ball – which is to say that we four golfers compete in teams of two, using only one ball per team, and taking alternate shots until the hole is completed. With me, as you'll already have worked out, teeing off the even numbered holes this time around. Such that now I've set The Secretary up for a straight six-iron onto the green and a chance for the half, just supposing Colonel Mackenzie gets flustered over her putt.

	Mind you, Mackenzie doesn’t often get flustered over her putt.

	“There’s a vehicle,” The Secretary says abruptly. “A van, parked in the Secretary’s slot.”

	“Well, Secretary, but you’re not the Secretary any more, remember?” Sanderson points out. “Being deceased and all that.”

	The Secretary takes the chip-shot onto the green. The faint grey ball rises into the darkness, then rolls across the smooth grass. Two club-lengths from the pin; but Colonel Mackenzie is already setting up her own putt.

	Behind the pine-trees, flickering shapes in the darkness: the wild dogs are out for a run along the fourteenth fairway. From where she lies in the rough, Mackenzie’s dog Niblick raises its head as if to howl in answer. But it knows better than to distract a golfer who’s taking her stroke – given ten years of nights to train it in, even a wild dog of the golf course eventually learns to behave itself in a proper fashion. Niblick lowers her grey snout back into the heather. And the Colonel sinks her putt.

	“Nice one,” I tell her. “All square,” says The Secretary sourly. And points out, again, the van intrusively parked in the Secretarial slot.

	“What’s the bother?” Sanderson says. "It’s all good for the club, right? You park in the Secretary's slot and you aren’t the Secretary, it’s £150 to get the wheelclamp off.”

	“That’s what’s so odd. Been there all afternoon, it has. The greenkeeper walked past twice, and the Treasurer as well. And nobody clamped it.”

	“Maybe Cedric’s got a new vehicle?”

	“Didn’t you hear me. I said, a van.”

	She's right. No Secretary of this club would ever drive a van.

	We’d better wander up there and take a look.

	•••

	“Watch out, the rest of you,” says Colonel Mackenzie. The new pay-and-display machine squats at the car park entrance, its little screens glowing in the darkness like some sort of witch’s familiar. The pay-and-display machine, with its carefully timed penalty charges. The three of us give it a wide berth – those electronic things can really mess you up when you're an immaterial being like us. But Colonel Mackenzie goes over to commune with it. Most of them are haunted, those pay-and-display machines, and the Golf Club's one is no exception; Greenkeeper called Smudge. A friend of the Colonel when they were both still alive. The poor soul is getting what fun he can from switching the registration numbers and randomly issuing £60 penalty charges. You can't do that too often or you end up, quite literally, on the scrapheap, there's not  many random car park charges your average golfer will put up with before they start making trouble for the Treasurer.

	At the end of their conversation the machine chinks in a friendly way and drops two £1 coins into the change slot. Which, with our immaterial fingers, we can't pick up, so they'll be a little treat for tomorrow morning's first human golfer. And Colonel Mackenzie strides over to join us where we’re standing around the van. The Secretary in her silver leather jacket, shorts over the top of the red leggings that Sanderson and myself find so incongruous – after 27 years we’ve just about got used to females in the Club, but given they have to be there they might at least dress in sensible tweeds like Colonel Mackenzie. Sanderson and I, of course, are in our plus-fours: no reason to change what’s basically the ideal outfit for outdoor sports, even if we had the chance to – which, being incorporeal spirits, we don’t.

	“Been in and out six times, starting ten days ago,” Colonel Mackenzie tells us. “That’s what Smudge tells me.” The four of us lean forward to touch the van, feeling the lettering with our fingers. In the darkness we sense rather than see its hideous yellow and pink logo. 

	Sustainable Erections.

	•••

	We talked it over for the next few nights. Colonel Mackenzie said the company name allowed more than one interpretation. But she wouldn't explain further, and we did have more important concerns that summer. The handicap system for a foursome is perfectly straightforward: the lower course handicap golfer receives 60% of his or her course handicap, while the higher receives 40% of his or her course handicap. Simple enough; and crucial, of course, given the differing abilities of the four of us no-longer-living golfers. It was, however, becoming ever more apparent that the individual handicaps carried over from our time as living golfers simply no longer applied. For myself in particular, it was over a century since any of my scores had been entered into the Club Register.

	But handicapping issues, important as they are, were temporarily set aside. Because, a couple of months later, in the patch of rough above the Dog-leg Eighth –

	But I should fill in some background here. Back in the early 20th century when under my supervision we were designing and laying out this course, we ended up with a triangular patch of hilltop ground between the Eighth, Eleventh and Twelfth holes. A single monster bunker, facing three different ways? Out of keeping, I thought. Instead we planted a patch of birch trees and broom overlooking all three holes. In the following century and more the trees have grown tall, and shaded the ground so that it grows a smoother sort of rough. In spring there are primroses here, and dog roses later on. And during the daytime, while the still-living golfers take over the course, this is where I usually choose to sleep. The wild dogs fall silent, the turkey buzzards and other deceased wildlife the same – there’s the warty-skinned creature from the dawn of time, but it keeps to its own patch around the fifteenth fairway.

	It’s odd, in a way, that I get this cosy corner entirely to myself. Given the century and more that the course been functioning, I do sometimes wonder how it happens that there are just the four of us incorporeal players, including recently arrived Colonel Mackenzie and The Secretary. Are there other – afterworlds, I suppose one would call them. Other afterworlds for followers of chartered accountancy, or big game hunting? As for those golfers still living, well, it takes a seriously sliced drive off the eighth tee to land in my little triangle.

	Even so, a couple of months after we'd seen the inappropriately parked van, I was woken by the noise of a golf ball falling through the broombush.

	Yes, someone had seriously sliced their drive off the eighth tee. Someone? It was Mr. Cedric Figgins, our current Secretary, who came into the rough looking for his ball. Cedric does tend to slice his tee shots.

	Given the growth rate of your average oak tree, I had never expected to see the final results of my plan for the golf course. Gratifying, in a way, that as things had turned out I was now able to. Because a bad golfer is still a golfer; and this corner, with its friendly undergrowth, its trees now tall and well spaced, I had laid it out with less accomplished golfers in mind. A really bad slice – and Mr. Cedric Figgins is a really bad slicer – would lie here with an open view between the trees down to the eighth green, reachable (given a bit of luck among the tree trunks) with a low loft nine-iron.

	I moved in under the broom bush, out of his way. it's not comfortable having a golf ball – a solid golf ball of the material world – pass through oneself, still less a human leg or the head of a low loft nine-iron. As he stood to address his ball, Mr Figgins was – just as I'd intended all those 120 years ago, and despite his natural unhappiness over the sliced tee-ball – enjoying the outlook from the little hilltop.

	"Nice view here," he said. "Down to the Keltie’s Burn and all." His partner, out on the fairway, said something I couldn't hear.

	Mr Figgins laughed. "Nice view from the second-floor bathroom."

	Given that he'd laughed, I assumed it was some kind of a joke. Which, I asked Colonel Mackenzie about it that night – being more recently deceased than I, she does understand the speech patterns of the currently living golfers.

	But it wasn’t a joke. When I told them Figgins's comment, Mackenzie looked very serious. Even The Secretary stopped patting down the grass around our ball (I'd landed us in the rough, just at the very edge of it. She was making a big show of the patting down, while Sanderson kept his calm black eyes on her, the Rules set very specific limits on that kind of thing – ) but both of them turned round at once.

	Mackenzie said: "There's a notice went up in the club house last week. Attracted a bit of attention, Smudge tells me." Smudge, the deceased greenkeeper who haunts the car park.

	At the end of our round (I holed a long putt on the 18th and we ended all square) we went to have a look at it, this notice. The Secretary unlocked the clubhouse with a bent twig – I did mention, she has Powers? At once we saw the notice, pale among the yellowed old scorecards and rule change notifications. The Secretary raised a fingertip, shielded it from the windows behind us and let it glow with werelight. Useful things, Powers.

	And no, it wasn't a joke. Very much the opposite: it was an Extraordinary General Meeting. They were proposing to sell off the golf course. Sell it for social housing and affordable flats.

	Above the clubhouse, the turkey buzzards rose from their roost in the tall pine tree. The ragged shapes, one, two, three, passed across the face of the moon. Somehow they manage to do that, every time – no matter where you’re looking at them from.

	We paid 110 guineas for this ground. It’s a lot of money. And likely to be worth even more than that by this time, I should think.

	"We’ll just have to go to this meeting," said Sanderson at last.

	"Are we even entitled?" Colonel Mackenzie asked.

	"Not you, Colonel, of course,” Sanderson said at once. “You're not a member. But the rest of us – Fraser, you’ll know."

	"Not me," I demurred. "Minor role me, I just designed the course. They wouldn’t let me anywhere near the Constitution."

	The Secretary turned her eyes upwards towards the dark treetops. "Rule 17 b). Members who pay their subscription before the due date, but become deceased between aforementioned payment and aforementioned due date, shall receive a refund of their subscription, less an appropriate administration charge.”

	She paused while we took in the implications.

	“Rule 17 c) Other than as specified in Rule 17 b) no refund of subscription shall  be made to deceased members. That’s pretty explicit. There’s a membership category of Deceased Member. I know the Constitution if anyone does, and the rules on attendance and voting rights are very precise. Nowhere are Deceased Members excluded, that would be quite unconscionable."

	"But Secretary – your condition. As still-living beings, will they even hear you?"

	"I’m The Secretary. Or I was. They’ll hear me."

	•••

	In the end we all went. Yes, even Colonel Mackenzie. Hector Sanderson didn't like it, Mackenzie being not a member – small matter of the subscription and Rule 17 b). But The Secretary insisted, we need all the support and never mind Rule 17 b). It was her saying that made me realise: this really was serious.

	The last one of these I attended was in 1921, the year before my death. Goodness me, that's over a century ago. Things have changed: they now serve a beverage called "instant" coffee. Going by the damp-cardboard smell of it, the stuff could be even nastier than the overstewed tea of the year when Queen Victoria joined us in the realm of the no longer living.

	But underneath the pompous opening rituals, he smug way they pretended to be laughing at themselves with their Madam Chairman and rising to points of order: underneath all that I sensed the suppressed hysteria of modestly prosperous people suddenly in the presence of an appreciable sum of money.

	A sum which Madam Chairman, a sturdy woman with steel-grey hair, boldly brought into the open at Item 7 ii). The Sale Price is 179 million. A murmur went across the room, like the sound of a large snake suddenly appearing from the seventeenth hole and sliding across the fairway. (It does that sometimes. We’ve learned to ignore it.)

	The 179 million to be divided, as the Constitution specifies, among the paid-up members. An audible gulp, as if the large snake had just swallowed up a couple of golf carts. Madam Chairperson, on her dais, smiling down benevolently on the restrained turmoil below: the goddess who had summoned the money-python from its very small hole.

	A quiet voice from the back of the common-room. "To be divided equally? Equally among all members?" And I saw the flash of The Secretary's silver jacket among the shadows.

	"Member at the back, there. Point of information?"

	I could sense the effort The Secretary was putting in to be audible to these still-alive souls. "The proceeds … Are the proceeds to be divided among paid-up members in equal shares?"

	The Chairwoman gave a tight little smile. "That would be most unreasonable. Within the Constitution, there's a formula laid down. But if I may be permitted a simplifying interpretation, the shorter your period of continuous membership, the less your share."

	Several members were clearly unwilling to permit her any simplifying interpretation. But The Secretary – our one – was speaking again, and their neighbours pulled them down to their seats.

	"But, am I right – " her voice was very weak now. "Somewhere in the Constitution? Is not this General Meeting competent to make amendments to those rules? Is there not a procedure?"

	Cedric Figgins, our current Secretary, raised his head at that. "There certainly is," he said. And beside me, I noticed Hector Sanderson's lips moving silently in time with Mr. Figgins. "Clause 87 e). Proposals to amend each or any preceding Clause.

	"And if – " with his own little tight-lipped smile – "if I may be permitted to follow Madame Chairman's model in offering a brief simplification. It's a straight 60% majority of all paid-up members. That's – " the smile widened by a tenth of an inch – “one member one vote, in this context there is no weighting for length of membership."

	Across the bald heads and flat caps and helmet-like perms, The Secretary was catching my eye. I could see the strain, she was barely holding her incorporeal presence together. She signalled with her order card; I turned, and saw a sort of moving light below me. A newsreel cinematic display across the yellow blazer of the gentleman sitting in front: black shadows of words, unrolling across the space between his shoulderblades.

	Powers. I did mention that about The Secretary?

	"Lady members," I read out, "have only been allowed since 1979. Which places an upper limit on the share any of them may receive."

	The Chair turned its glassy gaze towards me. "Person at the back there. I'm sorry, I can't quite hear you. Would you mind speaking up?"

	The gentleman in the yellow blazer twisted round; looked right through me at the tea table with its half-drunk cups (even the biscuits so dry and unflavoured that there were one or two still left on the plate). Unable to see my incorporeal form in the poor lighting conditions, he frowned, shook his head briefly, and turned back. "What the gentleman behind me said was perfectly clear. He pointed out that as we've only welcomed in the ladies since whenever it was, that restricts how much money they get. Entirely appropriately, to my mind, some may disagree."

	But more words were unscrolling across his broad yellow back. "Might this not expose us to challenge, even to lit – " I waited for the long word to complete itself across the yellow flannel. "To litigation? Under the sex – ” again I had to wait for the long word to scroll itself across – "discrimination act?"

	The gentleman in the blazer wasn't so willing to repeat this one for me.

	But the silver-haired woman on his left was happy to oblige. "It is clear to me, Madame Chairperson, it is perfectly clear to me – "

	But the noise was rising, and we would never discover what it was that was so clear to the silver-haired lady. The Secretary – our deceased one – had done her job. We could safely leave the rest to the living members now.

	•••

	 We helped The Secretary around the back of the Clubhouse, avoiding the car park and its pay-and-display machine. In her weakened state… actually I prefer to keep clear of that thing anyway. Very dodgy things those electric minds, even these mobile telephone thingies the golfers carry in their pockets, they don't seem to realise the danger they're in. Those electric thingies can suck your soul in and never let you out.

	And who needs to spend Eternity among the parking penalty notices alongside Smudge the poor, trapped groundsman?

	•••

	As a balm for any troubled soul, the last thing I'd suggest would be a round or two of golf. Fishing, yes. Bullfighting or mountain-climbing, maybe. Not golf. Golf, as we know, can be a somewhat stressful game.

	But The Secretary is different. The game just enhances her natural personality, and by the end of the year, especially when playing with myself as her partner, she'd fully recovered her usual bad tempered fire. The big bunker on the eleventh hole, the one known affectionately as the Horse's Arse, being a particular help in this regard.

	Not to mention the ongoing discussion over the handicaps.

	One unusually beautiful moonlit night, we paused on the fifteenth fairway while the giant salamander crawled across the edge of the green. The extinct creature had been haunting the Fifteenth at least since I myself had entered the Immaterial Realm, and, who knows, for hundreds of millions of years before that. We'd learned to let it pass: the arguments Sanderson could mount over Rule 1.11 b)  "an animal other than those defined as a loose impediment (such as an insect)" simply weren't worth having. As we waited, The Secretary again raised the subject of the proposed development of the golf course. Well, we did happen to be three strokes down.

	"Those helpful suggestions you set in progress at the General Meeting," Sanderson said. "Legal advice. Sub-committee. Good work there, Fraser, you sounded almost convincing. Just should have mentioned the Under-40s."

	Thirty years before, in a fit of naiveté, the Committee had offered a reduced subscription to our very youngest members. Clearly something that should – or possibly should not – be taken into account while dividing the £179 million.

	”Even so,” Colonel Mackenzie pointed out. ”Sub-committee, wording of the consultation document, can’t see it tying them up for more than ten or twenty years. What about the longer term?”

	We looked at each other, but nobody had any ideas.

	In the meantime, the amphibian had hauled itself off the green, leaving a shining trail across the grass. Tricky one, that. The slime-trail would drag back a rolling golf ball, while chipping over the top risks overshooting the pin. The Secretary reached for her wedge: she's going for the air shot. "What was that score again? One down, were we?"

	On the Fourth Fairway behind us, the feral dogs were going crazy. They always do when the amphibian's about.

	•••

	A soggy late summer passed into autumn – which is never that great for us, the falling leaves do spoil the golf. 'Without penalty, a player may remove a loose impediment anywhere on or off the course' – but not us four, with our immaterial fingers. Annoying on the fairway, even worse in the rough: but nowhere is this more true than when you reach the green at one under par to find your putt obstructed by a single bronze-coloured leaf off a beech tree. And at the same time – I'd been playing this course for fifty years while still alive, and more than twice that subsequently. Foolish to think that anything, even golf, goes on for ever. But a mere ten or twenty years left, while the Committee wrangles over the weighting of the payouts…

	"I'm afraid we may not have as much time as that," Colonel Mackenzie said. She indicated what I'd taken as a particularly ugly item of golf course furniture standing alongside the tee. I now saw that it was some kind of a – what? A traction engine of some sort.

	"Mini-digger," said Mackenzie. "Don't get too close. All these things, they have electric minds inside them. Control systems, you know. But see, on the side of it – "

	"Sustainable Erections," I read out. "Like that van in the car park. I say, Mackenzie, you never did explain how that might have an alternative meaning?"

	"Never mind that now. You see the implications of this thing here?"

	Away on the Fifteenth Fairway, as if to point her words, the Cretaceous amphibian made a noise like a sort of wet bellow.

	Or, I guess, a particularly loose-bowelled fart.

	"It implies," Hector Sanderson said slowly," that Madam Chairman is taking a short-cut. Sign the deeds, get the work started. Withhold the cash from anyone who's still arguing, distribute to everybody else, and take a one-way cruise to Barbados. What I'd do myself, actually. They've got some good golf courses in Barbados."

	It was very quiet as we stood in the moonlight, looking at the hideous orange machine.

	"I've got a sort of an idea," The Secretary said. "Leave me to it for the rest of the night. You carry on with your game."

	"Three people with two balls?” I wondered. “How would that work?"

	The Secretary didn't answer me. Somewhere she had picked up a piece of twig – a physical twig of the material world, and I could see the effort it was taking to grasp it in her fingers, deceased person as she was.

	A forked twig, the point held out in front. Because, The Secretary: as I said, she does have these Powers.

	And away she strides, down towards the Keltie Burn and the duck pond beside the first fairway. Dowsing rod, of course. What a woman!

	But too short-tempered to ever be much of a golfer.

	By the following night, the amphibian had made its way over the boundary into whatever world it belonged to. The Secretary came back to us again, her forked twig trailing in her hand like a broken golf club. "Hoped there might be an underground watercourse. Excellent way of putting the kybosh on inappropriate housing schemes.  Flood risk, you know. Even better than newts."

	"There's the Keltie's Burn, right here," Sanderson said thoughtfully. "But no, I can't see how we could do anything with the burn. Digging into the material world with our immaterial fingers. I mean to say, we can't even lift the pin out of the hole when we're putting out on the green."

	But The Secretary was looking at the orange machine beside the tee. "A machine like this would do it. Break through the banking right here. It would mean a spectacular flood pool, right in the angle of the Dog-Leg Eighth. Assuming you wouldn't mind, Fraser."

	"Mind? That pool was exactly what I planned! They wouldn’t let me do it, the Secretary at the time, always sliced his tee shots, just like this fellow we’ve got now. Wouldn’t let me have my pond on the Dog-Leg Eighth." 

	"It's a nice enough idea," Sanderson pointed out. "But even if, by some unspecified process, we were able to get one of these watcher-may-callits, mini-diggers, into the immaterial realm where we could lay hands on it. Well, that wouldn't help. Because then the digger thing wouldn't be able to do anything with the actual earth of the real-world golf course."

	"Mr Sanderson. If you've nothing intelligent to say, I suggest you concentrate on your golf." She turned to Colonel Mackenzie. "Your friend Mr Smudge. How, exactly, did he get involved with that pay-and-display machine?"

	"Easiest thing in the world," Mackenzie said. "He was always fond of the thing, even when he was still alive. What's tricky is – "

	"One could conceive a certain affection for this mini-digger. If it was going to vouchsafe us the pond that belongs there down on the Eighth Hole. Even the lines of it, that blocky look. I mean, who wouldn't value a sustainable erection?"

	And before we could say anything, The Secretary had climbed up through the metal door into the machine. She placed her hands on two of the knobs, leaned forward to peer into its little screen. It was dark inside the cabin, we could hardly see her.

	And then we couldn't see her at all.

	"What's tricky," Colonel Mackenzie said slowly, "is ever getting out again."

	•••

	A cloud came across the moon. In the silence the rain pattered on the dry leaves, a faint tinny sound on the roof of the mini-digging machine. Its blocky shape rose black against the stubble-fields beyond the course boundary.

	And then, a sudden glow. The little screen inside the digging device had lit up. A metallic clunk, and its arm with the bucket shifted an inch. And another inch.

	The machine started to move, weaving across the fairway, leaving a horrid trail of ground-up grass. We followed behind, too bemused even to press back the disturbed turf with our clubs as we passed.

	We stopped below the duckpond, where the Keltie Burn bends in under the driveway to the car park. After a bit of experimentation, the metal arm of the digging machine started to rise and fall, clanking like a whole golfbag full of five-irons. In a surprisingly short time, the banking was breached. A tide of silver water flowed down the eighth fairway, picking up dead leaves and the occasional lost golf ball in its flow.

	The digging machine fell silent.

	Inside the cab, just a couple of dim red lights showed that the machine was still sentient. "Secretary," I called quietly. Secretary – are you still in there?"

	The screen flickered for a moment; there was no other response.

	But down at the dog-leg of the fairway – just at the point where I'd imagined it a century and a half before. A beautiful pool was spreading under the moon. Quietly we watched the water rise over the pale grass of the fairway, while the moon slowly crossed the night sky and then sank behind the treetops – after 150 years of waiting for it, one can be pretty patient.

	Someone was going to be putting in a substantial order for red-topped hazard posts.

	•••

	By the time the pink fingers of dawn had started playfully tip-tapping against the dark doors of night, I estimated our new water hazard as being around 8ft deep. We were about to get a clearer measurement. The digger, its hideous orange colour now revealed by the strengthening daylight, abruptly started up again.

	And started clanking towards the edge of the pool.

	"Secretary, stop!" What does she think she's up to?

	Colonel Mackenzie didn't move. Her eyes were glistening in the low sunlight. "Stuck in there for all Eternity?" she said quietly. "With no golf? I think not."

	"You mean – "

	The digging machine tilted, tearing a great brown slice out of the fairway. The bucket rose, like an armoured salute to the rising sun, as the cab tipped forward into the water. For a few seconds mud surged up around it. Then it went silent, just the monstrous bucket rising out of the water like the sort of artwork feature the Committee might have thought looked really good in the rough drawings.

	"Fried the electrics," Mackenzie said. There was a break in her voice. "Brave girl. That's one dead digger."

	The pool calmed down now, a few brown ripples lapping against the fairway and three lost balls bobbing in the water further out.

	And a sort of muddy swirl, where the cab of the digger gleamed murky orange below. Could it be – the woman does have Powers, after all….

	"Lower in a golf club," Mackenzie said. " It's not part of the material world, she might be able to grab it."

	"A five-iron," Sanderson suggested. "You wouldn't want the water to damage your wooden driver." 

	There was something down there, on the end of my number two driver (water of the real world can't damage an immaterial golf club, and anyway…) Something tugging against it, twisting. A long extinct pond creature from the late Cretaceous? Or maybe, just maybe…

	Gently, carefully, I pulled in. And The Secretary slid up onto the fairway, water draining off her like mercury.

	•••

	"I like it," Hector Sanderson said. "I like it very much. Not just a seriously convincing bit of floodwater. A consequential improvement to the Dog-leg Eighth as well."

	The Secretary: she was taking a long time to get on her feet. And looking closer, I could see right through her, see the upstanding arm of the mini-digger beyond, as if she was just a reflection in a sheet of glass.

	"Even the vandalism to the mini-digger," he added. "The contractors are bound to think twice about the job, they'll assume we're some sort of inner-city neighbourhood."

	The Secretary – she has plenty to say, usually – still hadn't spoken.

	"I think this is going to be a truly beautiful hole," Colonel Mackenzie said. "I really do. Well up to the standard of the rest of your course design, Fraser. Let’s go back up to the tee and play the hole, right now."

	That’s the thing about being dead. Even when the fairway’s a bit waterlogged, you aren’t going to damage the playing surface by playing over it.

	I looked back over my shoulder. "Secretary? Secretary, aren’t you playing?"

	But as I watched, the Secretary faded to a dot, a small vortex no bigger than a golf ball.

	She’d gone.

	But in that last moment, as I turned my head to look behind, I'd seen. Through the tiny vortex, no larger than a golf ball. I'd seen sunlight on bright grass, the wide fairway. The small bunker perfectly placed to left, the larger one to right, the flag beckoning 370 yards down the course; the clipped shrubs , and the tall, pale asphodel flowers growing out of the rough; the long-gone golfers, standing either side of the fairway, drivers raised in salute. As The Secretary, wide-legged and steady, prepared to drive off from the tee.

	She takes her stroke: the happy clunk of wooden head hitting square on ball. And a sudden flurry among the bystanders on the right – she always did tend to slice her tee shot.

	•••

	Which left us with two usable balls – two of the ghost-grey balls playable by players in our condition – but only three players. 

