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First phase


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 

“If I should desire to be any European water, 



It would be the dark, cold pool


Where into the scented twilight


A squatting child, full of sadness


Launches a boat, as frail as a May butterfly...”



 


 “Le Bateau Ivre”: Arthur Rimbaud


 






 



 




Prologue

 


 


 

Imagery.

 



 



 




Blood. Blood in the darkness, bursting outward like a flower. Brilliant crimson patterns in the emptiness. 



Each petal a victory. Each glittering shape an art-piece of utter beauty. The flood spreading in the darkness, tracing the cracked lines of a mirror.

 




Laughter – savage. Triumphant.

 




Yes…

 




 


 


 

For hate’s sake, I spit my last breath at thee…

 



 






 



 




Chapter 1


 


 


 

Haze…

 




It was neither dreaming, nor truly waking. Neither aware nor unaware. Drifting in a mist, almost thinking. Formless - neither full, nor truly empty...

 




There was a thought; an almost-image. It was She, and she let herself ebb and fade. She floated – a quiet, half formed thought turning in the emptiness. Self awareness wafted in and out, like the shadow of a summer cloud…

 



Tired. So tired...



 




There was no sense of time. Merely the drifting - drifting in the haze.

 




The haze was neither pleasant nor unhappy. It was a state that took nothing, needed nothing. It gave only the slightest, tiny taste of the “I am”…But she took the taste and held it in her mind. 


 




With a slight stir, she sought a place. An image – a sense of peace.

 




Consciousness faded once again, and the shadows drifted on…

 



 ***


 


 


 


 

Sensation

 




The sound of the waterfall came as a vibration – cool, dreaming and eternal. Water pulsed and surged, the rhythms soothing and endless. It was a dream of peace – a spell of healing. There was nothing but the glorious rush of water over stones.

 




The girl lay blindly at peace, sprawled and alone in the emptiness. The waterfall’s delicious sound was through her – all around her. She yearned into it – her thoughts soothed by the pulse-beat of the foam.

 




It was good to rest at last…

 




Tired. She was so tired of it all. All she wanted was to lie here, unseeing – hearing nothing but the timeless music of the waterfall. Drifting effortlessly in peace.

 




She had always loved the water.

 




Little droplets of wind-borne spray flecked the girl’s skin. She breathed slowly and deeply, deliberately searching for the scent she knew had to be there. The smell of brown, cold water and huge old stones. The scents of moss, of fern and fresh, wet leaves. She breathed – and the scent awoke, filling her with all its waves of peace. 



She sucked upon it – drank in the clear, cold air. Purity and beauty – peace and quiet. Falling water and the great, clean stones. She felt the waterfall’s presence, and then her strength seemed to ebb. Clinging to the sure, powerful sound of the waterfall, she let herself drift away in sleep. 


 




She slept…

 




There was no sense of time. Thoughts were vague and unimportant. She could rest at long, long last, here amongst the water and the scent of earth. No need to hurt, to weep, to roam. Here, there was just the quiet dream.

 




Perhaps she knew this place?

 




A waterfall was a living thing. The girl lay flat and searched outwards with her mind. Somewhere behind the sound of water, there was the quiet sigh of rustling leaves. She felt the presence of great, tall trees - huge mountain ash and tree ferns spreading cool and quietly above her. As she lay face up upon a great, broad stone, she felt little tiny flecks of spray kiss against her skin…

 




Beautiful.

 




There would be birds here. Insects. Great furry moths clinging to the ragged, dark brown bark of eucalyptus trees. Tiny blue wrens sparkling inside a wilderness of leaves. And dragonflies. A brilliant dance of dragonflies. The girl half sensed it in her mind – feeling tired. She let herself dwell on all the world beyond her, and felt her soul swim in a daze. 


 




Quietly - gently - she slept once more.

 




Sleep mingled with waking. Sleep, with a tiny core of thought. She lay beside the waterfall, feeling into herself. Feeling the first, slight hints of a question forming in her mind. Still dazed, she drew a long, sharp breath – and snapped her senses back into their proper place.

 



Why am I here?

 




With a pang, the girl jerked awake.

 



Pain!

 




An ice-cold, agonising pain tore through her belly. A strange sensation flooded up and into her heart. Raw pride, pure triumph – regret, fear, hate, contempt. It surged up inside her like frozen vomit, and the girl clamped a thin hand against her stomach. Images ripped into her mind. In a panic, she panted, rejecting madness – ramming it aside. With raw force of will she held tight – and suddenly the pain was gone. 



It left behind it nothing but the taste of tears.

 




Breathing in shallow little gasps, the girl opened up her eyes. The pain did not return.

 




In an infinity of tall old trees, in a place where the air flickered to the dance of butterflies, she lay upon a great, broad slab of stone. Splayed like a sacrifice across a huge, moss-speckled boulder, the girl stared upwards into the cathedral-wilderness of the trees. Great golden shafts of light slanted downward from above – warm with the feel of a Sunday afternoon. Dust-motes glittered in the gold, and here and there the light shimmered from unseen insect’s wings.

 … And there were dragonflies…


The waterfall was all around her – its vibrations surging through the rock beneath the girl’s warm skin. She lay on cool, clean granite, her hair splayed all about her – the foam dancing about her little island as she lay like Ophelia in the stream.

 



Dazed...

 




The dragonflies wove gracefully overhead. The girl watched them, her thoughts slowly, vaguely taking form.

 




There was no more pain. No urgency. But still – the girl took one deep breath, and rolled her head. With dazed eyes, she blinked out into the beautiful green world. Her head span, and she felt her senses blur.


The need to fade, to just dissipate into dream was seductively strong. Peace, calm and contentment all lay in the simple act of surrender.


She threw off the strange ennui with a long-practiced force of will. 


 



Collate.

 




Her hands were thin and pure, perfect white. The girl felt a surge of wry happiness, and looked at her own fingers. They were long and clever – small. Her wrists were small. She was a girl, and she wore a white karate jacket with rolled-up sleeves. 



She was dressed like a samurai. Elegant pleated hakama pants clothed her lower half. There were tabi socks and straw sandals on her feet – a broad obi belt about her waist. When she sat up, a cascade of long, straight hair flowed down around her back.


With a pang, she flew her hand down to her belt. There was a sudden panic – a surge of pure loss. The girl jerked her head in fright, looking for the missing piece of herself. She felt a great, yearning gulf inside her soul. Her heart ached as though it had been completely torn away.

There!


A samurai sword lay on the moss beside her. A long katana – flawless and beautiful. She snatched it up and crushed it against herself, hugging it like a child. She laid her cheek against the hilt, feeling the cold metal of the guard rest pure and clean against her skin.


Gladness. Pure relief. Great sobbing tears were left unshed. The girl slowly released her death-grip on the sword and sat upon her stone, gazing at the weapon in glad, sad wonder.


The sheath was a swirl of lily pads made from lacquer and real leaves. The sword guard had been carved into a glorious pair of dancing dragonflies. The girl caressed the handle worshipfully. Rolling her hand with elegant, practised precision, she drew the sword - slowly, ever so slowly - out of its sheath. The blade shimmered with a pure, quiet life all of its own – the steel rippling like a gentle mountain stream.


Beautiful.


The steel blade reflected her face - thin and grave, with great round glasses and strange pink eyes...


She sat on her rock in the middle of a river – there at the base of a great, slow waterfall. Valley walls soared overhead, sheathed in pure green moss and fern. Stepping stones led out into a forest of tall, straight eucalyptus trees. Tiny blue wrens hopped and flickered in the greenery. Cicadas could be heard chirring softly in the leaves.


Quiet and alone, the slim, slight little girl rose slowly to her feet, her sword still gleaming in her hand. There was a black bow in her hair – long hair, as white as ice cold milk, that flowed almost to the ground. She had the pink eyes of an albino, and pure white skin. Small and quiet, the little girl looked up into the trees – the perfect, rustling, glorious trees - and closed her eyes to savour the kiss and whisper of the wind.

 



Alive…

 



 ***

 




It was a small dojo, but a comfortable one. Tatami mats of woven straw gave off a pleasant smell. The walls were white, and a little shrine was perched up on a shelf.


The flowers in the vase beside the shrine were brown boronia. Their scent was wonderful – rich as incense in a cathedral hall.

 




The girl had always loved the scent of brown boronia.

 




There were vague shapes beside her and behind her. Presences she almost knew. They faced each other and bowed quietly, then began to move in patterns that were infinitely comforting.

Feet whispered over the mats. Swords whistled. The girl felt the crack of her hakama about her legs as she moved. With her sword, she made the proper motions – moving with total care.

Footwork was precise. The menuchi men cut had to be perfect. Don’t lead with the sword’s butt. Think into the sword’s tip - bring the steel to life! Draw back – foot poised. Cut perfectly. Hold. Draw back.


A hundred cuts. The girl was cutting well today. She could feel it! Ki blossomed and flowed from the dojo, the shadows, through her heart and out into the sword. She felt it more and more - felt her sure control - the energy, the perfection. The sword was alive, and moving in beauty!

Perfection.


The other exercises were welcome – so strangely comforting. She remembered them as she performed them. Elegant parries, side-steps, pivots, cuts. The sword moving with precision – the whole body moving at once. The graceful kata were performed with a partner who seemed to be blurred – a face she knew, but couldn’t seem to bring into proper focus.


She needed work. Shadows helped her. The girl’s footwork became one tiny bit more precise.

 




For a while, she let the movements carry her along in a drifting, placid daze…

 




Time - place... Everything wavered.

 




- She was standing erect, her sword sheathed at her side.


- Three steps forward – the hakama rustling softly as she precisely placed her feet. 



- On the third step – the back of the hand touched the sword hilt, rolled and gripped. The sword whispered from its sheath. A side-step out of line of an attack from behind – the sword held high to block the blow. Right knee into the back of the left calf, bent and springy to take the shock. Eyes flicking up to use the sword as a mirror and see the attacker.


- Turn and cut: Flick the blade perfectly vertical before gripping with the lower hand. Extend the ki out through the tip. Cut perfectly. Cut swiftly. The blow must be flawless.


- Draw erect. Spin the sword along its axis with one precise flick of the leading hand. Reverse the sword smoothly. Sheathe it perfectly. The right heel never touches the ground until the sword is home.

