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THE YEAR ZERO
 

His Royal Highness King Edouard Katzenellenbogen van der Meer de Bliksemen de Donderin, Lord Of All He Surveys, Scion of the Realm, Protector of the Faith, King of Brutain (BA Soc., Academie de Sourbone), 29, was slouched so low in his chair that his eyes were almost level with the desk. This made the stacks of documents and files on the gargantuan expanse of flawless cedar wood, arranged in neat piles and in order of importance from left to right and front to back, look to his bleary, bloodshot gaze like a range of mountain peaks that he would have to scale before reaching the overnight hut where he, the reluctant climber, could shrug off the rucksack of duty and encamp for the night. 
 

His groping hand crawled towards the intercom like a drunk emerging grudgingly from a comfortable gutter. 
 

“Inge? Inge!” 
 

The hoarse rasp he emitted, sounding like a horsefly buzzing around inside a rotten tree trunk, hardly managed to convey the intended authority. Nevertheless, the door opened to admit a woman in her mid-twenties, carrying a tray. 
 

From his low vantage point, King Edouard watched her approach. Through the opening under the desk he saw, firstly, a pair of fashionable, high-heeled pumps, secured to feet of the most exquisite delicacy by the thinnest of ankle straps, approaching. Then into view came her legs, sheathed in sheer nylons and shaped to such perfection that they would make a bishop kick a hole in a stained glass window. 
 

His Royal Highness had by now slid even lower in his chair, the better to appreciate the sweet curve of her instep and her perfectly proportioned shins. As his gaze moved ever higher, imagined delights starting to chase each other in circles through his sleep addled brain like hormonally charged rabbits, it inevitably encountered the desktop and the waiting stacks again. 
 

He would have groaned inwardly, but, not being a man who hid his feelings, groaned aloud. Slowly he sat upright, lifting his gaze to meet that of his personal assistant, Inge von Mütterlich, who had rounded the huge desk and was standing by his side. Hers were eyes of purest, crystal blue, set in a face of doll-like perfection. The figure hinted at beneath the floral print dress forced another groan from his marinated throat.
 

“There, there, Your Majesty, nothing like some strong coffee to get you up to speed. I’ve taken the liberty of adding extra sugar. You had a late night? I assume that the opening of the new casino last night was a success?” 
 

She adopted a motherly, tone that reached deep into his subconscious, concerned yet also with a suggestion that boys will be boys. It made him feel both like a sick child in need of care and, simultaneously, one being chastised for having taken too many cookies from the jar.
 

“An all-nighter, certainly. It’ll take more than coffee to get me through this paperwork. It just never seems to stop. Ouch!” he exclaimed as he gulped a mouthful of the rich, sweet brew. “What time is it?”
 

“Four twenty five, Your Majesty.”
 

“Isn’t that about the time that the civil servants go home?”
 

“Yes Sir.” Then, knowing what was coming: “But then, they don’t start work at four fifteen, and these documents have to be approved and signed today, Your Majesty, before you leave. The Prime Minister was most adamant.”
 

Just a hint that he was being chastised.
 

“As if the ship of state would founder on the rocks of indecision if these papers don’t have my signature.” His sarcasm could have floated lead. “It’s just a formality and everyone knows it. If I were to suggest a change to even one comma I’d get a dressing down from the Office of Constitutional Protocol. All dressed up in formal jargon, all very diplomatic, but a dressing down, nevertheless.”
 

While Inge wondered what a dressed up dressing down would look like, he continued, “Constitutional monarchy must be as good an example of a … what’s the word? ‘S got something to with stupid cows contradicting each other…”
 

“Oxymoron, Your Majesty.”
 

“That’s the one. As good an example of an oxymoron as you can find. Bloody farce is what it is. I mean what’s the point of being king if you have to get approval from a bunch of politicians every time you need a pee? Where are the days when the king’s word was law? ‘Bugger the queen’ he’d say, and half a dozen would be injured in the stampede.”
 

Inge sighed and shrugged delicately, a gesture that said we’ve been through this before; also a gesture that brought her subtle curves back to the centre of his pinging radar screen. 
 

“The procedures have to be followed, Your Majesty. And I suggest you start with this file.”
 

“Yes, yes, I suppose so.”  As she leaned forward to put a red (High Importance) file in front of him, he caught the scent of her judiciously applied perfume. Eau de Chenal, he thought, then with a effort of supreme will he ordered his little radar antenna to stop misbehaving and turned his reluctant attention to the document.
 

“An urgent request for funding the colonial administration of Bugrawlia. See what I mean, Inge? Who even cares that we still hold sway over a country that is of no value whatsoever? It’s really nothing more than grazing for civil servants put out to pasture. The whole idea of Empire rests upon the assumption that wealth should flow to the Empire from its colonies, not the other way around. We’re pouring money into the place and getting nothing back.”
 

Inge said nothing as King Edouard reluctantly put his signature to the document. When he was done she removed the file and put another in its place.
 

“Another embargo?” he exclaimed after scanning the first few paragraphs. “Why is it that, whenever the Amerussians want to punish one of their imagined enemies with another embargo, we have to follow suit? We’re supposed be a sovereign nation. What has their never ending feud with Iraquba got to do with us?” 
 

He continued this rhetorical rant for a few moments longer, then, getting no response, noticed that Inge had already exited and that he was alone. He sighed deeply and picked up his fountain pen.
 


 

From the slopes and crags of the great Himolyan Mountains in the northern Bugrawlian province of Tibutan, we follow the Gonges River as it evolves from a snow fed torrent into a broad, fast moving stream that eventually crosses the high northern plains before it cuts a route through the many series of hills, debris left behind by the retreat of the great, continent covering glaciers of the last ice age like so many graves abandoned by a vanquished, retreating army. 
 

Further south the river is diverted east by the highway patrol of the Tomapos Hills, rerouted away from the vast, arid reaches of the Sahhabi Desert in the west, to the great eastern plains, where the river changes pace and becomes slower moving, even sluggish. Here, during the long dry season, it shrinks back from its flood plain. Then it heads southwards again where it is joined by the mighty Azon River, itself originating far to the east and fed by the sweat of the sweltering tropical jungles of Pilau.
 

We quite naturally want to follow the course of the river to its senescence on the southern flatlands. There it spreads out into the delta of the southern swamps. Our roving eye wants to direct its gaze further south and east to the allure of the unspoilt beauty of the southern coastline, but it is drawn back up north. For here, at the confluence of the two great rivers lies the city of Candoberra, capital of Bugrawlia. 
 

Philosophers warn that the map should never be confused with the territory, a that warning would have been unnecessary if it weren’t so much fun. So let’s just pretend for a moment. Follow the current around the last elegant bend in the river before you reach the outskirts of the city, with the occasional native canoe passing up or downstream. Small, barely floating, motorised ferries chug along trailing tails of oil slicks and rust. Pass areas where the riverbanks start to disappear from view, obscured by more and more floating objects that can by no stretch of the imagination be called houseboats but which are certainly occupied by those responsible for the lumps of odoriferous matter bobbing and bopping in the current, dumplings from hell’s kitchen. 
 

Then you’re in amongst a tide of humanity teeming on the water, on small boats and platforms and the multiple, rickety networks of walkways connecting all of these together, the nerve cells of a primitive creature self-organising from the chaos of some organic primal ooze. The noise is a collage of shouted greetings and commercial offerings overlaying the buzz-saw grind of small outboard motors. The stench is a throat clogging miasma of cooking and fish and human effluvia and diesel and it hangs over this scene like an angry ghost forced to unexpectedly vacate the body of its owner and by god it’s not leaving until it receives a satisfactory explanation why it can’t go back.
 

Somehow you wend your way through this until you reach a jetty where you fight your way to the shore, and immediately you’re lost in a maze of alleys and mud streets traced by one-, two- and three storey wooden buildings built on pilings to escape the regular, seasonal flooding of the river. 
 

This is the infamous neighbourhood known as the The Wharf, where the thieves, the drunks and the pimps who control the place are said to send shivers of fear down the spine of any law enforcement officer foolish enough to venture here, and where the prostitutes are walking petri dishes, harbouring and culturing all the known and unknown bacteria of the third world.
 

And if you can survive and find your way out of this maze with your wallet, your virtue and your skin intact, you emerge onto a broad avenue running parallel to the river before S-curving away and up to higher ground. At first the road is hemmed in on both sides by acres of tin, wood and cardboard shacks, but as you ascend to higher ground the buildings appear less shabby, become more habitable and start displaying definite symptoms of maintenance long past – crumbling plaster, peeling gutters, graffiti daubed walls. 
 

Eventually you reach the gates. High, ornate and imposing, these afford the only access to what is known by those who spend their days working here, administering the city and the country, as Grand Central. Here toil the expatriates sent out to see to this last, nearly forgotten remnant of the once great Brutish Empire.
 

Designed and built by the renowned architect Sir Willard Hadcliffe-Corbusier de la Peña at the height of empire, Grand Central was to represent regal power’s long reach and instil awe and respect in the hearts and minds of its subjects. Unfortunately, mostly due to a lack of funds - and a global political stage that saw empires being nudged into the wings and replaced by various forms of autocracies, democracies and dictatorships, Hadcliffe-Corbusier de la Pena’s grandiose vision was never to be
fully realised. 
 

Originally, budgets had been sufficient, but when it became clear that the colony of Bugrawlia was of absolutely no use to the Empire whatsoever, funds had dried up faster than snails on a hotplate. By that time, though, construction had progressed to a point where it could not be abandoned anymore, so a decision had been made to complete the façades of most of the structure to the original design, but to scale down that which lay behind the façades, to a bare minimum. This was why, behind many a five- or six-storey sculpture-bedecked and frieze-encrusted façade there lurked nothing but a two-storey jerry built, crumbling office block. 
 

This was the administrative heart of Bugrawlia.
 


 

In one of those offices, sitting at his cluttered desk and not in a good mood, was Governor-General Lord Ludvig de Sancerre y Brava. It was not the showy office suite with the Danton XIV furniture. That was where he received important visitors, and was in the only edifice in Grand Central that had actually been completed according to De la Peña’s vision - a ghastly, pompous pile right at the centre of the walled compound. 
 

No, Lord Ludvig was in his real, working office, on the third floor of the office block behind the façade overlooking the enormous paved but otherwise unadorned Empire Square. And his stomach was roiling.
 

“Damn that new chef!” he cursed under his breath, clutching at the arms of his chair as a wave of molten lava churned his bowels. “We especially import him from home to cook us some decent food and the first thing the bugger does is to prove his creative powers by preparing a local curry! Doesn’t he know that that stuff is also used in fireworks at the annual Dharma-Burn fest…”
 

“Dharma-Bum, Your Lordship.” came the quiet voice from the other side of the room. “Meaning no disrespect, Your Excellency, but it is not used as fireworks. It is only used as propellant for the heavier rockets, those that explode very high and most colourfully…”
 

 “Dharma-Bum, Dharma-Burn, whatthehell difference does it make what you call the call the bloody festival, Kim Lee?!? The results on my innards are exactly the same! They should call it Burnma Bum. We’ll probably have to install a new toilet at the residence tomorrow. I know already I’m going to have a sleepless night.”
 

“I think in his eagerness to impress you he may have miscalculated the amount to be used, Your Excellency, although personally I found the leftovers that you so generously provided for my own lunch, quite mild”, came the soothing tones of Kim Lee, standing deferentially near the far corner. 
 

He hesitated before continuing. 
 

“And if I may be so bold, Your Excellency, the Dharma-Bum festival is important to the local people. It celebrates the coming to earth in a fiery chariot of the great Lord Jobula the Gentle, here to dwell amongst us mere mortals, and guide us in his infinite wisd…Are you all right, Lord Ludvig?”
 

A pained look had crept across the Governor-General’s reddening face. Then it had kept on going, creeping down his gizzard and across his heaving chest until it reached the vast expanse of his stomach, where it abruptly ran out of steam, just as, simultaneously, did His Lordship.
 

“I shall just open the window, shall I my lord?” said Kim Lee, attempting to speak without breathing. “Perhaps some fresh air will help.”
 

He sidled across the room to the window, only daring to breath in again when a soft breeze wafted in, had a good look around and wafted right out again after deciding that the swamp hadn’t been such a bad place after all.
 

It took Lord Ludvig a few moments to calm down, wipe the sheen of sweat from his wrinkled, sagging cheeks and regain his composure. “Now where was I? Oh yes. Hasn’t Mr Da Silva arrived yet?”
 

“I’ll just look, Sir.”
 

As Kim Lee noiselessly closed the door behind him, Lord Ludvig let out a deep sigh and reclined in his chair. He closed his eyes and tried to relax, only partially succeeding in ignoring the fire in his gut. 
 

After a few moments he opened his eyes again, letting them roam at random across the office. Having toured the room and sent back snapshots to the synapses back home of the dull green paint, the slightly threadbare carpet, and the worn and stained upholstery, his eyes took a break and came to rest on the huge map mounted on the wall directly opposite the desk. 
 

There, on a scale of 1:100, were depicted the six main regions of the tiny colony of Bugrawlia: the Western Desert province of Sahhabi; the Eastern Rain Forests of Entropica and Pilau, the Burnt Orange Free State on the central plains, the northern mountain province of Tibutan; Bugur’t in the great southern swamplands, and New Nippon on the southern coast. The great river systems of the Gonges and Azon rivers unequally trisected the country, a cake divided by a careless mother for three gluttonous children. 
 

There, at the edges of the map, but not shown in as much topographical detail, were the neighbours: Costa Blanca, and Iraquba. 
 

Projecting his aversion upon the map, and finding there little to hold his interest – indeed, Lord Ludvig had always thought it was a misrepresentation of the territory it depicted in that it had more detail than the actual country - he shifted his gaze to the smaller map alongside it. Ah, Brutain! Home! 
 

A spasm of homesickness washed over him, competing with and then losing on points to the other spasms in his middle latitudes. Three more years, he thought. Just three more years in this ghastly place and I can go home and retire in peace. 
 

Long his career had certainly been. Illustrious, too, but for what he called his single little misstep. And even though Lady Brünhilde had forgiven him for his lack of judgement, their marriage had suffered. The Foreign Service had been less forgiving. He had had a liaison with the Queen - of all people – and it had almost led to a national scandal and the fall of the government. It had taken all of the diplomatic skills of the Service to avert the fallout, and had resulted in him being relegated to this forgotten outpost of the Empire. 
 

Oh, Bessie, what had possessed us? he thought ruefully. It had cost me my career and you, you had to give up your throne to that wastrel of a son of yours.
 

His reverie was abruptly ended by the appearance of a tall, gangly figure in the doorway. Scarfdale da Silva, representative of His Majesty, King Edouard’s government’s Treasury, hesitated slightly in the doorway before striding into the room while Kim Lee quietly closed the door after him. 
 

Da Silva was a man of nervous disposition who, at the age of fifty-five, was still given to sporadic outbreaks of acne. He was as prone to picking at this as he was to picking over the colony’s financial figures. 
 

He wrinkled his nose, peered around the room, and without waiting for an invitation sat down opposite the Governor-General.
 

“Ah, Da Silva. Yes. Glad you could come,” began Lord Ludvig. “It’s about these latest budgetary constraints. You cannot be serious! How does Home Office expect us to operate? The cuts are just getting deeper and deeper. If it carries on like this for much longer we’ll have to start flogging the silverware just to buy supplies, for god’s sake!”
 

Scarfdale da Silva leaned back and held up his hands, palms forward. “Now, now, Your Excellency, you’re quite aware, I’m sure, of how sentiment back home is turning against the colony. People are saying that the Empire is dead and that they’re just not prepared to throw good money after bad when it comes to sponsoring your administration. People say…”
 

“People say, people say! You mean Mudrock says!” exploded the Governor-General. “Him and his scurrilous rag of a newspaper! The man ought to be declared an enemy of the empire…”
 

“…He’s already done that himself…”
 

“… and … and … clapped in irons or something! He has no respect, no respect for…for tradition and royalty whatsoever!” he concluded. Another spasm of pain rocked him and brought tears to his eyes.
 

Da Silva touched his nose before continuing. “Ah, but you see Lord Ludvig, it’s not just Rubin Mudrock and his muckraking who’re responsible. It’s a symptom of the times we live in. The age of Empires has come and gone. Bugrawlia is regarded more as a drain on resources than as any kind of asset.”
 

“This colony is the last outpost of a once great Empire. I’ll be damned if I’ll be party to the death of it. The people of Bugrawlia are still royal subjects and as such, they look up to the Empire for guidance, guidance that His Majesty delivers through us. I am His Majesty’s representative and I say that we need more funds to fulfil our task…Uhhnnnnn…”
 

Lord Ludvig had become almost apoplectic with anger and discomfort. His final outburst was accompanied by a colonic spasm even worse than before. 
 

“Your Excellency, at the risk of being redundant, may I point out that, in certain instances, the Heimraden are not functioning as intended. Corruption is becoming increasingly widespread. Some drossaards are acting more like local strongmen, and tax revenues have fallen drastically.”
 

The structure of Heimraden had historically been the chosen form of government at district level, therefore serving as the tentacles through which the octopus of colonial administration could maintain contact with the rural areas of Bugrawlia. 
 

The one who was at the head of a Heimraden – the sucker at the end of the tentacle, and by tradition always a man, except in the few matriarchal societies – was the drossaard. A drossaard had multiple duties, ranging from the legal to the administrative. Legal duties included judging of minor court cases, while among the administrative tasks were the much-despised post of tax collection. 
 

In the early days of Empire, the Governor-General had always appointed the drossaards. More recently, however, in an attempt to be more sensitive to the needs and sensibilities of local peoples, the practice had evolved of drawing the drossaards from the local communities. They were, therefore, often either nominated by village councils or appointed by village chieftains, the actual process being determined by local custom. It was a system that functioned with varying degrees of success, as could be expected in a multi-cultural and multi-ethnic country such as Bugrawlia. 
 

In the worst cases, the whole structure had become utterly corrupted, with the drossaards acting as the final authority in some areas, flouting and disregarding colonial authority.
 

“Perhaps it’s not the collecting of the taxes, but the fact that revenues are ending up in the pockets of the drossaards instead of being paid over to the treasury. Don’t your audits show these discrepancies?” Lord Ludvig asked.
 

“With respect, Sir, since you cut back my department’s budget, we’ve not been able to audit the Heimraden as thoroughly as in the past. Fewer audits mean they can get away with more.”
 

“Hmm, yes.” Lord Ludvig spun his chair around and spent a few moments studying the map on the wall. Whereas the reluctant Governor-General saw his own failures in that jigsaw puzzle of regions and provinces, Da Silva saw them as aggregates and percentages, totals and shortfalls.
 

When at last Lord Ludvig turned back to Da Silva, he had a steely glint in his eye that Da Silva knew did not augur well.
 

Brutish imperialism had, like the depiction of a certain god of old, two faces. One was benign, presenting itself as the guiding father figure, leading his wayward and obviously – for not being Brutish - savage children to the civilizing trough of Brutish culture. 
 

The other face was that of the stern patriarch who sometimes, albeit reluctantly, had to mete out punishment. Da Silva now saw the latter on Lord Ludvig’s face.
 

“Then, Mr Secretary of the Treasury,” Lord Ludvig said, “it is time for some drastic measures. I am still the authority here and still remain responsible.”
 

”You have a plan, My Lord?”
 

“Yes, Mr Secretary, I do.” 
 

The Governor-General belched heavily. Steel was replaced by water as his eyes started to tear up from the pain, and he concluded the meeting with, “For now I leave it up to you to investigate the matter and to determine ways of increasing revenues. I think a purge is in order.”
 

With a mumbled “I’ll see what I can do, Lord Ludvig,” but thinking, it’s obviously not just the Empire that needs a good high colonic cleansing, a relieved Da Silva excused himself.
 


 

The blood sausage and sauerkraut that he’d had for dinner was pushing a burning surge of bile up the back of Jake Karoo‘s throat, and keeping it down, south of his ribcage, was harder than teaching a herd of cats how to play water polo, something that Jake had succeeded in only once before. He’d been a more enthusiastic circus clown at the time
 

It had been a hard week for Karoo’s Circus. Negotiations with the Stabstaff District Heimraden about a week’s rental of the wind-blown, gnat-infested plot at the edge of the village of Stabstaff, high up in Tibutan, the Northern Mountain province of Bugrawlia, had ended only when Jake, the circus’s owner, manager and master of ceremonies extraordinaire, agreed to fork over no less than sixty percent of the gate after every night’s show. Then, for two nights in a row, an early spring snowstorm had kept potential audiences huddled inside their huts, so several shows had had to be cancelled. Now they didn’t have the funds to even reach the next town. And it was about to get worse.
 

Demanding the ridiculous rental was none other than the local drossaard – the local equivalent of a magistrate - Halobsang “Holdout” Harumpa. He’d earned the nickname “Holdout” Harumpa. He was a dealmaker who always held out and got his way, no matter what it took. This usually included the threat of the brass knuckle, always implied, never openly stated but never doubted by his adversary. 
 

He also had one of the worst cases of halitosis south of the Northern Mountains. This was due to a number of factors. There was his great fondness, in spite of a growing Lactose intolerance, for the pungent local goats-milk cheeses. Then there was the cool mountain climate that produced an ever-present stalagmite of mucus in the cavern-like network of his sinus and nasal passages and the back of his throat, and a deep-pile carpet of slime on his tongue and tonsils. And, finally, there were the garlic buttons that were imported from the southern lowlands and that he munched as if they were peanuts. 
 

Into this virulent digestive stew could be stirred Holdout’s habit of emphasising his aitches when he spoke, always leaning his huge bulk as close to his listener as possible. This usually encouraged those on the receiving end of his tirades to conclude that it was in their best interests to agree with whatever he said and make an escape for some breathable air.
 

What Holdout Harumpa was doing in Jake Karoo’s caravan - which served as the circus owner’s office-cum-living quarters - at that late hour, was collecting his share of the evening’s meagre takings. Only on behalf of the Heimraden, of course.
 

“The way I see it, Mister Karoo,” he wheezed, “we are partners in this enterprise. You are entertainers. Artistes. You require someone like me to help smooth the bumps in the road. Deal with our colonial masters. So. As I said: partners. I think that I deserve my fair share of our little enterprise, don’t you? One hand washes the other, no?”
 

Jake Karoo, looking more morose than normal, didn’t say a word. The thought flashed through his mind, like a meteor on a summer’s night, that Holdout had probably last washed his hands when he was seven. He just nodded. He was in Holdout’s territory and he knew it. 
 

The fact that Holdout was a drossaard and could grant or withhold from the circus any rights he chose to, was by the by. Brutain, Bugrawlia’s colonial master, had in recent years been relegated to a powerless observer in these lawless parts, incapable of subjugating these wild mountain peoples. 
 

But Holdout Harumpa was the kind of man who needed to justify his venality, if only to himself.
 


 

The lone figure shuffled along the row of cages, hunched in his brown overcoat against a mountain wind as frigid as a bank manager’s stare. Making soft noises in his throat, he seemed to be conversing with the animals, soothing here, making chucking noises there, and occasionally reaching out to ruffle a furry pelt. To an observer the effect was of someone attempting to calm the captive occupants, in turn finding comfort in the act. 
 

And he was being observed. So engrossed was he that he did not notice the two figures skulking behind him in the inky shadows. A knowledgeable observer would have appreciated their skulking technique. They had it down pat. They could have been the chancellor and vice-chancellor at the University of Skulking, and the authors of The Art of Skulking.
 

- Are you sure that’s him? skulkmeister no. 1 asked. Not in words of course, since words (see chapter 2 of The Art of Skulking) invariably compromised a good skulk; you needed sign language (chapters seven through eleven) to be an expert skulker.
 

- ‘Course I’m sure, skulkmeister no. 2 signed back. - I’d recognise him anywhere.
 

Inside the cages, the animals were showing signs of restlessness. Sniffing, pacing, pawing the bars.
 

Thus it was that the engrossed animal whisperer, peering up at the faint outline of the swamp elephant towering above him behind its almost laughably flimsy containing fence, and making soft trumpeting noises with his lips while caressing the animal’s outstretched trunk, did not hear as the two figures crept up behind him. 
 

He hardly felt the short, sharp pain of the blow behind his left ear. 
 

Of course, no one really knows if the pain was mercifully short for the one on the receiving end. To him, it may have been an agony as everlasting as the mountains rising above him in the darkness, an agony that would dim only when the electrical flux of his brain slowly petered out, like a tank full of fish succumbing to mercury poisoning and sinking to the bottom.
 

- Nice one, signed skulker no. 2 to his companion with professional appreciation for a job done professionally and with a minimum of fuss. - Now, let’s get these cages open. And remember the leaflets!
 

What followed was the sound of bolt cutters snicking easily through chains and locks. After all, these constraints had never been meant to restrain wild beasts. These were circus animals, and therefore the cages were to contain relatively tame creatures who were expected not to want to escape from a life that guaranteed at least one square meal a day, even if the deal included occasionally wearing silly hats and running in circles. 
 

The animals reacted tentatively at first, like any caged creature who doesn’t initially know what to make of it when the chains fall away and freedom presents itself. Suspiciously, they tested to see whether they were all the butt of some new cosmic circus joke, or if the open cage doors, and the putative freedom that they represented, were for real. 
 

Then, to a man(drill), they seemed to conclude that they were faced with the real thing and that they damned well had to ensure that they made the best of it while it lasted. So, like a busload of hookers let loose in a mining camp on payday, they burst out from the cages.
 

At first they had no choice but to bunch together in the alleyway between the two rows of cages, but after much jostling and shoving they emerged into the open, scattering in all directions. 
 

First out were the punchin’ llamas. These cousins of the camel, native to these high mountain plateaus, had been half crazed with frustration ever since the circus had encamped, so near and yet so far from their unattainable home territory. Called punchin’ llamas for their habit - part of their mating dance - of rising on their hind feet and clobbering each other with the front paws, they paused for merely a moment before bounding off towards the foothills. The last anyone heard of them was the sound of hooves cracking together as a couple of testosteronic males went for each other in anticipation of the eager young ewes that would, surely, be waiting to relieve their bottled up energies. 
 

(In an interesting development, agents of the Comching government a few years later abducted the whole herd of punchin’ llamas. They have not been seen since. The Comching authorities, of course, have always most vociferously denied all accusations concerning any kidnapping.)
 

Next came the tumbling jangaroos. Imported from the warmer antipodes, they were clearly not used to the cool mountain climate. The normally powerful leaps and bounds that they were known for were, here, limited to short bouncing hops, due to the fact that their long, powerful tails were quite rigid from the cold, sticking out behind them. They, too, disappeared into the mist and into the mountains where, some time later, they encountered a flock of fortunate mountain goats. Together they were eventually to sire a hybrid species, known as mountain goataroos, which was capable of incredible jumping feats. These goataroos could cross wide crags in a single bound, where previously some of the antecedents of the goats had attempted to cross in two bounds. 
 

(Why this destructive behavioural trait had not been evolutionarily self-culling is still a mystery to the zoologists studying them.)
 

Next were the two swamp elephants, small ears pinned back in uncertainty, trunks questing the night air. Since they hadn’t been in cages to begin with, but had merely been kept in by a low fence, they’d decided to set themselves free, but now were unsure of what to do with their newly found freedom. They therefore did the only sensible thing and set to grazing upon the bales of hay stacked off to one side.
 

Finally, over the heads of a troupe of cycling monkeys, went the members of The Amazing Parrot Choir Of The Deepest Eastern Jungles of Pilau. Squawking and cawing they fluttered to the top of the circus tent where, after a few false starts and missed cues, they gave a rousing rendition of When The Saints Go Marchin’ In.
 


 

“So, my friend, you will be on the road again tomorrow, I assume? To the next village, to entertain and enlighten? I especially enjoyed the Beasts From The Six Provinces section of the show. A clever innovation. But you know, I have been thinking…” 
 

Holdout Harumpa’s eyes, thin slits at the best of times, narrowed even further as he slowly leaned forward, leaving no doubt in Jake’s mind that he was about to be made an offer that would be an attempt to leave him fleeced worse than ever. 
 

Then all hell broke loose. 
 

At the same time that a loud shout was heard from outside, there was a thunderous thump on the side of Jake’s caravan that sent it rocking from side to side, scattering the contents and shattering Jake’s favourite beer mug.
 

 “What in the name of Harbajan The Great was that?!?” Holdout exploded. 
 

Due to the rocking of the caravan Jake Karoo lurched towards Harumpa. Quite oddly he almost appeared to cheer up for a few brief moments as the blast of Harumpa’s breath, as putrid as an acrobat’s underwear, enveloped him and Jake’s normally hangdog expression gave a yelp and ran for the nearest door, like a Beagle pup pursued by the hellhound of Holdout’s breath. By the time Jake’s eyes stopped watering enough for him to see, Holdout had wrenched open the door of the caravan and was peering out into the snowy darkness, his bulk completely obstructing Jake’s view, and impeding any attempts he made to get past Holdout Harumpa’s bloated bulk and see for himself what was causing the commotion.
 

What Jake saw next, through teary eyes, was a pair of huge gaping, and, fortunately, defanged jaws envelop Holdout’s head and, lifting his feet off the floor, pull the whole quivering mass of his body through the narrow doorway. 
 

It was the first time in many years that Holdout had not turned sideways before manoeuvring his huge girth through a doorway, an event immediately regretted by both Holdout and the doorway. But not, apparently, by the large tiger that now had Holdout in his jaws and was loping away into the night. The huge bulk of the drossaard incongruously jounced and bounced with every step the huge cat took as Holdout clung to its fur for all he was worth. 
 

It took a few moments for Jake to realise that the screaming sounds he was hearing were being emitted not, as he’d first thought, by Holdout Harumpa, but rather by the huge cat. It was a Ligurian tiger, a beast from the Eastern Plains of Bugrawlia, and, fearful of no creature, was now being bested by Holdout’s gasping and wheezing, the stench of which even this formidable animal, used to foraging for carrion in lean seasons on the plains, could not stomach. With a roar, it released Holdout’s bulk, and mewling like a housecat deprived of its favourite ball of twine, disappeared into the night.
 

By now, the occupants of the other caravans were starting to emerge bleary eyed to see what the commotion was. The sight of all their animal charges charging at them against a backdrop of flames licking the sky above the burning cages was enough to banish all thoughts of sleep. But these were circus folk; they were pros and not prone to panicking. With a collective sigh indicating an acceptance of continuous adversity, they simply formed a bucket brigade and soon had the flames under control. 
 

When the body was found during the mêlée, everyone was too preoccupied to notice the two figures quietly disappearing down the trail leading away from the village.
 


 

An exhausted and teary-eyed troupe it was that gathered outside Jake Karoo’s caravan. First light was painting the mountaintops a burnished copper in the distance, a beautiful sight but not one that anyone was currently in the mood to appreciate. After dousing the fire, the remainder of the night had been spent clearing up the mess. The body of the hapless victim, the clown Postinho Papalangeo, had been laid out in the living quarters of Sophie, Fortune Teller to the Stars.
 

Jake was standing on an upturned fire bucket. “Well, then,” he began, “does anyone have any ideas about what happened last night?” His hangdog look had returned but was even more doleful than normal.
 

“Seems to me it was those animal libation people again,” came the voice of Low-Down Lipzner, one of the dwarfs. “They must’ve opened the cages to libate the animals, see, and poor old Posser got caught in the charge. We found their leaflets and all, all over the place. Animals Are Humans, Too, one of ‘em said.”
 

A murmur from the crowd: “Damn them! Think animals’re more important than people, they do.” This from Willie Thursday, owner and trainer of The Amazing Parrot Choir Of The Deepest Eastern Jungles of Pilau, whose members had flown to the top of the badly burned big top and who were at that moment warming up to perform. “I love my birds, would never even think of abusing them, but those animal liberation people think they should be set free. Well, they set them free, all right, but look at that.” He pointed up at the Choir, from who were emanating the sound of multiple voices practising scales. “Didn’t fly far, did they? Inzar! Unsilal! Come down here, girls!” 
 

“Yes, well,” intoned Jake, “they have been very vocal lately with all those articles in the national press back home, and at this point it does seem the most likely explanation. I just wouldn’t have thought they’d follow us here, to the boondocks, before pulling such a stunt. Not a lot of publicity in it.” He shrugged uncomprehendingly, noticeably distressed. “Ah, poor Posser.”
 

“He was a good-a fellow,” said Enzo Fia Tavio, leader of the Flying Fia Tavios, in his heavy accent. “I often-a saw him go out-a to the animal-a cages late at-a night-a. He liked-a being around them, could almost-a talk to them-a. Especially-a when he’d-a had a few-a drinks. Ay. Such a sad end-a. He was-a a sad man in-a many ways-a, wouldn’t-a you agree, Jason? You-a knew him quite-a well.” The last was directed at a man standing slightly apart from the small crowd.
 

The choir was getting it together now, and the solemn sounds of a bluesy gospel number were drifting down from the tent top. It almost seemed appropriate to the sombre mood prevailing down below where the sweet chariots were certainly swinging low.
 

Jason Poligon had been standing off to one side throughout the proceedings without a word. The troupe was used to the idiosyncrasies of the enigmatic figure. A tall, slightly stooped man of an indeterminate age (but thought to be in his early thirties by those who cared to speculate), his habit of always wearing gloves was ascribed to fussiness, certainly strange in someone who worked with animals, but not that unusual. The ear and nose plugs hardly solicited comment any more. No more, at any rate, than did the dark glasses that he always had on, even at night and that, except for a tiny pinprick in the middle of each lens, were completely opaque. In the way that people have of accepting something that at first seems odd, by then they seemed perfectly normal.
 

When Enzo addressed him, Jason Poligon was silent for so long they thought he was wearing double earplugs, something he did when he had to clean around the bandstand during their practice sessions.
 

“He was as good a friend as you could want,” he simply said, the pain in his voice obvious. Then, with a visible effort, he gathered himself. “He was low after last night’s show, and when he said he was going out to the cages, I knew enough to let him be. He just asked if he could borrow my coat, that’s all.”  
 

The words left a bad taste in his mouth. Literally. 
 

He fell silent again, and immediately was lost in thought. He stooped a bit more, like someone who doesn’t want to take up too much sky.
 

“We’ll make sure he gets a proper send-off,” Jake said into the awkward silence. “Far as I know he didn’t have any family… He was a good clown, wasn’t he?”
 

“The best…”, 
 

“Loved kids…”, 
 

“Very funny…”, came the murmurs of assent.
 

Done with the gospel tune, the Choir was upping the tempo somewhat, into a medium paced version of a Brutish marching song, their plumed heads bobbing in time with the beat. 
 

“But what are we going to do, Mr Karoo?” piped the shrill voice of Betsy Stuermer, Gerrt the knife-thrower’s wife and assistant. “How can we continue?” A state of shock had kept the normally garrulous woman quiet for this long. Known as Anxious Betsy for her never ending stream-of-consciousness chatter, the only time she was ever quiet was when she was strapped to a rapidly spinning wheel and was having handfuls of very sharp and pointy cutlery hurled at her by her husband, Gerrt, The Amazing Knife Thrower. Then she became utterly still. Perhaps it was from a deep sense of fatalism. Or perhaps it was because Gerrt was known amongst his peers in the knife-throwing fraternity as Sweaty Hands Stuermer.
 

Anxious faces turned towards Jake Karoo. They all knew what was coming, but such is the human heart that hope springs eternal.
 

“No choice, I’m afraid. A disaster is what it is. Disaster. No animals; no big top; no funds to speak of. We’ll have to call it quits. I’ll be paying you what I can manage for now. Let’s first all have a bit of rest and a cleanup. We’ll talk after breakfast.” With slumped shoulders, he turned towards his caravan as the crowd started drifting away.
 

The Choir, which had exhausted their marching song repertoire, and seeing that they were losing their audience, chose that exact moment to burst into a full throated, fully counter-pointed version of the Brutish national anthem, O Empire Glorious, completely ignoring Willie Thursday’s shouts of “Inzar! Unsilal! Jokram! Polly! Knock that off and come down here, right this minute!” 
 

Thus, the despondent ex-circus members drifted to their respective caravans hearing the words
 

…Proud we stand and proud we’ll stay

 

Ours the future, for always!

 

being raucously cackled behind them, adding mockery to their creeping despair.
 


 

Wednesday 3:12 pm. 
 


  

The Amerussian capitol
 

Knowledge Gathering Intelligence Agency Headquarters.
 

KGIA headquarters is a place of secrets. 
 

Everyone knows it is because the big sign at the entrance says so: 
 

LOOSE LIPS SINK SHIPS
 

(To which someone has added, in tiny, artful graffiti letters:

 

WHILE LIPS THAT ARE TIGHT ARE A SAILOR’S DELIGHT!)
 

It is a place of guarded whispers. Of shadowy people with Need To Know security clearance. 
 

Mostly, what those working here need to know is, firstly, how to keep their heads down so as to not attract the attention of their supervisors.
 

Secondly, it is essential to know who the current enemy is supposed to be. This is especially useful to those who may oversleep and subsequently miss the morning news on television. 
 

Thirdly, they have to know what is on the canteen’s luncheon menu. 
 

The final two pieces of information are posted on a notice board in the foyer, with the latter piece normally garnering the most attention.
 

Deceptively, the suite of offices on the seventh floor appears no different from the others. From the water cooler at the end of the corridor to the secretary sitting at her desk in the alcove next to a door marked Dir. Spec. Ops., everything seems as unremarkable for an organisation of this nature as the standard issue medium weave carpet (light grey, medium grey or dark grey) or the always shuttered vertical blinds on the windows. 
 

But things are different in this part of KGIA HQ, for this is the nerve centre of a shadowy group that officially does not exist. Its budget does not go through normal channels. Its missions are not approved by the normal oversight committees. In fact, not even the Director of the KGIA knows more about it other than that it exists and that it is answerable to no one but the Chief Executive of Amerus, the President himself. 
 

Here, no one is ever addressed by his or her real name. Only code names are allowed. 
 

Here, everyone speaks in code. Nothing is ever written down. Orders are exclusively given orally. 
 

Here, in these quiet hallways, the concept of denial has been elevated to a fine art.
 

Here, the levels of paranoia are so high that no one trusts anyone, least of all their colleagues in the rest of the building who are utterly unaware that, hiding in plain sight amongst them, is an arm of their organisation that, like no other, gives credence to the KGIA nickname: the ‘Cagey Eye Agency’. 
 

Any superpower worth its salt needs an organisation like the Directorate of Special Operations, and even a putative democracy such as Amerus is no exception. 
 

For those surveillance jobs where such democratic trappings as special judicial authorization are regarded as bureaucratic flim-flam, Dir. Spec. Ops. is the answer. 
 

When the provision of weapons and training personnel to the currently favoured foreign-rebel-group-of-the-month is deemed too sensitive for the democratically elected representatives of the people to oversee and monitor, Dir. Spec. Ops. is the answer. 
 

Or, when any operation similar in nature to any of the above goes wrong and some wet work is required to mop up any potentially treasonous (read: embarrassing) loose ends, Dir. Spec. Ops. is the answer.
 

In short, when the complexities of a situation can be reduced to its essentials and be expressed in one word, “Oops!”, Dir. Spec. Ops. is the answer.
 

While levels of paranoia are high in the rest of the KGIA, in the Directorate of Special Operations it is at a fever pitch. So much so that Dir. Spec. Ops. has created an in-house surveillance unit to spy on itself. That tight budgets mean that no one is available to analyse the recordings is beside the point.
 

Known to each other only as Hekyll and Jekyll, the members of today’s designated listening team sit hunched in the gloom of the surveillance center, each tuned to a different room of Dir. Spec. Ops. 
 

When Jekyll hears the word “Oops!” uttered in the corner office on the seventh floor, followed by the bump of furniture being shoved about, his ears prick up. Then he relaxes. The voice is that of Special Agent James Basildon. Jekyll switches off the recorder. By now, the listeners know better than to record Agent Special Grade Daisy Cutter when she is orally debriefing one of her field agents. He surreptitiously slips his right hand under the table and into the pocket of his trousers. He presses the button of a tiny recording device nestling in the warm folds of his pocket. Soon he will be adding a new recording to his personal collection, a compilation he has named Daisy’s Cutters.
 

Hekyll is tuned in to the small conference room adjoining the Director, Special Operations’ office, where another debriefing is in progress. Present are the director of Dir. Spec. Ops., who is using the code name Ms Queen (Hekyll silently attaches the prefix Ice), and two gentlemen referred to as Mr Rook and Mr Bishop. Ms Queen is doing most of the talking. To Hekyll she seems in a rare, laudatory mood. This was less like ice turning to water than it was solid nitrogen turning to liquid nitrogen. One touch could still take your hand off.
 

“So. The package has been disposed of. Good.”
 

“Yes Ma’am. Express postage. Applied the stamp and off he … it went,” Mr Bishop says.
 

“And then we made sure the other…er…letters were delivered as well, Ma’am. And we turned loose…er…liberated the postal workers,” Mr Rook, who often has problems speaking in code, adds. He finds that the metaphors tend to get away from him, leaving his listeners quite nonplussed. However, when it looks as if Ms Queen has picked some meat from the bones of that one, he breathes a quiet sigh of relief.
 

“We have independent – if unofficial – confirmation as well.” Ms Queen indicates a newspaper open on the table off to one side. Messrs Rook and Bishop crane their necks to read the breathless article on page five of the Brutish paper Le Times:
 

Disaster Strikes Circus! Man Dies!

 

Disaster struck Karoo’s Circus three nights ago on the last night of its run in the northern Bugrawlian town of Stabstaff. One person was killed after animal rights activists set free all the animals and then started a fire that destroyed most of the cages and part of the big top.


 

’We had finished the evening show and closed up for the night’, said Jake Karoo, circus owner and Master of Ceremonies. ‘Many of us had already retired for the night when we heard a commotion. What it was, was, all the animals were running around and the cages were on fire. It was pandemonium! By the time we’d got the flames under control, most of the animals were gone, the cages were burnt irreparably and part of the big top had gone up in flames as well. One of our clowns was killed in the stampede. Terrible. It’s a terrible thing, I tell you.’

 

Asked if he had any clue as to the identitity of the perpetrators of this awful deed, Karoo said: ‘Well, it’s obvious that it was the Anti-Animal Abuse League. They left their pamphlets strewn all over the place. It’s a sad day when people think that an animal’s life is worth more than a man’s.’

 

At reading this, a small, self-satisfied smirk creeps over Mr Rook’s face. Mr Bishop just keeps on reading expressionlessly.
 

Karoo added that they had had run-ins with AAAL before, but mostly in the form of protests. ‘We even met with them a few times to try to iron out our differences, show them how well we treated the animals. I never expected them to go this far!’ he said.

 

At the time of going to press, the AAAL had released a statement that reiterated their stated goal of ‘freeing all animals from human abuse wherever it may occur.’ However, they denied any involvement in this instance and of ever advocating the use of violence.

 

Well known and beloved by all, young and old, due to having entertained three generations of the young at heart, Karoo’s Circus, based in the city of Kraak, has had to cancel its tour of the
Bugrawlian provinces. 

 

The circus was on a tour of Bugrawlia as part of a cultural exchange program.

 

Inexplicably, the circus also had its licence revoked by Mr Halobsang Harumpa, the District Commissioner of the Northern Mountain Province of Bugrawlia. When approached by this newspaper, a spokesperson for Harumpa said that the circus obviously did not have sufficient safety procedures in place and could therefore not be allowed to continue operating. 

 

It is not known when the cremation of the deceased circus member, known as Posser to his colleagues, is to take place.

 

“Posser, eh?” Mr Rook says under his breath. “So that’s what they called him. Funny how’s nicknames work, ain’t it…”
 

“Well done, gentlemen,” says Ms Queen. “I believe we can now close the book on the whole squalid affair of Operation Just Try And Say No. The only people still alive who know anything about it are all in this room. And neither of you will ever say anything to anyone, I’m sure…”
 

She leaves the sentence hanging. Messrs Rook and Bishop can tell from the look that she gives them that if the matter is ever mentioned again, they too would be left hanging. No metaphor intended.
 

Hekyll listens to the door open and close. He does not even attempt to make sense of the disjointed conversation he has just heard. For a few seconds he keeps listening but all that he hears through his earphones is a faint hiss of static, which he equates with a remnant of Ms Queen’s malevolent spirit. He shivers melodramatically. Then he turns a dial to deactivate the microphone in the empty room. 
 


 

The dining room table in the Governor-General’s mansion in the Bugrawlian capitol of Candoberra was long enough to stage a fashion show. In fact, once upon a time it even had. Lady Longbones Longines, the anorexic wife of an earlier Governor-General, had regarded herself as quite the designer and had held numerous, intimate little fashion shows where her hapless chambermaids were coerced into showing off her fey and self-indulgent creations. 
 

In happier days, the great room in which they were having supper had seen many great social occasions, formal as well as informal. Guests had included such luminaries as Presidents, Prime Ministers and minor royalty of numerous countries. 
 

That had been when those representatives of lesser powers requiring Brutish aid had still regarded Bugrawlia as a prized Brutish colony worthy of a state visit. A chamber orchestra could always be heard in the background, finessing a little piece of baroque fluffery while well turned out guests mingled and chatted, jewellery agleam amid heaving bosoms. And that was even truer for the women. The latest haute couture from the Brutish capital was always in evidence. Delicacies such as snail antlers in aspic sauce were often flown in especially for such occasions, having been prepared by the finest Brutish chefs. 
 

Many were the diplomatic agreements reached between various states, if not directly at those illustrious affairs then during quiet discussions that took place in smoky rooms elsewhere in the residence. 
 

Rumour had it that it was at one such occasion that the groundwork for a peace accord in the endless and intractable feud between Costa Blanca and Iraquba was laid post-prandially over cognac and cigars. Others snidely ascribed the breakthrough to the convivial atmosphere created by the chef’s special of that day, boeuf médaillons avec vin rouge et cannabis sativa.
 

Alas, those times were over; things had changed considerably since then. 
 

At one end of the expanse of pitted hardwood sat His Excellency Governor-General Lord Ludvig de Sancerre y Brava and, at the other end but still within shouting distance, sat Lady Brünhilde. Lord Ludvig and Lady Brünhilde now were invariably alone at supper, conversation limited to the essentials. Eye contact was avoided except for those icy glances that she sent high stepping down the length of the enormous runway of a table, like Lady Longines’ fashion models coolly showing the latest winter fashions. 
 

Dinner often ended with Lady Brünhilde dissolving in tears, hurling her napkin to one side and storming off to her room, leaving a bewildered and contrite Lord Ludvig with her recriminations ringing in his ears. About how much of a failure he had turned out to be. That Papa had warned her she was making a mistake. That she must have known she should never have trusted him with that royal weibchen and how all her dreams had been shattered and look how they were now stuck in this provincial backwater, and on and on. 
 

However, on the evening in question Lord Ludvig detected a change in her attitude. She appeared more animated and even had some colour in her cheeks. Was that a smile attempting to emerge from the ruins of her once strong-featured face during the meal? Not daring to even ask, he ate in silence, but Lord Ludvig’s uncertainty was dispelled the moment he finished the main course, a stringy chicken in a peri-peri and almond sauce. He had given up after only a few mouthfuls as his intestinal memory banks were reminded of the previous day’s curry adventure and immediately threatened to go on strike, or at least to stage a three day sit-down go-slow.
 

“Ach Ludvig, it is such good news! Klara is coming for a visit. I received ze telegram chust zis morning,” Lady Brünhilde burst out. Whenever she got excited, her normally suppressed provincial accent tended to break through the veneer of sophistication that, as a lifelong diplomat’s wife, she had cultivated so assiduously.
 

Klara was their youngest daughter, conceived after a particularly successful negotiation, when the arc of Lord Ludvig’s career was at its cusp and Lady Brünhilde was at the time of her life when her womb was just about ready to shut up shop and retire to a little place in the country with a cow and a few chickens. Klara’s arrival had therefore been a rather delightful surprise and had provided Lady Brünhilde with a new interest in life.
 

“Oh, that is excellent news, dear!” Lord Ludvig’s pleasure at hearing the news was apparent. “Any idea for how long she’ll be staying?”
 

 “Nein, but I suspect she may be here for a vhile. Ze divorce has been so hard on ze poor liebling and I think she vants a bit of time to herself. Ve must make sure zat the guest suite on the third floor is prepared properly. Do you think zat we could have new wallpaper put up?”
 

“Yes, of course, dear,” - even though I’ll have to pay for it from my own pocket. “I’m sure you will take care of all that, won’t you?”
 

“Ja, ja, very good! Oh, it will be so good to have my schatze here!” And without waiting for dessert the newly animated Lady Brünhilde got up from the table and bustled up the stairs, no doubt to start perusing floral patterns.
 

Left alone, Lord Ludvig was still lost in thought when old Mr Smiles, the butler, appeared to clear the table. He was a butler of the old school and would have been long in the tooth if he had still had any. Old Smiles knew when a comment to his master was permissible and when it constituted overstepping his station. 
 

What he always seemed to forget, though, was how much he could still safely carry.
 

“’er Ladyship seems to be in a good mood this evening, Milord,” he said, loading up his left arm with the plates, dishes and cutlery, detritus of the meal. Since he used his right hand to pile on the load, he inevitably became gradually more unbalanced to his left hand side. He had learned to compensate for the resulting left-handed lurch by always making his way around the table in an anti-clockwise direction, ending up at the end of the table at a point closest to the kitchen. Like a spacecraft utilising the moon’s gravity to slingshot itself on its way to exploring the solar system, he would then shoot off on a trajectory that would send him straight through the kitchen door. If he misjudged by only one or two degrees, however, he would miss the door entirely and head off into the deep space of the passageway that led to the back door and tradesman’s entrance. “No doubt news of Miss Klara’s visit ‘as been a buoy under her heart.”
 

A boy? What is the old fool going on about? Lord Ludvig thought to himself. As usual, he had only been half listening to Old Smiles’ ramblings. Klara may have her … idiosyncrasies … as her father preferred to think about them, but calling her a boy was going a bit far … And as he recalled, when Klara had still been under Lady Brunhilde’s heart the only thing that she, Lady Brunhilde, had wanted to do was pee every few minutes.
 

Mr Smiles had by now reached critical mass as far as his left arm and hand were concerned. So, as the combined forces of the gravitational pull of the kitchen and the force of gravity started to have their way with his tottery frame, he reached out a spindly arm and just managed to snag a sauce tureen, succeeding in creating a semblance of balance. 
 

But only for a moment. Then, as the centrifugal force of his anti-clockwise journey gained the upper hand, he reached escape velocity and shot off toward the kitchen door. Fortunately, his aim was true and he made it in time to unload everything without mishap. 
 


 

Like all colonizers, the Brutish were never timid in trumpeting the benefits that they brought to their colonies, a song that more often than not included references to the building of railways and tarred roads, while the chorus invariably alluded to the postal and telephone systems. 
 

The phrase mailing a letter secure in the knowledge that it will be delivered at its correct destination is a sure sign of civilization was usually included somewhere. In Bugrawlia, shrinking budgets and a general bureaucratic malaise had, in recent years, seen letters and packages being sent hither and yon, ending up in unintended destinations. 
 

There are people who suffer from much the same affliction as the Bugrawlian postal system. In these cases, though, it was not packages of dung beetles and dodgy books that were mixed up between sender and receiver, but sensory stimuli. Jason Poligon was one of them. Whenever he looked at a landscape, for instance, then, apart from the visual impression, he could taste it while hearing the colours. Apart from a perplexity of vision, the textures that he experienced on various parts of his body at these times would vary depending on the type of landscape. A river could be slightly sweet, no matter the quantity of silt, industrially assassinated fish or other effluvia that it actually might bear. A mountain range could be somewhat salty, and an open plain could vary from slightly bitter to a gag inducing bile taste, depending on the degree of forestation in view. 
 

It did not end there, either, this confusion of sensory input. Sounds were not just sounds to him, but were often accompanied by colours, wrapping whatever he was seeing in a haze of hues that would feedback to his sense of taste and the accompanying sentiments. 
 

Touch was also involved. He could still vividly recall the time when, as a child of six, he had touched a small gecko-like lizard that had fallen from the ceiling on to the carpet next to him. Reaching out and grabbing it had resulted in a flash of angry matt blue, his tongue had almost swollen to the point where he could hardly breathe, and he’d had a ringing in his ears for days afterwards. 
 

Inanimate objects often had personalities. A door handle might appear coy one day, devious the next. A soup spoon could tempt him with its voluptuousness. He grew especially cautious of the soup tureen. It was always angry.
 

Although the phenomenological school of thought would argue that all perception is subjective, and that it is impossible to know if two people actually see the same thing when looking at the same object, if indeed the object actually existed, Jason knew that other people did not see a banana as a red, curved fruit. 
 

Of course he knew, intellectually at least, that it was yellow, but since he loved bananas, and since red was the colour that his vision would ‘project’ onto any object or person about which he felt positive emotions, bananas always appeared red to him. There was no obvious causal relationship between the pleasures one of his senses brought him while another one negated it utterly, demolishing it like a mountain looming up before a jetliner. Only rarely would two senses meld in their degree of emotional effect. He had learned to savour those times.
 

At other times, these synchronized symphonies of sensual self-indulgence would reverberate in the clang and clutter of his feverish mind in wildly intensifying feedback loops that would continue until they exhausted themselves. Then he had no choice but to close his eyes, nose and ears completely and surf these waves of stimulation up to the rocky beach of neurotransmitter depletion, when calm would descend upon him.
 

Jason’s childhood was spent mostly in Interalia, capital of the Bugrawlian province of The Burnt Orange Free State. Since his father did a lot of travelling, he and his mother were often on their own. She, a Doer woman of Brutish ancestry, found his idiosyncrasies upsetting and difficult to cope with. In desperation she took him to various child psychologists who all assured her that he was, at most, suffering from allergies, and that young although Jason was more allergic than normal he would most probably outgrow it. 
 

But he hadn’t outgrown it. Jason realised at an early age that he was, well, different. None of the other children came to school wearing ear- and nose plugs. The dark glasses that he took to wearing constantly under the pretext of having light-sensitive eyes were mocked initially (‘Jay-son, Poli-gon, He can’t hear or see the sun’) and then accepted as just Jason’s thing.
 

Being unable to participate in many of the usual childhood activities, he became a voracious reader. With all senses, except for his vision, swaddled, he devoured books. In the town library he came upon a psychology textbook that described others who, he was surprised and somewhat mollified to learn, exhibited similar symptoms. His own symptoms were, from what he could gather, much more inclusive of all the senses than most of the case studies in the book, but finally, he could put a name to his condition.
 

He had Synesthesia. 
 

Apparently his brain was less like a pigeon coop with pigeonholes where each piece of sensory input was processed more or less separately. It was more like a giant, open aviary, with birds of paradise (vision) mingling freely with crows (hearing), hawks (smell), vultures (taste) and eagles (touch), the whole lot of them at times rising up and flying about at once in a disconcerting swirl of colour and sound and smell and taste and touch. 
 

After he had read everything about Synesthesia that he could lay his gloved hands on, he had locked himself in his room and refused to come out. His bewildered mother had tried everything: from his favourite peanut butter and salmon sandwiches, to cajoling promises of visits to the local aquarium. 
 

It was hunger, a burning yellow, heavy-metal-stomach-rumbling hunger, which finally compelled him to emerge. He was wrapped from head to toe in blankets; gloved, with ear and nose plugs firmly fixed in place and, instead of dark glasses, a pair of spectacles he had devised. These consisted of pieces of black cardboard covering his eyes almost completely but for the two tiny holes that allowed in but a minute amount of light. Through a mere dribble of photons would he henceforth filter the amount of world that could impinge on his brittle senses. The nose and ear plugs, equallly, did not block out all smells and sounds, but had been made to allow in no more than a bare minimum of stimuli to allow him to still function.
 

Seeing numerous doctors, psychologists, teachers, therapists - and whatever his exasperated parents could come up with in attempting to help him - stumble and bumble in a search for explanations for what was wrong with him and still come up empty-handed, had worn thin his belief that grownups knew what the world was about. The young Jason had therefore, by the age of ten, already developed a deep disdain for authority. 
 


 

Our tale jumps forward a numbr of years.The sun, on that day, was an opaque yellow-red blister on the skin of the sky. The early autumn wind, known as the Stimral, had awakened in the Sahhabi Desert far to the west, and, though still a mere sprite, playfully flinging light plumes of dust into the air, would soon intensify, becoming a blustering banshee whose Bacchanalian ballyhoo would hurl masses of sand high into the turbulent desert skies, high enough for the westerly winds to drive them eastwards across all of Bugrawlia, gauzing city, town and country in a month-long gauntlet of gritty gloom.
 

A burning smell suffused Jason Poligon’s mind as he hovered at the edge of sleep. The steady hum of the car, the heat, and sheer fatigue from the seemingly endless journey over Bugrawlia’s gravel roads, most in various stages of disrepair, had induced a stupefying torpor in him. Just beyond the point of lucidity, tantalizing thoughts and images drifted by. Every once in a while he would try to hang on to one of them, but it would slip away from his mental grasp like a fish from a one handed skin diver. Apart from this vague sense of unease, however, he was quite enjoying his brief hiatus from reality. 
 

The last few days had been taxing. First, it had been the nightlong hunt for the escaped circus animals, a futile effort at best. All they had been able to recover were two of the four warthogs and the couple of long-in-the-tooth armadillos. In his short stint as animal minder with the circus he’d grown quite fond of the latter, not least due to the fact that, as insect eaters, their droppings were mostly dry and meagre, and easy to dispose of. Alphonse and Giuseppe may not have been too bright, but they really got into the swing of things when each had a small monkey dressed in military garb on his back and they were being manoeuvred deftly around the obstacles in the circus ring in a display that was introduced by Jake Karoo as The Mother of All Tank Battles, a humorous reference to one of those little TV wars somewhere far away that had been the big news event one day and forgotten by the world the next. 
 

Then it had been the ordeal of the murder investigation. The Stabstaff police (hah!) force (double hah!!) had obviously been instructed by a severely mangled drossaard Halobsang Harumpa to somehow pin the blame on someone. Someone, that is, into whom he could get his vengeful claws to extract some form of restitution.  
 

Even though it had been generally agreed that the animals’ escape had been due to the animal liberationists, Jason had been buried under questions. Were the cages all locked? Were the locks strong enough? And so on. After questioning more or less everyone, the investigators had eventually just run out of steam and given up. Reluctantly, since they fully expected to be the ones bearing the brunt of Harumpa’s wrath.
 

Since Postinho Papalangeo had often expressed a desire to be cremated some day ‘when my red nose loses its sheen and my floppy feet are both over the wall’, it was a wish that could not be fulfilled in Stabstaff, and so the deceased clown’s remains were to be taken to the capital city of Candoberra where the service could be performed. Jason Poligon had taken it upon himself to collect enough ice in which to pack the body for the long trip to the capital.
 

Packing up the ruined circus had been a heartbreaking task. Jake Karoo had hovered on the edge of tears as his beloved big top had come down. It had not even required much effort; the burnt fabric was disintegrating anyway. The big man had choked up as he informed the crew that those animal cages that had burnt beyond hope of restoration had been sold for the scrap iron of their axles and undercarriages. Fortunately, enough cages had remained so that it was possible to transport those animals that had not escaped, such as the elephants, The Amazing Parrot Choir Of The Deepest Eastern Jungles of Pilau, the armadillos Alphonse and Giuseppe, some monkeys and a few others.
 

As Jason Poligon did not have his own caravan, he had been grateful when he was offered a ride – on condition that he would do his share of driving - with Sophie, Fortune Teller to the Stars. Also in the car with them were to be Costanza Fia Tavio. She was the youngest daughter of the Flying Fia Tavios clan, and the apple of her father’s eye. So was she favoured that he had never allowed her on to the trapeze to soar with her siblings. He had regarded her as too delicate, and could not imagine that she could cope with the strenuous physical demands that the trapeze required. 
 

Enzo Fia Tavio had been widowed and the children left motherless in a road accident when Costanza was just barely in her teens, and, on the road during their long tours, had been relieved that Sophie had taken Costanza under her wing. A woman of ample proportions, Sophie Dalallio had such motherly instincts as came naturally to some women, and had quite comfortably become mother hen to Enzo’s youngest chick. 
 

Costanza was a classic beauty in her early twenties, blessed with the trademark Fia Tavio dark hair and flashing eyes. Since the cascading tresses of the former often obscured the latter, she was thought to be shy and, in the way that people have of simplifying the emotions and demeanour of others, this shyness was ascribed, firstly, to her motherless upbringing and, secondly, to her father’s somewhat heavy-handed over-protectiveness. 
 

Many a prospective suitor had been cowed and driven off by Enzo’s promise that he (the prospective suitor) would be ‘a-dangled by-a the dongles from-a the backyard-a practise trapeze-a’ at the Fia Tavio home if he so much as ‘entertained-a’ a lewd thought about young Costanza. This threat was issued with enough conviction that prospective normally turned to ex- in the intimidated suitor’s mind. 
 

Since Costanza was not a performing member of the Fia Tavio troupe, she had taken to running the business side of the family enterprise. While her father and the rest of the troupe had headed home, to the family villa in the south of Brutain, she was with them on the trip to Candoberra, the capital of Bugrawlia, to wrap up some business.
 

Jason’s torpor had been intensified by the disjointed and half overheard snippets of conversation drifting back from the front seat, although it was more of a monologue in which Madame Sophie was doing most of the talking. Navigating an automobile at speed over pot-holed roads while simultaneously talking and gesticulating, was a feat that Madame accomplished with as much flair as could be expected from one used to plotting the pathways of life as foretold by the stars.
 

Mostly she was reminiscing about some of the famous and beautiful people with whom she had had contact during her long career as an astrologer to the stars, a conduit of wisdom and a hotline to the heart of the cosmos. 
 

It was her favourite subject, mostly because at the heart of Madame Sophie’s cosmos was Madame herself, larger than life. Costanza’s contributions were limited to low murmurs of approval or disapproval, depending on what Sophie required at any point in the soliloquy.
 

Then there was a lull, a hush that seemed to stretch. It was, however, not the silence that drew Jason back from his reverie. It was the sound of a voice, humming softly. It was Costanza. In the rear-view mirror, he could just see her eyes from where he was sitting. She was gazing out of the window at the slowly changing landscape, singing almost under her breath and mouthing the words of her song to herself. 
 

Jason sat up straighter and, softly, softly, started to sing with her. She hesitated for a moment when she heard him, and then continued, slightly louder. He could not see her mouth but felt sure that her eyes started smiling, her gaze still not meeting his in the mirror as he sung the words in harmony with her. 
 

The song was one they had heard sung often during the circus’ travels through Bugrawlia. It was sung by peasants on the Eastern Plains and by fishermen on the Southern Coast; it was sung by the desert nomads in the west (albeit only by the men since women were only occasionally to be seen and even more seldom to be heard, and certainly not heard singing). The jungle dwellers warbled it on their long seedweed induced treks through the Eastern jungles, while the Northern Mountain people yodelled a particularly boisterous, if eardrum-scorchingly irritating, version of the song. 
 

It was mostly a song about their colonial masters, and had quite a few verses about various over- and undersized parts of their anatomy, while the choruses dealt with the incongruities of fitting them together.Ribald laughter, snorting, the slapping of thighs and heaving of chests, or the singers collapsing with laughter usually accompanied the last line of the song. 
 

Jason saw that Costanza, in contrast to Sophie, who had to slow the car down to a crawl and dry tears of mirth from her eyes, reacted with no more than a slight toss of her head and the kind of enigmatic smile only ever found on the walls of an art museum, to the implied indiscretions of the song. 
 

“Oh, children, that was so good!” Madame Sophie chortled when she‘d finally gathered her wits and her heaving bosoms. “You sound just like the great burlesque pair from my youth, Budweiser and Carlsberg. Oy, such a barrel of laughs they were! Those two always had them rolling in the aisles. But such tragic things I could see in their stars!” 
 

Sophie always saw tragic things in the tea leaves, palm lines, cards, or whatever other randomly arranged pattern she utilised to determine what fate held in store for her clients. Unlike other fortunetellers, Sophie did not withhold this information from them but always gave them the full benefit of her insight. She had been, contrary to what one would expect, hugely successful. Perhaps that was because most of her clients really had been wealthy, famous film stars, robber barons, professional athletes, politicians and the like, and to them her predictions were a panacea, assuaging the residues of guilt sloshing around their subconscious.
 

Except, of course, for the politicians. They have no use for an unguent of the soul since most of them wouldn’t know where to find their souls, and those who did wouldn’t want to bend over to stick their fingers in there that deeply to apply any unguents, anyway.
 

They journeyed on, southwards. The road, which in the foothills around Stabstaff, had been little more than a donkey cart track, was slowly improving as they travelled south and was now, around the halfway mark, a well tended gravel road with a strip of tar, just wide enough for one vehicle, down the middle. 
 

They were nearing Interalia, the second largest city in Bugrawlia and the commercial hub of the north. They had scheduled a stop there to rest for a while. It was also necessary to replenish the supply of ice that was keeping Posser’s remains from spoiling too much. 
 

His body had been packed in ice and laid out in his caravan. This was being pulled by the second car in the little convoy, driven by the dwarf Low-Down Lipzner and his wife, the even more diminutive Dranga. The Lipzner’s own caravan had been so badly damaged in the fire that they had sold it for scrap back in Stabstaff. 
 

Fortunately they had a backup home that consisted of a small caravan built right on the back of the truck that they generally used for towing the full sized caravan. It was in this that their daughter, the nineteen-year-old Elsinore, lay sleeping as they pulled into town.
 

Interalia was typical of Bugrawlia’s larger towns and cities, where the focus was a commercial and administrative hub of solid, colonial style buildings and wide, tree-lined avenues, bordered by quiet, leafy suburbs. There lived the Brutish minions, those pushers of pens and counters of beans who ensured that the smooth flow of goods from colony to colonizer, with a counter-current of laws, rules and regulations, proceeded according to the divinely approved royal will. 
 

Ubiquitous were the churches, spires pointing heavenward, droning services on Sunday mornings against a backdrop of gently pealing bells; these were sufficient reassurance to the minions that their calling was, indeed, divinely approved. 
 

On the other side of the town lay the commercial stepchildren of the great trading houses. These were smaller businesses that were mostly run by locals who had been quick to learn the rules of the international trading game and clung like leeches to the life sustaining arteries of the Empire. 
 

Further from the colonial hub the streets grew narrower, paving grew scarcer and buildings assumed a ramshackle air, each striving to be less imposing than the next. Here, commerce and residential mingled more closely, often becoming indistinguishable in the jumble of shacks and shanties at the outskirts of town. 
 

The small convoy of circus folk jolted and shuddered along the potholed roads and streets until they reached the more ordered avenues where they felt it more likely that they could find a decent meal, a place to stay the night and, most importantly, a couple hundredweight of crushed ice. They stopped at last in front of a small building with a sign that read Rooms for Rent – Breakfast – Lunch – Dinner (extra). This was to be base camp for the time being. 
 

Since the street was at quite an incline, it was necessary to wedge a couple of half-bricks behind the wheels of the Lipzner truck and caravan, the handbrake being inadequate to anchor the truck and the hearsified caravan.
 

“Oh, what a pretty park”, Costanza remarked when they had disembarked and were stretching cramped muscles.. She was pointing downhill where, a hundred yards or so from where they were parked, the road ended at the ornate gates that were the entrance of a small public park. 
 

“That’s the Park Of Remembrance”, Jason said. “It commemorates those who have made sacrifices for the Empire. They even have an Eternal Flame lest anyone should forget.” From his tone, it was impossible for Costanza to guess whether he was being ironic or merely factual.
 

“How do you know, Jason? Have you ever been here before?” she asked.
 

“Yes, I know Interalia quite well”, he said. She waited for him to continue, but he did not elaborate.
 

Madame Sophie had finally manoeuvred her considerable bulk from the restricted confines behind the steering wheel of the car and joined them on the sidewalk. She stopped and cocked her head. “Is that music? Is it a holiday, some kind of parade, perhaps?”
 

Quite a large number of people had gathered in the park. A band was playing and someone could be heard giving a speech. 
 

“They love their parades in Interalia,” Jason answered. He had removed one of his earplugs. “Oh yes, they do. And from the sound of that, they’re not celebrating the Empire. Quite the contrary, in fact.” 
 

Waves of sound were rolling up the hill towards them. The speechmaker, without benefit of a public address system, would shout something unintelligible and would then be answered by an equally unintelligible roar from the crowd. Jason tasted mint sauce on the back of his tongue when the speaker’s hoarse voice reached him, alternating with the taste of vanilla ice cream garnished with cigarette stubs when the crowd roared. He quickly replaced his earplugs, and his nausea subsided along with most of the noise. 
 

“You can understand the local language?” Madame Sophie asked with surprise.
 

“The word Viva sounds pretty much the same in all languages, wouldn’t you agree?” was all Jason would say.
 

“Well, shall we split up then and see if we can find everything we need?” Low-Down Lipzner asked. “Elsinore is still asleep in the back. We don’t need to wake her, she should be ok?”
 

”Oh, yes, Elsinore is always all right,” Dranga, her mother, said. “After all, she’s nineteen, doesn’t need guidance anymore. Not from the likes of us. We’re only her parents,  after all…” Each sarcastic accent in her words were emphasised by Dranga rising up on her toes, boosting her diminutive stature by all of two inches. Easily.
 

“Now, now, dear, she’s just growing up, that’s all”, her husband’s calm voice soothed. “She’s … rebellious. Yes. That’s right. Rebellious. Normal at that age I would think. It’ll pass.”
 

The undercurrents of this little exchange were not lost on Jason Poligon, nor were the knowing looks that passed between Madame Sophie and Costanza. He may have occupied one of the lower positions in the circus, namely animal minder, but you would have had to be completely blind and deaf to remain oblivious to Elsinore.
 

Dwarfism is normally genetically dominant, and with both parents being dwarfs, it would have been reasonable to expect any children of such a union to also be dwarfs. Perhaps, though, some of the same genetic anomalies that cause dwarfism can also cause gigantism. If so, it would explain Elsinore’s size. She was no dwarf. What she was, was a strapping lass taller than most men, and quite a bit stronger, with appetites to match. 
 

And yet, while her parents were little bonsai people, small but perfectly proportioned, she was a bonsai in reverse, gigantic yet also in perfect proportion. From a distance, she appeared to have a doll-like delicacy about her, while up close, most men could just gawk in amazement. Only rarely would a man dredge up the courage to joke about needing an upturned bucket to stand on. 
 

What Elsinore also was, was a gifted contortionist. How her spine could possibly withstand such stresses and strains as hers was subjected to on a nightly basis, remained unexplained by the best – mostly male - medical minds who clamoured to study her. And study her. Preferably from very close up and for extended periods. 
 