	A one-and-a-half ball, one player against two? How in heck do you set the handicaps for that?

	We’d work it out somehow.

	



	


The dogs of golf 

	1700 words.

	 

	Play is over for the day. As it’s a Tuesday the mowers have been running along all the odd-numbered fairways, but now they too are silent, tucked away in their kennels – sorry, we mean their workshop sheds – behind the clubhouse. A scented wind shakes the birch trees, their pale trunks are obscured as the fresh leaves move in front of them. Through the noise of the leaves, the patter of feet on dry ground as the wild dogs charge through the bars of moonlight.

	In the shadows at the slope foot, two golfers are watching the dogs as they pass. The ghost of Mr Hector Sanderson is playing golf against the ghost of Colonel Mildred Mackenzie. Clotted lumps of darkness, they move gradually up the long, twisted fairway of the tricky Snakebite Seventh. Even their two golf balls are grey and immaterial. They're lucky to have them, those two playable balls: each of them, on separate occasions, driven through into the afterlife by an unfortunate golfer's final stroke.

	Sanderson is two holes down already – he's hooking his tee shots tonight and he can't seem to do anything about it. The rain passes right through their bodies, plus a few grass clippings, without affecting their game. Out in the rough the ground is already smelling of summer as the wild dogs charge through, noses down, and out onto the eleventh fairway, the famous Horse's Arse. The ducks on the Keltie's burn – those ducks! Impossible not to chase after them, to snap at them on the edge of the water. Even though the wild dogs are just shadows in the night, shadows whose teeth snap together on nothingness. So long it is, how long? Many nights and many seasons, since the she-dog not yet named as Niblick has felt meat between her teeth, the blood of any warm prey.

	The pack of wolf-jackal hybrids has no understanding of why their group of Masters abandoned them – that small local genocide of a Neanderthal village by incoming Homo sapiens isn't part of a dog's mainly olfactory world view. But this territory suited the dog-pack and they knew it well. After the invading hominids were killed off by the bird flu they picked up from the former Neanderthals' domestic guinea fowl, the dogs had the place to themselves. The Keltie's Burn was close by; thorn scrub for shelter from the sleety rain and also from the occasional sabretooth that still wandered through. This little valley with its converging sides, leading into the rocky defile – the defile floored with black bog. Even without the former Masters and their firesticks, the little defile still worked as a deer trap. Still worked just fine.

	So that when the dog-pack in turn was wiped out by an avalanche off the edge of the glacier – well, they just carried on right as before, racing like cloud shadows across the yellow hillsides. Strange and grey, this world where the dogs run through the moonlight: the smells of it faint and falling away like every day was the worst ever bad scent day. The smells have faded, the prey has turned to air between the teeth. And the Masters! The masters with their fire sticks and their loud shouts. Where are the Masters now?

	But still, a grand patch of ground for a close knit pack that stays true: true to the wisdom of those lost Masters. Moons and seasons, through the scrubby trees and the marshes where the burn drops towards the deer-slot. Failing to catch the placid ducks of the still-alive world, trying again and failing again. There is also the warty, slow-moving creature which leaves its pale line of slime through this immaterial world; the creature with feet mounted sideways on its body. Even ghostly eyes can see that ancient creature; solid it is as the dogs themselves are. Teeth can grab at it; the hide so tough that teeth can be pulled right off the jawbone, taking painful changes of the moon before they grow again.

	And then, after many moons and seasons, a season comes when the hillside changes. Sleeping through some harsh winter daylight, the Niblick dog is roused by strange smells. At the corners of vision, shadows move through the still-alive world, cavities in the ground that then fill up with sand, strange metal things that howl with a sound like mammoths (ah, the mammoths! But they too are gone now.) Trees fall and get carried away, grassy spaces trimmed short as if by rabbits or small deer. Through the daylight-time, as the dog is half-asleep under the hawthorn bushes, shadowy Masters, emanations of various kinds, move across the shaved grass. And at night the dog-pack roams the hillsides, rejoicing in the new alternation of tree-shadow and open moonlight.

	The rocky defile of the former deer trap has been taken for a landfill site. But its valley provides the tricky sideslope for the Hillside Sixth, and the Clubhouse (let's hope the County Archeologist. never gets wind of this) stands on the hut circles of the one-time Neanderthal village.

	Moons pass, and seasons. And on a crisp night of early spring, the dog that will shortly be named as Niblick lifts her grey snout and scents something. Something that isn't the turkey buzzards that flap across the night clouds, isn’t the giant newt left behind here from deep time. Somewhere now in this realm of the dead is wandering a new dead thing. Or, indeed, two dead things, each clothed in sheep wool, each with feet of cow-hide and a strange new perfume – the sharp new scent that is the iron nails in their shoe-soles, the tin buttons on their woollen clothes.

	Niblick crawls, belly to ground, through the shadows below the bramble bush. The Masters have returned, yes! Two of them, indeed. They carry knobbed sticks in their hands. It would not do to bite the two Masters.

	The moon wanes and grows again. The birch leaves droop in the tired heat. The amphibian crawls as before: the two deceased golfers pause to let it cross the fairway. The jackal dog watches them from the shadows, while the pack roams over the hilltop, filling the night air with their wild music. The turkey buzzards that roost above the fourteenth tee: the golfers pay no heed to them, and neither does the dog that watches from the shadows. The Masters have returned!

	The two golf balls that fly along the grassland: the precious ones, the only immaterial golf balls in all the realm of dead golfers – they'll be invisible under the moonlight to any still-living human. But Niblick-dog can see them. Her eye follows, longing to chase that grey moving thing along the clipped grassland, to chase with ears flapping at every stride, snout pointing to the sky; to catch it as it falls and feel it hard and actual between the teeth. Niblick is a clever dog. She looks at the knobbed weapons the Masters hold in their hands. Leave it alone, clever dog. Leave it!

	But there comes a night when Hector Sanderson's ball, slightly topped, bounces along the fairway just a yard in front of the broombush where Niblick-dog lies among the yellow stalks. And Niblick is out, bounding along the clipped grass. The ball hits a worm cast, leaps up at nose level, and Niblick has it. There and actual between the teeth, rounded, knobby, smooth, like the bone-end of one of the larger deer.

	Behind her, the two Masters are shouting and waving their clubs, just like a proper deer hunt. Niblick runs up the slope to them, tail high, weaving from side to side in delight. Drop it, says the Master with the long grey head-hair. The Masters are back, vouchsafing their commands! Niblick drops it. Whines, why Masters have you left us so long? But the Masters, it's not in their nature to answer such casual enquiries.

	The Masters… So long, so many moons and seasons. The Masters are here, contained in the grey realm of smell-but-don't-touch, of no pee stains adorning the treetrunks because nobody pees any more. These two Masters, do they pee? They do not, there is no pee-scent around their groins, none in the bushes around the green spaces of the hill. But after so many seasons, they are here.

	Now the Master crouches low, extends one of its hands. Stretch forward, sniff. That Master smell, a bit like wild pig but different, woollen clothing mixed in there and the sharp metals. Bite hand? Oh, bite hand!

	No. Not bite Master, the Masters have the knobby clubs. Lick hand, smooth under tongue, that Master taste.

	The Masters have come back.

	But is it Bad Dog, to chase the bouncing, rolling, immaterial thing across the cropped-down grass?

	•••

	A two-ball foursome, just holing out at the top of the Snakebite Seventh on a windy autumn night. Dead leaves flying across the fairway, flying indeed through the two no-longer-living golfers and the jackal-dog who's lying beside the green. Over on the Eleventh Hole (the famous Horse’s Arse) the wild dogs are howling at the moon. From where she lies the dog now known as Niblick raises her head as if to howl in answer. But in her dim doggy way she's well aware of the dead golfer Hector Sanderson standing nearby. Mr Sanderson considers Niblick as a Player’s Own Dog and accordingly as banned from the course. Niblick lowers her grey snout back into the heather. And Colonel Mackenzie sinks her putt.

	But, Mackenzie says – after seventeen years of nightly golf she knows what Sanderson is saying even when he doesn't open his mouth and say it. Niblick’s not players’ dogs, Niblick’s a wild animal or bird under Rules 9.6 and 11.1. Anyway, these ghost dogs. This is their golf course, their territory. They were here for thousands of years, long before the Club Rules came into force.

	She's right about Rules 9.6 and 11.1, and Hector Sanderson doesn't answer. He tees up, one of the two precious golf balls. Backswing, and he plays a ferocious drive. Huge volley, straight into the new duckpond. Where, once it sinks into the mud, it will be lost for ever.

	But Niblick knows what's what. She springs forward, off along the fairway like a rag from a washing line. A moment later, she's dropped the ball, slightly smeared with pale, ectoplasmic dogdrool, between the cow-skin feet of the Master with the grey haired head.

	Grey-hair Master pats Niblick’s head: firm fingers pressed against the grey skull. Good dog Niblick, says the grey-hair Master. Good dog.

	 


 

	The Love of Granite

	5100 words

	 

	The geology of a rockface: that matters, of course it does. Even when you're about to fall off that rockface. Even when you're about to fall off it without a climbing rope.

	There are people who like gritstone, with its sandpaper cracks for jamming feet and hands. There are people who like overhanging ice. There are even people who don't like climbing at all, people who go in for goat polo and stuff in small boats.

	What she likes is granite.

	Likes – was liking – is about to have liked. And yes, in this moment that she has known was going to come, that her life in a sense was leading to, this moment on the sloping place that could never be called a ledge with the rounded dips that she believed were going to be handholds but are not.

	Her left leg trembles. Her foot slips an inch down the sloping place. And now the knee of her right leg must bend, and in bending is pressing her away from the rock.

	Yes, it does matter that this is the rock which she loves, this granite rock. And if she does fall, and if as she falls her past life does flash through her mind, just supposing that really happens, the bits of her life that matter are here on the granite. The rough, grey-speckled rock, the rock that curves in great slabs hiding the way ahead, the rock that does not deal in the small. The granite that is climbed (that has formerly been climbed, that is about to have been climbed) not on footholds and handholds, but on the rock itself, the curves of the rock, so that the right hand balances against the edge of the left foot. The wide step leftwards across the rockface, pushing across the rock off her right hand, the step so simple in its commitment like the step into the arms of a new lover, like the step from faith into atheism. The step that has placed her on this sloping place that isn't a ledge, grasping at these handholds that are not handholds at all.

	She glances to her right, past the side hold she'd pushed on that long half-minute ago, and her eye rests for a moment on the blank, granite face of Piz Badile. The high triangle of slabs, grey turning to pink in the last sunlight; it drops like an expanding syllogism from its grey point in the sky, through overlaps of slab, down into a froth of black forest. That last sun caresses the rock like a lover, fondles it to make it show its curves and flutings, all its intimacies that it keeps covered up during the daytime.

	Her left leg trembles again.

	Will it matter, in less than a minute from now, is it going to mean anything as she falls through the grey sunset air – that picture fading at the back of her eyeball, that great granite wall of Piz Badile?

	She believes it is going to matter. As the granite snatches at her clothing, scrapes away her skin as she bounces against it – that small glow in her memory, like the lamp of the mountain hut as you head away into the snowstorm and won't ever return – that great pink wall of the Piz Badile. That is going to matter still.

	A quartz crystal is between her fingers, a crystal with a tiny pink spark in its heart, a scrap of sunset inside the crystal of the rock. The wind makes a sound as it crosses the rock, a sound like some thing made of silk brushing the rough granite.

	The slithering sound gets louder. It wasn't the wind: there's a movement on the slab edge above her. Quiet as a lizard, an orange climbing rope unfurls down the rock. The end of it is a small loop. She grips the rope with one hand, and puts her toe into the loop. She climbs.

	 

	The person at the other end of the rope has dyed the skin of his body all green. Goes well with his orange rope. Supposing you like that kind of thing. She mantelshelfs onto the cliff top. She hands back his rope. She's waiting for him to speak, but he doesn't. He looks at her with a puzzled expression – or is it amused?

	It's getting dark, and she leads the way off the small practice crag, downhill under the trees. She knows she should say something to this green-skinned person. But the further down the hill they walk, the harder it is getting.

	"How did – "

	"No – "

	There's a pause. "You first," she says.

	"I was going to comment, no guidebook. You must have dropped it?"

	"I'm a climber," she says. "I don't drop things."

	When she raises her head, the green-skinned climber is looking at her again, his two eyes pale in the darkness. "Oh well, I noticed you, all on your own up there."

	She's seen him as well, this green climber has been around for a few days, under the trees, sitting on a boulder. Watching her. Beholder on a boulder. "You stopped moving," he says. "And then I heard your foot slip."

	"I was going to fall off."

	He bows his head, acknowledging.

	"I guess – on these occasions – I buy you a meal. A drink."

	She's surprised when he accepts. And now, for a moment, she stops re-living her sideways step across the top of the rockface, her long minute on the ledge that wasn't a ledge, and she looks at the man behind her. The people with the dyed skin and the orange climbing ropes, they climb where the camera can see them, they make a lot of noise and tell you about themselves. She waits for him to make his offer, his invitation to have her climb behind him on his rope, her delicate footwork recorded on his camera, him as the bold leader. She puts together the words to turn him down.

	But this green person isn't behaving like that at all. And what he just said, it doesn't make sense. At the top of the climb, he already was waiting for her there, he must have been.

	"I'm staying at the hut," she says. "If you want to come up." And switches on her headlamp.

	•••

	She books his meal at the speaking tube – he's not a member, it seems – and they step back onto the terrace. The lights of the hut are turned down, to not drown out the rising moon. He's looking around. "Where's the way in? Where are the stairs?"

	"Oh my word. It's so long since there were stairs. They need the space for extra dormitories. We're climbers, aren't we?"

	She leads him to one of the easier routes, masonry with the bumps left on, and up the wooden balconies to the third floor terrace.

	The place is busy, several parties heading out before sunrise for Piz Badile and their long day up on the slabs. She scowls as she spots the orange-skin climber called Bofors Creetchie, in his black climbing suit and helmet. He's projecting his latest climb on the wall of the hut and telling everyone all about it. Boasting. Which is what the ones with dyed skin tones do – and she wonders again about this green-coloured one who sits in front of her, so quiet, in the darkness of the balcony. But even the climbers with tinted skins – the yellow and orange show up in the evening light – even the self-promoters talk softly in this cool air and darkness and the moon riding above the high skyline.

	She finds a corner table against the balustrade. The bowls, carved out of pinewood, hold the food hot even in the night air. The young, dark haired waiter wears an ironic white blouse and dirndl skirt, but underneath are rubber slippers, as soon as the meal's cleared he'll be off down the baggage cable to the climbing gyms in the valley.

	The green-skinned climber is dark against the starlight, his hunched shape not unlike the mountain above. "What were you thinking? As you stepped across onto that little ledge where you couldn't step back again. Is it okay to ask you that?"

	If this is what he wants – she owes him, after all. "I liked it. As I stepped across, it was a great move. It's what you want, the – the clarity of it. No need to think about the route, after a move like that, you just have to climb it. It didn't work out, obviously."

	"And would you do a move like that again?" In the moonlight his green skin looks like black, and only his eyes gleam like stars that shine through a wisp of cirrus cloud. This is not how she expects a dyed-skin climber to be. "You see," she says, "I just love granite. It's what I like."

	"So do I," he says.

	The practice crag behind her can't be seen in the black mass of the hillside. It can't be seen, but she can feel it, a space in that night sky that's full of rock. He says: "Suppose a climb that's only going to be done once. And you can't tell anybody about it, nobody at all."

	"You mean, like the little flower on the mountain and nobody ever sees it? You know. Did it smell of anything, did it even exist?"

	He nods, his head a black shape against the starlight.

	"This will be a climb on granite, I'm assuming."

	He nods again. "Not going in the guidebook, not getting graded, nobody but you."

	"And, I'm thinking, you as well?"

	Below them, the pinetree branches move in and out of the light from the balcony. The silence stretches. She says: "You'd better tell me now."

	He pushes a photograph across the scarred wood of the tabletop. Twenty centimetres across, black and white. Anyone who climbs on granite knows that photo. The photo from a hundred years ago, the tall pine trees, the snow, the cloud that still shows the rock on either side, the water falling through the air. The dome at the back with its sliced off face.

	The granite that nobody's ever climbed, that nobody's going to climb because the Sierra Club says no. Yosemite.

	"The cliff on the left there, the Captain," he says. "It's 3500 feet high. That's 1100 metres." Which is a lie, she can tell that by the pine trees at the crag's foot. So what, she already knows he's telling her lies. But even if it's only 400 metres, the width of it, both sides of the valley. It's a lifetime of granite, vertical and clean.

	"And it's in America," she says. "Americans don't climb, and they don't let anybody else climb. They have airships, they knock people off the rock with poles. That's why this photo's a hundred years old."

	"I'll take you. You can climb."

	In the glow of the lamps, below the mountain that's just a shadow in the sea of stars, he's now laying out his proposition. She's not hearing him. She's dreaming of those great walls and domes, seen only in old photos, the granite where climbers have been banned for a hundred years. This is some sort of scam, it has to be.

	But just supposing it isn't?

	•••

	She arrives in America with blood on her fingers – the paddle steamer's climbs are on the hull, barnacles and rust-stained steel. The movement of the boat changes under her fingers, and she looks up to see the blue-grey line of land.

	But where is the city?

	As the ship's wake tumbles away behind, and the land ahead becomes clear like a departing rainshower, there's only a steep escarpment, perhaps a previous cliffline, grown all over with trees: frothing trees like oaks or chestnuts, and spires of pines as high as buildings – families grouped along the ship's rail, splashed with seawater from the paddlewheel but not minding that, the children peering between their knees through the railings – until, in a moment, her vision shifts and the trees become the city, the tall pines like buildings are actual buildings, taller than any natural pine and covered with hanging plants and shrubs and small gardens, and a black spot in front of the wall of plantlife grows to the size of her thumb to become the statue on its island, gleaming black like rainwashed basalt, the figure with its raised arm basalt black but with bright sunsparks as the ship passes below. And now there are silver tubes threading among the green, and as the paddles reverse and white water churns against the schist blocks of the jetty, inside the silver tubes the shapes of movement, bicycles riding through the tubes, riding with white sails, all in the same direction like snowflakes before the wind; and specks that are black faces and many-coloured shoes, the shoes flickering below the white sails. Beyond the piers are stone streets under shade trees, and pedal buses, and bikes with their sails furled travelling back in the upwind direction; and long stairways threading up through the branches, how can they bear to walk up so many stairs? But nowhere is a building shaped for climbing on, nowhere you might exercise your fingers on the way to the upper floors, no celebrated pinnacle or rockface rebuilt in masonry for people to live or work inside and climb out the window into the evening air.

	The steamer moves on up-river under a tunnel of green. On the shore are small outcrops of rock. The rock seems to be schist, and schist is a rock you climb on, but nobody is climbing and the rock is covered in ferns and moss. Creamy-pale petals drop from high tulip trees onto the ship's deck, and forest smells mix with the woodsmoke from the engines. Harsh cries of birds pierce through the rumble from the paddles.

	The crew are coiling away the topropes she'd used for climbing on the hull. For two days she watches the trees go past, and wonders how much of what she's heard about this land is true, and the granite mountains of the west, their shapes like stories or dreams. The place where the people walk underneath the trees like atheists in church and never look up at the granite above their heads.

	 She doesn't understand this country. She doesn't have a line of credit here. She doesn't belong. She doesn't know how she gets home again. But now it's like the glacier as the friendly light of the hut fades in the darkness and falling snow, like the step across the rockface and pulling in the rope behind, there is only now the going forward, going up on the mountain to its summit and whatever new valley lies on the other side.

	The green-skinned climber seems to know what he's doing. Two backpacks are waiting for them at the pierhead, each one the size of a small boulder. Where is the fun in this, the slow uphill plod on earth and last year's leaves, supported with two poles to take the weight of the backpack. Ahead and behind them the backpackers are heading up the path, heads bowed, unsmiling.

	As they reach a high ridgeline, the trees are not so large, and a small schisty tor breaks out of the slope. Here the path widens to create a clearing, and a view. A view of more trees, on more hills, into hazy distance, so that it is like one of the logical entities which exemplify paradox by being themselves members of the collection they comprise.

	"Just now, you're a backpacker," he says to her. "Don't think of climbing any of the small schist."

	The day is ending in a green, dreamy haze. The sky is blank and bland. The trees are noisy with the clicking of cicadas, noisy in a way that is another sort of silence. Darkness gathers below the high branches, and she walks down into it, stepping in the fallen leaves.

	•••

	The Great Plains. Very boring. The most boring place in the world, and for once the Americans agree, they've planted it all over with wheat and corn. Even the transport is unsatisfactory, this ground-based railway. On the outside of it, the wind and the woodsmoke make no climbs, only clinging on with poisoned lungs. Inside is too small for any sport. A family of white people sits opposite them, a family with battered luggage and tired, lined faces. They want to know about the ropes, the climbing ropes, they don't like them.

	"We are tree surgeons," the green-skinned climber says. "Is what we are."

	"You climb? In the trees?"

	"Sometimes we have to, yes."

	The passenger shrugs his narrow shoulders. "I guess you send whitey here up the trees."

	So that now she gets it with the green skin, it isn't self-promotion at all. It is just a disguise, so her guide doesn't appear to be of the white race. In this strange country, two whites without an employer arouse curiosity.

	She waits for them to fall asleep, then does a traverse-climb across the wooden ceiling.

	Next day a blue haze along the west becomes hills the colour of sand, and they're back walking the dirt trails. Two more days of hiking. And there it is.

	Yosemite.

	A trench gouged across the landscape. The sides of the trench are walls of granite, flat planes and angles into the distance. What glacier shoved its way through between the rock walls? What glacier like a one-line axiom, the logic of the ice determining the ideal of granite, granite that exists in the realm of pure thought. Yosemite.

	Even the pine trees are taller than trees of the normal world, tall like the green buildings of the city far behind them on the eastern shore. The rocks above, so high. The pine trees in the photo, she's misread them, misread the scale. The rocks above the pines, yes, a thousand metres for sure. And the great dome, carved in half. An idea of climb complete and necessary in itself. Granite flat like a wall, flat like a simple statement saying yes.

	Her hand rests on a boulder, a boulder scratched by that glacier, fallen from that crag of granite. The breeze on her face, the smell of the pine trees, the sound of running water. The quartz rock harsh under her palm.

	So there is, after all, a route up there?

	For the first time, the green climber hesitates. "No," he says. "No, there isn't. Not yet.

	"That's what you're here for."

	•••

	The green climber leads her up a stone trail, a waterfall nearby among the trees. He looks up and down the path, nobody there, so he steps aside between the bushes. A ledge leads out onto the rockface.

	Above, granite rises in slabs and planes. He passes her the rope. She ties on.

	Seen from below, from down the valley, the rockface was a page with no writing. No lines of weakness, no overhangs to avoid, nothing to plan or anticipate. Just a route to make, one foothold and one handhold at a time. Until, somewhere in the middle of the blank rock, perhaps the final handhold. And in those grey spaces, no points of attachment, nowhere to abseil off and try another line.

	But now under her hand, a shallow groove in the rock. Palms to press on either side, friction of toes against the rock. She climbs ten metres. She places a spring wedge, and runs the rope behind her through the metal snap-link. And the rock steps back, a foot width ledge to stop and take the rope in.

	She hauls their gallon of water on the second rope, then brings the green climber up the pitch. The rope comes in slowly over the curve of the rock. Then in jerks, and the green man climbs into sight. His movements are not like a climber, he grabs at the rock almost as if he felt insecure, despite the protection of the rope. "Stand out from the rock," she tells him. But once he's on the belay she forgets him, forgets the rope trailing behind. Above, the rock laps outwards, a 30-centimetre line of overhang. She works up it on the slant, fingers inverted into the crack behind the overlap. She places a second spring-wedge in the same crack – a downward crack, so not all that secure. The rock eases back, and she steps outwards and upwards onto the upper slabs.

	She looks down, lets her eye wander over the up-shortened treetops of the valley floor, green dots on paler green. Across the haze of air, a rounded shape drifts across the rockface of the other side. An airship. Light flashes, it could be binoculars or some kind of camera. They patrol these cliffs, don't they, they knock people off with poles.

	But the airship – if it is an airship – drifts sideways down the valley, and fades above the tops of the tall conifer trees. Slanting in above her, now, a pink stripe across the rock, like a healed scar. It's a crystal vein of feldspar, a raised and roughened band half a metre wide. On its knobs and wrinkles, every move is a different set of fingers pressing different ways, unrolling upwards in complex necessity like a proof in mathematics, like a solo violin by Bach. She can feel her mind, her life, moving out of her brain and around her bent elbows into her fingertips. She stops thinking about spring wedges and the protection. She stops thinking at all. Around her, the domes and planes of granite occupy the spaces that they must occupy, and the feldspar makes its crinkled, necessary shapes.

	She hears, or thinks she hears, a faint scuff of a foot. In balance, her toes on two crystals of quartz, she turns her head sideways. And she sees – she thinks she sees – a climber, ten metres away paralleling her line. He climbs barefoot, his body away from the rock so that she sees him against empty sky. His skin is ochre brown, but this looks like a natural colouring, undyed. His black hair hangs in a long plait behind him. He moves up a step with no sound, and his hair plait moves behind him like a climbing rope; but he has no climbing rope.