 




A shadow turned towards the girl. It bowed warmly - an old friend. The girl bowed back in silence.


The shadows had to go now. But they would be back again.


- Now that they knew she would be here.


The girl bowed. All around her, the scent of straw matting mingled with boronia flowers in the warmth of a summer day…

 



 ***

 




The number one tram always made her sleepy. On sunny days, with the light slanting through the dusty windows, the spell was almost hypnotic. The girl dozed, her head leaning against the cool metal of the tram. The wheels sung as they rolled – the tram vibrated pleasantly. She could have slept there peacefully for hours…


There were streets outside the windows. Terraced shops, old, comfortable and dusty. Shadow-shapes of people moved about the streets here and there. Old cars were parked in patches of soft shade.


The tram wheels screeched as the vehicle reached the top of a long, gentle hill. Here, the streets broadened into a great empty concrete expanse. Multiple tram lines interwove – but there were never any other trams here. With a long, slow turn the tram crossed the other tracks and headed down a quiet street. 



From somewhere just off the road, there came the scent and feeling of the ocean.


The girl rested, dreamily watching the world go by. It was a lovely old tram – pleasantly dingy. The seats were made of wooden slats, all varnished a pleasant yellow-brown. The floor was made from raised ridges of wood – always dusty. The air had a faint hint of ozone.


The girl sat with her sword cradled vertically in her arms. There were other people on the tram – just one or two. They paid the sword no attention. Lifting hooded eyes, the girl watched the other passengers, sleepy thoughts lying half formed in her mind. For some reason, everyone else seemed blurred - like figures seen through a foggy cafe window pane.


At the end of the long, slow corner atop the hill, the girl recognised the stop she wanted. She was short enough to have to stand on a seat to reach the old leather pull cord and ring the bell. Brakes squeaking, the tram slithered to a stop. The girl hopped quietly down the steps and onto a cracked asphalt road.


A fresh wind blew, ruffling the elegant pleats of the girl’s hakama. She stood with her hair rippling in the wind, looking quietly out over the road as the tram squeaked and rumbled sleepily on its way. She threaded her sword through her sash, automatically winding the sheath’s chord around her sheath and up into her belt.


It was a nice, quiet day.


The shops were old and interesting. The girl caught sight of herself in the window reflections as she walked by: A tubular creature, thin and dire. A girl of maybe ten or eleven – slim as a pipe cleaner, with hooded, thoughtful eyes.

How strange…


The shop she was looking for was right where she knew it had to be – downstairs beneath a funny triangular building that sat on the corner of a street. The girl descended slowly down into a rich, delicious scent that made her senses tingle; a scent of old books, acrylic paint and dust.


The shop was long and broad, with row after row of shelves gleaming in the electric light. She slowed her steps as she approached, and entered through the door in a daze of wonder.


It was a wargames shop.


Thousands of lead soldiers hung in plastic packets all along one wall. There were modelling paints and brushes, books of military history and tubes of dice. Boxes and boxes ranged the shelves – games of every kind. Role playing game books, maps and magazines. Moving in quiet gladness, the girl wandered inside, reaching out to brush her fingertips lovingly across the shelves.


Beloved smells. Lead, books, cardboard boxes, printers’ ink. A sense of infinite belonging filled her soul. Moving like a dream walker, arms spread wide, she passed down the shelves and felt the room open out before her, the details becoming crisp and clear.


There was a huge wargaming area, with tables laid out with maps and model soldiers. Shadow figures played the games, pondering thoughtfully before they made their moves.


Joy flooded the girl like a quiet ocean.


She was so totally happy that all of this was here…


There seemed to be no time - no pressure. She browsed the shelves slowly, with care and love – finding one treasure after another. The shelves became distinct – each grew a character all of its own.


She found a game she loved. She had seen it – perhaps she had once owned it? Where? It didn’t matter. It was here now, and she would have it forever. 



She took the box from the shelf and took it over to the counter.


The shopkeeper looked at the girl with his blank shadow face. He opened his mouth like a fish seen through the dim green glass of a fish tank. The lips shaped words slowly, but no sound seemed to come.


He gave the girl the box in a bag. She didn’t pay him money. No one seemed to need any. He seemed to be glad that she was here. The game players stopped to look at her in silent, faceless hope.


She looked over the shop from the base of the stairs.


This would stay here. All of it. She would come back to play. This would be a favoured place forever.


- Forever real.


She raised a hand to wave to the players and the shopkeeper. They waved back in return – suddenly full of life. Taking on a surge of colour, they went back to their games.

 



 




She was sleepy for a long, long time afterwards. A long, deep sleep – but with a strange sense of peace, as though good work had just been done.

 



 ***

 




There were pleasures to be savoured. Pure, perfect pleasures. Chicken-loaf sandwiches made with fresh crusty bread, and ice-cold chocolate milk. The girl ate and drank sitting quietly beside a lovely clear, cool stream. Water trickled through big round stones, and the water shine was kissed by weeping willow trees.


An old wooden bridge ran across the creek, where light and shadow dappled through the paperbark trees. Little red damselflies perched on the weeds beside the stream. Pond skaters cruised sleepily between the patches of bright sun.


Here, where the velvet-soft fennel plants smelled sweetly of aniseed, the girl lay face down and stared into the watery world below. Her sword was beside her, and her hair splayed out about her like a silken robe. 



Tea-brown water spilled over into a quiet pool. There were tadpoles here. Fine, fat tadpoles the size of bantam eggs – round and heavy. Their skins were freckled, and they had eyes of dark bronze-gold.


Beautiful.


She lay there for time out of mind, simply glorying in the little lives inside the pool. The shallow bottom was carpeted with gum nuts and old fallen leaves, all velveted into a soft, delicious brown. When the girl lay her hand carefully on the soft brown furze, and kept perfectly still, big fat tadpoles would eventually nose their way into the palm of her hand. She felt their round, silken bellies resting there – firm and beautiful. 



Peace. Real peace... 



Enraptured, the girl lay there for a long and timeless afternoon, alone with the tadpoles, the water and the dragonflies.

 




She seemed to sleep. There was a sense of timeless, drifting quiet - and then she was wandering in a new and different place.

 



 




Evening.


She was walking along a beach front beneath soft, ragged peppermint gums. Grass rolled towards a quiet ocean, where the lawns mingled with clean white sand. It seemed as good a place as any to sit and rest for a while. Soft wind – the cool, clean grass, and the patient trees. There were clouds here - clouds as beautiful as waking dreams. It was the dark of evening. The sun had gone, leaving streaks of purple gunmetal all across the skies. There were shadow gulls - mere shapes born on a wind of quiet sighs.


The sea looked dark and quiet, with the tips of the waves gilded softly by the sunset.


The girl settled down on the grass beneath a paperbark tree with her sword across her lap. She watched the distant surf as evening spread pink and purple glory all across the skies.

Beautiful.

So beautiful…

So nice to be in the quiet. To sit beneath the leaves - to feel the velvet cushion of the bark against her back. Just to love - to be...

The soft sound of a motor drifted through the air. The girl rolled her head, and saw an orange and white motor scooter trundling along the beach road behind her. The rider was a vague grey shape, laden down with bags.


The scooter swerved over towards the girl and came to a halt beside her. The shadow rider opened a bag, peered inside, and then slowly, quietly, removed an envelope.


The shadow held the letter out towards the girl.


She took it. As her hand touched it, the vague grey shape of the envelope seemed to become clean and white. She felt the paper beneath her fingers – crisp and real. The top was unsealed. Moving slowly, the girl opened up the blank envelope, and stared inside.


There was a card.


It was a white file card, ruled with blue lines. Written on one side were a few straggling lines of hand writing:

 



 IS IT OK – THE PLACE YOU ARE?

 




The shadow rider held out a black marker pen. The girl looked at it, then hesitantly took it. She slowly turned the card over to its blank side.


She wrote slowly – the marker pen squeaking loudly in the evening air.

 



 YES.

 




She hesitated a moment, then thought of a long day spent beside a stream.

 



 THERE ARE TADPOLES.

 




She put the card back in its envelope, and handed it to the rider. He nodded to her with one soft incline of his head – and then turned and rode away. 



The sound of the motor scooter dwindled. Soon there were only the sounds of seabirds, distant surf, and the wind in the trees. It was so wonderfully restful.

 




An idle thought arose: Memory extended back only to awakening at the waterfall. 


 




Didn’t it?

 




It was wrong. It almost seemed as though there ought to have been more… Tadpoles – waterfall – a tram ride - the store… It was all wonderful – and all familiar. But was there something strange about it all?

 




Perhaps.


 


She would give the matter thought. Composing herself to watch the first glimmer of the stars, the girl sat back against her tree and softly stroked her sword.


 


High above her, a titanic shape swirled softly through the clouds. It cruised with infinite serenity above the ocean – a thing all fins and swirls of quiet beauty. It faded off into the wine-dark lees of the sunset, and a warm, dark night came out to enfold the sleeping world.


 

 



 






 




Chapter 2

 



 



 




A gentle, shallow estuary flowed quietly to the sea. The waters were softly tinted, like fine tea; the sandy bottom could clearly be seen. Flat-nosed fish investigated all the interesting places on the river bottom. Here and there, a gull gave a lonely little cry.


There was a smell of salt – the sound of wind moving over sand and grass. The girl stood with the wind at her back, her hair and clothing billowing. She looked out over the grassy slopes around the estuary, and let her thoughts – such as they were – drift in the breeze.


It was overcast today. Soft light, and beautifully textured clouds. Alone upon the river shore, the girl swayed to the endless, quiet currents of the wind.


A big weevil wandered along the powder-fine sand. The creature left a pattern of footprints behind him as he marched. He seemed so firm – so wonderfully full of purpose. He marched over driftwood and salt grass, threading his way off to some important business far away.


If you listened carefully, you could actually hear the quiet sound of his little feet…


It was a nice river. The water was only shin deep, but a broad ribbon of flat sand showed how the river must spread outwards at high tide. It smelled salty, and the sound of surf came from somewhere downstream. A bridge made from black wood pilings ran off across the water towards a tall headland just beyond.