“She’s still fast asleep, anyhow, and even if she were to wake up, she won’t go off before we get back,” her father concluded, thinking that the only one going off was poor “She’s still fast asleep, anyhow, and even if she were to wake up, she won’t go off before we get back,” her father concluded, thinking that the only one going off was poor old Posser in the caravan back there. Even though they had parked in the shade the mid-morning heat was building up steadily.
 

The party decided to split up and so they parcelled the various chores among the members of the group. Jason and Low-Down were to find the ice for their thawing colleague, while the women would see to lodging and food. 
 

Enquiries from one of the many passers-by, who was wearing a garment consisting of many layers of draped sheets in various colours and was almost certainly on his way to join the religious ceremony cum political rally in the Park of Remembrance, led firstly to some suspicious stares and finally to directions to a fresh produce market close by. Here, they were assured, they could purchase a large amount of ice. Indeed, that proved to be the case, ere, they were assured byHervv  xxand with but a minor amount of haggling with the produce market manager, a reasonable price was agreed upon for the ice and the temporary use of a handcart with which to take it back to the caravan. The manager, a short, dark-skinned man with fuzzy hair, had been all-agog at the sight of the unusual pair of customers. 
 

“Wonder what he was staring at,” Low-Down mumbled after they had closed the deal. “You’d think he’s never seen a dwarf together with a fellow with gloves, ear-plugs and nose-plugs before. You’d think nose-plugs’d be even more prevalent, with this dust getting in everything, and all. Huh! Provincial yahoos! And what were you two gadding on about? I can’t understand a word of these for’n dialects.”
 

“Oh, I was just inquiring what the religious festival is that they’re celebrating today,” Jason answered with difficulty. He was sniffing and coughing, simultaneously having to quell the itching of his palms. His eyes were smarting and his nose was running. Despite his layers of protection, the market had been an assault on his senses. 
 

“Seems it’s a holy day of the Sons of the Mighty Smiter, a local religious cult, but I gather most of the locals think that they’re a subversive group who mix their Armageddonish religion with anarchic politics, so it’s certainly not the let-your-hair-down, make-a-lot-of-noise, eat-too-much-and-throw-up-on-the-way-home kind of festival. Probably rather an opportunity for them to let off steam at their colonial masters. Who willingly tolerate it, it seems. They even supply the wood for the bonfire. It’s become something of a tradition in these parts. You’re allowed to rant and rave at the Empire so long as you simmer down and go home afterwards.” He hesitated. “…But I wonder. I sense a … mood … among the people that everything is not business as usual. Apparently, there’ve been some rabble-rousers coming into town lately, organizing the locals, staging protests, that kind of thing. All done up under some pretext or other so that the authorities don’t get …” Achoo!! “..sorry…wind of anything untoward.”
 

“But why? What are they unhappy about? Most people seem dressed ok. They look happy enough. The markets are overflowing with food. I mean, just look at the size of these tomatoes. And so fresh! Strange looking bananas over there, though…”
 

“Strange thing, isn’t it. Take a bunch of reasonably contented people, then tell them repeatedly that there’s something they damn well ought to be unhappy about and before too long, you’ve got howling mobs chucking Antonov cocktails and demanding restitution.“
 

“Restitution? For What?”
 

“It doesn’t really matter. It’s mostly quite easy to convince most people that they’re victims, and that Someone Must Be Held Responsible. Look at Amerus, f’r instance. Victimhood is quite a growth industry over there. You do something stupid your whole life, then one day you up and blame someone else for the consequences and demand restitution. Usually in the form of a lump sum. Anyway, I’m not too sure I like the, call it the atmosphere around here. I think things could get a bit out of hand. Mixing revolutionary politics and religious fundamentalism is never a good thing.”
 

“You and your intuitions”, Low-Down said. He, like the other members of the circus, often teased Jason about his fine sensibilities, but they never scorned him or treated him with disdain. He had been right on too many occasions for that. 
 

Low-Down grew uneasy. “Think we should get back to the caravans? Wouldn’t want to leave Elsinore on her own for too long.” 
 

“Yes. Have to get old Posser some fresh ice as soon as possible.”
 

They set off, Jason lugging the ice filled cart. Low-Down was carrying a bag with the fruit he had bought. As they approached base camp, the noise level rose dramatically. What they saw when they turned the last corner froze them in their tracks.  A group of men, all dressed in multi-hued layers of sheets, had surrounded the Lipzner truck-caravan. They were chanting frenziedly, some moaning and beating their chests. One by one they then stepped forward and, with their fists, beat out a pattern of some sort on the side of the little caravan on the back of the truck. In which Elsinore had been sleeping. The whole vehicle shook and rocked. 
 

It was when the whole group started pounding the vehicle at once that her father, shouting “Elsinore! You bastards! Get away! Get away! Elsinore!”, dropped the bag of fruit and ran. 
 

Jason, seeing what was coming, shouted “No Low-Down! There’s eight … no … ten of them! Wait!” “Them’s my odds!” Low-Down shouted back over his shoulder, seeming to run even faster. “Hang on Elsie, Daddy’s coming! Baaastaaaaaaards!” Jason Poligon took a deep breath, and with an “Oh dear” was off and running hard.
 

Low-Down, short legs and all, still got there first, anger at the thought of anyone daring to harm his Elsie, spurring him on. He ran full tilt into one of them, neither noticing nor caring that the target was a huge, bald oaf more burdened by brawn than blessed with brain. Even at full speed Low-Down did not make much of an impression. So, realizing this, he did the only thing he could. He bit as hard as he could at whichever body part was at his facial height at that moment.
 

Pain is but one leg of a triangular feedback loop, the organism’s way of having the brain instruct the muscles to get the body to take evasive action, pronto. For this to happen all three sides of triangle have to function as smoothly as an Olympic relay team to finally attain the desired action. The bald lout’s problem now lay on all three sides of the loop. Firstly the pain signal, being experienced by some of the most sensitive nerve endings in the body, was of such intensity that they (the nerve endings) immediately overloaded and, for some milliseconds, shut down. This necessarily delayed the signal on its way to the brain, filling out the little questionnaire presented to it there – 1. Is it: pain/pleasure? 2. Is it mild/intense/excruciation/even worse? 3. Evasive action required is: not too soon/soon/immediately/hurry!/yesterday. 4. Type of action required is: move affected body part somewhat / move affected body part a whole lot / run like hell, all the while shouting at top of lungs – and achieving the desired fight-or-flight response. 
 

When the signal eventually reached the dim recesses of the thug’s brain, it was of such intensity that it would have had to cross out all the possibilities of the second question and go for an option that read Even Worse Than Can Be Imagined. Not finding such an option the pain signal dithered, chewing the back of the pencil and generally behaving like a student writing an exam for which he had crib sheets for every question except this one. The result was that the lout housing the brain just stood there while his eyes rolled over and showed yellow, almost like a whale displaying its barnacle-encrusted underside, and then, with a soft, gentle expulsion of breath, he fainted. He was lucky.It took his van-pummelling, wailing, chanting compatriots a few moments to realize they were under attack and to turn their attention to their two attackers, for Jason had by then also arrived. 
 

To Low-Down’s surprise, Jason didn’t start flailing his fists as expected.. Instead he went up behind one of the thugs and calmly pinched his lower neck between thumb and forefinger. The fellow immediately lost any interest in his current activity while his brain tried to figure out why the ground was rushing towards his face at such an unusual speed and, more importantly, why he could do nothing to stop his forehead from hitting it, probably quite hard yet strangely without pain.
 

The others had by then all turned their attention to their attackers. They did not attempt to attack them though. The sight of Low-Down’s blood-encircled mouth, along with the strangely garbed Jason’s unnatural calmness, was enough to tell them that it would not be a wise undertaking. They stood back and, pointing at the caravan, shouted a phrase repeatedly. Low-Down did not even have time to wonder what they were shouting, because next to him, he heard Jason utter an explosive damn! and start running again. 
 

He was heading for the caravan hooked to the back of the Lipzner truck. Due to the excessive rocking of the truck, the caravan had unhooked. Slowly, inexorably, it was gathering speed. Heading downhill. Towards the gates of the Park of Remembrance. And Posser’s body was inside.
 

The Park of Remembrance was not overly large, as parks go, but it was Fraught with Symbolism. This was embodied by the very formal layout of the garden. The park was therefore an aesthetic expression of the Empire’s conquering the supposed chaos of nature. The Empire’s political and cultural dominance over its subjects’ backward culture was to be found in the Eternal Flame. It was meant to suggest that the Empire existed due to the sacrifices of many selfless individuals and that its subjects would do well to aspire to their example. 
 

What it in fact suggested to most of the town folk of Interalia was that somewhere underneath the marble structure that housed the flame was a container of liquid fuel of some sort. This container, being breached on a regular basis and being siphoned dry by many an enterprising sidewalk entrepreneur, was the cause of the eternity of the flame being a somewhat stop-start affair, almost like the eternity that might be found in a universe created by a narcoleptic god.
 

The organizers of the day’s festivities had been less callous than their brethren concerning the value of symbolism. They had built a huge bonfire at the opposite end of the park from where the Eternal Flame sputtered forlornly. It was hoped that this would be seen as a silent protest, a way to show that really, anyone could use fire to symbolize whatever they chose to. However, to most of the Interalians attending the festivities in the park that day it had its greatest value as a place to barbeque their favourite sausages, the blood-of-Amun sausage, without which no Interalian festival could be regarded as a success.
 

The crowd gathered around the fire listening to the tirade being delivered by their firebrand preacher, was rapt in awe and therefore utterly oblivious to the small drama being played out at the top of the hill just a few hundred yards away. 
 

The preacher, a thin, bent man whose bitter hatred of just about everything made him look older than his years, had a long, heavy, dull grey ceremonial staff in one hand that he was using to emphasize whatever point he was trying to make, be it about everlasting damnation for unbelievers or something even worse for the godless masters of the Empire. Today he was conjuring new and imaginative purgatories for the imperialistic, capitalistic colonizers who apparently, were planning to replace the Heimraden and drossaards with completely new structures of local and regional administration.
 

The runaway caravan was gathering speed but, with nothing to steer it, was veering off course. Not by much, but enough to make it obvious to those watching from the missile’s launch-pad at the top of the hill that it was going to miss the entrance of the park. As it duly did, hitting the wall some ten yards to the left of the gate. It scrunched to a halt half on top of the wall. 
 

Its contents did not stop so easily. The coffin, a heavy, walnut job with ornate brass handles, came flying through the opening in the back where, until a split second before, there had still been a window. It had enough momentum to travel several yards through the air before hitting the ground inside the park, just short of the bonfire. On impact the lid flew open and, like a magician’s assistant at a low-budget magic act,  out came the body of  the late Postinho Papalangeo, circus clown and murder victim. 
 

The onlookers stood transfixed. The preacher was cut off in mid-crescendo, struck from behind by the flying coffin lid. The staff flew from his grasp straight into the fire as he toppled face first from his little podium, an event which probably saved his life. He was out cold, but what the rest of the believers witnessed next was to have a profound and lasting effect upon their faith, leading eventually to a schism within their church. 
 

Postinho’s body landed dead centre in the bonfire, neatly impaled upon the staff. For a moment, nothing else happened, except for some embers that went flying. Then, in a great WHOOOOSH!! the body seemed to rise up from the fire, stretch out it’s arms in a gesture that was almost welcoming (it was agreed by those who subsequently went on to form the voluntary self-immolating branch of the cult) before being engulfed by a fireball the likes of which could not have been produced by the bonfire alone. 
 

Jason came charging into the park at the same time that the huge blaze was dying down. There was no sign of Posser’s body. What he saw was the faithful of the sect, standing bewildered. Some were on their knees, while others were turning their desperately questioning gazes to their preacher-leader, who was at that moment trying to stand up. The impact of the coffin-lid had caused a slipped disc, and the pain was such that he could do no more than get himself into a kneeling position. The rest of the brethren thought this as good a response as any to the events just witnessed, and so they all kneeled. The moans coming from the lips of the preacher were not what they normally heard when he led them in prayer - except for when he was speaking in voices – but now they deepened the impact of the moment on their manic minds. 
 

Jason had the sense of mind to turn around and leave unseen, realizing that there was no telling what this lot thought had just happened – he himself could not figure it out yet – but reckoned that there was also no predicting how, seeing a man dressed as he was, would affect them. He had only heard a smidgen about the sect but recalled that the Outsider was their stand-in for evil, and he was sure that in an emotional moment such as this, he may well have been regarded as such. 
 

He retreated up the hill to the now diminished base camp. The thugs who had started this whole business had left, taking their downed comrades with them. Low-Down was just emerging from the caravan as Jason arrived, and he had an explanation for what had caused the thugs’ agitation.
 

Elsinore had earlier woken from her nap and had realized that they were no longer moving. So she’d gotten up and stepped outside to see where everybody was. The heat in the poorly ventilated caravan had been quite intense, so she was wearing very little when she emerged, and what she was wearing was all skin-coloured.
 

Events then conspired - or as members of the sect would have insisted even had they known about the whole chain of events that led up to the bit they had seen, their god had been working in one of his strange ways – to have a gust of wind slam the caravan door shut just as Elsinore stepped outside, effectively locking it due to a dodgy locking mechanism. Add to this chain of events the coincidence of a group of sect members passing by the parking area at that moment. 
 

Known as the Subservients - those who had chosen to take a temporary vow of chastity in the months leading up to this, one of the holiest days of their calendar - they were to be the guests of honour at that day’s festivities. 
 

These wretches had been living a life of celibacy for almost a year. To intensify their self-imposed martyrdom, they had been bombarded with images of lasciviousness in the form of pictures and films of lusciously libidinous ladies throughout much of this period, all in an effort to teach the meaning of the true nature of what the sect regarded as true evil. Their testosterone levels were therefore only slightly lower that their levels of sexual frustration, and they could not help but see the world through a glass darkly stained by their near hysterical loathing/desire for the ultimate evil, which was now being presented to them in the shape of Elsinore, standing there before them in all her voluptuous, callipygian glory. Their training had been thorough, and they knew that they had to attack this wickedness and vanquish it. They had charged. 
 

Elsie, seeing a howling mob bearing down on her, had struggled with the stuck door for a few precious moments before desperation kicked in and she’d gotten it open by wrenching at it so powerfully that the whole lock had broken off in her hand. She’d fled inside just in time and clung to the door to keep it from being yanked open by the mob of Subservients. While they were beating the caravan with their fists and howling that the Whore of Labilon should emerge to be punished, Jason and Low-Down had arrived. 
 

All of this was told to Jason by a fuming Low-Down who was totally prepared to go after the SOBs that had tried to harm his poor, defenceless Elsie. Her mother and the others of their group had also arrived by then, so they’d had to backtrack and retell the whole tale. Jason was concluding with the strange fate that had befallen Posser’s body when a thought struck him.
 

“Low-Down, that special effect you and Postinho had at the end of your second act, the fireball, you used some chemical for that, right?”
 

“Yes, naphthalene. ‘S why it’s called a naph bomb.
It’s quite spectacular, isn’t it?“ Low-Down answered, puzzled as to the line of questioning, yet with a note of pride.
 

“And where do you store it?”
 

“Why, in the caravan of course… Oh … Oh dear”. Realization was dawning. “So when the caravan hit the wall, the naph got flung out along with Posser’s body, and it must’ve also landed in the bonfire!”
 

”Yes, although that doesn’t really explain the superheated flash. And it must’ve been very hot to incinerate a body just like that. I just wonder why none of the bystanders were hurt. The heat was concentrated and directed upward, somehow…Oh! Oh, yes, now I recall. That magazine article that I read about them. It mentioned that the priests used staffs that’re made of magnesium! That must be it! Somehow, the priest’s staff landed in the fire, and along with the naphthalene…”
 

“Or maybe it was their god protecting them, eh.” Low-Down said with a chuckle.
 

Dranga Lipzner, after ascertaining that Elsinore was none the worse for wear, then started berating her daughter for her foolishness, parading herself naked in public, and so on. What a group of crazed thugs had earlier failed to do, Dranga now achieved by castigating her Valkyrie of a daughter from a dizzy height – of just over three feet: Elsie burst into tears and fled into the caravan.
 

Costanza was the one who turned their attention to the matter at hand. “I suggest we get a move on. No telling if the bully-boys will return. We should report the matter to the police and leave them to sort it out. It’s going to mean lots of bureaucratic nonsense and red tape, I’m sure, but that can’t be helped.” 
 

Jason groaned. The mere mention of prolonged exposure to petty officialdom was enough to make everything around him start assuming a matt-blue sheen.
 


 


 

“C’mon, Alexx, rise and shine! Gawd, Just look at this place! A body has to be careful not to trip and break something vital. It’s a good thing we’re chemists in the modern world. If we were alchemists living in the Middle Ages we’d be accused of witchcraft and strung up by the essentials, I’m sure.” 
 

”Huh? Va’d’you mean?”
 

“For making all kinds of every day objects disappear, is what I mean. I’ve never seen anything like it.”
 

It was a typical dormitory room, decorated in what may be called ‘bachelor student chic’. In other words it was small and square with a bed against the left-hand wall; desk over by the window; washbasin in one corner, wardrobe in the other, and with a threadbare straw mat in the middle of the floor. Only, none of these were currently visible. 
 

Every horizontal surface was hidden - covered in books, stacks of paper, items of clothing or an assortment of equipment in various stages of disassembly. Fast food containers - some empty but others ready to bring forth alien life forms spawned by the encrusted leftovers – were strewn about the room. Like an infantryman sent into a minefield by a sadistic sergeant, Stanley carefully picked through the debris and opened the window.
 

Alexxis Meatpacker emerged from under the bedclothes like a submarine that had got separated from the rest of the wolf pack after a prolonged period evading enemy sonar, looked around bleary eyed, blinked furiously to clear the sandcastles of sleep from the corners of his heavy-lidded eyes. 
 

“Get off my case, Chunky, I’m not in the mood”, he mumbled phlegmily, his thick Slavic accent rendering the words almost unintelligible. “’S too early f’r your fastiddy … fasty … neurotic neatness…pain in the…”
 

“I agree,” Stanley, the one addressed as Chunky replied, wrinkling his thin, patrician nose fussily. Stanley Pressman was anything but chunky.
 

Some brisk, fresh spring morning air wafted into the room, had a look around and then put up a white flag in surrender before fleeing through the open window. 
 

“Get a move on,” Stanley urged, “otherwise we’ll be late and we’ll have to deal with those idiotic spark jockeys. You know that weekend mornings are all we have to do our experiments…Oh, no, Alexx! Put it away!” 
 

He flinched and blanched as Alexx stood and shrugged off his t-shirt - his only garment – to reveal his squat, hairy, peasant body. The Slav scratched, yawned, scratched again, belched copiously and started rummaging for clothes amongst the piles on the floor, simultaneously providing a colourful account of his previous evening’s exploits. 
 

“You should haf seen vat she vas veering last night, Chunky, I tell you, there has be a law against it. Short and tight, and vit nothing und…”
 

“Spare me please, Alexx. I don’t want to hear. I’ve been up most of the night double checking the figures...”
 

“So haf I, my friend, So haf I! I’m a chemist, Chunky, not a mathematician. I can’t go to bed vit a square root…”
 

“….without waking up with a solution. Yes Alexx, I‘ve heard that tired old one before. Anyway, I’m pretty sure I’ve ironed out the ratios so let’s get over to the lab and see.”
 

“Let me just get some breakfast. I’m not myself if I haven’t had a bite. Ah, here ve go.” 
 

His excavations had hit the mother lode: a gob of what looked like a goose that had been through a wringer. He saw Stanley’s look of distaste, and just did what he normally did when he came up against Stan’s fastidiousness. He ignored it.
 

“You vant some? Nice piece of pizza. Bit of lint on it, ‘s all. A robust bouquet. Vill put hair on your chest. And on your…”
 

“Let’s go, Alexx!”, Stanley interrupted impatiently and fled the room before the queasiness in his stomach started looking for a way out through his throat. He knew Alexx overdid it on purpose just to make fun of his neatness but he still could not always help himself. It was just who he was, that was all. And Alexx was who he was. Only doubly so.
 

Stanley Pressman (always Stanley, never ‘Stan’) came from a moneyed family, his grandfather having been a pioneer of the disposable razor blade, an invention that had become an instant success in the Amerussian culture of instant gratification. Upon the old man’s passing, his son, Stanley’s father, had proceeded to dispose of the vast family fortune as if it were one of the famed razor blades. Fortunately, the old man had known that his son was apt to do exactly that, so Stanley’s grandfather had made provision for his grandson’s education.
 

By contrast, Alexxis Meatpacker was of peasant stock from the far eastern reaches of Amerus. His people were small farmers, known as kulaks, who grew mostly potatoes and sugar beets on land that was almost as exhausted as the semi-feudal system that had kept their ancestors in bondage for generations. 
 

Until the end of the Great Cold Civil War that had smouldered on between the two regions of the superpower for almost five decades, there were two distinct and opposing mindsets in the two regions. The one region, the western, was based on the principle of the state serving the individual, while in the east people were generally forced to agree that the individual was subservient to ‘The State’.
 

The idea of ‘The State’ being a an even more fluid concept than that of ‘the individual’, the eastern region of the country had, due to its smoke-and-mirrors approach to statecraft, slowly declined over a number of years, both industrially and agriculturally.
 

One of the methods that the apparatchiks in the region had experimented with to try and improve the perennially low crop yields, had been the forced collectivisation of unproductive smallholdings into large farms. Smaller farms were appropriated and the peasants and kulaks dispossessed, often violently. The fiction then was that it was, thereafter, not owned by any single person, but rather belonged to everyone through the stewardship of the government. The results were an unmitigated disaster, and had merely succeeded in turning small unproductive units into large unproductive units. 
 

The theory was forever after known as the unified field theory of agriculture.
 

Alexx, growing up during this period - and brighter than most of his compatriots -  had seen which way the wind was blowing and, when he had been given the opportunity to get an education in the city, had been bright enough to realize it offered a way out and had jumped at the chance. The conclusion of the Great Cold Civil War came just in time. Alexx grabbed the opportunity to continue his tertiary studies in the triumphant western region of Amerus.
 

The two chemistry post docs had met when, as undergraduates, they had been assigned a desk and a Bunsen burner in their first semester at West Cornington University. Even though of differing temperaments they had found that they enjoyed doing assignments together. Stanley was the one who carefully considered every decision, reviewing each requirement of a prac – as these practical assignments were known – and then carefully double-checking each result with painstaking care. 
 

Perhaps due to his Slavic roots, Alexx, by contrast, was the expansive, impulsive one. He had an approach to chemistry that was somewhere along the lines of ‘Let’s pop some more of this purple stuff into the beaker with the yellow stuff and see what happens.’ Sometimes, what happened required running, shouting, alarms and fire extinguishers. Mostly though, he almost intuitively achieved the desired results, then left it up to Stanley to figure out why. 
 

Alexx’s first impression of Stanley had been that the latter was a bit of a ponce, but he had realised quite quickly that he needed someone with Stanley’s careful approach to explain why he had just lost one eyebrow and half a moustache.
 

The university was set amongst the rolling hills of rural West Cornington in the south western Amerus, Although called a university, it was really nothing more than a perennially under-funded and subsequently poorly staffed local community college, whose sole claim to fame up until then was a certain Becky Smirkoff, alumnus extraordinaire. Becky had graduated a cum laude cordon bleu chef some years earlier. She then opened a restaurant in town that, by pure chance, received the thumbs-up from Amerus’s foremost food critic, Blanchard Slobofsky, who had happened to dine there once on a trip through town. He had been particularly impressed with Becky’s sautéed beef medallions, served with cheese and onions. In fact, so impressed had he been that when, during the investigation into the disappearance of her husband, Shaun, Becky broke down and revealed that she had indeed done him in him and then, over a period of weeks, had proceeded to serve him, portion for portion, to selected customers, Slobofsky had agreed to testify on her behalf. The nationally televised trial had caused a sensation when Blanchard appeared as a witness for the defence and called Becky ‘an artiste and national treasure whose culinary gifts could revitalize the nation’s jaded palate’.
 

When Alexx at last finished his morning ablutions, the two headed off engineering faculty, a jumble of two-storey buildings at the far end of the campus. The main building was situated at one end of a vast lawn known as the quad. This was, however, not the destination of the two chemistry students. It was to a smaller building set behind the engineering faculty that they headed on that quiet, slightly overcast morning. This was a museum of sorts, dedicated to the history of electricity, housing a rather useless conglomeration of artefacts and ancient machinery that was tolerated only because it had been a bequest from one of the university’s earliest graduates, who had made a modest fortune and died childless. Among the objects of varying interest were some early electrically powered vehicles - including an electric car, a steam driven tractor of uncertain vintage but imposing mass - and a rather exquisite scaled down yet functional working model of an electricity generating plant - boilers, cooling towers and all. 
 

They gained entrance by means of a duplicate key that had been obtained by Alexx in a fashion that Stanley was loathe to enquire after. Certain questions, he had long ago learnt, were best left unasked when dealing with the burly Slav. Questions like ‘How was your date last night?’, or ‘Where did you get this very expensive bit of equipment?’, or ‘What is in this soup, Alexx?’ were best avoided. The first would elicit more detail than Stanley could abide, the second would elicit a look and a voice that implied that Alexx was prepared to answer the question but that really, it was in Stan’s best interests not to know while the third, well, Stanley really, really, did not want to know the answer to that one.
 

Alexx carefully laid the heavy burlap bag that he’d been carrying slung over one shoulder, on an empty flat surface nearest the aforementioned model electricity generating plant and proceeded to remove the objects inside. First was a bright orange gas cylinder about a meter long, next a flask and some copper tubing, a few metal rods and, finally, a small bag of quick-drying cement and a bottle of water.
 

“You alright, Stanley?” Alexx enquired. Stanley was on his knees under the table upon which was the small power plant. He was grunting and heaving as he grappled with a heavy latch that seemed to tax his limited physique to the maximum.
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“Fine thanks, Alexx. Or, it will be if I can get this boiler door open…Ah, there! Ok, let’s set up the apparatus.”
 

First into the empty boiler went the gas canister. To its outlet valve Alexx affixed some copper tubing. He then placed the flask next to the canister. A lid with a few carefully cut apertures, into which the tubing and the metal rods were to fit, was kept close by.
 

“Zat’s it: deuterium gas, flask, control rods, tube, lid… Right, Stanley. Over to you. And hurry! Professor Teller vill be here any moment now.”
 

At that, Stanley reached into his jacket pocket and took out a small, unimposing box. For a moment he held it in both hands, as if testing its heft, then he opened it and, with a reverence normally reserved for highly prized objects, carefully removed the object nestled inside it. It was most of a watch’s strap. There was nothing ornate about it; nothing that would have made anyone look at it twice. In fact, it was quite plain and dull, just a band of metal with a simple clasp. It was even apparent that pieces had been cut from the edges of the strap. However, for both Stanley and Alexx, what was left of the watchstrap clearly was of great importance. 
 

For a long moment, as Stan held it on his open palm, they both held their breaths, their gazes transfixed upon it. Then their eyes met and, with a small well-here-goes shrug, Stanley reached over and placed it in the bottom of the jar.  He put the lid on and inserted the copper tube. Alexx then applied the hastily mixed cement, ensuring the container was tightly sealed. 
 

“Alexx, did you top up the boilers?” Stanley asked.
 

“Da, of course! Ve vould have an almighty boom if not, eh? It vould scatter both of us to the four windy corners, no?”
 

“You made a right mess, then. There’s a huge pool of water on the floor here.”
 

At this, the short Slav drew himself up to his full, five foot nothing height. “NO! I did not make mess! Let me see…”
 

He disappeared under the long table, muttering. Then: “Uh-oh!”
 

“What is it? What’s wrong?”
 

“Ve haf problem. Is boilers. They are rusted through.”
 

“Oh, no! Now what?”
 

Alexx emerged, head shaking. He threw up his hands, palms up, in a gesture that had come down many generations of a people who knew that the universe was constantly looking for ways to screw the unwary, no matter the precautions taken. 
 

“Is no use, it vill blow. And here is Professor Teller chust now, too. Ve vill look like fools. Unless…”
 

Stanley did not have the opportunity to ask Alexx what he had in mind. The door opened, and the tall and gaunt figure of Professor Jonathan Teller entered. After many years developing chemical weapons for the government, Teller had become redundant at the end of the Great Cold Civil War that had pitted the two halves of Amerus against each other. He had therefore been put out to pasture. Détente, and threatening destitution – not to mention three ex-wives - had subsequently conspired to lead him to these academic backwoods of West Cornington, where he was to teach out his remaining years. Decades of working in highly classified government projects had, however, left their mark, and the corrosive winds of paranoia had eroded deep valleys on his long, bony face. Even deeper were the canyons of mistrust worn upon his soul. His gaze was constantly darting about, searching for the agents that he was convinced the new government (namby-pamby liberals, the lot of ‘em!) had assigned to keep tabs on him. The conviction that he, who should have been accorded the highest accolades for dutiful service, had been shifted aside ignominiously to keep him from revealing The Truth about their former enemy, had been a bitter pill to swallow. Strobe lights of incipient madness were starting to flicker in the hollows of his eyes. 
 

“Well, I’m here. What now, eh, eh?” he barked. His berating, tremulous, high-pitched voice, quivering with its edge of hysteria, had left many an undergraduate a stammering, sweating ball of nerves. Stanley and Alexx had grown accustomed to the old bugger by then and were not intimidated any more. Not much, anyway.
 

“Morning Professor Teller, and thank you for coming.” Stanley put in nervously. “We have something to show you that, we’re quite certain, will interest you.” He glanced desperately at Alexx who was still down on all fours, removing the contraption from within the power station’s fire compartment
 

“Dragging me out of bed on a weekend. Without telling me what it’s all about. This had better be worthwhile!”
 

“Oh, it is Professor, it is.” And in a whispered aside to Alexx: “What are we going to do, Alexx?!? We can’t use the model power plant. He’ll have our guts if we can’t show him anything!”
 

“Don’t vorry, Stanley. I’ve got an idea.” Louder: “Professor, dis vay, please”, and, his arms full of equipment, Alexx set off for the far end of the museum. There, retired after a life of honest toil, rested the enormous old steam-driven tractor, quiescent, a retired thunder-god dozing after a long career spent smiting unbelievers. Even though this behemoth would have been less out of place in a farm museum than one devoted to electrical engineering, it was kept in the museum because it had been part of the original bequest. It was also quite a favourite with the few people who ever bothered to visit the museum. It had been lovingly restored to a better than new condition, its bright red boiler housing and giant yellow-spoked, steel-tracked wheels topped off by a jaunty, fringed canvas roof. Above all this towered a soot-black chimney. Alexx strode confidently over to the old workhorse, Stanley following apprehensively. 
 

“What do you have in mind Alexx?”, he hissed, “Please, please tell me you’re not thinking what I think you’re thinking …?” Alexx did not answer. He merely flashed a smile in Professor Teller’s direction, jauntily impervious to the suspicious stare he got in return, winked at Stan, and set to work. He took the fire hose from the wall and filled the tractor’s boilers. 
 

“Alexx…” “It’s ok, Stanley, I know vat I’m doink. After all, I grew up vit one of these, on the farm. Relax.” He opened the firebox. “Professor Teller, if you vould step this vay, please?” 
 

Professor Teller, suspicions intact, came closer, eyes narrowed. 
 

What the hell, thought Stanley. It’s now or never. “Right, Professor”, he began tremulously, then caught himself, cleared his throat and continued. “Firstly, thank you for coming. We think that what we have to show you will … will …” knock your socks off “…will hopefully impress you enough to … we think hat what we have discovered will change …”. 
 

Like a stand-up comedian telling dirty jokes at a bishop’s conference, Stanley sensed he was losing his audience, when Alexx, bursting with impatience, interrupted. 
 

“Professor Teller, ve think that ve haf discovered cold fusion!”   
 

…
 

The pause that followed felt long enough to Stanley to convert coal to diamonds. The two students both held their breaths. 
 

Professor Teller, laughing, was not a sight that anyone would have willingly been witness to. It was the laugh of the humourless, the laugh of the overseer at the cringe of those under his whip. The laugh heard by the ladybug from the boy pulling off its wings. It transformed the crags and gullies of his face into a disgusting, blotchy mask. His body bent double, he wheezed, hacking and coughing as spasms contracted his bony chest in waves. It sounded like a leprechaun being tortured. 
 

Eventually he regained enough composure to let anger, always simmering, again dominate. His eyes were blazing. Scorn dribbled from the corners of his mouth like spittle. 
 

“You. Have Discovered. Cold. Fusion.” 
 

Each word was an accusatory staccato bite. 
 

“You! Have discovered! Cold fusion!! You are chemistry students! What you know of nuclear physics is not enough to boil an EGG!!” His screeching voice reached a crescendo. 
 

Stanley decided that the only course of action was to (pun intended) steam ahead, damn the torpedoes. He swallowed a few times to lubricate the sandpaper of his throat and, using his trophy winning debating society voice, set off.
 

“Let me demonstrate, Sir. As you can see, the tractor’s firebox has nothing in it. We shall now insert these few items: firstly, a cylinder of deuterium gas with this copper pipe feeding gas into this cylinder. The cylinder contains nothing but this object. These pieces of graphite are the control rods that will prevent the chain reaction from getting out of hand.” 
 

As he spoke, Alexx, with the enthusiasm of a stage magician’s assistant, would hold up the object for inspection before deftly placing it in the firebox. 
 

“So we will now…Alexx, if you please…open the gas valve…there.” 
 

We can say this about Stanley Pressman. He had deserved that debating trophy, back in high school. He had, the judges had all agreed, A Voice. And he knew how to use it. In spite of his rage, Professor Teller appeared interested. He was peering over Stanley’s shoulder into the firebox, eyes narrowed.
 

“If you’ll just step back, please, Sir, Alexx will close the firebox door which will give us protection from the small amount of radiation emitted by the device. Nothing to worry about, I assure you. As you can see on the radiation counter, there’s currently nothing more than background, but it should rise slightly in a bit.” If my calculations are correct. Oh, please…
 

He did not say the last bit aloud, but his fingers were crossed in the age old gesture of those who were hoping to catapult their prayers a bit closer to whichever indifferent or otherwise engaged, possibly most relevant deity it was whose attention they were desperate to attract.
 

At this point he felt composed enough to risk a glance at Professor Teller. The professor was standing back, chewing the inside of his cheek, his eyes sunken in their sockets, the lids half closed. 
 

“Ah, yes, temperature is already rising”, said Alexx. He was monitoring a thermocouple device on the workbench a few meters away. “Not too long now.” 
 

Now, they were all looking at the readout. At first, nothing. 
 

Then, slowly, slowly, the digits began to change. Just by fractions of a degree at first, then, faster, one degree, three, five, ten… 
 

“Stanley, perhaps is a bit fast…?”, Alexx asked. Not panicky, just slightly nervous.
 

“No, no. I think it’s ok Alexx. You go and check the boiler temp.”
 

Alexx walked around to the side of tractor. His feet found the metal ladder’s steps and he pulled himself up and into the driver seat, with the ease of one who had spent a lifetime doing it, which, indeed, he had.
 

“Water temperature is comink along,” he said. “Pressure should start rising soon. Professor, if you vould be so kind as to open the door, please? …Professor Teller…?”
 

Professor Teller stood, transfixed. At first he appeared not to hear, then he looked around wildly. He noticed Alexx pointing to the roll-up steel door in the side of the building, then he scuttled over to winch it up before coming back to look at the thermocouple again. The temperature was still rising steadily. He was speechless.
 

Stanley was savouring the moment. Never thought that I’d see the old bastard impressed, he thought. 
 

And suddenly a feeling of relief washed over him. All the long nights spent making calculations, calibrating the equipment, always hoping but never knowing for sure if it would work. This was the payoff: the cynical, jaded Professor Jonathan Teller: completely at a loss for words.
 

Like so many great scientific discoveries, it had started serendipitously. And there was a woman involved. 
 

Her name was Jane, and Stanley had been certain she was the love of his life. She had been his first. The first girl he’d walked out with, as they called it. The first girl with whom he had held hands. The first girl he had ever kissed. Oh, there had been girls at high school, but none had ever been like Jane. She was also majoring in chemistry, so he could talk to her. Really talk, about the sun and the moon and the things that truly mattered: the synthesizing of polymer chains. The structure of carbon. Speculations about the incredible forms that matter might assume when subjected to the unbelievable pressures at the heart of a neutron star. In her presence, Stanley discovered that he was a true romantic. She was his soul mate. 
 

But alas, it was not to be. The night that his dreams had died was a night that he was never to forget, or so it had seemed at the time. 
 

Jane had quite plausibly excused herself from their regular Friday evening walk by claiming to have become enamoured of the process of chlorophyll formation and saying – nay, lying! – that she wanted to stay in her digs and read more about it. Stanley, understanding, trusting, fool! had also stayed in, wanting to be alone with his fantasies and musings on pheromonal chemistry.
 

Alexx had eventually persuaded Stanley to join him and a few friends for a drink. It was on the way to the bar that he saw them, Jane – his Janey! - was with, unbelievably, an arts major, indeed, a post-graduate in sociology. 
 

Stanley Pressman did not think much of the social sciences, regarding them as neither social nor scientific. His views on the matter had obviously never made much of an impression on Jane. She and the ignoramus were walking arm in arm, even stopping and kissing. In public!  And when she noticed Stanley, she merely waved at him, her long, sinuous arm lifting from the shoulder of her beau before settling back. 
 

Stanley was destroyed. Stunned, he could not think. He stumbled along with Alexx and his mates to the student bar, and he drank. For the first time in his life, Stanley did not want to have a lucid mind. He succeeded admirably. He woke up some time the next afternoon, wondering why he had tried to swallow an eiderdown. But it was only his tongue. He was on the floor in Alexx’s room in the rez where he had been left after passing out on the way home from the pub. He could remember nothing of the evening. Then the reasons for his predicament flooded his mind at the same moment that his throat was flooded with a brave attempt by his stomach to fool his mouth into thinking that the alcohol wasn’t really being rejected, merely recycled. His mouth, however, didn’t fall for it. He did not make it to bathroom in time.
 

Later, detoxed and cleaned up, his misery only deepened when he discovered that his watch was gone. It was a fine piece, given to him as a high school graduation present by his grandfather who at the time had mumbled something about it being a family heirloom. Curiously, the watchstrap never did do justice to such a fine example of the watchmaker’s art, it being a plain, dull grey band with a rather workmanlike, if sturdy, clasp. Upon inquiry, his grandfather had informed him that the clasp was even more valuable than the watch, being made of thrhombium, the rarest metal in the world, the old man added ostentatiously. Stanley had been deeply impressed by this fact and he had tried to find out more about this strange substance. The only book in the school library that even mentioned the stuff noted that even though it was indeed rare, it was also almost worthless since no one had ever found a use for it. Stanley’s interest had subsequently dwindled to the point where he never even gave it another thought. He had a watch with a strap made from the rarest metal on earth. It didn’t fall of his arm, but that was the extent of thrhombium’s value to humanity as far as he was concerned.
 

Now, though, the strap had failed and he had lost a valuable family heirloom. If the armour of his lovelorn self-pity had had any chinks in it, enough light may have penetrated the gloom in his heart to illuminate the sadness that he felt at the loss, but he was just too numb to care. For days he walked around in a daze, his emotions alternating between lowest and subterranean. He could not bring himself to see or call Jane. She had betrayed him. With …. with … a humanities … pseudo-educated … sociology senior. No, he couldn’t bear it. The fact that this Neanderthal who’d stolen her was also an athletics track star merely rubbed salt in his self-afflicted wound. Ah, how he wallowed. 
 

It had never occurred to him that, even though she liked him, Jane did not truly regard herself on his level. Had he realized that she found his intellect, if fascinating, utterly daunting, he would have been stunned and amazed. Why, she was always rapt in fascination when he would turn on The Voice and expound upon the ineffable nature of nature. She was, wasn’t she?
 

Wasn’t she…?
 

She it was who had coined the nickname Chunky for him. She’d said that he seemed so … so, yes, solid in his knowledge of the world and his faith in the ability of the human intellect to explain it all, that he was like a chunk of rock to her. It had seemed like a compliment at the time, and he had been flattered. What he felt now was kin to how he imagined it must feel to lose the family jewels, although, with Jane gone from his life he felt no need of family jewels. His normally tumescent curiosity had turned into lacklustre impotence, his thrusting, questing intellect flaccid in the storm of his emotions. 
 

He was in his room, on his back, indulging his autoneurotic reveries, when his thoughts were interrupted by an excited shout from Alexx, hollering up from his room on the floor below. 
 

“Stanley! Stanley! I’ve found your vatch! Stanley! It’s amazink, come qvuickly! Stanley!!”
 

“Oh, good”, Stanley mumbled to himself as he decided whether it was worth getting up to answer Alexx, “You’ve found the bloody watch. I’m so excited I could just … just … oh, all right…” 
 

He sat up slowly. He caught sight of his wan, unshaven face in the mirror on the wardrobe door. A wave of disgust broke on the pebbly beach of his self-pity. With an effort he made his way down the two flights of stairs. Alexx was waiting in the passage outside his room. 
 

“Stanley, come qvuick, is very strange. Look, look!” 
 

He grabbed the zombie-like Stanley by the arm and hauled him into the room. The first thing to penetrate Stanley’s fog was the swarm of cicadas, chittering away. But, no, he realized, there are no cicadas in these areas. What he was hearing was the clicking of the radiation counter on Alexx’s desk. It was emitting intermittent bursts of clicks, like a compulsive percussionist in a freestyle jazz group.
 

Why Alexx had a radiation counter in his room was one of those mysteries Stanley had never been able to unravel. He had just put it down to the inquisitive Slav’s need for gadgets and widget and doodads. Now, in spite of himself his curiosity was piqued. 
 

“What is it, Alexx? What’s going on?”
 

“I don’t know. I don’t know. I spend the night with the delectable Miss Kirsty from our applied mathematics class – you know her, Stanley: thick glasses; hair alvays tied in a bun just like my babushka, but let me tell you, my friend, she’s no babushka! Her body under those frumpy dresses, hoy! A masterpiece of three-dimensional geometry, especially the perfect orbs of her...” 
 

“Yes, yes, Alex, spare me, please. You came in and…?”
 

“Vell, I came back this mornink and ven I opened the door and caught zis funny smell, like…like…”
 

“Rotten socks? Unwashed jocks? Musty bedclothes?”
 

“Yes, yes, but more than that. It vaz like musty smoke smell. And then I heard it, the counter, clickety-clickink. And the lamp on the floor there – you knowink the one I mean –“
 

“You mean the broken deuterium lamp you took when they were cleaning the chem lab?” 
 

The object in question was a nondescript, rectangular box that had been squatting in the corner of the room ever since it had been junked due to a cracked casing. It had been rescued by Alexx, who’d just muttered that you never knew when something might come in handy. It was a spectral analyser, used in chemistry labs to analyse the chemical makeup of gases.
 

“Yes! That one! I fixed, so sometimes it vork, sometimes not. It vas hot! So hot that it vas almost setting curtain alight! I am scared socks catch fire…” 
 

“…endangering an entire, unique ecosystem...”
 

“…so, I empty bucket of water over it. First I think it is short circuit, until I see it is not even inplugged! So I look in case of lamp and there is your vatch! And it is hot! What you tink, Stanley, is riddle, no?”
 

“Let me think, Alexx, let me think!” Stanley felt something tugging at his memory like a dog tugging at an ankle, hoping for a walk. He just could not put his a leash on it. Musty smoke smell? Radiation? His watch…? 
 

He gave up. His befuddled brain was not even idling, 
 

“No, Alexx, I don’t know. Just give me the watch, please. I guess it fell into the case of the lamp that night I had one too many and you carried me in and I slept on the floor.”
 

“Huh! One too many!?! Stanley, you vere like man on edge of cliff! Anyvay, haf to vait for vatch to cool down first. Is still a bit varm.”
 

“Is it damaged?” 
 

“No, clasp is maybe deformed a bit, is all.”
 

“Oh. Ok. Well, at least I’ve got the watch back now.” 
 

And there they had left it. 
 

While Alexx’s mind processes were more like acts in a burlesque hall, coming onstage and doing a few impressive tricks before being replaced by another, Stanley’s were more akin to some geographical society of old, sending thoughts into unexplored territory to hack away at the undergrowth of myriad unrelated facts and figures, finally emerging with new maps to hitherto hidden jungle clearings of insight. Some of these explorers would at times go off without the society’s blessing or knowledge and would only make themselves known when they returned, bug bitten and footsore, to Stanley’s consciousness with a solution to a problem he had not even realised he’d been trying to solve. 
 

He was jolted from a restless sleep one night by one of these prodigals returning and bashing down the dream he was having of Jane, quite naked, on horseback and riding across the campus quad. What upset him most about being interrupted, was that in the dream, he had been the horse. 
 

All that was forgotten instantly when Stanley realised he had the answer to what had been bothering him. Apart, of course, from memories of Jane’s prettily dimpled, clutching knees. 
 

His shouts of “Alexx! I’ve got it! Alexx!!” echoing through the darkened dormitory as he ran down the stairwell, were answered sleepily from behind various closed doors with comments like ‘Well bottle it and sell it, you dumb…!’ and ‘Yeah, I also had it but there’s this ointment I’ve got, if you’re interested…’.
 

Alexx was standing in the doorway of his room by the time Stanley reached it. He was wearing very little. Only a shoe covered his modesty. 
 

”Vat is wronk, Stanley?”
 

“We have to talk, Alexx. I think I’ve got it!” 
 

Out of breath, he tried to burst into the room, but Alexx quickly barred his way. Not, however, quickly enough to prevent Stanley from noticing that Alexx had not been exaggerating the geometric excellence of Miss Kirsty’s assets. 
 

“Oh. Sorry.” Then: “Get some clothes on, Alexx, and come with me. You won’t believe this! It’s going to blow your shoes…” he glanced down. Alexx had relaxed and was holding the shoe by his side. “…and …ummm… socks off!” Stanley concluded with a giggle at what he considered a rather daring bon mot. 
 

Alexx sighed. “Comink, Stanley, comink And keep it down. People are sleepink.”
 

Stanley was still giggling, on the verge of something like hysteria. “No, you keep that down, Alexx. We’ll talk in my room.”
 

When Alexx arrived upstairs a minute or two after Stanley, the latter weighed in immediately, without even offering an apology for being the cause of alexxus interruptus.
 

“I’ve figured it out, Alexx! The reason for the watch becoming hot. It’s the deuterium! And the thrhombium. Has to be! The gas must’ve leaked from the lamp, and with the strap being made of thrhombium it…well, at first I thought that the heat was the result of a chemical reaction, but the radiation meter being set off: that part didn’t fit in. But now I know what it is Alexx! It’s cold fusion! Has to be. I remember this article I read, where they tried using deuterium and, I think it was beryllium? Yes. That’s it, beryllium. But it fizzled. The thrhombium is the key, don’t you see! It belongs to the same group of elements as beryllium. I’ll bet no one ever thought to use thrhombium.”
 

 The last words came out in a rush. Alexx just stared at him, jaws agape. Could this be the same Stanley who, only yesterday, had been wallowing in a funk of self-pity, over a cold fish of a girl that, according to Alexx, was not even worth the effort? Cold fusion? Ok. It was a crazy idea, but if it brought Stanley to his senses, that was good enough for Alexx, good friend that he was.
 

“No vonder. It’s not called the rarest metal on earth for nothink.”
 

“Never mind, I’m sure that if they looked hard enough in enough places, they’ll find more of the stuff. And Alexx: not a word to anyone about this. We have to make sure before we tell anyone.”
 

Alexx felt that, somehow, he must have missed the moment that Stanley’s I had changed to we. He knew there would be no getting out of it so he just said “Ok, Stanley, ve’ll talk in the mornink. If you’ll excuse me, I have to go back to my room and…” 
 

“…solve a hypotenuse with your Miss Kirsty, I would guess!” Stanley giggled again. There was just no end to the man.
 

In the weeks that followed, Stanley worked like a man possessed. Every morning, in an unused laboratory that they had been given access to under the pretence of working with dangerous chemicals, he would either present Alexx with a list of items to be procured from one of the Slav’s inexhaustible supply of contacts, or else he would explain his latest progress. 
 

Typical of Stanley, he had put himself through a nuclear physics crash course to try to putty the gaps in his knowledge that he, as a chemistry major, obviously had. As with any piece of knowledge that one is highly motivated to learn, he had sucked it up in enormous quantities and filtered out the relevant bits, like a sperm whale swimming through a nourishing ocean of krill. Most of the explanations just passed over Alexx’s head, but he nodded and smiled encouragingly, knowing Stanley was really talking to himself, attempting to clarify the difficult concepts in his own mind. 
 

Mindful of the limited quantity of thrhombium available, Stanley was loath to use too much at once in his experiments, but the tiny slivers of watchstrap that he had been shaving off, then put in a flask to be charged by the gas, were giving frustratingly inconclusive results. Some heat, some radiation, but nothing irrefutable. Nevertheless, he had been able to calibrate certain aspects of quantities required, such as the number and size of the graphite control rods that would prevent any chain reaction from getting out of control. Or so he hoped. 
 

It was only when the point was reached where the watchstrap had dwindled to a size where it would look dainty even on Jane’s delicate wrist (sigh…) that he had felt that the time had come to present his findings to Someone In Authority. Choosing Professor Teller, with his background in both nuclear physics and chemistry, to be that certain someone, had been an inspired idea. The Professor’s having many contacts in government from his years as a weapons designer, was never far from Stanley’s thoughts. Stanley had ambitions; ambitions that he sensed could be realised by a discovery of this magnitude.
 

Stanley had wanted to do a simple blackboard-and-chalk show-and-tell, but Alexx, with his sense of the dramatic, had persuaded Stanley that a demonstration needed a bit of pizzazz – Alexx had actually called it that although it had come out as pissass – if they wanted to make an impression. His idea, therefore, was to do a demonstration using the miniature power generating system in the electrical engineering museum, for wasn’t that what they were trying to achieve anyway, the generation of power using cold fusion?
 

The normal process to generate nuclear power, if normal can be used to describe such an amazing process, is to split an atom of, say, uranium. Like a fractious divorce proceeding, this generates heat that can be used to superheat water and let the steam drive a turbine which, in turn, generates electricity. 
 

Nuclear fission, by contrast, generates heat not from the divorce of particles, but rather by their coming together. As any romantic knows, the passions of the first flush of love can be indescribably intense, if only it could be sustained. However, the energies involved in achieving fission, namely the heat and pressure required to make the particles, reluctant lovers that they are, mate, are tremendous. The cost of nuclear fission had therefore always been prohibitive and a sustainable reaction had so far proven illusive.
 

Enter cold fusion, stage right. 
 

If nuclear fission is the fractious divorce of nuclear reactions, and fusion the passionate embrace of the coming together, cold fusion is the long haul marriage of nuclear reactions. 
 

Called fusion-in-a-flask by some, and about-as-bloody-likely-as-a-perpetual-motion-machine by others, it is postulated to be a reaction occurring, at room temperature no less, when a certain metal element, x, is suspended in a container of some sort, b, and infused with some gas, c. This process then supposedly generates, admittedly in tiny amounts, heat and radiation, the latter implying that an actual nuclear reaction is occurring, and not merely a chemical reaction. 
 

Usually, even more heat is subsequently generated in scientific and academic circles whenever the claims of cold fusion are published. 
 

Obstinacy being a hallmark of the stubborn, the search for cold fusion, or for the aforementioned perpetual motion machine, may only halt once human beings lose the urge to pursue this, and other, quests to pursue that which promises something for nothing. That day will, however, be celebrated as the same day that devices go on the market to pluck all those annoying flying pigs out of the sky.
 

Stanley’s revery was interrupted by the sound of the steam tractor’s whistle. Alexx was in the driving seat, shouting at Stanley to jump aboard. He stood behind Alexx who disengaged the brake and, with a holler and a hoot, drove the great monster of a machine out the door, a chugging, clanking machine symbolizing a marriage of the past and the future. 
 

Looking back, Stanley was amazed and so shocked at what he saw that he almost lost his grip and tumbled off. 
 

The great Professor Jonathan Teller, world famous scientist, was applauding them.
 


 

The fans had arrived in droves to greet their hero. 
 

The acolytes, the aficionados, the groupies and the ubiquitous members of the press, they were all there as the inimitable Eddie Cattz, slash-rock star and spokesman, nay, prophet! of a whole generation of lost young souls, emerged onto the tarmac from his plushly appointed personal jet. 
 

The little people who had come to pay their respects to their idol were lined up next to the red-carpeted route that he had to tread on the way to his fleet of limousines. From behind the barricades, erected to keep the semi-hysterical fans from mobbing him, he could hear his name being called, “Eddie! Eddie!” “Look at me, Eddie!” “No, me, Eddie!” “Oh, Eddie, I want to have your baby, Eddie! Eddie!” He was being showered with flowers and coins and, best of all, fine, frilly undergarments, so much so that his phalanx of burly bodyguards had to take up position around him to protect his person, mortal, yet still the vessel bearing his ethereal, sensitive, artistic soul on its journey through this mortal coil…
 

“Excuse me, Your Majesty. Uhh…Your Majesty?” Inge was beside him, shaking his shoulder. Under her breath she whispered, “Your Majesty! This is not the time for … fantasies!”
 

“Yes, Yes, all right, I’m coming. Just as soon as I can get this … unhh … blasted … umbrella to unfurl…”
 

”May I help you, Sir? Ah, there, that should do it. Shall I carry it for you, Sir?”
 

“I’ll carry my own bloody umbrella, thank you very much, Inge.” Before stepping out onto the platform, King Edouard stuck his head out the carriage door and pulled it back quickly when a flurry of icy rain hit him in the face. 
 

“So this is Outer Twinge, is it?”
 

King Edouard Katzenellenbogen Van Der Meer De Bliksemen De Donderin reluctantly stepped out of the warm train onto the bare concrete platform of Outer Twinge, where the arctic wind gusted away the last wisps of his comforting fantasy. He was immediately chilled to the bone despite the thick camelhair coat under which he had put on as many layers of clothing as he feasibly could. 
 

From the grey, leaden cloud cover an icy sleet was sifting down, Everything looked grey. And leaden. Even the pots of flowers that were lining the platform of the - at least - a hundred-and-twenty-year-old railway station, looked sodden and miserable. The red carpet that awaited the trod of royal feet was not long enough to reach right up to the carriage in which he and his entourage had endured an interminable journey, and the cold seamed to burrow into him through the soles of his feet from the naked concrete. The strip of faded red carpet had probably been in storage since the last royal visit to this forgotten corner of the Empire, most likely at the inaugural of the railway station, and was curled up at the edges like a reheated, week-old pizza. 
 

King Edouard could just imagine the excitement it must have generated then, the coming of the steam age, to Outer Twinge. The town fathers must have envisioned the event as dragging them into the modern age, an age of unlimited possibility, and an age of untrammelled progress. But they were woefully wrong. Progress was trammelled and possibility limited by the stark fact that the region had so little to offer. 
 

The two main products produced by the harsh climate and poor soil, were bracken and sheep. The latter had little else to eat but the former, and the former’s sole source of fertilizer was the droppings of the latter. Subsequently the two species formed almost a closed ecosystem, co-dependant and intertwined through centuries of convergent adaptation. The result of this symbiotic synthesys was a species of sheep whose wool, while used for local clothing, could only be used by the outside world as an industrial strength pot scrubber (although great strides were being made in a softening process through which the weave could be used for artificial race track turf) and whose meat, with its brackenish taste, was barely deemed fit for domesticated pet food. The bracken, on the other hand, had, through a strange quirk of genetic exchange, mutated to the point where its flower had taken on a white woolly appearance to the extent that, during the short flowering season, there were some very confused sheep – and disappointed shepherds – in the area.
 

The small crowd who were gathered on the platform consisted mainly of people who appeared to be in their sixties and seventies, although in that climate they could just as easily have been weather beaten twenty- and thirty-year-olds. They appeared beside themselves with excitement, King Edouard thought to himself as he walked woodenly along the platform flanked by the royal retinue, and a few, he noticed, had even gone so far as to wear teeth for the illustrious occasion of a royal visit. 
 

Already starting to shiver violently, King Edouard had to endure being greeted by the Mayor and other dignitaries, all of whose names were blown away and forgotten immediately. Then there was a short mayoral speech that felt as if it took three ice ages to get through, during which he felt himself slipping back into the soothing Eddie Cattz-and-the-groupies fantasy again. So much so that, when a young girl of sixteen or seventeen came forward to present him with a small welcoming gift, he had to rather restrain himself. At first, he thought she was presenting him with a woolly little lamb, but it was just a bunch of bracken flowers that most likely had been kept in a fridge somewhere since the summer, just for the occasion. 
 

She also presented him with a large framed oil painting. What he at first thought was an abstract rendition of, perhaps, man’s inhumanity to man, turned out be a depiction of Lake Glamorgenchefiddlich, and after this was pointed out to him by the young girl, who was also the artist, he agreed that it could very well have been that, what with the blue blob in the middle and all.
 

Then it was his turn to say a few words. He handed the gifts over to Shadrach, his public bodyguard and shadow, and dug in his pocket for his speech. He didn’t know what it said as he had not until that moment laid eyes on it. Like all his speeches, this one had been written by Inge, and he trusted her not to stray from the tried and true formula of platitudes and bromides about how honoured he was to at last get a rare opportunity to visit the far corners of the Kingdom where it was still possible, as Inge put it, to mingle with Real People Who Lived Close To The Soil. There were also some bits about how a variety of local customs and lifestyles all contributed to a strong Kingdom and enduring values. He was pretty much cruising on auto pilot as he spoke, and didn’t need to read it to know what it said, so he let his mind wander just a bit, wondering what his alter ego Eddie Cattz would have done to get a rise out of an audience that, though doubtless impressed by him, needed a bit of encouragement. He finished off to a smattering of applause. Then it was on to the cavalcade of cars that was to take them on to Hesbarochhian Castle where the royal party would be guests of honour during their overnight stay. 
 

The walk to the cars was normally an opportunity for another of the rituals, the walkabout. This was expected of a constitutional monarch to show how the royals had not lost touch with the common people and how they were just like them. Back in the Brutish capital he quite enjoyed the little custom as it played out. There everyone knew their roles in the farce: he the dutiful king, their symbolic figurehead; they the clamouring, ordinary masses, tolerating the whole charade out of a shared sense of respect for tradition and history. It was usually a good photo opportunity as well, especially when the weather was fine and sunny and the young ladies along the route were smiling prettily and handing him a flower or a tiny handkerchief as he walked, nodding here, briefly and inconsequentially chatting there.
 

Today’s walkabout, while expected of him, would certainly be more of a duty than a pleasure. He was by now so cold that he had lost feeling in his legs and hands, and his cheeks were not far behind. He walked stiffly through the station building and headed to the line of onlookers behind the red lint that was meant to separate them from the royal walkabout area. 
 

With him in his entourage, apart from the reporters and the television cameraman, were the already mentioned Shadrach, his bodyguard and minder at public functions. Inge, his personal assistant, was some yards behind him, accompanied by Rumor, his butler. The two pages, Elffred and Harriman, were not part of the group since they were tending the luggage. 
 

Two others brought up the rear of the group. These were two young women, one blonde and the other a striking brunette, both dressed in chic trouser suits and coats draped loosely over their shoulders despite the sleet having a knack for finding exposed skin. They were described in the protocol lists as personal assistants to the King’s personal assistant.
 

As the VIP guests emerged through the heavy arch of the station’s entrance, King Edouard saw that the turnout was quite good. Not as good as it could have been for Eddie Cattz, of course, nor as rowdy and rambunctious. For instance, no underwear was flying in his direction. A good thing, too, seeing as half-a-pound of foundation garment made of Outer Twinge wool could have caused serious brain damage.
 

King Edouard was on the point of starting to schmooze with his nearest admirer, an ancient gent with a walking stick, when a commotion was heard coming from behind the onlookers. Immediately Shadrach was at his side, steering him back like a border collie at the regional sheepdog finals, his walkie-talkie being put to use. After a moment he relaxed.
 

“It’s all right, Sir, just a small demonstration, apparently”, Shadrach confided. “The local constabulary assures me that everything is under control.”
 

“Oh, really? And what would they find to protest about out here? The balmy, holiday climate? Too many stimulating activities?”
 

The sarcasm was lost upon the bodyguard, an ex-military man who took his duty very seriously. He spoke into the handset again. A uniformed officer approached and introduced himself as the local Chief Constable. 
 

“It apparently to do with Bugrawlia, Your Highness. They demand that the Brutish Empire cease oppressing the good folk of that place and set them free. But we’ve got them under control, Sir.” He tried to sound in control, but only succeeded in coming off both apologetic and ironic.
 

His Majesty felt a twinge in his gut. Eddie Cattz was stirring, sensing an interesting development. 
 

“Well then, my good man, let them come forward and state their case. If they have something to say, let us hear them! We do live in a democracy, after all. And if you’re as in control as you say there shouldn’t be any danger, should there.”
 

The Chief Constable hesitated for a moment, then looked at Shadrach, who just nodded to indicate that the King’s wishes, expressed in that tone were, in fact, orders. As the Chief spoke into his handset, the two pants-suited personal assistants to the King’s personal assistant came over and stood on either side of him, if a little way behind him. The Chief made nothing of this and thought them to be merely curious about what was going on. It did not register on him that the two were now without their overcoats and that, curiously, they were scanning the crowd with an intensity belying their stated positions as assistants.
 

Whereas Shadrach was the kind of bodyguard that was expected of a royal personage, Agnetha and Anni-Frid were more in the way of being King Edouard’s private bodyguards. Highly trained and deadly in gunplay, edged weapons and four martial arts disciplines, they were also lissom and sexy. In short, they were the kind of bodyguards that Eddie Cattz would have had.
 

The crowd parted as the protestors were led forward. There were three of them in total, and they had a bedraggled sign with them that had at one point been legible but now, in streaky paint, proclaimed 
 

Fre*dom *or **graw**a
 

The two youngish men, displaying bad skin, worse teeth and greasy hairstyles, wore expressions that attempted very hard to be sneers of disdain, while the young woman, whose teeth, at least, were in better nick (most were still there) had a look of zealous intensity that semaphored her commitment to and empathy with The Cause. In any large city they would have been able to make quite a decent living as rent-a-mob demonstrators. Out here in the boondocks, though, they were not being paid by anyone. That made them different. They believed. 
 

The crowd had grown quiet. When the trio were within easy sneering distance, the policemen who had brought them forward made them stop. King Edouard looked at them, ever the accommodating, benign monarch.
 

“Well. Ah, lady and, ah, gentlemen. It’s always a positive thing to find young people who show a sense of commitment and a sense of political awareness, ready to state their views publicly. And those views are …?” 
 

He looked at the lout closest to him and allowed Eddie to put just the slightest amount of sneer into his voice and at the corners of his mouth. The lout responded as King Edouard / Eddie Cattz had hoped.
 

”You lot,” the lout almost spat out the words, “you act as if you bloody own the bloody world. You think it all just is out there waiting to be snatched up by your bloody Empire.” He looked to his companions for moral support. They were obviously in agreement, for they nodded sagely, encouraging him. “It’s nothing more than the bloody rich exploitin’ the poor, ‘s what it is. It’s …Ow!” 
 

He clutched at his side as the Chief Constable prodded him with his baton. 
 

“Watch yer language, my young friend. Do not forget whom yer talkin’ to!”
 

“That’s police brutality, ‘s what that is! And if yew’re willing to do that to us, just think what they’re willing to do to them poor oppressed buggers in Bugrawlia!” He had raised his voice and was making sure that the crowd could hear him clearly. He made even more certain that the television camera got a good view of proceedings. He then turned towards the camera and shoved his unappealing face right into it. 
 

“It’s time that you people woke up! We are a nation of oppressors! Freedom to Bugrawlia!!”
 

“So you’ve been there, have you, hmmm? You’ve seen, hmmm? With your very own eyes what the place is like, hmmmmmm?”
 

Not even the thick layers of prejudice and self-loathing clouding the yob’s perception were enough to prevent him from sensing the pure, sneering contempt in the King’s voice. His (the yob’s) eyes were bulging and spittle was flying. His female compatriot was becoming quite alarmed, and was attempting ineffectually to shush him. He brushed off the hand with which she was feebly trying to restrain him, and turned back to the King.
 

“Why you…! I’ll show you…!” He screamed, reaching a hand into the inside pocket of his ratty anorak. 
 

That was the opening that Eddie Cattz had been hoping for. He lunged forward, head-butting the yob in the face. Gristle crunched and blood sprayed. The yob collapsed moaning and clutching his face.
 

To any onlooker unaccustomed to public violence, what followed looked like pandemonium. A close-up, slow action replay, however, would have shown something quite different.
 

Would have, but didn’t, due to the fact that His Majesty’s – and Eddie Cattz’s – bodyguards, had moved with speed and precision. The blonde of the pair of personal assistants, Anni-Frid, moved sharply to her left and, with a well aimed kick, sent the TV camera flying from the cameraman’s hands. In one graceful move, she pivoted and smashed her fist, fingers curled and rigid as steel, into the face of the other male protester. Agnetha, meanwhile, took out the girl protestor with a swift edge-of-the-hand blow to the side of the neck. Shadrach grabbed the King around the waist and hauled him away, even lifting him into the air for a few moments, but not before King Edouard-Eddie had planted two satisfying kicks into the prone body of yob number one.
 

It was all over in an instant. The constabulary moved in, cuffing the stunned protestors and dragging them to the police van. His Majesty was hustled into a limousine where he and his three bodyguards collapsed into the back, Shadrach urging the driver to Go! Go! Go! The limo screeched away through the railway station gates, turned hard left and sped away in the direction of Hesbarochhian Castle. 
 

Shadrach nervously turned to the King. “Your Majesty! Sir! Are you ok?””
 

He need not have worried. King Edouard thumped the seat beside him and gave a howl that was part victory cry and part release of tension.
 

“Hell’s bells, that felt so good!” he exulted. “I haven’t had as much fun as .. as … hell, as I can remember! Anni-Frid! That was brilliant, the way you took out the camera. Now all there’ll be will be eyewitness accounts, and we know how those can contradict each other. And you, Agnetha! What style!” He twisted in his seat. “Shadrach, old chap! Well done!”
 

”Your Majesty, uh, I … Sir, I must apologise most deeply. The situation should not have gotten to the point that it did. I should have been more on my guard. I shall hand in my resignation at the very first opportune time.”
 

“Ever the military type eh, Shadrach? Nonsense, old man! All in a day’s work. Why not use that contraption of yours to see what you can learn from the local gendarmes, eh?”
 

Shadrach spoke into the walky-talky for a while, asking some pointed questions. When he was done, he looked a worried man when he addressed the King.
 

“They’ve taken the three perpetrators into custody, Sir. Searched them, but found nothing except for some photographs of Bugrawlia that your, umm, attacker had in his jacket pocket. That was what he was reaching for. Not a weapon of any kind.”
 

“Oh, that doesn’t matter, does it? We thought he might have been reaching for a weapon. Can’t be too careful, now can we?”
 

The King was beaming expansively, still up from all the adrenaline. 
 

Eddie Cattz had disappeared into the background. He knew when it was okay to emerge but he also knew when it was time for His Royal Highness to take charge. Having given Eddie some leeway, King Edouard would make sure he remained out of sight for a while, composing another of his smash slash-rock power ballads about the encounter just past, one with a rousing chorus, the audience nostalgically waving ten thousand cigarette lighters about. A song that would never be played in the real world, only in King Edouard-Eddie Cattz’s fantasies. 
 

The two women, on the seat facing the King and Shadrach, were as quiet and alert as ever, two Nordic ice queens.
 

“There now, girls, well done, well done. Now: how about a kiss, eh?”
 

Agnethe turned to Anni-Frid, smiled at her and leaned over. She gave Anni-Frid a long, smooching kiss. Edouard sat back in his seat, eyes shining. Eddie Cattz was never very far away.
 

Shadrach averted his eyes, staring out at the grey and uninspiring landscape speeding by. 
 


 

Like an artist sketching improbable memories of a night spent in some sultan’s opulent harem, the helicopter was drawing long, voluptuous curves in the air just above the leafy roof of the forest. The pilot, Stefan “Boz” Bozoni, was looking for a place to land, but the unbroken canopy of green sliding by underneath the machine did not present him with any possibilities.
 

“Hang on, I’m sure we’ll find a spot soon!” he shouted over his shoulder. “Yeah, there’s a spot just behind the next ridge. Hang on!”  
 

He glanced at his wife, Cindy, beside him and winked at her. Cindy just smiled and looked away. Mustn’t let the passengers see that Boz was quite enjoying himself.
 

In the back seat on the left, one of their passenger, Myra Breckenburgh, was in a panic. With her left hand, she was clutching at the seat in front of her. With her right hand, she was hanging on to the leg of Marvin, her husband, who was prone on the floor of the chopper, his head was halfway out the open sliding door. He was hanging on for dear life with his eyes glued shut. 
 

Marvin was scared of flying. He was, frankly, terrified of it, but that wasn’t why he was so miserable. It also was not his fear of heights that was making him so wretched, a fear that even two full courses of desensitising therapy sessions with the most expensive of psychiatrists could not, ultimately, cure. No, Marvin Breckenburgh did not have a lot be happy about at that moment, but the one thing that he was glad about, was that the vomit that was gluing his eyes shut, was his own.
 

Even though the Breckenburghs were paying customers, and goodness knew they needed as many of those as they could get, Cindy knew Boz well enough to know exactly what he would find amusing about the whole sordid business. 
 

It all stemmed from his intense dislike of Amerussians. 
 

According to the Law of Boz, you: One: never took anything from an Amerussian, even if you wanted it and even if he or she wanted to give it to you. Two: never trust any lawyer, politician or Amerussian. And three: never, in order of importance, lend your helicopter, motorcycle or wife to anyone, especially an Amerussian. Boz felt that, no matter what happened, if you kept your eye on the ball and stuck to simple rules, you would generally get through the day okay
 

Poor Marvin Breckenburgh was, at that moment, uncertain where he was going to get through the day at all, or whether he even wanted to. For people who had never flown in a chopper before, the first part of their one-hour charter flight over the Costa Blancan jungle had been something of a revelation to the Breckenburghs. Expecting a vibrating, shuddering ride, they were quite delighted to discover just how stable a platform the machine could be. 
 

Marvin, determined to prove that his fear of flying had been conquered – after all, the nine hour flight by passenger jet from Amerus to Costa Blanca had been like sitting in an armchair at home – had started to relax to such an extent that even his apprehensive and constantly nervous wife had felt it was going to be okay. Contributing to their sense of well being were Boz’s considerable skills as a chopper pilot. 
 

Here in Costa Blanca, far from the quickening Sahhabi Desert of Bugrawlia, the skies were, for now, still clear, and the Breckenburghs had been peering out the window, transfixed by the seeming endless expanse of verdant life below, when, in a few seemingly innocuous remarks that Marvin made to Myra, and the questions that he put to Boz, Boz clicked.
 