	A twitch on the rope behind her brings her back into her mind again. There's a rock flake; she threads a sling, and clicks into another snaplink. When she looks again, the brown-skinned person isn't there.

	The feldspar vein curves over, and its top forms a ten-centimetre ledge. She brings in the rope and lets the green-skinned climber join her. He passes the water bottle. They do not speak. She snatches back the wedges and slings that he has retrieved behind her, and turns her face upwards. The sun is high now, warm on her cheeks, bouncing off the grey planes of the granite, sparking in the crystals of mica. A swelling in the rock like muscle under skin leads upwards into the sun. She climbs, and continues to climb.

	The sun has travelled across the sky, it lights the cliffs opposite. Cliffs that are now below her. The green climber reaches the stance, passes over the spring wedges he's taken out. His skintights are ripped, blood trickles below his knee. She looks at her own hands, her fingers. The barnacles on the transport ship had torn them, but now the skin is strong and undamaged. You wouldn't know she'd been climbing through the day on crystals of quartz.

	Above, now, a body-width crack; and across the top of it, blue sky. And something else. Something just passed across the top of the crack, a person in olive brown, a uniform. And a dark face appears at the clifftop, a head that draws back out of sight.

	The body crack is secure, they can't knock her out of it with any poles. She climbs the final pitch right inside the crack, knees jammed against elbows, enclosed within the mountain. She emerges, and five or six of the olive uniforms are standing around her, stepping back as she brings up her second.

	The rangers – they have to be rangers, they have guns at their sides, and coloured badges. Black faces in the tree shadows, she can't read their expressions. Not angry anyway; not surprised. Now they're speaking with her companion. His green skin! A disguise, yes. But underneath it, he's not white at all he's like they are, a Black person, an American.

	We were right," the green-skinned person says. "Frightening, pointless, just like we thought. But then, towards the top of the cliff, do you know what?"

	Their chatter is like choughs or jackdaws that nest in the rocks. "Give me some water," she says. She tastes the sand of the granite in the stream water they offer her. The climb is rolling itself into her memory, like the flag you roll up at sunset to store it away from the dew.

	The rangers – one of them seems to be in charge, the woman with the rampant curled hair jammed under her round hat. "This climber woman, now. We can't let her go back."

	She's different, this one," the green climber says. "She just climbs for – I dunno – just for the climbing. She won't talk about what she's done here."

	"Even so, back to Europe?" The ranger seems to be thinking, the white granite dust in the folds of her dark face a reverse image of the dark cracklines in the granite rock itself. " What do you say, Whitey? We're equal opportunity here. Do you want to be the first whitey ranger, here at Yosemite?"

	She says: "I want to climb."

	•••

	She sleeps under the trees. She gets breakfast at the canteen. Trying to look like a hiker, she stuffs the food wrappings into the bear-proof can, and wanders across to the little river. Between the tree trunks, an off-white wall of rock. Like sky turned sideways. She crosses the river, and lays her hands on the off-white rock. She looks both ways along the river, there's nobody in sight, she climbs.

	It's steeper this time, with little overhangs for swallows to nest under. A crack line threads the overhangs. She jams in her fists, hanging downwards, and reaches a ledge where she can stand for a moment. A second crack leads upwards, as neat and necessary as any other problem in geometry. But there's something she should have thought of.

	Water. Without a rope, there's no way to haul the gallon of water she needs to survive here and climb through the day's heat.

	Her hand touches something cool. At her waist, a small waterbottle made of some green metal. She drinks carefully, then reaches up into the crack line.

	Two young women, frayed shorts of faded blue, white pull-on blouses with short sleeves. Their rope seems to be of some plant material. She waves to the leader, but the woman's eye is on the rope and on her second climbing below.

	The small overhangs encroach from either side, but always, to left or to right, there's a way through, a way that traverses above empty air, runs upwards for a few metres, then traverses back the other way above the next of the overhangs. The rock is warm under her fingers, and the sunlight moulds itself around the angles of the rock. She pauses to reach for the metal bottle, finds it at her waist, still full to the top, good.

	But didn't she drink from it already, down below the overhangs?

	A flake of granite, a hundred metres of it, gives side-holds for her hands and a crack to jam her feet. Across the shining rock, she sees the two women again, climbing the other edge of the flake. The second pauses. Turns her head and seems to smile. Then reaches up for a handhold. And now, on the skyline behind them, another figure. Against the light, but it's the barefoot man, the solo climber with the long, black plait of hair reaching down his back.

	She climbs on. A footledge leads left, two great rockwalls like a book with a dark crack in the angle. She climbs. The sun is no longer moving, her arms are full of life like young pine trees, she reaches back for the handholds above the overhang.

	She climbs.

	•••

	Behind and below, the lights of the hut make pale rectangles in the darkness. The rubber shoes of the two men are silent on the granite sand, then cross the scree with clicking of stone on stone. Dawn light falls from the sky like dust, defining dark treetrunks against the even darker gaps between them, turning the tops of the boulders to pale.

	The first sun hits the high triangle of Piz Badile. As the light bounces down off the rocks, it shows the two climbers more clearly. The orange face and arms of Bofors Creetchie in his black suiting, the green of his companion, whose natural skin-tone is white and whose name is Hassan. Behind them, a porter moves like a machine under their tower of camera equipment.

	An hour above the hut they pass under the practice crag. That's where they find the body, a small, curved thing like a comma. A few splashes of blood are black on the rocks.

	Creetchie puts on his black helmet and radios it in.

	"I wondered why she didn't come back to the hut last night", Hassan says. "Been watching her these last few days. A tidy little thing, I was thinking about getting her on camera."

	"Know what you mean. Her footwork, really pretty. A good look for the bottom end of your rope. With that hair, the skin dye would be yellow?"

	Hassan shakes his head. "Not yellow. Maybe some sort of pale blue, goes with my green. But she wouldn't have done it, no camera stuff, no tying on behind. Not that kind of climber. Not sure if she even was a climber. Not interested in new routes, not interested in getting her name in the guidebook, keeping clear of the cameras."

	They walk on up the now visible path, their eyes on the sunlight as it creeps down the great rockface of the Badile. Hassan shakes his head again. "Shame, really. Like you said, a lovely mover on the granite."

	 


Rock Candy Mountain

	3200 words

	 

	Cross-tie Joe hit the marshaling yard just around sundown. Found an open boxcar and clambered in with his piece of sacking hopefully to keep alive through the night. Harsh Martha must have had her eye out, she climbed in a couple minutes after. An hour later, and still a bit of light in the sky, the shake and clatter down the line of cars and it jerked into movement.

	Red glow then, not the sunset, that was the chimneys of the incinerator, and the stench of the burning offal to mix in with the cold, frozen smell of the winter ground between the rails and the hot, sharp smell the wheels made going round. Smokestacks against the  starry sky, brown smoke drifting across the moon. Harsh Martha a hunched shadow in the corner of the car, not even seen really but oh, he knew she was there all right. Huddle up close to her, with his sack – just for keeping warm you know, the frost was biting now. And once under the blanket with her –

	"You keep your distance, Cross-tie Joe." Her brown eyes glinted in the darkness. “I boiled up my clothes two days back, I don't want your little greyback friends crawling in my bed.”

	Too bad. It was months since he'd huddled up with a woman. Any woman – even Harsh Martha. But she probably had a knife in there, behind the block of timber she was using as a pillow…

	 Smell of the burning trash from the dumpsites on either side of the tracks. Red glow in the darkness like eyes of something coming at you in a whisky dream. The cold biting. He's wearing three patched old shirts and two pairs of bluejeans, one inside the other, holes in them in different places. But still the cold  biting so he's curled up, hands between his thighs for warmth under his piece of sacking. He sleeps for a while then, half-sleep on the splintered wooden floor in the biting cold. And through the night the steel rails humming below his head.

	Half asleep as the boxcars slows, a screech of brakes along the rails and a louder screech, like an animal caught in a trap, as the door of the boxcar slides aside, flashlight in his eyes and the sudden blow of an iron bar against his side. They haven't spoken, haven't said a word the two railroad bulls, as the blows land on his shoulders, on his legs, then a flare of pain and darkness.

	•••

	Through the darkness, the steel rails humming, and his cheek resting on the wooden floor, sticky against the floor as the blood thickened up. Every joint in the rails below, every jolt of the floor, a shaft of pain up his leg and his side, the dull ache through his head like it was crushed in a vise, and the cold biting in towards his heart.

	The steel rails humming below, up through the wheels and the planks of the floor and right through his head…

	The pain outside his body now, seeming to move about into great caves of darkness, his mind shrunk to a pale dot in the darkness like the glow from a candle after you pinch out the wick. It goes, and then it's gone.

	•••

	And through the cracks of the boxcar, the light of a new day. Thin strips of sunlight, moving across the oil stained floor. Door of the boxcar open, green trees passing by, sun shining on the green trees. And no lice. Bluejeans patched and faded, fraying around the pockets. But clean. And no lice. Not even a tickle of our little greyback friends.

	He sits on the step of the boxcar, as a landscape of little trees slides by. Little trees, and smooth grass, and pink, rounded boulders. The sun's shining on his face, and it's warm.

	Harsh Martha's sitting beside him. Sitting in a blue gingham frock, rather low at the neckline, and orange leather boots.

	What's – where are we?

	He's not hurting. Not hurting anywhere, not his frozen fingers, not his side where they hit him with the iron bars, not his head where the blood dried sticky against the floor of the boxcar. There isn't any sticky blood now.

	"What I think," Harsh Martha says. "What I think is, we climbed on the Chattanooga Choo-choo, right? Can't you hear it, Mister Cross-tie? Can't you feel the steel rails humming eight to the bar? We've catched the Westbound," Harsh Martha says. "All the way down, end of the line. We’re dead-uns, if you want to be fancy about it."

	Well whatever. What does Harsh Martha know about it? Never known much sense come out of Harsh Martha. Have to say though, in the blue gingham dress, remarkable easy on the eyes. For a hobo lady.

	 Above the shining treetops there's a great wide mountain. A pink mountain. Is there such a thing as pink rocks? With a sprinkling of snow right across the top, just like sugar icing.

	Some way or other the train has carried them into the deep south, thousands of miles, to where little trees grew in grass that's like a green carpet. To where he isn't hurting any more.

	"Guy two boxcars down," Martha says. "He's got a guitar. Hear him, do you?"

	"No." Then as he listens some, "well maybe."

	The pink mountain's gotten bigger now. Rising behind the woods, silvery streams down the side of it, shining in the sun. He heads down across the couplings, and two boxcars down, just like Harsh Martha said, guy singing. But what Cross-tie Joe sees is, the guitar.

	The guitar guy ends his song with a ripple of notes like sunlight on a stream. He looks up, eyes calm and grey and kind of old looking, though the guy himself looks normal age, thirty or forty maybe. Jesus sort of a beard, beat about and raggy like it's been trimmed with a Bowie knife. "Cross-tie Joe?"

	He admits, cautiously, that Cross-tie Joe is himself. Must of met the guy before, some jungle night.

	"So, Cross-tie Joe. Do the Po-lice give you trouble?"

	"Damn right they do. Not a hard one to guess at, that."

	The guitar. Glowing golden wood, maple maybe? With bits of white stuff set into it, little pictures, bone that would be, ivory maybe. And just listening to it: that's one fine guitar.  Worth twenty, thirty dollars, that is.

	"You won't find no Po-lice here. And who's your friend?"

	"That's no friend of mine. Friends, me? I'm a hobo, aren't I. Harsh Martha, that is. Box-car lady, and take that every which way you like."

	Outside the boxcar, a small town's drifting slowly by. Back gardens, plants and stuff growing right up alongside the railroad. Apple trees with white flowers on them, cane chairs and kiddie's toys scattered in the green shade. Didn't think there was towns like that, not any more.

	"There's something you're looking for, Cross-tie Joe."

	"Damn right, there's a lot of things I'm looking for. A dry boxcar to sleep down in. An oil drum to boil up in. A tree with cee-gars growing out of it."

	"This you're looking for, what you don't even know you haven't got. But you'll know when you find it. Yes you will. In the meantime, Cross-tie Joe, the cee-gar trees you'll find them two more stops down the line."

	The sound of the steelrails drops a tone, the train's slowing down. Ahead, the line curves round to a great wide river, criss-cross bridge over it, wooden trestles. "Stoppin' off here," the guitar-player says. "Cross the meadow, see those high hemlock trees? We jungle down there, right alongside the gravy lake."

	•••

	Never mind no cee-gar trees, just supposing there was such a thing which the guitar guy's just having him on, has to be. But what Cross-tie Joe wants is what everybody wants. A stake. Something to get started. Reason being, all his life since he was just a boy runnin' in the gutter, he's never had that fair chance to get started. Fifty dollars, maybe not even that, and make something of hisself.

	Running wimmin, maybe. Anybody can run wimmin, all it takes is a strong personality. Maybe Harsh Martha even might be up for it, since she dolled herself up. She could use a helpin' leg-up in life, Harsh Martha. Then again, Cross-tie Joe's got other talents the world hasn't seen yet. The dice and the cards, now; it's easy enough to lose it all playing the cards and the dice. But who is it that wins? The guy running the bank, the guy with the fifty dollar stake, that's who.

	Or maybe – those cee-gar trees in the south. Just supposing they're real, which they presumably ain't. Means anybody gets all the cee-gars they want. But run them up north on the railroad, build up a stock, then see this little trestle bridge we're running across right here? Head back down the line and  burn down this trestle bridge.

	Shame to do it, it's kinda pretty. But someone be along to mend it. Right around the time you finished selling off the cee-gars. Just supposing there is cee-gar trees down there in the South. Else it's the cards and the dice. Or the wimmin, maybe.

	Cross-tie Joe grabs his bindle, slips down out of the boxcar. Heads across the meadow towards the hemlock trees. On the way he passes a corn field all yellow under the sun. He snaps off a handful of cobs, and heads towards the smell of the  woodsmoke.

	Where, turns out, they've got a rabbit cooking. On the other side of the fire, Harsh Martha raises her tin pail in greeting. But no time for that. Because it's getting dark now, firelight flickering on the branches overhead. And back in the woods he can hear that guitar playing. 

	Cross-tie Joe works through the woods, strolling casual like he's got nowhere in particular to go. Then as the shadows deepen, down on his belly crawling below the bushes. It's easy enough to find the guitar man: a little fire going under a magnolia tree, all on his own. Scrap of sacking slung between two bushes, make a dry place supposing it comes on to rain. That'll be where he keeps the guitar, soon as he gets to sleep.

	Meantime, he lies under the bushes, listens to the music. 

	Honey smell comes down off the big pink mountain, mixes with the corn-cob the guitar man's got a-roasting. He's picking at the guitar real quiet, singing about some river.

	waiting 'round the bend, 
my huckleberry friend. 

	Cross-tie Joe's been riding the rails since he was 12 years old. But he did have a huckleberry friend one time, little Simon Smiles. Not that they gathered no huckleberries. Glass bottles, more like, sniping cigar butts out of the gutter. and sipping from grown men's beer when their bladders got too full of the Malthouse Saloon's watery brew and they wandered off to the privy.

	And before he knows what he's doing, he's out from the bushes, getting close up to the song. Something's happening to his face, something he doesn't want the guitar man to see. So he pulls his hat down, makes a shadow over his eyes.

	"Cross-tie Joe," the guitar man says. "You like the music?"

	"Just the tune of it," he admits. "Reminds me of someplace. Someplace long ago."

	 The guitar man picks out a chord. More going on in his fingers than ever in his brain, seems like. Firelight flickers across the brass frets of the guitar. "Bo, one of these days yo gonna rise up singin. Spread your wings and learn to fly."

	"Not likely, Guitar Man. Voice like an old bullock fartin’ in a bean field. Anyway, I'm okay right here where I am. Seems like a land a opportunity."

	•••

	Morning comes, hoofing it up towards that pink mountain, seeing what there is to see and feeling stoopid. Could a had that guitar over his own shoulder right now, fifty dollars at least he could get for that guitar with its brass frets and its little pictures laid into the wood. What was he thinking, behaving so soft like that? 

	Up out of the woods, the start of that mountain. Even more pinky-color now he was up against it, pink like a bunting tent at the carnival. That honey smell coming down off it, and bees humming around it like it was a big pink bowl of sugar. 

	Standing there, a bo' he's not seen before. All in black-and-white stripes, stovepipe hat. Tailcoat like some kind of preacher man. Patent leather shoes on him, gleaming like snake eyes. "So, Cross-tie Joe."

	"Do I know you?"

	"Sure you know me. Everybody knows me. You and your buddy Simon. Little Smiley Simon."

	"Ain't seen Simon since we was 12 years old. Don't particully want to either."

	The sweet, heavy air coming off the pink rockface. Like the brown stuff that hits the river out of the sugar-beet factory.

	"Nothing but a jungle buzzard,” the stripy man says. “Stealing from the other hobos. nothing but a bum. Meet your Simon if you just carry on down the tracks."

	"Down where those cee-gar trees are, right?"

	Green eyes gleaming below the brim of the stovepipe hat. "Follow your dream, son. Follow your dream. That's the American way."

	•••

	On around the mountain, the ground kind of sticky under his feet, that heavy sweetness in the air. Little streams running down beside the path, each one in a groove carved into the pinkish-colored rock. Cross-tie Joe thinking about things, funny thinking about little Simon Smiler after all these years, Simon with his red hair sticking out, his Daddy's breeches hauled up under his armpits. Up the line, down the line… Wasn't true about those cee-gar trees, probably not true about Simon Smiler either.

	Above the mountain, candy-floss clouds drifting across. Sky like the inside of an eggshell. Birds making quite a racket in the treetops downslope, trees as fresh and green as if they'd just growed up in the night. And the sticky smell in the air, must be that was making his eyes all stingy and damp.

	Little Simon Smiler, eh? And that water hole up the big river, the big river that was like the river down here among the trees. The river that gui-tar man was singing about, distractin' him like that so he didn't think straight, missing his opportunity to make his stake.

	That brown waterhole, downstream from the meat packing plant, they came out of the river smelling worse than when they went in.

	Down below the woods, flashing sliver under the sun in the gaps of the trees – the river from the guitar man's song. He shook his head, that's a song river, that Moon River, not this real river in the sunlight below the trees. And not the dirty brown river below the meat packing factory, not that one neither.

	And yet it's all the same freaking river.

	There was a trodden path along the cliff foot here. Bo’s hoofing it back and fro along the base of the rocks. And tin pails in the sticky mud where the little streams ran down to the ground. He put his finger into the stream, tasted it. Not water at all. It was –

	It was lemonade. Sweet, sharp, maybe he was just dry after the long night under the trees, but it was just about the best lemonade he ever tasted. What was this place? Why hadn't anyone told him about this train stop, these woods and the river and this pink mountain with its little streams of lemonade?

	Well, plain enough, they wanted to keep it for themselves. All the same, did seem like there might even be –

	Not how the world works, world according to Cross-tie Joe. But could there almost be – enough for everyone who comes?

	Round the corner of the rock, a bo' lying in the mud. Not a bo' – it was Harsh Martha. Lying against the rock, head on one side, her nice gingham all dirty. Run-in with the bulls? The guitar man, he said there weren't no po-lice here, but the po-lice they're all over, no getting away from them unless they all had wooden legs or something.

	And where did that idea come from? Anyway, no blood on her, Martha wasn't hurt, not that he could see. Her breathing was all rough, and when he bent over her he smelt something. Something that made him dip his fingers into the rock-stream running down beside her orange boots where she lay.

	Not lemonade, this one, no Sir. This one was whisky. Clear, clean whisky, not a taste of the oildrum about it at all. Just about pure alcohol, clean as tree leaves in the spring.

	He looked down at Martha. She come round again, she's going to have a head on her, that's for sure. Want to clean up that nice gingham dress too. Couldn't do nothing about the dress – 

	Cross-tie Joe went back around to the lemonade, filled up his hat. Left it beside her, propped between three stones.

	World has plenty of hats lyin’ around. He could get himself another hat, somewhere down the line.

	•••

	Two nights later, down under the trees, Guitar Man's singing something about blueberries growin' on some hill, Harsh Martha sitting alongside of him, right there at the campfire.

	"Cross-tie Joe," she says. "How come you ain't stole yourself nobody's hat now? I gotta give you your hat back?"

	"Hey," he says. Harsh Martha's cleaned up again, she's looking pretty good in the firelight. "How you know that's my hat?"

	"I know you, Cross-tie Joe", she says. "And I know your hat, that's for sure."

	There's a pause. The guy in the song's got to the top of his blueberry hill and sounding pretty pleased about it.

	"Say, Cross-tie Joe. Do you still want to get all friendly under the blanket?"

	"Well," he says. He looks at her in the glow of the camp-fire, her in her nice blue gingham. "Well yes. Course I do, Martha."

	"You can," Martha says. "If you still want to, Cross-tie Joe, let’s us do that thing." 

	"Well now. If you really – I'd want it to be really special. There's a place I come across, just up the river here. Like a swimmin' hole, you know?"

	 She picks up her bindle, reaches out her hand. "Cross-tie Joe, let's go."

	•••

	And down the hill slope the high trestle bridge, high where the railroad crosses over the Moon River. Boxcar wheels are humming, and the man they call Woody riding the railroad and singing it eight to the bar. Singing the songs that make the lemonade springs and the cigarette trees and all of that Big Rock Candy Mountain.

	

	 

	Songbook

	Moon River (from ‘Breakfast at Tiffany’s’) by Johnny Mercer, tune Henry Mancini 1961

	Hobo's Lullaby by Woody Guthrie 1944

	Big Rock Candy Mountain by Harry McClintock 1928

	Summertime (from ‘Porgy and Bess’) by George Gershwin 1934

	Chattanooga Choo-Choo by Mack Gordon, composed by Harry Warren 1941

	Blueberry Hill by Larry Stock and Al Lewis 1936

	With thanks to Mark Hodges of Athens Georgia, for kind help in clearing out English English words and expressions from this supposedly American English story

	



	


The demon cheerleader

	5400 words

	 

	“I’m here to join the team,” the demon said. It – 

	You’re not supposed to call the creatures it, it’s got to be he and him, like with a person. Or her, in this case. I mean, they don’t wear clothes, it’s all pretty obvious.

	So I’m used to people trying out for the team, of course I am. People are trying out for the team all the time. Human people, that is. I looked at the demon, and the demon looked at me right back.

	Orange skin, large black horns, smaller brow horns. Four breasts. I mean, four breasts is what they have. Just taking this seriously for a moment, how do you even get that into a halter top?

	“I am a person,” it said. (She said.) “And I am female.”

	Yes. My eyes strayed downwards: then, abruptly, up again. Yes, we can see that. 

	This was two years after it all happened. The earthquakes and the plague of boils and everything. And life goes on. But with differences. Differences like this demon standing in front of me, wanting to try out for the cheerleading team.

	“However – “ I said firmly. “You have to understand. A lot of people want to try out for the cheer team. Real, human, people. I’m not sure how we could fit in a – a non-human entity.”

	The non-human entity looked at me with its yellow, slitty eyes. Black pupils running up and down, like a cat. Well, a bit like a cat.

	“Um,” I said. “You have to realise. Cheer does require other qualities. Qualities apart from athleticism. Charm.”

	“Sexual attractiveness, you mean.”

	Normally, they take the hint. We’re a close team, the Heifers. We have to be. If you’re doing a basket toss, or backflipping off a pyramid. Trust. Responsibility. All that high moral code stuff they spout about on Fresher’s day.

	“My sex organ’s twice as big as any of yours. And up on top, twice as many. No wonder you keep them tucked away inside your clothing.”

	“Size isn’t everything, you know. There’s also –  ”

	“What? What exactly are you saying about my sexual organ?”

	We seem to be straying from the point here. Which part of ‘no’ does this creature not understand?

	“No.” There, I’ve said it.

	The creature stood looking at me. It blinked, nictitating membranes flicking in sideways, flicking in towards where its nose would be, if it had a nose. Then it just looked. There seemed to be – it almost felt like – I could feel something coming off it, a wave of what, of heat?

	I looked down. Wisps of brown smoke, rising around each of its clawed feet. Not hooves but actual feet, I noticed with a part of my brain that wasn’t fixated on the smoke rising where it (she) stood. And the grass – our precious football pitch, the turf, when the flakes of fire were falling every single student and even the professors were out with buckets and pans of water to protect our turf. But the grass was singed black around her feet, and I saw the first orange flame in the sunlight.

	And – could just be coincidence – beyond the green playing pitch, in the lava fields, molten rock flared suddenly upwards. A stench of sulphur drifted across the ground, stinging my eyes.

	Just coincidence, surely.

	Or maybe not.

	“Tryout’s on Tuesday,” I said. “Eight-thirty sharp.”

	•••

	During the difficult times we all lived on corn and soybeans, the team lost condition. Well, everybody did. But things were getting back to normal – well, sort of normal. And the teams – the men on the football team of course, but us in the cheer team too – we got first choice. Fresh vegetables, first go at the goat stew. And now, in the shower room, it was a treat to look at them. Golden haired Pippa, an airhead you’d say with her giggles and her ribbons and her silly smile. But she could backflip like a leaf blowing in the wind, and fly up in the air as if there was no such thing as a bad landing in the whole history of Cheer. Dark-skinned Shiraz, almost too muscular to look at her, nose broken in a bad landing in Sophomore year. But steady as a rock, and when I thought about it, probably the reason Pippa never needed to think about any bad landing. And the rest of them, Ayla, Sloane, Beverly, young Cecily Hernandez. Perfectly rounded specimens of American womanhood.

