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Lessons for the Abandonment of the False Myths of Progress and Reason

Regain awe and wonder. Abolish indifference. Feel loss.

The world is nota binary system. Few things are comprised of 1and 0, 0 and 1. There are more than
beings and non-beings, Earthers and animals, male and female, questions and answers.

All Earthers are equal, but an Earther is only one of many species of animal. We are not their
keepers.

Earthers, animals and the land must unlearn their destruction. This requires patience.

History is only for those who keep it. They shall be our Keepers, and they will protect us from the

myth of progress. The Keepersshall be trainedto be justand impartial, conscious of our history and

fairto the people they preside over. They willreportto an elected Council. The council will report to
the Trust, who have the well-being of all the people of Ku as their highest concern.

Life will amply supply, so long as no person takes more than required. This is not balance.
Equilibrium is a lie. We strive in no single direction.

Luck and superstition are irrational fears evoked by the sound of one’s own footfalls.
Repetition, inequality, contradiction, unevenness and disjunction are natural. Everything is flawed.

The answers are from within, notfrom without. Those who seek answers from without seek danger.
Dangeris not to be revered. Reverence is dangerous. Respect is safety.

There shall be no religion: not of science, nature, nor of gods. Reverence is dangerous. Respect is
safety.

To each person their skill, but their craft will sustain all. Trade shall not surpass self-sustenance.

Ku will not progress. Ku will understand. Understanding is not coherence. Understanding is the
inward illumination of one aspect of the world. Nevercan all the aspects of the world be understood
at once, because the worldis not a coherent whole. Relieving oneself of this desireleads to freedom.
Stories, people, and answers which give the false appearance of coherence are dangerous. Danger is
not to be revered. Reverence is dangerous. Respect is safety. Nothing is complete, there is no end

goal.

Stories are to be shared. Stories are dangerous. Dangeris notto be revered. Reverenceis dangerous.
Respect is safety.

Nature will not attempt to preserve us. Ku is life.
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Glossary

Arite of passage for girlsand women, after which they may be allowedto
bear children. Being ‘Confirmed’ means beingallowed toseek outa
heterosexual romantic partner.

Each village keeps aCouncil, an elected group of eightto twelve
individuals who can serve aterm no longerthan ten sets. The Council
manages the affairs of the village.

A taught, specialised skill. Every Eartherundergoes an apprenticeship so as
to be Admitted to the Craft and then practise, forexample, asa Hunter.
Aftersufficientexperience, an Earther may ‘master’ a Craft, and thus be
allowedtoteachit. Some Craftsinclude: Healers, Builders, Potters,
Shadowsmiths (metal workers), Tailors, Music-Tellers and more.

Inhabitants of Ku.
The founding members of Ku. People moved into Ku from the Out.
The formerJohannesburg

An assigned lawwoman or man who presides over matters too complex for
a Council. Each village is assigned a Keeper, whoisin direct contact with
the Trust.

‘The Truth is kept by all of us’

The community of Ku spans fromthe formerVaal damto the former
Kimberley(now KwaDzanani), inaband around the Orange and Vaal rivers.

The Lessons forthe Abandonment of the False Myth of Progress and
Reason. A set of lessonsto be aspired to by all Earthers, these can be found
ineveryvillage Centreunderthe heading ‘All ye who live here’.

Small metal discs distributed by the Trust, forged in KwaDzanani. The
currency of Ku.

A road beginning atthe town Crossroads, which leads into the Grey City
throughthe Wall. The phrase ‘Take the Northern Road’ isan insult,
meaning ‘Leave and goand die’.

Any language used before Ku, especially for writing.

People from before the time of Ku, some of whom are still believed to live
beyondits borders.

The land outside of Ku.
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TDC/ JL 7

A series of huts used for communication between villages, hosting
stablesandriders. Fallenintodisuse.

The mark of Salangisin the shape of a wheel with eight spokes. Itis
tattooed onto Earthers to indicate citizenship in Ku, and all villages are
designed following this pattern. Also: Salangrefers to thingsforbidden by
the Trust and the Lessons.

A blessing recited before eating: “I thank you Friend (Earth — for non-
meats) foryour life. Itis not ours to take, but ours to give back. It is not
ours to waste, but ours to complete the cycle. We will have only what we
need, and we will want for nothing.”

A sash of words tattooed overthe torso of a Keeper.
A time measurement of four complete seasons (approximately ayear).

Dark, inexplicable forces and items from the time before Ku. A ‘Shad ow’
may refertoan ideaor a physical object.

A storyteller. This trade works closely with the Trust to distribute its
wisdomin all the villages of Ku, particularly to quellinsubordination.

An undefined group of individuals who preside with supreme authority
overall matters of Ku. They are located in KwaDzanani, inthe Library.

Afterthe collapse of the Vaal damn, many nearby areas were flooded. This
isthe mostfamous of these areas.

The Wall separates Ku from the Grey City and the Out.

A period over midday when, duringthe warm seasons, the heatis so
intense itisdangerousto be outside working. Thusthere isaFirstRising —
withthe sun; and a Second Rising —after White Out.
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Regain awe and wonder. Abolish indifference. Feel loss.
- Lessons for the Abandonment of the False Myths of Progress and Reason
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Chapter One

South Ku, Lake Floors.

The world is nota binary system. Few things are comprised of 1 and 0, 0 and 1. There are more than
beings and non-beings, Earthers and animals, male and female, questions and answers.

Genevieve chose herplace onthe floor carefully. First she made sure that her mother, Akra, could
not see her. Then she shuffled as farforward as she dared overthe dusty holesinthe reed mats. She
came to a stop just short of the fifth row of girls. Here she could avoid being bored to death by the
needlingtones of Porsche, the woman running the ceremony, who reminded Genevieve of a
poached egg.

Porsche’s vapid features wobbled as she spoke glibly on the topics of duty, fertility and
population control.

The ceremony was contrived to Confirm a girl by the name of Bovril, who sat cross-leggedin the
frontrow. Assuch, there were only womenin the Centre tonight. Bovril’s stiffhemp shirt revealed
nothing but herown paranoia: she was far too earlyin her pregnancyforitto show. For all her
stupidity, falling pregnant when she was not yet Confirmed, she had done the right thingnow. Or
rather, her mother—who had noticed herlack of bleeding—had made her do the right thing now.
Her child would be legitimate.

In the centre of the large hut was a fire, its smoke sucked up through a hole in the pinnacle of
the thatch roof. Nexttothe fire was a thin metal rod with a handle, to be heated until glowingand
then pressed above the eyebrow of Bovril.

The first brand was the Confirmation: you were allowed to bear a child. The second was
awarded to the motherand fatherafter theirchild reached the age of Salang, belonging. ‘Your child
survivedto five sets, congratulations for notkilling it yet!’ translated Genevieve. The third dot was
for a second child —the absolute limit.

A lonelyblack dot was burnt above Porsche’s right eyebrow. None of the girls on the floor had
dots, all of the women on the benchesdid. If you consideredit, the first dot was really the ‘Fuck me’
dot. You could now puta cock whereveryou liked. Genevieve looked for someone she could share
herjoke with, butall of them seemed fixated on Porsche.

A thinsheen of sweat gathered under Porsche’s chins, which she petted delicately with arag.
Genevieve pulled aface indisgustand then checked her mother had not seen herreaction. By
leaning back, Genevieve could see Akra attentively contemplating Porsche —fartoo intently forthe
topicat hand. Above Akra’s cocked eyebrow were two black dots, now arched, a quiver waiting to be
loosed. She may have beenlooking at Porsche, but she was aiming at Genevieve.

Genevieve sat upright, shiftingonce more out of view, and tried to pay attention.

“Every Earther understands the capacity of Inyoka, our great river,” expounded Porsche,
gnawingthrough Genevieve's patience. “Itisfrom the river thatall life comes. If we stray too far, we
will die. Butif we crowd too close, we will strangle the river, and not only will we die, but we will
cause all othersto die too. This isthe lesson the Others have never learnt. Respectissafety. Kuis
life.”

“Goose love,” responded Genevieve with mock sincerity. The mispronunciation of the response
‘Kuis Life’ made the little girl nextto hersquint suspiciously at Genevieve, who pretended not to
notice.

When she looked away again Genevieve squinted back. The girl was small and scraggly and
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smelled faintly of goats. Her Salang was dark but messy. The circle and eight radius lines had bumps,
more likely from jerking and movement by the girl than by any fault of the Tattooist. The mark of
Salang was tattooed on the wrists of all those who survived above five sets, it was the way the
villages were laid out, it was above the Lessons, at present made unreadable on the wall by the
flickeringlight of the fire.

Genevieve’swas neat, the circle round and the lines straight. Fora time she had attributeditto
her capacity for dealing with pain. It was only afew seasons ago that she realised her mother —with
herimmense Healer’s knowledge on plants and their beneficial attributes —had doped herbefore
the ceremony.

The Poached Egg continued.

“Itisa blessingto be able to conceive. Our markings remind us of this.” Porsche pointed witha
pudgy finger pasthertemple tothe lonely dot above hereyebrow. “The first blessing is the most
importantof all. It is the mark of motherhood. Not motherhood of any one child, but of all the
children of Ku. It isa sign that one has accepted the responsibilities of being an Earther. To be
Confirmedistotake no more than required. Andinthis way we unlearn our destruction. Kuis life.”

“Good stuff,” repeated Genevieve, more boldly than the last recitation.

Nextto her, the girl jerked and gaped at her. Genevieve glanced down and atfirst could not
conceal a grin. The girl began snickering, pressing herhands overher mouth to keep the laughter
from escaping.

Porsche’s eyes flitted to them and Genevieve immediately resumed her attentive facade,
shootingareproachful look atthe giggling girl.

“To take responsibility forone’s pleasure has always been humankind’s greatest struggle.
Throughoutthe ages, Others have believed that pleasure, especially sexual pleasure, should be
supressed. Forthisreason theyrestricted who may love and in what way. Great cruelty was enacted
inthe name of such laws against pleasure. In Ku, we have no laws against pleasure. Thereisno
perversion wherethere is consent. We establish those who can and cannot give consent, butthere
are no absolute laws —everythingis flawed. So we see that acts between those of the same gender
are preferred;asin passion, judgementis forsaken and mistakes happen...”

The room quieted unnaturally. Genevieve had the sense they werefinally comingto the point of
the ceremony. Porsche’s waffling was drawing to a close.

“And so there are many thingsto consider before pleasure. But thisis not a restriction of
pleasure. Rather, we Earthers exaltin the pleasure of practical responsibility. Nature will not
preserve us; Ku, andits people, must preserve themselves. Kuiis life.”

“Poon spice,” Genevieve muttered.

It was too much for the little girl nextto her, who keeled forward, her body shaking with
laughter. Inan instant her motherhad swoopedinand was dragging her from the Centre by her
arm. The girl screeched with surprise. They stopped just outsidethe entrance tothe Centreand a
sharp finger was waggledin the girl’s face.

Genevieve could nothelp butturnandlookto her own mother, who looked back with narrow -
eyed disapproval, shaking herhead eversoslightly. Genevieve shook her head too, gritting herteeth
and turning back to the ceremony. She would gettroubleforitlater.

Bovril, the pregnant girl, was summonedto the fire. She was a few sets youngerthan Genevieve
—whowould be fifteenin Spring —but a bit taller. Certainly taller than the Poached-Egg Porsche, at
whose feet she now kneeled nervously and looked up. Porsche removed the hot metal rod from the
fire and cupped Bovril’s chin with her other hand. Genevieve didn’t hear the words that pas sed
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betweenthem, butshe sensed that Bovril, withahotironto her face, was being bestowed with the
good sense to confess who the fatherwas.
She must have come clean, because Porsche’s smile oozed like wet eggaround herlips, and she
pressedtheironlightly to Bovril’s face, leaving a beautifully round dot, a bit of smoke and a yelp.
There was ululatingand cheering, andina moment everyonewasontheirfeet. Someoneinthe
crowd started a songand everyone elsejoinedin, singing and clapping:

The climberclambers up the tree, up up away!

The climber stretches outa finger, close close away!

The climbertumbles head and heel, branchis there to catch her,
She didn’tthink herfirstlove would be solarge in stature!

The youngestonesdidn’t know half the words, buteventhen they knew the sounds and sang along
as the verse repeated.

The men had takentheircue to enterthe Centre and joined in the celebrations. One of the first
throughthe door was Chrome, Akra’s partner, with theirson — Genevieve’s half brother —Chromeski
on hiship.

It would be some time before Chromeskiturned fiveand received hisown name, aswell asthe
mark of Salang.

Only at that pointwould Akrareceive herthird dot, and Chrome his second. He was not
Genevieve’s father. Genevieve’'s fatherlived afew villages away.

Soon all of Lake Floors would be inside the hut. Genevieve hurried back through the kitchens and
out intothe open, hopingto avoid her motherfor as longas possible.

The moon was waxing, and itwould be a week or so until itwas full. Itwas cold enough outside
that she missed herhunting hood, but not so cold that she would turn around to retrieve it from
theirsleeping hut. Instead she picked her way down one of the many sandy p aths to the river, which
was running higherthanithad beenthat morning: perhapsthere had been raininthe mountains.
She sat on the lip of the scooped out hollow through which Inyoka ran; trying to block out the
sounds of the village behind her.

People made such strange noises. Theirlaughtersounded like birds, obnoxiously loud against
the quiet of the night. She always felt there were too many people in the village. Not according to
the Body Corporate — by the last count there were ahundred and twelve Earthersin Lake Floors,
forty below the limit.

It was horrible to be stuckin the village with her mother —she preferred beingouton a hunt.
When she was home, Akrawatched herevery move. Genevieve couldn’t go piss without Akra
chiding herforsneaking off alone.

Downin the hollow of the river, anoise drew herattention. It had tinkered around on the
periphery of herawareness, slowly becomingan annoyance.

There was something scrapingalongthe stones.

She chose the route down the bank that would bring herto a shallow part of the river. She
hopped down, skidding along until the dirtabruptly became mud and then she bentover, feelingfor
the metal sound that she could notsee. The stones poked at herfeet, finding the soft places
between hertoes. Her shin metthe objectand she feltforits corners. It was square. Only
Earthers made square things. Perhaps someone had built theirhouse too close tothe riverandit
had swepttheirthings away?
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But perhaps— Genevieve’s throat constricted with excitement —perhaps it was from the Out,
not made by Earthers at all. Genevieve lifted the box with difficulty. There wereno clear handlesand
she droppediton its corner onthe wetstones. Readjusting her grip she managedto heave itonto
the bank.

She climbed up and rubbed her cold toes, and then felt for the corners of the box. It was sealed,
heavy, but not waterlogged. This was not the kind of thingan Earther would waste metal on. It must
be from the Out, or from the Old World. She was shivering with cold and excitement.

It could be dragged back to the village, but that would be conspicuous. If the Keeperfound her
with such an object she would be banished to the Out —never mind what her mother would do.

Alongits edges she felt what might be a latch or some otherkind of mechanism. It would not
open. The metal surface was covered with scratches, butthere was also a pattern etched more
deeplyintothetop. Itfeltlike it could be Old Speak, butit was too dark to be sure. Evenif there
were enough light, she didn’tknow if she would be able toreadiit.

Her grandmotherhad taught her to read Old Speak. It had beenalongtime since she had
anythingbut the Lessonsto practise with, engraved as they were into the walls of the Centre.

She gave the latch anotheruseless tug.

No one would be inthe village now, they would all be inthe Centre, she reasoned. It was fast
approachingdinnertime:she could hide it somewhere close tohome andinspectitagaininthe
morning.

Genevieve’sfingers sunkinto the sandy bank as she lifted the box from below, struggling back
up the pathway to the village.

The village of Lake Floors was laid out inthe traditional manner: eight broad spokes which all led
directly to the Centre hut. She could walk around the outerrim, but the box was heavy, so she
skirted pastthe Centre and up the path whichledto her hut nearthe periphery of the village.

She was nearly there when alanky figure appeared ahead. She hurried off to the side and
droppedthe box as casually as possible.

“Hello?” he called and Genevieve sighed inwardly.

“Hendrik, it's me =

“Genevieve? What are you doing?” His long strides brought him in front of her almost
immediately. Hendrik was of an age with her. He was also tall, lanky and dumb.

There was mud fromthe riverbed all down herfrontso there waslittle use lying.

“I found somethingintheriver.” She indicated the wet box at herside.

Hendrik’s face shone with vacuous curiosity.

“What are you doing?” Genevieve asked before he could ask another question. Without allowing
him to process what was happening —he could only considerone problem at a time —she picked up
the box and continued walking with it up the spoke.

“I was busy trying to bring the chickensinfor the nightand | heard thisjackal —I’'m pretty sure it
was a jackal. Maybe it was something biggerthough. It had those shiny eyes —do jackal’s eyes shine?
You’re beingapprenticed asa Hunterlike your father, aren’tyou? So anyway, | was justclosingthe
pen—"’

Genevieve had long stopped listening. She putthe box down, it was exhausting carryingit. She
stood with herhands on her hips and made appropriate noises at his story. Hendrik carried on,
oblivious.
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“Jackals can be dangerous you know. | have a friend whose brother was eaten by a pack of
jackals on the otherside of Lake Floors.”

She frowned. There was no curing some people’s stupidity, but she couldn’t help herself.

“I doubtthat,” she interrupted, picking up the box once more.

Hendrik eventually caught on and took the box from her, carrying it with much greater ease than
she had done. He followed her mindlessly past herhutand into a thick clump of veld beyond it.

“No, really. He’s an honest guy,” Hendrik continued as Genevieve guided him toward atree with
thick grass beneathit. She covered the box with old branches and grass. “Cross the lake and hope to
die. His brotherwas still youngthen-"

Hendrik stopped abruptly as Genevieve began to walk back to the Centre, satisfied that her box
was well hidden.

“Genevieve, what’'sinthe box?” he asked, asif aware forthe firsttime of what they had just
done.

“I don’tknow. | can’t openit—notin the dark. | will have toseeitinthe light.”

“Won’t someone take it?—" he looked at herand then back to the box “— it sounds Salang.”

“That’s exactly whatl’'m worried about.”

“That it’s Salang?”

“That someone will take itbefore | can look inside.”

“But... it would be saferforthemto do it. You know, with...Shadows and all that,” he ended
lamely.

“That’s food for flies.”

“It’s not. | know someone in KwaDz who-“

“You always know someone that something happenedto. Let’s go get some food.”

“But Genevieve—"he began.

“It’s not ‘Jen-evieve’like ‘jersey’. It's ‘Gen-evieve’ like... ‘je t'aime’.”

“What’s that— Jet-am?"”

“It means something, inan Old-speak.” Genevieve had forgotten. She had forgotten most of her
grandmother’s lessons aboutthe other Old Speaks.

“Okay, Jjjjenevieve.” He practised it all the way down to the Centre. It was annoying, butshe
didn’tstop him.

In the Centre most of the Earthers had already taken food. Only the children remainedin the queue,
and Genevieve marched toward it, pointedly ignoring Hendrik who joined in behind her. Atthe end
of one of the nearby tables sat Chrome with Chromeski on his knee.

Akra was not around, and Chrome was taking advantage of this. He slipped herbrotherasmall
metal object. Genevievecouldn’tseewhatitwas, buttheyboth seemedtodelightinit. Chrome
was always unearthingtrinkets —he worked as a Builder, and often discovered Old World artefacts
inthe mud. He had even builtalopsided piece of metal into the side of their hut, much to her
mother’s horror. He used to give these trinkets to Genevieve when he was still courting Akra.

Hendrik tapped heronthe shoulderand Genevieve jumped.

“Aren’tyou scared of Shadows?”

“There are no such things as Shadows,” she hissed. “That’s just something to tell kids to keep
them away from Old World stuff.” She tried to sound certain, like her grandmother did when she
said such things, butit came out less convincing than she had hoped.

There were stories—not even justthose told by Tellers —of children touchingitems from ruins,
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fallingill, and dyingthe next day. Of invisible things in the airthat you couldn’t even smell, which
strangled youin broad daylight. Of oily shimmers on still-standing water that slimed up yourthroat
and rusted you fromthe inside out.

“Butit’sinthe Lessons—"

Hendrik didn’t finish his point. They had arrived at the front of the line and Genevieve looked up to
the server. Her mother.

“Genevieve,” Akrabegan coldly.

Genevieve groaned at herown forgetfulness: she was supposed to be helpinginthe Centre
tonight.

“Mom, | -

“Where have you been?”

“I was just—"

But it was useless. Akra’s eyes moved down Genevieve’s filthy clothes, where the dirty wet box
had been pressed against hershirt. Then, to Genevieve’s horror, Akra’s eyes moved to Hendrik’s
front, coveredin the same earthy decorations.

Withoutanotherword Akra droppedthe servingladleand grabbed Genevieve’s wrist. Pincered
inher mother’s grip, she was dragged out of the kitchen door — the same she had used to escape
earlier.

The momentthey were out of the door Akra rounded on her. Genevievetried to pry her wrist
away.

“What in the name of =" the struggle briefly interrupted the sermon “—Mud do you thinkyou’re
doing? You just saw, just saw! — what happensto girlswho fuck around before they’re Confirmed.
Were you fucking that boy Genevieve?”

“Mom | wasn’t—*

“Don’t lietome!”

“I wasn’t fucking him, jesus =" Her mother’s slap stunglike ahornet, butit burntthe deep hot of
embarrassment.

“Don’t you dare —” Akra shot coldly while Genevieverubbed hercheek with herrecently freed
wrist, “—letyour grandmother’s unEartherly dribble come from yourlips. It will rot you from the
insideout.”  Akra stepped backward, appraising her daughterfromthe top to the bottom. “I've
had enough. You needto go spend time with yourfather. | cannot bearto have you here any
longer.”

“Good,” Genevieve retorted before turningaway into the dark and marching away fromthe
Centre.

She heldinhercrying until she wasalone on hersleeping mat.
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Chapter Two
North Ku, Appleton

“What is redinfront and black behind?” Through awrinkled face the old man’s eyes shone,
as if two polished beads had falleninto mud. He pronounced each word so that all in the Centre
could hear.

“Fire” he growled, licking hislips. “Fire brought usinto this time, and we leave behind us
darkness.”

All the facesturned to him, the tails of conversation whipped away.

Behindthem, Neko leaned back against the table, pushing away the last of his food.

“I remember...” the old man paused, his eyes closed. Every word was as sharp as a stone
cracking against the side of a cliff. “Irememberwhen|was young. It wasa terrible time.” He shook
his head and his voice died out. The pause dragged, and he lifted one eyelid. His audience had not
yetbeentakenin.

He looked old enoughto be a First Ancestor, but there were only a handful of those left. He
was a Teller, of that Neko had little doubt. Andforthat same reason he doubted every word uttered
by the old man.

Beinga Teller was one of the official Crafts, butlike beinga Guard or a Keeper, it was a Craft
inservice of the Body Corporate, notthe villages.

“We had already leftthe Others, but we knew of their misdeeds. They broughtitupon
themselves! Each person more selfish than the next. Each one dragged by his appetite likea bull by
the nose. Theystill live outthere, inthe same way!” Adeeperhush sweptaround the fire. The Out
was dead, such talk was Salang, forbidden.

“The Others...they would defile nature. They would shitin theirown houses and eat flesh
fromthe time theyrose inthe morning, towhenthey sunkinthe night. Andin theirslumbers, in
theirslumbers...” There was a pause here, anuncertain one. Asif he had forgotten his nextline.
Perhapsitcould be mistakenforawed revulsion by the othervillagers, but Neko wasn’t takenin. The
old man’s eyesflickered from one side to another.

“Allow me totell youa story, friends. Anancientstory.”

“Go on,” somebody called out. Neko searched the Centre but couldn’t see who had said it. He did
see a dark woman, sitting on the floor. Her hair was tightly plaited against her head and she traced
shapesinthe dust with a finger. She leaned an elbow on herthick thigh, herlegs crossed underneath
her. There was a single dotabove hereyebrow, even though she was atleasttensets olderthan the
lowestage when one could be Confirmed. Then again, Neko, with his singledot, was at least ten sets
olderstill than her. He had seen his thirtieth set afew Springs ago.

“I could tell you of my life before,” continued the Teller. “l could tell you many terrible
things. Butl will instead tell you an olderstory. Adaydream, if you like. The story of two brothers,
two great leaders. One kind and fairand just, the other corrupted by power. There are a thousand
namesto tell this same story — Remus and Romulus, Glooskap and Malsumis, Hunter and Gatherer,
Earther and Other. A story we must preserve, foroursake. To understand. Torespect. Respectis
safety.”

The gatheringmurmured “Kuislife.” Neko didn’t bother.
To Neko, the names sounded made up, the story too practised.
“They were bornto the same mother, brothers by blood. But such was the evil of jealousyin
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that time that an Other came and stole them away, cast them out— to be eaten by creatures of the
forest.”

“What forest?” came the thinvoice of a child. The Tellerignored it.

“But something wonderfulhappenedinstead. The animals were kind inthose days, and
wanted only peace with humans. So they took the childrenin. They were fed the milk of the Painted
Wolf, warmed by the mane of the Lion. Velvet Monkey would laugh and bring them fruit. Intime,
the Painted Wolf showed them how to defend against the Shadows and Lion taught them how to
roar. Monkey climbed up the trees and pelted them with fruits untilthey too learnt to take aim. It
was like this until one day the brothers came to their mother Wolf and father Lion; summoned their
uncle Monkey.

‘We must kill the Shadows,’ they said to mother Wolf. ‘We mustlead the people with our
strongvoice,’ theysaid tofatherLion. ‘We must take aim and use our cunning,’ they said to uncle
Monkey.”

The story was too simple, as familiar as the path to your mother’shome. Andyetitwas at
the same time comforting. The tale was closingin on all sides of him and the world became a quieter
place, with only this one story.

“Mother Wolf was distraught. ‘Whyeee?’ she howled. Father Lion snarled and turned his
back. Only uncle Monkey remained calm. ‘Brothers, | can see you are setin this decision,’ he said,
shaking his head. ‘I can only tell you not to forgetthat you too are animals.’ The brothers were
shocked, ‘Never,” they cried and grasped theiruncle tight —letting his tail wind around them one last
time.”

The old man paused and cleared histhroata few times, asif losing his voice. The child that
had called out earlierscampered over, lowering agourd of beerin front of the old man.

Neko had strained forward with the othersto hear the story. He leaned back again, trying to
mustera look of indifference whilethe man wiped froth from his lips.

“So the brothersleftthe forest. They wentto what was there before. Tothe Grey City.”
Neko folded hisarmsin front of himto guard against the chill. It was forbiddentoleave orenterKu,
but to go to the Grey City was nearly unthinkable. Eventhose who travelled the river dared not
venture furtherthanthe Acid Desert.

“In ancienttimes the Grey City was a place of fire, and the people believed they could live
off fire. They setfiresintheirhomesand closed theirdoors, while ash fell on the world all around
them. But fire has an endless appetite, and soon all they had left to burn was ash.

“When the brothers arrived it was a place of ash. The ashfell on everything, and everything
fellinto ash. Branches became too heavyfortheirtreesand fell tothe ground, where they were
pounded by feetandturnedinto ash, whichwould be sweptup by the wind and fall on the trees
again. In all this greyness you could notsee a Shadow. Thisis because a Shadow’s true colouris grey.
Itis not black, as some Earthers would have you believe.”

Neko hadn’t heard talk of Shadows since he was a child. Some Earthers believed Shadows
were evil spiritsthat lived in objects and ideas from the Old World. He didn’t remember believing it,
evenasa child. The Teller continued:

“So the brothers entered the Grey City. They fought, swinging their fists against Shadows
that were now roads, now people, now anidea. Here they stayed fora long time. But you cannot
feel aflake of ash fall onyou. Feel now! —come closerto the fire...doyou feel the ash falling?” A
small boy stretched out a thinarm and then aftera pause of a few seconds, vigorously shook his
head.



TDC/ JL 17

“Ashis so lightyouwill only feel its weight once it has already buried you. And so the
brothers foughton. One day OtherBrother, in hiswild fight, struck his brother across the mouth.
Good Brothersaw this harmand called to him, saying ‘Brother, fight no more. Speak only in soft
tones. Let us returnto our motherand fatherand uncle. We have not learnt enough. We will kill
ourselves here.’

“But OtherBrother paid no heed to these words and Good Brother heard him crashing away
intothe distance. Good Brotherleft,and he could see colourreturningto the world. He could see
the shapes of trees and rocks and ground and rivers, but most importantly he could see the
Shadows. They were pouring outfromthe Grey City, killingand raping and tearing at the flesh of the
earth; the animals.

“He knew thenthata Shadow cannotbe killed, foritisonlyan idea. Aveil overall things, a
thinlayer of ash.

“When he arrived home he was shocked to see Other Brother, shakingand tearing — biting
at the flesh of his mother Painted Wolf, the tail of his uncle Monkey in hand. His eyes were empty,
smoke poured out from his face and ash fellin wetlumps from his mouth. With his father’s roar
Good Brotherleaptforward and killed his own brotherthen, snapping his neck.

“He kneeled nextto his mother Painted Wolf and heard herwhimperagain, ‘Why?’ He
beganto explain, but his words came as ash, fallinginto hereyes. She turned away from him. He
could feel herpainandso he caressed herneckand closed his hand around her throat. He cried
afterwards, lying nexttothe bodies. Father Lion came back and saw Good Brotherand the broken
animalsall around him.

“Good Brothertried to explain but all that came from his lungs was ash. His fatherroared
and Good Brotherran to the fields, knowing that he could neveragain find comfortin his father’s
mane. He was without the place where coarse fursoothed tears and turned them to courage. A
Shadow followed him then, to remind him always of his past. And so like the fire, we people too are
redin frontand black behind.”

There was a silence and then the crackle of applause. It was a well told story, but thinly
veiled.

Kuislife, respectissafety, and Others are bad —all those things told inthe Lessons.

Tellers were worse than Guards or Keepers: Guards enforced the law and Keepers
proclaimedit, but Tellers made itlegitimatein the minds of Earthers. Tellers werethe reason any
villager would call you out for misdeeds. They made you believein Ku, believeinthe Body
Corporate, believe ingood and evil.

On the way to thisvillage there had been speak of Earthers being banished from here, of
dissent. The Teller must have been sentto counteract this.

The chatterin the Centre had begun again, and a small girl was ushered past Neko, asking
why animals had shadows. Herfathershushed herand Neko didn’t hear the response.

Through the crowd Neko saw the woman again, soft marksin the sand around her. He
walkedto her.
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Chapter Three

Outer Ku, the wall.

Despite beingjostled and pushed fora place at the window, Little Jimmy could make out the
receding cart turningup dust behind it on the road. One of the bigger children stepped in his way
and he gave up fightingforspace, bolting down the stairsinstead. It was 200 metres to Tower 462,
and by the time he reached the top the cart was lostinthe bushes. The dustit had upturned hung
around as uncertainly as he did, waiting for what would inevitably follow.

None of the otherchildrenthoughtto come to thistower, so it was inimpatient silence that
he waited.

It was more than ten minuteslaterwhenthe pulse came. He had been playing with his gun
justthen, and it made him jump.

Everyone describeditthe same way:itsounded like when youthumped yourchest, and felt
that waytoo: as if your insides had beenjolted —even at this distance. It wasn’t loud but it was
unmistakable.

Shortly afterthat pulse there seemed to be asecond, fainterone. It came from far North of
the first. Little Jimmy looked out again but then shrugged it off — it must have been an echo off some
unseenridge.

The dial on his gun was set to a non-lethal setting. He toyed with it, turningitup to
maximum and then down again, to the low range. The cell was nearly fully charged but he rested it
on the sunny ledge anyway, the scuffed black honey-comb surface absorbing the heatand light.

He didn’tknow if his gun worked.

Every Vigil received the same training, and part of that training was being hit by a low range
pulse. Little Jimmy still had the red burn mark in the centre of his chest. The bruises hadlongfaded,
and he hadn’t broken anything. The lesson was learnt: guns were dangerous, and at least a few of
them still worked, mostlythose belonging to the Officers.

There were hurried steps behind him, and amoment later Lazy Toby appeared.

“Little Jimmy. What are you doing?”

Little Jimmy shrugged. “Just watching.”

“It’s not entertainment.”

“I know,” Little Jimmy conceded, looking down at his bare feet.

Lazy Toby sighed and then came and leaned on the window, putting his gun on the sill too.
The charger was flashingadeep red colour, nearly empty. Toby could getin trouble forthat.

“Don’t worry, that’swhat|’m here fortoo. Have they done ityet?”

“Yes.”

Both boys watched forthe tell-tale dust rising through the bushes. Lazy Toby was sixteen
sets; taller butalso stockierthan Little Jimmy. Little immy was only eleven sets this Summer.

He tried to lean with as much nonchalance as Toby against the window, but he felt
awkward, like his limbs were misplaced.

“Lazy Toby, why do the Earthers banish people?”’

Lazy Toby cleared his throat, squinting against the light of the midday sun.

“Earthers have very strictrules and they don’tlike itwhen people break them. We work with
the Body Corporate toremove these people.”

“To killthem?”
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“To remove them, it’s bettertosayit like that.”

Theystoodin silence forsome time. Little Jimmy gave up watching the bush and watched
Lazy Toby instead. They both had their mother’s dark skin and wide eyes, as did the rest of their
siblings—itdidn’t seem to matter how pale and narrow-eyed the fatherwas.

Toby’s face looked squashed and angry whenever he wasn’t smiling. Little immy wondered
if hisface looked like that too.

“Isn’tit our duty to protect Ku from Others?”

“Itis.”

“But I've neverseen any Others. I've only seen Earthers, being banished.”

Lazy Toby grinned and suppressed a laugh, but it faded suddenly. Dust wasrisingin the veld.
Lazy Toby turned and looked Little Jimmy up and down.

“Don’t asktoo many questions. Earthers don’t like questions; the Body Corporate doesn’t
like questions. When the man fromthe Trust arrives, don’t ask any questions atall. Just do whatyou
are toldto do.”

Lazy Toby retrieved his gun, placingthe leather sash around his shoulderso thatit sat at his
right hip. Little Jimmy heard his quick descent down the wooden stairs.

He watched the cart, lessone person, return along the road toward the gate. The two Vigil
who occupied it gave no sign that anything untoward had happened. There was nothing more to
see.

Little Jimmy made his way down the stairsand to the dusty yard behind the kitchens. The smell of
compostand chicken shit disappeared as his nose be came clogged by dust. The late morning sun
burnedthe skin on his neck a shade darkeras he sat tyinga grid of wooden sticks togetherforthe
chicken coop.

The chickens crooned casually as they pecked the ground around him, one going so far as to
hop on top of a nearby pantingdoginan attemptto find edibles.

The kids at the barracks always watched Banishments, he didn’t know why. The same
process occurred every time: an Earther would be taken out, tied and blindfolded. They would listen
for the pulse and the cart would return withoutthe Earther. There was nothingto see:justduston
the road and the far off sound. But they watched.

The sun on his back was suddenly eclipsed, and Little Jimmy was surprised he had not heard
herarrive. Old Lady had done little but shuffle for many years now, and she had shuffled right over
to him.

“Have youseen Little Timoté?” she asked without introduction.

“No ma’am,” Little Jimmy replied automatically.

Old Lady stood above him, her hand shielding hereyes as she scanned the yard. Underneath her
wrist was the mark of Salang: she had been an Earther, once. But notany more. Now she was part of
the Vigil.

Little Jimmy was the biggest Little. After him came Kara, and his three younger brothers:
Timoté, Timon and then Zed. Then theirfather, Little, had died, so after Zed there were no more
Littles. ‘Little’ was not his father’s real name. Old Lady had come up it. He didn’t know why, because
hisfatherwasn’t particularly little. He wasn’t even especially big, but Old Lady gave all her partners
names: Straight, Lazy, Little.

When he was eight sets, he had asked Old Lady why she called his father ‘Little’. Hisolder
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brothers had dared himto doit. A smile came across herface, sour enough to splitthe skin offa
lemon.

“Why do you think?” she asked.

“Toby sayit’s because hisdi-” There was no illumination after that because Lazy Toby had hit
him overthe head with a wooden spoon. Old Lady had shuffled away, smiling with lemony teeth.

Now those teeth were tucked faraway behind herlips.

“Little Timoté, where aaaare you?” she sang, in the same way a sharp knife does. Her
shadow passed. The sunreappeared and kissed him on the cheek. Little Jimmy turnedin time to see
Little Timoté break from behind the house.

Little immy just managed to see Little Timoté’s berry-stained hands and the scratches all
around his mouth before the boy disappeared.

“Little brat!” Old Lady called, and shuffled in the direction he had fled.

Little Jimmy finished up his task, picking up loose pieces of twineand returningthem to the
bundle hisoldersister Straight Brienne had given him. Brienne was on her way to becomingan
Officer, everyone said so.

He droppedthe bundle atthe kitchen door, dusted off his pants and hands, and made his
way down to the stream. The dusty yard gave way to grasses and dropped suddenly to the water. He
followed the path down, zigzagging back and forth. He let his fingers sift through the grasses,
plucking off ahead here and there where it met his fingertips. Then he leaptfromthe path to the
river bed and flicked away the seeds, picking his way through the mud. Little pools had formedin
hollow footprints. The ground slid underneath him and he spread his arms to keep from falling.

He crepttoward the stream and shucked mud from between his fingers, then splashed
wateronto his face and hair— like the other Vigil did when they finished working. The water cooled
hisface and he started off along the stream.

Behind the nextbendlay his favourite place. Here, the bank grew in a much softerslope.
The stream dwindled to almost nothing. From above, it mightlook like somegiant thing, standingin
the water, had taken a bite of the higherground. All that was left was an ell of soft grass, and in that
grass youfeltas if youwere beingheldinthe crook of an arm. You could lie there all day without
beingfound. That was somethingto be treasured here atthe Barracks.

The Vigil protected Ku. There was a great wall all around Ku, and their barracks -number
Four —supervised towers 400 to 500, nearly 20 kilometres. There were fifty Vigil for every barracks,
ten Officers perbarracks and one Supervisor. Old Lady had eight children. Just gettingaway from
your siblings for more thanten minutes was adelight.

Little Jimmy lay downinthe lush grass with his head cupped in his hands, stretching out his
toesand folding his ankles over each other. There were afew wispy clouds, but the sky was still the
blank blue of winter. Particles of light and dust danced in front of his eyes.

He didn’tchoose to be a Vigil: he just was. If he could choose he would be an Earther. Old
Lady had many stories about beingan Earther, but she stopped tellingthem awhile ago, when
Straight Brienne and Straight Adrian threatened to tell the Officers.

Inside Ku, you got to live by a great riverand never worry about having enough wateragain.
There were festivalsand dancingand berries so sweet they would turn yourlips pink. You got the
Salangtattooed onyour wrist. It looked likea wagon wheel, and it said that you belonged. You got
dotson your eyebrow and you didn’thave to carry a gunthat you didn’tknow ifitworked or not,
and youweren’t meantto shoot Others who you neversaw anyway.

There was always enough fresh food: the Trustdidn’t come with theirrumble-carts and give
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you droop, which tasted like they had caught a goat’s nosebleed and sealeditinatin can. You could
not everbe boredinside Ku.

That’s why if he got into Ku he would listento theirrules. They had some strange rules. Old
Lady had told them how some people were banished because theydidn’t learn the properwords to
say before eating. She refused to tell them what the words were, no matter how much they pleaded.
So Little Jimmy and his youngersister Karahad made up words: “Food is good to make you poop,” —
they would recite solemnly before eating —“We’re so thankful it's not droop.”

It caught on, and soon the whole Barracks all the way up to the Officers was sayingit.

Thenthe Supervisorbanneditand now you weren’t supposed to talk at all before eating.

He was suddenly aware of shoutsinthe yard. The dogs started a hysterical round of barking.
It was a complete change in the bored tone of the afternoon. There was a deep noise likea
thunderstorm, growingin intensity.

Little Jimmy scrambled up and ran toward the front gate. Perhaps it was an attack by
Others! But the Vigil opened up the gate, saluting smartly on eitherside of it.

The giganticrumble-cart came throughina dusty roar. On practised instinct he leaped out of
the way and saluted smartly, standing as still has he could while the great wheeled beetle dwarfed
the otherVigil. Its shell was coated in dirt, the black honey-comb panels were cracked inanumber
of places.

Little immy gasped as the huge cart drove past: draped overa spare wheel was an
emaciated black body, covered with dust. There was a gritty sludge down the figure’s back, dust
mixing with blood and flesh.

The noise of the cart was unbearably loud and Little Jimmy relented, covering his ears with
his hands. It was the Trust man —a day early. The rumble-cart came to a haltin the centre of the
yard, and all of a sudden the noise stopped. The gates were closed smartly behindits huge back and
the Vigil saluted again. Tings and whines emitted from the cart, and the yard felt like amid-
summer’s day with the heat coming off its black panels.

A man inbrightblue pants and an unbelievably white shirt climbed out, dropping neatly to
the dusty floor. Without any ceremony he walked to the side of the cart and dragged the figure off
the wheel and onto the floor.

The man on the ground coughed out blood and cried out in pain, clutching hisribs nearthe
gun burn. Little immy took his gunin his hand but couldn’t bring himself to pointit at the man like
the otherkids did.

The Trust man pointedto Little Jimmyand some of the Vigil nearhim. “Watch him,” he
barked. There was a Salang on his wrist. Little Jimmy never knew that the Body Corporate got
markings too.

The Trust man looked around the yard with an unappealing sneerand marched into the
Barracks, the Officers trailing him, as the other Vigil began unloading droop and watertanks from
the back of the cart.
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Chapter Four

South Ku, Lake Floors
All Earthers are equal, but an Earther is only one of many species of animal. We are not their keepers.

The next morning, once the family had risen and Genevieve had completed her household tasks she
found an opportunity totryand open the box. Her motherwas away with fellow Healers gathering
some herbsto use for cooking. Chrome was helping someone onthe otherside of the village rebuild
a wall that had started crumbling after the rains the day before. That morning, Genevieve had
collected aheavy stone which might be of use and broughtitwith her now.

The box was visible fromthe path, but only if you were lookingforit. She pulleditfromthe
bushesand examineditcloselyinthe light. It was a dull grey. The scratches fromthe riverbed
revealed ametallicshine. There were Old Speak letters engraved onit, but not as many as she had
expected. She deciphered them, lefttoright as her grandmother had taught her:

PRIVATE ARCHIVES

It was strange, neatlettering, but she only recognised the first word.

She slammedthe rockinto the metal loop until it broke apart, and then stopped. The stories
she had heard, those that had worried Hendrik the night before, returned. But Shadows were
nonsense, justtales for children.

Still, when she pulled openthe lid she held her breath and turned herface away lest something
leap out. Nothingdid.

Inside was a collection of objects: three black things of different shapes, in some places
smooth, in otherplaces dimpled. Underneath those was a pile of papers so thick she would never be
able to readit all. Underneath that, a book. She knew what it was immediately because her
grandmother had books, loads of them, hiddeninboxesinherhouse.

It was outlawed, as were most things her grandmotherkept. The covering was dark brown and
woodish, and inside was more paper.

She picked up the firstfew papers fromthe loose pile. Onthe top of the first paperit said ‘20 3
0-2040'.Shecouldread more than any Earther she knew —more than her mothereven—butit
took an immense amount of effortand time. Her grandmother could read like flowing water. Her
eyesdrankinthe words and her mouth poured them outin a smooth stream.

The numbers—20302040- made no sense. She turnedtothe next page andthe corner sliced
herfinger. The minute cutstung like aninsectbite. She sucked on herfingerasif removing poison.

A flickerof the light made herlook up suddenly. Awild olive wolf —seeing something that
wasn’treally there.

She changedtack, putting down the papersfornow and picking up one of the objects.

In a way, these were Shadows: creations, melted from matterthe Old World had dreamed into
being. She picked up one of the three black objects. It was lighterthanitlooked and fitted easily in
herhand.

On the pathway behind hershe heard footsteps. She slammed closed the lid, still holding the
black thing; tucked it underherarm, grabbingthe loose pile of papersand then, without a backward
glance, walkedintothe hutand placeditall underher sleeping mat.
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When she emerged she saw her mother carrying baskets full of twigs and leaves, roped
together.
“Let me helpyou,” she said taking the basket from her mother’s head.

“You will need to bringthose to Andani.”
Genevieve placed the pungent basket on her head and walked away quickly.

“Slowly!” her mothercalled, “It took me all morning to find those.”

By the time Genevieve returned, Akrahad found the box. She shouted at Chrome forbringinghome
somethingsodangerous. Chrome denied it. They fought all afternoon, mostly with silence. They hid
the box furtherinthe busheslest one of the othervillagers findit. Before dark, Chrome dragged out
logs and kindlingand smoke rose fromthe bushes behind the house.

When Genevieve chanced walking past it early the next morningits contents were gone, but
the box itself was barely scathed. Acidicsmoke rose from inside.

The next day Chrome disappeared with aspade. When Genevievefound amomentto sneak
past there was just a pile of ash where the box had been, and a square outline inthe dirt.

Genevieve kept what she had taken from the box underhersleeping mat, waiting foran
opportunity toexamine it. However, late that afternoon a boy was sent to call the Hunters and she
wentto meettheminthe armoury.

All the Hunters, apprenticesincluded, wore red hunting hoods. It had a practical use:they wore
red so that they could see each other on the hunt, so that no one accidentally got shot.

You could mix the dye a number of ways: some people used red mud; others mixed it with
certainberries. Her mother had made hers up so it was brighterand more impractical than all the
others. It was embarrassingly red and the otherapprentices had teased thatit would s care off prey.
That was not as bad as the silence from the real Hunters: it would scare off prey.

When she confronted her mother, Akra had laughed it off and told Genevieve it was for her
own safety, and that Genevieve wasn’treally huntinganyway soit didn’t matter, that the colour
would fade when the time wasright.

Genevieve tried to wash outthe colourin theriver, butthe embarrassing blush was indelible.

She had neverbeen allowed to partake in the hunt proper, to be admitted and receive the
twenty-eight cuts thatladdered real Hunters’ arms.

Today, like all otherdays, she and a few otherapprentices were ordered to gather together
suppliesforthe next day; sharpenblades; ready the pack horses. They would bringthe horses and
follow the Hunters, close enough to resupply them and completethe ritual salutations. She didn’t
even know why they carried a bow and arrow with them when they weren’tallowed to shootit.

It would be a few days before they returned, sojust before dinner she duga hole nearthe
back of the hut. That night while everyone slept she pretended to go out to pee and buried the
things she had taken, wrappedin a square cloth.

The day Genevievearrived back from the huntwas a day reasonably free of duties. Afterbrushing
and feedingthe pack animals; helpingto bringthe impalato the Centre for cooking; and cleaningall
the blades, Genevieve had the rest of the day free. She was relieved to hearthat ithadn’trainedin
herabsence, which might have ruined herhidden relics, still bundled behind their hut. Her mother
had gone to the Centre tosee if she could help prepare the impala, and only Chrome was home,
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making some kind of wooden structure for the Centre’s kitchen.

She wentto the back of the hut, dug outthe roll of papers and the black thingand re-wrapped
theminthe cloth. She left the village with them tucked under herarm, out of sight. Genevieve
walked as normally as possible, outtowards the goat herdsin the veld, or where they would
probably be. They were agood excuse for what she was doing so far from the village.

Her mother had started speaking about Genevieve goingto stay with herfather, Vin. Vinylstayedin
Lake Tops, across the river. She would be taking the full-day trip through Bricks to get there; across
the perennial sand bankand overthe river on a raft. She had never been to Bricks before. [t was
builtontop of the Sunken Hallways, catacombs filled with artefacts from the Old World. Crooked
passagesthatwere said to be filled with an unEartherly silence.

As a child she had spent hours playing Keepers and Shadows, running through imaginary
underground mazes. KwaDz was the village where the Keepers and Tellers trained, and beingso near
it, everyonein Bricks could read Old Speak, and they had piles of things from the Old World lying
around. Shadowsstill lingered there, peoplesaid —ignorant people. They said that all kinds of
sicknesses came fromthere.

The black thing began to sweat against herarm. Aftersome time, she heard ableat. Through
the long grass she saw the white swish of agoat’s tail. Adog snaked through the tall grass and
wagged its tail happily at her. She ignoredit, looking fora place tosit without beingdisturbed. The
herderwas probably asleep underatree elsewhere.

She lay undera skimpy Kameeldoring, its thin leaves barely castingany shade at all. It was the
bestavailable tree, and she wasimpatient. The only way to get comfortable was to lie almost flat
with herneck propped against a rock. She unfolded the papers first, starting at the top of the pile:

A New History of South Africa: From the Turn of the Millennium A New Estate [101]

2030 -2040
A New Estate

The Thirties were a time of continuous upheaval and violence in the Republic, largely due to
growing problems caused by the Private Estate system. The former capitals, Johannesburg and
Tshwane, were sentinto turmoil by persistent water shortages. The Western Cape and its capital
Cape Town were heavily embargoed by the International community, and in the Northern Cape,
the ‘Sprace’ continued.

The Private Estate system remained athorn in the side of the South African government, as Estates did
for many nations worldwide. This system flourished in South Africa for a number of reasons. The
inequalities in land ownership, begun in the 1900s and made concrete through the structures of
Apartheid, meant that even before the application for sovereign status by Body Corporates, the
infrastructure for security and maintenance in the Private Estates was in place for the transformation of
these areas from whites-only to private-citizens only. ‘Boomed’ areas and lifestyle estates had been a
prominent feature of South Africa since the end of Apartheid, but never had the ideas of private land been
taken to this extreme. This issue reached crisis point in this decade, with some historians declaring this
an era of civil war for the bloody attacks between private and public citizens.

Genevieve tookamomenttotry and absorb what she had justread. It was a story of some sort:
Private Estates were aproblem for everyone but especially South Africa (her grandmother talked
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about South Africasometimes as a place of the Old World) because... land was private and this was
bad because there were violent attacks.
She could sound out most of the words, but they didn’t all make sense.

The majority of the population - poor and black - still lived on less than twenty percent of the land.
However, the definition of middle-class was changing: Estates provided an opportunity for shared water,
food and security. Citizens of an estate, once granted entry were guaranteed work and a certain standard
of living through their Corporate tax (an advanced levy). Entry to the estates was highly sought after for
these reasons, but became increasingly strictly policed as violence escalated. Private estates were often
raided by public citizens, and the protection by the security firms (especially Siyeses Vigilant) became
active rather than reactive.

Estates were bad exceptif youlivedinthem. Everyone wanted tolive inthem, sothey needed
protection. Kuworked like thatalittle bit: the Vigil protected Earthers fromthe Out. They had a
giganticwall around Ku. On some hunts they could see the Wall from a koppie, but she had never
come close enough to see the Vigil.

Eviction to the public zone was a position from which many could not recover: fundamental resources
were no longer being provided by the PANC government, and the skills exodus to neighbouring countries
continued. Without the protection of an estate, these citizens were highly vulnerable to disease,
malnutrition, violence, forced labour and other life-threatening challenges such as those resulting from
negligent mining practices over the previous century. Many thousands of people died as a result.

It isimportant to note the differences between the first Estates models from the later systems - the
forerunner being Ukugoduko Inc. Where Estates had previously required a relatively low buy-in and then
biennial contract assessments (a sum which determined the unique levy due from each citizen, weighing
their income against their cost of living for the estate) Ukugoduko, the world’s largest ‘Lifestyle Estate’
(this 'Earthing’, or ‘primitivist’ estate stretched from the former Kimberly (now KwaDzanani)

Genevieve feltajoltreadingafamiliarname. KwaDzanani was only afew days walk away from Lake
Floors. She had always wanted to go there: it was where Keepers weretrained, in a place called the
Library.

She scanned back up the paragraph. Ukugoduko —was that another way of speaking aboutKu?

..to lower Gauteng, effectively controlling the water supply of Johannesburg and other inland cities [see
Appendix K for map]). It required a once-off fee per citizen, who waived significant rights (See Human
Rights Law in Private Estates p.286) and signed a lifelong contract. Ukugoduko was originally able to
sustain this system because of the low maintenance fees involved in running this area, which adopted the
ideals of anarcho-primitivist groups such as those seen in...

Genevieve gave up. There were too many words she did not understand. It lefta queasy feelingin
herstomach. Where had these papers come from? From the Out?

Thiswas not like the stories she had read with hergrandmother. Nearthe end, hereyes had
glazed and she was reciting letter groups without being able to understand atall. She tried to
refocus, butit was no use. She putdown the lot of papers and picked up the black thing. Itfitted her
hand as ifithad been made tosit there.

It was thin and rectangular, but the corners were smooth ratherthan sharp. The whole thing
was smooth, like a pebble flattened by a stream. Each surface ran nearly seamlessly into the next.
Nearly seamlessly, becausethere were thin grooves that lined the edges. The one side had acircle,
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aboutthe size of a fingernail. Itlookedlike an eye. There was anintelligence, alooking, thatit had.
She turneditaway from her. The otherside was divided into two sections. The first, she recogni sed,
was glass. [t was cracked and scratched. This was possibly the largest single piece she’d everseen —
includingthose from the ruins at Lake Floors and in KwaDz. Glass came in all colours —Chrome had
given herbrothera piece of green before. But this glass was black. Not black like the rest of the
thing. More like ahole when you couldn’t see the bottom. Like there was something living between
the front and back of the thing. The cracks were a faded grey, bunching up at a point of impactand
thinningout like hairstothe edges.

The other half of this side was covered with small nubs. They were perfectly aligned and
symmetrical, but notall the same size. She ran her fingers overthem and they all compressed with a
softclicking, jumping outimperceptibly when herfingers ran off them. Each nub had the fainttraces
of an old letter, but they didn’t make any words.

She helditup inboth handsin front of herface, letting herthumbs rest on the cracked glass.
She was holdingitlike thatwhen the leopard crawled past, only afew feetin front of her.

Its belly was nearly on the ground, its back all in a straightline. The black-and-white tipped tail
disappearedintothe bushestothe left, towards the goats. Genevieve lay exactly whereshe was for
anothersecond before she jumped forward, stumblinginto the path.

It turnedits headto her, its earsflattened back with fright looking straight at her. They paused.
Her brain whispered hurried phrases; some of it was advice from the Hunters. She couldn’t make out
what any of it meant. Neither Genevieve northe leopard seemed to breathe. They stood like insects
caughtinresin, drowninginthe slow movement of time through one another’s eyes. She felt her
body burn back to life and the world swell with noise.

She screamed. It cracked out of herchest, from where the air had turned still.

She flungthe black thing at the leopard as it disappeared through the grass, away from the
goats andintothe veld. The herd girl jumped up with aspear inherhand, which she threw uselessly
at the receding shape. The dogs shot out from beneath the same distant tree, barkinginto the
emptyveld. The goats bleated loudly, running around and jostling together on the ground between
herand the girl.

She stood staring at Genevieve, and Genevievestared back.

Aftera while Genevieve smiled, and then laughed.

The black thingwasin two parts from hittinga rock. Abreeze blew the papersalongthe ground
behind her. The herd girl could not see the floor near Genevieve through the waist-high grass.

The girl stared at Genevieve. Butthen she smiled and laughed too.

She laughed at Genevieve's scream, and Genevieve laughed at the unsure way the girl’s spear
had flown and now stuckin the ground.

She laughed at her own scream.

Theirbodies both shuddered involuntarily with fright. Genevieve’s hands trembled as she
scooped up a handful of papers, careful not to stoop down too longand let the girl see what she was
doing. She wavedto the girl after tucking what she could gather underhershirt. She left behind the
broken black thing and walked quickly to the village.

Akra was busy in the Centre, preserving parts of the dead impala. Only two otherwomen were
around, carryingin the vegetables they would cook that evening. She kept herlips togethertightlyas
Genevieve relayed the story.

“You were walkinginthe bush and the leopard didn’t hearyou?”
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There was no way Genevieve could mentionthe papersorthe black thing.

“No, | was... peeing. Underatree. Andit crept passed.”

“Aleopard, inthe daytime?”

“Yes a leopardinthe daytime mother. That’s astrange thing to see hey?”

“No strangerthan an Eartherwanderingkilometres from the villageon herownjustto pee.”
Her mothersaid it quietly, dismissively. Asif no other part of the story was important.

Genevieve stared at her. She began to shake. “l was practising stalking.” She hadn’tneeded to
practise stalkingfor moonths. “l wasn’t fuckingsomeone.”

Her motherslammed down herknife. “I didn’t say you were.”

“Butit’swhat you meant.”

“l' justsaid it was strange.”

“Yes, it was. But you don’teven care that | chased away a leopard. All you can think of is that |
was doing somethingbad.”

“Wereyou?”

Genevieve walked out as hermothercalled to her. “If youwant | can take you to the midwife.
We can start getting you Confirmed.”

“I’m not fucking anyone!” She strode away. “I neverwantchildren.”

She avoided her motherforas longas she could, but Akra would bring up Genevieve’s trip to her
fatherat every dinner. Akrafirst sent news of Genevieve’svisitto Vin —her father—witha woman
who was bringing sweet potatoesto Lake Tops. She then arranged that Genevieve would travel with
Jan—an old friend of Akra’s —as far as Bricks.

Jan was going to KwaDzanani. Genevievelonged to gothere. She had heard many stories about
the Library, the greathole and other wonders that Ku’s capital contained. Even more stories than
what she had heard about Bricks.

But Jan would neverallow that. He was a sticklerforrules, and far too doe -eyed for Akra to
disobey her. He was unpleasantto be around. For as long as Genevieve could remember he had
been bitterabout his mangled-foot, crushed in afarmingaccident.

It was strange that Akra suggestthistripinthe first place. Akradidn’ttrust Vin, Genevieve’'s
father.She said he didn’tbelieve in ‘boundaries’ as he should. He had killed an elephant once. He
had returned home astride Grusha, ribs broken and bleeding down the saddlecloth. The Council had
beenassembled. They could not come to an agreement: the elephant and the hunting party had
come upon each other. The hunting party had tried to back away but the elephant charged them,
trampling on one of the apprentices. When the others fled, Vinyl stayed and fought. The young
hunterhad died, and Vinyl returned. Was it a fair placement of self above animal? It was left to the
Keepertodecide. There were no games at night, no stories. Low muttering sawed through the
Centre and her fatherspoke tono one.

Every usable part of the elephant had been brought back, butthere was simply too much. All
the childreninthe village weretaken past the carcass, to see how much was unusable. Hyenas,
vultures, jackals and more came and the remains of the elephant were dragged in all directions. The
stench was foul.

The young hunterhad been buried, and Akra explained to Genevieve that the same thing
happened underthe ground as above it, just more slowly. Worms and bugs came and scattered the
body, and instead of jackals, it fed plants and trees. Genevieve had asked why they didn’tjust leave
the hunterto feed the hyenastoo, and Akra said it was because underground it was more gentle,
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and your family and friends didn’t have tosee you.

Genevieve had imagined it was the same kind of comfort you got from lying undera blanket,
evenwhenyouweren’tcold. Itmusthelpyousleep, beingunderthe ground.

In the village, the trial continued. Genevieve couldn’t remember what that Keeper had looked
like. He was just a vague figure in her memory, with a blue sash tattooed across his chest and back,
thousands of letters. An oath in Old Speak, minutely scrawled over his chestand down his belly.

Back then she had wanted to be a Keeper. She hadlearntthe Lessons by heart before any of the
others, and she refusedto play any gamesunlessit was as a Keeper. She had even packed herthings
one afternoon, waiting for her motherto return froma Council meeting. Somehow she had decided
that Akra would return with news thatthey had chosen Genevieve to goto the Library, to train
underthe Trust. When hermotherreturned with only news about the food stock, Genevieve
declared thatthat being aKeeperwas stupid and arrogant.

The two days of herfather’strial she ignored the Keeper completelyby watching everything he
didinsilent, jut-lipped reverence. An accord was reached: Vinyl would tellno one how he had killed
the elephant—the action would be impossible toimitate without knowledge of how ithad been
performed. Any person found asking him would be punished. A pair of crossed tusks were tattooed
on hisribs, to remind him of the beast whose life he now shared, just like when Hunters took their
firstkill they received the twenty-eight cuts on theirarm.

Akra had stayed with him all through that time, and for almost a set afterwards. Then she had
started seeing Chrome, and with her permission Vinyl left to Lake Tops.

The only time that Genevieve had beentosee herfatherwas whenshe wasstill ayoung. Akra
had come along, and they only stayed afew days before going North where they spenttwelve
seasons with Meme, her mother’s mother. She didn’t remember much of the journey, exceptfora
blur of ruins that she had been dragged past too quickly to take in. Instead, she was shown every
misshapentuberhermotheryanked up and told ‘this could one day save your life’.

A few days before she was due to leave the herd girl sought Genevieve out. She was ayoungster of
about ten sets, with curly hairtangled around her ears and black freckles under hereyes. She
approached Genevieve shyly while she was sharpening aset of bladesin the shade of a store hut.
From behind hershe produced asatchel, made from old and battered leather. The straps were made
of coarse hemp.

“As thanks forsavingme.”

“I didn’t save you,” Genevieve replied, as she took the gift from the girl.

“You did.” She blushed. “Evenifthe leopard didn’t get me, it would have gottenagoat and |
would have...|would have beenintrouble.”

“But thisis too much.” The girl’s embarrassment was contagious.

“No, no, really,” the girl smiled for the first time, “we werenot usingit, and | put back on the
straps foryou. As you pull themtighterit closes —see?” She showed Genevieve the drawstringand
its connectiontothe straps. It was true —you could close it using the drawstring alone, but the pack
shrunkand huggedtoyour body as you pulled the straps.

“Thank you...” She didn’t know the girl’s name.

“I will see you around!” The girl seemed delighted that her gift had so awed Genevieve, and she
bounded off to her motherwho gave a friendly nod to Genevieveto signify herapproval.

When she found a momentalone she folded the thin pile of papersintothe bottom of the pack,
hurriedly scanning through them once more.
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There were around eight pages of words, and one picture. It was a map, but not like she had
seen before:all beautiful colours likein the picture books thather grandmotherowned. Ina
diagonal stripe down the centre rana vein of blue.

On the map she found names that she knew: ‘KwaDzanani’, ‘Lake Floors’, ‘Lake Tops’, and even
somewhere nearthe centre ‘Mushi’ —hergrandmother’s village.

She folded the map away tightly, hoping nottolook at it again when she deciphered the words

at the top, printed nexttothe Salang: Ukugoduko Lifestyle Estate.
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Chapter Five:
North Ku, between Appleton and Masinge

Neko smiled as he washed his hands. Appleton had provided more than he had expected. The
woman he had his eye on had proved not only obliging, but nearly as dexterous as the Teller —in
othermatters, of course. She lay wiping him off herbelly with the underside of the cloth they had
beenlyingon.

She wore the same detached look as when she had been listeningto the storytellerthe night
before. She patted down her plaits, and the beads thatlay in the nape of her neck clicked softly, like
a forgottenlanguage.

His own hairwas dishevelled and he ran his wet fingers through it: his mother’s hair — black and
sleek, the soft hair of a palerperson.

Birds were chatteringimportantly. The sound of a village at first rising was audible outside and
far below: The first grunts, stumbles and coughs. The clanging of a pot. Soon a child would begin to
cry and slowly the peoplewould become louderthan the birds.

He crawled underthe covers and pulled the blanketto him, closing his eyes. The woman
breathedin, asif to speak. Afteralong while she breathed out but said nothing. They sleptagain.

When Neko awoke it was to the moth-dust feeling of having overslept. His neck ached. The woman
had left.

He threw the blanket off his right thigh. He was sticky with sweat and sex, despite his early
morning wash.

Afteralongwhile he satup. In the sand she had drawn a sign: a river (one wave) and a basket
filled with indiscernible shapes. There was Old Speak to the left of it, but Neko could not read. It was
probably hername —most Earthers could write theirown name and little else. He gathered his bag
and leftthe hut.

The village lay below him. The hut they had sleptin was abandoned, builtontop of an old ruin
way up the side of the koppie. It could see inalmostall directions. The sliver of reflected lightin the
distance wasthe Northern Road, its tar blistered and full of warts and tufts of plants. Itled into the
Grey City.

If the scavengerswho lived on Inyokawere to be believed, before one arrived in The Grey City,
the Northern Road ledinto an acid desert: poisonous yellow sand which gulped down people and
houses withoutany sign they had been there. It was where the insult, ‘Take the Northern Road’
came from.

Before thatstill, however, was the Wall. It was not visible from here, but Neko had seenit
elsewherein histravels.

Most Earthers believed that the Guards they saw in theirvillages and the Vigil who tended the
Wall were the same thing.

Neko knew better: while they wore the same kind of yellow coat, Guards were originally
Earthers; Vigil were not. Earthers weren’t allowed near the wall, lest they escape to the Out.

Why anyone would attempt to leave Ku was unfathomable. The Out was dead | and, without
water, withoutlife. ‘Kuislife,’ was the call.

The Grey City was worse still than the Out. Either way, leaving Ku was certain death.

He turned his eye to the closerfields, most of them burnt, dark and empty. Ina week ortwo
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the first rains would come, and seedlings would shoot through the rich soil.

In an adjacentfield, hemp and wild grass grew tall and yellow. Nearerto where he wasthere
were much smaller patches forherbs and vegetables, but the soil was caked and dry.

Half a moonth and it would be beautifulhere. He moved toward the sound of running water.
Irrigation veinsran from stepped outlets down to the fields below. The streamiitself dropped
abruptlyintoan unusually green patch, and inthe trees at the bottom he could see people moving,
mostly women. Theylooked to be tendingtothe trees. The most exceptional detail of this town was
its distance from Inyoka, which from this vantage pointlookedto be justa line of dark green trees.

He turned back to the hutand gathered together his things. He dusted off his water pouch:an
emptied ostrich egg wrappedin goatleather. Eitheralone would do to hold water, but this way both
would lastlonger. In his drawstring pack he could feel his blunt knife, sheathed. Loose datesroamed
the bottom of his pack. There was an ageing reed of sugarcane that he hopedto one dayturnintoa
whistle, ifit was nottoo brittle. Thisthought was nearly as stale as the reed itself —he had been
thinkingitsince hefirstcutit fromits stalk by the riverand the villagers had chased him with their
dogs. He had keptit with himall Winter.

He made his way down the koppie, tryingto pick the same way that the woman had led him up
the night before. She had held his hand tightly, dragging him with some urgency. Neko stopped and
took two steps back.

An Araktree, crooked trunk and tiny yellow budding flowers. In fact, four or five Arak trees: a
windfall. He cut off twigs with his knife, about the same length as his outstretched hand. He
strapped them togetherusing some nearby grass. He stripped off the leaves and let these float to
the bottom of his bag with the dates, before bundlingthe Arakinto his bag. He cut one last branch
and began chewingthe end as he walked.

It had other names, but most people understood betterwhen you said ‘Arak’. It smeltripe, like
an herb, but there were few things more satisfyingthanthe clean feelingitleftinyour mouth.
Tattooists and Healers often usedit. [t would be good for trading. It would be good to keep, too.

Neko walked down the hill whistling tunefully. He altered his path slightly toinclude, perhaps,
sneakingalookinthe village’s storerooms before he left.

A lone impalasprinted across his path as he neared the village. Alittle whilelateradogtrotted
out of the bushes, panting.

The village opened upin front of him, a closely grouped cluster of homes. It was a circle with
eight spokesleadinginwardtothe storesandthe Centre.

One need nothave seenitfromabove to know this: this was how villages were built —in the
shape of the Salang.

The Centre here was made of straw bale, with cookingfires clusteredin the centre below the
chimneys. The store rooms were the same, but withoutany chimneys and on raised ground to allow
waterto run off. The houses were a mixture: straw and cob — smooth, flowing surfaces transmuted
fromshelvesinto beds and benches and walls. More regularly, huts were made of mud.

He duckedintoa nearby storeroom. His eyes were made useless by the dark so he relied on his
nose. There were fresh straw containers, but he couldn’t make out whatwasin them. It was nearly
empty, as was to be expectedin early Spring.

“Can | helpyou, friend?”

Neko jumped stupidly. Behind him was a man carrying a large containeron his head. He placed
it onthe groundas Neko smiled acat smile.

“Friend—1 enteryourvillage. | waslooking fora woman | metlast night. | thoughtshe may
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have returned fromthefield.” The lie came easily to him, as they always did.

“Not yet.lam sure you will find herthere still.”

“My thanks.”

Nekoturned and left behindthe possibility of fresh food. He felt the man watch him leave. A
small child ran past, its left wrist still red around the Salang.

Earthers were always suspicious of travellers, but it was beyond Neko why one would choose to
settleinasingle village foryourwhole life when there was so much more to see; so many more
women to fuck. The longest Neko stayed in asingle place was during the Winter, when food was too
scarce to be travellingthe veld alone. He had spent the Winterin Hemming with aplump, barren
woman named Pradah. It had been pleasant, but painfully boring. It was good to be travelling again.

Neko walked down the path thatledto fields. Not to find the woman, but because Masinge was
East. He walked outtothe veld.

Masinge was the firstvillage Neko had gone to afterleavinghome many sets ago. He had not
beenbacksince.

It had always had a reputation forlawlessness. His first time there he had spent all his Metals
on whores anddrink, and had beenlivinginthe mud before he left. Masinge was adangerous place,
but inthe seasonssince he had grown much wiser: he would not be so easily takenin by its
rebellious charm.

The road to Masinge was hot. It reminded him that the season of White Outs was approaching, and
that travelling through the day would be impossible forthe next few moonths. He always had the
same feeling:villages were cooler. Here, where there were no people, the sun watched only you.

The long grass was too brittle to weave ahat. He had to stop and scrape ticks off his pants and
feet. He wanted to stop in the shade but the trees were too thin. The furtherone went fromthe
rivers, the more sparse the veld became. Tellers and drunkards spoke of peoplewho lived outside of
the range of rivers, as the Vigil did.

In the Old World, they had created theirownrivers underthe ground, in pipes, waterthey
could summon through complex mechanisms —installed in every house. He had neverseen the pipes
nor the mechanisms.

He knew more about the Old World than most Earthers. He hadlived neara woman named
Rebeccawhen he was growingup. Her son Nietzsche had introduced N eko to theirfamily'sillegal
collection of Old World picture books.

By habit he avoided that painful line of reminiscence.

