Chapter One
Seroquel

The wind blew his thin regulation shirt against his chest and prickled his skin, chill. 

He shoved his hands into his pockets, feeling the hardness of the ring on his finger against the cloth, and hunched his shoulders and started across the boards. The wind whipped the sweat on his cheeks to ice, and the sea boomed deep against the pylons beneath him. A few gulls held their wings hard against the cold, their eyes half shut.

He could see the waves between the beams beneath him, twisting through the channel in white coils. His legs ached from the long walk. He felt tired and worn by the small responsibility that he carried, and as at the end of any day, by the boiling twists of his mind and will.

Half way across and he turned away from the keen wounding wind and looked down the channel; deepening cliffs on either side rimmed with bright green grass, fading now in the late sun. Dark soon, but he was close to his destination and could hope for food, military or otherwise it would be hot and most welcome. He walked on. 

A red and white boom gate stuck half way down over the road leading to the bridge from Seroquel. Raindrops pattered lightly on his khaki jacket as he walked around the gate booth. He had been about to call out to catch the attention of the guard posted to this unrewarding task when, as he peered towards the grey timber booth he sucked in a cold breath sharply, harshly in surprise. 

A black booted foot jutted from the open door. 

His glance flicked nervously around him, his full lips taught and bloodless with anxious helplessness. 

He didn't have a gun. 

Not even a lame girly little one made to nestle in handbags. There was no uncomfortable weight of killing machination against his leg... he was unarmed and once again he regretted it. 

He had refused the regulation side arm, saying he would just throw it into the ocean as soon as he had the chance, and because of his… unique position, this had been accepted. He hated guns, feared them, was inept and clumsy with them. He felt like he held a squirming viper every time he picked one up. 

Max had left his jeep after it had broken down some eight kilometres of icy road behind him. He was even less skilled with mechanicals than he was with firearms.

The wind blew the door of the booth against the prone man’s boot. He tentatively moved closer. 

The guard lay face down, his heavy woollen trench coat twisted about him. Pieces of his chair lay splintered against the booth wall. The man's outstretched hand clasped a black knife. Max briefly wished for a stick, a nice friendly stick, to poke the (obviously dead) body with. He moved closer, though stickless.

Max stood over the guard, his face distressed, puzzled. 

He reached down, hesitant, and willed his hand to grasp the shoulder and turn him over. The shoulder was cold. At first the corpse would not move, and Max realised that congealed blood held the private's coat to the floor, and pulled harder. The body flopped onto its side.

He saw a young face under chestnut hair, a face still set in the remnants of a living rage despite having somewhat relaxed into death.

The man’s white shirt was thick with red-brown blood. His revolver remained in its holster, the securing clip still fastened. Grimacing Max reached to take it, noticing as he did the mortal wound the guard had suffered. His hands were bruised and bloody but the sticky redness that soaked the form had issued from a vicious cut, a tearing wound opening the throat to the clavicle. Something had bitten or slashed across the man’s neck with savage intent.

Max reluctantly unclipped the holster and slid the black gun from its place, irresolute. His hand immediately colder as the steel diffused his body heat into the weapon's dense ugly mass. A shiver of discomfort at holding such a weapon raised gooseflesh on Max's pale arm. He let the man fall back down to the sticky floor, stood quickly and tried to control his gasping breath. He leaned against the doorframe, the wood rough under his palms, and fought the nausea that washed across him. The sea air was raw.

He stepped from the booth, pushing the man’s foot inside the door and closing it. His face twisted as he opened the chamber of the revolver and checked that it was full. He tucked it into his belt and the cold of the metal seemed to seep into him, deeper than the wind.

He squeezed his empty left fist. He had just lifted the shoulder of a dead man, and his fingers had held a gun yet again. He stared at his fine boned hand intently before glancing around him and straightening his back against his fatigue. He walked on.

There cloud occluded sunset still left enough light to see the weed choked road, and he climbed the increasing incline with some relief at leaving the dead man behind him. 

He would report the murder, make his observances, let the local authorities find out the details… ask them to write him and outline what had happened, though he had his own understanding of what was most likely. War stalked close to these quiet rural islands, hatred simmered in their green hills. This would be another secret and celebrated religious act. 

His steps brought him to the top of the first rise leading away from the water and the corpse. The wind spat salt air, and his eyes watered. He sneezed. In the shallow valley before him he could see the outlines of a few scattered houses set back from the road amongst twisting and waving grasses. Making up his mind, he walked on. 

Turning off the road at the first house, glad for the shelter of the shallow valley, he realised that none of the homes he could see held lights despite the deep shadows of evening. Nor did the chimneys produce hearth-smoke as the darkness drew cold in its wake. He walked directly to the open front door of the first stone cottage before him and peered intently inside. No sounds besides the soughing of the wind. A child’s tricycle lay overturned beside him. He found his lighter deep in his jacket pocket and sparked it into flame. The heat was weak and small but comforting he drew some comfort from its light. 

He leaned inside the cottage door and flicked the light switch, to no effect. Perhaps the storm…

His footsteps sounded hollow upon wood floorboards in the dark home.

The kitchen table was spread with mouldering foods, a half-eaten loaf of bread, a wilted salad. Not too old - two days, perhaps three. 

“Hello?” he called. “Is there anybody here?”

Silence. Some dire emergency had made these people leave, and leave with reckless haste. 

Perhaps war had come. 

Max breathed out slowly and ran a hand through his fine hair. 

He closed his eyes, trying not to envisage the horrific progression of violence, as God's mouth sucked down the simple island idyll. 

It could be something, anything else. 

Yes. 

Anything but war. 

He searched through the draws in the kitchen, the cupboards, by the yellow flame of his lighter, finding a torch eventually. He took some canned beans, beginning to realise that he may have to be prepared for some kind of disaster.  He flicked the light of the torch through the drawers till he found a can opener and pocketed that too, though he could not imagine being hungry any time soon. 

The gun pushed against his belt. 

Max was aware with every breath every thought of the heavy cool killing metal against him.

He realised he was deliberately keeping as silent as he could. He scratched his head. His military boots (though painted red) thumped through the rooms of the rooms of the house, and he found more evidence of a sudden departure; beds unmade, chairs overturned. The back door hung from one hinge as though someone had charged through it. 

He continued his journey, the night pushing the shadows deeper into the valley. 

He called out as he passed the next few houses, but received no response. He tried to remember how far it was from the bridge to the town of Seroquel – he had never been here, but had studied the maps with which he had been furnished like as in any military endeavour. Another fifteen kilometres or so, through some woods. He was now afraid of what he would find. He grieved foolishly for long moments as he noted the freshly planted, brightly painted flowerpots carefully placed at the tiny home's doors and windows. The colours formed a spectrum, a rainbow arcing colour around the smashed back door.

On the road a short distance over the next rise lay a small abandoned truck, its red paint deep in the fading light. Max approached, gun in hand, feeling ill with discomfort at the possibility of ever, EVER having to use it. It hung limply in his pale hand. The truck had stopped at an angle across the muddy road, a door open, and a deep darkness inside the cab. Max switched on the torch he carried in his left hand, switched gun and torch, paused and switched them back again awkwardly before advancing forwards to peer inside. The truck was old and stank with human sweat, and some animal stench, the upholstery cracked, as was the windshield. The handle of the door was twisted from its screws and hung half affixed.

Max flicked the weak beam of the torch around the interior, looking for what he did not know; some clue as to what may have happened; information. A melee weapon may help him – he opened the glove box, looking something to hit people with or stab them. Some kind of sharp farming tool? 

He pushed the gun back into his belt and reached his hand down to pat the floor in search of a wheel brace or something like it. He felt his hand push through a dry skin of cold thick liquid before snatching it back. He shone the torch on his hand. The palm was wet with blood. He flicked the beam back onto the floor of the truck’s cab, and gasped, a harsh sound in the night.

The floor was ankle deep in congealed blood. 

There was no sign whatever of the driver. 

Max became keenly aware that he was standing in an open field with a single light in the night, and the sighing wind sounded criminal and dangerous in his ears. He felt a flush of pure dread tightening the skin on his scalp and balls and hastily wiped his bloody hand on the cracked seat. He made his trembling fingers push the switch on the flashlight to bring back the darkness and walked quickly away from the truck. 

He clutched the gun with both hands as he walked on, deliberately trying to slow his panicked breath that steamed into the night. He tried not to look back, but gave up after a few more meters and snapped his head back, seeing only a looming hulk in the darkness behind him.

The landscape changed from open fields to light woods as rain began to fall from the darkness above; light cold drops. Max walked with his hand on the gun in his belt, trying to hold and control the fear squirming, a dark eel alive in his guts. 

The temptation to turn on the flashlight filled his mind almost as much as the depth of the shadows moving between the trees.

The road sloped further downward into the shallow valley as Max walked on. 

He stopped and turned his head. 

He heard… a soft sound almost indistinguishable in the night.

Another.

He took two deep breaths and closed his eyes for a few seconds before walking with deliberation from the road, and into the trees.

Towards the sound.

Closer now with each moment. 

“… Shuck…shuck… shuck,” he pushed through the wet trees, the sucking sound twisting in his mind in time with the beats of fear pulsing in his ears. He moved more slowly as the noise grew louder before finally seeing a light through the leaves.

He squinted into a clearing. 

A man stood digging a shallow grave in the light of a gas lantern. With what remained of his hair straggling down his face, he wore filthy long underwear. His face twisted in concentration and grief, he stabbed at the sodden soil. 

The mound of what could only be a completed, shallow grave separated the figure from Max. 

White material – a dress – was draped over the slick fresh mud.

Torn shreds of grasses surrounded the swelling hole in the earth that seemed to suck light from the air. 

The forlorn character split the earth wetly once more.

Max drew his gun as the stranger let the shovel fall and bent down to collect something out of his line of sight. 

Breathing shallow and fast the scented air, Max stepped from the shadows into the pale light. 

He held his gun in two hands in front of him.

“Hey!!” he rasped, his voice loud and uncertain to his own perception. 

The man started, and slowly raised his head. His eyebrows sheltered shadows without light.

He stood slowly, a double-barrelled shotgun in one hand. 

“Oh, Curse God…” Max moaned. 

He could feel only the steel of the pistol and the cold rain on his clenched fingers. 

The armed man before him was slumped in despair. Ridiculous in his dirty underwear, inappropriate, absurd. The shotgun was held limply with apathy.  

His slumped figure swayed forwards as his head shook from side to side and then he fixed his attention on the intruder.

Max could now see eyes in the lamplight; bleak and bitter with desolation.

He realised that he had no words to speak aloud at such a scene but his quick mind, aching with questions filled his throat and he found speech almost without volition. 

“What… what has been going on here? Where are all the people? What are you doing? Why are you burying someone here?” he held the revolver so tightly that his fingers were starting to go numb.

The empty eyes stared at him now, and the bizarre creature slowly started to speak, 

“My daughter, I think I did things to her. I did. I know it. 

“I touched her, I hurt her. I don’t understand what happened. I don’t understand…

“I was sleeping and I dreamed of this… this…” he began to weep and swayed on his feet, his chest heaving with grief. “I dreamed that I hurt her and then I woke and she was… oh Cursed God, Curse GOD! Oh my sweet girl. 

“It doesn’t matter, nothing matters… not now. No… not now…”

He began to choke and he beat his free hand, hard, against his forehead, the rain spraying. 

He bent over double, coughing and retching, and vomited gouts of blood down the front of the shirt of his underwear. Gasping, he wrenched himself upright to face Max.

“Whoever you are, why did you come out here? Why did you come all the way to us… now, NOW, at the END! 

“You will eat.

“As god eats us all.”

Max gaped in incomprehension, the gun hanging loose in his fingers now. 

The pathetic individual, in the lamplight, his underwear sticking to his paunch, his thinning hair wet over his ears, his face a masque of grief, closed his eyes. 

He swung the shotgun suddenly as fear surged through Max and he tightened his finger on the pistol trigger; too late, too late. 

The shotgun arc swept towards him, for a moment the barrels looked huge as Max squeezed the trigger and realised dismay flooding him and fear cresting in him, that the gun would not fire as he had left the safety on.

With one hand the man swung the glistening weapon to his own chest and fired both barrels. 

Max saw his wrist snap at the same instant the barrels blazed and boomed. The shotgun kicking backwards in the man’s outstretched hand as his chest opened red.

He fell. 

The rain dripped from Max’s nose.

He blinked against the water in his eyes.

Dully, he moved forward, his boots sucking against the freshly turned mud. 

He knelt by the corpse and looked at the eyes, blind and open. The chest wound was massive, and lethal. 

He had fallen half into the open grave. 

Max lifted his still warm form into the earth.

He closed the nameless man’s eyes. He took the shovel and began to cover him with the soaking mud.

After cursing himself for a fool and getting lost in the sparse woods, Max found his way back to the road. He looked towards the town, and a wave of dizziness and nausea fell over him and he staggered, alone in the night. He bent over and held his head in his hands, his fine blonde hair dripping.  The images of the man’s death flashed through his mind, again, again. He breathed deep gulping torn breaths. He made himself stand upright.

He felt weak and stupid. He knew so little of what was happening; he knew nothing. What kind of bizarre tragedy had afflicted this place? What had happened to the sobbing man before his suicide? What had he done to his daughter? Had he killed her? The images flicked over-bright through his mind again. The twisted face, the wretched grief in his voice. 

He pushed his hair back from his face. He was shaking and he was cold. Yes, cold and sick. And exhausted.

He tried to think clearly through the shock and the maddening dripping rain. He peered down the road. Blackness; opaque. He had thought that he would be able to see the lights from the town by now. 

He needed rest, and food, he supposed, though his body felt anything but hungry. Max found his hands were curled into claws, and watched as he straightened them finger by finger. He pulled the gun from its cold place at his belt and retrieved the torch from his pocket to examine it. Safety. Click. On. Click. Off. He would not slide it back into his belt, deadly against him, without that small caution, and he practiced his thumb over the switch. The sight of it made him feel a fresh twist of nausea and fear, and he pushed it back into place, shrugging his jacket tighter.

The rain eased, gentle now against him, and he turned his face towards the sky. The clouds hung glowing dull with static and power. He would not sleep here, this night. He believed that with a snap of clarity. His mind cleared with the night. 

The tragedy in the clearing, the wet snap of the man’s wrist breaking. He could find one of the empty farm houses and lock the thin doors against the darkness. The man’s body; the first slap of mud over his corpse. He could light a fire, he could… the two graves. Two…

Max walked on. He needed to know, now. Curse God. 
Chapter Two
The small town of your palms
The dim outline of the clustered buildings lay before him, the sea beyond, wild. The twists of the night surged around him, the wind always against his flesh, his clothes wet and heavy and cold clinging to him.

The clouds’ diffuse glow allowed him to see to an extent as he walked amongst the buildings. The door of the first structure lay in pieces, smashed outwards by some great force, some maddened hand. He dared not switch on his torch, to do so would be to draw whatever horror, and horror there was, to him, a flame devouring. He leaned his head back, heard his neck crack brittle and satisfying. 

Once more he drew his gun with cold fingers, and this time pushed the tiny deadly switch forward. He kept to one side of  the paved street as he moved. The windows were broken or starred, and some of the houses were scored with recent flame. 

He wanted to call out, but knew that something could be stalking him, that someone could be watching with eyes wretched like the man in the clearing, wretched and mad. 

He heard a whimper and started, but hope of human contact turned bitter with fear as he realised that the noise was animal and not human. He looked into the deep darkness between the buildings. The cry sounded again, a whine sliding into his skull. 

He stepped into the darkness, and realised as his feet crunched underneath him and the cry sounded again that it was perhaps not a monster but a dog. 

Behind the house he dared, briefly, with desperate relief, to shine the light of his torch into the yard. A small dog was chained to a clothes line, hearing him it began to cry frantically and leap against its bonds. He looked about him before walking forward and bending to stroke the dog’s wet hairy head and let it lick his face. It was shivering with cold and its collar was cruelly tight. It gave little yelps of happiness at his touch and he held its small shaking body to his chest. 

“What happened here, boy? Where are all the people, all your friends?” The dog continued to lick his face. He felt the thin ribs beneath the sopping fur, and decided whatever else he would do or find this night, he would feed this dog and make it warm. He lay his head against its back for a few moments and felt its warmth and smelled its doggy smell. 