 



Interesting…

 




The girl rolled her head to look at the world about her. The breeze was as soft as dreams, and it felt nice just to stand there with the fishes, the weevil and the clouds.


Last time she had bothered to take note, she thought she had been at a beach. It had been evening. Had there been a night?

Did it matter?


Perhaps not.


There was a real seduction to the thought of an infinite, golden afternoon. The girl was sorely tempted – and the knowledge irritated her.


Irritation was a marvellous process. Thinking somehow became easier. 



The girl stood on the shore alone. There were seagulls here – neat white little creatures with lively silver eyes. Down by the shore, oyster catchers scurried about on comical little legs, as if perpetually afraid that their red feet might get wet. On the far side of the river there loomed a fine grassy headland. It was topped by a tangle of ruined castle walls.


Behind her lay the sandy foreshore – a place scattered with lovely, shady groves of peppermint guns. A quiet road paralleled the shore. A ruined church had been overgrown with climbing roses, and a little shop hid back amongst the trees. The ruined castle looked mysterious and inviting, with promises of shadowed places and little secret creatures living down amongst the stones.


The girl felt sleepy again.


She had been on a beach – and it had been evening. Now she was standing by an estuary in the full light of a quiet day.

 




Was she sleep walking?

 




She forced herself to stay awake. Over the bridge, there was a castle. It was the highest point she had yet seen. From there, she might be able to see the beach – or tadpole creek, or perhaps the town.


Order. Somewhere in this, there had to be some sort of order.


Damn but she felt tired…


The sword felt solid and comfortable in the girl’s sash. She rested her hand on the hilt as she walked along beside the river, its seagulls and its shorebirds. 



A ragged concrete path lead up onto the bridge. The pilings were dark brown-black, and had a pleasant, lustrous smell of creosote. The girl walked quietly across the bridge - suspended between the water and the clouds.

Tired…


The headland was only a short walk away – and then perhaps some questions would be answered.


It was a sandy path - the sand powder soft and smelling of salt. The girl wandered in a daze, heading towards the castle on the headlands. If she fell asleep again, she might wake up in yet another place. It must not happen! She needed to find out where she was – she needed to know how her world was ordered.


Long grass grew beside the path. Snails with pure white shells lived down there in the shadows. Big green grasshoppers clattered into the air as the girl passed by. Pronghorn locusts: The sound of their wing-beats was loud and beautiful….


She felt herself begin to fade.

Tired…


Move carefully. Keep a tight hold on the sense of self. She kept a tight image of herself – black hakama, white tunic, white hair. Small and determined, and always gripping the sword. She kept herself in focus – the path at her feet in focus. She kept the memory of the sea beside her. She knew that the hill was rising up beneath her. She limited her world to the ground at her feet – thought clearly of where she was, and where her steps would lead her. The girl made the long, steep climb, holding tightly to the sharp, clear fact of her “I am”.


The sand thinned. Gravel finally crunched beneath her straw sandals.


Breathing hard from the climb, the girl looked slowly up. 



She stood there at the edge of a great, dry moat. A castle wall made from pitted blocks of dark grey stone spread itself before her. She felt her heart hammering. Fatigue made her sway. The girl saw a wooden entry bridge flanked by huge stone barbican. Forcing herself to move, she walked slowly over to the castle gates.


Her shoulders bowed. All she wanted to do was to simply lie down and sleep. The world suddenly swooped - and she was kneeling in the gravel. She gripped her sword and leaned against the railings of the bridge, trying so hard not to sleep.


A great, warm presence seemed to loom somewhere beside her. Something huge and calm – infinitely trustworthy, infinitely quiet. The girl feel a gentle wash of strength against her mind, lapping at her soul like cool, clear waters.


She drank, drawing strength into herself. Slowly, the weight came from her back. She felt her head clear. Breathing became softer, slower, until finally she could lift her head and open up her eyes.


She sat slumped upon a wooden bridge across a castle moat. Far below, the ocean cast bright surf against the headland. The ocean waters were shallow, blue and wonderfully clear. 


 




A giant goldfish floated in the air beside her, its fins rippling softly in the ocean breeze.

 




The creature was gleaming, vast and perfect: a lion-head organda, with pure pearl-silver scales and a head rippled with brilliant orange flesh. The fish’s eyes were huge and golden – great, wise windows into a quiet soul.


The fish hung effortlessly in the air, its fins waving slowly back and forth in a silken dance. Bigger than a church, it gazed unwinkingly down at the girl, who looked back up at the fish in absolute wonder. 



They sat there together, in the breeze and the filtered light, while wind blew softly past the lichen-speckled castle stones. The great fish drifted to rest side by side with the girl, and they both gazed together off towards the world below.


From here, high up above the river - it all became clear.


It was a beautiful world of scrub and forest. The estuary passed the headland, and there it met the beach. It was the long, well shaded shoreline where the girl had sat the night before. The beach curved around in a beautiful clear bay, well dotted with little submerged islands of coral.


There was a tram stop near the beach. The tram rested sleepily beside a row of shops and a scattering of houses. On a hill near the beach sat some sort of hotel. There was a tight tangle of streets behind – old fashioned, intriguing and exciting, hinting of strange cafes, little bookshops and shop windows filled with toys.


Interesting…


There was no sign of a bigger city – the games store, the wide streets and concrete spaces. Perhaps it all lay further around the bay?


Trams. There would be a map of tram routes at the tram stop. The girl felt a flare of glorious satisfaction.

 




Logic. To all things, there was a unifying logic.

 




The fish saw that she understood. It met her eyes and nodded slowly – elegantly – its beautiful fins gently a-swirl. The girl climbed slowly to her feet.

 “Thank you.”


It was the first time she had ever heard her own voice.


The giant fish rose up, up, up into the winds. It banked slowly away, drifting out across the ocean towards the dim shapes of green islands far beyond. The girl watched it go until it somehow seemed to turn sideways and disappear.


 

So now she knew.


She was not lost. She merely had to see, and know. With her hand resting on her sword hilt, the girl turned away and walked down towards the town, carefully fixing the world within her mind. 


 




A long, slow walk down the grassy headland. Grasshoppers and snails. The path was sandy and pleasant beneath her feet. The wind made gorgeous ripples in the grass.

Perfect.


Down at the estuary, ibis strutted along the bridge on long elegant legs, looking with interest behind the railings and between the paving boards. The girl walked amongst the birds, so glad that they were there. She smiled, and the ibis lifted their heads to watch her as she passed.


Order: Castle headland – bridge - estuary. She walked onwards through a gorgeous day, passing trees that smelled of resins warmed softly by the sun. Everywhere she looked, there were interesting things: an old boat heaved up on its side – the stem of a broken lighthouse, or a glimpse of a far off island. 



Perfect little seagulls dipped and wheeled in the sky. 



It was a long walk through a beautiful, sleepy morning. The girl found the road that ran along the beach, passing scattered houses that all seemed old and pleasant. Huge fig trees spread a beautiful, dappled shade. She passed fish and chip shops, a little store, and saw the tram stop just ahead.


Here, there was an actual street lined with… what? Book shops – a music store. Little cafes. The tram sat in place at the end of the line, its engine chugging like an old washing machine as it fed pressure to the brakes. The driver walked about the coach to pull down the power pole at one end, tie it down, and then untie the power pole at the far end of the coach and let it rise carefully up to lock onto the power lines overhead.


The driver was a half-seen shadow. More shadows waited to board the tram. Some held shopping bags – others had towels and Eskimo chests left over from a morning on the beach.


The tram would wait a few more minutes before it was ready to leave. The girl looked quietly about herself, one hand resting on her sword hilt. She walked over towards the shops and gazed into the windows, drifting in the strange, comfortable ambience of her world.


Nice little shops. A model shop filled with Airfix kits. A toy store that stocked anime statuettes, and a strange little den filled with tarot cards, leather-bound journals and thick, dark granules of incense. 



The scent of patchouli and myrrh was strong – hypnotic. The air drifting from the shop door was wonderfully cool.


One shop window was cracked. Reflected in the window, the image of a woman stared out at the girl. The image held a look of resentment – near tears mingling with hate. 



The girl stopped to look in puzzlement.


Blood seeped through the window cracks, spreading out over the glass. More blood flooded out to obscure the image in the window.

 



Dislocation.

 



Crap!

 




No tram. The sun had gone, and the universe was an immense velvet gloom.

 




She stood in a deep, dark valley cleft into black rock. The place echoed to the hiss and fall of narrow waterfalls. Half-carved into the rock face, great squat statues crouched. Their heads were topped with pointed caps, and their ear lobes were long and pendulous. The statues were furred green with lichen, and each one scowled down into the valley floor.


There were ruins here, clinging to the cliff face. Tall-gabled houses, with peaked rooves tiled in black scales.


The girl stood in a narrow lane beside a statue. Around her spread a ruined, dire black town. The streets followed the cliff face, overlooking the great, deep canyon. A hundred meters below her, the canyon floor spread out into a shallow, clear lake with a bright sandy bottom. Rocky islands stood out above the water, joined to their own perfect reflections. Towering over them all, there was a strange old temple built upon a rock at the far end of the lake. It towered like a jet black pagoda made from dragon scales. 



On the far side of the valley, great tunnel mouths yawned in the sides of the cliffs. Dark, dangerous - mysterious. The tunnels were black mouths into a deep, mysterious world. 



The lake was only a few meters deep, and big catfish could be seen nosing slowly across the stones.


Noises: Grunts. Thuds. The sound of steel on steel. The girl instantly put her hand to her sword.


A figure crashed through the wall of a house, rolling fluidly up onto its feet. It was a woman - part dragon, and part dancer - long, lean and wonderfully feral. She held a huge flamberged two handed sword, gaping her fangs to hiss defiance at an enemy in the dark.


The lizard woman gleamed like polished ebony - her muscles lean and smooth as liquid night. She stood in pure, savage beauty - high breasted, slim and almost naked, then raged forward into the darkness with her sword. Shadows leapt towards her, brandishing axes and great heavy cleaver blades.


The white child stared - and two shadows flung themselves towards her.


She drew. The sword flashed out as she side stepped, and a shadow reeled. Shadow blood burst out over the stones. A turn – a parry, step, pivot, cut! The second shadow lost its head.