In Kuone could see the ruins of the old houses almost everywhere you went, and his village had
beenfull of them. He had exploredthe ruins with hisfriends —as all children did, mostly as an
escape fromone’selders. Hisfirst sexual explorations had beeninthesehidden places, farfrom
adults whoinsisted on telling you who you may or may not touch. In these explorationsitwas not
the old wallsthat kept himinawe. The only wonderin a roof ten steps tall wasif it keptthe water
off, which wasimportant when you were trying to convince someone to take their clothes off.

He walked onand letthe sun scorch those memories. He had heard more sinister stories about
the pipes which carried the rivers: a childfallen down around hole and neverseen again; aspade
that bentagainstunmoveable metal in the ground. He had been almost everywherein the North of
Ku and had neverseensucha thingwith hisown eyes. It was the usual exaggeration and fanaticism
that people gotaboutthe Old World.
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A snake crossed his path and disappeared into the bushes.
The road wound on, not quite in a straightline, for most of the morning. It eventually
disintegrated into anumber of smaller paths, and he chose the most likely looking one.

Before noon he came upon a koppie, with deep rocky outcrops sure to hold some creatures. He eyed
it suspiciously. He hoped that some Earthers used this path —not just buck. The hum of the veld
insectsgrew louder.

In the shade of the koppie, tucked into acrease of trees he saw a single hut—shabbily made.
The village Masinge was about half a day away. It was eerie to come across a hutallon itsown inthe
veld.

He had planned to getto Masinge by nightfall. An outcast could only bring trouble. He stayed
on the path and watched for any movement. The trail looked worn, butit strayed offin peculiar
directions—one disappeared straightinto the veld. Theredidn’t seem to be any water source near
here, soit seemed unlikely thatthe hut was occupied. He squinted ata bigtree with rocks
underneathit nearthe hut.

He felthistoe hitthe stone and he knew itwould be bleeding even before he looked down. He
yelped unintentionally as he bentand clutched it. His sandal and his foot were filthy. Blood leaked
out of a cut nexttothe nail. His eye was drawn by a movementunderneath the tree. Afigure
detacheditself fromthe rocks and shadows.

Neko limped towards arock on the path ahead where he could sitand wash off the dirt and
blood. The figure called from underneath the tree and loped into the sunlight. [t was a large man,
broad shoulders and dark skin.

Neko dropped onto the rock and watched him jog from underneath the tree. The man came
throughthe grass and onto the pathin front of him.

“Can | help, myfriend?”

He didn’tlook an obvious leper, orvery dangerous. Neko picked up his water bottle. He poured
some waterontothe toe, thenturned and grabbed an Arak twig from his pack.

“No nofriend. It was justa spiteful rock. Perhaps | kicked its brotherinto asnake hole once.”

“Ha hal There are many snake holes here. Perhaps thisisthe case.”

Nekohadtorn a strip fromthe twig with histeethand wrapped histoe in it. He tried to tie it in
position butitunfurled.

The man laughed kindly. “Friend, you cannot walk now. Come sit with us until it stops
bleeding.”

Neko had justbeguntorefuse when he saw the fluffyimpalatail wrapped around the man’s
wrist.

The stranger followed his gaze. “Aha! Yesfriend, | just took it two weeks ago for my family. Itis
dry and ready foreating,” he said, stroking the tail fondly. “We have plenty food foravisitor.”

Nekoneededtogetto Masinge, but fresh meat was a scarcity if you weren’t stayingina village
where there were regular Hunts.

He allowed the manto take him underthe arm and helped him back alongthe path. He seemed
about the same age as Neko, around thirty sets, give ortake a few Springs.

“You are staying here as a family?” Neko asked, “l assumed it was an abandoned Post.”

The man smiled, “Perhapsthe stone was simplyreminding you of yourmanners!”

Neko laughed with himandlimped on.
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“My nameisVile.Vee-leh.”

“Neko. Ner-ko.”

They smiled warmly at each other.

Neko was offered waterfrom a calabash and a place to siton the rocks nexttoa small pile of
unusually white pebbles, such as a child would gatherfora game. The throbbingin his toe subsided,
and he kept hissandals nextto himas Vile told jokesin the shade.

Vile was gregarious and Neko found his pressing desireto move on subsiding. Ithad beena
longtime since Neko had been able to enjoy male company, and Vile talked enough for both of
them. It was more pleasant to spend the afternoon this way than walking alone through the veld.

“Where are you going, Neko?” he asked. Vile had occupied his hands whittling down short
straight branchesinto arrows. Neko joined him, lamenting his blunt knife.

“l am goingto Masinge.”

At Vile’s raised eyebrow Neko laughed.

“Only to move through. I plan on heading South this Summer. | have not been all the way South,
| would like toseeit.”

“Yes, | hearitis good down there. You wish to make your home there?”

“Not quite.” Neko cleaved adisproportionate chunk from his stick. “l am a Craftsman. Despite
all appearances.” He held up the lopsided stick and snorted at his own lack of finesse. “Craftsmen
are always needed, wherevertheygo.”

“Thisis true. Justlook at the mess | made of this hut.” Vile pointed over his shoulderatthe
shabby grass structure. It looked stable, but the straw was lumpy and there were afew loose tufts
that would cave in with the first summerrain.

Neko smiled consolingly, not botheringto point out that such work was for Builders, not
Craftsmen. Neko could carve all manner of useful objects, could make benches and cob shelves,
could shape pots and utensils and create rain tanks and wagon wheels. He could even do alittle bit
of thatching, butreal building was beyond his ken. There was all sorts of things to know about
mixing the materials, the foundations and so on.

“So youtravel, butwhere to?” asked Vile, interrupting Neko’s thoughts.

“I travel withoutagoal in mind. | left my home village more than ten sets ago and have
travelled the North since then.”

“You didn’tgetveryfar,” Vile joked.

“No,” Neko laughed, hopingthat Vile not prod too deeply. Neko spentonly afew monthsinany
place he went. Long enough to explore the place anditswomen, notlongenough to be held
responsible forthose explorations. “That’s why | planto go South.”

Further questions were halted when Vile’s companion returned from the bush with fruit, and
curiously, more gingerroot than a village would needin amonth.

Her breasts were too heavy for herframe, and Neko thought he could see stains onthe front of
hershirt as if she had been breastfeeding. Herbelly bulged eversoslightly underher shirt; she must
have been three orfour moonths pregnant. There was only one dotabove hereyebrow, and the
same on Vile. Neko had cultivated ataste for pregnantwomen. When you fucked them, they didn’t
getpregnant.

But she was brusque and unwelcoming toward Neko, she had barely beenintroduced —
“Thulisa” —before she began occupying herself with minor chores, as if Neko made hernervous.
tasks became so trivial as to be laughable —she picked dry leaves out of the tree and made sure they
fluttered away fromthe neatly sweptfireplace. The shadows under hereyes were adark blue. [t was
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possible thatshe wasiill, butshe didn’t seemto be particularly weak. She noticed him watching her
and clucked hertongue indisdain.

Her presence had changed the tone of the afternoon, and the feeling that he should begin
moving on became more pressing. He put back on his sandals and tied together his bag, but could
not find an opportunity to excuse himself.

All three parties dutifully kept up the pretence of normality, as if people often lived outside
villages. Butunderneathitall was a nervousness thatthe conversation should turninthat direction.
His desire to leave was heightened after he went to relieve himself: behind the hut were farmore
blankets than would be needed by justthe two companions.

It seemedtohimthatthere had beenchildrenhere nottoolongago. Theirabsence was like
missing astep on the way down a hill. Something had gone badly wrongin this place.

When he returned to the fire he wished he could occupy his hands but his carving knife was
now completely blunted and useless. He should trade for one in Masinge, he decided. Butthen,
Masinge would probably not have something as practical as that on offer.

While Vile chatted on the beauty of the sunset, Neko’s thoughts looped back to the children.
Masinge was a hungry village; it stole from those around it. He had heard that one of the things it
stole was people. Could their children have been stolen? Worse still, could their children have been
exchanged forsomethingvaluable? There didn’t seem to be anything of significant worth around the
home, butit could have been hidden.

Justas he was about to announce his departure he wasinvited to eat with the couple. It was a
difficult decision:travel inthe dark onan empty belly or spend the night here. He would take his
chanceswiththem ratherthan the hyenas, he decided.

But as the dusk fell hishumourrose once more:they ate a stew of vegetables that contained far
too much gingerfor hisliking, butthe impala biltong which accompanied it did wonders for his mood
and the hollow feelingin his stomach.

Yet all the time he couldn’t shake the feeling thatatany momenta child would begintocry
frominside the hut.

Vile offered that Neko take some dried meat with him.

“That would be most kind of you.” Neko returned. “Perhaps | could offer you somethingin
exchange —I don’t have much.” Vile would soon have asked anyway. Neko could sense that this was
not a night without its price. By offering first, Neko would appear opento the idea of an exchange.

“Well friend, | often have to go quite some time through the veld without returninghome.” He
could see what Vile was moving toward. He wasn’t going to help him get there. “At timeslendup in
the driest of bush, far from any villages, and at those times it becomes difficult...” [t was a bizarre
explanation. Hunters often strayed far fromvillages, but he saw no hood and no Hunter’s marks on
Vile’sarm. Then again, the couple did have animpala. “And at times like those every Earther needs
water.”

“I see.”

“I was hopingthatyou might help me with this problem.”

Vile wouldn’tsayitoutright, and Neko would have to be equally careful if he wanted to ensure
that he still had a bed for the evening.

“Friend, lwould give thistoyou”—he lifted the ostrich egg and goat leather pouch up to eye
height—“But | am afraid that withoutit, lwould have longago returned to the earth, as dried and
wrinkled as alizard’s toes.” Vile smiled politely at the quip but was not altogether pleased.

“Is that really all youdo friend, wander?”
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Neko laughed dismissively. “Kuis my home.” He shifted uncomfortablydespite himself. “l can
offeryou somethingthat has saved my life almost as many times as my water pouch has.” Vile
perked upslightly.

“Arak —for wounds. And cleaningteeth.” Neko grinned broadly, flashing his unusually white
teeth, and Vile burstoutin laughter.

“I can take nothing from you that you will not give,” laughed Vile, “but perhaps we could take a
lesson onthisfromyou.” He turned to his companion grinning —“Is there still beer?” She nodded
and left.

“Sheis notfond of laughteris she?” Neko asked, after Thulisa had disappearedinto the hut
once more.

“She was notalways so serious.” Vile's eyes saddened, and his smile faltered.

Thulisareturned with a calabash full of beerand handeditto Vile, retaking herseaton hisright.
She sat close to him, but discreetly rebuffed his attempts to put his hand on herleg. AfterVile, Neko
tooka deepsipfromthe calabash, and had to struggle notto letthe beer come back up through his
nose. It was strong and sour, but lacked the refined smoothness of abeerfrom Masinge. Still, it was
good for a bush brew made by only two people. Unthinkinglyhe passeditonto Thulisawhoraisedit
to herlips.

“Stop” he cried, still coughing from hisown sip. She lowered it, her eyes widened. “It’s not good
for whenyouare pregnant.” He laughed alittle, clearing his throat. “Alesson my mothertaught me,
| thought everybody knew.”

“Aha!” Vile cried, “A useful tip foranew mother.”

There was hollownessin thislight-hearted exclamation. If you tapped onit, the lie would echo.
There were a few more moments of silence, and Thulisa’s eyes filled with tears. She shoved the
calabashintoVile’s hands andfled as he called after her.

“There she goes again. She is so nervous of going wrong with this child — the last ones were
gone before they evenlived.” His careful vagueness made itariddle. It could mean she had
miscarried, butitcould mean before they received the Salangand theirnames—eitherwere possible
giventhe single Confirmation dot above both Thulisaand Vile’s brows.

Having children overthe age of Salang did not guarantee that one was branded. Neko was proof
of this.

Vile took adeep swig. After smacking hislips loudly he wenton, “It'seven gottentome. | hear
children calling all through the night.”

Andthere was the seed which rattled aboutin this hollowness. Neko was an excellent liar, and
he was used to people tryingto deceive himin return. He was not used to wanting to be deceived.

He fumbled forwords and eventually said, “l did not mean to upsetyou.”

Afteralongwhile Vileshook his head, “No friend, we upset ourselves. Itis difficult to be out
here alone.” Neko knew betterthanto press furtherinthat direction and he excused himself to
urinate once more.

Justas he was escapingthe tense situation he stumbled upon another. Behind the housesat
Thulisa, clenching one of the blankets, bundled on the floor. She was weepingand rocking back and
forth, holdingitupto her face as if she would smotherherselfwithit.

Nekowentto piss elsewhere.

He had a difficulttimefalling asleep that night. The beer rolled around uncomfortably in his belly.
There was something wrongin this place. When he did sleep, he first dreamt that he was with his
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mother. It was a vague and colourless dream, more of afeeling, merelyaprelude.

He rolled overto his otherside, hoping for betterluck, and pulled the blanket up to his
shoulders. It was too short, and he curled his knees upwards to keep his feet covered.

He dreamt he was back at the fire, drinking beer, and there was someonewith him. At firstit
was Vile, butwhen he passed the calabash it was a small child with eyes set too farapart, and a large
head. He could nottell its sex, and it took the calabash and drank deeply, swaying from side to side.

Whenit loweredthe beerithad wrinkled and aged, its skin folded overitself. The sides of its
mouth were stained with milk ratherthan beer. It began muttering urgently, inalanguage he could
not understand but he knew somehow thatit was a language even olderthan Old Speak. Neko’s
eyesfeltsore from the smoke of the fire, and the creature became more franticand less a child. He
rubbed at his eyes, tryingto openthem wider, to see more clearly.

The creature lifted the drink toits mouth once more and itspilled all overits front. When the
calabash was lowered, its eyes were gone. Therewere just two dark holes. Neko tried to look away
but he could not, and he became aware then of the creature’s tail, extending around from its back.

The tail arched overthe creature’s head and came downin front of Neko. Somehow he was
both outside of his body watchingfromthe fire and inside: watching it from his own head. The tail
splitopenatthe endinto an oily blackthumb and finger. They rubbed together greedily and reached
into Neko’s eyes, which were also empty. From his sockets they plucked at a tuft of yellow grass and
began pulling. The dry grass grew thickerand the reeds fell to the floor. More and more fell outand
the fingers alternated their grabbing between both eyes until the thatch grass came out onits own
ina tide and the tail snapped back and seemed to watch Neko’s convulsingbody with some interest.

It swoopedlow and picked a perfectly white pebble from the floor. The creature lowered its
head backwards, and the tail droppedthe pebble intothe creature’s gaping mouth. Withoutanoise
the creature vanished and Neko woke up. A few pieces of thatching had become dislodged and
landed on hisface. He gropedfor his water pouchinthe darkand washed out his face, his eyes
burning from the dust and grass.

The next morning Neko gathered his things early. Vilewas not there, but Thulisawas awake and had
bundled together some dried meat which he gatheredinto his pack. She hadincluded two large
gingerroots. She alsorolled up a sleeping matand handeditto him.

“Thank you for your kindness,” he muttered, “If Ido not meet Vile, will youthank him for me?”

She nodded mutely and accepted agenerous bundle of Arak twigs. He loped out of the hut,
more quickly than was polite.

On the path he took out a piece of impalameatand gnawed on it as he walked, muttering the
salutation under his breath—more out of habitthan gratitude.

“I thank you, Friend foryourlife. Itis not ours to take, but ours to give back...”

He contemplated tossing out the gingerroots Thulisa had given him. The smell reminded him
of the pastday’s uneasiness. But ginger could cure a sore throat like nothingelse.

Vile came around the cornerin front of him.

“Neko! Where are you going my friend?”

“Vile...lam so glad to see you,” he recovered quickly. Thank you forlooking after me, but | must
be going. | hope to return here someday, if you will have me.”

“But | have eggs!” Vile cheerfully lifted up asmall sack. Neko smiled as kindly as possible and
shook his head.

Vile’s expression soured. “What doyou have to do, inall these places you are goingto?” he
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asked bluntly.

Neko’s smile dropped, he said nothing forsome time, watching Vile with growing bitterness.

“Sometimeswe wantto leave our home, sometimes we are made to leave. For me it was both.
But did your children choose to leave, ordid you send them away?”

Vile almost dropped the egg. He looked immediately ashen. Neko had deduced correctly.

“Where are yourfriends... yourchildren, wanderer?” Vile sneered, too long afterthe question
had been posed.

They stood looking at each otherfor a time longer, until Neko gently touched Vile’s shoulder
and walked past him. Vile did not move foras long as Neko could see him. The path took a sharp
curve and Neko walked on alone to Masinge.
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Chapter Six
In

Little Jimmy followed the riveras Toby had told him to do. He had with him Lazy Toby’s water-sack,
and eventhoughitwas old and leaked, he felt guilty fortakingit. He finished the water on the first
day.

It was cold that night, and he had neverbeensothirsty, exceptfor the time the stream had
run red and the Old Lady had forbiddenthemtodrink fromiit.

The next day he was lostin the veld. His lips stuck togetherand peeling them apart was painful
— little patches of skin tore off and bled. He startled afamily of klipspringers when he walked past a
small koppie, and they ran up the hill —staringdown at himindignantly.

He was trying to head north, keepingthe risingsun on his right, and the setting sun on his left.
Most of all he wanted to get The Wall out of hissight. It seemed like it would never disappear.

The whole day there had been a veil of grey clouds and in the late afternoon they gathered
above him, billowing and whipping across the sky inloud cracks, as if someone were shakingouta
great sheet of cloth, the staticshootingfrom one cornerto the next.

There had only beenone tree insight and he hid underthat. He remembered too late thatyou
weren’tsupposed to hide underatreeina lightning storm, but by thenit had begun notonlyto rain,
but to hail.

This was not the way he had expected to experiencethe first rain of the season, usually a cause
for celebration at the Barracks. He thought about Timote’s earthy mound getting wet. Would he
float up to the top, right out of the soil? Would that happento the Othertoo?

The hail subsided and when the rain seemedto be slowingtoo he ran and torn out handfuls of
damp grass. He lay on those and ate the last of the Num-Num berries. It was not properdusk yet,
but he triedto sleep.

The next morning he found a village. He was walking down a pathway when aman grabbed him and
looked at hiswrist and asked him where he had come from. When Little immy wouldn’t say, the
man took a piece of cloth and wrapped itaround his wrist. Thenthe man took away Little Jimmy’s
gun. He wasn’ttoo sure how to feel aboutthat: he was glad it was gone, but at the same time it
made himfeel alittle bit safer—even though he knew for sure that it didn’t work.

The man was grossly fat. His belly wobbled under his shirt like the udders of acow. He had thin
hair, brushed all to one side. Elsewhere he was a mass of pink skin and sweat, coated overwith
perfumesandointments.

The man lefthimina strange room. There was nowhere to sit, only a broad sleeping mat which
rustled asyou steppedonit. It smelled likeit was stuffed with wet leaves, and although he wanted
to sleep, Little Jimmy couldn’t bearto lie oniit. This room was linked by a passage to another, with a
half-drawn cloth separatingthe two. In the otherroom was a pile of wood, covered with ablanket.

Little Jimmy scratched at the cloth around his wrist. It was filthy and made him sweat. He was
glad the man had somethinglike this handy: everyone in Ku had a Salang, and Little Jimmy did not.
With the cloth wrapped around his wrist nobody could see that he didn’t have one.

Earthers had strange laws — he didn’tknow what would happenif someonesaw thathe didn’t
have a Salang. He didn’t wantto getsentback to the Wall.

Little immy brushed that concern aside for now: He was In. This was Ku. His brief walkintothe
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village hadrevealed thatthere were Earthers everywhere. He’d never known that people could
comein such colours— he and hissiblings were all ashade of Old Lady, but here people were sunset
pinks and impalabrowns and some as pale as a fevertree. Some of them even had hairthe colour of
dry grass and eyes as blue as the sky. Most of them were a lightershade than he was.

Little Jimmy scratched the cloth again. He was getting hungry. He wished his Num-Num berries
were notfinished. Brienna had asong about Num-Num berries. She would singittothe younger
children. Little Jimmy looked around. He hadn’t seen the fat man for at least an hour. He had told
Little Jimmy ‘Stay here and do not move or attract attention. No matter what.” The fat man liked that
phrase, ‘no matter what’.

The song swirled around his head:

Num-Num green leaves
Num-Num white flowers
‘numnum’my belly says
eat yourberries all hours.

Num-Num green leaves,
Num-Num white flowers,
‘numnum’ my teeth say
yourroots have special powers.

Num-Num green leaves,
Num-Num white flowers,
Num-Num-Thousand-Thorns says
“Leave thatalone, it’s ours!”

At the last phrase, they would all jump back and laugh, as the imaginary thorns pricked their hands.

In the dark hut he jumped back a step and bumped his head against the wall. Inthe nextrooma
log tumbled off the pile. Tears came to his eyes and he sat on the floorand beganto cry. He wasn’t
sure he really wanted to be In.

Through histears he saw the pile of wood inthe otherroom rattle and breathe. The piece that
had rolled off bentitself into an arm. From undera dark clump of kindling two eyes opened.

“Hai. Fuck!” the woodpilewoman grated, coughing wetly. “Shaddup.” She settled on herother
side. Little Jimmy crepttowards heronhandsand knees. He brushed back the curtain and could see
that the woman lay on a thinsleeping mat.

There were bowls lining the round walls, and the closest one was filled with something that
was definitely not drinking water. When he sniffed itthe hairsin his nostrils curled with fright and he
put itdown with a loud clunk.

The woman snuffled and scraped, coughing again. Through a bush of twiggy hairshe opened
hereyes, and Little Jimmy froze. The whites wereyellowand veined, sick. Her movements were stiff.
She was like abroken tree, all chopped upand ancientand rotting.

“What are you doing here? | thought | told you to stay still, no matter what!” The fat man
grabbed Little Jimmy underhisarmand dragged him outside, where he stood blinking against the
light.

“Look around,” the man squealed, “Look around! Do you see these people?” The few people



TDC/ JL 41

going abouttheirchores were giving Little Jimmy and the man a wide berth. “Doyou?”

Little Jimmy was still trying to adjust to the sudden change. He gave a teary sniff and nodded. The
man’s voice softened. He sounded even more dangerous than when he was shouting, “Do you see
what every single one of them has, something that youdon’t have?”

Little immy stared. Families? Villages? Baskets?

“I'dunno...” It seemed the safestreply.

The man smacked him with an open hand across his ear.

“They are Earthers. And we know they are Earthers, because they have a Salang.”

The fat man shoved his wristin Little Jimmy’s face. The tattoo there was old and faded: a circle
with eight spokes pointingtothe centre.

“You have not been marked boy! You are an Other.” He said itin the way someone mightsay
‘Cockroach’. “They will kill you.” He breathed out after every word. Little Jimmy felt his stomach
turn.

“But I’'m not an Other, I'm part of the Vigil, | guard the wall, | came from there today —”

The fat man’s sweaty brow wrinkled. “Don’t be ridiculous —Vigil, Guards —everyone gets the
salang.”

“We don’t. We’re not Earthers, we’re Vigil,” Little Jimmy tried again.

The fat man let go of his arm. He looked confused. “It doesn’t matter whatyou thinkyou are it’s
what the villagersthinkyouare.”

“ButI’'m-"

“You’re causing a scene,” the man interjected, dragging Little Jimmy back into the hut. “Stay
here until | figure out what I’'m goingto do with you. If you go outside, | will take no responsibility for
you. | may justbe able to getyou a Salang, if you listen to me.”

Little Jimmy had no option but to comply.

Before midday, the fat manreturned to the hut. He brought with him some fruitand a huge
mug of water. They sat in the shade of the hut on a small bench. Many Earthers walked past, but
they barely paid any attention to Little Jimmy and the man.

Little Jimmy ate so quickly his stomach hurt. The man waited until he was finished before he
began speaking again.

“If someone asks, you're my nephew okay? You are lucky that youfound me; | am one of the
few people who canand will helpyou. | can getyou a Salang.”

Little Jimmy looked hopefully at the man, whose fat chins were wobbling; his skin blotched
with exertion despite being satinthe cool shade of the hut.

“Thereisonlyone personinthis place who would tattoo you and not report you to the Council,
or to the Keeper. And | will bringyouto him.”

Little Jimmy felt dizzy with relief.

“But you must first do somethingforme...”

Little Jimmy nodded.

“Can you notspeak boy?”

“No.l meanyes—yes.”

“Good. | needyouto go to Masinge. That's downstream from here. | will show you the way. It is
a big village, filled with women, but | am looking for one in particular.”

“How will I find her?” Little Jimmy asked.
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“I am gettingthere boy! Youwill see that thisvillage is notset outin the way it should be. There
isno Centre, there are no straightavenues. Instead, it hugs onto the side of whatis left of the dam.”

Little Jimmy had noidea what the man was on about.

“You needtogo to the Fork— where the village fans out left and right. Stay on the right, close to
the water. She will be there. You will find ahouse made of red boards. You need to ask for Kamiyo.”

“Okay.”

“Where are you going?” he dragged Little Jimmy back by hisarm. “What were you goingto say
to herstupid boy?”

Little Jimmy shrugged; somehow he thought that finding her would be enough.

“She has something she needsto give to me. And you tell herthat. Tell her that Marikasaan
wants what isowed and that otherwise he will come and fetchit.”

Little Jimmy nodded seriously.

“Say itback to me boy.”

“Marikasaan wants whatis owed to himand otherwise he willcome and fetchit.” The fat man -
Marikasaan —flinched and shifted from one foot to the next.

“Yes fine.” He letgo of Little Jimmy’s arm once more. “Once she has givenitto you, returnto
me and stop for nothing else, no matter what.” Little Jimmy quickly nodded again. “Stay here.”

Marikasaan wentbackinside and aftera while he walked out again with awater gourd that was
tied by a rope. He loopeditoverLittle Jimmy’s shoulder, butit was too long, soit banged against his
knees. Marikasaan helditup, tyingaloopinthe top so that it fell neatly against Little Jimmy’s hip.

“What is your name boy?” he muttered.

“Little Jimmy.”

“Don’t beridiculous.”

“I'm not-“

“You will tell herthatyournameis... Iguba, and that she may decide whetheryou are there for
peace, or war.”

“lguba?”

“Yes.Now go. You go straight there and come straight back. No wandering off, okay?”

“Yes.”

Little Jimmy followed Marikasaan to the outskirts of the village, where the manretied the cloth
around Jimmy’s wrist and then watched him leave. He carried on alongthe riveralone.
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Chapter Seven
South Ku, Bricks.

Earthers, animals and the land must unlearn their destruction. This requires patience.

“Take offthat hood, Genevieve; you will pass outin this heat.”

“I'm fine.”

“If youdon’twant to end up as crippled as me you will take off thathood.”

“That’s the stupidest thingl’ve ever heard.”

Jan sighed, picking up hiswalking stickand pushingitinto the dirt. He turned and shoved
againstthe rocks he had beensitting on until he was upright. Then he bentdown, as distrustful of
hislimbs as a giraffe drinking water. He dug the stickinto the ground and grabbed the food pack that
he had lefton the rock. He limped back to the small cart, untying the food bags strappedtothe
donkeys’ faces. They had travelled togetherafew hours already, all of it unpleasant and with almost
no conversation.

Genevievedid not move fromunderthe tree. They had taken a break from the plodding of the
donkeysto have lunch, but Genevievewasn’t hungry.

She tore off a piece of dried fruitand chewed listlessly. The cart began moving off and Jan called
to herbut she didn’twantto go afterit. The fruit congealed against herteeth. She scraped some off
with hertongue. He stopped the cart.

“I don’t have any time forgames. Get onthe cart and let’sgo.”

Perhaps she could run away. That sounded so childish. Perhaps she could go somewhere, find
answers. Goto placesthat her motherdidn’twanther to go. To her grandmother, perhaps.

She wentto the cart and got up nextto Jan. He reached overandripped down herhood. She hit
hishand away, the heel of her palm connecting with his forearm, and put herhood up again.

“Don’t touchme.”

His laugh was a series of short barks. “You are a miserable bitch. Your motherwarned me, but
thisis more than expected.”

Her mother’s words from him stunglike a bellyful of bees. Atear escaped and she pulled her
hood closer, turningaway from him.

She stared out at the veld. [tbecame a washed yellow blur. She hated Akra. She hated her
obsession with tradition and hertiresome lectures.

But it hurtto think that her motherhated her back.

She sniffed loudly without meaning to.

“Come now,” he said and before she could stop him Jan had enveloped herinahug. The
thickness and the smell of his body was unfamiliar. She couldn’t hold back her crying. He held her,
stroking her hair. “It’s hard to leave home sometimes, | know. But you will be back soon enough.
Andyou are on your way to see your father. Is that what you are sad about? Leavinghome?” He
pushed back her shouldersandlooked atherface. She stared down and nodded thelie. “Don’t
worry about that. Jan will look afteryou.” He picked up the reins again and urged the donkeys on.
Genevieve rubbed away the tears.

“Have you—" she started, but her voice wavered. She cleared herthroat. “Have you beento
Bricks before?”

Jan smiledinrelief. “Yes, anumber of times.”

“Is itlike they say, full of stuff from the Old World?”
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“Itis. But most of it isnonsense. They sentall the valuable artefacts to KwaDzanani. The proper
historical books. What you getthere is rubbish. You will see foryourself, we are only alittle way
away.”

Genevieve tried tolookindifferent at the news. She hadn’t got the chance to read anymore of
the papers, although she had spent time numbly looking at the first unintelligible page.

“I’m heading to Krag —south of KwaDz,” Jan continued, “ProperHealers you getthere, learning
from properold words that they get fromthe Library at KwaDz... Not that nonsense that peopleread
in Bricks. It’s where Ratel comes fromtoo,” he added, as if Genevieve should know who Ratel is. He
shook the reins at the slow-moving donkeys. “Yourfather will be happy to take you to KwaDz, | am
sure. It isa place thatevery Earther must see.”

Genevieve nodded and tried to smile, aware that her face was still blotched red from crying.

“I knew yourfather, Vin, alongtime ago.” He smiled, waving about his hands as if drawingan
image inthe air. “Before he got his tusks. He is a brave man, always something onthe go. Some ruin
to explore, some smallwonderto behold. Neverable tositstill foramoment.”

It was anotherhour of plodding before the road became busy. It took some time before
Genevieve noticed the strangeness of the people on the road with them. Most suffere d some
ailment: they shuffled and coughed, or had swollen limbs. One man held onto the hand of another
and walked with astickinfront of him, strokingit back and forth overthe ground as ifitwere an
antenna. They passed awoman coughing wetly into her elbow and Jantook a piece of cloth from his
shirt pocketand tieditaround his face, covering his nose and mouth.

“You neverknow what someone willcough ontoyouin these places,” was his answerto her
guestioning look. Genevievelooked around herbagbutthere was nothing, soshe held hersleevein
frontof hermouth.

There were mounds of rocks beside the road. Occasionally atravellerwould pick up a stone and
tossit ontoa mound. Jan watched but provided no explanation. Tumbledown ruins couldbe seenin
all directions. The road dipped, and suddenly they were in Bricks. Chunks of black stone erupted
through the grassy surface nextto sprays of Finger Grass and dandelion. Jan picked his way over
these carefully. When he gotit wrong the whole cart bumped so viciously that she had to clutch
ontothe sidesto keep herbalance. The buildings were low, their roofs sagging. The walls were held
up by a farrago of wood and cob which lay overthe original bricks.

At a few entrances stood imposing men with folded arms. They barred the way of small crowds
of people, trying to shove theirway in. Each person was wavingaround an Old World item. As they
neared one such building, Genevieve could clearly see one woman’s face, which was coveredinred
welts. She held with both hands astone carving of a tiny person wearing a pointed hat.

“An offering forthe prophet,” she pleaded, and the man at the doortook it from herhands and
let herthrough. Jan barked an unkind laugh at this.

“A waste of time. Don’t take these people as yourexample. They’re barely Earthers anymore.”

“What are they doing?” she asked, asthey passed anothergroup.

“They’ve gottenitinto theirheads thatthe gods will heal them. You know about gods?”

Genevieve nodded indecisively. She knew that gods were private things, you believedin them
quietly, ifatall.

“People believe thatthey created the world?”

“Yes,” he nodded, “And more than justthat. Some people believethat we need to worship
them. That they can change situationsinourlives, butthat we need to show them how much we
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love them.”

“Reverence is dangerous,” Genevieverecited automatically.

“Verygood.” He smiled. “The man | am goingto seein Kragisa great Healer. Wisereventhan
your own mother. He told me —” Genevieve suppressed asnort as Jan chattered on. Her mother
wasn’t wise, she was boring.

As they were speakinga man made his way toward the cart. He stank, and Genevieve clutched
hersleeve tightly to her mouth as he called out to Jan and stumbled forward.

“Earthers, lend me yourears. For | am the prophet of Gullver. Give me alms and | will cure what
ailsyou.” He swayed and made a grab for the reins. Jan pulled them out of his reach and clucked at
the donkeys to move on. “May you be buried with yourheads poking out fromthe ground!” But
instead of walking away, he followed next to the cart, muttering to himself. When he spoke, it had
the tint of desperation. “Please, | have had nought to eat. | am close to eating my most holy of
books!”

He produced a shabby book with a crinkled cover, amuddle of indistinct colours and shapes.
Jan stared down at the cover intensely. Genevieve doubted he could read.

“Gullveryousay?I’'ve never heard of him. Must be a pretty small god.”

On the cover, Genevieve began readingthe letters, but he was not holdingit steady enough for
herto see.

The man plumped himself up, pushing out his chest. “Sometimes he is small and sometimes he
isgreat. | am his mostloyal followerand only chosen prophet. Not like those Potterians,” he hissed
as they passeda group all dressed in strange dark clothes, like blankets, which they whisked
dramatically behind them. Each had a jagged vertical scar down theirforehead. The Prophet of
Gullverbeganto twitch and shake, pointingatthem. “Odious vermin. Pernicious Earth crawling -

Jan steered the cartaway as the Potterians turned theircloaks and descended upon the
Prophet, each one mutteringand pointingasmall stick at his face.Jan shook the reinsand the
donkeystrotted afew steps. Genevievelost sight of the scene behind her. The town strip ended as
suddenlyasithad begun, and only a few wall-stumps could be seen poking through the grass. They
turned down a slope towards the river, to where a few small ferries could be seen. Genevieve spun
around to look back at the one-road town.

“Is that it?”

“That’s all there isto it.” Jan nodded grimly.

“What about the Sunken Hallways?”

“The whatsers?”

“The place where they buried all knowledge to keep them safe.”

“There’s nothing buriedin Bricks. What you see is what you get. Hop off, thisistoo steepfora
weightonthe donkeys.”

Genevievewalked behind the cartas they descended the muddy slopetowards the sand banks
and theriver. The donkeys were firmer of foot than her, and she slipped three times. When they
reachedthe bottom she had to take off her cloak and rinse itin the slow moving water. The sandy
bank halved the breadth of the riverin this spot. She re-joined Jan, who had heaved himself off the
cart and was givingovertwo bundlestoa woman who ran one of the smallerferries.

“Go with her overtheriverto the crossroads,” he directed Genevieve, “Follow the most right
forkto Lake Tops. It’s not far from where the ferry drops you off, only about four ki lometres south.
I’m going to have to wait to take the donkeys over, and then I think | will go straight through
KwaDzanani tomorrow morning.”
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Genevieve nodded and climbed onto the boat. The woman pushed them away from the bank
with herlongoar and only once they were well out from the bank Genevieveturned and shouted
back “Thanks”. Janwas already directing two boys to unhitch the cart, waving his stick around. He
lifteditintothe airand waved at her briefly.

The woman used the tide to bringthem across. Genevieve felt sick from the movement of the water.
On the otherbank she got off and watched the woman row back againstthe riverat a lazy pace. She
turnedto follow the far-right footpath.

The heat of the day leaked away as she walked, agauzy grey coverrestingoverthe sun. It
looked like it might rain that night. There was no one else in sight, and aftera few steps Genevieve
took out the papers. She held the firstone fora while, scanning through it, and then turned to
anotherwhich looked similar. She walked slowly as she read.

A New History of South Africa: From the turn of the Millennium Early life on the
Arks [307]

2070 - 2080
Early life on the Arks

Expansion into space had always been one of humanity’s shared ambitions. With the succes sful
assembly of the Chinese/Angolan Ark, many saw this as an opportunity to escape the increasing
instability and limitations of a life on Earth. However, space presented unique biological, political
and social challenges.

Life in Space had long been a staple of writers, philosophers and scientific minds. The technological
advances of the last century allowed this project of imagination to become a real possibility. Where the
desire to livein space had formerly been only a lofty daydream, the pressing issues of overpopulation and
climate change moved this line of thought into a more practical realm. The first lot of apartments on Chan
were bought for triple the unidollar price of the average Estate house, 5 years before the first civilians
moved into this pioneering establishment. The term most commonly used for any tethered spaceship
which functions as living space for 1000 or more people is an ‘Ark’.

Initially many people conceived of these Arks as colonies, belonging to their country of origin. However,
the Arks increasingly functioned as the seats of power for corporate governance, collecting resources
unobtainable in Space from the countries on the ground and reversing the expected relationship of
colonial power and colony. These resources included food and water, but there were more serious
problems with living between the stars.

Modelling themselves off the Private Estate system, long-term contracts were signed before being
allowed on an Ark. The perpetual problem of reproduction in Space

Genevieve had stopped walking. She flitted back afew lines. There were more serious problems with
living between the stars. She feltlike tearing the paperto hundreds of pieces and stompingonthem.
It was an absurd fiction, designed to make herfeel stupid.

The sound of a goat herd and herderapproaching prevented herfrom doinganything but
stuffingthe papers badlyinto her pack. She passed a few cows being guided to their paddocks,
gourmandising grass as they walked. Lake Tops came into view soon afterwards.

It was smallerthan Lake Floors, and neatly planned. She found the Centrein justafew minutes,
despite the ripening dark. There were few people on the paths. Light and noise blustered out of the
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doors of the Centre. She took off her hood, bundleditinto herbagand walkedin, stealingtothe
side. There was such a commotion thatit was at first hard to make out what was goingon. In the
centre stood a thickly built woman, pointing and shouting at various tables of men. She stood next
to a huge deadlizard, taller than Genevieve, an arrow stuck through its back. Its forked tongue lolled
out to the side, itsivory-coloured throat streaked with blood.

From the far end of the hall came a shoutand in a momentherfatherwasupon her.

“How are youJenny? Doing well? How was the journey? How old are you now, ten setsand
five? Come sitdown.” He gave hera brief hugandthen dragged her by the hand back to histable,
where he introducedinrapid succession all of its members, too quickly forherto remembertheir
names. He sat her down nextto himand wrapped hisarm around the waist of the woman nextto
him, keenly turning back to the action. The woman turned and smiled at Genevieve underneath her
father’s chin.

“I’m Fanta.|I’mglad youmade it. Vinnie and | weren’t sure that you were coming afterall. Our
homeisopen.”

“Genevieve,” she said, flattening the first letter in defiance of herfather’s nickname. “And |
thank you foryour hospitality,” she smiled, trying to make itlook sincere. She had not been told that
herfatherhad partnered with another woman. She was pretty, with bright excitable eyes and
freckles on hercheeks. Akrausedto call him ‘Vinnie’ too, once.

“What’s happeninghere?” Genevieve waved a hand toward the scene in the centre of the
room.

“Itisa longstory and quite sad -

Her father cut Fanta off. “So Tseb isthe woman shrieking like alegless guineafowl. She thinks the
deadlizard thereis Lesebi, the father of herchildren. She claims that every fortnight, Lesebi would
transforminto a monitorand go and live inthe veld, because he was underthe curse of a witch or
whatever. Then this morning, Roget, whois the guy sitting at the table there, killed this lizard as it
was sneaking through his chickens. Now Tseb wants an outside Keeper calledin, becausethe Keeper
Specsays that there is no such thing as witches and transformations. Tseb says that Roget has killed
herpartner, and needs to be punished.”

“What nobodyis saying,” Fantacut in, “isthat it’swell known that Lesebi sneaks off to KwaDz
every fortnight. We have seen him onthe road there, many times. Nobody knows what he does, but
Tsebrefusestobelieveit.”

“And Roget was quite rightin protecting the chickens.” Her fatheralways needed to get the last
word in. Genevieve said nothing. It prodded too close to the thorn of the jackal. This was a bad kind
of entertainment. The woman was truly furious. The argument persisted through dinner, and
Genevieve ate from the meat-rich potthat was in front of her. She lowered her hands onto the table
and watched overherarms. Her body ached from the jolting of the cart and the lack of sleep from
the night before. Fantainsisted ‘Vinnie’ take Genevieve to herbed.

Outside the Centre the temperature had dropped significantly, and Genevieve shivered as they
walked tothe hut. Her father was more subdued.

“Thisis yourfifteenth Spring?”

Genevieve nodded.

“They have given you yourown hunt?”

“No, theysay | am not ready.”

“What nonsense. They are soscared in that village of hunting. We have abow that you can use.
I’ll take you on a hunt.”
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The thoughtthrilled her. “Really?”’

“Yes of course.”

“But will it count, for Admission?”

“Of course it will count. | have been a Master Hunter now foreight seasons, | can admitanyone
| want. Well, almostanyone.”

He laughed, and Genevieve smiled too.

“Akra wants me Confirmed.” She didn’tknow why she saidit. It was clear Vinyl didn’t know
how to react.

“Always going about things the wrongway in that village. You are ready to bear a child, but not
to hunt? Nonsense. You have yourwhole life forthat. Don’trushintoit.”

“I don’twant to doit. | wantto be a Hunterfirst.”

They came upon a hut and he pointed it outas his own and then kept walking.

“Where are we going?”

He stoppedinfront of the nextone and called gently though the door, “Ma, are you there?”

A voice croakedinresponse and Vinyl stepped back as a candle was struck and a figure moved
inside the dark hut. A crooked old woman emerged and smiled toothlessly at the two of them. “Ma
here will take care of you.”

“Am | not staying with you?”

Vinyl laughed carelessly, and walked off. “l will see you in the morning. Thank you Ma!”

Genevieve turnedtothe old woman who beckoned herinside by crooking afinger.

“I enteryourhome. My nameis Genevieve.”

The old woman emitted only acroakin response, pointing to herthroat and lifting her head.
Through the folds of skin there was a white scar which stood out against her dark skin. She croaked
againand led Genevieve toawaterbasinand thento herbed. When Genevievereturned from
pissing outside, the candle had been left flickering nextto herbed. She unrolled herown sleeping
mat on top of the one there and climbed underthe covers, pulling herhunting hood over as extra
cover. She fell asleepimmediately.
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Chapter Seven
South Ku, Bricks.

Earthers, animals and the land must unlearn their destruction. This requires patience.

“Take off that hood, Genevieve, you will pass outin this heat.”

“I'm fine.”

“If youdon’twant to end up as crippled as me you will take off thathood.”

“That’s the stupidest thing I've ever heard.”

Jan sighed, picking up hiswalking stickand pushingitinto the dirt. He turned and shoved
againstthe rocks he had beensitting on until he was upright. Then he bentdown, as distrustful of
hislimbs as a giraffe drinking water. He dug the stick into the ground and grabbed the food pack that
he had lefton the rock. He limped back to the small cart, untying the food bags strappedtothe
donkeys’ faces. They had travelled togetherafew hours already, all of it unpleasant and with almost
no conversation.

Genevievedid not move fromunderthe tree. They had taken a break from the plodding of the
donkeysto have lunch, but Genevievewasn’t hungry.

She tore off a piece of dried fruitand chewed listlessly. The cart began moving off and Jan called
to herbut she didn’twantto go afterit. The fruit congealed against herteeth. She scraped some o ff
with hertongue. He stopped the cart.

“I don’t have any time forgames. Get onthe cart and let’sgo.”

Perhaps she could run away. That sounded so childish. Perhaps she could go somewhere, find
answers. Goto placesthat hermotherdidn’twanther to go. To her grandmother, perhaps.

She wentto the cart and got up nextto Jan. He reached overandripped down herhood. She hit
hishand away, the heel of her palm connecting with his forearm, and put herhood up again.

“Don’t touchme.”

His laugh was a series of short barks. “You are a miserable bitch. Your motherwarned me, but
thisis more than expected.”

Her mother’'swords from him stunglike a bellyful of bees. Atear escaped and she pulled her
hood closer, turningaway from him.

She stared out at the veld. [tbecame a washed yellow blur. She hated Akra. She hated her
obsession with tradition and hertiresome lectures.

But it hurtto think that her motherhated her back.

She sniffed loudly without meaning to.

“Come now,” he said and before she could stop him Jan had enveloped herinahug. The
thickness and the smell of his body was unfamiliar. She couldn’t hold back her crying. He held her,
stroking her hair. “It’s hard to leave home sometimes, | know. But you will be back soon enough.
Andyou are on your way to see your father. Is that what you are sad about? Leavinghome?” He
pushed back her shouldersandlooked at herface. She stared down and nodded the lie. “Don’t
worry about that. Jan will look afteryou.” He picked up the reins again and urged the donkeys on.
Genevieve rubbed away the tears.

“Have you—" she started, but her voice wavered. She cleared herthroat. “Have you been to
Bricks before?”

Jan smiledinrelief. “Yes, anumber of times.”

“Is itlike they say, full of stuff from the Old World?”
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“Itis. But most of it isnonsense. They sentall the valuable artefacts to KwaDzanani. The proper
historical books. What you getthere is rubbish. You will see foryourself, we are only alittle way
away.”

Genevieve tried tolook indifferent at the news. She hadn’t got the chance to read anymore of
the papers, although she had spent time numbly looking at the first unintelligible page.

“I’m heading to Krag —south of KwaDz,” Jan continued, “Proper Healers you get there, learning
from properold words that they get fromthe Library at KwaDz... Not that nonsense that peopleread
in Bricks. It’s where Ratel comesfromtoo,” he added, as if Genevieve should know who Ratel is. He
shook the reins at the slow-moving donkeys. “Your father will be happy to take you to KwaDz, | am
sure. It isa place thatevery Earther must see.”

Genevieve nodded and tried to smile, aware that herface was still blotched red from crying.

“I knew yourfatheralongtime ago.” He smiled, waving about his hands as if drawingan image
inthe air. “Before he got his tusks. He is a brave man, always somethingonthe go. Some ruinto
explore, some smallwonderto behold. Neverable tositstill fora moment.”

It was another hour of plodding before the road became busy. It took some time before
Genevieve noticed the strangeness of the people on the road with them. Most suffered some
ailment: they shuffled and coughed, or had swollen limbs. One man held onto the hand of another
and walked with astickinfront of him, strokingitback and forth overthe ground as ifitwere an
antenna. They passed awoman coughing wetlyinto herelbow and Jan took a piece of cloth from his
shirt pocketand tieditaround his face, covering his nose and mouth.

“You neverknow what someone willcough ontoyouin these places,” was his answerto her
guestioning look. Genevieve looked around her bag but there was nothing, soshe held hersleevein
frontof hermouth.

There were mounds of rocks beside the road. Occasionally atraveller would pick up a stone and
tossit ontoa mound. Jan watched but provided no explanation. Tumbledown ruins could be seenin
all directions. The road dipped, and suddenly they were in Bricks. Chunks of black stone erupted
through the grassy surface nextto sprays of Finger Grass and dandelion. Jan picked his way over
these carefully. When he gotit wrong the whole cart bumped so viciously that she had to clutch
ontothe sidestokeep herbalance. The buildings were low, their roofs sagging. The walls were held
up by a farrago of wood and cob which lay overthe original bricks.

At a few entrances stood imposing men with folded arms. They barred the way of small crowds
of people, trying to shove theirway in. Each person was wavingaroundan Old World item. As they
neared one such building, Genevieve could clearly see one woman’s face, which was coveredinred
welts. She held with both hands a stone carving of a tiny person wearing apointed hat.

“An offering forthe prophet,” she pleaded, and the man at the doortook it from herhands and
let herthrough. Jan barked an unkind laugh at this.

“A waste of time. Don’t take these people asyour example. They’re barely Earthers anymore.”

“What are they doing?” she asked, as they passed another group.

“They’ve gottenitinto theirheads thatthe gods will heal them. You know about gods?”

Genevieve nodded indecisively. She knew that gods were private things, you believed inthem
quietly, ifatall.

“People believe thatthey created the world?”

“Yes,” he nodded, “And more than justthat. Some people believethat we need to worship
them. That they can change situationsinourlives, but that we need to show them how much we
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love them.”

“Reverence is dangerous,” Genevieverecited automatically.

“Verygood.” He smiled. “The man | am goingto seein Kragisa great Healer. Wisereventhan
your own mother. He told me —” Genevieve suppressed asnortas Jan chattered on. Her mother
wasn’t wise, she was boring.

As they were speaking aman made his way toward the cart. He stank, and Genevieve clutched
hersleeve tightly to her mouth as he called out to Jan and stumbled forward.

“Earthers, lend me yourears. For | am the prophet of Gullver. Give me alms and | will cure what
ailsyou.” He swayed and made a grab for the reins. Jan pulled them out of his reach and clucked at
the donkeys to move on. “May you be buried with your heads poking out from the ground!” But
instead of walking away, he followed next to the cart, muttering to himself. When he spoke, it had
the tint of desperation. “Please, | have had nought to eat. | am close to eating my most holy of
books!”

He produced a shabby book with a crinkled cover, amuddle of indistinct colours and shapes.
Jan stared down at the cover intensely. Genevieve doubted he could read.

“Gullveryousay?I’'ve never heard of him. Must be a pretty small god.”

On the cover, Genevieve beganreadingthe letters, buthe was not holding it steady enough for
herto see.

The man plumped himself up, pushing out his chest. “Sometimes he is small and sometimes he
isgreat. | am his mostloyal followerand only chosen prophet. Not like those Potterians,” he hissed
as they passeda group all dressed in strange dark clothes, like blankets, which they whisked
dramatically behind them. Each had a jagged vertical scar down theirforehead. The Prophet of
Gullverbeganto twitch and shake, pointing at them. “Odious vermin. Pernicious Earth crawling -

Jan steered the cartaway as the Potterians turned theircloaks and descended upon the
Prophet, each one mutteringand pointingasmall stick at his face.Jan shook the reinsand the
donkeystrotted afew steps. Genevievelost sight of the scene behind her. The town strip ended as
suddenlyasithad begun, and only a few wall-stumps could be seen poking through the grass. They
turned down a slope towards the river, to where a few small ferries could be seen. Genevieve spun
around to look back at the one-road town.

“Is that it?”

“That’s all there isto it.” Jan nodded grimly.

“What about the Sunken Hallways?”

“The whatsers?”

“The place where they buried all knowledge to keep them safe.”

“There’s nothing buried in Bricks. What you see is what you get. Hop off, thisistoo steep fora
weightonthe donkeys.”

Genevievewalked behind the cartas they descended the muddy slopetowards the sand banks
and theriver. The donkeys were firmer of foot than her, and she slipped three times. When they
reachedthe bottom she had to take off her cloak and rinse itin the slow moving water. The sandy
bank halved the breadth of the riverin this spot. She re-joined Jan, who had heaved himself off the
cart and was giving overtwo bundlestoa woman whoran one of the smallerferries.

“Go with her overtheriverto the crossroads,” he directed Genevieve, “Follow the most right
forkto Lake Tops. It’s not far from where the ferry drops you off, only about four kilometres south.
I’m going to have to wait to take the donkeys over, and then I think | will go straight through
KwaDzanani tomorrow morning.”
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Genevieve nodded and climbed onto the boat. The woman pushed them away from the bank
with herlongoar and only once they were well out fromthe bank Genevieveturned and shouted
back “Thanks”. Janwas already directing two boys to unhitch the cart, waving his stickaround. He
lifteditintothe airand waved at her briefly.

The woman used the tide to bringthem across. Genevieve felt sick from the movement of the water.
On the otherbank she got off and watched the woman row back againstthe riverat a lazy pace. She
turnedto follow the far-right footpath.

The heat of the day leaked away as she walked, agauzy grey coverrestingoverthe sun. It
looked like it might rain that night. There was no one else in sight, and aftera few steps Genevieve
took out the papers. She held the firstone fora while, scanning through it, and then turned to
anotherwhich looked similar. She walked slowly as she read.

A New History of South Africa: From the turn of the Millennium Early life on the
Arks [307]

2070 - 2080
Early life on the Arks

Expansion into space had always been one of humanity’s shared ambitions. With the successful
assembly of the Chinese/Angolan Ark, many saw this as an opportunity to escape the increasing
instability and limitations of a life on Earth. However, space presented unique biological, political
and social challenges.

Life in Space had long been a staple of writers, philosophers and scientific minds. The technological
advances of the last century allowed this project of imagination to become a real possibility. Where the
desire to livein space had formerly been only a lofty daydream, the pressing issues of overpopulation and
climate change moved this line of thought into a more practical realm. The first lot of apartments on Chan
were bought for triple the unidollar price of the average Estate house, 5 years before the first civilians
moved into this pioneering establishment. The term most commonly used for any tethered spaceship
which functions as living space for 1000 or more people is an ‘Ark’.

Initially many people conceived of these Arks as colonies, belonging to their country of origin. However,
the Arks increasingly functioned as the seats of power for corporate governance, collecting resources
unobtainable in Space from the countries on the ground and reversing the expected relationship of
colonial power and colony. These resources included food and water, but there were more serious
problems with living between the stars.

Modelling themselves off the Private Estate system, long-term contracts were signed before being
allowed on an Ark. The perpetual problem of reproduction in Space

Genevieve had stopped walking. She flitted back afew lines. There were more serious problems with
living between the stars. She feltlike tearing the paperto hundreds of pieces and stompingonthem.
It was an absurd fiction, designed to make herfeel stupid.

The sound of a goat herd and herderapproaching prevented herfrom doinganything but
stuffingthe papers badly into her pack. She passed a few cows being guided to their paddocks,
gourmandising grass as they walked. Lake Tops came into view soon afterwards.

It was smallerthan Lake Floors, and neatly planned. She found the Centrein justafew minutes,
despite theripening dark. There were few people on the paths. Light and noise blustered out of the
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doors of the Centre. She took off her hood, bundleditinto herbagand walkedin, stealingto the
side. There was sucha commotion thatit was at first hard to make out what was goingon. In the
centre stood a thickly built woman, pointing and shouting at various tables of men. She stood next
to a huge deadlizard, taller than Genevieve, an arrow stuck through its back. Its forked tongue lolled
out to the side, its ivory-coloured throat streaked with blood.

From the far end of the hall came a shoutand in a momentherfatherwas upon her.

“How are youJenny? Doing well? How was the journey? How old are you now, ten setsand
five? Come sitdown.” He gave hera brief hugandthen dragged her by the hand back to histable,
where he introducedinrapid succession all of its members, too quickly forhertoremembertheir
names. He sat her down nextto himand wrapped hisarm around the waist of the woman nextto
him, keenly turning back to the action. The woman turned and smiled at Genevieve underneath her
father’s chin.

“I’m Fanta.lI’'mglad you made it. Vinnie and | weren’t sure that you were coming afterall. Our
homeisopen.”

“Genevieve,” she said, flattening the first letterin defiance of herfather’s nickname. “And |
thankyou foryour hospitality,” she smiled, trying to make it look sincere. She had not been told that
herfatherhad partnered with another woman. She was pretty, with bright excitable eyes and
freckleson hercheeks. Akrausedto call him ‘Vinnie’ too, once.

“What’s happening here?” Genevieve waved a hand toward the scene in the centre of the
room.

“Itisa longstory and quite sad -

Her father cut Fanta off. “So Tseb isthe woman shrieking like alegless guinea fowl. She thinks the
deadlizard thereis Lesebi, the father of herchildren. She claims that every fortnight, Lesebi would
transforminto a monitorand go and live inthe veld, because he was underthe curse of a witch or
whatever. Then this morning, Roget, whoisthe guy sitting at the table there, killed this lizard as it
was sneaking through his chickens. Now Tseb wants an outside Keeper called in, becausethe Keeper
Specsays that there is no such thing as witches and transformations. Tseb says that Roget has killed
herpartner, and needs to be punished.”

“What nobody s saying,” Fantacut in, “isthat it's well known that Lesebi sneaks off to KwaDz
every fortnight. We have seen him on the road there, many times. Nobody knows wh at he does, but
Tsebrefusestobelieveit.”

“And Roget was quite rightin protecting the chickens.” Her fatheralways needed to get the last
word in. Genevieve said nothing. It prodded too close to the thorn of the jackal. This was a bad kind
of entertainment. The woman was truly furious. The argument persisted through dinner, and
Genevieve ate from the meat-rich pot that was infront of her. She lowered her hands onto the table
and watched overherarms. Her body ached from the jolting of the cart and the lack of sleep from
the night before. Fantainsisted ‘Vinnie’ take Genevieve to herbed.

Outside the Centre the temperature had dropped significantly, and Genevieve shivered as they
walked tothe hut. Her father was more subdued.

“Thisis your fifteenth Spring?”

Genevieve nodded.

“They have given you yourown hunt?”

“No, theysay | am not ready.”

“What nonsense. They are soscaredin that village of hunting. We have abow that you can use.
I’ll take you on a hunt.”
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The thoughtthrilled her. “Really?”

“Yes of course.”

“But will it count, for Admission?”

“Of course it will count. | have been a Master Hunter now foreightseasons, | can admitanyone
| want. Well, almostanyone.”

He laughed, and Genevieve smiled too.

“Akra wants me Confirmed.” She didn’tknow why she saidit. It was clear Vinyl didn’t know
how to react.

“Always going about thingsthe wrongway in that village. You are ready to bear a child, but not
to hunt? Nonsense. You have yourwhole life forthat. Don’trushintoit.”

“I don’twant to doit. | wantto be a Hunterfirst.”

They came upon a hut and he pointedit outas his own and then kept walking.

“Where are we going?”

He stoppedinfront of the nextone and called gently though the door, “Ma, are you there?”

A voice croakedinresponse and Vinyl stepped back as a candle was struck and a figure moved
inside the dark hut. A crooked old woman emerged and smiled toothlessly at the two of them. “Ma
here will take care of you.”

“Am | not staying with you?”

Vinyl laughed carelessly, and walked off. “l will see you in the morning. Thank you Ma!”

Genevieve turnedtothe old woman who beckoned herinside by crookingafinger.

“I enteryourhome. My nameis Genevieve.”

The old woman emitted only acroakin response, pointingto herthroatand lifting herhead.
Through the folds of skin there was a white scar which stood out against her dark skin. She croaked
againand led Genevieve toawaterbasinand thento herbed. When Genevievereturned from
pissing outside, the candle had been left flickering next to her bed. She unrolled her own sleeping
mat on top of the one there and climbed underthe covers, pullingher huntinghood overas extra
cover. She fell asleepimmediately.
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Chapter Nine
North Ku, Masinge.

There were a few other people walking along the river. Little Jimmy would keep pace awhile and
then walk ahead. Marikasaan had told him to follow the riveruntil he got to Masinge, and so far his
journey had been quite easy. Perhaps when he came back Marikasaan would take him to a Tattooist,
and he would getthe Salang. That put a springin his step, despite how tired he was.

The Salang was more important than he had thought. Every single personin Ku had one.
Marikasaan had said thatyou have a Salangunless you were banished, oran Other. Which one was
theirfamily? The Old Lady had left because you couldn’t have more than two children, and in total
she had twelve. Allof them except Adrian and Brian were born outside Ku —did that mean that they
were Others? It must. Little Jimmy checked that the cloth around his wrist, where the Salang would
have been, wastight. They killed others, so he could notletanyone see that he didn’t have the
salang.

On theroad, every person was laden with goods. Teaand hemp and all manner of food stuffs.
There was even a ‘dongkey’ — thiswas what he was told it was called —which was really justa small
horse with bigears. He tried to stroke itbut it nipped the air near hisfingers. The ownerlaughed and
draggedthe thingaway, its hips swaying undertwo large sacks. Jimmy hadn’t seen many animals
when he was growing up. They once had a horse, and Lazy had brought with him a small dog that
chasedthe chickens and ducks. But mostly he only knew what they were from the stories his siblings
told. He was sure some of them were made up. Elephants and Caramels and Tigers, creatures with
long necks and big cats which could outrunimpala.

The people onthe road were cold to him. When he wandered up, tryingtolisten to their
conversations, they would stop speakingand glare at him, and he would worry they could see that
beneath the cloth around his wrist he had no Salang. Others were worse: theireyes had the glaze of
dead animals. They stared ahead not seeing, stumbling and walking skew.

Little Jimmy had walked behind one man as he weaved from one side of the road to the other,
collidingwith peopleandtreesand bushes. At a stage where the road sloped sharply toward the
river,the man was pulled, asif by a string, to the water, tumblingdown the bank. Jimmy laughed as
he splashed and groaned at this cold surprise, his sugar cane reeds floating away.

Two mendroppedtheirgoodsandran in after him. One dragged him out and the other
collected his floating goods. They pulled him onto the mud, where he lay coughing and spluttering.
The first man took off his shoes as the other collected the fallen sugar cane. People who had paused
to watch the spectacle averted theireyes. The two men packed theirloot —the shoes were placed
on top of the sugarcane bundle —and marched off at a quicker pace, not talking to each other.
Nobody stopped onthe roadto help the fallen man.

Little Jimmy stayed a while, watching him make furious noises and gestures to the sky and the
mud. Just as Little immy was ready to walk away the man sat up abruptly, looking leftand right.
Then he lay flatagain and urgently shook his hand over his belly. Little Jimmy’s mouth fellopen. The
man had taken out his penis, stifferthan Little Jimmy’s forearm, and was jerkingit up and down, all
the while lyinginthe mud which sucked and squelched in a choir of obscene noises.

He hurried away.
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Afteran hour of walking, he could not see the town road for the mass of people who swarmed
around him. Men shouted and grunted and laughed. There were some who had set up square hay
balesonthe side of the road, shouting out the names of the goodsin front of them. People
squeezed and sniffed fruit, rapping theirknuckles on the big vegetables. A man had skewered and
was grillingrats. Little Jimmy didn’t know that rats could get so fat. They swapped theirgoods for
little metal discs. These were forwhenyou didn’t have anything real to swap. Brian had told him
that. Little Jimmy didn’t have anythingto swap, orany metal discs, but he didn’t wantany rat either.

He milled about, tryingto stay to the right but beingjostled toward the centre.

There were so many women. Gap-toothed, scratched, with clumps of hair missingand a sheen
of lifelessnessin their eyes. They sauntered up tothe menarrivingin the town, swaying their hips
like the dongkey.

He fumbled his way through the crowd, shaded by two large buildings. Onthe right there was a
building that was once white, but black moss had spread from every crook and crack. He counted
fourlayers of windows. There were women and clothes the bright colours of poison beetles dangling
fromthese gaps. One light-skinned woman wore nothing on hertop, and her pink-nipple breasts
dangled overthe ledge. She groped and waggled them for the men below.

On the leftwas the grey face of a building. Through the empty doors and windows he could see
theriver. It was so precariously balanced thatit made himfeel dizzy tolook at it.

He pushed onward, tightening the cloth around his wrist every few steps, scared that someone
would get suspicious and ask to see his Salang.

The road underneath him changed. If he burrowed his foot through the clammy layer of straw,
shimmying fromside toside, it met hard black rock. The cloying smell of the rotting straw made him
feel sick.

As Little Jimmy walked the crowd began to thin. Fires had beenlit, eventhough it was still light.
People satinfrontof dilapidated shacks, rusted metal sheets held up by precariously balanced
chunks of cement. Across the road from him a woman emerged from the darkness of a shack. She
was as frail and thinas a mosquito. She sathunched overfora while, herclumpy hairin herface as
she rocked fromside to side, fiddling with something on the floor. Little Jimmy moved closer, folding
hisarms to hide the cloth. In her hand the woman cupped a small gourd. The stem poked between
hermiddle fingers, thin and straight. She was fillingasecond, shorter stem with dark grass and
picking off a finger-full of brown stuff, like cow dung, stuffingitinto the small stem. Itwasa pipe —
Lazy Toby’s father had one of those for smoking ganja. When she litithe could smell marijuana, but
there wasalsoa sweetsmell which trickled into his nostrils. The smoke wound its way up from her
nose and mouthina lazy puffand hereyes closed, herhead falling backwards. When she opened
herlidsto take anotherdrag the dark centres of her eyes had receded into dots. Some part of her
being shrunk away from the world, and Jimmy hurried away from her.

The afternoon throbbed onin heatand noise as Little Jimmy walked. The ground below him turned
from mulch to mud, always sloping down toward the river, which was reflected brightly between the
shacks.

When Little Jimmy found the House of Boards he felt nervous. It was biggerthan he thoughtit
would be. The boards were watery red. He fidgeted with the strap of the water gourd, and retied the
clotharound his wrist.

Iguba, here to see...from Marikasaan. Here to see...Cameltoe. Kamiyo. The doorwas really a
curtain, so he knocked on the wood nextto it. There was a fluttering of movementinside, the
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curtainswelled and sucked and ashimmering noise grew. He took a step back.

A giganticfigure pulled back the curtain.

“What do youwant?” The woman glared down at him through charcoal-lined eyes. Her
shoulders were broad and herarms were thick. She was swathed in bright yellow and red fabrics
which were slungaround herbody, overone shoulderand underthe other. Loops of shining metal
slidupand down herarms and even more clinked as she shifted herfeet.

“Boy, | said whatdo you want?”

Little immy stuttered incoherently. There weretittering noises from beyond the curtain,
women whispering. He peered past thisformidable obstacleto the darkness beyond and saw
movement. The gargantuan woman shifted to stand in front of him. They stared in silence a while.

Little Jimmy swallowed.

“I' am here from Marikasaan.”

Some emotion sweptthe woman’s face and was cleared away with asingle raised eyebrow.

“Who cares?”

This was not going as expected.

“I' am here to see. Kamel- Kamiyo. lamIguba.”

The woman stared down at Little Jimmy fora longtime, unmoving. He folded hisarms behind
his back, checkingthe tightness of the cloth. The voices behind the curtain had fallen silent. She
studied the boy’s face, and at length turned and called “Kamiyo!”

The chatter behind the curtain resumed and awoman appeared from behind the thick fabric,
quietlyand without ceremony, like aseed sprouting from the earth. She was beautiful, like his sister
Brienna, and probably the same age. Her skin was brown and smooth, her hair sleek and black. She
made him want to cry. Little Jimmy stood biting his lip. The big woman grabbed Kamiyo’s hand,
leaning in to whisper something in her ear. Kamiyo smiled at Little Jimmy and walked out of the
House of Boards, beckoning him. She flitted between the shacks, skipping overthe rubbish cast from
the houses, and down the river bank. There was something Marikasaan had told him to say, but he
could not remember it. Her pants were soft and loose, as was her pale shirt. He caught up with her
onthe sandbank where theriver lapped softly against the shore. She looked down as she walked.

“You were sent by Marikasaan?”

Little Jimmy nodded sombrely.

She swooped down and picked up a pebble, flinging it out along the water. It skipped once and
sank. “How do you know Marikasaan?”

Explanations knotted themselves in his head and he scratched the cloth around his wrist,
shrugging. Kamiyo saw. He crossed his arms too quickly and tried to uncross them but by then she
was looking away again.

“l know you don’t know what he wants from me. But —“she paused indecisively.

“He wants whatis owed to him,” Little Jimmy intercepted.

“l owe him nothing.” Her voice cracked and Little Jimmy shied away. She saw him flinch and
gently touched his arm. “I’m sorry, you are only the messenger.” She reached down and picked up
anotherpebble, flinging it out along the water. It skipped three times along the surface before
sinking. When she saw his wide-eyed wonder she laughed.

“What is yourname?”

He hesitated.

“Not Iguba, little pigeon. Yourreal one.”
“Little Jimmy,” he croaked. It did sound like a ridiculous name now that hesaid it to her.
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“That is a very...unique name. Where do you come from ‘Little Jimmy’?” It sounded even more
ridiculous when she said it.

“I’'mnot allowed to say.”

She looked down at his wrist. “As long as you came to Masinge of yourown will.” Sh e looked
him up and down sceptically. “Well ‘Little’ is no name to have around this town.” She let a cynical
smile escape from the corner of her mouth. “I think you should just stick to “Jimmy’.”

He nodded in agreement. She picked up another pebble and p ositioned it between his thumb
and first finger, picking up another of herown and skipping it across the water once more. Little
Jimmy’s sunk straight down. They stayed there a while, and she showed him which pebbles to
choose. He threw a pebble that skipped once, and Kamiyo clapped her hands.

“Soonyou will getit.” She sighed and looked out across the water. “Let us get to the business of
this visit.” He nodded, and they picked their way back through the rubble behind the shacks until they
returned to the House of Boards.

“Wait here,” Kamiyo advised, as she disappeared behind the curtain.

While Little Jimmy waited a number of men slunk up the road, all keeping a respectful distance from
the House of Boards. The dusk deepened as they waited. Once, the curtain shifted and a tall man in
neatclothes was beckoned inside.

Kamiyo emerged a while later with a small piece of cloth which she handed to Little Jimmy. He
glanced down, but she lifted his chin so that he was looking into her eyes.

“You tell Marikasaan that|too paid dearly for my freedom, and that | owe him nothing more
than this.” Her hands were soft and warm, but her voice was cold.

Afterthat Kamiyo wentinside, and Little Jimmy hurried back the way he had come. Once he was
outof Masinge, in the last light reflected off the great river Inyoka, he loosened the bindings to look
inside the bundle. Five ripe heads of ganja were entwined with a lock of straight black hair.
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Chapter Ten
South Ku, Lake Tops.

History is only for those who keep it. They shall be our Keepers, and they will protect us from the
myth of progress. The Keepers shall be trained to be just and impartial, conscious of our history and
fair to the people they preside over. They will report to an elected Council. The council will report to
the Trust, who havethe well-being of all the people of Ku as their highest concern.

Genevieve was woken by the woman ‘Ma’ shufflingaround the hut. She was completing the kind of
morning regime the old are fond of. Genevieve’s grandmother suffered from the same chronic
compulsion forroutine; alist of things that needed to be done before the day could begin.