He undid the thick leather collar, and suddenly the dog slid from his hands and raced through the door into the house behind him. 

Max shone his torch on his gun. He carefully looked at the safety. It seemed to be in the off position. He slid it back and then forward to make sure. He would have to leave his torch on, however God had cursed this town, in order to see inside the building. He resigned himself to it and followed the dog. 

The hallway stank of urine, of damp, of rotting food. He could see the wet trail of the dog in his torchlight, along with smashed crockery. The dog had run up the stairs to the second floor, but Max paused to flick his torch into the living room as he passed it. Someone had pushed all of the furniture against the walls, and there was refuse all over the floor. Refuse – rotting fruit, spilled flour, cigarettes, more shards of crockery, pieces of furniture, all in the contrasting light - in some kind of pattern. 

There was a deliberation to it, and Max crunched over the junk on the floor to get a closer look. 

The pieces were arranged in deliberate, careful and intricate detail. He could not see an overall picture, if picture there was, and climbed onto an over turned chair in the corner of the room to see the whole. Still he could see nothing he recognized – it looked like some kind of diagram, like a mechanical schematic.  He stared, frowning. He knew nothing of the way machines worked, but he was not stupid, and what he saw looked like a bizarre exploded illustration. The crockery pieces formed a drive train or centrifuge. The flour, coffee and tea spiraled out in radiating and interlocking arms; the cigarettes spiking into small pistons. Max stepped carefully from the chair, put his gun back in his belt, wiped his wet hand and bent, taking all the whole cigarettes he could find. He lit one and took his gun back out, breathing the smoke deep into him. He leaned his sore back against the wall and stared hard at the floor. It curled something deep in his chest. It was so human. So strange. So strange.

He butted his cigarette against the wall and flicked it into the room, then walked up the stairs to find the dog. 

He heard it before he saw it once more, and followed the snuffling noises into one of the upstairs bedrooms. The destruction here was less complete, and the double bed he saw in the room the noises came from was even made. 

The short wet white tail of the dog protruded from beyond the end of the bed, wagging, along with the sounds of happy chewing. Max felt a start of dread in his fingers and down the back of his neck. He flashed his torch around the room, and saw a long splash of dried blood culminating in a hand print just above the wagging tail. A hand jutted out, just before the dog’s munching head disappeared behind the bed.

Max closed his eyes and bit his lip.

He slid down against the wall, his wet jacket leaving a trail that glistened in the torchlight. He took breath to whistle to the dog but gagged, took breath again and formed a call on his lips but then he hung his head and just sat shivering in the half-light for a while. 

He forsook his promise to himself to help the dog. He let it eat, and walked down the stairs surprised that he remained dry eyed, relieved, glad that he had the foresight not to look, not to look.

He moved slowly, so tired now. He thought, he knew, that he should move swiftly, that some unseen danger haunted this place – had twisted and wrenched it from wherever it was into this bizarre empty hell. 

He rested his head against the locked front door for a while, not listening for danger beyond, for a moment not feeling anything except the press of fatigue, the sounds of the dog chewing, chewing in his mind. Not far away, only a few meters above him. 

He flicked off his torch and flung open the door before the darkness sucked him down and he could only hear the dog’s happy licks and bites, eating blissful and unaware.

He stepped forward into the darkness and stumbled – his eyes unadjusted after the stark light of his torch, and he paused though everything in him wanted to get far, far away from the dog and its gruesome meal. He guessed that the night held for him amidst its soft shadows and baleful clouds more horror. His mind ached at the idea and his fingers began to tremble again as fear held him still for a moment.

He forced himself forward, able to see now the street, scattered with dark forms. He progressed from house to house. He dared not walk to the center of the street, though his curiosity burned to know what the dark still forms were. Perhaps it was his curiosity that had driven him this far. He knew he had far more than an ordinary man, and it was this that had taken him to the high places he had surfaced in, in the company of kings…

He knew in his heart that the lumped shadows were corpses. He did not think he would find answers to what had happened to this town in their torn bodies. 

Cross the front of one house, step out into the alley between them, don’t think of what could be hiding in the shadows (what could be hiding in the shadows??), ignore the creaks and groans of a dead town, the whistling wind and the lap of some mongrel’s tongue in his mind. Keep walking, keep searching. 

He had to cross a side street to make it to the center of the town. He pushed close against the last wall, his fingers curled against the rough wood wall of the last building, and then ran across. As soon as he left the wall, he knew he should have kept walking; as soon as his legs flew beneath him he wanted to give in to the fear clamping his chest and keep running and running and scream into the night howl and scream and – he slammed into the wall of the next home with his shoulder. Stone this time, cold and damp. 

His breath sounded rasping, sickly and too loud. He felt his blood sing in his ears.

He gathered himself, shrugged his jacket closer over his back. He was glad of its military practicality.  He deliberately loosened the locking pale knuckled grip with which he held the butt of his gun. He stood straight and stretched and cracked his neck again. There was more to see, he had no doubt. He needed to be strong, to be brave against the night. He needed to know.

His next few steps took him from the side street under the eve of the veranda of the big country house. The air stank of rotting fish. A fishing town; of course.

The dark was thick and he stepped on something soft that gave beneath his boot. The door of the house was open and the darkness pooled inside it, swimming blackness before his eyes. Something blocking the light coming from the window beyond the hall, something directly before him. 

Max stepped back. He could not see what it was before him. He smelled blood, metallic amongst the sweet putrefaction of the fish. 

A flush of supernatural fear prickled his skin. He had to look (don’t look don’t look! His mind hissed to him as he fumbled in his pocket with his spare hand. Not bold enough to use his torch, he found his lighter and it caught as he flicked it.

Three bodies on top of each other lay before him. Three generations – an old woman, face down, her back laid open her ribs white amidst the gore, her floral dress black with blood. Above her a young boy, his teeth smashed in and a chair leg protruding from his naked pale chest. Half straddling him and leaned against the door frame a man wearing only a shirt, his head a pulverized mass of flesh, his face unrecognizable apart from the open mouth with saliva mixed with blood on his broken chin. His small flaccid penis lay against the chest of the boy, absurd.

Max staggered backward at the sight, and he wanted to drop his lighter, close his eyes, anything to shut out the sight. The boy’s sightless eyes looked or did not look toward the rafters. 

He realised he was standing in the street with an open flame pinpointing him to whatever eyes were open and still saw.

He snapped his lighter shut and ran diagonally back to the side of the street with the corpses he had seen, but past them, to the next house. 

Then he stopped and turned slowly around. 

Across the street, separated by a short space of open ground, stood the church. The open ground was to keep the building sacred, hallowed, and away from the polluting Godly influence of the buildings close by.

He knew that these people – this town – were zealots bordering on fanatics. It was rumoured that they still practiced sacrifice, animals (and all too often, the very old, the sickly) to satiate the ever-hungry God, bound and helpless, thrown from the cliffs. He could see the dim outline of the symbolic spikes in the ground, facing outward, keeping God at bay.

He was drawn to it.

Max walked across the street. He did not wish to run towards such a place. 

The door was huge. Carved with the most frightening façade that the artisans could invent, it jutted forward at least a meter, a repulsively distorted face in a grimace of rage. To keep God out. The islanders believed, along with most of the rest of the northern continent, that God had created man, and then He had created the universe to torture man. God was man’s ultimate adversary. Hence the term Adversarism. A church was a place to keep God OUT. Every happiness, every success in life, became a victory over God. 

The priests of this religion were men who encouraged simple happiness. 

To defeat God.

Every joy, every love, every laugh, smile, every success of any kind was in fact subverting God’s will. Delight, contentment, health and prosperity were a subjugation of God. These things, to an Adversarian, were a proof of man’s power, his independence and autonomy from the ultimate evil that had created him. The further man was from his divine and malign inception, the more he succeeded in achieving the veracity of the autonomy of his existence and its freedom from divine influence. Hence man should continue to prove his own ascendancy over God merely by living, and categorically by living well.

At least that was the idea. Sacrifices were made, up until the last few years, of humans – to feed the hungry, vicious jaws of God. Animals were considered a poor substitute, and one that would not ameliorate the curses and tortures the deity generated to torment man.

It had taken the Queen and through her the King decades of small but potent reform to start a decline in sacrifice, and finally to make it illegal.

Of course in reality it had never stopped. 

To divert God’s wrath. A church, a sacred place because God was kept at bay. Because man could, there at least, believe that he was only mortal and that he was protected and inviolate.

The enormous door stood slightly open.
Chapter Three
Brutal Dreams, Deadly Dreaming
The darkness seemed to well up, to coil, from inside and arc outwards, the shadows forming and not being formed; a wet blackness, a soaked depth.

Max could smell blood from inside the building, and some sweet taint of putrefaction. 

He rechecked the safety on his gun. He had been so fixed on the idea of firing it for so long that he was beginning to be convinced that in the moment he needed it, when that moment came out at him from the dark, he would pull the trigger and there would be no bright flash no deadly boom. He was afraid to slide the thing into his belt because it might go off, and now, even more afraid that it would not.

He flicked his torch on, and held both gun and torch in front of him, a kind of sigil and ward he knew, a bright hard and literal symbol against the dark. He took a deep breath and deliberately exhaled.

He pushed at the door with the barrel of the gun. It moved a little and then jammed on something. 

He hated this. He had been ready and now there was more between him and his fear, swelling and feeding it even more. He shoved the door with his shoulder, feeling the thud against him as an almost tingling, a focal point of dread.

The door swung half open as something crashed down on the other side, the sound causing Max to tense and wince at the same time.

He stepped through the small opening and shone his torch inside.

 The scene was one of an appalling massacre. The church had a high ceiling. But up to the height of a man around each wall that Max shone his torch was caked dry blood in intricate random patterns. Corpses lay in violent, twisted positions, some lay on top of one another, some where they had crawled before their last breath left them. Most were at least half naked. Their bodies were torn, beaten, stabbed, ripped open. Bludgeoned. Their hands curled into claws, their faces masques of rage or despair or fear, each one its own grotesque story told in flesh, each mouth a scream, eyes always open, empty, craving. Holes in the world. Many had blood caked down the front of their clothes and around their mouths. Like the man in the clearing…

The closest to Max blocked his path into the building, a woman lying half on top of a small girl, another older woman slumped over it with a knife protruding from her neck. She was entirely naked, her body showing many other less fatal wounds – deep bites and scratches, an open cut across her arm.

There was furniture piled against the sides of the doors, and more strewn close. It seemed they had been trying to keep something out, and then perhaps to escape.

Max retched. He stumbled back against the door, hitting his head on the frame before turning, gripping the smooth wood. He fell, his throat clamping, his mind flashing the scene, the stark white light of his torch across bodies and gore and more bodies, one after another, hurting him. He pulled himself up holding onto the door frame retching in fear, in loathing, in mortal terror. He staggered forward, away from the church and the carnage, falling into the cobbled street; a sharp pain shot through his patella as he fell to one knee. Bile filled his mouth and spilled down the front of his shirt. The torch and the gun clattered from his hand and his palms smacked against the stones. The images crossed his vision; again, again – each one searing into him as he spat and heaved.

He heard the door behind him being flung open, booming against the furniture behind it and his head whipped back to the pure darkness even as he retched again, spittle flying from his lips. Through his water struck, aching eyes, he made out the dim figure of what had to be a man, hunched half over. He heard a throat deep and inhuman growl. 

His stomach tightened again and his face and neck contorted as a twitch of pure animal fear gripped him like a wire hook. He knew this dark figure had come for him, come for him. A vestige of the massacre, its participant a wild freak a horror of the night a lizard man monster from his purest frightening and sweat drenched dream. A nightmare incarnate, an avatar of dismay.

The figure leapt for him and time slowed to pinpoint frames for Max as this creature of madness was illuminated in the stark light from the torch fallen to face behind him. 

The man was massive, naked, his big hairy belly and shoulders covered in wounds that seemed black, his face bloody and mad with rage and hunger, his beard matted, hair sticking up, his hands twisted in broken shapes but bent into crooked claws.

He crashed into Max with the weight of his huge body, his shoulder colliding with Max’s jaw and throwing him backwards against the hard stones beneath him. Max’s aching head fell hard against the street and his vision starred as instinctive fear and adrenaline surged through him. A huge hand smacked into the side of his cheek even as his pushed himself backward, fingers scrabbling for purchase against the slick street and slipping, snapping his neck back and throwing the back of his skull again against the hardness of the cobbles. 

His vision flared into focus through his tears in time to see the naked arms reach for him with what seemed inhuman speed, gripping his shoulders; fingernails bruising him through his jacket, the weight of the man on his chest and suddenly a face against his, a breath fetid and stinking in his nostrils. Detail full force and vivid before him - , the mouth open, broken and oozing teeth and empty feral and mad eyes wide, the whites showing bright between cracking caked blood. The man’s head whipped forward as Max turned his face away, thumping wetly against the arc of his cheekbone. The weight crushing his chest and stopping his breath, he felt an erection against his thigh.

Panic, ancient and instinctive as he tried to breath, Max’s hands their own claws grabbed the sides of this monster’s skull, thick wet hair in his palms and he slid his fingers forwards and into his attackers open eyes. 

The man howled, an animal crying out in the empty night, and fell sideways, breath rushing into Max’s lungs as he rolled away and his chest heaved. Fresh blood welled from his jaw and mixed with the rain. 

He rolled, his terror lending him speed and bringing him to all fours, instinctively crawling away from the his assailant towards the feeble light of his torch. He heard spluttering coughs behind him.

He felt something seize the back of his collar and pull him backwards as a thick and impossibly strong arm snaked around his body.

He struggled against the grip as fingers dug through his jacket hard into his pectoral.

His own full fear coursed through him as he was lifted from the ground and he clenched the man’s wide forearm and brought his teeth to flesh. He bit deep. Blood poured into his mouth, metallic and thick and real. A moment of lucidity cleaved through his fear as he kicked against the man’s shins. He realised that this was not enough, his teeth covered in blood as he drew breath and spat. He bit now with choice and desperate knowledge against wrist and bone, and opened his mouth and bit again, eyes squeezed shut as another gigantic arm clamped his neck and squeezed his esophagus and carotids. His feet kicked frantically as his teeth lost their grip and guttural murderous grunts issued behind him. He could feel the man’s upper body pressed to his back. His strength was unreal, beyond comprehension and there was no breath, Max could not take breath there was no sweet air in his lungs and they began to burn as his vision blurred with tears and the muscles in his neck contracted and he heard alien strangled noises from his mouth. 

His eyes wide open cleared as the man behind him grunted in animal satisfaction and pleasure as he squeezed impossibly tighter. 

Max’s vision dipped and dimmed then cleared again. He felt himself weakening as he was lifted higher. He could see the church before him, dark and hulking. He could see the outline clearly now against the glow of the clouds. Beautiful, clear arcing shapes. His strength slipped away. His lungs were fire. He tried to fling his elbows backward and hurt the beast behind him but his arms held no power and thumped uselessly against the thick muscle of his attacker. 

Of his murderer.

The clarity of meaning swept through him. The beauty of the church… A thousand thousand moments behind him; not enough. His own face as a boy, lovely to him in the mirror, in memory, mouthing words he had forgotten. Grief for himself bloomed in his mind. 

His eyes leaked tears as his mind clouded and forgot. Awareness, brutal and real. The man holding him silent now, holding him well above the ground in the in the soft rain. No breath…

He kicked backwards with everything, with the last of him.

But his legs, though they struck muscle and fat, had less and less force. He felt tiny against the man, a ridiculous figure, dying in the night. Dying, he was dying against this man, for nothing, for something he had yet to even remotely understand, in futility in pain, his throat and chest searing hot inside him an agony of dismay and fear. 

He heard a deep hissing breath behind him as his panic seeped into hatred and longing for life and breath. Then he felt his attacker’s body spasm and a hard and wretched cough.  

The grip opened, there was a cry of pain behind him and he fell to the street and collapsed, his legs buckling beneath him. He sucked air, sucked life into him and coughed in racking spasms, on all fours again in the night. He heard guttural retching, then vomiting  

He dared a look behind him. The huge man, the beast, clutched his throat on his knees. Blood poured from his mouth and splattered onto the cobblestones, his head bent forwards over his barrel chest. The figure was trying to breathe, but seemed in a seizure of pain, his big body convulsing. He stopped as suddenly as he had started, his broken fingers bunching into claws once more.  