More and more shadows boiled up out of the ruins. The lizard swung her massive sword, fighting with a wild, savage joy. She was exquisite – slim as a dagger, with a fanged snout and a crest of gleaming spines. She was dressed in beads, her figure taut and sleek. Her jet black sword swung and hacked ferociously, smashing enemies aside. She span, her stiff tail smashing an enemy’s kneecap. The stricken shadow fell, and was literally hacked in half by the lizard’s monstrous blade.


Shadows leapt towards the lizard’s back.


The white child stepped in. She fought, and became lost in the haze. Blades – parry, turn and cut. Leaping to land on her knees, her whole weight going into perfect blows. Shadows falling – half heard screams. The lizard fought and fought in a feral ecstacy, pinning enemies with clawed feet and plunging steel into their flesh.


Each struck down a final shadow. They panted – dazed, thrilled. The girl felt a weird, wild elation – she sensed something of the savage, fantastic joy of the lizard at her side. Shadow blood was all around her. The sword had cut through enemies like a mad, screaming dream.


More! There had to be more! Killing suddenly seemed the ultimate ecstasy!


No.


Wrong. Bloodlust flowed out of the lizard woman like a drug-addicted scream. The lizard panted hoarsely – slim and beautiful. She wore a loincloth and a string about her waist that was hung with little bones. A halter covered a pair of high ebony breasts. There was a pair of bolas on her belt, and knives strapped to her forearms and her thighs. 



The lizard woman’s chest rose and fell as she stared at the white-haired girl. The creature’s tall crest of spines lifted - first standing in fascinated wonder, and then suddenly flattening in resentment. Angered, bitter and lonely, the lizard gave the white child a hurt-filled glare, and then somehow turned sideways and disappeared.

 



No!

 




The girl started forward. The lizard was real! She had texture, colour - passion! She was not one of the shadows. Of everything she had seen, only the lizard and the God-Fish had detail. The white-haired child span her sword in her hand and elegantly sheathed it, then strode forward in determination.

 



Lizard!

 




She turned sideways – and was suddenly in a new place.

 




It was the floor of the great stone valley. The lake was broad, cool and crystal clear, a mere few meters deep. Big stones lay on the bottom, half in and half out of the water. Thin waterfalls hissed downwards from the canyon lip high above. The air smelled fresh, sharp and incredibly clear.


The girl stood on a rocky island beside the great sunken temple, and the air echoed to the sound of waterfalls.


Shadowed beauty. Crystal waters. A sense of the mysterious… The place had a drifting silver light - like ripples at the bottom of a quiet sea….


The rock island was a place of lapping water and a beach of pure white sand. Overhead there loomed the great temple - a dark, soaring structure with roof piled upon roof, reaching up into the sky. The rooves were made from black wooden scales. It rose pagoda-like, tier after tier – mysterious and beautiful, smelling of pitch and old, dark wood.

Yes.


The girl breathed deeply - and slowly the valley became more alive. Climbing roses appeared – great cascades of them spilling down the distant valley walls. Moss now grew all around the tumbling little waterfalls. It was green now, and golden shafts of sunlight streamed in from above. Butterflies danced inside the beams. 


 




Down in the waters, the lizard swam.

 




She was beautiful. The lizard cruised as effortlessly as a slim black crocodile, propelled by her sinuous tail. Here, she looked as though she belonged. She was a part of something magical. Silver ripples of light chased across the sandy bottom of the lake, caressing her body as she swam.


The lizard girl emerged from the water at the edge of the island, dripping – gleaming wet. On the shore, her sword had been left against a stone. The lizard had caught a huge grey catfish, and she placed her captive on the shore.


The lizard knew that she had company. She cast a sharp, resentful glance towards the girl.


Wind groaned somewhere up above. A few dead leaves blew past the white-haired girl. She stood and felt this great, quiet, echoing place around her, and then moved softly down to the shore.


Grey gravel crunched beneath her feet.


The lizard had somehow made a fire. She sat beside it with the wiggling catfish in her lap.


The fish was injured - scraped along its side from a rock. As the white-haired child watched, the lizard spread her hand above the wound - bowed her head... and the fish was healed.


Cradling the huge fish carefully, the lizard woman carried it back to the water. She released it carefully, and the creature slid away into the cool, clear lake.


Watching from a few steps away, the white-haired girl was glad.


Somehow, there was now food sizzling over the fire; strips of fungus, and a slab of meat. The lizard walked over, pretending to ignore her visitor, and sat down to tend to her cooking.


Hakama rustled as the girl stepped forward. She knelt neatly, precisely down on the shore, whipping her hakama pleats into order with one sweep of her hand. Long white hair spilled to the ground beside her as she quietly sat and observed the lizard at work.


The lizard noticed the new colours that had crept into the valley. She stared at them and blinked. Her crest rose in an expression of wonder. She looked to the white-haired child.


The girl watched her. When the time finally seemed right, she spoke in the merest whisper.

 “Who were you fighting?”


Here and there, water dripped into the lake, spreading beautiful ripples. Somewhere overhead, there must be clouds. But from the lizard, there was only silence.


The lizard seemed troubled. The girl could feel her turbulence - a life lived in a half craze. The ecstasy of killing – the cool peace of the water and the silence…


Abruptly, the lizard stood. She grabbed her sword – flicked an annoyed glance at the girl - turned sideways, and was gone.


The girl sighed.


Rain began to fall softly, spreading perfect circles of light into the lake. The great brooding statues freshened, their lichen glowing silver-green. The girl sat awhile and savoured the beauty of it all.


Catfish swam over to regard the girl from beneath the waters. Fine fat fish with elegant long whiskers. The one so recently caught by the lizard swam by – she recognised the spots across its tail. The girl reached into her robes and found some bread. She fed the catfish, who circled gratefully off shore.


When the girl moved on, a crooked, perfectly eccentric tree now grew out of a great cracked stone. It shaded one small strip of shore, giving a little patch of green to the Lizard’s home.


The cliff tunnels breathed a sense of dark, deep mystery. 



The girl gave one last quiet, searching look about the valley - remembering. She looked out over the lake, and then turned, thinking of strange shops, little streets, and a quiet afternoon.

 



Dislocation

 




The hypnotic peace of whirring along on a bike. She coasted slowly downhill along the footpath. A tram ran beside her, its wheels clacking on the rails. Here and there, the shadows walked the streets, shopping, exploring – sitting in cafes.


Overhead, the hotel loomed...


Her bike - a bike green as a dragon, with streamers trailing from the handle bars and gears as smooth as silk. The girl leaned into a corner, slitting her eyes in pure pleasure as the wind whipped through her hair.

 




It was so good to have her bike again...

 




She explored, pedalling along through little streets. The streets here behind the hotel were different – narrower than elsewhere – an intimate maze of little plazas, dear alleyways and streets made from bluestone cobbles. It was completely different to the quiet, wide-open streets near the games store. Old – intimate. Less sleepy – more full of fun. It was a place of wrought iron lamp posts and little bakeries.


She rode – simply enjoying the sense of motion through the streets.


Her hakama were lashed tight with puttees. The bearings whirred as the girl took a corner happily, her hair streaming in the breeze. Her beautiful sword rested in a bracket behind her seat. It was a cool, fine day, and all was well with the world.

Bookshop!


She excitedly jammed on the brakes and the bike groaned to a halt. Half sunken below street level, there was a great untidy bookshop. Steps led to a back entrance deep down in a shopping arcade. The girl bumped her bicycle down the steps and left it propped against a wall. She threaded her sword into her sash, flicking the sheath cords into place – never taking her excited eyes from the sight of the books.


Cardboard boxes full of books lined the open windows at the rear of the store. The girl strode in through the entrance, her lungs sucking deeply on the scents of old paper, leather binding, posters and dust. 



A huge sense of gladness spread through her soul. Like the game shop, this place seemed dear and familiar. Colour instantly flooded out along the shelves. There were old science fiction paperbacks and strange old volumes. Books of pictures that she half remembered. She stood there for time out of mind, finding one treasure after another on the shelves. Old favourites – stories that seemed to sing in memory. She was almost in a hurry! There was so much to look for – so much to find…!


But there was time. In this world, there was always time…


She turned and looked to a shadow. It filled out, colours spilling and spreading, until it became a thin, elegant humanoid fox – a bookish creature with glasses, a tweed suit, and a fine red tail. The fox looked at her and smiled in recognition. The girl gazed at him in loving gratitude.

 “I’m so glad I found you.”


The fox gave her a little smile. His voice was gently English.

 “Yes.”


The girl bought a book – an old, dearly loved paperback. She was so very glad to have found it. The fox placed in into her hands, his touch now very firm and real.


The girl looked at him.

 “Your lady is very pretty. I’m sure you’ll love her very much.”


The fox seemed shy. “I hope so.”

 “Yes.” The girl hugged the book against her heart. “I know you’ll both be happy…”


She left the bookshop. Standing by the door, a beautiful fox woman watched her through big owlish glasses. Her dress was old fashioned and very beautiful. The fox woman forgot the girl, and ran over to clasp hands with the fox shop keeper. They both seemed very much in love.


Good.


Doctor Foxen’s book store. The girl wandered out, found her bike, and walked slowly off into the streets.


 

Tired.

 




The fatigue hit her. Staggering, the girl walked aside. She wanted water. A place with water… Somewhere to sleep for just a while…

 



Tadpoles

 




Rest at last. She lay sprawling in the grass beside the great, clear stream. In the shallows, tadpoles nosed. Cool trees – slow water, and the dance of dragonflies…

 




She clutched her book, her game – her sword. A bicycle leaned against a tree. Closing her eyes, the girl slept awhile, drinking slowly from the green, cool world.

 



 






 



 




Chapter 3

 



 



 




There was a smell – warm and interesting. Salt musk - deliciously masculine. Slowly swimming awake, the girl lay and blinked her eyes up at the gentle trees above.


She lay beside the tadpole pool with the quiet creek and trees around her. Cattail grasses waved softly in the breeze. The girl breathed in the cool, rich scents of water, earth and moss, and gave a grateful sigh.

 



Music...