Aftershe had left, Genevieve slept restlesslyas the din made by the birds got louder. She
defiantly flung off her stuffy blankets and kept her eyes closed. Animage struck hersuddenly: the
jackal, triple its normal size, black as coal, stalking quietlythrough the veld. She wanted to follow it,
but didn’tknow where itled. Had she conjured it just to frighten herself? Did such animals really
exist? She sat up and stretched, herback clicking as she twisted from side to side, her hamstrings
tight from the previous day’s journey.

She drank some waterfrom her water pouch which she had filled the night before. The water
was less acidicthan at Lake Floors. She washed herface with waterfromthe basin, pulled herfingers
through her hairand scrubbed herteeth with those same fingers.

Outside the hut the Earthers walked with baskets filled with seeds or roots from the veld. She
wentto herfather’shutand called forhim. There was no reply. She had already turned to walk away
when Fantacame out.

“I’'m sorry, | was just cleaning. Will you stay amoment? | am goingto breakfast now.”

“Can | help?”

Togetherthey sweptoutthe hutand shook the blankets and mats. They left the basin, a
wooden bowl, emptyinthe sun. Asthey walked tothe Centre, it became apparent that Fanta was as
talkative as Vinyl. She wondered how they managed their conversations if neither one evershut up.

“I convinced Vinnietoletyousleepinthis morning, even though he wanted to take you
hunting. We'll find something foryou to do until this afternoon. | don’t think anyone willbe doing
anythingthis afternoon.”

“Why not?”

“Poor Tsebis holdingafuneral forthe lizard.”

“For... but—*

“I know. Vinnie insists that we go. It's somethingto do.” She shrugged.

In the Centre were some dried fruits and ahuge kettle of red tea. The old woman, Ma, was
there, suckingon a tuber. Genevieve pointed heroutto Fanta.

“What happenedto herthroat?”

“Ma? She was already like that when she came to Lake Tops. No one knows, but everyone says
that when she was younger she engaged in witchcraft, and one of her potions went badly and boiled
herthroat.”

Genevieve’seyes widened. “Doyoureally believethat?”
“No of course not, silly!” Herlaugh was high pitched and childish. She even put her handin
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front of hermouth, like alittle girl. “Would we putyouina hut with a dangerous witch? She can’tdo
anything now that she doesn’t have avoice.”

Fanta spotted Genevieve’s fatherand let outa squeal, leapingtowards him. She stopped
abruptly when he dangled two headless guineafowl in herface, making theirbloodied wings flap. He
feinted asif he would throw one at her.

“Vinnie no! That’s disgusting!”

It was enough provocation to make herfatherchase afterher.

Some eyes shifted wearily to the couple, but no one so much as clucked theirtongue.
Genevieve movedto a far table and sat alone, sippingtea. When Vinylspotted her he ran towards
her.

“Jenny! When are we going Hunting?”

He thumpedthe bloodied birds onto the table. She did not react, otherthanto pull a feather
out of her teaand rub itbetween herfingers. He was like agiddy teenager, it was embarrassing.
Fanta reattached herself to hisarm.

“Is that not enough for today?” Genevieve asked, motioning towards the birds.

“Mud alone knows how much meat we’ll need: the whole village will be eating. It’s an
important occasion today.”

“I already told herabout the funeral, Vinnie,” said Fanta, through a mouthful of food.

“You told her?” he was genuinely disappointed. Then his expression changed again. “Naughty
girl, itwas a surprise!” He leaned forward and bit the loose end of the fruit strip hanging from
Fanta’s hand, tearingit from side to side and making growling noises. The fruit strip tore apartand
he gobbleditup while Fantanearly choked on herown piece with laughter. Genevieve’s fruit strip
had been hoveringimmobile halfway to her mouth through the whole incident. She lowered itand
finished hertea.

“I will goand offerhelpinthe kitchens.” She carefully took the two fowls by theirlegs. Her
fatherbegan pleading with herto stay before once more beingdistracted by Fanta. She weighed the
birdsin her hands. They were fully matured, both female. They probably both had partners. Guinea
fowls mate forlife. She kept herfacial expression unchanged and, under her breath, beganthe
salutation which herfatherneversaid:

“I'thank you Friend for your life. It is notours to take...”

The men and women preparing meals inthe Centre were pleasant, especially once they realised she
was apprenticing as aHunter. She prepared the first guinea fowl. After washing away the blood and
removingthe arrowhead, she took out the flight feathers, as was customary, to be sentto KwaDz.
Thenshe pulled out the rest, down to their clear stems, separating the ornamentalfeathers from the
fluffy down. She clipped the quills from the down and was guided by one of the others to where they
were airing feathers underafine mesh of string. When she returned she cut off the feet below the
hock andinserted aknife just below the rib cage. The knife was not very sharp and got stuck twice
on the hard plate of bone before cuttingthrough. She emptied the craw and pulled out what was
left behind afterits decapitation. She removed the heart, which had been scratched by herfather’s
arrow. She took out the liverand then cut down the bird, emptying the gizzard and removing the
intestines. She washed it and gave it to one of the cooks, who looked overherwork and rubbed a
mixture of saltsand herbs overthe skin. Then she repeated the exact same procedure with the
second bird. Afterwards, she took the bowl of innards to the dogs which had been waiting outside.
They scrapped overthe bloody morsels.
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One dog, smallerthan the rest but with the same dark-with-tan features followed herdownto
theriver, licking herfingers whenthey came intoreach. She washed herhands as the doglicked the
bowl. Even after she was done washing the dog kept following her, sniffing her hands. She walked up
alongthe riverto a tangle of bushes, looking for some aromatic plant to scrub off the smell of dead
meat. Wedged underneath alargerbush was a katterkruie bush, small and grey. Her mother used it
to help with coughing, but she stole ahandful of its droopy early Spring leaves and rubbed them
overher hands. The dog sat patiently on even ground and when Genevieve returned she offered her
hand to the dogwhich sneezedviolently and looked at her withindignation.

“Sorry friend.” She laughed and they parted ways at the Centre.

Genevieve sat sharpeningknives at a table nearone of the side doors. She used the sharpening
stone and leather strop from the kitchen and rewrapped some of the worn hilts. She stared
absentmindedly at the Lessons as she worked. They were badly maintained, above it she could only
make out a few of the letterinthe heading ‘All ye who live here’. Her motherhad told herthat not
all villages had that heading above the Lessons, but then again, some villages didn’t keep the Lessons
at all. She hummed an old song — she had forgotten many of the words:

All ye who live here, all ye who live,
all ye who well intend...

What was the nextline? Her motherdidn’tlike hersinging that song. Genevieve had learntitfrom
hergrandmother. Akrasaid it was too depressing.

Fanta found Genevieve there amongst the muddle of blades and cloth. She was flushed from
workinginthe fieldsand played with adry blisteron herfingeras they waited for Vinyl. She spoke
throughout. Genevieveignored herand worked on the knives. When she looked up again the Centre
had filled up. Itdidindeed seem as if every person had taken the afternoon off to behold the
spectacle. Genevieve collected the scraps and returned the knives to the kitchen. The light from the
doors was blotted out by unsure participants, and the Centre became dark. The darkness excited the
crowd, who spoke loudly. Vinylhad joined them and now flitted between groups of people, laughing
and joking. The Centre stank of midday sweat.

A hush wentthrough the crowd as Tseb entered. Only those atthe back kept muttering as they
tried to geta betterview. Genevieve climbed up onto the table with the other curious onlookers.
Soonshe could hear Tseb’s high-pitched wailing. She walked slowly next to a silent friend who
gripped herarm as if Tseb were a wilting blossom.

Behind them, inawheelbarrow, came the lizard. A snuffle of laughter went through the Centre
but soondied down. The lizard was wrapped ina hemp cloth and its make shift hearse was strewn
with small flowers. Its face was visible, but did not have the peaceful look of the dead. Itstongue
lolled outtothe side andits eyes were coveredinawhite film. Its thick claws had been folded over
its chest, but itstail dragged in the dirt behind them. The man pushing the wheelbarrow looked
suitably abashed. The stench reached Genevieve. She held herhand in front of herface and
suppressed acough. A man nexttoher leaned overto his companion.

“The Crafters wouldn’ttouchit. They refused to make a coffin. Can you smell that thing!”

The wheelbarrow hearse made acircuitaround the fire and then stopped, facing the entrance.
Tseb stood nextto it, her handkerchief clutched to her mouth, probably more forthe stench than
out of grief. The man who had pushed the wheelbarrow spoke up nervously.
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“If anyone would liketo say a few —“

17

“I would!” thundered Vinyl, leaping off atable and sprinting to the wheelbarrow. Once he
reached it hisdemeanourchanged: his shoulders hunched forward and his head bowed, he spoke
solemnly and slowly.

“We are gathered here today,” there were afew hisses, “torememberthe very full life of
Lesebi, light of Tseb’s life, and perhaps of some otherstoo.” Although his face remained blank the
meaning was well received and mostinthe audience had to smothertheir smiles.

“He was a busy man. Neverinonce place for too long. And he had a most grievous fondness for
the fruits born from betweenawoman’slegs.” The hall bubbledinincredulity. “Eggs! Of course!”
Vinylinterjected, and then there was outright laughter. “Enough!” he shouted, as if the speech was
not goingas intended. He turned and apologisedin aloud whisperto Tseb, “I don’t know what they
think thisis. Norespect.” He waved again at the crowd. “Dear Earthers! We are gathered here today
for a sacred ceremony, the return of one of our own to the Earth.” The noise died down.

“Let me say thenfinally: although his belly slid close to the ground, it was erect that Tseband
otherswill rememberhim.” There was anotherround of laughter which he and the sheepish hearse-
pusherquieted. Vinylled the funeral procession outand most of the village followed. The Keeper
and two of hisfellows, aswell asthose working on the feastinthe kitchen, stayed behind.

Genevieve followed the crowd. The gravesite was away off. It stood away from the graveyard.
The lizard fell into the hole with aloud plop, and the villagers made their way back to the Centre for
the feast. Onthe way back, Vinyl caught up with Genevieve, putting his hand around hershoulder.

“How much fun was that?” His eyes gleamed.

Genevieve shrugged and smiled, not willingto admit herdisgust at his part in the cruel scene.

“Well Jenny, Iwas thinking it would be good to go out for a hunt now, quick quick before the
Feast.”

“It’stoo late to catch something forthe feast now.”

“Not forthe feastJenny, foryour Admission! Come on, you can pick any bow from the
armoury.”

The sun had beguntosink as they made theirway into the thick bush, both wearing theirred
hunting hoods. It was strange to go on a huntwith only two people.

Every noise was amplified: aninnocuous footfall crunched like a broken pot; the brush of a
sleeve againstthe grass scratched like abeetle inthe ear. They soon heard the titters of guineafowl.
The birds streamed overa buck pathin front of them. Genevieveraised herbow butthey were gone.
Vinylturnedtofollow themthrough the high grass. They stalked quietly until they could seean
impenetrable bush which surrounded a large tree. Initthey could hearthe birds, flappingand
shifting, preparing foranight’s sleep. If she were to shoot one it could not be retrieved. Vinyl came
up behind hershoulder, his bow half-drawn.

“Shoot one anyway. It’s good practise.”

Genevieve pursed herlipsand shook her head. She stood upright and walked loudly back to the
pathway down which they had come. Vinyl was behind herand as she turned onto the pathwaya
large eland froze, justahead of her. She watched as it blinked once, and then turned and galloped.
Vinyl ranup nextto her.

“Aww Jenny,” he said loudly, “youletitgetaway!”

Genevieve shrugged it off and they made their way back to Lake Tops.
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The drums inthe Centre rumbled like ahungry belly, and people danced, their beaded ankles
slamminginto the ground. Howls and barks and shrieks were loaned from the animals outside.
Genevieve drank umgombothi . Her mother would have neverallowed it. As the peopledanced, so
too didthe shadows; long and high, shakinginthe thatched roof. Bats flitted out of the Centre
unheeded and moths looped around the make-believe starsin the flames, closerand closer until
they were burned. Genevieve danced until her neck was damp with sweat. In the shadows, the black
jackal danced nextto her, and she spiralled towards the fire. The musicstopped and the xylophone
players rubbed theirwrists.

Fanta sat down onthe mat nearthe other musicians with astrange instrument. It was like a
guitar, but itleaned against hershoulderand the heavy gourd which made up the base rested in her
lap. The three strings did not give the frayed sound of plant matter, but sang through the whole
Centre. She stroked the wooden bow overtwo strings, and the harmony thrilled Genevieve. She
walkedtothe closest bench sothat she could bettersee the instrument. The bow was made from
bleached hairs—she had seen that before. The strings lay flat against the skin of the instrumentand
shoneinthe light. Fantaplayed a slow song, in such contrast to her normal hurried babble. Others
seemed notto notice the warm enchantmentwhich filled the Centre, soakinginto the smoke and
calmingthe wild shadows.

She felt overwhelmingly lonely inthat moment, but also that herloneliness was somet hing to
be cherished. The other Earthers did not understand; were noteveninterested—not in this beautiful
musicnorinthe world around them. They didn’t even pause to considerthat there must be a world
outside of Kusomewhere. Where elsedid Others come from?

Drunken laughterburstthrough, butthe instrument enveloped it, gently putting aside its
discordance.

The Trust would have the answers. The Keeper’'s oath read The Truth is kept by all of us, but
above all by the Trust. She needed to go to KwaDz, to find the answers.

The last note rang out and Genevieve stayed seated, unableto move forthe weariness of the
end of the sound, and the weight of the decision she had made. Fantalooked up and the serious
expression fellfrom herface. She satnextto Genevieve.

“That was beautiful.”

“Thank you. It’sa songl’ve been writing the past few days.”

“What is thisinstrument?”

“I have called her Kamaicha,” she laughedin the falsetto which grated Genevieve so much; but
now it annoyed her less. Fanta picked the instrument up from between herlegs, examiningitas if
for thefirsttime.

“My mama was originally from En-Dear. Thisis one of theirinstruments. When her mama came
to Ku she created the firstone, and mama and | made thisone together twenty seasons agowhenl|
was ayounggirl.”

“What is it made of ?”

Fanta gave hera coy look, “l can’t give away family secrets.”

Genevieve laughed with her.

“Okay, how about just telling me what the strings are made of? The bow is bleached...
horsehair? The bodyiswood.”

“Wood and leather.” She handed the instrument to Genevieve, who plucked one of the strings.
It vibrated between herfingers. The smellof wood and old leatherfilled her nostrils.

“But the strings?”
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Fanta looked around and made sure no one else was listening. “Gut. They are made from goat
gut.” Genevieve laughed: surely it was ajoke.

“That’s not goat’s gut!” To hermind, people fished with gut, they didn’t play musicwithiit.

“Notinitsnormal form!” Fantachided, slapping Genevieve’s hand. “It’s along and difficult
process. Thisisthe final product.” She took Kamaicha back from Genevieve and placeditinsidea
softcase. “People thinkwhenyouare a Music-Tellerall you dois play around at night sometimes.
But | create my owninstruments, | practise them, | look afterthem and | remember musicformany
players—" She was cut shortas Vinyl swooped down and kissed herlips.

“Here are my lovelyladies.”

“Did you hearmy new song Vinnie?”

“Was that a new song? It was very nice.” The next moment Vinyl had floated away after some
acquaintance.

Fanta and Genevieve drank together forawhile, dancing when the drumming started again,
speakingand laughingwhen it did not. Fanta’s ability to strike conversation out of nowhere was
comforting. There were no strained silences, no subjects that should be avoided. Vinyl fellasleep
with hishead on the table, and most of the people had disappeared when Fanta asked, “Have you
everbeenwithaman Genevieve?”

Genevieve’s head throbbed with hundreds of answers.

“..7

“Come on,” Fantanudged her, “You're not going to getinto trouble.”

“Just before I left...No.”

“What happened?”

Fantaleanedin, holding onto Genevieve’s hands.

“Thisguy | was friends with. He...I didn’t want to.”

Genevieve tried afew more times to explain what had happened, and each explanation fell
short. Fanta stopped hergracefully.

“Let me tell you about my firsttime,” she said, swivelling onthe bench so that they were facing
each other. Fantaspoke softly, even though no one could possibly hear. “l was curious. I had never
really liked being with girls. | was not Confirmed yet, | doubtanyoneis attheirfirsttime. | had been
‘seeing’ this boy, SamuelSung. We spent lots of time together, but whenever my family asked I told
themwe were justfriends. Whenever Sammy and | got a chance we would go into the veld, down to
Inyoka or up a koppie. We would lie in the grass and just kiss for hours. It was so romantic, all the
sneakingaround. We got furtherand furtherevery time, and eventually we were completely naked,
and itjust happened. | wasn’tsure that| wanteditto happen,and| didn’teven enjoyitthatfirst
time.Butwhenwe didit again| didlike it. Was that what it was like?”

Genevieve nodded. It was notlike thatat all.

Whenshe tried to fall asleep that night she felt miserable. She repeated Fanta’s analogy.
Genevieve had beenachild aboutit: she didn’tdo anything she hadn’t wanted to do someday. This
thought gave little comfort. It was like wearing athin blanket on a cold night. She tried to wrap the
memory with that explanation, butthatdidn’t hide its ugly shape. She had to believe that the
blanket was thick enough to chase the chill from herbones. Butit was no blanketatall. It was more
like sand on a funeral bed.
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Chapter Eleven

North Ku, between towns.

Neko limped from the hut where he had been strung up. The two Launders — Log and Lux, Markie
had called them —walked ahead. He winced as he feltaround his mouth. The fourth tooth back on
the top right-hand side moved. Whenever his mind was occupied elsewhere histongue would slither
to the loose tooth, pushingitback and forward.

The Launders ambled through the crowd and Neko walked in the e mpty space behind them. In
addition to the tooth, his eyes stung with tiredness and his body hurt at every step, his neckand
arms stiff. He cleared his throat, squinting up atthe men.

“It’s Log, yes? Where are we going?” The brow of the tallerman protrudedlike ashelf above
his eyes, which were the colour of deep shit. His hair was shaved short, exceptfora thin tail of plaits
whichtaperedintoa dry frizzabove his shoulders. The otherglanced back at him. He too had a neck
like atree stump and fingers like wet bread. The only difference was that he was blonde. They
looked like the kind of men who would never get called off for violent play in Murderball, because
there wasstill a blood stain where the last referee had stood.

“We’re going to get some rabbits.”

“Are rabbits a code for something?”

“Rabbits are whores,” explained Log.

“Why do you need me to get whores?”

“Because that’s what Markie said. He said you were good at talking.”

“And I’'m supposedtotalkthese peopleinto coming with us?”

Log grunted. “You talk, | will take. We will see which of us catches more.”

“What if | don’tget any?”

Lux, the blonde, stopped and bent forward to look at him.

“Thenyou don’t pay off your debt.”

A thought had been nagging at him, like the tooth. He toyed withiit, too scared to prod and feel
the damage, the real shape of it. Vile and Thulisa’s children were here somewhere in Masinge. Had
they beentaken, orsoldintoit by theirparents? And what kind of life had they been sold into? —
whoring?

He had heard of people —mostly women and young men —abducted from neighbouring villages
and brought to Masinge to whore. They were hooked on drugs and locked away. Many would
escape, heimagined. Even he could runif he had beeninany state to do so.

They walked on forsome time and crossed overthe riverusinganold bridge. The concrete was
propped up by well-shaped planks, butthe whole thing shifted as the three men made their way
over. It wasjust broad enough for Log and Lux to walk shoulderto shoulder. Onthe otherside was
an area he had nevervisited before. A stable, tucked between twisted Wild Olives which grew all
around this area. It was well kept.

It might have once been a Post. He heard that further down South there were still working
Posts running messagesfromthe Trustto Keepers. He hadn’t seen one working since he was akid.
They had falleninto disuseforno apparentreason.

There were fourhorsestied to the fence inthe front paddock, and a closed cart with a thick
door, ready for harnessing and hitching. The cart was a cumbersome contraption:agiantbox on
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wheels. The small window on the door at the back had bars overit. There wasa bench onthe front
for the driverstosit, but eventhatdidn’tlook comfortable. He waited with Log as Lux went to speak
to a man who was shifting hay around with a fork. The horses were in good condition: they were
wellfed and clean, eventheirhooves were trimmed and oiled. They had the heavy build of cart
horses, butone couldstill make a getaway on any of them. When Lux returned he and the horses’
ownerclimbedintothe paddock and checked everylegonevery horse.

Neko hadjustbegunto nod off ona hay bale when Log came overand kicked him, handing him
a brush. The others were hagglingaround the cart, and Neko walked to the speckled grey horse
which had beentiedtoa post withits bit collar nexttoit. He picked a tuft of greengrassand letthe
horse eatit out of his hands. Its face was splattered with mud. He brushed it abse ntmindedly,
mumbling soothing words. His family had owned a horse when he was younger, agrey, like this one.

If he ran, he wouldn’t be able to come back to Masinge fora longtime. Nobody really needed
Masinge, did they? He hadn’tbeen backin ten sets.

He slippedthe halterrope off the fence. Masinge was acurse on hislife. He seemed to always
leave worse off than when he had arrived. He had lost his pack to Markie, and there was no way of
gettingitback. He glanced over his shoulderto see Lux climbinginto the cart. He swungontothe
horse’s back, grabbing the bottom tuft of mane and leaping up. He dug his heelsinto the grey’s side
and itspun to the left—the only way he could turnit with the single halterrope. He would go South
for the Summer. He had heard good things about KwaDz. The horse bolted forward toward the path,
half of it in shadow, and Neko felt himselfslip backwards onto its rump. He tried to pull himself
forward but it was too late.

The horse wheeled again as he pulled tothe leftand bucked at the same time. He felt himself
fly through the air, but most of all he felt himself land. He lay, winded, all the parts of him that
already ached achingeven more.

His tongue flew to the tooth and he tasted blood. It moved a little more thanithad before. He
contemplated the situation again as he suckedinair.

Masinge was filled with opportunities. And pretty whores. He gave a miniscule nod. It would be
betterto serve out his time here, paying off this debt to Markie, and keep open the opportunity to
return. When he opened his eyes there was ablack horse standing a little way off, where the grey
had been. Its head was lowered in curiosity, looking at him. A black horse? He squeezed his eyes
togetherand blinked out the dust.

Up the road Lux was hanging out of the back door of the cart. The three men hadn’tbothered
to move. The owner called to him, “You’re not gonna ride Jagati right off. She’s notvery nice to
strangers. She has a... dark side.” The three men cackled. Neko pushed himselfup, stumbled, and fell
overagain. The horse trotted back to its paddock at the cluck of the man’stongue and the carrot he
held out. Then Neko could seeit: the horse was two entirely different colours, split down its back.
The left was a flecked grey, the otherside black. Its face and mane were splotched with both
colours; what he had originally taken for mud.

He dusted himself off, and searched forthe oversized boot which had fallen off someway up the
track.

Later that afternoon he saton the roof of the cart, bouncinginelegantly. All four horses pulledin
time, and Jagati made a much better carthorse than ariding horse. He could see overthe front ledge
of the cart to below him where Lux and Log sat, but he was unable to hear anythingthey said. They
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travelled along the old roads, mostly dust now, but sometimes there was a hint of black stone. Thorn
branches whipped across the top of the cart. He tried to sleep.

Lux had bought him a ridiculous leather hat from the owner of the horses, sayingitwould be
addedto Neko’s debt. The hat curled up at the sides quite uselessly, his cheeks exposed. He tipped it
over hisface to block outthe sun. He cupped hisheadin his hands, longing for the softness of his
pack.

That night he was letinto the cart to sleep with his coatas a blanket. It was a boon:a dry, windless
spot which kept some of the warmth from the dayin the wood and the hay bales. It was also locked,
and he eventually had toresortto pissing out of the metal bars on the back door when neither Log
nor Lux would answer his call. The men had set up a fire, and they ate between mumbled
conversations, handing Neko the leftovers. They spoketenderly to one another, laughing without
crassness at the jokesthey shared.

Neko made out Markie’s name and the mood shifted. He could not hear what was being said,
but Log spoke low and furiously. Lux did not speak at all. Through the bars he could see themfall
asleepinone another’'sarms, and laterin the night he heard theirbreathingbecome anurgent
rhythm. Theirsleeping covers rustled, but apart from this the men were perfectly quiet. They did not
want him to know they were fucking. He turned overto the side that ached less for the moment, but
fell asleep before he could figure out why they did not want Neko to know they were sleeping
together.

The morning peace was disturbed by the cawing of a hadeda. Neko woke and immediately began
tonguingthe loose tooth. Lux — maybe Log — cursed loudly and banged a stick against the potto
chase the thingaway. It cawed defiantly. Every time he was slipping back to sleep it would caw
again. Every caw was accompanied by a flapping of wings, asloud as a clapping of hands.

As a child, he had been taughtthat animals held no malice, that this was part of their
perfection. Butany Eartherawoken by a hadedaknew ithad malice. It was an excessively large, grey
lump of bird which tasted like shit. It had dead eyes. Some animals had live eyes: horses, dogs, cats,
antelope and even some birds and rats; but then there were those with dead eyes: fish, hadedas,
porcupines, rabbits, and more. When he was young he had an entire catalogue of animals that he
didn’tfeel too bad about eating. But childhood fanaticisms fade. He knew that he wasn’talone as a
childinsaying double Salutations when eatingan animal. But you grew into practicality, into the
understanding thatyou had to eat every day, and one could not live with guilt at every meal. Some
of the most live-eyed animals tasted the best: klipspringers with their pupils like flower bulbs and
cattle with theirslow-blinking lashes.

The bolton the cart was undone and the door opened toreveal abedraggled looking Lux. “I
have had inspiration for breakfast”’. He pointed up at the tree.

Neko clambered out of the cart stiffly. There was atrail of white shiton the tree. The bird was
ina nestabove this.

“I’m no Hunter,” Neko began cautiously.

“Come on, like you’ve neverraided anest before.”

Nekofocused grimly on the bottom of the tree and puton his coat. The nearestbranch was
some way up.

“I'll liftyou,” nodded Lux, and they walked to the tree. Lux looked back at the sleeping Log
twice, asif afraid that he mightsee. They braced themselvesto spring. Lux put his hands around
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Neko’sribs and lifted, his fingerwheedlinginto abruise. Neko stretched to grab hold of the lowest
branch and once he had grabbed it Lux put his hands under hisfootto help him clamberup. He
managed to steady himselfonthe trunkand siton a branch. His hand, he noticed with disgust, was
smeared with wet bird shit. He climbed, twistingaround the trunk, testing every branch before he
put hisweightonit. He pulled levelwith the hadedaand clapped his hands, shooingitaway. He
couldn’tbring himselftolookat its eyes. Itflapped and flew to the nearest tree, where itlanded,
cawinginalarm. Inthe nest were two big eggs. He first tried holding onto the trunk and leaning out,
but failingthat he began a precarious shuffleforward along the tapering branch.

He reached betweenthe forked branch andinto the nest. It feltlike aviolation. Between the
coarse hair of the nestthe egg was warm. It was heavierthan expected, and he putitin a pocket of
his coat, as he did with the second, andthen he pulled the nestapart, usingitto line his pockets. He
then began the precarious shuffle backwards, cautious of the delicate weightin his pockets. He
handed his coat to Lux and jumped afterit, his body aching again as he thudded to the ground.

Theyfriedthe eggs one at a time on the bottom of a pot, the embryo young enough notto have
feathersand beaks. Nekowas only given the whites. Lux put his body between Neko and Log when
he stooped down to wake him with a gentle stroke of his cheek. Neko pretended he hadn’tseen.

For the firsttime ina longtime Neko repeated the wholesalutation under his breath as he
began eating, rushed by embarrassment. “I thank you, my Friend Earth—" he was neversure with
eggswhethertouse ‘Friend’ or ‘Earth’, so he used both — “foryour life. It is notours to take, but ours
to give back. Itis notours to waste, but ours to complete the cycle. We will have only what we need,
and we will want fornothing.” He pinched off a corner of the egg and rubbed itinthe dirt.

Nekowas quietand obedientthe whole morning, helping to ready the horses once more —although
he wasn’tallowed to take them down to the stream to drink. The cart was soon rolling again. Neko
sat atop it, dodging branches. The world went by so quickly from here, and everything felt faraway.
He could get no feel forthe land with this cumbersome structure below him. It jarred at every rock,
fallinginto holesaperson would have stepped over. It made such a noise thatall the bathinglizards
vanished longbefore it arrived, and birds and buck flitted away. There was nothingin its wake but
dust.

It did provide aview. Everywhere was yellow and dry, with grass that would snap at the touch
of afinger. It was kindling waiting fora flame. Would the lightningreachitfirst, orthe rain?

The sun was well up, and Neko’s cheeks were getting burnt despitethe hat. Log, who was
steeringthe cartdrew the horsestoa walkandthen stopped undera tree. The two men had fallen
silentand Neko followed suit. They unhitched the horses, leaving onthe full collars but givingeach a
bale of hay and a bucket of water. They grimly directed Neko as he helped turn the cart around. The
Launders’ movements were precise, practised. They pushed the cart backwards out of the road and
then Lux rummaged through a pack and drew out a knife belt. Neko could see anumber of cloth -
wrapped hilts attached to rough blades; a throwing axe; and something dark and metal that Lux
slipped under hisarmpit so quickly that Neko hardly believed he had seenit. Agun. Every Earther
child was taught about these weapons, the darkest of the Shadows.

“Where are we now?” Neko asked, his throat tight.

“Where we came to be.” Log smiled grimly at hisown wit. Neko turned to Lux instead.

“Just anothervillage. Filled with women and men, dying for the opportunity to come to
Masinge and —what’s that phrase? — ‘Experience the glory of the Old World.””

“Isitdangerous?”
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Log had picked up a knobkerrie thickerthan any he had seen before.

“Yes,” replied Log. He walked to Lux and reached to his belt. Lux leaned back, hiseyes wide in
warning, but Log just smiled and undid the sleeve of atiny knife. [t was made all the more tinyin his
thick fingers. He handeditto Neko.

“What am | supposedtodo with this?”

“It’s dangerous out there,” Log laughed, and the men began walking down the road.

It was a crafts knife, sharp only on one side. The blade was finely made and the hilt was secure.
The sleeve was leather, and had a small pouchin which rested awell-worn whetstone.

He slippeditintothe inside pocket of his coat. Lux glared at him. “You better give that back
afterwards. It's my favourite.”

They walked fora while, until the sounds of avillage could be heard in the veld around them.

“Distract them,” Log grunted, and Neko was senton alone.

As he walkedinto the village, Neko saw only women. There werea few young boys, but no men.
They all stared at him. He walked uncertainly into the Centre, where asmall group sat. Theyturned
to watch as he ran his hand through his hair nervously and rep eated the traditional welcome.

“l enteryourhome,” he spoke, searching forthe person who would reply.

Aftera pause one of the youngerwomen spoke, “Ourhome is open.” She had tea-stained skin
and freckles under hereyes. She was heavily built, hershoulders and arms thick with muscle. He
flashed his best smile at her. The dogthat she had herhand on barked and thumped its tail onthe
mat justonce.

“May | sit? | have come a far way.”

“Areyou a Teller?” piped up ayoungboy with a broad face.

Neko laughed and sat down, flipping out his coat behind him so that he did not siton it. They
made no space for him, so he sat on the bench that leaned against the side of the hut; outside of
theircircle.

“No | am not. | could tell you a story, but | am apprenticedin Crafts.”

The young woman with the freckles under hereyesthrew himalogintended forthe fire. She
had the horizontal marks of a hunteron herright arm. He could neverrememberwhat the different
sidesindicated. “Forourhospitality you will present something. Thatis the way, isit not?”

“Itis,” replied Neko, pickingup the logand turningit over. He stood up quickly and noticed how
the women flinched. They were unnaturally wary. He replaced the original log and took a much
smallerone thatstill had some life leftin the wood. He took out the tiny crafts knife and sat back
down. He took a piece of charcoal from the dead fire and drew fourstraightlines on the wood. It
was a shape that could be turnedinto anything. Perhaps they would be flattered by an imitation of
somethingfromthe Old World. The women and boys stared intently, their own activities stopped.
Some had been mashinggrain, some were winding twine and others were smoothing ostrich shell
piecesinto beads. He lowered the wood and the knife and cleared his throat. His hands were shaking
slightly. It would not do to have theirattention so closely focused on him.

“Perhaps| should tell youastorytoo? What kind of story do you want?”

The boy who had asked if he was a Teller called outimmediately, “One about animals!”

“Aboutanimals?” Neko’s eyes moved overthe group, and they made no sign of assentor
decline. “Aboutanimals...” He picked up the knife and continued carving. He was here to convince
these people to come to Masinge, if he had understood Markie correctly. If this could be done, why
had Lux and Log armed themselves? “There once was avery dangerous creature. He was notan



TDC/ JL 70

animal at all. Nota human animal; not any kind of animal. Hisname is an old name, one of those
that is made from waterrunning overrocks and the sound of falling trees; of barking animals and
the stamp of theirfeet.”

The description came easily to him. He had watched hundreds of Tellersin his lifetime, but this
one had beentoldto him by a very memorable young girl from his home village.

She had danced around as she told it, with the lightness of expression of amonkey. It was such
a cheeky story, coming from someone soyoung. “Hlanganyana.” The words shimmered over their
heads like an enchantment. The boy mouthed the word soundlessly.

The only one not enraptured wasthe dog, whose ears were pricked forward toward the bushes
where Neko had come from. It was possible that Lux and Log were there. Perhaps they werelooking
for the men of the village.

“Hlanganyana,” he repeated, “was not as majesticas his name suggests. He was a small thing,
but he was a hundred times wiserthan he was big. No, not wise, clever. Fartoo cleverforone so
small. One day he grew a bigappetite, biggereven than his own cleverness. He arrived at a hut
where anold, sick woman sat alone. ‘Old woman’ he said, ‘let us cook together. If you instruct me |
will make your favourite meal foryou.’ The old woman agreed and commanded him to put the
cooking poton the fire. Hlanganyana carried in the biggest cooking pot he could find and placed it on
the fire. Looking atthe potthe woman clucked hertongue. ‘Whatis that?’ she asked, pointingatthe
pot already heated on the stove. Are you feedingan army or your granny?’ Hlanganyana laughed
and said ‘But come and see granny, this pot makes forthe bestroasting.” Granny walked up slowly
with herstickand lookedinside. As she was looking Hlanganyana went ‘vup’” —Neko threw an
imaginary granny over his own shoulder—“and tossed herin, closing the lid and roasting the granny.
He cooked heruntil she waswell done, and then he putherin a sack and carried heraway.”

“That’s disgusting,” frowned one of the women who had not spoken before. The elderwomen
around the circle shook theirheads and shifted theirfeet underneath them. The boy’s eyes were
gleaming with delight.

“Perhaps| shouldtell alightertale?” he looked to the freckled woman for confirmation. The
boy whippedtoface her, pleading, “Filofax please | wantto hearit.”

She shrugged and waved Neko on, “It happened. It was a story.”

Neko nodded briefly at the formality and carried on. “So, Hlanganyana carried the sack until he
founda clearing. There he found agroup of children. Putting on his best fatherly tones he said ‘|
have broughtsome meatfor us, children.’ The children cheered and they began eating the meat.”
The boy gasped loudly andinterjected —“They did not even say the salutation "

Nekoturnedthe knife in hishandand began on the otherside of the wood.

“Ssshhht,” hissed the othertwo boys and turned to face Neko again, mouths agape. He smiled
and then continued.

“One of the children stopped suddenly, pulling out something that could not be mistaken:an
ear. ‘What is thisfather?’ he cried. ‘Isthisan ear?’ Hlanganyanaleapt up and threw the offending
piece away. ‘Noyousilly child,” he replied, ‘itis part of something that the animal ate before.” Sothe
children carried on eating, until they found another ear. Again they said ‘Father! Whatis this? Thisis
an ear!’ and Hlanganyana picked up the thingand threw itaway. He grabbed his sack and marched
off, rebukingthe children fortheirfussy eating. He came to a freshly made fire, where ayoung
woman-" The dog cut him off with a flurry of barking.

Neko looked up from his carving, which was just beginning to take shape. The group had turned
away from him. Neko looked too, but he could not see anything. He turned and the freckled woman
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Filofax met his eye. She was staring at him with utmost suspicion, her mouth narrowed.

“Andthen as Hlanganyanawas offeringthe meattothe woman —” he hurried on, overthe
sound of the dog. He looked only at her now. “Two men appeared and snatched away the meat. But
they were notthere forgood. They had enslaved Hlanganyana and they stole away the woman, to
take her as theirslave too.” Neko stopped as afigure appeared at the end of the road ahead of
them. All eyesturned toward the figure, except forone pair.

“That story had no animalsinit.” The boyfolded his arms grumpily.

“Apparently you tell shit stories, Neko.” The voice rose from the opposite direction they had
turned and the group swungaroundto see Log, his knobkerrie hanginglazily at his side. The dog’s
bark leaptin pitch as it swungaround, its hackles raised.

Neko had leapt up, the crafts knife pointed outward. Before they could act, Lux came joggingin
fromthe otherside, holding his gun asif it were dragging him towards them.

The eldest were the first to sit when commanded to do so. They recognised Lux’s weaponas a
gun. The dogwas not so obedient, and lungedintotryand bite Log’s hand. Log lifted his stick to hit
it butat a brief whistlefromthe freckled woman it backed off, growling.

“Where are the men?” Lux shouted. The women tittered and the youngest of the boys began
crying. Lux turnedto Nekoandshouteditagain. “Where are all the men?”

“I don’tknow,” Neko replied, sittingdown and continuing with the carving. His hands shook
uncontrollably. Withoutlooking, he could sense that Lux was in furious thought.

“Let’sgo,” he snapped, haulingup an elderly woman by herarm. He reached the crying boy and
slapped him across the face. “Shut up.” The dog began barking again, and one of the women hugge d
the boy to herchestas he wailed even more loudly. Lux pointed the gun at the dog and Filofax, the
freckled woman, whistled again, to no effect. The dogsnarled, lunging forward. She grabbed it by
the scruff of its neck. It whipped around and bitherarm, but soonrealised its mistake. She stood
overitandit was quiet. “l will shootitif it makes anothersound,” Lux hissed.

She stared up at Lux. “The menare all gone. They are not coming back.”

“Where have they gone?” he spat.

“Where all men go. To Masinge.”

Lux scrutinised herface, and then began to grin. He packed the gun away, chucklingto himself.

“Thenthis will be a happy reunion. Come.” Log moved the group from the back and Lux walked
at theirside. Neko stood at the fire, watchingthem. Was his debtrepaid? Could he leave? He slipped
the knife into his jacketand followed behind.

When he arrived at the cart the horses had been hitched and the dozenvillagers were beingloaded
intothe box. He watched as the dog sniffed atthe horse and then tried to pisson itsleg. Wheniit
had finished it trotted to the back of the cart, giving Logand Lux a wide berth. To his surprise, it
came and stood nextto Neko. When Filofax disappeared into the cartit stood up again. Neko
stooped and touched its head reassuringly butitducked away.

It walked forward and sniffed the edge of the cart. Neko walked forward and scooped it up by
its back half, pushingitintothe darkness of the box. Itsfeet scrabbled onthe wooden floorand it
darted out again, its tail tucked betweenits legs. Loglaughed mirthlessly and slammed closed the
cart door. Neko could just make out the shapesinside the box through the barred window on the
back door. When the cart lurched forward, Neko climbed to the top, returning his hatto his head
and pulling off his coat. He sat cross-legged, sullenly dodging branches. Well behind the dust kicked
up by the horses, the dogfollowed.
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Chapter Twelve
North Ku, Near Masinge.

Little Jimmy got home well afterthe sun had gone done and gave the parcel with Kamiyo’s hairinit
to Marikasaan. The fat man was furious. He threw the parcel against the wall where it fell down
lamely, and the Woodpile Woman grumbled. Marikasaan told herto shut up. She coughed and
pulled herblanketovershoulders, wheezing as she fell back asleep.

Little immy’s feet were sore from stumbling down the road in the dim dusk, and every piece of
him ached. The trip back from Masinge had taken almostas longas it didto getthere. Inthe fading
light he had to go much more slowly than he had in the afternoon.

He watched Marikasaan’s rage without understanding the reasons forit, and curled up on his
ownsleepingmatand wenttosleep.

Little Jimmy awoke late. His head felt stuffy and he blew his nose into his shirt. The hut feltlike an
oven, and he poked his head out of the doorto get air. It was well into mid-morning, and every now
and thena person would walk by. There was a bowl of waternear the door, and Little Jimmy drank
hisfill, and then wenttorelieve himself.

On hisreturn he encountered Marikasaan, who was loungingin the shade of a hutalongside a
man Little Jimmy thought he may have seen before. Marikasaan’s skin was bright pink. He shifted
uncomfortably, pinching the cloth between his legs and fanning himselfwith aboard. He beckoned
Little Jimmy toward him. Undertheirbench lay a dog, who bared itsteeth at Little Jimmy as he
approached. The otherman kickedit with his heel and it stopped growling.

“What were you doing boy?” Marikasaan asked, slouching against the hut. He was staring at
Little Jimmy’s wrist. LittleJimmy tugged at the cloth and retied it.

“I wentto pee.”

Marikasaan sat fanning himself awhile. Afteralongtime the second manleaned overand
spoke quietlyinto hisear.

“We needtofind somethingforyoutodo,” Marikasaan announced at length “while we wait for
that bitch to rememberexactly who paid for herfreedom.”

Marikasaan waved away his companion, and the man stalked off, the dog following him. The fat
man patted the seatand Little immy satdown. They stared out at the village in silence. Marikasaan
turnedto look at the boy.

“How was... Did Kamiyo look healthy?” he asked with care.

Little immy nodded. The day wobbled unsteadily in the heat. Marikasaan stared forward. He
grunted and shifted his weight again, asif there were something uncomfortable about sitting. Atiny
dot of liquidformed on his pantleg. Little immy looked up in horror but Marikasaan seemed notto
notice.

“She owes me, no matterwhat,” was all he said.

The man and dog returned with acompanion: a wrinkled woman who led Little Jimmy outinto the
fields. The woman and Little Jimmy walked slowly overaruined piece of earth, too dry and sandy
for anythingto grow. The old woman walked slowly. He waded through the sand, dragging up clouds
of dust.
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Theyarrived at a field prepared for planting, and the woman showed Little Jimmy how to scoop
out shallow holes, dropinthe seed and pressthe earth down on top of it. She seemed not to notice
the cloth around his wrist, or notto care. Once he was leftalone, Little Jimmy found the routine
calming. He alternated the colours as he went: white, yellow, brown, grey.

The day burned on, and he was calledinforfood. When he returned to the fiel d his muscles
had stiffened and hisfingers ached. He shoved agrey seed into the ground. He imagined that soon
the rain would come and soften what he had packed tight. The seed might burst open, welcoming
the damp, or it may rot where it was buried. In that way people and seeds were different: once they
were inthe ground, people would always rot. Little immy imagined that this seed would open. It
would pushitself through the earth and look at the skies.

Why were they called skies, whentherewasonly one? It stretched on, broken by time, the sun
stroking a hot fingerdown its back until it rested on the horizon.

Little Jimmy saw the men and women come to harvest at dusk. He sat watchingthem fromthe
side of the field, waiting forthe old lady to walk back to the huts with him.

The onesthere to harvest brought knives with them, and sought out only the plants with yellow
leaves. Theysliced a patterninto the plant’s round belly and milk spilled out from it. They waited
untilitdried and thenscrapedit away. When nothing more would come fromitthey uprooted the
whole plantand carried it back to the village to be hung upside-down.

The wrinkled woman came and fetched him. She said the plants were called ‘poppies’.

Afterthree days he had grown fond of the routine, seeingthe seeds planted and the milk
harvested. He came to like the wrinkled old woman, who showed him how to collect the seeds from
underthe dried plants and choose the best ones for planting. Buton the fourth morning Marikasaan
stopped him on his way out of the hut, and sent him along the river with another message to
Kamiyo.

The journey seemed quicker this time. Masinge sleptinthe morninglight, the roads empty except
for afew human lumps which the stray dogs and cats avoided. When the huge woman emerged
from behind the curtains at the House of Boards even herbracelets seemedtootiredtojangle. It
took much longerto summon Kamiyo, who emerged with dark rings under hereyes. Again they
walked alongthe riverside. Only Little Jimmy threw pebbles this time. Kamiyo smiled at him often,
praising him when his stone skipped onthe water. They sat down togetheron a rock, and she held
hishand between hers,warming up his fingers which werewet from the sand. She told him how all
of Masinge had once been underthe water of a great dam, made by people inthe old times. That
thiswaterwas biggerthan any other waterhe would eversee, unless he reached the ‘sea’, which
some people didn’teven believeinany more. He made up his mind then that he would also believe
inthe sea, like her.

“Thenthey broke downthe dam walls.”

“Who did?”

“You know. The Trust. They made place for usto live, and for Inyoka to flow better, withoutall
the metal and concrete. Life will amply supply.”

“But in Masinge people still live in houses made of metal and concrete?”

She laughed atthat. “Thisis nothing. These were mountains of metal, huge buildings. It was
terrible, everybody was sick and starving. The people here sometimes go and fetch parts of the Old
World.”

“Why?” he asked. Thisseemed likeaterrible idea.
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Kamiyo shrugged and shook her head. “Everybody wants what they don’t have.”

“Did you see the mountains of metal?”

She laughed. “No.”

“But thenhow do you know that they everexisted?”

“You see the bones of them sometimes. Ruins.”

“How do you know what happened?”

“Thisis why we have Tellers. The Trust remembers what happened, and they teach the Tellers.
They teach us about Kuand Shadows and...” she paused, placingherhand ontop of the cloth around
his wrist, “You don’t know any of this, doyou?”

His face grew hot and he shook his head. She took her hand away and looked out at the river.

“We are livinginaworld completely different from whatit was before. Itisa betterworld. If
youdon’thold onto the past. Masinge holds onto the past, and that iswhyitisso bad here.
Marikasaan holds onto the past too.” She stayed still then fora longtime. Atlength she let go of his
hands and shifted on the rock. “What did he say he wanted from me?”

He feltso ashamed sayingitto her: “He said he wants whatis owed to him. He says he paid
with flesh, and thisis whathe should getin return.”

Kamiyosaid nothing. She turned andled Little Jimmy up tothe back of the House of Boards and
intothe area where they prepared food. They moved around quietly, so as not to wake the others.
She took two knivesfromthe table, as well as a container of clearliquid from behind apot on the
shelf. They sat on the mats nextto the fire and she rubbed the liquid spirits along the two knives,
cleaningthe blades.

“Have you ever made a promise withoutlove, Jimmy?”

Little Jimmy licked his lips uncertainly, but she carried on speaking. “A promise is only apromise
ifitis made with someone youlove.” She tested the edges of the metal with herthumb, and pushed
one knife intothe coals of the fire. “Who do you love Jimmy?” Little Jimmy blushed and looked
away. Kamiyolaughed, butitrang false. “You will learn notto love, thatis the best way to stay
alive.” She turnedthe knife over, examining both sides. “ do wonder why we are born loving
ourselves. We have done nothingto deserveit.” She unfolded a kerchief and took down a brick of
opiumfrom behind apot on the shelf. Little Jimmy knew what it was because Marikasaan had
broughtone for the Woodpile Woman. Poppies made opium. The wrinkled woman who worked
with himin the fields said it was a kind of medicine,something that made you feel better.

Kamiyo paused. “Promise me you will notlookinsidewhatyou are bringing to Marikasaan?”

Little Jimmy nodded.

“Promiseitlike youlove me.” She grinned, and Little Jimmy blushed again, nodding. “Good.
Now go outside and wait.”

Little Jimmy paced alongthe river bank, throwing stonesintothe river. They ‘glomped’ heavily
and sunk.

He heard a shoutfrom the house and ran back up the slope. There was sobbingand hissing,
panicked voicesandthe smell of burning. Inthe house his eyes could not adjusttothe dark before
the huge woman grabbed him and pushed him fromthe room. She left bloody fingerprints on his
arms. He fretted as he waited afew steps from the entrance, too panicked to cry. He could hear soft
moans, and he knew it was Kamiyo. As he decided to go inside the large woman bustled out, blood
on the front of hersleepingclothes. She thrustthe bundled kerchief into his stomach and shouted
furiously forhimtoreturnit to Marikasaan, cussing at his back like scorningadog.
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Little Jimmy cried for most of the way back. The bundle was stained with blood. It blotted the front
of hisshirtand made his fingers stick together. As he neared the village he tried to stop crying, which
only made it more difficult.

He arrived back at the hutand called for Marikasaan. A figure came through the curtain. It was
the Woodpile Woman, groping her way along the wall.

“What have you gotthere boy?” she crooked a fingeratthe kerchief, scraping the moss off her
tongue with herteeth.

Little Jimmy cried more, making gasping noises as he tried to explain.

The woman clambered toward him.

“Ey?” she called. “Tell me it’s poppy.” Little Jimmy backed off but she grabbed the kerchief from
his hands and unwrapped it hungrily. She pokedinto the opium, rubbing it between herfingers.

“Wet, slimy, thisisrubbish!” She shook it at Little Jimmy and from the kerchief fellasmall
object. “Eh?” she called to no-one again.

Little Jimmy stood paralysed as the woman stooped down and picked up the finger. She
examined it, looking from his teary face to the finger-joint, and giggled. “Slugsin the lettuce. Fingers
inthe pie. There’s nothing here to getus, but all he doesis cry.” She waggled the finger at Little
Jimmy.

“Stop crying boy! Whose is this?” she cracked.

Before she could take another breath Marikasaan entered the room. They all stopped a
moment, and then Marikasaan shoved her off herfeet, grabbingthe fingerin the kerchief. He
breathed heavily, almostasif he were about to scream, staring at both of them while holdingtightly
ontothe bundle. He closeditin hisfistand stormed out.

Little Jimmy spentthe afternoon outin the fields. He soaked his shirtinthe riverand rubbed away
the blood as bestas he could, and thenletitdry while he worked. He washed the cloth around his
wrist, and it was still wet when he putitback on. He didn’t talk to anyone, but he didn’t cry
anymore. He let his body move automatically. His thoughts pulled and leapt like atethered animal,
pinnedto Kamiyo. Every time he thoughthername he smeltblood. He filled his buckets with water
fromthe river. He smeltthe blade turning hotin the fire. He carried it across the dry land. He smelt
berries. He tipped asmall amount of water onto the mound of a seed. He smelt soft grassand heard
the crack of a tooth againsta stone. He moved down the row of seeds. He heard his brother,
breathingthrough his nose, screaming with his mouth closed and saw the Old Lady feeling the
insides of his gums. He poured the water. He saw a fingerfall to the floor, and Kamiyo, smiling. He
moved alongthe row of seeds.

When it was too dark to work he made his way back to the hut. The Woodpile Woman was asleep.
He lay down, tryingto sleep too, but his hungersatlike a block of wood in his stomach. He grew
angrier at Marikasaan every moment. Eventually he got up and setout to the food hall in the centre
of the village. He pulled at the filthy cloth, caked with dirt, windingitaround hiswrist. When he
entered he could see Marikasaan, sittingaround a far table with a crowd of menall laughing
drunkenly. LittleJimmy scooped out scraps of food from the serving bowls and sat as far away as he
could. He ate quickly, and got up to leave, his stomach cramping. He was halfway back to the hut
when he heard Marikasaan shouting after him. He stood where he was, watching the man stumbling
toward him.

“Boy! Hey boy! Now...stay there!” Little Jimmy hadn’t moved. Marikasaan stumbled past him
and put his arm through a thatched roof. A flurry of straw followed it back out. He turned and leaned
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against the shabby hut, breathing heavily —his head nodding forward and back. There was blood
comingfrom his nose.

“I nold Speak| had whatthey called ‘a ninvestment’. D’you know what thad is?”

Little Jimmy shook his head.

“Ey?”

Little Jimmy shook his head again.

“Well...le’ me tell you. Aninvestmen’ iswhen you pay forsomeding, and it takes time before
whad you paid for pays you back. No madda whad. You unnerstan’?” He leaned his head back and
held his nose.

Little Jimmy nodded.

“Now Kamiyo, thas’ my ninvestmen. But she’s nod only my ninvestmen, | loved her. You hear
that? | loved her. Even when she was his whore. She’s gone and fugged up her hands, an’ knowing
hershe’lldoworse. Now you gotell’herthatl, me, Marikazaan, I’'m comin’ to coll’ed. No madda
whad.” He spat out some blood on the floor nextto him.

“To collect?”

“To coll’ed on my ninvestmen,” his gaze sunk down to the floor and shot up again, “No! Waid!
Don’ go tell her,” he stumbled forward, puttingahand on Little Jimmy’s shoulder. “Don’ don’ don’.”
He shook hishead and wagged his finger. “I’m gonnasurprise her. Firs’ thingtomorrow. I’'m gonna
surprise her.” Marikasaan grinned, blood between his teeth, and then shoved Little immy away. He
stumbled back to the dining hall, spitting out blood along the way.

The little boy stood still behind him fora while longer, staring at the ground. Then he ran
toward the orange glow of Masinge.
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Chapter Thirteen
South Ku, Lake Tops

Life will amply supply, so long as no person takes more than required. This is not balance.
Equilibrium is a lie. We strive in no single direction.

She feltshe had barely slept when herfathershook hershoulder. His breath stank of umgombothi
fromthe nightbefore.

“Jenny, it’stime to go. Wake up Jenny.”

Genevieve pulled herself upright.

“I'll wait outside while you getready.”

She washed herface and grabbed an arak twig from her pack —too lazy to scrub with her
fingers—as well as hertwoknives. She had fallen asleep on her hunting hood and half of it was
warm. She stumbled outside and picked up the bow, feeling as though she hadn’teven woken up.

“Where are we going?” she yawned.

“I thoughtwe’d go back to the place where we saw the eland last night, but Stereo told me
aboutsome crocodiles he’d seen onthe bank downriverand promised to meet usonthe edge of the
village. Crocodiles are...tricky.” He held up a thick length of rope that had beenlooped over his
shoulder.

“A crocodile?” Genevieve felt dread settlelike a heavy meal in her stomach. She had never
heard of anyone killinga crocodile. You could eat them. Butthey were dangerous. Her fatherdidn’t
seemtobe joking.

He looked awful. His eyes were bloodshot and had dark imprints under them. His skin was
pallid and showed the beginnings of aclumpy beard. The manthey metat the end of the fourth
spoke lookedinthe same state: his dark skin was blemished and afew of his dreadlocks stood
straight up inthe air. He had a metal rod with him, as thick as his thumb. It was sharpened atthe
endand had a solid handle.

“Welcome friend,” the man began.

Vinyl took the rod from him and examinediit.

“This will work, Stereo?” he asked, turningitin his hands.

“The Shadowsmith guaranteed its quality. The steelgoes all the way into the wood. It’s not
goingto fall apart. Whetherit will workis up to yourgirl here.”

He picked up his spearand as they leftthe village Stereo asked about herapprenticeship, how
many hunts she had seen, how many animals she had prepared, ceremonies she had pe rformed. It
was clearthat he was much more faithful to the Earther ways than herfather.

“Do you know the words for the firstkill?”

“Yes.”

“Good,” was his only response.

They wentthrough the veld fora while, seeming to move away fromthe river. But Genevieve
couldtell thatthey were looping back towards it. Stereo stopped to listen to bird calls and asked her
to identify the bird. There was a Lapwing which made a sound like two rocks being rubbed past each
other. Andthe Coucal, which sounded like a pot lid comingto a halton a hard surface, a descending
scale of ‘doo-doo-doo-doo-doo’ inaliquid tone. Her father walked behind them, oblivious to the
sounds, or perhaps too hungoverto notice. They walked quietly, watching forthorns, theirfeet
hardened and practised at walking over difficult ground. A bow twanged behind them and Vinyl
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leapttowards where life was rapidly leaving a hedgehog. He pushed the arrow all the way through
and carried the hedgehogon this skewer, shruggingin response to Ge nevieve’s questioning look.

The ground beganto slope down toward the riverand Stereo fell silent, leading the way
through the trees. Inyokaran slowly here, and asand bank jutted out, collecting debris. The bank
was about 20 feetwide, and onitlay two crocodiles, their chins restingin the waterand their
mouths open.

They were tallerthan Genevieve, halfmade up of tail. They looked unreal, eerily ancient. Old
trees come to life. Theirarmourlooked asimpenetrable as bark. Theirteeth were an uneven row
made for tearing, notforchewing. Herhands began to shake. She knew theirlumberingindolence
was a dangerous deception.

“Thisis our plan,” Stereo whispered. He picked up the steel rod again, showingitto her.

“A crocodile is covered with armour. The quickest way tokill itisto go for the brain. And it must
be killed quickly, before it getsinto the water. An arrow, even a spear, will not penetrate itsarmour
—especially notfromadistance. The weakest pointson acrocodile are the belly, and the eye. If you
cut openthe belly,” he took out his knife and made a slicing motion, “it can still move, it can still
bite. If you go through the eye, up tothe brain, it will die quickly. Thisrod,” she took hold of itand
feltits weight, “isto go through the eye at an upward angle.” Genevieve’s heart was beating
uncontrollably. She nodded, feeling faint but not daring to show it. Crouched nextto her, Vinyl was
bindingthe hedgehogwith the rope he had been carrying. Once it was tight he crept of f to the side,
looseningalength of rope and moving towards the crocodile.

“We needtolure them out of the water. If they slipinto the wateritwill be too dangerousto
try and catch them. Keep your knives at hand. If the croc is still struggling, you need toslitits throat.
| will come afteryou and strike with my spear. Are youready?”

Genevieve paused, examining the rod. She took an experimental swipe and then gotup, moving
back throughthe treesto the veld. Stereo followed her. She wentto arock they had passed and
leaned the rod againstit.

“If itis too much, we can find somethingelse. Itis nottoo late yet,” Stereo said, laying a hand
on hershoulder.

“Noit’sfine,” she replied, crouching down. Hervoice betrayed her nervousness, her throat so
constricteditcame out ina higherpitch than usual.

The rod pushedintothe sand, the handle leaned against rock. She shifted it further up the rock,
so that the weight would fall on the metal ratherthanthe handle. She pulled asecond rock from the
ground. The soil underneath was it dark, and bugsran in franticloops, shocked by theirsudden
exposure. She lowered the rock against the rod twice. The third time she slammed it down. The rod
bentslightly. She hititagain and again, readjustingthe rod as it slipped down the rock. Eventually it
bentintoan obtuse angle.

She pickeditup and swiped the air. This way she could hack into the crocodile’s eye from above,
rather than tryingto shove itin horizontally. Stereo smiled in grim understandingand they went
back to the bank.

Vinyl watched themreturn and she nodded to him. He threw out the rope. The hedgehog
landed with aloud plop on the water’s edge and one of the crocodilesimmediately slithered into the
water. The otherturned and bared its teeth, ready to attack. Their quick movements set Genevieve’s
head spinning. Could one actually kill acrocodile? Vinyl made the rope twitch and the crocodile spun
and began chasingthe hedgehogup the bank. Now was the time foraction. Her body didn’t want to
move. What was the point of this? Why hadn’tshe shot the guineafowl the day before? —Stereo
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grabbed herarm and dragged her forward, and her mind became unstuck. It feltasif she could hear
nothingat all, butreally she could heareverything. She rushed towards the crocodile’s back, the
bankslippery underfoot. She could hear Stereo’s footfalls, his breathing. She slowed down as Vinyl
letthe crocodile reach the hedgehog. Every part of her shook with fearas she moved up behind the
crocodile, the rod held ready. It saw herand lashed to the side. She leapt out of the way but its head
still hitherankle. It did not hurt. She saw heropeningand dropped down onto its back, her kneeson
eitherside of its body. She avoided the back leg which clawed and pushed forward.

It whipped around and she hacked at its head with the rod. It missed the eye, glancing offits
snout. She hesitated as the crocodile turned away from the arm with the rod, trying to pull away.
Whenits head straightened she swungintoits eye, up throughtothe top of the head. The crocodile
rolled, and she fell forward and hugged its head. All the air was crushed out of her. She wasn’t sure
how many timesitwentaround butit stopped justassuddenlyasithad begunand gave one last
thrust of its legs towards the water. The powerseeped fromits limbsanditstopped. It sank without
a sound. She opened hereyesagain and could see only the brown of the riverand mud, splattered
all overher limbs and those of the crocodile. She loosened hergrip and sat upright, the crocodile did
not move.

Genevieve felt this profound end. It ached in her body. This animal that could live ahundred
sets, ended by her. Tearful, she bentand kissed the top of its head.

“Thank you friend for your life. It was mine to take, and it is | who will give back. It is not mine to
waste, but mine to continue. | will have only what | need, and will want for nothing. Our life is now
shared.” She was crying outright now, and Vinyl helped pullthe crocodile away from the water.
Stereo whooped and thumped Genevieve on the back.

“That was crazy my girl! Youwere on its back!”

Genevieve sniffed, smiling, and wiping away the tears. She chuckled, “l had no ideawhat | was
doing.”

“Neitherdid we. Youdid very well,” replied Vinyl, strangely sombre. He pushed Genevieve
downontoher ass and pulled out herrightleg. He took his water pouch and emptiediton herfoot,
rubbing away the mud. It was only then that Genevieve saw the gash. It started on herfoot,
deepeningaround herankle and then ending before her calf. Stereo fetched more waterfromthe
river, and her legbeganto hurt. They cleaned the wound thoroughly, and Vinyl cut a strip of
material from his pantslegto wrap around herankle. She stood with theirhelp andtested the foot.
She could put herweight onit without pain. When Vinylrealised it was not serious he could not stop
grinning.

They boundthe crocodile. Stereoand Vinyl hungonathick branch, bouncing up and down until
it snapped. Genevieve saton the sand bank in the meantime, scrutinisingthe spearhole inthe
crocodile’s stomach. When had Stereo managed tothrustina spear? It must have happened whenit
was spinning. How had he managed notto hit Genevieve? It was miraculous that she had survived
this. Stereo and Vinyl returned with the branch and she helpedtie the crocodiletoitforeasier
carrying.

Theylaughed and joked the whole way back to the village. When they arrived everyone stopped
and admired the kill, marvelling that Genevieve was the one who had done it. Many of the elders
came and stroked theirthumb overthe crocodile’s forehead and then placed the same thumb on
Genevieve’s brow. They moved the crocodileto the Centre and a crowd gathered: all those that
didn’t need to urgently attend tothe fields. Croaky Mawas there, and she kept grasping Genevieve’s
hand and pettingit, smiling broadly.
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They laid out a big mat from the kitchen. A Healer came and cleaned the wound, placing boiled
Burdockleaveson herankle and rewrappingitin cotton borrowed from the Tattooist, had gone to
go fetch histools. The crocodile was placed in front of her. Genevieve was guided by anumber of
the cooks, as well asthe two Hunters who had not joined them that morning. Watching her closely,
the cooks and Hunters ordered herharshly when she wentastray as she prepared the crocodile. The
firstthing was to establish the sex of the crocodile. It looked undignified, lying onits back as various
men and women poked its private parts. First they believed it was afemale. Butthen Ma walked
forward, reachingintothe hole betweenitstwo back legs and pulled out what looked to Genevieve
like anunderdeveloped claw. Ma held herfingers nexttoit, to prove itssize, and thenrasped and
pointed at Vinyl. Everyone but Ma laughed.

The Tattooistreturned. He brought his cleaningliquids. The fire was built high. Genevieve
skinned the crocodile slowlyand carefully. The skin was taken away by one of the villagersand she
scrapedthe fat globules into abowl forthe Tattooist.

She cut the tail around the spine, shearing flesh from above the backbone. The cooks took away
what she had cut and from the kitchen came the smell of their potent garlicand ginger marinade.
The fire began giving off a stifling heat, and the crocodile’s head was thrown in. Some of the children
lamented the loss of the ornamental teeth, butthe womeniinsisted the fire was not hotenough to
burn the teeth. The rest of the crocodile was cutinto small chunks for a stew which the cooks had
already begunto prepare. The crocodile’s head charred and burned, turning black and becoming
unrecognisableinthe flames. The fire was left to burn out, and the head became just another hot
log. By the mid afternoon it was cool enough forthe Tattooist to reach inand collect the black ash.
He mixed this withthe fat Genevieve had collected before.

Genevieve's heart began tothump as he retrieved athin knife from his bag. He rubbed
Genevieve’srightarm with his cleaningliquids and sque ezed the flesh together. Then he made a
quick stroke, so thin that at first Genevieve did not notice the pain. He rubbed away the blood, took
a flatstick and rubbed the paste of ash and fat overthe wound. Her whole arm felt as thoughit had
beensetafire. The skinaround the cut turned red and swelled. Just as the pain began to fade the
nextincision was made, and soit went on until all twenty-eight cuts had been made. Genevievefelt
lightheaded as she looked at her mangled arm from shouldertowrist. It looked alittle bitlike a
crocodile’s back. Fantagave her some umgombothito drink, winkingand squeezing hershoulder.

The Tattooist turned her arm this way and that, flexingand straighteningit. He warned her of
the painthat would come and what would indicate an infection. The warmth of the umgombothi
spread up herneck. She chatted cheerfully with the Tattooist, giddy with happiness, excitement and
pain. He warned her notto drink more than the one cup. He was pleased when she said that her
motherwas a Healer. He told herto avoid camphor, which would draw out the ash, and that she
should be careful not to pick at the scabs, but keep them moisturised using the milk-coloured grease
he gave her.

She sat inthe Centre fora while longerandthenwentfora late afternoonrestin Ma’s hut.
When she awoke the sun had begun to go down. She was more tired than when she had gone to
sleep. The feast was as raucous as the night before, but Genevieve feltdistant fromit. The first piece
of crocodile meat was offered to her. It tasted like afleshy fish, filled with the flavours of the herbs,
but tougherthan most other meat. She was nolongertired, but she was not enjoying the company.
The men and women around herlaughed at Tseb’s absence from the feast.

“She thinks we are eating Lesebi’s aquaticuncle,” they joked.

Fanta keptherdistance fora reason that Genevieve could not decipher, until herfathercame to
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sitnextto her.

“Fanta and | were talkingabout when you should go back to Lake Floors. | am enjoyingyour
company, butl thinkthere are important thingsto do there. Things you could only do with your
mother.”

Genevieve crumpled hereyebrows, trying to puzzle out his message. It was unlike Vinyl to be
cryptic. She could not go home.

“There’s nothing I needtodo there.”

“Fanta told me...that there isa boythere. One thatyou were getting very close to. The last
thing you want is somethingto happenandyou are not Confirmed.”

“That’s a lie. Nothing happened.” Her stomach and face burned and she stared at the table.

“I know you don’t wantto talk about this with me, that’s why you need to go to your mother.
You can sort this out with her.”

“You know nothing about me or about Akra. You didn’t want me here from the beginning.
That’s fine, I will go. But| am not going back.”

“You will go back.”

Genevieve stood up and walked out of the Centre. Vinyl leapt up and followed.

“Where are you goinglenny?”

“Don’t call me that,” she spat back at him from the pathway upto Ma’s hut.

“Come back here,”

“No.l'llleave tomorrow, you don’twant me here. That's fine.”

“I don’t want you fucking boys all overtown and getting pregnant. Your mothersentyou here
because she didn’t wantyou nearthat boy, but she’s mistakenif she thinks I’'m goi ngto babysityou
indefinitely. You need to grow up and take responsibility foryouractions.”

Genevieve’sanger coursed through her, herhands shook as she turned to face him.

“My motherisas stupid as you are. You are the most irresponsible Earther| know. You should
be banished. You’re wasteful, it’s disgusting. Everythingis ajoke to you.”

Vinyl bristled, his face blackening with anger. He ripped off his shirt, showing her hisribs and
the two black horns crossed overthem.

“You think | haven’t heard this before? Canyousee this? It's this fucking place that hasit all
wrong. You pansy-footaround everything like we’'re trapped in the house of the dying. You think the
Shadows come from outside of Ku? No! They invented the Shadowsto keep usinline withall their
meaningless rituals and laws. Fucking Keepers and Councils, dictating how much we canlive. There’s
something wrong with this place Genevieve, notwith me.”

Fanta strode up behind him, grabbing his arm and tryingto pull the two away from each other.
Ma had shuffled from her hut at the commotion, but then disappeared.

“The rules and rituals are bullshit, but I’'m supposed to go back to my motherto get Confirmed?
You only use the laws when they suityou. You use people when they suityou. Fuck that.”

Vinyl broke free of Fantaand grabbed Genevieve’s cut arm. He wrapped his fingers around her
wrist.

“You’re hurtingme!”

He softened his gripimmediately. Anoise attracted theirattention. They paused andlooked up
as the freezing water hitthem square in the face. Tumbling backwards, Vinyl pulled Genevieve down

she screamed, unable to keep the pain and panicfrom hervoice.

and theylandedinasoggy heap on the floor. Ma stood frowning down atthem, holding the wash
basin at her side. She clucked hertongue in reprimand. Waterdribbled down Genevieve’s hairand
overher nose.She wasgladforit, because it hid hertears. Nextto her Vinyl began to chuckle.
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He threw a quick glance her way and when she caught sight of his dishevelled appearance she
beganto laughtoo.

“You silly bitch,” he laughed. She was unsure whether he was speaking to Ma or to her. Fanta
leftthemto go and fetch blankets.

The fire inthe Centre was stoked and they dried in front of it while the villagers watched,
bemused. Genevievelefttogo to sleep, promising that she was fine.

“I'm justtired.”

“We’ll talk aboutit inthe morning, okay Jenny?”

She nodded and waved him off.

Ma was asleepinthe hut and Genevievelay down. Her hairwas still damp and she moveditoff her
neck, shifting herpillowinline with the door. She fellasleep stiffly, and woke repeatedly through
the nightas her arm throbbed. The next morningthe sunlight fellon herface, and she woke quickly.

Ma was already moving around the hut when Genevievegot up and applied the Tattooist’s
ointmentto herarm. She bentand straightened it, testingits flexibility, and then did the same with
herankle. Herwhole body felt bruised. Her hair was tangled badly and she was fully awake by the
time she had pulled herfingers throughit. She should try and make a brush sometime, she thought
in passingas she rolled up herknives and supplies, gingerly pullingon herred hood and pickingup
the water sack that had been setaside. She slung her pack overthe uncut arm.

Ma made an inquisitive noise.

“I have to go Ma. If Vinyl asks, | went back to my mother.”

Ma cocked herhead at the newsand held her palms upwards.