Max heard… sobbing. 

His weak arms propelled him forward. The pure wet air burned in his ribs. 

He stared. The gun lay before him in the torchlight.

He watched his hand grasp the butt. He could not take his eyes from the snub barrel as he turned slowly.

He raised the revolver before him. He could see the beaded water on the dark metal. The detail of it was gorgeous to him, a pure killing machine. 

He slowly lifted his head. 

The man was still on his knees. Max could hear him crying. Through the sound of his living blood humming and buzzing in his ears, Max heard the man quietly weeping.

The beast, this man looked at him. An awful sadness was in his eyes, tears streaming over the dried blood on his cheeks and chin.

Max saw his tongue slowly lick the blood from his lips and he thought he saw disgust and his own horror reflected back at him as he fired into his chest. 

The gun cracked and the muzzle flamed and Max felt the kick of recoil in his hand. 

A hole appeared in the man’s chest and he slowly lowered his head to look at it. Max climbed to his knees. He was shaking. He fired again.

Another hole appeared in the man’s flesh. He turned his head sideways, looking at Max as if in sad curiosity.

Max gained his feet. His shakes coursed through him and he was cold. He took a faltering step toward the man, not two meters from him. He took another. The man watched him and whimpered. His big belly had hairy folds over his groin. His thick penis sat flaccid between his thighs. Max fied and missed, the bullet invisible into the night.

The next shot hit the man in the neck. Blood poured from the wound immediately. Max fired again and then again. He saw the man’s clavicle shatter, and his jaw. 

The same puzzled sad gaze fixed on Max. His finger pulled the trigger jerking it compulsively over and over, the chamber rotating and clicking as the man’s head sagged forwards.

He took a step closer and struck the forlorn figure in the side of the head with the barrel of the gun. 

He lifted his arm slowly and deliberately and struck another time. And again. Rage took him. He beat the man with whatever strength he had left, his muscles feeling slack and useless but gathering warmth. He hit him viciously, pelting blows against his head.

He realised he was crying out, yelling hoarse into the quiet air. He hit again. Suddenly he was pounding the man’s skull and screaming, taking the gun in both hands and lifting it high and bringing it down. 

The man, this human being, fell sideways into the street. 

Max was left standing over him, breath rasping, looking at the broken mass of bone and hair that had been the side of the man’s head.

He staggered.

He could not control his breathing, and he could feel the rain and dripping softly onto his skin. He felt the pain in the bones of his cheek.

He became aware of another figure in the street. A young girl sat with her legs crossed in front of the building facing the church. He collapsed.
Chapter Four
The Fugue Princess
Max lay in the wet street for a while. His eyes were closed. He could not look at the man he had killed; the corpse he had made from a living thing – a vastly complex and endemically beautiful creature that he… that he himself. Had killed. He had beaten the man, mad with rage, with fear. He was horrified at what he had done. He could not bring himself to look at the dead thing he had made, God curse him, that he had caused to stop.

He raged at himself. The adrenalin slowly left him and he became tired, so tired, so very tired. The gun steamed in his hand, in the rain. The smell of gun smoke was sharp, acrid. He spat another person’s blood from his mouth. He pulled his sore and hurting arm back and threw the bloodied gun, hard, through an unbroken window across the street. The glass shattered and seemed to fall slowly in shards into the street. More destruction. More ruin.

His eyes settled on the girl. She sat quiet and he could not tell where she looked in the gloom. The shame of what he had done rocked him, twisted inside his bowels, sickening and real. He raised his hand and softly and hesitantly felt the bruises already swelling his face. But it was not a wound that would stop him from leaving this place. His sharp eyes and mind burning and seething; his curiosity – was blunted and cooled in the face of the images still fresh in his mind; in the face of the corpse before him. That he had made.

He looked towards the swollen scarred and bloody body on its side and still, so still in the rain. 

He turned away. He knew he would see the man as monster and the monster as man and the corpse as man, forever. For the rest of his life, behind the slivers of his eyes.

He rubbed his bruised throat and hung his head for a few moments as the water ran over his closed eyelids. 

He would go on. Of course; what else could he do?

He retrieved the still bright torch from the cobbles in front of him. The metal was cold in his hands.

He breathed in and out in a soft sigh.

There could be more horrors, he knew. The girl could be… dangerous. His eyes flicked towards her and he raised the torch.

She did not look up as the light hit her. She was small and pale, dark hair coiled wet and long. She wore a shift that clung to her body, outlining breasts, nipples, hips, the curve of her back. Her body was unmarked, he thought, though blood did stain the side of her shift.

She showed no sign of the ferocity of Max’s attacker, nor the lucidity and grief of the older man in the clearing. She sat, silently, in the rain, her eyes fixed on a point in front of her.

He knew throwing the gun away had been an act that could perhaps kill him. But he would not defile his hands with such an impure and mad human invention. Not for a while. Stupid, perhaps…

He looked around. A short way down the street a small car had crashed into a shop front. A few more shops lined the street; the glass of their facades smashed. 

The town was desolate. At its end. Cursed. He spat into the street, trying to get the taste of the mad creature’s blood from his mouth.

In the last moments before he had turned into a creature himself, after he had kicked the man’s groin. In those moments, he had seen the man’s eyes in the half-light, and there was more than just sadness in their shadows. There was – there may have been – an awareness. A waking mind.

He wrenched his thoughts from that course.

Max straightened and leaned his head back. His neck cracked, and some of the burning awful tension eased from his muscles, though his scalp still crawled with fear.

He approached the girl. She did not look up. He squatted beside her, though her eyes remained focused in front of her.

“Hello?” his voice sounded coarse and old to him; hardly human. He cleared his throat.

“Hello. My name is Max. Can you hear me? I won’t hurt you. I wouldn’t hurt you. I couldn’t hurt you.”

He could see her face clearly now. Dirt was smeared across her cheeks and forehead.  Her skin was sweet; young. Her cheekbones were high and her eyes large under long eyelashes. Her lips were full. They looked bruised and wet. 

She was achingly beautiful. 

She looked about sixteen. 

He took off his jacket, the can of beans falling from his pocket onto the street. He bent to pick it up and as stood he thought he saw her eyes move to his. 

The cold pricked his skin and he started shivering almost immediately as he gently wrapped the jacket around the thin shoulders of the girl. She stared forwards, into the quiet street and towards the corpse.

Max gently took the hand of the girl. Her skin burned to the touch, and he flinched away from her before taking it once more. She did not react. Her hand seemed impossibly delicate and soft. He tugged gently and she rose to her feet. He was relieved – he had thought that to get her out of here he may have had to carry her. He did not think that he could. Her eyes remained unfocused.

He gently led her away from the church and towards the soft sound of the sea – further into the town. 

He decided to lead her along the coast and back to the bridge in this manner. The smell of rotting fish intensified. 

She walked as in a daze – as if she were sleepwalking. Her steps were slow and hesitant. 

Max took a deep breath and switched off the torch once more. He was amazed he had the luck to find a torch with batteries that were full, that had survived the night with him.

He thought of his missive as he walked on towards the sea. 

He had no idea why the townspeople had turned into… well monsters. And the man in the clearing had articulated his grief – he had been cognizant. The girl whose hot, small hand he held exhibited none of the inhuman madness that the man at the church had shown. Was that individual alone what had caused this massacre? And if that was the case then why had the man in the clearing spoken of things that he had done? And why had he been human, himself – his mind working enough to talk and to express his grief at what he had done?

Max couldn’t imagine the man he had killed speaking. He had seemed completely insane. To the point where he was nothing but a dangerous and terrifying animal… 

He led her by her soft hand through the night. They skirted the corpses – dark bundles in the street. Max was cold without his jacket’s warm khaki. He saw a man warmly dressed, his legs broken at odd angles and his neck turned so that his head faced behind him. He could take this man’s long coat. He could…

He steeled himself and acted before his mind could explore what he was doing. He let go of the girl’s supple hand – she stood exactly as she had been and let her hand drop to her side. He moved quickly, pulling the man’s arms upwards and sliding the coat from him. He was glad that the injuries had been without blood, he didn’t think he could take the feel of any more against his skin. He wrapped the cold black leather around him and took the girl’s hand once more.

He thought that perhaps she was in shock. Her eyes did not seem to follow anything that they passed. 

The street opened into the main square, and Max led the girl through overturned stalls. A man lay buried under rotting fish…

Max could feel eyes on him – the deep shadows of the alleys and shop fronts seemed alive to his flicking glance.

He had thought that after his conflict with the crazed man that the fear would be less somehow. He could not imagine anything worse, but his imaginings were not limited by form. He could feel some brooding force, some nesting crooning malevolence, straining out at him from the dark.

The girl’s hand felt real to him, so real, the only real thing in the world. 

He paused and looked back at her. Her eyes were downcast, still. Her bare feet looked small and pale against the street. Her hair had fallen over her eyes and he reached a trembling hand very slowly, and pushed it back. Her skin felt hot, so hot. She was exquisite. Incredible that she should survive, that she was unmarked.

He turned and hurried on, pulling her forward, their hands a skein between them. The market square opened directly onto the docks.

The sea was wild.

Waves smacked against the stone pier and the air smelt of salt and ozone. A half-memory of youth and sand swelled in Max’s mind. 

Boats were moored, rocking, bright colours washed out now into pastel by the gloom.

A skiff was unsecured and beat heavily against the stone, its naked mast describing repeated ragged arcs. The wind rushed at them, pushing on their skin and lifting the salt to their senses.

Max grimaced and pulled the girl behind him as he stalked along the waterfront stones. He walked towards the bridge but along the coast. He knew enough now. He would go home, he would take this surviving creature with him and he would make his report. He would turn his mind from this place and never return. He would banish it to nightmare and memory. 

He did not want to walk inland through the road that had brought him here; through the empty houses and bent fields; back through such ruin and sadness. He would walk the cliffs with this girl and he would have the sea at his arm. He would take her back to the bridge and he would not look (don’t look! Don’t look!) at the young dead guard.

He stalked onwards. The girl shuffled behind him.
Chapter Four
Slick and Muscular and Fever-hot
The buildings spread thinner and smaller and the street turned from cobbles to stony wet mud. There were no more corpses, at least none visible. Max skirted the puddles, pulling the girl behind him. The stinging rain lessened. He felt somehow cleaner with the sea at his side, the wind cold but fresh and new. 

He became aware once again of his exhaustion as he tried to keep the images of torn bodies from clouding his eyes and making him weep or give in and stop walking. It was death, just death, he had seen death, he knew death. It was a turn of each soul to flee from God across the sky into the dawn. Or it would be, had Max believed.

The road grew steeper as it led them up into the cliffs, and Max occasionally slipped in the mud though the girl’s bare feet seemed sure. 

He should stop, he knew. He had to rest even though he was afraid that if he stopped he would not be able to keep going, and afraid that if he slowed even for a few moments he would be trapped in the nightmare of the town, that it would afflict and infect him too. 

He sought a benign looking house. There were cottages painted in blues and greens built on poles on the gradient, along the seaward side of the road towards the cliff-top. The closest had burned to the ground, its support beams like giant black bones sketched onto the horizon, the wild green grass circling the blackened ground as if it were hallowed.

The next had its windows and doors closed and unbroken. That in itself seemed enough of a recommendation to his tired eyes. Max let go of the girl’s hand.

He tried the door and it was locked. Better still. Yes. The door was ornamented with three panes of glass, and Max hit one with his elbow. It didn’t break, and he hissed at his ineptitude for survival once more. He used the heel of the torch and the glass shattered, the noise muted by the wind.

Max reached through the broken pane and unlocked the door. He led the girl into the house and switched on his flashlight. There was no smell of decay here. It seemed that the house had been left before whatever calamity had twisted the minds and bodies of the rest of the town. The first room held a large dark-wood table, with a center-piece of wilted flowers and a candelabra. Polished hardwood floors reflected the light from the torch and full bookshelves lined the walls.  On one wall hung a mirror with a gilt frame. 

The curtains glowed faintly with the static light from outside. Max lit the candles with his lighter and as he turned to grasp the girl’s hand and lead her deeper into the house he caught sight of himself in the mirror.

He saw his wild eyes, half-shadowed, his windblown hair. His jaw was covered in dried blood, caked deeply over his skin. His cheek had swollen in an ugly and deforming bruise where the madman had hit him. He looked like a monster. He looked at himself, looked hard. Staring back at himself with eyes that looked certainly not quite sane.

He grimaced and turned away.

He took the girl’s hand once more, picked up the candelabra and led her through the house into the next room. He gently pushed her onto a rough couch, and she obeyed pliable to his will. He reached into the pocket of his jacket, feeling the warmth of her body fever hot against his wrist. He took the can of beans and the can opener from her. 

Cutlery? 

He took the candelabra and left the girl alone in the dark while he walked into the kitchen and looked through the draws until he found a spoon. As he turned from the draws he started – the girl stood behind him half-lit and beautiful in the dim light, staring at him with the same dull unawareness. He stared at her for a few moments, and suddenly the distance between them seemed intimate, bloated with tension and full. He looked at the shapes of her thighs beneath the thin wet shift, the arc of her cheek, the fullness and youth of her lips. 

He shook his head to clear it. Not the most appropriate time for such thoughts. And she was so young, so young. 

He took her hand and led her back to the couch. She responded to his gentle push and sat, though now her eyes never left his face. 

With difficulty Max opened the can. He dipped the spoon into the sticky mixture and lifted it to her lips. Her throat worked. He placed the spoon against her mouth and her lips opened a little, then a little more, and she gulped the food. 

Sauce dribbled down the front of his jacket that she now wore and over his fingers. She licked the spoon hungrily, her pink tongue flicking between her lips. She licked the sauce from his fingers, the sensation of her touch prickling the skin all over his body.

She bit his palms softly; licked his wrist. Her hands came up and grasped his bicep firmly pushing up his sleeve as her tongue lapped at the inside of his elbow. She began to make soft mewling sounds and he watched her, entranced, eyes wide unable to pull back from her, his erection feeling huge and uncomfortable against the rough tightness of his pants. He realised that his mouth was full of saliva and swallowed compulsively, licking his lips.

One of her hands left his arm and went between her legs, pressing the thin shift against her.

Her lips moved swiftly from his elbow to his neck, and the touch of her hot breath on his cold skin shot through his mind in burning lines. She bit just above his collar, then higher to just under his jaw. She sucked at him as if she were drinking from him and her body shuddered and the hand between her legs moved faster. He could see the rise of her breast pressing against his chest, and his fingers opened, dropping the spoon and can to the floor. His left hand seemed to move of its own volition, slowly, as he stared at the absolute perfection of the girl’s young full breast in the half-light. Shaking, he pushed the material of the shift back, exposing a small hard pink nipple. He thought he had never seen anything so beautiful. He cupped her breast enclosing it within his palm, feeling the frisson of the nipple in the center of his palm. His thoughts fled from focus, images fear and exhaustion driven to warmth and lust.

The girl moaned and her hand left his arm and went to his crotch. She stroked and grabbed at him through his pants, and the pressure and the rough material felt like and exquisite agonizingly containing sand paper against him. He pushed her shift down further, exposing more of her pale warm skin. She was pulling at his belt but seemed unable to comprehend how to unbuckle it. Her motions became more frenzied and she made louder frustrated breathy noises. . He reached down and undid it, opening his fly and the night air was shockingly cold on the hot skin of his penis.

Sixteen… if that… barely more than a child… She took him in her hand and he gasped loudly in the quiet room… She is in some trance state; this is not an act of volition or choice…She struggled out of his jacket and grabbed him with her other hand, her fingers wet from being inside her through the shift… This bizarre night of his life, this exhaustion the absolution of pleasure the totality of his desire… She tore at the shift, one breast free, seemingly unable to free herself from it. He guided it over her head and made gentle cooing noises in her ear. 

She took hold of his penis and straddled him, guiding him into her. He pushed against her and he cried out at the touch, his nerves singing, rushing blood. He slid into her and it seemed like the most pure sensation of his life, and his thoughts, his building guilt and burning questioning mind were silenced in a cresting wave of pleasure rising like a tide of ice through him, touching every nerve. He was enveloped, buried in her fevered flesh, searing impossibly hot against him.