 




Grass pipes spread a haunting sound out into the air. Breathy and quiet – a drifting melody, dreamy and soothing. A superb accompaniment to the gentle sounds of the water and the trees. The girl drifted in the music for a long, long while. Finally, she rolled her head and looked towards the stream


A gorgeous creature sat idly upon a huge old stone. He was a huge humanoid falcon, with long, elegant pinions for arms. His handsome feathers were patterned like a pheasant in shades of chestnut brown. Long elegant legs were tipped with substantial claws. Part hawk, part pheasant and part peacock, the creature had a jaunty feather crest and an exquisitely long tail.


He had about him a haze of easy-going, affable masculinity. His chest was broad beneath the down-soft ventral feathers. His legs were athletic and muscular. He played the pipes with an easy, careless skill, somehow blowing through the tip of his fine gunmetal beak.


Delicious brown eyes rolled to meet the girl’s gaze. He had a look about him – as though he had been your friend forever, and as though he always would. 



He saw that she was awake. The great, beautiful bird played out his tune – never worried, never hurrying. When he finished, he dropped the pipes around his neck, where they swung from a plaited grass string. He reached up one muscular wing, the great pinion feathers sweeping. At the ‘wrist’ of each wing, he had a long fingered, competent looking hand. The bird reached for a walking staff made of rich red wood, and rested his hand upon it, looking like the Sun-King resplendent in the field.


He rolled his head to look warmly at the girl.

 



 “On the calm black water, where the stars are sleeping



White Ophelia floats like a great lily,



Floats so slowly, lying in her long veils…”


 




The bird had a voice as warm as salted honey – delicious and full of secrets kept happily between old friends. He arose all in an effortless swirl – athletic and perfectly poised. With staff in hand and tail resplendent, the bird gave a courtly bow.

 “My dear, dear girl. It is so wonderful to find you at long last.”


She knew him. Knew him – was glad, and at the same time felt a spur of irritation. She pushed the emotion away and sat slowly, flowers clinging inside her pure white hair.


The bird creature stood resplendent. He offered her a hand, and she took it, feeling in him a calm, comfortable strength. He hauled the girl effortlessly to her feet. 



The girl pulled back. She stared at the bird from her pink eyes – her glasses gleaming. She searched - searched for a taste of memory. Her voice was husky, quiet and small.

 “I know you.”


She had no name for him – only a feeling. The bird gave her a warm, confiding smile.

 “Dear lady, I am glad to hear it.” He raised on rueful brow. “In truth, it has been rather quiet.” 



One elegant pinion extended, like a prince asking for the princess to grace the first dance of the royal ball. He took the girl’s hand, and his grasp was warm and strong. Connected, they walked down to the edge of the water where the tadpoles swam. The dragonflies danced their minuet, their bodies glittering like polished steel.


The bird walked happily along, as full and handsome as a god. He placed each foot precisely – the long bird toes landing delicately and exactly. The bird had talons like daggers – beautiful, curved and gleaming black. He breathed in the air – closed his eyes and listened to the trees - and seemed infinitely glad. 


 The bird drew in one long, slow breath, and then spoke poetry to the breeze.

 



 “On blue summer evenings, I shall go down the paths



Bare feet crushing the short grasses.



A wind shall bathe my bare head. 




I shall not speak, I shall think of nothing;



But infinite love will mount within my soul.



I shall travel far, so far, gypsy-like.



Glad, as though a woman were along…”


 




His eyes were closed, as he lifted his face to the breeze. “Rimbaud. I do not remember much - but I do remember my Rimbaud....”


He opened his eyes, and looked about himself, seeing the gentle magic of the girl’s world. His voice was hushed with love, and with respect.

 “And this. You were the one that brought us this. The quiet places – the forests and the pools. The times and places where life seems to have strong, deep-drinking roots.” He breathed the air slowly - savouring it inside him. “How wonderful to find it all again...”


The girl cocked her head.

 “You haven’t seen these places before?”

 “No. I merely came a-wandering. Something in the willow trees made me think of images of you. I turned sideways - and here I am.”


She nodded. Releasing the bird’s warm hand, she walked a few paces away and looked across the stream.


She gave a little frown.

 “You turned sideways.”

 “In a sense. It seems to happen that way.”

 “Yes.” That seemed to be what was happening: Conceptual travel. Hold a mental image, turn ‘sideways’, and you were there. “I think I see how it’s been happening. We go where we wish to be.”


The girl looked at the bird in puzzlement. She stood still, trying to tease memories out of the blankness of her mind, but nothing seemed to come.

 “I should know you.” She felt a vague daze of intrigue. “What is your name?”


Moving with pure grace, the bird gave a bow like an eighteenth century courtier.

 “Dear Lady, I haven’t had need for one.” The beautiful feathers gleamed. “Perhaps you would call me ‘Silk’, if you would be so very kind.”

 “Silk…” The girl breathed the word. It sounded almost familiar. “I suppose so.”


The bird tilted his head, the warm brown eyes smiling down at the girl.

 “And how shall we address the lady of the stream?” The bird’s crest lifted in inquiry. “Have you a name?”

 “I don’t think so. There’s never been anyone but me.”

 “Quite so.” The bird swept out his cane to encompass the stream, the trees and flowers. “Perhaps you shall be ‘Ophelia’?”


The girl shot him a dire, self-mocking glance.

 “Perhaps just a tad pretentious?” 


 “Really?” ‘Silk’ weighed the thought as though it would never have occurred to him. He shrugged. “Ah well. Perhaps something will present itself.”

 “Indeed it may.”


They walked along quietly, with ‘Silk’ delighting in the views. The girl looked at him in puzzlement, settling her glasses on her nose.

 “You haven’t been here before?”

 “Not yet!” The bird stepped easily, his long tail agleam. “I live elsewhere.”

 “Elsewhere?”

 “In the Red City, in a little place I call ‘Empire’, just overlooking the bay.”

 “Ah.” The girl looked off downstream, thinking. “We have a bay.”

 “Ah?”

 “The city there isn’t red. There’s a castle, an old green tram, and a fish and chip store.”


The bird gave a smile. “I see.” 



Such places were perhaps a little too rustic for the high stepping bird. With a flash of irritation, the girl defended her home.

 “I like it here.”

 “Of course!” The bird spread his wings, warmly encompassing the whole world. “Most charming.”

 “Your bay’s different?”


The bird gave an airy wave. “Probably. I’m still exploring it.” He leaned upon his staff with a frown. “Truth be told, I can’t quite figure out how it works. The bits and pieces don’t quite seem to fit together.”

 “I’ll take a look sometime.” The girl sniffed. “I’m sorting this place out slowly. Discovering how all the places link up.”

 “Ah? Indeed!” The bird regarded her carefully. “Interesting…”


Thought processes seemed somehow clearer now. Perhaps the bird was good for her? The girl walked over to one of the great stone frogs that overlooked the stream. When had these appeared? She sat up atop one frog and hugged her feet against her rear. She looked at the bird.

 “You’re real.”

 “I like to think so.” Silk examined his beautiful wing. “Cogito ergo sum – or something of the kind. And you?”

 “I’m real.” The girl tugged on a lock of her streaming hair. “I know I’m real.”

 “Yes.” Silk leaned on his staff. “What might be your point?”

 “Are there people in the red city?”

 “People? In a sense. Mostly shadows.” The bird propped his beak upon his hand. “It’s been a little lonely – but there are times when one needs to be alone…”


The bird shrugged quietly, quite at peace with the world. He tilted his head to examine her.

 “You seem distraught.”

 “I’ve been thinking.” The girl scowled. “Has anyone else here talked to you?”

 “No. I didn’t quite feel… that it was time.” The bird made an apologetic gesture. “But finally I wanted to talk – and found myself here.”

 “But where is ‘here’?”


Agitated, the girl stood and paced, her sword making a handy rest for her arm.

 “What have you been doing?”

 “Mostly exploring. I walk – I muse. I uncover the marvellous vistas of the world.” The bird bowed. “A wanderer, gypsy-like…”

 “And what have you found?”

 “Hmmm.” Silk thought seriously. His beautiful melodic voice fell to a murmur of warm memory. “My dear – I found a world made from a montage of comfortable glory. Red towers, warm in quiet summer afternoons. Streets tumbling down towards a shining bay. The great statue heads looming in the plazas, where clear water runs in streams beside the stairs. The market of shadows, where a hundred stalls all gleam with treasures half unseen. Countless islands carved into fantastic shapes, all half overgrown. An underground cavern that sparkled like a thousand stars…”


He spoke with a quiet, absolute love. The girl listened, enthralled. Suddenly she yearned to go there.

 “It sounds beautiful.” She wilted. “I haven’t found anything so grand.”

 “But there are tadpoles here.” Silk’s voice was filled with wonder. “Ibises and little birds, dragonflies and streams.” He looked about himself. “I have never seen anything so peaceful and so fine.”


The girl stared quietly at Silk.

 “Silk – do you know where we are?”


He could only shrug. His own confusion glimmered in his eyes - but his voice held pure conviction.

 “Home.”

Home...


They sat side by side for a while, gazing at the stream. Dragonflies wove complex patterns just above the grass. The air had the taste of a Sunday afternoon.


Silk spoke to the breeze.

 “You are the first person I’ve met who just – was.”

 “I met two others.” The girl’s mind drifted. She wanted to make sense of it all. “There was a fish up in the sky. A great, calm fish. He helped things come into perspective.” The girl looked to the skies. “The God-Fish. He has beautiful long fins.”

 “Have you seen anybody else?”

 “Yes.” The white child closed her eyes, remembering. “In the dark valley, there is a lizard warrior. She seems to be… angry.”

 “I see.”


Silk steepled his fingers, turning matters over in his clever mind.

 “You, the God-Fish, a lizard, and myself...”

 “Yes. There might be two bookstore owners now. I spoke to them, and now they have faces.”

 “Ah?” Silk’s brows raised in interest. “And what happened then?”

 “I grew very, very tired.”


With her white hair cascading about her, the girl thought carefully. Thinking was easier now than it had been. Thoughts became organised more clearly the longer she spent sitting here with the bird.

 “When I find a new place – I get tired.”

 “Yes. That happens.” Silk leaned back. “But not when one goes back to the same place – unless there are new hidden spots to explore.”