“It will be at leasta moonth before the news comesthatlam not there.lcannot go home.lam
goingto my grandmotherin Mushi.”

Ma watched herwith pursed lips and then nodded.

“Goodbye and thank you for looking after me.”

Ma nodded again and then petted Genevieve's back kindly. Genevieve stepped out of the warm
hut and walked to the Centre. The kitchen was still empty and she filled her pack with pieces of dried
meatand vegetables, aswell as some veldkos she had seen gathered the day before. She filled her
water pouch from the drinking tub, which was nearly empty. She slipped through the arms of the
village to the Armoury, and took the bow she had been usingas well asa bundle of arrows and a
quiver.

Then she walked back alongthe path by which she had arrived.
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Chapter Fourteen
North Ku, Near Masinge

“Who would have thought—Neko brought every bitch in the village with him.” Lux and Log laughed
as they watched him shaking a tuft of dried grass as if it were food, to lure the dog that had followed
themthe whole afternoon. He wanted to catchit now while it was tired and putit in the cart. It was
panting heavily and limping.

Ill

“—and theyall hate him!” finished Log. There was more laughter from the men on the other
side of the fire. Neko sighed and leaned back, letting the tuft of grass fall. The Launders had refuse d
him any food forthis endeavour. And the women stuckin the cart didindeed hate him. He had been
the fly on the line, and the Launders were the hook hidden underneath his ruffles.

He pushed histooth back and forth, further every time until he felt pain.

He took out the carving he had been making. Lux had taken back the knife, soitwasstill justa
square block. He knew whatit would be if he finished it: acell-phone. It had been his favourite when
he was an apprentice: radios and cell-phones and computers and watches with theirtiny details and
hundreds of buttons. He would carve it onto the underside of benches and shelves. He had gotten
intotrouble forthat. He had tried to explain thatitwasn’ta fondness forthese objects that made
him carve them. It was that they were more complex. They spoketo him about craftsmanship and
ideasbeyondtheirsubtleshapes. [twasn’t some gecko withits globularfingers. [t was something
that no longerexisted; square edges and dimples and grooves, each with aninscrutable purpose.
Many people still believed in witchcraft, but this was the real magic.

His village had been close to the ruins. Almost every adult had some illegal artefact hidden away
intheir huts. Rebecca Moonsamy was one of his many aunts not related by blood. In her house,
undera pretty mat was a latch that you pulled, which opened intoa metal box. A spindly arm would
be stuck intothe gap and while one kid held, the othersearched. Nietzsche —who was the least
interested of all the childrenin his mother’s relics —would hold impatiently whileyourfingers
uncovered acity of strange objects. A cell-phone and awatch. Books. These were filled with pictures
of radios and computers and televisions and ice rinks and swimming pools and beaches and seas and
parkinglots and cars; everything had a name that was said in thousands of Old Speak words, but
theyonlylearned them after Rebecca caught them looking at the books, and taught them. She
wouldrecite theirnamesand uses until Neko knewevery one.

While some kids played Murderballand Keepers and Shadows, forhim and his friends atree
became an apartmentblock. Inthe parking garage below were tens of goat-cars, brayingasthey
manoeuvred alonginvisibleroads, stopping to refuel with crushed leaves at any juicy plant. They
would workin small offices, making hats from grass and chipping at stones. Thenthey would band
together, gapingin staged unison and slapping each other’s hands when the wrong expression was
assumed while staring at the television-rock.

Nietzsche neverjoinedin. He said he could read the words, but he became stingy in telling what
they were about. When he did, there was a penalty. You had to touch him where he told you. You
had to look after goats while he disappeared into the bush. You had to kiss him on the lips. It was
much easierjusttoimagine from whatyou could see inthe pictures. Nietzsche got takento become
a Keeper.

The games changed. They looked at different books: books where people wore bizarre clothes,
books where people wore no clothing atall. These were Slop books. Rebeccafound them with their
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hands pushing down on the front of their pants, looking at pictures of half-naked women. Perverse
insect women, thin and pale with white hair. They all |l ooked the same, they may all have been the
same.

She took those away and gave them the other picture books to memorise: Toothbrushes,
perfumes, nappies, couches, curtains, dresses, tuxedos, hair gel. Then there were more difficult
ones. Clocks, bicycles, cameras, fridges, vacuum cleaners.

Nekowasn’t sure she always told the truth. Rebeccawas a very late First Ancestor. She had
traded the books from a friend who had broughtthem in from the Old World.

Somebody had ruined it by speakingtotheir parents, and Rebecca had stopped explaining. Who
was it? Some person who couldn’tjust shut up and try and understanditall quietly. Someone who
had told their parents he wanted to go live inthe city. That was the firsttime he had seen a Keeper.
The Keeperwentintothe hutand there was a great commotion as she ripped off the mat and
draggedthe blue boxinto the sunlight. He stood watching with his friends, but for some reason
apart fromthem. Rebeccawas crying. He remembered the mud sticking to the box’s bl ue sides. It
feltasif they had always known that the outside of the box was blue. The Keeperordered afire pit
and burntit all. The village watched. His mother stood with her hands on his shoulders as the square
edges became soft. The Slop books burnt quickly. The otherthings didn’t burn so well and the
Keeperordered them destroyed in other ways. Rebeccawas puton trial. The children were nottold
the result. They did notsee heragain. They did notsee Nietzsche again. Many Tellers came to their
village afterthatand there were stories every nightaround burning coals. It was a longtime before
the otherchildren played with Neko, and eventhen their parents were cold to him.

The lump of guilthad moved up Neko'’s chest to his throat. He was the one who had told his
parents he wanted to move to the city. It was stupid to be remembering this all now. He weighed
the unfinished carvingin hishand, and thentosseditintothe fire. That had been the Keeperbefore
KeeperKipper, who he could not help but think of as his nemesis. He had been put on trial by Keeper
Kipper, fora mere trifle. That’s when he had to leave his home village. He rocked the tooth back and
forth. On its borders he could taste a little blood.

The dogwas still watching him from a distance. Neko looked atthe Launders, who were
lookinginto one another’s eyes. Lux laughed coyly.

“When are we goingto give them food?” Neko nodded his head towards the people in the cart.

“We’re not,” replied Log, moving forward and stirring a small pot on the fire.

Nekowas unsurprised. They had notlet them out, and the women had held the smallest boy up
to the bars on the back door so that he could pee. Thiswas a chance to play the hero.

“Can | letthem out to piss?”

“Why would we letyou do that?” replied Log.

“If we don’tletthem out, we’re going to be dragging a slush of piss and shitbehind us, and
they’re notgoingto be half as appealing to Markie.”

“Why would we trustyou to letthem out?” asked Lux.

“Because that way you can sit quietly by the fire.”

“Quietly whileyou run offinto the wilderness? Psssht, take the Northernroad,” he laughed,
pointing with histhumb over his shoulder.

“No.If | bringback the women, my debtisrepaid. If | setthem free, | have to run with them.
Andright now we’re somewhere between the buttocks of ababoon and I’'m quite certain they won’t
invite me backintotheirhomes.”

“Not achance,” Log replied.
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He could see that Lux was still ponderingit. He nodded and threw the tiny crafts knife at Neko’s
feet. “Justdoit.”

While Log turned to him and the men began bickering Neko jumped to hisfeet —which sentthe
dog fleeing—and walked to the cart.

“Friends?” he enquired. There was a shiftingin the cart but noresponse. “lam goingto letyou
out so that you can stretch your legs and go piss. We will do it one at a time, okay?”

There was murmuringand coughing. He began undoing the latch and a weightflungitself
againstthe cart. The latch still held and the weight bounced back heavily onto the floor.

“What are you doing!” he shouted. He looked down into the dark cart where a woman was
being picked up from the ground by otherdark shapes. “Do you think they want me to letyou out?”
he hissed between the bars, pointing back at the fire. “No! They want you to sitin here inyourown
piss.” He looked back to check that Log and Lux were notlistening. “l have a plan to get you out, but
you can’t run now. We’re a long way off, and they not only have horses butalso a gun. | may be the
one standing outside here butlam also a prisoner. Can we do thiscivilly?”

One of the boys started crying while Neko spoke, snuffling and sniffing.

A woman’svoice responded this time. She seemed to be speaking notonly to him butin
reproach of the others. “We can.” She responded, “We will send out the boy first.” The crying
became louderand the boy shrieked, becoming panicked.

“Enough!Send out ma Chalk.” The cart shifted underthe changing weights as a heavy figure
shuffled forward. It was one of the older women. Her shadow blotted out the barsand Neko undid
the latch again.

“Let me warn you now. | may not be able to catch all of youif you run, but | will catch at least one.
Andthose Launders won’tbe so forgiving. Itisyourlife or mine, and | will make sure I live. Justthe
same. If you run and don’treturn, | will kill someone you left behind.” He opened up the cart and
the smell was already quite strong. To have eight people in one small space the whole day was
unnatural. Iltsmelled like old food, and like fear.

The elderwoman briefly looked up to meet his eyes. He took her hand and helped her down,
locking the cart behind him. He folded his arms and stood where he was as she hobbled off without
a backward glance.

Five minutes later he felt sick with worry. Had the old lady run off? He had not expectedit. She
had gone beyond the treestothe left. What would happenif she were dead? —the othersin the cart
would neverabide by his planthen. Logslurped loudly, leaning on the cart, making Neko jump.

“Where did you come from?”

“Lost someone already?” he asked, sucking outfood from his bowl as loudly as possible.

“She’ll be back any moment.” He tucked histhumbs behind him and leaned nonchalantly
againstthe cart.

He stared uselessly at his boots, which reflected some of the half-moon light above them. The
women inthe cart would at least know that he hadn’tkilled her. He had stood here the whole time,
but maybe Log — or what if she was eaten by an animal? Surely they would have heardit. The bushes
quivered and he made out the shape cautiously makingits way towards them. He tried not to show
how relieved he was as he helped the woman backinto the cart. “Next,” he called when she had
taken herseat. When he looked again, Log was lying back down at the fire.

It went on for quite some time, and no matter how longthey took he panicked. It was foolish to
trust people with the lives of others. If they saw a chance to run, they would run. That was what
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people did. They survived because others did not. He would run, but he needed Masinge to be open
to him. Perhapsit was a little sentimental: Masinge was the first place he had come afterleaving
home. It made him appreciate how dull one would become if one were to stay in one place. It was
the most interesting place in Ku, butthe people had nothingto say. This famed river city was as
cheapand meaningless asanywhere else. He liked leaving. It was his favourite time. He letanother
woman back in.

His worry increased asthe women emerging became younger. Women who were neitheryoung
nor old were always the most defiant. He tried to avoid them as a rule. They knew too much and
they wanted too much. Filofax emerged. She refused his hand as he offered it to help herdown. She
disappeared behind abush and he walked away from the cart for the first time. Questions were shot
across the cart behind him and one woman shouted her name through the bars. Filofax stood up
fromwhere she had been crouched, holding athreatening-looking thorn branch. Neko kept his
distance. “Ineedtospeakto you,” he managed.

“Speak away,” she said, and dropped down again behind the bushes. She did not falterin her
stream, and that threw him off, talking to someone who was pissing.

“I have a plan to getus outof here. We need to do it tonight. Butit takes some trusting, and |
know that you don’ttrust me.” He waited fora response. “We need to splitthe Laundersintwo, and
for that we needtosplityourgroupin two.”

“No,” she replied.

From behind him he heard galloping footsteps and the dog sprinted past himinto the bushes.
There was a shoutas it collided with the woman. “Get. Out. Apple Juice! Git!” The dog barked
happilyinreply andthe bushes shook asits tail wagged and it bounded around her. She eventually
stood up and the dog leapt up too, tryingto lick her face. She pushed herfingersinto the furaround
its neck and stroked the top of its head. Itstongue lolled out to the side. “We stay together,” she
finished.

“This plan isn’tonly about yourfreedom. Thisis about me too. With this plan, if you get free, |
getfree. Andifyoudon’t gofree, | don’tgo free. Thatseemsfairdoesn’tit?”

She studied his face with abitterness that Neko was unused to. It made him uncomfortable. He
tried smiling, but she did not smile back. He closed his mouth and pushed the tooth back and forth.

“How doesitwork?” she asked.

“We have to take the men down as soon as possible. We can take them with numbers. We have
to control the gun. Whoever controls the gun controls everyoneelse. So we’llwait until they’re
sleeping, orwhentheysplitup.!’ll letyou all out, and we can overpowerthem.”

She cocked her head cynically.

“Why would we have to splitup?”

“I need some of you to come back to Masinge.”

“Why?”

“Thereisa man whosentthese two.lowe hima debt.”

“1don’t care about yourdebt,” she laughed, “You expect us to follow you intothathole?”

“Listento me. This goes about me as much as it goes about you. If his Launders never come
back, whatdo you think he will do?”

“His what?” There was a noise by the cart.

“His... his—men. He will justsend more. He isthe root of all of this. We have to stop him —”
Neko lowered his voice even more “—do you know what they do to womenin Masinge ?”

Filofax eyed him with sly suspicion. “Of course | do. Many of the women here have escaped
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before.”

“Thenyou know,” he continued, “why we have to stop someone atthe top.”

“What interestdo you have in stopping the trade?”

“None.”

She flinched.

“The ‘trade’,” he continued, “has nothing to do with me. This man has the ability to control who
comesinand out of the village. | wantto be able to come in and out of the village. I needtogetrid
of himas much as you do.”

She stood considering him, grinding herteeth over herbottom lip. Eventually she nodded.

The shouting from the cart had drawn Log, who was banging a stick against the bars. He whipped
around to the figures emerging fromthe bushes. “Walkingin from the wild. What are you doing
poes?”

“I was taking this prisoneroutto piss. As we agreed.” Next to him the freckled woman, Filofax,
lowered her head submissively. The dog Apple Juice began growling.

“We didn’tagree onthem making a racket louderthan a troop of wetbaboons. Pisstime s
over.”

He had to push it now, in front of the onesinthe cart, to get themon his side too.

“That’s stupid thinking. There are only two more to go.”

“Stupid?” He walked up to Neko, the stick lowered dangerously at his side. He brought his face
up to Neko’s, whotried his best to keep his eye and pretend toignore the stick. He was going to get
hit.

“You're justa poesinboots with a bigdebt. Fuck you,” Log spat in his face.

“Well we know you can’tfuck me. Your dickis already fixed in anotherhole,” he managed and
Log spun. Painseared through Neko’s arm as the stick cracked againstit. Filofax ran for the cart and
undidthe latch, whispering directions. The dog Apple Juice leapt forLog’s arm, allowing Neko to kick
him hard inthe knee. Logshouted outin rage and pain, swingingatthe dog. He heard the stick
connectand the dog whimper. It slunk away. “You mudfucked —” Log began. He neverfinished the
sentence. A wave of women came over him. The first charged at his knees which buckled, and then
they flipped him onto his back. One threw ablanket over his head, stuffing her fingersin his mouth
and the others piled ontop of hisraginglimbs.

They flipped him overonto his stomach, pushing his face into the dirt. One ran for the fro nt of
the cart and Neko helped as she untied arein and dragged it back to where Log was still struggling.
The rope wastoo thick for such fine work, but she managed to knotit around Log’s arms and his
feet, tyingthemtogetherbehind his back. Log’s screams were dampened through the blanket. He
struggled fruitlessly. One of the boys sat on the loose end of the rope, anchoring it.

“We needto move quickly. ’'msure the other one heard that.” Neko nodded to Filofax who
was crouched beside herdog, feeling the paw itheld upinthe air. She pointed to three of the
others, crooking herfingeratthem.

Neko’s head was reeling with the suddenness of itall. He had intended to follow through on a
well thought-out plan deepinthe night. Filofax directed the group quickly.

Theysplitup and Neko walked back to the fire. The lump onthe ground that he assumedto be
Lux was not moving, but he couldn’t be sure that he was asleep. This had happened all too quickly.
He should have waited until he was sure they were both asleep. He cleared his throat and shifted
the pot fairly loudly, his hands trembling. The pile of blankets moved, turning around to face away
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fromthe fire. Neko held up his hands to the darkness, urging the others to wait, and walked forward
tentatively. The knife belt was between Lux and the fire and he started pulling itaway. It caught on
something. It was stuck underneath Lux. The fire was heating Neko's pants fiercely. He slid the small
knife out of his pocketand began sawingthrough the leatherstrap. Every stroke was torment as the
thing pulled and twitched; the knife had been dulled by his carving efforts. Then the strap frayed and
tore apart.

Neko backed away with the belt. He signalled again to the darkness, made even darkerby the
light of the fire. He heard the figures before he saw them. He pulled out aknife atrandomand held
it ready, droppingthe belttothe floor. The knife was too wide and the blade too heavy. He could
useit as a threat, but notfor fighting. He would have to bluster his way through. Filofax noddedto
the boy who had come with her. It was the same one who had asked all the questions about the
story. He brought forward a rope salvaged from the cart and began the precarious process of
loopingitaround Lux’slegs. He slid the rope underneath the sleeping mat and slowly pulled the
noose up so that if Lux moveditwouldtighten both the rope and the mat around his ankles. At the
same time, Filofax moved forward, scooping hotash from the fire into a bowl that one ofthe men
had leftaftereating fromit. She held this over Lux’s head. Herhands weren’t shaking at all. She
would turnit. Lastly, a woman crouched nextto Lux and slid her hands underthe blankettofind the
gun. The sleepingfigure jolted and hardened, and then bucked forward. The woman cried out as he
grabbed herwrist. “Don’t move” growled Filofax and the boy yanked the noose tight. Dustand grass
flew up withthe rope. Lux writhed and looked up to see the bowl held over his head.

“Hand overthe gun.”

“Fuck you,” he spat, pushing himself up onto his elbows. She tipped the bowlslightly to the
side, and an orange coal fell onto his shoulder. He pulled himself away and rubbed the smouldering
patch on his shirt. “Mother of mud what are you doingwoman? Log!” He reached underneath his
elbow and none of themreactedintime. He pulled out the gun but did not fire. He only pointeditat
herface. Neko noted this, and slunk back into the darkness. He creptaround, aware of the rigid
negotiation. She would notlowerthe bowl, and he did notlowerthe gun. Lux didn’tevenlook at the
others. That was clever, in a way. He only had to convince them he would shoot herand they would
back off.

Neko had moved aroundin absolute silence, and now the scene was unfolding fromthe
reverse: Filofax’s back and Lux’s front were facing him. The boy and the otherwomen were standing
at a distance, unsure of whatto do. The showdown was becoming more heated, ash slipping out of
Filofax’s bowland Lux shakingthe gun. Neko bent his knees and sprang forward. Intwo huge steps
he was at Lux. With hisarms spread forbalance he launched his back footforward and it connected
with Lux’s wrist, sendingthe gun and Neko’s boot spinning away into the darkness. Lux screamed
and clutched his hand. The coals were jolted from the bowl onto his face. Ash seared hisopen
mouth and throat as he breathed infire and rubbed it from his eyes.

Neko stood gaping as Filofax cast aside the bowl and reached for the waterthe men had
collected fromtheriver.She tippeditoverhim, undoingthe damage she had just caused, holding
open hismouth and pouringitdown. She used a whole bowl inthisway and then sent the boy to
fetchmore.

When he returned, Lux had been moved tounderthe tree, hisfeetstill bound. The man’s
moans were pained, butthe scalds on hisface were more like the weltsfrom awhip thanthe
bubbling of burnt flesh. He drank and spat repeatedly. He tried to speak, but his throat was cracked
like astone, and only wind whispered through.
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They setout the momentitwas light enough fora horse to see where to putits foot. Jagati seemed
to have forgiven him somewhat, and he was especially kind with her when he took herto drink at
theriver. Theyleft Lux bound underthe tree with half of the women and all of the boys. It was more
difficultto get Apple Juice the dogto stay where it was. In frustration, Filofaxeventually lefthertied
with the broad-faced boy. She whimpered and pulled at the rope as the cart made off downthe
road.

Filofax had wanted to take the gun, but Neko explained thatit was a liability. Firstly, becauseit
was the mostSalangthingin all of Ku, butsecondly, because if you were going to have the most
illegal thingin Kuonyourperson, itbetterwork.

She agreed at last, and Neko threw itinto Inyoka.

The going at the beginning was slow —they had used two of the reins to tie up Lux and Log, so
there were only two left. They tied the reins together, but they were no longer as sensitive and they
had to direct the horses at a walk. Once the sun had truly risen Neko undid the rope around Log,
who had beenlyingall the while inthe back of the cart, and reattached themto the cart. When he
returnedto the door of the box the man looked furious, his brow pulled forward as he puzzled the
circumstances of his capture.

“We have Lux back at the camp. If we don’treturnin two days, at the latest, he will be killed.”

“I don’tgive afuck.”

Nekosmiled. “Yesyoudo. You are inlove not lust. Even an eyel ess fish could seethat. Doas we
say, and you too will be free of Markie.”

“Markie does not command me.” Log spat, scowling and kicking the dust. He cursed to the
bushes but pulled himselfupintothe driver’s seat.

Theytravelled atan even pace. Neko and Filofax repeated the plan fourtimes, until everyone
couldrecite theirroles. Theyarrived at the stables that evening without completely draining the
horses. Things happened very quickly then: astable boy was sent as a runnerto Markie, telling him
that there had been a complication. The horses were unhitched and replaced. Riding horses were
saddled and held behind the stables. Jagati was saddled and kept aside for Neko. Log helped smash
the loops on the shaft of the cart out of shape, andthey closed the cart with the three women
inside. Filofax had chosen two women near herown age — Tiffin and Casa —to hide with her. The
owner of the stables was inside too, bound using the reins they had used on Log. And then they
waited.
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Chapter Fifteen

North Ku, on the road to Masinge.

Little Jimmy stumbled along the river, his chest burning. He refused to walk. His hands were layered
with mud which would dry and cake and then be reapplied as he fell and then got up and ran again.
He had to warn Kamiyo that Marikasaan was comingforher. Little Jimmy had to getto Masinge
before Marikasaan did. He had no light with him, and no other person took the road that night.
Baboons barked from the top of a distant koppie and the moon tugged the blanket of clouds up to
herchin.

Masinge burned and cackled, women calling outin pain or faked pleasure. He waded through
the straw, and from the darkness a hand grabbed at his wrist. A weedy looking boy with eyes like
globes pulled Little Jimmy toward him.

“I am Hans, elderbrotherof the petal of the Northriver, only five Metals to have my sister.
She’sinfine fettle for five Metals, may linterestyou in Gret—"

Little Jimmy pulled his hand away, the cloth unravellingin the boy’s hand. He grabbed it back
and ran blindly on. He kept along the wall, turning up the right lane at the Fork. When he arrived at
the House of Boards there were colourful bubbles of light, orange and blue lanterns hungacross the
road on ropes he had not noticed before. Undereach one stood a woman fromthe House, giggling
and flirting with the menwho orbited around her. The men were dragged in by hertide —exploding
out againintipsy laughter. He pushed through theirlegs, calling for Kamiyo. The girls stopped
giggling. He saw Kamiyo leading aman by the hand into the House. He had dark sleek hair, and held
herhand gently, smilingall the time. Little Jimmy rantoward her. Two cat eyes flashed fromthe
man’s skull, green-yellow and shimmeringinthe lantern light. Kamiyo and the manslippedinside
and before Little Jimmy could follow the huge woman grabbed him under the arms and carried him
off.

“You’re too youngfor all that,” the huge woman said. The lantern-girls laughed and the wave
rippled out, the men splashingall around them. One man called out “Bravo! See here the Giantess,
banisherof bad taste,” much to the amusement of the others. Little Jimmy twisted and wriggled but
he could not getfree from underneath herarm. She took a mock bow and strode to the back of the
House, herbangles making every step a musical event. She huffed and lowered Little Jimmy onto the
ground, not letting go of his wrist.

“Now you listen here little one, | will not have you and Marikasaan disrupting business —“

“He’s comingfor her!” Little Jimmy shouted, “Marikasaan is coming for Kamiyoand he’s so
angry.”

“Nonsense. Marikasaan would not come here himself.”

“Please!” Little Jimmycried, “He told me not to come but | came anyway to warn Kamiyo, if you
letme—“

“Stop!Just... stopa moment.” The Giantess’ shoulders were stooped forward and she puffed for
air. “l am goingto letgo of your arm. There is nothing you can do, right now, for Kamiyo. Okay? If
youdisrupthernow, so help meinthe name of mud | will make sure you neversee heragain.” Little
Jimmy nodded and the giantess let go, herbangles leavinganimprinton hisarm. He rubbed at the
red spots, wondering what mud had to do with anything.

“Sitdown.” He sat. The Giantess lowered herself onto anearby log.

“Kamiyoisbusy. She is probably making herself anice sum, despite herinjury. Pretty soon,
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she’s goingto be able totrade forthe quickest, strongest horse out of here. At the House of Boards
we work for no-one but ourselves. The girls —they don’t work forme, | work forthem. Some of them
will stay here their whole lives. That’s not my problem. They canleave, if they want to. And that’s
the importantbit. Thatis what!l am here to do —otherthan the occasional lover of biggirls, thatis.”
She gave a coy nod to Little Jimmywho did not follow her meaning. She resumed more seriously,

“Marikasaan is making my job very difficult. Did Kamiyo tell you what she owes Marikasaan?”

“She owes himnothing,” he responded, frowning severely.

“Ahal!” the woman rocked back and clapped her hands together. Her bangles clashed together
at her wrists. “Thatis what she would say, indeed. But heractions” —and here she held up her
fingersand wiggled them —“would speak differently, would they not?”

“But what about—" he didn’t know how to complete that sentence.

“Did Kamiyo tell you how she became indebted to Marikasaan?”

Little Jimmy shook his head.

“Wellthenyoudon’tknow if she owes himanything, doyou? And let me tell you: she does.
Kamiyo came here like any otheryoungone, or, like any of the youngones used to. Justtoday | saw
a young brother and sister, sold by their parents and brought here for business. That’s not how it
used to happen. Peopleusedto come here by themselves: ‘Come to Masinge, Famous Port Town, A
Relicof the Old Times, Last Connection to the Old City’. That’s what they were told, you know.
People fromthe othertowns —theyall heardit. Not me, oh no — | was born here.

“Some of them believed it, became nostalgicfor things — most of all for things they had never
evenseen. And whentheycame they were disappointed. So they picked up their pipesand blew
out smoke, and it clouded theireyes and fora momentthey could see the Old World in all its glory.”

She spat out the bitterlastword. “Kamiyo came and got stuckin that mist, like so many do
here.You’ve seenthemwalking around with theireyes so cloudedit’sawonderthey don’t float off.
She worked fora man, a horrible man, and Marikasaan took her away from him. Rescued or stolen.
Eitherway, whethershe likesitornot, she made a promise.

“Promisesdon’tcountifyoudon’tlove the person.”

“That’s nonsense she has been tellingyou.”

Little Jimmy gritted his teeth. “She doesn’t owe him anything.”

“Well eitherway, heiscomingtogetit.| don’tmuch wanthimto getiteither.Ithas beena
long night, there’sarumourspreading roundthat | don’tlike the sound of —trouble with Keeper
Markie doesn’t bode well foranyone. You should get out of here as soon as possible. But Kamiyo will
still be a while, sol will make you a bed by the fire.” She stood up, motioning toward the kitchen.

“But | musttell Kamiyothathe’s comingforher!”

“I will send hertoyou as soon as she is done. Okay?”

Little Jimmy’s limbs felt heavy and he nodded dutifully. “Giantess?”

“Just ‘Tess’.”

“Oh okay. Tess? What did Kamiyo take from Marikasaan?”

Tess paused, holdingablanketin her hands. “The man who Kamiyo worked for made
Marikasaan... nota man anymore. But that doesn’t need thinking about. Justsleep.”

Little Jimmy lay down onthe blankets and his mind swam. He thought painfully about the dot of
wetness on Marikasaan’s pants.

His dreams bobbed and swayed in dark bubbles, full of muted voices and laughter and the smell of
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smoke. A needle pricked through, and the kitchen came into view once more. It was quiet, the sun
not yet up, and Kamiyo had her good hand on his shoulder. She was smiling gently. She looked tired
but happy, calm, and when Little Jimmylooked at her he knew everything would be okay.

She handed him a bowl of pap mixed with mielies and butternut, and sat opposite him. They ate
awhileinsilence. Once he was done eating she pulled asmall impala skin pouch from hersleeve.
From itshe poured a grey powderintothe water gourd beside herandstirredit with a finger.

“Is that medicine?” he asked.

“Not really. It's a quick way out.”

She took a deep gulp from the gourd next to herand coughed hard.

“Butternut has always been my favourite,” she croaked, reachingfora piece from his bowl and
poppingitinher mouth. He reached overto the gourd she had justdrunk from. She grabbed it from
him as quick as a cat and ittumbled across the room, a little puddle of milky liquid trailing behind it.

“That’s nodrink for little boys.” She leftit where itfell. Little Jimmy felt unnerved. There was
somethingterrible goingon, and he could not figure out what it was. “l have somewhere | wantto
show you.” She uncrossed herlegs and picked up a small bundle of cloth, and Little Jimmy left his
bowl unfinished.

They walked out of Masinge, further up alongthe spike of land which protruded into the water.
The House of Boards was one of the last houses, and as they walked the grass rose up higherand the
pathway thinned toa single lane. It brushed wetly on Little Jimmy’s arms. They walked off the path,
through the grass, and Kamiyo let her bandaged hand trail along the stalks, which bentand kissed
each of her remainingfingers as she wentby. Little Jimmy could see that they were making their way
toward a bigtree. The sun had begun colouring the world again, and the crown of the tree was a
goldengreen. Whenthey arrived Kamiyo walked around it so that she was facing the river. She
slumped ontothe ground, and Little Jimmy now saw that she was sweating, herlip quivering. She
looked very sick when she looked up athim.

“You are goingto have a difficulttime in this world Jimmy. Don’t love. And especially don’tlove
the past. Don’tlove me either.” She stared at the river for a while.

“Break off a branch there.” She pointed ata low hanging branch. He twisted and tugged until
the sinewytree lethimhaveit,and handeditto her.

“No no—you bring that,” she breathed deeply, and he could hear her chestrattlingasif some
seedswere bouncingaboutinthere, “to Marikasaan.” Little Jimmy nodded and bit his lip, trying not
to cry. She smiledagain, and coughed, hidingadark wetnessin herhand. She pushedthe bundle
she had underherarm to him. “This is your way out. Now go.” She smiled again and leaned back
intothe tree. Her lips almostlooked bluethey were so pale.

Little Jimmy backed away, his eyes wet. Her hair was crumpled against the bark of the tree. The
roots held onto herand she became still, her chest stopped moving and herhands unclenched.

He stood staring at her forso longthat it became unclear where Kamiyo ended and the tree
began.

He walked away eventually. When people wentinto the ground they rotted. But when he
looked back at the tree it burned with light, eventhough the grass around it was still misty grey. Its
leavestook abreath and whispered asecrettothe dew, which shook with silentlaughterin the
breeze.

Jimmy walkedinsilence, staring at the ground in front of him. Inthe early morningthere were
groans from Masinge and the chattering of monkeys and birds along the path, which was flecked
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with dungfrom small antelope. When he returned to the hut he could smell Marikasaan, steepedin
alcohol and snoringloudly. He had passed out on Jimmy’s sleeping mat. Quietly, Jimmy collected the
water gourd Marikasaan had first given him. He stood staring at the dooruncertainly. Atlength he
pushedthe twisted branch with its dark green leavesintothe ground at the entrance of the hutand
turned away.

Across the village he found the man with the dog, washing up. The dog growled.

“Marikasaan says you must take me to the Tattooist.”

“Oh really?” the man sneered. “If ‘Saan says anything but ‘Shut up’ before this eveningl would
give him myright testicle. Mud knows he needs one.”

Little Jimmy thrust forward the bundle he had been holding. He was surprised himselfthat his
hand was not shaking.

“He saysthisis to coverthe fees forthe Tattooist, and that you can keep the restyourself.” The
man took the bundle, watching Jimmy from the corner of his eye. He unfoldeditandletouta low
whistle.Jimmy did not look to see what was inside.

“Well that settlesit.” He clicked histongue and Jimmy and the dog followed him.

The Tattooist’s was a small house, and they had to wash theirhands and feet before entering,
leavingtheirshoesandthe dogoutside. The Tattooist himself —‘Kim’—was small and had a broad
face. He stood inside smoking something that smelled like bananas. On his light skin his tattoos
showed beautifully. Jimmy was sent outside and aftera longtime he wasletback in. Kim and the
man with the dog both looked angry, butitdidn’t seemto be directed at him. Kim was holding the
bundle close to his chest. Jimmy was taken toa roomto strip and wash, and givena gownto wearin
place of his clothes. He then joined Kiminaquietroom. The floor was slightly damp, but the whole
place smelled like alcohol, and alittle like blood. Jimmy was sat down on a bench nextto Kim, which
was divided by an arm rest covered with a soft piece of cloth. Kim showed him where to put hisarm,
and wiped away the dirt that was still on his wrist.

“l use the old methods. Old methods are best.” In the cornerJimmy could see some kind of urn,
filled with black paste. Kim pursed his lips and picked up asmall chisel, “Are you ready?”

Jimmy nodded, looking straight ahead.

Afteran hour hiswhole arm ached but etched into the skin was a wheel with eight spokes, just like
those his siblings had. Kim admired his work forawhile, wiping away flecks of blood which rose to
the surface. Then he placed a piece of cloth overit.

“This cloth is cotton —very difficult tofind. But perfectfor healing.” He wrapped asecond piece
of cloth around Jimmy’s wrist. “Even though it’s rare, you make sure you bury it after tomorrow
morning. Don’tletthe arm getwet. Don’t coverit up again. Put thison once every day until it’s
finished.” He handed Jimmy a carefully carved pod which opened up to reveal thick green gunk
which smelled like herbs. Jimmy clipped it closed again.

Kimleanedinand pulledJimmytoward him. His breath smelled like burnt wood. “And you
don’ttell anyone thatKim gave a Salangto you.”

Jimmy nodded. Inthe otherroom he pulled on his normal clothes, careful to not touch his wrist.

In the open air he took a deep breath andfilled his water gourd. He left for Masinge for the last
time.
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Chapter Sixteen

South Ku, KwaDzanani
Luck and superstition are irrational fears evoked by the sound of one’s own footfalls.

Genevieve held herbreath. Herlungs burned with foulness in the small closet. She held hershirtto
hermouth, gasping the toxicair like afish held out of the river. Her stomach cramped. As soon as
she finished she fled the filthy hut, grabbing her pack and darting back into the town. Who had the
disgustingideathatall people should shitinto the same giant hole? She understood why: there were
too many people here. Theirsewerage had been leakinginto the water. But KwaDzanani had Vigil
riflingthrough busheslooking for offenders. She shoved through aknot of people and shivered at
theirtouch.

The setting sun was abrasive, the town was abrasive. The white flamingos with theirscaly
stick-legs were abrasive. The food was worse than abrasive, it was poisonous. Her bloated stomach
twinged unhappily. She pushed afistintoit, massagingthe cramp. A fortnightin this place had felt
an awful lifetime.

Worst of all: she had not yetfound a way to getintothe Library. That was what they called the
place where the Keeperslearned. KwaDz was a real city. She saw her mistake in thinking that Bricks
had beenacity. Where Bricks had one street, here were tens upontens, setoutina complicated
logic. It had taken a few days to understand the pattern. There were three centres: Flamingo Lake,
the Pilgrim’s Hole and the Library. Flamingo Lake worked like any othervillage: it had a Centre hut
for eating, and eight spokes. But half of the spokes led directly into the lake, which meant that
nobody could live inthe houses on the outerrim. In any othervillage that would be the end of the
matter, but scores of travellers sleptin these damp huts. The wetness from the walls soaked into
theirlungs; wrinkled theirskin; and when the floods came: washed them away completely.

South East of Flamingo Lake was the centre formed around Pilgrim’s Hole. The red-sand roads
were thick with people, and the air was heavy with disease and dust. The Earthers wore tattered
clothesand skew limps, and across their mouths they had pieces of cloth to stop theirspitturning
the same brown colour as theirgrimy skin. Some would wait by the hole fordays to geta chance to
peerdown into the oblivion dugup by ancient hands. They would throw theirluckintothathole,
theirbad will, theirillness and sometimes themselves. Genevieve had stumbled blindly around the
Pilgrim’s hole, her hair matted and nose clotted. She came as close to the edge of the hole as she
dared, but could see no more than the opposite wall. Only the ones who jumped saw the bottom.

The final village wheel was South of Flamingo Lake but west of the Big Hole. This was the
wheel withthe Library atits centre. She stood looking at the wall thatlined the outerrim, Vigil
posted atopit like baboonsinatree. It was the firsttime she had seen Vigil. They werestolid figures,
unmoved by the happeningsinthe street, gazinginto the distanceasif enemies would approach
fromafar, blind to the streets below them. Theirrobes were the colour of dark piss, and theirfaces
blank.

The narrow gate was open, and every person who entered was scrutinised, their goods
unpacked, theirskin checked forsigns of disease. Genevievescratched herarm. A scab had
appearedthere afew days before. Adry lesion on which none of her mother’s herbs had any effect.

The cuts from heradmission ceremony were healing well. Her arm was stiff in the mornings,
but itsoon eased. It itched, which she had always been told was healthy. Her ankle on the other
hand, did not look as good. There was a pink band all around the cut, and it was only aggravated by
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the mud and dust.

The wall ran the entire length of the Library. There were ten gatesin total. Of these, only four
opened, andthenonlythree atthe same time. The fourth let things out rather thanin.

Genevieve swatted away the Believer who was tugging at herelbow. The wall was impossible
to climb. Almost. If one could climb onto the thatch roof of a nearby hut, one could climbin. She had
seen cats doit. Hissing, furious creatures that would flash like Shadows from rooms, and mewlina
demonicchorusall through the night. The Believer tugged again. She turned, herjaw set as sternly
as she could muster.

“What.” It was nota question. The Believer was one of the Potterians. She had learntto
identify the different groups with ease. They always announced themselves.

“Greetingslam a Student of Hog-“

“No thankyou.” She didn’t want to hear about blemished pigs. She pulled away and walked
on.The Potterian moved on to another bystander. The Potterians were mostly harmless, except of
course to themselves. The jagged cuts ontheirforehead became easily infected in this dust, and
yellow pus bubbled out of their skin and became flaking scabs. They were the most common of the
Believers, butthere were others.

The oneswho spoke about ‘one true god’, those were the dangerous ones. Their huts were
privately guarded, and when they ventured into one another’s territory, it meantviolence. On her
firstday Genevieve had seen men carried away, limping and bleeding. Others carried machetes
caked withrusted-blood. The Vigildid notinterfere. Here, in this place of ahundred Keepers, was
somethingthat wentagainst every value of Ku, against the Lessons.

Theirwomen were not allowed to stray from theirhomes. The men worked and fought while
the women stood with screaming children on their hips —probably more than was allowed —and all
the while the Vigil looked up and over KwaDz. Genevieve clenched herfistsand ground herteeth,
watchingthe Vigil asthey unpacked potatoes at the third gate. On a small wooden stand to the right
of the gate, a man climbed onto the temporary dais and began to call people around him.

“Friends, Earthers, Believersand on! Listen to my tale, a true tale, like any, and as dangerous. |
have travelled from the North by raft and by foot.”

Genevieve looked back to the gate, where the torches had been litand absentmindedly
scratched her healingarm. There were peopletelling stories by the dozenin KwaDz, and their stories
had no lifeinthem. Every Believer had astory to tell you, and it was always the same. Thereisa
powergreaterthan nature, and that isa god. That god had a child —and he, but sometimes she —
roamed the Earth and sacrificed theirlife sothatyou could live. You must give this person your
worship.

Reverence was dangerous. She respected these tales, as was correct, but she did not believe
that they had any value. Afterthey told you about this sacrifice, they would tell you that this child
would come again and wreak havocon your life if you did not sacrifice for them.

Then Genevievewanted to spitandrage. Her life was not owed to anyone. Not her mother,
not Vinyl, not some petty god-child. She wanted notto be held by stories. These absurd tales of god-
children, or Life in Space, and most of all not the onesthe Trust fed to the Tellers. These tales that
clunglike black-jacksto heranklesand pricked herwhen she slept. She wanted to getinside the
Library, to find truths. To find the Sunken Hallways that everyone insisted didn’t exist. A history of Ku
that made sense of the crumpled sheetsin herpack. A Keeperwould know these answers, but she
would be exiled just forasking them.

People had begun to move with purpose. The day stalls were packing up, and the night stalls
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openingintheirplace. Swallows swooped underroofs, and bats flitted out. The dinner rush would
be happeningacrosstown, where the Centre would be providing food at the price of a single metal.

They didn’t have time to exchange goods here. Most people chose instead to buy food from
stalls. Genevieve snorted with contempt and picked at a flaking scab on her arm from her admission
ceremony. Hergrandmotherhad instilled into herthat when people were starving, Metals didn’t
mean anything. ‘You try giving a Farmer a nice shiny Trust-minted tokenin the middle of the dry
season. He will give you a handful of dust and tell you the plants should grow fromitsoon’.

A city that relied on this substitute for exchange could never flourish. Every place was better
at one thingthan another. You could grow roots betterinthe veld, and fruit trees betterin the flats.
In Mushi there were berry fields and wild olive forests. Nowhere else that she knew of had either of
those things. KwaDz's only assets were Keepers and the Trust. She daydreamed about trying to
exchange a cartful of fruitfora Keeper.

Her stomach roiled atthe thought of food. When she arrived she had crushed seeds and
baked mud-bowls and had thus been allowed to eat at the Centre at Flamingo Lake. The past three
days she had done nothing but watch the gates at all hours, so she was not allowed to eat.

The last two nights she had joined travellers as they cooked torn animals onfires by the
roadsides, offering up some of herown goodsina bad trade. The rat — if that was what she had
eaten—had tasted awful. Her stomach whined in agreement. She rested herhands on herswollen
bellyandleaned back againstthe wall. She should eat something. But she left her pack onthe floor
beside her, hereyes unfocused, watching only forabreakin pattern at the gate.

A big-bellied man pushed his way out of the entrance, laughing obnoxiously. His friends
bumpedinto his broad sides, like baby pigs trailing their mother. Genevieve directed her general
angertoward him. What business could aman like that have in the Library? On what grounds was he
allowedto enter, where she could not? The man seemed to notice hergaze, and he nudged his
fellows. They walked toward Genevieve, who straightened against the wall. He whistled as he looked
herup and down. Genevieve rolled hereyes and stared in the opposite direction.

“You working, baby?”

Genevieve turnedtolook at him, cockingan eyebrow and chewingthe inside of hercheeks,
tryingto lookindifferent. She felt fearand angerburning scarleton her cheeks.

“No.” She looked away again.

“You look a bit youngto be working. But a pretty girl like you, all alone in a bigtown like
this...”

“Go fuck yourself.”

“I was hopingyou’d help me with that, I’'m only going home tomorrow, andithas beenalong
moonth.” His friend snickered as the manrested his arm against the wall, leaning over Genevieve.
His breath stank. “My name is Lesebi. They call me Big Al. What’s yours pretty girl?” Genevieve’s
brow furrowed. The name was familiar.

“My name is ‘Fuck Off’.” She pushed himin the centre of his chest. He barely moved. She had
put forceintoit, but he absorbed the blow. He laughed.

“What a rude tongue.” He stroked her cheek, “l also have a rude tongue. My woman back
home calls me a lizard.” He flicked his tongue grossly out of his mouth.

Genevieve kicked him as hard as she could between the legs. Her shin met bone and the man
bentovergasping. She shoved himaway and he keeled over backwards as she swungher pack over
hershoulderandran. Hisfriend started shoutingand Genevieve could feel people turning to look at
her, but none barred herway. After she was sure she had lost him Genevieve slowed toalimping
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walk. She had kicked him with the foot that had been cutin the hunt.

The first wave of laughter crumpled herserious expression, and she choked and stumbled. It
foamed from heraching stomach and she held herhand over her mouth. She limped andlaughed,
and laughed and laughed. Lesebi—Tseb’s husband, Lesebi. He would go home tomorrow, he said.
Genevieve would love to see that. He would go home, and Tseb would have buried herlizard love,
and she would be furious.

This mirth kept her going, pastthe closed second gate and around to the first. The scene
replayedin herhead manytimes. Ithad been satisfyingto floor him. She had neverdone thatto
someone before.

There was a twenty-people-long queue onthe otherside of the gate, waiting to be searched
and let out. She had not waited at this gate before. What was the point? Nobody was letin here.
Taking out her hunting hood and the last morsels of dried fruit she resolved to spend the evening
here, simply forachange of scenery.

Genevieve had been asleep foran hour when the pounding of footsteps woke her, and her first
illogical thought was that someone was playing Murderball. Her neck ached from leaning against the
wall. She scratched sleep fromthe corner of hereye with a dirty fingernail. Three grimy children ran
past, and just before she was about to curse themthe first disappeared through the wall. She stared
numbly as the second looked around and then slipped through the wall too.

Genevievescrambled up and overto where the legs of the third child wriggled and
disappeared. She dropped to herknees and was aboutto reach into the hole whena smallarm
reached outfrom the otherside. It grabbed the muddy sack from nextto the hole and pulled it
halfway in. Even from this close vantage pointitno longerlooked like the hole existed. She looked
around. The streets were abandoned.

She pulledthe sack away and wentin headfirst. The hole dropped down vertically, and the
space was cramped. She muted the panicthat she feltin this absolute darkness, the walls pushing
againsthershoulders. She clawed her way down the slopingtunnel. There was no way she could
turn around and replace the sack. She scrambled forward, herlegs unable to bend. Herhand met
solidwoodinfrontof her. Had she missed aside tunnel? Dirt stuck to herteeth as herbreath
became ragged. It feltlike she was not breathingat all. She took bigger and quicker gasps. She
thumped onthe wood ahead of her. She would not be able to get out the way she had come. She
smacked the wood again and again.

A crack of lightappearedtothe leftand a momentlaterthe wood shifted. A dirty face peered
inat Genevieve, two more dirty faces bobbed behindit.

“What in the name of mud... what are you doing? Go back!” the child hissed, its eyes wide.

“I can’t. I'm stuck.” Genevieve’s voice quivered. The children made way for herand she pulled
herself out. The floor was three feet down fromthe hole and she flopped ontoiit.

“Did you close the back?” Genevieve shook herhead and a child clambered over herandinto
the tunnel. Itseemedtobe a girl. She returned with Genevieve’s pack, which she hadn’teven
noticed that she had lost. When the wooden slate was slid back into place the three children stood
overher, hands on hips. They were identical in size and mouse-like expressions. They looked related.
Three children was a bad omen. A woman or man could only ever have two children. A third was
Salang, and one was banished with one’s children. They stared at herintensely. Therewas dim light,
but nolightsourcein the roomitself. It seemedto emanate fromthe top of the ladderthat was



TDC/ JL 99

leaned against the farwall. The top rungs were most brightly illuminated.

“She has to go back.”

“We can’t riskit. She’ll get stuck.”

“She’s goingto getus caught.”

“You can’t stay here.”

Genevieve snapped back to attention. The girl on the far right had an upturned nose, which
wiggled with childish annoyance.

“Where are we?”

“In the storerooms.”

“In the Library?”

The children looked at her nonplussed and fidgeted, the smallest boy stroking hand over hand
repeatedly, and then brushing his nose.

“You have to go back.”

“Are these the Sunken Hallways?!”

Genevieve stood up and dusted herself off. She looked at the three creaturesinfrontof her,
theirfaces whiskered with dirt, and their brown eyes filled with sincere concern. The girl beganto
speak again but Genevieve cut her off.

“No.I'm notgoingback.” She walked through them and toward the ladder. The girl flew onto
herarm, scratching at it.

“You can’t go up there! You'll give us away!”

Genevieve shushed herand pulled away. She climbed up, conscious of the girl climbing up
behind her. Atthe top, they were on the floor. Heavy looking sacks towered above her, and quill
feathers pokedthrough asack on herright. She crawled out and stood up. The three children
followed behind.

The lightin this room came froma candle, or some kind of flame that had been seton the
wall. Itdid not waveror flicker. [t maintained an eerily steady light. The room was as still as sleep.
The girl beckoned the othertwo and helped them up. She walked overto the nearest sack and,
frustrated with the knot at the top, gnawed ahole inthe hemp. A trickle of mielie kernels leaked
fromthe hole.She used hershirtasa pouch to catch the debris. Genevieve wandered into the next
room, framed by a rounded doorway. It was almostidentical to the firstone, but withoutaholein
the floor. There were no books, just more sacks of food and quills and other goods.

Each room led into another, and she followed the snaking pathway without thinking. The
children scurried behind her, each with a pouch of meal intheirshirts. She arrived ata room with
three doors and paused. She could go back, leftorright.

The door on the left was closed. It was heavy to pull open. Itfeltlike openingalid underwater.
Freezingcold airblasted frominside and as it opened bright lights appeared on the ceiling. She stood
inthe doorway aghast.

Pigs, goats and buck hung upside down, suspended, withice flakes on their skin. The walls
were covered withice —as ifithad hailedinside thisroom. She was too shocked to move, her quick
breaths cloudingin front of her. She had never believed the tales of Shadows, but this was Old
World magic. She stepped backinto the otherroom and the door closed by itself, the light
disappearingasifa hundred candles were all blown outatonce.

She shiveredthenandturned. The three children stood gawking at the closed door. She
walked through the open doorway to the right. In the nextroom she wentleft, and so alternated
until she arrivedina sloped corridor. She followed this up and waited in the entrance. The fresh air
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was cold. Afew people walked with bowed heads, moving with purpose between buildings. She
nearly retreatedintothe innocuous-looking store hut behind her, but now thatshe was in, it was
more than likely thatnoone would question her presence, especially if she acted asif she had
nothingto hide.

She marched down a straight spoke, pastthree store huts. Were they also hiding a nest of
rooms underneaththem? She brushed herfingers past a hut as she walked. It seemedto be made
from ordinary mud. But the tunnels beneath it would neverhold up if this were the case.

When she looked back the children were gone. A cat shot past herlegsand up the walls of one
of the huts. Above the thatch she could see the heads of the Vigil, looking out to their distant
enemies.

The spoke ended abruptlyinaconcrete wall. Anotherwall, wrapped around the centre. It was
like bitinginto an orange and discoveringasecond skin at its core. Genevieveturned sharply tothe
right, not missingastep. She could see two Vigil posted atan entrance ahead. She steeled herself,
straightening herbackand pullingherhood overherforehead. Herbow and her knives were buried
undera rock in the veld tothe North of KwaDz, and she felt theirabsence keenly.

Just beyond this entrance was a huge doorway, which led into the biggest Centre that she had
everseen.ltwasn’ta hut:it was an Old World building, aruin, butitlooked lessthan a season old.
The walls were smooth and even, the roof intact, and a golden bright glow emanated from within.
She walked straight toward the guards, who did not move to stop her. She stared forward, not
daringto meettheireyes, herchin held upward. She was eight steps through the gate when avoice
calledtoher.

“Halt!” she cringed and turned. Two yellow-cloaked guards were looking out at her from the
shadow of the wall. Guards that faced inward, toward the Centre. One had lowered awell -crafted
speartoward her. The otherseemed dazed with sleep and moved forward uncoordinated, circling to
herright.

“What is your business here?”

III ”

Sheran.

Genevieve’s ran straightinto the Centre, and herfeet pounded alongthe hard floors.

The two guards followed behind her, and she could hearthem shouting for help. In front of
heran old man was carrying a stack of sheets. She tumbled over of him and they both fell tothe
floor. Forno reason she could explain, she grabbed afew of the papers he had dropped and
clenchedthemin herfist. She carried on running, skidding around corners. She flew out of a half -
opendoorwhich bruised hershoulderasshe hititand flung herselfintothe openair. Her heart
leapt at the abandoned entrance in front of her, and she sprinted through it and past the store
houses. The gate ahead of herwas barred, butthere was an evenstaircase to the left of it. She ran
up and at the top of the wall she ran past two Vigil, staring numbly outward. She had just one
momentto look at the black shine that covered the flat roof of the Centre behind her, likea dark
lake dividedinto equal blocks. Then she put herfoot onthe balustrade and launched herselfonto
the thatching of a nearby hut. The raftersresisted herinaflaccid embrace and then gave way, and
she fellinto someone else. She didn’t stop to ponderthe thatched, screaming being she left behind
inthe rubble. She ran north, toward her bow and arrows, toward Inyoka.
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It was thenthat she reflected, and she saw; so strongly that the hyena-snickering veld around her
seemedtodisappearinto myth. She saw the polished stone floors over which she had run, and lig hts
that burned without fire. Through heavy wooden doors there had been rows of tables and hundreds
of individual chairs. There weretowers of books lining every wall.

She had seenthe Library, the Trust, and unthinkable debris of the Old World; Keepers
worshipping before boxes filled with the cerulean depth of empty skies. She had heard the hum of
mechanisms supposedly long dead, animated by life-carrying wires, and saw the square reflection
theyleftinglazed eyes; blue light on black-word sashes. Her grazed knuckles clutched the papers
she had stolen. Did they mean anything? She was tired of trying to get answers from papers. The
past had answers. Her First Ancestor, her grandmother, had answers. She ran north.
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Chapter Seventeen
North Ku, Masinge

Three Launders shouldered their way across the bridge with Markie walking alittle way behind. One
of them was the Launder from the first night, who had strung Neko up and beaten him.

Neko dusted hisleatherhatand putit back on, eventhough it was nearingdark. He tightened
the large boots over his feet. Log gave him a look of pure loathing and shifted the knobkerrie at his
side as the Launders parted and Markie stepped forward with all the flourishing of aTeller.

“Logarithm my dearfriend. Youseemto be missing your other half.” Markie glanced
momentarily at Neko and then away again.

Log opened his mouth but Neko cutin before him. “He’s holding some rabbits down the road —
the cart was giving ustrouble so we couldn’t carry themall at once.”

Markie turned slowly from Log to Neko.

“Trouble? With our trusted cart? | daren’tbelieve it.” The Launders fanned out around the cart,
inspectingitfromall angles. Neko rubbed away the sweat on his hands.

“The loops bentonthe right of the cart. It made two of the horseslame.”

Markie smiled, stayingwhere he was. One of the Launders came back and muttered somethinginto
his ear. He cleared his throat and looked at Log once more.

“Is Lux close?”

Log grunted, givinganod. He beckoned one Launderaway with afinger, walking away down the
road. Panicshovedafistdown Neko’sthroat, and he called weakly behind them, “Just send him on
hisway Log.” This was not part of the plan. Had Log decided to turn onthem? Did he not come for
Lux afterall?

Markie narrowed his eyes at the two receding figures but when he turned to face Neko his false
grinreturned.

“Alreadyincommand? Itdoesn’t surprise me. | have been hearingthe most fascinating stories
aboutyou Neko. Thetruthis kept by all of us.”

Neko smiled quickly and began tonguing the loose tooth.

“Well known throughout nine villages and beyond. Neko the Cat, always lands on hisfeet, they
say. Always lands with some woman’s back on the floor.”

Neko laughed, “Areputation based on solid personal achievements then.” Markie circled
around himto lookinside the cart. Neko closed his eyes and turned, his hands clenched. Markie
laughed and addressed the figuresinthe cart, peepingthrough the bars on the door.

“Welcome to Masinge. The greatest village in Ku. | hope you enjoy our hospitality.”

“May mud splatteryourchildren,” came a woman’s voice out of the cart. Was it Tiffin or Casa?
It was not Filofax who said it. Markie laughed again.

“I have no childrenyousilly whore.” He leaned against the cart door now, facing Neko, whose
mouth had fallen open somewhat. “OhI’'msorry. Did you notfigure itout? Did | letthe cat out of
the bag? — or rather, was | too successful in getting the ‘cat’ into the bag!” He laughed, as did the
two remaining Launders, who had come up to stand nextto Markie as a wall between Neko and the
cart. “That ugly bitchis not my daughter. Really, Neko. Isthere any resemblance?”

Neko gritted histeeth. There was alittle tear, and then blood filled his mouth. He spat out the
tooth and a mouthful of blood.

“I may have once beenthe simple son of a miller. Butl’'ma Keepernow. That’s as high as one
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can go in this pitiful reserve. It does mean that | speak to otherimportant people -
Nekowatched as a pairof thinarms slid through the bars, between them athick rope. One
hand met the other, and a noose was formed next to Markie’s ear.
“— otherKeepers. Like that old friend of yours. Goes by the name of Kipper. Keeper Kipper,
what a darling!” Neko feltasif he had been punched inthe stomach. He inadvertently reached for
hisunblemished $alang, alittlefaded with age, butintact.

'Il

“Oh | see youremember!” clapped Markie delightedly. “Yes, Kipper had some fascinating things
to say aboutyou and a young cousin of yours. A much, much younger cousin. And anincomplete
trial that you didn’t waitaround to see the end of—" The rope lifted and fell, pulling tight around
Markie’s neck, slamming him back into the bars. Neko leapt at the right Launder. The man’s
attention was focused on Markie, whose feet were scrabbling against the ground.

Neko slammed his shoulderintothe Launderand sent him spinning off balance. The cart door
swungopen with Markie still attached and the three women poured out. Tiffin maintained hergrip
around Markie’s neck, hauling the rope over hershoulderand pullingwith all her strength. He could
hear Markie choking on the other side of the door.

Filofax and Casaleaptforthe otherLaunder, both wielding Lux’s knives. The Launder who Neko
had knocked down was getting up, and Neko shoved aheavy bootintothe side of his head. The man
wentlimpfora moment, and Neko turned at the sound of a scream. There was blood pouring down
Filofax’s hands and Casa was holding onto the hilt of the Launder’s knife which was jammedinto her
own belly.

The Launder Neko was supposed to be dealing with grabbed hislegs and pulled them out from
underhim. Nekowas on the floor with him now, and the man pinned him. He struggled, trying to
keepfree hisarms. The Launderreached back with one hand and pulled aspearhead out of his belt.
He lifteditup and Neko covered his face with his arms.

There was a clunk. The heavy ball of the knobkerrie caught the Launder’'stemple. He dropped
to the side and Neko shoved him completely off. Log grunted at Neko and then pulled the
knobkerrie along the sand towards the on-going fight.

Filofax and the other Launderwere struggling overthe knife. Hershirt had been ripped off her
shoulders. As Log swung, Neko saw the knife shear across the top of her left breast, the skinand the
nipple flapped away and revealed the reddest flesh. The knobkerrie connected with the man’sribs
and he tumbled away too. Filofax stood up and Neko gawked at her. He ran to try and help but she
had picked up the fallen knife, andin a swift movement had cut the hanging skin off her chest.

He watched astounded as she tied the remains of hershirt tightly across the wound. There was
acrack and a grunt as Log leftanindentation on the last standing Launder’s forehead, blood seeping
out of a purple swelling. Filofaxscreamed in undirected rage and then turned to Markie who was
goinglimp, makingafutile effortto hold onto the rope around his neck.

She walked up to himand pushed the heel of herhand into hisforehead, lifting it up.

“Welcome to your death, the greatest momentin all of Ku. | hope you’ve enjoyed our
hospitality.” She pushed the knife across his throat and sawed through bulging veins and tendons.
His blood splattered heralready wet chest, wetting the bottom row of herteeth.

Log stood a way off, breathing heavily. Filofaxstood with the knifein her hand, suddenly
looking awkward. Tiffin, who was holding Markie’s limp body eventually let go, her hands rubbed
raw. She stood looking at Filofax from between the bars.

They all stayed like that fora long time, until the third woman, the one who had been stabbed
inthe stomach, coughed out blood onthe floor. Filofaxand Tiffin picked herup and carried her to
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the horses. The dark puddle onthe floortold Neko she would die along the way. Log looked at Neko
with seething hatred and then stumbled afterthe women. Neko watched entranced, and then
walked to Markie’s body. He searched, knowing that he would notfind it. All there wasinthe man’s
pockets were afew of the useless tokens forthe Grey Horn. He took them anyway and then walked
back to the horses. The others had already left, and only Jagati remained. Neko leapt up onto her
back without caringforher preferences. He put his heels lightly to herside and she complied,
trotting hurriedly but obediently across the bridge and into Masinge.

In Masinge he walked the horse to the Markie’s tavern and gave three tokenstoa whore who was
leaning against the wall. She drunkenly took hold of the reigns and Jagati whickered inalarm. Neko
tooka deep breathinthrough his nostrils which were clogged with blood and cocked the hat back
and to the side on his head. He shook out his coat and swungit over his shoulders, and strode in,
keeping his elbow pressed against his ribs and hiding the obvious bloody marks with hisarm.

It was louderand brighterthan he rememberedinside, and his boots clipped the hard floor as
he walked straight through the drinking hall and into the back, where Markie’s room was. He could
feel the eyes of the skew-nosed serving girl on him, and out of the corner of his eye saw her
frantically signallingto a big man at the door.

Neko carried on, turning down the passage and up the two stairs. Markie’s room was
surprisingly quiet.

If another Keeperhad seenit, Markie would have been banished. Thick brown books lined a
wall alongthe floor; and a cracked mirror leaned against the wooden cupboard, filled with more
clothesthan any one man could wear. His bed was raised from the ground, and he had a chair —the
kind that sat only one person —nextto the bed.

The opposite wall was lined with guns. Long snouts, short ones; all polished and hung from the
wall by a nail. Hung from one of the rafters was Neko’s pack. He prodded at its sides, and the
familiarshapes made him smile. He swungit over his shoulderand glanced around the room once
more. He picked up a book at random and tried to put it in his pack, butit wastoo bigso he flungit
down again. He openedthe cupboard and feltdownintothe corner. There was a hollow in the
wood, and he sat down onthe floortosee it better. The wooden piece shifted to the left, opening
up a compartment. Inside was ascreen with pictures, like atelevision. Aname from his childhood
flitted before his eyes but then disappeared. He could not recall it. The picture was of the Salang,
and above itwas alongword on a blue background.

He reached pastthe screenand in the corner he felta small, soft bag. When he pulleditouthe
couldsee the glimmerof golden tokensinside, polished so that they almost glowed. He reachedin
again and bumped the screen. It made a soft noise like abell and the blue screen disappeared. Now
it looked likeabook: the screen coveredtopto bottomin little black words on a white background.
As he watched the words jumped upwards, new ones appearinginaneatline at the bottomand
shiftingthe restaway. He physically jumped when it happened again, and got to his feet.

He slipped the pouch with the gold tokensinto his coat and set off again. The front door of the
Grey Horn was blocked by a large man, and the girl fussed uncertainly at his side.

He approached them confidently. “Markie sent me to fetch some things. There hasbeena
problem with the cart.” The big man, assured by his confidence, stepped aside. The girl squealed
orders at him but Neko had already slipped around them. He tossed the remaining handful of
Markie’s useless wooden tokens at the whore and grabbed Jagati’s reigns. He turned herand set off
at a slow canter, his pack bumpinghisside.
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He found a stable forJagati, and then somewhere for himself to stay. There would be nouse in
galloping off into the night: the horse could easily fall or shy at somethinginthe night; he didn’ty et
know where he was going, and above all he was exhausted.

He bathed and washed his mouth, which turned the water pink with blood. Seeing himself
stripped forthe first time he saw the dark bruises that covered his whole body, like some trampled
fruit. He paid the boy of the house to wash his clothes and he traded one of Markie’s gold tokens to
buy a new shirtand thin pants which would serve him betterin the hot Summerthat was coming. He
alsotraded the oversized boots for ones with leatherstraps. A sturdy bottom and an opentop. He
had grown fond of the idea of boots.

He wandered around the edges of Masinge. The girls were beautiful, and it feltlike the world
was filled with colour again. Spring dotted the night time with its flowers, glowing underlights. He
feltdrunk with the promise of the evening. He chose one that reminded him of home, and of the
reason that he had left home. He dared not give it too much thought: Keeper Kipper was still looking
for him? Would she still put him ontrial, afterall thistime? He ignored those questions for now.

This girl’s hairwas sleek and black, tossed carelessly over hershoulders. Her hand was
bandaged but he paid the full price forheranyway. One could always be generous with someone
else’s Metals. She had a sadness to her, and he stayed awake a long time stroking herhairand face.
She stared back, hereyeswide, but did notsay anything. She fellasleep and he pulled herto him. He
wanted tofill himselfwith herscent. When she got upin the morning he lay still, his body aching
again, too tired to move. She took hishand in hers and kissed it, saying “Thank you,” and left. He
tried sleeping foranotherhalf hour with no success. Afterstaringfora longtime at the roof of the
hut, he got up and dressed.

He leftatip forhis old friend the Giantess and wentand fetched his clothes, which were still
soaked. The stable boy begrudgingly awoke and went to fetch drinking water. Neko rubbed down
Jagati, feeding herwith a carrot he got from the Centre. He took his time. It would be a long journey,
and he unknotted hermane and brushed hertail until they flowed like silk. He packed hersaddle
carefully, securing his pack so that it wouldn’t bump herside, and packed some of the staple foods
he had traded from the kitchen so that they wouldn’t burstin the heat. He tucked the dark red
pouch with the gold tokensinto his coat pocket.

Masinge was dead quiet, and itseemed what Markie had said about the set-long White Out
was true. This was no farmingtown, with people rising early for chores. It was muddy and it stank,
and he was gladto leaveiit.
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Chapter Eighteen
North Ku, Splinter Aisle

Jimmyyawned as he walked, flexing and bending his fingers. The skin on his wrist felt tight
underneath the cotton, but he was comforted by the fact that at last, there was a Salangunderneath
it. The back of his neck stung from the heat of the day, and he looked around hopefully forashady
spotto nap. He imagined falling asleep underneath atree, like Kamiyo, dissolvingintoits roots with
his skinsinkinginto hisbones; orcurlingupinthe softgrass by the riverat home, listeningto the
sounds his siblings made as they played or worked. He took another minisculessip of waterto wash
away the dust gatheringon histongue. It turned tosludge and he drank again to clear his throat. The
road seemedtobe leading furtherintothe dry veld, away from the river.

He tried to do some trackinglike his brothers used to do. There was some dungon the path
that looked quite fresh. Big dollops filled with grass. Back home they used to play a game using
impaladrolletjies: Each person had five chancestotry and spitthe ballsintoa bowl. Whoevergotin
the most would win. The winner could decide on a penalty forthe others, which alwaysinvolved
eating (atleast) three bolletjies, sometimes more.

Jimmy neverwon, but he neveractually had to eat dung, because before it came to penalty
time Little Timoté would have eaten all the dung anyway. Jimmy stepped over a branch which had
been broken and lay across the road. The girls weren’t allowed to play because it was disgusting, so
said the Old Lady. The boys agreed, because once, when they let Brienna play, she won and tried to
make them eat drolletjies that had been soaked in the river.

Jimmy stopped and admired a huge pile of droppings in the road. Green and yellow balls as
big as his two fists. It smelled ripe. He walked carefully around it and then stopped. What if he went
home?He had a $alang now, he could go home, and leave again whenever he wanted. Just like
Adrian and Brian could have. He feltsuchrelief atthisideathathe turned around on the path and
took a few steps back the way he had come and then stopped again. It would mean going back
through Masinge, and by now it would be busy. Someone mightrecognise himand ask him where
Kamiyo was. Evenif he made it past Masinge, he would then have to go back to Marikasaan’s village.
Marikasaan would be awake, and he would find out that Jimmy had the Salang done. Marikasaan
would kill him. Maybe he could find away to loop around them without going through those
villages. Goingthrough the veld, heading south and east until he came back to hisown little river.
Jimmy turned around again and this time stepped straightinto the dung.

“Aaah, gah!” he said, shaking his foot. He wiped his sole on the ground but the dung squished
between histoes. He looked around at the thorny bushes and the stringy grass but there was
nothing he could use to wipe it off. He dragged the top of hisfootalongthe ground, hoppingonthe
otherleg. He sat down and plucked the last of the wetshitfrom between his toes, rubbing his
fingersinthe sand aftertouchingit. ‘It’s just grass’ his brothers would have said. Grass that has been
insomething’s butt, he retorted silently.

A movement caught his eye. He stared at the thorny branches to hisleft. Abird, perhaps. The
space behind the tree moved. It was like seeing alandslide.

There was a huge cracking noise fromthe bushes. He leapt to hisfeetand beganto run.
Branchessplitas the boulder pushed forward toward the path. Tearing at the branches ahead of it
was the most hideous snake, thick, grey and wrinkled. The bushes gave way and the beast sauntered
ontothe pathway.Jimmy stopped so quickly he nearly lost his balance. The animal turned to look at
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him, flaringits ears, black eyes furious. A monsterthe size of ahut. He had thoughtit justa story to
scare kids. Huge earsthat could hear the heartbeat of a mouse; curved white tusks that broke down
huts; legs as thick as a grown man which would trample crops and people and even horses.

Jimmy crumpled onto the ground and covered his head with his hands. He cried, as quietly as
possible, snotand tears fallingdown onto the ground. The elephant snorted and he stayed
crouched, crying. When he dared to look up the monsterwas walking off.

He leaptto his feetand sprinted away as fast as he could for as long as he could. He held onto
his water bottle and the straps whipped his side. When his chest stungand hisfeetached he had to
stop. He walked quickly, checking behind his shoulder. The elephant wasn’t anywhereto be seen.
How had he beensoblind? How could something so large appear so quickly? Maybe when elephants
slepttheyturnedintorocks, and you could accidentally climb onto them. That was what his brothers
had said, maybe.

His thinking became tired. A noise would scratch at his pulpedthoughtsforalongtime before he
would whip around and look forthe source. His head ached. It was in this state that he saw the thing
on theroad. Adark blob. At first he thought it was more dung, but as he walked closer, it looked like
some kind of small animal. He strayed around it, ready to run if it moved. Whenitdidn’t, he rolled it
overwith hisfoot, and then picked it up. It was a small cloth pouch, softto the touch and heavier
than he had expected. He unknotted the thin strings.

Inside were the mostincredible gold tokens, flat and round. He took one outand it shone
between his dusty fingers. He wiped it on his shirt, looking around foranyone that might be
watching. There were fine inscriptions on the token, faint picturesand lines. He dropped it backinto
the pouch, tyingit to the straps of his water pouch. It chinked against his hip as he walked.

The bush around him changed: there was a borderwhere the knotted trees gave way tofields on
both sides of the road. The left side gave way to a field darkand barren, ready for planting, whileon
the right were neatrows of seedlings.