	“Obizuth,” Pippa said. And giggled. (I did mention, Pippa giggles.) “That’s that demon. Did you hear what it said to Professor Flitwick in Biology?”

	Shiraz was twisting the water out of her shoulder length hair. “We can’t take on a new person,” Shiraz said. Shiraz doesn’t talk much: but when she does, you listen. “Let alone a new non-person. Not with the Jersey game.”

	In three weeks, we’d be playing the New Jersey Jerseys. The biggest game of the year. Which means, the biggest cheerleading display. We’d been working it up for months.

	“Anyway,” Ayla added, “its skin. I mean, orange isn’t our colour.”

	She was right. The Heffs are green and gold, to match the ball team.

	Bethany and Bella were snogging in the corner cubicle, soaping one another down. No sense out of those two, not for the next ten minutes. But the general mood: edgy, I had to say.

	“Girls,” I reassured them. “We’re not talking team. Remember, we’re just talking tryout here.”

	•••

	Tuesday morning. Try-out time. Coach O’Malley was there, impassive in her wheelchair, not giving anything away. Her and me had talked it over, she agreed we hadn’t any choice. I mean, if you blame anybody, blame the college principal for letting non-humans into Brangwyn in the first place.

	Though come to think, with the lavafields already threatening the edges of the football field, she probably hadn’t had much choice there either.

	Out on the playing area, the ball team was practising long passes. Shouting to each other more than they needed to, and ignoring us in a way that just showed they knew we were there out on the sideline. And that went both ways. Even Bella and Bethany, not that into guys in the general way of things, had half an eye on the 6ft 6in of solid American boyhood that was our three-quarter back Bullet Hanks.

	But all that changed when the demon Obizuth arrived for her tryout.

	Obizuth weighed in at 72lb – that armoured skin must be lighter than it looked. And she stood at three inches over the six feet. Which is just an inch taller than myself, and Shiraz only a half-inch off that. We couldn’t exclude her on those measurements.

	Never mind. There’s a lot more to cheerleading than just your shape and size.

	Next up, even before the gymnastics – I had a feeling the demon was going to ace the gymnastics. But before that, the team dance.

	I fired up the music. The Bullhorn Song. And noticed the football team, by pure chance of course, drifting to our end of the pitch.

	There’s a set of moves to go with the team song. O’Malley and me, we’d worked them up over the last year. 

	“Demon, that wasn’t the team dance,” O’Malley said.

	“No, it wasn’t,” Pippa agreed. She was imitating the double-elbow twist. A sharp breath in, ankles to elbows, she was over – and standing again. “Difficult to sing through.”

	“But great to look at,” Shiraz said.

	“Great to look at,” I said. “But not actually one of our dance moves.”

	 “I think we could work that one up,” Pippa said. “If we time it, where to put it into the song.”

	“Well, now,” O’Malley reminded them. “The song.”

	“Do you have a singing voice?” I asked the demon. “Because if we’re being serious about this, at this point we do the audition.” 

	We’d agreed it, O’Malley and me. This had to be done by the book. Blind judgement, where we all take turns to sing the Bullroar, which despite the name is a rather beautiful number. Out on the field, there’s a basket toss at the final high-C. With a sweet little squeak as the flyer drops into the catch.

	I turned O’Malley to face towards the footballers, put the blindfold on her. Put the numbers into the waterbucket, and let the demon choose the random order. For the first time, its hand touched mine: the orange scaly skin, when you look closely it’s all little diamond-shaped scales. And hot to touch, even on this chilly morning.

	It drew out the first number. Me to sing it first.

	Good. I’d spend the time after that working out my little speech for it when it didn’t make the cheer team. Even if I wasn’t naturally tactful – which I am, a lot of girls get rejected from the cheer team, and I mean a lot. But also, I remembered that thing with the lavafield. And the time before that, the earthquakes, the stuff going on in the sky.

	“Number Six,” says O’Malley, as I’m removing her blindfold. I turn her around to face the team again. “I’m sorry, Dear. But there’s a harshness in there, it’s quite obviously not a human voice. If you listened to Number Two and Number Seven, there’s a sweetness to the tone, a pure quality that’s what we look for in the Bullroar.”

	Beside the demon, Cecily Hernandez bursts into tears, then rushes for the darkness of the exit tunnel. “What’s up with Cecily?”

	“Cecily,” I tell her, “was Number Six. The demon was Number Two.”

	The demon stood next to the sideline. Everyone else moved away. “So,” it said. “That’s Cecily out then. And me in.”

	•••

	“Those were pretty good dance moves,” O’Malley said, as I wheeled her back towards the entry tunnel.

	“Yes,” I said. “But it’s a demon.”

	She fell silent for a moment. “You’re too young, you never saw it. But there, at the edge of the playing area. That used to be corn, golden in the sunlight, golden as far as you can see. And – did you see what happened on Long Island?”

	“Dragons, Coach. We’re not scared of dragons. Are we?”

	“Well I don’t know about you,” O’Malley said. “I sure am.”

	Two days later, word came down from the Principal’s Office. The Demon Obizuth was in the cheer team.

	•••

	“Right,” says the demon. “The star pyramid.”

	The girls looked blank. Behind us, out on the ball park, you could hear the thud of a practice tackle and a body hitting the ground. Normally the ball team would be taking half the attention: that Bullet Hanks, the three-quarter back, he really is quite something. Normally we’d have half an eye on Hanks.

	Not today, though.

	O’Malley broke the silence. “I don’t –”

	“Of course you don’t, I only just now invented it.”

	Well I wasn’t having that. “Demon,” I told it. “You lot may have conquered this great country of ours. But don’t think you’re in charge of the cheer team. Cos you aren’t.” 

	“My name is Obizuth. Not Demon. Obizuth.”

	Fair enough. “Okay, Obizuth, cheer team member. You have, like, a suggestion?”

	“Is obvious,” the demon said. “Given my unique capabilities, the special skills I bring to this team.”

	“You mean, like the long stripy tail?” Pippa asked innocently. “Also those – you know…”

	I let my eyes stray downwards. And wished I hadn’t. “Yes, that’s another thing. Those – er. They’ll have to be strapped out of the way. Up inside your shorts. Please fix something before the next training session.”

	The demon’s cat-like eyes were fixed on me in a rigid way I recognised from an actual cat we’d once had. A cat that in the end we’d had to have put down.

	And then, at the worst possible moment, the ball players finished their tackle practice. Bullet Hanks – they’re all called Bullet, the boys on the team – but Hanks, rakishly bloodstained above one eye: “Good evening, Ladies. Ladies and – my God!” He turns away abruptly. He’s spotted our demon.

	I caught O’Malley’s eye. “New routines can wait. Sixteen star-jumps, Team. Right now.”

	Right to the end, the demon jumped eight inches above any of the others.

	This was not going to be easy.

	Cecily out of it. A new team member to break in, one that wasn’t actually human. Even the cold shoulder from Bullet Hanks was going to unsettle some of the girls, Pippa for one. And only three weeks to the Jerseys match.

	The Jerseys! It was seven years since our boys had beaten the Jerseys. Seven years. Apart from Coach O’Malley, nobody on the cheer team had been around to remember that. But this was the thing. They’re a Pentecostal college, Jersey. Like, religious. They’re pretty serious about it. And eight members of their ball team – eight! Can you believe it? Eight, including both their quarter-halfs, got seized up into Heaven at the Rapture. I mean, ball players! In our team, they’re good boys in their way, but snatched up Heavenwards at the Rapture? Precisely zero.

	Which meant, this time around, we were in with a chance. Given a suitable level of support from the Cheer team.

	•••

	We collected our water rations, and practised ground routines for an hour. The demon seemed to be aware of the girls around it, fitted in quite well. Or would have done apart from being four inches too tall. And orange.

	After an hour, greenish-black clouds rolled in from the south-east, and it started to rain frogs. Again.

	The frogs were quite small ones this time, hitting the ground almost like falling leaves (just supposing our trees still had leaves on them) and then hopping away in random directions. No practising in these conditions, we couldn’t risk any sprained ankles this close to the Jerseys game. I sent the team back to the dorms; where they discovered that the tiny frogs had crawled through the door-sills and the cracks left by the last earthquake. We spent the rest of the day gathering them in buckets and emptying them into the salt marsh behind the home team goal.

	The demon, I didn’t notice it emptying any buckets. Was it – could it be? The frogs I saw it gathering, what was happening to them? I decided not to think about that.

	The next day, we started on pyramids, just two-up for now. At ground base, the demon was almost okay: strong, pretty alert, after a while the girls started to trust it not to collapse underneath them. And maybe something could be done with that long stripy tail…

	And then, just after filling waterbottles on the fourth day of practice, a scream from behind the bleachers. A girl’s voice. Who was missing? The girls were all there, the screams, ripping open the air... Not a girl, our demon. Obizuth.

	I should have expected it. The looks turned away, the muttering behind the long blonde hair…  I should never have let our demon out of the group where we could keep an eye on her.

	Another scream, longer, then cut off. What if something happened to Obizuth? I mean, with Cecily out of the team, we’re depending on her. And anyway…

	Already I was running towards the bleachers. Yes, it was Obizuth, struggling with a human male, someone in Bulls Jersey – it was Hanks! Hanks himself. But –

	But no, this wasn’t an attack. Hanks’s heavy breathing, a flash of his clenched buttocks. And another scream from Obizuth. I turned away, hiding my face.

	What was happening behind the bleachers was – what rather often happens behind the bleachers…

	•••

	With just two weeks left before the big game, it was past time to start on the pyramid. Not to mention the high tosses. The demon made everything twice as difficult. Any formation, Obizuth had to be right in the middle of it: anything else spoiled the symmetry.

	A week to go, and I was wheeling our coach O’Malley along the basement corridors – disabled access at Brangwyn is a bit random. With its beige concrete walls and stained ceiling, the smell of cabbage and ancient socks that never quite goes away – well, it makes a quiet place for a bit of talking through the strategy.

	“Confirmed,” I said. “The Jerseys are bringing their Cheer team. The Demonstrators, they call themselves.”

	“Demonstrators? Back before the troubles, they were the Knitware. Pretty good they were back then. But, it’s not just the ball team, they lost their best girls during the End Times as well.”

	“I heard about it. Their top girl, basket toss, perfect toe-touch as usual. But then she never came down! Raptured straight up into Heaven. The catchers were left staring up into the sky.”

	“So they’ve formed a new team. No surprise there,” O’Malley says in front of me, her voice flattened by the concrete walls. But then she asks me to stop, come round in front of her chair. “Will interest you, this. The archdemon for this area, a decision about the football players. No demons on the ball team. Entirely human beings. Apparently it’s more amusing.”

	“Amusing? They find football amusing?”

	“Quite so. But the way I see it, us on the Cheer team, this also applies.”

	“You mean, we can dump the demon.”

	O’Malley blinked twice – which is what she does instead of nodding. “Cecily gets her place back. Good all round.”

	Somewhere in the distance, a metal door slammed. Even down here in the basement, never mind the cabbage and the old socks, the brimstone sharpness of the lavafields gets everywhere.

	I said: “have you told the girls yet, Coach?”

	“Course not. Not the Principal either. We run this cheer team. You and me, no-one else.”

	Above our heads, on the main floor just above us, heavy footsteps. A cry of pain, then laughter. The football team, at indoor practice. I looked into O’Malley’s eyes, but I couldn’t read what she was thinking. 

	“You said it yourself, Coach. Cecily’s singing, that touch of harshness.

	“We should keep the demon.”

	O’Malley’s eyelids flickered, her steady grey eyes on my blue-green ones. “Is rather what I expected you to say, Captain. So – one more week. We can get the routines straightened out by then?”

	“The routines are a mess,” I told her. “But – less of a mess than I expected at this stage. Let’s just hope these Demonstrators are even worse.”

	O’Malley blinked twice. I went round the back, took hold of the handles again.

	•••

	Match day dawned purplish-orange, barred black clouds heavy with volcanic ash. The home-end pylon gleamed in the shifting light from the lavafields. Difficult lighting conditions for whoever was playing into that red glow… But Pippa grabbed my elbow, pointing to the judging stand above the bleachers.

	Demons! Two demons on the judging bench.

	So the demons were planning a takeover of our game. New rules? Rumours were, the demons found our version of the ball game a little tame for their taste. An end to the centuries-old ban on biting, hair-pulling and use of weapons? But never mind the politics. Two demons among the judges, and maybe the human ones wouldn’t get a say in it at all. Which had to be good news, us with our demon Ozimuth top and centre… 

	Because it’s not just the show, the judging also matters. The Three-quarter interval, the judges rule on who gets the field for that one. Which, the psychology of that can make all the difference. Specially if our boys’re down a point or two.

	Then Shiraz touched my other elbow. The Jersey Jerseys, coming out of their tunnel. Yes, they looked big, in their green padding and heavy gloves. The other team always do look big… 

	But then a murmur runs around the bleachers, loud enough to drown out the rumble from the lavafields. Coming out behind them, their cheer team. The Demonstrators? We’ve been reading that all wrong. The Demon Strators: twelve colour-matched black-and-yellow demons. Bouncing in the air, pompoms flying like a crowd of angry wasps.

	And they were confident. By the Pylons, they were confident, these Demon-strators. The Entry, you do the pompoms of course, and the dance routine: the stunts are for Half Time. But these demons, even while they were moving onto their touchline: a high toss from the front of the group, then another from behind.

	Perfect toe-touch: with, I noted, added tail. And an okay catch, both times.

	“Normal routine, Girls.” O’Malley’s voice was curiously flat. “Don’t let them intimidate you. Normal routine. But just – keep it smooth and gentle. Point out the contrast, right? Remember, half-time, that’s the one that matters.”

	•••

	Game started well. Ball came sideways out of the ruckus, our corner-half surprised them, took it diagonally across the field. They didn’t even get a hand on him as he touched in on the pylon.

	But after that, not so good. On the restart, the Jerseys went for a high ball: the white lozenge turning and turning in the flickering light from the lavafield. And when our back-back took the catch, their front forward flattened him with a punch to the jaw. Down for a count of five, and staggering when he got up again. Next play we tried the same high ball; but this time it was our front-front who got knocked down, and another point to the Jerseys.

	There was worse to come. Forty minutes into the first half, and the Bulls eight points down now, and Bullet Hanks took a long ball and a run down the edgeline. He almost made it. But both the Jersey back-backs, one from each side and they got him in the pincers. Head-butt, and a big punch to the belly, and I heard the gasps from the girls around me. Bullet Hanks was down for the count. 

	Which put him on the sideline until half time, maybe longer. The medics were bandaging his head, the girls from the team comforting him as he regained consciousness.

	“You go,” I said to our demon Ozimuth. It was standing awkwardly, not sure what to do. “He likes you, no? You go and talk to him.”

	By half time, Hanks was ready to play again. Just as well too. The Bulls were eleven points adrift now, playing with their heads down and their fists up. I could see the nervousness of them, whenever they got the ball, glancing towards the Jersey players and their fists in the big green gloves. Which, when your confidence goes, that’s no way to play ball. The boys’d have to find something fresh for the second half.

	And that was down to us. Us, and our half-time routine.

	•••

	The Bullets were coming off the pitch with their heads down. Their faces were bruised and bloody, and not in a good way. We gathered around O’Malley’s wheelchair.

	“Flipover,” she said tersely. “Second storey. Pippa up, Azimuth the demon down under.”

	I could feel the girls shifting nervously. “Flipover?” I confirmed. “You think we’ve practised that enough now.”

	“I don’t think we’ve practised it enough. But our boys are losing it.”

	I don’t question O’Malley’s judgement, not in front of the team. But she must have seen it in my face. “If we do a high risk routine now, and fail, then yes it’s all over.” She looked me in the eye as she spoke: “Captain, it’s all over anyway. Unless we do that high risk routine – and pull it off.” 

	As far as the team members went, the point of danger was on our demon Ozimuth, the moment where she would be flipped upwards from the second to the third level while our Pippa just dropped under gravity to take her place. These demons, can’t tell what they’re thinking but it seemed to be up for it, and the sudden appearance of our bright orange demon 17 feet above the players will blow everyone away.

	Just supposing it works. 

	It’s time to get out on the field.

	•••

	My position at the base, I can’t see what the other team, the Demon-strators, are doing behind us. But I can hear the crowd, even above the college band playing the Bullhorn song. All that noise tunes out as we take the second tier girls by both hands, they jump and flip: legs up, then curl, release and they’re standing on our shoulders. And now, up the centre of the pyramid, Bethany and Bella, stronger than they look those two, and perfect co-ordination, they practise this move in their dreams together is what they tell me. Up goes Pippa, and yes, a gasp from the crowd as she suddenly appears above the pyramid, toe-touch and our song’s first verse closing off, the cute little squeak at the high C. The timing’s spot on so far, don’t think we’ve ever done it better; and Ozimuth, her scaly foot on my knee, hip, then shoulder as she smooches up to the second level; Bethany and Bella on either side. And then, yes, Pippa, tuck and twist in the air and she’s –

	A roar that’s not the roar of the crowd. Through the limbs of the second storey girls, I see something come up out of the smoke and flames of the lavafield, something large and black and flapping. And now the roar’s like a volcanic eruption. But it’s not an eruption. It’s three winged demons, in formation, swooping just above our pyramid.

	Even above the noise of them, Pippa’s scream, as she falls out of balance, arms flailing, falls backwards over my head.

	The roar of the passing demons, I don’t hear Pippa hitting the ground, but it has to be a bad one. Broken back, will Pippa even survive this one – giggling Pippa, with her little squeak on the top-Cs…

	I disengage an arm, turn around. Behind me Shiraz and Ozimuth, somehow in position: they’ve caught Pippa. A perfect catch. Damn, but that was quick. 

	But the head Demon-strator’s already heading across to the judges. As if it needed pointing out. Pippa’s dangerous manoeuvre, we’re disqualified, aren’t we. Mind you, those flying demons –

	“No,” says O’Malley. “No, Captain. You’re not going to wheel me over to the judges’ stand, and you’re not going over there without me either. Maybe those Jerseys think it’s fine to lobby the judges. Us Brangwyns know better than that. Pippa, glad you made it. And you two – Shiraz and you demon. That was good work, really good.

	“Now, girls and demon, I don’t know if you’ve noticed, but there’s still 90 seconds on the clock. Pippa, you’re not hurt, are you still up for it? And Ozimuth, you too? Just the two-storey this time. Bethany and Bella, backflips to ground level? Can you co-ordinate that? Okay, girls. Let’s do it.”

	The crowd’s murmuring and muttering now, not our usual roar of support.

	But the two-story pile-up, it really isn’t so special is it? And then half-time’s over and the players are heading out onto the pitch again.

	•••

	Demon interference… Our Bulls, they’re angry now. They wouldn’t show it but they’re all of them more or less in love with our little Pippa. And within two minutes of the second half, the Jersey’s back-back is down and out for the count. And slowly, foot by boot and blow by blow, our boys are clawing back their lost points.

	Three-quarter time. The Bulls have clawed some back; but not enough. We’re still losing 14-12.

	And thanks to those winged demons, we’ve just lost the judgeoff. And with it, the all-important right to present the three-quarter time show. Just two minutes, but so important: those two minutes make all the difference to morale and energy for the ballgame’s final quarter. And supposing we’d got it, we did have something a bit special planned for that three-quarter interval.

	Well, we’d not be getting the chance now, would we?

	“Hold your heads up, girls. And shake those pompoms. Don’t let them see we care.”

	And we strutted, pom-poms high, out onto the pitch for the judging. From the other end, the Jersey’s team, the Demon-strators as they called themselves, were a block of black and yellow demon-skin.

	The demon judge stood up. Which was a surprise, cos I thought it was standing up already – they’re tall, these things. Specially with that big orange crest. “A bit of politics, since I’m here. You’ve heard a lot of bad stuff about we demons. Well, two thousand years of hostile propaganda, not going to get over that with a couple of ball games. And any promises and stuff, I don’t think you’re going to believe us. All I’m saying is, we’re new here. We’re going to make mistakes, and we’ll try to put them right.

	“Now, I’ll step aside for my assistant judge. Seeing as it has more experience in this strange little sport of yours.”

	It was a surprise when one of the humans stepped forward. Well, since the Conquest, we’ve got used to the demons taking first place. We’ve had to get used to that.

	A touch of sympathy. Perhaps. Do demons do sympathy? To let us hear our fate from a member of our own lifeform.

	Or maybe just to rub it in. Humiliation, right? Make one of us humans do the disqualifying.

	But he was speaking, the judge. Long, black hair tied back in a ponytail: guy from some cheer team back east.

	“The Heifers. A lovely routine, girls. I have to say Pippa’s high-C sent a shiver up my backbone, yes it did. And your pom-pom work, that was truly classy.

	“And the Demon-strators, what can I say? Your superb athleticism. The fearlessness, up in the air. The triple basket, a first that one in a century and a half of Cheer, a first demonstration or should I say demon-stration? A foretaste of what demon physique can bring. Plus, of course, the unique sexual allure.

	“But you know what? There’s something more important than strength and skill. More important, even, than sex appeal. Which brings me to the awkward moment during the half-time display.”

	His voice had gone very quiet now, and the whole field fell silent to hear him. “The pyramid flip from the Heifers: at the border, that, of responsible cheerleading. But then, the flyby by the cacodemons. Mazda, the captain of the Demonstrators, was up here talking with us judges, I expect you noticed. Mazda was there to disqualify its own team, due to that irresponsible flyby. But we, the judges, decided we weren’t going to do that.”

	Something touched my elbow. Something scaly. Obizuth, nudging me with the tip of her tail.

	“Because what is it that’s more important than courage in the high baskets? Where does that courage come from? Girls, it comes from team spirit. It comes from confidence and trust in ourselves and one another. Trust that reaches, even, across the different lifeforms. And it’s the team spirit, that pure, beautiful, all-American team spirit that gave us the backflip toss that I see you’re calling the pyramid star. And gave us that superb catch, demon Ozimuth and human being Shiraz, disengaging from the second storey – it was quick that, you had to be watching closely, and their colleagues closing up the pyramid. Shiraz, Ozimuth: this is what we call class. This is what we call the spirit of Cheer.

	“Brangwyn Heifers. Please take the field now for the three-quarter break. Go, Heffs!”

	We raised our pompoms. We strutted out onto the field, six human girls and one female demon, our proud tiptoe steps marching to the Bullhorn Song that was playing silently in our heads, silently as the crowd roared from the Brangwyn end. And I beckoned to our three-quarter back.

	For the first time ever, I saw Bullet Hanks look nervous.

	“Hanky,” I told him, “shortly after this you’re going to make up the three points we’re lagging behind those Jersey Boys. But in the meantime, you’re going to fly. Yup, it’s boy’s basket time. Don’t look so worried, there’s seven of us here to catch you when you come down.

	“Keep your arms and legs folded in, and just trust us six girls and your favourite female demon.

	“And don’t forget to smile!”

	 


The Cloud of Unknowing

	1300 words

	 

	"Self belief," Gerald Macdonaldson says to the children. "Believe in yourself and make it happen. Your teachers have told you that, I'm sure. Well, when it comes to navigation on the mountain, your teachers have got it wrong. Don't believe in yourself, believe in your map."

	Some of the children are listening, and some of them aren't. Those twins with the red hair, they are whispering to each other, curly heads leaning together under their rain hoods.

	"And finally, girls and boys. Before you set off on this exciting hike today. There's one particular tendency to warn you about. No, not that tendency!"

	What's the matter with these children? That one always used to rouse a guilty snigger out of 'em.

	“Don’t bend the world to make it look like what you’re wanting to see. In the mist, I mean. You identify something on the map, a bend In the ridge or a little bump. You'll look around you, the mist dripping off your dear little eyebrows. And you'll see a grey bit in the mist and go ah yes, that’s the little bump that’s right here on my map. Don't do it! Don't twist the ground around you to make it match your map."

	The valley below is in damp, hazy sunlight. But high up on the green ridge behind them cloud is forming, good, the two chattering twins will be coming down into the wrong valley. A long cold wait in the rain, that'll be educational for them.

	 "And don't do that other thing that I didn't mention either!"

	The children look at him, wondering why he's stopped talking.

	The green ridgelines run up to the striated sandstone plateau. The warm red of the sandstone has turned under the rain to dreary brown. Between the two summits, the scarp plateau sags out of the cloud like a wet washing line.

	The young people trail off up the ridge in threes and fours. Some with maps in their hands, some not, rucksacks trailing over one shoulder.

	The cloud's lowering a bit more. And Gerald is going to play a little trick. He's going to fly to the top of the mountain, as if by magic, and when they get there they'll find him leaning against the cairn, smoking his little tobacco pipe. Not really magic, of course. He goes up the slightly lower hill next door, goes up it at a good solid speed, then links across along the connecting ridge.

	Always goes down well, Gerald's little trick. Makes an impression on the little blighters.

	The first summit cairn looms out of the mist, water dripping off its flat brown stones. One minute slower than last year, well that's old age for you. Hands are cold in the flying rain. He stores the compass safely in his pocket, zips up the pocket (always a zipped pocket, children!) sets off down the linking ridge.