The girl nodded. “I wonder what it means?”

 “It just seems to be the way things are.”

 “I wonder…”


Drawing a breath, the girl straightened up her back.

 “Do you feel tired now?”

 “Hmm? No – not presently.” The bird stretched beautifully, his feathers shivering, and his warm, taut muscles stood out sharp and clear. “Conversation has its lulling effects.”

 “We should try something. An experiment.”

 “Yes?”

 “What if we go somewhere that you know, and I do not. Then we’ll see if I get tired.”


Silk nodded. His feather crest bobbing. “A fair plan. Let us see.” He rose and shook out his tail. “I shall head for home. You can join me in a moment.”


The girl hesitated.

 “How?”

 “Simply think nice thoughts of me once I am gone – then turn sideways, and you’ll be there.” The bird posed before her - Apollo replendent in his plumes. “Can you picture me?”

 “You are an embarrassment.”

 “You are a grouch!” The bird stepped back and tipped her a debonaire salute. “Toodle-pip! I shall see you anon!”


He turned sideways – seemed to turn into a line that spread to infinity – and was simply gone.


The girl stood alone in the quiet wilderness beneath the trees. Her bike and bag of books were safe. She left them where they stood, and closed her eyes.


Damned bird. He had always been that way. With a clear image of the creature in her mind’s eye, the girl fixed the picture, closed her eyes, then mentally made the turn….


 


Dislocation.

 




Ambience; the air had a feel about it – like a warm afternoon rest before a mardis gras. The world felt sensuous – it was a place to be deliciously lazy, or wonderfully excited. The girl drew in a breath and tasted air redolent of red earth, paving stones and spice. With a spark of joy, she opened up her eyes.


She stood beside a huge stone head, in a plaza made from reddish stone. All about her, squat circular tower-houses formed a wonderful chaos of streets. Water ran bright and clear from beneath the stone head’s chin, splashing out into a fountain made of clean red stone.


Downhill, the streets curved and jumbled merrily off towards a vast blue bay. Trees growing from the tops of the towers spread shade across the alleyways. The place smelled of warm stone and cooking spice. The towers were wider at the base than at the top, and the thick walls seemed wonderfully cool. Each one seemed to have been hand made out of rich red clay.


Silk sat at the base of the great stone head, perched beside the water. He lifted one feathered wing in a gesture of love and pride.

 “Home!”


It was hypnotically beautiful; grand in a scale that the Girl’s world was not. Banners of purple and gold streamed from the tower tops. The streets swept majestically down towards the bay, where galleys made of gold and jet rested at the piers. The ocean was a gorgeous blue, and the harbour had been ringed with fortified red walls. The whole place smelled exotic, fresh, and wonderfully civilised.


Rising, Silk walked to the edge of the plaza and looked down towards the bay. A cool sea breeze ruffled at his plumes. 


 



 “And therefore I have sailed the seas and come



To the holy city of Byzantium…”


 





He looked about himself in reverie, his voice full of quiet worship.

 “It’s old. So old – yet perfectly new. There are mighty galleys at the quay, ready to visit mysterious new lands. Somewhere, there will be a library of the ages - dark and wide and wonderful. Sacred groves and ancient shrines - temples, wide and cool, echoing to the sounds of the distant sea...”


He turned to the girl. 


 “Do you see it?”

 “Yes.” She felt the perfect beauty of the city, the sea breeze stirring through her hair. “It’s wonderful.”


The bird took slow, dreaming steps beneath the banners and the trees.

 “I have wandered these streets among the shadows. The streets have opened out before me, and I have felt the old stones dream…”


The girl breathed slowly and carefully, trying to feel out into all the hidden parts of her own soul.

 “I do not feel tired.”

 “Yes.” The bird looked at her and pondered. “So what does that mean?”

 “The first time a place is visited, it drains you. But once a place is here, it’s here for us both?”


The handsome bird tapped thoughtfully at his beak. “Yes - apparently so.”


The girl frowned. “But why does it happen? Does the first person into a place pay a price to open up the gate?” She saw that the bird was dismissing further investigation with a shrug. She felt a flare of annoyance. “This is important! There have to be be rules!”


Silk spread the fingers of one hand as though breezing the problem away. “Perhaps they will come in time?”


The girl was not happy. She kicked at the ground. “I find it a little irritating.”


In reply, the bird strolled along beside the fountain, his big feet placed just perfectly so. “There seems to be no hurry! Here, it would seem we have time enough for everything.”

 “Bah!”

 “Enjoy the experience to its full, my dear! Enjoy each revelation as you would enjoy making love – each little moment savoured to its most perfect state.”


The girl gave him a dire glare.

 “Let’s just look quietly around, shall we?”

 “Why not? It will be a joy to have some company.”


Silk walked elegantly, staff in hand, leading the way. 


 




He guided her into streets of wonder...

 




There were shadows here – figures moving in the streets. Deep, cool shops sold swords and armour, knives and goblets carved of amber, rosewood and steel. Other places brimmed with jewellery, brocades and silks – incense and fine old wines. Fruit stalls spread a fresh, gorgeous smell out into the streets. The girl helped herself to a fijoa, cutting it with the small knife from her sword sheath.

Exquisite.


- There was a vast, echoing temple - cool and quiet, overlooking the bay. The walls were empty, as though awaiting new legends to clothe them. There were niches waiting for statues of heroes that were yet unborn...


A deep-cleft gorge ran into the heart of the Red City. Here, water from all the city aqueducts cascaded down into the cool. There were towers at the rim, and others clinging to the sides of the gorge. It was a cool place – shadowed and beautiful. Clear sea water filled the bottom of the gorge, and a sleek dragon-galley of silver, black and blue floated serenely in the calm.


A great, broad palace spread across one side of the gorge. Big clay towers opened upon rooms that were cool and wide, and floored with gleaming sheets of obsidian. Broad balconies faced out onto the gorge. The gorge made a titanic swimming pool, clear and clean, with white sand on the bottom. Out on the water, the galley floated amidst a shimmer of its own reflected glory. 


 



Change.

 




The girl was tall – slim – more elegantly poised. Adult, with languid eyes and a face full of knowledge. Silk had become taller and more radiant – more powerful and statuesque. His feathers were now flame-red edged with gold, and his physique seemed more masculinely human. He walked to a long bar behind which were ranked cool stone bottles of old wine. He scooped snow into golden Greek krater cups, then poured the wine with a practised, casual air. A cup, beaded icy cold with dew, was handed to the girl. They both poured a dram for the gods, then drank together, leaning on a railing and gazing out into the gorge.


The girl’s long hair streamed in the breeze. She smelled of patchouli and fine myrrh – of old books and the sacred scent of female skin. 



She spoke, her voice now more adult - intelligent and low.

 “So this is where you live.” She looked down at the galley, with its dragon prow and its decks of graven ebony. “It has… majesty.”

 “It has a glory to it.” The bird’s voice had a rich timbre to it as he sipped his sweetened, ice cold wine. “I sleep here - on the balconies beside the cascades, whenever I grow tired.” He looked to the girl quietly. “How do you feel?”

 “I am not tired.” Wine felt sweet and delicious on her palate. The girl leaned back against a red clay pillar, her hair hanging like pure white silk. “It is different here.”

 “I love this place.” The bird drew in a breath, his eyes closed. “But what do you think?” His voice grew quiet, and inviting. “What would you add?”


The girl looked out over the gorge. She thought for a long moment, then bowed her head. She kept one hand upon her sword, and the other lifted slowly out into the air above the sea.


She drew a long, deep breath - and the world around her changed...


Flowers grew in glorious spills beside the waterfalls. More flowers grew in the gardens atop the city towers. Dancing dreamily between the blooms and out across the gorge, there were now streams of brilliant butterflies.


Dolphins shimmered in the water down below. Soaring high above were little terns with black heads and pointed silver wings. Their cries echoed, suddenly giving the place a sense of life.


The girl drew a breath. She was ten years old again. Small, tubular and tired. She looked out over the gorge and saw the terns drifting in the breeze.


She rubbed her eyes, slumping against the wall.

 “I’m tired.”

 “Yes...” Silk stood, entranced. He stared at the new life that had filtered out into the city. “I see, now.”


He looked at the girl with love and quiet respect.

 “I see.”


The girl stood - swaying with fatigue. She took Silk’s hand and held it against her sleepy face. “I’ll find you again. I’m so glad that you’re here...”


He took her by the hands, his grip strong and soft and real. 


 “It is good to find you again.” The bird softly kissed her on the mouth. “Goodnight, my friend. Goodnight.”


Evening was spreading trellises of rose-gold across the sky, and the streets of the red city danced with fireflies. 



The girl was bone weary. She turned sideways – somehow became an infinite line extending through heaven and earth, and then was gone.

 



 ***


 


A place appeared.

 




She woke into it after a long, strange daze. She awoke to it, and wondered how she ever could have forgotten it was here...

 




Home.

 




It was there – down by the tadpole creek, deep beneath the trees. Her bike leaned against the wire fence, and there was a gentle tic-tic-tic of cicadas in the grass.


She walked into it with her eyes wide – hands touching – her heart flooding full of peace.


It was a comfortable old mud brick house, with a wide veranda fitted with a couch and a few old chairs. There was an old wire door with a doorbell that had to be cranked by hand like a key. It had an overgrown garden full of shady trees, with a blue-tongued skink living underneath the porch. A rope swing hung above the creek only a few dozen paces from the door. 



Inside, a single great room filled the house. A clear fountain flowed here, pattering down a stone wall and filling a long, cool pool. A little bridge crossed the pool, and the whole room was filled with places to make, create, or just lie down and relax. A little long-necked tortoise nosed his way happily about the gravel bottom of the pool. 



The refrigerator was an old one, with a big old handle. It was filled with ice-cold ginger beer. 


 



Home.

 




She slept a long, long while. When she awoke, she could hear bees in the eucalyptus trees.

 




She would invite Silk to visit. They would eat hot buttered scones.

 



 ***

 




In a long, peaceful time that felt like afternoon, the girl was sitting on her porch, polishing her sword with oil-of-cloves. She dusted the blade with her pomander, then wiped it carefully clean. The blade always gave her such exquisite pleasure. The water of the steel was like a living force. She was just finishing her task when she noticed a hesitant figure standing underneath the trees.