The path was better maintained here, wide enough foracart. The heat of the day had
softened, andinthe distance he could see some people working. They were bent like wilted flowers
inthe empty stretches of land. He shouted and waved hisarms.

“Hello!”

They straightened, and he could see them speakingto one another. Eventually one of them
raised a hand and waved.

Down the broadening path the village came into view. The village was in two halves, one on
eitherside of the road, as alike asif a pod had been broken down the middle. The road, four carts
wide, bisected the village. The people walked against the huts on one side or the other, never
straying nearthe centre, like ants marchingalonga wall.

Jimmy feltvery self conscious, walking as he was nearthe centre of the road. He feltthat
every person was watching himand he swungthe arm with the bandage awkwardly, trying notto
draw attentiontoit.

“Hey boy! Come here boy!” someone called fromthe right. Jimmy shaded his eyes tolook for
the speaker, walkingtowards the voice in the shade of the huts.

“No boy! Come here! Don’t go that way!” Jimmy looked back. Onthe leftside aperson had
steppedintothe sunlight and was waving with both arms.

“Don’t be foolish. They have nothing to offer you that side but lies and deceit. Come here and
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we will give youfood.” Jimmy could see the speaker now. He was one ina group of men all watching
Jimmy. He neededfood. He walked to the right. When he reached the group of mentheythumped
his shoulderand stuck out theirtonguesto the othergroup.

“We got himyou dirty sons of mud!”

Across the road, the othergroup hissed and walked away, grumbling. Jimmy looked around
expectantly. The men had resumedtheirseatsaround astrange pattern of circularstones.

“Sorry... excuse me...” he tried, looking at the man who had welcomed him. “Umm...” he
searched forthe unfamiliar greeting, “Friend!” The manlooked up.

“Oh yes. Go and askthe women.” The man waved his hand dismissively.

Jimmy gave up speakingto him and walked alongthe shade. The line of huts was neatand
well-kept, and he soonfound a broad passageway leadinginto the rest of the village. He peered
downit and could see some women sitting nearabig hut at the end of the path. As he walked, he
noticed thatthe huts out of view of the road were balding, the walls cracked. Broken bowls and
frayed mats littered the pathway, and ababy sat in front of its hut crying. No one came to quietit.
He stood at an uncertain distance from the group of women, fidgeting. They carried on talking loudly
and angrily. The ones on the far side of the circle eyed him suspiciously and the others caught on and
fell silent. He began while one was still talking.

“Friends. Umm...the mensentme... the mensaid |l could have some...”

All the women turned toface him. There was a bigone, her hair like thick fuzzy caterpillars
hanging overher pockmarked face; anotherbigone with puffy cheeks likea singing bird. The skin
around the thinone’s eyes was stretched outward, as if her hairhad beentied too tightly, and the
otherthin ones had spongy hair, neatly packed onto their heads.

“Hey! Where did you come from boy?” called the one with caterpillar hair. Her expression
soured, and she asked incredulously, “Are you from the otherside?”

“No... uhmm...no. The mensaid | could have some food. | just came from Masinge.”

“Wonderful! Then you can settle thisargument forus!”

“Yes, he can settle it,” the women chorused. The women shifted and a space was made on the
mat. He sat.

“Now, tell us boy, if one side of a village sees —“

“No!Don’t start with that. First we have tosee if he isany good at solvingriddles.”

“Yes, first we must see,” came the chorus.

“Ask him about the...you know...the one about the really small house.”

“That oneis too easy.”

“No, ask himthat one.”

“Yes, that one!”

“Ahem,” the caterpillarwoman began. “Who has a house too small for guests?”

Jimmy’sface grew hot. “l don’tknow what you want me to do,” he mumbled, looking down at
the frayed mat and playing with aloose strand.

“We wantyou to answertheriddle. Then we willsee if you can answerthe bigriddle.”

His face grew hotterand he tried to move his wrist out of sight. Was ariddle like asecret
password? Did all the people inthe villages know it?

“I... don’tknow what a riddle is.”

“Don’t know whata riddleis!”

“What kind of place have you beenlivingin?”

“Masinge,” he replied, and there was an ‘ooh’ of understanding from the women.
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“Aah yes.”

“They have no culture there.”

“No culture.”

There was much nodding.

“Well, thatdoesn’t mean you can’t learn,” said the woman next to him, petting hisleg.

“Yes, right,” they all agreed.

“So ariddleis...Ariddleis...”

“A question.”

“A question, yes.”

“Where there isonly one correct answer.”

“And whoever getsthe right answer wins the village!” shouted one woman, raising her fistin
the air. The othersaround her cheered.

“So, if | getthis questionright, | will win the village?”

They stopped cheering.

“No.”

“But...”

“Don’t be silly boy.

“Ariddleisjusta questionandyougive the answer. If you give the rightanswer, wewin the
village.”

“But you already have the village?”

There was a silenceinthecircle.

“Thereissomethingwrongwith this boy’s head,” muttered one of the spongy-haired women,
staring straight at him. The woman nextto Jimmy hushed her.

“We have halfthe village.”

“The otherside —" she snorted loudly, “used to be ours.”

“We usedto be one great village. And thenthose ones —” she said with venom, “—broke us
apart.”

“All our attempts at reconciling with them have failed,” the last woman closed with abow of
herhead.

Jimmy’s mouth opened and closed dumbly afew times. He nodded asif he had understood.

“Now, will youanswerour question?”

“Wha — what question?”

“The riddle. Who has a house too small for guests?”

Jimmy’s head spun with tiredness.

“I'don’tknow.” He rubbed at his nose and eyes.

“Guess!”

“Okay, okay. So a house istoo small forguestsif someone builtit that way.”

“No,” replied the woman across the circle.

“No?” Jimmyfeltlightheaded now.

“This house was notbuilt. Itjustis.”

“No houseisnotbuilt!” retorted Jimmy.

She narrowed hereyes at him. [t was scary.

“A house thatis notbuiltistoo small forguests. Isit too small for small guests, ortoo small for
big guests?” he asked.

“Both.”
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“No more clues,” chimed in anotherwoman.

“One more clue?”

“The house moves.”

“Why did you tell him that!”

“Now itistoo easy.” The spongy-haired womanrolled her eyes.

“The house —no house moves!” Jimmy was becoming angry with the woman across the circle
now.

“He isno good at answeringriddles. Getrid of him!” she shouted. An argument erupted, and
the women shouted at each other from theirseats. The woman next to Jimmy clapped her hands for
silence.

“Earthers!Is this the way we behave infront of a visitor?” The noise eventually died down.
Justwhenthings were under control the woman across the circle hissed in a last word.

“He isuseless.”

“l'am not!” Jimmy shouted. “There is no such thingas a house too small for guests thatis not
builtand does not move!”

“A tortoise’s house is!” she shouted back at him.

“Wha-“ Jimmy was even more confused than before. “That’s not ahouse. That’s a shell.”

“It'sa house. That’sthe onlyanswerthereis.”

“Noitisn’t,” hereplied, nearly laughing now, “If thatis true, then a snail has a house too.”

There was a suddensilence.

“It doesn’t count,” the woman eventually retorted. Then the group exploded in angry shouting
again.Jimmyfeltsick, asif he was goingto throw up. He rested hischinin hisarms and let the racket
carry on around him. The dreadlocked woman next to him quieted them all down once more.

“Maybe,” she began, “thisisjustthe kind of approach that we needto answer our problem.”

“Ask him then.”

He feltanarm around hisshoulders.

“Boy,” she asked soothingly, rubbing his back, “We have a more serious question now foryou.
Will youanswerit?”

Jimmy nodded without raising his head from his arms.

“If youansweritcorrectly we will give youfood.”

Jimmy lifted hishead and looked at her. Her dreadlocks fell across her face in heavy clods. Her
expression was very sincere. He nodded again.

“Earliertoday a man came through the village ridingahorse. Now we all saw it, it was a black
horse. Alittle bitonits mane was other colours,” she added dismissively. The women around her
nodded solemnly. “Now the others, from that side, they always want to prove us wrong. They say,
theyinsist, that the man who came through the town was on a white horse.”

“The colourofa cloud,” anotherwoman chippedin.

“Now if we all saw a black horse, and they all saw a white horse, whois correct?”

Jimmy heaved aheavysigh. “There are only three things that this can be. The first possibilityis
that one of the groupsislying.” There were shoutsimmediately.

“Not us!”

Jimmy waited forthemto quiet down.

“The second possibility is that both of you are lying.” He held up his hand as the noise grew
again. “The third possibility is that both groups are telling the truth. If only one of you is lying, then
there was a horse that was eitherblack or white. If both of youis lying, then the ones that saw the
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black horse really saw a white, and those that saw the white really saw black. Onthe same horse.”

“Or we both saw a brown horse,” interjected awoman who had not spokenyet. The others
shushed her.

“If you are bothtellingthe truth, then we have acase where one half saw a black horse and
the other half saw a white horse. Onthe same horse. That means out of the three options, two
timesithappensthatthereisa horse thatis both blackand white.”

Jimmy nodded once, pleased with the raptattention of the woman, as well as his wise answer.

“So itis mostlikely thatthe horse was black on one side and white onthe other.” He stood up.

Andthen he fainted.
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Chapter Nineteen
South Ku, Vaalharts

Repetition, inequality, contradiction, unevenness and disjunction are natural. Everything is flawed.

KwaDzanani’s dusty chaos had settled on Genevieve’s skin. The river washed the dirt away, but it
could not getrid of the restless sweat that returned whenever she felt she was not moving quickly
enough. Perhapsit was fear. She wore her huntinghood up, even through the blazing sun. The
feelingthatshe was being followed tingled up her spine. Inthe corners of hervision lurked black
shapes. She would glance pasta tree and see the black jackal, more like a huge black dog, but she
knew even before she turned to stare that there was nothing there.

She followed an ancientroad made from black stone, up and out of KwaDzanani. Every step
was carefully chosen, lestshe twistan ankle on the uneven surface. The black surface burnt herfeet.
The road split,and she followed the left path to the river — only a trickling stream. She was glad to
wash and fill her water pouch, to be able to relieve herselfin the veld with no hole of shit below her.
Even her stiff ankle felt better.

She was most glad to be out of the reach of gods, and of stories. The papers she had stolen
were foldedin herpack, along with the first ones which bentlimply on their well-worn creases.
These ones were stiff and brightin comparison. It had taken her an hourto decipherthe firstlines of
the first page. It had been unreadable, until she realised thatit must be two people in conversation,
but written down.

NH14: ...situationis well-known. No mission will be necessary, the Russ-ian Seed-Ark’s repairs have been

completed. Only 3% con-tamin-ation,and possibly still usable.
UKu: Thatis good news.

NH14: Supplies arestill runninglow. Rations havebeen cut by 7%. We're usinglocal water for everything but
drinkingand cooking.The new re-cycl-ing planthas been a great success, as | trustyou have found too: have
there been any further out-breaks of E-B-O-V?

UKu: A few isolated cases in Ku where san-ita-tion was in-ad-eq-uate, reported by Keepers who soon found
reasonto limitthe contact with the diseased fromthe rest of the community. The further North the more
likely the con-tamin-ation. Tryingto containthe mine water in Old City, but | eaks through wetlands. V-D-B still
anunderwater concern. Are you sendinga Tanker down to re-fuel?

NH14: Yes. Be there insix months for fresh water. Chop-per fly-overs reveal alar-ming-ly high amounts of
strays inthe City. Is there something that can be done from the ground?

Uku: Neg-at-ive on the firstcount. Unless we startcullingfromthe Chop-pers. The rad-ia-tioninthewater is a
slowdeath. All of the strays areshowingsigns of poisoning.Been a few abnormal births far North. Not our
problem. Ten more years andthe con-tract-ual obli-gat-ionisup—no possibility any Firsts lastlonger than
that.

Afterthisfirst page, Genevieve’'s head ached. So many of the words made no sense. She would
divide themin all different ways, and then try each portion on her tongue, as her grandmotherhad
taught her, butto no avail. Even when she knew both partsalone, aword couldsstill evade her. Fly—
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over, would seemtoindicate abird. But chop-perfly-over. The amount of chops per something that
flew over? Then, some terrible thingin the water. Could you boil it out? Even words she understood
she doubted herself on: were the ‘Firsts’ the First Ancestors? She would refold the paperthen, even
though she wanted to tearit, and stompon it and burn it. She put it neatly with the othersin her
pack.

AlongInyokashe bargained with floating crews, jogging alongside the banks and pleading for
passage. Most ignored her.

One boat pushed past her now. Big enough fora few people tolive and work on. Genevieve
calledtothe manat the wheel. He glanced at herand thenlooked straight forward, mumbling
somethinginto his beard. Genevieve called and waved again, but athick clump of overhanging
bushesinterrupted hercall. She scrambled up the vertical bankandran alongthe top nearthe veld.
When the bushes broke she could see the boat had bumped softly into the bank behind her. She
scrambled down tothe level of the waterand jogged toward it. A stern-faced man with thin hairand
arching features jumped downto meether.

“What d’ya want?” Genevieve subdued hershock at realising that this rangy thingwas a
woman.

“I’m heading north and I’'m looking for passage. |’'ma Hunter,” she held up her arm and the
fresh pink scars onit, “but| can work at —”

“Canyouroh?”

“I think so.”

“Can youroh or can you not roh?”

Genevieve tookamomentto decipherherstrongaccent. “l can row.”

() u

“Good.” She pronounced the word with a grating ‘g’. “Piers! Spring op. The gal is taking Janet’s
place.”
The bearded man at the wheel nodded and disappeared to the cabins below.
“We're still waiting for rain. Inyokais small now, but we’ll go all the way nort’ to Flowers. We
have an Ox team ridingtoo, forwhen the boat gets stuck. You a proper Hunter?”

“Yes.” Genevieve held up herarmagain.

“Good.”

“Good.” Genevieve practised the grating ‘g’. It was satisfying, like clearing your throat of
phlegm. She rhymeditwith ‘hood’, like the woman did. The woman stopped and glared.

“We’re a proud people girl, | will not tolerateyour mocking.”

Genevieve reddened and looked down. “Sorry.”

“Moenie worry nie.” Genevievelooked blank. The woman amended her statement, with
difficulty. “Don’t...worry. What’s your name?”

“Genevieve.”

“WellJhen,” Genevievecringed. The woman pronounced it like hitting two rocks together,
“You will eat when we eat, and you will roh when we say so. Good?”

Genevieve agreed. “What are you transporting?”

“Ourselves,” replied the woman cryptically.

When Genevieve ate withthem that night she realised that what they were transporting up the river
was indeed themselves. This family —Piers, Stukkend, Pantoffel and their motherand head, Rusk —
travelled the length of Inyoka every set.
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“We go to the underwater city and fetch anything we can find and then we travel back down
theriver, selling Old World things to anyone who willby it. Shame, peoplereallylove it.” The two
boys— Stukkend and Pantoffel—noddedin sincere agreement. They wereidentical and of the same
age:twins, distinguished only by the swarms of freckles on their milk-white skin, which burntto crisp
red every weekinthe sun.

VDB was still an underwater concern.

Was it the same underwater concern that preoccupied the boat?

“Why are youtravellingup theriversolateinthe season? Aren’t we’re goingtoruninto
problems with floods?”

“We probably won’t have any problems before Flowers, and after Flowers we take the Oxen
withJeanne.” Genevieve later discovered this was Pier’s sister. “Inyokais only good forsailing
down. We'll break up the boat when we’re there.” The boiled fish in Genevieve’s bowl looked up at
herwith a wide uncomprehending gaze. She held her spoon with ahand blistered from pulling ropes
and oars.

“Where are you tryingto get to?” Rusk asked.

“I want to getto Mushi.”

Pantoffel catapulted afish’s eyeball onto the wall, where it stuck.

“I neverkeptupwithall of these names. What’s the old name forit?” Rusk asked.

“That’s the only name | know.”

Piers muttered something unintelligible through his beard and then slurped his soup.

“Ooh yis man, Parys! No problem. We are going past Parys. We want to be in Crossroads for
the festivals.”

Genevieve nodded blankly again and sipped at the fishy water. An onion balanced on her
spoonand then splashed back in the broth as the boat rocked slightly in the water.

“Do you...” this sort of question could only lead to trouble, “Do you know what VDB is?”

“VDB —Piers?Isit a place?”

“I don’tknow,” Genevieve said quickly. “It doesn’t matter.”

Piers muttered somethingagain. He spoke asif he had no teeth. Perhaps this was the case.

“Vanderbijl?” Rusk asked Genevieve. “That’s the underwater city where we are going.”
Genevieve shrugged. Funderbail? Itdidn’tseem likely.

She quickly fell into the routine of the boat, which made the days blureasily into one another.
Genevieve tookany moment she could to be alone. She hopped off as frequently as she could,
walking along the bank, looking for small meals that were made up of more than fish and water, and
tryingto fulfil herrole as a Hunter. Her foot healed, as did the cuts on her arm, losing their pink
tinge. Overthe next week, Summerripenedinto awhite heat. Every day they would find atree that
hungits shadow overthe riverand they would stay there. This was White Out. The boys would
splashinshallow water, unable to lie down and rest like Genevieve and the adults. This was
supposedto be theirlesson and story time, but Piers and Rusk took the opportunity to nap. The heat
was so fierce that not even reptiles risked the full sun. The veld came to a halt. Birds would call to
each otherfromleafy oases. Beetles would drone in exhausted throbs, their black shields making
them as hot to the touch as a burning coal. Buck would walk slowly across open fields, unafraid of
the predators collapsedinthe shade, and seek out water.

Then Rusk would wake and beginrousing the others. They would soak their clothesin the
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riverand begin slowly pushing from the banks, pulling their oars once every while, becauseeve nthe
waterseemedto have slowed. Genevieve adopted a pair of shorts that belonged to the formerboat-
mate Janet— who no one evertalked about —and herthighstannedtoa darkershade of brown.

Then one afternoon, inthe middle of the White Out, the world groaned. Everyone was shook
awake, and the boys stopped splashinginthe river. The world had become asurreal brown, as if
dusk had come three hours too soon. Thick clouds churned above them, and Genevieve lay where
she was, enjoying the sight between the blowing branches. It took hera moment to notice the
serious expressions on the faces of the family, and how each one had adopted certain hurried tasks.

Pantoffel and Stukkend were carrying their clothes from the boat, dumpingthem onthe high
bankand hurrying back for more. Piers and Rusk were closing the boat in ways Genevieve hadn’t
imagined possible. The wheel disconnected and was brought down. The oars were slotted onto the
deck. The door on the deck was bolted closed, and then they all helped heavethe boat furtherup
the bank. Piers and Genevieve carried the second anchor, and much to herdismay, they dragged it
up the wall of the bank, the chain just allowing them to reach the lip of the top veld. The rain began,
warm and soft, so gently that Genevieve couldn’t understand the family’s panic.

But they hurried on, each piled with goods from the boat — clothes and a quarter sack of grain
in Genevieve’sarms —across the openveld. Now Genevieve began worrying. They were stranded in
the openand the lightning skirted across the sky. Birds hurtled away above them, searching out the
safety of trees.

When Genevieverealised the family didn’t know where they were going she took the lead,
and they were soaked but safe by the time the rain had properly started coming down —hard and
cold like sharp stones. They rested underaburnt tree which had fallen onto another, averitable
cove. They hid theirheads underthe thick trunk, and piled the clothes overthe rest of theirbodies,
keepingthe food asdry as possible. It was a well-chosen spot, and the hail which came downin
childish fits just missed the family. The canopy was shredded, and the angry orange clouds hid the
setting sunandthe risingmoon. It rained heavily fortwo hours more, and they all huddled together
for warmth.

Genevieve’s breath came outin clouds, and when the rain abated furthershe set out
desperately tolook for something with which they could make afire. She returned with kindling held
underneath hershirt, and then went out again. The few meagre branches she found smoked
unbearablyandtheirwet clothes suckedinthe stench, butitdid warmthem.

When they awoke theirbreath was wetand ragged, and they all wheezed as they made their
way to the boatin the morninglight. The sky was clear, and it didn’tlook like there would be more
rain.

The debris fromthe river was withinten feet of the top bank, and the second anchorhad been
washedto the bottom bank, where itlay underwater. Inyoka had swelled unlike anything Genevieve
had everseen, and debris sprinted pastthem on the current. There was no way they could row
againstthat.

Rusk agreed, and Piers was sentto find his sister. It seemed unlikely that he would find her.
The last village they had seen was alongway back and on the opposite side to which Piers set off. In
the meantime, Genevieveand Rusk setabout hanging thingsintreesto dry. By the evening, some of
the clotheswere dry.

Genevieve shotaporcupine and setiton a skeweroverthe fire. The boys crouched on their
haunches and pointed at the monstrously long quills, which Genevieve had forbidden them from
playing with. Stukkend’s cough was the worst of all, and he seemed palerthan ever. Longbefore his
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brotherlostinterest he returned and huddled next to his mother, hisforehead burning with more
than justthe heat of thefire.

Genevieve heard them before she saw them, hereyes blinded by the fire and smoke. There
was incoherent mumbling, and Rusk called to Piers, who had returned. The woman he returned with
was much youngerthan him, by ten sets at least. She had the same dark thick hairas Piers, and it
was wildly tangled around her shoulders. Her brown eyes shone excitedly.

“l enteryourhome,” she said softly. She addressed itto Genevieve, whowas so flustered she
forgotthe response and brashly announced that this was no home. The woman smiled and sat next
to Rusk. Pantoffel came and stood awkwardly behind her, and Rusk had to prompt him to say hello
to hisaunt.

“I am Jeanne, Pier’s sister,” she said, smiling at Genevieve. She pronounced herown name with a
soft‘)’, and whenshe said Genevieve’s name, itran as smoothly off hertongue.

She unsettled Genevieve. She was too soft-spoken, it seemed like an act. Genevieve had to
ask herto repeat everything she said. It wastoo gentle. But her gaze was so intense that Genevieve
could not holdit. Stukkend coughed and burned, and Genevieve boiled some rooibos and buchu
leavestogether. She felt conscious of every movement. She subsided intosilence.

She wentand found a place torelieve herself and when she returned she pretended to sleep,
and the quiet conversation of Jeanneand Piers lulled herto sleep. She dreamt about Jeannethat
night, a dreamthat she was ashamed and angry at herself forhaving. It was so frivolous. She could
not get distracted from her mission.

The next day she threw herself whole-heartedly into the activity of disassembling the boat. It
seemedso cruel. They kept the oars and the wheel, butthe wood was stripped dow n into planks.
Theysaidthey would sell itatthe dam, and everything was packed into the wagoninlittle pieces.

Genevieve discovered the partial source of herdiscomfort: the next morning her breasts
ached and herstomach was bloated, and by evening she was bleeding. It was difficult to be
travelling during that time, she frequently made excuses to go and clean by the river. She was glad
to be done withita few days later.

Andthenshe started to notice Jeanne. The woman was exceptionally kind to Gene vieve, and
seemed to always put her needs before anyone else’s. Perhaps it was politeness, butwhen Jeanne
laughedtenderly and placed her hand on the small of Genevieve’s back, it feltlike more.

She always stood closer than what was natural to Genevieve. Hereyes were invasive,
Genevieve could not escape any question that she posed. But Genevieve was never certain. She
blocked out with burning cheeks the talk atdinnerthat would turnto Jeanne’s partnerinatown
ahead on theriver. Jeanne barely acknowledged it, and steered the conversation away with the
same quietinstruction she gave to heroxen.

They circled Flowers by cart, and the landscape around them changed. Pressure grew in
Genevieve’s ear. It popped unexpectedly one night when she yawned. Rusk explained that it was
because they were getting higher up onthe land, and indeed, every day they climbed more than
they descended.

Genevieve knew this flirtation was a distraction, she enjoyed itforthe way it made herfeel.
But it sentherintofitful tempers. Forhoursshe would be ina foul mood, unable to think clearly,
until Jeanne made some minor gesture of affection, and Genevievefeltasif herlife could resume. It
was a buzzing distraction from her properthoughts, from her mission. She re peated hollowly that
she was goingto visit her grandmother, but on most days itdidn’t even seem thatimportant.

Theyrolled through villages which dotted the banks of Inyoka, but neverstoppedlong
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enoughtofeel like they had beenthere atall. Andyet, there was norush. They moved slowly.

Mushi was furtherthan she remembered, and she swallowed the panicthatthey had passedit
at least twice a day. At the end of the half-moonth, after Genevieve returned from an unsuccessful
hunt, she was told they would be in Mushi the next day. She would go alongInyokato her
grandmother’ house, ratherthanalongthe road withthem.

In those few moments of thought, all of the last few weeks were sweptintoadaydream, or
some part of anotherperson’slife. Blurred and bright but unreal and detached from the sudden
present. She had only been travelling with the family forless thanamoonthin total, but itfeltlike a
whole eraof her life. This was how people gotlostin Ku, by wanting nothing more thanto live
routine lives. [t was all constructed to make one feel content, and to be happy with simplicity. With
simple answers and trivial ambitions. She focused her mind on the strangeness she had seenin the
Library, forcing herself to become unsettled, to be dislodged from this contentment with
domesticity.

She took out the papers from herbag and read a few lines:

NH14: Four sightings of the Dra-goninthe lastspan.Causeforalarm?Kid-nap-pings?

Uku: No causefor alarm.Sed-it-tionin the mid-north being quell-ed, Bay ‘a wulf on the way. Ratel is a problem
solver.Kid-nappings minimal but present.

She was out of practise and she folded itaway again.

She stocked herbag with herbs she had been collecting, leaving plenty for the family and strict
instructions ontheiruse. She found herfolded huntinghood, the one she had long ago packed away
in favour of more practical clothesfortravelling. The dust made her nose itch when she putit on.

She considered slipping away in the early morning. But the moment she woke, Rusk woke too,
as if anticipating her plan. She roused the others and Piers cooked an ostrich egg they had found by
chance two days before. Jeanne said nothing, and Genevieve could not dislodge the sadness and
trepidation frominside herthroat. She gathered togetherthe last of herthings, and stood facing the
family, attempting to rush herfarewell and thanks. They remained unrushed. She hugged them all
once, even Piers, and Rusk produced awicker basket filled with food and other small goods. Then
she huggedthemall again, feeling dizzy when Jeanne slipped a small pile of Metalsinto herhand.
She walked alongthe riveralone.
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Chapter Twenty
North Ku, Mushi

Ku will not progress. Ku will understand. Understanding is not coherence. Understanding is the
inward illumination of one aspect of the world. Never can all the aspects of the world be understood
at once, because the world is not a coherent whole. Relieving oneself of this desire leads to freedom.
Stories, people, and answers which give the false appearance of coherence are dangerous. Danger is
notto be revered. Reverence is dangerous. Respect is safety. Nothing is complete, there is no end
goal.

Genevieve’s grandmother’s lived outside Mushi proper —a liberty only a First Ancestor could take.
Her house was longinstead of round, with a thatch roof and the customary blue -green painted
walls. She had her ownvegetable garden, worked by some of the youths of the village,aflat space
setintothe rocky koppie. A well-crafted pathway zigzagged up to herhouse, and, takinginto
consideration what must be the old woman’s growing frailty, awooden railing had been builtalong
the pathway. Her friends would have urged herto move into the village. Up here an accident could
go unnoticed. Tothe left was the forest that Genevieve had lost herselfin so many timesin her
childhood: where light was filtered through the trees and every noise was dampened by their
ancient quiet. This forest of wild olives had been planted long before Meme arrived i n Ku. Genevieve
brushed a wetstrand of hairfrom herface. Mist poured down the koppie and rose from the forest
floor. Adark shape moved between the trees. Genevieve blinked the damp sheenfrom hereyesand
it wasgone.

She took two steps at a time up the pathway and knocked on the half-door. The top half was
open.

“l enteryourhome,” she called, but no one answered, so she unlatched the bottom, stepping
through. She called again. “Meme?” Whimsical childhood sorrows —a broken toy, a boy pushingher
froma low branch — were like agraze on the soberdeterminationin hervoice. They called out for
someone to comfort her, to show sympathy, to see that she was hurt.

It smelled asonly hergrandmother’s house could smell: of flowers growninside and warm
bread; like hergrandmother’s reed matand clothes, and her curious habit of leaving milk to spoil.
She called out again but only the soft tapping of the rain filter could be heard from outside, water
runninginto the tank.

“Meme?” she asked.

There was no reply. To herleft was hergrandmother’s kitchen. She would eat at the Centre
sometimes, but she never cooked there. Genevieve put down the wickerbasketthatJeanne had
given her, and stroked the ancient wooden counter. Aboveit hung dried meats, herbsand
vegetables, and astring of dried berries. The berry fields were not far from Mushi. Warmth
emanated from the oven and she glanced outside the kitchen door, but no one was tendingthe fire
around the back.

Whenthey had stayed here, Akraand Genevieve had sleptin the kitchen. The floorwas
smooth and clean, and looking atit, Genevieve fought off ayawn.

She walked back past the frontdoor and into the bedroom. The bed was built off the floor,
and heavily cushioned, with alumpy featherblanket. Ancient objects lined the wooden shelves,
some of them had the look of the Old World. Genevievesat onthe bed and stared wordlessly at
theirmysterious shapes, as magical as when she had seen only a handful of seasons. The papers she
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had learnttoread fromin herchildhood were hidden away. She laid herhead down on the pillow,
and the scent of hergrandmotheroverwhelmed her. The comfort made her drowsy and she closed
hereyes, moving herfoot onto the bed but careful notto spread any dirt on the blankets. She would
wait here until hergrandmotherreturned. It was so peaceful, away from everything else.

Genevieve was slow to wake. Someonewas sitting on the bed with her, gently shaking herarm.

“Girl, is that you? Is that you?”

Genevieve pushed herself up, her words thick with sleep.

“Meme?” She rubbed hereyes.

“Genevieve? Youlooked like your mother. What are you doing here?” Her grandmother’s
voice was soft with concern.

“I’m sorry. | came to look for you...| wasn’teventired.”

“Look how much you’ve grown!”

Genevieve smiled and rubbed hereyes, whichitched. “Alittle, yes.”

“What dirty clothes you have!”

Genevieve looked down to the mud she had left on the blankets.

“I'm sorry | didn’t—“

“What knotted hair! When lastdid you brushit? Let me sort it out.” Her grandmother bustled
away and Genevieveswung herlegs off the bed, ashamed at the dirt she had tracked through the
house. Meme looked old and tired. Dark bags hung underher eyes and her hairwas shortand wispy.
She still had a solid frame, sturdy in the way a honey badgeris.

“It'sfine, really, we don’thave to —” hergrandmother was not listening. Genevieve followed
herthrough to the front door. Her grandmotherwas lookingin a wooden trunk, one of many which
linedthe wall. Genevieve was notallowed tolookinthem. She had barely noticedthem when she
walkedin. Hermother had forbiddenit, so even now she keptarespectful distance. Her
grandmotherwas on herknees, shiftingthrough the items.

“I have a good brush here somewhere. Mud knows | don’t needitanymore.” She removeda
pile of books, stacking them at her side on the floor.

“Meme pack those away, if the Keeperseesthem —“

“You sound like your mother.” She shuffled along the floor before sitting back and squeezing
herlip with two fingersin contemplation. Genevievefelt astrong sense of having heard this before
when hergrandmotherannounced, “You know, I don’t think | brought it.” Meme stared at the
trunks, and then shrugged and began returningthe items she had removed. The wholeday feltlike
the poor copy of an original.

“Shall we have some tea?” her grandmother continued, brushing off her knees as she stood
up.

Genevieve agreed and brought a pot of waterto the boil overthe fire atthe back. A te ndril of
smoke creptits way intothe mist which hunglike a wetblanket overthe side of the koppie.
Genevieve stared atituntil the watergroused inthe pot. She broughtitinside and poured through a
strainerintotwo mugs, fillingthem with red tea. Her grandmotherlooped honey into their mugs
froma flatspoon.

“I didn’tknow you were coming child. We don’t get messages like we should. In my day you
could trust anyone to deliver news, and be assured your message would reach the otherside. Now:
nothing. If a message comes, it’s all garbled: ‘Grendel’s gown, wool wool wool; Bay ‘awolf comes to
unwind the spool.’ That’s theirfavourite.
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“Bay ‘a wolf?” Genevieve asked, shocked to hearhergrandmotherrepeata word she had read
justthat morning. “Bay ‘a wulf on the way. Ratel is a problem solver,” she repeated aloud.

“Ratel? Ratelisa Keeperfrom my day. Aninfamous Keeper. | don’t see the connection. We’ve
been gettingthose messages fromtravellers all week. I've written some down. Wigwafkeeps them
somewhere. She’s aKeepernow. She might know.”

“A Keeper? Butshe lived here —she worked in Crafts before?”

Keepers were designated by the Trust, sentto whichevervillagethey would bestserve, and
veryrarely to theirhome villages.

“Oh yes. We decided she was the best one for the position.”

“The —are you allowed to do that?”

“Allowed? Hellno. The Trustare livid. Butthey sentthe most useless Keepers. Maybe they are
sending Ratel. We needed someone to help us. We have...| don’t want to scare you, but you cannot
stay here long. Itis not safe, especially not forchildren. Butthen —” she cocked her head to the side,
sitting back and taking a sip of tea, “— you are far too old for them now. Still, you should make your
stay as brief as possible.”

“What is goingon?”

“I would rather not discussit, drink yourteaand then we will go and see Wigwaf. She’s better
at explainingthanlam.”

Genevieve walked at Meme’s shoulder all the way through town, clutching herarm whenevershe
looked about toslip. She steered heraround puddles left by the rainand Meme in turn pulled
Genevieve back on course to the Centre, and when they arrived, Meme shrugged off Genevieve’s
arm and walkedin unaided.

An elderly womansatata table. She was lookingintently atthe womanin front of her, who
was panicked and angry. She looked away only fora second to nod to Meme and let her gaze skim
overGenevieve, and then backtothe womanin front of her. Genevieveand Meme took a seat at
anothertable and waited forthemto finish. The Lessons were deeply notched into the wall next to
themin neat, bold rows.

Genevieve assumed that the elder of the women was Wigwaf, and also that Wigwaf was a pet
name that Meme had for her. Nowoman of such serious stature could have such a cutesy name.
Was Meme a pet name too? Genevieve stared tothe end of the Centre in glazed-eyed alarm. She
could not possibly ask hergrandmotherthat. She wasfar too old not to know her grandmother’s
real name.

In the meantime Wigwaf had grasped the hands of the youngwomanin her own, and was
speakingintently at her. The woman broke down in sobs which shook her shoulders. Wigwaf took
hersleeve and wiped away the tears, speakingall the while. The woman nodded and smiled meekly,
and then got up and left the table.

Meme began to rise but Wigwaf had already sprung up and was walking toward them.
Although she was nearly of an age with Meme — ten sets less, perhaps —she was lithe and energetic.
She seemed unburdened by the slowness of age. Her skin was wrinkled in all the expected places,
but smooth over her bistre cheeks. She swooped down and briefly hugged Meme, and then turned
herattentionto Genevieve, offeringherhandinthe way old people sometimes did. Genevieve
grasped itand shookit, taken aback by the unusual gesture.

“Welcome to Mushi, | am Wigwaf,” she announced.

“l enteryourvillage -"
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“Thisis my granddaughter Genevieve.” Meme laughed awkwardly, cutting her off.

“Itisgood to meetyou Genevieve,” Wigwaf responded, her features relaxing as she sat next
to herold friend. “What has brought you down to the Centre my dear?” she asked of Meme.

“Welll can tell youitwasn’t for the food.” Theylaughed at their shared joke, butthen Meme
looked down and grew more serious. “Genevieve has come to stay unexpectedly. She knows nothing
of ourtroubles, whichistroublinginitself. The messages —“

“You keep expecting news that we will notget. Thisis why we sentout for help with ourown
people. The villages will only relay what they have been told by their Keepers. Help will come.”

“No one will believe ourriders, and with having to hide from the Keepers, itisan impossible
task,” Meme lamented.

Genevieve could notfollowthe conversation, and Wigwaf stopped abruptly. She | ooked
deeplytroubled.

“Genevieve,” she stopped again, cupping herhand overhermouthinthoughtand then
restingiton the table. “We have a situation that can only be believed on faith. | hearthatyour
motherisa traditional woman?”

“Very much so,” interjected Meme. Wigwaf carried on calmly.

“What | am about to say to you may be difficult to understand, given the way you have been
raised to trustin Ku. It is Salang, but you must understand if you are to stay here even one day. |l am
the Keeperof thisvillage. | have never beentothe Library, | was nevertrained, | cannotevenread
the old words as your grandmother—“

“Her too, | taught her,” Meme interposed, smiling proudly at Genevieve. “Youstill can, can’t
you?” Genevievenodded and hergrandmothersmiled again. She couldn’t help but enjoy Meme’s
boast.

“That’s very good, an extraset of eyes will be useful. But firstlet me explain. | took over
because the Trust, and the Keepersthey send to us, are not to be trusted. We have formed our own
system of governance here, not out of vanity, but because itis the only way we are able to survive.”

“Genevieve mentioned something about Ratel,” Meme began.

“The Library, the Trust —” Genevieve tried to get her words out so quickly they made no se nse.
Her head swam.

“I know dear, it ishard to —“

“Theyare liars! | have beenintothe Library. Itis filled with Old World things. Boxes with blue
lifeinsidethemand—" she couldn’tkeep up with herown explanation.

“You were inside the Library?” Meme’s eyes widened with shock, “When did this happen?”

Genevieve felt herself deflate. She thought she had found allies.

“Not now Meme,” Wigwaf rebuked. “The girl obviously has astory for us to hear —” Genevieve
beganaresponse but Wigwaf talked overit “—which we will hear after we explain ourown. Itis
good that we are on the same page, so to speak, at the beginning. Kuis contrived. The system —
Keepers, Council, Trust—itis not what you thinkitis. We used to think we knew whatitwas, butitis
not that either.”

“I sold my life, my parents and my children tothem,” Meme added enigmatically.

“We discoveredthis quite simply through the Keepers they sentus. We lived in peace and
cheerand all those good things —that is the time that Keepers are at their best. Buta great evil came
intoour lives, andittook a longtime to recognise this monster. Children disappeared fromthe
village. All of an age where the mark of Salang had barely healed, some evenyounger. Some your
age, at first, but then only the young ones. We looked everywhere. We scoured the river, the forest
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and the mountain. We set up traps for animals, and fell into superstition. People started to tell tales
of a flyingmonsterthey had seen. Afiend whose roarwas so loud it be nttrees as it went past. It
could spitfire whenangered, but no one has been able to confirm this. The Keeper cautioned
againstwildimaginings, and also against attemptingto find this beast. He grew reclusive, refusing to
leave his hut. Everywhere was turned to afield of terror, and people walked quietly with their
shouldersbentand heads cowed.”

“We haven’t had a Postin many sets. But that was the same time we stopped getting news
from elsewhere, everyone arrived with the same Trust-directed crap,” added Meme. Wigwaf
noddedinagreement.

“‘The Try-gone s Chinese, chopper flyovers '’ recited Wigwaf by rote. The familiar phrase sent
shivers down Genevieve’s back.

“We sentthat messengerbacktwice, sure that he had misheard the Trust.”

“But he had not,” continued Wigwaf. “The Keepervanished, and the Trust dispatched another.
On theirway up here we held ourowninvestigation. | was still on the Council at that time, but we
held anelection, and | was made the Keepertemporarily. We took turns keeping watch at strategic
points—on the koppie, by theriverandin openfields. At some pointall of us saw the beast,
swoopingand hoveringinthe distance, but we could noteven then begin to understandit. We made
a creche and moved all the mothers and theirchildrenintothe Centre. Fortwo weeks we were safe,
until one of the goat herds reported that he thoughtthere might be a locust plague onits way. The
wind carried ina low hummingnoise. It would come and go, and for three days we waited. |l etthe
people holdaceremony, to keep theirspirits up. There was drumming and dancing, and so much
noise that we did not notice until it was right on top of us. It was late at night, but the creature
shone like the sun, an erraticglow, and beams of light fromits nose leapt around the village, tasting
every cornerlike asnake’stongue.” She paused and ground herjaw.

“We had moved the childrento anotherhut, and they were screaming. We could hear that
above the roar of that monster, which whipped thatch from our houses and summoned a cloud of
dustso that we were all choked. By the time we got to the children three of them were gone, pulled
fromthe hutintothe clearingandtaken up by the stringdescended fromthe creature’s belly. Onit
climbed worm-things without eyes or voices. Human figures with round glossy shells overtheir
heads. Shadows, maybe. They were the ones thatranintothe huts and grabbed the youngest, and
thenwere pulled up again by the string.

“We managed to rescue two, and the older ones that they seemedto have nointerestin. And
thenthe creature flew away.”

Coldtingling crawled over Genevieve’s skin, and she could think of nothing to say. Meme
wiped away tears that had gatheredin her eyes. Wigwaf’s hands were shaking.

“That was one moonth ago. The Keeperarrived and,” she swallowed herfury, “insisted that
we had suffered some kind of shared delusion, resulting from ourtrauma.”

“We dealtwith that fucker,” Meme nodded and Genevieve gave anervous laugh. Wigwaf
smiled wrylyinresponse.

“I resumed myrole as Keeperonapermanentbasis. And thatis where we are now.”

Genevieve’'sthroat was dry. She pulled dirt from under herfingernails, staring at the table, her
mind awash with terrifyingimages. Was this another lie of the Trust, of Ku? They seemedtoworkin
a realm of reality completely separate from that which Genevieve knewand understood. Asif they
were ina differentworld, layered on top of this one. She wanted desperately to understand. Her
whole life they had held herhead underwater: kept hervision indistinct and her hearing muffled.
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She wanted to pull up out of the water, to breathe airand hearlike they heard and see like they did.

“I feel you needtotell usyourstory. What did you see inthe Library?”

Genevieveawoke from herreverie. Her story felt meaningless when compared to this, but
she told it nonetheless. Hergrandmother grew pale, but did not say anything. She crossed herarms
and pursed herlips, listening with anintentlook of worry, especially when Genevieve explained
aboutthe papersshe hadread, and those that she could not.

“You could read those, could you not?” Wigwaf responded excitedly.

“Perhaps. lam gettingold and I've forgotten so many of the words,” Meme responded
nervously, but Wigwaf was not satisfied until Meme agreed to try.

Wigwaf wanted to come and see them that night, but Meme insisted they would need until morning
to read the documents. Genevieve helped her grandmother up tothe house where they ate ameal
of berry preserve onflatbread.

It rained again as they slept, sointhe morningthe koppie was delicately wet and still.
Genevieve awoke first from her mat on the kitchen floorand she made a fire and boiled some water,
and thenshe sat on the bench againstthe wall at the front of the house, looking down the pathway
and overthe tops of the huts. The ground shone, and leaves dripped. The forest hid no moving
shapes, just a dark opacity out of which birds sang. She feltserene, and when her grandmother woke
and sat on the benchthey greeted warmly and then lapsedintosilence.

“Your motherlovedithere,” Meme ventured at last, sipping hertea. She sighed asif the
thoughthad puta weighton herratherthan release one. “But South has always been more
traditional. Whenyou speak aboutthe Northto a Southerner, they think everywhere is Masinge.”
Genevieve smiled. Theyfellinto silence once more.

“Meme,” she began, butdidn’t know how to continue. She had heard the story told so many
times by Tellers thatit hadn’t needed questioning before. “Did you always livein Ku?” Her
grandmotherdidn’tanswerforawhile.

“That questionissSalang,” she croaked. Genevieve satin hot-faced silence. “In otherwords,”
hergrandmotherstarted again more warmly, “if | tell you, | forfeit my contract.” She smiled bitterly
and patted Genevieve’s leg. “l raised your mother badly. | wanted to have made the right decision so
desperately thatevery time she called something Salang, orwhen she recited the Lessonsin
conversation, oreven when she wanted to show asuspicious objectto aKeeper, | encouraged her. It
was too late that | realised that | had raised someone who would neverbe able to understand. Wait
here.” She patted Genevieve’'s legagain and wentinside. Genevieve could hear hershifting through
the trunks. Meme came outside with a pile of papers, and began to undo the stringand cover.

“Until | was twenty,” she explained, “Twentyyears —twenty sets, | lived inthe Grey City. They
calleditadifferentname then. They called it the City of Gold. | livedinavillage, of sorts, with awall
aroundit. Soin a way, | have always lived in a place with a wall aroundit. The only difference was
whoownedthe wall. lusedto think thatbecause | livedinside it, 1 did.”

She loopedthe stringaround herfingersandrolleditup. “They were called ‘estates’. Ku, you
can read here, is ‘Ukugoduko Lifestyle Estate’.” She pointed to the top of the page, where
underneath the symbol of Salang, thisname was written. “I lived in the first estate with my parents.
It was notlikeitis now. The world then was even more divided. There were richand there were
poor, and if you were rich you were inside the walls, and if you were pooryou were what they kept
out. We had the walls, I guess, so that we knew which one we were. There was a Trust then, too, of
akind.
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“The city was cracked, the earth was broken. Millions of people —do you know how much
millionsis? It’s thousands of thousands. Thousands of thousands of peoplefellinto these cracks.
Theyfellintothe mines orthey fell into the money. Or, of course,” she laughed, “they went
rocketinginto space. Imagine thatchild,” she smiled at Genevieve with aglintin hereye, “you could
have livedin the stars.”

She paused andlooked out across the village. Many more people wereawake, and the sun
had leftthe trees. “I had a difficult decision to make. | could live, as my parents did. They lived virtual
lives; they barely came into the real world atall.”

“Virtual?” Genevieve asked, repeating back the word.

Her grandmotherfaltered. “Do you rememberyou described the blue boxes with life in
them?”

“Yes, the ones|saw inthe Library?”

“Yes, those. There are whole worldsinthem, which is how we survived in the small Estates.

We made our living by working onthem. But then we forgot to live at all. Well, that was the way |
saw itat the time. | could have gone to the stars, to Mars, they were recruiting then. | don’tknow if
they ever made it thatfar.” She looked up at the blue sky as if for an answer.

“Or, | could live in nature. Without technology. Without artifice. Live simply and purely, as
humans were supposedto live. That was how they soldit, and thatis how | sold myself.” She handed
Genevieve the papershe had been fingering. [t would take Genevieve days toreadit, so she was
relieved when hergrandmotherbegan recitingit.

“l, Jara ‘Meme’ Elisabeth Fontainedo hereby agree to the terms of the contract points|
through LXII, in providing all property, accounts and investments to Ukugoduko Inc. in exchange for
a lifelong position within Ukugoduko Lifestyle Estate. Ukugoduko Inc. agreesinturnto oversee the
body corporate system named The Trust, to prevent against all major natural disasterand provide
aidin times of any unnatural distress, terms defined here-within.” The paper quivered between
Genevieve’sfingers.

“I wish | could simplifyit, to explainittoyou. But Kuis notthe world. Not even the Grey City is
the world. You have to go beyond the Grey City for answers. We put up walls and we made a world
as fake as inside those blue boxes. It’s abeautifully ugly lie, and I brought you and your motherinto
it.| paid with everythinglowned foryou to be trapped here.” Tears were wellingin hereyes. “And |
don’tknow whatthe worldisanymore. That thing — that monster—it’s no creature. It’san Old
World thing, and it’s my fault these children are being stolen. I was one of those who chose this life
for us. | thoughtit would be better.”

Genevieve rubbed Meme’s back but had nothing to say in comfort. “It’s not your fault,” she
tried, but could not completeit. “The papers|have,” Genevieve began, “they might help explain
why that thingis here. | can’t read all the words, if you could read it =” This had the opposite effect
of whatwas intended. Meme started sobbing, but then she was laughing atthe same time.

“It is quite useless now child,” she said, wiping away tears, “l can’tread anymore. It’s all just
little blobs onthe page.|can’t evensee the leavesontrees. They've disappeared. My eyes are
failing.”

Genevieve found nothing to say. They sat justlike that, looking down at the village. There was
avigorousrustlinginthe treestotheirrightand Genevieve sat up as birds raised a racketand flew
out fromthe bushes. Meme smiled vaguely. “Wild olive wolves, but probably just monkeys,” she
explained without need. It was a term only Meme, Akraand Genevieve used. When she had stayed
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here as a child, they found that word to describe the mysteri ous sounds and shapes of this exact
wood so that Genevieve would not be scared of it. Meme wentand made more tea.

That nightthey stayedin Meme’s hut for dinner, and it was just as they were finished that they
heard a distant hum, and saw somethingsailing above the Northern horizon. It was a globe of white
light, like ashootingstar, buttoo bigand slow.

“Can yousee it child?” Meme gripped herarm as they stood in the doorway, watchingits
progress. Genevieve unlatched the doorwordlessly and dared notblink. The lightflewlower, and
she couldsee itabove the trees. It stopped and sunk down vertically. Its noise was dampened by the
trees. Genevieve walked forward three steps, scuffing herfeet deliberately in the sand, drawing a
lineinthe dirt. She watched thatspot for a longtime, but the creature neverre-emerged.

“Meme | want to go and findit. I think that isits home.”

“It’s not safe Genevieve

“Not now,” Genevieve laughed, glancing over her shouldertowhere her grandmotherstood,
both her handsleaning onthe half-door.

“Now or whenever, itwon’t be safe

“It won’t be safe for anyone if we don’t find out what it wants.”

“What if all it wantsis the children?” Meme turned away fromthe doorand wentto the

III

|II

kitchen. Genevieve followed her.

“If all itwants isthe children, then it won’t wantanything with me.” Her grandmotherignored
herand tugged a string of garlic, pulling off loose skin and straightening the bulbs where they hung.
She engrossed herself in the task, pretending that Genevieve was not standing there. Genevieve
leaned back against the counterand crossed herarms.

“I can’t getanything more from papers,” Genevieve admitted. She looked down at the floor
and shifted a piece of garlicskin with hertoe. “l am tired of papersand riddles. | needto go north
and see the Grey City. | needtosee outside Ku for myself. This creature is part of the truth, | have
that feeling. I needtotry.”

Meme paused, her handsstill around a calabash gourd. She sighed, and took her time before
replying.

“There are plenty of fit, skilled Earthersin the village who can go and find it.”

“But they haven’tyet.”

Meme paused. “No. They haven’t. They are too superstitious, too afraid. They don’t
understand.”

“I'm not afraid,” Genevievelied.

“Thenyou are stupid. It's no creature, it's something of the Old World. And if you treat it as
such, it can be understood.”

“Then| must go andfindit.”

“That doesn’tfollow. | may be old and tiresome and scared, but| am thisway for a reason.
But...” there was a long pause. “l also know that there is nothing that will keep you here. Wigwaf
would say that thisiswisdom:toletthe youngbe brave and stupid without you. I thinkitisthe
cowardice of old age.”

She looked intensely at Genevieve, her mouth puckered inward and hereyes glazed with
guilt. She nodded and walked to herroom, blowing out the candles as she went.
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Wigwaf convinced Genevieve to stay anotherday. The village had a Tailor who took Genevieve’s
measurements. He measured the soles of herfeet, how longherarms were, how wide herribs when
she breathedin. Ittook a needlessly longtime butinthe end, clothes were found and sandals cut.

The pants were hemp, strong but rough on her legs. The Tailorsewed the frayed strapon her
pack while Genevieve practised walking with the sandals. It felt so strange not to touch the ground,
and she keptbumpinginto tiny stonesand using hertoesto grip the flatbottoms. There were
already the beginnings of blisters when she took them off, and the Tailorsuggested walkingthem in
for a little while every day. She put them at the bottom of her pack and went backto Meme’s house,
where herhuntinghood had been washed and was dryingin the sun. Her grandmother had put
lavenderin her pockets, which Genevieveremoved and snuck backin place inthe kitchen. It was a
kind thought, but she couldn’t go hunting smelling like flowers.

Genevieve was allowed free range of the Centre’s kitchen, and she sharpened her knives and
picked outa few choice dried meats and fish. The Healerand his apprentice came with an offering of
herbs, some of which Genevieve still had from her mother. She took as much as she could, some to
keep away insects, otherstochew or boil forsickness. There was a Shadow smith who had a good
supply of arrows. He volunteered other weapons but Genevieve turned them down. There was no
pointinoverburdening oneself, it was always betterto be able toflee thanto fight.

Her grandmotherwas quiet onthat last day, but she took Genevieve’s papers from her pack
and rifled through them purposefully. While they sat together Genevieve picked up the paper. She
beganto read out loud, as best she could.

NH14: Three Keepers re-tired this week. Con-tract-ual ob-ligations filled, welcomed aboard. Dis-satisfied with

arrangements, as ever.

Her grandmotherstopped her, layingherhand onthe paper.

“It istoo much for me to think about now child.”

Genevieve refolded the paperand pushed themtoward her. “They’re not goingto be any use
to me out there. Keep them. Get someone herewho canread a little toread the letterstoyou, and
you put themtogether. I thinkit’simportant.”

Wigwaf brought with her a pair of men. She introduced the one asa Woodsman, as if this were a
craft. He wasa boy who could not have been much olderthan Genevieve. He looked plainand
innocent, with dark hairsweptto the side. The other who was nearly beautiful, but his nose was too
beakish, his dreadlocks natty and his face too hollowed. But he had the softlooking skin, dull yellow
ochre, dotted with brown freckles. He wore hisfaded hunting hood halfway over his head.

“Genevieve, thisisVorsand Nicnacwitha ‘c’,” Wigwaf explained, encouraging the men to
draw closer. The scraggly man bowed and Genevieve laughed.

“With a ‘c’?” she asked.

“For clever,” he smiled. Histeeth were cracked and blackened in the corners, asif he had
neverseenanarak twigin hislife, but despite this the smile brightened his wholeface.

“You can read?”

“Onlywords with the letter ‘c’.”

Genevieve laughed again. The youngerone, Vors, fidgeted nervously. He had a flat leather
sheath strapped across his back and held a full-length spearin hisleft hand.

“They will accompany you along the riverin search of that... what were you callingit?”

“The dragon,” answered Meme softly.
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“Right. The dragon. | think that word is better. More accurate,” she turned and looked at the
two Hunters, “We know that thisis no animal, and no mere superstition. To call ita monsterwould
be to deny what we know, and that would put yourlivesin peril.”

“I don’tneed accompaniment —" Genevieve began stubbornly.

“No, you don’t. But for your mission to be of any worth we need ourown people who will
come back and report what you have discovered. And | know yourambitions lie with the Northern
Road.”

The unsentimental practicality of it stunned Genevieve into silence. She had been quietly
comforted by the thought of companionsonthe journeyand had objected only to save face. Wigwaf
did not waitfor herassent. They planned and discussed through the White Out, deciding to leave
early the next morningwhen it was still dark. Vors barely said anything, and NicNac was solemn and
quiettoo.

Aftertheyhad gone, Genevieve packed the last of herthings. Meme had gone down to the Centre
withthemforsome errand. Sittingin the hut itreminded her of that last afternoon with her family.
She missed Chromeski, his beetle-like buzzing. Did he ask after her? She could imagine that he would
ask afterher. Would her motherhave heard from Vinyl yet?

She grabbed herhood and pushed out of the door. She stalked down the pathway and off to
the right, intothe woods. The undergrowth was softunder herfeet. Her thoughts were in the
Shadows, the Old World’s lingering mark on the world around them. This wood was full of Shadows.
It seemed unnatural, ahundred-hundred trees all the same and planted together, but she was not
scared. She kepther eyes on herdirty feetand where they stepped, remembering by heart the
pathway that would lead her where she wanted to be. The trees were thickand bent, and she was
stooped over much of the time. Many pathways dawdled away from the main one.

Her motherwould by now be explaining how the Wild Olive was afavourite amongst buck
because it was evergreenand needed only alittle water. A pigeon fluttered overhead, its yellow
ringed eye and stippled feathers glossy and brightin the softlight of the wood. The tree could be
used, her motherwould say, forthis complaint and that ailment, to make ink and wood and ten
otherthings. Genevieve ignored that voice. It was cool and quiet, and the world felt mysterious and
wonderful. Not the painful, draggingincomprehension that she felt every day, but that this wood
here was somethingto be quietly explored. She followed the pathway rightasitsloped down
suddenly. She jumped down the drop off and the mulch absorbed the sound of herlanding. She
brushed dirt off a flat rock that she knew would be there, and only once she sat did she look up.

Twisted branches framed ablack rock-face. A tiny trickle of water leaked down the cracks and
drippedserenelyintoapond, whichfiltered through the roots and fallen debris on the forest floorin
an invisible stream.

It was her place. Her motherhad come here, as had hergrandmother, but they didn’tfallin
love withit. They didn’t stay, awed intosilence. It was so still that it stilled her. Her mind unrippled,
was flattened and cooled. She had no otherdesire than to sit uninterrupted in this place and be with
these things. This rock, this water, these trees. They were soreal and yet so unreal, perfectinaway
that only she seemedto believe.

Perhapsthis was why hergrandmother had come to Ku. Perhaps she had believeditto be
perfect. She forgave her, then, for bringingthem into this walled-in place. Here in front of hertiny
waterfall, Ku felt more likean embrace than a cage. The choking sense she felt at not understanding,
not being able tosee the whole picture, loosened its grip. The tightnessin her throat disappeared
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and she breathed sodeeplyit hurt. This was not somewherethat someone could take from her, not
Others, notthe dragon, noteventhe Keepers orthe Trust. It was hers because she believedinit.

She could not be chased from it.

Whenshe leftit was beginning to get dark. She could smell the smoke of distantfires. The
sharp breaking of a branch made herstop. She whippedright, expecting the dark-dog shadow she
saw everywhere, but there was a much larger shape, as suddenly stillas she was. Inthe next
momentittook off at a gallop, limberforits huge size —tallerthan her at its withers. It ducked its
antlers underthe branchesand disappeared. She smiled and walked on. It was a rare sighting, a
kudu. There was smoke coming from her grandmother’s chimney and she followed the pathway up.



TDC/ JL 129

Chapter Twenty-One
North Ku, Splinter Aisle

Neko walked with Jagati’s reins in hand, not lifting his eyes off the road. It had to be somewhere on
this path. He had been an hour’strot out of that bizarre village when he noticed it was missing.
Nobody had come anywhere nearhim, but the pouch, and the goldentokens, were gone.

Thiswas what happened when you resolved to go South. The North gave you a farewell kick in
the shins. He had hoped the tokensin Markie’s pouch would help him bargain his way down the
river. He could sell Jagati and get work on the Inyoka trade route, but where ahorse would gethima
jobrowing, those shiny tokens could have gotten himacabin on his own. There was nothing the
rivertradesmen liked more than trinkets from the Old World. The tradesmen travelled to the far
shore and overland to the edge of the Grey City. They returned with stories of buildings made by
giants; of entire landscapes where nothing would grow and the dustitself was poisonous; of forest
people who ate one another. Their favourite was the story of the beetles with i nvisible wings, the
buzz of whichfilled the whole sky. They spat fire and stole children (Why only children? Nobody
could answer).

Neko kicked overadung pile and pulled Jagati forward. When he looked up next he could see
thevillage. Orvillages. The road split the two halves exactly where a Centre would have been. He
wonderedifthey had rebuiltaCentre on eitherside. As he entered the calls started up again.

“Friend, step thisway friend. We have waterforyourhorse.”

“Don’t go that way, their wateris full of insects. We have the freshest water...”

He waved them off, ignoringthem as he had earlier when passing by this way, and continued
scanningthe road. When a woman steppedin front of him he nearly walked into her chin. She
folded herarms.

“Greetingsfriend,” he grinned, but he could already tell that she wasn’t that kind of woman.

“1 needto examine yourhorse,” she sweptadreadlock off her nose and marched toward
Jagati, whowhickered and pulled herears flat against her head. The woman circled around the
horse, and then stopped, sourly chewing herbottom lip.

“You came through thisvillage earlier?”

“Yes | did, and | seemto have lost-"

“You came from Masinge?”

He paused.

“I travelled through itthis morning.” This was, afterall, atruth.

“So the boy knew what your horse would look like?”

“What boy?” Was someone already looking for him? Had someone seen him atthe stables,
seen whathad happenedto Markie?

“The one from Masinge. He came this morning. | will go and wake him up. If he knows you
thenheis aliarand a trickster. There will be trouble.”

Neko began dragging Jagati forward.

“I don’tthink that’s necessary. I’'m heading back to Masinge now,” he lied, “Tell him when he
wakesthatl am on my way back there.” After he found the pouch, he would need tofind a route
around thisvillage, and carry on South. Perhaps he should take a new name. Somethingstrong. Like
‘Inja’. He knew someone called ‘Inja’ once. He had beenridden over by acart.

“I knew that boy was no good. Freshly tattooed, and at his age. He is an Other. We have
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notified the Keeper, who will be here soon. He arrived with a bag so full of gold tokens he walked
lopsided. Doesn’tknow anyriddles either.”

Neko stopped abruptly.

“Oh that boy! He has brought my token-pouch! What acleverchild. Take me to him
immediately.”

The dreadlocked woman glared at him.

“Those are yourtokens?”

“My... well. They are in my bag, fora start. A little pouch. Very softto the touch.” What were
the chancesthat someone else was walking down this same road with a bag of gold tokens? It had to
be his. This little pickpocket shit from Masinge must have nabbed the tokens while he was leaving,
and happened uponthe wrongdirection. Neko folded his arms, squaring up to the woman, “And |
know exactly how many tokensareinthere.”

Jagati was tethered and provided abucket of mostly insect-free water, while Neko was led rapidly
through the village. The dreadlocked woman explained the morning’s events as they walked, and so
quickly that he was surprised she wasn’t out of breath. Theyarrived at a hut and as the woman
made to enter Neko grabbed herarm and motioned for herto follow him aside.

“He is not a strong boy. Anything could make him faintagain,” he said, processing what he had
learnt. “Letme go inand see himalone. It will be less stressful.” Neko nodded reassuringly and
sweptintothe hut before the woman could protest. There was a crumpled figure onareed mat. A
thinblanket covered his dark black limbs. Neko edged his way around the bare room. He feltin the
raftersand checked underthe mats, butthere was no pouch. The boy didn’t seemto have anything
with him. No pack at all. It made sense if he were a pickpocket. Butif he hadindeed beensentto
look for Neko, he was obviously sent out at short notice, without time to prepare forsuch a trip.
Edgingforward, Neko held his hand above the boy, and then pressed it over his mouth. The boy’s
eyesflared open and he struggled as Neko leaned on his chest.

“Shoosh boy. Shoosh. I’'m not goingto hurt you.” The boy grabbed at Neko’s arms helplessly.

“If you stop struggling, | will letyou go. Promise notto shout.” The boy thrashed hisarms a
while longerand then wentlimp. He nodded. Neko lifted his hand.

“I thoughtyouwere an elephant,” the boy blurted out. Neko let the absurdity of that pass him
unquestioned.

“Who sentyou?” Neko began.

“Who sentme?”

“Yes. Why are you here?”

“Because I...um...” Neko saw how the boy’s hand reached for his Salang wrist, trying to cover
the bandage.

“Don’t lie tome!” Neko shook the boy with more vigour than he felt.

“Marikasaan sent me and then | sent myself,” he squeaked.

“Why were you following me?”

“I wasn’tfollowing you!” The boy was making more racket than a rat’s nest. Neko lethim go
and sat back. In the dim light he could see the boy’s large head with wide eyes, contrasted against
his dark skin. He had the gangly appearance of a youngteenager, his hands and feetlooked like
anvilson histhinlimbs. He seemed the correct age to start an apprenticeship. Neko changed his
approach.

“I didn’tmeanto frightenyou. lam justlooking for my token pouch. Apparently you have it.”
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“I found a token pouch on the road.”

“Can | have it back?” Neko asked. The boy had the makings of someone just gullible enough to
fall forthis.

“No.”

Neko narrowed his eyes.

“Can | exchangeitforsomething?”

“Maybe. What do you have?” The boy sat up.

“Never mind what| have. What do you need?”

“I don’tknow,” he conceded, lowering his gaze. He began fidgeting with the bandage.

Was it possible that he was an Other? The bandage around his wristlooked asifit had been
put on that morning. Surely not. Probably some illegitimate third child from a nearby village. The
Keepersinsisted true Others—people who had neverlivedin Ku—no longerexisted.

“I know what you need. These people think you are an Other.” The shock on the boy’sface
betrayed him. Surely that gave itaway, he thought. Just to know the significance of beingan Other,
you had to be an Eartherto begin with. Neko smiled forthe boy’s benefit, “l know betterthan that.
You burntyour wriston a cookingfire, and the skin has to heal. Happensall the time. Infact, | saw it
happen.lwasrightthere, helpedtake youtothe Healer.” The boy had the good sense to close his
mouth. “I'll explain that to these people, and you will give me my pouch.”

“You have to help me getaway from here.”

“You can follow me out of the village. We will do the exchange after we’reclear of this place.”
The boy blinked his dumb acknowledgement. He seemed to know it was an unfairtrade, but he had
no otheroptions.

“Let’sgo,” Neko prompted, beforethe boy could think of an alternative.

A group of women had gathered outside ata respectful distance.

“Friends. | thank you foryour kind and gracious hospitality. Take this gift of agold token as
repayment.” Neko motioned toward the boy, who was tying the water pouch around his shoulder.

“Give thema token, boy.”

“I don’t have the pouch,” the boy whispered, moving behind Neko’s legand away from the
women.

“May you haveall thatyou need, you kind women have keptthe pouch safe.” Neko stretched
out hishand, and took a few steps toward the wall of stern expressions.

The women remained unmoved. Eventually the one with the dreadlocks unfolded her clasped
arms and pulled the pouch from a pocket on her pants. Neko had takenthe lump as justanother
curiosity of her bulging physique. The woman threw the pouch to the boy, who droppedit. N eko
swooped downto pickit up but the boy stood on itand then picked it up himself. Perhaps therewas
some slynessto thisone.

“We don’twanta goldtoken.” Asilence followed the dreadlocked woman’s statement.

“What may | offeryou? | am nota man with many things. | have my horse, myson,” he placed
hishand onthe boy’sshoulder, “and afew gold tokens left to me by my mother. | am making my
way South to start a good life, away from Masinge.” He took off his hat and dusted it with piteous
concern.

“Your son?” The women twittered uncertainly. Disbelief bounced between them likeaflea
between puppies.

“You leftyoursonin Masinge, while you went South?”
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The boy peered up curiously at Neko, and Neko peered down wordlessly at him.

“Well, I mean, |-

“I'had been burntby a fire,” the boy held up his wrist, “and my fatherthought | should wait
with mysisters until it healed and | could travel safely. | saw that he had left his pouch and | knew
that he neededit. So| broughtitback to him.”

Neko grinned again. The boy’s lying skills were horrific: all closelyknitted eyebrows and
innocent concern. Butthenthislie of beingrelated was nevergoingto flyanyway —they were
unalike in every way: skin colour, physique —even accent.

“Such a good boy.” He petted the boy’s shoulder, put on his hat, and steered him away from
the women. “Now we must be on our way. Thank you friends!” Neko nodded cheerfully.

“Wait!”

Nekofeltthe boy jump under his grip at the shout. They turned where they were, alittle way
down the pathway between two huts.

“You are lying,” the dreadlocked woman spat, “You are a family of lying, thieving —” Neko
leaned down toward the boy.

“Can youride a horse?” he said without moving hislips.

“What?” the boy looked up at him with wide eyes.

“Nevermind. When I start running, follow me.”

“— bastard sons of mud. He knew your horse was white on one side and black on the other.
You rode through to make fools of us in the eyes of those others!”

NekoandlJimmy had already started running.

There was a clank as a clay pot hitthe wall next Neko’s head. He ducked and pulled the boy’s
handto the left, through anarrow gap between two huts. The fat woman jogged behind them, her
legs held stiffly apart, her watermelon thighs banging against each other. Others around herbent
down and picked up more projectiles. They struggled between the gap that Neko and Jimmy had
slipped through.

Neko grabbed a tuft of loose grass from one of the low roofs and flungitupin the air. The
women behinditran underneaththe falling debris and slowed to rub the dust from theireyes. Neko
slipped back through the huts and sprinted out to the road. He pulled the slipknot that held Jagati to
herpost and swung himself up, his bruised ribs aching from the impact. He grunted to dampen the
pain. The boy yelled frantically behind him and Neko pulled him up by the bandaged wrist, eliciting a
painedyelp.

Neko dug his heelsintoJagati who bucked forward, kicking out her back legs. She crabbed her
way inelegantly downthe road, runningin zigzags. Neko focused on holding himself and the boy on
the saddle. When they made it out of directsight of the village Neko stopped tryingto getherto run
and eased herintoa trot. Her ears were planted back on her neckin sheer disgust. Nobody followed
them.

“I'm hungry.”

Nekoignoreditagain. Jagati grabbed a mouthful of grass as they walked, uprootingitwitha
wilful ‘thrump’. He clucked heron, pulling her head away as she yawned toward another clump.

“I’'m really hungry. They promised me food. Butthey never gave me any.”

Jagati nearly pulled the reins from Neko’s hands as she grabbed fora green patch. He steered
herto the centre of the path, away from the veld. She lowered herhead moodily. The boy walked
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nextto them.

“My nameisJimmy.”

It was the fifth time thishad beenannounced.

“What is yourname?”

Nekoignoredit. The boy skipped up next to Jagati and petted her mane. “I've neverridden a
horse before. What’s your name, horsey?” he enquired, lowering his head tolookinto hereyes. “I
think I will call you...” He stroked her patched mane, “Speckles.”

Neko stared up at the cloudless skyand heaved asigh.

“Her name is Jagati. Please do not call her Speckles. My name is Neko.”

“My name-“

“—isJimmy.Yes. | am aware of that. Can we do the exchange now, Jimmy?”

“Jagati,” Jimmy repeated reverently. “What does it mean?”

“It means she will bite you.”

The boy’sforehead wrinkled in concern but he keptsilent. He grabbed a tuft of passing grass
and fed itto Jagati, who bit hisfingerinthe process. He gave a start, staring at his fingers. Neko
dismounted.

“Not like that.” He grabbed some grass and held it flatin his hand. Jagati took it from him with
herlips, the soft flesh and whiskers warmin his hand. Jimmy trieditagain, laughing atthe sensation.

In a fluent motion, Neko took Jimmy’s hand and lifted up the bandage —justenoughtosee
underneathit. Jimmy pulled it away sharply, but Neko had seen what he needed to. The Salang was
freshandraw, as if it had been done that very morning. Jimmy looked alarmed.