	 George died six years ago now. George left him some money, and when he made his generous donation to the youth club, the youth club came to appreciate his, Gerald's, life knowledge and all he, Gerald, had to offer, so that now he was showing these youngsters a bit of hill wisdom. Like here, the top of the linking ridge not entirely obvious, takes a bit of skill in navigation. But he's been here before, and he can see – sensing it rather than seeing it in the mist now – the spur crest, a darker grey line against the pale grey cloud. As he goes down, the cold rainwater is seeping through his trousers. He edges round left towards the descending spurline.

	One of them had that silly hat with the earflaps and the dangly strings. George used to have one like that. Impractical, those hats. She'll find out. Now it's started to rain, she'll find out all right. Flat cap is what you need, waterproof tweed, here you go.

	A paler patch in the mist below him now. A little lochan or tarn. It must be pretty small to not show up on the map. Strange thing, how cloud distorts sizes. Because already the pool doesn't look so big, and as he passes it's a mere puddle, no more than three metres across. The wind makes little patterns in its surface, and rain runs down the stalks of the grass.

	Fell country is consoling, when you're on your own. More than that. With a compass, and a map, and the skill to use them: finding the way in life, it turns out, is a mere matter of finding a way across the fells, navigating by the fall line and the curve of the contours, from one small local summit to the next one. In life as on the misty hilltops.

	And in his sixtieth year, he's ready to pass on his life skills to the new generation. Now where's this ridgeline? He eases up left a bit to find the spur.

	The cloud should have been higher on this side of the hill. But in fact the cloud's thicker, and the saddle point's a bit further down than he remembers. He's not going to be there ahead of them to smoke his little pipe. Never mind. They'll be dithering at their summit, gazing into the cloud, hoping for something to happen. He'll arrive up the wrong ridgeline, not give them any answers, make them work it out. Not harsh, not cruel. Let them walk down the wrong way, twenty minutes, then turn them around up into the rain again. A bit of discomfort, purely for educational purposes.

	The map shows a small cliff on the left at this point, should be coming into sight. Yes, this is it, not really a cliff, more of an outcrop, they're very free with their crag marks these map people. It would be so easy to miss it in the mist, mist it in the missed, something like that.

	Now where's the ridgeline? Round left a little, still.

	A sound in the wind, people, lost in the mist, is that the quiet moaning of people in the mist who don't know where they are? No, it's just the wind itself, the wind among the small rocks and the patches of sedge.

	But here's something a bit odd, this looks like a small rocky tor on the ridgeline just below him. He peers down at the map. No, no tor on this ridgeline, that can't be right. No tor here. He looks up again: there's a waft of mist, that wasn't a tor at all, and as he comes down there’s just the smooth ridgeline. He knew that couldn't be a tor, not on this ridge.

	The cloud is patchy now, thinning. Good, it will be helpful to see the ridgeline, the saddle point might be just slightly off to one side, still a little bit up to the left.

	Mist is thinning, but the landscape below is still cloudy grey. He squints, to make out the hill shapes, the contour curves. There don't seem to be any hill shapes. The cloud clears, and he's walking down into a landscape he's never seen. A grey place of fine gravel, and no trees at all, and no grass. He looks to the left where the lake should be. There's no lake, and when he looks back the gravel under his feet is textureless and smooth, a blur as if at the bottom of a stream.

	He reaches to his zipped pocket for his compass. But his hand finds no compass. No zipped pocket –

	Gerald Macdonaldson walks through a formless landscape, a country without contours. He’s a man who lost his way, a long time ago…

	After a while, Gerald's feet sink into the grey blur. And then his knees.

	



	


The Haunting of Climb B

	1000

	 

	“Nobody climbs B Climb, not any more,” Hamish said. Susan looked up at the rhyolite crag, chunky with overhangs, lovely.

	“People get – feelings. Around the top of the second pitch, the groove line leading out above the overhang. Feelings, and voices. It’s – well, it's haunted, is what they say.”

	Behind them, the grey-brown moor, the peat cutters' huts where they’d just been eating their sandwiches. Above, the rockface.

	“What happens,” Susan asked. “Do they fall off?”

	“As I said, they don't climb it. But back when they still used to: yes, voices. Voices in one’s head. And as I said, feelings. Yes, there have been falls.”

	“Ouch,” Susan said. “But, Hamish. Just look at it. Look at that rhyolite.”

	The B Climb was around the corner from the rest of the Lost Buttress, with the view down the long glen to the sea. Darker patches of pine trees, hunched shapes of the peat cutters' huts. But on the rock above them each patch of moss glowed so green it looked like crusts of some copper mineral. And the rock, shiny grey, the colour of sea monsters and witchcraft.

	“Hamish, I want to climb this. I need to.”

	Hamish scowled up at the grey rock face. “I don't see much by way of protection up there. In fact, I don't see any at all.”

	Nonetheless he dropped the rope off his shoulder, tied the bowline loop and stepped into it. “But that looks like a stance 70 feet up. And where there's a stance there could also be a belay.”

	Susan tied on, raised her hands to the first holds, felt the crystal edges rough against her fingers. She pulled up the first small overhang and stood in balance. Small holds, sharp edged, fingers crooked over the small holds.

	Lovely.

	One  pitch up, a good ledge, nothing to anchor to. She took a waist belay, and brought Hamish up. Out at sea, the mist passing backwards and forwards, backwards and forwards, faint, abstract shapes in the sea-mist.

	Hamish handed back the single sling she'd managed to place as a runner, and Susan stepped sideways into an open chimney, a big crack in the back of it, lovely. She twitched a sling around a flake of rock, probably loose but better than nothing, moved up another ten feet. The chimney steepened, the sides of it spreading outwards.

	And something there, some presence. Garish impossible colours, aquarium colours of turquoise and coral. And a voice in her head, a strange voice inflected all wrong in the sentences, a strange obscene voice, foul words Susan had heard now and then, never from Hamish but sometimes from her elder brothers.

	Fuck fuck bleeding Mary, bastard thing, fuck fuck fuck…

	A weird arm stretches towards the handhold. An arm? A tentacle? An arm it was, orange and smooth like some creature of the ocean. An arm from somewhere behind her, in front of her? Stretching up and left – yes, there it was, that was the handhold there.

	Bloody hell! And another string of obscenity, the voice not in Susan's head but there in the open chimney, right in front of her or behind. Climbing. And the string of foul language; this... presence. Whatever it was. Human? Nervous, frightened. Yes, frightened: but at the same time –

	At the same time loving it. Loving this climb, Climb B on the Lost Buttress.

	You can do it, Susan whispers. We can do it… And as the creature, monster, whatever it is… A glimpse of fur, of hair, brown the colour of leafmould. Short cropped hair, male? Female? Impossible to say. 

	As it moves up the open chimney Susan lays her free hand against the its back, feels something there, some slipperiness in the air, the orange reptile skin of it. And she whispers to the creature again. It’s a lovely climb, my dear. We can do it. A hand against the small of its back.

	The creature – spirit – whatever it may be. It passes on up the chimney, feet and upper limbs pressing against one side wall then the other, curses and obscenities drifting into the grey air like autumn leaves.

	Susan threads rope around a chockstone, brings Hamish up the pitch.

	Together they climb onwards through the fading air.

	 •••

	“Nice thrutchy bit back there, up through the bloody overhangs, thought I was off.”

	It was Cicily's first Hard VS lead. And what a great climb!

	Ems reaches towards her, puts a hand on her orange Lycra shoulder. Firm with muscle under the orange Lycra, two drops of sweat on her neck there.

	“You do swear a lot, Cicily. I mean, like, a lot.”

	 They kiss – only their third proper kiss. But they know it now: celebration tonight. Decent meal somewhere, and no bivvybags tonight, a room in a nice little B&B.

	Below them, the glen filling up with darkness, ink poured into a bowl. Tumbled stones that were once huts of some kind of huts – peat-cutters, is what it says in the guidebook. At the valley foot, the orange glow of the power station, lights of it like some malign theology turning the sea behind to black darkness. “So strange,” Cicily says. “So fucking strange. Just at the thrutchy bit, bloody shitting myself I was. Felt a hand, just touching my back.”

	Ems powers up her phone, screen light making a little glowing room as the night gathers around them. Go through the mild hassle of demanding a double rather than a twin? See if anyone's going to make a fuss, someone got Religious Principles. Or just wing it.

	Two head torches, Their flickering path down towards the orange glow of the power station. Murmur of the two voices fades into the sound of the wind.

	The moon shines down on the Lost Buttress, the broken remnants of the peat-cutters’ huts.

	Are there two darker shadows on the face of the crag there? The faint flicker of a nylon rope?

	 

	 


 

	Adventures in the Bardo Plane

	4000 words

	 

	“Why are your hands made of metal?”

	“Are you a really still-alive person?”

	“On the Bardo plane, yes. How big were the demons? How many arms did they have?”

	“Frostbite,” Sigi says. “You kids know about frostbite. That’s how I lost my hands. As for the rest, if you sit still and keep quiet I’ll try and tell you.”

	The children's faces turn upwards towards him like little brown flowers. Sigi still isn’t used to squatting on the bare ground; he’s found a fallen-down fig tree to sit on. Above them, the mountain: earth, and grey rocks, and dirty ice, and then shining white, upwards into the sunlight.

	Shishapangma.

	•••

	So was he a really still-alive person? As he lay there in the dry, powdery snow of the 8000m contour, under the blue-black sky, with his down jacket pulled around his face, and his lungs working in the thin air, and his left leg broken just above the ankle. He was still breathing, his blood was still moving around his veins. But in every other way he was already dead.

	That was how his fellow climbers saw it, anyway, the team-mates who stepped past him as he lay in the angle of the rocks, half buried in the powder snow. The slab of white granite hidden under the snow, the slip and fall, only a couple of metres but the bad landing, that faint but final cracking as the bone goes – and so they walked around him, a footprint pathway around his own now-useless feet, one by one towards the summit just above, their faces turned away as they passed.

	Coming back, the same. The footprint pathway bending away around his feet, and on down the ridge of snow. But now, a big person in brown overalls: it's the Sherpani Dorje, the tough old leader of guides with her grey-sprinkled hair wound inside her hood – Dorje slows down, hesitates. Sigi had a bit of a disagreement with Dorje, trivial really, he hadn’t told her they’d done without most of the porters, she’d be carrying double loads up to Cold Shoulder. Then there was the misunderstanding over the boots. But Dorje's a professional, and it’s in her contract to get him off the mountain still alive.

	Dorje gives Sigi’s broken body a slow look. And yes, there is sadness in her eyes. She turns and follows the footprints on down the mountain.

	•••

	On Sigi’s right now, the beautiful, final summit ridge of Shishapangma, the snow edge broken with the footprints of the climbers who just passed up and down it. The ridgeline blurs, as if a cloud coming over it –  no, the sky is clear and cold, he concentrates his mind and the ridgeline returns. But the effort is too much, his vision blurs again as his brain is entering its final shut-down. His feet are numb, and also his hands, even inside the fur gloves, they lie beside him in the powder snow like two small dead animals, no longer connected to Sigi at all.

	He shouldn’t have walked so close to the cornice edge. Should have kept further down from the ridge crest, that was just stupid.

	The pain from the left leg, his mind fading in and out. Almost between two breaths, night falls. The wind has dropped, the snow isn't blowing in under his fur-lined hood. Moonlight glitters on ridges and spires of ice and rock, all of them lower than where Sigi now lies. Cold creeps inwards through his down jacket. He drifts from pain to unconsciousness, as the world turns slowly under the stars.

	This final climb, his lifetime’s first and only eight-thousander. He’d been hanging about in Kathmandu, picking up some portering work. This expedition came through, heading for the Chinese side of Shishapangma. Everything ready to go, the hydrogen trucks waiting for them in the maidan, and one of the support climbers abseiled out of a third-story bedroom off a badly chosen piece of furniture. Broke an ankle. So here is Sigi in her place, eight thousand metres up on Shishapangma. Also, by a weird chance, with a broken ankle.

	Day comes again, sunlight creeping across the mountaintops, the hundred mountaintops and all of them below him. Sigi pushes up his goggles with his hand that's frozen lifeless, like a wooden club. Yes, it's turning into a lovely day: a lovely day to be dying on. He thinks about his life, the unique life that had been Sigi Armbruster, Sigi Armbruster and the climbs of his lifetime leading him up to this snowdrift high below the summit of Shishapangma.

	Not terribly good climbs, it has to be said. His time following the Shonnagh competition circuit, had that really been seven years? Seven years cleaning out the pool below the climbing wall, sometimes getting to climb the wall itself in the half-light before they came to unbolt the holds and take it all down. The summer on the Elfheim, up on the granite with that thing he bought from the Mountain Shop, the silent second. Once, even, getting ten pitches up the Elfheim before his nerve failed and he used his black-market bolt-holer to place pegs up the final overhanging slab. The silent second, being a mechanical device, doesn’t make a fuss about placing bolts to help out at the end of a climb.

	If he’d just had a human companion, though – maybe he’d have climbed on without the bolted pegs, climbed the Elfheim Wall.

	Too late to think about that now.

	Too late, now, to think of anything at all. His vision greyed over; there was sun shining on the snow, but all he saw was a blank field of grey, while the kindly warmth of hypothermia spread through his body, if his hands had still worked he’d have unzipped his overalls.

	The warm glow faded, and Sigi Armbruster wasn’t feeling anything at all.

	And then, in the blackness, the middle of his vision cleared. High at the centre of his dying vision, bright like the sunlight seen through a tunnel of snow. Whiter, clearer, than even the sun of the 8000m contour at the top of Shishapangma. The clear light shone right through him, through and through, stripping his mind and his body to bare nerve-endings so that he was scared, more scared even than on Elfheim Wall when he couldn’t face the overhang and drilled the rock to make the metal handholds.

	•••

	“That’s not right,” says the child with the flat, yak-hair cap. “The clear white light, you’ve gotta reach yourself towards it.”

	Her little brother, leant against her side, nods with the wisdom of his four or five years. “Nuh-vana. That’s what you want. Nuh-vana.”

	The older child, the boy with the lank, fair hair, is looking at Sigi like he was some new kind of large insect. "My granny, what my granny says, Sigi Sahib is a person of much evil karma. Persons of much evil karma don’t like the clear white light. They run away from it.”

	“You be quiet, Gyalzen Jigme,” says the girl in the yak-hair cap. She wiped her nose on a sleeve that’s already crusted with earlier wipings. “What about the demons, Sigi Sahib? We want to hear about the demons.”

	“Let me just tell it my own way,” Sigi says. “The demons, they weren’t physical manifestations. Not as such.”

	“We know all that Sigi Sahib. But what did they look like?”

	“There were lots of them,” he says. “And they were all different. But before that, the other worlds. With that light shining at me – shining right through me, you could say. I was getting the heck out of it, I can tell you. But on either side of me, as I went backwards: sort of doorways, golden places, different colours.”

	“The higher Heavens,” Dorje’s grandson puts in. “Not much chance of that for you, Sigi Sahib.”

	“Gone in a flash, like lights you see from the railway train.”

	“What is ray-way train?” the smaller child asks. The one that knows all about ‘Nuh-vana’.

	“Okay, let's say  like the sparks flying up the chimney,” Sigi says.

	The sky above the low houses has faded to the purplish bronze colour of a spring evening on the high plateau. The yaks are coming up the street, lumbering brown shapes in the half-light below the eaves. Sigi watches them pass, with their warm smell of milk and dung and wildflower straw. The dogs divert from their work to sniff the children and lick their scabby knees, then on up the street into the silence of the evening.

	“But what about the demons,” says the girl in the yak-skin cap.

	“I was coming to that."

	•••

	And after the white light, and the coloured lights, there was somebody – or some thing. Like when you’re tired, so tired trekking through deep snow, maybe hauling a sledge, and you feel someone walking beside you but you turn and look and they aren’t there. 

	Except this time, they were.

	“I don’t understand,” Sigi says to the something there beside him. “I don't know what's going on. Am I dead?" Does he speak, somehow without voice or breath to speak with.  Or does he just think it in his mind? Anyway, the person or thing who wasn’t actually there, except they were, goes: “What sort of guru did you have anyway?”

	“No guru. I’m a climber.”

	“Actually, hypothermia and all that, can be some doubt about who’s dead and who isn’t. But you, yes. You’re dead.”

	The thing, whatever it is, the something that's talking to him – 

	But the child in the cap still wants to know: how many arms?

	“Like I said, I wasn’t looking. Not directly. Arms? Not that many. Eight, I’d say. Or maybe only six. Two of them could be tails.“

	“Not demon then,” the little brother states. “Tootery Daytie.”

	Arms, tails: hard to tell. But the person that isn't there has a red and golden glow all about him. Or her, Sigi guesses. Or it. And the accessories: there are things it is holding in its hands. Knives and swords. A coil of rope, and a climbers’ carabiner. A skull with – it has blood in it. He can – yes, he smells it. Blood.

	And it's still speaking to him, speaking inside his mind. “No guru. Well I guess I can remember the prayers for you, the propitiations, I’ve had them directed at me often enough. I do have to say, I’m seeing quite a lot of bad karma here. Your guides and porters, they all walked away from you just now. What’s going on with you and the Sherpa Dorje?”

	“A bit of a dispute about the contract,” Sigi says. “There was a misunderstanding about the loads. Also, she thought I promised her my other pair of boots.”

	“And so, due to your dishonest practice, Sherpa Dorje has abandoned you on the mountaintop. Very bad karma for the Sherpani, wind her backwards on the wheel of life, that will.”

	Sigi can’t believe this. Well he can't believe any of it. But here he is – or strictly speaking isn't – moving without feet, which feet are frostbitten anyway, seeing without eyes, but above him somewhere – even though it feels like passing along a tunnel, like the tunnel train that runs inside the Eiger mountain in Switzerland – flashes of light from openings on either side, a dim, smoky glow from below, but somewhere ahead and above – he can’t look, it's too bright to look, but it is bigger than the mountain, big enough to fill up the sky supposing there still was a sky,. And it's shining, not white light or clear but blue, harsher than the sky at 8000m, and moving inside the blue light its many arms and its hair, and its smile, full of goodness but at the same time terrible like an avalanche cloud directly above and coming down the mountain –

	And while all this is going on, discussing contractual obligations of the porters and guides. “All Sherpa Dorje had to do was to not abandon me. Pretty simple. Acquire even more good karma by helping someone they had an irrational prejudice against.”

	“Quite so,” says whatever it is accompanying him. “Already you have fled yourself past all six of the Kindly Deities and the opportunities they offer. Not much time left, so I’ll move on to the metal bolts inserted into the Elfheim Wall.”

	“What metal bolts?"

	“Quite so, quite so,” it says again. “No guru. You have just this brief opportunity for self-knowledge. Do try not to throw it away.”

	“Oh, those metal bolts. Well, I wouldn’t have got up the Elfheim at all without them.”

	“In which case you should not have gotten up the wall, hmmm? It’s not me you need to justify before. It is only yourself. Oh, and this fellow too, it looks like.”

	Sigi becomes aware of a low, greyish presence somehow within the flickering space. But behind him still the penetrating light, and ahead (insofar as there is any, behind, ahead, up, down – space and time, these are all happening within his own mind) if this – aha, tootery daytie, this  would be a tutelary deity perhaps? Thank you, little snotty brother – and all this is karmic illusion, happening inside his own mind, if the tutelary deity’s got it right. Inside his head which doesn’t exist any more, according to a deity which by its own lights is also an artefact of his own confused thinking…

	But in a space where space and time don’t actually exist the awful glare from behind pushes him forward, and he sidesteps around the low, grey presence that's like a carved piece of granite rock. Or starts to, when the presence that's like a piece of granite resolves itself into an elderly person, sitting lotus-wise on legs that seem to have grown into their place like tree roots twisted together on a rocky ledge. The low presence wears brown yak-hair robes, bony elbows poking through. "Oho," says the grey presence, in a voice that’s a whole lot stronger than its appearance. A voice that stops Sigi in his current non-spatial zone. “Why – ” and now the voice shakes him right through, like the grinding of an earthquake. “Why, miserable spirit, do you disrespect my bones?”

	“Oh, Shogpel Lama,” the other karmic illusion, the tootery daytie travelling alongside him, seems to say. “The miserable spirit is specifically a miserable Western spirit, wreathed in ignorance. A mountain climber, it’s telling me.”

	“And so you pass my poor bones left-sided, unwinding my devotions with your disgraced arsewipe hand?"

	“Ummm," says the accompanying spirit entity. "Dead soul, do you even know what a chorten is? Sometimes referred to as a stupa?”

	“Course I do. One of those stone columns, bulgy at the bottom.”

	“And which side do you pass it?”

	“I pass whichever – oh, I think I get it. I should pass it on the right?"

	The silence around him is like thunder.

	“Okay, got it now, I should pass the chorten thingie on the left. That’s to say on my left, which would be on its right. Well, but I walk them either side the same. So that should cancel out, no? The prayers winding up just as much as they unwind.”

	“Where’s this client of yours headed then?” 

	The spirit beside him seems to almost hesitate. “Well, Shogpel, I’m hoping this one might scrape through into the Brute Kingdom. Obviously he’s already missed out on anything higher.”

	The small grey lama fixes Sigi with a look that’s like a spear. "Reborn as a small invertebrate or worm, it will be hard for you to acquire merit. But if you gather your awareness, now, in the instants remaining to you – ”

	But it’s already too late.

	Around him the non-existent world is alive with moving, swirling forms: arms of flame, and hands holding swords and knives and skulls with the flesh still hanging on their cheekbones. The moving, dancing things, and noise, the roar of flames and the roar of avalanches, the sulphur smell of falling stones. Faces with splinters of bone through lips and eyebrows, the eyes are the eyes of a snake and the faces smile at him with scraps of flesh between their bloody teeth; and small scuttling things like scorpions, but as they move around him, the eyes of the scorpion-things are human eyes, human eyes that are filled with sadness.

	Sigi makes a dash for it.

	“Wait, wait!” says the spirit alongside him. “These are only illusions of your mind. Your poor, deluded – ”

	There’s some sort of side passage beside and below him, a blue-tinged light shows down there, blue like daylight shining through damp cloud. "Stop, mountain climber person! Stop!" cries the spirit beside him. But already that world-opening has passed him, or he has passed it, and now snaky limbs are touching his back, touching against his hair, limbs that touch like crawling lice, like slugs and frogs that you roll onto while asleep. Sigi flees onwards, downwards, and now there’s another light ahead of him, an enclosure that glows with a dull red light like firelight. The red light encloses him, and his own body, the body that he no longer has, glows with the same dull light.

	Peering downwards, ahead, Sigi sees what seems as a limestone land, bare rockslabs and pavement, and round-edged holes in the ground; darkness in the deep caves of the ground, and shadows all grey and faded. Grey mist rises from the caves and potholes, drifts across the ground like algae in a stagnant river. And there are trees down there, yes, but the trees are leafless and dead, bare broken sticks and the mist tangles round them like scraps of plastic in a dirty stream.

	"Sigi Armbruster, stay!" says the spirit, now seeming to enclose him  on all sides. "That is the Preta-world, the world of the unhappy ghosts. A thousand years – ten thousand – "

	 Its presence fades around him, and he’s sliding down the slope of air, the reddish glow fading to grey, dry grey air with no scent at all, just dry dust and a glow above like the moon shining through ice –

	Something pulls him back.

	Something that doesn’t come out of his own mind, something real. The real feeling of real hands clasped around his actual ankles, above the feet that are dead and frostbitten inside his plastic boots.

	His goggles are lifted from his face. He feels breath, warm breath on his eyes, melting the frost that clamps his eyelids. He opens his eyes.

	There’s a green glow, and a rustle of nylon. He’s in an oxygen bag, someone has brought an oxygen bag back up the mountain. Someone. “Dorje?”

	"Can you roll over, roll to your left while I get the sled inflated?"

	He pushes on an elbow, his body moves. He moves!

	“Okay,” Dorje says. She slides something into his mouth, under his tongue, an opium pill. “You may prefer to lapse back into unconsciousness. It’s going to be a bumpy ride.”

	He tries to swallow but his throat is dry, dry like the limestone plains of the Preta-world. “Chortens,” he says. The Sherpa called Dorje bends down to hear him. “Chortens,” he repeats. “If we pass a chorten, on the way down. On the left. Okay?”

	•••

	It’s full night now, darkness wrapping around the mud-walled village like a feather blanket. Darkness that's gentle like the opium-Bardo of that trip down the mountain, moving without thought or effort or pain except bumped awake when Dorje slid him over a low cliff into the snowdrift at the bottom.

	“Train,” says the small brother. “Tell about that ray-way train you said. The thing called train that’s like travelling through the Bardo world. The train underground inside your mountain. Is it here, an existing thing in our world? Or something in the Preta-realm, your place of the miserable ghosts?”

	But the other children aren't interested in the thing called train that resembles the Bardo of after one's death. “Miserable ghost, ugh! We had one of those here, five hundred years back. Moaning and wandering through the walls and trying to steal the scraps we throw to the dogs.”

	The Preta-realm, the place of miserable ghosts, the place with the caves and the potholes and the drifting mist. The place where Sigi should be right now, now and the next ten thousand years. If the guide Dorje hadn’t grabbed his ankles and pulled him back into the so-called real world. “What’s happened to it, that miserable ghost you had?”