She held his wrists and arched her back as they fucked. He opened his eyes and saw that she was watching him, her mouth open and her eyes half closed in bliss and lust. Her body in the candle light seemed beautiful beyond perfection. He let his gaze explore her writhing milk white skin, in watching her impale herself on him, how deep he was buried within her. As she slid down him again.

She moved more quickly, her fingers gripping his wrists to the point where it was beginning to hurt. She began to moan, suddenly and loudly, an animal noise echoing in the silent house. She thrashed on top of him, her breath rasping, and he leaned back as waves of shockingly bright pleasure rocked his body with her every movement. She hooked her fingers into his mouth, he could taste her sweetness on her fingers, and she pressed her forehead to his as her hips bucked wildly, her breath on his face as her stared into her contorted features. He could feel every millimetre inside her, slick and muscular and feverishly hot. 

Her nails dig into his skin. Her movements increased even more. The couch began to be jerked across the floor. She threw her head back, yelping from the back of her throat. She buried her face under his jaw. He felt his own orgasm peaking through him. It blocked his senses in a sizzling white noise. A purity of pleasure and nothingness. She screamed against his neck. Her hips came clamping down on him and he felt his own cry echoing hers involuntarily.

She bent back, away from him, her legs shuddering as she came. She screamed again and threw herself forward onto him, baring her teeth. 

Pain shot through Max and he instinctively threw her from him. She landed heavily against the hardwood table in the center of the room. 

Max reached tentatively to his neck and winced as his fingers came into contact with a stinging welt. She had bitten him. Though she had not quite drawn blood. 

He looked towards her.

She sat curled against the table, looking towards the ceiling. Her mouth was open in a beatific smile. 

She stretched and slowly lowered her head to the floor and closed her eyes, the smile lingering about her lovely lips.

“Fuck.” Max said.

He lay still for long moments, wincing at the fresh pain. His exhaustion flooded through him and he felt the weakness of his body and his will. This was the strangest night of his life, and he had traveled and seen so very much. His loneliness, his continual wandering curse, washed over him in a slow wave of self-loathing and hollowness. That he had finally been forced to kill, after all these years. He breathed a deep ragged breath. 

He stood, aware suddenly that he was shaking, and that he had been shaking perhaps since finding the man in the clearing, or before.  He fastened his trousers.

He held his hand up before his eyes in the soft light of the candelabra concentrating on steadying it, before pushing his hair back from his brow. 

The girl lay against the sideboard of the small room, naked and smiling slightly. She was asleep. Max stooped to retrieve her shift and his jacket, and spread them both over her soft body. 

Max stood, slowly, and tried to shake the feeling that this, all of it, every sense and light and hurt, was an illusion. He needed rationale and insight and strength, and he breathed in and out again, very slowly, and closed his eyes for a moment, pressing his fingers to the soft skin of his eyelids. He let his mind slip softly and quietly where it would and suddenly winced and snapped his eyes wide as the face of the man-monster he had killed loomed, huge and grimacing in sharp and brutal definition in his memory. He must act… he must…

He looked about him, and knelt to pick up the fallen can of beans from the floor, retrieving the spoon and wiping it on his pants. He quickly sat, and gulped the food mechanically, staring at the drawn curtains, trying to focus his thoughts and will on nothing at all but immediate and essential need. 

It was at these times, Max thought wearily, that our minds turn against us and wound us with their sharpness and deadly potential. With the clarity of shock and memory. Winding around us, claws in smoke. 

Max tipped the last of the sauce from the can in drips onto his tongue and then slowly placed it on the arm of the couch. He rose, pushing the hair from his eyes, and lifted the candelabra, leaving the girl to the dark. 

He found the bathroom, black and white tile set with stained green fixtures. He placed the candelabra on the lip of the dirty bath and pissed into the toilet for what seemed like an endless second of relief. He twitched involuntarily when he glanced at his reflection in the mirror. 

Rather than look again, inspect and see how the night had turned him with its soft dark arms, he twisted the rusted tap on, hard, and pushed his head into the water. It was a shock of cold against his scalp, hurting him, before feeling good and pure. He flicked his head back, spraying water. A drop sizzled as it hit the candle-flame. He peered around him, blinking, and found a small hard piece of soap pushed back under the mirror. 

He deliberately did not look at his face, but scrubbed vigorously at the blood clotted around mouth, scrubbing harder and harder and harder at his skin, losing the soap slippery in his hands as his fingers and the heels of his hands frantically worked over his face, rubbing, then raking his skin, then – the sharp sting of soap in his eyes made him jerk his head backward, and he banged it, hard, on the tap.

Max grunted and winced. He didn’t touch the new injury, deciding that it could just nest amongst the ones he had already sustained.

There was nothing to dry himself with. He shook his head and the water fell from him in glittering droplets in the soft light, the movement sending a blade of pain through his head. Pushing his hair back, closing his eyes and breathing slowly in and out, he looked in the mirror.

He looked less like a monster. More a tired bruised man with a confused look on his face. At least he was used to the confused look.

He picked up the candelabra and walked through the silent house, dripping on the floorboards.

The girl lay in the same position, the same dreamy smile on her face. Max stared at her. She looked so young, even younger asleep than she had in her fugue. Guilt coiled and turned in his stomach. He didn’t understand why he had not even begun to stop himself from being with her, why he had not even hesitated for an instant. He sank down onto the couch, shaking his head again before remembering that it actually really hurt.

Max lay down, his mind switching from fear to fear to exhaustion, picturing people twisted into horrors approaching the quiet house, picturing dreams, feeling the room around him hum with silence and the cold seeping from his limbs, remembering the atrocity around him, his thoughts slowly twitching and swimming into darkness.

He slept.

Max woke with a start, feeling a shadow pass over him. He jerked into a sitting position, adrenalin snapping through him with an unpleasant sting.

Morning sunlight streamed through the window, bright and blazing as Max blinked awake, becoming aware of the hurt of the wounds he had suffered once again. He looked about him – the walls were of a dark wood, the floor a black and white checked tile. There was a polished wooden table, thick with dust, chairs covered in rich material, and the couch upon which he sat was embroidered and soft. 

The girl stood over him, her face hardened with fear. She held a kitchen knife in one hand and the other clasped to her breasts. She was looking through the window, seeing nothing.

She slowly turned to face him, her expression of fear tightening her features further. She smelled like fever, sex, sweat and smoke. She reacted to the sight of him with the speed of a frightened youth, the knife flicking from hanging loosely at her side to being pressed, hard, against his neck. The steel was cold against his skin.

Grabbing his hair and moving her face close to his, she spat words into his eyes:

 “Who are you? Where am I? What the FUCK is going on here???” Her voice was harsh with fear, but Max’s mind was immediately flooded with echoes of her cries from the night before. His memory swept deep and sudden awareness of where he was and what he had been through, what he has done. Nausea, lust and memory filled him and he looked into the young girl’s eyes, involuntarily conjuring images of her writhing on top of him.

He started to speak, but it came out as a soft throaty squeak. He cleared his throat.

“My name is Max. You were… I found you in the middle of Seroquel town square. You were… Hm. Um,” She pushed the knife harder against his neck at his hesitation. “I am – a special envoy to the king. I was sent to find out what has happened here. There has been no communication with the island in some weeks… You and I. Ah…”

She lowered the knife slowly, distrust still burning in her eyes.

“What do you mean, found me? What was I… I don’t remember.”

“You were sitting in the street. You were in some kind of trance, or something I don’t understand yet. There has been. There has been a tragedy in Seroquel. Something… something has happened.”

“I don’t remember… going to town. I can’t seem to - this is weird. I dreamed things. I saw you in a dream. I saw YOU in a dream! I have never met you before but I saw YOU in my dreams! How is this… how…?” She looked up at him, and he saw again how young she was. She bit her lip. She was trembling visibly.

“In my dreams, something wonderful happened between you and I. We… In my dreams…” She pushed her fingers against her inner thighs, a frightened confused look marring her features.  She collapsed suddenly, almost cutting Max as she reached out to try and stay her fall. 

He stretched out his hand to her as slowly as he could, not knowing what to say, how to comfort her, what to tell her. He patted her leg, feeling like a useless fool.

“We need to get out of here. We need to get you out of here. Now.” He would take her to the mainland, across the bridge, he would take her all the way to the King’s court at Diazepam, he would make sure she was looked after for the rest of her life, he would, he would. They needed to go, to get away. Right now. He should never have fallen asleep. There could be more horrors. He glanced out the window into the bright sunlight. 

It seemed impossible, inconceivable, that what he had seen and done the night before was real. His stomach wrenched as the images skimmed his memory and he pushed them away. They would haunt him soon enough.

“Some disaster has happened to Seroquel. I don’t fully understand. The church was. It was full of bodies. I don’t think there are many people left alive here. Whatever happened here is still going on. We need to get out of here, we need to go!”

“Bodies? What? The whole town? What happened? What did you see? Tell me! I don’t even know where we are! I don’t remember anything!!” Something shifted in her face. “My family. My brothers. My brothers. We…”

She leapt up, her feet slapping on the tile as she ran to the door. It was still unlocked next to the broken pane that Max had so clumsily smashed the night before. “I didn’t even lock the door,” he thought, dully. 

He rose and shook himself more fully awake, wiping the sleep from his eyes even as he turned to run after her. The front door stood open, and Max squinted in the brilliant light of the morning sun. It took him a few moments to orientate himself as his eyes adjusted . The air smelled fresh and clean after the hard rain, incongruous as nature inevitably was with atrocity. He quickly looked up and down the grassy hillside, barely registering the beauty of the lush green fields around him before spotting the girl a hundred meters uphill from him running fast. She seemed to take no notice of the rocks beneath her feet on the road. His jacket streamed out behind her. 

Max put his hand to his forehead, snorting in exasperation before jogging after the girl, his boots crunching the hard gravel beneath him. He was fit, he knew, but despite her naked feet, the girl was much younger than him, her legs supple and strong. The thought made him grimace with guilt, and he slipped and almost fell to the road in the clear morning air. His wounds pulled at him as he stood and ran again.

The girl limped now, running in the mud beside the road rather than on the sharp stones. He lost sight of her as she topped the hill. Max’s breath rasped, ragged in his throat, already hurting him after the first few hundred meters. He willed himself forward, feeling the blood pulse at his temples and sing softly in his ears. 

He paused at the hilltop, gasping for breath, and saw the girl far below him, still running. She moved with a frantic energy, hands clawing out before her with each step. She stopped for a few moments, raising her hands to her hands to her face, and Max thought he could hear sobbing drifting to him on the wind. She staggered, and then kept running, but more slowly now, and with some hesitance in each step. 

Perhaps she is beginning to remember, thought Max. He started again after her. 

Towards the top of the next hill, in a grove of trees, he lost sight of her as the road was obscured, and his heart lurched inside his pounding chest. She did not reappear on the far side of the trees. He kept running, knowing that the most likely thing may well be that the creatures that had taken this town to the abyss had taken her and torn her to pieces, and that there was nothing he could do. Tears began to well in his eyes and he wiped their soft salt from him and kept running and running and running. He knew that he held no weapon but felt a terrible rage at the blight that had crushed these innocent people, and that it could hurt the sweet, the beautiful girl, and rend her and tear her, blackened his mind and heart. He would act. He would act as needed. He would kill again.

His legs and chest ached and his wounds stung with the jolt of each tread. But he was soon to the grotto of trees where he had lost sight of her. 

There was a short drive leading towards the cliffs, shrouded in leafy trees smelling of jasmine and clean wet dirt. He stood for a few moments, chest burning and heaving in the dappled light. He was sweating in the cool morning, and he took off the long leather coat and let it drop to the ground. He looked towards the drive and what it might represent, what he might have to do, and a twitch lurched across his face like violently, stunning him momentarily with its force. He would. He would.

Max coughed and spat and walked, teeth set and fists clenched, into the smooth and absolute beauty of the sun saturated trees.

Max heard her before he saw her. Sobbing – deep visceral and harsh.

He saw her through the trees. She was bent over the body of a boy; face down on the paving stones at the front of a poorly whitewashed, two-story house. Her hands were in his hair, and she was rocking back and forth, tears running in rivulets down her clenched face. The boy’s head was twisted at an unnatural angle. There was glass around him on the flat stones, and Max saw that the window of the upper story was missing. 

He stood watching her for a few moments, gasping air at the brutal closeness of her grief. He felt like an intruder, a voyeur, and he had no words, no words.

Max walked as slowly as he could toward her. She did not seem to have noticed him, and he reminded himself of the reality of the danger that she was in, forcing himself to touch her shoulder, anything though to end that awful keening issuing from her throat. 

She flinched and her head snapped toward him, her tears thrown onto the stone, quickly drying on the warm stone.

“My br… my br… my brother.” He moved to hold her, to take her into his sore arms, and she slapped him, hard. She stared at him, her lips curling into a snarl like paper burning.

“Who are you to come here, what difference will you make? You’re too late. I don’t even know who you are.”

She twisted away from him and leapt to her feet, running, crying, into the open door of the house, cavernous in the bright light. 

Max ran after her. He almost crashed into a wall as soon as he entered the cool of the house, and he paused to let his eyes adjust to the relative darkness. 

He peered around the corner of the hallway, into the wide space of the main living area. 

The scene was one of chaos. Red scrawls covered the walls in intricate characters – the script totally unlike any language that he had ever seen. The floor was also covered in red splashes and Max realised that what he had taken for blood was in actuality paint. There was a tin of it upturned in the center of the room. Under and through the red film cutlery and broken crockery was strewn, most of it randomly but some arranged in tight ordered rows and sorted by shape and size. Books stood on end describing a spiral in descending order from largest to smallest, joined together by painted lines in intricate patterns seemingly mapping the same bizarre diagram as the whole.

Max shook himself, frowning, and walked into the room, the debris crunching under his heavy boots.

To his left was the kitchen. Lying face down over the varnished hardwood bench was the body of a boy, perhaps the girl’s age, perhaps younger. His pants were around his ankles, and his smooth young flesh was penetrated by what seemed to be hundreds of pieces of cutlery and knives. Anything even remotely sharp that could be found in a kitchen had been driven into his back; a forest of knives, forks and skewers stood out from his back. And he was so very still. 

But there was no blood. Something or someone had either killed the boy by some other means, cleaned the wounds and the kitchen itself, or the boy had been dead before they had been inflicted.

Max’s chest tightened and his stomach caught in new hitches of nausea. The boy’s face was turned away from him. His fingers were half curled against the dark wood of the bench, and their skin was smooth and pale and so very young. Max bent closer, even as more tears stung and pricked at the corner of his eyes. He lifted the cold hand. Red paint was smeared over the boy’s palms.

He let the hand drop. He would process this, turn it in the charmed corners of his odd mind, even as he knew his heart would raise the image before his eyes without his will many times to come.

Max clasped the boy’s arm for a few moments and walked to the back door through the junk on the floor, pushing at his tears with the heels of his hands. Concern and dread for the girl rose inside him. The living. The dead would tell their tales in their own time. 

He turned the silvered handle of the door and pushed forward, but something was blocking it. He pushed harder, and something gave and then thudded against the wood. He pushed again, grunting with the effort, and the door gave into the bright morning. 

Even as he stepped forward, something dark and heavy swung back at him and he fell to his hands in the doorway. Fear spiked in him, and he involuntarily cried

out as he realised that the legs of a man hung from the beams of a pergola were what had struck him as they swung back to thud into his shoulder. He yelped again, scuttling away from the dark material of the man’s trousers as the figure swung back and forth, slowly twisting. Max quickly turned away as he saw the shocking visage of the strangled man. 

He crawled away, coughing in great heaving gasps, hearing the form knock against the door.

His mind swam with the idea that the man had somehow moved toward him as the thudding grew softer and stopped, and he crawled jerkily away as fast as he could, the gravel of the garden path he moved on biting into his palms. 

Adrenaline pushed him and he could not get his breath, or stand, he must get away from here, he had to leave, get the fuck out of here. He banged his knee on a stone and the small pain made him howl as he wrapped his arms around himself and drew his shaking legs toward him, wheezing for breath as shakes overtook him in jerking rhythms. 

Max forced his breath to slow, fighting to regain control. 