“Where do you come from, Jimmy?”

The boy glanced sideways, grabbing anothertuft of grass and feedingit to Jagati.

“From Masinge.”

“That’s food forflies. Where isyourhome?”

Jimmy glanced up nervously and played with aknot on Jagati’s mane.

“Alonga streamin the veld. From the Wall.”

“When did you come to Masinge?”

“l came to Ku last week.”

“Last week?!” The boy smiled meekly at Neko’s surprise.

Questions crammed Neko’s mouth like a bite of burningfood. He had no time to chew, to
digest, tothink. When they came out they were sluggish with inanity.

Are you alone? How did you get the $alang? Where are you going? When last did you eat?
What will youdo? Nekofelthot from the bewilderment.

The boy answered them simply and patiently. So simply as to make the answers all the more
confusing. ‘Yes’. ‘I paid’. ‘I don’tknow’. ‘Yesterday’. ‘ I don’t know’.

Nekotried to convince himselfthat the boy must just be mistaken. Vigil received the Salang,
surely?

Neko led Jagati down a buck path which wound its way to the water, cutting down the
ancient-carved bank to the thin stream. On the top of the bank the grass was softand green. The
boy flopped down underatree. Neko retrieved some of hisfood from the packs. He threwa wrap
ontolJimmy’slap. The boy openedit up and began eating. Neko led Jagati back up the bankand tied
herreins. He sat down undera nearby tree.

Jagatitore herway through the wet grass. As if lostin contemplation, the boy looked over the
river. There were crumbs on his face.
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“What do you know about elephants?” Jimmy asked, atlength.

“Not much,” Neko admitted.

“Do they become rocks when theysleep?” he asked.

“No,” Nekoresponded grimly. Jimmy was an enigma. Each question opened up avoid, a
frightening depth of possible answers, far removed from Neko's realm of understanding. How long
had he been onthe Wall? Had he seenthe Grey City? Were there Keepers on the Wall? Were Vigil
Earthers?

‘Always’. ‘No.” ‘No.” ‘No.’

These unripe answers clungstiffly to their branches, refusing to mature into anything
satisfactory. The boy did not question him back.

“Will you come South with me?”

Neko was shocked by his own question. Why did he want the boy to come South with him? He
was dangerous luggage.

“Okay.”

Nekotook a bite of dried fruit. ‘Okay’. The answer was superbinits indifference. Was thatany
kind of answerto a propositiontogoon a journey thatwould take aseason, perhapslonger? If he
had answered yesorno, Neko might have lost interestin the idea of taking him. Yes or no meant
that this boy had the desire to be inanotherplace. No, | don’t wantto go withyou. Yes, | want to be
there. Perhaps that was just the way of Others.

“It will be dangerous.”

“Everywhereisdangerous.”

“True. You can come, butyou will have to earnyourkeep. | will apprentice you —”

“Can | become a Tattooist?”

Neko chewed as he talked, gathering his things and standing up. “No. Dol look like a
Tattooist?” He didn’t waitforthe answer. “l was apprenticed in Crafts. | will apprentice youin...
Nevermind;youneedtolearntosurvive in Ku. To survive youneedtolearnto lie. Tolearnto lie you
needtolistento exactly what| say, because | will be telling you exactly what you need to say.”

Jimmy nodded enthusiastically.

“You will give me my tokens, which will pay for my passage South. | will give you the skills
which will pay for your passage South.”

“I'll give them to you after | get my skills.”

Neko could only laugh.

“You are learningalready.”
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Chapter Twenty-Two
North Ku, near Mushi

The answers are from within, not from without. Those who seek answers from without seek
danger. Dangeris notto be revered. Reverence is dangerous. Respect is safety.

The knock on the kitchen door came far too early, and hereyes were glued together with sleep. She
calledaresponse toNicnacand he said he would meet her at the Centre. She stood and wentto
wash her face. Everything had been carefully laid outand she ate her breakfast with cold tea. She
only ate half of it, and then wentinto hergrandmother’s room. Meme sat up stiffly in the bed.

“Are you leaving?”

“Yes,” Genevieve smiled and gave hera hug.

“Good luck. And promise you will come visit me on your way back.”

She hesitated onlyamomentonthe lie before responding, “Of course.”

“It’s always difficult deciding what to pack.”

“Yes. Goodbye Meme.”

“Stay safe,” Meme squeezed her hand and Genevieveleft by the kitchen door.

Nicnacwas at the centre, as was Vors, and they set off together.

They walked until nightfall. They came across numerous clearings where the dragon had landed.
These clearings would be nearavillage but out of sight, all the plants would be bent out from the
centre. There would be shoed footprints, and two deep lines where the dragon’s feet had sat. All the
tracks were blurred from the wind that roared around the thing, but Nicnacwas a good tracker.

Whenthe footprintsled into the village then the three of them tried to speak to the villagers.
They were not met with warmth, many of the Earthers still saw the vanishings as bad coincidence, as
they had beentoldto by the Keepers. Wigwaf had dissuaded the three of them from arguing
otherwise. That could only draw the attention of the Keepers, which was not what they needed.

Sometimesthe footprints came close but neverentered the village, skirting around it, as if
they had been watching.

The night was cool and they argued overa fire, and then decided that one without flames
would have todo. Vors chopped wet wood with his throwing axe. They lay close and the depth of
the nighthad lulled theminto adeepsleep when the noisegrew, likeamosquitoin one’s ear, until
all three of them bolted to theirfeet.

Vors leaptup and drew a sword. Genevieve would have laughed, atanothertime. What
extravagant Shadowsmith would waste metal on such a completely useless huntingitem was
beyond her. Perhaps Vors hadinherited it. Orfoundit. Genevieve’s bow tightened but as the great
shrieking creature sweptabove theirclearing she shotshortand the arrow arched overthe trees
and fell intothe dark veld. She clutched her hands overherears, droppingherbow as itroared over
them.

The dragon was beyond belief. It looked like alocust enlarged athousand thousand times. She
feltsheerterrorlooking up atit. Nothingthat big could fly. Its wings were moving too quickly to be
seenandit seemedthenthatwhatkeptthe thingaloft was the sheerforce of its snarl against the
ground. It disappeared as quickly asithad come.

Nicnacwas movingfasterthan herand had gathered histhings. His eyes were wide with
terror. His hands shook as he tried to roll his mat.
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“What are you doing?” she asked.

“I’m leaving. Did you see that thing? Thisis nothingfor us to follow. It'sagod. Something sent
by the ancestors. The Old World. Shadows, Others. | don’t know.” His breathing was erratic.

“What about the children?”

“They are lost. Sacrifices. Eaten orworse.” He had given up rolling his mat and stood at the
edge of theirsmall clearing. His eyes were wild with terror. He looked about to say more, but turned
and ran through the veldinstead, disappearinginthe dark. Vors, who had been quiet until then
shouted after him. He looked terrified by Nicnac’s departure, his silly sword held limply at his side.

“Fuck,” Genevieve spat and kicked the ground with the bottom of herfoot. She collapsed
down onto her sandy mat, clutchingat her tangled hairand staring at the hot logsin the fire.

“You saw which directionitwent?” she asked Vors, afteralong while. He was still standing as
before.He nodded.

“Overthat koppie. North-west.”

“We will go... We will goin the morning.” He opened his mouth to argue. “There is no point
doinganything now butsleeping.” She stubbornly shook out her mat away from the fire and then
laiditback down and bundled herself up, pretendingtosleep. Vors did the same afterawhile,
sheathinghis sword. She only knew about swords because Chrome was obsessed. He had tried to
convince the Shadowsmith in Lake Floors to make one. He loved to tell Chromeski stories of boys
with swords. Boys wanderinginto the bush and slaying villages of wild Others, who would otherwise
eat youalive. When she was sure Vors was asleep she sat up and stared at the fire. He was clutching
his sword with both arms against his chest.

The next day they climbed the koppie. It was rough going, and her hands and knees were cut by the
time they reached the top. They took a break and Genevieve washed the cuts with some water,
taking small sips. Vors’ cheeks were flushed, and they only made the rings under his eyes ook worse.
She looked back overthe ground they had walked. She could see the blue lump that was the koppie
at Mushi, but it was all her imagining when she thought she could see her grandmother’s hut.

Once they had gathered theirenergy they crested the ridge, and made theirway around a
bush that obscured theirview.

Down below was the dragon, sittinginthe middle of the clearing. It was coloured like a dark
dappledtree, asif sittingunderashadow that wasn’t being cast. They waited a longtime and saw
nothingelse —no worm creature comingto or from it, no sign that the thingwas alive. Its wings
were folded out of sight and two straight rods — long antennae, perhaps —pointedin opposite
directionsonitstop.

There were some otherthings visible through the bush too. Shapes scattered messily across
the clearing. Round or square, they all spoke of Otherness. She assume d some of them were
shelters, but she could see nofire circles nearthem.

“Should we go down?” Vors asked. Genevieve nodded and they carried on theirdescent. It
was steeperthisside, and she moved with herfeetinfront of her hands, slidingalongher bum.

When they came to a dropin the rock Vorstook the lead, first droppingintoahollowinthe
rocks and then slowly reachingdown foratree that grew below. Once he grabbed it he swung down
and dropped off once more ontothe uneven ground. He fell with his side into the bushes and
extracted himself from the thorns. Genevieve knew his side would be cut and stinging.

Genevieve followed his way down, but when she dropped from the rough barkand landed on
the uneven ground Vors caught her, stopping her from falling over. She brushed herself off, blowing
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on herhot hands. Every cut seemedto be on fire.

The rest of the way was easier, and she resumed hergradual sliding until she could walk again.
Stonestumbled down in front of them and a movement below made Genevieve grab forVors’ arm.
They both crouched. Down below, aman walked out to the dragon. He wore strange clothes: dark
pantsand a blue shirt. She was sure even her motherdidn’t know anything that would stain clothes
that way, as brightas a flower.

The man strode toward the dragon, unfazed by its hard and uneven mass. He walked tothe
side and reachedintoit, his whole front half disappearing. It looked for awhile like he would vanish
completely butthen he emerged, holding a stack of papersin hishands. He peered down atthem,
flipping one over afterthe other quite urgently and then, seemingto alight on whathe needed,
reached back into the thingand leftthe papers there.Vors’ face was filled with silent horror, and
Genevieve calmed the thumpingin herchest before she spoke.

“Wigwaf told me the worm men —the Others—flewinside its belly. It must be hollow. Like a
cart forthe sky. | don’tthinkit’s alive.”

“But —“ Vors began but Genevieve cut him off.

“I'don’tthinkit’snormal, but| think without the Othersinitthat thingcan’t do anything.”

Vors gave her a hard look and then turned back to the thing. [t was clearthat he thought she
was wrong.

They made theirway downintothe thicker bushes without speaking, veering hard to the right
and away from where they had seen the Other man disappear. They were on flat ground by the time
of White Out, and they stayed in the trees, inching their way forward. When they came across the
firsttentit took Genevievealongwhile to puzzle it out. Of course she knew whatitwas, they used
all kinds of shelter when they went hunting, but she had notseen one like this. They kept their
distance at first, making sure it was empty by throwing stones atit. Then they approached, and
Genevieve slid herhand underthe coverand looked inside. There seemed to be a second door, but
it was so finely woven she could see through it. A gauze forinsects. They took many sets to getright,
and onlya few momentsto break. She peeredinside and there was adark sleeping matanda
blanket. As much as she wanted to investigate them she didn’t want to leave any trace that they had
beenhere. She backed out from underthe outer cover and rubbed it between herfingers. It
was a thin material, and following a suspicion, she spatonit. Itlet no waterthrough. Thiswould be a
useful thingtotake on a journey.

She leftit. They threw stones atevery tentthey passed, making sure they were empty. It
would be hotterinside than out, soit was not a surprise they were all empty. The clearing became
more visible, and seeing the dragon at eye level was no consolation. As she had suspected, its centre
was hollow and she could see through it to the otherside of the clearing where there were more
tents, and two huge tanks which were not filled with waterbut a substance which smelled like sweet
liquor.

Long pipes led from these tanks to the dragon, like umbilical cords on a baby andits mother.
She suppressed achill,ignoring Vors’ gaze as they moved closerto the koppie.

There was a huge hollow inthe rock face, so large that it was surprisingthey had notseenit
before. There were biggertents here, long spans of cloth held up by metal rods. There was a firein
the centre, with rocks placed all around it for sitting on. She could hearvoices coming from within.
There were torches like there had been at the Library: constantand bright, theyilluminated little
parts of the cave. She could also hear the crying of children.
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They made their way back into the trees and decided on a plan. It would have been best to watch
the encampmentfora number of days and make out their patterns, but Genevieve argued that they
didn’t have thatlong. The children could come to serious harm before then. They decided to wait
only until nightfall. She expected that they would be able to count the Others while they sataround
the fire, andthen once they wentto sleep they could overpowerthe few guards and getthe
children.

The plan changed as dusk creptin and a busy sense of purpose arose withinthe camp. The
pipes were removed from the side of the dragon, and the Other’s clothes were substituted foreven
strangerones. Bedecked with round hats which covered theirwhole heads, two men climbed into
the dragon, and it came to life. They did look like worm-people.

Lights shone inside and fromits sides, anditbegan at firstto emita whine, which then grew
louder until she and Vors had their hands clutched overtheirears. Grass and dust whippedinto her
face but through squinting eyes she could see more Others run toward the dragon and take seats
inside it. She thought four, but perhapsitwasfive. Ina torrent of noise the dragon flew directly
upwards, sosmoothlyitseemed unreal. It nodded to the side and sweptaway overthe trees. She
stayed crouched, spitting grass from her mouth and rubbing her eyes. At the mouth of the cave she
couldsee an Otherstandingstaring up at the receding creature. He turned and wentinside a
moment later.

Genevieve nudged Vors, and they scurried forward, keeping low and to the shadows. When
theyreachedthe entrance they dipped down into the darkest hollow they could find and waited to
gettheirbearings. She could make out more features than fromthe outside. Itdidn’tseem so deep,
perhaps five tens of feet. She could hear soft noises from the children, they seemed calm. The guard
talked at the left wall, stern but calm, he waved his finger and then turned and walked directly
toward Genevieveand Vors. She could feel Vors stiffening beside her, and she hoped that he would
stay still.

He did, and the guard walked outintothe openair.

But then Vors moved up and Genevieve caught hisarm. He had taken out his short axe and
glared back at her. She pleadedsilently but he pulled hisarm from her grip and stalked afterthe
man.

Genevieve nearly went after him but stopped herself. She hurried deeperintothe cave,
feelingalongthe wall with hersore hands. The wall curved sharply outward to the leftand she
circled around a bucketon the floor.

“Who's that?”

Genevieve buckled tothe floor, and herknife was flexed in herhand before she could even
see the speaker. Tothe left of her were bars, andinside this trap was a girl youngerthan her, an
Earther. The girl gasped so loudly that Genevieve had torush up to the barsto quiet her.

“Did you escape?” she asked Genevieve, her knuckles going whitearound the bars. “Let me
out!”

“How?” Genevieve whispered, quickly.

“It’sa lock. The keyis hangingjustthere.” Onthe opposite wall of the cave Genevieve could
make out thin metal pieces hanging off a strip of cloth. She unhooked them and brought them to the
girl, whoslidone intoa solid piece of metal and turned itto the side. There was a loud click and she
threw off the metal block, the cage door opening. Genevieve had no time to ponderthis. The girl
shrugged at Genevieve’s look and took the lead.

“I have been here a longtime. Didtheyleaveinthe creature?”
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“Yes.”

The girl ran to the opposite side of the cave and unhooked anotherbundle of metal pieces.

“Thenthere should only be one lefthere. They only leave one.”

Againtheycameto a dipinthe wall and a set of bars. There were at least ten children, all just
overthe age of Salang inthe cage. It stunk of damp and piss and rotting food. The children stared
wide-eyed at Genevieve and the girl, who opened the gate.

“Come children. Come quietly. | am taking you back to your mothers. Come.” She commanded
theminsuch a way that they obeyed. She made themlink hands as they walked.

“When they couldn’tcomfortthem | would have tolook afterthem,” she explained as the
children hurried out. “The childrentrust me. | promised | would take them home to their mothers.”

“Why did they take you?” Genevieve asked. She meantall of them, why did they take all of
them, but the girl misunderstood.

“They seemed to make a mistake with me. Normally they take the children away aftera
couple of days, but | was justleftthere. | didn’t believe theirstories. You mustn’t believe their
stories.” She looked at Genevieveseriously, and then pulled the line of obedient children forward.

Genevieve hurried forward and they crept out of the mouth of the cave and to the right.

“Go around the koppie. Godirectly South and you will meet Inyoka. | will send aHunterto
meetyou. He will make sure you getto Mushi safe. You cannot go anywhere but Mushi: only the
Keeperin Mushiunderstands. The rest of the villages are not safe.”

“Okay. Mushi is on the way home forme. | will take the children there. And you?” the girl asked.

“I am goingelsewhere.”

“My thanks, friend.” The girl nodded and urged the children forward. Genevieve felt hollow hearing
the salutation, but heruneasiness also came fromthe creepingfeelingthatithad all beentoo easy.

Where was Vors? It was no use calling out. The furtherthe children could get with noone to
know they were gone the better. Vors would catch up with them easily enough.

She wanderedintothe treesand found a tent. She pulled the coverup from the ground where
it had been pinned down using strings and metal, and bundleditin herarms. In the dim light she
couldseeinside the tent, and she cut her way through the fine mesh and feltaroundinside.

Almostimmediately her hand came across something heavy and oddly familiar. [t was a black
thing. It wasthe same as the black thing she had found, thatlongtime ago, in the box that floated
downtheriver. Not exactly the same, but similar. She turned it overtosee the little eye, and was
amazedto see the back was golden. Alight metallicgolden, completely unblemished. She turned it
again, herfingers stroking down the dimples on the front. The thing came to life:ablue screen, light
comingfrombehindit. She nearly droppeditinfright.

It was very brightinthis darkness, painfully so. Onthe blue screen was asmall drawingof a
bird, but nota drawing—a black outline on a blue sky. It was as if a whole world existed inside this
thin black block, frozen and captured. There was writing on the skytoo, and justas she focused to
read the thingwentdark again.

She took off her pack and put the black thing on top, bundling up the coveras tightly as she
could until it fitted too. She waited forhereyesto adjust back to the deepening night. An omin ous
hum filled the air, and she was uncertainifit wasjust her paranoia.

She jogged back to the clearing, and by the time she reached its edge she was convinced. The
hum grew into a buzz, grew into a cracklingroar, and soon the dragon was hoveringabove the
clearing, floodingit with light. Amovement across the way caught hereye, and she saw Vors moving
between the trees, hissilver-metal sword at his side. The dragon beganto descend and something
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flitted fromVorsintoits belly. Afigure dropped from way up high, forward, tumbling silently down
with the axe deepin his belly. The thud as the Other hit the ground was horrifying, and the dragon
lurched and swayed suddenly, roaring upwards. Genevieve watched in horroras Vors ran forward,
his sword drawn. She could see blood on his clothinginthe sharp beam of lightthat the creature
focused onto him. It wasn’t his. He lifted up the sword and screamed at the beast, an enchantment
of asort, just like aboy out of one of Chrome’s stories:

“Monster cruel:be mine tokill insingle battle!”

Bright flashes of light left the dragon. The light was detached from the loud cracks that
followed. Vors body jolted with the impact and collapsed, blood sprayed all around him. The sword
cracked apart when he fell, only the hilt remaining clutched in his hand. Genevieve ran away from
the scene, until the roarbecame a dampened drone and then a distant hum. She stumbled and fell
many times that night, and eventually it was impossible to carry on. Hours later she lay onthe cover
she had stolen and wrapped herhood around her, sleeping only because she was too cold to stay
awake.
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Chapter Twenty-Three
North Ku, Gantry

Jimmy and Neko had been walking togetherfor a few weeks. The routine had been easy enough to
getinto. When they stopped at a village, Neko always managed to getthemameal and a bed
without usingany of the golden tokens. Sometimes they had to work for it. Neko would tell stories
or fixsomething—a bench that had cracked or a fence broken down by rain—and Jimmy would help
him, but most of the time Neko just spoke to a woman and then told Jimmy where he could sleep.
Mornings were a rush to leave. He would shake Jimmy awake before dawn and Jimmy would have to
holdin his pee until they were outon the road, like this morning.

Jimmy rubbedsleep from his eyes and stumbled against Jagati’s low-hanging neck. She
absorbed the bump, herhead swaying. She chewed herbridlelazily. Neko sat atop her, whittling
holesinto a piece of reed with asmall carving knife. His feet hung out of the stirrups. Jimmy checked
off the namesin his head. Bridle, stirrups, saddle. Those were all horse -related words. Like stable,
bran and neigh. Council, Keeper, Trust. Those were dangerous words. ‘What did they do?’ came
Neko’svoice in his head. Neko himself cleared his throat and spat on the ground, unaware of the
echo of his question. A Council told the village whatto do. AKeepertold the Council and the village
whatto do. The Trust told the Keeper, the Counciland all the villages whatto do. The Trust stayedin
KwaDzaan...i. South. All of them together made up the Body Corporate.

Grey City, Shadows. Shadows lived in things from the Old World. The Old World. Ol-D, Whirl-
D. It was a bad place, sosaid Neko. Weren’t the gold tokens from the Old World?

“Neko, aren’tourtokens -

“Shhht.”

Jimmy bowed his head, embarrassed at notremembering. No talking beforethe sun was
above the trees.

He looked tothe Salangon his wrist, which was healingwell. Itlooked alittle bit scabbed, but
Neko said he should just say that when he was a kid the Tattooistdidn’tdo a good job, and he had to
getitredone last week.

Jimmy stroked Jagati’s mane, and began anew list of words. Hunters, Tellers, Crafts, Smiths...

They came across a village soon afterthe sun had freed itself from the branches of the tallest trees,
thereby freeingJimmy’s tongue fromits silent entanglement. It was starting to warm up already,
promisingahot day.

Jimmy played with the hairs that poked out of his chin. They were walking through a beautiful
place: green leafytreesstretchedin every direction, with overripe purple berry clusters hanging
underneath them. Fat white worms sheared the leaves and fell onto the road, and Jimmy tried to get
Beansto stepon one.

“What are the Lessons forAbandonment?” he asked afew seconds later.

“Are you asking what they say, or why theysayit?”

“Both,” replied Jimmy, urging Beans to catch up with Jagati. His frantic kicking had no result,
and Nekodidn’tslow down. “I've heard people speak aboutthem afew times.”

“What people?”

“I don’tknow... Earthers.” He tried to look foranother worm to squish, avoiding eye contact.

Neko had been concluding theirbusinessinthe last village and Jimmy was made to wait with
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the horses so that they could leave ‘as quickly as possible’. What was the quickest something could
move? The question joined the queuein his mind.

The children had started quizzing him about the Lessons for Abandonment. They were shocked
whenhe didn’tknow even the firstone.

“They’re somethingthat’s slowly disappearing. According to the Trust, they should be inevery
Centre. They’re normally carved or paintedinto the walls. Down South people are so fanatical they
gettheirfavourite ones carvedintothe walls of theirhomes. They are directions. Onhowtobe a
good Earther.”

Jimmy nodded seriously, and Neko continued. “They say things like ‘All Earthers are equal, and
all animals are equal. We are nottheirkeepers.””

“What doesthat mean?”

“It meansthat animals don’tbelongto us. Inthe Old days, people used to keep animals, raise
themup, and then eat them. It was very cruel. We hunt for what we eat. That way we neverforget
that animalsdon’t belongtous.”

Jimmy leaned down, looking forthe remains of the worm Beans had just stood on. “But what
about chickens? We keepthem. Andthenwe eattheireggs.”

“Can youimagine achickensurvivinginthe wild? We guard chickens, and keep them safe. In
exchange they provide us with eggs. Same goes forgoats. We look afterthem. And we don’t eat
them. We eat their... products.”

“Are Keepersourkeepers?”

“What do you mean?”

“The Keeperskeep usin, like achicken pen. They make sure we have food and that we all get
along.”

Neko shrugged butlooked concerned. “It’s different.”

It seemed the same to Jimmy, but Neko had adopted the tone of voice that told him this was
the end of hisanswer. Jimmy approached the next question carefully, making sure itdidn’t sound
like aquestion. “I thinkitisimportantthat | learnthe Lessons for Abandonment...forwhen we go
South. It could give me away.”

Neko nodded absentmindedly. Jimmy braced himselfand phrased it more directly. “Will you
teachthemto me?”

“I cannot teach you everything,” Neko snapped. “Some things you have to learn onyour own.”

He pushed Jagatiintoa trot. Beansfollowed as glibly as ever.

When Jimmy arrivedinthe village Neko had already dismounted and was asking fora stable. It was a
bigvillage: broad roads and many people. They were already being stared at. The main road seemed
to carry on forever, leading to the Centre. Jimmy pulled Beans up next to Jagati and took out his
water pouch, and waited. Neko seemed to attract shiteverywhere. Somehow, wherever they
arrived, the Keeperwould be in a bad mood withthem. Thenthey would have an excuse to con their
way out of trouble, and take just enough advantage that they didn’t have tofeel bad about stealing
this or that, because someone deserved it.

Jimmy shifted uncomfortably, looking to where Neko was talking with a glowing-pink man
who was looking after the stable. The man reminded Jimmy of Marikasaan. Looking around, there
were quite afew pink people here. Theirskin looked like ithad just been slapped. Neko had
explained that some peoplewere so white that they couldn’t work outside in the day. These looked
like those kinds of people.
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They walked togethertoward the Centre. The village was neat and tidy, the huts looked
freshly painted, theirthatchingclipped and smooth. It was the complete opposite of the people:
theylooked harassed, and moved with nervous purpose. They glanced at Neko and Jimmy and then
hurried away quickly. Their clothes wereragged and dirty. There was a long queue nexttoa wooden
beam, fitted across the spoke road. Jimmy ducked underneath it automatically, following Neko.

“Stop!”

They stopped and turned. People who had been moving fluidly past jolted with fright, pausing
to watch. The peopleinthe queue snappedtoattention, watchingasa heavily built man came
joggingup to Neko and Jimmy. He was wearing ayellow coat. Under the roof behind him wasa man
with a loosely held panga, who stood up to watch. When the first Vigil reached Neko the first yellow-
coat was panting. He put hishandson hisknees. “You skipped the toll gate!”

NekoandlJimmylooked back tothe woodenbeam. On a board nextto itthere was a drawing
of asingle personand agrey disc. Underneath that was a picture of a personon a horse, and two flat
discs. The third was a horse and cart, with three grey discs. He assumed it mustbe drawn on the
otherside too.

“Oh,” replied Neko.

“Thisis the Keeper’'sroad. It can only be used by those who pay the toll.”

“Why?” asked Jimmy, and foronce Neko didn’t seemto cringe at the word.

“How else should we keepitin good condition?” the manthundered atJimmy. Hiseyes were
too close together, and his face was pockmarked with old scars and red acne.

Jimmy had neverthought aboutthat before. Who looked afterthe roads? They were standing
inthe middle of acrossroads, but it was bare. This was strange, because they were notyet atthe
Centre. This was a concentrated circle, or whatever Neko called them. They happened in big villages,
where one circle wasn’tbigenough, they made anotherone around it. Not a single person travelled
ontheroad. Afew chickenswandered acrossin the distance, pecking atthe ground.

“Is there a way to get to the Centre without payingthe toll?” Neko asked diplomatically.

“No.Today isthe Parade.Nooneisallowed onthe road. Especially notyourkind.”

They had a kind? Jimmy was distracted from asking about this when a cart had just made it
around the distantcorner, pulled by ateam of fourhorses. It was not a cart like Jimmy had ever
seen. ltwas made all from metal, and it shone. There was a driversittingat the reins. He sat on a
wooden plank onthe cart’s sloping nose. Then there was asecond driver, peering around from the
inside of the cart. He sat alone on a single seat, which would have been shocking enoughinitself,
but infront of himwas a wheel, which he seemed to be struggling to hold still. The outershell was
made from black metal, polished supremely. Between the frontand middle drivers was real glass,
perfectexceptforaflowerycrackalong the lefthandside.

Jimmy was captivated. Atop the structure stood a handsome man, posed with one leg
forward, the most wondrous cloak billowing out on eitherside of him. He stood on the benches that
were inside the cart, which had only a few tearsin theirfabric. The robed man turned his head and
waved stiffly toagroup of rag-tag people watching from the entrance of ahut, and then he jutted
hisnose forward into the air, his blonde hairtousled by the wind. His off -white cloak looked
wonderfully soft, and the slow procession of the cart made it fly behind him magnificently. Jimmy
wanted totouch it.

He backed off the road. Neko had not moved and he ran forward and grabbed his sleeve.

“Not now,” Neko swatted, and resumed hisargument.

“Neko, look!” Neko saw the cart and stepped backward out of its way. The Vigil neatly hurried
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to the otherside of the street and stood stiffly, watching the cart pass alongthe innerloop.

“What in the name of mud is that?” Neko asked, pointing. He was laughing so loudly that
when the cart passed by them the man ontop of itturned to look at him. Jimmy saw that the blonde
man’s face was not as he had assumed. His lips were thinand curled up in distaste. Neko just
laughed and laughed.

“I don’tthinkyou’re supposedtolaugh.”

“But that’san Old World thingJimmy. Oh, what are they called? Somethinglike cart...
carousel. No. Butanyway, it’sridiculous. It’s being pulled by horses. Did you see the wheels? They
were solid wood! Nowonderitcreepsalonglike aslug.”

The cart had stopped, and Jimmy noticed movement behind him forthe first time. Over his
shoulder he saw that the queue had vanished, nobody waited to go through the toll now. Two men
watched fromthe doorway of their hut, pretending notto be watching. The man atop the cart
pointed back at Neko, and before he could run, the Vigil tackled him to the ground. Jimmy leapt
forward and started hitting the man’s back with hisfists, but the second yellow-coat threw Jimmy
away. He landed on his hip and by then there was a panga held to Neko’s throat. Neko put his hands
up and lay verystill.

“By order of the Keeper of Gantry, | hereby arrest you for trial on the charge of...” he faltered.
The heavy one looked up at the man on the cart.

“Mockery,” the blonde man boomed.

The Vigil exchanged acurt nod, hauled Neko to his feet and marched him away. Jimmy
followed, limping.

Theytook Nekoto alarge hut nearthe Centre. They walked himinside, and Jimmy tried tofollow,
but his entrance was barred.

“Please friend, that’s my father.”

“Get away you little bastard,” said anew man, histhin hairplastered overhis burntscalp. He
kicked at Jimmy with a bare foot. His yellow toenails matched his coat.

“Please friend, | must get him out, my motheris ill! He was only laughing because-“

“Fuck off youllittle black shit.”

Jimmy was too startled toretort. “Neko,” he shoutedinstead, “l will get you out!” The man
kicked at Jimmy again and he scampered away.

The streets were filled once more with people. Allof them were very poorly dressed, Jimmy noticed.
He also noticed what colourthey were. There were the pink ones. Then there wereoneslikethe
colour of Neko, but not quite. They were shades of riverbank-brown, but none as black as him. He
was a midnight sort of black, he considered, looking down. This had made him feel strong before,
like a cool shadow on a hotday. But now he felt out of place. He had to speakto people, tofind out
aboutthis place, to find out about the Keeper. He watched the entrance of the hut from the middle
of the street. If he lost Neko, he would be lost.

“Hey, friend!”

Jimmy looked around but didn’t see anyone.

“Psssst, friend!” He looked around again. Crouching by awall was a very dirty boy. His skin
was the same brown as the dust and his face was freckled. He smiled broadly to reveal agap
between hisfrontteeth. It was ajaunty kind of smile. Itdared Jimmy over.

“Hello,” he replied.
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“Theytook yourfriendtojail?” He waved his hand toward the hut. They boy looked about the
same age as Jimmy.

“My father.”

The boy hesitated, and then carried on his questioningin adifferent direction. “Do you have
lots of Metals?”

“No,” Jimmy answered on reflex. Afew days before, Neko had letJimmy carry the Metalsin
his pack — including theirfew remaining gold tokens. He said that no one would suspect that Jimmy
had Metals. Neko also always said that you should nevertell people you have Metals, itdoesyou no
good.

“That’s a shame. You could have bought your way out. What was he charged with?”

“Mockery?”

“That’s a new one.” The boy shrugged. “Come with me.”

“Where are we going?” Jimmy asked, looking back over his shoulderto the hut.

“My place. Thenwe can plan how to get himout.”

Jimmy stopped. The boy stopped too and looked at him. “Don’t worry, they won’t move him.

My family and | have done this loads of times before. The name’s Muffs, by the way. Muffin
Tin ifwe’re being formal.”

“Jimmy.”

He nodded, and Jimmy followed him.

“You're very black,” Muffin Tin piped up, a few steps later.

“I’'ve always been this black,” Jimmy replied defensively. It was not his fault the people here
weren’tthe usual colours.

“I was just saying,” the boy shrugged and Jimmy followed him through a narrow gap between
two huts.

“What’s the problem with being this black?”

“No problem here in Gantry. Now if you were across Inyoka at Verwelk youwould bein
trouble.”

“Why?” Jimmy nearly apologised for the question but Muffin Tin didn’t mind.

“’Costo getinyou have to be lighterthan theirsignboard. If | don’t wash before | go they
don’tevenlet mein.” He duckedintoa hut and Jimmy followed.

MuffinTin’s ‘place’ turned out to be his parents’ hut, but neither of them were home. Theirsleeping
mats were neatly unrolled. There was three of everything. Muffs took what he called his father’s
mug and filled it with water, giving Jimmy his own mugto drink from.

“Where are your parents?”

“Out. Very secretive business. They are both in Crafts. My fatherused to be onthe Council,

lll

but thenitgot too corrupt so he leftit. Bastards!” he exclaimedin atone that was not his own.
“They should be back this evening.” They took a seaton the sleeping mats. It was very dusty. Jimmy
wondered when last the place had been swept. He didn’t know how someone could sleep here
without getting some coughing sickness.

“So you have a serious problem here, my friend. l|am the only collaboratorin this town who
may be able to help you. | know how the guard shift works, and | know it will be three days until he
goeson trial. Keeper Dustin likes anew gown made before atrial. Bastard!” he punctuated. “But
don’tworry, that gives us plenty of time to try and bail him out. Do you have any explosives?”

Jimmy shook his head uncertainly. He had never heard the word before.
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“Good mud man! How were you planning on getting him out?”

“A trick?” Jimmy replied softly.

“A trick?” Muffs responded, not keeping the incredulity from his voice.

“Everybody has a weakness,” Jimmy recited, “If you can find it, they can be tricked.” He tried
to look stern. “Now we need to figure out the Keeper’'s weakness.”

“Oh that’s easy,” replied Muffs.

“Itis?”

“Yeah. His throat. You could stick a knife inthere no problem.” Jimmy’s eyes grew wide.

“Not that kind of weakness. It’s like, something, that he can’t live without. If | can take that
from him, then he will bargainto get it back.”

Muffs leaned his chin on his hands, taking a sip of waterand sighing heavily. “l don’t know
man. You saw himinthe parade today. He’s got so many things. We could try stealing hissilk, butfor
that we’d need acouple hundred carts.”

Jimmy thought back to the blonde man’s sneering face. Neko had agreed that people became
strange if they learned fortoolong, but itseemeditwasjust Keepersthatthis happened to.

“Why do we even need Keepers?” Jimmy shouted, exasperated.

“Shhh!We don’tknow if we’re beinglistened to.” He hopped overtothe door and looked
fromside to side. Ittook time before Jimmy’s thoughts settled down again. If the Keeper was the
oneon the cart, then Nekowasin fora tough trial.

“What'’s silk?” he asked eventually.

“Here,” Muffs left the doorframe and walked to the corner of the room. There was a plain box
with dry leavesinside, and the same fat white worms he had seen onthe road. “Everyone in Gantry
has to grow them. Silkworms. They make cocoons and then you boil those to make silk.” Jimmy held
the box as Muffs wentand fetched another. This one was filled to the brim with yell ow and white
cocoons.

“Thenvyou stretch themout and...Yeah. | don’tknow what the Tailors do, but they spinthem
againintogowns and stuff.”

“Does everyone getthem?”

Muffs laughed. “No, only Keeper Dustin, bastard!”

“So why do you all have to grow them?”

Muffs paused. “It’s just the way things are. Everyone is too scared of himto say no.”

“Why, what will he do?”

“Bad things.” Muffs had looked to the door, suddenly very quiet. Jimmy paused, expecting a
reason for the sudden hush. But Muffs just stared at the door.

“Maybe,” Jimmy began, trying to change the subject, “If we could give him a really nice gown
he would give us Neko. My father,” he amended.

“No way man! It takes like ahundred-hundred of these just to make a sleeve. On asleeveless
shirt! You said you don’t have Metals. So we can’t pay a Tailor.”

“Damn.” Jimmy handed him back the boxes. “Maybe his weaknessisn’t clothes,” Jimmytried,
but Muffs shook his head.

“It’s definitely clothes. And wearing clothes in front of people. That’s what he likes the most. If
you could take away his clothes, that would be the best. He would have to go on parade naked.”

“He wouldn’tgo on parade then,” Jimmy snapped.

They both deflated atthe helpless thought, and satin depressed silence for awhile. Jimmy
pulledloose strands of grass from his mat. If they couldn’t think of something, then Neko would
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have to find his own way out. Perhaps they shouldn’t try to trick the Keeper, buttry and trick the
Vigilinstead.

“What if he thought he was wearinga gown, but he wasn’t?”

“That’s stupid.” Jimmy felt cruel forsaying so, but he didn’t care. He tried to resume his line of
thought.

“No, I'm serious.” Muffs had climbedto hisfeet and was pacing back and forth, hisfingers on
his chin. “Make hima gown and tell himit's made from the best material inthe world.”

“He already hasthat.”

“Forgetsilk. We can make something up. We can tell him only really clever people can see
thatitis beautiful.”

“That won’twork. He’ll justthrow us in jail because he can see that it’s ugly.”

“He won’t! If we find someone to tell himit’s beautiful, and we tell himit’s beautiful, he’ll
wantto pretendthat he can see thatitis beautifulsothat people won’tthink he’s stupid.” Jimmy
worked his way through the idea.

“That still won’t work. He'll just say that we’re the stupid ones.”

“Thentell himyou’'re really clever!”

Jimmy gave hima sour look. “He’ll ask me a question like ‘whatis the fastest something can
go’ and |l won’tknow. Andthenl’ll be on trial too. But...” Jimmy paused. “l could do something that
he can’t test...”

His mind galloped. “l could say somethinglike, only those who are not goingto die in the next
twoweeks can seeitis beautiful.”

“Then he’ll just take people and kill them. To test.” Muffs shook his head sadly.

“He will?” asked Jimmy, aghast.

“Bastard!” muttered Muffs. They sat quietly forawhile longer, immersed in thought.

“Okay,” beganJimmy, “how about somethinglike, only those who are truly powerful can
appreciate its beauty.”

“But that’s the same as what| said. And he’ll just ask what makes you so powerful.” Muffs
pulled areed fromthe floor mat and snappeditin half.

“Okay, then only those who are truly powerful orfriends to the truly powerfulcanseeit is
beautiful.” Jimmy and Muffs paused, thinkingitover. “He can’t do anything!” Jimmy continued, his
excitement growing. “He can’t. Nobody will come in knowingthatand say that itis ugly, because
thenthey are admittingthey are not his friend. He will say itis beautiful, because he thinks he is
truly powerful.”

Muffs looked sceptical. "We will have to make sure that everyone knows that thisis what the
cloak does. If evenone person comesinand says that it’s ugly...but then, the people here are so
scared, they would never...” Asmile slowly crept up his cheeks. “It’s perfect,” he muttered, “The
peopleinthisvillage, they're so scared of how powerful Keeper Dustinis. And Keeper Dustinis so
scared of not being powerful atall. It is his weakness! We need a backup plan though,” said Muffs,
the enthusiasmonly growing on his face, “I have explosives.”
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Chapter Twenty-Four
North Ku, Gantry

Neko paced, then sat, and then lay down. He did all the things one was supposed to do in frustrated
captivity. He let his food grow cold before he ate it, and relieved himself spitefully into the provided
bucket.

He could see a sliverof the outside world through the door, but he could make no sense of the
action. It was a blurof legs and cart wheels.

Jimmy had come back that nightand announced that he had a plan. He had huddled against
the wall and told Neko asif he were proud of it. Jimmy wouldn’t admitit, but there was someone
there with him. Neko could hearit. Was thisit? Was the boy betraying him? He had started
developing the whiny sulkiness of ateenagerthese past weeks. If Neko got out, he would leave
Jimmy. His questions had grown less revealing and more tiresome. He was always doing stupid
thingsto try and impress Neko.

The plan he had concocted was just such an example. Neko had never heard something so
ridiculousin hislife,and had forbidden Jimmy from going forward with it, but he knew the boy was
lyingwhen he had promised he wouldn’t. He even knew what expression he was wearing as he said
it, despite the thick wall. It was a look of innocent concern, carried so heavily between his eyebrows
that it made Nekoangryjustto thinkaboutit. He would get caught out by the Keeperina moment,
and then both of them would be stuckin this hut, on charges of mockery or some otherimagined
nonsense.

Neko ran his hand through his hair, brushing the sweat off hisforehead. Therewas adeeper
concern, like the bad root of a tooth. Hiswhole body tingled with worry, and he ached from thinking
aboutit. The Keeperhad notcome into see him, but given the arrogance that the parade revealed,
this was no surprise. What punishment could a made-up charge like ‘mockery’ carry?

What worried him was the talk he had overheard between the Vigilthat were guarding him.
Messages had been sentto othervillages. A message had been send to Maple in Cradlewood; to
Masinge and whicheverKeeperresided there after Markie had been...disposed of. And finally, a
message had beensentto Neko’s home, toKipper. Kipper had trie d Neko once before. If she were to
find him he would be banished, sent from Ku. He ran his fingers through his hairand began pacing
again. Allthey needed to add to thatlist of horror was Ratel, the Trust’s problem solver.

Neko had once beentoavillage Ratel had worked in. It was terrifying. The people there were
subdued, like chickens entranced by aline inthe dirt. They worked, they ate, they sleptand nothing
more. The people here in Gantry were similar.

Jimmy could notbe found out. If he wasfound to have an association with Neko, he would be
banishedtothe real Out —the momentthey quizzed him it would become clearthat he was no
Earther. It would not be fair.

Banishmentwas a punishment worse than death. Youwere notkilled, youwere removed
from history. There was no record of you, your very name became Salang. The mark on your wrist
was blighted. You undid all yourrights. There was nothingto live from beyond the reaches of the
villagse —everything was dead. They took you somewhere from where you could notreturn, a place
that nobody but the Vigil and Keepers knew.

In hisminditwas a flatburnt field. It stretched on endlessly until you were felled by thirst.
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Neko awoke the next morning stiff, with no mat and no blanket provided in the hut. He sat and
rubbed hisface back to life, asthere was no waterto wash it with. He felt awful. His hairfelt greasy.
A personinrags groaned from the corner. He hadn’t noticed someone being broughtin. [t was not
Jimmy, and Neko dismissed the man and started shouting atthe cell doors forsome water. The
personrolled over, and the stench of sour beerfilled the air. Neko looked down in disgust at the
vomitonthe front of the man’s shirt. He was hairy and filthy and stank.

“Vigil, pleasefriend, water,” he called and grabbed for a cloak that moved past the front of
the bars. The Vigil ignored his pleas. The man on the floorgroaned and uttered a garbled curse.

Neko stayed at the bars until midday, his nose turned toward the fresh airand away from the
drunkard. He had just sunkintoanotherbout of depression when aVigil came in off the street,
stompingdirtfrom his boots. Neko could just make out the conversation he held with the first.

“Just come fromthe palace. That one’s Trial has been postponed to six days.”

The man made an indistinctreply.

“Him? 1 dunno. Justthrow him out againtonight. There’s nothing we can do.” They chatted for
a while before awoman’svoice called out. Neko watched the sliver of light blink as she stood in the
doorway. She had a clear, high voice. It was a relief from the mumbled tones of the men.

“Please tell him|came by. Those mulberries will rotif we don’tgetto themsoon.” The men
chuckled as they chatted, but Neko's ears pricked when the woman me ntioned ‘a boy at the Palace’.

“Hops up out of nowhere and addresses Keeper Dustin directly, wearing only asheet. There
were Vigil there,but KeeperDustinisin some strange mood and decides to humourhim. Now they
have him offin a cornermaking a robe thatno oneis allowed to see. Some Old World material that
was longlostand now rediscovered. Peopleare callingit magic. | thinkit’s rubbish.”

The man cut her off, and nervous laughterfilled the room.

“Of course | don’tdoubtKeeperDustin’s judgement. If Keeper Dustin believesit,sodol, but |
think he’s playingagame. Oh, you know how he is. And anyway, | only tell you because he bargained
for yourprisoner. And worst of all, he had that brat with him, Muffs, you know, the one whose
parents—"“

The men talked overherand Neko missed the rest. She left without mentioning it again, and
Neko slumped dismally to the floor. The stupid boy had gotten himselfintoshitso deep he hadn’t
even fallen out of the horse yet.

The day slouched on, repetitive hours as knotted as his stomach. He was alarmed when dinner
arrived, he hadlong been asleep. After he ate he spentanotherspan of hours awake, thinking about
nothing but his anxiety. Justwhen he had fallen back asleep the bars rattled and the Vigil came and
removed the drunkard who Neko had begun suspecting of being dead. They dragged him out by his
hands, his pants catching on somethingand ending up trailingalongbehind his foot. They stuck on
the door frame and ripped, and one of the Vigil came back to retrieve them, holdingthem atarm’s
length and with only two fingers. Jimmy did not come visit that night. He did not come the next
either, and Neko grew worried. Hopefully the boy had the good sense to flee by now. Or be caught.
That would be good and proper.

Neko hadtakento lyingdown forlong spans. They were not giving him enough food or water
to do anythingelse, and his lips were cracked with thirst.

On the third night, he heard the familiarscratching on the wall. Neko knocked tol et him know
it wasn’t safe totalk —the guard was inside the hut. When the guard left he knocked again.
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“Jimmy, is that you?”

“No, it'snot Jimmy. It's Muffin Tin.”

Neko drew in breath, but what to say. He had no ideawho this was. It could be a trick to
make him confess.

“Hello?” came the boy’s voice. “Umm, Neko, hello? Jimmy says that | must say that ‘Sugar
Caneis... sugarcaneis the land’s bane but elephants really loveit. '”

“Of course he did,” Nekoreplied, sighing with relief. That boy would neverresembleanormal
Earther. Neko’sfondnessforhimwas so overwhelminginthat momentthatit broughttearsto his
eyes. He sniffed them away. It was a bit of self-pity too; Neko feltthe unfairness downin his bones.
This charge of ‘Mockery’ was a sham, but it was still goingto get Neko banished.

“What is goingon out there. Is he safe?”

“We’re safe. We’re playingatrick. On Keeper Dustin’s weakness. His throat and his clothes.
They have us inthe Palace. | just came out to get more materialsandto speaktoyou.”

“What materials?”

“Oh, just whatever women leave out. We’re making a cloak of true beauty.”

Neko’sthroatran dry. “Oh, that’s nice,” he croaked eventually. Atleast there was atrace of
sarcasm to it. “What have you beentelling people?” he asked.

“Dear friends and Earthers and Dustin,” the boy announced. He said it quickly, it was
practised. “Only those with true power, and those who are friends to those in true power, can see
the beauty of this material. Thatis why it is called ‘True Beauty’. Itis betterthansilk, and awesome
to see, arelicof the Old World to be enjoyed by those worthy of seeingit. Reverence isinevitable.”

Nekothoughtitovera few times. “Did Jimmy think of it himself?” He hadn’t realised that
Jimmy even had the vocabulary.

“Ihelped.Jimmydoesn’tknow the Lessons, solincluded them.”

“‘Reverence isinevitable?’ “

“My fathersays that.”

“I’'m impressed,” Neko replied. Perhaps it was three days of deprivation, buthe didn’thave a
betterplanthanthisone.

“Okay, | gotta go. Thisis getting heavy.”

“What is getting heavy?” Neko asked, butthe boy was gone.

He lay down and slept.

On the fifth day the bars were opened and Neko was taken outside, without explanation but with his
pack. He was glad he had given Jimmy the Metals to carry a few days before: he couldn’tlookinit
now, but his pack feltsignificantly lighterthanithad been. He was shownto a trough and made to
wash. Were the Keepersalready here? It was unbelievably quick: they were two weeks straight
walking from Masinge. One week on a quick horse with good weather. He was marched down the
streetstothe loop behindthe toll gate. It was as empty as the day he had arrived, but now he could
see that down the spokes, little crowds of people had gathered to watch.

Neko was pulled alongthe road to a ruin. It was a sprawling, dense complex of buildings both
oldand new. He assumed it was the ‘Palace’ which had beenrepeatedly referred to. It had beenleft
unpainted, soitwas clearwhere Old-World bricks met mud. Pride was the simplest weakness.
Painting keptthe elements off your building. There were deep cracks inthe mud. The ruin was
nothingspecial, low broad and square like most. It had been thatched, with difficulty. That much
thatch was a fire hazard. In fact, he was sure that the thin tendril of smoke rising from the zenith of
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the hut on hisleft was not meantto be there. He turned away.

The road split, and one lane ended underthe Palace’s roof. Neko nearlylaughed again when
he realised what was underneath the massive expanse of cloth —biggerthan any he had seen before
—the car. The word was easily recalled now, asif his brain had been quietly working onit while he
had beenimprisoned.

His gaze was pulled away when the Keeper, the blonde man who had called the charge of
‘Mockery’, walked outinthe mostridiculous outfithe had everseen. The sleeves were mis matched,
and the robe uneven atthe bottom. It had dark purple streaks running vertically down the back, like
a bird had shat on it. It was open all the way down to the start of his stomach, and the sleeves had
tearsalongthe front through which one could see hisarms. He carried a metal pole with adimpled
ball at the end, an old-world knobkerrie of some sort. It was an outrageous sight, but Neko did not
laugh. Jimmy walked out behind the man looking ashen.

The Keeperwas chiselled and beautiful. The muscles on his chestand arms were so clearly
definedtheycould be used by aHealerto explain anatomy. His blonde hairwas cut short and grew
upwards. As he walked he pulled the front of his hairup, runningitthrough his fingers. He swung the
old-world knobkerrie at his feet, as Neko’s two guards walked to his side, leaving Neko facing this
panel of authority alone.

“So thisisthe trade-off formy wonderfulrobe.” The smuglook on his face was enough to
make a donkey wantto kick him. The Keeperaimed the ball-end of the knobkerrie at Neko’s face,
and thenrestediton Neko’s shoulder. It was lighterthan expected.

“And he’syour father?” he asked Jimmy.
“Yes, KeeperDustin.”

“Your mother must have beenvery black.”
“Yes, Keeper Dustin.”

Neko opened his mouth and closed it again. He wanted to smack the sneer off the man’s face.
He rarelyfeltthatkind of unbridled, direct anger. He knew there were villages here in the North that
did not allowin people of certainraces, but they were not condoned by the Trust. A Keeper upheld
the Lessons, and the Lessons did not distinguish between peoples’ colour.

“Your son, Jimmy here, explained the reasons why you laughed inthe parade.” He paused,
lowering the knobkerrie to his side and leaning onitnonchalantly. “But I’d like to hearit fromyou.”
Nekosmiled acat smile. Whatthe fuck had Jimmy told him?Jimmy went as white as his dark skin
would allow and subtly leaned back, pointing at the robe.

“It was your clothes, Keeper.”

Jimmy shoved afingerdown histhroat, pretendingto gag.

“I didn’tthink them befitting a man as beautiful...and powerful,” Jimmy had flexed a bicep,
“as you. Before | had time to explain | was taken away. | see my son, however, has done an excellent
job providingyou with the appropriate attire.”

“Oh youlikeit?”

“Yes Keeper. It’sthe newest fashion.”

KeeperDustin eyed Neko, his mouth twisting.

“Itisthe most beautiful thingl have everseen.”

“Well, now that we’ve established yourskillsas a liar,” he turned to Jimmy, who tried to look
casual, “let’ssee if my people likeit.” He clicked his fingers and the cover of the car was pulled back.
It was pushed out of the garage by three men and a team of horses was hitched to its front.
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Neko and Jimmy walked behind the ridiculous procession, with a baton-bearing Vigilbehind them. It
was the man that had first arrested him.

“Where’syourfriend?” Neko asked Jimmy out of the corner of his mouth.

“Muffsis arranging a little guarantee.”

Neko sceptically lifted his eyebrow.

“He can be trusted,” Jimmy shotback in reply, looking the surly teenager once more. They
were comingtothe first spoke and the first crowd of people. Asliver of sweatran down Neko’s
lower back.

“Jimmy, if they laugh, run. Leave me, justrun.”

“No.”

“Do as | say,” he tried, authoritatively. Jimmyignored him. He winced, staring hard at the
peopleinthe crowd. They were poor, their clothes were scruffy and torn, and they had the
expression that people get when theylookinto empty Winter stores. They stared pale-faced atthe
Keeper, and Neko waited for the crack; the upturning of a lip and the shout of ridicule that would
beginthe laughter. Itdidn’t come. Atthe second group there was a smattering of surprised noises
and nods of approval. At the third spoke there was applause. Jimmy was grinning happily, bowing as
ifthey were lookingathim.

“Why aren’ttheylaughing?” Neko hissed.

Jimmy shrugged. “They believed ourstory.”

Nekowas not reassured. The cloak was horrible, it was there foreveryone tosee. There was
no magic, no mistake.

The procession ambled on. They made the entire loop back to the Palace without a single
personlaughing. Fromthisangle, the smoke fromthe hutlooked even more troublesomethan
before. Neko watched as the Vigil eyed it. One of them broke off from the rest and disappearedinto
the Palace.Jimmy nudged Neko’s arm and he followed his gaze. Beans and Jagati were tiedtoa
nearby post, saddled and ready to move. If theirhorses were packed, they would be let go. But his
delight knocked against a hard suspicion. It was a trick; Keeper Dustin seemed exactly the type. They
resumed the positions they had before, Neko facing the palace and looking up atthe Vigil and
Dustin. This time Jimmy stood next to Neko.

“It seems your wonderful robe has passed the scrutiny of my people,” Keeper Dustin
announced. Andthen, with asurprisingly small amount of fanfare, he twirled his hand in an off -hand
flick. “Yourtrade is successful. The charges of Mockery are dropped, you are free to go.” Neko didn’t
botherwith extended thanks. He nodded briefly and turned on his heel to go.

“Howeverthereisthe little issue,” came Dustin’s wheedling voice, “Of some friends who
desperately wanttosee you, Neko.”

Neko froze. “We’ll find ourselves some accommodation, make ourselves useful.” He smiled,
but he didn’tfeel like smiling. Keeper Dustin stepped down, walking toward Neko. It seemed hotter
here than everbefore, and he wiped sweat that had trickled down his nose.

He was startled when he moved his hand away and his fingers were black. Keeper Dustin
stood at his shoulder, with his hands behind his back. He didn’t drop his smile.

“I know all about you, Neko. But you seem to know nothing of me.” He brushed ash off
Neko’s shoulder. “The only thing more tattered and repulsive than my new robe is your reputation.
I’ve heard all about your little shenanigans from Keeper Kipper.” He grinned even more broadly at
Neko’s growing horror. “Do you wantto know why people don’t laugh, Neko? Becausel could walk
out naked, and they would still know to be scared. And in this they are far wiserthanyou.”
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Nekowas furtherdistracted by the ash that was floating around them onthe wind.

“As to our mutual friends, it would be ashame if they missed you. | was hoping,” Keeper
Dustin said nasally, “Youwould continue to enjoy the hospitality of my Vigil.” He nodded to the Vigil
on hisleft, whowere looking up and behind them at the Palace. Nobody noticed his barbed lines, his
carefully planned malice. Jimmy and Neko were already running for their horses when the thatch
roof behind collapsed in with a whoomf, sending up a ball of flame and smoke.

*

Muffin Tin skipped home that night. His whole body was covered with black ash. The whole town
was covered with ash, but the fire had only burnt two huts besides those at the Palace. He called out
as he walked inside and then backed out again laughingand wentand washedin the nearby trough.

When he returned he sparked together hisflint stones, lighting one of the silk cocoons and
bird’s nestkindling he still had in his pocket. With the cook-fire burning he lit the candles that his
mother kept for special occasions. He set out three mugs and poured three beers that he had bought
this morning with the Metals that Jimmy had given him, giving himself the least and his fatherthe
most. He sat down at the table and knocked his mug against the othertwo.

“It worked well, but we really needed more explosives.” The fire crackled in appreciation of his
good humour. After he had finished his smallmug he shifted alongthe bench and took asip from his
mother’sbeer.

“That boy Jimmy was nice.”

“I'lefthima presentin his saddle. Good cocoons and a cloth full of eggs and leaves. | hope he
looks afterthem.”

Afterhe finished the beer, he moved unsteadily around the table to his father’s bench. The
fire was dim glowing coals, but the candle made the shadows on the wall wobble with life.

“I think you’ve had too much.”

“KeeperDustin had too much. We sorted him out.”

“He’ll be back. Bastard!”

Muffin Tinlay down on the wooden bench, letting his feet dangle off one end.

“I do wonderwhatthe charge for Mockery would be. | mean, we all know the charge for
Treason.” He laughed and watched the candles’ sputtering dance. He sat up and rubbed his face,
yawning.

“I should have beenasleep hoursago.”

He putdownthe mugand walked to his sleeping mat, taking the candle with him. He lay down
and turned his back onthe empty room.

“Goodnight,” he called.

Neko and Jimmy barely stopped for two days. Neko insisted this was because he didn’t want to be
late for the Midsummerfestival at Crossroads. It occupied the boy, who decided he would dress as
an elephant. Neko tried to explain thatit was an unusual choice, that people normally dressed as
more common animals, like jackals and hedgehogs and dogs, but Jimmy would not sway from his
choice.

It gave they boy somethingto do otherthanask questions, and Neko needed to think rather
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than be questioned. There was no doubt now that he would need to leave Jimmy behind. If Neko
was beingtracked by the Keepers, they could not be far behind. One man could disappear, two were
easilyfound —especially a pairas conspicuous as he and Jimmy.

Every time the boy opened his mouth Neko felt his hackles rise. He was aburden, of less use
than a blind horse. If he couldn’t find his way around Ku now, after this many moonths of being
guided, then he deserved to be lost. The boy had tremendous luck, too, as the incident at Gantry had
shown. He had walked away richer by ten useless silk cocoons, and acloth full of eggs that were
goingto hatch intoworms and eat their way through some village’s Winter stores. Then again, if
theirownerwas careful he could be rich. Worms that spunssilk, which could be spunintorobes. It
had taken the whole two days before Neko accepted that this was notjust anotherone of Jimmy’s
fantasies. Neko had taken back the Metals that Jimmy had been keeping. It was pure luck that the
boy had been carryingthem when Neko had been arrested: Neko’s pack had been emptied of almost
anything of value by the Vigil in Gantry. It has been an arbitrary impulse in the first place to allow the
boy to carry them, but Neko felt comforted by havingthem on his person.

It was dusk, and travellers they had passed confirmed that the festival was starting tonight.
The full moon appeared early for celebrations. He threw back a glance at Jimmy, whose tiresomely
slow horse plodded along and farted with every tenth step. Jimmy had agrey elephant trunk made
of old twine tied to his face and two huge leaf earstied to the sides of hishead. He had rubbed every
exposed part of skin and costume with grey ash. It was embarrassing to be seen with him. Itwould
significantly lower his chances of findinga woman tonight.

It had been weeks since he had last been withawoman, and Jimmy had a terrible habit of
interrupting Neko when he went forastrollinthe bushes. Neko would have found a quiet place and
conjured justthe correct state of mind when Jimmy’s voice would call outfrom the road, checkingto
see if he was okay. The boy himself was obviously a late developer, because there was neverany
suspect scuffling from his mat at night. If he stayed up at all, it was to think up more questionsto
plague Neko with.

Up ahead walked aboy with a worn-outlooking cow. Its udders swungloosely underneathits bony
hips. Neko stoppedtotalktothe boy, and Jimmy caught upa momentlater.

“How much?”

“At least twenty Metals, friend.”

Neko cocked his head and then reached overtoJimmy’ssaddle, pulling out the cloth with the yellow
and white cocoonsinit.

“All'l have are these silk cocoons and eggs.”

“Cocoons?” They boy’s simple brown eyes grew sceptical. immy gritted his te eth, fighting the
urge to grab back his cocoons and his eggs. The trick was not fair. You couldn’t exchange a cow for
some silkworms. The boy was as underfed as his cow. “What growsinit?”

“Worms that weave the most beautiful cloth you could everimagine. It will make yourich.”

“He’s lying,” Jimmy said flatly. Neko shot him alook of pure loathing, and Jimmy felt suddenly
panicked. He knew how stupid he mustlookin his elephant costume. The otherboy’s expression
hardened as he turned back to Neko.

“Twenty Metals and nothingelse.”

“You think Metals are more valuable than these cocoons? Justtwo villages away they would
pay the weight of your cow forthese. Thisis betterthana chickenthatlays golden eggs.” He shota
disdaininglook atthe cow. “Metals mean nothingin comparisonto that,” he spat this back at Jimmy.
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Neko trotted away, thrusting the cloth into his pocket. Jimmy pushed Beans who trotted a few
steps behind Jagati. The farmer-boy threwJimmy alook of disgust as he went past, and Jimmy felt
hiselephanttrunk bouncing stupidly on his nose.

“Neko stop!” Jimmy called after him, but Neko didn’t even turn around. “Stop, you mud-
splattered ass whore!” Neko halted Jagati and turned with an ugly sneeron his face.

“Learn that one from me, did you? Think you sound like a bigbad Earther? You're a child. An
Otherchild. Everyone canseeit.” The words stung.

“Andyou’re cruel,” he swatted back. “You were goingto trick that boy, for no reason. We
don’tneed his cow. You just want to prove how you’re clevererthan anyone else.” He ripped the
elephanttrunk off his face, the thin strings snapped around his ears, the leavesfalling crookedly. He
threw itto the ground. “l don’twantto play your gamesanymore.”

He tried to get Beans to storm off, but the horse walked as slowly as ever. Neko stayed put.
Afteratime Neko reappeared with Jimmy’s dusty trunkin his hand.

“You don’tknow where we’re going,” Neko proposed, taking out the cloth of eggs too. Jimmy
snatched them back. He tucked the trunk down the front of his pants.

“I don’tcare,” Jimmy retorted angrily.

“I’m sorry. You were right,” Neko sighed. “Taking from that boy would be cruel. We have
enough fare to make it South, we don’tneed more.”

“Can we just enjoy ourselves and not trick anyone tonight?”

Nekosmiledvaguely. “Fine. That’s fine.” Jimmy nodded triumphantly, but was put off balance
by Neko’s admission. Neko was neverwrong.

“Also, Jimmy...”

“Yes?” Here itcame. The lie to smooth overthe fact that Jimmy had just won this argument.

“You look like you have an elephant trunk fora cock. I’'m not sayingit’s a bad look, butyou
might get some over-enthusiasticattention at the festival.”

Jimmy looked down towhere the trunk leaned against his thigh. Neko trotted past humming
to himself.
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Chapter Twenty-Five

North Ku, Crossroads

There shall be no religion: not of science, nature, nor of gods. Reverenceis dangerous. Respect is
safety.

Genevieve woke, and walked all the way to Crossroads that day. Crossroads was at the bottom of
the Northern Road, which led to the Wall and beyond it, to the Grey City. She intended to take the
Northern Road the next day.

There were the beginnings of afestival. A child sat upon an empty basket and her mother
kneltbeside her. Her face had been painted sothatit looked like one was looking at herbones,
rather than skin. She kicked herlegs wistfully, impatient to play with herfriends. The stalls sold
foods one hardly ever saw down South. Crepes with honey, jam and cheese. Beersand ciders and
evenwine.

A pack of freckled men wearing hyena skins and boyish expressions cackled as a stall lined up
thimblefuls of milky liquorin front of them, strong enough to clean a wound. They tookitall at the
same time and screamed and spat in satisfied disgust.

Genevieve dugforthe few Metalsinthe inside lining of her hood thatJeanne had given her,
and bought herself bread baked on the fire, filled with sweet corn pieces. She satand dipped it with
the Earthers into a huge black pot. It was warm and filling.

She began speakingto the family. They had not had any children disappear from Crossroads,
theyinsisted. She didn’tdare ask if they had seen something resembling the dragon. Theyinturn
asked hermany questions aboutthe land south, and she was included when the mgombothi was
passed around. She even got a sip of pulped marulaberries mixed with milk and honey. It was
immediately dizzying. Afteratime she thanked them and stumbled away tofind a place to sleep for
the evening.

She pulled up herhood as the night deepened. The darkness was full of laughter but also
frighteningshrieks, the kind that made one turnto look for danger. People bumpedinto her.
Earthers were always the same at these festivals. They would grab your hand and think that pulling
youintothemwas a way to getyour affection and not just a slap to the face. If they saw something
they wanted theytriedtotakeit. There were those who would lean overyou seductively, breathing
second-hand liquorintoyournose and spluttering theirlove with woeful eyes, hurt whenyou
pushedthemaway.

The masks scared Genevieve. Inthe main festival grounds there wereahundred-hundred
fires, lanterns and candles. Oases of light, between which she felt deeply afraid. In the dark, every
mask turnedintoa black snarl. A forest of people turned to wild olive wolves. They would stalk her,
laughing, and just when she was about to take flight some spark would illuminate the mask. It would
be a wide-eyed owl; animpala, its horns tied on with a headband.

She felt exhausted, and moved toward the music. If seems she would have to sleep out
tonight. When she could see the stage, but the drummingdidn’tthrob too loudly she satdownon a
small, tufty embankment. She watched the music foralongtime, eventually pulling back her hood
as the warmth of the alcohol kept herface hot.

“Not here forthe festival?” asked amansitting at herside. She turned to him and was
immediately taken aback. As one of the few people not wearingamask, he looked more like an
animal than anyone else that she had seen. He smiled like a cat.
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“No,” she replied, smiling back. He was handsome, his black hair curled behind his ears.

“I'am here for my son.” He indicated the boy sitting watching the musicnextto him.

“What is he?Your son...” she asked, cocking an eyebrow. The boy was a midnight black. The
yellow-skinned-alleged-father smiled back warmly. There was atooth missing from his broad grin,
which made himlook like a naughty child.

“An elephant. The broad strokes, atleast. So,metaphorically speaking.” He paused. “You don’t
lookto be enjoying yourself.”

“What makes you think that?”

“You're not dressed up.”

“l am dressed.”

“Thatis a shame. | would like to see you naked.”

“Metaphorically speaking, of course,” she intercepted, “Surely you mean you would like to get
to know me as a person, without pretence or mask,” she said bitterly, making asweeping gesture
around her. “It would be Salang, you know, fora man and a womanto fuck without pretence.”

“That’s my favourite kind of fucking.”

“Thenwhy did you bringyour son?”

“I'snot — It’s, he’s,” he stumbled overhis lie, and then just laughed. Laughed so sincerely that
Genevieve forgave his crudeness. He did not seem used to being outwitted.

“The boy needed anight out. We have had a hard summer.”

“Is that what happenedto yourtooth?” she asked, pointingtothe gapin his smile.

He closed his mouth self-consciously. “No. That happened because | have a soft spot for
women,” he replied, grinning again. His eyes didn’t smile thistime, he seemed to have slippedinto
some reminiscence.

“It has been a hard summer.” Genevieve nodded and looked back to the musicians. It had
been a plentiful summer, with lots of rain and few floods. With little hail. Ku’s crops would see them
through the dry seasons. The man offered his drink. Genevieve took asip. It was very strong, and it
burned happily the whole way to her stomach.

“I have spentthe whole summer chasing things that shouldn’t exist,” she announced, staring
pensively atthe stage and lettingthe fires blurin hervision. She was feeling quite tipsy by now.

“I have spentthe whole summerbeing chased by things that shouldn’t exist.” He took back his
drinkand took a deepssip. “Mud fucked Keepers,” he mumbled angrily. Genevieve felt herself —or
perhapsthe alcohol —warm to him. She smiled.

“Genevieve.”

“I am Neko. And thisisJimmy.” He nudged the boy with his shoulder, who nodded
indifferently in herdirection.

“My fatherkilled an elephant once,” she said, trying to engage the boy. He frowned at herfor
a few seconds, before looking back to the musicians.

“Where are you headed, Genevieve?’ Neko asked, taking asip of hisdrinkand pullingaface
as it wentdown his throat.

“North.” She shrugged it off, feigning indifference.

“Masinge?” he asked, his face lit with concern.

“More Norththan that,” she replied.

“Don’t goto that town. | hate Masinge.” The boy, Jimmy, had spoken up unexpectedly.

Nekosmiled and shrugged, passing herthe drink again.

“I don’tintend to,” she replied, before taking a quick sip. The boy got up and wandered away,
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following what appeared to be a human-porcupine. Its quills shook with arattling like adying
breath. The two were leftsittingalone.

“You intend to go North, but notto Masinge?” Neko asked, slowly putting the ideas together.

Genevieve shrugged, trying tolook indifferent.

“You are takingthe Northern Road?”

Genevieve stared atthe musicians, who had just started upa new song, and nodded everso
slightly.

“But why, then you must fuck me!You can’t die a virgin!”

Genevieve laughed, but blushed more deeply than she had thought possible.

“Aha!” Neko exclaimed merrily, “l am correct.”

“Can’t youjustleave me alone?” she shovedthe drink backinto his chestas he leaned
forward.

“No,” he responded. “You’re too curious for that. | don’t think you want me to leave,” he took
asipand handeditback to Genevieve.

He ran his hand down the twenty-eight scars on herarm. He touched them curiously, lightly,
and thenrested herhandin his own, looking atthe scratches on the palm from herclimbingup the
koppie the day before. It was the kindest touch she had feltsince...she didn’t know.

She had not thought of herself aslonely untilaftershe feltit. When he pulled his hand away,
hersfeltempty.