	“In the end we had to move the village.” It’s an adult voice that answers. The work-day is over, the shepherds and yak-herders are lingering under the house-eaves, waiting for the story to end before they would lead the children through the dirty streets to their homes. “The poor thing’s still wandering around down there, the lama goes down every few years to read it some prayers. Doesn’t do any good.”

	Lights are coming on in the houses, oil lamps shining through open shutters, making oblongs and triangles of light in the street outside: a shoulder, a hat of felted wool, half a face.

	“You never told us – ” the girl in the yak-skin cap, her voice rising out of darkness at ground level. “The demons, how many arms?”

	Sigi notices the village lama recording notes by murmuring into a battered old climbing helmet. Maybe Sigi will be a footnote in the next edition of the Bardo Thodol, the wood-block scroll that Westerners call the Tibetan Book of the Dead. Smoke of the evening cook-fires is rising above the black house-tops. Smoke coloured by the cookfires below, as it rises above the wide, stone chimneys; coloured the dull red of the Preta-realm. For tonight, his story is over.

	•••

	In the thin, high air of the Tibetan plateau the stars are points of untwinkling light, as numerous and close as the human souls below. But close as they are, close packed, the stars still separated each from each by the black sky of night between.  Behind him and below, the village is a faint, pale glow in the dark groundmass. Up the slope, the bulge and spire of a small chorten cuts into the sky. And above, way up above, a high triangle of blackness against the stars. 

	Shishapangma. There, five thousand metres above him, starlight shines on the snow-edge of Shishapangma’s summit, wind-fluted edges of powdery snow. The footprints of the climbers, sled marks where Dorje brought him down the mountain, those traces are still there buried like memories within the newly windblown snow.

	They’ve given him a hay loft to sleep in, meadow hay full of mountain flowers, half an hour up from the village. Which is intentional, they want to make sure Sigi keeps moving around on these new feet they’ve made for him. Hand crafted prosthetics, pretty good actually, better than he could have got in Geneva.

	Maybe he should stick around for a while, telling his adventure stories about the Bardo plane. At least it means a roof to sleep under. Even if it is rather a long way up out of the village.

	Tonight’s supper of chapati, rice and goat-cheese is warm against his side in the shoulderbag. He turns uphill, his new, metal hands closing around the walking poles, the poles clicking against the path in the darkness.

	Half way past the chorten, he stops. He’s passing it on the right.

	Go back? The chapati’s getting cold. Until he’s got used to these new feet and hands of his, he won’t be doing much climbing. He’s unlikely to get dead in the next year or two anyway.

	He’ll walk round the left side of the chorten, next time.

	 


In the night airport

	1400 words

	 

	After they dim the lights at 11pm, darkness gathers in the high spaces above the check-in desks and the stairwells, like the consciousness shrinking inwards in a mind close to death. 

	In the shadows under the stairway people are stretched out trying to sleep on the harsh nylon carpeting that smells of dust and detergent and dirt from the outside world. Those lucky enough not to be travelling alone murmur quietly to each other.

	A flight attendant passes, her heels clattering on the stone tiling. As her footsteps fade, other footsteps are heard, faint, in distant passageways. The temperature's a uniform 17 degrees.

	In a plastic seat beside Gate 12A, a late middle-age man is looking for his phone. He pats his pockets, picks up the cotton jacket from the floor and passes it through his fingers, feeling for the rectangular shape. He takes off his waist pouch and unzips the compartments one by one.

	Somewhere inside his jacket, the phone rings. He finds the right zipper, retrieves the phone. It's still ringing. He looks at the number on the screen.

	He closes his eyes for two long seconds. It would be so good now to just shut the phone down, try to sleep in the hard plastic chair.

	The phone's still ringing.

	He opens his eyes, answers the phone.

	Oh thank God I've got through. Where have you been? I need you here.

	What's going on? What the hell is going on here? His father died two years ago. Two years and seven months.

	I need you here now

	It must be an old voicemail message, somehow still on the phone? Out of habit, the conditioning of the years, he replies.

	      Why, what's wrong?

	What's wrong? Everything's wrong. Why aren't you here? Why does nobody ever come to see me?

	He leans forward, and pain shoots through his foot. His left foot, the luggage trolley ran over it while he was queuing for the customer service desk. They wanted to charge him a hundred Euros, just  for issuing a replacement ticket. And the same again to print out the boarding pass. Stupidly, he agreed to buy the ticket on his phone. Now the customer services is closed, of course it is… He takes a slow breath in.

	      I'm in the airport. The wrong airport actually, I'm in Bratislava… Listen, Dad, I have to go now. I need to get this boarding pass. I've bought the ticket, it was jolly expensive too. Now I just have to download the boarding pass.

	He rings off before the old man can reply. The old man who died more than two and a half years ago. Somehow still there inside his phone. And the boarding pass. Okay, don't think about the voice inside his phone. He's got half an hour to download the boarding pass and save it into the app.

	Reflected in the plate glass beside him, the random winking and flashing lights of the empty workstations. In the darkness behind the reflections, a late takeoff moves silently from window to window, purposeful like a shark seen through deep water. The Funflights app has closed down. He swipes across the screen, taps the icon. The message-board above his head clicks up a line. His flight – the last flight of the night. Takeoff in 50 minutes. Go to gate. Have boarding pass ready.

	Even now, in the middle of the night, the airport wifi is so slow. Before it's finished loading the app times out, he taps the screen again.

	The phone rings.

	I'm afraid we got cut off, Son. I just wanted to know, when are you coming to see me?

	      Dad, I'm stuck in the airport. I left my specs in the coffee bar and they aren't there any more and just now I'm trying to make this phone work. If I don't get my boarding pass in the next twenty minutes, I'm going to miss my flight.

	I didn't follow any of that, Son. The main thing is, when are you coming? You don't understand, I really need you here just now. I wouldn't be calling you in your mobile phone, not if it wasn't important.

	      I have to go. Can you just leave me alone, please? Just for the next twenty minutes –

	Son, you really don't need to talk to me like that. Of course I'll leave you alone if you want me to. I don't know why you need to ignore your old father like this, I can't understand it at all, but I expect you know best. I –

	He hangs up. Above his head, the airport sign is flashing, last call to the gate. He taps on the app, and, miracle! It opens. He scrolls down, looking for the flight details. The flight details aren't there, he's opened the wrong app, the wrong airline. He closes it, finds the pink icon for Funflights.

	The phone rings.

	The same number. So did he imagine it all, the grim half-hour in the funeral parlour, the eighteen months sorting out the probate business, the back taxes he'd ended up having to pay out of his own bank account? The ashes, the ugly tin canister still squatting in the downstairs toilet because the old man wanted to be scattered in the Scilly Isles, and who the heck ever goes to the Scilly Isles.

	He answers the phone.

	You hung up on me Son, you sounded annoyed. I realise you aren't going to come to help me here, but at least we can say goodbye in a nice way.

	      Okay, Dad. Goodnight Dad. Goodbye.

	Not like that, you are my Son after all. Now, let's say goodbye to each other. Nicely. Like two human beings who love each other. Is that too much to ask?

	      Dad, I'm just about to miss my flight. Will. You. Please. Just. Get out of my phone!

	Come on Son. There's no call to talk that way. I realise I may have called you at an inconvenient time. Why don't you just say so? Just say, please Father, I'd love to come and help you out, but just now I'm doing something terribly important and I'm afraid you'll just have to take second place?

	Overhead, the flight indicator is flashing red, last call. And he still hasn't got that boarding pass.

	Father, I'd love to come and help you out, but just now I'm trying to catch an aeroplane. In an airport I never meant to be in, using my phone because the customer services desk is closed because what do you know, it's the middle of the night, and also my toe, I think it's broken, someone run over me with a luggage trolley.

	I didn't follow any of that, Son. You've hurt your toe, is that it? I'm sorry to hear that, I really am. So you'll give me a call will you? I'm always here, just pick up the phone. Some time when you've nothing more important going on.

	Fine. We'll just do that. Good night, Dad.

	You still sound a bit annoyed. I don't know what you've got to get annoyed about. I simply made a polite request, father to son….

	The screen above his head gives a click, and goes out. No more flights. The shadows of the empty airport close in around him. Under the stairwell, the remaining passengers lie like corpses; dark shapes of rucksacks and suitcases could be the rubble of the buildings that once held life and happiness.

	Faintly, around many bends of the concourse, a heavy aluminium door closes.

	He picks up the phone again. He takes a breath.

	 I'll come tomorrow. I've missed my plane now. I'll come.

	I'm just a useless old man, nobody wants to be bothered with me. I might as well be dead.

	Okay, Dad. I'll come. I'm coming.

	I'm coming right now.

	•••

	It's been a busy shift for Dhanu in the morning airport. Some sort of IT failure in immigration, queues right out on the tarmac. In all the confusion, stag party mounted a raid on the Duty Free, good luck to those guys. And to top it all, down in baggage reclaim, toilets blocked. Again.

	Hoping for a quiet half hour with Natalia in the property office. Which he'd be getting, except some phone keeps ringing.

	Where did it come from, the phone?

	No idea, says Natalie. Oh, that dead old bloke they found up at Gate 12A. It's his one, I think.

	They found a dead guy? Up at the gates?

	Yeah, the morning shift. First they thought he was asleep, not likely, not in the seats they have up there. Dead all right. Come to think, he had that phone in his hand. Dead, still holding on to his phone.

	The phone's stopped ringing. Dhanu picks it up. Odd. He can hear two different voices inside it.

	Two voices, arguing about something.

	Dhanu tries to switch it off. But it's an old model, he can't work out which is the power button.

	It'll run out of battery in the end, says Natalie. It'll go dead. Just leave it.

	 


The death and afterlife of the boatman Tut-Capet

	13,600 words

	And now the flood’s been running for three days. Three days since Hapi the Rivergate, in her rock cave of the accursed lands, put on her formal bronze-coloured beard, rinsed the brown silt of winter out of her green hair, and opened the water gates of the river. Soon after sunrise, all along the brown riverbanks, the first water flows into the cups of the rivermeters and they make their soft fluting sounds, one  after another as the water rises, and then almost continuous like a flock of little wooden birds. The children scamper to the river to watch the water rising, a fingerbreadth then a handbreadth then a cubit and another cubit, up out of the river onto the dusty fields. Behind them the fishguards, morning bread in one hand and nets in the other, hurrying to gather the last Tilapia fish from ponds that will soon be merged into the greater river.

	By evening the river piers are small island platforms, the water’s edge sixties of paces beyond them and behind. The flotsam out of the accursed lands starts to come down the river, mats of dead rushes, barrels and broken oars left by dry-season smugglers, and, here and there, the stiff, upward pointing legs of demon-creatures from the death-desert upstream. The scavenger people, the lowest devotees of Anubis, launch their goat-bladder rafts over the ochre water. They drag in the accursed meat, drag it with their long boathooks, to store away in limestone caves in the hill country until it becomes less dangerous to handle and to eat.

	Still the water moves inland, each cubit of field and roadway, each small pond slipping away unnoticed as the single days of a mortal life. And now on the third day every village is an island, every house has its small raft or swim-bladder tied to its doorpost.

	On this third day the river is spread wide across the farmland; wide so that from the riverside piers you no longer see its edge; water coloured like brown earth, a pyramid perhaps and its black triangle of shadow down in the water, and away beyond the pyramid the mountains where the scavengers are storing their tainted meat. But downstream the river draws together and narrows, where trees converge on either side; the river seems to rise in its bed, rise into the gap between the two rounded granite cliffs – and we rise with it, our reed boat aimed like an arrow between the two granite rocks.

	Tut-Capet my devotee raises his paddle in salute to the great river. The front of the boat dips. We slide forward as if pushed by a giant hand, into the Upper Cataract.

	The noise of the river beats against us from the rock walls, the air is full of flying spray. The river bounces and leaps upwards, like wheat grains on a hot stove. Ahead, white smoke rises above the first dropoff, and we ride a rope of smooth brown water down, slantwise, to the half-way ledge of boiling white water; twisting, two deep paddle strokes, over the edge and down again, waist deep in the foam for five long strokes of the paddle, and now shaking off the water and into the avenue of the rocks. Twisting left and right, like a dance, and ahead the water parting in white foam around the Black Fin. I raise my paddle for the last minute swerve to left but Tut-Capet dips his blade the other way, to the right, where the water rises in a great curve against the granite cliff, and the boat tilts wide, the wave carries us high up the rock wall and down, down towards the brown still water behind the Black Fin. But no. We are too high on the rock. The wave is tipping back and flowing over us and I feel the weight, the water filling the boat and turning it to a dead heavy thing that drops into the pool behind the Black Fin and wallows downwards, sinks like a dead fish in a confusion of brown and white that snatches away the paddle, Tut-Capet his eyes already glazing to grey and now just a confusion of jolting waters as green turns to brown turns to black…

	•••

	In the hut below the Cataract, Tut-Capet’s Khat, his physical embodiment, twitches slightly in his sleep; his broad shoulders moving in sympathy with his Shayat, his dream-soul, still fighting against the rocky waters of the Upper Cataract. We’ve had a good run at it. He took me by surprise, his bold attempt to ride the wave up the rocky side wall. We’ll try it again tomorrow night. Try it again and maybe make it work.

	For a moment I admire my devotee: his muscled shoulders, the brown, powerful arms, and those sensitive hands shaped to the paddle. Then I release him from the dream state, letting his Shayat return to join his Khat-body on its bamboo bed of woven plastic. Adding – just before my Ba-soul returns to its congress with Hatmehyt – a night reminder to move his boat up away from the rising flood-waters.

	“Great gods! That was your Tut-Capet, eh?” It’s not often, out of sixes of sixties of devotees, that an individual one of them impinges on our mutual congress. But Hatmehyt: quiet, copper-eyed Hatmehyt of the still waters and the perch-fish; he has felt it too. That wild ride down the dreamworld of the Upper Cataract.

	Ah, Tut-Capet. Every night, almost, in the dreamworld, Tut-Capet’s shayat-soul ends up at the bottom of the river. A wild ride, even for me, even as my eternal spirit, my Ba-soul, is engaged with my gorgeous consort Hatmehyt. And Hatmeheyt correspondingly, just the same. Sometimes I feel a stillness, a moment of tension and delight, and know that some devotee of Hatmeheyt’s has fingers on a linen fish-line, a line stretching down and fading into dark waters. Aren’t those moments, aren't they more important in their way than any cash offerings and temple ritual? Though when it comes to Tut-Capet, did I tell you how he once earned a goatskin bag full of gold dust, from some bit of ferrying he did? And presented the whole of it, in my temple below the Second Cataract?

	“Yes, Annaket –“ this from Hatmeheyt. “Yes, you did tell me about that. Several times, actually.”

	But I should introduce myself. Annaket, you’ll have seen me on your temple wall, I’m the pretty one with the feather head-dress. God of the Upper Cataract. Or goddess if you prefer, they carve me more or less female. Capricious, you know; watery, sexy. And, of course, handy with a paddle. A god shouldn’t have favourites. But capricious, sexy and adventurous as I am, yes, I do have favourites. And my favourites are the cataract boat people, the ferrymen and maybe even more than the ferrymen the smugglers, the ones who bring strange items of metal and plastic down the white water of the Upper Cataract under the wide silver wings of Isis the moon.

	For my devotees, the two months of the flood are the resting time. Traffic on the main river goes downstream with the current, and up here on the cataracts there’s no traffic at all. Wide brown water spreads across the land, and down the middle of it the deeper river, like a brown snake that passes through brown earth ground, unnoticed by the casual god or watcher until it seizes them and kills; the river-roil divides the kingdom in two, left bank and right bank, unless you paddle a six of days through the floodwater to the high cable bridge above the rapids of the third cataract.

	The water-meters are silent now that the flood has found its level, the small piers rebuilt for the season around each village island. By day the rope-stretchers ride their small rafts across flooded fields to check the boundary poles. By night the lesser landowners, clutching their swim-bladders low in the water, attempt to move the poles in ways that won’t be noticed. By this time the flotsam from the Accursed Lands is away down the river, and the jackal-clan with it, working their way downstream through the Middle Kingdom, stocking their mountain caves with accursed flesh and strange demon-things, to be retrieved on their return journey in sixty days time if their small god-statue made of gold leaf tells them it’s safe enough to handle. And now, far down the in the Lower Kingdom where few of the old gods ever go, the brown water will be creeping through the corn stubble, while the deceitful priests in their orange gowns attribute the water’s rising not to my congenial colleague Hapi at the watergate but to their all powerful mono-god Amun-RE and his local administrators who despite their mere three embodiments each and handful of souls consider themselves as subsidiary gods in their own right, with the pyramids to prove it – until at last, below the stone bridges and the great temple, the flood widens and rises against the Great Wall: piles against the Wall, and pours itself sideways across the wide marshlands of the edge of the world. The birds of the flood time, the ones they call flamingos, they rise in new life above the Wall: born out of the nothingness beyond the edge of the world they spread their pink wings across the marshland. And at the Wall's foot the great whirlpool forms, the river spiralling down into non-existence with a shriek like great stones dragged across the ground, spiralling brown water down and away, to flow back – so the hierophants tell us – back through the Nonexistent Realm to the great reservoirs of the Cursed Lands ready for Hapi to open the watergates of another year, another flood time to come. The next flood time which – alas! –  my devotee Tut-Capet is not going to be riding down the cataracts of the upper river.

	Tut-Capet’s village is on the right bank, sixty-sixty paces below the Upper Cataract. One of my Ka-bodies reports a small pyramid going up there, behind the reed huts and the stone temple of the surveyors. A bad sign, that: the Amun cult moving up the river, with some local Petty-Nomarch thinking of themself as a god. Bad news, especially, for lesser gods like Hatmeheyt and myself, lesser gods who according to Amun-RE's grim theology do not exist at all; and who in the meantime are losing devotees with every pyramid that rises above the dusty farmland. But the building trade does create employment through the flood time, and I supposed that Tut-Capet would be working the rafts, floating the great stone blocks through the floodwater to the construction site.

	So It wasn't until a sixty of days later, as the floodwaters started to fall again, that I noticed something wrong. My brave Tut-Capet is always among the first back on the river. But now – I wasn’t getting any prayers or devotions from Tut-Capet. And out in the Dream-World, his shade, his Shayat-body, was failing its night-time rendezvous at the top of the cataract.

	Once I’d noticed Tut-Capet was missing, I set my Ka bodies on the job. You mortals have only your three bodies in the various worlds, along with your handful of souls. But us gods aren’t so limited; and I soon started getting answers back. Tut-Capet has not been seen on the rafts supplying the village pyramid. His reed boat was moored well above the river, and judging by the moss growing on it, has not been used since Hapi opened the watergates at the start of the flood.

	And then my consort Hatmehyt passes on a message from Nemty the Ferryman, one of those who sit among the Forty-two Councillors of Ma’at. Tut-Capet is dead. His Akh, his spirit body, is even now being led by Anubis into the great Hall of Judgement.

	•••

	My Ba-spirit descends to the place like an arrow. Arriving in the great hall I flap distractingly for a sixty of moments, while I disengage my Sechem-soul from my lovely Hatmehyt and gather it into my own Akh-body for a more substantive presence before the great gods. Thoth, to be fair, makes no effort to hurry the procedure. Thoth’s the head bureaucrat for the Court of Truth. As Tut-Capet’s tutelary god, I should have been summoned to this judgement, not left to hear about it through Nemty the Ferryman. Someone has slipped up; and perhaps Thoth is, just slightly, embarrassed about that. Hard to tell, with Thoth. In the judgement hall he wears his ibis head – and what’s more impassive than an Ibis, only one eye at a time and not much you can read from a beak.

	In the golden light my devotee Tut-Capet is magnificent. I am truly proud of him, his Akh-body, which I’ve not encountered during his time of being alive, smooth brown limbs like the curves of a river in spate, his loins recalling the rush of the river where it gathers to the dropoff of the Upper Cataract.

	But something is wrong here. Very wrong.

	I sweep my awareness around the hall, seeing it, almost, as if through the hazel-coloured eyes of my devotee Tut-Capet. The layout is simple, and the carvings in your local temple have got it right, pretty much. Perched high on his pillar – but somehow without a hint of the absurdity that would be you or myself squatting twelve cubits above floor level – Osiris, judge over all. I try to look him in the face, get the mood of the moment. But you can’t look Osiris in the face, not in the Hall of Judgement. So instead I look around the forty-two councillors, in all our life and variety. How many of us will survive Amun’s monotheistic takeover? Will even Thoth, even Ma’at herself be subsumed into the dreary theology?

	For now, at least, we survive. I nod to one or two that I know, trying to give my indirect informant Nemty the Ferryman no more nod than Sobek the crocodile god perched beside him. Sobek, his crown of pondweed perched rakishly over one crocodile eye, is passing some remark to his other neighbour Khephri the scarab. But the rest of the councillors are gazing inwards. Inwards at Thoth’s consort, Ma’at with her wide wings. Gazing at justice and truth, gazing at the soul of the world. Which is where my own eyes are moving now.

	Ma’at, impassive but lovely, her young girl’s body making shapes of beauty that are outside time and the world. To see Ma’at – her slender arms, her white wings, her almond shaped eyes with the golden lights in them, the golden light of her eyes that fills the Judgment Hall so that even Osiris himself exists within her radiance. To look on Ma’at is to be within the harmony that binds the world, so that even my consort, my lovely Hatmehyt, is who he is by virtue of Ma’at who is all loveliness and spreads loveliness around her like the water of a pool.

	Yes, but here’s the thing. You can never altogether be sure. A sand-grit of malice or jealousy – a lapse even within one's dreamtime Shuyet-soul or one’s doppelganger Ka – and bear in mind, a god like myself has a sixty of Ka-bodies. Any bad action – even if unperceived – and then looking on Ma’at is sharpness and pain, pain like a knife where it is one’s own hand twisting in the wound.

	And my devotee Tut-Capet, standing below the wide white wings: Tut-Capet’s gaze is turned aside. Tut-Capet looks down and away, even while Thoth is holding up the scales. As the golden saucer dips under the weight of the feather, the Ma’at-wing feather of truth, Tut-Capet is averting his face from Ma’at’s wide wings.

	Behind me I hear faint floor-level noises, Amenti the Gobbler snuffling up the remnants of some previous Akh-body, some empty shell whose condemned heart has already been thrown to the black marble tiles and chewed between her hippopotamus fangs. The Gobbler – on your temple wall she looks slightly comic, with her crocodile jaws and bulging eyeballs, her leopard paws, her great humped rhinoceros back and tiny tail. But I promise you, there’s nothing to laugh about with the Gobbler…

	Tut-Capet reaches out his hand, his brown arm strong and smooth like an acacia tree, but in his hand: his red-brown Ab-heart, gathering darkness around it, a mudball in the golden pool of Ma’at’s radiance; and even while it is still in Tut-Capet’s hand the weight of his heart drags downwards. He reaches towards the golden cup of the scales, and behind me I hear the snuffling stop as Amenti the Gobbler turns her yellow jaws upwards.

	What has become of my devotee Tut-Capet? Why does he turn his eyes away from me, away from the truth and justice of Ma’at’s white wings? And why was I not notified of his death?

	Even as my Sechem-soul stands respectfully in the moment of judgement, I’m gathering my Ka-bodies, sixty and sixty more, out into the world.

	Because Thoth does not make mistakes. And Tut-Capet turns away from me in shame because he is no longer my devotee and I am no longer his tutelary god. Some other deity – some deity which has not even appeared here, at the judgement of Tut-Capet's ab-heart.

	Something has happened to my boat-companion and devotee Tut-Capet.

	And I want to find out what.

	•••

	The obvious place to start: Tut-Capet’s own village, on the right bank below the Upper Cataract. I’d already noticed a bit of a pyramid going up there. Some busy little local warlord, aiming to upgrade into a little local deity by licking the shit-smeared toenails of the sun god AmunRE.

	And in the meantime, rather hard to get hold of.

	"My master ScrigginAmun, the Petty-Nomarch himself, is in his burial chamber. Perhaps I can assist you?" And perhaps – his tone of voice added, perhaps, and rather more probably, not.

	The priest wore the ugly orange loincloth and shawl of Amun’s regime. Long, slightly damp hair dangled out of the orange hood, so that he seemed to be peering from inside a decomposing mattress. I’d presented myself to him as a young female with copper-coloured hair and the slim, muscular body of a dancer or temple prostitute. It’s the manifestation I feel comfortable in; but in this case, not ideal. If I’d presented him with a middle-aged, low status male with bad posture and a dirty loincloth, this official might have been, in a patronising sort of way, mildly obliging.

	Burst into tears at this point? Won’t work on this guy. Play it straight – the man’s obstructions might tell me something. “A man of your village: Tut-Capet the boatman. He’s gone, I can’t find him! He’s the father of my child! If your gracious Petty-Nomarch can’t help me, I don’t know how we’ll get through to harvest.” Okay, not so straight as all that.

	“Of all your children? Or just one of them?”

	I cast my lovely sky-coloured eyes downwards, allowing the copper-coloured hair to fall across my face. “Of one of my children. Or maybe two.”

	“This Tut-Capet is a criminal person engaged in smuggling activities and trading in cursed artefacts. Is that correct?”

	“Well –“

	“And is also a devotee of a supposed entity Akhnet, Anatek.”

	“Annaket,” I corrected him.

	“Annuket, Annatek – the naming of a supposed entity is scarcely germane. You could, perhaps, put your request in writing?”