It was a woman – a shadow who wore a face like a mask of cold, wet tissue paper. The mask stared at the girl; its face seemed familiar.

 




It was the dark-haired woman from the broken window. The face with the accusing eyes…

 




The girl quietly finished cleaning her sword. She slid the fittings back together, locked them into place – made a practice cut, and then gracefully sheathed the sword. Not wanting to look at the figure in the garden, she stood for a moment – hurting – and then half turned away.


The air drifted with tears that hung like thistle down, floating in the breeze. 



From behind the girl, the intruder’s voice drifted bitterly clear.

“I hate you.”


The intruder stood – fists bunching. She flickered somewhere between child and adult state – a shadow in a mask.

“I hate you for the way you left.”


The girl stared - quiet and calm - filled with a sad compassion. She looked at the paper woman, and simply didn’t understand.

 “I never left. I have always been here.”


The intruder stood amidst her tears, broken hearted. Moving quietly, the girl came down from her porch, the blue-tongued lizard and the little wrens coming out to join her. She stood and looked at the intruder, then held out one hand.


She took the woman’s strange, cold hand in her own, and led her quietly out into the world.

 



Dislocation.

 




They stood together on the beach down below the hotel. The streets were quiet here. The grass came right up to the sea, and tall trees shed pure white threads into the air, drifting dreamily out into the sun.


In the distance, the tram rang its funny old bell.


The girl spoke, her eyes focused on her world.

 “On quiet days when the sky turns just a little shade of sepia, there always seems to be a convention in the hotel. A science fiction convention. The shadows are all there playing games and talking. I can feel their fellowship around me like a warm blanket.” She breathed the sharp seaside air, her thoughts drifting with the gulls. “From the hotel balcony, you can walk straight down into the dunes. The spinifex bushes smell sweet in the evening. We eat cold chicken and drink iced peach tea…”


The intruder wept.

“I hurt.”

 “Here, there is time for everything. Everything except regret.” The girl turned towards her. “You can stay here if you want to. Perhaps it’s a way to lose your tears?”


The intruder shook her head. She backed away. Finally, she ran. As she fled, her substance stripped away like tissue paper ripping in the rain.

 




She was gone.

 




Sighing, the girl turned away. But down by the beach, the Foxens were walking hand in hand. They waved to the girl, and she felt a warm smile begin.


It was a world of infinite possibilities, and there was work to do...

 



 ***

 



Marianne sat in bed in the dingy apartment, sunlight streaming in through the fly-specked window glass. She wept hoarsely, feeling sick. The pillow was stained with tears. The place smelled of grief and broken sleep.

Outside the apartment, the world of traffic, trains and air liners went on. Televisions across the alleyway flickered like soulless eyes. Marianne retched, her lank black hair hanging to cover her face. 


She held a framed photograph against her sweat-soaked breast.


 

Tears flowed. They were like a purge of poison.


 


 

 






 



 




Chapter 4


 


 


 

Wandering…

 




There was a long and hazy time of merely walking and meandering. She began to fill out the corners of a rich and quiet world.


She drifted in a haze of quiet enjoyment. There were long times spent by the estuary, looking up towards the castle walls. She wandered streets that seemed to grow more colour, more strength, more presence with every step she took. 



- There was a sandy beach beyond the headland with sand so fine that it was like talcum powder to the touch. It squeaked beneath your feet as you walked along.


The figures at the games store became more distinct. ‘Reg’ - the owner; a man with a North London accent and a stutter, who called everything a ‘wassname’. There were gamers now, playing campaigns and living in houses near the store. The people of the girl’s world tended to be animals; human in shape, but with fur, whiskers and tails. 



Reg was a slightly moth-eaten bear. It seemed to absolutely suit him.

 




Sword practice. The motions – exacting, elegant and comforting. The sword was always such a source of pure, quiet joy...

 




The best new things always appeared after she had been to sword practice.

 




Once, she found a place far underground; a cave with a beautiful cold pool a few inches deep. Crayfish scuttled in the depths. Filtered light shone down from above, and nice clean limestone rocks echoed to the drip-drip-drip of water from countless calcite straws.

Perfection.


The bookstore grew first one detailed neighbour, and then two: a record store owned by a beautiful creature like a sea snail, and a thing like a shaggy, six-legged Afghan hound that slept lazily beside the bookshop door. The girl called the dog-creature ‘the Floop’, and it thumped its tail against the pavement in greeting whenever she came by.


The foxes who ran the bookshop were very much in love.


A whole world - each part of it utterly precious. Each part of it unfolding for her as she walked into the world and cared. There was a beautiful infinity of places waiting to be explored…

 … and yet, something terribly important was missing. 



When the girl looked into herself, she could always feel a gaping hole…

 



Hollow…

 




She gazed upon the beauty of her world, and wondered what was missing from her heart...

 



 ***

 




It was raining. Big fat drops, with the air filled with the delicious scent of rain on hot gravel roads. The girl stood under the broad green trees beside the estuary, carefully practising her iai draw. She walked slowly forwards, then drew the sword: cut – a glance behind – turn, cut – then finish. The sword whirled about its axis – stopped exactly, then span about and slid gracefully into its sheath. All performed against a backdrop of raindrops speckling the perfect mirror of the river.


She stood to gaze quietly off into rain. The surface of the estuary was a dark, cool mirror. Raindrops speckled the water. Droplets beaded in the grass. The world drank deeply, drawing in the moisture and the cool. The castle loomed overhead, her walls looking fresh and gorgeous in the rain.


A ripple in the world – and Silk was there. The brown bird pranced – agitated and excited, like a child full of news. He strode forward with his tail a-whirl.

 “I’ve found something. Something for you!”


He stood there waiting, his short walking staff in his hand. The white child looked at him in puzzlement.

 “For me?”

 “For you.” The bird turned, waiting for her to follow. He looked back with a little look of hurt and yearning. “Come! Please - It’s breaking my heart…”


He turned sideways and disappeared. Moved – her senses prickling – the girl strode forward, summoned Silk’s image into her mind, and followed.

 



Dislocation.

 




It was a green place – long grass, huge spreading trees, and endless eddies of wildflowers. The girl stood with her hair drifting in a fragrant breeze. Bellbirds filled the air with song.


Branches overhead glowed with hibiscus flowers. A tiny little dragon patterned like the scarlet petals peered down solemnly at the girl – then pranced off to lick nectar from the blossoms with a long pink tongue. The girl stared, her senses expanding out to feel a strange new place in the world.

 “This way.”


Silk stood by a little path that had been trampled in tall green grass. The meadow behind him was full of cattail grasses and wandering butterflies. The girl advanced past a plantation of flowers that watched her as she passed.


A half eaten hot-dog lay by the path. Candied popcorn had been dropped at random here and there.


They came into a place that seemed to be a deserted fair. Empty booths lay still and quiet. Grass sprouted all along the paths. There were dodgem cars in silent rows, and an abandoned puppet show.


Cattail grasses waved. The tic-tic-tic of little cicadas made a drowsy burr in the air. 



A carousel sat in the middle of a meadow: a gorgeous, gleaming thing glittering with mirrors. The carousel ponies were in place, but only as restless shadows. The whole thing shimmered as though hidden beneath an unseen film.

 




Sitting dejectedly in the grass before the carousel, a little creature sighed.

 




She was small – childlike in scale. A little soft grey creature, dappled like a pony. She was a unicorn, with great long ears and a tousled white mane. In the grass behind her, there trailed an absurdly long tail.


The little creature sat on her rump with hind legs splayed wide, cradling a stem of cattail in her arms. Her pose was one of absolute, hollow desolation.


Her little voice was full of misery.

 “I can’t make it go….”


The girl felt tears spring to her eyes. Hesitantly, her heart in her mouth, she crept forward pace by pace.


Her voice fell to the merest whisper.

 “I can.”


The little unicorn turned. She had a soft little face, and huge eyes of ocean green.

She saw the girl, and her whole being froze...


The little unicorn whispered, tears springing to her eyes.

 “It’s you?” 



Suddenly the unicorn wept, filled with utter joy. “It’s you!”

 “Oh God…” The girl felt tears spill. “I thought I’d lost you.”


They were in each others arms. The girl held the little creature in ecstasy, crying in sheer, pure joy. “You’re here! You’re really here!”

 “I’m here.” The little creature burrowed into her arms – ecstatic, soft as a bunny and utterly adoring. The little creature’s tears of joy wet the girl’s cheek. “I’ll never leave you. Never ever ever.”

 “Never.”


The girl held the little creature tight against her heart. “Oh Squeee. Squeee – where have you been?”


The unicorn caressed the girl’s face with her soft hooves. “Steel – I was lost. I tried to make a place, but I was lost.” She dried the girl’s tears. “It’s going to be alright now, Steel.”

 “Yes. It’s going to be wonderful.”


Steel. The name sat with a familiar weight. The girl savoured it, then turned and looked towards the carousel. The colours shot into life, and ponies came frolicking in from the fields nearby to stand in their places at the merry-go-round. The ponies looked back, eagerly awaiting their ride.


Squeee stood on her hind legs, holding Steel by the hand. They rode the carousel, the ponies leaping and bounding merrily. Squeee laughed with great whooping peals of glee. Steel’s head swam with the dizzy joy of just being whole again.


The fairground came to life. Booths shone, and the desolation crept away. Suddenly, the magic shone.


Later – much later – the carousel ponies trotted off into the meadow to feed from rich green grass and berry trees. Tired, drained and elated, Steel carried an exhausted Squeee in her arms. The little unicorn’s tail hung down absurdly far, and the creature’s eyes drooped like a child drained utterly of energy.


Steel found Silk watching from the trees. He rose and bowed. The girl looked at him in love. Tears stood in her eyes.

 “I will never forget this. Never.”

 “What is life without passion?” Silk put a wing about the girl’s shoulders and led her into the woods. “Steel?”

 “Apparently.” The girl smiled – tired now that the games were done. “It seems… comfortable.”

 “Yes. You will sleep now.” Silk sighed. He seemed tired and drained. “Later on, both come and see Red City. I have been at work. A great work.” The bird nodded slowly. “You showed me the way - and I think the results will please you.”