He deliberately uncurled his fists and placed his hands against the pebbles. His shakes slowly lessened and he was pushing himself to his feet when he saw the girl, peering through the thin trees at the edge of the garden at him, her lips trembling and her face still tear streaked. 

He stood, breathing deeply and sighing, but still refusing to turn and look again at the figure hanging behind him. 

“It’s ok. You’re ok now. I’m NOT going to hurt you. I’m not, I’m - I’m Max.”

The girl backed slowly away from him and ran up the hill out of sight through the trees. Max raised a trembling hand to his forehead, pushing the dirty blonde hair from his eyes, before starting after her.

The trees ended abruptly, soon after Max had stepped into their shadows. Verdant green grass and scrub gave way to wind-worn dark rock at the top of the cliffs. 

The girl stood several meters away from the edge, the wind blowing her shift around her, clinging to her legs. Max walked slowly toward her.

“Don’t touch me! Don’t fucking touch me! I can’t seem to think, I can’t think,” she staggered, and Max reached to steady her, but she slapped him away. She glared at him fiercely and then took deep heaving rattled breaths. She stared at her hands.

“My mother got sick somehow and she started coughing all the time and sometimes she would cough up red stuff it must have been blood.” Her voice was so soft that Max could only just make out the words. He stared at her, the arc of her cheek the most beautiful thing he had ever seen.

“I would bring her little things to eat, and she was ok most of the time, but then she would get this weird look like she wasn’t really there at all, like there was no-one nothing behind her eyes, she always had such pretty eyes people would say we had the same eyes but how can that be true? She would go to sleep and then seem to wake up straight away again and she would act crazy she would – she would go to the toilet on the floor wherever she was and she - I came downstairs one night and found her eating raw meat out of the freezer. Then she started coughing more all the time and she started to try and bite us then, this snapping sound I remember this snapping sound as her teeth closed it sounded like banging the dusters together at school. Then she would go to sleep and wake up straight away again and she was ok, she would hold us and cuddle us and try and make food for us and she tried to wash the dishes once but she was shaking so much that she dropped them all and then she fell down and she cried and coughed. She looked so old then. So old.”

She wasn’t looking at Max, she stared at her hands, twisting over each other as if of their own will and not connected to her. Max could hear the grief in her voice. The wind. The waves beneath them. His own breathing.

“I think-” he said, but the girl cut him off as soon as he began to speak;

“Then she started hurting herself. She would scratch at her face, and sometimes she would just rock backwards and forwards. Daddy went to the market to get more food and he said that there was talk of plague and there were hardly any people in the streets. He said that we had to stay home but it did no good to stay home because my mother was sick so maybe we would get sick anyway so Dad locked her in her room for a while but we could hear her crashing around in there and so, so well we were so worried and little Fugit kept on crying whenever he heard noises from there and it got really bad at night. Dad asked us what we should do and we didn’t know and we were all so sad and then all of a sudden there were people from the village who were trying to get into the house and Michael hit one of them with a bat in the kitchen which made him go away and so did the others for a little while at least.

“Dad went to Mum’s room and opened it up and we were all behind him because we were all so worried and her face was all bloody from the scratches and the coughing but she was ok and it was HER again and she stayed HER then for ages and we all thought that maybe it was alright so Dad went into the village with the shotgun to find a doctor and left me in charge which I thought was ok because I looked after the boys all the time and Mum was there and she had cleaned her face and she almost looked pretty again. She was so beautiful.”

Suddenly the flood of words halted and they stood in the wind for a few moments, her breathing coming in ragged gasps.

Her hands stopped their swift shaking dance. She looked up at Max, the eyes clear and cognizant. Her eyes were knowing, thought Max. She knew. She knew.

“She was so beautiful. She was the most beautiful woman I have ever seen.” Her voice was that of an adult, now. A woman. An exhausted woman.

“My mother. She found some porridge and she cooked it all for us. She kept making little jokes, and coming to us and holding us. The scratches weren’t that bad. You could see how they were already healing. And we cleaned up the house and put everything away. Mum cleaned the room that she had been locked in and wouldn’t let us see until it was all finished. It stank, still, even though it was all clean. It smelled like… like an animal.”

Her hair blew across her face and she absently brushed it away. Her hands began their odd skipping rhythm across each other again as her speech accelerated, words tripping over each other.

“She seemed to remember only parts of what she had been like while she was sick. She was still sick. Dad didn’t come home till much later. We were all so worried but the boys had to sleep and so did I, in the end. I was so worried though, and I was having this horrible nightmare and I woke up and I could hear noises coming from Fugit’s room and I ran in and Mum was on top of him and they were, she was, she was.” Her throat worked and she choked back a sob. Max could not take his eyes from her, he stood transfixed before her, the island seemed to rotate centered around him. All the colours were hyper-saturated impossible an assault, not ideal but surreal, the ground seemed to hum, and his mind whirled and spun back to the face of the beautiful girl before him. He reeled on his feet and tried desperately to regain his balance. He sat down, hard, the ground seeming to rush up at him.

She did not seem to notice.

“She was fucking him, though Fugit was crying and trying to push her off.  She cried out, she screamed so loud so loud all I could hear was that scream I can still hear it in my head it has never gone away not ever and then she coughed out blood all over him and she lay there like that while Fugit cried and cried and all I could do was just stand there and stand there but she was too heavy and he couldn’t push her off. I got her and pushed her and she was dead and Fugit ran away upstairs to the room she had come from and I knew that was bad but then I heard the door banging or banging on the door or something so I went to the door and I was really scared and it was Dad it was my Daddy and he had meat or something in his mouth and then I let him in and he grabbed me and he tore my clothes off and I…”

There were tears pouring down her face, cutting fresh rivulets through the dust.

“Don’t you understand? My brothers! My brothers! I fucking DID THAT! That was ME!”

She stepped and turned, grace and youth and beauty, and ran to the edge of the cliff. She jumped.

“Ok. Well… after I left the village, I was pretty sure that the whole thing was the result of some kind of disease.”

Max stood before the King and Queen at the palace of Diazepam. They were in the smaller annex of the Royal court, which still contained thrones for their Majesties, and was still relatively huge. He was once more surrounded by opulence, every surface of the room tooled, worked, and ornate. The floor was inlaid with jade, the ceiling crusted with gold. His voice echoed slightly after each word, and he spoke with a soft halting formality. A frieze of the king defeating a black amorphous form representing God spread behind the royal couple. The king wore gold armour in the piece, the spear of righteous and victorious humanity in his right hand, his left covered by a shield painted with a swirling mass of roughly dressed figures – symbolically thrusting his people before him to defend him from threats real and imagined. This was, after all, what they were for. The Arch Vizier, Palimpsest, stood nervously to the king’s side in immaculate white. 

“A disease?” the King hissed. His hands had become claws on the velvet and golden arms of the throne “A new disease? You think that what did this was some form of ah... Some new kind of… plague? Another plague. Curse God, oh… curse him…” 

“Yes, your majesty. Allow me to continue… I arrived at the local regimental base on the Thorazine mainland and took command of the garrison there thanks to your highness’ royal edict.”

“I ordered the men to don protective clothing and to wear gas masks. And then to go fully armed into the village with those flame thrower things that I wish your majesty would reconsider equipping the troops…. To burn another human while they yet live…”

The King glared at him. His face was pale and drawn, his red hair styled heavily and falling well past his shoulders. He wore the simple indigo robes of the order of the Bone Forest, though his skin was not ritually mutilated in any noticeable way. The elaborate crown looked uncomfortable and unnatural on him, as it always had. 

And then there was the Queen… her pale, pale eyes flicked coldly between Max’s eyes and body. Her skin was the colour of sun-whitened bone. Her lips were rouged a deep red and she had the continual habit of licking them slowly, her tongue a pink snake in the narcotic grass. She was naturally muscular and lean, small breasts pushed up by the red corsets she preferred. Her lips were turned up at the corners in a crooked red half smile. For some odd physiological reason that Max could not divine her pupils were always dilated, even in bright sunlight. She knew that this was a sexual trigger and counted it amongst her many gifts. She continually, and he knew intentionally, made him even more uncomfortable than the absurd luxury surrounding him. He felt his erection swelling against the clean material of his regulation trousers as she licked her lips once more, and desperately hoped the king would not notice. The queen certainly did.

“I ah. I… hm. I personally, ah, supervised the burning of every building and farm on the island of Seroquel. All of the bodies were incinerated. There were three survivors of the plague. They were apparently wildly aggressive and mad. The men killed them before I could intervene and perhaps help them… or at least capture them and offer them some kind of comfort. Failing that, they could have given us an insight into the processes of the disease itself. One of them was a child. I would ask your majesty’s leave to have the men responsible for these shootings to be punished accordingly. They may have cost your highness’ kingdom dearly with their actions, though they were in the grips of fear themselves.”

The king nodded. His eyes were perennially watery, but his attention had flared and focused fiercely as soon as Max had mentioned the possibility of illness. The King’s two older brothers each in turn had been crowned, and each in turn had succumbed quickly to the plague that had raged through the continent. Votary, the youngest, had not been groomed to rule, but as a high priest against God. The crown had tumbled into his hesitant hands.

Since watching his brothers, whom he had adored, suffer terribly and die, the king had become terrified of illness. 

“There are some similarities in what I saw in Seroquel to the Fever of Tantalus. The vomiting of blood as the esophagus and stomach succumbed to infection and their capillaries rupture, the presence of fever and of course the description of sleepwalking that the.., that the young girl I met provided me with.”

“We must take measures of every extremity to contain this. We will not have Our kingdom emptied and in ruins again.” The king’s voice was high and weak. He was a big man, with heavy, sloping shoulders and a thick neck. The voice, insipid and sharp, was as always a shock to hear coming from such a powerful body. At the news of plague it rang with barely suppressed, uncharacteristic panic. He was not, however, a weak man. Not… precisely.

“The bridge into Seroquel was doused with petroleum and burned. 

“I have given orders for leaflets warning individuals of the dangers to be distributed, and sent detailed messages to the officials and town criers of all the outlying Reaches. I ordered the infantry I commandeered for the torching of Seroquel to burn the protective clothing they wore, and whatever equipment that may have come into contact with the corpses. I believe it essential that no-one land on the island. I am sure Your Majesty will agree. I believe that the fear engendered by the possibility of plague should keep any locals and would-be looters from the island. I would suggest Your Highness impose a fine for sailing there. Perhaps the threat of more than a fine, also.”

The King’s gaze tightened. He knew that Max believed the corporal punishments still used in the courts were brutal and absurdly severe. That Max should even mention such measures as deterrents eliminated any doubt that he would be believed and probably even listened to.

Max was beginning to sweat. The queen pursed her lips and stared fixedly at his crotch. She pressed her legs together under her heavy skirt and let her hand brush one pale breast.

“We consider this the secondary priority of the Crown, and hence the kingdom, at this point. Only the war supersedes Our concern.” The King hesitated, trembling. “You have done well, Maximillion, as always. We have long feared a return of Tantalus’ curse. Thorazine cannot afford, the people’s fear, it, ah.” The king pushed at the crown and shook his head. Fear creased the corners of his mouth, and his eyes clouded with memory.

“But this is not enough. Palimpsest, take this down:”

“Of course, your Majesty.” The Vizier’s quick voice held obedience, though he glanced to the Queen.

“We. We require… all of the towns of the coast. Any town that faces the southern Oceans and so Seroquel is to be placed into unconditional quarantine. The King’s Army, Our Armies, may use any means necessary. The men should take the, ah, the same precautions that Max ordered for the others.”

“My lord?” Palimpsest hesitantly stepped forward, pausing in his scribbling.

“Yes?” The king snapped, his eyes not leaving Max, whose face was flushing deeply. 

“And what of the trades, and the mines, my lord?”

“I. We…”

“My love…” the queen’s voice was soft, desultory. “With the advent of the recent war with Gnosis, we will need every man we have on the trains and airships to the front. We need the taxes from the trades and the materials from the mines for your little war. We can divert some resources, certainly, but there is also the danger of insurrection. That means rebellion my love.”

“I know!” the king snarled, rubbing his forehead with the heel of his hand. 

“If you have all towns of the northern reaches under full quarantine without the evidence of plague in their midst, well my sweet, my only, some of them may fight us, and that would be most inconvenient. They are barely loyal to Us as it is.

“Perhaps I may be bold enough to suggest –“

“Oh I imagine you will be bold enough!”

“Yes, my love. I suggest that if you would like to take such extreme precautions, then perhaps instead you could dedicate a small portion of the war fund into expanding the Physician’s Guild?” 

The King had initially blamed his physicians for his brothers’ deaths. Immediately after his coronation, he had had them sacrificed to placate God. He had believed at that time that these and other sacrifices appeasing God’s dark hungers had saved him from the Tantalus’ curse. In this way he had started to try and cope with the panic of a new rule…

He began to dismantle the Guild, arresting doctors and those involved in related sciences everywhere. 

To be fed to God. 

Many of the more religious and or terrified citizens had greeted his edicts with the passionate fury of panic, turning their rage on physicians and nurses across the Kingdom. 

The baronies and prelacies had withdrawn to loose self-rule as the nation reeled close to anarchy after the devastation of the fever. Votary had received the crown of Thorazine in a tiny ceremony made frantic by urgency and fear on the morning of his brother’s death. The nation had at that time yet to publicly acknowledge him. 

The palace guard fought assassins and barely overcame them twice in the first week of his rule and again in the second. There were a dozen contenders for the throne were he to die, and the nation would hopelessly shatter into fiefs like so much glass in the furious storm of violence boiling in the aftermath of Tantalus’ curse. 

Thorazine, now free from plague, was a succulent and long sought prize in Gnosis. The bitter rivalry between the two vast nations was ancient, fueled by supremely opposed religious ideologies. The Gnostic legions swelled and massed on Thorazine’s southern borders. 

The King was threatened from every side. He saw his murder and the ruin of Thorazine in every imaginable future. His wretchedness and terror dismayed him.

When in the third week of his rule a messenger recited to him the proposed match with Isabella, he almost wept with gratitude.

He agreed to marry her, a seventeen year old princess of the Gnostic Royal family, without having met her. He eschewed ceremony by directly phoning the Gnostic court himself. 

Isabella was the youngest child of the Gnostic King, Rapine, and the most beautiful of his daughters. He had recognised her brilliance in her childhood, and increasingly focused his attentions on her. She had learned languages with ease and rapidity, she absorbed hundreds, then thousands of books on history, etiquette, religion, strategy and tactics. By the time she was ten the only person at court who could beat her in chess was Rapine himself, and she won her first game against him at thirteen. 

Rapine managed to keep most of her extraordinary brilliance from the public eye, and naturally enough his people were more interested in the eldest children who would eventually ascend to the throne.

 As she entered her teens, Rapine ignored his other children and spent every spare moment teaching her the mechanics and intricacies of politics. Isabella assimilated and memorized everything he said.

Rapine himself had been an unlikely candidate for the ruler-ship of Gnosis. He had gained the crown through ruthless cunning and a masterly apperception of courtly ascension. He was a charismatic, feared and adept ruler.

Rapine also molested Isabella consistently with every perversion he could conceive.

Votary made hundreds of arrangements within a morning, Palimpsest’s role as Court Scribe translated into Vizier then Grand Vizier then Arch Vizier within minutes. (A transition that he handled with a smoothness that threatened to unnerve the terrified young King.) 

When the opportunity to marry her to the King of Thorazine arose, Rapine instructed her carefully. Isabella absorbed her father’s designs, and then devised her own.

Votary clung to the symbol of the marriage as he stood blanching and fighting down panic before a court where the degree of disquiet swelled towards anarchy with every passing hour.

With an energy he had not know himself capable of manifesting, let alone sustaining, Votary ensured that each Member of his court would be present. He and Palimpsest bullied cajoled bribed and extorted each Lord to acknowledge that they had received the invitation, and were hence bound to attend.

The King slept with two loaded pistols, when he slept at all. 

Votary spent hours cursing God for the universe and the torment He had brought  to bear upon him. He tripled the number of sacrifices made to appease his ever-hungry God, adding to the numbers of doctors already being immolated each week.

As part of her dowry, the Queen had insisted that she bring some three hundred women to be her “Ladies in Waiting,” an unheard of number. Votary, baffled, had acquiesced at once. 