“So, Mr Breckenburgh, you work in the timber industry, do you?” Boz said into his headset.
 

“Call me Marvin, please Boz. Yep, I sure do,” came Marvin’s good-ole-boy reply. “This is kind of a working holiday for me, you know. Thought I’d show the li’l lady…” (Somehow Cindy had known that Breckenburgh was the type who would refer to his wife like that) “…some of the Costa Blancan sights and at the same time scout out the land, see if there’s maybe some opportunities” (mebbe sum opp-ah-toonities) “for my company. Maybe you’ve heard of us? Great North-eastern Lumber And Pulp?”
 

At the mention of the name, Cindy looked at Boz, a look of concern visible in her pretty eyes. 
 

“I might have,” he replied innocently.
 

“Yep, I’m a bit like a policeman,” (poh-leece-man) “never really off duty, always scoutin’ out new land,” Marvin said and chuckled at this display of incisive wit. “Why, if we c’n open up these forests to loggin’, there’s no end to the advantages for the Costa Blancan economy.”
 

“I’m sure you’re right, Mr Bre…Marvin,” Boz said. Then “Say, would you folks like to see Cachaco Canyon? It’s surely some of the most spectacular scenery in these parts. And since there are no roads, you can only really see it from the air.”
 

“Yah, sure, why not, Boz ole man. Let’s go.”
 

Cindy knew immediately that something was afoot. Boz’s friendly offer did not bode well but she knew her husband well enough not to say a word. Boz made a gently sweeping arc to starboard before slowly starting to gain height. 
 

In the back seat, Marvin was still expounding upon the advantages that logging the pristine forest below would bring to the Costa Blancan economy, the jobs, the roads and other infrastructure, the foreign exchange, when he was cut short by Boz’s “Hold on folks! Here we go.” 
 

The next moment the world dropped out from under them and the forest seemed to rush straight at them as Boz, having climbed to a considerable height, dropped the nose of the craft and dived straight down. Just when it seemed as if they were going to be swallowed up by the green maw of the jungle, he lifted the chopper’s nose, they cleared a low ridge and dropped down into Cachaco Canyon.
 

It was spectacular. The great vertical rock faces on either side appeared to hem them in, as Boz expertly guided the helicopter through the canyon, tilting them over on the side as they rounded long curves. Lower still they dropped, the river rushing up to meet them. Numerous rapids passed only meters below them, the spray reaching its long tentacles up as if to drag them down into the huge standing waves. 
 

They rounded another bend in the river and there, right in front of them, was a wall of white. They had been flying upriver and had reached the Insulara waterfall, a mass of water plummeting down from far above them, where eons ago the Pilata plains had been rent and torn by some geological cataclysm, interrupting the flow of the Pilata River and sending its roiling waters cascading over the edge into the canyon. 
 

Up they rose, and up and up. Even over the reverberating noise of the chopper’s engines they could hear the roar of the water, sense the power rushing down as they were climbing out of the Canyon. Then they were out and, still climbing, straight into what at first seemed to be a tropical downpour but was in fact the spray from the waterfall, rising fifty, a hundred meters into the air. 
 

Cindy’s eyes were shining, her heart in her mouth. This was not the first time that she had been with Boz when he took tourists through the canyon – the champagne cork trip, he called it – but it never lost its excitement. The blood pounding in her head, she glanced back to see how their passengers were doing.
 

Myra Breckenburgh was absolutely still, her eyes closed, only her lips moving as she no doubt prayed for salvation. Marvin was as white as the sheet that Cindy was sure he donned when he attended the monthly meeting of the “cultural” clan to which she could imagine him belonging. She was a medical doctor, and she knew what was coming. She reached over and slid open the rear door on Marvin’s side. 
 

Some tourists make a point of it to indulge in as much of the local cuisine of the places they visit as they can, regarding it as an essential part of the travelling experience. Marvin Breckenburgh was one of these, always (‘lahk a po-leece-man’) on the lookout for some new and exotic dish to apprehend and put away. Many years working for Grinlap, as the Great North-eastern Lumber And Pulp Company was known to its employees, and in a variety of exotic locales, had given Marvin a taste for unusual dishes or beverages. He also had a digestive system that could cope with most of them, and of which he boasted constantly. 
 

He had, however, misjudged his consumptive capacity the previous evening with the local drink, a potion made of a fermented fruit known as libidos. Thinking it a mild, if slightly tangy fruit juice, just right to drink with the very hot and spicy dish they had been served for supper, he had drunk copious quantities of the stuff, disregarding the warnings from their hosts. And he had been ok but, if his appetite was ‘lahk a poh-leece-man’, the previous evening’s culinary indulgence now turned upon its captor and, ‘lahk a holdin’ tank full of rowdy pris’ners’, started pounding upon their cell walls and rattling their cell bars, clamouring to escape. Which they did. 
 

Fortunately, Marvin had his head out the door when it happened, having first loosened his seatbelt and lain down on the floor. Unfortunately, he was facing the wrong way, into the wind. 
 

His wife, seeing that her husband flailing about with his vision impaired, and thinking he might exit the chopper head first, had grabbed him by the leg and was hanging on for all she was worth. Hysteria blossomed behind her eyes and she prayed even harder. At last, they cleared the ridge and found the promised clearing, a flat, rocky outcrop where not even the most persistent jungle plants could find a foothold. Boz set the chopper down and switched of the engines. 
 

Marvin half crawled, half fell out of the craft, Myra following close behind, then scurried a short distance away and continued his alimentary divestiture.
 

Cindy gave a reproving glance at Boz, who sat shaking with silent laughter. With a “Naughty, Bozzie, very naughty,” she got out, took a canister of water from under the back seat and took it over to the passengers. Marvin was on hands and knees, gasping for air. Myra, unable to suppress a look of distaste, was ineffectually rubbing his back. 
 

“I’m afraid I don’t have any airsickness medicine for your husband,” Cindy said, “but here, have some water. I think Mr Breckenburgh might want to clean up some. No rush. We’ll wait ‘till he’s feeling better before we go back.”
 

She smiled sweetly at Myra and leaving her to help her husband, went back to the chopper. Boz had also gotten out and walked to the edge of the little rocky plateau. He was gazing out at the jungle, stretching as far as the eye could see. Safely out of earshot of their passengers, she was just getting ready to rebuke him when she was brought up short by the intense, angry cast to his gaze.
 

“It’s no use, Cindy. They’ll be moving in here one of these days. Cutting roads through the jungle. Logging. And with the roads will come the rest of civilization’s rot. Look at it,” he made a sweeping gesture that took in the whole of the expanse before them. “You think it goes on forever, the jungle, But it doesn’t. And it looks impenetrable, invincible. But it’s so fragile. And once the loggers come in here, that’s it.” He pointed off to their left. “Just look at what has been happening just over the border, in Bugrawlia. First the loggers, then slash and burn agriculture. We’ve got to do something, Cindy. This is our home now, and we’re here to stay. We must try and stop it, somehow…” He ended with a note of despair in his voice.
 

“I think …” she started, but Myra Breckenburgh, calling to them, interrupted her. They walked back to the helicopter. Marvin was sitting in the back seat, having cleaned up as well as he could. He was still very pale, and the look on his face indicated that if it had been at all possible, he would have walked back to the little airport from where they had set out and which was home base for BozAir Helicopter Charter Services.
 

The ongoing depletion of the Brutish Empire had not always been a smooth affair. In places, the empire’s withdrawal had left the expatriates and descendants of earlier generations of settlers to fend for themselves. Many of them knew no home but the colonies, having been fourth or fifth generation. In Magnesia, the colonists, along with factions of the local indigenous population, had attempted to unilaterally declare independence, hoping that the quality of their dairy products would enable them to become economically independent. A low intensity civil war had ensued that had dragged on for some years, but ultimately the writing was on the wall and the country had succumbed to the more radical forces intent on restoring the country to its ‘rightful’ owners. 
 

Boz, a pilot in the short-lived, semi-independent nation’s air force, and Cindy, a doctor working at one of the rural hospitals, had known they had no alternative but to leave Magnesia. Fearing that they would be branded as enemies of the new regime, they had sold up and moved, coming to Costa Blanca which they had both once visited during a Magnesia-Costa Blancan exchange programme. It had been a jump into the unknown, and extremely hard at first, but with what they were able to salvage of their previous life, they had started over. 
 

Boz had bought an aging chopper being sold off by the Costa Blancan air force. The air force was being disbanded when the constitution of Costa Blanca, a deeply democratic country, was amended and the populace decided that, in a country with none of the natural resources that others might covet, and no strategic value, it had no enemies and therefore a military force was unnecessary. With it, he started an air charter service while Cindy had no problems finding work, being appointed head of the trauma unit at the local hospital. Rather to their own surprise, they soon settled in and adjusted to the leisurely pace of life. It was easy to fall in love with the country, and not just because of the fact that it had no army, navy or air force. It had some of the most breathtaking scenery they had ever seen. 
 

It was not all jungle. From the high plateaus to the pristine beaches, washed by crystal clear oceans, the diversity of wildlife was reckoned by experts to be amongst the highest anywhere. Cindy had truly not realized how deeply the place had burrowed into her husband’s soul, but after this afternoon’s experience, she now knew that, yes, they really were here to stay. More significantly, somewhere in the back of her mind, she could feel more battles looming, and she also now knew that Boz was once again going to be amongst those leading the charge.
 

“Come on,” she said quietly. “Let’s get back.”
 


 

Holdout Harumpa leaned his great bulk back in the large swivel chair, the backrest groaning in protest, and popped another garlic button into his earthmover jaws. His arms folded over his stomach, he sat quite still, rhythmically pulping the pungent bulb, extracting every morsel of flavour. The only visible sign of his tangle with the Ligurian tiger were the picket fence of bruises, left by the toothless jaws of the tiger, running down either side of his face. That, and the increase in stature amongst his brethren in the room. Everyone knew he had had a run-in with the cat and had bested it. They didn’t know exactly how, and Holdout would be the last one to enlighten them.
 

An island of calm in the storm that was erupting around him, his hooded gaze moved lazily about the chamber, then settled on the speaker. Everyone else in the room was on their feet, shouting, but it was only due to the shrillness of drossaard Hujeiman Ravatnapaul’s voice, cutting through the hubbub, that he was the speaker. 
 

“Please, PLEASE, honourable gentlemen!” came the booming voice of Hutnesar Husqvarna, who was chairing this session of the biannual meeting of the Heimraden of the province of Tibutan in northern Bugrawlia. “The Chair recognizes the Honourable Ravatnapaul. … Please, drossaard Murasan! Sit Down! You will get your turn.”
 

An angry tension settled over the room. Ravatnapaul’s voice was just too shrill to be described as dripping with sarcasm, but the intent of his words was not lost on his listeners.
 

“So it has come to this.” His thin voice cut through the tense quiet, pin-balling off the stainless steel light fittings hanging from the ceiling overhead like tennis balls at an indoor tournament for spastics. 
 

The family of mice that had made a snug home for itself up in one corner behind the dovetail joint of two of the exposed roof beams, peaked out to see what the commotion was all about, then ducked back into the nest and proceeded to draft a letter of complaint to the local noise pollution monitoring body. 
 

“The Heimraden are to be dissolved, and the position of drossaard abolished throughout Bugrawlia, to be replaced by district councils hand-picked by the Governor-General. And what are we to make of this? We are the chosen representatives of our communities, and the Heimraden are the bodies through which our colonial overseers have, for over two hundred years, given us a voice in how we are governed. Now, overnight, all that is to be abandoned by the wayside, and new structures to be created? What of the trust that has been built up over time between the Empire and the people of Bugrawlia? Suddenly we are to be treated as children, left out in the cold!” 
 

The last remark was greeted by a chorus of comments from the rest of the room, mostly in agreement, although one or two of the drossaards may have been questioning whether it was similar treatment by his parents that had contributed to drossaard Ravatnapaul having a voice as shivery as it was. 
 

Only Holdout Harumpa sat silent, chewing, dabbing at his fussy mouth with a stained kerchief, and popping in another garlic button. Then, having had enough, he lifted his right hand, the thick, beringed fingers and grime encrusted nails held aloft for a moment before slapping it down on the table surface. The thunderclap resounded off the rafters, making the mouse patriarch scurry back into the nest to pen an indignant addendum. 
 

The chair deferred to him: “Drossaard Harumpa? You wish to contribute?”
 

“Enough! Enough of this pointless prattling! You, all of you,“ his eyes swept the now silent chamber, “are missing the point. It is not about administration. It’s not about bureaucracy. Don’t you see, gentlemen, it’s about power!” Another slap on the table to emphasize the last. “It doesn’t matter how many flunkeys the Governor-General appoints, or who they are. They will be powerless. It is we, the drossaards, who hold the power. To whom will our people listen? To some pasty colonial civil servant who cares only about his pension and his retirement villa? Or to us, who have been the rightful representatives of our people for so long?” He glowered from beneath bushy eyebrows. “Let him send his pen-pushers, say I, and we shall see how much they accomplish.”
 

“But it is the law, drossaard Harumpa,” came the somewhat hesitant question from Holdout’s right. “We cannot go against a Royal decree…” Holdout swivelled his chair and fixed the questioner with his scornful gaze.
 

“Yes, Karaman Ghia, I should have known you would be ready to accept any proposal put forward unquestioningly. You would lick the great Governor-General Lord Ludvig De Sancerre’s boots if you thought it might get you a spot on the king’s honours list. Sir Karaman Ghia, in waiting and in thrall to his masters.” He spat out the word Sir and it flew through the heavy air of the chamber, landing on the floor amidst bits of garlic, where it lay like cockroach chum, stewing.
 

The object of Holdout’s scorn blanched, and he sat down. His sympathies and regard for the advantages of stability that Empire had brought to the tribally diverse region, were well known. His extended clan, the Ghiamen, were lower than a chicken’s nails in the pecking order amongst the mountain clans, the result of a social hierarchy enforced by geography. While the Harumpa and Husqvarna clans occupied the fertile high valleys of the Homiliana Mountain Range, where they tended their huge, resource-rich herds of yaks, the Ghiamen were the scrabbling mountain-goat herders of the rocky foothills. The rule of Empire had contributed to a levelling of some of the playing fields; a levelling that drossaard Karaman Ghia could already sense would soon be supplanted by the old ways. 
 

The goats really don’t stink that badly, I suppose, he thought resignedly to himself as he sank deeper into his chair.
 

Then Aninch Isalligot slowly rose to his feet. With a face like crumbling granite and a long upper body quite out of proportion to his stumpy legs, the ancient Isalligot was the leader of the Isalligot clan who were responsible for most of the illegal arms smuggling in Tibutan. 
 

The Isalligots were a small clan. A combination of short tempers, long memories when it came to what elsewhere would have been long forgotten insults but among the Isalligots were grist for the feud mill, plus a ready supply of firepower, contributed to the number of clan members remaining…stable. 
 

He stood up, his long upper body swaying slightly like a polyp in an ocean current, and then, when he felt that all eyes were upon him, he spoke.
 

“Brothers, let us call a yeti a yeti. This development is serious. First, they show us the door, replacing us with some functionary. Next, they will be telling us how to run our own clans. No, I say! It is time for us to fight. Together, under united leadership …”
 

“…Yours, I’m sure.” someone muttered under his breath.
 

“…we can show them we are not to be trifled with. My clan can provide all the weapons we need. We know the mountains, we can hold them off for as long as it takes.”
 

Holdout Harumpa knew a bad plan when he saw one. “You are a crazy old fool, Isalligot. You can’t be serious. We are not a colony of Brutain because they have an overwhelming military force stationed in the country. They rule us not with the sword but with the pen. Not their army but their civil service. Fighting them with guns and mortars …”
 

”… And we’ve just come into possession of a whole load of Iraquban rocket propelled grenades, very effective, and at a very good price, too!” Isalligot interrupted.
 

“ … Ah, yes, I see. Of course.” Holdout continued. “Isalligot, you old fox, all you see is a golden business opportunity. No, my friends. That is not the way to go.”
 

“And all you can think of are your home comforts, Harumpa. You just don’t have what it takes to take to the mountains to fight. But what about the rest of you? Are you willing to fight like men, or are you to be trod into the ground by ninnies in loafers and suspenders who work only between nine and five? Where is the honour in that?”
 

“I see no dishonour in surviving, my old friend,” Holdout said with a trace of affection for the fiery mountain man. “You will find other customers for your merchandise, no doubt. Knowing you, you will sell them back to the Iraqubans, and at a profit, too.”
 

Everyone in the chamber chuckled as old Isalligot smiled, waggling his right hand in a way that said that Holdout knew him better than anyone. The tension drained from the chamber and Holdout Harumpa knew he had prevailed for now.
 

 There were always ways and means for the enterprising to flourish. He would continue to collect his ‘taxes’, and the one who got the taxes called the shots. 
 

Holdout Harumpa always called collect.
 


 

Far to the south, in the province of Bugur’t, where the mighty Azon River, on the last leg of its inevitable journey to the sea, reaches the mudflats of the Coralon Delta, slows down and spreads out like a chocoholic on a sofa, culminating in the fetid southern swamps, a very different scene was playing itself out.
 

The peoples of Bugur’t, living in the zone between the range of coastal hills and the sea, subsisted on the creatures and plants that managed to find a foothold in the inhospitable mangrove swamps, the waterways and the mudflats. They lived in small communities, their rickety wooden shelters built on stilts a few feet above the ebb and flow of tide and flood. 
 

Dark as the salty mud beneath them, the swamp dwellers were so rooted in their way of living that they were almost as oblivious as the gnarled and knobbly mangrove trees that surrounded them, that they were, indeed, subjects of a far-off kingdom. The languorous rhythms of their lives were kettle-drummed by the rise and fall of the waters, syncopated by tidal surges during the typhoon season and the occasional algal blooming of red tides that would render much of their food stocks inedible for weeks at a time. Like the trees, they too were gnarled and knobbly from the constant exposure to the more creative ways that microorganisms had devised of surviving in this toxic environment. 
 

Their only defence against this onslaught were the tattoos. These stylised representations of the creatures that shared the sacred swamps with them were etched into their skins to serve as protective talismans. The belief was that the tribesman or -woman that etches the likeness of an animal on his or her skin could inherit the magic that helps that particular swamp creature survive. The older a swamp-dweller grew, the more tattoos would be carved into the skin, and increasingly the external world of swamp and tree and fish and reptile, intertwined as they were in the ecosystem of the swamp, would also, intertwined in swirls of eyes and scales and feathers and beaks on the skin, dominate the inner world of the bearer. It was almost a form of reverse Synesthesia, this projection of the outer world upon the inner. 
 

What the Bugur’tians had noticed recently, as once again the season-of-the-red-smoke-that-covers-the-sun was starting, was that some of the trees and plants were not as healthy as they should have been. The forestry industry that was being developed in the hills to the north was dumping more and more toxins in the Azon. This brew of fertilizers and chemicals then ended up in the swamps, debilitating much of the plant life and giving rise to occasional mutations and birth defects among the swamp creatures. And, of course, the people, too, in tandem with their totems, were becoming sick.
 

The elders of the tribe, ignorant of industry and chemical wastes, nonetheless knew why this was happening. It was the discovery of a chalk deposit in the north of he swamp that had started an iniquitous new tendency among some of the younger Bugur’tians to draw their tattoos in white instead of the grey-black ash that was traditionally used and which made the tattoos almost invisible on their ebony-black skins.
 

Many hours were spent in the long-house, debating the finer philosophical points, and possible consequences, of this radical departure from tradition. Some felt that the less visible the tattoo, the more was it likely to be drawn into the body and, subsequently, the soul. Those in favour of the white tattoos argued that, being more visible, they were more efficient at warding off malevolent spirits.
 

For most of them, the Heimraden was largely an irrelevance. The Bugur’tians hardly produced anything worth taxing and expected nothing from others to improve their lot in life. Yet, now that this body was to be abolished, without consultation or discussion, it suddenly became clear that it, and therefore the drossaards, had to have been of some value if the colonial authorities deemed it important enough to issue a decree of abolition against it. This was most apparent to the drossaards themselves, a few of whom had gathered in the meeting hall in the largest stilt village, the almost-a-village of Mudut, to decide if they should resist or accede. 
 

The pace of the meeting was as sluggish as the brown-grey waters that flowed beneath their feet. They spoke at length, each of the eight drossaards who had bothered to turn up taking his turn and putting his point of view. The issue concerning the damage being done to their surrounding habitat was also raised. For many, many hours, the possibility of raising an official complaint with the authorities was discussed, but no consensus could be reached on the issue. Eventually a vote was taken, but with two drossaards voting in favour, two against, and the other four abstaining due to indecision, the majority opinion prevailed and everyone went home.
 


 

The local outlet of the Grounds for Celebration coffeehouse in the Bugrawlian capital of Candoberra was typical of such Amerussian franchises. Whereas some franchises opted for the plasticised facsimile look of some quaint culture or other, Jason, who was sitting near the back, thought to himself that there could not possibly ever have been a culture to which his current surroundings could be referring, even as a joke. In fact, the thing had most likely not even been designed by an architect, but rather by a coven of advertising executives who had come up with it after having had a slew of midnight meetings with a host of soul-sucking demons. The coffeehouse was designed to offend no one. As sterile as a vasectomy clinic, the gleaming chrome and glass surfaces gave notice to aspiring bacteria that they were as welcome as a grandmother at a stag night. Customers did not tend to linger much longer. 
 

Jason had, on his travels, seen these soulless monstrosities being plonked down in the most unlikely places, often appearing in old neighbourhoods where they stood hip to groin with older, more run down establishments, utterly out of place. He marvelled at the minds that saw the world through such bland-coloured glasses and then foisted their own inner blandness upon it via these places. They were never staffed by waiters and waitresses either. Exporting the ground, roasted and chicoried vocabulary of gender equality along with the blandness of their corporate culture, the Grounds for Celebration Corporation insisted that these young wage earners be referred to as waitrons. 
 

Jason enjoyed the coffee, though, and found that the odourless air did not interfere with his enjoyment of the loamy aromas, as would have been the case elsewhere. This being also one of the few places in Candoberra that had a satellite TV dish, it was possible for those interested in the outside world to catch up on world events. Indeed, the small colour set in Jason’s view was at that moment tuned to one of those tedious twenty four-hour news stations, and it had just switched from the face of the female news anchor to a press conference of some sort. Thankfully the sound was turned down too low for Jason to hear anything, so all he saw were three men sitting behind a table, upon which was an array of microphones. Two of the men were quite young, while an older one, who was obviously a man of authority, was in the middle. The latter looked like a Lowgyptian mummy that had been unwrapped and slightly rehydrated. One of the younger men, a nerdy looking fellow in large, black-framed spectacles, was apparently addressing the press conference. 
 

The little interest Jason had waned even further when the scene switched from the young man’s animated face to that of an old tractor, trundling laboriously across a large grassy area. He had just ordered a second cup and was deep in thought, staring, without seeing, at the faux-wood-panelled wall, on which was mounted, beneath the TV set, a perky, surrealist drawing of a latté, a piece of pie and a fashionably dressed couple doing something futuristically jet-setting and glamorous, when his own past appeared at his side.
 

“Now, now Jason, too much caffeine and you’ll be up the whole night again!” came the voice from his right. He turned, surprised but not without pleasure.
 

“This is my last, Sister, I promise,” he intoned mock-solemnly, then smiled at the shorthaired, attractively elfin-like, if slightly mannishly dressed woman who was coming toward him.
 

“Mein gott, if it isn’t Jason Poligon! Ze vorld in one country is how Papa often describes this place, but I never thought he meant zat everyone vould be here at once! How are you? Let me give you a hug!”
 

Klara de Sancerre y Brava, daughter of Governor-General Lord Ludvig and Lady Brünhilde, gave Jason a long hug and a short kiss and sat down opposite him. She gave him a professional look. 
 

“You’re looking vell, Jason. Slightly tired, from what I can see past the dark glasses, but vell.” Not as heavily provincial as her mother’s, her speech did contain some of the same inflections.
 

“Hello Klara. This is unexpected, I must say. Yes, it’s been a bizarre last few days, but I’m well. And you? I suppose you’re here visiting your parents?”
 

“Yes, I flew in a couple of days ago.”
 

”Alone?”
 

“Yes, Jason, alone. I got divorced. Very civilized. Christiaan was very understanding. It was still somewhat painful but now it is over. Ach, I don’t want to talk of that. I am what I am and I just made peace with that fact. And so did he, at the end… And you, vhy are you here? Are you alone?”
 

”Yes. And no. I am here with some … colleagues, I suppose would be the best way to describe them. But only because they were kind enough to give me a lift after the circus burned down.” 
 

She gave him an uncomprehending look. “It’s a long story…” he began, but then noticed Klara’s gaze being drawn to the woman who had just entered through the automatic sliding door. 
 

“Oh, my, she’s gorgeous,” she said in a throaty voice.
 

“Now, now, Klara!” Jason said, then stood up and beckoned.
 

“Costanza, over here. Ah, let me introduce you. Klara, meet Costanza Fia Tavio. Costanza, this is, ah, an old friend, Klara. We just happened to run into each other. Klara is…” He glanced in her direction. Klara shook her head. “…was a nurse that I met a while ago in hospital. She also happens to be the Governor-General’s daughter. Please, sit down, could I order you something to drink? Don’t let the décor fool you,” he said quickly to Costanza who was looking around disdainfully, “As ghastly as it is, the coffee is quite good.”
 

“It should be called Grounds for Divorce rather than Grounds for Celebration,” she said huffily. 
 

She sat down and Jason summoned the waitron. This was a young thing in her late teens or early twenties – it was impossible to tell – who had run away from her impending fate as fourth bride to a minor nomadic chieftain four times her age, in the western deserts of Bugrawlia, for a better life in the city. She was like a milky moccachino, both in skin colour and texture. How it was that she had gotten the waitron job over all the other young-thing applicants hoping for an infusion of Amerussian glamour into their dreary lives, was a source of mystery to her, as the bemused look on her face indicated. Or, perhaps she was just concentrating very hard so as not to make a mistake when they ordered. After making sure she had the order correct, she shuffled away, a nervous frown creasing her smooth, broad, Bedouin forehead. 
 

Having grown up in a culture where women never wore anything but very long, very shapeless and very black dresses, she was, at last, starting to get used to the colourful miniskirt. Not even the socially responsible, gender-equal corporate culture of Grounds For Celebration Corp. was in a hurry to get rid of it, and all female waitrons were still required to wear it. What she was finding a bit more difficult to get used to, though, was looking male customers in the eyes. Even worse was the underwear. Just having to wear it was bad enough, but being told that the slogan on the front, printed underneath the company logo, said YOUR PASSPORT TO PLEASURE, had induced a severe case of culture schlock in the poor girl.
 

The two women at Jason’s table had been sizing each other up during this exchange, Klara with a slightly lustful look of which Costanza appeared quite unaware.
 

“So how do you two know each other, Ms Fia Tavio?” Klara finally asked.
 

“Oh, from the circus, Ms. …um, Klara. And please, call me Costanza.”
 

“Yes, Jason mentioned a circus. Vot is up with that? Jason? You’ve never, ever said anything about being a circus performer, not once in all the time you vere in the clinic.”
 

“Not a performer. I just looked after the animals, you know.” 
 

“You? An animal-minder? Someone vit your talents! I don’t believe you! Costanza, is he telling the truth?”
 

“Oh yes, he looked after the animals. He fed them, kept their cages clean. And he does have a talent for that. The animals just loved him.” 
 

They were suddenly aware of someone standing at their table. Jason at first thought it was the waitron, but instead was again confronted by another ghost from the past. It was a middle-aged man. The fellow was poorly dressed and not very clean. He stood there, vacantly looking at Jason. Subtle tics chased each other across his face, as if he was trying very hard to remember something. Then, for just a moment, his eyes focused. His jaw dropped and he looked as if he was about to say something when he lost focus again and just stood there, mouth agape. A thin drool of spittle crawled down his chin.
 

“Ay, so sorry, so sorry!” Another man appeared who Jason assumed was the manager. “He is one of the vacantos, the vacant ones. He just walked in…Gentleman and ladies, my apologies. Come, Cherubin,” he said to the wretch, “this way, come. I have told you before, don’t bother the customers. You want some leftovers, come to the back.” The manager looked at their table and made a circling movement next to his head with his free hand. The man offered no resistance as the manager gently led him away. In a moment, the manager returned. 
 

“Once again, my apologies. These vacantos … poor things, they walk around like zombies, but they are harmless. We have to look after our lost ones, eh? Now, is everything to your liking?” They assured him there was no harm done and, after he apologised once more, left. Through the whole episode, Jason had not said a word.
 

“Jason? Are you ok?” Costanza’s voice came from a long way away, snapping him back to the present.
 

“The old thing again, eh Jason,” Klara asked.
 

“The Synesthesia, yes. It seems to come and go in cycles, and it is more acute just now. That’s why I’m in this place. I was hoping it would be so bland that I’d be ok. Don’t know why I bothered…thank you.” 
 

The waitron had arrived with their coffees and was deftly placing the cups in front of them. When she was done, Jason said something to her in a low voice. Costanza only faintly heard some soft guttural sounds. The Bedouin girl’s rather plain features unfolded like a flower as a shy smile crossed her face. She bowed her head, walked a short distance, turned around again and gave Jason another shy smile. But she never looked into his face.
 

“What did you say to her Jason? I couldn’t quite hear it but you certainly impressed her.” Costanza inquired.
 

“I said she was like a rose in a sand dune, as exotic and as pretty,” Jason said.
 

“But you said it in her language, didn’t you?” Klara said.
 

“The language of the northern Bedouins, yes.” 
 

Then he turned to Costanza who was staring at him in amazement and asked, quickly, “Had any luck with the ministry?” 
 

As he’d hoped, the effect on her was instantaneous. The how, why and who that were tripping over each other in a rush to be asked, disappeared to be replaced with a rush of indignation. It was like watching Moe, Joe and Curly all trying to get through a narrow doorway at the same time before tumbling down an open manhole.
 

“Ay, no!” she exploded. “Those ... gente piccola stupid! Paperwork and more paperwork! Get this form! Fill in that form! No, it must be in triplicate! Now take it there to get it stamped! It just never ends.” 
 

“Vat is it that you’re trying to do, Costanza?” Klara asked, leaning forward rather eagerly, Jason thought. “Perhaps I can help.”
 

“I just have to get these visas in order for my family, but it is so tiresome. I’ve been trying for two days and I feel I’ve gotten nowhere.”
 

”Well,” Klara said, “tell me vat you need and I’ll ask Papa to help out. I’m sure he won’t mind.”
 

“Oh, would you? That will be marvellous.”
 

“I tell you vat. Today is Thursday. Tomorrow is a public holiday so ve von’t achieve anything before Monday, anyway. Jason, vhy don’t you and Costanza have dinner with us over the weekend, at the residence? I’m sure Papa and Mama won’t mind. They know all about you – well, as much as I know, anyway – and would love to meet you.” She looked at her watch and quickly swallowed the last of her cappuccino. “Oh, I have to go. Here’s my number, Jason. Ring me tomorrow and we’ll confirm the details. Auf wierderzehn. Ciao, Costanza!” She was on her feet, and gave Costanza a last, lingering look before striding purposefully away.
 

”Well, dinner with the Governor-General? Another surprise. Jason, you never cease to amaze me. You met her in the hospital, she said? Or clinic? What was that about?’
 

“Umm, can this wait ‘till later, Costanza? I still have a few things to do if we’re to have dinner with Lord Ludvig and Lady Brünhilde. I’ll walk you to your hotel, shall I? And I’ll call you later to tell you what time I’ll be picking you up. If you want to go, that is.”
 

“Oh, I wouldn’t miss it, if only to smooth my way through the bureaucratic minefield. And maybe I can get your old girlfriend to tell me about your mysterious hospital stay, seeing as you’re so reluctant.”
 

“Old girlfriend? No, nothing like that. Klara was still married when last I saw her. Plus, she’s gay.And there’s nothing mysterious, I assure you. I suffered something like a nervous breakdown a while back. I needed a bit of rest and a few pills, that was all.”
 

Costanza did not need to see his eyes, hidden behind the ubiquitous dark glasses, to know that that was not all. The slight rise in pitch of his voice told her that. She gathered her bag and stood as he counted out quite a generous tip for the mini-skirted young Bedouin waitron.
 

On the television set up near the ceiling, the press conference had also long since ended, and the frosty looking female news anchor in her light green power suit was gathering her paper props and mouthing a toothy goodbye.
 


 

The same satellite that was raining its electromagnetic drizzle of news down upon the upturned palms of the satellite dishes in Bugrawlia was also relieving the thirst for outside news to satellite dishes on the roofs of Iraquba, its neighbour to the northeast. There, in a small town not too far from the Iraquban capitol, a weary pair of eyes, behind thick glasses, had brightened. Pablo Avril had shown considerably more interest in the press conference than had Jason Poligon and his coffee-shop companions.
 

Pablo had settled down in his favourite old armchair after a lunch of fruit and cheese, the TV’s sound turned down low. As was his habit, he was waiting for the newscast that would lead him gently into his afternoon siesta. He took this nap very seriously, did old Pablo. The slowly rising temperature of the afternoon, along with the gravitational effect that even a light lunch had upon his eyelids, conspired to lead his thoughts down a labyrinth of memories and imagery that invariably culminated in the soothing arms of the goddess of sleep. It was a series of events that came about but once a day, so the opportunity could not be wasted.
 

Through leaden eyelids, the words and images recounting the events of a far away world were like a swarm of butterflies fluttering about the room. Then, one of them brushed against him with enough force to wing away the fog of slumber and jolt him upright. 
 

The word was thrhombium.
 

The haze of sleep ghosted away as Pablo immediately came fully awake. On the screen was the unmistakable scene of a news conference, and the voice-over of the news report was describing, in enthusiastic tones, an announcement of the discovery of a new energy source. The names of the three men behind the table who were the focus of attention meant nothing to Pablo, and when the excited young man on the left of the screen spoke about the process of cold fusion, Pablo almost burst out laughing. What kept him riveted to the screen was repeated mention of the rarest metal on earth, as the young scientist, Stanley …Prestik? Bushman? …Ah, yes, Pressman, referred to it. 
 

When the report finally ended with footage of a brightly coloured steam tractor trundling along, Pablo turned off the set. Resignedly he accepted that his nap for the afternoon had disappeared as surely as rain clouds during a dry spell. He slowly settled back in his ratty old recliner to ponder the strange ways of the universe, and the ineffable webs within webs of cause and effect and effect and cause that no man, or woman, could ever unweave.
 

At seventy-nine, Pablo Avril, retired, had spent thirty of his more than forty-five years as a geologist, working for international, and mostly Amerussian, oil companies. He had been sent all over the globe, searching for the tell-tale signs of the black gold hidden underground, the compressed remains of multitudes of micro-organisms that had never known daylight even when alive millennia, aeons ago, now waiting to be brought to the surface and be transformed into the fuel for the modern world. And he had often found it, too, for he was an outstanding geologist, keen of eyesight and of instinct. Even in the latter  phase of his career, when earth-watching satellites were brought into play more and more to scan the earth’s surface and show promising oil-bearing shale and rock formations on the strangely coloured satellite images, it was Pablo Avril’s vast knowledge and uncanny, instinctive powers of judgement that were called upon to investigate further.
 

For Pablo, the earth was a living presence, rocks never lifeless but living, tangible tellers of tales of unimaginable past epochs. Since his childhood he had been aware of the slow yet relentless tectonic movement of the vast plates of the earth’s crust. It was as if he could feel, in his bones, the grinding where these geological gladiators clashed, slowly wearing away at each other over decades or centuries; then, as it always had to, something would give and cataclysmic events would sunder the earth. Then it would repeat, the earth forever a work in progress.
 

Less a work in progress and more like a granite-hard edifice that has stood unchanged even over centuries, was his motherland, Iraquba, which had been conquered and colonized hundreds of years before by a pious warrior race from the southwestern region of the Brutish Empire. These brutal conquistadors had vanquished the indigenous population. Some modern historians have even dared to use the word genocide for how these people were suppressed and massacred, all for the glory of the victors’ god and king. Their god was a cantankerous and merciless entity, and their king, his faithful servant, was known as King Alphonso the Nutcracker. Both of these taskmasters demanded tribute from their subjects. In gold. And gold there was aplenty in the land now called Iraquba, but which once was known as El Dorado.
 

Certain modern historians have attempted to depict the indigenous population of those times as noble savages, innocent in their Eden, being overwhelmed and slaughtered by ignoble savages who differed merely in that they had a technological advantage in the pointy weapons department, while greed and bloodlust were the magnetic north to which their moral compasses were attracted. Archaeological finds have, however, shown this view to be fanciful, to say the least. The local tribes of El Dorado had worshipped equally vicious and demanding gods who were equally avaricious in the gold department. Those deities’ temples had been aglitter with the stuff. Even the sacrificial altar, where who knows how many young virgins had been called into service as so much appeasement fodder, had been covered in a thin layer of gold leaf. The sight of rivulets of virginal blood liberated by the head priest, dripping from the gold, must have been an awe inspiring aesthetic to the populace gathered to witness these spectacles. Two morals can be drawn from this. The first is to beware historians bearing agendas. The second is that, in the wrong circumstances, virginity may just be overrated.
 

The laying waste of that civilization by one of equal brutality, had left Iraquba with a legacy that had survived for centuries, namely that of a ruler class mostly drawn from the descendents of the conquistadors of old, holding sway over a permanent underclass of impoverished peasants, descended from those members of the indigenous population who could run the fastest. Pablo Avril’s descendants, on his mother’s side, would have been among those although his mother herself had not inherited that trait and had not been fleet-footed enough to outrun his father. 
 

Gaspachio Avril had been the on-site engineer at a large dam-building project in the isolated east of Iraquba when he had met Pablo’s mother, a strong, chunky young girl whose future as wife of a struggling chicken and pig farmer, bearing the average twelve children, had been laid out before her. She’d expected nothing more, and having a job as Gaspachio Avril’s housecleaner, albeit a menial grind and albeit only for as long as the project lasted, would have been the high point of her life if old Gaspachio had not impregnated her one maudlin, drunken evening when the isolation and loneliness overcame him. 
 

Young Pablo had grown up in two worlds. Until the age of eight, his mother, now scorned by her family and never to marry, raised him. Finally old Gaspachio Avril’s conscience got the better of him and, though he could never marry a peasant woman, he could, and did, make her once again his housekeeper and saw to it that his son got an education. Young Pablo was bright enough to seize the opportunity and, due to his good grades, was allowed into Iraquba’s lone university, where he studied geology. Due to his blood and appearance, his fellow students, the haughty sons and daughters of – as they saw themselves - the natural ruling class of the country, never accepted him. There he learned the meaning of patriotism, and, because to these children of the conquistadors patriotism meant nothing more nor less than protection of their privileged positions, he grew to despise it.
 

Thus when, in his fiftieth year he was approached by Lamaze Cutter and asked to spy for the Amerussian Office of International Intelligence, the now defunct spying organization that was the forerunner of the KGIA, he had no qualms. 
 

Not someone who beat about the bush, Lamaze had spoken frankly, casually informing Pablo that he had been watched for some time by the OII, and that he was deemed trustworthy. Pablo, he indicated, merely needed to report what he had seen on his travels for whichever oil company he was working. There were to be no overt – or, as Lamaze corrected himself with a slight smile – covert spy games to be played. No dead-letter drops at midnight. No secret meetings. No coded, microfilmed messages. Just write down what you observe, Mr Avril, were Lamaze’s words. Our people will analyse, collate, infer and conclude. 
 

Pablo was not an ideologist. He cared not a jot for politics. To him, the boundaries that existed between nations were merely intangible lines drawn on maps to demarcate arbitrary areas to which equally arbitrary groups of people could lay temporary claim. What these groups did not realize was that these areas were constantly changing, albeit at the speed of the growth of human nails, even as the lines were being drawn. No nation could therefore claim sovereignty over such polymorphous areas and so, just as nails needed to be clipped every so often, wars had to be fought to redraw those lines. The fools could never see that, on a geological timescale, their actions amounted to little more than the frantic antics of mayflies.
 

Yet, he agreed to Lamaze Cutter’s request. He needed the bit of extra money for the hospital treatment for his wife, Clarissa, and he justified it by accepting the passive nature of the activity. He’d always felt guilty about leaving Clarissa alone for long periods throughout their marriage and subconsciously he even felt that the loneliness that she had had to endure had finally grown inside her to become the cancer that would eventually take her. 
 

But as a spy, he had been hopeless. His reports, submitted sporadically from out of the way places, had contained little detail of the towns, roads, and other aspects of the infrastructure. Instead, there had been quite a lot about the pre-history of the places. The OII had eventually put him out to pasture, having decided that although his reports were intelligent, they contained little intelligence. Lamaze himself had informed him of their decision, and Pablo had accepted it with few qualms. Strangely he and Lamaze had kept up their contact during the following years, with Pablo becoming a friend of the Cutter family. Sweet still were the memories of the precocious young Daisy riding on her Unca Pablo’s shoulders.
 

Through the afternoon Pablo Avril sat, almost as unmoving as the earth’s crust. Yet, far beneath the surface, the hot, molten core of his mind was as active as ever. As the late afternoon sun waned, he got up, switched on his small desk lamp, and started to write a letter:
 

Dear Daisy…
 


 

Now that the cameras and reporters were gone, it was as if all of the energy had drained from the room. Professor Teller, Stanley and Alexx were the only ones left in the large lecture hall on the second floor of the chemistry faculty where the press conference – seen by both Jason Poligon in Bugrawlia and Pablo Avril in Iraquba - had been held. They sprawled on chairs strewn about randomly, looking at each other vacantly. Stanley had drunk just a bit too much of the celebratory champagne at the little après conference cocktail party and was feeling rather woozy. The champagne had really just been cheap plonk with a bit of fizz added for effect, it being all that the university was prepared to shell out for. There had, in fact, been quite a lot of resistance from the side of the university’s management to calling the news conference. The chancellor, Professor Lomax, himself a physicist, had cautioned most strongly against announcing anything to the press, and in this he had been supported by the Board of Governors. But Professor Teller had been a force of nature, sweeping aside any objections with forceful arguments about the need to go public with our momentous discovery. 
 

It had not escaped Stanley’s attention that the Professor was by now claiming part stewardship of their discovery, and while it rankled, he realized that there were indeed more pros than cons in having the old bugger on their side. This had been most apparent during their submission of the request for a press conference to the board. Apart from Stanley being called upon to explain some of the technical details to the board, Professor Teller had done all the talking. So energized had he become that if it had been possible to tap his life force, the whole campus could have become self sufficient in its energy needs. Professor Teller had enticed the board with all sorts of promises about the recognition that the institution would finally be receiving, not to mention dollops of money that would flow their way from both government and industry. 
 

Most convincing had been his argument warning the still sceptical board about the synchronicity of great past discoveries, where something had been discovered or invented in two places at the same time by people unaware of each other’s efforts. Often the one who was first with a public announcement or the filing of a patent had been judged by posterity to be the discoverer or inventor regardless of the true chronology of events. Somehow, without a smidgen of evidence that anyone else was involved in this race, he got them to believe that they had to jump in first otherwise they could end up being the also-rans some day when the cold fusion saga was told. And being second was tantamount to being first of the losers.
 

“Well, boys,” Professor Teller said with a self-satisfied grin that made him look like the skeleton of the Cheshire cat. “That went off splendidly, don’t you think?” He rubbed his hands together gleefully. To Alexx it sounded as if someone was rubbing his spine with sandpaper. He shivered mentally. Alexx too, had originally not been in favour of the press conference. He thought they still had too many unanswered questions about the strange effects that they were getting. It was not that he doubted that they had achieved cold fusion. He just wasn’t totally convinced. And this, to him, was a distinction that was subtle yet significant, and more than just semantics.  
 

Now, after their faces had been splashed over television screens all over the world, it dawned on him that he was going to be famous. Apart from improved career prospects, he reckoned that this would never be a hindrance when it came to impressing girls. Especially the more gullible ones who, unlike the cynical ice-queen female reporter person whom he had unsuccessfully tried to chat up after the conference, would actually be impressed.
 

“Da, Prof,” he shrugged, “but vat happens now? We have used up our whole supply of thrhombium, and we still need to do more experiments.” He glanced at Stanley but the latter was not paying any attention, just swaying back and forth in his chair with a silly grin on his face. If it was possible for someone to look queasy and happy at the same time, Stanley was that someone. 
 

“Not to worry, Alexxis,” the professor continued, “I have been putting out some feelers…” (To Alexx the image of a very ugly but very lethal spider in its web, was unavoidable) “…called up some old acquaintances. I think we’ll be able to procure enough for our needs. You’ve heard of the GRINLAP Corporation, I assume?” Alexx had not, but he nodded anyway. ”Mostly a lumber and wood products outfit, but their mining division owns the only stockpile of thrhombium currently in existence, a by-product of their uranium refinement process, and I have been in touch with their chairman. They will see to our needs.” 
 

What he did not say was that, in anticipation of a skyrocketing stock, the professor had convinced his old friend not to release any thrhombium to other researchers wanting to replicate their results. Suitcases full of money had surreptitiously exchanged hands, and shares bought through intermediaries in anticipation of a run on GRINLAP’s stock when news got out about the stockpile. It was called insider trading, but Professor Teller had convinced himself that he was owed a nest egg for his retirement, and no one was ever going to be able to prove it, anyway. In contrast to his many years experience as a weapons designer, when it had always been the theory that interested him more than the physical results, he actually wanted to be a part of this boom’s fallout. 
 


 

Mister Smiles finished loading his cargo and left the table’s orbit, setting off for the kitchen with two armfuls of used dessert bowls. Lord Ludvig wiped his mouth and let out a satisfied sigh.
 

“Shall we retire to the drawing room for after dinner coffee?” he half-asked, half-invited his guests. “I never …” 
 

Crash! He was interrupted by the sound of a dessert bowl shattering. The mother ship of Mr Smiles had sent out a probe to the surface of planet dining hall, but sadly, the probe had not been designed to withstand the full force of its gravity. 
 

“Beg pardon, milord,” Mr Smiles muttered, “I’ll just put these down first before I clean that up … Oh! Oh dear…” The sudden, unexpected shift in the weight and arrangement of his cargo, plus the need not to step on the shards of the destroyed bowl, had irrevocably messed up his trajectory and he was heading straight for the wall to the right of the kitchen door. He realized he had but one option. He attempted a weight shift by lifting his right arm almost to shoulder height, inducing an almost automatic course correction by making his left leg go all funny. He swerved to the left and, missing the doorjamb by millimetres, disappeared into the kitchen.
 

Back in the dining room, the guests, not even realized that they had been holding their breaths, collectively let out a sigh of relief. But it was too soon. His oblique entry into the kitchen had sent Mr Smiles straight through into the scullery, where he collided first with the scullery-maid before tripping over Benzine, the shaggy old ridgeback-retriever mongrel. The resulting crash and cacophony of breaking crockery ended with the ascending pitch of the last intact bowl spinning on its edges. It could have been an old-time steam-radio comedy show. 
 

After a moment of stunned silence in the dining room, Mr Smiles appeared in the kitchen doorway. “My apologies, milord, Lady Brünhilde. A slight mishap. But everything’s under control now. It’s this old arm, y’see. Sufferin’ from a bit of a stress fracture.”
 

And if you cause me any more stress, Smiles, you’ll be suffering from other fractures, I promise you, Lord Ludvig was thinking. He could see that Lady Brünhilde was about to explode. Not merely to hide a cringing feeling of embarrassment but also in anger at the expense that they would have to go to to replace the specially made pieces of dinnerware. He jumped in, heading her off at the pass.
 

“All right, Smiles, thank you. No great harm done, I’m sure.” Lord Ludvig carefully avoided looking at Lady Brünhilde as he said this. Her plans for a new rug in the bedroom lay in shards on the kitchen tiles.
 

 “We shall have coffee in the drawing-room. After you’ve regained your composure. Oh, and Smiles? You have some custard on your ear.”
 

“Yes, Lord Ludwig. Thank you milord.” 
 

“Come everybody, let’s go through, shall we? One prefers not to linger at table after dinner. It always feels as if one is waiting for more food to be served, eh.” He ended with a smile and a wink at Costanza. 
 

Lord Ludvig had spent a lifetime in the diplomatic core and was not embarrassed easily. After all, this was nothing compared to the Swaz Canal debacle of thirty years before, when Her Majesty’s imperial government had been deeply humiliated and embarrassed in an incident that had resulted from a gross miscalculation by the Foreign Office. The aplomb with which young Ludvig had handled that affair had cemented his reputation in the FO as a rising star, almost as firmly as the bodies of the six Brutish soldiers who had died in the operation had been cemented into the canal floor by the Lowgyptians, the victors in the short conflict.
 

He ushered his guests into the drawing room. First was Lady Brünhilde, followed by Klara and Costanza, who were arm-in-arm and still engrossed in a conversation that had started at dinner. Jason Poligon hung back until Scarfdale da Silva and his wife, who was a good twenty years younger than him and plump as a butterball but with an infectious laugh, had gone through. The he and Lord Ludvig entered together. The guests had all dressed for dinner. The women, except for Klara who was wearing a chic pants suit, were in evening dress while the men wore formal suits, bowties, cummerbund and all. Under the circumstances, Jason’s ever-present gloves did not look out of place. 
 

When Klara had introduced him and Costanza to the others upon their arrival, all eyes had been on Costanza, who looked stunning in an elegantly tapered dress that was obviously the latest thing back in Brutain. Jason’s pin-holed dark glasses were still unusual, though, and a few times during dinner he had seen Scarfdale da Silva staring at him with ill-disguised curiosity.
 

Lord Ludvig went over to the doors leading out to the large patio, and opened both of them. The afternoon heat had not yet been completely supplanted by the cooler evening air. “Please everyone, make yourselves comfortable. Gentlemen, I think the ladies will forgive us if we take off our jackets.”
 

For a while the conversations around the room ebbed and flowed, assisted by the freshly brewed coffee, served by a spruced up Mr Smiles, the moderately expensive cognac served from a very expensive antique decanter and, for Lord Ludvig, Scarfdale da Silva and Klara, by the excellent Costa Blancan cigars. 
 

During one lull, when the tide of conversation was ebbed by the quiet of digesting stomachs, Jason turned to Lord Ludvig.
 

“Forgive me for being presumptuous, Lord Ludvig, but what has been the thinking behind the abolition of the Heimraden and the drossaards?”
 

Everyone in the room turned their attention to Lord Ludvig.
 

“It’s like this, Mr Polymath…ummm… Poligon…”
 

“Call me Jason, please, Lord Ludvig.” 
 

“Uh…Jason. We’re facing a rather serious budgetary crisis in Bugrawlia. Of course, it’s been like that for a long time but recently things have started deteriorating. And it’s mostly due to corruption and nepotism on an unprecedented scale. Da Silva over there can give you the exact figures, but I assure you it is serious. This state of affairs has left me with no other choice but to reassert control, and to put new structures in place, run by our own people.”
 

”It just seems as if these measures have led to a lot of discontent. We encountered some of it on our trip from the north, just last week.”
 

“Well, of course there are vested interests at stake,” Da Silva added with a touch of indignation. “But if we hadn’t stepped in, pretty soon we’d have been accused of being derelict in our duties once the civil service started closing down. Seems we’re damned if we do and damned if we don’t.”
 

The ball was passed back and forth between the three of them until Lady Brünhilde grew exasperated, and knocked it out of the arena by chiding them with an “Ach nein! Let us not hear politics this evening. Ve get enough of that during the week.” 
 

At this point, the Da Silvas declared that it was time to leave. Jason looked at Costanza, and her slight nod affirmed that she thought it was a propitious time for them to leave as well. However, protestations from both Klara and her father persuaded them to stay after taking leave of the Da Silvas. While Lord Ludvig and Lady Brünhilde were seeing off their guests, Jason turned to Klara. “What do you think, Klara, will you be able to help Costanza pick a route through the bureaucratic cowpats?”
 

“Yes, I think so. Mitt Papa’s help, I’m sure ve can get the process expedited. But vhere are you two staying in the meantime?” 
 

“Costanza is at the Five Seasons hotel, while I’m staying with my Aunt Katryn, my mother’s sister. I will be there for the time being. Until I can think what I’m going to do now, anyway.”
 

Klara’s relief on learning that Jason and Costanza were not together was almost palpable. 
 

“But zen ve must get together some time. Perhaps Jason can show us some of the local tourist attractions. It’s my first visit to Bugrawlia too, remember. But first, I vant to hear all about the circus.”
 

Before Jason could answer, Lord Ludvig and Lady Brünhilde returned, the latter only to thank them for coming and to retire for the night. Lord Ludvig, having dismissed Mr Smiles for the evening, mostly to remove him as likely target for Lady Brünhilde’s wrath, poured some more cognac and, after turning down some of the lights on the pretext of creating a more convivial atmosphere (but really thinking of the electricity bill), settled comfortably in his favourite armchair. Obviously quite taken with Costanza’ fresh beauty, he turned to her. 
 

“And how did you and young Polygamous…”
 

“Poligon, Papa. With an ‘i’.”
 


  

“…Poligon meet, my dear?”
 

“Oh,” Costanza answered, swallowing twice to stifle a giggle, “we were both with Jake Karoo’s circus, travelling in the north of Bugrawlia. Perhaps you have heard of it? Or read of our misfortunes in the newspaper?”
 

“Wasn’t that the outfit that was burned down? And someone died, if I recall correctly.”
 

”Yes, that is correct, Lord Ludvig. Postinho, one of our clowns was killed most hideously when the animals were set free by, bastardo! the animal rights scum. Unforgivable! Inexcusable! Poor old Posser… Others could have been injured as well.” Her quick Latin temper flared, and her dark eyes were flashing. 
 

 “Yes, now I recall,” Lord Ludvig said, “I thought it was very strange at the time. The animal rights groups aren’t very active in Bugrawlia, generally. After all, much of the manual labour here is still dependent on the use of animals, and the poor beasts aren’t really treated as pets. One would think that a circus would be the last place to target.”
 

“That’s because it wasn’t an animal rights group who opened the cages and set the animals free. And old Posser didn’t die by accident. He was murdered.” Jason Poligon’s voice cut through the quiet in the room.
 

“Murdered…?”
 

“Wasn’t an accident…?” 
 

The words tumbled over their feet in a rush. Costanza’s voice raised above the rest. “Jason, what do you mean? And why haven’t you said anything before this? It makes no sense! Why would anyone want to murder Postinho Papalangeo? He was a simple man, a clown…”
 

Jason took off his dark glasses and rubbed his eyes. In the dim light Costanza saw they were flinty with anger. 
 

“They didn’t mean to kill Posser. They made a mistake. They wanted to kill me.” 
 

Like a young boy who had finally decided to display his courage to his friends at the quarry-hole, he hesitated, trying to find the correct jump-off point. 
 

“I think the best place to start would be the beginning…”
 

He took a deep breath, chewed his lip for a moment, and then said “Have you all heard of Synesthesia? Well, I have it.”
 

“Synthe-what?” asked Lord Ludvig.
 

“Synesthesia, Sir. It’s a condition where I don’t experience sensory inputs the way that others do. For instance, when I read a sentence, each letter has a different character, and can cause a different emotion in me. Of course, one doesn’t read one letter at a time, but rather whole words or sentence fragments, and these then collectively combine to generate emotions that are usually an averaging out of the individual letters’ emotive effects. The same goes for colours, each letter having its own colour for me. In fact, the emotions sometimes seem to be derived from the colours or vice versa. The letter j, for example, is a sad letter for me, so it is light brown, a sad colour. What’s also quite standard is the mixing up of sounds and visual effects and so on. From my readings on the subject, this form of Synesthesia is pretty standard; it’s not normally as intrusive or disconcerting as it sounds, and most children with Synesthesia are usually quite delighted and amazed when they discover that not everyone sees as they do.”
 

”You mean it’s almost like taking a whole bagful of different sea foods and making a paella?” Lord Ludwig was fascinated.
 

“That’s right, Lord Ludvig, with one difference. The paella must be cooked in gallons of the hottest chilli sauce you can make. What makes my own case so unique, apparently, is the intensity with which my brain mixes up the signals. The cross-talk of modalities sometimes create a feedback loop that can last for minutes at a time, and can leave me utterly exhausted and unable to function for hours afterwards. I call it surfing the serotonin…”
 

”From the brain chemical, I suppose?” Klara asked.
 

“Yes, that’s the one. And after such an episode I have to lock myself up in a dark, quiet room until the chemical balance has been restored.”
 

”So that’s why you’re always swaddled up like that, and with the gloves and the dark glasses and the earplugs!” Costanza was in awe. Many of her questions were being answered. “They’re filters!”
 

“Yes. And for the most part, they work well. They’re not perfect, though. I must let in enough light and sound to be able to function. And in a warm climate like this, to be wrapped up all the time is excruciating at times.” He smiled. “I go through a lot of deodorant, I can promise you. Sometimes I think that ten percent of the ozone layer’s disappearance is due solely to me.”
 

”And you say it has always been like this? Since you were small?” Costanza asked. She had never heard Jason speak for as long as this, and she was enthralled. He had a rich, mellifluous voice that enveloped her, and she felt drawn into his narrative. Just for a moment, she speculated how his voice sounded to himself, from the inside, as it were. Did it also make him taste and see exotic things?
 

“Since I can remember, yes, but not always. When I reached adolescence, the worst of it started to recede. Perhaps – and I’m no doctor – the flood of hormone changes affected my brain chemistry enough to damp down the worst of it. I could experience the world without having to filter out as much as possible.”
 

“But then something happened, didn’t it Jason? Something that made it worse again,” Klara asked. 
 

Jason was now into the telling of his tale, and would not be rushed. Perhaps it was the cognac, perhaps it was being amongst friends, but he knew he was going to tell them everything, something he had never done before. Lord Ludvig had topped up his glass and he took a sip, waiting for the warmth (soft, pink) to suffuse his stomach before continuing.
 

“I couldn’t go to school. My mother mostly tutored me with my father topping up, as he called it, the areas that he felt my mother hadn’t covered sufficiently. He was the Bugrawlian representative for an Amerussian company, and we moved around considerably.”
 

”He vas Amerussian, wasn’t he? And your mother vas Bugrawlian?” Klara interjected. She had heard some of this before and wanted him to get to the obviously more interesting bits that she did not know.
 

“She was a Doer woman, yes, from Interalia. I therefore, very early on, encountered some cultural diversity at home, and it fed my curiosity. Whenever we moved when my father got a new posting, I would make a point of learning the local language and customs and so on. My parents employed locals as gardeners or menials, and eventually it was understood that they were to act as informal tutors. I seem to have a gift for languages. What gaps there were
I plastered over through reading.”
 

When Lord Ludvig wanted to refill his glass again, Jason begged off. He didn’t want to get plastered over.
 

“By the time I reached adolescence and my Synesthesia had cooled down enough so that I could attend school again, it was too late. I had read so much during childhood that I quickly grew bored with what was on offer at school. I’m not saying I was some kind of prodigy, just that I’d taken a different route and arrived first. My father realized what was causing my general boredom, and he took me out of school and asked for a transfer back to Amerus. There he received special permission that allowed me to go to university, at the ripe old age of sixteen. 
 

“I studied languages, anthropology, history, even some palaeontology. And it was there, in my third year, that I was recruited into the KGIA.”
 


 

There are some things that hardly anyone is ever willing to concede about him or herself. No one, for instance, will ever admit to lacking a sense of humour. Rare is the pair of lips that has uttered the words ‘I have no sense of humour, about anything’, even though such unfortunates do, indeed, exist. 
 

Another such unknown admission is for someone to admit to actively disliking all forms of music. Sir St.John-Blythe Smythe was one of those rare individuals who had no hesitation in admitting to loathing all forms of it, but then, Sir St.John-Blythe had not become Brutish foreign minister by being reticent. Be it opera (“melodramatic screeching by overdressed and overweight prima donnas”), classical (“too many instruments in competition”), or jazz (“incomprehensible”), Sir St.John-Blythe was utterly unmoved by it. 
 

Contemporary styles of music were even worse. To his thinking, heavy metal was something that the perpetrators of said form of aural torture should have been locked up behind, blues was the colour of the stripes on the uniforms that they should have been made to wear, while rock was what they should have been given to turn into rollable stones. And as for so-called ‘pop’ music, Sir St.John-Blythe was wholly under the impression it referred to the bevy of scantily clad poppets who he occasionally saw gyrating on his television screen, all of them competing to become eligible as bearer of the title of Slut Of The Week. 
 

Still, here he was, being forced to endure the agony of deafening rock music and the howling of guitars, and there was not a damn thing either he or Prime Minister Shay van der Poll, cringing in the wingback chair obliquely across from him, could do about it.
 

“Hear that? Listen, listen!” King Edouard shouted above the caterwauling. “This bit of guitar coming up, it’s brilliant!”
 

Sir St.John-Blythe was almost driven to put his still remembered army first-aid skills to use (Lesson Seven: Subduing A Shell Shocked Comrade Without Inflicting Injury) when it occurred to him that the King was not, in fact, suffering a seizure. He was playing air-guitar.
 

Prime Minister Van der Poll, Sir St.John-Blythe noticed, was unperturbed by the King’s outrageous behaviour and was even nodding along, presumably in time to the “music”, as people referred to it, although Sir St.John-Blythe had never been capable of distinguishing rhythm. 
 

The caterwauling was building to a crescendo, quite redundantly as far as Sir St.John-Blythe was concerned. To him the whole ghastly experience had called to mind an old style religious epic film where it was the norm to open with a volcanic eruption and then build it up from there. Thankfully, it reached an end. However, this being right at the peak of the crescendo, the ensuing silence left him with a strangely unresolved feeling totally unrelated to the relief he felt.
 

They were in King Edouard’s private office, whence the two senior members of His Majesty’s government had come to discuss a rather delicate matter with His Majesty. The delightful Ms Inge von Mütterlich had showed them into His Majesty’s office and had then departed, presumably to fetch them a spot of tea, although Sir St.John-Blythe now felt he required something a tad stronger. 
 

So, to the business at hand. King Edouard sat down in the large chair opposite them, a chair elevated slightly so that they had no alternative but to look up at him. Sir St.John-Blythe waited for the prime minister to lead the charge.
 

“Truly magnificent, Your Highness,” the PM said. “Although my personal tastes run more toward Amerussian country music.”
 

”Sentimental codswallop, as far as I’m concerned, but hey, Prime Minister, if that’s your bag, then so be it.”
 

Inge entered with a tray. She put it down on the small table in front of Sir St. John-Blythe Smythe. As she bent over to pour, she gave him a dazzling smile. He felt his throat constrict tighter than a suicide bomber’s bum. He swallowed a few times, crossed his legs and wordlessly accepted the proffered cup. 
 

He could have mounted her right then and there. Over the fireplace. After stuffing her, of course. Next to the wild boar, also an excellent specimen and a credit to its species.
 

“Now, gentlemen. What was it that you wanted to see me about?”
 

”I’m afraid it’s … ah …a rather delicate matter, Your Majesty.” The PM glanced at Sir St.John-Blythe seeking encouragement. “I’m afraid it has to do with the … ah … unfortunate series of events on your recent visit to the Outer Twinges. I suppose Your Majesty has seen the newspapers?”
 

“Of course. You’re referring to the photograph of the young thug attacking me, I assume? A most unfortunate sequence of events, indeed. Fortunately, my bodyguard, Shadrack, had everything under control very quickly.”
 

The PM took a newspaper from his briefcase. It was a copy of The Daily Sun, Robert Mudrock’s flagship scandal sheet. The photograph, covering most of the front page, showed King Edouard and the protester face to face. Underneath was a headline that shouted in bold italics STREET FIGHTING KING IN ROYAL DUST-UP!!  
 

A second photo, inset in the first, was of the very moment that the royal foot connected with the common stomach. A sub-heading ran More On Page Three.

 

The PM turned to page three and there, in the space where there normally appeared a young lady displaying some ample assets, were a collage of pictures of Agnetha and Anni-Frid, high-kicking and generally looking rather sexy as they laid into the unfortunate TV cameraman and the other two protestors. 
 

The accompanying article was written in the indignant tone normally used when expressing outrage at a Brutish team’s football match drubbing. Essentially it posed the question whether the Kingdom was to tolerate a king who surrounded himself with leather-clad female ninja warriors as bodyguards, and who attacked innocent, peaceful citizens without due cause. A king, it continued, who was himself not averse to displaying a thuggish quality – more than likely acquired in some of the more downmarket gambling dens His Majesty was known to frequent. Ending on a high note the paper repeated its oft-repeated call for a referendum on the abolition, no less, of the monarchy as a whole.
 

“Mudrock is having a field day, Your Majes…”
 

“It’s a damn lie!” King Edouard exploded. “’Leather-clad female ninja warriors’, indeed! What utter rot! Agnetha and Anni-Frid wouldn’t be seen dead in leather! Leather is much too restrictive if you have to move fast. Mudrock’s lackey editor just added that for sensationalist value.” His tone took on a mock lasciviousness: “Oooh, leather! How sexy…”
 

“With all due respect, Your Majesty,” Sir St. John-Blythe interrupted, “I think it is quite beside the point what they were wearing. The gist of this is that Mudrock has been handed a stick with which to beat the monarchy. And the ripples are spreading. Questions are being asked in the National Assembly. Both the ruling party as well as opposition members are up in arms in both houses, demanding that the government does something to, as one put it, put the royal house in order.”
 

”Then may I suggest, Sir St. John-Blythe, Mr Prime Minister, that it is time for your government to take its members in hand and pull them in!”
 

“I’m afraid that this time it won’t be that easy, Your Majesty,” the Prime Minister said. He grew hesitant. “The fallout from this is not going to go away immediately. The matter was … ah … discussed at cabinet level this morning and certain … ah … suggestions were put on the table to … ah … alleviate the situation.”
 

“Yes? And?” King Edouard asked, suspicion creeping into his voice.
 

The PM appeared decidedly uncomfortable. “It was decided, unanimously - I hasten to add,” a quick glance at his Interior Minister, who nods in assent, “that if Your Majesty were to … as it were … pay a short visit to … ah … Bugrawlia, that this would have enormous symbolic value. It would also give things an opportunity to … ah … settle down, as it were…”
 

“Pay a visit to Bugrawlia?!?” King Edouard sat forward, oblivious that he was spilling his tea. “You cannot be serious, Prime Minister! You mean a state visit? Good grief! Was that the best you could come up with? When? And for how long, may I ask?”
 

”We – that is, the cabinet and I – thought it would be in your Majesty’s best interest, indeed, the best interest of the country as a whole, if this could be arranged as speedily as possible by Sir St. John-Blythe’s office, perhaps within a few weeks or so. It would only be for a week, and, if Your Majesty desires, it might also be combined with a short holiday of, say, another week.” The PM sat back, relieved at having got that off his chest.
 

King Edouard was regarding him from under lowered eyelids. “Which just happens to be the run-up to the local elections next month, am I correct, Prime Minister? Or is that purely a coincidence, hmmm?”
 

“Purely a coincidence, Your Majesty, purely a coincidence.”
 

The King was pondering his options. He did not have any, but he had to play the little game to its conclusion. Like a chess master facing inevitable defeat, he finally conceded. Suprisingly, he had a slight smile. This was even easier than I’d hoped, the PM thought to himself.
 

“Well, gentleman, it seems a decision has been made. Bugrawlia it will be, then. I shall have my office of protocol draw up an itinerary.” He reached for the intercom button. “Inge, please show the honourable gentlemen out.”
 

She opened the door and stood aside. The last glimpse that St.John-Blythe had was of her delicate smile as she ushered them out. It was a vision that could not even be obliterated by the blast of power chords that emanated from the King’s office, following them all the way down the long corridor to the front entrance of the palace.
 


 

Jason’s audience greeted his revelation with silence. He pressed on quickly, before any questions could derail his train of thought, now speeding along.
 

“I was sitting with a few friends in the university cafeteria one day, between classes, studying, shall we say, some practical applications of probability theory,”
 

“You vere playing bridge, veren’t you?” Klara guessed.
 

Jason smiled sheepishly. “Quite. And when the others left a man who introduced himself as Lamaze Cutter approached me. He was quite open and straightforward about why he wanted to talk to me. Said he was a recruiter for the KGIA and that they had been watching me for some time. He knew who I was, where I was from, knew about my proficiency at languages, and he invited me to consider joining the agency. 
 

“Up until then I had truly not given much thought to what I would do after graduation. Having endured a somewhat lonely and isolated childhood, I had made a conscious effort to catch up, and the social life at university had been my way of doing that. My gambling skills had developed – on a scale of one to ten – from zero to about eight. And that wasn’t according to my judgement, but Lamaze Cutter’s. The man was good, I have to admit. Instead of making me feel paranoid about having been under surveillance, he charmed and complimented me to the point where even I started admiring my own skills. So when he dangled the carrot of a life in the agency before me, I took it. I was young and thought all my childhood reading had made me a suave, man of the world. But I was naïve, so naïve that I didn’t even see how he was playing me like a fish on a hook. The agency wanted me to finish my studies before formally signing up with them, which I duly did. Originally, Cutter told me that they were interested in my language skills and that I would be primarily a translator. However, I was still given a full two year training course, and made proficient in areas and skills that I thought would be redundant for a mere translator to have.”
 

”Skills such as…?” Klara asked eagerly.
 

“I can think of one,” Costanza said. “The way you … neutralized … is that the word you would use…?” She seemed proud of having got the correct description. “…That Doer lout in Interalia, the one who was threatening poor Elsinore.” 
 

She turned to Klara and her father. “You should have seen it. He hardly touched the thug and he just went down like a sack of dough!”
 

“Yes, martial arts skills were part of the syllabus, as were communications, clandestine operations, and so on. And some things that … well, if you’ll forgive me, I cannot talk about.”
 

Now it was Lord Ludvig’s turn. “So are you saying you are still a KGIA agent?”
 

“No. No, I am not.” Jason’s immediate, adamant reply left them with no doubt that he meant it. “Still, I cannot talk about it.”
 

”I understand,” Lord Ludvig nodded sagely.
 

“Oh, you men!” Costanza said in exasperation, “Always your codes of honour.” Klara gave a throaty laugh in support.
 

“My first assignments were mundane; an extension of the training, really. Acting as diplomatic courier, that sort of thing. A foreign posting here and there for short periods. Then, after some years of doing that, I was promoted to field control agent. Those are the agents responsible for a country or province, and for the recruitment and running of agents in the area under their control. I was assigned to Bugrawlia.”
 

”Impossible!” Lord Ludvig sat forward in his recliner. “I personally knew each and every agent that the Amerussians placed in my territory. We had a strict agreement with the Amerussians that they would, under no circumstances, insert people without our knowledge. Are you telling me…?” 
 

The old fellow was livid. 
 