	“Good thought,” I said as if I actually meant it. “Where do I find the scribe around here?”

	“Ah,” said the priest with a smile like a little slice of lemon. “All of our scribes and rope-stretchers are busy just now. Our new pyramid, you may have noticed it as you came through the village.”

	I allowed my sky-coloured eyes to widen. “And such a lovely pyramid! Or will be once it’s finished. At what hour is your Petty-Nomarch available for worshipping?”

	“As I already told you, the Petty-Nomarch ScrigginAmun is occupying his burial chamber, all entry being barred to mortal souls.”

	Well, we’d need to see about that. This nasty old priest was surprisingly well informed about Tut-Capet; even if he was a bit confused about Tut’s tutelary god. So presumably the Petty-Nomarch called ScrigginAmun, with his pyramid and his divine aspirations, would know even more. Next stop, then, the pyramid. A temple dancer wouldn’t be all that welcome at the sacred stonepile. But I had a good idea who would.

	A path through the papyrus beds gave me the privacy I needed to adjust my presentation. Nasty orange robe; straggling hair in the style of an elderly sheep as seen from behind. Even if the priest should wander out of his office – he hadn’t struck me as one to refresh his spirit gazing on the reedbeds and the sky – I’d just be taken for his Ka-double, off on some very important errand. And a final touch – gods shouldn’t be small-minded, but the man had annoyed me, and I didn’t believe he’d really forgotten the name of Tut-Capet’s glamorous patroness. So, to complete the effect, I smeared my shawl with goat-droppings from the path, and urinated into the orange loin-cloth.

	The road to the pyramid was wide and dusty, torn about by sledge runners where stones had been hauled from the jetties at the edge of the floodwater. The field workers moved away from the roadway as I approached: seemed like the orange priest whose outward form I was borrowing was an uncongenial boss. As I got closer the dust was in the air as well, a choking haze that turned the sunlight orange. The noise was terrible. The squealing axles of ox carts, the cries of oxen and human beings, the crash of stones hitting the ground or being levered into place high above. Huge baulks of wood, a decade's worth of gathering out of the flood river, were being wasted here for ramps and levers and ox carts. That good timber should have made fine coffins for hundreds of mortal khat-bodies, mortals who would now end up wrapped in wicker baskets or cheap cotton sheeting.

	 The pyramid itself was an ambitious sixteen-layer structure. Over-ambitious: even the most competent rope-stretcher fails to grasp that sixteen layers, as against fourteen, is half as much again in terms of stone and slaves. So the current structure was barely a dozen of cubits above ground level, not much more than an over-engineered viewing platform. The low arch at its base was guarded by four or five spearmen. I scowled, stared at the ground, and walked straight through between them.

	The crucial thing was not to hesitate; I kept the same speed as the entry shaft got darker, hoping not to stumble. Luckily I’d already slowed my pace as I approached the guard post, so as to let their officer get the benefit of the goat droppings and the urine-scented loincloth. And in a few moments, I heard scurrying behind me; and light from behind flickered over the stone walls. They’d moved up the bronze mirror for me, to direct the sunlight along the passageway into the pyramid.

	Just as well, or I’d have walked straight into a stone wall. A dozen paces in, the passage turned abruptly to the left, with a repeater mirror to carry light around the corner. And six steps after that, I came to a dead end. This was very odd. I was still well short of the central point, and there was no sign of a trapdoor either above my head or in the floor. There had to be a burial chamber, that’s the whole point of a pyramid. So where was the hidden entrance or trap door?

	Well, the old priest did say barred to mortal souls. Seems like he was serious about that. But was this ScrigginAmun so focussed on his own afterlife that he shut himself away during the falling of the flood? Every peasant in the village would be wanting a ruling on their field boundaries. Was he really leaving all those valuable bribes to the unhelpful priest whose body I was currently borrowing?

	Even as the Ka-body of the nasty priestling I couldn’t linger too long: word would get back to this ScrigginAmun fellow. I mumbled some incantations for the benefit of anyone listening behind me, turned round and left the pyramid.

	Back out under Ra-Amun the sun, I summoned the sergeant of the spearmen. Being careful to stand up-wind of him I delivered a severe dressing down for an offence that I omitted to specify. Half way through I allowed my borrowed body to tail off, then stood for twenty heart-beats in senile confusion, dribbled a little more urine into my orange loincloth and wandered away, leaving him alone in the roadway.

	After that little performance, the orange priest would find his next lot of orders getting rather less lively attention. Like I said, even us gods can sometimes be small-minded.

	•••

	The next thing, obviously, was to –

	Well, not actually the next thing, of course. Because I’m aware that many of you reading this may be mortal humans. And even if you’re sufficiently advanced in the spirit realm to be deploying your Ka-bodies, you're still only in two places at the same time, plus maybe the dream-state, just supposing you happen to be asleep. But being a god, me – or if you prefer, a goddess – I’m doing all these various things at the same time as each other. Plus, of course, interacting with all my other six-sixties of devotees who may be offering prayers and sacrifices and stuff.

	Which I may as well mention, my own little temple below the Second Cataract, just in case you felt like diverting some of your devotions in a more sexy direction than that unappealing Amun-RE. Okay having just one God does simplify stuff, and those pyramids can be pretty impressive. But how do you think Amun can possibly attend to the prayers and petitions of both banks of the river and all conditions of men, not to mention women and slaves? And don’t get me started on these so-called mortal godheads, every local Petty-Nomarch and gangmaster setting up his own little pyramid.

	Anyway, to adjust my narrative to your limited time-sense, I’m stringing it out sequential. 'Cos I like to be helpful that way. Also it makes things much easier when it comes to carving it all up on the wall of your temple.

	So as I was saying before I so rudely interrupted myself, the next thing – actually happening at the same time as the previous thing – was to track down the remains of Tut-Capet’s Khat-body. Work out what it died of, who if anyone killed it for him, that sort of stuff. Which led me – or led one of my Ka-bodies – some sixty-sixty paces downstream from ScrigginAmun’s half-built pyramid, to a small swamp left by the retreating floodwaters.

	•••

	A tangle of age-blackened mangrove trees hung over dark water as still as death. The mosquitoes whining through the half-light only accentuated the silence. Reed-stalks and pale plastic, tangled around the mangrove trunks, showed where the floodwaters had reached up to, a few sixdays ago; otherwise I’d have thought the place forgotten since the creation of the three kingdoms.

	This dismal spot was where Tut-Capet’s Khat-body had ended its timeline. An old woman, crouched over a fishing line, was as gnarled and silent as the scrubby trees themselves, and a crocodile floated like a waterlogged tree in the shadows alongside the shoreline. Or was it in fact a waterlogged tree? No, it was a crocodile, and maybe the old woman fishing was about to become one of Sobek the crocodile god’s limbless devotees.

	The water was still and almost black, smelling of rotten vegetation. Pale, dead branches lurked under the surface ready to snatch a paddle, but they wouldn’t have caught a boatman like me, or Tut-Capet for that matter. The old woman carried on fishing. The crocodile carried on lurking. I edged my boat along the pool’s edge, my paddle sucking in the dark mud when I rested it against the embankment. There were bare places where people had stood while fishing, but no signs of a struggle, and the soft mud would have shown if any boat had been moored here.

	In the shadows, something moved. Crouched at the riverbank, the old woman was catching a fish.

	Catching a fish – and as she struck and flicked the line upwards, I recognised the twitch of her fingers, the sudden, clever movement. I’d felt that twitch, that clever lift of the fingers – I’d felt it in congress with my lovely Hatmehyt himself. This mouldering patch of riverbank, this decayed fisherwoman: she was Hatmeheyt’s devotee, an aspect of his own sechem-soul. Without wanting to I cried out in unexpected pleasure, and revealed my splendid self to the old person.

	Bad mistake. At once she prostrated herself on the riverbank, waiting for my deadly blow. Out of the corner of my eye I noticed the crocodile drift closer in expectation of a tasty meal.

	I sat down in the mud, a sixty of cubits away, not to alarm her further. I adjusted my appearance to the shape of an old gossip even more decomposed than the fisherwoman herself. Gradually, mumbling and repeating myself in the style of the aged crone I was presenting as, I explained things. A god like me doesn’t need to be jealous of any mere mortal. I mean, really. Okay, she’s one of Hatmeheyt’s devotees; but such airs these folk in their Khat-bodies give themselves.

	“So – ” she said at last, twisting her face upwards out of the mud. “The divine Hatmehyt has actually noticed my fishing tricks? Truly?”

	“Not only the divine Hatmehyt,” I assured her. “As his consort, sharing his soul, I’ve even noticed it myself. Is how I recognised you.”

	I persuaded her to uncurl off the ground and wipe the mud off her face. As she calmed down at last, I visioned Tut-Capet’s image into her Shuyet dream-awareness. “Have you seen this boatman round here?”

	“No. No, I never met anyone like that.”

	“Close your eyes and take another look. He’s been down here, down at this pool, within the last sixday.”

	“I don't think so,” she says. “I really don’t. A fine young paddler like that, I’d remember him for sure. We don’t get people like that down here.”

	It was very quiet, just the hum of the insects, and the tiny sounds of the water as it shrank down the tree roots, slowly drawing back towards the distant river. The branches of the mangrove trees, black against the deeper darkness, made hieroglyphic shapes that I wasn’t able to read. “Has anyone at all left their Khat-body, have they died, hereabouts? In the last sixday, say?”

	“Dead ones end up down here all the time, they do. I complain to that Petty-Nomarch, but who listens to an old fishing person? Anyway, he’s far too busy with that pyramid of his.”

	“Who, exactly, is it that ends up dead?”

	“Well, it’s the funerary priests, you see. A real racket it is. Someone dies and all they’ve got is an old person such as me, it might be. I have to pay them, pay some priest to sort out the prayers and offerings, I can’t manage all that stuff myself, I can’t read and write and I’m not strong enough to do the carvings, my fingers aren’t, not any more. Well, what do they do? They take the money, from us who can’t spare it in the first place. They run a couple of prayers, offer up a dead cat or some rotten old fruit, then as soon as the elderly relative's left their own Khat-body, like it might be in me in the next sixty-day or so if your Hatmeheyt doesn't preserve me, what do they do? They shove the body into the creek. The first body, I mean, the Khat-body, the one they got paid to do the prayers for. Nobody comes to this creek, nobody except me. Me, I come, with the dead bodies that end up here you know, the fish here are something else. Which if I was sensible I wouldn’t be complaining to no Petty-Nomarch, would I, but it just doesn’t seem right. Not that anyone’s going to be paying for prayers and all that, not when the time comes it’s going to be me that's the dead one.”

	Her voice mumbled down into silence, leaving me trying to read the currents of her mind like reading the eddies and hidden boulders in some slow-flowing river. “So there has been a corpse down here?”

	“Like I said, we get them all the time. They go into the creek behind the temple, among the reed beds, and two days later here they are. You won’t tell anyone? I didn’t mean to tell about that, about the fishing. But seeing as you’re Hatmeheyt’s consort….”

	As she mumbled on, the old woman was already cooking the fish she just caught on her small fire of twigs and tattered plastic. The burning plastic hissing, and oily smoke drifting across the pool. But she coated the fish with millet seeds and baked it with a little oil, under a copper cover to keep out the smoke of the burning plastic; and when she offered some to me it was actually pretty good. Just so long as I didn’t think about whose Khat-body had gone into the feeding of my dinner.

	I dropped another image into her dream-mind. "This person? Could this be one of your corpses coming through?"

	“Ah now…” she closed her eyes, frowned in concentration. “Yes, you know, I do think – “

	I’d shown her Tut-Capet again, or at least his Shuyet-shadow. Tut-Capet beaten against the rocks and drowned, as I remembered him after our dream-travel down the First Cataract, back in the starting days of the river’s flood.

	“And what happened to the Khat-body? Crocodile got it?”

	“No, no, now I remember. This one came through lying on a plank. Wait, what happened to it? The water was a couple of cubits higher then. You know what, I've a feeling it drifted behind these mangrove trees.”

	She shambled to her feet, and I followed her. And there it was, a darker shape jammed in the base of the scrubby trees. The Khat-body of Tut-Capet, my devotee.

	There was no apparent cause of death that I could see. Even so, it was obvious why Tut-Capet’s Akh-spirit had abandoned this Khat. It was in a terrible state. Its eyes were flat and clouded, its face shrunk back towards the bones. The long, brown hair was tangled and neglected: not just since its death, for many sixdays before that. I picked up the hand and turned it over. The fingernails were dirty and broken, the palms and fingers scarred with half healed cuts from handling ropes or heavy stones. But the calluses across the base of the fingers, the thickened skin from the boat paddle: those had almost faded away.

	Tut-Capet was in his linen loincloth, his rush slippers on his feet. But the slippers were almost worn through, he’d been spending time on land for many sixdays. The plank he'd floated in on, he was tied to it with cheap sisal rope; it had been carefully done, someone had wanted to keep him from the crocodiles. The plank itself was wider than the body and thick as three fingers, acacia tree wood it looked like. A valuable piece of timber. But one that had seen heavy use, it was worn and splintered. And not just from the rocks in the river, as the heavy wear was also on the upper side, underneath Tut-Capet's body.

	Then I bent over him, and I tipped his head back into a shaft of sunlight so as to see up his nostrils. Well, they’d managed to take the brains out of him at least.

	“Oh,” the old woman said: “I did that for him.”

	“You cleaned out his brains?”

	“With my fishhook, yes. Well, it doesn’t seem right, does it?”

	It certainly doesn’t. With the grey brain-muck left inside his head, Tut-Capet’s Khat wouldn’t last long enough to let his Akh-spirit even reach the judgement hall. This old woman, with her fishhook: she’d saved my devotee’s soul.

	“Old Woman,” I said. “I appreciate this. On behalf of my devotee. I really do.”

	A shy smile cracked across her wrinkled face. “The crocodile – ” she gestured toward the pool. “She likes it as well.”

	“Even so. You’ve gained the gratitude of me, the god or goddess Annaket. Name your reward.”

	I’m not the kind of god who goes through the terms and conditions when we make offers like this. But they’re there all the same, like wishing death for your enemies, yes I’ll do it but you end up wishing I hadn’t. Or all the riches of the world, bad idea. So mostly they need to think about it for a bit.

	But not this one. Though she did hesitate for just a moment. And yes, it was a bit cheeky. “I want you to embrace me. As you embrace my patron Hatmeheyt. That is – Hatmeheyt isn’t going to mind, is he? Be upset, you know, jealous?”

	I allowed myself to shine in my full presence. And this time, she didn’t turn away. “Hatmeheyt is going to be delighted at your good taste.” And you know what, old woman? Nine months from now, you’re going to have a lovely surprise…

	•••

	“But here’s the really peculiar thing,” I said. “Tut-Capet's Khat-body was well preserved, he actually smelled better than when he was alive. I assumed it had been properly embalmed. But it hadn’t.”

	“They hadn’t even taken the brains out.” Hatmeheyt was just as upset as I was. “What kind of jackal leaves the brains in? That was nice, by the way, what you did with my devotee. Sweet of you.”

	The four of us, river-gods of the upstream end: we like to keep in touch. That’s Hatmeheyt and me, of course, along with Sobek the Crocodile and poor old Nemty. And when we need to put our Khat-selves together, there’s a reedbed island under the patronage of Sobek and his crocodiles, just below the Upper Cataract. A lovely place it is: the river glinting silver and brown, the reeds around us shifting in patterns of golden light. And for a few heartbeats I let my Shuyet-soul steer a remembered reed-boat through the sparkling water, my dream-self behind my devotee Tut-Capet, teasing the sunlight with our paddles. But Sobek was scratching his claws in the impatient way that he has. I remembered that the crocodile was one of the 42 councillors, and so was simultaneously engaged in the Hall of Judgement even as we met here on the river island. "What were you chatting about with Khephri the scarab, up there?" I asked him.

	 "Chatting? Not me, why do you think I was chatting? Not in the presence of Ma’at. Anyway you would have been gazing on Ma’at yourself just then, hmm?"

	We’re never going to be close, me and the crocodile god. Even when he's manifesting his human face and head, his eyes retain that coldness, his teeth always seem slightly too sharp. Also I find it disconcerting the way so many of  his devotees have bitten-off arms and feet.

	Beside him, Nemty the Ferryman perched on a stone, his toes bleeding gently into the ashes around the fire.

	“So no; the body was not embalmed,” I repeated. “Okay, the price of myrrh these days. And your devotee" – I nod to Hatmehyt – "she suggests if the family members are elderly themselves, the priests charge for the preservatives but then don’t use them. But he was preserved. I didn’t smell the myrrh – but I didn’t smell decomposition either. And he’s been dead at least a sixday.”

	Nemty the ferryman didn’t say anything. Nemty never says much, but we like to have him along anyway. Security, you see. If he’s here on the island, then he can’t ferry in any unexpected guests. Well, you’ll know the story about how he lost his toes. Or if you don’t, you’ll find it on the wall of your temple.

	Nemty didn’t speak: but his falcon eyes narrowed, and I knew he’d worked it out. Hatmehyt, of course, shares my every thought. For Sobek’s sake I spelled it out. “Tut-Capet’s Khat-body has been preserved by a curse. It’s my belief Tut-Capet died of radiation poisoning.”

	“Well,” Sobek says: “Is that so surprising? After all, the man was a smuggler.”

	“Tut-Capet was not a smuggler. I know, everyone supposes that my devotees, the way they can handle a reed-boat through the Cataracts, they all have to be smugglers. And yes, just among the three of you, most of them are. But not Tut-Capet. The way he could paddle his boat, he didn’t need to be. Did I tell you about the land surveyor he brought down the rapids that time?”

	"Yes, Annaket," Hatmehyt said. "You did tell us about that."

	"Well the gold dust he got from that run, he didn’t keep it for himself. He dedicated it to me, every speck of it, right there on my altar."

	"As Hatmehyt says, you did already tell us about that,” Sobek said. He didn’t sound convinced. “This very pious devotee of yours, does he have a family? Presumably not, if he dumps all his gold on your altar."

	"His lover's a boatbuilder below the Second Cataract, an older man. Not one of my devotees." Actually Tut-Capet was all alone; he had nobody but me. But sometimes, to some people, that can sound a bit weak, a bit dependent. Tut-Capet wasn't weak or dependent. If he wanted a boatbuilder lover he could have had a boatbuilder lover. So I made him one up. A small service I provide for my devotees.

	Nemty the ferryman looked at me with his falcon eyes. "So, about the corpse-curse, the radiation poisoning. What’s your thinking?"

	"I don’t know what to think. Which is why my Ka-body, right now, is up in the mountains talking to the scavenger tribe."

	•••

	They’re perfectly nice people, the scavenger clans. I’m sure they are. It’s just they wear the skins of dead animals, and maybe they say their bits and pieces all come out of the river but it’s pretty obvious that a lot of them are smuggled. Even the stuff that isn’t smuggled is accursed, so you have to store it away in caves for sixties of days before it’s safe. They handle unnatural plastic artefacts, and have them in their houses, just as if they were made of clay or linen. And the god they worship is Anubis the jackal.

	But worst of all is the animal skins. I mean, who wants to smell like something that’s already dead?

	Once I leave the peopled lands alongside the river, my Ka-body has to continue on foot, clambering a stony path onto the slopes of the mountains. I'm presenting myself as Tut-Capet's niece, a charming young woman who's a bit puzzled by the body on the plank business and wants to find out about radioactivity. I've brought along Tut-Capet's worn-out rush slippers for them to test.

	The Anubis priest – is that cloak really made of dog skin? – looks at the shoes, looks at me. He turns his eyes away. "Oh dear. I’m not sure if we can do that. Wait here, please; I'll find someone."

	It isn't unpleasant, sitting on this stone veranda high on the mountains, looking out through the eyes of my Ka-body. From up here I can see both banks of the river at once. The river itself, the river whose every curve and eddy I've explored with Tut-Capet, from here it’s just a dark line across the brown lands, shining where the sun catches it, and stretching so far, as if you could look from the First Cataract right down to the wall that ends the world, see the river's length all at once with the two mortal eyes of this Ka-body. Stranger still, away beyond the river, where the ground rises again in dusty brown mountains. For while nothing exists beyond the mountains, that non-existent land appears to have its own sky, visible between the hilltops, with clouds in it that mimic the real clouds above the peopled lands. At the moment those pseudo-clouds behind the mountains are tinged pink as the wounded sun sinks towards its own death and the spirit world behind us.

	After I've been waiting half a watch and the sunset is turning to darkness, three young men come past – boys really, not half a beard between them. I give them a look, friendly but not provocative, and they come over straight away.

	"Check for radiation? We can do that for you. Pinto built a lectroscope, just last month."

	"No. Oh, no. She doesn't want to do that."

	"Pinto, that's exactly what she does want," says the one who appears to be Pinto's older brother.

	"It’s not – it wouldn't be right."

	"Well you should have thought about that at the time. Off you go now and get it over here."

	The youngest of the three boys – Pinto, it would seem – soon returns with a basket full of metal and pottery, and a very surly look.

	Some of the items in the basket I recognise: the clay bath of bitter liquid, and the filaments of copper and brass. That's the process the smugglers use for turning silver ornaments into gold ones except that when you scratch those gold ornaments you can still see the silver underneath. I even remember what the process is called, lectro-plating. And sure enough a gold, or more likely gold-faked, sculpture is the active part of Pinto's construction. These are mysteries, and my Ka is polite and doesn't look too closely. But the wings of the small golden statue – it is Isis in her winged avatar. And the reason why Pinto hasn't wanted me to see it…

	The anatomical detail is – well – just a bit too detailed. The breasts are just that bit too pronounced. The expression is, frankly, lewd. I can do lewd myself, on appropriate occasions. Look serious, no sniggering here. "I'd say Pinto has a real talent."

	And if I am ever in the presence of Isis, in this Ka-body, I must remember to wipe this little image from my Shuyet awareness…

	When they offer Tut-Capet’s shoes to her, the Isis lowers her wings, then abruptly twitches them up, and lowers them again. Which, they say is her sign that the shoes are, indeed, accursed. And quite intensely so.

	“How would that come about? Does this mean that the Khat-body has been taken all the way up the river, into the Accursed Sands above the First Cataract?”

	The young scavengers enjoy showing off their knowledge. “Not necessarily," says the older brother, a scrawny looking youth whose name is Arad. "One way would be to deposit the Khat-body in one of our caves, up here where we store the accursed stuff salvaged out of the river. After a couple of sixty-days, the radiation gets trapped in the walls. Anything left in the cave after that becomes accursed, even if it was originally quite benign. At which point, we move on to a different cave.”

	“And this is something I could arrange to have done?”

	“Well, no. That would be against the law, and we have enough trouble with the Amun-priests as it is. Why are you asking? Do you have a body you want irradiated?”

	I look at them. The oldest of the three, the one almost growing a beard, his quiet grey eyes examining Tut-Capet's shoes as he turns them over. The young one, the one they'd called Pinto, embarrassed and at the same time excited in the presence of my glamorous Ka-body. His elder brother Arad – the patronising attitude shouts out 'elder brother' – just coming into manhood, a little awkward with his widening chest and newly muscled shoulders.

	And I look back at the oldest one, the handsome, dark-eyed one – by this time we've introduced ourselves, his name is Ptahmeseh. I could quite go for Ptahmeseh.

	I'm not going to get anything out of the Anubis priest. These three, on the other hand… I describe Tut-Capet's body, and the dark pool under the mangrove trees, and my visit to the village and its pyramid.

	It turns out they'd been scavenging the upper river through the flood that was just now abating; and they even knew my devotee. "Everybody's seen Tut-Capet, the way he goes down through the cataract."

	"So what's your interest in Tut-Capet?" the oldest one asks.

	"I'm his niece, well a sort of cousin actually. My grandmother’s put up some grave goods, just enough to get by. But there’s something funny going on, I just wanted to find out."

	They nod, they understand about just wanting to find out.

	The dishy one, Ptahmeseh: "Those are his shoes, then? Microporous plastic, saves the toes getting footrot. I may even have sold them to him myself."

	"Was Tut-Capet a smuggler?" I ask them. "Everyone seems to think he was."

	Ptahmeseh laughs. “Not him. Damn shame, he’d have made a good one. He was quite something through the cataracts, just as good as any of our lot. But so naive. Do you know, he once carried a surveyor from the quarries, the guy was trapped above the Upper Cataract, this Tut-Capet brought him down through the end of the flood. The guy was making promises to the gods all the way down, and when they got to the bottom he gave this Tut bloke 12 drachms in gold."

	"He must have been so scared." Pinto, the youngster, has regained enough confidence to join in the conversation. "Twelve drachms! Two grains would have done it."

	"Anyway, your Tut-Capet, what does he do? Does he buy another boat and set himself up as a business? Does he head up-river and invest the lot in smuggled plastic goods, which is what I’d do? No, he does not. Does he blow the lot on grave goods and a fancy tomb in the Valley, like a good little Middle Kingdom Khat-body? He doesn’t do that either. He dedicates the whole lot, every grain of it, to his god. Not even Anubis or Amun-RE. His little local goddess of riverboating. That’s how hopeless your uncle Tut-Capet was when it comes to real life. But in his boat, in the cataract: there, he was quite something.”

	"So you don't think the gods appreciate our offerings to them?"

	Ptahmeseh smiles. "If I do ever find myself in the presence of a god, one that I can respect – she'll want me to spend my gold on lectrical stuff. Not wasting it on grave goods."