“I’'ve been looking forsomewhereto stay tonight,” she said awkwardly, trying to fill the lullin
conversation after his touch.

“That is one way to propositionaman.”

“No, | didn’t mean it that way.”

“Oh really,” he grinned. “Because that sounded to me like you were asking if | had somewhere
tosleep.”

“That you would be so lucky.”

“But | am. Or, was. Unfortunately, now that you’ve gone and drunk all my liquor, I'm goingto
have to go and buy more, and there goes my Metals for the evening.” He downed the last of his
drinkand showed herthe empty mug.

“You should not offer what you cannot give.”

“I have much to give.”

“No, you have everything on offerand little to give,” she said seriously, but she couldn’t
contain hergrin for long.

“That is amongstthe highest orderofinsult.” He laughed.

“Thenyou will letme buyyou a drink to make up forit,”

“You will have to!” He handed her hisempty mugand Genevieve jumpedto herfeet, picking
up herbackpack as she began to walk away. She could not lethim see the black thing that she had
taken fromthe worm-people.

“You better not disappear with my drink!” he shouted as she flitted away.

When she returned a few minutes later he looked pleased. The elephant boy was sitting with
him once more. “l thoughtyou had gone.”

“No, | just don’ttrust you with my things,” she replied, dropping the backpack on the grass
nextto heronce more. She sat and he shifted up nextto her, taking the second mug that she had
balanced between herlegs.

“That one’smine.”
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“Not any more,” he replied, takingadeep sip. He watched herface for a while as she watched
the musicians, and they did not speak for a while. This was his favourite part. Meeting someone was
like reachinginto adark space which you did not know where itbegan or ended. Your fingers could
abruptly hitrock, or it could continue on beyond yourreach. People were only beautiful when you
didn’tknow where they began orended. That was why he never stayed with anyone fortoo long.
Once you knew the shape of them, the mystery was gone. He had the sense that he could reach into
this girl without finding hershape, notinawhole moonth of questions. It was exhilarating.

“Where do you come from, Genevieve?”

“South.”

“How far South?”

“All the way — Lake Floors.”

“Isitgood there?”

“Itis beautiful. And simple.”

“That sounds good. | would like something simple.”

Genevieve made noreply.

Neko stood up and reached down to her. She gave him her hand and he pulled herto her feet.

“Where are we going?”

“Closerto the music.” She reached for her backpack. “No —” he stopped her, “—Jimmy, look
afterout things.”

The boy gave a surly nod.

“They will be fine,” Neko promised. He took herhand and led herinto the crowd.

Jimmy traipsed through the festival grounds alone. People dotted the grass, lying wherethey had
fallen. Animalmasks stared up at him from the ground with empty eyes. Fires smouldered, and
nobody else seemed to be awake. That was, except fora group of yellow-coated Vigil who seemed
to be searchingthroughthe people, looking forsomeone. Jimmy saw ared coat and wenttoit, butit
was notthe girl he had lastseen Neko with.

He took the opportunity to scrutinise the coupleinfront of him. The blanket had been thrown
off theirnaked bodies, and their pale dimpled flanks rested against each other. He feltatinglingin
his belly. Neko had disappeared with that girl last night, they had come and fetched theirthings,
shown Jimmy where tosleep, and then vanished. They had fucked, probably. His brothers had told
him about fucking. Jimmy was uncertain about how he feltaboutall of it. It seemedtooccupya
large part of Neko’s mind. Jimmy had been caught touching himself once back home, by Brienna,
and itwas embarrassment enough that he made sure that he was never caught again.

The man shifted, opening his eyes. Jimmy jerked away and tried to pretend he had just been
walking past. He gave Jimmy an angry look and pulled the blanket over his partner’s muscular
shoulder, nuzzling against his short hair.

There was no pointincalling out. Neko would be really angry then, so Jimmy just kept
walking. He went past the hut that Neko had traded for them to be able to sleepin. There were five
otherbodies onthe floor,and a gap where Jimmy’s sleeping mat had been. The hut was warm and
stuffy, but he still didn’t know why he hadn’tbeen able tosleep. Neko wasn’t there.

Jimmytriedto get somethingto eat. There were many cooking pots left out from the night
before, butnone of them contained something thatlooked vaguely appetising. The group of Vigil
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were sticking theirheads into nearby huts while Jimmy scavenged. The pots were filled with grass
and dirtand in one case, vomit. Put off, immy went downto the riverinstead.

He walked across the Northern Road, broad and crumbling, and then down the steep bank of
theriver. He completed the checklistfordangerbefore he stripped down and shook his clothes free
of ash. The sky was clearing, and it looked like it would be another hot day without rain. Jimmy
washed his clothesand laid them on the top of the bankin the dappled sunlight. He washed himself,
and thentook the mat out of his pack and dusted it off. He lay waiting forthe sun to warm him, and
by the time itdid he had fallen backto sleep. He was notsure how long he had been asleep, but
when he woke he sat up quickly, covering himself. The noise that had awoken him was a movement
inthe bushes, and he followed the sound with his eyes until he located the source. It was Neko,
moving quietly across the far bank. He didn’t seemto have noticed Jimmy.

Jimmy nearly called out, butdidn’t. Perhaps it was because Neko was walking asif he didn’t
wantto be noticed. Jimmy pulled on his still damp clothes and followed just as carefullybehind.

Neko crossed the Northernroad and went across the village to the stables. Jimmy waited
outside, he didn’t know why he was hiding, but why hadn’t Neko stopp ed back at the hut that he
knew Jimmy was sleepingin? Panicfilled his chest. The pair of Vigil fromthe group he had seen
earlierwalked past quickly. Jimmy tried to calm himself. Neko was probably first preparing the
horses. Then they could leave together without too much fuss. Neko walked out with a strange
horse, neither Beans norJagati. Jimmy ducked away and crouched in the narrow gap betweentwo
huts. Neko walked past, whistling softly, and Jimmy’s heartbeat thumpedin his ears.

It was a trick. Neko was starting a trick. Relief swelled and he stood up, hislegs shaky. He
waited afew moments more, tryingto decide on what to do, and then he walked out after Neko.

Neko had mountedthe dark horse, and was fiddling with his saddle. [t was Neko’s normal
riding saddle, Jimmy realised.

“Neko!” he called. Neko jumped, swinging around quickly. Jimmy ran to him, feeling very
alone onthe broad road.

“Neko, where are you going?”

“Jimmy, | =" Neko was shaking his head, he looked tired and scared.

“You’re leaving.” Jimmy’s eyes filled with tears, and he tried to keep his voice even. [t was no
use, he was already crying.

“It'sfor the best, Jimmy. I’'ve given you everythingyou needed.”

“But why?”

Something seemedto snapand Neko’s shock turnedintosudden anger.

“Enough. | am leaving. You have to go alone.” He swungthe horse around and itkeptits head
high, chewingon the bit.

Jimmy shouted his name again. He couldn’t think of another way to convince him. To lie or
trick Nekointo staying. Neko began to trot away and Jimmy stood shaking on the road, cryingand
sniffing. He didn’t noticethe man until he had been grabbed and pushed tothe ground. A yellow
coat obscured hisvision. He screamed Neko’s name again, this time in sheer panic.
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Chapter Twenty-Six
The Northern road

To each person theirskill, but their craft will sustain all. Trade shall notsurpass self-sustenance.

Genevieve moved quickly aftershe had woken up. The man with the cat eyes had been gentle, butit
still hurt. She was glad he had gone before she woke. Herforehead ached from too much drink. She
cooled herselfinInyoka, washing the dark stains from herthighs.

She hadn’texpectedto bleed atall, but she knew that some girls did. There was a song they
sang at the Confirmation ceremonies justtotease, and she found herselfhummingitunderher
breath as she leftalongthe Northern Road. There wasa commotioninthe town aboutstolenhorses
and she was glad to leave it behind.

The climber clambers up the tree, up, up away.

The climber stretches out a finger, close, close, away!

The climber tumbles head and heel, branch is there to catch her,
She didn’t think her first love would be so large in stature.

It made hersmile tosingit, as she found her way along the ruptured black stone. The road was not
hard to follow. Most of it was still intact —only the strongest grasses had broken through. She had
to wear her sandalsas the surface burntherfeet.

There were carcasses alongthe road. She imagined it gettingso hotthe stone would turn
sticky and trap small creatures, digestingthem where they fell, gritty-black dissolving down to their
bones. That first day she tried to walk through the White Out. The horizon wobbled, and she became
nauseous and had torest undera low bush, diggingahole inthe sand.

She passed the Wall as night began to fall. It was notas imposingas she had thoughtitwould
be.She couldsee no lightonit, and no Vigil. It was dark and immense, but the road ran a gap wide
enough fortwenty people towalk through all at once — it was completely unguarded.

In KwaDz there had beena Vigil every ten steps.

The gap was full of animal tracks, and there were signs that predators used the wall to their
advantage: the rocky black road was ideal toslow a buck, perhaps even breakits ankle or make it
panicuntil itran into the wall. There were bones on eitherside of the gap, not more than a moonth
old.

She was so attuned to any sign of dangerthat she did not even mark when she arrived onthe
otherside. She wastechnically nolongerin Ku. This was a no-man’sland, not the Grey City, butno
longerhome. Yetthere was no moment, nogasp for air, not at all like pulling her head out from
beneath water.

Shesleptinatree, badly. Her body ached, but her paranoia was justified when she woke up
and found fresh tracks alongthe road. She had only everseenlion tracks drawn forher, but these
were fartoo longand bigand there were too many to belongto a leopard oranythingelse. She
drank froma streamin the shadow of the wall and filled her water pouch. She had lost the comfort
of Inyoka, of knowing that there was water within reach. It made hernervous. She peed and then
drank again.
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The second day was much the same, but well before White Out she came to a longrise that became
increasingly steep. Long strips of rusted metal lay on the slope ahead. They had been aged by rain
and heat. When she was close enough she wandered off the road tolook at one. Ithad been
flattened by time, made so brittle that she could break off pieces with herfingers. Was it of her
grandmother’stime? The pieces were roughly square, and underneath them she found arag of
cloth. People hadlived here.

She looked back down the slope and it seemed unbelievable then: thousands upon thousands
of corroded heaps, all overthe hill and down the back of it, like ticks on a dyinganimal. She wasin
the realmwhere only afew had wandered before. Scavengers, come to retrieve trinkets from the
Old World. They rarely crossed the Yellow Desert.

Once she crested the hill she had to stop again:inthe far distance was the Grey City. The true
Grey City: square buildings thatlooked likea broken fence. She had heard tales her whole life, and it
was difficult to think of it without the words of the Tellers.

The scab. It looked diseased; like atoenail needingto be cut. It also looked small, but she
couldsee how far she was.

She wanted to turn back. She feltasif she had been putinto perspective, like an ant, picked
up and heldonafinger. Tobe crushed or survive was notin her control buta matter of the shifting
enormity of landscapes.

The distantcity was still. It stood as a matter of fact on the landscape —not inviting, not
repelling. Ilthad no romance. Not like atreein a field thatinvitesyouintoits shade, ora koppie that
calls challenges to be climbed. It yawned indifference to herambitions. No wild olive wolves could
feedthere. Only Shadows, too decrepitand fatto flee before herimagination, circling the buildings
like vultures overa carcass. It was not a place of Others, it was the place humans had left behind.
She would need to go beyonditforheranswers.

Ahead of her was a cruel expanse, everything was dead. Yellow and dead. Torrents of pale
sand whippedalongthelandinfitfulgusts. There were holes, asif this were once ariverbed and
some buck had left deep tracks, gulches and ridges, which had dried and cracked. The Northern road
disappeared, dippingunderthe sand, surfacingata ruinin the waste. Afterthatitdisappeared
again, but in the far distance was a stony ridge, and the road seemed to climbiit.

Was there life beyond the ridge? Keepers? Was this where they went? —where they were re-
tired and dis-satisfied? What if she made it the whole way across, justto discoverthaton the other
side there was only more of this hard nothingness? An old metal sheet tapped on the ground below,
as if awaiting herdecision.

She would try for the ruin midway, now. She would try, and if it was too hard she could come
back here and consideranotherplan.

She sat and put on her sandals. She pulled up herhood, adjusted the bow and quivers on her
shoulderand, despitethe growing heat, launched down the hill. As she approached the pockmarked
yellow expanse herthroat and chest beganto burn, despite holding hersleeve against her mouth.
The wind came intantrums, sweeping up into herface from nowhere. [t was like a petulant child;
striking unexpectedly and then scampering away.

There was a more solid wind underneath these gusts, steadily pushing herto the left. The ruin
remainedinthe distance, and with hereyes burning it was difficult to tell if she was truly getting
closer.She held onto the knowledgethat she had seenitfromthe top of the hill, thatitwas nota
mirage. She had to jump overcracks inthe ground that deepenedinto blackness. She fell afew
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times, and the ground was as hard as rock.

It was uneven going, and she kept hereyesonthe floorin front of her, only occasionally
looking up at the ruin. As she got closer she could see that the ruin would provide little sanctity.
Most of the structure was collapsed and layin piles of sand-coated rubble. She wentto one of the
few remaining walls and herfeetsunkintothe deep sandthat had quietened there. She washed out
hereyesand rubbed herface with the cleaninside of hercoat. A lavendersprigdroppedoutofa
foldinherpocket. She helditto hernose, breathing deeply.

She would push on. The dragon must come from beyond the Grey City, from without,
somewhere. She tucked away the sprigand rested on her haunches awhile longer, spitting out the
brown gob that coated her mouth. It would be White Outsoon, if it wasn’t already. The wind made
it hard to feel the real temperature, but she was sweating underneath the hood, even now whileshe
was resting. She contemplated the toolsin her pack, holdingitopento gaze overherequipment.

The tent coverwould be no use: one sudden gust would pullitfrom her, althoughif she had
taken the mosquito gauze she would have been able to coverherface from the worst of the sand.
She stared down at the black and golden thing. She should lose the excess weight, but she felt
attachedto it all the same. She brushed overitsdimpled frontandinsidethe bird in the blue sky
came to life. The lettersinthe sky now said ‘12:45 cat’ and then wentdarkagain. A catand abird on
a screen, and the numbers always changing. It was a wonderful mystery. She was worn out by
wonderful mysteries. She nearly threw it outtothe wind, butthenreplaceditin herpack instead.

She ignored the meagre food she had left. She hadn’t gone hunting, butshe hadn’tseenany
animalsthatday either. She tried torecollect seeing so much as a real bird, but she couldn’t.

She tightened her pack underneath herhood and set out again. As she leaptand stumbled
overthe hard landscape she became sure it was just forgetfulness: she never noticed birds anyway.
There had probably beentensthatshe justdidn’tremember. There was a strange clacking beat on
the wind, and she stopped, shielding her eyes and looking forthe source. It sounded like quick
clapping hands, withadroningthrong comingin and out of earshot. It sounded like the dragon. She
couldn’tseeit,andit seemed unlikelythatitwas hidden from view. The only thing obstructing her
sight was the wind, whippingsandinto hereyes.

She carried on. The distant hill was furtheraway than the ruin had been, and the heat grew
relentless—eventhe wind’s tantrums seemed to waverunderneath it. She reached the foot of the
koppie at dusk. She wanted to carry on, but the moon was hidden by thick brown clouds. From what
she could see of the koppie it was very rocky, and there were many ruins onit. She found a set of
rocks which sheltered herfrom the worst of the wind and she softened the ground by walkingit
down. She grabbed tufts of long grass and made herself abed, butan unmovable rock satdeadin
the middle of herclearing, and she had to lie around it.

For the second night she slept badly, and had vicious dreams punctuated by waking with ajerk
and grabbingthe coverback fromthe wheedling wind. She was not sure what time it was when she
woke, but her sweaty skin had been covered by a layer of dust. The wind had changedin the night.
She woke up with gritty eyes and a bad cough. She blew one nostril ata time, holding the other
closed, and wipingthe brown sludge with hersleeve. It took a long time before she could musterthe
energy toget up, and then she discovered hershoes were ruined: the seams were torn and opened
furtherwith every step she took. She felttoo groggy to eat.

The rocky koppie seemed insurmountable, and every step was exhausting. The road wasin
such a poor state that she slid on the stones with almost every step. She stayed parallel toit, and
didn’t stop walking. If she stopped, she would have to startagain, and she didn’t know why she
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would. She coughed and herthroat hurt. She was almost at the top when she saw a white goat.
Afterall thistime lookingatherfeet, it wasan efforttofocus onit. It looked completely wild.

The goat watched her withits yellow reptilian eye, and then scarpered as she carried on
walking. Ontop of the hill was a plateau, windless, dustless, and thick with grass. The Northern road
—if she couldstill call itthat —became broader. There was a barrier on eitherside of it, the height of
Genevieve’s bottomrib. The white goat was balanced atop the left barrier, and it bleated
obnoxiously atthe sight of her and then bounded away again, out of sight. She knew she should
shootit. But then she would needtoskinit, prepare the meat, make a fire, and so on. Itseemeda
waste of time and effort.

The road turned and she could see the valley she had come from, and the faces of the
adjacenthills. They were covered with ruins, so many it made her pause. How were there once so
many people? Thislittlearea, with no waterand no fertile land, could hold more people thanany
townin Ku. The houses were empty now. Her grandmother had said that people fell into the cracks.
As if the Earth had snapped itsjaws closed and entire villages vanished. The rest had gone to live on
the stars. That was sheernonsense.

She turnedto the cracked-tooth city buildings, closer now, bigger. She followed the road past
a thousand more rust heaps, and double as many ruins. There were atleast signs of life up here:
plantsand trees were yellow and dry, but they were here. They had climbed through doors and
floors, invitingthemselves into rooms and leaving abouquet of bird’s nestsin corners. She pausedin
fright as something streaked from one of the ruins. A mottled grey cat, which paused to glance at
herwith round eyes.

The blackened fields here sentanote of caution: lightning struck often, and burnt through
quickly. Guinea Fowl warbled as they foraged, and she was reassured by their presence. If there
were animals, there was water.

She occasionally had to climb through and under metal frames which had collapsed into the
road. The metal sheets were corroded, but sometimes when a piece had fallentogetherand she
pulled them apart, the green colourwas preserved quite well.

The landscape around herchanged. There were remnants of walls: not nearly as bigas the
Wall, butdouble herheight where they still stood in full. Most of them were collapsed, their metal
nerves exposed tothe air. Behind themthe ruins were fullerthan she had seen before. When White
Out came she explored one. The roof wasintactin a few places, and the shade gave herrelief. The
floor was covered with animal droppings, but nothing bigenough for herto be worried about. The
roomswere empty, butin one she found the frame of a bed. Underneathitlay a decomposing cat,
its skinsinking below its ribs.

She waited there until the day cooled, and drank most of her water. It soothed her persistent
coughing. She ate a few pieces of dried fruit, breaking off the mould and throwing it out for the
birds. When it was cool enough she wandered outside. There was astorm building above her. It was
huge. Lightning skidded across the sky with soft booms and rumbles. The road was exposed, and if it
really came to rain she would need to move quickly tofind shelter. She pulled up herhood, and
walked with purpose.

It was an hourlaterwhen hersearch forshelterbecame more frantic. She followed a curling sliver of
road off to the side. The trees here were surprisingly thick, old and tall. She was tempted to pause at
one with purple flowers dripping off it, forming a puddle of blue -violet on the ground.

With the groans of the storm came the fleeting sounds of a much more worrying nature:a
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drone as if the dragon were somewhere near. Her back prickled fromthe feeling of being watched,
and everywhere inthe storm’s darkness she thought she could see the great black dog.

This was a wood of wild olive wolves, they chased herin packs which vanished under her
direct gaze, onlyto creepinat her othershoulder. Perhaps this was what was meant when Earthers
spoke about Shadows. Lives of the Old World that persisted in cracks and corners, ready to consume
the new.

A house loomed overheras grey and uninviting as the thunderclouds above it. It struck out
intothe sky with straight angles as hard as an elbow. The surrounding trees were twisted, their bark
pulledintothe shape of empty faces. The parachute of a milkweed floated serenely, justabove the
ground. In itssilk hairsitheld noseed.

The thunder groaned and the house shivered in response. She felt her belly clench, asif her
hungerhad grabbed a fistful of intestine. She climbed in through what might have once beena
window, pushing hersatchel through first.

On the floor she sat still a while, waiting for her eyes to adjust to the darkness. She could hear
the scratching of mice and insects and beetles. There was aflash of lightning and three shapes were
outlined againstthe light. Her heart swelled up to herthroat. The rush of blood dampened her
hearing.

Slowly, the room came into view, the shapes distilled. They were motionless enough foritto
be known that they had never moved. She climbed up and edged toward them, herfeet shuffling
alongthe floor. She touched the top of the closest shape and withdrew immediately: it was soft.
Soft, but notalive. She squeezed the thingagain, running herhandalongitto find its edges.

It was a bench, layeredin soft materials, with cushions builtintoits seat. She lowered herself
ontothe largestone:three panelsoneitherside. All at once she was dragged into the crack inthe
middle and herlegs and arms flailed in panicas the thing pressed its cloth gums onto her hips and
beganto swallow her.

She wrenched herself free and stood up, staring reproachfully at the thing —only to laugh. The
house shook once more with thunder, and shared amusement. Her stomach gave an empty
grumble. She moved alongto the next hulking shape. This one was smaller, with only two panels.

She pushed down on the cushion with her hand and felt somethinginside it move like aloose
tooth. She moved away fromit to the smallestbench:ithad only one cushion and one panel, forone
personto siton.

It was dirty with the fine hairs of an animal, and she settled down, placing her pack nextto her
and curling herkneestoward herchestina ball. Her stomach felt betterin this position, herthighs
squashingagainst herbelly andleaving no place foremptiness. Outside, the rain began to hiss
againstthe trees and the steel gate and the concrete walls. She almost closed hereyes and slept
there, wrappedinthe arms of this warm bulk. Amovement stopped her. Infront of herran a mouse,
dragging something the same size asitself. When she stood the mouse fled backinto the darkness,
and she picked up whatit had left. Anumber of sand coloured wafers fell outand she lifted one to
hernose. It did not smellinedible. She took a bite off its corner. It was sweet, and she stuffed the
restinto her mouth.

Lookingforits source, she carried the rest with heraround the corner, dodging streams of
water which leaked through holesinthe roof. The next room bustled with activity: mice and rats
flowed back and forth overthe floor, carryinglittle parcels through cracks in the walls and underthe
door —the rats too busy to botherthe mice; the mice too taken with this feast to be afraid of the
rats. All of them too hungry to notice her. She suppressed a coughing fit.
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Some, like the one inthe nextroom, were trying to drag items too big for them. Others waited
underneath the shelf where treats were being showered down by those flicking food out through
theirhindlegs; burrowingand gnawing furtherinto the darkness.

This must have been astoreroom, abandoned notthatlongago. Perhaps the worm-people
had been here, from the dragon? There wasfood everywhere, dissected into tiny pieces by avariety
of small animals. Soon biggeranimals would come and claim theirshare.

The fragments crunched under herfeetand despite her smooth movements, the mischief
scatteredinall directions. Those on the shelf sat back suddenly and vanished in arustle of dry food.
Genevieve picked through the mess, trying to find something to eat.

She moved along the shelf and feltahandle on the cupboard. She jerked it open and some of
its contents tumbled out—including two mice. One hard containerfell down to the floor with a clang
and its contents began seeping out. She reached down and rubbed some of the red liquid between
herfingersandsniffedit. ltsmelled sour. She wiped someonto the tip of hertongue and pulled it
slowly backinto her mouth. It was a vegetable. Mashed and watered down. Tomato perhaps, but
mixed with something else: metallicdust blown off the city or blood sucked from a small cut. She
turned the containeraround a few times. It was metal, the tops were perfectly round —it was of the
Old World.

Or perhaps, not the Old World, but the world outside Ku. Perhaps this was where the worm-
people stayed? It seemed unlikely that she would stumble upon their only hideout.

The food wasn’trotten. Everything she encountered told her that the Old World had carried
on without Ku, just perhaps, not here. The city wasin ruins, she saw no living signs of other Earthers
— otherhumans. She collected containers that looked the same as this one from the cupboard and
tookthemback to her seat.

Genevieve satsuckingoutthe red juice and eating the last of the mouse’s biscuits, glad that
herseat was not underneath one of the many holesinthe roof. It was better not to eat too much at
once; her stomach was already in spasms digesting this little bit. The tomato had made herthirsty
and she climbed from herseat once more to find some water. Little pools of it were now collecting
outside and she placed her water pouch undera stream coming from the roof, leaving it there after
an ideastruck her. She pushed open all different doors until she foundit: an obese white cocoon
with a spout attached at one end. It could be filled with water. You bathedinit, a ‘bath’, one of her
grandmother’s words, notas somethingyoudid, but as somethingthatwas. Itstood onfour stubby
legs.

She climbed softly through spider webs intoits belly and stared at the spout. She turned
around so that herhead lay directly beneath the pipe, and she brushed the dust away with her
sleeve, coughing, and waiting for somethingto happen. Perhaps ablue screen would appearifyou
touchedit. It did not. Maybe it needed to be filled with water before that happened. She sat up and
kneltwith herhandsfolded on herlap. It was a bizarre thing, a bath, butdull. She climbed outand
wandered furtherintothe house.

Through one of the otherdoors was a large room. The ceilinggroaned underthe weight of
waterwhich congregatedin the centre. A bulbous depression with liquid dripping from the cracks —
as deep as those you sometimes saw on the heel of a person’s foot. The rivulets made puddles on
the bed below, which was large enough tofitthree or four people.

In the nextroom she found anotherbed, raised off the ground. Stuck along the walls were
papers, reproductions of the same young face, its outlines just traceable through the curlingedges
and smudges from damp and age. These papersreached every corner, compulsively covering the
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wall, with nothoughtforthe largereffect. Perhapsthe face belonged to the inhabitant of this room?

The faded cheeks were round and full, the front teeth setslightly apart. It was difficult to see if
it wasa girl or a young male. She couldn’t make out the meaning of the flowery writing above it. It
was all joined up and the letters strangely distorted.

A breeze pulledits fingerdown her back. The wall was like the face of a fly, its eyes repeating
the same image a hundred times over. As she turned to walk out of the room, a movement onthe
far end stopped her. Awindow, butfacinginward, toward the house.

She leaned forward to move, and it leaned forward with her. She advanced towardit, and the
shadow inthe frame grew larger. She reached out. The shadow raised its hand to meet hers. Its
touch was cool.

A reflective pool, hungonawall. Butthe figure init was unfamiliar. Its face was blackened
withdirtand its eyes shone with menace. Itleered, with teeth sharperthan hers. Its hairwas
knotted and frayed, hangingdown in clots above the shoulders. She reached her hand out to touch
the reflected person.

“Two” she said, and the girl inthe mirror snarled back at her, a jackal.

“Three” replied adeepervoice.

A shape advanced from behind herinthe reflection. She bucked, reaching around forits head.

Her hands meta smooth surface that she could not hold. The Shadow grabbed for her arm
and she pulleditfree. She leaptaway and hit the wall as her attacker crouched on the floorand then
sprungforward. In that brief moment she could see him clearly: it was one of the worm-peoplefrom
the dragon. The shell around his head was black. She forced herself toremember that this was an
Other, a human, in costume. She kicked for his head but he twisted to the side and she lost her
balance andfell tothe floor.

He was ontop of her, crushing her arms against her chest and before she could free herself
he plungedalongthin piece of metal into herarm. She yowledinagony as it sunk through taut
muscle and she tried to bite him. But she felt dizzy and weak, and like ina dream, the strength
sapped from her muscles and the worm-person climbed off her. She rolled onto herstomach and
started climbingforthe doorbut the room had become darkand she wasn’t sure which way the
door was. She could hear him panting. He grabbed her by the shoulderandrolled heronto herside,
where Genevieve could do nothing but gasp like afish thrown from water. The worm had taken off
his helmet, and black hairtumbled out. His features were unkind, cheeks blotted red from exertion.
“We got you.” He smiled.

Genevieve came to hersensesslowly. It was filthy dark, but where she lay was soft. She sat up and
keeled over, hershoulder thumping painlessly againsta wall. Her body felt numb. She was on a mat
of sortsand she feltits edges. There was hard flat stone all around her, cold and eerily smooth. She
stayed where she was. The top of herhead felt unnaturally light and exposed, and when she lifted
herhand to itshe recoiledin horror. Her hairhad been cut sothat it prickled like short fur. She ran
herhands over hershaved head and shouted infear. Light flooded the room.

“l' am glad you are awake.”

Genevieve threw up herhandsto shield herself from the light and at the sound of the
woman’s voice she scrambled backwards until she hit the wall behind her. Her chest wentinto
spasmand she coughed wetly.

“You are not well. We’ve takenyouintolook afteryoufor alittle while.”

Genevieve tried to stop coughing, butit was like a catch in her throat. When she tried to clear
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it away she would begin coughing again, to the point that she felt she might throw up. Her eyes were
slowly adjusting to the harsh light, but they were watering so much she couldn’t make out the figure
infront of her.

Eventually she managedto calm her coughing, and sat leaned against the wall, breathing
carefully through hernose. The woman was crouched on the otherside of the room. Behind her was
a door, which she had leftslightly ajar. Her black hair hung like solid cloth. She was wearing brightly
coloured clothes, just as Genevieve had seen before on the Others. She seemed barely human, so
intense was herstrangeness. She spoke strangely too, as if she were a child who needed to
concentrate on forming each word.

“We have given you a bath and changed your clothes. We had to cut your hair, 'msorry, it
was too knotted and full of bugs to wash.” Genevieve’s hand flicked up to herhead. “We found you
through the Sybar you took from the outpost.” Genevieve began coughing again. “It emits a GPS
signal. Butyou have no ideawhat| am talkingabout.” The woman smiled, and then carried on.

“You’re underour care, you’'re not our hostage, but for your own safety we will lock you in
until such time as you want to leave.” The woman had stood up to go, and Genevieve eyed herwith
suspicion.

“I want to go.” She fought down a cough.

“What?”

“I want to — her voice cracked and she cleared herthroat. The woman ducked her head out
of the door, scanning the outerroom. She came back inand closed the door, speaking quietly.

“I’m goingto pretend | didn’t hearthat. Stay fora meal, stay and | will explain whatwe’re
doinghere.”

“Where are the children?”

“I'll explainif you stay.” The woman was backing away. “Just stay and we’ll explainit.”

“Where the —" Genevieve began but herthroatdidn’t permit hertogo on. The womanslipped
out of the door and suddenly herface appearedinawindow which had slid open.

“I’'m goingto leave this open foryou. We’re getting some food together foryou. Good food,
full of vitamins.” And then she was gone.
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Chapter Twenty-Seven
North Ku, Gantry

Neko had hoped neverto see Gantry again. The people here were scared; he could feelitinthe air.
He took precautions so that he would not be found. He left his beard, already growing thickly, to
creep up hischeeksandoverhistop lip. He exchanged his boots, his hat, foran ugly brown hemp
thingthat looked more like asack than a hood. He took to carrying a long stick with him, leaning on
itasifforaid.

He had tried to find Jimmy, but he was not in the Vigil’s hut. He had tapped patterns and
whispered to the wall from the otherside, desperate forasound from within. The town spoke of
nothing but the upcomingtrial, and the three Keepers thathad come to overseeiit.

Already the Earthers had decided that he should be cast out of Ku. They called himan age nt
of the Shadows. To be banished. The word sent chills through Neko.

Neko spenthisdaysintaverns, learningthe procedure forthistrial. Three days were usually
spent creatinga new cloak for Dustin. His vanity meant that now, clothes were being made forall
the Keepers whowould oversee the trial. Neko couldn’t see that going down wellwith Kipper.

Her name gave hima knotin his stomach. They had summoned both Maple and Kipper,
expectingtofind Neko, butthey only had Jimmy.

Kipperhad no compassion, only cold reason. She had chased Neko from his home town, and
he had thoughtit was over, but she had continue to hunt for him.

Maple had hithim over the head lasttime Neko had seen her, butJimmy and he hadn’t
really stolen anything valuable: all those Metals had been fakes. They couldn’treally be introuble
for that.

Nekofounda place to stay on the outskirts of the town. He traded the horse he had stolen
and workedinthe stablesinthe mornings, clearing out the dungand bringingitto those whowere
tendingthe fields. He missed Jagati, and wondered what had become of her. He hoped every day
that she would appearinthe stables here, but she did not.

Working at the stables also meantthat he had to pass the tolls at least twice a day,
sometimes more, justto gettothe Centre forfood. Small dirty children would sneak through by
holdingontothe sides of wagons ontheirway overthe road. They would often get caught, and
dragged back to their starting pointjustto begin again. Neko wastoo large for such antics, so
explored his options: certain sized wagons were allowed through at a setfee, and groups of thirty
people would pay to be allowed to climb onto any available space behind the overloaded oxen and
hang onjust longenough to getto the innercircle of the village. The trick was to get a place not too
early ortoo late. Too early, and you were boxed in, squashed by hips and sweaty strangers coughing
and talking onto overand through you. Youwanted to be on the outside of the wagon, in the fresh
air, ideally not on the roof, off which many people fell —-there were no handholds and it was so
packed a single jolt could send you off balance, dragged down by others nearthe edge —but rather
on the sides, pressed againstthe wagon’s structure. Those on the roof would sometimes still fall on
you. The back of your legs were stiff by the time you reached the otherside. Parents would also pay
to have theirchildrenride onthe backs of the white oxen, two ata time. It was a ridiculous sight.

The trial began on his fifth day back in Gantry. The wagon was full of people absconding from their
duties, come to watch the spectacle. Neko hadn’t even washed his face before he joined the queue,
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too late, and he paid hisway across on foot. The passageways were swamped, and in front of the
Palace, much of itgorged by fire, a dais had been erected from wood. On one side was a bench
behind atable which held waterand otherdrink. Onthe otherside was a reed mat, flat and empty.
Neko could only see the mat after he pushed his way nearthe front. A few moments later Vigil
appeared, escorting the three Keepers. Neko pulled his hood over his face and stepped back onto
someone’sfoot.

The first Keeperwas Dustin, naturally. His gown was ridiculous: hemmed with bright red
beads, dyed adark purple. He went bare-chested, the sash of blue words pronounced on his
sculpted, hairless chest. The second was Maple. She wore one of those ridiculous dresses from
Cradlewood. What had Jimmy called them? —cloud dresses. This dress was an egg brown with black
streaks downit— like she had been shaton by a bird. The third he had hoped neverto see again:
Kipper. She wore plain, simple clothes. She had grown old. The stern features he remembered so
well fromwhen he was on trial had not softened. They were enveloped in wrinkles, herjowls sagged
almostimperceptibly, but herjaw was set forward and her lightest-blue eyes seemed to miss
nothing. Except him. He moved behind the shoulder of the manin front of him until she had taken
herseat.

Jimmy was lead out, his hands and feet bound and a Vigil on eitherside of him. Kipper stared
at the boyintenselyforabrief moment, and then snapped at Dustin, who looked instantly reduced,
like acooked potato squashed flat undera spoon. He leapt up and crossed overto the Vigil, violently
waving his hands and reproaching them for binding the boy, which had undoubtedly been hisideain
the first place. Jimmy was not dressed in his own clothes, but ratheraniill -fittingrag with atear at
the ass, which he immediately covered with his hands when he stood onthe rug. The people around
Neko sniggered. His shoulders shook as he cried, staring down at his feet, and Neko swallowed and
took a deep breath through his nose to stop from crying with him.

KeeperDustin took back his seat, making sure his coat settled dramaticallyoverthe back of
the bench. He offered adrink to Maple and Kipper, who both waved him off. Only then did he look
at Jimmy. He stood up once more, leaning his knuckles onthe table in front of him as if filled with
concern.

“Itisa sad day when one so young stands accused of such serious crimes. Please, first, state
your full name.”

Jimmy gulped his name down, drowningitin sobs, and Keeper Dustin repeated the question.

“Your full name please. Loud enough for us to hear it.”

“Little Jimmy.”

“Your nameis ‘Little’?”

Jimmy shook his head. “Jimmy,” he stuttered.

“But you said Little?”

“It’s the name of my father. | was once called Iguba.”

“So your name isJimmy Little Iguba?”

Jimmy shook his head.

“Please boy, if you're going to be so difficult this trial could continue on endlessly. Please
give us your name.”

“I don’tthink we need anything more than ‘Jimmy’, Dustin.” Kipper’s voice was clear and
strong, it cut through the hushed crowd and evenJimmy looked up asecond, as if out of relief.

Neko flinched; he wanted to warn Jimmy somehow: she was notto be trusted. She seemed
kind and understanding until she sentenced you neverto return. Kee per Dustin recovered quite
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quickly from herreprimand.

Kipper must be comingto the end of hertenure: nearly ten setsand a half had passed since
Neko had lefthome. She was Dustin’s seniorin every sense, and even he seemed to recognise this,
despite his grossly inflated sense of importance.

“Your offences are listed as follows.” Keeper Dustin paused dramatically, closing his eyes.
“Mockery, trickery, reverence, impersonating a Craft, spreading dangerous falsehoods, causing
physical harmunto a Keeper, theft, damage to shared property, undermining the fairresult of atrial,
assuming a false persona, travelling with a person wanted by the Trustfor severe crimes against Ku,
arson, entering Ku from the Out, encouraging malfeasance in public officers —” the muttering of the
crowd overwhelmed G’s speech. ‘Entering Ku from the Out’ was a crooked way of saying ‘Beingan
Other.” How had they discovered Jimmy was from the Out? A chilled gust of wind blew through the
crowd, and clouds settled in front of the sun.

Maple shouted above the noise for quiet, while Kipper sat back, folding herarms over her
chest. KeeperDustin resumed his seat, whipping his coat overthe back of the bench once more.
When the noise had quietened down, Kipperleaned forward and addre ssed Jimmy.

“How do you plead?”

Jimmy shrugged. Keeper Dustin shot from his seat once more, pointingan accusatory finger.

“Such insolence willnot be tolerated, answerthe question posed toyou —“

“Please Dustin, maintain your composure!”

In the silence that followed the sky gave out alow groan. Some people beganto hurry off.
The temperature had dropped drastically, and the clouds were adeep purple. Itlooked likeit would
hail.

“Jimmy,” Kipperbegan, “What we are askingis did you do these things, ordid you not do
these things?”

Withoutlooking up, Jimmy shrugged again. Dustin gave hera pointed look.

“Let’s start from the beginning. What was the first? —ah yes,” she continued without pause,
answering herown question, “Mockery.” She looked to Keeper Maple as if for confirmation.
“Mockery is not a punishable offence. Dismissed?”

KeeperMaple paused, butthen nodded. “Dismissed.”

“How is Mockery nota punishable offence?” Keeper Dustin shouted.

“I'am sure | do not have to remind you about the central tenets of our law, but | will runus
all through them,” she nodded atthe assembled crowd, “before any of us become unduly
impassioned.” Neko could hearher message being relayed back to those who could not hearit
themselves. “The firstis to establish harm. Does Mockery harm an Earther, animal or system
preserving the well-being of Ku?”

“Yes. This mockery wasin fact aimed at myself, and as a Keeper —“

“—You should be above the need to reprimand a child for petty insults.” Dustin’s face
flushed. “Come now,” Kipper continued, smoothing over the rebuke, “let usfocus on what is
important. The soonerwe dothat, the soonerwe will be able to garnertrue information from Jimmy
that may help us on the path to catching the real fiend.”

Dustin swallowed down his retort, nodding sullenly.

“So,” Kipperbegan once more, “Mockery, dismissed?”

“Dismissed,” repeated Maple.

“Dismissed,” repeated G, in a strained voice.

Andso it went, until only four charges stood. Spreading dangerous falsehoods, theft, arson
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and entering Kufromthe Out. The first spots of rain had started falling on the crowd’s heads, the
afternoon becoming chilled. Jimmy shivered where he sat.

“I will ask you again,” Kipperlooked atJimmy. “Are you guilty of any of the se things —did
you do them?”

Jimmy had calmed down enough to be able to speak, but his voice was still too soft to be
heard, even from where Neko stood. The crowd had thinned significantly, but the stolid shoulder
remained infrontof him, concealing hisface fromview.

“I did not do themto hurtanyone.”

“But didyou dothem?”

“Yes.”

Neko feltdismantled. Never admitto anything. Keeper Dustin looked smug, as did Maple.
The crowd muttered, vindicated. Some of them hissed atJimmy, spitting onthe floor nearthe stage.
A crack above their heads set forth the rain, which came downina heavy torrent, interspersed with
hail. There wasimmediate confusion, and Neko tried to run toward the dais, but he was pushed
back. He shouted outJimmy’s name, but Jimmy had been wrenched away by the Vigil, and Neko ran
for coveras hail stones the size of dove eggs pelted down. He ducked into a hut filled with people
seekingshelter. The clever ones had run for the spacious Centre.

Neko pushed hisway intothe darkness of the hutand sat down against the wall with his
headin his hands. Perhapsif he could find Jimmy’s little friend? But he had no idea what the boy —
what was his name again? — looked like. It was hopeless.
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Chapter Twenty-Eight
The Grey City

Ku will not progress. Ku will understand. Understanding is not coherence. Understanding is the
inward illumination of one aspect of the world. Never can all the aspects of the world be understood
at once, because the world is not a coherent whole. Relieving oneself of this desire leads to freedom.
Stories, people, and answers which give the false appearance of coherence are dangerous. Danger is
notto be revered. Reverence is dangerous. Respect is safety. Nothing is complete, there is no end
goal.

It took Genevievesome time to be able tostand, like a new-born buck findingits legs. She staggered
againstthe wall until she reached the hole inthe door. She had a good view into the room beyond.
There was a wooden table at which two Others sat. The first was hunched over papers, and the
second had his feet on the table and was eating something frominside a paperbox. The woman she
had spokentowas not there. The second man’s eyes flitted to hers, and he removed his feet from
the table. Both of them sat in single chairs.

He ‘tsked’ atthe manreading, who glanced up at Genevieve and back at his paper. They had
a quick conversation, butit wasincomprehensible to Genevieve. It was like the quick chatter of small
animals, light and furious. She did not recognise a single word.

The man chewed and stared at her. He looked like a cow chewing at the cud.

“I want to leave.” She waited for areaction. He stopped chewing and swallowed, and said
somethingto his companion. His companion shrugged and the man turned back to her. He shrugged,
excessively lifting his shoulders with his hands upturned. The woman came backinto the room
carrying a tray with bowls and from her inflection it was clear she asked a question. The man
shrugged againand the woman turnedto Genevieve.

“I will give you this food, but you must go to the otherside of the room before | come in.” She
nodded at Genevieve, who backed off and satdown on her mat. The woman entered and placed the
tray nearher feet. She left the door wide open thistime, and sat down, eyeing Genevieve’s bare and
scarred arm.

“You eat, and | will explain.”

Genevieve looked down atthe tray of food in front of her. There was a strange white grain,
like bloated fly eggs. It was coveredin adark brown fluid which had brown squaresinit. She thought
she recognised a pepper, soshe pluckeditoutand chewedittobe polite. The sauce tasted like a
nosebleed. She picked up the apple from the side of the tray. It was impossibly bigand round. Its
skinshone. She took a bite, and the flesh was sweet.

“We’re part of an organisation. We find people. Kuis a private community. Owned by, umm...”
the woman seemedto be trying to conjure a word out of the air, her fingers caressing something
intangible, “You call themthe Trust. The Trust trainsinternal agents called Keepers, who are
promised alife outside Ku aftertheirtenure. Butit’s not whatthey want. The life they getis somuch
less, they can’t adjust —they’re too old. The children, the one’s who aren’t marked, they do well up
there.” She waved herhand upwards. “Sowe beganrescuingchildren and takingthem to people
whowould look afterthem.”

Genevieve stifled acough. The woman pushed a cup filled with bizarre coloured liquid toward
her. The girlinthe cave, she had said ‘You mustn’t believe theirstories’, beforeshe left with the
childrenthey had rescued. Genevieve kept that at the front of her mind: the children these people
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had stolen, and the dragon rippingthrough Vors’ body.

“It’s juice with all sorts of vitamins you’re lacking. Calcium and...” she stopped. “I forget how
limited the vocabulary issometimes, I’'m sorry. It’s juice. Made with fruits.”

Genevieve took asip and ittasted nothinglike juice. Ittasted like someone had squeezed a
sugar bushintoa cup. She forced a trite smile asit trickled down herthroat. She held the half-eaten
fruitbetween hertwo fingers.

“I want to leave.”

The woman shook her head.

“Where do youwant to go?”

“I want to go out of Ku.”

“You are out of Ku. You want to come with us?”

Genevieve considereditfora momentandthen shook herhead.

“I want to see the Outfor myself.”

“There’s not much outthere. Especially notinthe city. Nothing foranyone to live off. The only
reason Ku survivesis because the corporationis bound by law to protect the first citizens. Doyou
understandthat? Inten years —sets— everything will be gone. The riverwon’t be cleaned, vaccines
won’tbe added to the system. The toxins will flow straight through and poison the crops. And the
Keeperswillbe withdrawn. It will fall into chaos, and then the Outis goingto comein and claimall
the arable land they can. There will be a war, and you will lose.”

Genevieve shook herhead, trying toloose these stickylies fromtheir holdsin herskull. “No.”

“God damnit, it’sthere inyourlessons: Nature will not preserve you!” The woman grabbed

Genevieve’swristand shookit as she spoke. “You Earthers cannot be so blind.” Genevieve
pulled herwristaway sharply.

“No. What do you do with the children?” Answers which give the false appearance of
coherence are dangerous.

“We take themto be educated. We nurture them, and bringthem into the twenty-second
century. We give themthe futures they will not have here.”

“Where are they now?”

“Who?”

“The childrenyou have taken?”

“They are fine.” The woman’s eyes flickered to the left, back to the door. A chairscrapedin
the otherroom. “They are taken to a safe place. To live with families who will care forthem.”

“To the Arks.” The man had spoken from the door, he had a thick accent, like his words had
waded through waterto come out. Genevieve had not seen his face when he had been reading, and
itseemedasifithad been puttogetherskew. He folded his arms across his chest, and said
somethingtothe woman, nodding his head. She seemed quitefrantic, waving him off.

“Apolloshe can’tunderstand yet,” she said to him. She turned back to Genevieve. “Apolloisa
liar. Don’tlistento him.”

He cut through her, speakingdirectly to Genevieve. “Childrenin spaceis shit. We take good
children from here. People pay forgood children.” He turned to the woman, “Let your pet free —she
has wasted enoughtime.”

“What do they do withthem?” Genevieve asked as the woman leaptto her feetand walked
overto the man, pushinghiminthe chest. He was unmoved.

“They pretend we will survive.” He turned and walked away, givingthe woman a harsh look as
he went. She turned back to look at Genevieve, her mouth agape.
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“It’s not like that. Reproduction onthe Arks is a difficult matter. The foetuses —“

Genevieve was not listening. She had gottento herfeet. “Where is my hood?”

“You cannot go.”

“Why do youwant me? If you’re rescuing children only, what do you want with me?”

“You don’tseem stupid like the rest. You could survive on the Arks. You could adapt. It’s
betterthere, healthier.”

Genevieve pushed herway past, fallinginto the wall.

“You wouldreallylike it! We have everything there. Like they Sybar—youliked that—"

She was still very unsteady. The apple was clenched between herforefingerand thumb.

“Where is my hood?” she asked the man who was standing awkwardly atthe otherside of the
room. It had been newlylaid outon the table, and the man named Apollo gestured toit.

“You will notsurvive outthere,” the woman tried to grab Genevieve again. “Everythingis
desolate. The cityis dead. Everywhereelseis war between those who have and those who do not.”
The woman followed behind Genevieve as she pulled on herhood. It scratched against herbare
scalp. “Help me stop her!” the woman pleaded to the men.

Theylooked indifferent. “Dustand dusted. We don’t have time for looking after pets that
can’t make us UDs. Andyouwon’tevenlet me fuck her.” Apollo grinned, evidently enjoying the
woman’s discomfort. The other man stood dumb and uncomprehending, uncertain of how to react.

Genevieve slungon her pack, buther bow and arrows were not there. “Where are they?” She
mimed pulling the bow.

Apolloshook his head, laughing.

Genevieve turned and walked from the room, in the direction she hoped was the door. It was
not, and she had to walk back through the room. The three Others stood where she had leftthem,
the woman shouting frantically atthe manin a language Genevievedid not know. She walked
through the kitchen, sweeping a handful of what she hoped were dried meat sticks into her pack as
she left throughthe opendoor.

She found herselfin abeautiful walled enclosure, tall trees and lush green plants were all around
her. There was grass cut shortand softunderfoot growingaround a pathway of round stones. She
nearly ran when she saw the first stone statue: the mostintricately carved hare, so carefully done
she had expectedittoboundaway. There were all manner of creature s frozen and shrunk out of
proportion: birds yapped wide mouthed at toads sitting on stone leaves. She walked toward astone
pillarand basin nexttothe wall when suddenly the barred gate pulled to the right. She could see no
hand movingit, and the only thing resemblingahuman was a nearby fat stone child with wings.
Light poured suddenly frominside abox atop of the wall, asif it were an eye opening, watching her.
It lanced through the soft light, its beam fallingin aline across the gate.

She ran through the widening gap, leaping overthe sharp glow. Her wheezing breath made
herstop not faraway, and she coughed painfully, stumbling forward. Outside the walls the plants
were stiffand dry. Nobody followed her.

She was on a road, not broad like the Northernroad, and the black stone could barely be
seen. ltwas sand and rock, with tracks made by wheels runningalongit.

She walked through the forgotten places of the Grey City, all the time furtheraway fromthe horizon
of jagged buildings. The trees had grown with ancient revenge out of the moulded hollows of ruins.
They grew huge, and she wondered at how far they mustreach to pull water. She walked
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withoutdirection, herlungs damp. A black shape emerged nextto herand she turnedindifferently
to gaze at it. It did not disappear, her wild olive wolf. Its fur was coarse and heavy andit panted as it
walked, tired fromtheirlongjourney. It sniffed the purple blanket of flowers underfoot, tracking a
scent.She slowedtofollow it, because its yellow eyes knew something about this Shadow place.

She did not know what time itwas when she had leftthe others, or what time it was now.
Was it nearing dark? Should she startlooking forsomewheretosleep? Her body ached.

The forestaround her receded, more asif it had pulled back from her than she had walked
fromit. She could seeitsclearborder, where the inexplicablerichness folded to yellowveld and the
petty, tangled bush she was used to. The yellow eyes disappeared into the veld, but there wasa
road infront of her,and a ruin arched overit, like a bridge overa stream. The concrete structure was
crumbling, and there was a little square hut to the side of it with a badly thatched roof. She could
walk aroundit through the long grass, but it seemed too much effort. She continued straight on,
coughing, putting herhead down and walking. She stopped tolook atthe writing scratchedintoa
flatrock placed before the arch.

She swayed as she read: ‘All ye who leave here’ had been scratched through, replaced with
‘Allye whollive here’. Ithad been scratched through again, and the last simply read ‘All ye who live.’
She knew thatinscription, from above the Lessons. She wondered atits age, when last had someone
been here? Sweat covered herbodyinacold filmas she walked toward the gate.

“Halt Earther,” a voice called from awindow in the hut. She jumped. There was the sound of
the door being unlatched and she braced herself, ready to flee. Out of adark doorway appeared a
Vigilinanold yellow coat. He seemed at least fifty sets old. He stared at Genevieve, who started
immediately down the road again.

“What is your business here?” He had a long-nosed gun slung over his shoulder. Everyone
knew about guns. They were the mostSalangthingin all of Ku. Tellers drew pictures of them and
warned children whatto do if they eversaw one:fetch a Keeper.

He did not raise it, but stood where he was. He eyed herin silence forawhile. “Stay right
there.”

She carried on walking. He disappeared into the hut.

“Hey!” he had reappeared behind her. She ignored him. “You can go outthere. Butyou won’t
find anyone.” He hopped from one foot to another, calling to her from the doorway. He scampered
infront of her, motioningto the pink afternoon sky, “They left us.” He grinned, as if the revelation
pleased him. She did notanswer.

“They floated away, like lanterns. Fireflies. Ballisticflight. Hard steel missiles, cylinders with
fire attached! They threw themselves into eternity.” He keeled over, landing flat on his back. “The
others are just bastards.” Genevieve coughed and carried on, and he scrambled up to follow her.

“Well actually, they threw themselves onto some planets at the creamy end of the Milky Way,
but bestof all, they used up all the Earth to get up there, and then they found a way to live without
it.”

“Without the Earth?” When she turned around his face was nearly pressed against hers.

“No food nowater. No wood for warmth and ground to walk on. Nothing real anymore. Not
evenair. The sky stops, you know.” He twirled his hand upward.

She couldn’tresist: “That’s a lie. They are up there. I've seen them. They have their...those
thingstheyliveon...”

“Planets!”

“No! Arks. | don’tknow. Theystill need the Earth. Nothing canlive, otherwise.”
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“Tell me, whenyouclose youreyes, whatlives there?”

“Nothinglivesthere —it’s just blackness. It’s the back of my eyelid.” Genevieve felt dizzy and
angry.

“Exactly.”

“That doesn’t make sense.”

“Whenvyou lookintothe black of an eye, whatlives there?”

“That doesn’t, | don’tunderstand.”

“Have you heard of a creature, livingin the black of a well?”

“No.”

“When a wound goes bad, what colourdoesit go?”

“That’s notexactly blackit’s—" she tried.

“Nothinglivesinthe completedarkness. Forsomethingto be real, don’t we have to see it?”

“No you justsaid— | know it’s the back of my eyelid, eventhoughldon’tseeit.”

“But you said you see the blackness.”

“But my eyesare closed.”

“So what are you seeing?”

“Nothing.”

“So nothingisblackness.”

“Yes, in thiscase.”

“The others wenttothe space between the stars. Whichis...”

“Blackness.”

“They are nothing now, outthere behind the stars. It’s all just a lot of nothing.” He puffed his
cheeksand blew airinto her face. His breath stank.

“But, butyou justsaid that, that the humanslive there now. They found away. The milk and
planets. The rest, of...” the word caught in herthroat.

“Us,” he finished for her.

“No,” she replied, “Others.”

“Can youeventhinkonit: Afterall that effort, the tales accidentally became the truth.
Because they are Shadows to us dearest, out there, they are justa metal idea.”

Was he an Earther? “An ideadidn’tfly out beyondthe sky. People did. Youjust said —people
flew out there.”

“AhalYes, veryrich people. And they leftall theirdying and birthing behind them. The world
out thereisdead. Exceptforthose othertiresome bastards, of course. They burntit up with their
rockets. When they took off. Weee!” He began to spring up and down, turningin circles at the same
time. His gun bounced up and down against his hip.

“Stop it. Stopit.” She held him by the shoulders until he was only rocking back and forth on his
heels, humming.

“Tell me what’s out there.”

“In there.”

“In there, then,” she conceded.

“Onlyifyoucan answerthisriddle.”

“If l answeryourriddle, you’lltellme where | can find more answers? You know...not, notin
Ku.Out —Inthere.”

“Thatis what | justsaid isn’tit?”

“What if | lose?”
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“If youlose...” he moved closerand although he was small and his back crooked she took a
step backward. His skin was so wornand brown it looked like a stretched out carcass.

“...I can take whateverlwantfromyou. Justone thing.” He pushed back herhood and laid hishand
on hershaved head.

If she lost, she would run. She could see the wide metal grid that stretched along the floor
between the two walls. She could make itacross the grid quickly enough to escape the advances of
this creature.

“Deal.”

“Yes!” He clapped hishand and bounced up and down.

He flipped the gun from his shoulder, spinningittwice and thumpingitinto the ground.
Genevieve took a step backwards. His back straightened and his gaze fixed on some distant thing. His
face now looked almost handsome with its thick shag of beard. His uniform straightened into hard
lines. The dustseemed tofall offit.

“What goeson fourlegsinthe morning, twolegsinthe afternoonandthree inthe evening?”
She had heard thiswhen she was only a handful of seasons. “Ahuman.”

“Wrong.” He picked up hisgun and slungitover his back, which curled like barkin a fire. He
lostall lucidity just as quickly as he had gainedit.

“What do you mean wrong? It crawls, it walks and then it walks with a stick. That’sthe same
answerit’salways been.”

“What nonsense. | know because | made it up right now. What human have you seencrawlin
the morning, walkin the afternoonand then use a stickin the evening?”

“It'sa metaphor. Fora wholelife.”

“You are incorrect. Now, | will take what was promised.” He took a step forward, and she took
a step back — swipingaway his hand.

“Liar! What isit then?”

He paused. “You can’t answernow, you know? You've already lost. If | tell you the answerit’s
not youranswer—it's my answer.”

“Yes okay.”

“Yes.” He crooked hisfingerand guided herface towards his.

“BABOONS!” he barked and started hopping from one foot to another, cacklingto himself.

Genevieve stared, nonplussed. “That does not make any sense.”

By thistime the Vigil was wriggling on the floorin paroxysms of laughter. He stopped abruptly.
“Of courseitdoes.”

“Noitdoesnot.”

“Yesitdoes.”

“When does a Baboon go onfourlegsinthe morning, twoin the afternoonandthreeinthe
evening?”

“Have you everevenseenababoon, girl? They doit all the time!”

“You're not explaining how.”

“How? Why justyesterday morning|watched ababoon runningon four legs with his friends.”

With as little movement as possible she pulled the straps of her pack closer, she didn’t want
her meagre suppliesfalling out.

“All afternoon they remained on the mountainside, picking fruits from trees. Ontwo legs.” He
swished hisindexand middle finger past each otheras a visual aid.

“Oh sure, andthen he suddenlylostaleg?”
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“Not lost! Buthe helditup like this =" he hopped onto all fours and curled his hand up to his
chestas if he were a limpinganimal. Genevieve bolted. He barked out behind her. Genevieve ran on
throughthe arch. A dipin the road revealed a grid of metal bars, spaced widely apart. The metal
bars had rusted and broken in places, the jagged teeth of a predatory hole. [t was too late to change
direction. She leapt forthe most secure looking barand felt her foot make contact. She urged her
body forward, butthe pole couldn’t support her. It gave way with a metallicclang that sounded like
a shot froma gun. Her chestthumped down onto the far side and she pulled herself forward, the
rust and gravel tore into herarms and legs. She gathered her body underneath herand sprung up.

She needed to putas much distance between herand the Vigil as possible. Herankle twisted
as sheturnedto run, and she was stopped by hisnose in herface.

“How didyou—*

“Halt stranger!” Genevieve’s breath heaved as she fell to the floor. She pulled herinjured foot
toward herself, coughing out dustand spittingiton the floor.

“What is your purpose stranger?”

“Fuck off.”

The Vigil looked startled.

“Madam | am here to assistyou in whatever way necessary, and also, to welcome you to the
Lifestyle Estate of Ku. Before proceeding | ask that you present your corporate identification
documents, work permitandinoculation certificate, as well as notice of yourintended date of
return.”

“What are you doing?” The Vigil had that strange straight-up look about him once more as he
reachedinto his belt pack and produced a balmin a rustedtin.

“This may burn a moment.” He scooped some of the green stuff onto his palm and massaged
it firstinto herankle andtheninto her scraped knees. Before she could stop it he had untied her
waist beltand slipped herpants downto her knees. The sand rubbed herbare bottom as he
massaged the ointmentinto herthigh, plucking out one ortwo small stones. As she began pulling up
herpants he grabbed herhands and repeated the process. He reached overand undid her water
pouch with the careful accuracy of a Healer or a Tattooist. He grabbed her by the wrist, pouringa
small amount of wateronto the bloody palm and then applying the ointment. He stepped back and
proceededtosalute.

“What.... What happened?” she asked, motioning back to the grid they had both somehow
traversed.

“I don’t want to alarmyou madam, but one of the native Earthers attempted to defect. It
sometimes happensthatone ortwo lose theirsenses and attempt to forfeit their contract.
Unfortunately there is nothingelse to do but send them back to theirvillage of originand allow the
Body Corporate to find an appropriate punishment. They cannot be assimilated i nto normal society.
Our family hasbeen doingthisforsets ma’am, and we haven’tgiven up a square foot of ourborder
—evenwhenall the others movedit.”

Genevieve feltdizzy and confused. They were nowhere near Ku, she was almost north of the
Grey City now — surely? “What happens tothose that try to escape again?”

“Please madam these casesare soisolated...”

“What happens, tothose who try again?”

“Oftentimes...they become violent. We are forced to react with equal violence. For this we
are well equipped.” He laid a hand across the nose of his gun. “But please madam, don’t fret. Wait —
where are you going?”
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Genevieve had knotted her pants back on and slipped her pack back overher shoulder. She
did not reply. She had been going North thiswhole time. She was nowhere near Ku, orany of its
borders. She was North of the Grey City. This madman was not worth speaking to.

“| did not meanto alarm you. Madam! Please, it’s perfectlysafe to enterif you have a guide
and basicknow-how of wild animals.”

Genevieve continued on the dusty path. She heard him call after hera few more times but she
did not turn around.

The grass was clumps of hardened spine; the earth around it scorched. The path became a
sliver—wide enough onlyfora single person. She walked north, leaving the city behind her, because
that was the only direction she knew to walk.
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Chapter Twenty-Nine
North Ku, Gantry

Jimmy saton a bench, which was far more uncomfortable than the reed mathad been. The Keepers
had insisted onit, however, so that he could be better heard. Every time he answered something
they told himto speak more loudly.

He was tired. This was what it must have been like for Neko, with his own endless questions.
These Keepers had nothing but questions, and he wasn’t allowed to say anything that wasn’tin
answerto theirquestions, so no matterhow much he tried to explain, they made him keep quiet.
Andthenshouted at himfornot answering. He had not been able to pay much attention for the last
half hour. His bum had grown numb and tingling, and the back of hislegs ached.

They had asked about the fire, but Jimmy had done a good job on that one: he explained that
everyone saw himinthe parade, so how could he have started the fire? Keeper Dustin had to
concede when one of his Vigil admitted that after Jimmy and Neko had left they had found and
punishedthe boy responsible. That made Jimmy situp, but he wasn’tallowed to ask what they had
done to Muffs. Jimmy mulled overthatfora longtime:inthe back of hismind he had concoted this
ideathat Muffsand Neko would collaborateand free him.

“Jimmy, please!”

He snapped to attention.

“I will ask you again.” It was the old lady. Keeper Kipper, her name was. “Did Neko not speak
about his past?”

“I don’tknow a Neko.” Jimmy replied, wishingit were true.

“We know you do,” spat Maple. She hated Jimmy for dropping the box on herfoot. He hated
hertoo. He wanted to stick histongue out at her. She had said that he had stolenthe gold, butwhen
he tried to explain thatthe gold was all fakes she wouldn’tlisten.

“Jimmy, please. He cannot hurtyou here. What do you know about Neko?” Keeper Kipperwas
persistent. Jimmy shrugged guiltily but didn’t say anything. He felt bad lying to her. She had gotten
him nicer clothes and come and visited himin his cell and just told him stories. He liked her, but she
was scary.

“He’s not goingto answeranything,” said Keeper Dustin sourly, waving a piece of dried fruitin
hishand. “Can we please move onto somethingelse,” he said, fruitin his cheek. “When the boy
arrived here he called Neko his father. I have a score of witnesses. His admissionis not needed.”
KeeperKipperfrowned at him, butwhen she turned back to Jimmy herfrown was gone.

“Alright. Jimmy, we’regoingto try and deal with the charges of Entering from the Out now, is
that okay?”

Jimmy nodded. He didn’t think he had that much choice in the matter. He pulled atthe tiny
little hairunderneath his chin. It had brokenin half from all his touching, and he wished it would
grow faster.

“Which isyourhome village?”

He had prepared for this.

“Masinge.”

“Thisis the village thatyou originally come from?”

He nodded. KeeperKipper seemed satisfied.

“When did you receive yoursalang?” Maple buttedin.
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“When | was younger.”

“Then whywhenyouarrivedin Cradlewood was it scabbing?” Maple asked.

“I'burntitinafire.”

“And | doubt Nekowas responsible enough to take you to a Healer?”

“He did take me,” Jimmy lied, easily.

“So youdo know Neko?”

Jimmy stopped. Maple leaned back triumphantly in her seat, and the crowd watchingthem,
which he had forgotten about, broke into discussion, and it was a while before they were quiet
enoughthathe could be heard.

“Quiet, please, Earthers!” called Dustin, but he was grinning too.

“I would like amomentin private with my fellow Keepers and Jimmy,” KeeperKipper
announced unexpectedly. Keeper Dustin looked confused, and only signalled to his Vigil after she
had already stood up and was walking off the platform. Everyone rushed behind her, the Vigil
bumpinglimmy along. They were hurried into the Centre, and the Earthers workingin the kitchen
were sent out with much grumbling aboutimportant chores.

Jimmy was sat on a bench opposite the three Keepers, and the guards were sentout. Keeper
Dustin objected.

“I am sure we can handle asingle child,” snapped Keeper Kipper.

Jimmy felt more nervous now than he had all day.

“I want to speak toyou about Neko,” she began.

“I don’tknow Neko.”

“Enough!”

Jimmy flinched. He had not thought she would everlose hercalm, but now that she did, her
light blue eyes blazed with cold intensity. Justas suddenly, her features softened again. Her voice did
not.

“I am goingto tell youwhat | know about Neko. You can insist on knowing him or not knowing
him afterl am finished.” She steeped herfingers onthe table in front of her.

“I was Keeperinthe villagewhere Neko grew up. Itis a town not often spoken about, to the
far East of Ku— furtherthan Masinge. | arrived when Neko was ten sets and a half, and | apprenticed
underthe thenKeeper. Insix seasons, she had left, and | wasin charge. The town was stable, with
no majorissues. None, at least, that| thought | was unprepared for, until rumours started tocome in
of a Salangrelationship between ayoung man and a very younggirl —a setand a bit, around your
age.So we called togetherall the parties concerned, and the Council agreed that it should go to trial,
which | oversaw. Neko confessed almostimmediately to having arelationship with her, and so did
the girl. Theyinsisted there was no harm, but neither of them were Confirmed —not that the girl
could be at that age. The girl’sfamily insisted therewas harm, and it soon became clear why they
did:she was pregnant. | had a difficult decision to make, but Neko made the decision for me. He ran
away. Evadingtrial has only one punishment: Banishment. Soon after he left, the girl miscarried and
died.ldon’tthink he even knew this.”

Jimmy feltlike he had swallowed a cold stone. He knew how Neko had relationships: this girl
had no chance against him. But then Neko neverdiditjustto be cruel, he really seemedto like all
the women he slept with.

“My concernisthat he has done somethingtoyou. Has he forced you to do anythingyou
don’twant todo, Jimmy?”

Jimmy shook his head. There were lots of things that Neko had made him do which he didn’t



TDC/ JL 184

wantto, but he knew what she meant.

“Please Jimmy;itdoesn’thelp tryingto protect him.”

Jimmy sniffed, holding back tears. He didn’t want to protect Neko, but he didn’t want to speak
about him either. When he had been grabbed by the Vigil, Neko had turned his horse and ran.

“I don’twant to speak aboutit,” he sniffed, wiping under his nose with hisarm.

KeeperKipperleaned back. “Jimmy, willyou please excuse usa moment. | wantto speak to
the othersalone.”

Jimmy sprungto hisfeetand wentto the door. The Vigil jumped with fright when he
appeared between them, butinstead of taking him away they kept him right there by the door. He
was alarmedtorealise that he could still hear what the Keepers were saying. He didn’t want to ruin
his chancesin the trial by being found eavesdropping, so he did his best to pretend he wasignoring
the discussion.

KeeperKipperwas speaking. “l don’twantto let him off without punishment. Itis clear that
heis a dangerto himselfand others—" she was cut off.

“He may simply be anaccomplice, butthat he will nottell usanything of that man’s
whereabouts bodesill,” interjected Keeper Maple. “That should be our central bargaining chip. If he
tells us how and where to catch him, we can find an amicable solution.”

“I would be willing to take himinto my care.” KeeperKipperspoke heavily, asif she were
liftingagreat weight, “tryand set him back on the right path.”

“Is yourterm notnear its end?” asked Dustin, a curious tone in hisvoice: brooding
excitement, and hunger.

“Itis, but | am unsure of what | will do afterwards.”

“What?” choked Dustin, alarmed, “Why not? You have spentyourwhole life working for
them, and now you have the chance to retire and live like ahuman being ratherthan some primitive
ape.”

There was an indistinct reply until Maple interrupted once more.

“Let us focus for now on the task at hand.”

There was quiet, until Keeper Dustin spoke up venomously. “l say no bargain. This boy barely
knows how to speak a word of truth. It is his reflex. On his own he has caused considerable
damage.”

“Which he would not have caused had he not fallenin withthe wrong people. Person. Infact.”

“Which brings us back to the publictrial: we must establish first of all from where he comes. |
don’tbelieveforamomentthat he comesfrom Masinge. The truth is kept by all of us.”

“Vigill”

Jimmy was pulled tothe side asthe Keepers emerged from the hut. KeeperKipper smiled
meekly at him as she walked by, the othertwoignored him. They made their way back to the dais,
and Jimmy was engrossed in his own thoughts.

KeeperKipperwason hisside. Keeper Maple knew he did not come from Masinge. Keeper
Dustin wanted himto be more truthful. When he had been led back to the bench on the dais he did
not waitforthemto ask the question.

“I do not come from Masinge,” he announced. The crowd, which was still distracted swayed
and rumbled, likeaswarm of bees changing direction. He looked at them, because the anonymous
faces were easiertolook at than the three Keepers. His eyes unfocused as he spoke.

“I came from a house on a stream south of Masinge. | lived there with my mother. My older
brothers had the Salang, but| did not. | did not know anything about Ku until afe w moonths ago. |
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paid for mysalang, because | wanted to be an Earther.”
There was stunned silence, which Keeper Dustin immediately directed onto himself.

“You are confessingto coming from the Out?”

“Not thatfar Out. We were still in Ku, | think =" but the noise of the crowd overwhelmed his
objection. They were jeeringat him. A clod of mud flew past hisarm, and the Vigil steppedinfront
of the Keepersasthey called for calm. Through the yellow coats he could see a sliver of moving
faces, and one verystill. Covered in hairand filthy, but there was no mistaking his eyes. It felt asif
Jimmy’s stomach had fallento his feet. Neko stared back at him, intently. He was not smiling. His
eyeswere red with tears. He was only a few rows back. Had he been there the whole time? He
mouthed somethingatJimmy, andthenturned and hurried away.