“I’m afraid so, Lord Ludvig. The Agency felt … constrained by the agreement. You were told that the Amerussian embassy’s cultural attaché, McCarthy Collins, was the agency’s sole representative?” 
 

The Governor-General nodded, lips thin and tight in fury. 
 

“He was window dressing, sir. I was the real field controller. My brief was twofold, namely to monitor the smuggling of arms in the northern territories, to and from Iraquba, and secondly, to determine the drug trafficking routes through Bugrawlia.”
 

By now, Lord Ludvig was turning an unhealthy shade of purple. 
 

“What utter nonsense!” he spluttered. “There is no gun-running in the north! And Bugrawlia, a way station for drug traffickers? Impossible! You had better produce proof, young man, otherwise … otherwise…” 
 

“With all due respect, sir, I’m afraid it is all true. It was around the time that you took up your post here, and my bosses at the Agency thought it a good window of opportunity. I’ll be happy to give you some names, dates and places where certain…ah…events occurred. You can then decide how to take it up with the Amerussians. If you think it might be of any use. You must understand, however, that I can give you nothing that would compromise my own position, or that of any of our contacts on the ground.”
 

“The bastards…” Lord Ludvig mumbled, “They only ever honour agreements and treaties when it suits them. They’ll renege as easily as changing their underwear.” He turned to Klara. “My dear, I think we need some coffee before we carry on. Would you, please?”
 

”Yes, Papa. Coffee everyone?”  She disappeared in the direction of the kitchen.
 

Jason got up, put on his dark glasses and walked out onto the patio for some fresh air. After a moment, Costanza joined him. Silently they stood looking out at the lights of the capital city, prettily haloed now by the dust drifting in from the Sahhabi Desert. Soon, it wouldn’t be possible to see them, shrouded as they would be by the seasonal, sandy migration. Then she turned to him. 
 

“I’m puzzled, Jason. Why are you telling us these things?”
 

“Not sure, really. An urge to confess, perhaps. Lay the past to rest.”
 

He didn’t say any more and, hearing Klara return, they went back inside. Once everyone had had a cup of strong espresso, Jason continued.
 

“About two years ago, without warning, I was informed that I was to be replaced. The reason was that I was being seconded to an operation that was being conducted by the Agency in southern Iraquba. From the start, it was obvious that it was a very hush-hush affair. Not even my own superiors were informed as to the nature of the op. A branch of the Agency, the Directorate Special Operations, about which one often heard rumours, was running it. All I was told about it was that it was called Operation Just Try And Say No, and that I was going to be acting as a translator. 
 

“I travelled to the location, a disused military airfield, and reported in...”
 

The place is bleak and seems abandoned. Jason at first wonders if it is the right location. All he can see are a number of nondescript single storey buildings, as dull brown as the surrounding landscape.
 

Then a door opens in one of them and three men dressed in fatigues come out and walk toward him. They are suspicious. They have no visible insignia of rank, but Jason immediately knows which of them is in charge. He identifies himself. They do not introduce themselves. They scrutinize his papers, and, after the ranking officer has spoken into a walkie-talkie a few times, Jason is instructed to follow them. His luggage, such as it is, is taken from him by one of the junior officers and he is told it will be taken to his quarters. He knows it will be searched first.
 

He and the other two men walk towards a building set off to the side of the one from which they just emerged. As they pass the latter, Jason hears a voice emanating dimly from it. It is punctuated by a shout. Jason glances at his escort. From the inscrutable set of jaws and eyes hidden by dark glasses, he doesn’t feel questions are welcomed.
 

Jason and the ranking officer enter another building. The junior officer remains outside. They walk down a short corridor and pause before a closed door. After a knock and a muted, “Enter!” the officer opens the door and bids Jason enter. He does so and the door is closed quietly behind him.
 

A man is sitting behind a desk. He is dressed in civilian clothing. His once muscular frame shows signs of middle-aged sag. His broad forehead and fleshy jowls have a slight sheen of perspiration in spite of the air conditioner humming quietly high up against the wall. He gives Jason a cursory up-and-down, his eyes as flat as a saltpan. He gestures to the chair opposite his, inviting Jason to sit. 
 

“We do not use real names here. You also may not inquire about anyone else’s name. For the duration of your stay, you are known as Talker. I am to be called Mr Bishop. The operation we are involved in here is called Operation Just Try And Say No. Have you ever heard of it? From anyone?” Jason only shakes his head and Mr Bishop continues.
 

“That is how it should be. We operate on a strictly need to know basis here.
 

“What it entails is this: we have a number of volunteer” (he stresses the word, almost as if to reassure Jason) “subjects involved in testing some new drugs that have been formulated by the Agency’s pharmacological department. One drug induces all the symptoms of stress. Prolonged stress. Extraordinary stress. An effect identical to that induced by weeks of solitary confinement; sleep deprivation, temporal disorientation, and the like. In other words, all the normal methods used to break a subject’s will to resist.” He holds up his hand to forestall the questions that he can sense Jason wants to ask. He continues. 
 

“Once a subject has reached this stage, we deliver an antidote. What this does is to snap the subject back to normal. The snap return then causes the brain to be flooded with huge quantities of brain chemicals called opiates, which are naturally occurring pleasure-inducing chemicals. We have found that the subject then has absolute no resistance to being questioned and will happily tell you his or her deepest secrets. You can deduce the value of such a drug regimen, can you not?”
 

The question hangs in the air between them. The flat eyes look at Jason, waiting.
 

“If one can preclude the necessity of weeks of the treatments you mentioned, I assume that it speeds up the interrogation process,” Jason eventually answers.
 

”Precisely. We can start questioning within hours; and time, Talker, can save lives.”
 

Jason hesitates. He has a dozen questions. He knows it is futile to ask them. He settles for: “What about the test subjects? The volunteers? Do they come out of it okay?”
 

A nonchalant wave of Mr Bishop’s hand tells him that this is but an insignificant matter. “They are well compensated. They get paid a sum equal to a year’s earnings where they come from.“ Jason knows that this is still a pitifully small amount. “Of course, when a subject shows signs of extreme stress, he, or in some cases she, is immediately removed from the programme, paid the full amount and sent home. The subjects have all been drawn from the local tribes and ethnic groups. Some of them are even from across the border in Bugrawlia. This is why we require your skills. We are here at the invitation of the Iraquban government, more specifically the IISA, the Iraquban Inter-Services Agency. They have been most helpful in recruiting volunteers. I must stress,” a slight smile curls at the corners of the mouth. The eyes remain flat. “… that all the subjects are well compensated for their services.”
 

Upon hearing mention of the IISA, Lord Ludvig exploded. “Ha! Now I know that it could only have been an evil scheme! Those … those … scum of the IISA are the dregs of that god-awful country.” 
 

“Papa, please!” Klara tried to calm her father. Jason seemed not to notice the interruption. He was far away, in time and in space, the skeleton of memory emerging from the closet of the past to be fleshed in words. He continued.
 

“Most of the tribesmen who took part could only speak their own language. Although the Iraqubans had supplied interpreters, the KGIA needed an interpreter of their own. Perhaps the Amerussians did not much trust their Iraquban comrades. My task, therefore, was to be present when the test subjects, after having received the drugs, were given an array of psychological tests, and to translate whatever transpired. I was to start immediately…”
 

Jason is given an hour to view his quarters, shower and have a meal before reporting to the test area. His quarters are standard military issue, spartan but sufficient. The test area consists of a few small, windowless offices, each with a few chairs and a table. They look like interrogation rooms. A round-shouldered, chinless unsmiling man, who says he is called Mr Rook gives him a pad and pen. Mr Rook leaves and Jason waits. The one wall of the room has a window into another, smaller room containing a table and two chairs. He guesses, correctly, that the window is a one-way mirror.
 

Another joins him. The man introduces himself. He is, he says, Doctor Doctor. He smiles affably and says he is a psychiatrist. He has smooth skin, pale innocent eyes and a huge beard, and is small of stature. He looks like a child playing at being a grown-up. Jason introduces himself as Talker. 
 

“Yes, I know,” Doctor Doctor answers. “You’re the translator. Sort of a back-up for Heavy Metal.” He does not explain. He is doodling on his pad. Jason cannot make out what it is that he is drawing but sees that it has lots of black.
 

The door of the small testing room opens and a large man in a white coat strides in. He is swarthy and has a moustache sitting under his bulbous, pocked nose like a bed of lettuce under a potato. He sits down, placing a pad and pen identical to Jason’s on the table in front of him. He looks Iraquban. Jason assumes he will be the one running the show.
 

Two more men, one supported by the other, follow him into the room. The former looks around the room, his eyes wild. It is clear that he is in some distress. By his clothes – a long dirty white dress-like garment reaching almost to his feet, with an armless open jacket, Jason recognizes the man as belonging to the tribe of marsh people living in an area that spans the border between Bugrawlia and Iraquba.
 

Doctor Doctor makes a note on his pad. “2.15 pm,” he mutters, “Twenty-four hours since administering Compound A. Subject is disoriented. Seems fearful and panicky. Perspiring heavily. Breathing is shallow. Psychometric test set to begin.”
 

The tribesman is lowered into one of the chairs. His supporter leaves, closing the door as he does so. The man in the white coat sits in the other. He has a briefcase from which he removes a sheaf of papers, as well as some curiously shaped objects. He reads from the papers, then speaks to the subject, translating it into the guttural language of the marsh people. It has been a while since Jason has heard or spoken the language, and it takes a moment’s concentration before he starts to attune himself to the music of the speech. The tribesman barely responds.
 

Doctor Doctor has activated a loudspeaker that is obviously connected to a microphone installed in the smaller room. From the viewing room Jason can clearly hear every word being spoken, every inarticulate sound being made in response by the confused tribesman. 
 

Jason does as he has been instructed to do: he translates, aloud and on the fly, whatever is being said in the adjacent room. The questions are coherent and apparently from a standard comprehension aptitude test. The answers, in contrast, are utterly incoherent, even considering the difficulties Jason experiences with the thick accent of the tribesman. 
 

Doctor Doctor watches, his bland, open face and innocent eyes rapt. He makes a note, scratches it out, corrects it, then goes back to observing and listening to Jason’s commentary.
 

After the questionnaire has been completed, the man in the room takes one of the curious objects, puts it on the table and proceeds to take it apart. He then shows the tribesman how to put it together. He disassembles it again and with a gesture indicates to the tribesman that it is his turn to reassemble the little puzzle. The tribesman picks up one piece, turns it in his hands, and holds it up to the light. He picks up another but does not even attempt to find a means by which the two pieces can be interlocked. Instead, he tries to swallow them. The man in the room with him reacts quickly, reaching across the table and snatching the pieces away. 
 

Doctor Doctor makes another note on his pad, says “Now for phase two.” 
 

He rises from the table and, carrying his black bag, exits the room. After a brief moment, he appears on the other side. He reaches into his bag and retrieves a hypodermic syringe. The tribesman, showing no resistance, is injected in the arm. Doctor Doctor picks up his bag and leaves, re-entering the room and sitting down next to Jason.
 

“Give him … ummm, five minutes, ten, tops. You won’t believe what you see.” A hint of proprietary pride.
 

They sit in silence. Doctor Doctor is again doodling, softly humming to himself. Jason recognizes an aria from an opera whose subject matter concerns ancient Brutish mythology. They wait.
 

After seven and a half minutes, the tribesman, who had quietened down considerably after being injected, lifts his head. His eyes grow brighter, but without their earlier feral quality. His face is animated. He starts talking excitedly, gesturing and laughing. Jason again translates. 
 

The tribesman tells his listener how much he has loathed taking part in their despicable experiment. He says, smiling all the while, that if it was not for the money he would gladly slit the throat of every Iraquban son of a pig’s mother, and then cut off the sensitive bits of every Amerussian he could lay his hand’s on. He sniggers and adds that the sensitive bits of anyone who would use a frog’s fundament of an Iraquban to do his dirty work for him would certainly not be very large bits. He laughs uproariously at this. His Iraquban questioner turns various shades of red and purple, but restrains himself.
 

Jason translates, struggling both to keep up and to contain his laughter. 
 

The Iraquban reads a question from a page in front of him. Jason’s laughter gurgles away down his throat and into his stomach. He cannot believe his ears. The tribesman is asked to describe his wife’s body. Among the marsh people, this would be regarded as a personal insult of the deepest kind, earning the one who makes such a demand a free trip to the crocodile breeding grounds. One way. Yet, the tribesman proceeds to describe, in loving detail and with no embarrassment or lack of embellishment, his wife’s anatomy. Jason, amazed, translates. Not verbatim, but broadly. 
 

When the Iraquban hands the tribesman the object that he earlier tried to eat, he snaps all the pieces together without a glance. While his performing a quite complex task of three-dimensional visualisation and problem solving, he is continuing to describe the bodies of his three junior wives, as well as those of his daughter and his neighbour. An incident from his childhood involving his cousin, a chicken and some fishing line is next. Each one of these are given with no indications that he is even faintly aware of transgressing a series of tribal taboos so deeply ingrained that they would normally be almost instinctive. He has no inhibitions whatsoever.
 

Jason’s stomach is churning. What he is witnessing is so unusual it feels like an upset of the natural order of things. He is thankful when the tribesman, still babbling happily, is escorted from the room and the session is declared closed. Doctor Doctor makes a few final notes, then closes his notepad and turns to Jason.
 

“Thank you, Talker, that is all for today. Please report to this room again tomorrow at two P.M.” He gathers his things and leaves the room. The Iraquban in the adjoining room, whom Jason has decided is the one known as Heavy Metal, has also left.
 

Jason is alone with his thoughts. He ponders what he has seen, questions chasing each other through his confused mind. He finds no answers. After a while he leaves, closing the door behind him.
 

He spends some time walking around the airfield to pass the time. It is as interesting as an abandoned airbase can be expected to be. When he realises he is not alone, that the chinless wonder known as Mr Rook is shadowing him, he returns to the buildings where they are stationed. 
 

Supper is mediocre military fare. He eats alone, even though Mr Rook sits facing him, a few tables away. Finding no one to talk to after supper, Jason retires to his room, and reads a book until he falls asleep, exhausted. He dreams that he hears disembodied voices moaning and screaming and, when he wakes up, is unsure whether it was a dream.
 

After breakfast, again eaten alone except for the constant scrutiny of Mr Rook, he struggles to pass the time until he has to report at two P.M. Today’s session is very similar to yesterday’s, in substance if not in detail. The subject today is a young tribesman, who is similarly panicky and confused at first, and who similarly recovers his wits after a second injection. However, his recovery time is thirty minutes, as opposed to the seven and a half of the old man’s. Doctor Doctor makes notes and, when Jason sees him gathering his papers together to leave, indicates that he has a few questions concerning what he has witnessed and translated. 
 

“Sorry, pal,” Doctor Doctor says, “I’m not cleared to answer you. Better ask the higher ups.” He leaves.
 

Jason thus decides to approach Mr Bishop to ask some questions about asking questions. A burly guard stops him at the entrance to the prefabricated building where he was introduced yesterday. He is told that it is impossible to talk to Mr Bishop now. He goes for another aimless walk. 
 

The pattern continues for another two days. Then it suddenly changes. 
 

When he arrives at the test centre Mr Bishop is also there. He calls Jason outside and instructs him to enter the test room. Apparently, Heavy Metal will not be in today. Jason is then to wait until a subject is brought in whereupon he is to do exactly as he has seen Heavy Metal do on previous days, the only difference being that he is also responsible for writing up a full report afterwards.
 

During the morning of the fifth day at the base, a plane lands. It is a small passenger jet. From a distance, he watches as three people disembark. One is a woman. The three, met by Mr Bishop, enter the building where Bishop’s office is situated. Jason has been told not to report at two as usual, but to wait until he is summoned. 
 

The message comes at 3.30 pm. He goes to the testing centre, or, as he has started to think about it, the dungeon. He is sitting in his customary chair waiting for a subject to be brought in, when Doctor Doctor comes in. He is not alone. With him are Mr Bishop and a woman. She is introduced as Ms Queen. She is of a certain age but well preserved. Her expression is frozen in a grimace of disapproval, like one who has undergone too many facial nips and tucks, finally running out of skin. 
 

Jason is instructed, as before, to translate proceedings on the fly. This is obviously for the benefit of the very important guest. He does as he is told and they go through the familiar routine.
 

Afterwards he does not get an opportunity to speak with Mr Bishop who, with his guest, has already left by the time that Jason emerges from the test room. He passes Doctor Doctor in the passageway and is assured that he has performed very well. 
 

Jason has had enough. He walks across to Mr Bishop’s hut. The guard who tries to bar his way registers surprise in the moment before Jason fells him with a sharp, four-fingered jab to the solar plexus. Jason goes directly to Mr Bishop’s office. Bishop is at first surprised when Jason enters, then surprise turns to fury.
 

“Talker! What the hell do you think you’re up to?!? Leave at once!”
 Jason looks at the woman, Ms Queen. She hasn’t moved a muscle in either her body or her face. 
 

“I want some answers!” he rasps. “What you are doing to these people is unconscionable. You are coercing them into breaking all of their deepest tribal taboos. When they realize what they said while under the influence of your drugs, they will be destroyed, psychologically and emotionally.”
 

”What are you talking about?” Mr Bishop interrupts him. “Doctor Doctor is a highly qualified psychiatrist, and he assures us that they’ll suffer no serious after effects. Besides, they are all volunteers.” He heads for the door, ready to call someone to remove Jason, but is stayed by a gesture from Ms Queen. 
 

“No, Mr Bishop, let’s hear what Talker has to say. As I recall from your file, you’re from these parts, are you not?” The eyebrows lift in question, dragging the corners of the thin-lipped mouth upwards in the rictus of a smile, clearly an arrangement they are not used to and assume only reluctantly. She is inviting him to state his case.
 

“I spent my childhood in Bugrawlia, Ma’am, that is true, and some of that time was close to the marsh areas. I learnt the language and learned about their customs. For the marsh people the concept of honour is paramount. Feuds are fought to the death when honour is has been besmirched, and even if the loser isn’t killed, he is banished from the tribe. And without their tribe, these people cannot cope. Their whole lives are so thoroughly regimented by tribal and religious customs and laws that without them, they have been known to suffer nervous breakdowns from which they don’t recover.
 

“As for their being volunteers, do you really think they knew what they were volunteering for? They would have had no idea whatsoever, no matter what you told them. Surely, informed consent must take into account a subject’s ability to understand what he is consenting to. They saw the money being offered and took it, that’s all. Not to cast aspersions upon Doctor Doctor but I doubt he would have taken any of this into consideration.”
 

“Hmm, very interesting, young Jason Poligon.” At the mention of his real name, Jason feels a cold sweat. Only someone very high up in Special Operations would have access to his personal file. He also feels as if some point of no return has been reached. Ms Queen continues: “No doubt you’ll be pleased to hear that the project is close to completion. You can therefore sleep comfortably tonight in the knowledge that no more of your local friends will come to harm. Not that any did, anyway. You may return to your posting in Bugrawlia soon.” 
 

“And I don’t have to remind you of your oath of secrecy, do I Poligon?” Mr Bishop says, his sagging jowls still red with anger at Jason’s impertinence. “What you have witnessed here has the highest security classification. Talking to anyone about this is a treasonable offence.”
 

“Oh!” Costanza exclaimed, breaking into Jason’s narrative. “You mean you could be hanged for telling us? Or whatever they do these days.” She was genuinely alarmed.
 

“Since they think I am dead, the danger of that is slim,” Jason reassured her. “They killed me, remember?”
 

His audience was very uncomfortable. Jason’s tale had touched them all, even Lord Ludvig, seasoned diplomat and insider.
 

“But Jason, that vas only much later,” Klara said. “You haven’t explained how you ended up in my hospital. You always claimed that you couldn’t remember.”
 

”I am coming to that, Klara. And at the time, I really couldn’t recall the chain of events. It was only months later that I was able to piece together what I could.”
 

Jason hesitated. His eyes searched out Costanza’s in the dimly lit room, seeking reassurance, before he continued. She smiled at him, nodded in encouragement. He continued…
 

They come for him in the early hours of the morning a few days later, when sleep is at its deepest. There are three of them. They burst into his room, pinning him down before he has time to surface. His eyes still blinking furiously, he hears Doctor Doctor’s voice giving them instructions. He feels the sting of a needle and then he feels no more. 
 

When he comes to, he is vaguely aware that he is not in his room. Yet, there is a familiarity to this room. The lights are very bright. There is a mirror against the one wall. It is the dungeon.
 

After an interminable amount of time, that could be two days or one hour, the door opens and Doctor Doctor comes in. Jason tries to sit upright. He tries to speak. He can do neither. He hears Doctor Doctor’s voice as if from a long way off. Only fragments of meaning can penetrate the fog. The madness is all he can focus on. In some hidden corner of his mind, Jason is aware that he is babbling incoherently. He describes his hallucinations to those who are with him, but it comes out garbled. He stops, tries again, but it’s no use. The sentences follow no known rules of grammar.
 

“There now, Talker, Doctor will make everything better. No need to panic, now…”
 

Doctor Doctor’s voice again, not saying anything but humming a tune that makes colours cascade in Jason’s field of vision. He is not even aware of the needle’s sting. Gradually, the fog around his mind starts to lift. His perception sharpens. He is aware of everything in the room: the table, the chair opposite; the three faces staring at him; the mirror against the wall. 
 

He is in the dungeon, but this is good. In fact, everything is wonderful. He feels fantastic. The three people looking at him are the most ugly faces he has ever seen. He loathes them. He tells them exactly how ugly they are and much he loathes them. He wants to tell them everything. When the ugly bugger on the left asks him a question, of a deeply personal nature, he answers. When he has answered, he thinks of one more detail that he forgot to tell them, then another. He tells them everything he can remember. His memory is as clear as a flushed toilet bowl. Every detail of every event that they ask him about floats to the surface immediately, no matter how long ago it happened. 
 

The face in the middle, the one with a mouth like a puckered fundament and breath to match – and who looks pained when informed of both these facts - hands Jason the wood-block puzzle. He puts it together with hardly a glance. His hands have an intelligence of their own, dextrous and true.
 

At last, the question and answer session is over. He is given a meal. He wolfs down the food,. When the guard opens the door a little while later to fetch the plate and cutlery, Jason tells him to tell the cook that it was the worst meal he had ever tasted and that he probably had only become a chef in the army when the pigs on the farm for who he had prepared slops, had gone on hunger strike. They lock the door and he is alone.
 

Eventually he comes down from the euphoric high and his mood stabilizes. He realizes he is in deep trouble. He also now sees that being in the dungeon is not as good as he might have thought previously. He is aware of movement behind the mirror. He has little time to ponder his predicament. The door opens and Doctor Doctor, with two others, enters the room. 
 

“How are you feeling, Talker?” Doctor Doctor asks. “Everything back to normal? No ill-effects?”
 

Jason explodes: ”You bastards! I demand you release me immediately! You have no right…”
 

”Can’t do that, pal. Orders from above. Now that we’ve got a good idea of the dosage strength, it’s time to take the experiment a step further. And who better to use as a test subject than one of our own? One who has shown he cannot be trusted?” 
 

Doctor Doctor leans toward Jason. His voice has an edge to it with which you could polish diamonds. “Call into question my professional competence, will you? We’ll see about that.” He nods to his two goons, who pin Jason to the bed. He struggles but the drugs have left him enervated and incapable of mounting a defence. 
 

“Ready for a second round?” The needle finds him and the cycle starts again.
 

During the short lucid period after the second cycle, Jason lies still on the bed, giving no indication that he has come down again. 
 

Deep inside him, where reason has left the road and is struggling through the wilds of the subconscious, he is aware of something stirring. A deep sense of apprehension grips him. 
 

Again, he has no time to speculate, wonder or plan. Doctor Doctor and the two goons are suddenly there and again Jason is prepared for another cycle. He is injected with Compound A. 
 

After thirty minutes, he feels the uncoiling of the serpent within him. The serpent is a visitor from his childhood, one he had hoped never to meet again. He wants to block out everything but it is no use. Not even the pillow across his eyes can block out the light. The light is a scream. The scream becomes a fire that consumes his body. A red-hot poker is teasing every nerve ending, lovingly. The stench is unbearable, and reaches down his throat to the pit of his stomach.  The stream of bile gushing from his mouth and nose is bright red, then turns to purple and orange, and it sounds like nails dragged across a blackboard. He writhes on the bed, falls to the floor. The sandy feel of raw concrete against his cheek is the smell of carrion shrieking in bright yellow.
 

At which point he succumbs gratefully to the welcoming embrace of unconsciousness.
 

For a long time he knows nothing. Then, slowly emerging from a deep, dark place, he awakens to find Klara standing beside his bed.
 

“It vas many weeks before we could get any sense out of him,” Klara takes up the story where Jason has left off. “Someone found him hiding in a rubbish bin on the outskirts of Mecklenburg. It vas winter and he vas unconscious. He hadn’t eaten in many days so they took him to the city’s general hospital vhere he gained consciousness. He started screaming the moment he came to, and wouldn’t stop. They sedated him and brought him to us, at Mecklenburg Psychiatric Hospital.”
 

”Are you a doctor? A psychiatrist or psychologist?” Costanza asked her.
 

“No, I’m a trained psychiatric nurse. I’d seen many strange cases being treated there but Jason’s was … well, different from all of them. He could not be touched, didn’t open his eyes, kept his hands over his ears and nose. He couldn’t talk, and when someone talked to him, he would scream as though in agony.”
 

“My condition was reclassified quite a few times. From paranoid schizophrenia to epilepsy to drug addiction-induced psychosis. None of my symptoms fitted the classic patterns, and it was only when a new doctor, Dr Fiedeldey, took up a residency at the hospital, and he took an interest in my case, that things changed. He was as much in the dark as anyone else at first, but was willing to try anything. At some point, he decided to isolate me, cut me off from all stimuli. Put me in a dark, quiet room at a constant temperature, and so on. He left me and didn’t even disturb me himself, just observed through a closed circuit TV camera.”
 

”And it was a stroke of genius to do so, because after two days in isolation, he started to calm down,” Klara said. “I vent in to feed him – he couldn’t even eat – and in the semi-darkness I saw he vas awake. He vas calm. As ordered, I didn’t make a sound, and then Jason started to speak, but only in a whisper. For the first time, he seemed coherent.  I called Dr Fiedeldey immediately. At last, he had something to work with. And so the therapy started.”
 

”It was the drugs, wasn’t it? That the Agency gave you?” Costanza asked, emotion clogging her throat. Jason turned to her.
 

“Yes. The cycles of induced paranoia and release, done repeatedly, had sent my brain chemistry out of whack completely. It intensified my Synesthesia, as I’d had it as a child, but even worse. I was in isolation for many weeks, with Klara and Dr Fiedeldey the only people allowed near me. Using psychotropic drugs, he eventually got my brain chemistry balanced. But not completely. As you can see, my Synesthesia is still very pronounced.”
 

“And you say you have no recollection of how you got from Iraquba to Mecklenburg?” Lord Ludvig asked.
 

“None whatsoever, Sir. I have speculated endlessly, but it’s a part of my life that may be gone forever.”
 

”Extraordinary, extraordinary,” the old man said. He surreptitiously brushed away a tear, obviously touched.
 

“But Jason, I still don’t understand. How did you end up with Karoo’s Circus?” Costanza asked.
 

“When I was finally released from the hospital after, what was it Klara? Seven months? I just wanted to disappear. I didn’t know if the Agency was looking for me or whether I was in any danger, that kind of thing.”
 

”Ok, that I can understand. But as animal keeper? With your multiple talents? And what about your condition, this Synesthesia? Didn’t being around animals worsen it? The smell and the noise…”
 

“I decided that I wasn’t going to hide from the world. I knew that I had survived it as a child, so I trusted myself enough to know I could do it again. With my aids, of course.” He touched his earplugs and dark glasses. “I saw an ad in the newspaper one day for an animal keeper, and applied on a whim. It was a childhood dream I used to have, to run away to the circus. So something good has come of this whole business.”
 

”But why would they try and kill you now, when they could have done it when they had you?”
 

”I honestly do not know, Costanza, but I promise you, for poor old Posser, they will pay. Yes, for that, they will pay …”
 


 

His Highness was in his office and preparing to leave to attend to the day’s business when Inge knocked softly and came into the room, half obscured by the armful of books that was cradled in her arms, nestling against warm, soft curves. Inge put the books down on his desk and turned to him with a frown furrowing the smooth, milky expanse of her perfect forehead.
 

“Let me help you with that, Your Majesty,” she said, and approached him where he was standing in front of a mirror framed in a heavy, golden wood brocade. Standing behind him she put her arms around him and, looking at his reflection over his shoulder, adjusted the orchid that he had been attempting to arrange on his lapel. His Majesty was to give the keynote speech at the opening of the Royal Horticultural Society’s annual Orchid Festival.
 

 “Not like this, Your Majesty, that’s how you would have it at a funeral. For a more informal occasion such as today’s, it has to be like … this. There we are.” 
 

She smoothed down the lapels of his jacket, as her perfume teased both his senses and his sense of decorum. He turned away from the mirror.
 

“Thank you, Inge. Are these all the books on Bugrawlia you could find? Not much, is it?” 
 

He shuffled through them, looking at the titles, almost none of which was short enough to fit on the spine. Fauna And Flora Of The Conjoined Regions, With Particular Reference To The Bugrawlian Hinterland, With Etchings And Woodcuts; Ruler And Ruled, The Divine Covenant Between The Empire And Her Colonies, and a few other titles of equal self-importance.
 

“Hmm,” he groaned, “was there nothing more recent or accessible than this? Maybe I could just watch a movie? Or video? Something in the national broadcaster’s archives perhaps? I’m sure old David Attention-Broker must have made a slew of documentaries about the place. You know, those where he is up to his armpits in slime, rambling on about the mating habits of the lesser striped shrew, or where he’s expounding upon the relationship between predator and prey while he’s about three feet away from a man-eating sabre tooth that’s busy having lunch…?”
 

”Nothing, I’m afraid, Sir. And nothing has been published about Bugrawlia recently, either. Not much interest in it, it seems.”
 

“No-one in their right mind would be interested in it, either. As my experience in the Outer Twinges would attest.” He held up a slim volume whose leather spine was as worn as a repeat offender’s excuses. “Ah, here it is. From Chimera to Sasquatch; Mythical Creatures From All The Territories. I was looking for this one! I can’t believe you found it. Well done, Inge!” He looked as pleased as a child finally retrieving his favourite toy soldier from behind the piano during the annual spring-cleaning. 
 

“As a boy I spent many an hour with this one. I used to read and re-read the fantastical little eyewitness accounts of the strange and wondrous beings that walked the earth.” Not to mention poring over the lurid drawings of nightmarish creatures with slavering jaws and flaming eyes. “I think that I’ll take it with me to read in the car.”
 

“It’s almost too bad that one grows up and then finds out that most of one’s childish fantasies were just that: fantastical imaginings,” Inge said. “Anyway, I thought you wanted some literature to prepare yourself for the visit to Bugrawlia, Your Majesty. Should you not rather be reading, say, this one?” 
 

Inge held up a thickish tome. He did not have to read the title to know that it was all the facts and figures about agricultural production, mining and trade. Worthwhile bedtime reading, perhaps. For curing chronic insomnia. 
 

“Nope. Beasties and ghouls it’ll be. Perhaps the horrors facing me this afternoon can be made to seem tame in comparison, though I doubt that.”
 

”The Orchid Festival is a very important event on the social calendar, Your Majesty. And it’s also a very important charity event.” Her tone made him feel as if he had not finished his vegetables. 
 

“But, Inge, the orchid is not even an indigenous flower!” King Edouard protested. “They have to keep ‘em in hothouses to keep the little buggers alive. Without protection they’d shrivel up like an amorous drunk who’s fallen into the canal on a cold night…”
 

“I think the car is waiting, Your Majesty,” she interjected smoothly. “We’d better go.”
 

The trip to the Orchid Festival was to last about an hour. Once the police motorcycle escort had led them out of the city, Inge took the book from her very corporate but still subtly feminine briefcase, the kind typically used by mid-level female executives in their attempts to bash holes through glass ceilings, and handed it to the king. Her expression indicated her disapproval, but even her pursed lips were as luscious as rosebuds. He winked at her and opened the book at random.
 

It fell open at a drawing of a half-man, half-ape. Even though it was a black and white sketch the artist had still managed to convey the impression that the creature had glowing eyes and was emitting a low growl in the back of its throat. The object of its mad gaze and, presumably, amorous growl, was a semi-clad young woman lying in a swoon at its feet. The caption described the creature as the fearsome ‘…Bigfoot, a nine foot wild man of the southern forests of Amerus’. Exactly why the woman was depicted in the drawing was not explained, and it was therefore left to the reader’s imagination to supply his own explanation.
 

On another page was a drawing of a horse. Or it would have looked like a horse but for the ring of horny spikes growing from its neck and throat. This, the reader was assured, was the near mythical Multicorn of the sunken continent of Alannah, whose mating habits were cautiousness itself, probably due to the additional set of very sharp horns protruding from its haunches.
 

King Edouard riffled through a few more pages, glancing briefly at some, chuckling at others, when he suddenly came upon another, smaller book amongst the pages of genetically unlikely concoctions. It was a thin, soft covered book. His jaw dropped, then he smiled affectionately.
 

“Well, bugger me till Sunday! Imagine that! Inge, look!”
 

Inge had a pair of small reading glasses perched on the bridge of her pert little nose. She glanced up from her notepad, where she was making the final changes to the speech that His Majesty was to deliver at the flower show.
 

“Yes, Your Majesty?”
 

The book that King Edouard was holding up, was, well, more of a pamphlet than a book, really. It was titled Everythingge The Younge Monarch Should Knowe.

 

“I was given this the day that I turned eleven, at my accession to Crown Prince, when I was deemed ready to start thinking seriously about what kingship would entail. It’s the royal equivalent of that little booklet that middle class parents used to give to their young boy children upon their reaching a certain, ah, inquisitive age. You know, What Every Young Boy Should Know. One of my primary school chums showed me his copy, when we were in sixth grade. It was quite good for a few laughs. All about women’s cycles and fertility and egg production. It felt more like a handbook on how to run a dairy farm than it was about sex, which was what we were really interested in. Anyway …”
 

When he saw the slight look of disapproval on Inge’s face, he changed tack as fast as a windsurfer heading for the reefs. The young Inge had been given the girls’ equivalent when she was twelve and had thought the whole business quite distasteful. Thus was a whole generation of children prepared for life, brought up thinking that the process of procreation was literally as shown in the little drawings, where you started off with balloons being head-butted by tadpoles, and you somehow ended up with a baby. 
 

(In the young prince’s case, however, he had had no more illusions after accompanying his hedonistically inclined Uncle Festus – rather, Prince Festus of Bahamia – to a favoured haunt of his Uncle’s, namely Madame Lilly’s, one evening shortly after his twelfth birthday. Uncle Festus had earlier asked him what he wanted for his birthday. The young Crown Prince had replied, “I wanna watch.” Uncle Festus had let him.)
 

“Anyway, this one is all about the do’s and don’ts of Monarchy. Constitutional Monarchy. Somewhat archaic, really. I don’t think it’s been updated since being written more than two centuries ago.” He paged through the booklet, then paused. 
 

“Here. I quote: ‘The Monarch shall, under noe Circumstance, be Involvèd inne the Daily Workings and Machinations of the Government, save inne a Consultative Capacity, ande only whenne so Approached by the Office of the Prime Minister.’ Unquote. There it is, right there. The monarchy made redundant and obsolete, in one little sentence. A sentence, indeed… And this one: ‘The Monarch shall not bee Empowered to Imprison the Royal Consort in the Tower. His Majesty may, however, upon providing Proof of Frigidity in said Consort, or Behaviour of a Fish Wifely Nature, Both events as Witnessed by More Thanne a Few Credible Witnesses, apply for a Divorce.’ Hmm, witnesses, hey…”
 

Inge was growing as hot under the collar as a whiskey priest in Madame Lilly’s. “Pure misogynism, Your Highness! And as you mentioned, deeply anachronistic!”
 

“Different times, Inge, and different climes. And this one: The Monarch shall not be Allowed to Open a Sittinge of Parliament in the Nud. Now why d’you think that one was even necessary, eh, Inge? It seems that at least some of the family’s oral history about my great-great-great-great-grandfather, King Boudouin III, may contain more than a grain of truth.”
 

“Please, Your Highness, if I don’t continue with your speech, I shan’t finish it.”
 King Edouard turned back to the booklet. Something had caught his eye. 
 

Some say that nothing happens by accident; everything has meaning and significance; everything is connected in some mystic, holistic matrix, vastly beyond human understanding. Others point to that bastard stepchild of mathematics known as the study of probability theory, and say no, look, it can be mathematically proven that this or that is statistically much more probable than it might intuitively seem. 
 

Whether you prefer one or the other is, ultimately, a question of temperament and psychology.
 

The little royal primer had apparently not just been inserted randomly in the Monster book, as he had always thought of it as a child, but at a chapter that dealt with another version of the Bigfoot. This one was not much different from its Amerussian cousin, except for its accompanying drawing, which showed the beast tearing meat from a piece of bone with its teeth. It looked suspiciously as if it was a human arm, hand still intact, that was providing the beast with its daily minimum caloric intake of proteins, vitamins and minerals. 
 

And its location, the isolated And Impenetrable Jungles of the Plata de Rasgónes, also known as the Plateau of Tears, in the disputed border area between Bugrawlia, Iraquba and Costa Blanca.
 

King Edouard preferred to think that it was significant that, in that moment, the royal primer was open at a page where one phrase in particular, also containing the word Bugrawlia, caught his eye. 
 

As he read the tortured grammar of the ancient booklet, and then the Monster book entry, and back and forth, repeatedly, he felt a tingling excitement run down his spine. It left skid marks in his silk shorts and finally pooled in his socks. It was destiny, playing hide-the-sausage with his personal karma.
 

“When, exactly, are we leaving for Bugrawlia, Inge?”
 

”Three weeks from tomorrow, Your Majesty.”
 

“Excellent. That leaves us ample time to organize a little side trip for, let’s say, a week?”
 

”A side trip, Your Majesty? Where to?” Inge asked with a slight tremor of trepidation.
 

“Oh, it’ll be on our way to Bugrawlia, Inge. I think a little adventure holiday would be just the thing. Rest and recreation before tackling what will be a very demanding state visit. I was thinking of a safari to the forests of Costa Blanca. And the Plata de Rasgónes.”
 


 

Deeply hierarchical organizations are like a giraffe wearing a neck brace. The eyes can see the intended goal, but the feet, far from the control centre and unseen by those eyes, depend on momentum to carry the whole organism forward, molehills and meerkat burrows threatening to trip the ungainly beast with every step it takes over the plain as it follows the path of least resistance. A path that may differ substantially from the one plotted by the eyes.
 

The Directorate of Special Operation of the KGIA, even though it is a strictly structured and layered creation, does not suffer from such problems. A presidential special directive created it to be more like a hyena. The slightest whiff of carrion sets its nostrils to quivering and glands to salivating. 
 

It begins when Jekyll’s ears are pricked when he hears the voice of Ms Daisy Cutter. Mr Knight is a special assistant to Ms Queen. Anyone who wants the ear of the latter first has to get past the former. Daisy has come into Mr Knight’s office and breathlessly informs him that she has something that she thinks is going to make him as excited as it has made her. The purr in Daisy’s voice is by now almost an automatic trigger for Jekyll. His sweaty palm does its surreptitious little dance into his trouser pocket, where his miniature recording-device lays waiting, ready to expand his valuable private collection. Before he can turn it on, though, he relaxes and withdraws his hand. This is Agency business.
 

“So what is it, Ms Cutter?” Mr Knight, an Agency veteran, demands.
 

“We, well, Daddy, really, had an old friend, a Mr…” She catches herself just before saying the name aloud. “Uh, let’s call him … uh … Mr Digger, yes. He’s an old archaeologist, an Ira … dog. Not that he is one, you understand. Really a very sweet old guy, I mean his country is Dogpit….” Dir. Spec. Ops’. code-name for Iraquba is Dogpit. 
 

“Yes, yes, Ms Cutter. I’ve got that. Please feel free to continue.”
 

“In fact Sir, I think you may know him. His code name used to be …” Jekyll can gather from the way her voice drops that she is leaning forward to divulge the name. “…Oil-Eye. Oh, you must remember him, Sir. His intelligence was always regarded very highly by the Agency.”
 

”Yes, Ms Cutter, in fact I do know whom you’re referring to. I was working in Analysis at the time. And you’re correct. His intelligence was always regarded very highly by the Agency. It was also of no use whatsoever.”
 

Daisy is nonplussed. “Oh. But Daddy always spoke glowingly about him.”
 

”Your father was a first class operative, Ms Cutter, but with all due respect, he did tend to get a bit too close to some of his agents. An area controller has to keep his distance from his agents at all times, never getting emotionally involved. And certainly never turn an agent into a family friend. But all that is blood under the bridge. Why did you want to see me?”
 

”Because I received this letter from him, Sir, just yesterday. Very interesting it is, too. I think that some people very high up…” She rolls her eyes in the direction of the capital - seat, cistern and flush handle of the nation’s power, which would not be visible even if the blinds could be opened. “…would be very interested in what … Digger would have to say.”
 

“Please get to the point, Ms Cutter.”
 

”Yes, Sir. I think it would be best if you read it yourself, Sir.”
 

Jekyll hears the faint rustle of an envelope changing hands and being opened.
 

“Dear Daisy,” Mr Knight reads aloud, then his voice drops to a series of muffled grunts as he reads the letter quietly to himself. Jekyll does not hear the words and thus the contents remain beyond his ken. 
 

Dear Daisy
 

My dear child, I know that it has been some time since I last wrote to you, and I hope you are well and in good health. 
 

Retirement having been thrust upon me by the twin conspiracies of old age and a changing world, I increasingly find my thoughts wandering in the past these days. I dwell not in the antiquity of geological past, as your papa so often said, in jest but quite correctly. No, these days I find my thoughts turning to the more recent past, as I have become a prospector of my own life and try to see if there are riches buried there. It is, perhaps, a phenomenon unique to old age that the seventy or so years of one’s life seems an eternity of moments, while the mysterious span of three billion years of the planet’s existence, punctuated by the few bits of knowledge that we possess, feels like the blink of an eye.
 

“Hmm,” Jekyll hears Mr Knight mumble with a slight exasperation. “Typical. Always fancied himself a philosopher, the old coot did.” He continues.
 

This brings me, dear child, to the reason for my letter, for it seems that, indeed, my memory may contain the key to some interesting developments. I saw, today, on the television, a news item that shook my old memory with a force equal to a seven on the scale by which such tremors are measured. The item spoke of a new discovery in the world of the generation of energy. The process, so enthusiastically described by the young scientists, is being called a breakthrough in the field of cold fusion. 
 

I don’t know if you are knowledgeable about this, but no matter. If these scientists are correct then they have opened the door to an energy source that is clean and efficient. The only problem with it is the scarcity of one of the materials used in the process, an element called thrhombium. This element is known, and for very good reason, as the rarest element on earth. In all my years as a geologist, tracing the great oceans of oil hiding within the earth, this thrhombium was something that I never came across.
 

Except once. It was many years ago, and I had been sent to the southern region of my country to follow some promising traces of what might be oil-bearing formations, traces that turned out to be nothing of the sort. During my search, when I was in the disputed area known as the Plateau of Tears for the many years of, shall we say differences in opinion about which nation it is part of, Iraquba, Costa Blanca or Bugrawlia, that I came upon a series of small hills. They were not on any of the maps of the time. Anyway, to cut a long story short, I took some samples which, when I returned to my laboratory and analysed them, turned out to be an ore containing very high levels of thrhombium.
 

The knowledge was useless at the time, as my researches confirmed that it was a metal that no one had yet found a use for. Now, all that may change. If, indeed, this thrhombium can serve as a basis for a clean energy source, then it’s existence must be made known. 
 

Why do I not go to the rulers of my own country, I hear you ask? Well, my child, the cancer that is Iraquban history has again appeared, and the power struggles are as bad as ever. No, the people in charge here must not be given access to such power. I therefore turn to you, and your great nation, Amerus, that, alone, has the resources to manage such a thing while, at the same time, keeping all the inevitable role players at bay.
 

Forgive an old man for seeming naïve. Perhaps I have become sentimental in my dotage, but I believe this is the best option.
 

I include with this letter a roughly drawn map of the area that I made at the time of my discovery. Everything that may be required to find the area is on this map.
 

My darling Daisy, who knows when we may see each other again. May your future be as blessed as your past.
 

Yours 
 

Unca Pablo.
 

Now Mr Knight is studying the map, and there is an even longer pause. 
 Jekyll sighs. During the long silence, he started to play a game of solitaire on his desktop computer. And he has just lost. Jekyll plays many games of solitaire. He has never quite decided which is more futile: winning or losing. In a fit of pique, he clicks and closes the game and turns his attention back to the conversation just resuming.
 

“Thank you, Ms Cutter.” Mr Knight’s voice is brisk and dismissive. “I shall convey the information further and let the analysts decide whether there is potential worthy of pursuit. I’ll just hang onto the letter, shall I?”
 

”By all means, sir.” 
 

There is a short and pregnant pause. Then its waters break and birth is given, after a short labour, to a new topic. 
 

“Uhh…, Mr Knight? Sir?” Daisy is hesitant, then plows on. “About tonight, sir. I’m afraid I can’t make it, Mr Knight, sir. I have this terrible headache, you see, and I think it’s about to turn into a migraine, so…I’m sorry about that, sir…”
 

Jekyll has turned on his pocket recorder. Something in Daisy’s tone alerts his tightly wound trigger, and the action is performed almost instinctively. He knows this is not Agency business any more. Then, just as suddenly, it is, again, Agency business.
 

“I don’t think you realize the importance of this letter, Ms Cutter,” Mr Knight’s voice has cut her off in mid-excuse. “You had better get yourself home, then, and sleep off your headache. I have a feeling that things are going to get very busy around here, and pretty soon, too.”
 

And that is exactly what happens. Like a character in a frenetic video game, the letter is sped upwards through all the levels of the intelligence hierarchy. At every level it gains power until it - and the leather-bound file containing it, engorged by accompanying addenda, codicils, supplements and appendixes, and even caveats - reaches the desk of the nation’s Chief Executive. 
 

It does not just plop into his in-tray, the one next to the sign that reads The Buck Gets Shot Here, either, but is brought to his urgent attention by the National Security Director. A fully reasoned plan of action accompanies the little document, from which Pablo Avril’s melancholy ruminations have largely been deleted. The file being presented to the president has grown as chubby as a weight watcher in a chocolate factory. It now has an authoritative heft. Of course, the Chief Executive does not need to read it. Its contents are summated, paraphrased and efficiently reduced to its succinct essence. This can be presented, shortly, as:
 

1.                       Amerus is an energy hungry nation.

 

2.                       Energy is its very lifeblood.

 

3.                       New sources of energy showing potential must be pursued at all costs.

 

4.                       Recent developments in the field of cold fusion present just such an opportunity.

 

5.                       It is, however, dependant upon a very scarce resource, namely thrhombium.

 

6.                       Which scarcity, perhaps, is not as critical as has been thought thus far.

 

7.                       Thrhombium is – apparently – available at a certain location.

 

8.                       It therefore follows logically that Amerus must gain exclusive control of these reserves.

 

9.                       At any cost

 

10.                   Without anyone knowing.

 

Points 1 to 3 are, to everyone present when the president is briefed, beyond debate; beyond dispute.
 

Everyone concedes that point 4 is conceded to be iffy. But, accepting it as valid puts points 5 to 10, also, beyond debate; beyond dispute.
 

The National Security Directorate lays out its plan to the Chief Executive. It is weighed and balanced, pros tipping the scale one way, cons the other way. But not by much, and not enough. A plan B has been prepared. It, too, is scrutinized but found to tip the scale too far in the wrong direction. It is not discarded and will be kept in reserve.
 

Secrecy, it is agreed, is to be maintained. A Presidential Decree is prepared. It is signed. 
 

The file containing Pablo Avril’s modest missive has swollen further, and not just in size. True, it now includes the President’s endorsed Plan of Action, but it has mostly gained Stature and Historical Significance. 
 

It is the blindfold on the giraffe.
 

It begins its journey back down the chain of command. It ends up, eventually, where it started, on the desk of Dir. Spec. Ops. From here it will be realized and brought to fruition.
 

Now the voice in Hekyll’s earphones is that of someone who is sceptical about what he is being told to do, and at the same time hesitant about voicing his scepticism.
 

“It’s going to require money, Ms Queen. And a substantial sum it’ll be, I guarantee you that. There’ll be quite a few palms that’ll be outstretched, wanting to be greased.“
 

The retort is brusque, an ice pick through the forehead of uncertainty.
 

“We – and I include the chief executive – realize that, Mr Knight. In fact, the chief exec has given Operation Rare Earth the highest priority. Hence, a substantial sum has been set aside.”
 

“And the … Iraqu … rats …” 
 

“Dogs”
 

“… sorry, dogs, yes … are going to want more than a bone. They’ll be taking a huge gamble on this.”
 

“And they’ll get more than a bone out of this, too. More likely a nicely marinated steak. They have long disputed the border in the area. You should be able to convince them that this is an opportunity for them to settle that dispute for good. We provide them with the necessary covert support, and they, in return, give us exclusive mining rights to the area in which we are interested. It looks to me as if they have much to gain and very little to lose.”
 

”And the international outcry? It will, after all, be a violation of an internationally recognized border. An invasion. The LOUNGE will be up in arms.”
 

”The League Of United Nations (Groupè Extraordinaire)? They will be as helpless as babes in arms. They’ll call a special session of the Security Committee. They’ll talk, and talk, and talk. They’ll draft a resolution, a resolution that will have about as much chance of being passed as a golf ball sized kidney stone. And you know why? Because, firstly, the dogs’ friends will abstain, while the non-aligned nations will remain just that. But mostly, Mr Knight, the resolution won’t pass because we will veto it. The region of interest is in dense jungle. It has never been accurately mapped, so…”
 

”…But the satellites…”
 

“I repeat: The. Area. Has. Never. Been. Thoroughly. Mapped! So who can say to whom it truly belongs? Since the dogs have a historical claim to the area, we shall say it’s an internal matter that goes against the LOUNGE’s charter. And without our support, nothing passes at the LOUNGE.”
 

Mr Knight is not totally convinced by the argument. “Hmm. I’m sure that you’ve given this due consideration, but I still have to bring it up: What about the Empire? The bone is in their yard, is it not? And they’ve never trusted the dogs. I cannot believe they’ll just sit back and allow the dogs to … to … jump the fence to fetch a bone from their back yard!”  Mr Knight is no longer able to hide his exasperation at constantly having to codespeak.
 

“And when was the last time the Empire stood up for anything?” Ms Queen’s voice is a sneer of derision. “If they even discover anything amiss out in the backveld where things will be happening, and if they can figure out what is going on, their primary instinct will be refer the matter to the LOUNGE. 
 

“But, Mr Knight…” She pauses. “It will be up to you, Mr Knight, and your team, to ensure that they do not find out what is happening.
 

“All of the resources of this department are to be utilized in Operation Rare Earth. All other projects are being put on hold or cancelled. All operatives and agents are assigned to it with immediate effect.”
 

Mr Knight experiences a brief moment of self-doubt. A doubt that he cannot afford. Operation Rare Earth, he thinks to himself. Get ready, ‘cause here I come.
 


 

Boz was flying. The chopper had been put to bed for the night, the mechanic had left, his passengers had departed by minibus in the direction of the nearby Lendezno, and the airfield was quiet. But Boz was still flying.
 

He was on his motorcycle, the biggest, loudest, clankingest, rumblingest machine he had been able to find in the whole of Costa Blanca, riding home from the airfield. He was trundling along a lot slower than usual, and his thoughts were off on another plane, contemplating the cosmos and the wonder of its wholeness. A ramshackle lorry, trailing a haze of chicken feathers from the cages on the flatbed like a bad case of dandruff, blasted him from behind with its hooter as it came thundering by, the Costa Blancan driver chewing his cigar and staring straight ahead. Forced to concede that the road he was on was not a less traveled one, Boz focused on his riding, leaving the spiritual plane to be contemplated at a more suitable time.
 

Cindy was waiting for him on the verandah when he wheeled into the yard at a sedate pace. She found his demure speed unusual. Boz liked nothing better than to use as much of the big cycle’s power as was available, and it was a little strange to Cindy that Boz was taking it so slow.
 

“And what is this?” she asked when he switched off the engine and dismounted. It sounded like heavy artillery running out of ammunition. “You didn’t have a very good day, by the looks of things?”
 

“Hey, Cin,” he said when he’d removed the helmet and run his hand through his salt and pepper brush cut. He had a distant look in his pale gray eyes, and as he rested his gaze on her, there was a faint smile at corners of his mouth and eyes. His question caught her unawares.
 

“Cin, do you ever consider your karma? Do you ever consciously contemplate and witness the choices you make in each moment, asking yourself what the consequences of each choice will be? Do you, Cin…” He choked back a chortle. His eyes were starting to run. Still, in their sparkle she caught the mood. “…Cin, do you ask yourself whether your decisions and choices will bring happiness and fulfillment to those around you? Do you, Cin, truly live fully in the moment? Are you guided by your heart in all your choices, going only with the ones that feel comfortable while…while…” He couldn’t hold it back for much longer. “…those that feel uncomfortable are held back and first evaluated with your inner vision … oh! Oh my!” 
 

He was bent over, laughing. He straightened up and held out his arms, as Cindy collapsed against him, agog with giggles.
 

”Sweetheart,” she said, “I don’t know where this is coming from, but I’ll tell you this: when I’ve got a patient lying gurgling on a gurney with a six inch blade stuck in his throat, I don’t have the luxury of becoming comfortable with the choices of whether I should pull out the knife with one hand or two. I’m mostly concerned with the question of whether removing my other hand from the bullet hole in his stomach to do so, is going to be the action that’ll do him in. I’m not thinking about the poor slob’s happiness, but rather with the much more pressing matter of whether he’s going to be around tomorrow to feel anything!” 
 

She took a step back and looked into his eyes. He was still wiping away tears of laughter. 
 

“What’s got into you, anyway? You sound as if you’ve just spent three months in an ashram, in search of yourself! Either that, or your little trip to San Marco was more eventful than anticipated. Now I really regret not taking time off from the hospital to go with you. Come on! Don’t keep me in suspense! I’ve also got something to tell you. How did it go? Did you see the minister?”
 

Boz had finally managed to pull himself together, although he was struggling to get his breath back. They moved onto the veranda and sat down in the two battered but comfortable wicker basket chairs. Boz took a deep draught of the beer that Cindy had poured when she’d heard him approaching.
 

“Yes, yes,” he finally managed, “I saw the honourable Minister for Environmental Affairs, Señor Gustado, as planned. No problem there, Cindy. Friendly chap, very open to ideas. And he really became quite enthusiastic about my plan for a nature reserve in this area. He thinks it might be a bit ambitious to try for a cross-border park, though. Explained to me that Costa Blanca, Iraquba and Bugrawlia have never been able to agree on exactly where the border between them has to be drawn. You know it’s led to quite a few border disputes in the past, even two shooting wars. There’s just not enough trust at this stage to expect the three parties to work together on this. But that’s not even the biggest problem.”
 

”It’s money, isn’t it?”
 

“That’s right, Sweetheart. Money.” Boz ticked off the items one by one, in the way that Cindy felt certain the Right Honourable Minister would have done. 
 

“Development money for tourist infrastructure. Compensation to indigenous people who may have to be moved. Fences to keep out poachers. It’s just more than the Costa Blancans can afford.”
 

”But what about the tourism potential?”
 

”Yes, he agrees that it’s enormous, but that will take time to realize. I did get him to promise to at least start looking into the whole venture, and, being the kind of straight arrow that he is, I actually think he will.”
 

“And?”
 

”Well, then he invited me to have lunch, with, as he introduced me, a close, personal friend.”
 

”His mistress?”
 

”No, no! It was a man.” Boz smiled at her. “It was Deepfry Chopper.”
 

”Oh, the Amerussian spiritual guru! So that’s where all the mysticism and cosmic mumbo-jumbo came from, was it?” She laughed.
 

“Yep. I’ll say this for the man: He has a way of talking about this stuff that really makes you think he’s on to something. He’s good! Hell, he could’ve written that other thing, what was it? How To Win Friends And Get Them Under The Influence. Something like that…
 It’s all about karma and consciousness and holistic life cycles and the like, and sitting around a table hearing him talk makes you think that … I dunno, he makes it sound as if it’s just so obvious, and that you really need to take a new approach to life. It’s as if he’s telling you things you really know already but have just forgotten and need to be reminded of. And he talks to you as if he’s utterly interested in your problems in life, and that, if you follow his path, or should I say Path, capital P, you’ll be ok.”
 

”Seven steps to eternal bliss, is it? Or is it seven habits of people with invective…?” Cindy’s scientific scepticism was audible in her tone.
 

“Well, twelve, actually. And he explained it all to me on the flight back to Lendezno. Gods, how that man can talk! My head is still spinning with visions of cosmic oneness…”
 

”On the flight back? You brought him back here? I hope he paid!”
 Boz smiled sheepishly. ”Oh, come on Cin, it was a favour for my new friend, the Minister. He asked me personally if I’d give old Deepfry a lift. The Great Man has come to Costa Blanca especially to study the great variety of indigenous herbs and medicinal plants. He’s working on a new book, apparently. So I was thinking, see, if the region could get some good publicity as a … a …”
 

’Treasure trove of nature’s healing powers’,” Cindy furnished him with the ready-made phrase. Boz could almost see the quotes. 
 

“Something like that, yes. It can only help with our eventual conservation efforts, couldn’t it?”
 

”Every bit helps, as the famous monkey said. But listen, mine intrepid hero, pilot husband, things are getting to be more interesting in this part of the world than I would have expected. Last week we had those Amerussian geologists who wanted you to fly them to the Plateau of Tears…”
 

“And back out again, a few days later, yes. I still wonder what they were up to. Very hush-hush about it all.”
 

“Today you’re flying around mystics, while next week…” Boz could see that she couldn’t hold it in any longer.
 

“Out with it, Cin!”
 

“Next week, it’s going to be the King of Brutain!” 
 

“What, old Useful Eddy is coming here? And he wants me to fly him around? Bloody hell!”
 

“It seems like it’s not only Amerussian geologists and mystics who are interested in utilizing the services of BozAir. We had someone making enquiries today. Came by after I’d got home from the hospital. It seems King Edouard is an avid wildlife enthusiast. He’s coming on a state visit to Bugrawlia, but he’ll be stopping by in Costa Blanca first for an expedition. He wants to hunt and capture – purely with cameras and on film, I was assured – the elusive and highly endangered albino tiger. And as we’re the only helicopter company in the region, they require our services. Of course, His Majesty won’t be alone. He’ll have a whole entourage, but they’ll travel overland and set everything up. You will then be flying the king and his personal assistant.”
 

“Not someone known for getting along without his home comforts, is he? But ok, business is business, I suppose. When exactly is this going to be?”
 

”The man was a bit vague. They like to keep things under wraps for as long as possible, apparently. Security, you know. Especially after the King was the subject of an assassination attempt recently.”
 

Boz gave a snort. ”Is that what they’re calling it? An assassination attempt? Balls! Who could be bothered to do away with Useful Eddy? Unless it was an irate husband, of course. Or a whole cabal of irate husbands. A conspiracy of cuckolds…”
 

“You’re talking about a client, Boz, dear, remember that. And a very important one, too, whatever your feelings about him.”
 

”You know me, Cin, professional to the core.”
 

Boz drained the last of his beer and burped, contentedly.
 

“Well, well, life is getting rather interesting, eh? And it seems you don’t necessarily have to have a better mousetrap to have the world beat a path to your door. It also happens if you have the only one in the area…”
 


 

It was said, normally with a dismissive shrug and a sceptically skewed smile, as if to make clear that of course, the speakers themselves knew better than to believe it, that the hallowed halls of the main administration building in Bugrawlia’s governing compound was haunted. But it was true. In fact, quite a few ghosts called this place home.
 

The Ghost of Empire lived here. It sometimes appeared unexpectedly, displaying its gaping jaws, in which its toothless gums ridged green and putrefying, to a bureaucrat having a late night. The lackey then sat petrified in his cracked vinyl chair, gnawed by doubt about the value added to an infinite cosmos by his labours. Another permit granted, another rebate refused, another favour granted, another procedure reviewed, approved and codified. What use was it really in the Greater Scheme of Things? 
 

The Ghost of Empire was not alone. It was sometimes seen in the company of the Ghost of Good Intentions. 
 

While the Ghost of Empire was an old-fashioned ghost, full of angst and pain, the latter had an easier time of it, due to having a paved road always appearing before it. It was yet to discover exactly where the road led, but thus far, the journey had been going well. Why, every now and again there was even a little hand-basket for it to ride in.
 

Also found in this little haunted pantheon, or pan-ghoul-on, was the constantly shrinking Ghost of Common Sense (Local Chapter). It was a gestalt-ghost. A gestalt is something that is normally greater than the sum of its parts. The Ghost of Common Sense (Local Chapter), however, was shrinking. With the abandonment of the Heimraden, great gobs had recently been added to the Ghost of Common Sense. And since ghosts are made of anti-life and anti-matter, a gestalt-ghost is actually less than the sum of its parts.
 

On this night, the Ghost of Empire (called Cecil by the others) felt itself drawn to the office on the second floor, where a single, low-powered desk lamp was attempting to illuminate the room and its sole occupant. The lamp was having a hard time of it, and, where it could not quite reach, dark shadows hid the dowdy carpet, the ratty chairs, and the wilting vase of geraniums in the corner. It did, however, manage to illuminate the occupant, even if it failed to dispel the gloom visible in the creases on his forehead and at the corners of his mouth.
 

Lord Ludvig quietly put down the telephone. 
 

Then he picked up the handset and slammed it down on the base. Several times.
 

He picked it up again, held it to his ear and pressed the button marked INTERCOM.
 

Nothing.
 

He picked up the whole instrument and flung it at the wall before getting up and starting to pace, back and forth, back and forth. He office suddenly seemed very close, and Lord Ludvig was having trouble breathing. He tried to loosen his collar, only to discover that it was already loose. He needed some fresh air. So did Cecil.
 

Lord Ludvig left his office, went down a long passage, and then turned into a short passage with a staircase at the end. The staircase led … nowhere. It ended against the ceiling. Nevertheless, Lord Ludvig climbed the stairs. 
 

When he could go no further, his hand sought, and found, a latch set high up on the wall. He released it and a door opened in the ceiling. Cool night air flooded in. 
 

Lord Ludvig took a relieved breath and stepped out, onto the roof of the administrative complex and what looked to be the bottom of an enormous, empty swimming pool, three storeys deep.
 

He turned to his left and started to climb another set of stairs. They were set against the wall that rose another three storeys all along the perimeter of the building. This was the false façade of the never completed structure. There, on a platform on the highest level, Lord Ludvig sat down in an old garden chair and looked out at what normally would be the lights of Candoberra, stretching away to the horizon. 
 

Tonight, and, as it would be for a number of weeks, it was like looking through pea soup. The dusty gloom was more tolerable at night. Unless one insisted on breathing, of course.
 

Cecil, the Ghost of Empire, loved it up there. He felt at the height of his powers upon those false façades, those battlements of folly, even if it was sometimes a bit crowded. Adolphus, the Ghost of Common Sense, also found an invigorating resonance up there. 
 

Lord Ludvig was just starting to relax when, suddenly, he felt the hair on the back of his neck bristle. Had he heard something? Was there someone – or something – up there with him? Slowly he turned. And, with his dark-adapted eyes, made out the figure in the robe at the far end of the platform. 
 

The figure was absolutely still. It was …
 

”Kim Lee? Is that you?” he exclaimed.
 

“Yes, Your Excellency.” Kim Lee Kimchi turned his head in Lord Ludvig’s direction, but his dark eyes remained hidden. His voice came from a long way away, and was almost as quiet as his body. 
 

“My most humble apologies, my lord. I felt in urgent need of the sustenance of some meditation, Sir, a need that, unforgivably, took me from my duties for a moment. Also some tea. May I offer you a cupful, My Lord? It is most refreshing.”
 

“No, thank you, Kim Lee. But why are you up here? Do you not have a home to go to?”
 

“Indeed, Your Excellency, but tonight I felt a longing for my true home. And from up here it feels as if I can see all the way to the faraway coastal regions.”
 

Even with this dusty gloom? Lord Ludvig thought. How very Zen.
 

 But, Your Excellency, you, yourself, seem, if I may be so bold, Sir, in some distress?” Lord Ludvig was unsure whether the last was a question or simply a statement of fact.
 

“I have just received some, ah, distressing news,” he said. Kim Lee said nothing. His eyes glinted faintly in the starlight. “I have just been informed by the Foreign Office back in the Brutish capitol that we are to receive a visitor shortly, Kim Lee A very important visitor. No less a personage than the King, His Royal Majesty King Edouard, is going to be making a state visit to Bugrawlia.”
 

Kim Lee’s voice, calm and with no trace of surprise. “Ah. You are upset by this, Your Excellency? Forgive me my impertinence, Your Excellency, but I would have thought you would welcome such a visit by your great King. It is not often that such illustrious events befall us.”
 

”But not with only two weeks notice, Kim Lee! You can’t imagine just how much preparation normally goes into these visits. We need to organize accommodation, an itinerary, public functions, banquets…It’s ludicrous to expect us to do all that in the time left to us!”
 

“I daresay it will be a touch and go affair, Your Excellency. My people have a saying, ‘The whale for which you are unprepared, gives the sweetest meat.’” 
 

In his current state, the meaning of this was utterly lost on the Governor-General. “We’re not talking about a whale, Kim Lee, but about the King of Brutain!”
 

“My apologies, Your Excellency.” The head was bowed, the voice low in contrition. 
 

On the far edge of the platform high above the twinkling lights of the city, sat the two ghosts, wraithlike legs dangling over the edge as they absorbed what had been said. Of course, they do not react to words spoken by humans. It was the currents of intent and meaning swirling about and emanating from the two people that reached them, becoming, not flesh, certainly, but, perhaps, wraith and shroud. Cecil, the Ghost of Empire, felt him/itself expand in size and power as the events to come promised to resurrect the almost-a-corpse of the Empire. 
 

Lord Ludvig did not know if Kim Lee’s fatalistic calm was affecting him, but there was suddenly a lot more space up on the ramparts. Lord Ludvig said nothing. Kim Lee sat still. Both were thinking. Kim Lee was also waiting.
 

The silence between them stretched. Silences do that. They also change. 
 

Gradually, from being the kind of uneasy silence between two of unequal status, this one stretched and bent like heated cheese and, salted by the stars above pouring down their unending movie of cosmic history, spiced by the mutedly twinkling lights of the city below, grew to a more companionable silence. A silence between two men.
 

At last, Lord Ludvig broke the silence, and it was clear that his thoughts had once again turned to the impending royal visit. Kim Lee said nothing, and waited for the old diplomat to run through his to-do checklist of preparations and events. 
 

“So much to do… organize a welcoming banquet … see to accommodation at the Royal Arms Hotel … transport – umm, must fly in a couple of bullet-proof limousines … visits to local hospital … museum of natural history … a grand parade through the city’s streets … oh, dear, how will we keep His Majesty occupied for three whole weeks …?”
 The old man’s fretting monologue dried up like a pondful of frogs during a severe drought. This was when Kim Lee’s quiet voice came from where he’d been Buddhaing.
 

“Excuse my impertinence, Your Excellency, but may a humble servant make a suggestion?”
 

”Eh? Oh, you’re still here, Kim Lee. Yes, by all means.”
 

”This will be His Majesty King Edouard’s first visit to Bugrawlia, will it not, Your Excellency?”
 

“Yes, Kim Lee, it will.”
 

”Then, Your Excellency, it occurs to me that His Majesty, wise as he must assuredly be, may not have much first hand… umm … knowledge of the variety of cultures and peoples of Bugrawlia. Might it not be enlightening to him to experience this variety at first hand?”
 

”What, you mean give him a … a … kind of grand tour of the whole country? Hmmm, not a bad idea, Kim Lee. Problem is, we only have a limited budget allocation for the royal visit. I tried to convince the Foreign Office we needed more, but this is just another useless, lost battle, I’m afraid.”
 

”Having His Majesty visit the different regions is quite a brilliant idea, Your Excellency. Very well, then, Your Excellency, if budget and time do not allow this, may I suggest a slight alteration to Your Excellency’s plan? If the mountain cannot go the country, let the country come to the mountain.”
 

”What the devil d’you mean, Kim Lee? Must you always speak in aphorisms?”
 

”My humble apologies, Your Excellency. What I mean is why not have a great cultural festival, right here in Bugrawlia’s capital city. Let all the tribes and peoples send … cultural groups … yes, cultural groups. To perform for His Majesty, right here.”
 

“But d’you think they would, Kim Lee? I have a feeling that, after the recent decisions about the Heimraden, they are none too enamoured of the Empire right now. Not that I regret it for one moment, of course. It was absolutely the right thing to do.” 
 

Not even Lord Ludvig could fathom why he felt he had to constantly justify his decisions to Kim Lee. The man was always so damnably deferential on the surface. Somewhere in the back Lord Ludvig’s mind, the part emanating from the areas of the brain where the reptile still curled and crawled, where the primitive mammal was emerging from the ooze, he sensed that it might just be the kind of deference that was but a thin veneer, panelling a core of carefully controlled anger and violence.
 

“Oh, indeed, Your Excellency, indeed, it was the correct decision. And yes, from what one hears there are pockets of discontent in the countryside. But they are isolated. Therefore, Your Excellency, it may be prudent to … ah … show some … ah … sensitivity … yes, when inviting the various tribes.”
 

”And what does that mean? Sensitivity? Get to the point, man!”
 

”A thousand pardons, Your Excellency. What I mean is that a personal invitation to participate, delivered directly to the chieftains, might very well ensure a more desirable outcome…”
 

”But I can’t go traipsing about the whole country playing messenger boy! There’s much too much for me to do. Ridiculous!”
 

“Oh, Your Excellency, I did not mean to suggest that you, yourself, personally, should do this. No, my Lord. But if you were to send a special envoy in your stead and in your name…”
 

“And you have someone specific in mind, I assume?”
 

”Your Excellency, I am but a lowly servant. I would not presume to be so impertinent as to even make such a suggestion to Your Excellency.” The thread was left hanging in the air.
 

“But…?” Lord Ludvig asked.
 

Kim Lee hesitates.
 

“It will require someone who is familiar with many of the customs of the six provinces. Someone who is versed in the ways of the peoples; perhaps knows the languages and can  …”
 

”A-ha! I’ve got it! I know just the right fellow for the job.” Lord Ludvig interrupted. 
 

The ghost of Empire almost fell of the rampart. But for a bit of rough plasterwork catching on to some ectoplasm, he would have. 
 