Thorazine ruler-ship was considered equally shared between husband and wife, a concordance against God. For centuries, this had been merely a titular difference in a world of Kings. 

Votary had personally attended a mass sacrifice to appease God at dawn on the morning of his Marriage. 

He walked through the throngs of courtiers to stand before the Champion Against God in the center of the circular church hopelessly anxious, and amazed that he and Palimpsest had forced so many to attend. He was alternately convinced that he would be murdered by one of the guests or be unable to stop himself from vomiting at any moment.

That Isabella had turned out to be impossibly exquisite in her ceremonial chain mail hardly registered with him as the Champion began to ritually defy God.

The Queen had stood moments before her wrist and the King’s were cut and pressed together in binding marriage. 

She shouted to the king the vow that she had just whispered to him, that he must now swear to her: “Wilt though serve me!?”

Votary, startled, and terrified that the ceremony should fail, cried “AYE!”

The Queen turned slowly to the gathered mass of Thorazine nobles, threw her arms apart, and again shouted “I am your queen!! Wilt thou serve me?!” 

When she was met with muttered agreement, she screamed with sudden and shocking volume:

“WILT THOU SERVE ME?”

Honour-bound to concede, the nobles chorused “AYE!”

Isabella knelt once more, the cuts made and the marriage sealed.

The King was at once caught and fascinated by his young Queen, even as he realised the extent of his relative safety due to the Queen’s actions and the marriage itself. The period of manic energy and dire stress over, his health collapsed. He was not afraid this time, though. He believed he had fought God hard enough for this reprieve. But now that he had finally attained authority, he was bed-ridden and did not emerge from his chambers for some months. 

Isabella halted his crusade of mass sacrifice immediately, upon the morning of the first day of their marriage. She then ordered tens of thousands of booklets and simple graphic novels to be made detailing the very real successes of the medical class in fighting other illness. These she had distributed throughout Thorazine. 

Using the ancient codes stating the shared power of king and queen, she then began to restructure the failing economy of Thorazine through long appearances at court. She spoke with machine gun quickness, dismissing and replacing officials with a speed that dismayed them.

Isabella raised taxes massively on the upper classes. As the outraged wealthy quickly began to oppose her collectively, those who led met with sudden and increasingly unconvincing accidents.

Her “Ladies in waiting” were quickly appointed to positions of power, and many became involved in the hubs of Thorazinian information and press – newspapers and radio.

The ‘whores of Gnosis,’ as they came to be known, deepened and extended the reach of their newfound authority. As their knowledge grew, so did the number of “accidents.” Some Thorazinians who spoke out against the queen merely disappeared.

Isabella began to socialize the completely dysfunctional hospital system, then the corrupt judiciary, the prisons and the schools.  

All without the King’s approval, acting without his knowledge.

When he emerged from their bedrooms, weak but hale, he learned of her actions from his attendants.

He was hysterical with rage. His orders became far more vicious and cruel, but somehow between the words issuing in his weak voice and their implementation, they had been drained of authority and were not acted upon. His commands still held the same weight of law as Isabella’s, and due to the patriarchal nature of Thorazine were given a veneer of far more authority.

But she held control, allowing him to play King at her whim. There was no doubt that she was a genius, a queen to the last millimeter of her pale skin. 

This was how he first began to learn of her will. 

Since then the Queen had succeeded in subverting his orders and ideas to the point where the Guild of Physicians had effectively regained the numbers and funding, if not the respect, which they had once enjoyed. MORE ON SOCIALISM.

She also slowly managed to convince the king that it had not been the royal physicians who had caused his brothers to die. 

“Those witches? You want to give them more? Need I remind you how they failed Thorazine so utterly in our hour of need?”

“Yes. Give them more.”

The king and queen stared at each other, the queen slowly raising her eyebrows, the king’s lips pressed together in a hard line.

Votary sighed.

“Very well.” He sighed again. “Yes. Very well. We shall.”  

“Palimpsest, attend firstly to this: We order that the rites of the priesthood be partially given over to appeasing God’s will in this matter in addition to His hunger for our people in the war with Gnosis. One hundred twenty of the order of the Bone Forest will work to fight God amongst the folk of the northern reaches.” Max cringed.

The Queen made a motion as if she was sticking her fingers down her throat.

“The illness causes Us – distress, ah…it - To learn of the people of Seroquel suffering so… pains Us.  

“Any animal life within the area is to be incinerated. All sea craft capable of sailing to Seroquel are to be destroyed –”

“Majesty?” Palimpsest spoke for the second time since Max’ arrival, his deep black eyes flat in his hatchet profile.

“Excepting of course all naval vessels. And those in the service of Us in other matters. Instruct the local judiciary and convey to them the imperative that any citizens known to have visited the waters of Seroquel or Seroquel itself are to be reported, without exception. Those that have are to be immediately detained and quarantined pending my further instructions. Which will include… ah. Extensive questioning, and whatever tests those lunatic doctors can devise. They will have to be executed without Rites as they have become vessels of God and His servants.” The king gestured with a heavy hand towards the Vizier, who scribbled a note onto already covered parchment.

“My love,” purred the Queen, “and what would you have done with –“

“The Bishops of the Prelates will be removed of their standing within the True Church regardless of sect and Schism alignment. They have failed to defend us against God. They will see the Trees of the Bone Forest Before the month is out.”

Max shuddered at the thought. The Bone Forest held its place on the lips and in the hearts of the people of Thorazine as both horror and comfort. It was within this place in Diazepam that any sacrifices that were still permitted to take place were enacted. None save the “blessed” immolations themselves or a sworn and self-marked zealot of the Adversarian priesthood were supposed to enter the forest, and none who entered were to leave. But Max had heard rumours.

His hands curled into tight hot blood fists at even the concept

The King still believed passionately in living his life as a personal crusade against God. The Queen and Max himself had succeeded in persuading him to reform the more localized versions of human offerings to God, and Max believed or at least fervently hoped that the King too had his doubts about their effectiveness.

“Command the military involved to follow the procedures Maximillion instituted with the regiment he commandeered.”

The queen drew breath, “Ah, my lord and King and how are to manage the conundrum of the - ” 

“Enough Isabella. Enough for now. We shall withdraw to Our chambers to contemplate this matter and formulate more detailed plans. God shall not defeat me as easily as he did my brothers.” His examined his shaking fingers and slowly clenched them to fists, his resolute composure regained, though the fear that ran within him played about his eyes.

“Maximillion, you have done Us no little service in this matter. You have served Us well, and in this instance I believe that we may actually agree with each other as to the extremity of the measures necessary. 

“The Ball to mark the Queen’s defeat of God in succeeding in producing my fine and beautiful son the Prince five years ago is this very eve.”

Isabella pursed her lips in a soundless kiss towards Max.

“It shall now be designated in a secondary manner to honour you for your actions and, as always, your perspicacity.”

“I am deeply grateful my King. Might I add one suggestion that has occurred to me to perhaps compliment you in the wisdom of your commands.”

“Speak, Max. Enough formality.”

“I would propose that the execution of the individuals that have recently visited Seroquel could serve perhaps to damage our ability to study this new illness. We must ascertain the processes of the disease if we are to counter it. The rewards for sparing their lives could be great.”

The King sighed.

“No. The danger is too great that they may in some way infect their captors. Or escape. We will not take the risk. We cannot. Let them be studied for one week before being burned and so purged from God’s Baleful will.”

The Queen shook her head at Palimpsest.

“Max, you may take your leave. Palimpsest, shall we discuss the details necessary for these arrangements?” The King leaned forward and Max saw that his hands still shook badly. 

“Husband?” Isabella gripped the King’s large ruddy hand in with her small pale and steady fingers.

“We would go and have the final sitting for the portrait that Bewray is so anxious to finish. He may well be presently in Our service, but his fame and the demand for his work have left him… difficult. We would like to be able to stop posing for him before he becomes further ensconced in the court and we are forced to live with the bastard. I would also like it were he not quite so famous and in demand. Then perhaps we may be able to do something to encourage his existence to inadvertently fall into the jaws of God.” She smiled.

“Very well. Whatever.”

“Majesty.” Max bowed slightly and walked to the door, his boots ringing on the absurd floor. He breathed deeply with relief as the door closed behind him and he walked in the general direction of his room. The King was as dangerous a man as existed in Thorazine, and perhaps anywhere else.

Votary was not a weak man. But for him, the world was often a place of absolutes, of evil, God driven forces and simple, usually brutal answers.

He had become adept at allowing the Queen to direct him with the very least instruction. 

This small act of wisdom had almost definitely saved the huge country of Thorazine from civil war, and certainly saved the King’s own life.

But he tired so very quickly of her guidance, and she provoked him often enough that he made major, passionately declared and absolute decisions on his own.

Hence the war. Yes. The war… By the time he had returned to the mainland from Seroquel and made contact with the local authorities, the King had made the first incursion, the first invasion, onto Gnostic soil. It seemed likely to Max that Votary had hidden his plans and commands from the Queen somehow. He didn’t see how the King could manage anything like that without her knowledge. She was quite brilliant. She was smarter than he was, he thought. He was convinced of it… and her curiosity was strung through her decisions in an invisible thread almost as strong as that which tugged at his own mind and heart. She acted on the things she learned though whereas Max just thought about them and wandered around getting lost in hallways. He remembered what the door looked like, how many rivets held the ornate carvings to its imperial bulk, what the carving depicted (a big sword), the swirls and patterns in the grain of the wood, the degree to which the handle was tarnished and the tiny flaws in the dove-tailed joints of its frame. More directly it held a simple sign saying “Special Envoy to the King” and Max was pretty sure he was the only one of those, or at least the only one who had a sign on his door. He took out a coin and flipped it to decide which direction he would take, and then shook his head and went the opposite way. 

The wars between the northern and southern continents were nothing new, nor were they at all surprising.

Max was continually amazed and baffled at how so very many people took their religious ideas so seriously. He wasn’t really sure how it all worked. He scuffed his red boots on the deep blue carpet of the hallway and rubbed his still bruised cheek absently. He glanced down the hallway. He had gotten turned around while he was thinking about religion and would now have to retrace his steps, if he could. One of Max’s few friends had suggested he carry a large ball of string with him and pay it out as he walked along. Max had arrived for a meeting a day late to a house a few streets away from where he had started, in what the locals called a town. Which was really more of a village. The probability of him walking in front of the right building suggested that he must have done it accidentally several times. He wasn’t really sure what he had been doing for that lost day apart from walking around and looking at his red boots a lot. He had at some point found a pleasing blue pencil on the ground, though he had lost it almost immediately. He wondered where it was.

He’d always liked blue. 

Max studied the way he had come. It didn’t look very familiar. He remembered the layout of the palace precisely because he had once seen a map of it. He knew how many steps were between one area and another. But without an actual reference point, once he had become distracted, it was very likely that he would become hopelessly lost until he found one. And he did, after all, spend a great deal of time distracted.

There were pictures of muscular, beautiful Thorazinians being fearless in front of a suggestion of darkness - representing God. There were pictures of guns and swords. There were actual old weapons. Swords. Guns. Pictures of muscular and most of the time beautiful people holding swords and guns and using them. Dramatically.

An overwhelming amount of the weapons were being used on individuals wearing exaggerated Gnostic clothing or uniforms.

He thought their hats looked great. He wanted one. They were centuries out of date, so he would have to get someone to make one for him. 

He didn’t know how to make hats. 

Milliners were traditionally mad – “mad as a hatter” had a literal application: the glues used had, at least originally, almost guaranteed that the hatter involved would begin behaving strangely. Max wondered vaguely if he had been exposed to a lot of hat making when he was a young child. He had liked hats, even then. Particularly blue ones. 

He really wanted to go and see a hatter now and find out if they were mad or not, and in what way.

He looked around and tried to work out which way to go, wondering how to look as dramatic as the people in the paintings. He was pretty sure he never did. The king succeeded in looking dramatic all the time. He wondered if the queen really liked that sort of thing, deep down.

The idea that she might depressed him.

When he had first been introduced into the palace, he had been even more baffled by other people than usual.

The rituals! Everywhere! 

There was a ritual dictating which hand held a knife and which a fork, which specific knife and which specific fork to use with each dish, and even tradition dictating whether white or red wine was to be drunk with the meal – to the point where different drinks were to be swallowed during the same meal depending upon what was being served and in what order. And so many more!

Max did find the concept of self-propagating, self-maintaining and changing ritual to be bizarre and fascinating. He had eventually traced the idea as far back as he could historically. But finding the idea fascinating and learning the actual rituals themselves were fundamentally dissimilar. 

Isabella had tried to teach him. But when he was in her presence, he found it impossible to concentrate on things that he was interested in, deadly serious about, or mortally terrified of. He still did.

The first time that he had met Isabella, he was seated at her elbow as some kind of special guest after that stupid battle he had been involved in. 

And then there was the soup. Up until the point where Max had been seated at the king’s table, it had never occurred to him as an inherently paradoxical food. It was food, he now knew.

He liked soup. But he didn’t understand it. This had not mattered to him in the past, as he had cared very little how he had comported himself until this point. He had drunk it from a cup. He had drunk it from a bowl. And he had also used a spoon to get the last bits out of the bottom of a bowl, and, once, used his fingers to do the same thing from a cup.

At the time he had thought it would be a nice simple choice for him to eat and not look quite as out of place as he knew he did, and certainly felt. So he had asked for it specifically. 

But when it had appeared before him he had realised that he was not entirely clear as to whether it was to be eaten or drunk. No-one around him had ordered it, and he could think of no references at all to help him. He made a very soft high-pitched noise. The queen looked at him and arched an eyebrow. And then she lowered it again and looked intently into Max’s eyes. It was as if her face fell away even as it reformed into an entirely different woman. Max heard her breath catch. Her skin relaxed into youth. Into timidity and innocence. Max could see some strange contract of binding, a force a shock seemed to pass between them.

She looked at him, into and through him. Max felt a shudder works its way slowly over his skin. It left a feeling of being singed, only the sting of a burn was replaced with a potent frisson leaving him covered in goose-flesh.

The queen blinked her eyes slowly and deliberately, and shook her head.

Her smile returned to its fixed place and her features arrayed around her lips as she turned back to the other guests.

Max sat for a long while not thinking about anything except how very close this woman was sitting to him, what she would look like in her underwear, then out of it. These thoughts were punctuated with the facts that Isabella was actually married. This marriage was also to the king. Max as a citizen of Thorazine was legally obliged to obey the king (he thought this would probably cover “don’t sleep with his wife.”) He was also obligated to obey the queen. If he chose to directly disobey either of them he could legally be executed. People were executed for treason regularly, particularly in Diazepam. 

The queen did not turn back to look at him, and began to pay attention to what the king was saying. The king looked confused.

Max’s thoughts were replaced with sudden and creative ideas as to how to effect the seeing of Isabella in her underwear, out of her underwear and much detail of the process in between. The images came unbidden one by one through Max’s mind and he deliberately breathed deeply. He inhaled her scent… cloves, lavender, secret things.

The queens’ leg brushed Max’s under the table. 

He let out an even softer, even more high-pitched noise. This time the queen did not seem to notice. She excused herself from the table to go to the bathroom. He realised that he had been tensing his body and holding his breath. He breathed and deliberately relaxed.

Max was dimly aware that two people at the huge table had tried to talk to him in the last ten minutes. His soup was no longer steaming, which he was glad about as it meant that when he worked out what to do with it he would not have to burn his tongue in trying to make it happen quickly.  It also indicated some little time had passed.

Votary turned to Max, asking casually “Soup ok? Not the hearty stuff you would dine on in the Thorazine infantry!” he snapped his fingers. “more wine for Maximillion, hero of Contretemps here!”

The waiter asked him if he would like red or white.

“Why does it matter?” Max replied.

The king had started telling a version of the battle that had almost nothing in common with its reality. 

The waiter leant forward with the labeled bottles “Is one to your tastes, my lord?”

“White is good. Yes. Hey – could you mix them together? Pink? That would be cool.” The waiter looked at him. Max looked at the waiter. Max sighed. 

“White. Ok. Sure.”

His full glass of wine was replaced with another full glass of wine. 

The soup was still before him. It had to be drunk because it was liquid. This seemed the obvious choice, as it was obvious that it was liquid. He could see that.

Everyone could see that. 

Surely.