The next day was the sentencing. Jimmy barely looked atthe Keepers. He stared into the crowd,
looking for Neko. The Keepers spoke foralongtime, but once he realised he was not meantto
answerany questions he stopped listening. He was asked to stand, and his legs felt weak.

“Jimmy Little, we have found you guilty on charges of theft, spreading dangerous falsehoods,
and entering Ku from the Out, the suggested sentence of whichis banishment to the Out.” Keeper
Dustin paused and turned back to KeeperKipper, who spoke next.

“I speak against this sentencing, and volunteerto guide this boy into becomingan assetto Ku,
which | believe he hasthe potential tobe.”

“Allright,” Keeper Dustin spoke, clipping the end of her sentence short.

Maple stood up, “l speak against this sentencing, onthe condition thatJimmy Little helpsin
the capture and conviction of Neko Maitre. Otherwise | speak forthis sentencing.” The crowd wasin
turmoil, and Jimmy’s hands shook with fear.

“I speak for this sentencing. Do you have any response?” Keeper Dustin had asked it so
offhandedly thatJimmy barely noticed it had been addressed to him.

Neko had said ‘I’'msorry’. Jimmy stared at the clouded sky above him. Some people, he
decided, were like the ell of grass he had loved athome. Kamiyo was one of those. Youfittedinto
them. This place had elbowed him out. These people were cruel, and he did not want to live here.
He wanted to go back home, to the Wall. Or betterstill, to the Out. He shook his head.

*

The cart that brought himto the Out was merely asmall platform on wheels, drawn by a pair of
dongkeys. He satin the centre of it, blindfolded but not tied. Two Vigil satin front, talking only to
each other.Jimmyignoreditandfocused onthe road. It had been smooth going at the beginning,
but then became rough, the road was not well travelled. When it disappeared entirely they got off
and walked.

Jimmy took note of all the things around him so that he could find his way back. It wasn’t that
far. There were ruins all around, and he was sure he could find shelterthat night. They way Earthers
spoke aboutthe Out madeitsound like it was one desert of black, butit was really just more veld.

The Vigil drank from water pouches but wouldn’t give him any, so he was thirsty when they
arrived at an old staircase, which led up a steep embankment.

He pushed down on his knees with his hands to keep pace, taking big strides. They walked
overarustedoldfence at the top and in front of them was a pit with smooth off -white sides,
cracked like abroken egg. It was perfectly square but with rounded edges. Along the dirty fringe he
could see deep-blue stones, inthe shape of jumpingfish, splashing asif in water.
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At the bottom was a dark pile of clothes, strewnin the stagnant brown waterin an awkward
way that made his heartjump to histhroat. He looked away quickly, and stood asinstructed at the
edge of the white pit. The Vigil stood facing him, not smiling but not grim. One had taken out a metal
thingthat had been tucked inside his belt. It seemed to make the otherVigil nervous.

“What’s that?” Jimmy asked, fidgeting from one foot to the other. Theyignored him. The one
Vigil pointed to something on the metal thing and the otherpulledit back with both hands. It clicked
loudly and they seemed pleased that it would now work.

The Vigil stayed where he was in front of Jimmy, and lifted the black thing up so that the small
round hole, like ablack eye, was looking at Jimmy’s head. It blinked once, loudly, and the rest of
Jimmy fell backwards into the pit.
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Chapter Thirty

South Ku, Lake Floors

Lake Floors was quiet, and as far South as Neko could go. Quietand traditional. The girl had told him
‘simple’. Iltwas. He leaned back on the bench, the wooden figurineand a stolen carving knife held
loosely between his hands. [thad been a longtime since he had a hut of his own, a home. He smiled
as the little boy ran around the corner, having sensed immediately that Neko had stopped working.

“Isitdone?” he asked, reaching out forthe carving.

“Yes. Your namesake,” he presented it with both hands. The boy grabbed the bee and held it
up. It was fat and round, with thick wings and antennae that weren’t going to be too easily broken.

“If you come back tomorrow | will stainitforyou.”

But the boy had galloped off already, the bee soaring through the air, in his hand. Neko
brushed off his own hands. He had not yet grown accustomed to the markings which covered their
backs, on the lefthand, ‘We must unlearn our destruction’. Onthe right, ‘Nothing is complete.’

“Inyosi?” came a voice from next to him. Awoman turned the corner. She seemed familiar,
but he knew he had never met her before.

“Sorry, friend. lam looking for my son. Chromeski —Inyosi.”

“The little bee?”

“Yes,” she smiled. Herface complied on some basiclevel, formingall that was needed for the
appearance of pleasantness. Her lips turned up atthe corners, hereyes narrowed and hercheeks
puffed. Butthe smile was ascar, the healinglines of adesperate wound. It only closed the gaps.

“He ran off that way.”

She followed his outstretched finger, lookingin the direction he had pointed, and at the black
markings alongthe back of hisarm.

“You are new inthevillage?” she asked. It was polite.

“Yes. | grew tired of the North,” he said with finality. He was a mystery, and he would remain
so foras longas he could.

“They say you are a prophet of Ku.”

“They are mistaken. Reverenceis dangerous.” 1t was his turn to smile falsely. The woman
nodded herstern approval. Ithad beenatest. He had passed. He didn’t care.
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Chapter Thirty-One
North of the Grey City

Stories areto be shared. Stories are dangerous. Danger is not to be revered. Reverence is dangerous.
Respect is safety.

Her scalp hurt where the exposed skin had burntfrom the sun, and her hood rubbed uncomfortably
againstit. The old road she had found led upwards, through a deepening range of hills and valleys.
The ruins were scarce here, completely overtaken by the bush.

Once again she would catch glimpses of buck which would canter away at her arrival. There
were familiartracks onthe ground, and birds and insects buzzingin the trees. There was order, here.
Not like in the city. She sometimes heard the reassuring patter of footsteps behind her, but when

she turned she could see nothing. Her wolf was disappearing.

She could barely move forward anymore. Every step she would cough, and the painin herleg
from the metal grid would make herstumble. She would have laughed if it had not been so painful.
That grid bitthe same legas the crocodile, two sets of jaws clamping down on her foot in only a few
short moonths. How little had that hurt compared to this, and the grit embedded in her thighs from

where she had fallen in the gravel. Why did everything want to bite her?
She sucked in a miggie of the group that had clouded around her face and coughed again.
Some moments she forgot why she had ever left home.

She tried to recall her mother’svoice, reproaching herfor aimless wandering, for not knowing
where the nearest river was, for the sweat on her forehead that was a fever, for the way her chest
wheezed and the sweet-and-sour smell of the cut on her leg. But instead she could only hear the

noises of the veld. Her cheeks were flushed and her ears hot.

She tried to recall Chromeski. What did his eyeslook like? Butit was impossible to think of him

as a being, floating in empty space, to be scrutinised and observed. Remember Chromeski, as a
presence. Doing what? Playing with his wooden-carved warthog. On that evening, when they had
discussed what they would call him once he was of age. Chrome wanted something old-worldly he
explained, through mouthfuls of pap: Neon, Sonic, Lan —he had stories for each of them. Neon was
a colour you couldn’timagine, Sonicasound so quick you weren’t sure if you had heard it, and Lan...

She couldn’t recall what Lan was. The memory stalled, and she tried a different avenue.
Why had they been eatingin the hut? Chrome had come home late. He had been working on
a rainwater tank for their neighbour.

It was like seeingthe room reflectedinaraindrop: every part of it was small and far away, but
now it was all there: Lan was a way for people to be connected, even if they weren’t in the same
place.

Her mother’s preferences were different: Shade, Thorn. They had tried combinations too.

Lanathorn. The other children would call him Lantern.

He needsaninsectname, Genevieve insisted, as Chromeski left his wooden carving to chase

after a moth. He’s always buzzing around, she said. Chrome and Akra had laughed.

Genevieve came to a halton the road. Not with purpose, more like atrickle of water that has made
itsway through sand, crept around rocks and moved twigs; only to find that somew here atits source
it hasrun dry. There was a broad, helpless clearingin front of her. She could walk over this space,
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she could walk forever, and there would always be somethingin front of herto walk. There was no
place to find answers. The world was empty.

She swayed, and stumbled right. The old road had been builtinto the mountain, and on her
left was a steeprise. On herright was a tree, with alittle shade. Itlooked overthe cleft between this
hill and the next. She sat down underneathit, and held her water pouch over herface until a drop
trickled outand landed on her lip. She rakeditin with her teeth.

The valley was full of trees. There would be water atthe bottom. A trickle, maybe part of
some biggerriverthat had broken off, gone its own path. How long had the river been here? What
were itsthoughts? Why did it flow, only to be sipped at, muddied, pulled underground, neverto
resurface? It had no end. It flowed because some part of it before had flowed, and this pushed it
forward. She did not want to be the river. She took off herhood and spread it out on the floor, lying
ontopof it.

She did not sleep, butdreamed. She grew cold and pulled the hood over hersides,
mosquitos biting herankles. There were no walls here. There was no use in walking any further. She
dreamed a heavy weight settling on her chest, roughly pushing heraside. Itsfurtickled herface.
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Nature will not attempt to preserve us. Ku is life.
- Lessons for the Abandonment of the False Myths of Progress and Reason
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He slappedthe pilot onthe back and threw out the ladder, slidingdown as quickly as he could. He
tapped off the screen sensorsin his helmetand turned on his torch. It was the girl, wrappedinared
coat, like afox. She was covered with ants. They crawled around the corners of her mouth and over
hershaved head. He was surprised that she had made it thisfar. The last report, two days ago, put
herin the centre of the city.

She was far too old to be takenin on Salvation, whichis why Apollo’s team had left herin
the first place. He switched back on the sensors again, to check.

There was the first heartbeat, and a second —fast and faint. This fox had a kit. Her body was
only faintly warm, but herbelly glowed hot. He knew what his supervisors would say. Don’t
interfere. He turned away fromthe limp figure underthe tree.

They had seven more months on Earth, and thenthey would return to the Ark with their
takings. Was seven months enough? A newborn child could be sold ata high price, to the right
people.Imagineif he could have herbirthitinspace!lt would be an event.

He grippedthe ladder, and looked up tothe glaringlightsin the helicopter. He almost raised
his hand to signal forthemto pull him up, butlooked back for one more moment.
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1. INTRODUCTION

The Detritus Cycle is a Speculative Fiction novel which uses anumber of fairy and folk talesinits
narrative. Itis seta century intothe future in South Africa and follows three central protagonists as
they traverse Ku— a fictional area covering the future Vaal and Orange rivers —and unearth details
aboutthe world around them as well as what has come before. It was completed overatwo year
period at Wits University forthe Masters in Creative Writing course. The first part of this essay
focuses onthe workshop process underwhich it was devised and the current draft presented,
exploringthe advantages and limitations of this process. The second part focuses onthe ideology
behind the text, and how this was presented through the genre of Speculative Fiction —looking too
at why thisgenre is becomingincreasingly popularamongst writers in South Africa. The third and
final part of the essay seeks to explain both the intention behind the use of fairyand folk talesin The
Detritus Cycle, and why subversions of fairy and folk tales can be seen as a valuable project for South
African writers.

2. THE WORKSHOP PROCESS

The Detritus Cycle was completed overtwo years, parttime, at Wits University from February 2012
to March 2014. Out of the tenstudents which beganin 2012, only one othercompleted the course
this March. Thisis quite significantasitcan helpilluminate methods foran approach to the
workshop process that may help others entering such a course in the future.

Having completed my Honours in Creative Writing degreein 2011, the workshop process was not
completely aliento me when | began work on The Detritus Cycle in 2012. It isinterestingto note that
the otherstudentcompleting hisworkin early 2014 also entered the Masters course straightfroma
concomitant literature honours degree. By my observation, the simple fact of being naturalised to
studying afforded us the advantage of notre-entering university from a working space. In my case,
the self-discipline required to balance part-time work and study was setin place and thus a daily,
weekly and monthly routine with self-prescribed tasks and deadlines was comparatively easy to
maintain.

In the course, a studentis called to presenttheir work on average at least once a month. | took every
opportunity to present my work, including adopting sessions not originally intended for my critique
but available through other student’s absence. | attended every fortnightly session throughout the
twoyears, regardless of whetherornot| was presenting. | notonly attended, but made sure to
arrive prepared forevery other student. From the beginning | adopted the policy that | would make
at leastone critique per presenter. This may seemasmall matter, butto my mindit is the
cornerstone upon which acourse like thisis based. The ability to provide critique on the work of
othersisthe veryfoundationforwriting courses based on the workshop form, the merits of which
will not be expounded unnecessarily. By subscribing to a course in the workshop form one has
already acknowledged thatitis a useful manner of engaging with written work. However, adopting
the policy to make a minimum of one critique perpresenter was nota policy adopted by most of the
otherstudentsin this course, which seems contrary to the above assumption:that students enter
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with the understandingthat the workshop processis mostvaluable whenitis used to both provide
and receive critiquefrom lecturers as well as fellow students.

For a course of this nature to be a success, this basictenet must be fulfilled by all its participants,
and | attribute this as one of a number of reasons for the high drop-out rate, seemingly particularto
the class whichbeganin 2012. It became apparentthat silence or by participants at workshop
sessionsisanindication of deeperproblems. There are alimited amount of legitimatereasons for
the unwillingness of members to participate in class. The firstis a disrespect of the etiquette of the
workshop process. Even when one feels unableto provide substantive criticism of another’s work, to
acknowledge thisfacttothe class by providingaword of encouragement ratherthan criticismwasa
skill only afew members of the class developed. Furthermore, itis reasonableto assert that almost
any student atthislevel can provide afew textual edits forthe rough copy of a text, which makesa
fairsubstitution to the method mentioned above. Silence in class may be excusable forafew
sessions, untilthe student builds up enough confidence to speakin thisforum, butthere needsto be
some form of intervention when astudent remains completely unresponsive tothe work of others.
Itisonlyin this way that the coupling of established writers and freshly graduated university
students can become one of mutual respectand value. The second reason foran unwillingness to
participate in class discussionsis unpreparedness. Without the required pre paration and as a result
of reading too hastily, many misunderstandings arise which diminish the overall standard of critique.
This appliestoboth submittingand receivingwork —to readers and presenters. The last possibility
returnsto a disregard of the etiquette of the workshop ,but more so, shows adisregard of the
workshop processitself: being uninterested in the work of others. Through my course | had
occasional conversations with fellow students who claimed to be uninterested in the nature of some
of theirfellowstudent’s work and gave this as a reason fortheir reluctance to comment. Of all the
scenarios, thisone isthe mostdeplorable, because itisan active dismissal of the value of the work
of those around one, as well as one’s own ability to comment outside aspecificrange of ideas or
genres.

Many people mistake writing fora purely solitary pursuit, butthe workshop form defies thisidea:it
isonly through engagement with others that one canimprove. The routine | formulated loaned itself
to this. The week afterthe workshop was spentimplementing newly received comments. The
subsequenttwo weeks were devoted to formulating new content, and the final week was a mixture
of both writingaswell as reading the work of others. The ideathat | would both editand produce
new material was treated with scepticism by anumber of parties, the concern beingthat this
tedious process may stall progressforthe novel. Thisindeed seemed the case in the firstyear: by
January 2013 | had only completed eight chapters. Considering that The Detritus Cycle came to a
total of thirty-fourchapters, thisis quite significant. Alarge part of the first year is undoubtedly
spentfindinganideaandformulating the proposal. Soon after presenting afirst round of chapters
and receivingcriticism, afew students repeatedly submitted these same chapters. However, where
my work managed to break free of this was by limiting the resubmission of materialseen by the
group:instead, thiswas sentto my supervisor. Inthis way, while old chapters were being carefully
edited, the novel was nonetheless moving forward. Forthe rest of the year | wrote justabove a
chaptera fortnight: afeatonly possible because | had carefully dwelled on the tedious and
seemingly unproductive planning stagesforlong enough that the narrative and world were quite
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clearly distilled at this point. This task is very importantin the genre of Speculative Fiction, which
requires arelatively clearvision of the entireworld in which characters act.

A rough draft of the novel was completed at the end of October 2013. The intention had beento
finishita month or two earlier, thereby allowing enough timeto work on the completed product. At
over 100 000 words, The Detritus Cycle is quite a lengthy product fora master’s course. The
following two months were spent editing this completed draft once more into acoherent product.
Thisled to the final challenge with regard to the work-shopping of material: every personinthe
group had been a part of the process, and thus theircritical eye could in many ways be argued to be
dulled tothe final product. Afterthorough discussionsin class and out about my work and
intentions, itwas difficultforreaders to notice gapsinthe work as a whole. Tothisend | had
‘reserved’ acreative writing studentfromthe 2012 class, hopingthat they could receive the
manuscriptin this complete-as-possible form and make critiques based onits overall effect. This
planunfortunately fell through for personalreasons. Allhoweverwas notlost, and | managed to
receive feedback from afellow fantasy and sci-fi writer, Gerard Mullen, who had no contact with the
work before this point. Thisturned outto be immensely valuable. The only other person from my
classwho managed toread the whole novel was Tammy Baikie. Aninstant where having an external
reader such as Gerard became valuable was during editing of the Kamiyo saga. While Tammy, having
discusseditatlengthinclass, was sure of the outcome of this sequence of events, Gerard had not
realised that Kamiyo had died. This called foraclearerdescription of the scenes leadingup to her
suicide, aswell as herdeathitself.

In conclusion, the two primaryissuesfacingthe workshop process seemto be alack of commitment
on the behalf of other participants, and the inherent restriction on the ability of classmates to
critique the full product atthe end of this process. Both these problems can be averted very simply,
but not necessarily with the greatest of ease. Having external readers who are quite specialised and
can provide useful feedbackis aluxury not many people have, but undoubtedly one that students
can plantoward. As to the engagement of classmates, therecan only be a call for greater
intervention by those in the authoritative positions when attendance and participation dwindle.
There are, of course, limitations on this:itis ultimately up toany studententering such a course to
understand how to derive the greatest benefit from the workshop process, and to invest themse Ives
thoroughly inthis process by both providing work, and engaging with all the work provided.
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3. SPECULATIVE FICTION AND IDEOLOGY IN THE DETRITUS
CYCLE

The Detritus Cycle contains three central explorations. Each chapteror incident —whichis the
preferable term here, as some incidents run over many chapters —isintended to explore aspects of
these themes. Firstly, The Detritus Cycle provides an investigation of the myth of progress. Secondly,
itisan exploration of genderand sexuality. Lastly, it considers the possibilities of subversive
retellings of fairy and folk tales. The firstand second aspects will be dealt with in this section. Above
and beyond these themes, The Detritus Cycle’s primary intentionisto suggest the importance of
critical thought, in all realms of real and imagined life. Itsintentionis to show that no assumptionis
beyond revisitingand rethinking, and that thisis necessary forany healthy future world. Thisindeed
seems to formthe fundamental premise of much Speculative Fiction, and before moving onto
themes andideas particularto The Detritus Cycle, itis useful tolook first at the aims and possibilities
of the Speculative Fiction genre; and then to Speculative Fiction asagrowing genre in South Africa.

3.1 THE POSSIBILITIES FOR CRITICISM IN SPECULATIVE FICTION

The intention of Speculative Fiction (SF) is notto predict the future. Inthe introduction to her 1969
novel The Left Hand of Darkness, Ursula Le Guin arguesthat only a part of Speculative Fictionis
extrapolation: taking an existing set of circumstances and applying afish-eye lens which distorts and
exaggeratesthem. There are many facets of The Detritus Cycle which are extrapolation, butatits
heartit isa thought experiment which asks the fundamental speculative question ‘What if...". Le
Guinarguesthat while all fiction is metaphorical, Speculative and Science Fiction use the futureasa
metaphor, drawing from the dominantideas of contemporary life. Thisis very much the intention of
The Detritus Cycle and as Le Guin argues of herown novel, itis not a presentation of what oughtto
be. It isabove all otherthings a description of a particular set of circumstances. What Speculative
Fictionisthus exceptionally good at confrontingislarge, complex ideas such as race, genderand
classstructure.

As a thought experiment, Speculative Fiction can have very large boundaries. It can ask the most
fundamental questions, and challenge the very structure upon which we base oursocieties. Itis
temptingtosay thatit presentsaworldthat is eitherutopian ordystopian, butitis barely everas
simple as this. However, in all Speculative Fiction there is afundamental optimisminimagininga
different world: by creating an alternative, one is suggesting a possibility for a different kind of life.
Thisis the same imaginative optimism that drives social movements which concern themselves with
forms of political, economicand philosophical thoughtand seek out acoherent alternativetothe
globally prevailing system of capitalism. In some cases this beliefis Millenarianist: It claims that the
unjust status quo will meet with adramaticchange. This pseudo-religious, apocalyptic strain of
thought, expressed in newly-fangled religions such as Scientology, is highly problematic; and a
number of instances of this kind of thinking can be seenin Ku —as will be discussed below.

Speculative Fiction often plays with historical and well-established forms of social structuring:
Capitalism, Marxism and Anarchism (to name only afew) and the many derivative forms of these
ideas. While the Millenarianism mentioned abovein many cases provides a Straw Man with which
to wrestle, Marxism and Anarchism provide serious criticisms with which a speculative project such
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as The Detritus Cycle can engage. Speculative and Science fiction have long challenged all forms of
political ideology. H.G. Well’s The Time Machine (1895) expressed the author’s socialist views; Frank
Herbert’s Dune (1965) challenged many economicand ecological concepts; and Le Guin confronted
issues of an anarcho-syndicalist utopiain The Dispossessed (1974).

Itisfrom these real ideologies that Science Fiction draws its inspiration, and thisis true of The
Detritus Cycle. While The Detritus Cycle does not suggest an alternative to capitalism, itis highly
critical of a future projection of capitalism, especially in light of the impending ecological crises
facinghuman societies. Both Marxist and Anarchist critiques of capitalism’s failureto deal with the
ecological crisis of our age rest on the fundamental notion that capitalismisinherently unable to
deal with this crisis. As the South African anarchist organisation, Zabalaza argues, thisis due in part
to capitalism’s never-ending drive towards profit and expansion, which does notallow room for
efficient, sustainable and less wasteful practices (McGregor, 2013). An example makes this point
clearly: High-end retailers Abercrombie and Fitch claim they would rather burn faulty clothing than
giveitto poor people (Alexander, 2013). This kind of thinkingemerges when false valueis attached
to exclusivity, and this notionis explored in many ways in The Detritus Cycle, indeed: Ku exists only
because there isa notion of Otherness and of exclusive belonging. Furthermore, the world created
in The Detritus Cycle advancesideas of writers who do not identify with these primary streams
against capitalism. Writers who oppose globalisation (and who advocate ‘the intensely local’) such as
Wendell Berry and Naomi Klein —who has written for The Dark Mountain Project (to be discussed at
a later point) —hold such ideas.

Thus itis clearthat Speculative Fiction allows for substantial criticism of the fundamental ideas on
which our societyis based; but that does not mean that all of Speculative Fiction’s descriptions are
grand or epicinscope. In The Detritus Cycle one can see a criticism of capitalism, anarcho-
primitivism and the fundamental myth of progress, but there is also minefield of smaller criticisms of
our currentsociety. The three characters are expressions of such criticisms. They are grounded and
shapedinthe beliefthathope is the mostindefatigable human state, and for this reason humans
will always be seeking deeperunderstanding and truths about the world they live in. The characters
representastruggle tocreate meaningina world where one is defined by others, butalsothe three
characters all struggle against meaninglessness. They are both formed by this world and formed
againstit.

3.2, SPECULATIVE FICTION IN SOUTH AFRICA

Speculative and Science Fictionis agrowing genre in South Africa. Itis curious to note that within the
2012 and 2013 creative writing masters’ classes at Wits there were five students working with the
intention to create some form of Speculative Fiction (this mutated into other genresforsome
authors). The now well-renowned Lauren Beukes as well as Charlie Human (Apocalypse Now Now)
came froman equivalent course atthe University of Cape Town. Itis difficult to hypothesise why
youngand new writers feel such adraw to all manner of Speculative Fiction. It may be because
South Africais a country sensitive toand overridden with questions of race, violence, gender
inequality and otherseemingly unsolvableissues, and Speculative Fiction allows some distance from
these problems.
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There are a number of exciting writers and publications in South African Speculative Fiction at the
moment. Lauren Beukesis most well-known as aresult of her winningthe Arthur C. Clarke award for
hernovel Zoo City. In the Hollywood stratosphere above heris Neill Blomkamp with the films District
9 and the workin progress Chappie (| exclude Elysium, his last blockbuster, asitwas neithersetin
South Africa nor dealt particularly with South African issues). Charlie Human’s book Apocalypse Now
Now has beenlesswellreceived critically, but was broadly marketed and anticipated in the light of
South African Speculative Fiction’s growing successes. S.LGrey, a collaboration between Sarah Lotz
and Louis Greenberghas published anumber of short stories firmly setin the Speculative Fiction
genre. lvor Hartmann’s collection Afro Speculative Fiction spans the African continent, and collects
some of the best South African short Science Fiction stories. The very landscape of South Africa has
become popularforfilmmakers working within the Speculative Fiction genres, most notably the new
version of Judge Dredd called simply Dredd, which used apocalypticversions of Johannesburg’s
landscape, visually similar to those imagined in The Detritus Cycle, as the settingforits action.

As explained above, the intention of Speculative Fictionis notto predictthe future. Attimes, it
magnifiesideas, bloatingthem out of proportion and to their logical extremes. South Africaisarich
field forthis kind of observation. Mired in the issues of the past which trigger a recurring pattern of
social and political problems, there is very little breathing space forcommentary and reflection that
isnot overdone. And by overdone, itis truly meanthere: burntto a charcoaled crisp by every blog
post, opinion piece, Facebook post and Twitter sensation. What the magnification by Speculative
Fictionallowsonetodois to pull outsubtle textures sorarely seeninthe current, frantic,
black/white writing. This seems surprising at first, given that Speculative Fiction is agenre of
extremes. But thisis exactly why Speculative Fiction cannotbe seen merelyasa tool for
extrapolation: Speculative Fiction allows the space to completelyignore some issues. Forinstance, in
The Detritus Cycle, race is purposefully underplayed in favour of less discussed social realities.

Deidre Byrne arguesin herarticle “Science Fiction in South Africa” thattworecurrentthemesin
South African Speculative Fiction are landscape and racial difference. She argues that by setting the
storiesinthese hostilelandscapes, writers are able toforeground the scarcity of resources and the
inevitable competition forthem. In reality, these conditions are the primary source of the inequality
alongracial linesin South Africa, and thus it seems natural that such concerns are oftenreflectedin
South African literature. In The Detritus Cycle, these divisions are rerouted along the post-Apartheid
lines of class and wealth privilege instead, which are the growing divisions of this ‘new’ nation.
However, thatis not to say that there are not cultural ‘others’ in the text. The situation magnified for
The Detritus Cycle was that of those within walls and those considered without. Diverting race issues
into otherforms of othernessis a patternthat can be seenin many otherSouth African Speculative
Fiction texts: District 9's prawns are a directanalogy to poor, black township dwellers;in Zoo City,
convictsare ‘animalled’ and ostracised.

While Speculative Fictionisagrowinggenre in South Africa, itis still farfrom beingas established or
as well-respected asitisin Americaand Europe. Inthe last decade, sensational texts such as Michel
Houellebecq’'s The Possibility of an Island and Margaret Atwood’s MaddAddamtrilogy have garnered
significantliterary acclaim. This may simply be a matter of time: Speculative Fictionisayounggenre
inSouth Africa, in part because almostall of its writers are young — under forty years of age, where
overseas, writers of this genre have afirmlegacy and personal history withinthe genre. Perhapsin
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the next decade, as the writers themselves mature, so too will the stories of South African
Speculative Fiction.

3.3. THE MYTH OF PROGRESS

“The tears of the worldare in constant quantity” — Waiting for Godot, Samuel Beckett

The myth of progressis one much discussed amongst philosophers, writers and thinkers at present,
and the reasonfor its primacy seems intricately bound with the real and inevitable catastrophes of
climate change. Ukugoduko, or ‘Ku’, is the combination of two streams of thought. The firstisan
attack on meliorism, whichis succinctly explained by Jane Shilling as the belief that every day, things
are gettingbetterforhumankind. We believe we are better off than before the Enlightenment, and
that this betterment comesin gentleformssuch as:

Education; a respectful relationship with the environment; the eradication of poverty, ignorance
and disease; and, of course, capitalism (properly regulated) —allleading to a momentin the not
unimaginably distant future when peace and prosperity will cover all the world.

(Shilling, 2013)

Where there is meliorism, there is (of course) a critique of meliorism. John Gray, a British social
philosopher, has a critique of this Western vision of progress most similarto that seenin The
Detritus Cycle. Thiswill be discussedin fullbelow. The second stream of thought showninKuisthe
‘greenrevolution’, and the (anarcho-)primitivist, survivalistand homesteading fetishes that have
resulted fromthis. Akey source forthisis The Dark Mountain Project and its contributors, which
formed the basis for much of the thinkingin The Detritus Cycle. In The Detritus Cycle there are
interactions with two societies: the residents of Ku, and the people who come from the Arks —
thermosphere-bound spaceships. The Detritus Cycle uses both to conduct a thought experimentthat
follow through some of the ideas and critiques presented by John Gray and writers within The Dark
Mountain Project.

John Gray’s primary critique is against the myth of Western progress, which he calls ‘the Prozac of
the thinking class’ —in much the same way religion was charged as being the opiate of the masses by
Karl Marx. Simon Critchley aptly summarises Gray’s view:

We are a killer s pecies with a metaphysical longing, ceaselessly trying to find some meaning
to life, which invariably drives us into the arms ofreligion. Today’s metaphysics is called
“liberal humanism,” with a quasi-religious faithin progress, the power of reason and the
perfectibility of humankind.

(Critchley, 2013)

This quasi-religious faith in the modern world and progress willbecome important when discussing
fairy tales and the intersection of magicand technology. Grayis not alone insuchideas:in his essay
Life Is a Miracle: An Essay against Modern Superstition, Wendell Berry rebuts the related idea that
science will provide solutions to all the world’s problems and mysteries, if given enough time. For
now it isenoughto point outthat Gray seesthe drive toward reason and perfection as disillusioned
obsessions which are damaging to both individuals and to humans as a species. Gray’s solutionis
that human beings mustrelinquish their destructive search formeaning. He argues that the aim of
lifeisarelease from meaning. Similarsentiments can be seenin The Lessons for Abandonment of the
False Myth of Progress and Reason (or simply the Lessons) seen in The Detritus Cycle, which are
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referred tothroughout the novel, and head each of Genevieve’s chapters. These fundamental rules
for Earthers (inhabitants of Ku) suggest that “Nothingis complete. Thereisnoend goal”; and that
“There shall be no religion: not of science, nature, nor of gods.” Similarly, we see Gray-esque notions
inthislesson:

Ku will not progress. Ku will understand. Understanding is not coherence. Understanding
is the inward illumination of one aspect of the world. Never can all the aspects ofthe
world be understood at once, because the worldis nota coherent whole. Relieving
oneself of this desire leads to freedom. Stories, people, and answers which give the false
appearance of coherence are dangerous. Dangeris notto be revered. Reverenceis

dangerous. Respectis safety.

Indeed, itseemsthat Ku provides asceptical take of Gray’s vision. Critchley draws from Gray’s ideas
that the ideal realm forthe passive nihilistis asmall island from where “the mystery of existence can
be seenforwhat itis without distillingitintoameaning. The passive nihilistlearns to see, to strip
away the deadeninghorror of habitual, human life and inhale the void that lies behind our words”
(Critchley, 2013). In this way it seems that the projects of Ku are a fulfilment of the type of living that
Gray advocates.

However, The Detritus Cycle is critical of passive nihilism. Thisis seeninthe struggle for meaning by
the central characters. Atthe conclusion of the novel, Neko’s characterfinally chooses to inhabit this
smallisland using the nihilistlessons that Ku has provided for him ratherthan apply critical thought
and seethemasa source for the grim events he has witnessed. Yet there isan unresolvable
contradiction afoot. The readeris lured into hope by the possibility of Genevieve’s child living on
afterthe novel, whichis a form of meliorism: a deferral of hope and faith to some future generation.
The conclusionthus neither celebrates nor condemns the answers of Gray or The Dark Mountain
Project. It shows the difficulty of finding a critically reflected position: one that submits neitherto
undue negativity norundue optimism. So while the main characters’ actions show them not to be
nihilist, theirfates may lead the readerto assume that such as positionis taken by the book itself as
theirdifficult struggles come to no patently meaningful conclusion.

However, one must reserve judgement until afteran exploration of the hypocrisies and capitalist
foundation of Ku. There is another layer of Ku that remains to be discussed: that this anti-meliorism
isnot the authenticproject. Ukugoduko, we learn, is alifestyle estate —like others that can be seen
inSouth Africatoday. It isrun as a business and maintains law and order only to fulfil its contractual
obligations. One of capitalism’s greatest strengthsisits ability to re-appropriate any culture that s
anti-capitalist. Whetherit be the vacuous reproduction of the image of Che Guevara; or the
significantinjustice done to Anarchist movementsinthe abuse of the term and image of ‘anarchy’.
With capitalism as globally entrenched asitis today, The Detritus Cycle takes a bleak view of any
project that does not fully considerthis powerforopportunistic re -appropriation. This provides one
critique of Gray’s vision: this nihilismis easily packaged and resold to consumers who buy into the
slogans once branded as ‘revelations’, thereby bringing us closer to me aning, ratherthan further
away, as happenswith Neko. Ultimately, capitalism will adopt this counter-cultureinto mainstream
liberal thought, giving only ‘the appearance of coherence’ withaworld view thatis anti-capitalist.

It seems that this kind of projectis already underway. The central discrepancy between Gray and
The Dark Mountain Project is the focus on the role of myths and literature inthe process of what
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theyrefertoas ‘uncivilisation’. One of the central stories The Dark Mountain Project claims
underpins notions of civilisation is ‘the myth of progress’. Thisis crucial, because The Dark Mountain
Project advocates the view that the looming crisis of humanity can be faced only once we subvert
these harmful myths of ourage. They dispute the centralityof humans and seek to challenge our
disconnection with nature through not only storytelling, but storytelling which advocates amode of
interaction with the world that falls somewherein the range of anarcho-primitivism and neo-
luddism. Capitalism uses aspects of the ‘green movement’ (theword ‘movement’ isitself suggestive
of progress) which benefit the existing hierarchies of power, indeed, capitalism by nature cannot
sincerely embrace something non-capitalist, which many of the remedies for environmental damage
are: expensive, and undermining of the existing social order. As mentioned above, thereare
extensive Anarchist and Marxist critiques of capitalism’sinability to effectively deal with the
ecological crisis. Presenting thisin any adequate depth however may well derailthe focus of this
argument. There are indications that ‘anarcho’ -primitivism (and the associated movements of
survivalism, off-the-grid-living and homesteading) will be marketed back to the benefit of the
existingsocial order, ratherthanforminganew one. Asa trivial example, The Dark Mountain
Project sells all of its writing, and even has a CD. Merchandising and selling materialsin this way s
dangerousterritory foran organisation with an anti-capitalist agenda.

On The New Statesman website, Gray provides anotherargument against the views taken by The
Dark Mountain Project. He argues that the fundamental belief of The Dark Mountain Project —the
apocalypticvision of aglobal collapse as inevitable —isitself melioristic; that “the authors have
swallowed the progressive fairy tale that animates the civilisation they reject.” (Gray: 2009). Gray’s
version of eventsisfarmore similarto those seenin The Detritus Cycle. He presents the following
situation:

Ecological catastrophewill nottrigger a return to a more sustainableway of life, but will intensify the
existing competition among nation states for the planet's remainingreserves of oil, gas, fresh water

and arable land.
(Gray, 2009)

Gray goeson to argue that thisis not apocalyptic, thisis history as usual. This aligns with Byrne’s
ideaonthe fundamental premise of Science Fiction in South Africa: thatitis always basedina
competition forresources. Thus again, while The Dark Mountain Project and the work of John Gray
form part of the inspiration for The Detritus Cycle, it attempts to critically reflect onthe ideasand
arguments they present.

In the South African contextthere isan evenstrongersuggestion that off-the-grid living will be
capitalised: the prevalence of private estates, or gated-communities. According to Liezemarie
Johannesin herthesis on Gated Communitiesin Gauteng, the primary reason formovingintoa
gated communityisto increase asense of security. What follows quickly on from thisis a sense of
exclusion: adistinction from whatis outside the communityand a sense of belongingin the
homogeneity of the primarily white, middle class area (Johannes, 2012, p.3). The oldest and most
obvious example of thisis the whites-only enclave of Oraniain the Northern Cape. Onthe otherend
of the political spectrumisJacobZuma’s homestead, Nkandla. However, neither of these captures
the current trend in South Africatoward self-sufficient, rural-esque, ‘green estates’. The term
‘Lifestyle estate’ is flaunted primarily by organisations such as Jackal Creek which claims on its
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website to be “Modern Golf Estate Living.” The planned Steyn City (owned and operated by
billionaire Douw Steyn), five times the size of Monaco, and intended to not only exclude cars, but
include private schools, shops, medical facilities and the bedrock of many estates: a golf course.
Ultimately, a person could school, live and work without leaving this estate. This trend is exploited
and takento its extreme butlogical conclusionin The Detritus Cycle: a gigantic private, self-
sustaining, middle-class estate, where governing bodies play aninstrumentalrole in the creation and
maintenance of certain “forms of social behaviour, by enforcing rules and regulations that uphold
certainvalues,”—as the system of Council, Keepersand Trustdo in The Detritus Cycle (Johannes,
2012 p.3).

Ultimately, while The Detritus Cycle provides an attack on meliorism and capitalism, it does not
provide asolution. Communities such as The Dark Mountain Project attempt to break free of
capitalist hierarchies, butitseems inevitablethat capitalismredirects themtoits own ends.
Howeverthe intention of The Detritus Cycle isto provoke critical thought ratherthan provide
answers, itcan be hopedthat the leastitwill dois create room for reflection and discussion on the
direction humanity believesitselfto be going, and on a localised, smaller scale, to consider carefully
the future of private estatesin South Africa.

3.4. GENDER, SEXUALITY AND FEMINISM

“Plus, many of Sci-Fi’'s most famous authors — like Robert Heinlein and Philip K. Dick — have positively deranged notions

abouttheinnerlives of women. Butthe worm is turning.” — Clive Thompson

A crucial part of The Detritus Cycle is its conscious and careful representation of genderand
sexuality. Speculative Fiction has a long history of female authors, beginning with Margaret
Cavendish’s The Blazing World in the 1600s, to Mary Shelley’'s Frankenstein in 1818, to Ursula Le
Guinand Angela Carterinthe 1960s, to Margaret Atwood’s The Handmaid’s Talein 1985. In this
time the number of women writing Speculative and Science Fiction increased exponentially,
especially those dealing with utopian and dystopian feminist themes. Despite this, Science Fictionis
still considered agenre dominated by male writers and characters. Issues of genderand sexuality fall
firmly within the realm of Speculative Fiction, especially Utopian fiction, which allows for worlds that
exist outside of the grip of patriarchy. Marleen Barr in herbook Lostin Space: Probing Feminist
Science Fiction and Beyond points to Cranny-Francis’ interpretation of the usefulness of Speculative
Fiction asa literature of estrangement:

The convention ofestrangement... enables writers to displace the storysettingto
anothertime and/or place, immediately denaturalisingthe society portrayed inthe
textand the events and characters set there. So (sic) readers and writers are freed
from the restriction ofa realist readingwhich tends to restrict re presentationto an

imitation of contemporarysodal practices.
(Barr,1993)

The representations of femininity and masculinity, sex and genderin Speculative Fiction have been
diverse. Noah Bertlatsky lists some of the most poignant momentsin the feminist Speculative Fiction
tradition of the last hundred years. Included in thislistis Charlotte Perkins Gilman’s Herland from
1915. Thisfemale utopiarelies on asexualreproduction, andthere isnowaror conflict. Included too
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isJoanna Russ’ 1970 novel The Female Man, which jumps between anumber of worlds, exploring
differentgenderinteractions. Inone world, menand women are literally engaged in a battle of the
sexes. Women trade children forresources, and men deflecttheirsexual desires onto neutered
young boys. Bertlatsky’s focus howeveris on Shulamith Firestone, who presents a Marxist vision of a
feminist utopiain The Dialectic of Sex which was very controversial. Firstand foremost, Firestone
arguesthat women’slabouris the prototype of all labour, and she insists that pregnancy is barbaric.
She suggests that undoingthe family unitwould aid in undoing class inequalities. Not only this, but
she argues sexistinequality is the root of all inequality —including economic exploitation and racial
prejudice. Asisclearfromthese few examples, the representations of genderand sexin Speculative
Fiction are potentially limitless.

Itiscrucial that one differentiate between the gender politics of Ku from the gender politics of the
book. Neko may persistently treat women as means to his ends in the book, butthe decisionto
represent him as such forms part of the conscious feminist endeavour of writing The Detritus Cycle.
The attemptin The Detritus Cycle was to show a world where some progress has been made: labour
islargely divided along the lines of practicality ratherthan antiquated ideas of correctness, there are
a number of appointed femaleleaders governing to theirstrengths, and crucially, homosexuality has
been constructed as a cultural norm. However, this entails anumber of persistentinjustices. There
are gender-divided rites of passage (the ‘Confirmation’); and continued hierarchies of power assert
whatis correct and incorrect sexual behaviour, governed by the needs and desires of the society
rather than the needsand desires of the individual. Representation of these inequitiesis another
outlet of the novel’s sceptical meliorism, and harks back to the intended desireto provoke critical
thoughtthat does not hesitate to reach backinto the furthest depths of assumed traditions.

The traditional roles of men and women are neither celebrated nordeplored in The Detritus Cycle,
an ideathat Sarah Zettel draws attention to. She explains that “In fantasy literature there is aschool
of thought that holds that women must be treated preciselylike men. Only the traditional male
sphere of powerand means of wielding power count. If a womanisshownin a traditionally female
role, then she mustbe beingshown asinferior.” (Zettel, 2005). Work as Farmers, in the Crafts, as
Tellers needed to be shared between genders without the delicacies of modern thinkingin orderfor
thissociety tosurvive. The attempt was to keep this view as unromanticas possible. Forexample,
Genevieve may be aHunter —a role assigned by the San people only to men (the San hunting
traditionisthe inspiration forthe incisions made afterthe firstkill); but this was no sinecure. In
constructing her character, someone who travels alone overanimmense tract of land and can look
afterthemselves, one would need a person with a particular set of skillsand disposition, and most
crucially someone who could survive. Thisis not to pretend that every woman could hunt — Fanta,
herfather’s partner, is one such example. | felt that Fantain fact best exemplified thisidea. Before
the funeral forthe lizard she returns from workinginthe fields and picks ata blisteron herhand
while speaking to Genevieve. Although we have asense of Fanta’s frivolity and delicacy, she has a
role that must be completedinthe village, and thisis unromanticand mundane, and for centuries
has beenfilled by both men and women. This case by case basis seemsthe only fairway to approach
genderissues. Making unconscious assumptions or representations with regard to genderis absurd
to any modern text, no matteritsliterary tradition.
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Nancy Jesserargues that forfeminist Science Fiction (and here | apply it to Speculative Fiction)to
deliveronits promise, its dreams must be distinguishable from past patterns of domination: it must
overcome binaries such as “man/woman, human/animal, black/white, self/other, and their
concomitant subjugations” (Jesser, 1997). For the people of Ku, their ontology points to ove rcoming
these boundaries: asone can see inthe Lessons— “Earthers, animals and the land must unlearn their
destruction.” However, despite this ideological project, these boundaries become more pronounced
than ever:the distinctions between human and animal and self and otherare the most problematic
of allin Ku. However, there is one distinction underplayed by The Detritus Cycle: the issue of race.
For the most part, race is notdiscussed in Ku. The intention of downplaying race is not toavoid a
controversial and much (un)beloved South Africanissue, butratherto argue that in a hundredyears,
the primary division of the peoplein South Africa will not be race.

In the context of The Detritus Cycle, itis unfeasible to assertthatrace would be a primary issue.Kuis
formed from middle-class peoples of diverse racial, but similar cultural backgrounds. The middle
classand elite of South Africais becomingincreasingly racially diverse, with real opportunities for
advancementbeing provided to those in a fortunate enough position to take it. This says nothing of
a sweepingchange in the socio-political landscape, simply that a few pawns have been shifted
around the chessboard. A logical extrapolation (one, it must always be emphasised, of many) was
that the middle class as largely educated, socially conscious, literate people would not hold so
closelytoracial distinctions but ratherto wealth and class divisions: peoplewhowould buyintoa
lifestyle such as that promised in Kuwould be the hippies of theirage — ostensibly for ‘free love’,
peace and equality. The Detritus Cycle’s intention was to avoid a stifling preoccupation with race, but
thisdid not meanits complete exclusion, which would not successfully convey the full extent of the
hypocrisy of this ‘free love’ community. Thus there is reference to avillage ‘Verwelk’, purportedly on
the opposite side of the riverto Gantry, whichis an all-white village. Furthermore, Jimmy, being
black, encounters anumber of racial slurs while he isin Gantry.

However, the relative omission of racial issuesin Ku should not be taken as a reflection of a lack of
consciousness of race in this world. Inthe edit of the novel before the final submission, the origin of
Jimmy was altered such that these ideas are brought more sharply into view, conveying information
that relativizes life inside Ku, showingit to be primarily formed by white, formermiddle to upper
classcitizens. Thisis done through revising the Vigil's status as non-Earthers (and foregrounding race
as an aspect of this division between Eartherand non-Earther), butalso by showingablack Other
and his status compared to Earthers. This was the finalamendmentinanumber of processes
intended to effectively convey background information of the world. Atstagesinwritinglwrote a
number of chapters from Meme, Genevieve’s grandmother’s perspective. Sometimes these were 3™
person narratives, sometimes diary entries. Whilethey helped clarify the history of the world for
myself, adding yetanothercharacterto the expansive list (a challenge discussed at alater point
again) was an incongruous anachronism forthe reader. However, what these chapters contained
more clearly than the current historical inserts from Ku, was the realisation that outside the private
estates lived the majority of the poor black South African population, failed by an uncaring
governmentand physically severed from the otherclasses. Kuis a corporate, mythical island inthe
midst of an apocalyptic nightmare forthe people outside of it. Johannesburgisasink hole, fallento
acid miningand poorgovernance. South Africaas an arid zone isin droughtand the people have fled
North; to the coasts; and onto the overpopulated tenementsin space-Arks forrefuge. Yet the scale
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and significance of this proved too challengingtoinclude seamlessly in The Detritus Cycle, until this
attemptto introduce Jimmy as a class of such outsiders. However, emphasising this aspect of the
world remains a primary motivation fora second book, to follow the story of Genevieve’s daughter
by Neko—Kit, as she looks at Ku from the life on one of the Arks. This is not to say that The Detritus
Cycle isincomplete, it provides athorough perspective fromthe inside of Ku; but | believe the world
contains rich enough material to substantially explore again from a perspective outside of Ku.

An essential statementthat The Detritus Cycle makes about genderand sexualityis the proviso that
homosexuality is standard practice in Ku. The trump card here was, again, the world-building
speculation. What better way to control a population with established liberal views than by
promoting non-reproductive sex? Again, the people buyinginto the system would be socially
conscious, as misled asit may be, and believethemselves to be both ‘forward’ and ‘free’ thinking,
unlikely to be controlled by antiquated religious ideas of abstinence. There are many historical
instances of nations where homosexual practices are more orless common: and thisis where the
large distinction must be made. The argumentis notthat homosexuality can be legislated and
propagated until itisa commonsocial practice; but itseems likely that if homosexualacts were
viewed in exactly the same positive light as other non-reproductive sexualacts, many more people
would choose to partake in them, forthe same reasons that people engage in non-reproductive
sexual acts: companionship, enjoyment, sexual release, intimacy and so on. This throws into light
heterosexuality as a normative social construct, andit could help lead areaderto the pointwhere
theyask ‘If | were notraised in a society that thinksinthis way, would | be more likely to engage in
homosexual acts?’ Thisis exactly the kind of critical thoughtabout the basicassumptions upon
which we build oursocieties that The Detritus Cycle attemptsto evoke. The next step Ku takes,
however, isto create homosexualityas a normative social construct against which other sexual acts
— particularly heterosexualones —are judged negatively. Thisisan undesirable outcome, but
perhapsan inevitable one any society that requires unequal hierarchies of powerto exist.

Ultimately, The Detritus Cycle deliberately attempts to engage representations of genderand
sexuality, issues that have longbeen overlooked in favour of race and politics within the South
African context. The drive was not to provide a utopian view of a greater equality between the sexes
and a place where homosexuality and heterosexuality are on amore equal footing, but rather by
showingachangedyetstill imperfect society, the attempt wastodraw attentiontothe inherited
biasesinourpresentculture.

4. SUBVERSION AND THE PROBLEM OF SOUTH AFRICAN FAIRY
AND FOLK TALES

The Detritus Cycle employs anumber of fairy and folk tales, incorporatingthemintoits own
narrative. The two genres —futuristic Speculative Fiction and fairy tales at first glance could not
seem more incongruous —one deals with future projections of the world, is morally complex and
uncertain; the otherdeals with old landscapes and moral didacticism. Delving deeperinto these
traditions reveals that this distinctionis not so clear. Furthermore, the modern literary trend of
retelling fairy and folk tales aspires to complicate and refresh these tales so that they have
substantive valueforthe modernreader. Thisisa rich and rewarding project. Furthermore, thisisa
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potentially crucial project for South Africa, where no such attempt hasyet been undertaken on any
significantscale.

4.1. SUBVERSIVE FAIRY AND FOLK TALES

“Afterall, weren't we allfrightened as children? Nothing has changed since Little Red Riding Hood faced the bigbad wolf.
Whatfrightens us todayis exactlythe same sort of thing that frightened us yesterday. It's just a different wolf.” — Alfred
Hitchcock

The Detritus Cycle used fairy talesto a variety of ends, but the question remains, why use fairy tales
atall?In Jack Zipes’ work Fairy Tales and the Art of Subversion: The Classical Genre for Children and
the Process of Civilisation he discusses the ‘Liberating Potential of the Fantastic’ in the re-writing of
these tales, which many contemporary writers find too backward looking, “too sexist, racist, and
authoritarian” with the general content reflecting the concerns of “semi-feudal, patriarchal
societies” (Zipes, 1983, p.170). Importantly, Zipes goes on to say:

What mayhave engendered hope for better living conditions centuries agohasbecome more
inhibiting fortoday’s childreninthe western world. The discourse of classical fairy tales, its end
effect, cannot be considered enlightening and emancipatoryin face of possible nuclear warfare,
ecological destruction, growing governmental andindustrial regimentation, and intense e cono mic
crises.

(Zipes, 1983, p. 170)

Zipessuggeststhatthe reason forre-writing fairy talesis exactly because in reformulating these
stories, one hasin mind a “fantastical projection of possibilities for non-alienating living conditions”
and that inthisthe fairy tale can “representourradical and revolutionary urge to restructure
society” (Zipes, 1983, p.172). Thisisa similar urge to what drives Speculative Fiction, afundamental
question thatasks ‘What if’ —isit possible to do away with the assumed myths of progress and
reason, to live withoutthem? Thisis one part of the ‘What if’ question thatappearsin The Detritus
Cycle.

Fairy and folk tales, myths, biblical tales, stock figures, images and symbols all feature in The Detritus
Cycle. To list the sources used would be reductive: in some cases one fairy tale provided the
narrative arch for one character, as is the case with Genevieve, whois Red Riding Hood — with the
red hood to prove it. However, that does not preclude her being Goldilocks while exploring an
abandoned house inthe Grey City, or being both the Abrahamic Eve and Snow White simultaneously
while eating adangerous apple of knowledge one mere chapterlater. St. Genevieve, patron saint of
Paris, is said to have been born from the wolf’s womb. Neko’s name isa hinttoo: Neko Maitre
means Cat (Japanese) Master (French) and was a play on the original tale Le Maitre Chat: “Puss in
Boots”. But Nekois a tricksterfigure, and behaves more in line with his type than with a specific
canonical fairy tale figure. (Little) Jimmyis completely open: he does not start out as a character,
even though at times he fulfils certain roles; such as the wolfin the “Three Little Pigs” orthe trickster
in “The Emperor’s New Clothes”.

The talesthemselves overlap: while the incident with the dragon makes explicit reference to
Beowulf, itisalso an adaptation of the story “The Enchanting Song of the Magical Bird” as it appears
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in Nelson Mandela’s Favourite African Folk Tales. Sometimesitis merely aglancingimage in which
we see the reflection of afamiliartale. The jagged scars on the foreheads of the ‘Potterians’ are a
reference to possibly the most enchanting text of ourtime, Harry Potter; the ‘Sword of Light’ that
Genevieve leaps over while escapingthe worm-people is areference tothe garden of Eden; and
Neko’s offering ‘magic’ silkworm cocoons to a poor boy named Jack (who owns only a cow) are
instances of this. So what to make of this bog of tales? —especially when one considers that the
storiesthese are based off are indistinct versions themselves, which intersect, loop and circle one
anotherina messof limbs? The only hope fora tale as rich in other stories as The Detritus Cycle was
to keep theiruse as playful as possible, allowing forimperfections and blurred boundaries. Jack Zipes
in The Irresistible Fairy Tale pointsto two strands of fairy tale retelling: remaking and recreating
classics; and what he calls ‘mosaics’ which “draw on an assortment of fairy-tale fragments to evokea
sense of wonder, if not bafflement. The images are otherworldly, bizarre, and lush” (Zipes, 2012,
p.137). The Detritus Cycle employs both of these means of representing fairy tale narratives.

Thisrichness at points was problematic: during the course readers overlooked details, orbecame so
caught up in a certainimage that they lost track of the novel’s own narrative. These problems still
provide achallenge inthe latest version of the text, which required a careful simplicity and clear
explanation of action at all times. It will take anumber of edits still, perhaps, before every actionis
distilled enough forareadertosee both the fairy tale narrative as well as The Detritus Cycle’s
narrative layered overone another. But there was an even deeper problem: the fantastical
threatenedto overtake the real. Orrather, the fantasy at points threatened the science -fiction. For
example, the reader, attuned to the magicof fairy tales, became especially concerned overthe real
possibility of awild elephantfollowing apersonin orderto eatsugar cane. There was a temptation
to provide 3™ person omniscient explanations for this: Putin the elephant, in my personally devised
and unshared history forhim, had belonged to someonewho had trained him using sugar cane.
There are cases of (Indian) elephants showing an especialfondness for sugar cane, and this was part
inspiration for my idea. Changing perspective to unattached, 3" person omniscient was played with
a numberoftimesinthe textand ultimately removed, it was too jarring, and added a layer of
complication difficultto follow as areader. Thusit became a project of leaving clue sand traces
leading up tosuch an eventinthe context of the text — havinga character overhearaconversation
about someone once havingtrained an elephant, forexample.

An aspect of this overwhelming sense of richness was the sheer cast of characters. As a picaresque
novel, containing three different journeys by three different characters, this was almostinevitable.
Failingthe inclusion of alist of Dramatis Personae a strategy needed to be developedto help readers
keep track of the characters. However, at the same time, the intention was to enhance the
‘liberating potential’ of these tales, to bringtheminto the modern world, and as such, revertingto
the flat, stock characters that occupy the world of most fairy tales would be counterintuitiveto the
aims of this novel.

In the eyes of someone such as Phillip Pullman, The Detritus Cycle could notbe considered an
attemptto tell fairy tales, and | agree. Pullman argues that some of the most essential features of
the fairy tale are the stock figures; the serene and anonymous narrating voice; the celerity and lack
of anything butthe most obviousimagery. Pullman explains that “there is no psychology in afairy
tale,” —that good people are good, and bad people are bad, and that “one might say that the
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characters ina fairy tale are not actually conscious.” (Pullman, 2012). Thisis reflected in theirlack of
names. Furthermore, the narrative voice of the fairy tale is free of stylisticfingerprints, “atone licked
clean”. Thisseemsintimately connected to the sparse but poignantimagery, and Pullman explains
that thereisno “close description of the natural world or of individuals.” (Pullman, 2012). Lastly,
thereisspeed unmatched in any other style, moving from one eventto another. Pullman expl ains
that “You can only go that fast, however, if you’'re travelling light; so none of the information you’d
look forin a modern work of fiction —names, appearances, background, social context, etc. —is
present.” (Pullman, 2012). The Detritus Cycle sitsin oppositionto all of these things: almostevery
character isnamed; there isa convoluted, personalised tone and thickimagery, with close
descriptions of the natural world; and at a sprawling length over 100 000 words it is not a nimble
text. Theintention, furthermore, istoadd around 20 000 more words, to do justice to the ignobly
fleeting second-halfof the text. When the pressures of times began weighing heavily on the project,
it wasforced to leap from one eventto anotherwith sparseness unlike the rest of the text, and
which | hope to flesh outand revise in future drafts.

With these characteristicsin mind, itisimmensely clearthat the characteristics The Detritus Cycle
adopts are those more inherentto the Speculative Fiction genre. Fantasy, if notalso Science Fiction,
isrenowned fortheirlengthy narratives, and their plump cast of characters with toothsome back -
stories—as in The Lord of the Rings, for example. However, the power of fairy talesis their
endurance, and the reader’s ability to recogniseand delightin them no matterthe batteringor
subversion they undergo. Yet the problem still remained on how to cope with secondary characters
that were neitherflat nor overwhelming. Julie Barker, afellow student, guided me toward the
following piece of advice on writing non-flat secondary characters: provide each character with their
primary trait, and then one curious detail. The treatment of Marikasaan, Kamiyo and Giant Tess
halted the progress of some readers, and they were disappointed to discoverthese characters were
impermanentfeaturesinthe text. Itisthusa challenge thatstill faces The Detritus Cycle: how to
introduce characters who are only temporarily important and balance their representation so that
they are neitherso dimthey become indistinct and fade into the background, but not to make them
so detailed thatthey draw attention away from the primary thrust of the text.

4.2. THE PROBLEM OF SOUTH AFRICAN FAIRY AND FOLK TALES

If one Googles ‘South African Fairy Tales’ the firstresultis atext writtenin 1910 by James Honeji.
The intention of that book, stated initsintroduction, is to preserve the memory of the ancient
habits, customs and traditions of the ‘native races’ in the face of the quick progress of South Africa
toward ‘civilization’ with a ‘z’. This book, and others like it —including Native Fairytales of South
Africa by Ethel L. McPherson (1919), Outa Karel's Stories South African Folk-Lore Tales by Sanni
Metelerkamp (1914), and Old Hendrik’s Tales by Captain Arthur Owen Vaughan (1904) —are
representative of the landscape of the most easily accessible and predominant form of fairy and folk
tales from South Africa. In researching fairy and folk tales for use in The Detritus Cycle, it became
obviousthatthere are two primary streams of folk tales in South Africa: ‘Indigenous’ tales about
black, tribal African life, collected before 1990 by white South Africans; and those same talesre-
appropriated by all races after 1994, furtherbowdlerised into cutesy stories for children.
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Noverino Canoniciin hisbook on Zulu folktale tradition explains that folk and fairy tales have their
origininoral traditions and thus in oral societies, wherethe memory of those inthe society is the
“only storehouse on which one may rely forinformation” (Canonici, 1993, p.3). Ina literate society
these stories are different: meaningis fixed onto the page, and the interpretation of events, vision
and feelings toward it are captured, classified and collected. Once meaningis affixed in this way, one
can have the rewriting of such a tale: a purposeful subversion of the images, meaning orsome other
elementinthe story. Forthisreasonitis useful torefertoany version of the tale, oral or written, as
a ‘telling’ —which acknowledges that any version is exactly that: one of many representations of the
story beingtold.

The tenuous transition between oral and written story may provide one explanation as towhy the
rewriting of fairy talesin South Africa has fallen short of the subversive potential seeninits
international counterparts, by the likes of Neil Gaiman and Angela Carter. Capturing an oral story,
classifyingand collecting it with anew methodology and a new audience isan act of subversive
writing (if not quite rewriting) initself, given the landscape that exists after Apartheid with regard to
fairy and folk tales. However, this has come with a bias: the belief that fairy and folk tales are only
for children, and the subsequent neutering of the dangerous elementsin these stories. Perhaps for
thissame reason — the belief that these stories are only forchildren —the possibilities for subversive
post-colonial, anti-capitalist, black consciousness, modernised, feminist tellings seem largely
unexplored.

This goes some way to explaining the intention behind my use (which often feltlike ‘abuse’) of fairy
talesin my own narrative. Both Western and African (terms used expediently so as not to detract
here from the central argument) stories were used in The Detritus Cycle. With limited exceptions, |
did not use the tales collected by peoplein contexts such as those of Honeji. One exceptionis Neko's
telling of ‘Hlanganyane and the Old Woman’, a tale very similarto the one in Folk-tales From
Mpondoland collected by John Cantrell. In most cases | found these texts fruitless to work with, and |
would argue much of thisis due to ignorance by the collectors and readers of these tales (including
myself, as a white middle-class South African) toward the vocabulary of symbols of the oral stories.

The Detritus Cycle isaimed at a middle class audience: the same people who, in the context of the
narrative, would be the most likely to have the economicand cultural inclination to buy their way
intoa lifestyle estate such as Ku. Taking myself and the people | have contact with as an example, if
you mentiona girl wearingared hood, any story that follows will be in conversation with the version
of “Red Riding Hood” that they know best. If you mention white pebbles likethose seenin Neko’s
dreamin the first few chapters of the novel, thisrequires adifferent set of cultural knowledge to
understand that what is beingimplicated is the Tokoloshe, and the significance of thisis easily lost.

For the larger purpose of the text, there neededto be both a sense of the familiarand the
unfamiliar. This was needed to achieve the unsettling defamiliarisation required forthis textto
successfully explore its thematicconcerns. Thus with regard to the fairy and folk tales used, there
firstneededtobe both a sense of recognition and asense of strangeness to achieve the unheimlich,
the ‘uncanny’ —as Freud conceives of it, something thatis old and familiar, emergingagaininan
unsettlingform (Freud, 1919). The Detritus Cycle however makes no claims to beingan ‘uncanny’
text, although in many ways achieving the unheimlich was part of the desire of using old, fantastical
talesina realist setting. Freud touches on the issue of fairy tales, explaining that their uncanny
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events are not experienced as uncanny because the reader has already adjusted their sensibility to
the fictional world. Thus to achieve the uncanny, astory must first presentitselfasrealistand then
break thistrust withthe reader by presenting supernaturalelements.

In many ways, the effort of The Detritus Cycle was the reverse of this: whatappearsto be a fairy tale
worldisinterrupted and disintegrated by elements of the real. Thus when the fantastical enters the
textforthe characters —inthe formfor example, of the dragon —the readerunderstands thisasan
elementof the real world ratherthan fantastical danger, makingitall the more dangerous. For this
reason | chose to use easily recognisable fairy and folk tales, whereforalarge part the readeris
expected to know the course of events, important symbols and the outcome, so that this could be
effectively subverted. Nonetheless, a number of lesser known African and South African myths, fairy
and folk tales were used forthe purpose mentioned before: as a wilful act of subverting their
existing meaningintothose aligned with the themes of the book.

For instance, in the version of “Kamiyo of the River” told by Hugh Tracey in Nelson Mandela's
Favorite African Folktales (The South African title being Madiba Magic: Nelson Mandela's favourite
stories for children) Kamiyois carved from wood by her husband, and then stolen by two young men
who claim ‘such an old man may not have such a beautiful young wife’. Her husband sends two
dovestoretrieve firstherapron, then her marital headband, and eventually herlife, when she turns
back intoa tree. Kamiyoisan objectto be shifted around the game board, with no will of herown. In
my telling of the story, Marikasaan (equated with ‘the husband’)is seen asjealous, filled with rage
and importantly, castrated: despite Jimmy’s belief, he is not a real physical threat to Kamiyo. Itis
Kamiyo’s own conscience that makes hersend him gifts, acknowledgement that she isthe reason for
hisundoing. Jimmy’s childish lens turns Kamiyointo atree, where really we know that she has
committed suicide. Furthermore, she defiantly bequeaths only an olive branch to Marikasaan, and
gives all of herwealth toJimmyto help him escape as she could not. The intention was toempower
the titularcharacter Kamiyo (part of the reason forretaining herreal name), thereby providing a
feminist critique of the telling by Hugh Tracey.

Itissaid thatfairy tales are the Science Fiction of the past, and thisis a very significantideafor both
the themes of the novel, and the intentional project of making the familiar strange. Zipes argues that
whatthe rewriting of fairy tales allows foris a “fantastic projection of possibilities for non-alienating
living conditions” (Zipes,1983, p.172). Furthermore, the ‘counter-culture’ intentionis achieved
when:

Alienatingtechniques (which) nolonger rely onseductive, charmingillusions of a happyendas
legitimation ofthe present civilizing(sic) process, but make use of jarringsymbols that demand an

end to superimposed illusions.
(Zipes, 1983, p.172)

The aboveis very similarto the intention of Science Fiction and more broadly, Speculative Fiction,
which seeks to expose the flaws of our current society by logically extrapolating them to often
unpleasantends. This understanding was a crucial foundation for the combination of the Speculative
Fiction and fairy tale genre in The Detritus Cycle.

The largestintersection at which fairy tales and Speculative Fiction meetin The Detritus Cycle is at
the crooked avenues of magicand technology. In our everyday understanding, these two aspects of
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our imaginative lifeare at opposite ends of the spectrum: technology is everything that magicis not.
Itisexplained and understood. Magicis defined in opposition to this. Itisfound inthings that are
unexplained, notunderstood and unordinary; synonymous with the miraculous. Forthis reason we
have headlines about ‘medical miracles’: phenomenon apparently beyond the explanatory powers
of science. This example isdouble-edged, and in fact provides an entry point to the view put forward
in The Detritus Cycle, that our currentview of science relies on magical thinking, the religion of
‘reason and progress’ —as Gray would argue. Itis difficult to name even one personal acquaintance
who single-handedly knows how to build acell-phone. Onthe otherhand, | have difficulty namingan
acquaintance who does notown one. We may be able to operate thistechnology, butaslaymen we
do notunderstandit. Magic in this way operatesin ourthinkingevery day. We assume and treat as
expected that we cantransmit our voice, text or otherinformation viathese mechanisms, just as
within afairy tale, an enchantment, magical being or fated coincidenceis treated without suspicion.

Thisintersection of magicand technologyisintended to create the sense of something familiar,
changed, and to draw attention to our poorcritical thinking about science and technology. The
characters’ explanations of the technology they see around them in magical termsis no more
scientificthan our assumed understanding of technology. This was vital to the central aim of the text
in critiquing myths of progress and regress. Any uncritical thoughtis dangerous, and much of our
‘understanding’ of technology as fittinginto a coherent, scientificand rational world view is not as
coherent, scientificorrational as we would like to think. In many ways it resembles religious faith
and evenfairy tales: we accept the magicthat we live in as part of the conditions of ourworld when
they are narrated to us by sources we trust. To return to the words of John Gray, “Our secular myths
are justreligious myths rebottled, but with most of the good things taken out” (Niederhauser, 2013).
In the 21°* century, beingable to see the bias of the narrator is the most important skill we could
develop, because itis this kind of uncritical thought that leads peopleto be convinced by the Lessons
forAbandonment. The Lessons mimicreal life instances of dangerous pseudo-scientificand political
nonsense, using slogans such as “Nature will not attemptto preserve us”. While atits heart, there is
absolute truthinthis, itsintentionisto mask truth ratherthan reveal it. Thatis the way Ku makesits
citizensinteract with such slogans: the way all such ambiguous statements can either be used as
ethereal marketing catch or as a point of consideration onthe route to enlightenment. The only
differenceisintention. A consumer culture forces thisinto the realm of nonsenseratherthan truth,
usedto representasetof profitable ideas ratherthaninteract with suchideas onareal level.

Much of theinitial ideaforthe Lessons was taken from The Dark Mountain Project’s “Eight Principles
of Uncivilisation”, which uses beautiful but potentially arbitrary and vacuous language —such as “We
write with dirtunderourfingernails.” Uncritical thoughtis dangerous, but when the intentionisto
take such ideas and be critical of them, they can become somethingtruly valuable. Thisis the
distinction thatthe Lessons repeatedly draw between reverence and respect. Language thatintends
to invoke reverence before carefulthoughtis problematic. The characters each deal with these
Lessonsina unique way, butthe most significant similarity is that they have all learnt the Lessons by
rote. To learn by rote is notto absorb or reflect, but simply to repeat. In this way, the truth does not
matter.

Indeed, this brings one back to the critical retelling of fairy tales, intended as subversive tools rather
than storiesto be repeated by rote. The Detritus Cycle refusesto lay out the laws of the story
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immediately, notanswering whetheritis fantastical orreal for much of the text. At many times this
confusion became overwhelming forreaders, and it meant that every aspect of the text not
necessary forthis project had to be astoundingly clearand straightforward: calling for a distillation
of termsina glossary, and indicating exact locations on amap. | hope to furtherclarify these
confusions while still retaining this fundamental disorientation in future revisions of The Detritus
Cycle.

Using familiarfairy tales and subverting these was crucial to this aspect of the project, but this
research alsorevealedthe lack of subversive tellings of South African fairy and folk tales. The
intersections and conflations of magicand technology are the cornerstone of a largerideological
intention of the text: to encourage critical thoughtonall levels of engagement, atool necessary for
any readerinthe modern age.

5. CONCLUSION

The Detritus Cycle is a project of ideas and both Speculative Fiction and fairy tales lend themselves to
this kind of exploration. They are also both fascinating genres for South African writers and readers:
the formerexperiencingan explosioninits exposure, and the latterstill largely ignored as a cultural
project. The three central ideas that make up the text: the critique of both the myth of progress and
the solutions touted by modern philosophers; issues surrounding gender, sexuality and feminism
and a strict beliefin the potential of subversive retellings of fairy and folk tales, are notas important
as theiroverall intended effect: to encourage critical thought, question and discussion around what
we take to be fundamental and unchangeableaspects of oursociety and culture.
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