”Yes, Your Excellency?”
 

“This young friend of my daughter’s, Jason Poligon! Why, he’d be perfect! Knows the country better than anyone I’ve ever met. Speaks several of the languages. Fascinating chap. Oh, a few quirks, certainly, but nothing serious…”
 

”But, Your Excellency!”
 

“He’s … what, Kim Lee?”
 

“Your Lordship … I don’t think …” 
 

Kim Lee hesitated. This was not going the way he had hoped it would. He took a deep breath, closing his eyes for a moment. He had to focus, had to centre his consciousness, his chi, the life force. He had often experienced this when talking to Lord Ludvig. The old man was like a pyramid made of mirrors, deflecting and scattering anything directed at him to the four corners. And not on purpose either. Probably this quality had made him such a good negotiator in his younger days.
 

Kim Lee exhaled slowly, evenly. He felt the slight tightening of the stomach muscles, like a snake bunching and coiling before striking. 
 

“I think, Kim Lee, that it may be a good idea if you accompanied him. Be there if he needs help, hits a rough patch, that sort of thing. You know what I mean, Kim Lee?”
 

Kim Lee was aghast. Lord Ludvig had done it again, milking the serum from Kim Lee’s intended sting before he could even strike and then handing him the prey on a silver plate. Kim Lee took another deep breath, sending a small memo of thanks to the karmic puzzle maker who had jig-sawed this little piece so perfectly that it slotted into Kim Lee’s overall picture, making just the smallest, satisfying little snick as it slid into place.
 

“I shall start preparations immediately, Your Excellency.”
 

Adolphus, the Ghost of Good Intentions, ballooned like a wartime budget deficit as all vestige of common sense fled the rampart where the two figures sat, again separated by the distance of position, age and status.
 


 

Something was brewing.
 

Pablo Avril had, in his long years as geologist, spent many hours and days investigating volcanoes. Some had been long dormant; others merely slumbering, some deeply, while some, like a gourmand who has had just a few too many oysters during that midnight snack, slept restlessly, ready to erupt at any time.
 

Now, from his armchair in front of the television, the old man could pick up rumblings. The state controlled Iraquban media were flying all the flags, preparing the populace for … something. 
 

From inside the box of their television world the smug government officials and their fawning interviewers made repeated calls for patriotism in the face of a faceless threat. Enemies and spies were said to be everywhere. People were warned to be vigilant; to report their neighbours, their friends, even family members who could be enemies of the state. 
 

What was missing this time, and quite conspicuous by its absence, was the identification of the usual threats to the nation. These were normally Amerus and Brutain, forming a vanguard behind which the Iraquban neighbours, Bugrawlia and Costa Blanca, were depicted as marching, intent on their ultimate goal, to enslave the free people of Iraquba in their insidious net of imperialist expansionism. Instead, vague references to historical wrongs and to national honour were being made, the latter besmirched by the treaties and resolutions enforced upon the proud Iraquban nation by the international community in the shape of LOUNGE.
 

Hearing all this, Pablo Avril felt an unpleasant tension in the pit of his gut. Yes, something was brewing. These were the little tremors. Soon would come the outburst. 
 

When that would be, only GESUS knew.
 


 

Jason had known all along it was going to be a tough sell, and indeed, that is exactly how it was turning out to be. When Lord Ludvig had asked him to undertake this task, he had only agreed because he had felt some pity for the old bumbler, thrown into the deep end by his own masters in the Foreign Office. 
 

The plan was to visit all six provinces of Bugrawlia and to invite the largest, dominant tribes and clans in each province to send a delegation to participate in the Royal Festival of Bugrawlian Cultures, as it had been hastily dubbed. A small plane was at Jason’s disposal, and he and Kim Lee was to fly out to a different province each morning – time being limited - to extend the invitation to the identified tribal leader. The local Heimraden were to be informed of the purpose of their visits, but for the sake of credibility in the eyes of the locals, the recently appointed and still unpopular lackeys on these bodies would not be directly involved. Thus did Lord Ludvig acknowledge, if obliquely, that his decisions concerning the Heimraden and the drossaards had been ill advised. Reports reaching the capitol indicated ferment throughout the colony. Rates and taxes were not being paid, revenues were down even further, and local governance was on the point of bankruptcy and collapse in many areas. 
 

Most ominously, even the students at Bugrawlia National University were starting to get into the act. Classes were being boycotted, lecturers were sometimes held hostage for hours on end and, most tellingly, a nascent folk music movement had come into being. This consisted mostly of wispily bearded young men and lank-haired, makeup-shunning young women taking to makeshift stages in dimly lit coffee houses (never at the Grounds For Celebration, though!) and, either in reedy voices, or in three part harmonies, singing Relevant Songs of Protest and reciting Poetry Of Heroic Deeds Of Past Heroes.
 

Another log in the old man’s raft of problems was Klara. She had begged her father that herself and Costanza be allowed to accompany Jason and Kim Lee, but in this Lord Ludvig had refused. Jason was about to embark upon a sensitive diplomatic mission and there would be no time for sight seeing. Besides, the plane was not suitable for passengers.
 

Jason discovered that that was certainly true. They had been provided with a Bugrawlian Air Force plane and a military pilot. In fact, it was nothing less than the
whole Bugrawlian Air Force. The shrinking military budget and subsequent lack of funds for maintenance, spare parts and fuel had grounded all the other aircraft. Both of them. The one plane that was still flying was a lovingly rebuilt Vikker Vimy, a replica of the plane that, fifty years earlier, had served to open the mail route from the mother country to its colonies, and had therefore been instrumental in Expanding Civilization As We Know It. A three-seater biplane, it hailed from an era when the word cockpit could still not be used in polite company, and had space for a pilot and navigator up front, with room for one passenger in the back. 
 

The pilot, a Doer from the open flat plains of the Burnt Orange Free State, was a short, jovial chap named Group Captain Pieter van Zijl. He was an ex-Brutish Air Force member who had, upon retirement, returned to Bugrawlia to train pilots for the benighted Bugrawlian Air Force. He was also the curator of the Air History Museum. An antique motorcycle enthusiast, he was the one who had restored Melissa, as he called her, to her original dull silver glory. Van Zijl had the disconcerting habit of addressing his plane by name, and, before take-off, would mutter and coo softly to his Melissa during the pre-flight inspection, as if coaxing and cajoling would build up her confidence. He reminded Jason of poor old Postinho, more at ease communicating with his animals than with other people.
 

Kim Lee, normally not easily phased, tried to hide an uncharacteristic nervousness at travelling in Melissa by declaring that truly, a journey of a thousand miles is certainly faster by plane. At Jason’s query, Van Zijl confirmed that all their destinations were close enough to be reached in one day.
 

“And don’t worry about Melissa here,” Group Captain Van Zijl assured him. Despite many years in Brutain, he had never lost the Doer accent in which the rs were pronounced robustly, with the tip of the tongue rasping against the palate. Like a dowager’s petticoats, Jason’s scepticism must have shown despite his best effort to remain polite. 
 

“She can be temperamental – up one day, down the next – but she’s not the type of lady who’ll swoon on you when you need her. Treat her right and she’ll come through for you when you need her to.” He gave a cackling laugh and patted her as if playfully patting the behind of a girlfriend. 
 

As for the curtailed visibility due to the dust, becoming thicker by the day as the wind was stirring the Sahhabi like a giant food mixer in a bowl of talcum powder, Van Zijl just turned down the corners of his mouth and said, no, it’s ok. Why, they usually intensified the training flights during the Stimral season, to hone the skills of the Bugrawlian pilots. Navigation could be a bit tricky, but they would manage okay.
 

Jason and Kim Lee’s quest had started here, in the south, and indeed, the trip had been uneventful. The sea breezes kept the air relatively dust free along the coast, which was the home of the Zen samurai whalers of the Southern Coast of Bugrawlia. 
 

The people of New Nippon were a mystery to most outsiders, even to most of their compatriots. Their ancestors were originally from a chain of islands far to the east. A place, so the legends had it, of great beauty and tranquillity. Except for the occasional earthquake and the brooding presence of the beautifully symmetrical Mt. Fugu, a supposedly dormant volcano, those people lived relatively untroubled lives of isolated insularity, uninterested in the barbarity of the rest of the planet. 
 

The cataclysm around three centuries earlier that had swallowed the whole chain of islands back into the watery depths from whence they had arisen millions of years earlier, like the legendary kraken returning to its lair deep in some hidden watery abyss, was as unexpected as the last line of one of their haiku poems. None had survived but a small fleet of whalers who had been hunting far to the south when the disaster occurred. Finding, inexplicably, that no whales were to be found that year in their normal, southern breeding grounds, the fleet had returned home. Not making landfall where they expected, they had sailed in circles for days on end, until, finally, they had had to accept the evidence as confirmed by repeated navigational readings and depth soundings. The islands, their beautiful ancestral and spiritual home, with all of its people and its magnificent civilization, were gone. Vanished forever beneath the waves.
 

The small fleet of cultural orphans, consisting of both men and women, had sailed the oceans for months on end, unwelcome wherever they made landfall. Then, one day, they had ended up here, on the coast of this land, where a series of bays had welcomed them with long, empty beaches and a sparsely populated coastal plain. They had come ashore, bedraggled, exhausted and still traumatized by their unimaginable loss. They had built homes and they had settled, a new start eventually scarring over the deep wounds of their spirits.
 

They had brought the mansion of their beliefs, their myths and legends with them, and in those first decades had added copiously to it: a wing of heroism here, a patio of suffering here and an outhouse of religion there, as the memories of their lost home were turned into epic poems of love and tales of conquest, preserved in their ideogrammatic writing on fine-grained rice paper. 
 

It was, alas, but a shadow of what had been lost; a warrior culture, based upon honour, dedication and self-sacrifice. They thus mirrored and lived an aesthetic that was as sparse as a cherry blossom. They shunned excess, yet were never simplistic. They revered their ancestors and the natural world; never in excess and always recalling the temporary nature of that which may seem permanent. They continued to ply their trade, the hunting of the behemoths of the sea. Also never in excess but only according to their needs. 
 

They were a people who did nothing in excess. Even excessively so.
 

Ishi’i Tokugawa now sat silently, the elegant arc and camber of his whalebone chair seeming to cherish him in its curvature. It was, however, unpadded, and required the fortitude of a Zen master to endure.
 

The room into which Jason and Kim Lee had been shown was hardly furnished at all, and, except for the abstract stone sculpture in one corner, a couple of straw mats laid on the polished wooden floor just so, and a wall hanging with a cryptic message painted by a calligrapher of steady hand, had nothing else that was ornamental. Even though it was hardly midday, shallow oil lamps, fuelled by whale oil, were sputtering quietly on the floor in each corner of the room. What mostly filled the room was a sense of the shogun’s presence, augmented by the crossed harpoons on the wall behind him. 
 

The stillness of the room gave Jason the rare feeling of not having his senses overwhelmed by his surroundings. So much so that he had, for once, removed his glasses and earplugs. His tendency to inadvertently assign personalities to inanimate objects now came into play, and he allowed the deep wisdom of the room to wash over him and awe him.
 

“…And so, Ishi’i-san, I have come to extend to you, at the personal behest of the Governor-General of Bugrawlia, Lord Ludvig-san, this invitation: to bring to Candoberra a group of your most talented performers, in whichever art you choose, to partake in a great festival; a festival in honour of His Majesty King Edouard.”
 

Ishi’i Tokugawa, shogun and lord of the tribes of the coastal province of New Nippon, sat staring straight ahead. He did not blink. He did not move. He could easily have been mistaken for one of the statues of those inscrutable, bald and paunchy gods that these people so venerated.
 

When Ishi’i-san spoke at last, in the short, clipped syllables and voice that felt to Jason like he was drinking a cup of mead and brambles, it was not to Jason Poligon, the Governor-General’s messenger, but to his tribal brother, Kim Lee, that he directed his comments. The speed at which Tokugawa addressed himself to Kim Lee left Jason feeling about as welcome as a Tupperware salesperson at a glass blower’s convention.
 

“Ishi’i-san says that the Governor-General sure has some chutzpah, sending you here after the Heimraden debacle,” Kim Lee said to Jason when the short exchange ended. 
 

“He said that? He used the word chutzpah, did he?”
 

“No, but that is the gist of it, Mr Poligon. He says that he lost much face when his position as drossaard was so unceremoniously removed, without even any consultation or taking into consideration what it may have meant to his position in our society. He says he had to commit pseudo-hara-kiri to save face with our people.”
 

“Pseudo-hara-kiri?” Jason was puzzled.
 

“Yes. Our ancestors, on their golden island, would always take the honourable way out, committing ritual suicide when they lost face. Alas, here, in this empty place, run by your empty king and his empty colonial lackeys, who do not know the concept of bushido, or honour, we have come to see that honour is not held in any regard. Committing pseudo-hara-kiri is our way of showing our contempt.”
 

It also dispenses with the need to clean all the blood and guts off the parquet floor, Jason thought. 
 

”But Kim Lee, you are in the Governor-General’s employ! Where do your loyalties lie?”
 

”Always, Mr Poligon, with those whom I serve,” Kim Lee answered enigmatically. Before Jason could pursue this and ask him whom he was serving at that particular moment, Ishi’i-san barked out a short burst of harsh, breathy syllables.
 

“Ishi’i-san requests that you leave us now. He wishes to consult with me before making a decision upon this matter.”
 

There was no sense in arguing. Jason stood up off the mat where he had been sitting, seemingly for an age. He bowed respectfully at Ishi’i-san, who responded with a bow that respectfully conveyed his contempt, if not for Jason personally then certainly for what he represented, and left.
 

He wandered around for a bit, intrigued by the buildings and gardens, before coming upon what he realized immediately was a Zen garden. He was sitting on a conveniently placed stone bench, enjoying the stylised and patterned tranquillity of the raked gravel, when his attention was drawn by the sound of a quiet, yet urgent voice, barely audible against the wash of the surf in the background. A pattern emerged. A small period of quiet. A muted “thunk”. A voice, uttering a few short syllables. Then quiet again. Jason succumbed to curiosity, and walked around the small pagoda-like building where the locals would come to converse with the ancestors. There, a short distance away, he saw a curious scene playing itself out. 
 

A man, wearing an ornate horned leather helmet and dressed in black, pyjama-like garb, but with leather armour strapped onto his upper body, was standing on a round wooden platform that was elevated about a man’s height off the ground. He held a harpoon in each hand. Two other fellows were on the ground, and they were tilting and turning the wooden disc, seemingly at random. The mask, Jason realized, completely covered the eyes of the man, yet, despite his precarious footing, his attention was focused unwaveringly upon an object, looking like a stranded, oversized beanbag, that was mounted on top of a pole about twelve to fifteen paces away from the precarious perch of the harpooner. The thuds Jason had heard resulted from the harpoons hitting the target. The voice belonged to what was probably the teacher, or Zen harpoon master, standing off to one side. 
 

Fascinated, it dawned on Jason that he was witnessing something that had as yet been seen by few outsiders, namely Zen harpooning. The tilting disc represented one of the small whaleboats that the hunters used to come within striking distance of their prey, which was obviously the beanbag, a whale in effigy. The hunter, deprived of sight, was another matter entirely.
 

As one whose senses continuously impinged upon one another, scattering his concentration and focus, Jason immediately felt a kind of kinship with the vision-impaired hunter. The man seemed to be instinctively shuffling his feet and shifting his weight to maintain his balance, as sure-footed as if he were on solid ground. His breathing, deep and rhythmical, indicated that he was approaching the almost trancelike state that the Zen harpooners called Satori, regarded as a higher state of consciousness, in which the hunter became as one with the prey, and eyesight, unnecessary. Other, higher senses were believed to supersede the normal ones during Satori.
 

Suddenly, the hunter stiffened slightly and, not missing a shuffle or threatening his balance, he turned toward Jason, who, rapt, had approached to within about ten paces. Jason stopped dead still. He dared hardly breathe. The warrior-hunter had centred his being, His outer balance reflected a perfect inner equilibrium. The tension surrounding him was palpable, yet he himself was relaxed and devoid of tension. 
 

When it happened, as Jason knew it must, it happened so fast that he could only appreciate it in hindsight. The hunter raised both the harpoons above his head. Jason had but a brief moment to appreciate the glint of midday sun on highly polished, keen-edged, barbed steel – and the rush of cheese and onions on the back of his tongue – before the harpoons were both hurled at him with as much force as the Zen samurai whaler could muster.
 

Jason knew that if his own ancestor, back in the mist of some epoch when great lizards bestrode the planet, had not decided to leave his watery lifestyle behind and try a new, land based, walking-on-back-fins-and-inventing-yo-yo’s-and-pet-rocks-lifestyle, he, Jason Poligon, would now have been ready for the flensing knives, stripping away the blubber for oil, with some of the other bits going for perfume and steak. 
 

“Ah, enjoying the display of Zen harpooning, Missah Poligon?” came the voice from very far away.
 

Jason opened his eyes. He was so relieved to discover that he could, that he almost lost his composure. The two harpoons were buried in the ground, very closely on either side of him, and almost ten inches deep. 
 

The Zen harpooner, now at rest on his disc, had removed his mask and was staring down at Jason, expressionlessly. Concern was apparently not available to the transcendent.
 

Jason turned around. Ishi’i-san was a few paces away, Kim Lee just behind him. Neither one showed the slightest concern at the fact that a blindfolded man had just hurled sharp weapons at Jason, missing him by inches. Or had the Zen samurai harpooner really missed. Jason had the strange feeling that the man had hit exactly where he wanted. Giving a slight bow, Jason answered in a voice that he hoped was steady and displayed no surprise at Ishi’i-san’s sudden excellent command of the language. 
 

“Indeed, Ishi’i-san, most impressive. And exactly the kind of the display that His Highness, King Edouard, would want to see.”
 

“Hai. After due consideration, and heeding the wise council of clansman Kim Lee, I have decided that, yes, we shall be honoured to participate in the festivities. We shall start preparations immediately.”
 

Without waiting for a reaction from Jason, he turned and strode away. The Zen harpooner, his teacher and the two helpers had also left quietly. Jason and Kim Lee were alone.
 

“Congratulations, Kim Lee, I’m impressed. I didn’t think Ishi’i-san was going to agree to participate. You must have been very persuasive.”
 

Kim Lee’s irises were contracted to tiny, unfathomable pinpoints in the afternoon sun. “I was able to convince him that the rewards would outweigh the sacrifice necessary for this, Mr Poligon. Ishi’i-san serves his people well. They will be there.”
 

Jason was uncomfortable in that impenetrable stare. He adjusted his dark glasses, touched his earplugs.
 

“Very well then, let’s get back to the airfield. Tomorrow we go west, to the swamps.”
 


 

Like a wasp settling down in a garbage dump amongst cardboard boxes, Boz Bozoni set the chopper down in the jungle clearing a short distance from the square, khaki tents that comprised the royal encampment. He heaved a sigh of relief to be out of the dust-laden sky, even if, so far to the northwest of the Sahhabi, the sky remained reasonably clear. Not clear enough to keep some grit from still getting into everything, however, and the helicopter’s engines required constant maintenance. 
 

The clearing in the jungle was the result of a long-abandoned, misguided attempt by the Costa Blancan government to provide land to the landless slum-dwellers of the overcrowded cities. But like the dirt in the chopper’s engine, the grit of reality had ground down the good intentions of the Cost Blancan government. Some hapless family had received title to these few hectares of jungle, along with a small grant, and had set about clearing it for grazing land. Even the smoky haze left by the slash and burn methods employed for this task had lasted longer than the meagre government grant, and the money had run out at the same time that the carrying capacity of the poor soil had dwindled to a point where the running of cattle became uneconomical. The twice impoverished family had returned to their abandoned shack clinging to the hillside above the capital city of Costa Blanca, leaving behind their lost dreams and a piece of deforested jungle where the only growing things were a few scraggly bamboo stands, bristles on the chin of geriatric political ideas.
 

In a world where wealth is to be measured in information and the access to it, and where agriculture is yet one more industry, the realization that acreage is worth less than education had not yet penetrated this far. Even the democratically elected and relatively well-meaning government of Costa Blanca had not had the courage to stand up to those clamouring for land to impart to them the secret long since discovered by many in more developed countries, millions who owned not a square centimetre of earth, yet still lived better than the kings of old. 
 

This open secret was that you don’t need a piece of real estate on which you can keep two cows and grow a few rows of corn to regard yourself as a dignified human being, and that it is the ignorance that accompanies the peasant way of life that precludes the generation of wealth and institutionalises poverty. Such an admission would have been an inherent acknowledgement by the government of its own inadequacy in providing the alternative, namely a useful education. They therefore succumbed to the inertia of centralised decision-making and, turning a blind eye to patently more successful models, chose the easy way out: resettle the poor and forget about them.
 

They hid, of course, behind the shibboleth of culture. People needed land because their cultures required them to have it; they were said to be rooted
in the soil. If patriotism is the last refuge of a scoundrel, culture is the moat and drawbridge behind which government empathy can retreat, into self-congratulatory safety.
 

This clearing, then, the corpse of a smallholding, was where King Edouard’s party had erected a number of tents; some were biggish marquee type tents; others smaller, for personal use.  Boz and Cindy stepped out of the chopper as a couple of flunkeys ran towards the machine and started to unload the cargo and supplies that they had brought with them.
 

As the sole helicopter charter company in that part of Costa Blanca, Boz had been the only choice when it came to the re-supply of the king’s expedition. King Edouard was not averse to a certain degree of roughing it in a campsite, but he drew the line at having to drink his scotch with tepid, boiled river water. Apart, therefore, from having been the one who had flown the king, his personal assistant and two female bodyguards, to the campsite four days earlier, BozAir had been chosen to deliver, on a daily basis, bottled water and a supply of ice.
 

Today’s trip brought in not only these things, and a few other boxes of perishable foodstuffs, but also a container that had been delivered to the airfield hat very morning by an international overnight express delivery company, obviously at considerable expense.
 

The two flunkeys set about undoing the ropes and straps that secured this mysteriously sealed container that had been transported between the skis underneath the chopper. When Boz, lending a hand, innocently wondered aloud what it could possibly contain that the king could require so urgently, he was brusquely told that it was some very sensitive camera equipment required by His Majesty. The lackey’s tone also let Boz know, in no uncertain terms, that, as far as he, the lackey, was concerned, Boz was a wage slave just like him and would therefore do well to keep his questions concerning matters of the royal personage to himself, thank you very much. Boz looked at Cindy who drew down the corners of her mouth and arched her eyebrows wordlessly saying ooh, touchy, touchy! 
 

Cindy had not just accompanied Boz for the sheer desire of seeing His Royal Highness, King Edouard Katzenellenbogen, in person. That thrill had come, and quickly departed, four days ago when His Majesty‘s private jet had landed at Lendezno’s small airport, whose single runway was just long enough to accommodate the luxury twin-engine jet. It had been quite an occasion. The president of Costa Blanca had been there, as had been the Prime Minister and the cabinet, accompanied by flocks of Costa Blanca’s high society preeners and climbers, all come to the town of Lendezno where they would otherwise not have ventured even if paid to do so.
 

As King Edouard had disembarked, coming down the short stairway onto the red carpet that Cindy assumed had been flown to Lendezno especially for the occasion, Miss Costa Blanca, a tall, leggy brunette in a beautiful formal dress, had greeted him. It was low-cut and with a very high slit in the side, and when she curtsied deeply she afforded the king glimpses of creamy smooth chocolate coloured cleavage, calve and thigh. Then there had been the obligatory formal greeting by the President and Prime Minister, followed by the singing of the national anthems of both Brutain and Costa Blanca by the Lendezno school choir.
 

As they stood listening to the pure voices rising into the humid mid-morning sky, Cindy, standing among the other gawpers behind a barricade a few dozen paces from him, got the strange feeling that King Edouard was not paying much attention to his surroundings. She could not really put her finger on it, as she later told Boz, but she could not help but think that the King was on autopilot. In fact, through the pair of diminutive opera glasses that she had brought along, it looked as if the King was bopping his head ever so slightly, as if to some inner rhythm that only he could hear. 
 

“Probably had a few too many in-flight cocktails, our Useful Eddie has,” had been Boz’s slightly sour reply. Cindy had been on his case for days, sometimes lecturing him, sometimes talking calmly, always hammering home the same message, the gist of it being: King Edouard is a client. Boz must at all times while flying the King to and from the campsite, behave impeccably. He was not to talk to the king about Magnesia. He was not to give even a hint of his feelings about how the Brutish had sold the expatriates of Magnesia, and its people, down the river by granting independence and handing the country over to an unprepared indigenous population that had subsequently gone on to destroy virtually everything worthwhile in the place, including the economy and the infrastructure, in its zealous attempts at expunging the legacy of colonialism. Eventually, Boz had agreed to behave himself, partly to assuage her, but also because she was, as usual, almost prescient in knowing her husband’s heart.
 

The flight to the prepared campsite had therefore been quite uneventful. King Edouard had insisted on sitting next to Boz, while three women, introduced as his personal assistant, Inge, and two bodyguards, Agnetha and Anni-Frid, sat in the back. Just like Useful Eddie to have three women accompany him, Boz had thought.

 

On subsequent days, apart from bringing in supplies, Boz had had to fly the King on a number of sightseeing trips over the jungle. On each of these flights, two others had accompanied them. One was a Costa Blancan, introduced to Boz as Señor Ghoulash. He was a professor in anthropology at the University of San Marco. The other was a pygmy no more than three feet in height, one of the indigenous people of the jungle of Pilau. This particular individual - called George since his real name was all but unpronounceable - was typical of his people. He was scrawny and round-shouldered, with an oversized head and a potbelly that spoke of a serious lack of certain essential vitamins and minerals, and, but for a brightly coloured cone-shaped sheath that covered certain essentials, completely naked. This sheath was made from the feathers of the multi-coloured bird of paradise. It may, perhaps, have been meant to provide for a certain measure of modesty, but for the size of the thing. Boz thought that, if the sheath was any indication of its contents, then it was not just the man’s head that was oversized.
 

The anthropologist, Señor Ghoulash, at one point confided to Boz that, even though he had studied the pygmies extensively over a number of years, and even spoke their strange, clicking language, there was one enduring mystery that he could still not crack, (in a manner of speaking). He had never seen one of their women.
 

The flights over the jungle were quite uneventful. Boz was vaguely aware of some occasional conversation coming from the back seat. It sounded like two geriatrics playing checkers. The only breaks in the monotony came every once in a while, when the little jungle man’s voice would rise in apparent excitement, and the checkers game would kick into high gear. Señor Ghoulash would get involved at such times, then would, in his precise way of speaking, request Boz to drop down to just above the treetop canopy, where the king took some pictures and, consulting his map, would make furious notes on a little writing pad, apparently registering the exact latitude and longitude. 
 

On the second day, while they were skimming quite low over the trees and, when clearing a low rise they saw, off in the distance, a cloud reaching all the way down to the ground.
 

“Hey! What is that?” King Edouard asked.
 

“That, Sir, is the spray cloud of the Insulara waterfall. It’s been a particularly wet season, so the Insulara River is flowing very strongly. Thus the spray. Would you like to see it up close, Your Majesty?” Boz asked innocently.
 

“Some other time, perhaps. But it must remind you of the Alexandra Falls back in Magnesia, eh Mr Bozoni? I saw that, once long ago, when I was fourteen or so, and on a holiday visit to Magnesia with my father. Beautiful, it was, and quite overwhelming. The country as well. But of course, that was before the politicians decided to take a perfectly functioning arrangement and turn it into a mushy mess, I’m sure you’ll agree?”
 

Boz was aghast. In a moment, all his promises to Cindy not to talk to the king about any of this stuff – “Remember, Bozzie, he’s a paying customer!” – fell by the wayside. For now his only response was a shout of “Hang on, Sir! Whoaaaa!” as a silver wall suddenly loomed up in front of the chopper. Evasive action was strongly recommended. Boz ripped the machine to starboard, lifting the nose as, only meters away, the silver monstrosity threatened to rip them out of the sky. For long seconds they held their breaths, Boz fighting to steady the chopper. Then, as suddenly as it had appeared, it disappeared from their field of vision and they were climbing into the blue sky.
 

“Damn, I wish those women wouldn’t do that!” Boz cursed. “Are you ok, Sir?” he asked, turning his head to look at the king, and got his second surprise in as many minutes. His Majesty King Edouard was utterly calm and as unruffled as if he was taking his grandmother’s lapdogs for a walk through the palace grounds. In fact, he was smiling and nodding. He might even have been enjoying the whole thing. Not the other two passengers, though, who had gone very quiet.
 

“That was excellently executed, Mr Bozoni. My people certainly weren’t wrong when they recommended you. But tell me, at the risk of sounding redundant, what was that?”
 

“Thank you, Sir. That was the Iniuri’s airship, Sir. They use it in their logging operation, to transport the newly felled trees. Amazing how much weight that airbag can carry.”
 

”Iniuri? You mean the tribe of women only who’re supposedly running around naked in the forest, terrorizing the other tribes? I thought that was all just a myth.”
 

“No, it’s not a myth, Sir, merely an exaggeration. The reality is that they are lumberjacks. Apparently they have a contract with an Amerussian Lumber company.”
 

“And a very environmentally friendly way they have of going about it too. How on earth did they get their hands on an airship?”
 

“Bought it as surplus from the Iraquban Air Force, Sir, as far as I know.”
 

“Anyway, Mr Bozoni, well done. You probably saved our lives.”
 

That had been the icebreaker. Boz had not, in a manner of speaking, brought up Magnesia again, but he and King Eddie had felt more comfortable with each other on subsequent flights.
 


 

Down below, other eyes, deeply hidden beneath ridged brows, watched through the overhead jungle canopy as the large, noisy insect disappeared from view behind the foliage. A nose was flared, teeth were bared and colours flashed in agitation on the deep chest and broad back of the onlooker - first the deep green of the forest roof, then the brownish yellow of lichen on a rotting stump, then the grey-black of the forest floor. 
 

An observer would have seen body parts, arms, legs and whatnot, emerging and disappearing, as if an earth-toned kaleidoscope was being spun too fast. A soft, rumbling growl, that slowly built to a raucous howl, was emitted by a throat that, had there been a brain of sufficient capacity in control, would have been capable of speech.
 

As the howls ricocheted off the trees, birds and monkeys held their counsel and grew quiet. Then, as the cries subsided into soft mutterings and murmurs, the normal jungle sounds again filled the vacuum, and everything returned to normal.
 


 

After they had landed and while the two footmen were still unloading, Inge came over and escorted Cindy to one of the larger marquees. She was to provide medical treatment to young Elffred, one of the pages. He had wandered away from the campsite into the surrounding jungle the previous evening. Thinking to go just a little way, he quickly lost his bearings. Lost, he had climbed a tree, hoping some elevation might enable him to see the campsite. All that he had seen, though, were more trees. So he had climbed higher to try and get above the canopy. Eventually reaching a height of more than a hundred feet, he got the fright of his life when he realized he had chosen the same tree as, what looked to his untrained eye, to be the biggest anaconda in the world. He had descended the tree more rapidly than was wise, finally losing his grip and plummeting the last twenty feet or so to the ground. The soft, mossy carpet of decay had broken his fall, but not enough to prevent a fractured leg and some bruised ribs. Cindy pronounced the break a clean one but suggested he return with them to Lendezno for observation and further check-ups. Boz returned to Lendezno late every afternoon, spent some time performing the necessary maintenance on the machine before flying back the next morning. It was only about twenty or thirty kilometres as the crow flew.
 

They loaded the profusely swearing Elffred into the back of the chopper and took off almost immediately. Boz had been told that the King was planning a trip into the jungle on foot and would not require the chopper that day. Boz felt quite relieved at this, as he had dreaded another boring day circling and circling the emerald green ocean beneath them.
 

They were just about five minutes from the camp when it happened. The noise was deafening, even above the constant roar of the chopper’s rotors. Even louder were Boz’s shout of “Bastards!” and his follow up “Hang on, Cin!” 
 

Cindy barely had time to grab the handhold when two military jets blasted by just a few hundred feet away. The next moment they were hit by a wave of turbulence as the jets’ backwash hit them. Boz’s knuckles were white on the controls and his feet were pumping furiously as he battled to control the helicopter, swaying and yawing from side to side. Eventually he got them back on an even keel. 
 

 “What was that?” Cindy asked
in a tremulous little voice.
 

Boz was livid. “Bastards! Buggering Iraqubans! What the hell’re they up to?!? I don’t … how’s the patient?”
 

Cindy turned around. Elffred was as white as a sheet. If his eyes really were saucers, his complexion would have been spilt milk. She turned back to Buzz. 
 

“He’s fine, just a bit shaken … what’s going on, Boz? We’re in Costa Blancan airspace, aren’t we? How can they …”
 

“Well, technically speaking, we’re very close to the disputed area, the Plateau of Tears, or Plata de Rasgónes, as the Iraqubans call it. Still, it’s unusual of them to be so belligerent. Just a bit of teeth baring, I guess. But I wonder …”
 

‘”What, Bozzie?”
 

“Yesterday, on the way back to Lendezno? I saw quite a few Iraquban military choppers, way off the west. Maybe this is a military exercise of some sort. Or something …”
 

Back in the camp, the King, alone in his personal marquee, was inspecting the newly unpacked equipment. Of the items that had been laid on the trestle table, the only thing that was even remotely optical in nature was the telescopic lens, machined with little flanges and other appurtenances, and obviously meant to fit onto another piece of equipment. An almost imperceptible, slightly oily scent filled the tent. The other piece of equipment was also on the table. Its wooden stock and long barrel gleamed equally in the light filtering through the canvas. 
 

Eddie Cattz reached out and caressed the thing, his senses quickening as his fingers ran the length of it, enjoying the sensual experience of the change in texture as they firstly rubbed the wooden stock and then caressed the long, perfectly turned steel barrel. A finger curled lasciviously around the trigger. 
 

Eddie was humming softly to himself. He broke off and smiled.
 

“Tomorrow, and tomorrow, and tomorrow … tomorrow, Guyazii, my friend, you will be mine…”
 


 

“Gentlemen, prepare yourself for a real taste explosion.”
 

Even with the large dark glasses obscuring a good area of his face, Pieter and Kim Lee could glean from the slight smile playing at the corners of Jason’s mouth that something was up. 
 

“Go on, have some. Our hosts will take it as an affront if you refuse.” Jason gestured at the bowl held by the broadly smiling Bugur’tian. Or maybe the fellow was sneering. The large pottery disc extending his lower lip, reminiscent of a yo-yo salesman attempting the walk-the-dog trick with a too short string, combined with the feathery quill stuck through his septum, made his facial expressions, to anyone unfamiliar with the tribes of the southern Bugrawlian swamps, virtually inscrutable. Having spent a comfortable night in New Nippon, the Governor-General’s ambassadors had risen early for the second leg of their journey. Melissa had been fitted with pontoons, and they had landed slightly upriver earlier that morning. Pieter van Zijl had relished showing his skill. Jason had found it hard to distinguish between the air and the ground. Everything was a featureless, blue-tinted, reddish-brown to him. It had no character. The three had then persuaded the owner of one of the many outrigger dugout canoes, appearing the moment that the plane’s engines were switched off, to bring them to Mudut. The fisherman-scavenger, filed teeth protruding attractively from rotting gums, had beamed proudly at being chosen to perform such an important task for these obviously important visitors.
 

Now, in the long-house, there was no mistaking this swamp-dweller’s intent. He was offering his guests what he regarded as a delicate treat, on a par with the most tantalizing of sweetmeats.
 

Kim Lee was first. Reaching out and hesitantly picking one from the bowl, he delicately sniffed it before taking a small bite. 
 

“Hmm, the pulpy white flesh has the consistency of shrimp, or, no,” Kim Lee corrected himself, one finger of his unoccupied hand raised like a conductor about to count in an orchestra, “perhaps more like the stuffed octopus so beloved by my people in New Nippon. Except for the dough, though.” The treat, whatever it was, was ensconced in a wrapping of what felt and smelled, like wet cardboard. 
 

Kim Lee started to peel it from whatever hidden morsel it contained, when a warning sound from Jason made him stop. There was no mistaking their swamp-dweller’s expression now. The man’s eyes had widened to the point where his eyes looked like fish eggs floating in a large, scummy pond. Clear eyes they were not; fierce they certainly were. Kim Lee quickly recovered, casting his eyes downward and bowing slightly at the waist. 
 

“Oh, please, I did not mean to offend!” he blurted. 
 

Pieter was quite enjoying the scene. It wasn’t often that he had seen Kim Lee, always staid and reserved to the point of aloofness, this flustered. “Come on, Kim Lee, man, these are reelly, reelly nice,” he chided, reaching out and taking not one but two of the proffered treats. They disappeared into his mouth.
 

 “Chewy. Yes. Quite chewy,” Pieter exulted, producing a burp that made their host whoop in vicarious pleasure. 
 

“Yes, they are, aren’t they,” Jason said. “Go on, Kim Lee, eat up.”
 

Kim Lee was just popping the last bit into his mouth, and thinking that this didn’t really taste as good as octopus, when Jason rather pointedly said to Pieter “So you’re familiar with sago grubs, Pieter? I thought you Doers mostly preferred that dried meat and rusks.”
 

“Ja, there’s nothing like biltong and beskuit with a large mug of coffee, but what, when in Roam do as the Roamers say, is my motto. No, I’ve had these before. Very good source of protein, they say these grubs are. Yes, Kim Lee? What?” He turned nonchalantly to Kim Lee, who had stopped chewing and stood gesturing with bulging cheeks. And bulging eyes.
 

“Ha hee hub?” he said, pointing at his mouth with one hand and at the bowl with his other. 
 

“That’s right, ja,” Pieter said in a matter of fact voice. “Sago grubs. And very fresh too. Look, you see those two women over there?” He pointed at the far corner of the long house, where two (obviously) naked Bugur’tian (apparently) women (even naked, it was hard to tell) were sitting by a stone hearth, pounding at something on the plank floor of the wooden structure. “Ja, those two. They’re busy making sago, see. They pulp the pith of the sago palm, then they add … umm … thum pith of their own … “ Jason could see that Pieter was enjoying himself immensely. “…and they make a flour, from which is made the dough of this little cookie you’re enjoying. Also the little sago pellets. Sago pearls, my Grandma used to call them. She used to add it to all her soups and things. Made a reely nice pudding from it as well. Almost like tapioca. It’s a staple food around here. But the grubs, well, they’re really just an extra treat. We should be honoured. They’re highly prized. Can’t let these people down by showing dislike, either, you know?”
 

Kim Lee was in some distress. The need to not lose face was waging a titanic struggle with the need not to lose his cookies. Which he first would have to swallow. This he did, following closely on the heels of his pride. And apparently, the blood in his face as well. He was as white as the pith of the sago before it’s scooped out.
 

He gasped, and gagged, gasped again and, finally getting his breath back from where it had gone for a short holiday, asked “Do you mean, Mr Poligon, that these are grubs? Worms? Like … like … worms?!?”
 

“Yes, certainly Kim Lee. Pieter wouldn’t lie to you. Not bad, are they? Taste a bit like chicken. Just a bit rich, though.” Jason himself had had two. Or perhaps three.
 

“But, Mr Poligon! Worms!”
 

“These people regard them merely as food, Kim Lee. As apparently do the Doers, eh Pieter?”
 

”Ja, although there’s nothing like a good piece of meat on the braai, the fat dripping onto the coals below. In fact, it smells just like … whatever they’re cooking over there.” He pointed to the end of the long-house opposite to where the sago extraction industry was abustle. 
 

The long-house in Mudut was not just the centre of the town. It was the town. Built on stilts, wooden pilings driven deep into the ground of the swampy basin, it rose above the sluggish ebb and flow of tide and river. Everything happened there; everyone lived there. All the Bugur’tians in one big, happy family. Except for the goats. They were happy, but they weren’t family. Well, not really.
 

Those Bugur’tians not involved in the thriving, communal, sago industry, could have been said to be self-employed in the salvage industry. Lots of stuff ended up in these swamps. They could quite accurately be called the sump of Bugrawlia. Anything upriver not well rooted would, at some point or other, be gathered up by the monsoon- or storm-swollen river systems that drained the country, and eventually carried down to the swamps. 
 

Likewise did the sea wash into these estuaries the flotsam and jetsam of the oceans. Containers swept off cargo ships by the pounding waves of the southern oceans would beach, breaking open and scattering loads of textiles or electronics or even, once, a load of foundation garments en route from the sweatshops of the Far East to the upmarket boutiques of Amerus. The Bugur’tian warriors had, for some inexplicable reason, decided the filmy peignoirs and silky camisoles, mimicking the bright colours of the male birds of paradise so prevalent in the swamps, would give them great cachet with their womenfolk. Until, that is, the women had objected and said that the garments made the men seem too naked, somehow. The shame and modesty - not to mention the unprecedented giggling - had won the day and the warriors had gone back to the basics of penis sheath and tattuu.
 

“I don’t really think that is for eating, though, Pieter.”
 

”Well, whatever it is, I must get the recipe.”
 

Jason seemed to change course. “Got any enemies, Pieter?” he asked, “I mean, enemies for whom you feel real, deep, gut-wrenching hatred?”
 

”Nooo, I don’t think so. Just old Manie Germishuyzen, but that was because he’s beaten me in the annual Best Moustache competition at the Nieuwe-Lyding Expo for the past five years running. But I don’t think much anymore about actually killing him for that. Why?”
 

The slight smile again. “Can’t complete the recipe, then. You need an enemy like that. What you then do, see, is you think up a pretext to raid his village. You may take a few prisoners. Always come in handy, as slaves and such. Even take some of the enemy’s women for yourself. But your sworn enemy? Ah, now that is special. You must kill him. Show no mercy. Then, the head must be removed. Then it’s time for a bit of the old nip ‘n tuck … no, Kim Lee, not that kind of Nip…” Jason was slowly, while talking, making his way through the long-house to the far side whence the aromas were emanating, Pieter and a still bleak Kim Lee following. The air was smokier, the smells sharper towards this end, and it was getting harder to breathe and see. Jason, plugged and stoppered, appeared unperturbed and as engrossed in his recitation as a TV chef preparing paella.
 

“You slice open the scalp at back of the head. You remove the skull through the slit. Then you scrape the skin free of flesh. Careful not to puncture the skin, ‘cause that will let the miusak escape.”
 

”Musak? What has elevator music got to do with thi…?”
 

“Next, a bit of the old needle ‘n thread. Have to sew the eyes and mouth shut. Again for the miusak, see. So, then you cook it in an herbal solution for a few hours. This shrinks it, see, to about a third of its size.” 
 

They were approaching the end of the long-house. It was quieter, somehow. Eerily so. Pieter felt his stomach crawling. Either one of the sago grubs had been vastly undercooked, or …
 

“You take a few hot stones, put ‘em inside, and sew up the neck. And the last step, my Doer friend, is to hang it over a smouldering fire for a whole day and night, and what you get is …”
 

Jason had stopped. He stepped aside. Pieter had stopped a few paces behind him.
 

“Ah,” Kim Lee exclaimed, “Bonsai head! Very good!”
 

Dangling from a spit over the fire were three tiny, gruesomely grinning heads, skins wrinkled and blackened, mouths and eyes stitched like poorly made soft toys. Horrified, yet fascinated, they stood and stared at the grisly gallery. 
 

“Ah, you are admiring the latest additions to our collection of tsanta. Not too awful for your refined sensibilities, I hope?” 
 

They turned. Emerging from the smoky darkness was a Bugur’tian man, even more covered in tattuus than any they had encountered thus far. The swirls and whorls of myriad stylised animal representations covered his entire body, one animal flowing into another in a whole ecosystem; birds and fish and reptiles sharing tails and eyes and feathers and scales, and as he moved, the creatures would shiftshape in a caricature of evolutionary progression and recession. Only on his huge, jutting stomach, where the face of a giant owl stared unblinking, was there a sense of calm; a kind of punctuated equilibrium. When he spoke, his voice was slow and ponderous, giving the impression of someone who considered every word before uttering it.
 

“Welcome to Mudut. I am Chief Patrice Lumumbashi, chief of the Bugur’t. And you, I presume, are the Governor-General’s envoy, of whom we have been hearing some rumours.” The ponderous words were spoken with no inflection whatsoever. There was also no hint of an accent.
 

“I am indeed, Chief Lumumbashi,” Jason said, stepping forward, “I am Jason Poligon, and these are…”
 

A flick of the hand told Jason not to bother introducing his companions. They were not important in the chief’s view. Judging by the disdain in the chief’s eyes, even he, Lord Ludvig’s emissary, was of little consequence to this man. Jason decided to adopt a more deferential tone. “I was on the point of explaining to my colleagues…” – not servants, but equals of mine, deserving of your respect, you arrogant piece of walking artwork – “about the intricacies and layers of meaning in the rituals surrounding the tsanta…”
 

“Oh? So, you are familiar with the concept of man’s three souls, or essences, Mister Poligon? The nekas…”
 

“…the arutam, and the miusak, yes, Chief Lumumbashi. How the nekas, the ordinary spirit, is transcended through visions, to acquire the arutam, the eternal spirit or true soul through which the supernatural realm can be entered. And how it is the third soul, the miusak, that avenges wrongs done to a person during his lifetime.”
 

“And that that is why we have the tsanta,” Chief Lumumbashi interrupted forcefully,
“to keep captive the miusak within the head of the slain enemy, and prevent it from having its revenge. Yes? Yes!” 
 

Unexpectedly, a shadow passed over the chief’s face, dimming the fierce light that had been shining in his eyes but a moment before. The arrogance melted and he seemed to shrink in stature. Even the owl became downcast.
 

“All a load of codswallop, of course,” he said with a slight shrug and a rueful smile. “Just one more tradition that has died.”  He waved a hand dismissively at the fire. “Those heads are not tsanta, Mr Poligon. The colonial authorities have forbidden the taking of our enemies’ heads. Have outlawed what, to us, is an essential custom. Not to mention an essential initiation ceremony and passage to manhood.”
 

“But I thought it had been banned decades ago already,” Jason said.
 

“In spirit, yes, Mr Poligon. And in the letter of the law. But ours is a preliterate society. We do not encode laws in letters. We have never adhered too strictly to colonial laws and edicts. But since the Heimraden have been disbanded and the drossaards replaced by Lord Ludwig’s personally appointed lackeys, we have been forced to obey. What you see here are nothing but goat’s heads. Lovingly prepared for one purpose only: to keep the tradition alive. Although I wonder why we bother. Without the necessary ritual, without the … traditional reverence, it is meaningless. No more ‘Poor Yorik, I knew him well / Shrink his head and send his miusak to hell’. No. Just goat’s head soup.”
 

“And you, Chief Lumumbashi? Your command of our language is surprising, to say the least,” Jason said.
 

“If, what I have heard is true, then, just like you, Mr Poligon, I am the product of two worlds. My father – may his arutam be rich in tattuu - was persuaded by missionaries to send me to school in Brutain. First I went to a religious school for seven, long years. Then on to finishing school. I gained much knowledge of the outside world, the ordinary world of the nekas spirit. Eventually, but too late, I realised why it was called a finishing school. I gained so much knowledge that there was no more room left in me for the arutam or the miusak. You see, Mr Poligon, the Brutish king may have outlawed our head-shrinking practices, but what the priests of the religious school did was an even more insidious form of head-shrinking.” His sigh came from a deep, dark, place. “But, I think that you have not come all this way to hear me confess.”
 

“No, Chief Lumumbashi. We are here to extend to you, and your people, an invitation to the Royal Festival of Bugrawlian Cultures, in honour of His Majesty King Edouard.”
 

…plop…
 Chief Lumumbashi stood quietly for a moment. At last he said, ”Yes, good King Eddie. I haven’t seen him since I was a senior and he a junior at the Academie de Sourbone. It was an honour to take part in his initiation ceremony. Hazing, it was called.” A slight sneer. “I wonder if it has been outlawed as well, by now… Yes, Mr Poligon, I and my people shall attend.” Another sad smile. “Who are we to refuse, after all?”
 

…plop…
 

“Excellent, Chief. Kim Lee, here, will give you the details of the festival and what the Governor-General’s expectations are.”
 

There was a third soft plopping sound. All three of the shrunken goat’s heads had unravelled, and were sliding off the spit and into the smoking coals. As the odour of smoked goat suddenly intensified, both Kim Lee and Pieter hastily excused themselves and ran for an opening in the floor in one corner of the longhouse. 
 

It was a long-drop into the muddy waters below.
 


 

“Gone? Who’s gone? And gone where, Lord Ludvig? I don’t understand.”
 

It had been an arduous couple of days and Jason was tired. The trip south had been more fatiguing than he’d expected. Coming back, they had encountered quite a bit of turbulence, and his eyeballs felt like jumping beans, while his guts felt as loose as a TV evangelist’s morals. Normally when he was this tired, a grey pall overlay his vision, and the world looked like a jumpy old black-and-white newsreel, but without the perky narration and go-get-‘em-tiger soundtrack. Even so, the Governor-General would have looked greyish even if Jason had been as morning fresh as a first edition newspaper. 
 

Old Smiles had shown Jason and Kim Lee into the drawing room at the residence, clucking and clicking his false teeth in a show of concern, sounding like a chicken run that has just heard of a new fast food franchise. At Jason’s enquiry, Old Smiles had just muttered something half audible about young ‘uns having no consid’ration’, just no consid’ration at all, jus’ gone, jus’ like that, and how it was understandable why Lady Brünhilde was having a bad turn and all.
 

“It’s Klara. This morning she suddenly announced, out of the blue, that they were going up north.” Lord Ludvig said as Jason was seated. 
 

Kim Lee preferred standing deferentially just inside the sliding doors. Nor would he, at Mr Smiles’s request, accept anything to drink. 
 

Jason asked for coffee, then asked, “They, Lord Ludvig?”
 

”Klara and your friend, Costanza, yes. You mean you didn’t know either?”
 

“No, Lord Ludvig, I didn’t. Up north? Where ‘up north’? What for?”
 


  

The old man slumped back in his chair, obviously exhausted. “To the Jungles of Pilau. Said they were going to pay a visit to the Iniuri, that she wanted to show Costanza just how well a tribe of women can cope if they decide to, what did she call it? Oh, yes, ‘foreswore the company of men and decided to go it alone’, those were her exact words. It’s somewhere near the Iraquban border, apparently, a place called the Plateau of Tears”
 

”Oh, the Iniuri warrior women of Pilau. Yes, Lord Ludvig, I’m afraid that the media in Brutain have made quite a thing about them, especially the gay and lesbian press.”
 

“The gay thespians, you say?” Lord Ludvig was playing catch-up again. “Funny, Klara never mentioned an interest in comedy theatre…”
 

Jason let it pass and ploughed on. 
 

“The Iniuri are rather romanticised, even to the point of misrepresentation. Some of the only times that Bugrawlia is even mentioned in the popular press is when Robin Mudrock’s tabloids would run stories about The Lost Jungle Tribe Of Naked Warrior Women every now and again. Mostly as an excuse to print the pictures, of course ... ah, thank you, Mr Smiles, this is going to go down well … But I think that Klara and Costanza are in for a bit of a reality check”
 

“And it’s such an awkward time to do this. Her mother and I were really relying on her to help with the preparations for the royal visit. Lady Brünhilde, I don’t have to tell you, is taking this very poorly.”
 

”Yes, but I’m sure they’ll be all right. They’re both very capable. Anyway, Lord Ludvig, our trips to New Nippon and Bugur’t have been successful. Ishi’i-san has indicated a willingness to ensure that a full delegation of New Nipponese will attend the cultural festival, as has Chief Lumumbashi.”
 

”Ah, excellent, young Jason, excellent! I knew you were the right man for the job.” This perked up the old man. “And you won’t … umm … forget, will you? I mean … your amnesia …?”
 

“Amne… oh, Synesthesia. No, everything will be fine, thank you, Lord Ludvig.” There was little point in belabouring the old fellow with the strange sense Jason had had of everything not being quite as peachy with the New Nipponese as he’d hoped. 
 

“How are the preparations for the royal visit going, Lord Ludvig?”
 

“The preparations are, shall I say, proceeding apace at this point. We’ll just have to get along without Klara, I suppose.” Changing tack, he asked, “And tomorrow you’re off to…?”
 

“To the Sahhabi Desert, Lord Ludvig. And the Bedouin. If we can find them…”
 


 

“At last! I thought we’d never get here. So, this is the promised Shangri-la, is it?”
 

Costanza was greatly relieved to have finally reached the logging camp. Klara was delighted. The fatigue of the long journey to the western jungles had melted from her bones like drippings from a mutton chop as soon as they had arrived.
 

They had travelled for fully two days to get here, a trip consisting, firstly, of a flight by charter plane to the town of Iquitchimanque, a place that was little more than a landing strip gouged from the jungle as if by a meteor strike. This was followed by an interminable journey by barge on the river Azon for another day and a half. The oppressive heat, the air as heavy as a pregnant sow, and the tirelessly insistent mosquitoes, were bad enough, but then there was their fellow passengers. The family of Iniuri Indians, clad in nothing but nothing, could still be regarded as quaint, if a bit smelly, but worse were the two Brutish men. Introducing themselves as Andrzej Krawizcech and Polan Romanski, they described themselves as adventurers and explorers, specializing in the study of rare species. They studied them all right, and knew exactly what each could fetch on the rare and endangered species market that supplied specimens to zoos internationally. The looks that they gave Costanza testified to the fact that they would not be averse to exploring and adventuring with her. Or, rather, the look that Romanski gave her. It was difficult to tell exactly what Krawizcech was looking at at any moment. He had the worst squint that Costanza had ever seen. He could watch both banks of the river, simultaneously. Romanski, by contrast, was one of those fellows who always appeared elegantly dressed, even when he was in appropriately bush-rumpled khakis. He always seemed newly shaved, never had a hair out of place, and always smelled of manly cologne. 
 

The two women had spent the night on the barge. They had kept the door firmly locked, but Costanza still slept with one eye open.
 

The last leg of their journey had consisted of a mule ride up one side of a mountain and down on the other. Disembarking at a tiny trading post, they had had to haggle for about fifteen minutes with an old man, toothless as a chicken, who, when he heard where they intended going, became even more reluctant to help them. Eventually, and after a quick case of fiscal inflation, he had agreed. So, after half a morning and most of an afternoon in a saddle on two swaybacked mules, climbing up treacherous jungle trails that sometimes disappeared into the enveloping foliage, they arrived at the logging camp, exhausted and saddle-sore.
 

Perhaps it was only the exhaustion but most of the time Costanza had felt as if they were being observed. Not just by the jungle life teeming around them, but by something more, something intelligent. Eventually she had to conclude that she had just been around Madame Sophie for too long, and gotten into the habit of seeing things where none existed.
 

It was a logging camp with a difference. Not that either of the two women had ever been near a logging camp before, so they had little to compare it to, but after all, how many such places are there that are manned … whoops! … womanned … personned … aha! run entirely by women?
 

The old mule owner had refused to come closer than about two hundred meters from the entrance, so they had paid him, and then had to carry their luggage the rest of the way. Klara had insisted they travel light, and so she only had a rucksack, quite bulgy and heavy, but still, just one rucksack.
 

Costanza, by contrast, knew that some things a girl should never be without. Carrying them those last few hundred yards almost convinced her otherwise. Her arms ached almost as much as her butt when, at last, the two of them stumbled into the logging camp. They headed for the nearest spot of shade and collapsed. It wasn’t as if any welcoming committees were at hand, either. After a short rest and a drink of water, during which time they saw not a soul, they decided to do a bit of exploring.
 

The camp was roughly rectangular, with a smattering of buildings – some prefabricated, some rough-hewn – at the end farthest from the point where the two women had entered. All along the edges of the area were stacks of logs, leaving a large clear area down the middle. The sounds of the jungle, accompanied by a low buzzing noise that sounded like a huge swarm of bees, were the only sounds. 
 

They set off towards the largest of the buildings. They were about halfway when Costanza stopped and looked around. Mercifully, a cloud had gone in front of the sun. 
 

“Funny,” Costanza observed, “there are no roads that I can see. How do they get the logs out?”
 

Klara, a few paces ahead, turned around, and suddenly started running. Costanza was constantly amazed by Klara’s energy, but right now she could not, for the life of her, understand why Klara would want to run anywhere, much less directly back towards her. 
 

And why Klara didn’t say a word when she reached Costanza, she just grabbed one of Costanza’s bags from her in one hand, with the other had Costanza by the arm, and was dragging her along. 
 

The buzzing sound was suddenly getting louder, fast. The next moment a whole group of people, none of them saying a word, came boiling out of one building and ran towards them. Costanza was completely disoriented. The heat, the fatigue, the buzzing in her ears, and the sight of about ten huge men, charging full tilt at her while Klara was dragging her bodily to the edge of the clearing, was almost too much.    
 

The charging group fanned out, around and behind them. Klara gave Costanza a final shove, and they both collapsed in the dust. Dimly above the noise of a million bees, Costanza was aware of commands being given. She sat up and turned around and, instead of facing a phalanx of aggressive locals ready to do them in with axes as she expected, realized what was happening. 
 

Costanza had seen airships before, but they were like tadpoles compared to the whale of a ship, a massive gunmetal-grey oblong, hovering about ten meters above them, as big as a cloud. Suspended beneath it was a long pallet, and on it was a stack of a few dozen enormous logs. The group of men were positioned to grab hold of the ropes dangling from the airship. The buzz of the engines was rising and falling as the pilot manoeuvred the craft into position to lower the pallet, which settled as slowly to the ground as a fat man on a waterbed.
 

“I suppose that answers your question about how they get the logs out of here,” Klara shouted above the noise. She was still breathing hard, but her eyes were shining with admiration and awe. They were watching a well organized and practiced team working like a machine, with minimal need for wasted talking.
 

The pallet full of logs was on the ground and the buzz dropped to a hum as the engines were powered down. With a cha-thunk! the cables attaching the pallet to the air were released in unison by the ground crew. The humming rose again, the airship surged upwards and suddenly it was about a hundred feet up and heading off again.
 

That wasn’t the end of it. Almost immediately, what looked like a large yellow crab appeared from among the stacked piles of logs and went over to the pallet. In its huge   pincers, bunches of logs were picked up by the wheeled crane, carried away and stacked on another pile at the edge of the clearing, like an oversized child getting ready to play pick-up-sticks. Klara and Costanza just waited. Finally, the pallet was empty and the crab scuttled back into whatever burrow it had between the piles. Silence descended. Then the team of men turned their attention to the newcomers.
 

------
 

It was about an hour later. Costanza reluctantly opened her eyes and looked around her. She could have dozed indefinitely. She was naked, immersed up to her neck in what must have been the biggest hot tub she had ever seen. Even so, she felt the press of bodies against her on either side. The dim light provide by the two lanterns, one at each end of the rectangular enclosure in which the tub was situated, reflected in a glistening sheen off an abundance of female flesh, highlighting breasts and thighs and all of the other female bits and pieces that were arrayed around the perimeter of the tub where the women bobbed like marinating mackerel.
 

And the (pro)portions were ample. These Iniuri Indian women were big. Not fat, mind you, but certainly strong-boned - and Costanza had by now forgiven herself for thinking that they were men. They were lumberjacks, after all. As she and Klara had witnessed upon their arrival, their work required strength and agility, even though much of it was aided by heavy machinery. What had added to their first impression of the lumberjacks being men, were the hairnets that they used while working. Now that they had let their hair down, literally, there was no mistaking them for men.
 

The women lumberjacks of the Iniuri tribe of the Pilau jungle had grown used to their female visitors from the far countries of Amerus and Brutain. The number of visitors had increased recently, especially after one of them had turned out to be a freelance journalist who, upon returning home, had given her experiences journalistic legs by offering articles with slightly differing emphases to different magazines and newspapers. 
 

To the Brutish gay pride magazine S/He, for instance, an article entitled Genders Without Boundaries was submitted, in which she asked the rhetorical question: Is this community of women only an anomaly or is it the way forward.
 

The Amerussian militant feminist magazine Womin did not even need to ask the question. An article entitled Womin Without Man: Not Halved But Doubled, was, for their readership, ample proof that, once the repressive and exploitative presence of the male of the species is removed, womin – to utilize their quaint and endearing contracted spelling of women-minus-men – could not only go it alone but would actually flourish in even the harshest environments.
 

The Anthropology Digest snapped up a pseudo-academic offering entitled Female Warriors of the Jungle: An Anthropological Incongruity, while the Reader’s Digestive, following a century old tradition of turning anything interesting into bland inoffensiveness, paid handsomely for a bit of fluffery called Interesting Peoples of Pilau. And so it went.
 

With the exception of their chieftain, Ixuptecal’pa’a, the Iniuri women were illiterate. When Ixuptecal’pa’a had read and translated some of the articles for them, much laughter had ensued, not least over the photographs accompanying the piece in Rubin Mudrock’s Daily Sun, which featured models revealingly draped in grass skirts and boa constrictors and sporting unlikely ‘armour’ that had been concocted of lace and diaphanous silk. The upshot was that quite a number of the various magazines’ readers had, over the preceding months, and for as wide a range of reasons as were represented by the various publications, taken on the long and arduous journey to spend time with the tribe. Also in the camp at this time, therefore, were: 
 

One bespectacled and serious-looking female anthropology major from the University of West Cornington; 
 

Two feminazis with bad skin and, when dressed, of indeterminate gender; and

 

The cynical, chain-smoking vice-chairperson of the Gay Pride Association of Northwest Amerus, who had been dispatched to the area by her superior on a so-called fact finding mission.

 

The two newcomers had been introduced to the other visitors and to all of the lumberjacks – or lumberjills as the one, acne-scarred, women’s liberationist insisted – in a swirl of names that neither Costanza nor Klara had been able to absorb. They had then been shown their sleeping quarters. This turned out to be just another one of the pre-fabricated huts at the far end of the lumber camp. It sported two rows of bunk beds that lined the walls, and that reminded Klara of the cancer ward for the homeless where she had once worked. Costanza was deeply tired, but not tired enough not to feel even more dispirited at the prospect of staying there. After disposing of their luggage, they were brought here, to the bathhouse, and both got their first chance to relax in two days.
 

In some ways, the whole bathing scene reminded Costanza of a painting by Bennizotti that she had seen once on a visit with Papa to the art museum of Venicenze, not far from her home village of Fia Tavio. It was called In The Harem Of Sultan Kariman, and had depicted the bored concubines of the Sultan, all as unselfconsciously nude as the women surrounding her now. The one difference was that, whereas the odalisques in the painting had all been rendered with lily-white, pampered skins, the Iniuri were nut-brown, with buttock length, pitch-black tresses that, once released from captivity, splayed out on the surface of the water in the tub.
 

These women were definitely not pampered. The heavy biceps and thighs spoke of great strength, while their rough, strong hands were surely capable of snapping like a twig the thickest brush of any painter who may have tried to paint them.
 

They were relaxing after another hard day’s work. Two of those strong hands were, even now, rubbing and pummelling Costanza’s weary muscles, massaging away the aches and fatigue of their long journey. She had felt reluctant at first when the treatment had started, but quickly gave in, especially after Klara had given her the enormous smile and an attagirl thumbs-up of someone who believes she has ended up in paradise without experiencing the unpleasantness of actually dying. Costanza had never considered that a hot tub in a tropical jungle could be as invigorating as one at a ski resort in the Brutish Alps after a long day on the slopes.
 

Later, sitting on long benches in the kitchen hut, eating a hearty supper of roast bush-pig and some salad whose contents Costanza was too tired to ask about - especially the slithery, pasta-like strips that she was almost certain was not pasta - they were informed that they would be joining the rest of the camp early the following morning. They would be expected to work.
 

As her canoe of consciousness was plummeting over the waterfall of exhaustion into a bottomless pool of sleep, Costanza only had time for a fleeting thought, a question that she had asked herself repeatedly on the journey: why on earth had she ever agreed to accompany Klara on this quest…
 


 

Once, when still a child of seven or eight, swaddled, isolated and still mystified, Jason Poligon had been given a bottle of sand. The giver of this unusual gift had been his Auntie Adèle, his father’s sister and his favourite aunt. Aunt Adèle had come to Bugrawlia on holiday, and, on a trip to the Sahhabi desert, had been so enamoured of the stark beauty of the dunescape, that she had impulsively filled a plastic water bottle brimful with sand. This she had presented to her strange nephew on her way back to Amerus.
 

Curiously, it was one of his favourite possessions. He could sit and look at it for hours on end, running his small, hypersensitive hands over the smooth, almost sensual contours of the clear plastic container. The individual grains, though all the same size, were not all the same colour, but were, instead, a continuum of hues, ranging from a startling yellow to almost black. Depending on the angle and intensity of the light, the combined effect suggested the ever-changing mystery of the desert to the imaginative young Jason. In his mind’s eye, he could see the colour of the distant dunes, of which these grains of sand were the miniscule building blocks, shifting as the sun followed its relentless course through the naked, cloudless Sahhabi sky. From a deep ochre in the morning, he could imagine it sliding to an ashen yellow as the sun beat down at midday, and back to a tawny orange at sunset.
 

The smooth plastic bottle was one of the few objects that he could touch without his gloves on. Indeed, it imparted a sense of warmth and calm that he was sure he would never get from its contents. 
 

Ever curious, he did try once. He poured a handful of sand onto his desk, the fine-grained cascade running like slow water from the bottle. When a small upside-down cone of sand was rising from the surface of his desk, like a pyramid for a cockroach king, he could not resist the temptation. He removed the glove from his one hand and stuck a tentative fingertip into the little heap. He had waited for the anticipated reaction. At first it had been slow in coming. Gradually he had become aware of his own heartbeat, a low murmur far away, then it slowly started crescendoing until it became a pounding, heart-rending sound, as if a road crew of jackhammer wielding ants had invaded his inner ear.
 

Frightened, he had withdrawn his finger. The tip was already reddening and swelling, and he had had enough experience of his strange condition by then to know that it would be sore for a week. When the pounding and rushing in his ears had died down, he had put the glove back on and then carefully poured the sand back into the bottle. He was reminded by the grains hissing into the container through the paper funnel he had devised, and by his still pounding heart, of the antique hourglass in the showcase in his mother’s parlour, draining away moments of his life, unrecoverable. 
 

For days afterwards, nursing his burning finger, he’d felt sadness, a sense of loss that he could not yet identify as the first intimations of his own mortality. On a more conscious level, he was sad because he knew that he would never experience for himself the desert that Auntie Adéle had told him about, raw and uncontained.
 

Yet, here he was, the Sahhabi Desert. It was just short of midday. The fuselage and wings of Melissa provided the only shade as far as they could see. Meagre as it was, they were thankful for it. 
 

Jason, Kim Lee, and Pieter van Zijl had flown over the sea of dunes in the Forgotten Quarter, the harshest, most life-deprived area of the Sahhabi Desert, for about three hours, looking for the caravanserai of Abu Ismail Al Durahman. At last, fearing they were lost and almost at the point where they could not continue due to fuel limitations, they had spotted it. On a low fly-past, they had signalled their intention to land, hoping that the black-clad tribesmen understood their gestures.
 

The closest landing spot to the caravanserai was almost a mile away, a flat wadi that had looked as if its surface would support Melissa’s weight. Pieter had set them down in a cloud of dust, coasting to a stop close to a massive dune almost a hundred meters high. They had disembarked, and when the fine dust, disturbed by their taxiing, had finished sifting down around them, had each taken a long drink from their precious water supply.
 

“What now, Mr Jason?” Kim-Lee asked.
 

“We wait a bit, I guess,” Jason answered. “I’m sure Abu Ismail will send someone to fetch us. At least, I hope so.”
 

“Quiet, isn’t it,” Pieter said. “I always thought that, this deep in the desert, the wind always blew. But there’s nothing.”
 

“Oh?” Jason said, “let’s see, shall we.” Carefully he reached up and removed his earplugs, first one and then the other. Pieter had not exaggerated. The weather forecast that had predicted a temporary lull in the Stimral’s rage, and which made it possible for them to venture here at this time, was spot on. The air was absolutely still and quiet. On an impulse he removed his nose clips as well. Apart from the fumes from the plane, he could smell…nothing but a faint, dry dustiness. This place was so arid that there was nothing, living or dead, which could sully the purity of the air. 
 

“Remarkable,” he said as he took a couple of deep breaths. He realised, though, that that was as far as he could venture in exposing his senses. He dared not remove his dark glasses, for the intense brightness would set his senses alight, leading to who knew where, while the childhood memory of that small pile of sand on his desk was vivid enough to keep him from removing either his gloves or the scarf wrapped around his face. He felt as if he was trying to breathe through a freshly ironed towel.
 

Kim Lee was the one to break the incredible silence. “Listen! What is that?” 
 

Now Jason and Pieter also became aware of a low thrumming sound, slowly getting louder. Jason sighed and slipped his ear-filters back into position. For safety, he also replaced the nose filters. It was a good thing he did, because the next moment a moving dust cloud came around the large dune behind them, bearing straight at them. The urge to run was almost stronger than the realisation that there was nowhere to run to, and no way to get very far in this heat. By then, running was not even an option, because the dust cloud soon enveloped them. It was a dust cloud with humps, and on top of the humps were fierce riders in black, robes flying and rifles pointedly firing straight at … nothing. It was their welcoming committee, a troupe of camel-borne warriors sent by Abu Ismail Al Durahman to escort the visitors back to his little oasis in the dunes. After a few minutes of confused miscommunication, the leader of the riders barked a few commands and a couple of rider less camels were brought forward. This was going to be their transport back to the caravanserai.
 

“Hey, what are you doing, man?”
 

Jason turned. Pieter had turned and was running back towards the plane, shouting as he was running. 
 

“Hey! Stop that!”
 

One of the Bedouins was walking around the machine, looking like a prospective buyer in a second-hand car lot. He even kicked a tyre.
 

“Ag, no, c’mon man. That’s not on.” Pieter shouted, livid. Nobody treated his Melissa like that. Unless, that is, it was a Bedouin warrior, six foot three at least, and armed to the teeth. Literally. He turned to Pieter, gave a thousand-bucko, full-steel grin and a thumbs-up and said “Vikker Vimy! Number one!”
 

The Doer pilot was stunned. Antique airplane enthusiasts often popped up in the most unusual places, but here…? The encounter didn’t have time to follow its normal course, though, because at a long whistle from the leader of the riders, the unexpected enthusiast patted Melissa’s side and trotted back to his mount, Pieter following.
 

The species of camel used by the Bedouins of the Sahhabi Desert is a massive beast almost one-and-a-half times larger than its cousin, the Dromedary. These animals can carry enormous quantities of goods on long trips, going without food or water for long periods, and able to withstand losing up to forty percent of their body weight. Like other camel species, they also have the ability to draw moisture from their urine, which would then become as thick as syrup. Their droppings during these dry periods are brick-dry, and are used as fuel for cooking by the Bedouin owners. Upon reaching an oasis of some sort, and being fed normally again by ingesting copious amounts of fluid and vegetable matter, they would restore the osmotic balance of their body cells. Their excretions are then equally copious, whence their nicknames. While in some places camels are known as the ship of the desert, and their cousins, the punchin’ llamas of the north, are sometimes referred to as the truck of the mountains, these Sahhabian branch of the family was known as the dump-truck of the desert.
 