Liquid was drunk, food was eaten. Thirst and hunger were as semantically separate from each other as words could be.

But there was a distressingly vague childhood memory of this not being the appropriate way to eat soup, and even the verb, eat, implied that it was in fact, a solid. He could see very clearly that this was not the case. Also it came in a bowl. Not a glass, cup or gourd. He became quite confused. To this day Max maintained that truly eating soup was not possible, unless it was really very thick soup in which case it resembled a casserole or pasta and, really, could be taken as such as the resemblance approached exactitude. He remembered reading the definition for soup. He read dictionaries and enjoyed it. He knew this was considered unusual for some reason, but for the moment he thought it may help him get through his sudden social paralysis. He went through what he had read in his mind:

“Liquid food,” were the opening words in the enourmous dictionary he had looked in (which was normally so helpful.) 

Wasn’t that…

A drink?

The fabulous enourmous dictionary then went into a detailed account of every variation of soup without elaborating further on what defined beef soup as opposed to beef stroganoff. Another of the definitions offered was:  “dense fog.” This made more sense to him. Then there was: “multi-dimensional space beyond what we would call our universe - (synonym: hyperspace).” Hm, thought Max. That doesn’t really help. 

He tried very hard not to start thinking about multi-dimensional space and what that would imply for our existence here… and that it might contradict the decisions he had made in the turning points of his life so far. He knew, somewhere, that now was not the time. Max often found through innocent conversation that an individual’s deeply held ideas about reality conflicted diametrically and contradicted the same individuals’ other deeply accepted ideas about reality all the time. He refused to accept that he could become one of these individuals.

For example it was generally accepted, and taught in schools, that the world was composed of molecules, and that within these were atoms. Around the atoms were electrons. This was the way things were seen. Which was really fine, he thought. 

However, another thing that was actually commonly believed was that the space between an atom and a molecule was comparable to that between the earth and the sun. Which meant that the world – everything in it, including the soup – was actually made up of space and not matter at all. When two objects touched, it was the fields of force, which held the molecules together, and within them the fields of force that held the atoms together, that actually met. The nuclei of the atoms never touched. Nothing ever really touched anything else. This seemed to not have made it into the public’s understanding of the way the world existed. It was common knowledge too. But it was ignored almost universally.

Perhaps it could explain what happened to bread when it became toast as the bread could be said to no longer exist, and in that sense in some fundamental way to have been annihilated.

Focus! He scolded himself! Soup!

He picked up his fork. 

After the Soup Event, Max had gone through the impressive Diazepam library. There were several reasons why he thought he kept coming back to the city and to the palace: he felt morally compelled to stop or at least throw a rock at the lunacy of the king and the abject ruthlessness of the queen. And because there was such a cool library there. And finally because he was completely smitten with the queen and wanted to sex her up in every way conceivable. He supposed that he was also technically directly in the king’s service, too, and could be arrested and shot if he didn’t follow royal commands. It had never really occurred to him before…

The soup, by this point (oh no a point in time! don’t start thinking about time paradoxes! He raved to himself,) was definitely cold. He was going to have to eat or to drink it and pretty soon. He sighed and looked around for the queen. She was nowhere in sight. If he could get through the dilemma of the soup now, he may be able to save himself from looking like a retard in front of her. Soup. Yes

He wondered if he could have a chat about these issues with the service staff here and they would leave him alone.

“Is your soup not satisfactory, sir?” asked a waiter. 

“I know it is not really your fault. This is just a job, yes. But please, please leave me alone. I am very confused by the soup. Not this soup, but all soup. Soup as an idea. But I am not going to give up. Oh no, not me! Never!” he banged the table with his fork, making the crockery jump. Everyone looked at him. 

He looked meek, then looked down.

“Very good sir,” the waiter had said…

He passed a well-executed and ancient painting that looked distinctly familiar. He read the text next to it –

“Quis custodiet ipsos custodes.”

“Who watches the watchmen.” With one of the Thorazine kings looking wise, just and stern all at once; a scepter, crown and royal seal ring all declaring his importance and responsibility as king of Thorazine (and hence the center of the universe.) The artist had skillfully arranged the piece to focus entirely upon the figures’ eyes. 

Most subtle, Max thought, and nicely ambiguous. Was the king watching the minor nobility in the palace in the guise of this painting? Or was the point that there was no-one watching him? Or that the viewer was? Or perhaps to remind the king that his people saw what he did? 

He bent to examine the brushwork closely. Almost invisibly, hidden by his royal highness’ armour, was a performer’s tunic. The artist had dressed the king as a jester, a fool! Max laughed and clapped his hands together, startling himself.

When he looked up, Isabella stood before him, a crooked smile curving her rouged lips.

“Oh!” gasped Max. “Hello Isabella.” He stood up.

“Max. Hello Max.” Her lips curved up further at the corners.

“What are you doing out here?”

“Oh, I was just looking at this painting. You look…”

“Thanks.” She sighed. “It has been some time, Maximillion. How are you? Still weird?”

“I had cupcakes for breakfast this morning. They were great!”

“Ah.”

“These border skirmishes… some of them have swollen -”
“I know.” She took his hand.

“It’s not just the upheaval, the civilians and their loss. I need to find out the details of how this has been affecting the towns in the South, in the archipelago. I’ll try and come up with something to get refugees out of there, if you could put it into practice.”

“We’ll see. Your room is this way.” She led him down the hallway as he talked. He felt like there was a hot wire running down his arm, scalding his hand where she touched him.

“Isabella, you must have read the reports that the numbers of armed personnel on both sides has begun to exponentially increase. And the soldiers, they don’t know, they…
 “I remember being a soldier. Hm.
“What the hell kind of confused sergeant lunatic looked at me and thought ‘He’ll make a good soldier! He has brightly coloured stripy pants and his socks don’t match!’ I was suddenly metamorphosed into infantry by a press gang that spilled my books and wouldn’t let me take them with me. They made me drop my muffin. No wonder I resented them. And was just about to buy my first cup of tea for the day! Suddenly no tea no books my stripy pants were never seen again. There’s probably some general somewhere wearing them and pretending to be as cool as me like a bastard! People were yelling at me and making me do push-ups because I couldn’t put a gun together. Is that not like algebra in high school? ‘Oh look I am in the middle of a battle and there in front of me is a disassembled projectile weapon. Good thing I paid attention in fascist idiocy class at the reason-removal factory (the army.) I’ll just put it together again before I get machine-gunned.’  I couldn’t fold things nicely either. I still can’t you know. But then there was the experience itself… the men.” She jerked his hand as he had stopped to gesture. He realised that he could watch her walk in front of him while he talked and thought better of gesturing again. 

“Each one of the soldiers, in the lower ranks - they don’t know what it is that they do, most of the time. I remember that ignorance, that desperation and terror.

He let go of her hand to run his hands through his hair.

 “They don’t know, Isabella. And then their actions, their bullets and shells tear people apart. They can’t see that those that they hurt and kill are just like them. And when their friends are hurt and killed and their bodies destroyed they use this to fuel their own violence, believe that it is the hungry jaws of God. Or even if they know, they really know that what they are doing and every horror they commit and face is really that and nothing else, nothing but a futile and despicable waste – they still have so very little choice. So very little. Desertion equals almost certain death. Mutiny certain death. And compliance… those who follow the fools above them: those who listen and act upon their words as if they were spoken with a kind of holy truth with which no-one else, nowhere else, could compel them. This simple ancient soldier’s curse must leave them with the likelihood of their soft skin being torn. 

“Wounds, such wounds, Isabella. Obedience is the safest option, the only one that gives them the ability to show courage, to stand with their brothers. But the obedient must murder. They must murder. 

“This is honour. This is what honour has always meant.”

She led him through two more turns and Max recognised the hallway that led to another hallway that eventually opened onto the antechamber to the throne-room. He must have come this way. As soon as he had a point of reference he could place himself precisely on the map in his mind. As long as he didn’t start his drifting off thing again.

“The soldiers are the soldiers, Max. We need them, and most of the time they fight for an idea of their country.”

“Which is just as abstract as God! I don’t know, maybe I could talk to them all at once and make them see…”

“And we would immediately be invaded by Gnosis. My father would send you cake. He knows you like cake.” She squeezed his hand and looked into his eyes for a moment. Her odd dilated pupils studied him and he felt heat rise to his skin. 

“Oh man,” he thought. “I’m blushing! Crap!”

“What has been filling that strange mind of yours Max? Hm? Care to enlighten a curious queen?”

“How exactly is it that the King has organized to get all those extra troops to the front and into dumb battles with Gnosis without you knowing about it? You always know everything that goes on in Thorazine! Did he take command personally of some troops near the border? 

“Did he sit on a horse when he did it? I bet he sat on a horse.”

They had stopped walking halfway down a side corridor leading to Max’s quarters. The walls were less excessively ornate.

The queen leaned against him and Max was pushed against the wall. She stroked his forehead with one of her long pale fingers.

“You already knew, didn’t you Isabella?” He sighed. He squeezed her small warm hand. He knew her. He knew her history, her fickle devastatingly precise will. 

He knew that she had been responsible for building the Thorazine army to a point where it would cost the Gnostics dearly to invade, and swiftly enough after the anarchy of the plague. Once this was accomplished, she had been instrumental in preventing the local Thorazine Baronies (now with monarchy-supplied troops) from trying to expand their lands into Gnostic territories and sparking full-scale war.

Many of the final stages of Isabella’s convoluted manipulations had been brutal. Some had involved individual atrocities, though they were on a small scale. It was not possible to conclude if any of these acts were attributable to her. Such things were common in politics, and it did seem unlikely for her will to have played such a vicious and select role.

He believed (perhaps because he was in love with her) that for being the impetus behind the troops involved in such did hold herself to task. Perhaps somewhere within the bloody shutters of her heart. 

 “Of course I knew about it, babe.” She lifted her fingers from his cheek and ran one of them lightly across Max’s lips.

“Oh, that’s a relief! I knew that it has so far remained a border dispute and not grown to draw in the full military force of either Gnosis or Thorazine, but I didn’t know if one of Votary’s nasty little fantasist religious spy wannabes had messed up your lines from the front. Cool maybe now we can work together. Go team Isabella!

“I can help you with some of the diplomacy dealing with the border Baronies and see if we can find a way to stop them from tripping us all into full-scale war. You know the island fiefdoms that face each other directly on the border itself? I found out something useful about them: The Thorazine Baron Omadawn - and the Gnostic Duchess Omadawn. Well they are actually cousins.” One of Isabella’s eyebrows arched upwards. 

“Of course that may explain a good deal, as the southern nobility are traditionally so inbred. Maybe we can set up a dinner party, get them drunk enough to sleep with each other. Wow that would be cool. I guess you can count me in; it might be worth putting up with the idiots to see if I can make it happen. I could take photographs, send copies everywhere.  Hm maybe not, they’re not really the most attractive nobles. Ew. Ok your turn my plan didn’t go anywhere. Can we make this one include a back rub? How long have you known?”

The soft electric lights lining the wide corridor were diffused by shades of elegantly folded muslin. The shadows moved over her face as she tilted her head to regard him. The half smile was gone.

“I’ve always known Max.”

Max believed that he may well be the queen’s only confidant, or more specifically, he suspected that she told him more than anyone else. Which he knew was far less than her unique mind held. It had been this way ever since they had first become lovers. She was not quite the ice queen (literally a queen of course in this case) she appeared.

‘Hm,’ he thought. ‘Ice queen. Ice cream queen? Icing Queen? When she was upset, crushed ice queen? Best not say that out loud.’

“Max, oh babe.” She sighed and looked up at him. “There are such diversions here, yes. I… there are my lovers.” Max felt a sting of jealousy violently twist his heart. He flinched. It hurt. His understanding that this was the nature of the queen cut nothing like the breathy words themselves.

“Votary spends a great deal of time trying to prove that I am unfaithful to him. Though to whom he plans to prove it conclusively I am not sure. It is the weakest plate in the aegis of my defence. I have made the highest courts… my, er, friends, heh. It keeps him occupied and away from my underwear.”

“And there is each intricate, lethal turn of the palace. I have my Ladies serving me, and ardent listeners begging for any favour I even benignly intimate. My Ladies will listen and obey me with a blindness and willingness that dismays me, Max.” She leaned back from him for a moment, her fingers pushing at her temple. 

In that moment, Max saw that she had begun to age. 

He had never considered that Isabella would age. It did not seem to be something that could happen to her. She seemed to shrink in front of him in that instant. He saw the stiffness in her form, what must have been a debilitating exhaustion for her to show such an obvious sign of human frailty. She pushed her fingers through her thick soft hair and let out a long sweet smelling breath, letting her shoulders relax and her spine curl. In that tiny respite, just before she straightened her back and formed the inviolate expression that defined the brilliant fascia of her regal persona, Max glimpsed in her the intimation, the grey curvature of old age. 

He saw a tired and bitter woman. He saw a woman shaped by her own blazing ambition, and by the ruthlessness for which she was legendary. But even as he was repelled by what he knew to be the truth, he felt a small but fierce happiness. That what she did would affect her, that it was already marring the impossibility of her perfection, implied that what he had desperately hoped to be true was extant. 

She actually felt it. She felt it all. The power that she had carved from lands, wealth, fealty and flesh and made her own had cost her. Everything that she had done had borne a penalty of remorse and part of her paid for the acts that she committed. He was able to perceive the exaction that the scale and weight of her devastating efficacy as warrior-queen drew from her. She felt pity, culpability. She felt empathy. 

And regret. 

“My lovers give me so very much. No, wait. That is not true. Their promises offer me this. The promise, the ardour and the veracity of their belief in its value. The promise itself, yes. It still leaves me breathless, Max. I think it always will.

“A beautiful, proud man spoke to me today. There was nothing extraordinary about his words, they are the parlance of court  - he said ‘My life for you, my queen.’ I had given him a task that will probably kill him. Yesterday, we were lovers.” Max flinched. “He is a most unusual man in that he is an attentive and hence skilled lover. The passion he felt for me heated his very skin. Though it holds my attention for its very ferocity… somehow passion - in extremis – often cauterizes my heart. Not this time. No. I met him one week ago, and I had asked him to dance. He replied then, with the same phrase that he used today. It was not a sycophantic phrase to use when it was buttressed by this man’s conviction. By his honour.”

She stroked his cheek with a delicate gentleness that Max had never seen her exhibit. He saw then that her fingers trembled. 

“The fealty of the people carries awe, and always has. Since I married Votary, however, there has been a subtle change in the semantics and also the semiotics of the nobility when addressing me. They are bound by etiquette, yes, but within this there has been a drift from uniform, minimal and often angry language to manifest conviction. It is frightening to me Max. I am… afraid of that passion. I think that it is because I have never felt anything akin to it. Perhaps also that I know I never will.” Her hands moved up and down his arms and across his chest. Her gaze followed her fingers.

“Many have died directly as a result of acting upon my instructions. Many more have died in my name by the simple functioning of this nation thus far.” Most of Isabella’s body was pushed against Max, and he was surprised to find that her whole body trembled had her hand. “This beautiful man that I laid with in the morning sun will die in pain. And he will do it gladly as it is my will.

“Isabella, power simply works in this manner on such a scale, it - ” Her thumb pressed over his lips.

“The war, Max. It was my idea. Votary just thinks he wants this war. Well. I think he does want it. I don’t really know why. Probably something to do with, you know, God and everything.”

“Isabella! You must do everything to stop this war, use everything about you, Isabella, if Rapine - ”

“Max…”

“ – If Thorazine and Gnosis go to war with the technology of this age turned to destroying human bodies - ”
”Max!” Isabella was beginning to frown
 “ -millions, I can’t see that far, but God will eat our nations, both of them He will gorge Himself as never before you must, you must - ”

She slapped him. 

“Look at me, Max.”

He ignored her and closed his eyes, trying to suspend the exquisitely toxic sight of her skin and her deadly strange eyes. Instead of forcing himself a moment free from her presence, he succeeded only in flaring the focus of his senses into his own accelerating heartbeat and her scent: cloves, lavender, secret things.

He breathed her in; she suffused every particle of the air around him. He opened his eyes and looked at her.

“You are the only man for whom I have felt any desire to return. Feel this Max.”