	"Just wait till you're on your deathbed," I tell him. "You'll think differently about grave goods then."

	The sun has ceased to exist, and the darkness from beyond the mountains is rolling itself up over the world. The three boys light a small fire of sticks: another extraordinary sight, but it seems that twiggy bushes are found in many places among the hills. In the orange light, the Isis statue, with its flickering wings, seems poised to fly away.

	"The plank of wood you mentioned:" the older brother, Arad, is gazing into the fire, thinking. "It seems like the plank would be from the construction site, from the pyramid." Which I've already worked out myself; but I wait, to hear what these three make of it.

	Ptahmeseh nods. "An expensive piece of timber like that, to get so mangled and then thrown away with a dead body. We think it came off one of the ox-carts?"

	"Makes sense,” the one called Arad agrees. “Those heavy stones, the carts must get wrecked all the time. Wheels break, you store the planks from the bed of it ready for recycling into the next ox-cart. You need a plank, just raid the plank store."

	"”And the state of his hands. That sounds like pyramid building to me. So this has us wondering about the pyramid itself. Niece lady, you said you couldn't find the burial chamber?"

	"I said the burial chamber wasn't there."

	"I don't know about that. I talked to one of those artisans, the ways they have of hiding the burial chamber, they're really clever. Did you check the ceiling?"

	"I checked the ceiling."

	"I think you might need to check that again. Another thing: okay, the body was tied to a plank. Why would someone do that, we wonder?" Ptahmeseh's eyes are dark shadows in the firelight. Behind him, the youngster Pinto seems to have lost interest: he's making soft clicking sounds with his lectrical device.

	"It has to be to stop the crocodiles," Ptahmeseh says. "Which is a bit of a mystery in itself. If you want to dispose of a body the crocs are the obvious way to do it."

	But I've stopped listening. Because while he is speaking, the white radiance of Ma'at has, all at once, spread across our stone veranda. Have I – is there some leakage across the worlds, have I, has something linked this corner of the mountain to the Hall of Judgement?

	But more importantly now – have I made a terrible mistake, trusting these young scavengers? For they aren't attending to Ma'at's white light, they don’t seem to even notice it. They're talking on, laughing even, as the radiance of Truth fills the air. Are their Ab-hearts so weighed down with guilt and wickedness that they aren't aware of the Ma'at light filling the world around them?

	" – Ummm, Niece Lady? We were wondering about the crocodiles."

	Arad says: "She's looking at the lectric light."

	Lectric light? These boys have created Ma'at radiance? With their copper wires and their clay bath filled with lemon juice…

	Young Pinto stammers out an apology, blushing in a rather charming way. "You don't like it? I can switch if off." And he shows me the small copper screw that makes the Ma'at-radiance go away again.

	These young scavengers – a lot of their ideas must be wrong, of course they must. But at least it's new, it's different. Surprising. In the peopled lands along the river, things don’t change. They just get tired, and old, and then move on into the spirit kingdom. Up here on the mountain, things might be a bit different.

	"Who’s your god?" I ask them impulsively.

	"Don’t you know? The jackal, the scavenger. Anubis."

	Ah – of course. I'm not going to try poaching any devotees off Anubis.

	•••

	"I liked them,” I told the other three on our reedbed island. “And they liked me, of course they did, they were delighted to meet me. When I left them, they even gave me – not an offering of course – but a human-to-human present."

	"Annaket, you have an exaggerated sense of self worth," says my consort Hatmehyt.

	"Hatme, you think I'm gorgeous. You do, admit it."

	"Well yes, it happens that I do. But that doesn’t mean –"

	"In fact, you don't just think I'm gorgeous. You  know I am."

	"Not just gorgeous," Hatmehyt says. "But also clever. Yes. So, the plank underneath your devotee came from the pyramid. The construction site."

	Sarcasm doesn't suit Hatme. Anyway it's true, I have been rather clever. "That's what I think, and it's what the scavenger boys think as well. It's the pyramid’s priests that have dumped the body. This so-called Petty-Nomarch who’s trying to upgrade into a god. ScrigginAmun."

	"You're jumping to conclusions here," Sobek says. "All you've got is a Khat-body in a state of cursedness."

	"Tut-Capet's been working at something during the flood time. Hard work too. The state of his hands shows that. The plank they tied his Khat-body to – such wasteful use of good timber. The scavenger boys are right, it's off an ox cart."

	Nemty the ferryman speaks now. "And the cause of death? Any ideas?" Nemty doesn't join in all that often. His injured feet mean that he's in pain pretty much all the time. If he was being distracted from his feet, even for a few minutes, by Tut-Capet and my mystery, then I was pleased about that. Because it really wasn't fair, what happened to Nemty. How was he to know that old lady wanting a ferry ride was actually the great god Isis?

	But then, who expects fairness from the Great Gods?

	"Here's the way I see it. Tut-Capet took on winter work at the pyramid, and while he was there he transferred his devotions from me to the Petty-Nomarch, this self-called god. Why? Don't know, but he was tricked into it, I’m pretty sure. The guy's priest servant was really creepy. And then Tut-Capet died."

	Here on Sobek’s island the wind makes soft noises in the reedbeds. The river moves past us, brown and still moving as it always has been on its way to the wall at the end of the world and the vortex hole below the wall and its own eventual non-existence. Around the island Sobek's crocodiles are keeping station, maintaining their place as the brown water moves past them. And in the Hall of Truth, Tut-Capet my former devotee is standing, his ab-heart heavy in his hand, in the moment of his judgement.

	Nemty's falcon eye is bright above the curved, golden beak. "Mortals die all the time. Especially during the flood, when their food is short."

	"And the irradiation," I add. "The scavengers pretty much admitted it’s a service they provide."

	"Yes," says Hatmeheyt. "Yes, yes! My devotee Tamaka, the fishing lady you met, she knows all about that. Isn't she beautiful? How you must have enjoyed her company, you actually were there when she caught a Tilapia fish!"

	Hatme's correct. His devotee has served me well; and she deserves some further reward. For the benefit of my Khat-bodied readers I'm keeping this discourse in some sort of single-strand timeline – so just imagine that during the talk that follows, but in the shadow world, my shuyet-aspect is joining the old devotee called Tamaka for a dream journey through some mildly exciting whitewater, to reveal a secret cliff-foot pool where there lurk some outsize, ancestral Tilapia fish.

	"So," I remind ourselves. "According to your devotee Tamaka, it's a priestly racket. Charge the dead customers for full-on embalming, fake it short-term with radiation using some abandoned cave, then dump the body into the swamp. Simple, and, I imagine, lucrative.

	"All of which," I continue reluctantly, "brings us back to the Petty-Nomarch called ScrigginAmun. This mysterious Petty-Nomarch, building his sixteen-layer pyramid, and financing it with a bit of priestly thieving. Nemty," I’m looking into his golden eyes. "Excuse me, but at this point I need to check. You haven't ferried anyone onto this island we don't know about? Anyone who looks like a harmless old crone, someone who might be lurking in the reedbeds right now?"

	"Annaket!" Hatme protests at once. "That's not fair. You know Nemty wouldn't do that."

	"It's not the kind of mistake anyone makes twice," Nemty says sadly.

	“I’m sorry, Nemty. But I have to ask. You do understand that.”

	I have to ask, because all this brings us to Amun-RE. These days, among us minor and even middle ranking deities, everything comes back to Amun-RE. Even the great gods, Isis and Osiris themselves, they don't show it, but they're feeling the cold air from the empty realms just as much as us.

	Amun-RE. Originally a local god from the middle river, blue skin and a rather laughable headdress almost as tall as himself. But now setting up as the only god there is. The only full-on god, that is. Amun shamelessly appeals to the civil authorities by pretending that they too, at least in the upper ranks, can become mini-gods in their own right. All they need is to harness the entire workforce of their village into building themselves a pyramid.

	It's a nonsense, of course. How can Amun make sub-gods out of mortal human men with not more than half a dozen souls each to their names? But dangerous nonsense. “So now,” I say slowly, “the Amun-RE political system has taken over my devotee Tut-Capet. Stolen him.”

	"It does seem that way," says Sobek in his flat voice. I was hoping for some sympathy here. But Sobek doesn't do sympathy. He is, after all, the one who bites off the legs and arms of his devotees.

	"We have to resist Amun-RE, of course we do.” Hatmeheyt points out the obvious. At least he does so in a kindly voice. “But we need to pick our battleground. Come in alongside the Great Gods on this one. I mean, there’s nothing the four of us can do, not over a single devotee.”

	Nemty says: "Just to confirm, I suggest you take a look at your offerings. That gold you got from Tut-Capet. Is it still in your temple? Worth checking."

	My Ka-body in the temple is asleep just now so I drop in on her dream. When she comes back to me, Nemty's damn right. Tut-Capet’s gold, in its little goatskin bag: it’s gone from my oratory.

	I’m not bothered about the gold. Okay I am bothered about the gold – but I’m bothered more about Tut-Capet. And if this Petty-Nomarch ScrigginAmun can seduce away my most accomplished boatman, I also have to start worrying about the rest of my devotees.

	I shan’t go back to Tut-Capet’s moment of judgement after all. My former devotee has either been tricked, or extorted. I can forgive him for that. But, the look he’d given me in the Hall of Truth, I knew he couldn't forgive himself.

	I don't want to be there as Tut-Capet’s heavy heart is flung to the black marble floor. I don’t want to hear him ground between the hippo teeth of Amenti the Gobbler, and watch him flicker into non-existence.

	•••

	So I would have left it at that.

	But at this point, our story (single timeline, okay?) transfers into my Ka-body. Specifically, the Ka-body that's the high priestess at my temple below the Second Cataract.

	Because the mysterious Petty-Nomarch ScrigginAmun shut up inside his pyramid – he just called on me. In person. He says he wants to bring back some of my property. And – it even seems – to apologise.

	My temple, on its island six-sixties of paces below the Second Cataract: it's a gorgeous place. The brown river gurgles past it on both sides, and even through it, as quite a bit of my reed-and-wicker building is on jetties above the water. The roof is reed thatch, scented and cool in the hottest sunshine. Openings around the wall tops allow the river air to pass through, along with the sounds of the cataract.

	I like it best during the flood, when the thick, dark water laps against the wall, braided with white foam from the cataract just upstream. But now the river had shrunk back into its bed. ScrigginAmun was just arriving at the lower jetty so I waited at the top of the wickerwork stairway, looking imposing in my large flamingo-feather headdress and wide-spreading silver skirts – skirts decorated with small jewels of smuggled aluminium so that they glittered in the way that the river itself glitters in the sunlight.

	ScrigginAmun was tall: a head taller than my Ka-body, and I'm taller than most mortals. He looked a bit wobbly after his boat journey; plus, the movement in my woven willow flooring is something that dry-land people take a while to get used to. Even so, he was a fine, handsome figure: attractive even, with his flowing brown hair, his toned arms and thighs not usual for an administrator or priest like him. He was wearing a broad beaded collar and a short loincloth of unbleached linen, the standard Amun-RE outfit, but better in it than most priestly types as it showed off his limbs and torso. His headdress was modest, not even topping my own flamingo feathers despite his advantage in height. This too served to accentuate his handsome features and copper-coloured eyes. Handsome – apart from a certain coldness about those eyes.

	This ScrigginAmun reminded me of someone. But who? This, for some reason, seemed terribly important.

	"Great Annaket!" His voice was medium-pitched, sonorous: it sounded convincingly religious. "You are even more lovely than I had been led to believe."

	"Really? So who was your informant?"

	"What – what do you mean?"

	"Who told you I was so much uglier than I actually am?"

	"There was a pause. ScrigginAmun laughed lightly.

	I stepped back, allowing him to move up to my level. Where, of course, he dominated me by half a cubit. "So, to what do I owe this little treat?"

	"Great Annaket, I have long wished to rejoice myself in your presence. But in addition to that there has been a misunderstanding, let me say at once no fault of yours. Over one of my devotees."

	Looking down on me by half a cubit, yes – but, by moving away from the handrail of the stairs, he was now on willow flooring that flexed under his weight, as well as shifting slightly in the river current. I spoke again. "The former boatman Tut-Capet, yes. Currently standing in judgement in the Hall of Truth. You are not there in support of him?"

	"Alas," he said. "I am not as yet fully divine, so cannot attend the Hall of Truth alongside the Akh-soul of my devotee."

	"You must regret that very much."

	"Well – I don't suppose it makes any difference."

	"It can do," I said: managing, with difficulty, to not sound annoyed.

	"Also," he continued – who was it that he reminded me of? That way he held his body, the set of his features. This was really annoying me – "Also, it has come to my notice that this Tut-Capet, being a boatman, was formerly a devotee of your own."

	I nodded, sharply. I didn't trust myself to answer that one.

	"And, further, that one of my staff, without authorisation, has wrongly appropriated what he believed to be Tut-Capet's property from your temple here." And he produced from his waist pouch a small goatskin bag. Which I recognised. It was the offering of gold dust made to me by Tut-Capet.

	This was unexpected. And even when I’d thought about it, it was still odd. The return of Tut-Capet's gold, so immediately after I'd become aware of its loss. I wasn't going to gratify ScrigginAmun by peering inside the goatskin bag. The weight felt about right. "Even the jackal-god Anubis looks favourably on the remedying of a theft."

	"Ah," he said. "Quite so. I'm also concerned about the family."

	The family?

	"There is a lover somewhere down river. Also a niece, seems like. We had a young fellow at the temple enquiring after Tut-Capet's niece. Very persistent young fellow, is what my priest says. Now that I think of it, I suppose that would be the lover."

	I thought I just made him up, Tut Capet's lover down the river. Did I somehow intuit his existence without realising it? For here was someone – and what the mortal said seemed correct, it probably would be this lover from down-river – chasing after my Niece avatar.

	But ScrigginAmun was talking again. "It grieves me, of course, that the new truths of Amun are reducing the opportunities for older gods such as yourself. The upper river will be the poorer for this. I'd like you to know that whatever happens, there will be a place for you here. For your Shuyet-shadow that is, as a trainer in boat-management in the dream-world. I mean, we’ve had good reports, very good indeed."

	"I'll bear it in mind. Well, if that's everything – I take it you don't wish to worship at my shrine. Watch out for the crocodiles on your way home!"

	The lover down the river? But no, I was sure of it. There is no such person, I invented that lover. And now at last I'd worked it out, who it was that ScrigginAmun resembled. The height had thrown me off. That, and the awkwardness when being carried in a boat.

	Which meant – which had to mean – that this wasn't just deliberate killing of Tut-Capet's Khat-body. Someone was also intending to destroy his Sechem, his eternal soul.

	And I had a good idea who that had to be. At least, a fairly good idea.

	Because so far, everything was circumstantial. There was one more piece of evidence to gather in. And I knew exactly where to find it.

	•••

	In the darkness, the half built pyramid was a broken shape against the field of stars, more felt than seen. Down in the village one or two lamps were moving around, and lights shone from the windows. But around the pyramid everything was silent and still.

	At least until I caught my ankle on the shaft of one of the ox carts. I fell awkwardly, cradling young Pinto's gift against my breast. But the churned up mud gave me a soft landing, nothing worse than a grazed elbow.

	Feeling with my toes, I found the steps up to the entrance doorway. Nobody about, of course, no point in being there without the bronze mirrors and Amun-RE's own sunlight to reflect into the passageway.

	With my left hand I found the pillar of the entrance arch. Trailing my fingers along the wall, I made my way into the pyramid. Once around the bend in the passageway, I crouched down, unwrapped what I was carrying and placed it on the stone floor. For a moment my fingers couldn't find the little screw. Then, when I found it, I couldn't remember which way it needed to turn. But it would be sunwise, of course.

	I twisted the little screw in the direction of the sun as it passes around the sky. A full turn… another …

	And the white radiance of Ma'at filled the end of the passage.

	I didn't have much time. The villagers might find it natural for divine radiance to be shining out of their local pyramid. But the priests – ScrigginAmun himself – they'd know that this wasn't any part of their own theology. But, in the meantime, the light of Truth would surely show me the entrance to the burial chamber.

	First, the three walls. They were uncarved, with no decoration apart from graffiti scratched by the stonemasons with the points of their chisels. Which was odd, already. But the stones were tight, the sand and lime between them undisturbed.

	Next, the ceiling. I went over it, handspan by handspan. The trapdoor would show up easily in the lectric radiance.

	There was no trapdoor.

	The floor was more tricky. Dust and footfalls would obscure any movable flagstone. Was anyone coming yet? No point in looking outside: the Radiance of Truth would have spoiled my night vision for the mere outward world. I brushed the flagstones clear with the corner of my cloak; then laid my cheek against each one, feeling for any difference in the stone, the slight chill brought by an underground passage.

	The flagstones were uniform, well matched, and undisturbed. There was no slight chill from any underground passage. There were no chisel marks where a stone could have been lifted from above; and the radiance of Ma'at's Truth would have shown those chisel marks.

	I searched all the way back to the turn in the passage. There couldn’t be any trapdoor, any hidden doors leading out of the entrance way: that was in clear sight of anyone passing along the road outside.

	I had failed to find the burial chamber of ScrigginAmun.

	The very failure that completed my case.

	I turned the small screw backwards against the sun, until the Light of Truth faded and flickered out. It was time to move back into the original radiance of that Light. Back to the Hall of Judgement.

	•••

	"The Petty-Nomarch ScrigginAmun, I had him all wrong.” I kneel at the foot of the reed-carved column; explaining myself in a low, respectful voice. Around me in the hall, you could hear a feather drop to the floor. But no feather falls: for just this moment, the judgement of my devotee Tut-Capet hangs suspended in the air.

	“The ScrigginAmun, he's not a mortal person, with a Khat-body and a Ka and the five usual souls. ScrigginAmun is building a pyramid, yes. But the pyramid lacks a burial chamber. The pyramid is just pretence. The so-called ScrigginAmun is not a mortal aspiring to divine status within the Amun-RE hierarchy. This whole business is nothing to do with Amun-RE. Well it is, but only indirectly. It's all about a divine being – a god like us – poaching one of my devotees."

	The great presence of Osiris looms above me, felt more than seen. I cannot raise my eyes up the pillar of his throne, the pillar carved with sedges and reeds made of stone that still are more real, more live, than any sedges of the mortal world. My words fade around the circles of the hall. And in the radiance of Ma'at's light, Tut-Capet raises his head, turns now and I see his copper-coloured eyes, the flow of his hair, hair the colour of the river in flood-time, his hair that flows across his shoulder. Tut-Capet, whose handsome human form had been imitated, had been stolen…

	The silence stretches on; so I say it again. "The Petty-Nomarch ScrigginAmun isn't a mortal gangmaster manoeuvring to become a god within Amun-RE's theology. ScrigginAmun Is a god like ourselves, the Ka-body of a god, pretending to be a mortal. Pretending, using the bodily form of the boatman standing before us here. Maybe ScrigginAmun, murderer of my devotee, cowardly imitator of my devotee’s handsome physique, is one of the gods which are seated around us now."

	Yes – in case you, reader, as a mere mortal person, haven’t caught on quite yet: the person whose Khat-body ScrigginAmun has reminded me of is my own good-looking devotee, Tut-Capet. And now I feel the gaze of Osiris shifting, as he moves his great bird-head slowly around its full six-sixties of degrees, that gaze passing over each of the forty-two councillors of the judgement hall. It wasn't difficult to work out which Ab-heart was weighed down with conscience. "Khephri – scarab god – your gaze is not fixed on Ma'at's lovely radiance. What is the peculiarly fascinating discourse you're having with crocodile-god Sobek beside you?"

	The scarab god twitches and flutters, its wings beating the air above it as it tries to turn its wide body without bumping against its neighbours. "Oh, great Osiris… it is merely, well, nothing at all, we were discussing – um – the state of the crops in fact. The usefulness of – um, you know – dung. In barley fields, that is to say, after the flooding of the river."

	"And this topic of the dung is more compelling than the radiance of Ma'at?"

	The scarab’s so nervous it tries to close its wing-carapaces onto its unfolded wings. "Great Osiris – I suppose not. Perhaps."

	"And will you turn your gaze slightly to your left, and look upon the radiance of Ma'at in her splendour?"

	The beetle-god twists its wide, brown body. But the slender legs refuse to obey, and the nictitating membranes are closed over its compound eye.

	"So, Scarab-god," Osiris says. “You are shamed. Your eye cannot gaze on Ma'at." And the shadows moved as his great head shifted a few degrees to the left. "And you, crocodile god? Fellow conversationalist Sobek?"

	Sobek eases himself onto his claws. "The scarab is interested in dung, great Osiris. It's hard to stop her talking about the stuff."

	"Which is, perhaps, why you raised it as a topic of conversation, here in the great hall of judgement, hmmm? Sobek, god of crocodiles: I command you now. Direct your gaze on the white wings of Ma'at."

	It’s so quiet in the great hall that I can hear Sobek's claws moving on the marble floor.

	"Great Osiris … I cannot gaze on Ma'at."

	Which, of course, I've worked it all out already. I mean, why else would the crocodiles always happen to be lurking at the foot of the cataract, waiting for Tut-Capet to fall out of his reed boat? But the real give-away, of course: the ScrigginAmun knew about Tut-Capet's lover down the river. Which was someone I'd invented, out of my own head, at our conference on the reed-bed island. The lover down the river didn’t exist, and only three entities in all the Middle Kingdom had any reason to believe that he did.

	So yes, for a while I'd suspected Nemty the Ferryman. But in the end, it had to be Sobek the crocodile god.

	There is a long moment of silence in the great hall. Apart from Khephri the scarab, the councillors all have their eyes conspicuously fixed on Ma'at at the centre of the hall. In the stillness, I notice the slight movement as Tut-Capet raises his head. His Ab-heart – for in the great Hall of Truth time does not pass in seconds and minutes and watches as it does in the peopled world, the moment is still the judgement of Tut-Capet. Thoth stands with the golden scales, as Tut-Capet's hand holding his Ab-heart reaches out towards the scale-pan. But now I see Tut-Capet lifting his eyes, for a long moment he looks at me with his copper-coloured eyes. And his hand, the hand holding his red-brown, beating Ab-heart: does it, in this moment, seem to be weighed down less heavily?

	At last Osiris speaks. "Sobek, our colleague. You may lighten your heart before us now."

	Sobek's claws move nervously on the marble floor. "Annaket's got some of it right. Sort of. This Amun-RE, monotheism and all that. What chance is there for small gods like us?"

	In the Hall of Truth there is a deadly silence. At last, Osiris speaks. "Go on, Crocodile god."

	"But for mortals, for local nomarchs and administrators willing to go along with Amun-RE, build the pyramid – that way there's a path back to godhead." His crocodile jaws open and close like scissors as he speaks: his avatar was never designed for making speeches.

	Another silence. "Hmmm," says the Great God at last. "Legitimate, we suppose. If a bit humiliating."

	"And for my mortal presence, my Khat-body, there was this rather splendid boatman, Tut-Capet. Well, look at him! That was the look I wanted. But if I wanted to copy him, well naturally he had to die. Him and his Akh-soul as well, him being a devotee of Annaket here."

	The Great God shifts his gaze. "Annaket?"

	"How did you do it, Sobek? Tut-Capet has been one of my intimate devotees."

	"Easy. I can't even remember what poison I used. And once he was dead, he had to become a devotee. Well he had to once I promised him the embalming, grave goods, tomb in the Valley, the full works. Unfortunately my priests have some sort of business enterprise going, price of myrrh and all that. It's much more practical to expose them to a bit of radiation. So he ended up in the swamp like the rest of them."

	"And the plank?"

	"The plank? Oh yes. We tie them to a plank, that's routine. Don't want my crocodiles lunching on flesh that's been accursed."

	•••

	Shame, in a way. I mean, I've worked all this out anyway. And I had, in my imagination, a final conference on the reedbed island, just us river-gods. Gradually unfold my conclusions, gasps from the others at my amazing penetration. Pretended accusation of Nemty the Ferryman, sudden switch, confrontation with the crocodile god.

	Which, come to think of it, probably ends with someone losing a leg or an arm to the crocodiles. So it's probably better this way. Sobek gets to lighten his heart and gaze on Ma'at's white wings. And us river-gods, we do still need to work together once this is over.

	After all, the problem with the Amun worshippers isn't going to go away.

	During the buzz of conversation, Thoth the ibex takes me to one side. "You've got a new devotee, I sense."

	"I have?"

	"Name of Ptahmeseh. Plus two friends of his."

	I have to think for a moment. "Ptahmeseh – ” Which, yes, that would explain who it was then, the young man ScrigginAmun reported, the one enquiring after my niece-avatar? ”But Ptameseh's not a boatman. Ptahmeseh, he's from the mountain scavengers."

	"That would be correct. You're being offered devotions as the divinity appropriate to research and investigations. A new role for you, Annaket. A whole new community of devotees, if you play it right. Mind you, Anubis the jackal-god's going to have something to say about that. Oh-oh, back to work now." He turns back towards Ma'at his consort, and the white light streams around his ibex head as he raises the golden scales.

	Tut-Capet turns his head now, his golden hair moving across his shoulder like the water of the river itself. He gazes on me, and his hand lightens, the ab-heart seems even to float upwards in his hand.

	He turns back again, his eyes towards the white wings above him, the radiance of Ma'at. And his ab-heart rises in the scale pan, rises like a small red-brown bird, and is free.
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