“How do we get onto this animal? Even kneeling down it’s way too high to reach,” Pieter asked.
 

The leader of the group of riders, seeing their apprehension, said something guttural to one of his men, who, after giving them a look of contempt, dismounted and came towards them. Muttering under his breath – Jason didn’t understand the dialect, but from the man’s tone and body language, it was clear what he thought of these infernal, ignorant infidels – he tugged at a strap on the camel’s side, and, behold, a small wooden ladder folded out. The Bedouins were a hard people, and not known for subtlety, but the three visitors were sure there was a measure of sarcasm in the man’s voice as he demonstrated how to climb up the ladder as far as possible, grasp a hump and hop onto one of the two saddles.
 

“After you, sir,” Kim Lee gestured at Jason and Pieter. It looks as if I may have to … whoa….!” Kim Lee didn’t have a chance to finish. He was unceremoniously grabbed by the collar and hoisted into the air by one of the other Bedouin riders who plonked the normally taciturn, but now bewildered Kim Lee between two humps in front of him. Kim Lee was going to ride bareback. There was no time to protest and they set off as soon as Jason and Pieter had mounted, one of the other riders holding the reins of their camel.
 

It wasn’t long before the caravanserai hove into view. What at first appeared to be a small dark ridge of buildings nestling snugly against a fortress of red rock jutting up from the sands like a fist trying for a KO against the azure blue sky, soon revealed itself as a quadrangular, two-storey building, one side of which was built up against the rock. The other three sides presented a blank face out to the surrounding desert, with nothing but small gun slits set high up in the walls. Just before entering a gateway that was almost higher than the second-storey roof, and with just enough clearance for the riders up on the oversized camels, Jason saw a large area covered in salt pillars, man sized, staring blindly out at the nothingness of the desert. It looked like an army that had not heeded their vengeful deity and had looked over their shoulders at just the wrong moment. 
 

They entered through the arched gateway. The long, two-storey building enclosing the courtyard of about a hundred meters square inside the gate formed an architectural whole. The lower level formed a cloister-like arcade, while there were storerooms at the back. The top storey had a covered balcony running all the way around, leading to small sleeping cells. Broad stone stairways at intervals connected the two storeys. The whole courtyard was paved and, in the middle, was a large watering hole where numerous beasts were drinking. The riders skirted this and headed for another gateway set back against the cliff wall. This part of the caravanserai turned out not to be a building at all; it was merely a façade that had been carved from the sandstone, by what must have been an obsessive-compulsive architect/builder, to complete the quadrangular motif. 
 

And apart from being obsessive-compulsive, the architect - or his patron, perhaps – had suffered from delusions of grandeur, and had inflicted his affliction upon the rock face, for, towering many metres above the faux two- and three-storey carvings, was a multi-storey town of friezes and pillars and statues, finely carved and adorned with much ornamentation. It must have reached almost thirty meters up the sheer rock face. It was the kind of scene that set foreign tourists to exclaiming about the wonders of lost civilizations and how they must’ve had much knowledge and wisdom, regrettably lost, and wasn’t it a pity, while mostly what they’d had was many slaves. 
 

“Magnificent!” Pieter exclaimed. “Way out here in the desert. D’you think we might be the first …whoaaa!”
 

Jason didn’t have time to answer. Their camel mount was being coaxed to a kneeling position by one of the Bedouin. Pieter was almost pitched out. No one asked them their business, and they had no opportunity to explain. Instead, they were bustled into the rock face through another, even more imposing archway. The sudden darkness left them all disoriented for a moment, especially Jason, whose pinpricked black spectacles now let in zero light. Grabbed by the arms, they were pushed and shoved forward with little regard. Pieter’s “Hold on, there!” was ignored.
 

Down a torch-lit corridor they went, and, slowly, as their eyes became accustomed to the dim light, their surroundings became clearer. Then they were aware of being in a large, open space, more felt than seen. And under their feet, surprisingly, was not the feeling of loose sand, but rather the soft yielding of thick carpets. Through another doorway they went, down another passageway and, suddenly, they were brought to an abrupt halt.
 

Save for a long, slow, hissing release of breath by Kim Lee, an unaccustomed show of surprise by the normally phlegmatic inscrutable, none of them said anything. They were overwhelmed. They were in an enormous chamber, well lit by hidden electrical lighting. Tiled walls stretched upwards to a ceiling high overhead, while a football field’s worth of opulent carpeting stretched invitingly in front of them. The cool, soothing sounds of running water almost white-noised out the twittering of the colourful birds fluttering through the air above them.
 

“What is this place?” Pieter asked under his breath.
 

“I think, my friends, we are in the fabled dome of ShangriLa. So, it really does exist after all…” was Jason’s reply. “I’d heard of it, but I never thought…”
 

“Welcome, Mr Poligon. Mr Lee. Mr Van Zijl.” 
 

They turned. The speaker, striding towards them, was a tall, berobed figure. His small, pointed beard seemed to cut the air before him as he walked, an air of authority surrounding him. Following him by a couple of paces were two more be-robed and bearded figures.
 

“Thank you, Abu Ismail. You know who we are, then. It seems little escapes you…”
 

“…Even though I am stuck out here in the back of the moon, you mean, Mr Poligon? Ah, but as you can see, we are not savages. And with all the wonderful technology the world offers these days, one need never be … ah … out of touch with it. But come! I am being a poor host. You have had a long journey. I am sure you could do with some refreshment.” He turned to his aides. “Some tea, Ahmad,” he instructed, then turned back to his still amazed guests. “This way, please.” He ushered them to an area to their left, where a number of large sofas were arranged in what could only be described as a conversation pit. Gratefully they sank into the cushions. After the ritual of tea and small talk, and just as Jason wondered when it might be appropriate to introduce the subject that was the reason for their visit, Abu Ismail Al Durahman turned to Jason. 
 

“I have given much thought as to whether to attend our esteemed Governor-General’s festival of cultures to celebrate the visit of His Royal Highness, King Edouard.” He held up his hand as if to ward off any exclamations of surprise. “Yes, Mr Poligon, the reason for your visit has reached my ears long before your presence graced my humble home.” A sweep of the arm encompassed the surrounding opulence with as much humility as might be shown by a stock broker during a run of the bulls. “And my first reaction was that we might use the opportunity to voice our displeasure over Lord Ludvig’s unfortunate decisions regarding the Heimraden. But no, that, I fear, would be unpardonably rude. We desert people are never rude to our guests…”
 

He trailed off. Unspoken, yet visible in the hooded disdain of his gaze, was the implication of his words. The colonial administration would never be regarded by these independent people as anything other than guests in Bugrawlia. Guests, certainly, who ruled the country, and who had done so for over two hundred years, but guests, nevertheless. Who may be on the verge of overstaying their welcome.
 

“So you will be sending a delegation to Candoberra for the festivities, Sir?” Jason asked.
 

“Oh, certainly, and I shall lead it myself, too! I am certain that His Royal Highness, King Edouard…” 
 

Always the full title, Jason noted. Out of respect? Or derision…? 
 

“…would be much entertained by displays of riding and of tactics by our best warriors.”
 

“I appreciate your decision most sincerely, Abu Ismail. And may I, on behalf of Governor-General Lord Ludvig …”
 

“Ah, it is done, Mr Poligon,” Abu Ismail interrupted. “Now, if there is nothing else…?”
 

This was just the chance that Pieter had been waiting for. 
 

“Abu Ismail… um … Your … Excell… um … “ Struggling to find the appropriate mode of address, the Doer pilot, with an ahhh, thehellwithit gesture not unnoticed by Abu Ismail’s dark eyes, decided to jump right in. “How on earth did you manage to construct this place? It’s magnificent! Way out here…”
 

Abu Ismael regarded Pieter for such a long, clammy moment that the latter felt as if he were suddenly treading deep waters, and that the triangles circling him were definitely not slices of pizza. 
 

“I assume, Mr Van Zijl, that what you are really wondering is, how can a poor desert tribe afford such things as surround us. Am I correct?”
 

“Well, sir, to my knowledge, the caravans that move over the desert transport nothing more than salt from one side of the Sahhabi to the other…”
 

”And back again. Yes? And that we only do this as a sop, to keep our culture alive, so to speak? Even though the New Nipponese of the coastal plains produce more, and better quality, salt than do we? That is what you believe, is it not, Mr Van Zijl?”
 

Pieter could see the fins coming closer; could feel the rasping of rough-textured skin against his legs. Any moment now… “Well, umm … yes, in a manner of speaking…” he managed with a barely suppressed manic giggle constricting his throat, for what had popped into his pilot’s brain was something along the lines of A sop? With camels…?
 

Abu Ismail Al Durahman bowed his head, his shoulders slumped. “Alas, it is true. We have not the resources to do this on our own. But, thanks to the munificence of our brothers in the faith in other desert lands, in deserts that have been blessed with the bounty of the dark gold, we manage to scrape some dignity from our existence. It is the will of the Great Device.” He sighed deeply, a man burdened. 
 

Pieter also sighed, but inwardly. The fins had disappeared. Despite the cool air, he wiped a sheen of sweat from his forehead. “I understand, Abu Ismail. I apologise. I did not mean to offend…”
 

Another wave of the hand from Abu Ismail, this one signifying acquiescence to greater forces. At that moment, a black-robed Bedouin entered, bowed, and went to Abu Ismail. After a hurriedly whispered exchange, the latter turned to them. 
 

“Now, if you’ll excuse me, it is time for my afternoon prayers. And you must hurry. It seems that the Stimral is awakening once again. My men will escort you back to your plane. It has been refuelled.  May you have a safe journey home.”
 

“Once again, Abu Ismail, my sincerest gratitude,” Jason said.
 

They left the way they had arrived. As they passed one of the numerous side passages that branched off the main passageway, they were brought up short by a stream of men emerging from the side passage. Each man was carrying a salt pillar, similar to those that they had seen earlier, that had not yet been wrapped in the burlap strips that were normally used when transporting them. Suddenly there was an exclamation, followed by a curse. Jason craned to peek around the wall of robes that their escort had formed to deliberately prevent them from seeing what was happening. Well, well, he thought. This explains quite a lot.
 

In tripping, one of the Bedouin had dropped the unwrapped salt pillar he had been carrying. It had hit the floor of the passageway and, strangely, had split. Ducking down, Jason now saw why. It was hollow, and, strewn among the salt crystals on the sandy floor of the passage, many tiny objects were sparkling, grabbing the faint torchlight and amplifying and concentrating it, producing an almost primal surge in the minds of those who saw it. Quickly, the Bedouin escort bundled the three envoys down a side passage and away.
 


 

Alone, Abu Ismail Al Durahman took the small prayer mat from its peg on the wall and spread it on the floor. Before kneeling on it, he prepared mentally, reciting The Five Edicts of Grounding to himself. Then followed The Seven Rules of Preparation, The Six Principles of Construction, and The Manual of Operation. Last was The Incantation, different each time, never shared with another.
 

As for the origins of his religion…
 

Many years before, a transport plane carrying a large consignment of children’s toys had veered off course, crash landing in the desert. There was no loss of life among the crew, but they had had to abandon the wrecked plane and head off through the desert in hopes of reaching water. They had survived, somehow – miraculously, it was later said - but none of them would ever find his way back to the plane and its largely undamaged cargo of construction and erector sets.
 

A wandering mystic, half mad after years of a hermit-like existence in these harsh surroundings, had happened upon the wreckage and had slept in it for a number of nights. The strange dreams that had plagued his restless sleep had roused him early one morning with strange, uncontrollable urges. 
 

                 i.        Thus had he looked at the cargo, had seen and had borne witness, and, lo, he had been gripped by a strange fever. 

 

               ii.        Thus did he put socket to socket;

 

             iii.        And he looked and saw that it was good;

 

              iv.        Thus did he use the Handy Spanner Set to bolt small beams to struts;

 

                v.        And he looked and saw that it was good;

 

              vi.        Thus did he add pulleys, and wheels, and, lo, his erection grew ever larger, filling the interior of the ruined craft so that it had to be moved outside;

 

            vii.        And, still, there were more components to be made, and this he did, as if guided by Mysterious Forces;

 

          viii.        Until, eventually, after many moons, did his creation stand tall and proud;

 

              ix.        And he looked and saw that it was good;

 

                x.        And that it did not resemble anything else in all creation was of no consequence;

 

              xi.        And thus did he jump for joy, and whoop and holler;

 

            xii.        And in time he left that place, and its strange, unearthly, inspired Machine; 

 

          xiii.        A Machine with no function save that it existed;

 

          xiv.        A Machine with no form, save that that it was;

 

            xv.        Thus did the hermit return to civilization, whereupon he spread the word of the great, unknowable Machine, lost in the expanse of Desert, whose mysteries had been revealed to him alone;

 

          xvi.        And some who heard called him mad, and a fool;

 

        xvii.        While yet others said no, he is a prophet, he has seen, he has borne witness, he knows;

 

Thus was a new faith formed, and thus it was that Abu Ismail Al Durahman now knelt and prayed; 
 

Thus did he pray to the great Unknown Machine; 
 

Thus did he pray in the general direction of that which is Lost Yet Which Is Truly Found and So Attained; 
 

Thus did he pray to Meccano.
 


 

Meanwhile, in a well fitted out physics lab, half a world away, a hushed conversation was taking place…
 

“I’m not knowink vot ve are goink to do, Stanley! Ve hav now been tryink everytink, and still nada. Zilch.” The near panic was exaggerating Alexx’s Slavic accent. 
 

Stanley, no less stressed, tried to calm him down. “I realize that, Alexx. I’ve been having sleepless nights about it as well. But keep your voice down! We can under no circumstances let the assistants know what’s happening.”
 

They were in their none-too-soundproof corner office in a lab at the Los Lobos research facility, way in the back of beyond in the arid southwest of Amerus. Professor Teller had called up a lot of old debts, apparently. The place had everything they needed to carry out the cold fusion experiments. The lacked only one thing: positive results. 
 

“Sleepless, da! The only part of me that has been sleepink is … you know.” He dropped his gaze for a second, shuffling uneasily. 
 

Stanley would have found it easier to feel sorry for his friend if he himself had not felt as close to a breakdown as he did. Fatigue and stress had set up tollbooths on the highways of their psyches, and, even though different for each, were taking their toll.
 

“You knowink Gilberta, she is startink to complain big time, Stanley.”
 

”Oh, Alexx, don’t tell me you’ve been doing the dirty with your lab assistant, for goodness’ sake! How d’you think it’ll look if it comes out?!?”
 

“But it’s not even goink in, Stan, is vot I’ve been tellink you. This is terrible. It’s never happenink before! I have reputation…”
 

“Damn your reputation with women, Alexx!” Stanley exploded. “We have other, more pressink … pressing concerns. Our professional reputations, for one thing. Not to mention the wrath of Professor Teller.”
 

“You’re not goink tell him, Stan! Ve can’t!”
 

“We can’t not tell him, Alexx. Besides, who are you more afraid of, the whole energy establishment, or Professor Jonathan Teller?”
 

“Is not obvious, Stanley…?”
 

”That was a rhetorical question, Alexx. Besides, I’ve already told him our experiments weren’t quite giving us the results we’ve been expecting.”
 

“…!”
 

”Don’t look so shocked, Alexx. Yes, I’ve told him. Strangely enough, he seemed less perturbed than I expected. Was quite understanding, in fact.”
 

Alexx looked even more shocked at hearing this. His brow furrowed, levering open his red-rimmed eyes in surprise.
 

“Yes, at first I didn’t really understand it either, Alexx. Then he started ranting about the quality of thrhombium that we’ve been getting. Complained about the purity. Said the spectrographic results he was getting differed in some way from the results we’d got from Grandfather’s watch-strap. Then he said that we were to stop worrying and take a bit of a break. Have a few days off. Said that plans were afoot to correct the situation.”
 

“Really, Stan? Vot do you make of it?”
 

“Don’t know, Alexx. You know how secretive he can be. And how he relishes knowing how strings are pulled behind the scenes.”
 

“Da. Sometimes I, too, feel like one of his puppets. I knowink he is using us, Stanley. He vill claim our success as his own …”
 

“If we have any.”
 

“…and gather all the acolytes for himself.”
 

“You mean garner accolades, Alexx. Yes, but we’ve both realized that all along. It’s just the price we have to pay for access to Higher Powers. So let’s take a day off, shall we. Recharge the batteries.”
 

Alexx was already starting to perk up. He was moving towards the door. “Hokay, Stan, ve’ll chust have to vait and see vat tranpirates. In the meantime …” He opened the door. There was a spring in his step. It was a slinky. “Oh, Gilberta, baby!” he called, “Uncle Alexx has some good news. How does a long-weekend in Vas Legas sound to you….” 
 

He closed the door behind him, leaving Stanley alone, no less worried than before.
 


 

The genetic code, or genome, of any creature, is never a finished product. Always a work in progress, it also contains within itself traces of the history of the species, evolving from ancestors increasingly varied the further back in time the code is read. 
 

The human genome is no different. Simian ancestors, most of who have long since disappeared except for the fossilized fragments of their skeletal remains, lurk within our chromosomes, those filaments of organic base pairs spiralling within each body cell like a stairway to heaven. Indeed, the cutting edge of modern science is where the lock on this treasure trove of knowledge is being jimmied to decipher this code, to climb the stairway, and to trace the lineage from plant to animal, and to add pages to the book of human knowledge. Pages of knowledge, it must be added, that sometimes fly like zeppelins of lead amongst those of certain religious persuasions who give no quarter, set in their belief that Man rose from the primal ooze, dazed and confused, but led by a higher hand to ramble on down life’s highway; that that is the way it is and that’s the way it oughta be.
 

Like waves from long defunct radio stations travelling ever outward from the earth into the vast surrounds of the universe, there are ghost signals emanating from the human genome. Some people hold firm that some of these simian ancestors have not retreated from the world of extant beings and have not disappeared into the mists of time, but can still be found living, if not exactly among us, then certainly in places not much inhabited by we who are merely the latest version of a software package in an ongoing development cycle. There is even a branch of scientific inquiry, oxymoronically known as cryptozoology, or the study of hidden creatures, that purports to attempt to learn more about such hidden creatures. Creatures whose existence is not even acknowledged by most of science, normally due to a paucity – if not a complete absence – of evidence. Like seekers of some holy grail, the typical cryptozoologist regards anecdotal evidence as holy writ, especially when supported by shaky, out of focus photographs or filmed footage so inconclusive that it requires zeal of an almost religious intensity to believe in the existence of whatever creature is being pursued. And is faith not always a prerequisite when grasping the nettle of trying to know the unknown, of describing the indescribable, of effing the ineffable?
 

The field of cryptozoology is not to be confused with ‘ordinary’ zoology. The nonprofessional might be excused for assuming that, once discovered, the ‘hidden creature’, or ‘cryptic’, then becomes a subject of normal scientific study. But where’s the fun in that? Myth making requires mystery and facts revealed only to the chosen.
 


 

 “Right, people, listen up.” King Eddie was addressing his troops. They were all assembled in the quad formed by the tents in the jungle clearing, and he was relishing playing the role of the rigorous field-researcher. “This is one expedition that is going to be run with military precision, and you people had better realize that.”
 

One of the ‘troops’, Anni-Frid, rolled her eyes at Agnetha, the other of King Edouard’s bodyguards. They had not had even the option of refusing to go on this wild lemming chase (as Agnetha had called it) since, even here, they were responsible for the King’s personal safety. 
 

King Edouard Katzenellenbogen van der Meer de Bliksemen de Donderin was known in the world of cryptozoology as not merely an amateur enthusiast in the field, but as a gifted and enthusiastic investigator whose writings and musings upon the subject of still living pre-human and semi-human species, were as extensive as his gullibility was profound. He had, upon occasion, mounted expensive and fruitless expeditions to regions of the planet where such human offshoots are part of local folklore. And there is no shortage of such creatures. 
 

From the dwarf-like Agogwe, the Chimanemane, the Menehune and the Tokoloshe, through the man-sized Chuchunaa of the icy northern lands and the oversized Orang Gadang and Sasquatch, he had hunted them all in their euphonic glory. 
 

“Now then,” he continued in the bombastic tones that he’d often heard his captain of the Horse Guards back home use when addressing his men just before a big parade, “has everyone checked and double-checked their kit? Agnetha, Anni-Frid? We may only have one shot at this. We must be prepared at all times. Inge, you will handle the sound recording equipment, and you must be ready to record my every word. I want you to capture the immediacy of my first impressions.” 
 

“Yes, Your Majesty. And I also have the first-aid kit.” Inge was one of those women who managed to look stunning even in a khaki outfit with matching pith helmet, purchased specifically for the expedition from Banana Kingdom, (The Clothes Emporium That Will Reveal The Adventurer In You).
 

That King Edouard had never, in all his travels, personally laid eyes upon even one of these near mythic creatures – or cryptics, as they were known - was never enough to dampen his enthusiasm for long. There were always just enough clues to keep him searching, just enough evidence to tantalize. Now he was here, in the forest on the border between Costa Blanca and Bugrawlia, and he was sure that this time he would get results.
 

“Elffred, you and Harriman will handle the photographic equipment. For once, we must ensure that the images are crisp and clean. You have had two days of filming in the jungle, so I trust you have ironed out all the problems with lighting and so on? The evidence that we gather must be impeccable, people! I intend to write an article for the Anthropology Digest, so we must be sure of our facts.” The two pages nodded vigorously.
 

The king’s prey was the pygmy sized Guyazii, known to inhabit these forests. Said to be no larger than George, the pygmy who would act as their guide, they were covered in white fur and were equally at home on the ground and in the trees, due to a long, prehensile tail.
 

“The Guyazii,” he continued, “is a wily creature. We must exercise vigilance at all times. George here…” 
 

King Edouard gestured at the pygmy chief standing off to one side, resplendent in his penis sheath and an armband with, of all things, a flower protruding from it. It looked like an orchid. Around his shoulder hung a quiver full of arrows for the bow that was longer than he was tall. 
 

Hearing an unsuccessfully stifled giggle from one of the troops, King Edouard turned to look at George.
 

“George, here, will … goodness, what is … I mean … why … I mean …” Helplessly he looked over at the interpreter. “Señor Ghoulash, what’s going on here? I thought the idea was to be inconspicuous!”
 

“It’s his ceremonial sheath, Your Majesty. George regards the expedition as an important ceremonial event,” Señor Ghoulash explained.
 

“But must it be so … long? I mean, it’s sticking up above his chest! And that bright orange? He’ll attract attention.”
 

“Not to mention every bee within fifty yards,” Elffred said to Harriman. 
 

“Yeah, for some cross-pollinatin’,” came the quick retort, ”Now that’ll
be somethin’ to write up in a magazine, I’m sure,” 
 

“Rumor here will be in charge of supervising the foodstuffs,” King Edouard continued. Not that Rumor, the king’s personal butler, was going to be carrying any. There were porters for that. Just as there was a porter for the long, slim box that was never to be far from His Highness. 
 

“Oh well, alright then. If everyone’s ready… Señor Ghoulash, please tell George to lead on.”
 


 

The changing of the guard at the border post between Iraquba and Bugrawlia in the long disputed area known as the Plateau of Tears (by the locals) or the Line of Control (by the military on both sides) always occurred with great ceremony. Both sides performed the ritual at exactly noon, and it was even somewhat of a tourist attraction, drawing daily busloads of camera toting, rucksack lugging, sunburnt tourists from all corners of the round globe. Not even the dust was a deterrent, and today it was particularly bad, creating a twilight that called for a sun-downer. At midday. Like two rugby teams performing a tribal war cry before starting the game, it involved much shouting, beating of breasts, stamping of feet and aggressive eye-to-eye glaring between the Iraquban and Bugrawlian border guards. It also involved uniforms that, over time, became increasingly ornate, as if each side was a suitor courting the same lover, in this case hardly a maiden, but, rather, the dominatrix of military strength.
 

On the day in question, however, proceedings did not occur as usual. The tourists were all there a bit before noon, and the Bugrawlian commanding officer had lined up his guardsmen for the pre-ceremony inspection, when he was summoned to the gate itself by one of the guardsmen about to be rotated. The officer marched smartly out towards the gate, faltering slightly as he rounded the corner of the guardsmen’s border huts and saw that there was a lone figure standing in the two yard no-man’s land between the two zebra striped gate booms.
 

An Iraquban Lieutenant was standing as straight as would any officer in an army where, along with a whole bunch of militaristic propaganda being shoved up his fundamentals, there had also been room for a ramrod.
 

The Bugrawlian officer marched over to the boom, and, commanding his own men to lift it up, stepped into the no-man’s land. Only then did the Iraquban move, snapping out a smart salute. The Bugrawlian responded in kind. Wordlessly, the Iraquban handed a sealed envelope to the Bugrawlian officer, snapped out another smart salute, turned without waiting for a response and marched back. 
 

It was only when the Iraquban had stepped out of the no-man’s land, turned around again and just stood there, that the Bugrawlian officer noted the convoy. A line of armoured personnel carriers was drawn up on the road in Iraquban territory about a hundred yards from the border post. The wisps of smoke hanging over the convoy indicated idling engines.
 

The Bugrawlian officer pondered the possibilities. They had either given a good percentage of the Iraquban army the day off, on condition they all attended the changing of the guard ceremony. Or this was something else entirely.
 

The Bugrawlian officer looked at the envelope. It was addressed to The Officer, Commanding, The Bugrawlian Border Post at Shamkir. Seeing as he was the addressee, he tore it open and read the contents, typed innocuously on a single sheet of A4. Like a romantic expecting an ardent expression of longing from a distant lover, but receiving a Dear Raul letter in its stead, the Bugrawlian officer’s jaw dropped to his chest as he read the contents. In artless prose it informed the reader that, by order of the Government of Education, Suppression and Ultimate Sovereignty, the people of Iraquba were exercising their historical claim upon the area and were taking it back, righting a long standing historical wrong. The Iraqubans did not refer to the area as the Plateau of Tears, but used the name that they had always insisted upon, namely Plata de Rasgónes, the Plateau of Tears.
 

The letter ended with an ultimatum. It gave the Bugrawlian command one hour to step aside. The Iraquban liberation force would interpret any delay as forceful resistance and, it concluded, the Iraqubans would then have no choice but to use the necessary force.
 

It was signed, simply, G.E.S.U.S.
 

For a moment the Bugrawlian officer looked blankly at the piece of paper. What to do? He was, quite simply, in over his head. One hour was not even nearly enough to pass the ultimatum up through the chain of command to where a decision could be taken, then passed back down the chain again.
 

His ruminations were not to last long. Behind him his men, decked out in regalia more fitting to a formal fancy dress party, started to shout. With a start, the officer looked up. 
 

He must have made a mistake the first time. The convoy was not a hundred yards away but only fifty. 
 

No, no, he had been correct. The reason that it appeared to be closer, was that it was actually advancing.
 

Like a week is said to be a long time in politics, it seemed that an hour could be very short in the Iraquban military.
 

Time seemed to stand still, however, for the crowd of tourists, who were getting way more than they had bargained for. Their video cameras started whirring, creating the kind of gosh-I-was-there memories that would make their friends and relatives back home actually ask to see their holiday movies. Awestruck they watched as the convoy emerge from the gloom and advance relentlessly upon the border post. 
 

The officer who had handed over the ultimatum had not moved, and he simply stepped onto the leading APC when it reached the border. It did not stop there, either, but carried on, breaking the zebra-striped boom on the Bugrawlian side in a shower of splinters, one of which penetrated the arm of the Bugrawlian officer, inflicting the only casualty of the invasion. He would later be awarded the Magenta Heart for injuries sustained while engaging the enemy.
 

The other guardsmen were running helter-skelter to get out of the way. Perennially under-funded, the Bugrawlian Border Guard unit had spent a lot of time practicing to look fierce; underpaid, their loyalty did not stretch very far.  Some ran for the flimsy protection of the guardhouse, others dived into a ditch where they watched, quaking, as the heavy vehicles thundered by a few yards away.
 

Only one or two of the filming tourists noticed that, right at the back of the convoy, there were a couple of vehicles that looked very much like Amerussian troop carriers. One of the tourists zoomed in on the side of the vehicle where the insignia would normally be. 
 

Through the viewfinder he noticed that there were none. He ascribed this to the murky morality of the international arms trade where anyone with the funds could buy any type of materiel. He gave it no further thought.
 

Afterwards, the changing of the guard went ahead. Quite a few of them needed it.
 


 

GESUS was triumphant.
 

The five Iraquban colonels who made up the junta that they called the Government of Education, Suppression and Ultimate Sovereignty were in constant touch with the commander of the Iraquban invasion force. The tension preceding the operation had now given way to a sense of euphoria.
 

“There, gentlemen, phase one of Operation Rare Earth has been completed. The target area has been occupied, and our forces are establishing a perimeter defence. Without a single casualty; without even a shot being fired.” 
 

Colonel Juan Gaudi pushed his ubiquitous wraparound dark glasses, which always slid down his nose when he had been sweating, back to fit snugly on his hawk-like beak of a nose. He sat back and slapped Colonel Alighieri Danté, sitting next him, on the shoulder. “You see, Ali, there was no cause for concern. The Bugrawlians did not know what hit them.”
 

The slightly built Colonel Alighieri Danté, who hated being called Ali, had been the only one of the five who had repeatedly expressed his opposition to the whole business. The other four, Colonels Miro, Picasso, Dali, and Gaudi had been quite enamoured of the whole thing right from the time that it had been laid out for them by the Amerussian. 
 

The Iraquban economy had steadily been going downhill ever since the coup seven years before in which GESUS had taken control away from an inept and corrupt civilian administration. Their promises at the time of the coup to set the country back on its feet before scheduling free and fair elections, were proving to be as empty as an alcoholic’s drinks cabinet. Inflation and unemployment were soaring while the currency was plummeting in value, making an embargo on loan repayments look ever more unavoidable. Like Icarus, they were plummeting. 
 

The Amerussian plan had seemed a godsend. There is nothing like a little military adventure to stir the blood of a downtrodden people. Appeal to a man’s sense of patriotism and, for a moment, he forgets the hunger pains gnawing at his belly. Hold a rousing rally, a call to right an historical wrong, and the roar of the mob drowns the cries of his children and the nagging demands of his wife. Taking back the Plata de Rasgónes was to be the great turning point for Iraquba. And with Amerussian backing – albeit secretly – how could they fail…?
 

The Amerussian liaison – who reminded Colonel Danté of nothing so much as one of the slithery and deadly poisonous snakes of the forest – had been very specific. For helping the Iraqubans liberate the plateau - help consisting mostly of matériel and surveillance satellite intelligence - all they wanted in return was a mining concession in the Plata de Rasgónes. This was no problem for GESUS. The area had been surveyed years ago and it had been determined that there was no oil there. It was, therefore, worthless. If all that the Amerussians wanted was a mining concession, they were welcome. They might even create some jobs in the area, and then GESUS could take credit for that as well.
 

This may have been what his colleagues told themselves, but Colonel Alighieri Danté, known, due to his cunning and his merciless and vicious taking down of a cornered or wounded prey, as Pequeño Jaguar - Little Jaguar - certainly was not taken in so easily. As Interior Minister mainly concerned with the suppression of dissent and the elimination and neutralisation of those who questioned GESUS, he was not concerned with the day-to-day problems of running the country. Economics and such did not interest him. 
 

Perhaps it was because he, unlike the other four members of this, the supreme governing body of Iraquba, was not of “pure” blood. His maternal grandfather had not been of Conquistador stock but had been the chief of one of the indigenous tribes in the north of Iraquba. The other junta members tolerated him, firstly, because it was felt that his blood was not too impure, but more importantly because he was the one who was never scared to get right into the thick of things when those things turned nasty. 
 

The things in question were mostly suspected opponents of the junta’s haphazard rule, and what thickened was usually their blood as it congealed on the cell floor after a particularly robust session of Q & A. 
 

Pequeño Jaguar’s job was to ensure that GESUS’s rule was unquestioned. Doubters had to be rooted out and destroyed, brutally and violently. It was the only way. And yet, even now, despite his colleagues’ self-congratulations at the success of the first phase of Operation Rare Earth, Colonel Alighieri Danté, Pequeño Jaguar, remained unconvinced.
 


 

The Burnt-Orange Free State was living up to its name. The midday sun was as successful at penetrating the dust billowing in the air as a loincloth clad impi of warriors attacking a walled city with assegai and shield. The veldt was parched, long grasses drooping before the relentless wind.
 

The drive from the airport into Nieuwe Lyding seemed to Jason to have taken almost as long as had the tedious flight over the flat, featureless plains and grasslands of the Burnt Orange Free State. Not because of the distance into town, but because Pieter had had to stop and say hello to a number of burghers, bouncing along in their small pickup trucks, that they encountered along the way. 
 

At last they reached their destination. It was an unassuming, low-slung, corrugated-iron roofed, white house with a shaded veranda running down the whole length of it, set amongst other unassuming, low-slung, corrugated-iron roofed, white houses with shaded verandas running down their whole lengths, on a quiet street lined with jacaranda trees. As they came up the garden path, the door opened even before they could knock.
 

“Come in, gentlemen, please. Come in. Ah, Pieter! It’s been a long time since you were here. How is your pa? And your Oom Alwyn?”
 

Pieter had been correct about Doer hospitality. There was no standing on ceremony, no formality in the voice emanating from within the bushy beard of Oom Kruger Stockenström as he greeted them through the top half of the open front door. But there was a fierceness in the light blue eyes that Jason knew would whither the resolve of anyone who crossed this fierce old Doer field-cornet who, even though not the chief drossaard anymore, was still the de facto Doer leader.
 

Oom Kruger – Oom being a Doer form of address meaning uncle, but also used to address elders and betters who were not necessarily family – swung open the bottom half of the double door and showed them inside. Pieter felt many memories flooding back as he stepped into the cool interior of the thick-walled, linoleum-floored house ahead of Jason and Kim Lee. . He knew this house as well as his own. His father and Oom Kruger had been friends since childhood, firstly, and then brothers-in-law after they had wed the Germishuyzen twins.
 

“Thank you, Oom Kruger. Are you well?”
 

”Ja-well-no-fine, Pieter, thank you,” he answered with what might seem like vacillation to the uninitiated. “Some aches and pains but nothing too serious. And you?”
 

“Tired, but also good, thank you, Oom. But please, let me introduce you. This is Jason Poligon, Lord Ludvig’s special envoy, and this is Kim Lee Kimchi, his assistant. Gentlemen, Oom Kruger Stockenström.”
 

”An honour, Sir,” Jason said, not too surprised that he was cowed in the legendary old man’s presence.
 

“Yes, Mr Poligon, I’ve heard of the Governor-General’s plans to hold a cultural festival for good King Eddie. But please, come through to the kitchen. We’ll first have some coffee and beskuit and then we’ll talk. I’d like to suggest we sit on the veranda, but, ag, there’s so much dust in the air. You saw the ring around the sun. But as they say, rather a ring round the sun than a ring around Uranus.”
 

The old man, still spry at seventy-six, led the way down the cool, quiet hallway, chuckling all the while, across beautifully polished wooden floors, to the kitchen, often the place that was the centre of Doer households, even for receiving visitors. The sitting room, now that was for special guests, like the minister. The chairs even had doilies, there.
 

As they passed a long, scrubbed table standing in an alcove in the passage, Jason paused. “This is an old butter churn, isn’t it? My mother had one just like it. Bought it from a hawker when I was small. She never used it, though, she just liked having it around, she always said.”
 

”Ja,” Oom Kruger said, “old things have a fine texture to them. They tell tales, carry their history with them. Just like me,” he chuckled.
 

“You should see the old ox-wagon in the backyard, Jason. Authentic and original, and beautifully restored, with iron ‘tyres’ and everything,” Pieter said. “You do still have it, don’t you, Oom Kruger?”
 

“Yes, of course. My great-grandfather and -mother trekked up here all the way from the coast, back a hundred-and-twenty or –thirty years ago. To get away from the Brutish Empire. But one is never really rid of them, it seems. When Oupa Andries arrived, the Brutish were already here! Oupa should also just have taken the train, instead of using an ox wagon. But that was typical of the old people. Stubborn and independent, to the point of blindness sometimes.” 
 

He showed them into the kitchen, and Jason felt he’d walked into an antique store. An ancient coal fired stove crouched against one wall, and there was a large fireplace scooped from the other. No fire burned in either, however, and the beautiful old copper kettle on the stove had no water boiling in it.
 

“But come, let us not speak ill of the dead. We must rather learn from them. We treasure the old things, yes, but nothing beats the modern conveniences, hey? The mod-cons, as they say,” Oom Kruger said, rummaging in what looked like an oversized cupboard. He turned and, over his shoulder, Jason could see a deeply recessed cooking area with a modern, electrical oven, cooking range, food mixer with all its attachments, and a very elaborate, and obviously expensive, espresso coffee machine.
 

To himself, Jason wondered which of the two main streams of Doer thought the old man sided with. Was it the archconservative, backward-looking philosophy of those who wanted to return to the ‘good old days’ when the Burnt Orange Free State was still a free state, unpolluted by the rule of Empire, and a leader found all that he needed in only one Book? Or was it the more open, forward-looking attitude of those who were of a mind to embrace other cultures and the modern world? If his kitchen was anything to go by, Jason thought, this wily old Doer leader could accommodate both.
 

“Coffee for all of you? Even you, Mr Lee? Or would you prefer some tea?”
 

”Tea would be graciously receptacled, thanking you, Kruger-san,” Kim Lee intoned.
 

“Ja, I got permission to visit New Nippon once, a few years ago, so I know your people prefer tea to coffee. Without milk or sugar, am I right?”
 

”Indeedy, Kruger-san.”
 

“So, did your forebears get involved in the gold mining industry, Oom Kruger,” Jason asked. He was referring to the rich seams of gold upon which the province once almost floated but which were now depleted; mined out to the point where the whole of the Burnt Orange Free State was now about six feet lower in height above sea-level than it used to be. 
 

“No, it was too late for that as well. The outlanders had already come and penned their claim to it. So, he and all the other trekkers did the only thing the only thing they knew. They farmed. It’s a harsh land, ja, but they had faith, and they survived.” 
 

Jason could quite imagine that the god that these people worshipped would have been created in the image of someone just like Oom Kruger; a hard, demanding entity with piercing eyes and a beard like a shovel full of snow. 
 

“Now the gold is gone and so are the outlanders. But we, the Doers, we are still here. And we are in charge.” His blue eyes seemed to turn darker as he lowered his gaze, allowing his eyebrows, bushy as the harsh grass of the plains, to cast them into shadow. “Or we were, until Lord Ludvig came up with his … regressive … ja, regressive plan of abolishing the Heimraden. I don’t know… They worked well for so long, and then, suddenly, poof! Gone! But so tell me, is the old fellow going senile at last, or what? But then…” he continued when Jason didn’t answer. “He did send you to come and see me, to invite us to his party, hey, and not his own lackey.” He winked at Pieter. “Perhaps he does still know who leads the oxen in this trek, hey Pietie?”
 

”Oh, so you know already why were here? Ja, it’s like this, Oom Kruger,” Pieter van Zijl said, “For the king’s visit and so on, Lord Ludvig somehow came up with this idea of holding a cultural festival, with all of Bugrawlia being represented. The three of us have been travelling all over, inviting all the leaders to take part. And so far they all have accepted. Except the Tibutanese and the Entropicans of the Jungles of Pilau, but we’re going there next, and …”
 

”Ah, the coffee’s ready,” Oom Kruger interrupted. “I’ll just pour it quickly, shall I? Aunt Katryn had to go to the Agricultural Wives’ Union lunch and fashion parade this afternoon. There you go, Mr Lee, a nice cup of rooibos tea, and some coffee for us. Some rusks, gentlemen?” He pushed a small, woven basket containing what looked like small, hard breadrolls without crusts, towards them. Kim Lee picked up the cup, bringing it to his lips. His eyes began to water before it was halfway, but he persevered, gulping it down in one, long, scalding swallow. He said nothing. It must have been like swallowing lava.
 

Jason and Pieter were just tucking into the delicious, buttery rusks when they heard the commotion outside. 
 

“Oom Kruger! Oom Kruger!” someone was shouting and banging on the front door. Then they heard the pounding of boots on the wooden floor in the hall, and a stomach came through the door, soon followed by the rest of a red-faced, red-bearded man who couldn’t have been much younger than Oom Kruger. 
 

“Slow down, Hannes, slow down!” Oom Kruger said. “Here, have some coffee…”
 

“Oom, we must turn on the television! Quickly!” 
 

The red-bearded Hannes seemed about to have a stroke, a heart attack, or both. 
 

“They’ve invaded Bugrawlia, Oom Kruger! Those blerrie Iraqubans! They’ve done it! Ja!”
 

”What…?” “Why…?” “When…?” Jason, Kim Lee and Pieter sat stunned. 
 

“Slowly now, Hannes. You’ll do yourself some harm, calm down, man. Wait…” 
 

Oom Kruger got up and, opening another cupboard that Jason would have guessed contained a few ripening guinea-fowl, brought out a large flat-screen TV set on a swivelling platform. He switched it on and sat down next to the perspiring Hannes, using the remote control to deftly flick to a news channel. The screen filled with images of tanks and armoured personnel carriers moving in a dusty column through what the voice-over described as the border post at the Plateau of Tears. It was apparent from the jerkiness and quality of the picture that the scene had not been filmed by a professional, but probably by one of the video-cam toting tourists to whose budget holiday had suddenly been added an unexpected perk, namely a military invasion.
 

More voices and feet could be heard clomping into Oom Kruger’s front hallway, and the kitchen, roomy as it was, was quickly filling up with an array of angry burghers. Mutterings of “Filthy scum!” and “Bliksems!” could be heard. Oom Kruger shushed them and turned up the sound.
 

When the voice-over could be heard again, the words ‘Plateau of Tears’ seemed to grab Jason by the throat. The rusk that he had been swallowing almost got stuck in his throat, and he had to take a huge, scalding swallow from his mug to get it down.
 

After another minute or so of rushed commentary, with the same video-footage now looping and making it seem as if the invasion force was infinite in size, Jason grabbed Pieter by the arm and dragged him outside. Kim Lee, very uncomfortable in the hormonally overheated kitchen, followed.
 

“Quickly, Pieter, what’s the best and quickest way to get there?”
 

”Where? You mean there?” he pointed at the kitchen, where the commentary and general uproar was continuing. “To the invasion?”
 

“Yes, Pieter, the Plateau of Tears. I have to go there immediately!”
 

”But why, Jason? It’s a war zone!”
 

”Yes, but that is where Costanza and Klara are. I have to go and get them out!”
 

“Oh! Well…” Pieter ruminated for a moment, his hand caressing the contours of the old butter churn. “I reckon that you won’t find a commercial flight, as I’m quite sure they will all be grounded. So Melissa is going to be your best bet at this point.”
 

”Hold on! I don’t want to drag you into this!”
 

“What?” Pieter’s face was almost as flushed with anticipation as were his brethren’s in the overheated kitchen. “You must be kidding! I wasn’t going to say anything, Jase, old man, but I’ve been bored stiff playing messenger boy. I’m not going to say no to a bit of excitement! Here, let’s have a look…” He drew a map from the pocket of his flying jacket and spread it out on the hall table. Voices could still be heard from the kitchen, but fell silent as Oom Kruger led them in prayer. Pieter’s finger traced a route on the map.
 

“Now here … no, no … ah, here’s the border area where the Iraqubans crossed into Bugrawlia. And … “ A questing finger. “here’s the Plateau of Tears, and, if the map is correct, the logging camp is … here.” A stabbing finger. “So. The nearest airfield will be … Uh-oh!”
 

“What?” Jason had been leaning over the map, trying to follow the pilot’s thinking.
 

“Since most of the airstrips will be closed to us as well, the nearest airfield is in Costa Blanca. A place called Lendezno. What we’ll have to do is land there and then make our way as close as possible to where your friends are.”
 

”Right, Pieter. You just get me there. From then I’m going to just have to play it by ear.”
 

With a minimum of explanation, they quickly said goodbye to Oom Kruger. The strains of a hymn bursting forth from emotionally charged throats of the Doer burghers in the kitchen followed them down the garden pathway and out to the car.
 



 

The war-room in Grand Central, the administrative compound in the Bugrawlian capital, had been humming with activity since news of the invasion had reached Candoberra.
 

The term war-room normally conjures up images in the mind’s eye of the beaked maw of a great, multi-tentacled, electronic octopus, scooping up raw data from numerous, widely dispersed sources such as satellites, human agents, and various forms of telecommunication, digesting it all and regurgitating the processed information in a form easy to grasp, even by military minds. The regurgitations of this beast are then presented, in movies of a certain genre, anyway, as appearing on phalanxes of video screens quilting the walls on all sides of a large, split-level room. The biggest of the screens would be showing a map of the area under threat, while other screens would constantly be updated with information in many colours and in constant motion. This is the impression created by the occasional spate of Armageddonish films in which the fate of civilization ultimately hinges on the fisticuff skills of the protagonist.
 

The Candoberran war-room, just down the corridor from the Governor-Generals office, did, however, not live up to these idealised cinematic depictions. For starters, it was on one level. Unless the small stage in one corner, from which Lady Brünhilde, in more peaceful times, normally welcomed the weekly macramé classes, was figured into the mix. There were very few pulsing screens on the walls; in fact, there were none. There was a map resting on an easel against one wall. 
 

But the room was, quite literally, buzzing. The incessant bzzzzzzzzz-hmmmmm-bbzzzzz-ing was caused by the ancient short-wave radio that had been hastily commandeered from Mr Smiles, the butler, to enable those gathered to communicate with the outside world. Specifically, that part of the outside world that possessed information about the Iraquban invasion of Bugrawlia. 
 

Mr Smiles, an amateur radio enthusiast in his spare time, was the only one who could operate the ancient contraption, and he was therefore the man at the vanguard of the factoids that were ganging up to flesh out the Governor-General’s view of the crisis. 
 

Scarfdale da Silva, from his vantage point on the chair in the corner, was thinking to himself that, between the buzzing of the prehistoric contraption in its walnut cabinet and the obviously curtailed hearing faculties of its operator, a whole branch of mathematics, namely the abstruse science of cryptology, had just been rendered obsolete and redundant.
 

The only other piece of electronic equipment in the room was the telephone – which wasn’t working anyway, seeing as Scarfdale da Silva had regarded it as a budgetary frivolity and had had it disconnected a long time ago. Who do you need to call during a macramé class anyway? 
 

Present, and arrayed around the large oval-shaped table taking up most of the rest of the floor space, were, of course, Governor-General Lord Ludvig de Sancerre y Brava, in military uniform; chief of the Governor-General’s guard unit, Brigadier Vaclav Jerzinsky; Mr Smiles; and Scarfdale da Silva. Lord Ludvig had summoned them as soon as word had been received of the invasion a few hours earlier.
 

Bugrawlia did not have an army. The colonial overseer had decided long ago that, seeing as its empire was shrinking faster than an ice-cream cone in hell, it was not going to commit financial resources for such an entity to a colony that was already a drain on it’s annual budget. The rationale was always put forward that it, Brutain, would protect Bugrawlia from any outside threat, a situation that was deemed as likely to arise as snow in the jungle.
 

At his end of the table, Mr Smiles was sitting hunched in front of his ancient amateur radio set, his one hand twiddling the old bakelite knobs and flicking the tarnished chrome switches, the other hand poised over the old monster, ready to give it a good WHACK! whenever it started to misbehave, which happened quite frequently. 
 

He was trying to get in touch with one of his radio pals, Augie Linklater, an equally ancient gold prospector who had apparently been hoping to find his fortune in the rivers and loamy soil of the Plateau of Tears. Augustus Linklater, Esquire, was at that moment perched on top of the highest of the hills in the area, from where he had an excellent view over the plateau.
 

Ham radio protocol apparently required that every sentence had to be concluded by saying Over, and Smiles’ Over ended in a little rise in the tone of his voice, as if he was asking another question. It reminded Lord Ludwig of a plane struggling to take off.
 

 “KILO-GOLF-FOUR-SIERRA-HOTEL calling KILO-LIMA-NINER-KILO-ECHO-YANKEE. This is KILO-GOLF-FOUR-SIERRA-HOTEL calling KILO-LIMA-NINER-KILO-ECHO-YANKEE. What? What’s that, is that you Augie? Yes, it’s Smiler. Over?” 
 

Mr Smiles gave a gummy smile in Lord Ludvig’s way, redundantly adding: “That’s me handle, see, Milord: Smiler. And me call sign’s KILO-GOLF-FOUR-SIERRA-HOTEL, and Augie’s is KILO-LIMA-NINER-KILO-ECHO-YANKEE. All us ham radio hobbyists have got handles and call signs.” 
 

His earphones – or ‘cans’ as he insisted on calling them, were two bun sized oval cardboard speakers in pieces of foam rubber, interconnected by a wonky spring, and the whole thing was squishing his face so that, hunched forward and looking sideways, he looked like a hamburger someone had left on a fridge for too long.
 

“Yes, yes, Mr Smiles, it doesn’t matter!” Lord Ludvig’s patience was stretched thinner than a silkworm’s nose hair by all the killer limas playing golf in the yankee hotels. “Ask him about the invasion force. Has he seen anything?“
 

“KILO-GOLF-FOUR-SIERRA-HOTEL to KILO-LIMA-NINER-KILO-ECHO-YANKEE. Augie? Augie, can you hear me Augie…?” 
 

The WHACK! made all the dials jump like a classroom full of sleepy ten year olds. 
 

“Yes, that’s better, yes, fine thank you, Augs. No, me gout’s a bit better, thank you. Which helps, considerin’ that a man don’t get no respite from yer duties jus’ cause yer incapacitated, no sirree, not in this place…Over?” Another quick look at Lord Ludvig.
 

“Smiles, if you don’t get to the point, you’ll find out what it really means to be incapacitated!!” Lord Ludvig’s voice had risen while making this threat, and he ended apoplectically.
 

“KILO-GOLF-FOUR-SIERRA-HOTEL to KILO-LIMA-NINER-KILO-ECHO-YANKEE. Oh that noise? Don’t worry, Augs, my man, it’s not me set that’s on the blink. That’s just His Lordship. He wants me to ask you, Augie …can you hear me, Augie…? Over?” 
 

…WHACK! 
 

“…If you’ve got anything on our friends from north of the border, those sons of whor… them buggers who’ve invaded Bugrawlia…Yes, yes, ‘s right…. Speak up, Augs, you’re fading out…wait a mo’, over?… Mr Da Silva, hold that wire up a bit higher, will yer? Yes … yes … higher still! Yeah, that’s it”
 

Smiler’s last order was directed at Scarfdale da Silva, who had come to the war room expecting to act as an adviser to the Governor-General in this time of crisis, and had promptly been nominated as the antenna stand. Da Silva was standing on a chair in one corner of the room, stretching up as far as he could to try and catch as many of the elusive short waves as were bouncing off the ionosphere at that moment.
 

There was another Whack! followed by some fiddling of dials and flicking of switches. ”KILO-GOLF-FOUR-SIERRA-HOTEL to KILO-LIMA-NINER-KILO-ECHO-YANKEE. Ok, Augie, I’ve got you now, lad. Go ahead. Over?”
 

The silence stretched. Then: “KILO-GOLF-FOUR-SIERRA-HOTEL to KILO-LIMA-NINER-KILO-ECHO-YANKEE. Oh, I see. Right. And are there many of ‘em? Over?” 
 

Another silence. Everyone in the room was straining to hear and try and decode the tinny garble emanating from Mr Smiles’ cans, but to no avail. They would just have to wait for him to finish. When he eventually did, he took off the earphones and turned to Lord Ludvig. 
 

“He says there’re not as many as there were when we faced off the Boche back during the battle of the Consomme – did I mention we were comrades, during the Great War To End All Wars, me and Augie? Great days they were…” His eyes started losing focus, and Lord Ludvig had to bring him back before he plunged into the mist of the past and plummeted down a canyon in the mountains of melancholy.
 

“Smiles!”
 

“…Sorry, Lord Ludvig. He says they weren’t that many, but they seemed well prepared. They headed right up the passes onto the Plateau and then blocked the roads so’s no-one c’n get in. Not by road, anyhow.”
 

“What about the logging camp? Does he know about it? Can he tell us anything about it?”
 

“Let me ask him…Here, Augs …oh, sorry! I mean KILO-GOLF-FOUR-SIERRA-HOTEL to KILO-LIMA-NINER-KILO-ECHO-YANKEE. Augie, that loggin’ camp, the one wif all them women, d’yer know the one I’m talking about? Yes, yes, ‘s right…Ooh, I’m sure you don’t, Augs, my lad…” A wheezy, phlegmy laugh. “Now, what can you see there? No, no, not that, you old goat! What I mean is, Augs, what is the situation vis-á-vis the Iraqubans and the logging camp? You got that, Augs? Over?”
 

Waiting. Lord Ludvig’s breath was coming in short gasps. Scarfdale da Silva, the human antenna, was starting to feel the twinge as his back started spasming. His mind, too, started drifting, to the back rub his young wife would no doubt be administering later.
 

“KILO-GOLF-FOUR-SIERRA-HOTEL to KILO-LIMA-NINER-KILO-ECHO-YANKEE. Ok, got that Augs, I’ll convey your intelligence to His Lordship. Now you stay in touch, Augs, and when you see any movement, you let me know. I’ll be on standby this end. This is Smiler to Augs, I mean KILO-GOLF-FOUR-SIERRA-HOTEL to KILO-LIMA-NINER-KILO-ECHO-YANKEE. Signing off for now. Over ‘n out.” He took off the earphones and rubbed the sides of his face. It was like trying to iron pleats from a rubber curtain. He looked concerned. 
 

“I’m afraid it don’t look so good, M’Lord. He says he can see the camp from his vantage point. Has a pair of strong binoculars, has our Augie. Says he saw a contingent of soldiers drive into to the camp. He hasn’t seen them leave yet, though.”
 

“Oh, dear. I’d better tell Lady Brünhilde, although how she’ll take it I wouldn’t hazard a guess. Poor Klara, held hostage by those filthy, rotten dogs! You fellows, mind the fort. I’ll be back in a bit.”
 

And with that he left, softly closing the door behind him. To himself Mr Smiles thought Lor’ luv a duck, poor geezer looks older ‘n me.
 


 

Far to the north, the royal hunting party were taking tea.
 

The jungle - hot, noisy, and watching, always watching - was a green bubble surrounding them. The small clearing in which they had stopped was roofed by a low, dark green canopy of branches and bordered on all sides by undergrowth that seemed as impenetrable as an existentialist’s prose. After chopping and macheteing their way through the dense undergrowth for a good part of the morning and early afternoon, they had stumbled into a small area almost denuded of growth of any kind, and had decided to use the opportunity to partake of some refreshment.
 

George, their ensheathed pygmy guide, had protested vehemently, in a voice that even Señor Ghoulash, their normally confident translator and anthropologist, had found difficult to fully translate. Seeing that his charges were adamant about stopping, George had slithered up into the nearest tree and quietly watched the strange ritual from an overhanging branch. The impression of being watched by a mushroom – with a large red stem – was not enough to put an exhausted Edouard, or any of the others in his entourage, off their craving for tea. The gas stove, kettle, and fine china tea set, carried with muttered curses by the pages Elffred and Harriman, had been unpacked and fired up by Rumor, the king’s butler. The tiny kettle was just coming to a boil.
 

I wonder if we’ll ever get out of here and find our way back? King Edouard said to himself as he looked around him. Then, finding that a lonely thought, decided to give it a voice as a companion. 
 

“How will we ever get out of here and find our way back?” he asked Señor Ghoulash, who was busying himself with a water bottle, wetting the large red bandana that he wore to prevent insects from falling down his neck, and mopping at his face.
 

“I think we should not be concerned, Your Majesty. George knows this place like the back of his hand. But we should not be taking too long for the tea. The afternoon is not too long, still, and it gets dark very quickly here, so we must be back at the campsite well before then.”
 

Those members of the party not busy with the tea were about their duties. Anna-Frid and Agnetha were staking out the perimeter of the clearing, while Inge was fussing about prettily in her shoulder bag. She was sitting on a half rotten tree stump that was providing her with quite a soft, comfortable seat. She had not even perspired yet, despite the clammy, muggy heat that left everyone else’s clothes with large dark, salt-rimmed blotches.
 

“Here you go, Your Majesty. Hope it’s to your taste, Sir. Bit difficult circumstances.”
 

”Thank you, Rumor. I’m sure it’ll be just fine…umm, another biscuit here, please, … there, that’s better. Now isn’t this nice. Peaceful, all of a sudden. Say, Ghoulash, old chap, what does George think, are we getting any closer to our quarry?” 
 

A quick exchange followed between Señor Ghoulash and the figure perched on the branch. 
 

“I don’t understand, Your Majesty. He seems agitated. I cannot quite make out what he is saying. Something about the flames or fire, I think. But they are so excitable, these small people. Think nothing of it.”
 

“Oh, I don’t think this little gas fire poses a fire hazard. Not in these damp conditions.”
 

Leaning back, King Edouard felt the weights on his eyelids. It had been a hard slog, so far. Through his half-closed lids, he could see Inge, staring pensively at the ground. She slowly reached up and rubbed at her shoulder. She must be tired, he thought. The tree stump on which she was sitting seemed to be moving, the bark shifting in the half-light. Just the shadows, he said to himself, the light’s deceptive. He closed his eyes for just a moment.
 

He was jerked upright by Inge’s scream. 
 

He would never have thought she could scream like that. Not the always composed, self-contained Inge. But it was Inge. She had jumped up, and was furiously beating at her clothes. The others all scrambled around, no one knowing what to do or what was happening. She started to do a little dance, flailing her arms and beating at herself, all the while whimpering “No! No! Get Away! Help me! Help me! They’re eating me alive!” Then she turned and ran, blindly disappearing into the foliage.
 

King Edouard was the first to react. He dashed after her, rushing headlong at the place where she’d disappeared into the undergrowth, shouting “Inge! Inge! Wait!” Behind him, he could hear Señor Ghoulash exclaim “The ants! The fire ants! She was sitting on their nest …” Then he was running as hard as he could, following the sounds of thrashing as the hysterical Inge was crashing through the jungle, trying to get away.
 

He didn’t know how far he ran before he had to stop for breath. His heart was beating so furiously he couldn’t even hear Inge anymore. Branches, trying to grab him, had lashed his face and arms. He heard a sound off to his right, and moved in that direction, shoving branches out of his way. He crashed through a particularly stubborn fern and almost fell into the river.
 

“Inge!” 
 

She was off to his left, still slapping at her clothes, giving small cries of pain as the hundreds of tiny pincers clamped onto her finely textured soft bits. 
 

“Hang on, Inge, let me help you…what do I do? Where are they?”
 

“All over! They’re all over!” she whimpered.
 

“Quickly then, into the water!” he said, and, grabbing her around the waist, jumped.
 

It wasn’t deep, but they still went under. Then he found his footing and got them both upright. Inge was tearing at her clothes, and was finally getting out of them. First, buttons popping, was her shirt. As she ripped it off and threw it on the riverbank – still enough presence of mind, Edouard noted – he saw them, tiny red ants, dozens of them, all over her back. And front. 
 

She had by now got rid of whatever she had been wearing under her shirt s well. 
 

”What was that, a camisole…?” he enquired appropriately.
 

“Get them off me, you fool!” she shouted.
 

“Of course. Sorry…Take that, you bastards…and that…” He was crushing them one by one, ripping them off her back and shoulders. Even then, the tiny, pincer-like jaws stayed behind. She was now working on her long, loose trousers, ripping them off, over the boots, and, in one motion balling them up and throwing them on the bank, then slapping and rubbing her legs. Again, Edouard noticed that she had enough presence of mind to keep her panties on.
 

While to him, King Edouard, this was a mere observation, a battle of wills was looming, for, to Eddie Cattz – who had appeared the moment that the amount of bare female flesh had exceeded a certain, as it were, bare minimum - it was a matter of some disappointment, and one that he may just have tried to rectify, if King Edouard had not pre-emptively put him in with a kind of mental half-nelson, subduing him immediately.
 

Finally, Inge’s panic started to subside. She turned to him and, tears in her beautiful eyes, said, “Yes, I think that’s all of them,” and collapsed against his chest. He grabbed hold of her and, going through the repertoire of sounds that men have, for millennia, had to rely on when confronted by women in distress, led her to the water’s edge. And suddenly King Edouard himself, even without – or was it because of? – Eddie C’s nagging insistence, realized that he was holding a beautiful, trembling, near naked woman in his arms, albeit one whose skin was starting to erupt in red welts.
 

“C’mon Inge, let’s get you out of this water. We don’t know what might be in it.” He helped her towards the side. She was still clinging to him, tears now running freely, whether from pain or relief, he couldn’t tell.
 

They reached the side and he had to cup his hands so that could step into them with her foot and get a grasp on one of the overhanging branches. Her weight pulled it down and, grabbing it, he held on until she had scrambled up the steep riverbank. Then he followed. They collapsed at the top, relieved but breathless. 
 

And then Inge entered the gates of purgatory.
 

It’s said that the bite of a fire ant must be experienced to be believed. It’s as if the tiny jaws are capable of grabbing the very end of a nerve and pinching it with a malice that telegraphs the pain through both the dermis and epidermis, making it extract every morsel of pain from the nerve like a gold miner who’s hit the mother lode. Inge’s nerves were going Snap! Crackle! and Pop! She had jumped up and was standing with arms akimbo, making little hissing noises between her clenched teeth, willing herself not to scratch. But then she did scratch. The relief of putting her nail onto that first little welt provided the kind of almost instant relief that burrows right down to the bone. As soon as she stopped, though, the itch rose up again, exploding from a nerve ending so sensitive that even a tickle of wind was like a hot needle.
 

Edouard was up and proceeded to gather her clothes. He returned shortly, having found only her shirt. 
 

“You just stay put. I’ll see if I can find the rest,” he assured her. He had to do everything he could to keep Eddie Cattz at bay.  He went downriver a bit, and had just gone around the slight bend in the river when he heard her cry out. He ran back 
 

“What is it, Inge?”
 

”There’s something over there!” she said, taking enough time out from scratching to point at the dense foliage behind them. “Please, don’t leave me alone!”
 

“Ok, I’ll have a look… oh, look, Inge, it’s George. Hey, George! Boy, are we glad to see you!”
 

Emerging from the jungle like a mushroom pushing up through the lawn was the little pygmy man. He didn’t talk, just went over to Inge who had by now wrung out her wet shirt and was struggling to get into it. He started to tug at it, gesturing and miming, obviously trying to get her to take it off.
 

King Edouard’s first thought was along the lines of Oh, no! Eddie the C has done a dodge and transferred, in a way that would have put any believer in reincarnation in a froth, to the pygmy, whose red, jutting sheath and its imagined contents was any reprobate, slash-rock star’s fantasy made flesh.
 

“Sir, what’s he doing?” There was an edge of panic in Inge’s voice.
 

“Here, I say, hang on, old chap!”
 

Because he was not making much headway, George let go of her shirt. He then made a gesture that even they could interpret as Wait! He went off a little way and, scooping up some mud, returned. He started to rub a bit of mud on his arm, and then offered the rest of it to Inge. 
 

“Oh, I think I’ve got it, Inge,” Edouard said. “He wants you to rub this on your skin. Probably soothes the ant-bites.” He nodded vigorously at George, showing that he understood, and taking the handful of mud, he turned to Inge. 
 

“I’ll do your back, Inge. Have to get your shirt off again, I’m afraid.”
 

“Yes, Your Majesty,” she said. She turned her back and tugged the half-wet garment over her head. He gave her some of the mud, which she began applying to the worst affected areas. He started on her back, and when George returned with more gobs of the stuff, started applying it to her legs.
 

It was a rare moment. For once, both His Royal Highness King Edouard and Eddie Cattz were as one. Contentment can do that.
 

“How does that feel, Inge?” Edouard/Eddie asked.
 

“It’s quite soothing, Your Majesty, thank you.” 
 

He was down on his knees behind her, slowly applying mud to her shapely thighs, when Edouard/Eddie said. “Uh … Inge …do you think…”
 

She stiffened slightly. “Yes, Your Majesty?” she asked guardedly.
 

“Could you … would you …please…?”
 

She had paused in her self-treatment and just stood still, waiting.
 

Edouard/Eddie were involved in the kind of family fight that could draw whole precincts of policeman, tyres screeching, sirens Doppler-yowling and lights flashing, to a house’s front door on a Saturday night. But King Edouard won this one, if only just. 
 

“Would you please stop calling me Your Majesty? Damn it, Inge, we’re a million miles from all that.”
 

“Then what should I call you, Sir?” 
 

“Call me by my name! Edouard. Or even Eddie.” Only just. “Not too difficult, is it?”
 

“I’ll certainly try, Your Ma…Edouard…”
 

Edouard stood up from where he had been kneeling behind her. He averted his eyes. But only just. He took a deep breath. “Good. Great. That’s a start. Now, you carry on with this and I’ll see if George can … where is he? George? George? Ah, there you are. Now listen, George, I don’t know if you can understand me, but … what is it, George? What’re you staring at?” 
 

The pygmy was frozen in place. He was staring at the jungle. King Edouard came up behind him. 
 

“What is it, George? What’s …? Oh! Oh! Inge! I think you’d better come over here. Quickly!” 
 

George was staring at a tree. It had eyes. And teeth. And, slowly, the tree was melting and turning into something … something with long, white, body hair, long arms and even longer legs.
 

“Omigod! It’s …it’s one of them! It’s a Guyazii! Inge, can you see it…? They were right all along, the old books! The Guyazii do exist!”
 

She was right next to him. “Um, Your Majesty, don’t you think it might be prudent to … “
 

”And this will happen now that I don’t have either a camera or my rifle! Look, Inge!” Now the scientist was getting the upper hand. “…Look how it’s walking: the shambling gait; ape-like, yet also more like a human! This could be it, Inge! The missing link!”
 

“Yes, but Your Majesty! It is walking this way…!”
 

“Oh, but Inge! It doesn’t look dangerous! Why, it’s only about three feet tall!”
 

“I think you’d better tell that to George, Sir.“
 

It would have been quite difficult, if not downright impossible, to impart anything to the pygmy just then. Not because of any language barriers, or because of George’s shortcomings in the field of anthropology, but mostly because it is quite difficult to talk to someone who is flying unaided through the air.
 

If George’s flight was unaided, the takeoff of said flight had certainly been accomplished with some help. In one long leap, the alleged Guyazii had reached the place where the pygmy stood half petrified, and, before he could move, the creature had picked him up bodily and hurled him through the air. With a thump and a cry, George crashed down on the pebbly bank. He lay quite still.
 

Edouard picked up a piece of driftwood and began waving it about. “I don’t think he’ll try that with us, Inge, because of our size. Whoa, boy. There, there. We’re not going to harm you….” Edouard said in the soothing tones that he normally used when his mother’s dogs, rottweilers crossed with bulldogs, greeted him when he arrived at the palace in the early hours after a late night.
 

The Guyazii was crouching down; its lips were drawn back, exposing teeth that, despite their size, could certainly cause harm. It crouched lower. It was getting ready to leap. At Edouard and Inge. 
 

Suddenly a shot rang out, and a voice cried out, “Stop! You are our prisoners! Do not try to get away!”
 

Amazed at this turn of events, Edouard turned his body towards the voice, keeping his eyes on the Guyazii. He saw its white-maned head also turn. He saw the snarl widen; and he interpreted the low growl as an expression of frustration at being deprived of its prey. The Guyazii started to melt. It became a tree, branches, leaves and all. Then it was gone.
 

“Do not move. You cannot get away. You are now prisoners of Iraquba!”
 

There was a boat approaching from upriver. It was a small gunship, heavily armed. Even if the voice of the soldier had not conveyed a lot of authority - and it did - the automatic weapons levelled at King Edouard and Inge certainly did.
 


 

In a dark room a long way away, a game of solitaire is progressing well. 
 

The preceding few days have been tense, but now, even through the earphones, the relief Jekyll hears is palpable.
 

“Act one, scene one, was a total success, if I may say so myself.” Mr Knight is brimming with confidence. 
 

Ms Queen is, as always, Ms Queen.
 

“It is only the first phase, Mr Knight. Not yet time to celebrate. Are your people in place?” 
 

Not our people, Jekyll notes. Your people. 
 

Mr Knight notes it as well. The ball is his to serve. 
 

“Rook and Bishop went in with the invasion force, Ma’am. A base camp has been established … here, in a logging camp supposedly run by women…”
 

“Not supposedly, Mr Knight. Really. They’re called the Iniuri, actually. And they, too, have discovered the very real pleasure of getting along without men…” 
 

Always the subtext, Jekyll marvelled. Does she ever let up…?
 

“…and are currently moving towards the Plateau of Tears. They should be reporting in when the area has been secured.”
 

“Very well. Keep me informed. That is all for now.”
 

She minces balls, never words, Jekyll thinks, and then moves his red jack onto a wayward black queen. Already he can sense that the game of solitaire may be another pointless success.
 


 

“…and you say you haven’t heard anything from them, Lord Ludvig?” 
 

Jason almost had to shout into the mouthpiece of the ancient instrument. The hiss on the line was doing its utmost to obliterate the old man’s voice, and Jason had removed the one earplug completely to be able to hear. The Bakelite was a clammy fist against the side of his head. 
 

“No, nothing, Jason, not since the day before yesterday. They’ve been cut off from the outside world. Gods know what those Iraquban bastards are doing to my baby … her mother’s a wreck. Blames me for letting her go…” Lord Ludvig took a deep breath. “But you say you’re where …? Llandudno…?”
 

”Lendezno, Lord Ludvig.”
 

“But that’s in Costa Blanca! How on earth …?”
 

”It’s the airfield closest to the invasion area that we could find, Lord Ludvig. And Pieter van Zijl, our pilot, happens to know some people here. We thought we might be in a position to get a better idea of what’s going on from here.”
 

“But what can you do, Jason…?” The old man’s voice was fading.
 

“I have to go now, Lord Ludvig, but we’ll let you know if we get some news about the women, I promise. Goodbye, now.”
 

Jason placed the phone back in its cradle and headed for the table. “Poor old guy’s almost out of his mind with worry,” he said to Pieter. “I don’t see how he can run the country when his own daughter is in danger.” 
 

And Costanza, he thought. Costanza…
 

Only then did he notice the others at the table. The man was stocky, with an authoritative jaw and crew cut, while the woman was gorgeous in a no-nonsense, matter-of-fact way. Pieter introduced them.
 

“These are the Bozonis, Jason, Boz and Cindy. And this is Jason Poligon.”
 

”Oh, you’re the ex-KGIA man, hey?” Boz asked, a note of suspicion in his voice. “And you still are, by the looks of you.”
 