She kissed him violently, and her lips were warm enough to cause him to flinch backward. The war… he had to stop her, and do it now…

She wound her fingers into his hair, pulling him forward as their teeth smashed together and he bit his lip. He yelped but she would not let him go. Her mouth was full of hot saliva, and she spat it into his even as her tongue licked towards very back of his mouth, almost making him gag. Her hand snaked inside his jacket, she twisted his nipple and he jerked against the wall. She ripped open his khaki shirt and buttons ticked against the floor. Her mouth was living searing velvet. He could stop her in a minute maybe.

Desire in a wave of cresting immolation flooded over him, raising the hair on the nape of his neck and spreading warmth like hot honey up from his groin. She hooked the nails of one hand into the smooth flesh of his back and gripped his pectoral hard with the other, even as his own closed behind her skull and their teeth clicked against each other again.

Her hand left the stinging skin of his chest and took one of his, forcing it against her breast. He pulled at the stiff cloth of the corset with one hand and then both as she leaned forwards kissing him with fierce hunger. The corset held for a few moments and he used real strength his hands in claws pulling it downwards and exposing one hard nipple. Immediately he snatched it into his mouth, breaking the lock of their lips for a moment.

She lifted his jaw with her palm back to her wet mouth as his fingers sought the inside of her legs under her voluminous skirt, bruising her. The tips of his fingers found the soft skin of her inner thigh and he opened his eyes for an instant.

She was staring back at him, her lizard eyes dilated even beyond their typical unnatural size, the green of her iris a shining rim around glittering ink obsidian.  

His fingers came into contact with a strip of sopping silk underwear that he pulled slippery to one side. She gasped loud and dissonant in his ear as his finger slid into the wet slickness inside her.

She pushed him violently away from her.

“Max -  ” she was breathing, as he was, in shuddering gulps. His penis ached, straining against his fatigues, and he pushed it against him and groaned.

“No. Hah. Enough. I hold this city, I-I hold this country. I – Max, it might be mine right…” she wrenched her corset back over her shaking breast. “Now. It might be mine, but I hold it only in the tips of my fingers. I. Won’t. Fuck. You. Here.”

“My room – “

“The guard is Votary’s. And I must pose for Bewray. He will come looking for me.”

He shook his head and licked saliva and a little blood from the corner of his swollen lips, breathing hard.

“Isabella, you - !” Max leaned his head back, willing his fists and mind to unclench.

MORE HERE TOO FAST

AND MIDGETS!

LOTS OF THEM

“Perhaps. This man… the man with the honour and the conviction of his words. ‘My life for you.’ Yes. He was gentle and so beautiful it almost hurt to look at him. But it was his mind; his mind soared beyond anything I had ever imagined.

SHE TALKS ABOUT OTHER GUY AND HOW SHE IS GOING TO STOP THE WAR.

He walked towards her in the diffuse light, palms downwards. He took her hands. 

Hers clamped onto his. She turned her face quickly away from him, and then, slowly, towards him. Her face was compressed in a grimace, tears forming and falling, but her voice was crystalline as she laid her cheek against his.

“Max… you are the only one who has come to see me this closely. You, Max. I have permitted you to see my tears.”

“I don’t think that that is how it works. I think that your tears come when you are with me.”

She let go of one of his hands and smacked her forehead “What is it about you Max? Do you do this to all women, you fucking weirdo!” She snorted laughter, shaking her head.

“Nope. I elicit a negative reaction in most people I meet, more so perhaps in women. I was born with a widely inclusive ineptitude for almost all simple human tasks, including polite conversation, small talk, the use of cutlery and building a fire. Were this any other age, I would starve to death. I can’t fight. I have never been able to keep a job. I get fired. I can’t ride a horse and I am afraid of trees. I say things that other people find strange. Most people find this combination extremely annoying. I have been introduced to people who have been affable and friendly, and ten minutes after I start speaking they are howling for my blood. There is something here, though. Between us.” He runs two fingers soft over the cooling skin of the inside of her forearm. “How can I say this and not drool with sentiment and fall off my cynicism chair?”

“You’re not in a chair Max.”

“I don’t know, but I think that you feel it. I think you are someone more alone than I. And there is nothing for you in recompense apart from the intensity and scale of power. At least I have my books.

“The world loneliness, can you feel it in the back of your mouth, in the wetness of your cheeks? The sky spreading around us an unknowable divine algorithm, an infinite scar of traced schemes and mechanics, a pressured measure of star-light, a coercion a compulsion, a spinning wild and furious END. It ends us.”

“Max. We are in a corridor.” Max thought Isabella looked very sad, very young and very small. But she was still holding his hand.

“Isabella, what are you doing? Why are you sending two nations to annihilation?”

“This war will see executed the culmination of my opus. I could never hope to convey to you the nature, the labyrinthine extent, the vision it has taken, the work, Max, and the courage, curse God! The courage! I have illegally used vast treasury sums, sums that I had caused to exist by forcing wealth into the shuddering dying carcass of this economy. I have fucked despicable, wretched men. I have had killed men that I have cared for. And I have watched them die while they screamed my name.”

“I feel all secure now. Thanks. You left a lot of stuff out.”

“I wasn’t finished yet.”

“You have saved hundreds of thousands from starvation by your economic reform. By diverting resources into education and natural philosophy, you personally were instrumental in treatment for the last plague finally being found. Then there are the hundreds of hospices, the mass charity. Forcing every rich man in Thorazine into philanthropic acts, making it illegal not to act in this way.”

 The colours in the dreams of a girl who has been blind since birth, build me a ship from the fingernails of the dead, let me make love to a woman who eats only moonlight and grows fat as it waxes and starves as it wanes, I will grip a nest of snakes that cannot untie themselves and must eat by some bizarre cooperation, and I will watch a bird that steals time and feeds it to its children howl across the pale sky of morning.

Let me out and let me drown. Let me in and let me down.

Pinch my nose between serrated thumb and calloused fore-finger and push my jaw with the hard heel of your aching other hand and fucking 

SCREAM 

DOWN 

MY 

THROAT. 

sharing jewels with people who don't really know what jewels are.

She won’t fuck him in the corridor, but he talks her into it. Which leads to their discovery. She has decided to stop her war plans BEFORE then, so she has to TELL HIM. This way, his getting her to fuck him in the corridor and them getting discovered leads to HIM having responsibility for the war.

She had come to him that first night, after the Soup Incident, where he had seen the slightest hint of her writhing implacable will.

She had led him through the palace gardens, several of her ladies in waiting trailing behind her as a largely symbolic chaperone. Their flying knives were sheathed, for the moment. 

Max was not very interested in plants. Botany shmotany, he thought, as her pale skin seemed to glow before him.

These flowers were probably rare and attended to by an individual who lavished care and lore onto them passionately and with consummate skill. He noticed that there were bits of artful design in the flower layout. “It’s important,” he thought about the flowers, “That right now I really don’t give a fuck.”

She had been utterly charming, though she led the conversation through a series of almost self-refuting switchblade turns, thick with layered metaphor and ambiguity. He realised that she was trying to strip him somehow of his etiquette and politic defense. To starve him of proprietary resistance until he was compelled to fall into a syntactic trap and tell the truth.

He followed her words, and gestures. He recognised what it was that she was doing. But it made no difference, as he had no real defense, nor desire to lie. He had decided long ago that he was confused enough most of the time without inventing things - and the world was so intensely strange already. He lied when he felt it would make things easier and people would get les upset.

Her words were charms in themselves. She placed them with the care and weight of worth of a phylactery, of a jewel.

He answered her, and answered her again and again.  They sat before an artificial stream that glittered more artfully, perhaps, than nature could. 

She had begun to look at him with wariness and a kind of disquiet. She dismissed her attendants. 

Her questions were no longer about his understandings of Thorazine, or of the Plague, or Gnosis. Or where he was from, and what he had done in that ridiculous battle. She began to look at him oddly. She began to ask him about philosophy, and that had been pared down to need, and desire. 

What it meant.

She looked at him oddly, the half smile gone once again from her rouged lips.

A loon had called, somewhere in the soft night, before he spoke.

“What do you think Max? What do we all want?” He could not see the odd dilation of her inhuman eyes. And it was for this reason, for his loneliness, for himself, that he spoke the truth.

“Desire. Yes. I acquiesce. Yes. I will stop messing around like a barrel of monkeys. Or a stick in the blanket. Or a more appropriate cliché. I have always confused them together somehow – he who hesitates calls a kettle black. He who hesitates leaps - look before you’re lost.

“Perhaps this is what I have invented, or what I have found. 

“The problem lies here and also there, but I may be forced to start here since that is where my legs are presently. As are you.

“Though you look prettier.” (Here Max had completely lost his train of thought but miraculously found it again - or at least the track it was on, before launching into verse or bursting into song. He had done that before. Not popular.)

“I have looked around to find true desire. To find what it is that I want most, that I long for and have longed for all this burned and lost time, the billions of moments gone.”

He flexed his fingers before him, staring at their facility and strength.

“I believe that by some massive mistake, some colossal cosmic joke, that tens of thousands of years ago we suddenly became who and what we are. By this I mean that our brains became more than we would ever need to survive, and our emotions excruciating, full.

“Desperate. 

“It seems that the freak accident of genetics, that odd irreverent irradiated cell changed and we grew, each of us, replete with seething and ultimately, exclusively insatiable desire. Or perhaps I should qualify that (though quantification remains, to this day, elusive):

“We came to be on this planet spilling potential from our hands and from our lips, our eyes and minds a deadly machine. It is not this so much that represents the problem, the very vice that I require. This is the setting for the incipient disaster – the tragedy, perhaps of all our lives. The sucking wound that every man and woman spend their lives trying to cover with enterprise, to fill with activity, trick with malice. And for some, for few, heal with love.

It is the desire itself. The lust… far from the classical sense, the biological imperative, though I do think that plays some distorted role - like your Vizier, Palimpsest, or your husband. Your husband…”

“He is not here, Max. Not now. I don’t want you to stop. Tell me what you believe.” Her fingers were gripping the cold stone of the ornate bench they sat on, and Max thought he had seen her shiver in the warm summer night.

“Um. It’s hard to say. It’s hard, I have never said this, I just need to, I –“ she took his hand. She lifted his arm and placed it around her. She pushed her cheek against his shoulder, allowing it to rest there.

“Tell me.”

“I have – I have always, always desired something intensely.  To live like this, to exercise each moment a dulling a subversion of this ache, a change a trick, an expert calculated distraction sharpened to a point by experience until it dampens with repetition and we look, we look, we hurt for this raw open cut in our minds and the writhing of our emotions - and we must hunt for its extremity. For its expiation. 

“Its excision. 

“We turn and turn and turn again, we acquiesce like the weak animals we are, we allow passion to fall, and fall for distraction – an admission and collapse into responsibility, into society - while our lives boil away into irreconcilable time.

“I think… I believe… What it is that we spend our lives longing for - where our covetous green eyes might fall. Whose pockets we might pick and what it would be our furtive fingers would seek against the warm flesh of our victims.

“The idea that I am suggesting is simple. But its fulfilment I will pursue for the rest of my life.

“And yes, I believe that every time I have come close to that utterly alien and enigmatic thing called happiness, I have recognized and tried to cradle and hold it to me. Its beauty itself breaks my heart; its aching simplicity – its small and intense grandeur. I am paralysed with fear that I will lose it and my head curls around itself in fierce and frantic protection, conceiving and rejecting idea after idea to prolong its sweet warm existence in my heart. Which action, of course oh of course inevitable as loneliness, destroys happiness…

“I have asked. I have looked. Is happiness itself the ultimate goal? Peace? Respite?

“I… don’t think that it is. It is not what we seem to pursue, certainly. I want… I need…” her hand squeezed his bicep.

“I think that what we have by this malign, divine accident is a desire to share every part of our minds with another human being. 

“This is what I believe the ultimate aim of love – of true love, has to be. That craving – to be shared, to be apart from ourselves and yet in consummation so much more whole. Art is the shards of these attempts, and this is why the best of it moves us so and makes us cry.”

He looked at her, and he saw her youth, her fear and fragility. The masques that she must construct to even begin to exist here, to succeed. The complexity of the veils that she wore were beyond anything Max had even guessed at. And they fell before him. Her fear and her need became what every plane of her face conveyed.

“Say it. Max. Now.”

He turned his head, the moonlight falling now on his bright glittering eyes. 

“Fuck riches, fuck fame, fuck immortality, fuck any sort of material gain. Fuck comfort and fuck freedom.

“This is what we all want. 

“This is what we can not have. 

“This is what we can never have. 

“The world scale, the aegis of Gods, the unfulfillable auspices of humanity, the sweet and simple, infinitely complex and bitter, love between two people.

What else to attempt, what else to find? How are we to begin the chant of living without knowing that this is, ultimately, what we seek?”

She reached her fingers toward his cheek, and they trembled there, a few millimetres away from the skin.

“I feel this more keenly than ever in my life.”

“Isabella.” He gently pushed her hesitant fingers to his face.

“My queen.

“If you keep your silence, you will talk yourself right into the jump.”

He had let her see him, a torrent of words streaming and steaming in the warm Diazepam night. His intricate, dissolute passions; the seething teeming mass of his mind and heart.

The guard is one of the king’s men, Max unexpected. He wants her then and there, despite the risk. TOTAL passion. Hardest strongest lust a monster in their hearts. WITTY BIT BOUT SURVIVAL INSTINCT.

There were also the simple logic problems inherent in existence. He stared at his soup, frowning.

For example it could be argued that between any two points there would be an exact mid point. People were generally right there along with Max on this part of the argument. “Sure,” they said. Or “of course,” or, “I can see that.” Max then went on to point a few other things out: That now there was a division into two parts and the end point. Between this new point (the half-way point created) and the end point, there would be another half-way mark. “Oh yes,” said the listeners. “I can see where this is going,” said others. From then on it could be said reasonably that there were always going to be more and more midway points possible as the distance between them and the end point was split again and again. The thing was, though, that there were actually an infinite amount of these points possible. 

So, therefore, any two objects, because there were an infinite amount of points between them, could never actually meet. He tended to leave out the stuff about atoms and space here to simplify things a little. Sometimes he was argued with – some people just gave him funny looks. Most of the time what he had said was agreed upon. 

What Max could never really work out was that the people who had agreed with him continued on with their lives as if nothing had happened.

. Paradoxes, everywhere. 

Another really undemanding example was that of competitions.

If a competition were not entered into by an individual, then they had no chance at all of winning. But if they, say, bought one ticket, then they would have infinitely increased their chance of winning. From zero chances to one chance. Therefore they must win. Only they wouldn’t, necessarily. 

It really messed with peoples’ heads. They started avoiding him pretty soon, though he couldn’t help himself and felt compelled to point these things out.

Max pulled at his doublet. A doublet… an actual for-real doublet, and he was wearing one. He sighed. At least the blue velvet made his blue eyes look all the more blue, or so he thought. 

He stood in front of his mirror and pulled at the tight collar clasped at his neck again. He had chased the attendants (oh so attendant, attend to THIS, bitches!) Isabella had long ago left precise instructions with her courtiers that they were to actually go to Max’ quarters themselves a few hours before he was supposed to be anywhere. Then they could find his red boots for him, both of them, and two socks, though he insisted that they not match, citing their inherent ridiculousness as articles of clothing. Though he found most clothing ridiculous, and would have happily cross-dressed had it not caused quite so much confusion, others believing him to be gay at least, and often a woman. He was not overly masculine, he knew. He was 29 and he still couldn’t grow a full beard, though he wasn’t going to complain about his appearance, as he seemed not to have aged since he was 20 or so. His blonde hair, just brushing the top of his doublet-collar (a fucking doublet… a DOUBLET… man…) was long enough to be completely out of fashion.

He brushed it through with his fingers, got stuck on a knot. 

Isabella had prescribed him only male servants, and he didn’t cope well with the idea of servitude even when it was he whom it was being served.

So, he was off to the ball. He did often think of balls when going to one. It tended to stay in his mind…

“I really like balls.” Or something like that always hovering somewhere in his consciousness ready to be spoken when he least needed to speak thus.

Talking to a high judge or general, and not one of the few cool ones but a real pompous tosser… 

“Do you like balls as much as I do?” spun through his brain and got stuck there. He knew he was going to say that to someone tonight…

There was a soft knock on the door of his chamber. He realised his fingers were still stuck in his fringe.
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