“What, you mean the glasses and earplugs? That’s a long story,” Pieter reassured them. “Jason is on the up and up, I assure you. But please, tell us what you think our neighbours are up to.” 
 

Pieter turned to Jason. “Boz has a chopper charter service, so he knows the area around here very well. If you want to know anything to do with flying in these parts, he’s your man.”
 

Boz was regarding Jason, summing him up. At last he said “We’ve been flying some clients into the area just recently, and yes, I noticed that the Iraqubans have been very active for about a week now. Mostly we just ignore them, but obviously, this time they really have been up to something, namely this invasion. I don’t know. Doesn’t add up.”
 

”Do you think there’s more to it than meets the eye, Mr Bozoni?” Jason asked.
 

“Call me Boz, please. And no, I don’t think this is only about a historical border dispute. I mean, why now all of a sudden. I think there’s something – or someone else – behind the Iraqubans.”
 

“Any theories?”
 

“Just some suspicions, ‘re all. And an eyewitness, someone who happened to be at the border post when the IQs went through. He swore that a couple of the troop carriers certainly were not the standard issue Iraquban vehicles.”
 

”Oh?” Jason leaned forward. “What were they?”
 

”He was pretty sure that they were Amerussian. He’s got a videotape that seems to prove it. They didn’t do a very thorough job removing the Amerussian markings. And he’s a chap who knows his military hardware.”
 

Jason was nonplussed. “Amerussians colluding with Iraqubans? I don’t know, Boz, that’s about as likely as …”
 

Boz shrugged noncommittally. “I agree, Jason, but I trust my source. An old army pal of mine from Magnesia. He was a scout in the bush war.”
 

There was a moment’s silence as they mulled this over. Heat-waves rose from the runway, breaking it up into shimmering ribbons. A fly buzzed against the screen door of the small airport cafeteria. It was difficult to say whether it wanted to come into or go out. Somewhere, a phone was ringing.
 

Finally, Jason spoke. “This is something big, then. And I agree, Boz, it has to be more than a border dispute. At any rate, what I want to know is, what is the quickest way to get to the Iniuri lumber camp from here?”
 

”What?!? Why? The place is crawling with IQ soldiers by now…”
 

“Boz! Boz! Telephone!” The voice was that of the café owner, beckoning to Boz, who excused himself and went over. 
 

When he’d left, Cindy, who hadn’t contributed to the conversation thus far but was obviously intrigued by this stranger who was so inappropriately dressed, said “Yes, why do you want to go in there, Jason?”
 

”Some … friends of mine are there, and I intend to get them out,” was his simple reply. “Pieter, you said the Bozonis have a chopper charter service, didn’t you? I wonder…”
 

He didn’t get a chance to pursue the thought, because at that moment Boz returned, and with a curt “C’mon, Cin, gotta go,” headed for the door.
 

“What is it, Boz?” she asked alarmed, jumping up and following. Jason wasn’t about to give up, and so he set off after them. As he emerged from the cool of the cafeteria into the dust-choked heat outside, he heard Boz say “…has gone missing. They think the IQs might’ve picked him up. I’ve got to go refuel the chopper and go in, Cin.”
 

”Who, Boz? Who’s been picked up by the Iraqubans?” Jason had caught up and grabbed Boz by the arm. He let go when he saw the fury in the pilot’s eyes.
 

“Your bloody king, that’s who! Seems he went off into the jungle and he’s got himself lost. Or caught. Boy, this is just what we need!”
 

“And you’re going to look for him? Then I’m coming along.”
 

“And just who the hell do you think you’re ordering around? This is not a sight-seeing trip, Mr Shades.”
 

Jason stepped back and lifted his hands placatingly, palms up. “Sorry, Boz, you’re right, of course. But think of it this way.” Jason counted off the possibilities. “What we do know is that the IQs have taken over the lumber camp; they’re keeping everybody there, prisoner. What better place is there to take their other prisoners? And together we can do a helluva lot better than on our own.”
 

”Whoa, Mr KGIA agent, who said I was going to rescue the king? I’ve merely been asked to fly to the camping site and bring out as many of the personnel there as I can.”
 

”Ok, so I assumed wrong. But at least get me to the camping site. It’s a damn site closer than we are here, and from there I might be able to get to the lumber camp. C’mon, Boz, please. After all, you’ll have room on the chopper going in, so what can you lose?”
 

Boz turned to face Jason full on. ”I’m not going to be responsible for some damn idiot who wants to be a hero, that’s what! Do you know what that jungle is like, Mr Rambo…?” 
 

“Yes, Boz, I do know I know it very well, in fact. And as for playing nurse-maid, don’t worry, I know how to take care of myself.”
 

“She must be quite special then, Jason, if you’re willing to do this for her,” Cindy said.
 

“She’s Governor-General Lord Ludvig’s daughter, if you must know. And a friend…”
 

“Oh, hell,” Boz said, casting his eyes heavenward, “so it’s not just a king those bastards have got, they’ve also the GG’s daughter! Who knows what demands they’ll make in return for those two hostages? Ok then Jason, you can come along. I’ll be leaving within an hour. I’ll take you to the royal campsite, but from there you’re on your own.” 
 

Cindy wanted to say something but her husband interrupted her. 
 

“No, Cindy, you’ll have to stay. We’re going to need as much room on the chopper as possible to fly out the happy campers. Besides, you may just be needed at the hospital. There may be casualties…” 
 

He left the sentence hanging.
 


 

The news had also reached the war room.
 

“KILO-GOLF-FOUR-SIERRA-HOTEL to KILO-LIMA-NINER-KILO-ECHO-YANKEE. I read you loud ‘n clear, Augie. Go Ahead. Over?”
 

Crackle-buzzzzzzz-tweeeeet-ziinnnnnggg-shhhhhhhhhh-crackle.
 

“KILO-GOLF-FOUR-SIERRA-HOTEL to KILO-LIMA-NINER-KILO-ECHO-YANKEE. Are you sure about that, Augs? Is there any means to confirm your intelligence? Over?”
 

Up on his chair-cum-antenna stand, Scarfdale da Silva was convinced that the answer to that question was a resounding No!
 

Lord Ludvig was as close to the cardboard speaker of the old radio as he could get, but it was no use. He was starting to think that Smiles was having them all on, and that he wasn’t actually talking to KILO-LIMA-NINER-KILO-ECHO-YANKEE. Or to anybody, for that matter. It would not be the first time.
 

Sshhhhhhhhhh-crackle-ziinnnnnggg-buzzzzzzz-tweeeeet- crackle.
 

“KILO-GOLF-FOUR-SIERRA-HOTEL to KILO-LIMA-NINER-KILO-ECHO-YANKEE. ’Ang on, Augie, let me talk to his nibs …I mean, to Lord Ludvig.”
 

He took off the earphones and turned to Lord Ludvig. “I’m afraid the news is not good, Milord. Not good at all. Augie says he watched the enemy bring some captives to the lumber camp a little while ago. A man and a woman, he says. And they wuz also carrying one o’ them little nippers with the oversized packages, one o’ them piggies…”
 

”Pygmies.”
 

“…yeah, one of them. Well, Augie says the man looked kind o’ familiar. So he used his extra strong binoculars, an’ had a good look. It’s bad news, I’m afraid, Milord. Seems the enemy have succeeded in capturing our dear King Edouard.”
 

The crashing sound was Da Silva falling off his chair. 
 

The thump was Lord Ludvig, keeling over in a momentary swoon of oblivious peace.
 


 

The swaggering Iraquban soldiers had ordered everyone in the lumber camp into the dining hall. Normally a spacious structure, the large pre-fabricated hut was bursting at the seams, since it was occupied not only by the Iniuri lumberjills, but also by all of the prisoners the Iraqubans had netted in their blitzkrieg invasion, like a vacuum cleaner sucking up dog biscuits.
 

Klara and Costanza had manoeuvred themselves into one corner where, surrounded by a couple of the more chromosomally ambiguous of the lumberjills, they felt a bit more inconspicuous. Costanza especially felt the need to remain invisible to at least one but preferably both eyes of the so-called explorer-adventurer Andrzej Krawizcech who, along with his dodgy colleague, the ever dapper Polan Romanski, had been in the first group of Iraquban prisoners to be brought to the camp.
 

Chief Ixuptecal’pa’a had protested loudly and vehemently that it was taboo to put men in with them, and, if the Iraquban Lieutenant would only open his eyes and look around, which, of course - she added to vigorous agreement from the rest of her kin - would be impossible for one whose eyes were probably permanently full of pig’s excreta from being stuck so far up his superior’s backside for so long, but he should try anyway, the lieutenant, so that he could see that the camp was for women only, and that men were only allowed in during the vernal and autumnal equinoxes, and then only to prepare those few dozen of his – the lieutenant’s - brothers and cousins, the suckling bush-pigs that could be eaten during the equinoctial celebrations by the women but which was taboo for them to touch while still raw. 
 

All of this had been uttered in one breath, the furious chieftainess seeming to double her already humungous bulk in her rage, while the young lieutenant, who, with a company of soldiers had swaggered into the camp, ended up looking like a dinghy next to a supertanker.
 

It had made no difference, though. The dinghy, after all, was armed to the gunwales. The logging camp was to be, as the lieutenant had pointed out euphemistically and without appearing the least bit aware of the irony of his words, a place of safety for those civilians who now suddenly found themselves in Iraquban territory. Territory that, of course, they had not wandered into, but that had rather wandered into them and swallowed them up like a ravenous python. This would have been a rest day for the loggers. Following Iniuri tradition, the loggers worked for four days and rested on the fifth day. They had therefore all been in the camp during the invasion. 
 

Klara and Costanza were grateful to be able to get some rest at last. Their bodies ached. The Iniuri had not treated them lightly as newcomers. They had been expected to do their bit from the start, getting up at 5am, helping cook breakfast and then flying out to the designated logging area in the zeppelin where they had been put to work stripping branches off the felled trees in preparation for being transported. 
 

Then the fifth day had dawned and, with it, the Iraquban army. And the prospects of it being a day of relaxation had evaporated with the morning mist. Ok, so as captives they weren’t actually working, but the tight band of nerves roiling her stomach made Costanza feel as relaxed as a python around a pygmy. Strangely she didn’t really feel as if she was in any personal danger. On the contrary, the Iraquban soldiers had so far been icily courteous throughout. It was the kind of courtesy that was displayed by the men from a culture that regarded women as such obvious inferiors that they were hardly ever to be taken seriously. Women were therefore automatically placed in one of two categories: they were either angels such as mothers, sisters, and wives; or they were sluts.
 

There was only one exception to the Iraquban mode of behaviour. Two men – dressed in civilian clothes - in the Iraquban company didn’t seem to quite fit in, somehow. Costanza couldn’t quite put her finger on why she felt this way. Earlier, when all the women had been gathered in the dining hall and were being addressed by the Iraquban lieutenant, these two had been standing off to one side. One was a broad-shouldered, square-jawed type, the kind whose self-confident arrogance made him impervious to his own shortcomings, while his companion, a narrow-shouldered chinless type, looked as stupid as he undoubtedly was. They did not look Iraquban.
 

The bigger one, a pair of expensive sunglasses unable to disguise the smirk on his lips, was obviously staring at her. At first, she had stared back at him, but when he had elbowed his stupid looking companion in the ribs and pointed at her with his gum-chewing chin, and the stupid looking, slack-jawed one had almost started drooling, she had averted her eyes and not made eye contact with them again. When she dared look in their direction again, they had disappeared. She had not seen them again.
 

During the course of the day a number of other captives had joined them in this ‘place of safety’. Among them were the two explorer-adventurers, Krawizcech and Romanski. They had tried to engage Costanza and Klara in a discussion about their plight. Krawizcech, obviously feeling the stress, was even more wall-eyed than usual, and his wandering left eye had a life of its own.
 

As the afternoon wore on, conversation among the captives in the stifling confines of the hut dwindled. Even the two feminazis exhausted their extensive collection of epithets concerning the obvious regressiveness of male-dominated societies and fell silent, while the vice-chairperson of the Gay Pride Association of Northwest Amerus, after chain-smoking her way through two packs of thirties, was still a nervous wreck.
 

Then the door at the far end opened and two more captives, a man and a woman, were shoved unceremoniously into the room. Costanza realized that there were, in fact, three people. One of them was a child, and was being carried in the arms of the man, who blinked his eyes in the relative gloom inside the hut, looking for a place to lay the child down. 
 

“I’ll go and see if I can help,” Klara said. “Perhaps the child is hurt.” She got up and started threading her way through the sprawled prisoners. More because of the prospect of alleviating the boredom than from thinking she could really contribute, Costanza followed.
 

As they got close, the man, who had laid the child on the floor, glanced up at her.
 

Costanza’s sharp intake of breath – maybe it was the sound of her jaw dropping to the floor - alerted Klara, who diverted her attention from the prone figure that she suddenly realized was not a child, and glanced at Costanza. When she saw Costanza’s eyes widen, she looked at the object of the latter’s attention, namely the male newcomer, for the first time.
 

“Oh,” was all she managed at first. Then: “Oh!” Then: “But you’re … you’re King Ed…”
 

”Shhhh!!” The man had his finger to his lips and with his eyes was warning them not to say a word. “Let’s get this little fellow comfortable, shall we.” 
 

“What happened to him, Your Ma… ummm …”
 

“Eddie,” King Edouard Katzenellenbogen van der Meer de Bliksemen de Donderin ‘introduced’ himself. “Just call me Eddie. Please!” The last was more of a warning than a request. “Under no circumstances must these IQs know who I am, eh. And this is my personal assistant, Inge,” he added, gesturing at the woman standing behind him. Inge was dressed in camouflage clothing, and she was scratching, rubbing, and scratching, obviously in some distress, looking at them in a distracted manner.
 

“Of course … Eddie. But who is this, and what happened to him? I’m a nurse, I can help,” Klara insisted, her nursing instincts still dominant.
 

“This is George, our guide. He’s a pygmy,” he added redundantly. “Had a bit of a nasty fall. Concussion, I think. Been unconscious for quite a while now.”
 

”Let’s get him comfortable, then.” Klara turned to Costanza. “See if you can find some pillows, love,” she said. “And ask Ixuptecal’pa’a if she’s got anything we can use as a disinfectant. This cut on his forehead’ll infect for sure if we don’t treat it ...”
 

She hardly got through the sentence. The full stop at the end was amputated by a keening wail. It was the Iniuri chieftainess, Ixuptecal’pa’a. She was ploughing the imposing superstructure of her bulk through the sea of prone bodies, descending upon them like a Valkyrie at an Asgardian banquet. She fell sobbing upon the frail figure of the pygmy man, gathering him in her arms and, her features blurred by tears streaming down her cheeks, held him to her enormous, floppy bosom. 
 

“Hang on there, he’s not dead! Just concussed, is all. No need to … who is this, anyhow?” Eddie asked 
 

“That’s Ixuptecal’pa’a,” Costanza was finally able to say something to her king. “She’s the chieftain of the Iniuri.
 

The keening wail of the chieftain now had an extra note. A giggling sound was emanating from her chest, where George had evidently gained consciousness. A hand sneaked up, touched a breast. Another giggle bubbled up, and suddenly Ixuptecal’pa’a was shouting and laughing and holding the little man even tighter. Then she held him at arm’s length, his feet dangling and toes curling, and gently, gently, rubbed noses with him.
 

“Well, I never!” the freelance journalist observed. “Such a tiny man. I didn’t think he’d have it in him.”
 

“No,” answered the cynical vice-chairperson of the Gay Pride Association of Northwest Amerus. “And I wouldn’t have thought he’s had it in her, either.”
 


 

It was teatime in the LOUNGE.
 

“…it is therefore with pride that we, the people of the Free and Democratic People’s Republic of Iraquba…”
 

No kettle was ever boiled, no pot of tea was ever brewed and not a single drop of the amber liquid ever passed over even one of the pairs of lips belonging to any one of the diplomats of this august body. ‘Teatime’ in the League Of United Nations - Groupè Extraordinaire was so-called because this was when the affairs of the Nations That Count, the NTCs, were set aside for just a moment every week, allowing the twin illuminating beams of debate and discussion to be magnanimously focused upon the superfluity of smaller countries that bobbed like corks upon the sea of world affairs. 
 

“… submit that our action in the protectorate of Bugrawlia, and more specifically the Plata de Rasgónes…”
 

Teaime was a concession that the NTCs, i.e. the founding members of LOUNGE, had agreed to – or been forced into agreeing to – by the various power blocs and alliances that, like pustulant pimples, had burst upon the world in the fractious, post-colonial period.
 

“…is nothing but the rectification of a great historical wrong, and the reclamation of an area that for centuries was deemed a part of my country, Iraquba…”
 

Gone were the times when there were but a few, large empires, power blocs and superpowers, concocting their cosy confabulations where decisions of import were made by the few, while the rest were in thrall to those with their hands firmly on the throttles of international affairs.
 

“… an area of deep historical and cultural significance to all the peoples of Iraquba…”
 

This multitude of stepchildren, made up of former colonies, protectorates and others who had recently become independent, had learned many valuable lessons from their former masters. The most valuable being that to be divided was to lay the groundwork to be re-conquered, if not politically, then certainly economically and diplomatically and, even if the former, namely economic domination, was more or less a foregone conclusion, it was on the playing fields of the diplomatic game that a great levelling was occurring.
 

“…that was annexed by the rapacious and now all but defunct Brutish Empire.”
 

In an age-old game of diplomatic and political bait-and-switch, new groupings of nations and peoples and cultures were coalescing and re-coalescing constantly, the spots of sludge in the slow moving river of international affairs defined by shifting alliances and redefinitions of self-interest. It was a period of turbulence, and it was hoped that the debates and discussions known as teatime would make a small yet significant contribution by allowing the voices of the little people to be heard.
 

What had not yet changed much was the décor of the LOUNGE. Modelled on the leather-and-oak opulence of a posh gentleman’s club, for indeed, that is what it used to be, the delegates from the NTCs each had his own leather recliner and side table. This used to be sufficient in days of yore but it was somehow less so since all the new members had been allowed in. Due to a lack of space for more recliners, it had been necessary to add what amounted to vinyl office furniture around the room, degrading, if not destroying (in the minds of the old guard), the ambience of the chamber. Even the spittoons had been removed.
 

The recent turn of events in the last of its colonies were, this teatime, forcing at least one of the NTCs to stay awake long enough to take part in the debate. Watched closely by the Brutish delegation, the Bugrawlian ambassador to the LOUNGE now spoke. He was outraged. Of course, emotions were about as prevalent at these oh-so-diplomatic tête-à-têtes as during the coupling of a pair of wasps, so it was not the ambassador’s tone that revealed his anger; he was also not the type who would even consider removing his shoe to pound upon the lectern to show his displeasure. Not initially, anyway.
 

“The ambassador from Iraquba has certainly laid out a compelling case for his country’s actions,” he began in a reconciliatory voice. With his tone, you could have buttered the toast of all the brunches served by The Grounds For Celebration on a balmy Sunday, and still have enough over for a plate full of flapjacks. He looked around the room, making sure that he made eye contact with those upon whom he most wanted to impress his retort. 
 

“Actions that, by their belligerence and directness, attempt to obfuscate their foolhardiness. But let their obfuscations not serve to discombobulate the honourable members of this body. Let the Iraqubans’ actions be seen for what they are, namely nothing but a pure, old-fashioned invasion of the territory of a sovereign colony.” Not even a hint of irony from the seasoned diplomat. “Territory that has long been regarded as Bugrawlian by all right-thinking nations and members of this body …”
 

The Iraquban ambassador’s retort was an alembic of vitriolic, sputum flying rhetoric.
 

And so it went all afternoon. Argument and counter-argument was followed by rebuttal and counter-rebuttal; accusation and inference answered by allegation and indictment. Claim by counter-claim. A revolving door of charge and blame.
 

Proceedings reached a new low when the Bugrawlian ambassador, either in an audacious display of perceptive conjecture or in desperation at seeing the wavering slump and avoidance of eye-contact from many erstwhile allies, and postulating the hidden hand of larger forces involved in the affair, was accused by the Iraquban representative of himself being nothing more than the lackey of outmoded and regressive imperialist policies of expansion and hegemony.
 

At this point, the Chairperson, rousing himself from his torpor, declared that a vote would be taken upon the passage of a resolution censuring the wayward Iraquba for its actions. Upon which announcement, the whole exercise of the afternoon’s tedious debate was revealed as the theatre that it actually had been all along.
 

The Iraqubans and their allies, the Aligned Alliance of Non-aligned Nations (AANAN) voted against the resolution.
 

The Bugrawlians – and, obviously the Brutish and their allies in the Commonwealth of Former Brutish Territories (CoFQuIT) – voted for the resolution.
 

As expected, the Coalition of Uninvolved Nations (CoUN) abstained.
 

As, and this was noted with curiosity and disappointment by the Bugrawlian delegation, did the Amerussians. Moreover, since they - the Amerussians - held a disproportionately weighted vote, the resolution was defeated. 
 

Upon which the session was suspended and a press release, proclaiming the usefulness of frank and open debate and the laying of a framework for further talks, was provided to those members of the media as had had the good fortune to have been occupied elsewhere. Such as The Lame Parrot, three doors down from the LOUNGE, where patrons got free sausages-on-a-stick along with any cocktail that they could drink two of and remain standing.
 

The LOUNGE adjourned to the adjoining dining room for an excellent repast that included the finest Amerussian quail, served with a side dish of the curiously straight Bugrawlian bananas deliciously sautéed in red wine, the whole feast washed down with only the finest of Brutish clarets. Except for the members of AANAN, who only had coffee.
 


 

Cindy thought she knew Boz as well as she would ever know anyone, but this she did not understand. Rational thinker that she was, she realised that her incredulity stemmed more from a refusal to agree to the plan than to anything else. She had berated, rebuked and scolded both Boz and Jason; she’d even tried tears, but to no avail. The glint in Boz’s eye was the chicken bone in the craw of her anger. All she had left now was the stand-up act of Concern and Worry. Concern, who played the straight man, would tell her that Boz was not a reckless fool and that as his understanding companion, she should trust him, but then Worry would distract her with his emotional blubbering and set off a howl from her inner audience of emotions.
 

Jason Poligon, swaddled and bespectacled, was quietly studying a map of the area while the rest sat watching the story unfold on TV. The broadcast mostly consisted of footage taken the previous day at the border crossing, playing in an endless loop while a professionally concerned-looking announcer alternately read from the same script and fleshed the skeletal shanks of the news-skeleton with gristly hamstring of interviews with previously unknown experts from obscure universities and institutions. 
 

When this gave way to another endless loop of the debate in the LOUNGE, Jason left the table to place yet another phone call to Lord Ludvig. It was then that he learned, via Lord Ludvig via Mr Smiles’s buddy Augie the prospecting voyeur, that King Edouard was also a prisoner of the Iraqubans, nothing of which was of course even mentioned by the perfectly coiffed correspondent of catastrophes and calamities. 
 

Jason returned to the table and sat down. He told the others the latest about the King. While they were mulling this over, he turned to Boz.
 

“I want to go in. Can you take me?”
 

“You want what!?! Go in?!? If you’re saying what I think you’re saying, I’ll have to refer you to my wife. She’s a doctor. She has some excellent pills for people in your condition And I don’t mean …” He gestured at Jason’s outfit, that moat running along the castle walls that was intended to keep out the barbarian invasions of sensory overloads.
 

“I want to go in. I’ve been studying this map. There’s an abandoned lumber camp just over the hill from the one where my friends, and the King, are being held. I need you to fly me there. And out again with whomever I can get out. The Iraqubans won’t be expecting this. We can …”
 

”No! You’re crazy!” Cindy was aghast. The daggers in her look would’ve made sweaty-Hands Stuermer give up show business and open a stationery store. “Boz, don’t even … Boz! Why’re you studying that map…?”
 

“Ok, Mr Secret Agent,” Boz said after a few moments, having followed Jason’s finger tracing a path on the large-scale map from Lendezno to the unmarked spot in the Bugrawlian north where the lumber camp slash prison camp had earlier been pointed out to him. “Let’s say I can get you there in one piece. What then? D’you think you’re going to rescue everybody? Lead them back through the jungle, at night? And then what? My chopper can only carry four people so we can’t fly them out. They’ll be worse off, I reckon.”
 

”Who says we use your helicopter?” Jason pointed through the cafeteria window to where a Costa Blancan Grey Hawk Army helicopter was lurking beside the runway in the tropical sun. “I heard you say earlier that you provide training to the Costa Blancan Army pilots with that. We’ll use it.”
 

Boz just stared at him. “You are nuts. You think…”
 

”No, just think a moment. The Iraqubans also use Grey Hawk choppers. They’ll think it’s one of theirs. If they spot us. Which they won’t. I’ve heard you’re good.” The quiet way that he said this got to Boz. He felt Jason’s unwavering gaze from behind those sunglasses. “The Grey Hawk can carry twelve, including the pilot. That should be sufficient.”
 

At that point, Cindy got up from the table and walked out. Boz followed her. She was halfway across the parking lot when he caught up with her. She was as tense as a flagpole; he almost raised the white flag of surrender.
 

“Cin…”
 ”You’re going to do it, aren’t you? I could see it in your face. You’ve been waiting for something like this to come along. We…”
 

“It is the King of Brutain, Cin,” he protested. “We’ve got to do what we can. Besides, I kind of feel involved already. After all, I flew him in there…”
 

“He’s a big boy now, Boz – well, almost – and it was his decision. Besides, what did he do to stop his government from selling us out in Magnesia? We don’t owe him anything!”
 

“He’s not personally responsible for that, Cindy, c’mon! He’s a constitutional monarch. Politically that’s worth about as much as…as … as a bucket of lukewarm spit. Besides, I’ve gotten to know him a bit. I kind of like him.”
 

She knew it was useless to argue further so, instead of tacking against the wind, she took a deep breath, hove to and started to sail downwind. 
 

“Just promise me, Bozzie: no heroics. And no weapons.”
 

They took off an hour before sunset in the commandeered Grey Hawk helicopter – for which Boz had filed a flight plan for ‘night training’ – and after an uneventful flight of forty-five minutes, they landed in the abandoned lumber camp just a bejungled hillock away from their eventual goal. 
 


 

In a synchronous quirk of coincidence that would be wholly unremarkable to any statistician, but that may have inspired the mystically inclined, another Grey Hawk helicopter is at that moment landing in another lumber camp on the other side of the hillock from where Jason and Boz have just set down. The two passengers disembark as the engines die.
 

“I think, Mr Rook,” Mr Bishop observes after they have avoided decapitation by the slowing blades and are trudging towards the buildings of the compound. “It would not be presumptuous of us to indulge in a little self-congratulation. It has, after all, been a hugely successful day and a half, if I say so myself.”
 

Not only is Mr Rook often at sea with the metaphors that the KGIA’s Dir. Spec. Ops. requires of them; he is often equally uncertain as to when they are to be employed. So, to be on the safe side, he always keeps his fully stocked with blue overalls, ready to grind down the vernacular at a moment’s notice.
 

“My old man always warned me about being too self-congratulatory,” he ventures. “Said I’d go blind and get hairy palms…”
 

“Ah, yep, indeedy,” Mr Bishop continues, as oblivious of Rook’s interjection as a whale is of the barnacles on its belly. “We have overseen a successful invasion, secured the target area and neutralized all resistance, all without firing a single shot. I believe we deserve a bit of rest and recreation, now don’t we? We must, of course, check up on the poor unfortunates who, through no fault of their own, have been caught up in this … event and are now in our custody. All for their own safety, of course.”
 

”Yeah, that’s what he said, to always use safeties…”
 

”I am particularly interested in one of our captives, that fiery filly with the red hair. Now, I’m sure she has quite a bit that she will want to tell us, won’t she?” Mr Bishop pats the bag slung over his shoulder. “Especially after she receives a bit of … persuasion… Firstly, though, we’ll have to report in to HQ. We don’t want to keep Ms Queen on tenterhooks, do we?”
 

This remark sets wheels spinning in Mr Rook’s head. But the tires are bald and find no grip. Mr Bishop is looking at him as if to say, you’re an idiot, Rook. Then he says, “You’re an idiot, Rook. Let’s see if we can get someone to scare us up a meal before we start.”
 


 

The jungle at night is nature’s condensed version of a three-day rock music festival. 
 

The jungle at night is nature’s condensed version of a three-day rock music festival. It’s a free love frolic, a frenetic feeding frenzy and a full-throated roar of life. Insects scritch and scratch, buzz and chirp in endlessly syncopating rhythms, a hallucinatory seethe, singing the body eclectic; forest elephants rumble a booming bass; monkeys, from macaque to orang-utan to guerrilla gorillas, howl out power ballads of love and angst into the soupy, sensuous air, the fireflies and moths their lighters-aloft, swaying audience. 
 

The franchise food stalls do a brisk business as the festivalgoers line up in a food chain whose members’ sole goal is to turn those who are one link down-chain back into the chains of amino acids whence they came, organic burgers with a saw-ya, so you’re sauce. 
 

Arts and crafts are in abundance, as spiders weave their one-size-fits-all gossamer caftans to eager-to-fit-in, just-up-from-the-farm yokel flies and ticks from the sticks.
 

Slithering about are the reptilian gurus, from the tiniest coral snakes who hang out their shingle in the hope of attracting those eager for past-life regression through hypnosis, to bodacious boa constrictors promising a hug that’ll help ya find yaself, baby, are ya ready for such a crushing discovery? and even badder adders guarantee yogic liberation, if you just call them Kundalini, maaaan!
 

On this stage appears two figures. And what is this? wonders the audience, hushed now wherever these heavy booted bipeds, these semi-simian trespassers tread. If they think that they are at the top of the food chain, then this is a good place to come for enlightenment, for here they, too, are no more than links within an endless choker chain of chowder and chaff. And even the chaff is chewed by something. 
 

“Bloody hell! I think something just flew down my throat!“ Boz hacks up whatever it was that had been amorously attracted to the soft moist tissue just behind his tongue.
 

“I think it must be that gum you chew,” Jason answers. “The spitfly is known to be partial to spearmint.”
 

“How far have we come, do you think?”
 

“We’ve done well. I think were almost at the top of the ridge, so we’re more than half way there.” 
 

Jason shines his torch at something off to the side of the half overgrown path that they are following. Time was when both the lumber camps were operational, and this footpath the only link between them. It is not long unused, but the jungle claims its own back faster than a divorced actress with a watertight prenuptial. In parts, they have had to hack away to clear the eager underbrush.
 

“What is it? Why’re you stopping? Did you see something?” Boz asks.
 

It’s impossible not to see things all the time in this place, Jason thinks, but he just grunts. “Imagination, ‘s all. C’mon, we’ll have a rest when we reach the top of the ridge.”
 

For Jason, the jungle is a sensory symphony. 
 

He knows it sees him, feels him, touches him, heals him. 
 

Listening to it, he gets the music. 
 

Gazing at it, he feels the heat. 
 

Right around him, he senses the millions.
 

Behind him, Boz is grumbling “I see no glory in this. 
 

Following you, I climb the mountain. I get excitement at your expense…
 

From you, I get opinions. I mean, what’s the story…?”
 

Then they crest the ridge and there, a few hundred meters beneath them, dimly visible through the trees: the lights of their destination: the lumber camp.
 


 

“I thought it was too good to be true,” the one feminazi said, to no-one in particular. The other captives were by now, used to the way she flighted her opinions like spitballs in a grade four history class. “A primitive, matriarchal society, they said.  No men involved. It could serve as a model, they said.” She picked at the pimple on her chin. The fecund microbial denizens of the jungle environment found her large, sweaty pores to be an excellent hydroponic growth medium, and were pushing up myriad tiny volcanic cones on her skin, each brimful with pustulent lava. “But men are always just there, aren’t they? Somehow. Just look at that lot.”
 

She was pointing through the window. Outside, on the quadrangular clearing, normally used to off-load the great denuded logs on their way to being turned into chopsticks, or paper pulp or fine furniture, and illuminated by a necklace of harsh spotlights erected by the Iraquban soldiers as a means of dissuading their prisoners from attempting to escape, the troops could be seen marching back and forth. The Iraquban commander, in a paroxysm of patriotism, had decreed that his men would benefit enormously from the character building experience of having a late night parade, in full battledress, within the confines of the camp. It would, he had reasoned, keep them from getting too bored after the excitement of the invasion, and at the same time it would be an opportunity to hoist the Iraquban standard in a display of fealty to the dominance of the Iraquban people’s revolution – and, of course, of GESUS – over the flabby corruption of the vassals of colonialism. Consequently, even those soldiers who had been guarding the prisoners had been drafted into the display, on the assumption that there was nowhere to escape to. Who would dare take on the jungle at night?
 

The straight-legged, goose step march favoured by the Iraquban army, where the arms snap smartly and the hands almost touch the sternum on each step, certainly looked impressive when performed in the large Plaza de la Revoluçion in front of the President’s palace back in the Iraquban capital. The march, however, requires something not readily available in the jungle, and that is a flat surface, not one as pocked and potholed as was the clearing. The result was that, seen from a distance, the marchers looked less like a disciplined and intimidating phalanx and more like a ragtag civil guard whose members have been hastily called away from their farms and given surplus rifles to defend the motherland against an invading horde that has already breached the perimeter of their village. Still, they marched, speeches were made, a flag was hoisted.
 

“At least,” the feminazi continued, “while they’re busy with their little parade they won’t be thinking about molesting us.” 
 

Not that even one of the Iraquban soldiers had so much as tried to touch any of the woman, but the mere thought that they might, now that made her stomach stretch tight, her throat constrict, her heart beat just a little faster and her voice grow slightly husky. From the female’s primal, justified fear of the male of the species, of course, she told herself.
 

The revelation that George, the little pygmy, was the husband and soul mate of chieftainess Ixuptecal’pa’a had served to dash the illusions of most of the foreigners about how this society was actually structured. Not to mention kindling speculation about the techniques required by the, let’s face it, enormous Isolde and her diminutive Tristan. 
 

“I think that, if you want to build a new world,” Deepfry Chopper weighed in portentously, always ready to impart the wisdom of the ages to mere mortals fortunate enough to cross his wake, “you could do worse than look to these people for models. Partnerships are what make them successful. After all, to make good pizza you need a good dough and a good topping…”
 

“With her the dough and him the topping, I presume? And if that … sheath thing is anything to go by, it’ll be a whopper!” Myra Breckenburgh said with a giggle.
 

“Now that was quite uncalled for, Myra, ‘specially in fron’ o’ awl these strangers!” Marvin Breckenburgh scolded his wife in that chicken-fried drawl that made the hackles rise on the back of the vice-chairperson of GPANA’s neck. To her, Marvin’s courtesy and good manners were nothing but the veneer on the hardwood table of his condescension towards ‘the li’l lady’ – his wife – and most other women he encountered.
 

When the Breckenburghs had first arrived at the lumber camp in the first batch of Iraquban POWs, Marvin, after his anger had been exhausted in a fruitless, hour long harangue at the sheer folly of his captors of taking Amerussian nationals prisoner, had been incredulous and disdainful upon learning that the lumber camp was really run by women. His attitude had been supported by the little drama that George and Ixuptecal’pa’a had played out, and the apparent vindication returned him to his usual arrogant equilibrium.
 

His wife, though, was a different pan of catfish. She was slowly emerging from her shell, like one of the homegrown crabs that Marvin so loved, but only so long as they were in a bowl of chowder, never running around freely. Myra absorbed her husband’s displeasure as easily as the EziWypes that she normally used when mopping up spillages in her kitchen back home. She giggled and winked at the nice young gentleman who had caught her eye the moment they had been brought here.
 

And Deepfry Chopper – well, he was in his element, holding forth to his truly captive audience. The subject of his lecture – inspired by circumstances; he was nothing if not creatively resourceful – was Balance and Harmony. The balance and harmony achieved by those who live close to nature as opposed to the imbalance and dissonance experienced by the power hungry. After about a half hour of this, Costanza had almost grabbed for a chainsaw. She entertained visions of amputating two of Chopper’s limbs so that he could experience balancing on three appendages of equal length. So, she and Klara had sought and got permission from the lieutenant in charge to accompany Inge to the bath-house. They were hoping that a soak in hot water would ease the incessant itching of the ant bites.
 

Myra’s ‘young gentleman’ who, unbeknownst to everyone except Costanza and Klara, just happened to be the King of Brutain, incognito, in mufti and indisposed, was preoccupied at that moment. Countless hours spent listening to parliamentary debates had led to his perfecting techniques for tuning out both the long-winded and the bickering, and tuning in to his own inner all-music station. The deejay was bopping around the studio while the producer was focused, as vaguely as on the commercials, on the soft murmurs from the adjoining bath-house. But like an ad that suddenly grabs the listener’s attention – promising a night with a supermodel - the voice that now penetrated Eddie Cattz’s gated community of a consciousness, found a home, made a down payment and started to hang curtains, that voice belonged to a man. And it also was coming from the bath-house.
 


 

“Now isn’t that nice, eh, Mr Rook? Three lovely young lasses in a hot tub. Ah, it almost reminds me of my student days…”
 

”Who are you? What do you want?” 
 

Inge had never in her life felt so naked and vulnerable. That was because she was naked. As was Klara and Costanza who were in the tub with her. The hot water, and Klara’s ministering touch – it was a professional touch, Inge told herself, and it felt soooo good! -  really did help for the itching, and, relaxing for the first time in many hours, Inge had almost fallen asleep in the water. Her eyes were closed when she heard Klara gasp and clutch her arm.
 

How long the two men had been watching them, they did not know. The breathing alerted Klara. It was an adenoidal, open-mouthed, slack-jawed breathing sound, and when she turned to the bath-house door that opened to the outside, not the one leading next door to the dining hall where the rest of the prisoners were, there stood two men. 
 

It was the chinless, slope-shouldered one who was having breathing troubles. He was performing an exercise in practical physics. Mostly he kept rising on tiptoes, peering at the water to adjust his viewing angle and so decrease the diffractive angle of the surface of the water and afford better glimpses of what he knew was hidden under the surface. He was, however, utterly indifferent to the science behind it, and would have called anyone who might have been so daft as to accuse him of thinking about what he was doing, a dirty, rotten liar. Nothing more imaginative than just that: dirty, rotten liar.
 

Just as an adder is subtler than a crocodile – slithering silently instead of exploding upon its prey - Mr Bishop, possessed of a subtler mind than his colleague, was just enjoying the moment. 
 

Completing the report to his master in the KGIA’s Dir. Spec. Ops., i.e. Ms Queen, a task that had taken longer to complete than he had anticipated, he and Mr Rook had joined the Iraquban troops for supper. This had consisted of a particularly nasty dish of undercooked, stringy meat, the origin of which the hungry Mr Bishop had thought it best not to inquire about, in a vegetable purée that resembled mashed seaweed, only less appetizing. Mr Rook, bless him, had declared it quite delicious and had asked for seconds. Mr Bishop never ceased to be amazed by Mr Rook’s lack of discernment concerning matters culinary, and had once even observed him scarfing down no fewer than three Big Mel hamburgers, anorexic chips included, without breaking stride. 
 

It was Mr Bishop who decided it was time to see how their captives – especially one with flashing eyes - were getting on. Mr Bishop was someone who regarded himself as entitled, and this attitude more than anything, led him down the dusty dead-end road of misjudgements. He expected men to show him the respect to which he felt himself entitled and, when this sometimes did not happen, the results were petulant tantrums culminating in severe beatings. Mr Bishop had sustained quite a few of these but still he never learned. 
 

Equally, he expected women to be compliant to his imagined charms, and, if they did not, the results were quite similar. He thought himself a sensitive person and like many who do, was exclusively sensitive to his own needs while being insensitive to an astounding degree about the needs of others. He was therefore utterly incapable of distinguishing between true haughtiness and the kind of shyness that Costanza displayed. And what he saw as haughtiness was merely one more obstacle to his petulant entitlement.
 

“Just checking to make sure that our prisoners of war are being treated in accordance with the protocols as set out by the illustrious LOUNGE,” Bishop explained, smiling his most disarming smile. His was a smile that, while intended to disarm others, secreted away any and all such weapons for later use. “Don’t want the Iraqubans to maltreat their charges, now would we?”
 

“You’re an Amerussian! What’s an Amerussian doing, colluding with these Iraqubans?” Inge’s beautiful eyes widened at hearing his unmistakable accent.
 

“Now, now, don’t you worry your pretty little head about matters such as these, my Nordic beauty. Let’s just say that, at certain … ah … levels beyond your understanding, there are threads holding the world together; threads spun by the engines of power that really drive the world on its axis, invisible to the fools who think everything should be transparent and accountable. That, my dear, is one of the fallacies of democracy.”
 

Bishop, borne along by his own oratory, starts pacing the length of the room while talking. He is just warming up, a prologue to his theme of How The World Really Works (And You’d Better Believe It ‘Cause I Am In The Know!) to his wet audience. 
 

Rook is on his toes with his head at an angle that he thinks gives him more height, his eyes at a better aqua-penetrating angle. His mouth agape and tongue working his cheek, his breath, foetid with lust, farting from his throat. His eyes are glued to the water. He does not see the outside door, which is opening very slowly.
 

As Bishop turns on his heels to make another drive-by boast, pulling the banner of his little lecture, he notices, with his peripheral vision, a change in his surroundings. He stops talking. He stops walking, two paces from the door. Then, just as he is reaching into his jacket pocket, the door is ripped open and two figures come flying through. One – Bishop has just time to form an impression of broad shoulders and clenched fists – heads directly for the gormless Rook and fells him with a single sharp blow to the side of the jaw. As his jaw snaps away, Rook’s tongue gets in the way. He collapses in pain, howling and holding his face.
 

Bishop’s attention is fixed on the second interloper advancing upon him. He takes in the dark glasses, the nose plugs, the body-covering clothes.
 

“You, Poligon!” he exclaims in obvious surprise. “But we took care of you …”
 

”The circus? Yes, I thought it might‘ve been you, Bishop. You and your pathetic sidekick. You were always incompetent. How are things at Dir. Spec. Ops. these days? Have you finally run out of tin-pot dictators whose cigars can be poisoned, or peasants to use as guinea pigs? So you’ve taken to killing circus clowns? And poor old Posser had to pay for that with his life. And if you two’re involved in this invasion it must be even worse than I suspected.”
 

“Jason! It’s really you! Klara, look! It’s Jason!” Costanza, in her excitement, stands up in the tub, as do Klara and Inge. 
 

On the floor, Rook is whimpering. 
 


  

Bishop cannot help it. His eyes swivel to take in the three naked women, then they make a ninety degree turn and swivel upwards in their sockets. He gives a little sigh – it comes out as a “phwoo” sound – and the whites of his eyes are all that are visible as he slumps to the ground. 
 

“That’ll keep the swine quiet.” King Edouard stands looking down at Bishop’s prone figure. “Right, shall we …”
 

“Thank you, whoever you are,” Jason interrupts quickly. “Costanza, Klara, all three of you, get dressed. We don’t have much time. Boz, these two, what do you think?”
 

From the bag that is slung over his shoulder, Boz removes some rope. “We’ll tie them up and take ‘em along. Think of the tales they can tell.”
 

Boz, Jason and the latecomer set about tying up the two KGIA agents. The newcomer proves quite adept at tying knots, even in the murky light. Boz guesses that the man is either a sailor or used to be a Scout. Perhaps both. Then he recognises the king. He smiles but says nothing. 
 

All three men are dimly aware of female skin flashing and being covered, as the three women quickly get dressed.
 

“Where are the rest of the prisoners, and how many are there?” Jason throws the question in their general direction. 
 

“About twenty, I think, and they’re just through that door,” Costanza points at the door – now closed again - through which the other captive had just entered. 
 

“But how are you going to get everybody away without being seen?” Klara asks. 
 

Already dressed, she comes and stands close to where Bishop and Rook lie trussed and bound.
 

“Ooh, my head…” Bishop is coming around. “You can’t escape, you know Poligon. There are mmmfff…”
 

”That’ll keep him quiet,” Costanza has stuffed a piece of not too clean rag in Bishop’s mouth as if it’s ravioli and he’s a reluctant bambino. His eyes bulge a bit and then he relaxes and is quiet.
 

“Let’s see, shall we?” Jason slowly opens the interconnecting door and peeps through. 
 

The business of turning captors into captives has happened so quickly and quietly that none of the other prisoners has noticed anything. They are just doing what the powerless do when caught in a situation utterly beyond their control. They are bickering.
 

“They’re so, I don’t know, manly, aren’t they? I mean, look at them in those uniforms…”
 

”That’s ludicrous! They look like a bunch of boys playing at soldiers!” 
 

The freelance journo was about as likely to share in the anthropology student’s enthusiasm as was a barman to endorse prohibition. They might teach you all about cultural relativism in the anthropology department, but she (the freelance journalist) knew repression when she was being subjected to it. And right now she – and her fellow captives – were being repressed by these Iraquban peasants in their little uniforms, marching up and down outside. 
 

In her mind’s eye she could already see the headlines. 
 

The Times would focus on the facts, so their front page would proclaim, with staid understatement avoiding sensationalism WESTERN CAPTIVES HELD BY IRAQUBAN ARMY.  She would file an insider’s account for them, describing events in clipped, objective and professional tone, but everyone reading it will be left with no doubt about her tenacity and perseverance and determination to file her account while in personal danger. 
 

For the mass circulation weekly newsmagazine Tome she would contribute a slightly more personal account that they could use as a sidebar in their inevitable special edition on the invasion, the latest outrage by the Iraqubans. 
 

These forays into true journalism, however, was not where the money was. RAPED BY IRAQUBAN SOLDIERS would be the headline of her piece for Cosmopolitics magazine (the magazine for the woman you want other women to be). Well, she had been abused by the soldiers, hadn’t she? Even if it had been only with their eyes… 
 

The cynical cackle of that awful woman, the vice-chairperson of the Gay Pride Association of Northwest Amerus, though, interrupted her career planning session. 
 

“Poor Iraqubans, hey m’dear?…”
 

Thump! Not surprisingly, the appearance of Klara and Costanza, followed closely by two strangers, one of whom was dressed head to toe in black, wearing sunglasses and nose-plugs, and the other in camouflage fatigues not too unlike those worn by the Iraquban soldiers, induced a stunned lull in the bickerfest. Or perhaps it was the two trussed and tied bodies, dragged in by the strangers and dumped unceremoniously amongst the captives that quietened them. Groans were all that Bishop and Rook could add to the conversation. For Rook, this was an improvement. 
 

Then everyone started talking at once. “Oh, shut up, the lot of you!” Klara had had enough of the pointless blather. “While you lot have been sitting here, we’ve at least been planning how to get out of here.” 
 

This was a slight embellishment, of course, but whatthehell, this was no time for niceties.
 

“What d’y’all mean get out of here? We cain’t escape! Where’ll we go?” Marvin Breckenburgh was the first to respond. “And who’re these two?’ he asked, gesturing at Bishop & Rook, Inc(apacitated).
 

“Some of your countrymen, believe it or not, Mr Breckenburgh,” King Edouard explained. “Seems the Amerussians are aiding and abetting the Iraqubans in their little adventure…” He didn’t get to finish the sentence before everyone was talking at once. 
 

“But surely that cain’t be!” Marvin Breckenburgh’s voice rose above the rest like an out of tune violin in a chamber orchestra. “Mah gov’mint would nevah be in cahoots with the Eye-raq-u-bans!”
 

“I don’t understand it either, but it certainly seems to be the case.” Jason spoke for the first time, and all eyes focused on him. He could see the auras in the room: light green ripples of curiosity now rimmed the purples and pinks of anger, fear and uncertainty.
 

“Well, well, if it isn’t Zorro himself, come to save us,” the cynical, chain-smoking vice-chairperson of the Gay Pride Association of Northwest Amerus rasped. “Who’re you, sonny boy? And what’s with the get-up?”
 

“Please, we don’t have time now,” Costanza’s eyes flashed. “This is Jason Poligon and – sorry, I didn’t catch your name?”
 

“Bozoni. Boz Bozoni.”
 

“…and they’ve come to help us get out of here.” She turned and, for the first time, spoke directly to Jason. “So how do we do this, Jason? What’s the plan?”
 

“Right,” Jason said, “we don’t have much time. The Iraqubans won’t be out there all night, so we have to act fast. Boz, you lead on. Everybody, take only what you can carry and follow Boz out that back door. But quietly. Those generators are making quite a racket, but still, we can’t be too careful.”
 

First out behind Boz, with a shrug that said, what can we lose? were the two feminazis. Then went Romanski and Krawizcech. Jason tried to call them back but was too late. 
 

“Damn,” he said, gesturing at Bishop and Rook, “we need help carrying these two.” 
 

”We’ll have to take them, then, Mr Poligon, you and I,” King Edouard offered. “Where are we taking them?”
 

“Ok, Your Majes… Your Highne … I’m sorry, what do I call you?” 
 

“Just call me Eddie. Best if no one knows, eh? ‘Specially our captors.”
 

“Ok, Eddie, you grab his legs. We’ll take this one first. C’mon, Rook, time for a little trip.” 
 

“Gggmmffgh,” was all he got in reply. It was sufficient.
 

“We’ll need someone to guard the other chap. You, uhh, Marvin, is it? You just stay behind for a minute and watch this fellow, would you? We’ll be back in a jiff. I think….” King Edouard said, giving Jason a questioning look.
 

“Certainly, it’s not far. And we have to take these two with us, so yes, please, Marvin, just make sure he doesn’t go anywhere, we’ll be back shortly.”
 

“Sure thing, fellas. Hey,” Marvin said, giving King Edouard a searching look, “Why’s he calling y’all ‘your majesty’, ‘n all?”
 

“Just a nickname, Marvin,” Eddie said with a smile. “An inside joke. You know how it is.”
 

“Hey, does that mean y’all know each other? From, like, befoah?”
 

“In a manner of speaking, yes, Marvin, you could say that we do…Ok, umm, Eddie, let’s go.”
 

Rook’s squirming didn’t make carrying him in the black shadows behind the dining hall, any easier. Even though he wasn’t able to produce any loud sounds either, Jason couldn’t take a chance. He put a finger to just the right pulse for just a moment. Rook fell silent as he lapsed into unconsciousness.
 

Outside it was not quiet at all. Being a superstitious lot, as befitted those from a culture dominated by ritualised religion and militarism, the Iraqubans had rigged up a string of arc lights around the mounds of logs delineating the perimeter of the parade ground. The combination of noise from the generators, the attendant blaring of martial music from a distorting PA system, and the orders being shouted by the stocky sergeant-major, was enough to drown out the jungle’s incessant clamour. Jason could only hope it would cover the inevitable noise made by more than a dozen frightened civilians trying to flee from captivity.
 

The group of captives were advancing in spurts, running from behind one stack of logs to the next. The intensity of the arc lights was such that, behind the stacks, the shadows were all but impenetrable to any watcher whose pupils would have contracted to pinpricks. And, now that there was action, the bickering had ceased. 
 

“How much further?” Deepfry Chopper hissed at Boz. A life of spiritual purity, it seems, does not automatically confer physical fitness. 
 

“Almost there,” Boz hissed back, stopping to allow the stragglers in the group - Krawizcech and Romanski, of course – to catch up. When they eventually did, Boz pointed off to his left. 
 

“Everyone, quick, this way.”
 

“But that’s where…” Costanza began, but Boz cut her off. 
 

”Yep, that’s where the airship’s parked.”
 

”You mean…”
 

”That’s right, Miss, that’s our ticket out of here.” 
 

Before anyone in the group could muster the energy to object, he ordered in a steely edged tone “Go! Go! GO! We’ll need three of you to cut the mooring ropes when I give the signal. You, you and you,” he pointed out the three that he thought would up to it. They just happened to be the two feminazis and Deepfry Chopper. “Go to the mooring points. The rest of you, get on the sled. There’s enough rope. Tie yourselves, or each other, to the sled’s frame.” Boz knew this about both soldiers and civilians: keep them busy enough and they won’t have time to think for themselves. Once they do, they’ll start to ask complicated questions, at which point they might as well go back to the dining hall and open a couple of cans of soup.
 

“Who’s going to, you know, drive … fly this thing? Not little Zorro, I hope. Not with those dark glasses.” 
 

The vice-chairperson of the Gay Pride Association of Northwest Amerus wasn’t as worried as she seemed. She was dying for a cigarette, anyway, and would’ve done anything to get out of there and replenish her supplies. Why, her lungs were even starting to clear. She missed her little cough, dammit. It was like her trademark.
 

“I’m a helicopter pilot, I’ll do it. With Zorr…Jason’s help. The controls are identical to a chopper’s.” I hope, he added silently. He really did not know. He’d never flown one of these beasts. He had been inside one, once. It had been a long time ago, back in Magnesia. He’d just been a passenger on a tourist blimp over the Alberta Falls, and the controls had been similar to a chopper’s, from what he’d been able to see. It was a bit of a long shot, but the passengers-to-be didn’t have to know that. They weren’t paying, after al.
 

The airship loomed over them, a whale sleeping in a soupy sea of tropical air. The fugitives from captivity were all silent, awed by the size of the thing. Boz couldn’t have them getting scared now, so he said, “Everyone, take up your positions. You three,” -indicating the mooring rope releasers – “whatever happens, don’t cut those ropes until I tell you to! Not even when the explosions start!”
 

”Explosions? What…?” Klara gasped. 
 

Jason and King Edouard, appearing with their still unconscious captive cargo, cut her short. Rook’s limp body was dumped onto the sled, where the freelance journalist gleefully and expertly started tying him up. She acted as if she didn’t even hear the feminazis’ taunts about her apparent bondage skills. When Rook had been secured, she calmly took up more rope and tied it so that there would be enough loops to hang onto. The three who would release the mooring ropes were going to need something to hang on to before they could tie themselves down. It was going to be quite a ride.
 

”But where’s our other little friend?” Boz wanted to know of Jason.
 

“Couldn’t carry them both. Someone has to go back for Bishop. Eddie, d’you think you and someone else could get Bishop. I’ve got something to attend to.”
 

Somewhere at the edge of Jason’s consciousness, he was aware that Boz was asking most of the questions and giving most of the orders. Never having been a military man himself, Jason did not mind at all. He quietly and quickly disappeared into the undergrowth, not a difficult feat, the way he was dressed.
 

“Certainly, Boz, old man. C’mon, Deepfry old boy. Back to the dining hall.” King Edouard set off, Deepfry Chopper reluctantly following.
 

Boz opened the airship’s cabin door and hauled himself up and inside. Finding the pilot’s seat – one of only two in the cramped cabin, he strapped himself in. With a half covered torch he set about inspecting the unfamiliar controls. He heaved a sigh of relief. The controls didn’t seem too different from those of a helicopter. 
 

Powering up the electrical systems, he immediately noticed a problem. There was not enough fuel. With a sigh, he loosened the harness and jumped out of the cabin, thinking I should’ve known. The Iniuri women aren’t foolish enough to stow the ship with a full load of fuel.
 

Immediately he noticed the quiet. The Parade was over. They didn’t have much time left. Was there enough to refuel before the fun started? Just get on with it, he chided himself. 
 

“Miss… yes, you, and you, Miss, quickly, help me, will you? We’ve got to refuel the airship.”
 

The first miss, the feminazi Clarisse, turned to the other miss, Egbertha. “There we go again! We spend our lives fighting male dominance. And then, one little crisis, one lapse, and we’re back to square one: Males giving us orders. What d’you think, Egbertha? Do we give in or do we take a stand?”
 

Gawd, Boz thought, save us from…
 

“Dunno, ‘Risse. Special circumstances, I reckon.”
 

“Y’know, you’re right Egbertha. Yeah. Special circumstances. Between a rock and a hard place …”
 

”Between Iraquba and a hard-ass, more likely.”
 

…feminist humour, Boz concluded. He was relieved to see the two women getting their chunky arms round a barrel of fuel, lift it on a trolley and roll it over to the ship. Soon the reassuring sound of fuel being pumped – by hand; too slow, too slow! – could be heard.
 

First to return from their respective missions were Eddie and Deepfry, but without their expected cargo. Marvin Breckenburgh was just a few paces behind them. The latter was like a dog with his tail between his legs. 
 

“He tricked me, Eddie, he did! Said he cou’n’t breath, as’t me t’ just give the rope a li’l slack. After all, weah countrymen, practic’ly neighbours. So Ah did, an’ the nex’ moment he wuz up ‘n outa theah…oh! Oh, no! Don’ tell me weah gon’ fly outa heah! Not on that!” 
 

“Marvin Breckenburgh! You git up heah raht away! You’ve awlready let the nice young gentlemen…“ - that would be King Edouard - “…down! Y’all sho’ ain’t gon’ let the rest of us down as well, now are you?!? You git into this-heah contraption or by all that’s holy Ah sweah  I’ll tie y’all down mahself!”
 

“No, dear, Ah mean yes, Dear. Ah mean …” Meekly Marvin clambered aboard the sled just as Boz heard distant shouting. 
 

“This means trouble. We’ll have to leave immediately!” he shouted.
 

“Oh, no, we don’t! Not without Jason! He…” 
 

Costanza had to hold onto whatever thought was blazing its way down the highways of her synapses to cut Boz off at the pass, because the sky was suddenly a riot of reds and oranges, as if the jungle god had decided to redecorate. He’d also installed a new sound system, one that went WHOOMPH!!!
 

“Anyone mention my name?”
 

“Jason! Darling, you’re ok!” Costanza cried. She rushed into his arms, almost bowling him over.
 

“Umm…” was all the flabbergasted Jason Poligon could manage
 

“A good show, Jason,” Boz commended him with a slight smile when he’d manage to disentangle himself from Costanza’s fierce embrace. “And the explosion wasn’t too bad, either. Hopefully, just the diversion we need. Everybody aboard, now! Clarisse, Egbertha, stop pumping, that’ll just have to do.” 
 

Boz clambered into the cabin, Jason just behind him. The rest were tying themselves into the sling. Boz settled behind the controls and with a “here goes nothing!” turned the ignition. With a burp and a bump the engines caught. “All right, you three, mooring ropes off,” he shouted out the cabin window. Deepfry was aboard the sled even before the two women. 
 

Like a whale reorienting itself towards a swarm of krill, the huge craft lumbered into the sky. Five meters … ten … fifteen. From about forty meters up, the scene below gained a peculiar perspective. The glow at the far end of the lumber camp looked and acted like a lantern attracting scores of gnats as the Iraquban soldiers ran towards it. As yet the airship had not been spotted. So far, so good.
 

“How’s our load, Jason?” Boz’s voice came over the headset. “Still steady?”
 

“Some slight swaying of the sled, but nothing too bad,” Jason reported back after sticking his head through the window and, seeing him checking them out, getting a thumbs-up from a few of the passengers. Boz turned the ship downwind, and soon the camp was lost to sight as they headed down the valley. 
 

The plan was to traverse the ridge and land – or at least hover low enough – to let their cargo get out, then tether the airship and, with the aid of a couple of Costa Blancan army choppers who were at that very moment waiting for their signal to move in, evacuate the captives to the Costa Blancan side of the border.
 

The moon was a full, round belly hanging in the sky. Even so, the light wasn’t enough to help Boz distinguish features in the jungle below. 
 

Jason removed his dark glasses, and from below arose a visual symphony that at once soothed and invigorated, tensioned and released his senses as the various hues and contrasts, some sharpened and deepened, others softened and rounded by the moon’s soft wash, flooded Jason’s multi-sensory, cross-talking senses. He found that, when he focused on any particular spot, then at the periphery of his vision, ghostly images, accompanied by an atonal aural resonance, flickered past, fluttering over the dominant chords like prayer wheels spinning at the edges of a symphony orchestra.
 

Guiding Boz to their destination proved easy. They cleared the ridge and headed for the clearing where they had left he chopper.
 

In the sled beneath them, not all the passengers felt as liberated as they undoubtedly almost were. Mr Rook especially, who had been trussed facing down between the struts and slats of the sled, was pondering the possibilities of survival if you vomited while your mouth was gagged. Deciding the odds were about as favourable as winning a national lottery, he closed his eyes and focused on calming his stomach.
 

Marvin Breckenburgh, by contrast, was having no problems whatsoever. He had closed his eyes the moment the sled had become airborne, and had vowed not to open them again until it was sturdily on the ground again. Even if that meant that that the last thing he’d ever see was the unedifying sight of Deepfry Chopper’s bulk swan diving onto the sled, grabbing some looped ropes and tying himself down, all the while beseeching the various deities in his personal pantheon to spare him, their prophet, for his undoubtedly important destiny. Or that the last thing Marvin would hear was Myra, his hitherto mousy and repressed wife, cutting loose with a rebel yell that inspired the howler monkeys in the jungle below to answer in an opera of yammers and howls.
 

Klara and Costanza just held hands, tightly, while, up in the front, Romanski was explaining the advantages of this mode of jungle travel – and hunting – to his partner Krawizcech.
 

King Edouard, enjoying every second of the low glide over the top of the jungle canopy, and not least because Inge was clinging to him with a fierce determination, could almost swear that, at some point, he spied a white figure in the topmost branches of a tree, staring intensely at them.
 

They all heaved a sigh of relief as they heard the engines power down and saw, ahead of them, a clearing in the jungle that was slightly less dark than the surrounding sea of dark grey that they knew was really green. Boz, who had quickly mastered the airship’s quirky controls, and with Jason hanging out of the cabin guiding him, gently brought them down. When they were a meter or so off the ground, the passengers piled out and looked for mooring points for the ropes that had still been dangling beneath the ship like jellyfish tentacles. 
 

Once the ropes were tied, Boz cut the engines and he and Jason joined the rest of the released captives. Boz was still busy explaining to them about the Costa Blancan army choppers that were en route to collect them when they heard their thump-thumping, and two troop-carrying choppers appeared overhead.
 

“Move, everybody, move! We don’t have much time! Eddie, you and … sorry, I didn’t get …”
 

“Inge!”
 

“…Inge, and you two, Costanza and Klara, you come with Jason and me. Our chopper is over there.”
 

”You get aboard and start the engine,” Jason shouted to be heard above the racket made by the choppers hovering above them. “I’ll make sure no-one gets left behind.”
 

“What about this one?” Costanza asked, indicating Mr Rook, who had been unceremoniously dumped, face down, in the dirt at their feet. Small, almost neurotic sounds were emanating from him.
 

“He’s riding with us as well,” Jason insisted. “I’m not letting him out of my sight for even a moment.”
 

Even now, the other captives were bickering about who would be on which Costa Blancan chopper, the first of which had just landed. Since the noise was deafening, the bickering had to take place at the top of their lungs. Jason sighed, grabbed the two closest to him by the arms, and almost dragged them to the open cabin door in which a crewmember was waiting to help them aboard. The other captives then got themselves sorted out and got aboard in single file. The first chopper lifted off, banked and sped off, giving the other space to land. A few minutes later it, too, was loaded up and it disappeared into the night.
 

Jason was speeding towards Boz’s machine, which by now was straining to get airborne, when he heard another chopper’s roar overlaying it. Was one of the Costa Blancan machines returning? he wondered. The next moment it was as if an electric shock was applied to his whole body as the light from a searchlight hit him from above. 
 

Even wearing the dark glasses, which he’d donned when they’d brought in the airship, the light was intense enough to jar him to a standstill. He sank to his knees, trying to cover his eyes from the excruciating pain. His whole body was vibrating like a tuning fork pitched to a very high C. Even the palms of his hands ached. Dimly over the clatter of the two machines, he was aware of Costanza’s voice, urging him to get up! Get up and run, Jason! He turned towards her voice and it reeled him in in the direction of Boz’s chopper. At the last moment, he remembered to duck and avoid the whirling blades. Then hands reached for him and pulled him aboard.
 

“It’s Bishop!” Costanza was shouting repeatedly while they strapped him in. “Bishop …” Then they, too, were airborne, and the chase was on.
 

Boz knew he couldn’t rely on Jason’s strange night vision to guide him; he was on his own. He switched off both the searchlight slung underneath and the navigation lights. Anything that might hide them from their pursuer.
 

The chopper that Bishop was piloting was a small, highly manoeuvrable and very fast two-seater. Boz realised that he couldn’t hope to outrun, or out-fly him, not with a full complement of passengers. He did have one advantage: he knew these valleys well. He intended to make use of that knowledge.
 


 

In Grand Central, the colonial compound in the Bugrawlian capital of Candoberra, Cecil, the Ghost of Empire, was jarred from his slumber by the slip-slop-clump,
slip-slop-clump sound of Mr Smiles rushing down the corridor toward Lord Ludvig’s chambers. 
 

The latter had spent a long day glued to the telephone, over which he was in turns beseeching and begging, then cajoling and finally berating his masters at the Foreign Office in Brutain to do something, anything! to help Bugrawlia in its darkest hour. Eventually, the most that he received in reply were tepid assurances that the problem was receiving urgent attention at the highest levels. What Lord Ludvig found most disconcerting was the feeling that no-one appeared overly concerned about His Majesty King Edouard’s being an Iraquban prisoner of war. It was almost as if the news had been greeted with a sense of – could it be glee? – back home.
 

Despondent and exhausted, Lord Ludvig had retired to the folding cot that was available in an office down the hall from his, kept there exactly for emergencies like these. It had never been needed up until tonight.
 

Mr Smiles slip-slop-clumped up to the door of Lord Ludvig’s emergency bedroom. Gently, he knocked. Then a bit louder.
 

“Yes, Smiles, I’m awake. What is it? And what th’ devil’s that noise you’re making?”
 

“Sorry t’ wake you, milord,” Smiles whispered, “I just thought…”
 

”Stop whispering Smiles! I said I was awake!”
 

“Yes, milord, sorry to wake you, milord, it’s jus’, I got an update from Aug… from our man in the field” (gods, Lord Ludvig thought, the man’s as proud as Punch that his old comrade is involved), “and I thought you should be informed, milord, ‘s all.”
 

“Yes, Smiles,” Lord Ludvig said, struggling upright and switching on a bedside lamp. He hadn’t been able to sleep, anyway. Goodness knows why but he found hat he actually missed the comforting bulk of Lady Brünhilde next to him. He was certain she would not able to sleep either, worrying about Klara. “Let’s hear it.”
 

Mr Smiles Slip-slop-clump-ed into the room. He saw the look Lord Ludvig gave him, but, a man rising to the moment, didn’t even flinch.
 

 “Well Sir, it’s like this. Augie … I mean KILO-LIMA-NINER-KIL..”
 

”Spare me please Smiles. Just call him Augie, will you?”
 

“Right milord. Augie has been reportin’ some strange goin’s on at that lumber camp, yessirree.”
 

This caught Lord Ludvig’s attention. “Yes, Smiles, go on.”
 

”He says that, late tonight, very late, there was some commotion, it seems. The IQs were apparently havin’ ‘emselves a parade of some sort, see, when there was an explosion off t’ one end of the camp. Not to worry, milord,” he added quickly when he saw the alarm on Lord Ludvig’s face. “Augie says it was on the far side, away from where the IQs were keepin’ the prisoners captive. He says…”
 

”Oh, do stop calling the Iraqubans IQs, Smiles. You make them sound like a meeting of the local chapter of Mensa, and that they assuredly are not!”
 

“Right, milord. He says, Augie does, he says he saw the Iraqubans break rank and rush on over to where the explosion had occurred.”
 

Towards the explosion? Proves my point, Lord Ludvig thought.
 

Slip-slop-clump. Mr Smiles was getting quite carried away in the telling of his tale, and was pacing as he talked. Slip-slop-clump…
 

“And it was then, Augie says, that somethin’ right strange occurred. Them Iniuri women, they’re loggers, see, and they got themselves this huge airship, wif this like sling underneath, that they use to move the logs from where they cut ‘em down, to … wherever it is they want to take them. Now, Augie says he saw the airship take off, see,” slip-slop-clump, “and fly down the valley. Now, Augie says he couldn’t be quite certain, on account of the moonlight not bein’ too bright ‘n all…” (Brighter than Augie, though, I’m sure, Lord Ludvig thought.) “but he says he’ll bet a fiver that the sling wasn’t empty.”
 

Lord Ludvig, on hearing the last bit, was up and grabbing his trousers. 
 

“D’you mean to tell me, Smiles, that someone actually was transporting people in this … airship?!?”
 

Slip-slop-clump. “Seems so, milord…”
 

”Oh, my. Could it be…I wonder…?” Lord Ludvig was as fully dressed as he thought was necessary in the situation. Suspenders flapping, he headed for the door and the war-room. Then he turned back. 
 

“Thank you, Mr Smiles, you and your erstwhile colleague have done splendidly, just splendidly! But tell me, Mr Smiles, why the slippers? And that?” He pointed at the object in the once-a-soldier-then-a-butler-but-at-heart-always-a-soldier’s hand.
 

Rheumy eyes brightened perceptibly, an old, bent back, with a click and a pop, straightened slightly. 
 

“Well, the slippers is so’s I c’n practice stealth, see, in case the enemy should appear on our doorstep. And this,” he hefted an ancient rifle that must have been at least eighty years old. “This’s Matilda, Milord. Been with me through many a scrape, she has. She’s still good enough to look after me, I reckon.”
 

Indeed she is, thought Lord Ludvig as he half ran down the corridor, pursued by Mr Smiles’ slip-slop-clump, slip-slop-clump. Even if it is only as a cane…
 


 

“Man, will you look at that! I’ve never seen such a display of fireflies in my life!” King Edouard shouts to Inge. “It’s beautiful!”
 

”Well, yes, it would be beautiful,” Boz shouts from the front of the jolting chopper, “if they were fireflies. Unfortunately, those are tracer bullets!”
 

“…”
 

”You mean he’s shooting at us?!?” Klara is the first to gather her wits to ask the question.
 

“Afraid so! Hang on, you lot, this is going to be a bit rough!” The next moment all that Bishop has left to shoot at is their stomachs, which lag behind as Boz throws them into a steep dive. Around a rocky outcrop they sweep with only meters to spare, then through a narrow canyon, overhanging trees blotting out the moon for a moment or two before they emerge into a broad, deep valley. 
 

“He’s still behind us, old chap,” King Edouard informs him. ”The fellow seems to know his stuff…”
 

“We’ll see…’ was all Boz mutters as he powers them headlong down the canyon, the firefly-tracers dancing around them. He jinks the stick, first left then right. Behind them, Bishop follows closely. He has no choice; the chopper in front is his sole guide. The moon’s reflection in the river below is a flickering image. Then Boz shoves the stick forward, the nose dips and they are screaming down at a wall of darkness straight ahead.
 

“Umm, I say old man, ummm… d’you think that’s … wise …?” King Edouard’s voice sounds calm, in the way that a strangled chicken eventually sounds calm. Boz doesn’t answer. What he is about to attempt requires split second timing. Still the tracers whiz around them, cat’s-eyes on a hellish highway. 
 

Now! Once again, his passengers’ stomachs are left to fend for themselves. He pulls hard on the stick, left and back. The chopper banks steeply, starts to climb. They round the bend in Cachaco Canyon and there, towering over them, is a wall of roaring, thundering white, a-sparkle in the moonlight.
 

Boz is hanging on to the controls, willing the machine up, up, their straining, vibrating machine the cork in the neck of the champagne bottle.  Everyone in the chopper is completely silent. It’s difficult to talk when your tonsils are halfway down your windpipe.
 

Mr Bishop, in the other chopper, has gone quiet. He realizes that the split-second advantage that Boz had in starting his ascent, coming around the bend in the valley, has made all the difference. The Plexiglas windshield of Boz’s chopper’s cockpit is getting a good wash from the Insulara Waterfall, but only from the spray. Mr Bishop’s machine, though, is getting the full treatment and valet service, and as he sees the others pop out of the bottle and over the edge of the falls, still climbing, Mr Bishop is enveloped in the torrential curtain, just another bubble in the champagne, but one that goes plummeting, plummeting down.
 


 

Since early the previous morning, the tribes had started to arrive. The city was filling up faster than a septic tank at a county fair. Candoberra was straining at the edges, seams threatening to split open. Not even the dust - throat-parching, nose-clogging, lung-searing dust; dust that clogged the pores, burnt the eyes and scrunched underfoot – could desiccate the enthusiasm of the crowds. What it was was a good excuse for a constant moistening of the throat. And what had been brought along for that purpose was an array of homemade drafts and drams that was unequalled in its range of tastes and colours and textures. 
 

It was still early days in the festival. The cumulative effects of copious amounts of liquor, consumed in a festive atmosphere, had not yet begun to manifest. But early days do get later…
 

From the faux ramparts atop Grand Central, Governor-General Lord Ludvig de Sancerre y Brava watched as, in the great plaza below, crowds – or were they mobs? – gathered and dispersed.
 

One crisis seemed to ride in on the back of the one in front of it. No sooner had the escape of Klara and the others, and their safe landing in some little town in Costa Blanca been confirmed, than he had been made aware of the strange goings-on outside the governing compound of Grand Central. He had come up here with Kim-Lee who had returned to Candoberra some days before, although Lord Ludvig had been too preoccupied to register either his absence or presence, to see for himself.
 

“What the Dickens is going on, Kim-Lee? Where’d they all come from?”
 

“The people are responding to the crisis, Lord Ludvig,” Kim-Lee said quietly from where he was standing a little off to one side. ”They are rushing to the defence of the country. You can see that they are all warriors. Over there…“ He pointed to where a number of tents had sprung up overnight. They were not for a wedding reception, unless the camels were to be presented as gifts. “…is a group of Bedouin tribesmen from the Sahhabi Desert. I understand Abu Ismail Al Durahman himself has led a group of his finest warriors to come and protect the capital.”
 

“But how did they get here so quickly? Camels aren’t that fast.”
 

”Oh, no, Your Excellency! They used a caravan of four-by-four vehicles and trucks to transport everything.”
 

“And that bunch over there? My word, they have more tattoos than a dozen motorcycle gangs!”
 

“Those are the Bugur’tians, sir, from the Southern Swamps. Chief Lumumbashi told me that they came down the river, but I don’t think they rowed all the way. It is upstream, anyway.”
 

”But … but they’re head-hunters, and cannibals!” Lord Ludvig sputtered. “They’re savages…”
 

”Head-shrinking and cannibalism was outlawed long ago, Your Excellency,” Kim-Lee said. The neutral tone of his voice gave away nothing, which, in itself, aroused the old diplomat’s suspicions.
 

“You seem quite unperturbed by all this, Kim-Lee.”
 

”Well, Your Excellency, you did invite them all yourself, if you recall. I don’t really foresee any problems. Unless the Bugur’tians start shrinking the Bedouins’ camels’ heads, perhaps. Or the Doers and the people from the Northern Mountains start competing their marksmanship or riding skills. The Doers are a very proud people, and won’t take it lightly if they are out-shot or out-ridden by … those they regard as their inferiors.” 
 

As he spoke, he was pointing at two other, quite distinct encampments down in the square. The distinctive round tents, or yurts, of the Tibutanese mountain people stood well away from the Doers’ encampment. Not far enough, apparently, to make the Doers forego the necessity of riding round and round their encampment on the mottled horses they favoured. 
 

The Doers’ camp consisted of a number of what looked like ox wagons, but which were really small trailers, - ideal for pulling behind their tough little pickup trucks - with high, white tents on them. These trailers had been drawn in a circle, in the classic defensive formation that the Doers called a laager. The Doers were known for forming laagers, even when amongst their fellow countrymen.
 

“That invitation was to a cultural festival, damn it, not a war!” He rubbed a hand over his face. “Hard to believe that a mere week ago we were still planning a festival, and now we’re on a war footing with a neighbour.”
 

“As the saying goes, Your Excellency, a week is a long time in politics.”
 

“Yes, Kim-Lee, and it’s also a cliché that in love and war, anything goes. I draw the line, however, at Bugrawlians amounting to what is almost a…a…an invasion of the capital! Why was this thing not foreseen?”
 

”But Your Excellency, since you dismantled the Heimraden and put the drossaards out to pasture, communications with your … I mean with the King’s subjects have deteriorated very badly, even, dare I say it, to the point of breakdown.”
 

The tired old man seemed to shrink into himself. Then he added some starch and lifted his head. “Perhaps it was a mistake,” he conceded. “And in a moment of weakness, our enemies attacked us. There’s a lesson there Kim-Lee.” I’m damned if I know exactly what it is, though, he thought. We’re only human. Most of us. Even if some of those down there still had a little way to go.
 

Smiles’ slip-slop-clumping up behind him interrupted his train of thought. He turned to find the old butler approaching with a broad smile. 
 

“Good news, milord! We just got word from Miss Klara. Her an’ some friends” – Lord Ludvig wasn’t allowed to not notice the emphasis – “are on their way ‘ome! ‘Ere, I mean. They’re bein’ flown in by the chap what got ‘em out of the camp, Be here in a few hours, they will.”
 

”Friends, Smiles? Who would that be, I wonder? Probably that Poligon chap and his lady friend?”
 

”Yes, milord, and …and…”
 

”Spit it out Smiles, you’ll do yourself an injury, bobbing about like that! I hope the rifle’s unloaded. Who else?”
 

“The King, milord! ‘Is Majesty King Edouard!” Smiles was living up to his name, smiling from gum to gum. “Plus, an’ miz Klara wouldn’t elaborate, but she mentioned a ‘surprise package’. I wonder what that could be, milord.”
 

So do I, Lord Ludvig thought. He was glad none the less. His Klara was coming home at last. He gave one last look at the crowds ebbing and flowing beneath them and strode off to attend to preparations. 
 

Kim-Lee was also watching the square below. There may have been just a hint of a smile on his stony countenance.
 


 

THE SCENE: A room somewhere. The wall that the camera is pointing at is bare of ornamentation, although in one spot it has a faint shadow from where a picture has been removed.



A man sits on an ordinary kitchen table chair, half turned away from the camera. He is dressed in orange overalls, the type often associated with those given to prison inmates. He is clean-shaven, and his weak chinned face clearly visible. He appears relaxed, but is constantly, almost nervously, rubbing his arms.



It is clear that he is about to be interrogated, for, in the corner of the screen, we see the legs and lower torso of another figure, sitting in a chair. This man – and we learn that it is, indeed, a man when he starts talking - has a clipboard with papers on it, on his lap. When his hand moves into view we can see hat he is wearing thin gloves. This man is the first to speak.



They will hereafter be referred to as INTERROGATOR and PRISONER.



INTERROGATOR: (He speaks in a mild tone.) How are you feeling? You ok? 



PRISONER:  (Looks up, startled. He looks at INTERROGATOR, as if seeing him for the first time. He doesn’t say anything, but nods, hesitantly. He rubs his arms.)



INT: Speak up, please. How are you feeling?


 PR: (Mumbles) Fine…



INT: You’ll have to speak up, please. Now, what is your name?



(INT gestures to someone off-camera. Apparently to increase the gain on the PR’s microphone)



PR: Carlton. 



INT: Carlton? Is that it? Is that your first or last name?



PR: Carlton. My name is Carlton. Carlton Quinton.



INT: Ok, that’s better. Carlton Quinton. Carlton? Carl? Is that what people call you? Can I call you Carl?



PR: Rook! Call me Rook … NO! No! Carl, yes, call me Carl.



INT: Rook? Why did you say ‘Rook’, Carl? That’s not your name, is it?



PR: (Looks defiantly at INT.) It is, too!



INT: Ok, Carl-Rook. Do you know why you’re here?



PR: (Becoming more animated.) Yes! You want to ask me questions, don’t you?



INT: That’s right Carl. Do you have any objections to that?



PR: (Relaxing, now. He’s not fidgeting or rubbing his arms anymore.) No, not at all. Fire away!



INT: Ok, Carl. Tell me, what kind of work do you do?



PR: I’m an agent in the KGIA. 



INT: For how long have you been an agent, Carl?



PR: Seventeen years.



INT: Oh, a career man, eh? 



PR: Yep. Pension scheme, medical insurance, the works.



INT: You enjoy the work, Carl?



PR: (No hesitation now. Even eager.) Sure do!



INT: And for which department do you work, Carl?



PR: Directorate of Special Operations. Or Dir. Spec. Ops., as we call, it.



INT. I see. And what kind of work does Dir. Spec. Ops. do, Carl?



PR: Oh, you know…top-secret stuff…



INT: (Leans forward slightly. The gloved hand comes into view and rests on the clipboard.) Tell us about some of the top-secret stuff please, Carl. Will you do that?



PR: Sure. A few years ago, we were given a directive to assassinate the leader of North Kongistan. (Shrugs.) We did it. 



INT: (Even though his face is off-camera, his voice indicates that he is impressed.) Really, Carl? Just like that?



PR: Sure. Wasn’t difficult. Piece of cake. ‘S what were trained for. 



INT: And more recently? What missions were you on recently?



PR: Well, a few months ago we were sent to Bugrawlia to kill someone else.



INT: (There’s a slight tension in his voice now.) Who, Carl? Who were you sent to murde…assassinate?



(The camera zooms in on the prisoner’s face. He shows no overt emotion.)



PR: You, Jason Poligon. We were sent to kill you.



INT: Why, Carl?



PR: You knew too much about the experiments that we were performing on civilians. The psych-drug experiments. People died, went looney. We – the higher-ups at Dir. Spec. Ops. – were scared you were going to spill the beans, so we had to kill you.



INT: Yes, but you failed, didn’t you Carl? Tell me what happened.



PR: Can I have some water, please?



INT: Later, Carl. Tell us what happened.



PR: (Shrugs.) We made a mistake; killed the wrong guy.



INT: You accidentally killed a clown in Karoo’s Circus, didn’t you? Do you know what his name was, Rook? (The gloved hand clenches.)



PR: (No emotion in his voice.) Can’t remember. It wasn’t important, see. We missed you, that’s all that counts.



INT: (His voice is tight with anger.) His name was Postinho Papalangeo. We called him Posser. He was a kind, gentle man, and you killed him, just like that. Just like that…



PR: (Even his voice shrugs.). As I said, we were supposed to kill you. 



(The camera zooms out. Another voice from off camera intervenes. It is a female voice. She is obviously concerned for the interrogator.)

VOICE: Jason, are you ok?


 INT: (Does not acknowledge the interruption.) You said ‘we made a mistake’. Who do you mean when you say ‘we’, Carl? Who was with you?



 PR: Bishop.




INT: Who’s Bishop, Carl?



PR: Hugo Yukos.



INT: Is Bishop a kind of code name, Carl? What was yours? Oh, let me guess: it’s Rook, isn’t it?



PR: (Smiles proudly.) That’s it, Rook. We all have chess piece names. Bishop. Rook. Queen. Although we call her Ms Queen, on account of she’s the Director.



INT: What’s Ms Queen’s real name, Carl?


 PR: Don’t know. We’re not supposed to ever use our real names. 




INT: But you know Bishop’s real name.



PR: We worked together for quite a while. You get to know stuff about a guy after a while.



INT: I guess you do. Now tell me Carl, what was the most recent job you did together? The latest mission for Dir. Spec. Ops?



PR: It was the invasion, wasn’t it? (Pauses.)



INT: Go on, Carl. Which invasion? 



PR: Oh, you know. (Laughs.) The so-called Iraquban invasion of Bugrawlia. (Laughs louder.)



INT: Why are you laughing, Carl? And why do you say ‘so-called Iraquban invasion’?



PR: ‘Cause it was an Amerussian operation, is why. Amerus paid the IQs to invade. Also gave ‘em some logistical support. Not that the IQs needed much encouragement. Those mad bastards in GESUS—



INT: You mean the Iraquban Government for Education, Suppression and Ultimate Sovereignty?



PR: (Chuckles appreciatively.) Crazy bunch of mega- what d’you call ‘em? Think they can do whatever they like—



INT: Megalomaniacs? Is that the word you’re looking for?



PR: Megalomaniacs, yeah! – Hey, that’s what we are, ain’t we? We Amerussians. We also do whatever we like. (Laughs uproariously, obviously highly amused by the unexpected insight.) Boy, that’s rich! (Paroxysms of laughter, again.)



INT: But why, Carl? Why would Amerus want to invade – or help Iraquba to invade – Bugrawlia? Help me out here, will you Carl? I don’t understand.



PR: You know, (he leans forward conspiratorially.) I’m not s’posed to know why. ‘Ours not to reason why, Ours just to—‘ what? ‘--kill and maim.’ Something--. But I do know. And I’m really, really not s’posed to tell. Not anyone.



INT: (Also leans forward. Their faces are only centimetres apart. His voice drops to an intimate level. They are good, solid friends by now, his gestures indicate. Confidantes.) But you want to tell me, don’t you Carl?



PR: Sure! Why not? It’s on account of the fusing, y’know?



INT: Fusing, Carl? What d’you mean?



PR: Cold fusing. See, there’s this couple of propeller-heads who got it figured out, how to get this cold fusing thing to work—



INT: You mean cold fusion Carl?



PR: Whatever. ‘S all egghead stuff, y’know? Anyways, seems this – thing they do needs some stuff to make it work, and they can only get the stuff in Bugrawlia, on—



INT: On the Plata de Rasgónes, the Plateau of Tears! 



PR: You got it!



INT: (Incredulity straining his voice.) So the Amerussians, who have discovered this new source of energy, wanted to ensure that they controlled the only known source of whatever it is that makes cold fusion work? And they used the Iraqubans’ historical claim to the area, as just a pretext? A smokescreen? But that’s crazy!



PR: (Leans back and folds his arms. Relaxed now that he’s got it off his chest.) Yeah it’s neat, isn’t it? Too bad a few people were – inconvenienced by it, but as Ms Queen always says, ‘you can’t make eggs without breaking chickens–‘ no, that’s not quite right—



INT: Omelettes, Carl, you can’t make omelettes without breaking eggs—



PR: I don’t know, how about if you use powdered?



INT: What? Powdered-- (Turns toward the camera, speaks in exasperation to whoever is operating it.) That’s enough. I can’t take any more of this. We’ve got what we need. The injection did it’s job.



(Now we dolly back. Now we fade to black...)


 

The announcement of the discovery of cold fusion by the two chemistry post-graduate students had originally been greeted with scepticism in some quarters of the scientific establishment, and with open derision in others. Science, of course, is not religion; evidence and proof are what count. So, notwithstanding the disdain heaped on the two young scientists by the scornful comments of many an eminence grise in the scientific establishment, there was really only one way to test their claims and that was experimentally. It being also true that science necessarily follows the money, and with gobs of the stuff suddenly being made available by various governmental and non-governmental institutions, experiments were conducted not just all over the country but also around the world. 
 

Results varied widely. Some labs reported small amounts of heat being produced but no radiation; others got no heat but did report radiation readings, results that in some cases were retracted and ascribed to unrelated causes. One lab even said they got better results when they left the windows open while conducting their experiments.
 

And the storms of disparagement and outrage that howled through the pages of the scientific journals were leaving their skid-marks on the bruised and battered psyches of their targets.
 

Stanley Pressman was depressed. It was, in a way, the whole affair with Jane all over again. Now, as then, the elements were all there; they were all combining as expected; the catalyst was added; As then, the control rods were in the desired place and of the desired length and girth. Yet, just as before, there was just no heat being generated. 
 

Numerous approaches had been tried. The thrhombium that they had been receiving – in tall, stainless steel flasks, delivered by grey-clad couriers from sources unnamed – was of the purest. Stanley himself was supervising the on-site team of chemistry and metallurgy Master’s and Ph.D. students who manufactured the alloys to his, Stanley’s, exacting, nanogram-toleranced formulae, so he felt certain that there was no leeway for error to creep in during the alloy manufacturing process. The outrageously expensive, state of the art equipment that the University had splashed out on with their lavish government grant, should have made it a breeze to duplicate the original watchstrap’s chemical and crystalline structure. Everything should have just worked, dammit! But it didn’t. Subsequently, Stanley, just as during the nadir of the Jane affair, was folding into himself like an origami bird being sucked into a black hole. It was so Stanley.
 

Alexx Meatpacker, while not heading for the cliff of despair like a lemming with an overdraft, was, none the less, feeling the world close in around them. What kept him in a normal, Alexx-frame of mind was a pair of female metallurgy students with whom he’d started a couple of simultaneous affairs. He thought of it as his two parallel-connected batteries, keeping him powered up. 
 

The sight of Stanley’s growing desperation had also driven Alexx to attempt a number of his own variations on the experiments. Being Alexx, these invariably included quite a few ingredients added with the sole intention of generating heat in short, intense bursts in the hope that something would happen. Stuff did happen (the ceiling had been in need of replacing anyway) but no sustainable, cold fusion reaction.  It was so Alexx.
 

The only sustainable reaction around was Professor Jonathan Teller’s. He hovered around the edges of the lab and workshops, observing but not commenting. And this reaction, a nervous breakdown in the making, like a plume of magma building up beneath an ashram, was very scary. Or it would have been scary if Stan and Alexx had noticed it. Because, after all, it was so not Professor Teller.
 


 

“Ah, Sir St. John-Blythe Smythe! Do come in, do come in. Be with you in a moment, so please, have a seat.” Brutish Prime Minister Van der Poll turned his attention back to the red folder open on the desk before him. He muttered something inaudible under his breath, perfunctorily initialled a document and closed the file. “Now, SJ, what was so urgent that it couldn’t wait for our regular morning briefing?”
 

 ‘SJ’ hesitated briefly, a small vein in his temple pulsing blueish under the papery skin.  Sir St. John-Blythe Smythe loathed nicknames of all forms, shapes and seizes, and no one but the PM would ever be allowed to get away with calling him ‘SJ’. No one, that is, but his majesty, who had, on occasion, called him, among other things, ‘SJBS’, ‘Johnny-Blythe’ and once, most memorably and mortifyingly, ‘Smiley-Biley’. Then, as now, he had merely shown his rank displeasure with a twitch of his moustache and a steely glint in his gunmetal grey eyes. 
 

Prime Minister Van der Poll, a veteran who had risen through party ranks – as chief whip he’d left many a more senior party member quake in his parliamentary seat – ignored the implied displeasure and merely sat and waited for Sir St. John-Blythe Smythe to continue.
 

“Thank you for receiving me at such short notice, prime minister. Yes. Ah. Yes. It concerns the Bugrawlian situation. There have been some developments, it seems.”
 

“Yes, I though it might,” the PM said. 
 

“Ah, yes… About an hour ago, I received a package. From our Governor-General, Lord Ludvig. Something which I thought you should see immediately, Prime Minister, as it casts a new light on the whole ghastly affair.” He reached into his briefcase and retrieved a videotape. “Ah…would you please… thank you, Prime Minister.” 
 

Anticipating his Foreign Secretary’s aversion to all things technological, Prime Minister Van Der Poll had risen and, taking the videotape to the player in the corner, inserted it and turned the television on. 
 

Fortunately the sound had been turned down very low since, whatever the Prime Minister had been expecting to see, it was not the latest musical offering by the all-girl group Leather ‘n Lace, which was what, in fact, appeared on the screen. He watched for a moment – right up to the sauna and shower scenes – before turning nonplussed to a slowly reddening Sir St. John-Blythe Smythe, who grabbed his briefcase and with a muttered wrong cassette, dashed secretary…studiously avoided the PM’s raised eyebrows and rummaged anew in his briefcase, emerging at last with another cassette. 
 

“My apologies, Prime Minister, this must be the correct cassette, I’m sure…”
 

With a flick of a switch, the PM extracted the tape - interrupting a scene showing a particularly imaginative use of bubbles and handcuffs - and inserted the new tape. He ensured that it had been rewound and then sat down to watch the scene unfolding on the screen. At the point where the grinning Rook disclosed the Amerussian involvement with the incursion into Bugrawlia (not that the PM knew the name, of course), Van Der Poll leaned forward to grab every morsel, like a terrier being offered a crumbly biscuit. 
 

When it was over, he leaned back in his armchair, swivelled it around and sat staring at the garden. The crocuses were blooming, Sir St-John noticed. Finally, the Prime Minister turned to him. Anger was visible in the set of his jaw.
 

“Your thoughts, Sir St-John? How can we best make use of this?”
 

“I suggest we confront them directly, Prime Minister. Make them own up and demand immediate withdrawal.”
 

Prime Minister Van Der Poll seemed to be considering this. (What he really thought, fleetingly, was my god, he sounds just like my wife). 
 

“Yes, but not at ministerial level. I think this matter is important enough to demand a little tête-à-tête between the President and me. Oh, he’ll deny everything, of course…”
 

“As would we, were the tables turned.”
 

“Yes, Sir St-John, as would we.”  He gave a wry smile and reached for the phone. “You will set the wheels in motion for our little summit then, won’t you? Somewhere neutral, I think. Yes. The President will certainly not be coming here soon, seeing as he’s currently cavorting around the Far East, trying to drum up some business by kissing a few yellow arses.” The mixture of metaphors had Sir St-John’s head reeling. “…But as far as I know,” Van der Poll continued, oblivious, “he’s set to conclude his jaunt the day after tomorrow with a stop-off at the Kitts-Mews Islands. He’ll want to indulge in some tuna fishing, I’m sure. A good photo-op, too. ‘President Relaxes After Successful Trip’. Can see the headlines already. And since the place was once nominally ours, before becoming nominally nobody’s and then opting to become nominally theirs, it’s ideal. See too it, please SJ, will you, there’s a good chap...” Van der Poll had been dialling while he spoke, and now his attention shifted to the telephone. Sir St.-John was dismissed.
 

= = =
 

Which was how Sir St.John-Blythe Smythe, in his role as lead sherpa, i.e. the one who had to prepare the way for those who would actually summit, came to be in the Amerussian capital not long afterwards. How he ended up in a compromising situation in his hotel room with, not just one, but two of the members of Leather ‘n Lace, was quite beyond him. Well, they’d said they were members of Leather ‘n Lace; they’d certainly resembled two of them - although with enough make-up on the members of most poozletwit groups are completely interchangeable – and their skills with handcuffs and bubbles (oh, yes, the bubbles!) had left him in no doubt at the time. It wasn’t until later, when he discovered that his copy of the confession had been nicked from his briefcase, that he’d realized he’d been duped. Stung. And he had no doubt who was behind it.
 

The whole operation, orchestrated, of course, by a branch of Dir. Spec. Ops., eventually proved to have been unnecessary. The Amerussian President, on his way back from the Far East had, during a briefing on Aeronaut One, summarily, and with more than a little relief, pulled the plug on the whole Bugrawlian operation, which drained away all of the soapy residues of plausibly deniable and officially non-existent aid to the Iraqubans during the invasion. This was followed by a refilling of the tub with an official and very public demand from the Amerussian President that they, the Iraqubans, withdraw from Bugrawlia immediately. The rubber ducky in this diplomatic bath was an Amerussian demand to schedule an immediate debate and subsequent vote of censure in the LOUNGE. 
 

Dir. Spec. Ops., never ones to let even morsels go to waste, simply filed Sir St. John’s indiscretions away deeply in the vast store of the KGIA’s fully cross-referenced and collated database, a larder stocked brimful of goodies for the beast known as National Security, and for its bastard offspring, National Intelligence.
 


 

“An’ Augie, Milord, ‘e says they just up an left!”
 

”Yes, thank you Smiles, we…”
 

“One minute, he says, they was shoutin’ orders an’ stayin’ put, next minute they’re shoutin’ orders an’ leavin’.”
 

“Smiles, we kno…”
 

“Just tossed everything onto the lorries an’ them funny looking troop carriers they have, Augie says, an’…”
 

”SMILES! We know all this! Thank you! Yes, the Iraqubans are leaving. Look there, on the television, we can see it happening for ourselves!” Lord Ludvig turned toward the figure stretched comfortably in the recliner opposite. They were in the Governor-General’s mansion. “I do apologise for the interruption, Your Majesty. Mr Smiles is actually the butler, but he does tend to get caught up in events.”
 

“Only the butler, he says, only the butler.” Mr Smiles was also addressing the figure in the recliner. It reminded King Edouard of the give and take that he’d so successfully avoided at the school debating society. 
 

“When the IQs invaded, Augie an’ me had the only open line of communication to the war front. But now it’s over, now it’s ooh, don’t pay ‘im no mind, he’s only the …blimey! He called you Yer Majesty? You’re King Eddie!” Smiles did a double take and switchback that would have been the envy of any fox being pursued by the hounds. He then bowed as low as he could without throwing his back out, and, using his cane as a substitute for the ancient rifle that was thankfully back under his bed, snapped to attention. His spine almost went A.W.O.L. 
 

“Corporal Montesque Terwilliger Smiles at your service, Your Majesty,” he said. You could’ve sworn he’d put a whole sack of hot baby potatoes in his mouth, and with each one came a surprise gift: an aitch  
 

“Ai apologaise for not being heah when Your Majesty arrived, but Ai had duties to perform. In the, like, war-room. While Your Majesty is a guest in this abode, your majesty’s wish is my command. An’ Lance Corporal Augustus Linklater, Esquire’s as well, I’m sure, if I may be so bold as to speak for ‘im…” (even though tiny, only so many potatoes fit in there.) “…’Oled up as he is in enemy … sorry, formerly enemy territory.” 
 

“At ease, Mr…Corporal Smiles,” King Edouard said in his meet-the-people voice as he rose from the recliner. He approached and shook Smiles by the hand. “You look like a man who has a few interesting stories to tell, and I would be delighted to hear them at some later juncture.”
 

”Well, Your Majesty, we don’t ‘ave to take a train ride for that.”
 

”Juncture, Smiles, not junction,” Lord Ludvig felt like a man executing a swan dive to save an antique porcelain sugar bowl before it hit the tiles. He was also thinking Montesque Terwilliger? Those are his names? Then he caught himself and bootstrapped his own car back on the roller coaster track. “Thank you, Smiles, that’ll be all for now. I’m sure His Majesty must be exhausted after his ordeal.” And, seeing King Eddie’s face, “and you too, Smiles. Off you go now. Get a good night’s rest, tomorrow’s going to be a busy day with the royal banquet and all.”
 

“Oh, yes, Milord, that reminds me. Miz Klara says fer His Majesty not to worry about Miz Inge, she’s bein’ taken care of. Sez she would be taking care of Miz Inge’s bites an’ welts. Seems the two of ‘em are becomin’ firm friends.”
 

I’m sure they are, King Eddie thought. Way off in the distance Eddie Cattz was musing whether Klara mightn’t be adding a few bites and welts of her own to Inge’s lilly-white, if temporarily discoloured, body.
 

“D’you happen to know where Mr Poligon is, Smiles?” Lord Ludvig asked?
 

“Oh, yes Milord. Miz Klara did happen to mention him. Said ‘is bit of crump… beggin’ yer pardon, Milord, ‘is lady friend wanted to go an’ look at the crowds in the square, so her and Mr Jason have gone there. An’ his pilot friend went along, too.”
 

“Very well, Smiles. Thank you.”
 

His Majesty, confirming that he was exhausted, said he was retiring to his suite for the evening, to reflect on recent events and to work on the speech that he was to deliver at the following evening’s banquet. Montesque Terwilliger Smiles again bowed low before snapping to attention and delivering a final, steely salute at his king, turning on his heel and marching off. Mr Smiles’s spine immediately started drafting a letter to the editor.
 


 

Boz knew as much about large crowds as an oil-rich sheikh knows about moderation. A lifetime ago, during the upheavals in Magnesia, he had been a pilot in the air force, and had never experienced any of the riots first-hand. Costanza, however, knew all about people gathered in groups to enjoy a show. The spontaneous bursts of laughter, the sense of anticipation, the almost palpable feeling of people getting themselves psyched up to be entertained. Moving through the milling crowds in the enormous square, her hand comfortingly in Jason’s, she sensed all of that. But underneath it, there was something else. Something squirmy. Something wriggly. 
 

(And that didn’t even include the squirmy wriggliness of the members of the Sons of the Mighty Smiter cult who were also there, omni presently mingling and handing out leaflets, as inconspicuous as only bald men in sheets can be in a crowd.)
 

Jason was aware of it too. The jostling, pushing and shoving of people, eager to see everything, to visit the encampments of all the ethnic groups who had taken up residence in the square, and, to some, bringing a bit of home to the anonymity of Candoberra, was a wash of white noise. Like all large crowds, it had a collective character, and for Jason, who had avoided such crowds for most of his life, the character was hard to read. 
 

What wasn’t hard to read was the leaflet that he suddenly had in his hands. One of the SAS cult members, applying the skills of an inverted pickpocket, had slyly shoved leaflets into his and Costanza’s hands. Holding it up to the light, Jason read it aloud. 
 

CAST OUT ALL EVIL!!! it shouted, 
 

AND THAT INCLUDES THE EVIL EMPIRE, THE EVIL WITHIN YOURSELF AND, OH YES, THE EVIL CULT OF THE ENLIGHTENED COUSINS OF THE MIGHTY SMITER, FOR IMPOSTORS AND HERETICS ARE THEY, AND NOTHING BUT A CULT!!!
 

REALLY!!!
 

Costanza and Jason both had smiles as they moved on.
 

Jason’s Synesthesia often conferred personalities upon inanimate objects, and would, for instance, sometimes make an empty glass look sulky or a door handle seem perky. He was used to that. This crowd was a different bucket of chicken altogether. From within its midst, he was having problems distinguishing signal from noise, so he allowed himself to withdraw slightly, to add mental filters to the overtaxed physical ones, and to let Costanza lead him wherever the fancy took her. By withdrawing and observing from a more aloof vantage point, the undercurrents became more discernible. Amongst the bright neon lava flows of festivity, dark pools of discontent could be sensed; a layer of whispers lurking within the bustle of festivities.
 

“Oh, Mr Poligon! So good to see you again!” The voice that brought him back was that of Abu Ismail Al Durahman, and Jason became aware that they had reached the Sahhabi encampment. Ah, he thought, perhaps the discordant note that I sensed was nothing but the camels displaying their disregard for the public amenities. Before he could gather his wits sufficiently to introduce Costanza and Boz, the tall, robed figure continued. 
 

“For a while there it seemed as if events had caught up with us, even surpassed us, and that the Royal Festival of Bugrawlian Cultures would not take place at all, thanks to those treacherous dogs, the Iraqubans.” Abu Ismael turned his head and – cultured fellow that he was – only feigned spitting on the cobblestones. “But - praise be! – the cowardly sons of pigs lost their courage and left. Meccano be great!” He turned toward some previously determined direction and bowed three times, right hand over his heart.
 

“Meccano and a videotape, perhaps…” Costanza said. And a syringe filled with a smoky liquid that liberates the tongues of the injected from inhibition…
 

Abu Ismael continued as if she did not exist, as was right and proper behaviour for the true Sahhabian Bedouin and Meccanist. “Some tea for you, perhaps, Mr Poligon, and your friend?” 
 

The invitation was clearly not extended rather pointedly only to Jason and Boz. 
 

“No, thank you, Abu Ismael, unfortunately we must decline. Perhaps at a later time…”
 

The tall Bedouin’s eyes narrowed for a brief moment, while his small beard became a dagger pointing at Jason’s chest. 
 

“We have a saying in the desert: Drink when you can; the next watering hole may be poisoned.” He flicked a disdainful glance at Costanza. Then his voice softened, and he added, “I understand, Mr Poligon. Yes, some other time, then. We shall meet soon, I’m sure.”
 

They turned and were swept up in the crowd again. The swell and ebb off sound: was it becoming more layered, or was he just becoming more aware of the layers? Again his attention was drawn away by Costanza’s dismayed cry of “Oh, no! Look Jason!”
 

She was pointing at another group of bald men in sheets. But these were not the Sons of the Mighty Smiter. Apparently, these were their Enlightened Cousins, the supposed impostors and heretics. They were thronging around their head priest, and he was holding…could it be? Yes, it was a statue of a man dressed in a baggy suit and floppy shoes, arms outstretched, eyes gazing upwards over a red, bulbous nose, with a staff that looked very much like the ones used by the priests of the Sons of the Mighty Smiter sticking out of his rear end and propelling him upwards like the final stage of an orbital booster. Around the priest was gathered a throng of acolytes, chanting and wailing and reaching out for their saviour on a stick.
 

“But how did they find out Posser was a clown?” Costanza asked the bemused Jason, who could only shake his head and say, “The Mighty Smiter works in mysterious ways, I guess. Or they saw the newspaper report. And wherever he is, old Posser must be having a good belly laugh…” 
 

They moved along, and soon lost themselves in the crowd again. Amidst the cries of vendors touting their wares – food sellers offering various ‘authentic’, ethnic dishes, household implements touted as objets d’art to the tourists – could be heard the shouts of en- and discouragement where contests between the various local groups would appear to happen spontaneously. Displays of horsemanship between the Nipponese and the Sahhabis; the mountain people comparing their livestock with those of the Doers; the tattooed swamp-dwellers showing off their head-shrinking techniques to those of the pygmies of the jungles of Pilau. (Using only goats’ heads, of course. No, really.) The raucous laughter accompanying the singing of the various tribes’ folk songs. The seemingly innocent displays of traditional weapons, worn, with traditional garb, by tribesmen who looked far too comfortable, not to mention traditionally aggressive, carrying them and who, it could be imagined, would have looked underdressed without them.
 

Just beneath the surface of this cacophony were the whispers; the discontent. The leaflets passing from hand to hand, imprinted with a single word, but in the different dialects and languages, some of which Jason could read, others for dialects not even having a formally accepted written form yet. But never written in the language of the Colonial master.
 

The word was NOW. 
 

They were approaching the area where the mountain people had set up their large, round, yak hide tents, when Boz spoke for the first time. 
 

“I hope you realize that you’ve just done a sterling job of offending him,” Boz said, enjoying the surrounding spectacle but oblivious to the undercurrents.
 

“Oh? And he didn’t offend me by not offering Costanza anything to drink?” Jason retorted.
 

“Not his culture, is it?” Boz replied.
 

“So it’s ok for him to express his culture, but not ok for me to express mine?” Jason had turned and was facing Boz foursquare.
 

“Whoa there, fellow! I just…” His voice trailed off as Jason turned and disappeared into the crowd. “What’d I say?” Boz asked of Costanza, but before she could answer, Jason was back.
 

“What is it, Jason, dear?”
 

”Kim-Lee! I’m sure I just saw Kim-Lee, going into that yurt over there.” He was pointing at one of the tents in the back. “I’m sure it was him. What would he be doing here?”
 

”Didn’t you tell me that Kim-Lee was the one who carried on with the invitations while you went off to rescue a damsel in distress?” Costanza didn’t hide the twinkle in her eyes as she said this. “Perhaps he made some good friends on his travels.”
 

”Kim-Lee wouldn’t even be capable of making friends with a desperate Mormon missionary, not even if he tried,” Jason retorted. “The man has as much emotion as a shark in a feeding frenzy.”
 

“Jason, you look worried,” she said as softly as the surrounding noise allowed. “What’s bothering you?”
 

The whispers, he wanted to say, and the pulsating, dark green pools of light underneath the rainbow-like light-heartedness of the crowd. The corners of sound where the sounds disappear and become disturbing susurrations, he could have added. Instead he just looked at her, smiled and said, “I think I’m just overly tired. My imagination is working overtime. Let’s go home. I need some sleep.
 


 

Pablo Avril’s ratty old armchair creaked as his skinny buttocks searched for a more comfortable position on the lumpy cushion. His mind was drifting gently over the topography that was his life, the hills of happy memories; the dales of those less so; the featureless flatlands that somehow make up any life, no matter how privileged or interesting. 
 

The TV was on but he paid it even less heed than usual. The two Iraquban channels, both under government control, had been off the air for most of the morning and since they came on air again, just before lunch, the fare had consisted, instead of the normal mind-numbing mix of patriotic programming and praise and worship of GESUS, of nothing more than bland classical music. This alone would have been enough of a sign that something was afoot, but it was underscored by the sounds that had drifted up to his flat from the world outside. He hardly ever went out anymore, and now, in the season of dust, normally paid his housekeeper a little extra to shop for him. As the days went by, he’d increasingly regarded it as something distant and of no concern to him. 
 

However, he could not completely ignore the dopplering of sirens and the roar of trucks in the streets below. Sometimes there were shots, but not often. This had been going on ever since the junta-controlled television had shown footage of the Iraquban forces’ return – it wasn’t called a retreat, of course – from their little adventurous foray into Bugrawlia. At first there had been an attempt to present it as an honourable and tactical withdrawal, the point having been made to the outside world of Iraquba’s claim on the Plata de Rasgónes, but you cannot wash turds, and the lie had not been believed.
 

He recognised all the signs, of course. No one could live for long in a country like Iraquba without being familiar with them. Either indirectly – as occasional curfews and martial law and news blackouts - or directly, as a knock on the door that would be the prologue to a family ripped apart, to anxious weeks and months of hoping for word of a loved one, dragged away, imprisoned, perhaps worse; the thinking of the unthinkable. 
 

The populace of a closed, inward-looking society like Iraquba’s are never allowed to be aware of the great forces and factions, roiling and colliding far beneath the surface of the face that the ruling regime attempts to show to its subjects. Normally, the first inkling they have of great upheavals is when they are engulfed by a tsunami of sudden change, sweeping away the old, and re-landscaping the political shoreline. Yes, Pablo knew the signs well, but it was all happening … out there; it had nothing to do with him.
 

His suspicions were confirmed when the music was interrupted for a special government broadcast. On the screen, alone, was Colonel Danté Alighieri, Pequeño Jaguar, in full dress uniform. Strangely enough, he was not sitting, as was usually the case, against a backdrop of the New Iraquban flag, the one that had the special crest of GESUS in the middle. Instead, he had a tiny version of the old Iraquban flag, crestless, on the desk that, had it not been for the cushion on which he was sitting, would have made him look like a child sitting at the grownup table. Not that that would have been humorous anyway. Nothing about Pequeño Jaguar was humorous. Certainly not the expression on his face, or the words, dripping from his mouth like blood from a sated lion’s.
 

Pablo roused himself just enough to hear that the Colonel Alighieri, in an effort to clamp down on the dangerous tendencies that were threatening to derail the course that the country was on, had, regretfully, been forced to take certain measures. These included the immediate suspension of the constitution, institution of martial law, the curtailing of such civil liberties as there were, and the shutting down of airports, harbours, railways and banks. Oh yes, and the arrest and detention of the other members of GESUS. Almost languidly – this was a man in control - Pequeño Jaguar ticked the names on his fingers as he spoke.
 

Colonel Joan Miro: suspected of consorting with enemies of the state. Under house arrest.
 

Colonel Salvatore Dali: imprisoned for corruption and racketeering.
 

Colonel Pablo Picasso: apprehended for involvement in drug smuggling.
 

Colonel Antonio Gaudi: unfortunately shot when trying to evade arrest.
 

Colonel Velasques: was currently abroad but would be arrested and imprisoned upon his return for unspecified ‘unpatriotic acts’.
 

There were veiled hints and accusations that the other colonels of the junta were all more or less to blame for the aborted invasion and subsequent disgraceful retreat from the Plata de Rasgónes; that he, Colonel Danté Alighieri, had been against it from the beginning, and that the time to set things right had now arrived. While the country was in turmoil, he, Colonel Danté Alighieri, Pequeño Jaguar, would be in charge of the day-to-day administration of the country. This would be only a temporary measure, until order could be restored and normality returned.
 

But Pablo Avril had stopped listening and had drifted off again. He was remembering his wife, Clarissa, and how she had looked as a young woman, running through the tall grass in a summer dress.
 

After all, these things had nothing to do with him.
 


 

Take one overly large, over-decorated room; fill with tables and chairs, silverware and eating utensils arranged just so; hang bunting, heraldry and flags upon the high walls; place an inconspicuous little orchestra somewhere where they can be heard if not seen. Then fill the room with people. Then fill the people. Twice. Fill their ears with speeches and their stomachs with food.
 

“The honourable Halobsang Harumpa of the northern mountain province of Tibutan? And his aide? Hujeiman Ravatnapaul?”
 

To some this may seem a recipe for a successful evening. To others, it’s an invitation to escape, if only to an inner world.
 

Eddie Cattz, slash-rock star, was getting ready to play the show of his life. If he could bring it off tonight, it would establish him in the annals of the great, and ensure immortality; even, perhaps, induction into the Slash-Rock Music Hall Of Fame. And if not? Well it was back to the bars and the one-nighters in dingy towns where even the groupies were droopy…
 

“Chief Patrice Lumumbashi from Bugur’t? And his - you-can’t-bring-that-shrunken-head-in-‘ere-my-good-fellow - entourage?”
 

The seating arrangements for the royal banquet, to be held in the ballroom at Grand Central, had taken a lot of thought and planning. Lady Brünhilde and her staff of advisors and aides – both roles in this case being filled by Rosie da Silva, the young butterball wife of Scarfdale da Silva – had considered and discarded a number of possible decorating themes. One was called The Herb Garden; another - and one can but speculate - the Inverted Pyramid. They finally settled, or, it should be said, compromised, on the current one, which they called The Map. 
 

“The honourable Ishi’i Tokugawa, of the southern coastal province of New Nippon? And his entourage?”
 

The old ballroom had been given a much-needed facelift in the preceding days. Disuse and budget cuts had, in recent years, inspired some of the younger civil servants, whose balance sheets of energy had not yet gone into the red due to the sheer boredom, to use the place as an after-hours gymnasium. Now all the gym equipment had been cleared away. On the floor of the ballroom, Lady B and Rosie had drawn a schematic map of Bugrawlia, and each province had been assigned a number of tables for the VIPs from that province. 
 

Right at the centre of the room – an area that represented Candoberra, the capitol that, as luck would have it, actually was located near the geographical centre of Bugrawlia - was the main table. There the royal seat would be sat, the royal stomach be filled and the royal speech be given, in the company of Lord Ludvig and Lady Brünhilde, the host and hostess, and various other anointed dignitaries. 
 

Among these, at the behest of King Edouard, were Jason and Costanza, and Boz and Cindy. The king would face virtual north, where, directly in front of him, would be the mountain people from Tibutan; to the west, on their left, would sit Abu Ismail Al Durahman and his entourage from the Sahhabi Desert; and so on.
 

“The Honourable Señor Petros Calvados, Foreign Minister of Costa Blanca? And his wife, Madame Calvados? Señor Gustado, Costa Blancan Minister for Environmental Affairs””
 

The assortment of ministers, ambassadors and pro-consuls from other countries, including Costa Blanca and Amerus, were to sit at an outer ring of tables. The astute observer would immediately have remarked that the weakness of The Map’s arrangement lay in the fact that a good portion of the guests, namely those from New Nippon and Bugur’t, the southern coast and the southern swamps, would be seated behind the king’s back.
 

“Field-Cornet Oom Kruger Stockenström of the Burnt-Orange Free State? And his entourage?”
 

Rosie da Silva had solved this problem quite ingeniously. Rummaging in some basement’s sub-basement in Grand Central some months earlier, she had happened upon a revolving stage. It dated back to the incumbency of Governor-General Longines, when it was used for Lady Longbones’ fashion shows. Remarkably, the mechanism that made the thing revolve was still in almost-working order. Even more remarkable was that Mr Smiles still remembered how it had worked even after all that time, and, with a little bit of TLC, got it going again. It was then hastily installed in the ballroom.
 

Through whose doors the guests were now entering. Mr Smiles, butler perennial, was announcing each individual, couple, group or tribe with a lilt to his voice that made some of them wonder whether they were being announced or whether their credentials were being questioned. Thus were they introduced to Governor General Lord Ludvig de Sancerre y Brava and Lady Brünhilde, who in turn introduced them to King Edouard, with whom a few meaningless pleasantries were exchanged before the guests were ushered to their seats. Moreover, if the guests noticed that His Majesty seemed a bit distant, well, they realised he’d had a trying journey. Just how trying, few could have known.
 

At her parents’ insistence, Klara was also in the greeting party standing between them. Of course she was glad to have returned home safely, but she felt her mother was making way too much of a fuss over her and wished she would let go her arm for just a minute so that she – Klara – could have the blood circulation restored. The numbness kept her from drifting into her own reverie, in which she was reliving the past day or so, which she had spent ministering to the picture perfect but unfortunate Inge’s fire-ant bite affliction. The itching had flared up again and Inge had required constant massage and rubdowns with oils and lotions. It had helped and she was better but still unable to be part of the king’s entourage at the banquet. She would definitely require more treatment, and Klara was already imagining …
 

 “Mr Jason Poligon and Miz Costanza Fia Tavio? Mr and Mrs Boz Bozoni?”
 

Both Eddie Cattz’s and Klara’s reveries were stopped mid-reel upon hearing the names and, along with Lord Ludvig, returned to the here and now, Klara to give them each a hug and King Edouard to put true warmth – and a wink - into his handshake.
 

“And why is it not Mrs and Mr Cindy Bozoni, I wonder?” Cindy whispered to Boz as they were being ushered to their table. Boz didn’t even have to look at his beautiful wife to know she had that sparkle in her eye. The four of them, the two women stunning in evening dresses and the men resplendent in tuxedos, proceeded to their designated places at the royal table. 
 

The many eyes that followed them were a thousand pinpricks on Jason’s skin. Costanza, smiling at Cindy’s remark, bore the full brunt of that thousand-watt stare. The Bedouin men were lustfully disapproving; the Doer men, lustful on the sly
 

“Iniuri Chief Ixuptecal’pa’a of the province of Entropica? Her husband … ummm … George? George?!?…and her entourage, including…ohmigod?” Smiles even managed to end his last utterance as a question. Or perhaps he really was asking a higher power for guidance on how to introduce whoever – or whatever – was standing in front of him.
 

He/it was about three feet in height. He/it had long, white body hair; long arms and legs, and his/its walk could only be described as a shambling, ape-like gait. The custom made little tuxedo jacket fit quite well. However, the penis-sheath was probably a tad oversized.
 

Whatever backstage shenanigans Eddie Cattz was up to in his parallel universe at that moment, they were upstaged completely by what was happening in King Edouard’s. And even if Eddie the C. was pointing and stuttering “G-G-G-Guyazii!!” His Majesty King Edouard Katzenellenbogen van der Meer de Bliksemen de Donderin had enough poise and presence of mind to not react visibly with what would undoubtedly have been an unpardonable faux-pas. With the voice in the back of his mind jabbering away, King Edouard merely extended a hand at the creature that stood in front of him. He was hearing another voice – it couldn’t have been as distant as it seemed for this time it was that of Ixuptecal’pa’a - who was introducing him/it as being named something King Edouard’s lips would be incapable of uttering and his mind likewise be unable to store in any of its memory slots. 
 

“But we call him Frankie, Your Majesty,” she said. “He’s my brother-in-law.” 
 

George’s brother, then, was the unexpectedly lucid insight that popped into the tiny alleyway of headspace between Eddie Cattz’s nattering and King Edouard’s protocol-adhering persona. 
 

She continued, “One of our blessed cousins who come into the world …ah…different from the rest of us.” 
 

Another lucid insight fought the fight-or-flight adrenalized response of King Edouard’s body: Oh. He’s a genetic anomaly. A mutation. And not that unusual among the Iniuri pygmies, either, apparently. She had said he was one of our blessed cousins. Ixuptecal’pa’a was still saying something about the resolution of a recent feud between the two brothers, but he didn’t quite catch it as she was hustled along politely.
 

Eddie Cattz was going to struggle to get through this gig. 
 

King Edouard resumed his place in the bucket brigade of official greeters of guests, pigeonholing his disappointment at having a(nother) lifelong quest, the dream of being a star in the cryptozoology hall of fame, flame out and go up in smoke…up, up, toward the rafters…
 


 

…Where, on the balcony, it was powerful enough to join with Cecil, the Ghost of Empire, and Adolphus, Ghost of Common Sense (Local Chapter), to coalesce (or would that be de-coalesce?) into the Ghost of Unfulfilled Expectations. 
 

Cecil and Adolphus, who were just hanging about lollygagging at the proceedings in the ballroom, were quite taken aback at the suddenness of the new arrival. They soon realized, though, that this latest addition to their little pan-ghouleon of ghosts had succeeded in mopping up many of the smaller wisps of dissatisfaction, discontent and disillusion that had been cluttering up Grand Central for so long. An abundance of daily disenchantment emanating from senior and junior officials alike - disillusioned at the futility of administering the last holding of an empire on its last legs - just hung about near the ceilings, too weak and impotent to be of use. Now, all the little sighs and quiet groans became one consolidated, sub-sonic, sub-psychic moan. The Ghost of Unfulfilled Expectations. 
 

Cecil decided to call it Arthur.
 


 

The other presence on the balcony, this one very human, is quiet; so quiet that even the ghosts are unaware of it.
 

He – for it is a man – sits cross-legged, in a state of ego-less transcendence;  Body, yes, but more: Mind. Focused. Pure. Intense.
 

He has but one mission to fulfil; one task to accomplish. Failure is unthinkable for that will make futile all that he strives to accomplish. 
 

Futility. Disillusion. 
 

Why does his mind veer towards these things? They are unimaginable. 
 

With an effort, he re-centres, turning the lens of his mind to focus the flame of his ambition, single-mindedly, upon his goal. The kind of focus that is upon the how and not the why. 
 

He does not even contemplate why a single hand would be clapping.
 


 

The stage in the centre of the room was revolving at a stately pace. Not even a single drop of bouillabaisse or chardonnay had been spilt. Indeed, most of the guests had complimented Lady Brünhilde upon a splendid arrangement. Dinner had been served, and great quantities of fine fare masticated to oblivion. Then it was time for the after-dinner speeches.
 

“…To which the diplomat said: ‘Over my dead body!’” 
 

Lord Ludvig was not a natural storyteller. His little joke was as flat as snake breasts, but you wouldn’t have said so from the audience’s response. The laughter was as uproarious as if his little bon mot was the joke of the decade.
 

There was something in the atmosphere...
 

King Edouard would have picked it up if he hadn’t been busy drowning his disappointment with one of the local drinks. It was mild and tangy. Quite tasty, in fact. It was called libidos or something.
 

Jason Poligon would have sensed the undertones in the ambience but, having removed his dark glasses, was engrossed in studying Costanza’s eyes. She, in turn, and for the first time, was absorbed in the tiny orange flecks that softened the dark brown of his eyes.
 

Lord Ludvig did pick up the charge in the atmosphere, but ascribed it to the nervousness of a large complement of the audience being in the presence of their king, not something they were used to. He therefore ignored his vague uneasiness and carried on. “Ladies and gentlemen, honoured guests, it gives me great pleasure to introduce to you His Majesty, King Edouard!”
 

King Edouard rose from his chair and moved across to the dais. He was starting to feel slightly queasy, and it must surely have been from the constantly turning platform. It couldn’t have been the libidos, could it…? And he wasn’t sure if he was imagining it, but had a certain amount of jerkiness been injected into the hitherto smooth operation of the device? No matter. There was the business of a speech to attend to.
 

It’s a funny thing about speeches, especially at functions like these. They’re a bit like junk food. Firstly, the content is less important than the packaging, and secondly, they should be finished and forgotten quickly. King Edouard realised this of course. After all, that was why Eddie Cattz was always with him, to add a bit of rock ‘n roll to his (King Edouard’s) delivery; to add some spice to alleviate the tedium. However, tonight he needed Eddie for neither heavy metal nor thrash. He needed him for a bit of soul.
 

The crowds gathered in the square outside were apparently joining in the revelry with festivities of their own. Sounds of singing and chanting could be heard every so often. And fireworks, too. 
 

Well, it had to be fireworks, didn’t it…?
 

“Governor-General Lord Ludvig, Lady Brünhilde…” King Edouard begins, going through the motions. 
 

On the leisurely revolving stage, Eddie Cattz is berating King Edouard for starting his set like a cocktail-lounge crooner, delivering all the standards – the greetings, the thank-yous and so on - with very little flair or originality. The tinkling of glasses as his audience reach for their drinks tell him that they are done inspecting the packaging and are now just hoping that neither the helping nor the heartburn afterwards is going to be too big.
 

Only one person in the vast room is not tuning out due to boredom. 
 

He is visualising the scene beneath him, projecting it upon his lowered eyelids, using the technique taught to him, from the time he could walk, by Zen Master Origami. 
 

He sees the room. 
 

He sees the tables of the guests. 
 

He sees the stage, turning, turning. 
 

And he sees … the target …
 

“As one looks around at the variety of custom and dress amongst those of you, true tons of the soil, in this room, nootight, with all the hags flung out and the hunting bung, one is reminded of the discovery of this lair fand by the great Brutish explorer and adventurer – and sometime nuccabeer…buccaneer…ha-ha – Captain Toomanycooks-Boilthesproth….” 
 

Eddie Cattz can feel it. The libidos is kicking in and, as often happens to him when under the weather, King Edouard is starting to spoonerize his sentences. And, much as he is trying to tame it, it’s no use. His tongue is off on its own. 
 

“Upon his epic first nircumsavigation of the earth, while passing through the Imperial Ocean off the southern coast, he was coasting the peruseline through his skeletope … telespoke … when he quite blithely remarked upon the absence of anything of interest to be seen…”
 

The stage is turning and the king is facing virtual south. He looks at the face of Ishi’i Tokugawa. Ishi’i-san is as inscrutable as befits one of his race. Or as the stereotype requires he be. Or perhaps he is merely bored. He listens as this man, his nominal king, speaks, albeit strangely, of this, his country, this Bugrawlia. 
 

“It just so happened that Jercator Mones, …umm… Mercator Jones …sorry… the ship’s cartographer-royal, was incapacitated at the time with a severe scase of curvy, and therefore unable to himself update his journal as he had done so religiously during the whole of the learyong journey, noting everything of interest. And a lot that was of no interest whatsoever.
 

“Fortunately, he had nominated his babin coy to update his journal in his stead.
 

“Unfortunately, the boy’s judgement, deciding which of Captain Toomanycooks’ utterances to record, lech muft to be desired. He therefore recorded all the Captain’s thoughts quite temiculously, and in the colourful vernac…vernac…language used by sen at mea. 
 

“He said, ‘My boy, there’s bugger all here…’”
 

So, ever after, this louthern sand – first the coastry but later the whole cuntline - became known as Bugrawlia. And rush it themains to this day.” The stage turns and the king is looking at Chief Patrice Lumumbashi. He winks at his old Sourbone College chum but receives no acknowledgement. 
 

Outside, the crowd in the square is cheering. But this is not the kind of cheer that makes anyone who hears it think of a victory lap or a league cup held aloft. This is rather more like the kind of cheer one would imagine precedes the storming of a Winter Palace or the burning of a Reichstag. It is the cheer of a multitude, many of whom are having a fine old time, but ragged at the edges, tinged with anger.
 

“…During one’s time here in an honest attempt to experience the dull fepth of diversity to be found here…peet the meople…”
 

The stage turns and the king is looking at the hawk-like features of Abu Ismael, leader of the Western Sahhabi desert, whose dark eyes watch him the way a raptor may peer at its prey.
 

“During one’s recent visit to Blasta Conca one was struck by the its great natural beauty and diversity, the loss of which, through exmanagement and misploitation, would be a loss not only to Bosta Clanca, but to mankind. One has, therefore, in one’s chapacity as Cairman of the Royal Sotanical Bociety, and as one who doesn’t fun from rear, decided to bequeath a sum sufficient for vonkerting the area surrounding the Insulara Falls, including the Pilata Plains and the Cachaco Canyon, as a Wild Worlderness Preserve.” King Edouard glanced at Boz as he said this. The delighted clapping from the Costa Blancan ambassador’s table masked the sound of the latter’s jaw dropping onto his chest. He was soon smiling as widely as Cindy.
 

The stage has turned and the king is looking at Oom Kruger Stockenström. e can imagine the The old Doer from the central plains province of the Burnt-Orange Free State is thinking ja, animals and plants, that’s what you care about. Much more than you care about people…
 

So, King Edouard casts his gaze beyond, at the mountain people from Tibutan. Being an independent minded lot, who are as likely to agree on one leader as a flu virus is on settling on one victim, all the ex-drossaards are there. Aninch Isalligot, Hujeiman Ravatnapaul and Hutnesar Husqvarna are in a huddled conversation of whispers, oblivious to their king’s ramblings. Muras Murasan and Karaman Ghia are almost asleep, while Halobsang Harumpa just leans his massive, odoriferous bulk backward in his suffering chair, chewing and watching.
 

The stage has turned and the king is looking at the faces of the Amazonian Ixuptecal’pa’a and her pygmy husband. George waves at him when he sees they are being bathed in the royal gaze. His wife however, suddenly finds the little flowery pattern on the crockery in front of her to be of deep significance, and refuses to meet the king’s gaze. Must be my announcement about the Wilderness Preserve, he thinks. No more logging activities there. 
 

“…of afternational infairs. Modern trends indicate that, globally, there has been movement away from the father-son situations that have dominated over the last century or two, towards a more equitable model of inter-nation affairs…(My, but this tinning spable is making me drunk. Maybe we should stop and go clounter cockwise for a bit…”)
 

The stage has come full circle. Up on the balcony, the figure, now blindfolded, is rising. He reaches for the handle of his weapon.
 

“…And, therefore, in one’s capacity as Prorectum of the Realities of the Term, one sees fit at this time to announce that, as soon as it is legally and politically feasible, Bugrawlia, last remnant of the Brutish Empire…”
 

King Edouard takes a deep breath. – Mustn’t up this cock, Eddie Cattz whispers to him…
 

“… shall be declared wholly and fully audependent and intonomous…“
 

At which point the lights go out and King Edouard Katzenellenbogen van der Meer de Bliksemen de Donderin falls over.
 

The silence in the ballroom is total.
 

Then, from the dark somewhere above them, a thin, piercing wail is heard. It rises in pitch, culminating in an explosion of breath. Perhaps it is the word “Hai!”
 

There is a whoossh! followed by a loud thunk!
 

Someone – a woman at the main table – screams. Then all is hubbub and tumult
 

Feet pound across the ballroom floor. Voices shout, senselessly. No one knows what to do yet everyone is telling someone else to do it.
 

As suddenly as they went out, the lights come back on.
 

Again, the woman at the main table – it is Lady Brünhilde – screams.
 

Beside her, Lord Ludvig is slumped forward. A long-handled harpoon is buried in the table next to him.
 

For a moment the onlookers are so stunned that none of them knows what to do. Then a voice is heard from about the spot where Lord Ludvig’s would come if he were still alive.
 

Which he is. Unmistakably.
 

“Can someone get this bloody thing off me?!” 
 

Jason reached over, grabbed the harpoon by the handle and, with a wrench, pulled it out of the table. A piece of tabletop, with some tablecloth and tuxedo attached, came along. Lord Ludvig sat upright. His tuxedo jacket would never attend any function again.
 

“Papa! You’re ok!” Klara cried out. “Look Mama! He is fine!”
 

That was enough to make Lady Brünhilde stop screaming, but not enough to keep her from fainting.
 

“What the …” 
 

“Lord Ludvig, are you ok?” Jason asked. “I think you just escaped an assassination attempt.”
 

”Yes, yes, I’m fine, it seems,” the shaken Governor-General said, rubbing his face. It felt numb. “His Majesty!” he suddenly said, remembering who was really the guest of honour there.
 

“Everything’s O-AK, old chap,” came a voice from the floor next to the stage. “My, but you colonials can throw a prate garty, huh! Man, I tell ya, I haven’t had this much fun since the opening of that casino, wazzitsname? Pet’s Larty! And let’s have some more of that fried duck….” King Edouard – or was it Eddie Cattz said, and passed out again.
 

“Milord! Oh, goodness, Milord,“ Smiles spluttered as he emerged from underneath the stage. “I told ‘em we shouldn’t use this old stage. Movement wuz jerky, I said so. Tried to fix it meself but ran out of time. ‘S why I wuz layin’ underneath it all this time. I wuz tryin’ to tweak her. Now it’s gorn and thrown his majesty arse over teak…”
 

“I think, Mr Smiles, that the jolt probably saved Lord Ludvig’s life.” Jason showed everyone the harpoon. “This is the type of harpoon used by the Zen whalers of New Nippon. This probably explains why the lights went off. They are trained to practise their art blindfolded.” He turned. “Isn’t that so, Ishi’i-san?” 
 

Ishi’i-san had not budged from his seat at the table. He merely said, “Are you suggesting I had anything to with this pathetic assassination attempt, Mister Poligon. If so, you’d better offer more specific proof.”
 

“Vad about dis, den? Is dis enough proof?” Clad in matching evening dresses, slit high up on the leg, Agnetha and Anni-Frid, the king’s bodyguards, stepped forward. “Ve vere up on de balcony ven de lights vent out,” Agnetha said. Or perhaps it was Anni-Frid. Jason could never remember which was the blonde and which the brunette. “…and ve alvays hav night scopes.” 
 

Hanging slumped between them, apparently only semi-unconscious, was…”Kim-Lee! You?” Lord Ludvig was livid. He grabbed the figure, now regaining consciousness, by the hair. “Kim-Lee? Why?”
 

Kim-Lee’s eyes were narrowed in disgust. “You cannot understand how much we loathe you Brutish! But your time for ruling us is over. Listen! Those people outside! They’re ready. They know that their time has come. Look! Look around you. In this room you are surrounded and completely outnumbered by Bugrawlians.”
 

It was true. Only now that Kim-Lee had focused their attention on it did they realise that all the Bugrawlian guests, arrayed around the central stage, which had now stopped turning, were armed. And that various weapons, brought into the banquet under the guise of cultural objects, were pointing at them.
 

”So that’s what you were doing behind my back when we went to invite the various leaders to the cultural festival,” Jason sneered with contempt. “You conspired with them to instigate a coup.”
 

“Hai, halfling, not that you could understand either, having one testicle in Bugrawlia and the other in Amerus!”
 

“Ah, of course, patriotism,” Jason replied with contempt. “The age-old excuse to unleash the dogs. But it seems, Kim-Lee, that you don’t even need to do that. If anyone but me had been listening, they may just recall King Edouard just granted independence to Bugrawlia, anyway. I don’t understand much about royal prerogatives in a democracy, but I do recall reading…” (during my training for the KGIA) “… that, as Protector of the Realities of the Ter…Territories of the Realm, granting independence is one of the things he can still do. Something about some archaic law never repealed since no-one ever thought a modern king would have the audacity – or stupidity – to use it.”
 

“But…but…His Majesty was dru… I mean he was unwell when he said it!” Lord Ludvig was watching straws fly by, just out of reach. ”He was tired. And confused. Yes. That’s it. Tired and confused.”
 

“Afraid not, Lord Ludvig. His Majesty may have fallen off the podium, but that was due to the jerk in the stage.”
 

“No need to insult an ol’ man, sonny boy!” 
 

“Not you, Mr Smiles,” Jason calmed the old man. “Anyway, there were far too many witnesses to the king’s pronouncement. The decree is binding, I’m afraid.”
 

Everyone seemed to consider this for a moment. There would have been silence in the room if the noise outside had not changed from a din to a clamour.
 

“Just whose side are you on, Poligon?” Lord Ludvig was furious.
 

“Side, Lord Ludvig? No-one’s, sir.” Jason’s dark glasses were as impenetrable as the core of the earth. Then, climbing onto a table, he addressed the room. 
 

“As we all can hear, we’re on the point of having a revolution on our hands. It has been building up for a while now and we have a large number of very angry and frustrated people out there. Now, all you regional leaders, you know this better than anyone, and it’ll be up to you to defuse this…this powder keg.”
 

He looked at the faces of the six regional leaders. Yes, they knew. And more than knew. But would they be willing to trust their cards and stand on their bets? It was a long shot, but he had to try.
 

“You must talk to your people. Explain to them what has transpired here. You, Halobsang Harumpa, and yes, you, Oom Kruger. All of you. Or soon whatever’s happening out there will happen in here, and then no-one will control anything.”
 

There was a moment of silence in the room. Wordless looks semaphored between the six ex-drossaards. Then, Ishi’i san and Oom Kruger, the elder statesmen among the regional leaders, nodded at each other and stepped forward.
 

“He’s right,” Oom Kruger intoned sonorously. “Ja, by all that’s holy, we must do what we can to put a stop to it before it’s too late. Come, all of you!” This last was a command not easily disobeyed, not even by the ever-calculating Halobsang Harumpa. So up to the fake ramparts they went. From there, one by one, over the public address system originally rigged up for an intended royal address to the crowd, the de facto leaders of the six provinces spoke and explained to their people – soldiers and warriors, every one, come to Candoberra to participate in an armed rebellion - that now, without firing a shot, without having to lynch a lackey or burn a bureaucrat, now, at last, they were free, free, free! It took some doing to convince the mob that now was, indeed a NOW, even if it was not exactly the NOW that the whispers and the flyers had promised.
 

The people reacted tentatively at first, like any caged creature who does not initially know what to make of it when the chains fall away and freedom presents itself. Suspiciously, they tested to see whether they were all the butt of some new cosmic joke, or if their newly granted independence, and the putative freedom that it offered, were for real. Eventually deciding that they were, they seemed to collectively conclude that they were faced with the real thing and that they damned well had to ensure they made the best of it while it lasted. 
 

And eventually what followed were the celebrations. After all, the constraints of colonisation had become quite loose in recent decades. They were to contain peoples expected not to want to escape from a life that provided, for many, at least one square meal a day, even if the deal included occasionally showing obeisance to people who had long names and wore silly hats. So, like a busload of hookers let loose in a mining camp on payday, they burst out and set off in all directions.
 

At first they had no choice but to bunch together in the alleyways leading off the square, but having cleared this they emerged into the city, like a rugby team running onto the field from beneath the stadium for a home game that had to be won at all cost.
 


 

And, high on the fake battlements, with celebrations far below them, Adolphus, the Ghost Of Common Sense (Local Chapter), was ballooning beyond the bounds within which a ghost can remain stable, while Cecil, the Ghost of Empire, was shrinking with nary a sound to an astrally imperceptible and multi-dimensional dot equal in size to precisely zero space-time. But only for very small values of zero.
 


 

Subsequently, in the weeks and months following what became known as King Edouard’s Change of Winds speech…
 

…The King himself, after a month spent travelling throughout Bugrawlia, returned home to Brutain. Lauded by the one side of the political divide, and, simultaneously, vilified by those who felt he’d killed the goose of Empire, (no, not Cecil!) he disappeared from public view. Disillusioned with cryptozoology, he took up necromancy, buying the erstwhile residence of Creister Owley, practitioner of the dark arts in an earlier age, and spending his weekends there. He also started taking real guitar lessons.
 

…Ex-Governor-General Lord Ludvig and Lady Brünhilde, now retired, opened a cheese-shop in Fährgezogt, Lady Brünhilde’s isolated childhood hometown in the east of Brutain. Due to many generations of inbreeding, however, most of the residents of Fährgezogt were lactose intolerant, so the shop was a commercial failure from the outset. Lord Ludvig didn’t mind at all. It merely meant he had more time to work on his memoirs.
 

…Mr Smiles, also retired and back in the town of his birth, opened his own eating establishment, the Gentlemen At Arms, along with his old pal Augustus Linklater Esq.
 

…In Costa Blanca, Boz and Cindy’s helicopter charter business became wildly successful due to the growth in eco-tourism following the establishment of the wilderness area.
 

…As an adjunct to this, the Iniuri lumberjills, deprived of making a living from harvesting the mahogany forests, didn’t sit idly for long. Upon a suggestion from honorary Iniuri Costanza Fia Tavio Poligon during one of her visits, the resourceful women began using their airship to harvest flowers from the upper canopy of the forest. These were crushed and the juices used in the manufacture of exotic oils, purchased by Brutish perfume makers at exorbitant prices. 
 

…In Iraquba, Pablo Avril, oblivious to having been the catalyst in a political process that ushered in such enormous change in the region, passed away peacefully in his favourite armchair.
 

…In Amerus, Stanley Pressman and Alexx Meatpacker, their scientific credibility shot irredeemably, went into pyrotechnics and started up their own fireworks manufacturing business, Stanley using his share of the profits to continue his cold fusion research. They did visit Professor Teller in the clinic once or twice, but when it was obvious he didn’t recognize them, didn’t bother anymore.
 

…Ms Queen was neither promoted nor demoted for her role in the Operation Rare Earth debacle. Having in her possession a safe full of audio tapes containing secret conversations by many of the nation’s powerful elite gave her a status equal to that bestowed in some other cultures upon those tasked with the removal and disposal of human excrement: she became an untouchable. She was merely redeployed, becoming special adviser to a succession of Amerussian presidents.
 

And Jason Poligon? He travelled with King Edouard as official interpreter during the latter’s tour of the country. His and Costanza’s wedding, in her hometown of Fia Tavio, was a memorable occasion. It’s not often that a bridegroom wears dark glasses, nose- and earplugs on his wedding day. Most Fia Tavio males agreed that those normally only become necessary after you’ve been married for a number of years.
 

Then, for a while, Jason acted as a special adviser to the Bugrawlian Constitutional Conference. This was a body of regional leaders from across the country that was to draw up a constitution for the soon to be independent country. Jason soon wearied of the constant back-biting and infighting, and so he quit. It was rumoured that he was looking for another circus he could join. He was, apparently, looking for a job where he could feed and care for the animals, cleaning out their cages and sweeping up their dung. 
 

It was much cleaner work. 
 


 

The screen, but for the map of Bugrawlia, is blank. Yet, what the theatregoer sees there is as dependent upon his own preconceptions and biases as it is upon what is displayed there.
 

New beginnings can be invigorating. A new broom can sweep clean. But a fresh start can be a gamble; a return to the year zero. A regression.
 

Is Bugrawlia, the soon-to-be newly independent nation, as full of promise and potential as the chattering classes - the politicians, the media, the bloggers - would have it? A carthorse newly freed from its fetters and set free to run wild with other stallions? Or would it soon prove itself a wild boar, wounded, mad and untameable, and more likely to trample its own piglets and gore itself with its own tusks?
 

As King Eddie might have said when tired and confused: It was too tunes to sell…
 

THE END
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