 “You must come to sword practice.” Steel looked at Silk’s walking staff. “Please come.”

 “I will.”


Squeee the unicorn swam in a blur of total, sleepy joy. She managed to raise her head.

 “Are we going home now, Steel?”

 “Yes, my darling. It’s time you were home.”


The God-Fish hung overhead – watching everything in benevolent silence. Silk, Steel and Squeee looked up to see the fish watching over them. They bowed – and the great fish swirled its fins.


Time to go. Silk, Steel and Squeee turned sideways and disappeared from the meadow. Left to their own devices, the carousel ponies cavorted off to chat with the flower dragons sitting in the trees.

 



 ***

 




Sleep – a real sleep at last. Rest simply for the sake of resting. The exhaustion of time spent in pure joy.


A big, rumpled bed inside the cosy house. The water flowing nearby – a glider possum crawling down the lemon gum outside the windowpane.


On a sword stand beside the bed, there were two swords now. Steel’s katana, with its beautiful theme of dragonflies, and a little Chinese sword patterned with dragons and with flowers. 



Cuddled together like spoons, the white-haired girl and little unicorn slept in total peace, while outside the house, a whole world slowly bloomed…


There was a moon tonight. High above the sleeping world, the God-Fish slowly cruised…

 



 ***

 




Bliss. A sense of being whole again.


Squeee bounded out of bed, emptied the fridge, and made a titanic breakfast of bacon, eggs, pikelets, hot tea and chocolate milk. She trashed the kitchen utterly, covering herself accidentally with butter. Steel sat her in the sink and cleaned her, then swept about and tidied. Squeee was already bouncing eagerly at the door.

 “Let’s go! I want to see what you’ve found!” The unicorn’s eyes shone. “I want to feel your world!”


Out on the porch, the blue-tongued lizard had come out to sun itself. The rope swing over the creek looked incredibly inviting. It was a warm day, still with a hint of coolness blowing inward from the sea. The grasshoppers and cicadas had only just begun to stir.


Everything smelled fresh and wonderfully green.


Through a happy, sunny morning, Steel and Squeee explored the lovely town by the bay. The little unicorn bounded like a puppy, her tail happily a-swish. She spoke to the Foxens at the bookstore and patted the Floop. The dog-creature actually stood up to touch noses with the new visitor.


In dozens of window boxes, new flowers bloomed. Amanda Foxen chatted happily with Squeee, and gave her a present of three daffodils.


Out on the street, Squeee sat herself down at a café table. Her front hooves seemed quite capable of holding a cup of tea. She ate cheesecake and drank Yunnan tea with far too much milk. 



Halfway through her cake, the unicorn had a sudden urgent thought.

 “Comics! Where’s the comic store?”

 “I don’t know.” Steel blinked. “I… I haven’t found it yet.”

 “But you know it! It has everything – everything!” Squeee quaffed her cake and leapt to her little feet. “Let’s find it! Where would it be?”

 “It would be… Just up the hill at the next tram stop. There’s a little courtyard with a fountain and a big fat willow tree...”

 “Yep yep yep! That’s the one!” The unicorn craned to see if a tram was due. One was already about to leave – they would have to run! She grabbed her book bag and bounded merrily away. “That’s the one! It’s run by plants!” The unicorn had a thought. “Oooh – better hide those daffodils!”

 “Plants?” Steel hurried to catch up with her friend. “Plants?”


It was run by plants: a sort of gestalt entity of five creatures shaped like tall gladioli flowers with long whip-like tongues. Triffids? They always talked in unison, and had voices like politely spoken girls.


It was a wonderful, magical store. Full of twists and turns – and simply full of stuff. Art folios, fanzines, comic books and old cartoons. There was a huge area for comic artists to simply sit and draw.


Two figures suddenly emerged out of nowhere: Hazy creatures with their front facing shaped like masks made from wet paper. The masked figures wandered off to browse the shelves: Steel and Squeee went out to sit in the courtyard, leaf through their comic books, and snooze happily in the shade.


They lay there, side by side, simply feeling happy. Somewhere in the background, the trams rumbled down the main street. Everything else was safe, peaceful and fun.


Squeee sleepily looked towards the comic store.

 “I wish I could draw.”

 “Well you can practice.” Steel yawned. “There’s an art supply store somewhere. I know I’ve seen it.”

 “Will it take long to learn?”


Steel caressed the unicorn, who was as soft as a kitten’s toes. “There’s time. Here, there’s always time.”

 “Yay.”

 




Tired. They were tired; but the tree was shady, and it was such a wonderful morning.

 




Sleep. A nice, soft sleep…

 




They lay on their tummies on the old wooden bridge, watching tadpoles nuzzling through the shallows. Later on, they swam in the cool, clear creek. Steel wore a bikini made with black and white polka dots, with a big bow behind her back. Squeee could swim like an eel, propelled by her long tail.


Afterwards, there was pure pleasure; ice cream in little paper tubs, eaten with wooden spatulas.

 



Perfection...

 




Down by the beach, a jetty had somehow appeared. A German U-boat was moored placidly at the pier. Its nose had been painted into a grinning shark mouth. Squeee bounded over, scrabbled up onto the deck, and reappeared on the conning tower wearing a U-boat commander’s hat.

 “Steel! You have to see this! There’s dials and levers and things!”


Pleased and amazed to find a submarine suddenly at home, Steel tied back her long white hair and carefully boarded the decks. From somewhere down an open hatch, she heard bangs and clangs. There was a crash like falling cooking pans, and Steel hastened to the hatch and looked down in concern.

 “Squeee?”

 “I’m OK!” The unicorn’s voice echoed inside the hull. “Oooh! We have torpedoes!”


That sounded like a good cue to get the hell down there. Steel slipped her sword from her belt, used the sheath cord to sling the weapon over her back, and climbed clumsily down the ladder. She instantly found herself inside a long steel corridor with lots of German labels all over the surrounding dials, doors and valves.

 “There’s sauerkraut in the kitchen!” Squeee’s voice brimmed with joy. “Oooh – sausages!” The unicorn’s head stuck out from behind a curtain down the passageway, her U-boat hat tilted happily across one eye. “Do you remember those Swedish sausages! We had them on a pier in… in…” The unicorn shrugged. “I don’t know! But there were crispy fried onions sprinkled on top!”

Actually, Steel did remember the taste of those sausages. She was puzzled by the thought – by a memory of sun, water and sailing ships. Squeee came bustling out of the kitchen and poked her nose into an old hand-cranked gramophone that sat in a little recessed room. 


“Oooh – ‘Lili Marlene’! I wonder of they have ‘Bomben nach England’?”


The conning tower was a thrill. The periscope waited, gleaming seductively. The whole place smelled deliciously of machine oil. Steel showed Squeee how to flip down the hand rests, and they both peered into the eyepieces together, excited and happy.


Squeee's eyes were full of dreams.

 “A U-boat!” She was entranced – her voice was full of love. “We could go and sail out to the islands! Maybe there’s an underwater entrance to a great big hollow cave. A big lagoon we can surface in: A cave with a hole in the top all rimmed with tropical trees! Oooh – and there’d be birds of paradise. And lots of sand!”


Yes… Steel had the image already in her mind. “I see it!”

 “Then that means it’s there!” Squeee had finished with the operations manual and tossed it carelessly away. “Let’s go!”


Squeee threw a big lever. From somewhere at the rear of the boat, diesel engines coughed into life. Steel’s eyes opened wide in panic.

 “Squeee! You have to throw off the moorings!”


Steel raced out onto the hull. The diesel engines started, and the stern of the boat threw up great big bubbles. The girl ran and hurriedly heaved off the heavy ropes mooring the vessel fore and aft – just in time. With a sudden surge, the submarine’s propellers began to whirl. The U-boat thundered off, waved bravely off by shadows on the quay.


From below decks, the gramophone cranked itself up – inevitably playing ‘It’s a long way to Tipperary.’ Squeee scrabbled up to join Steel out atop the conning tower. There was salt spray in their faces, and a pure joy in movement. Steel thrilled to it. Squeee threw open her arms to the breeze.

 “We’re free!”


Islands lay off at the horizon, their shapes all green and mysterious. Steel leaned on the railing and breathed the sea air, thinking of all the wonders waiting on the first desert isle.


Squeee peered happily over the railing at the green water speeding by, then was struck by a sudden happy thought.

 “We could torpedo something!”


Steel was quick to intervene. “No we couldn’t! There aren’t any torpedoes.”

 “Yes there are!”

 “No torpedoes!” Steel raised one eyebrow, regarding the little unicorn. “When we’re done, you are going to start sword practice with me, young lady.”

 “I’m brilliant with a sword!” The unicorn boasted innocently, full of absolute belief. “Why practice?”

 “Restraint – control – connectivity – thought.”

 “Those are boring!”

 “Hmmm.” Eh - Steel conceded the point. “Maybe that’s why I do them for you?”


Squeee nodded in easy acceptance, her little horn bobbing. She then peered down the hatch into the conning tower.

 “All ahead full!”

“Jahwohl! All ahead full!”


Steel stared down the hatch. “Who the hell was that?”

 “Captain Wulff! The Sailor wolf lady with big boobies and an eye patch!” Squeee opened her arms. “She had to be there! She lives on the waterfront near the bar, and has a really nice bottom! And little white shortie shorts!” The unicorn chatted happily as if it was something she had always known. She put her front hoof against her chin in serious thought. “She might be lonely. Maybe she should have a skinny black cat! Or a gay lover who’s a black cat! A black cat who owns a sea plane!”


Steel blinked. “Where does the sea plane go?”

 “To get books and games for the book store – and to bring in margarita fruit from the margarita trees out on the islands!” Squeee was overjoyed. Suddenly her eyes glazed. “Oops – I’m tired!”


She fell asleep on the deck, curled up like a kitten. With a fond sigh, Steel scooped her up and cradled her in her arms.

 “You, my dear, are going to have to learn the hard way…”


Steel was sleepy too. She climbed awkwardly down the ladder into the bridge, carrying Squeee over her shoulder.


A decidedly voluptuous humanoid wolf woman whistled happily as she checked the trim of the U-boat’s controls. She had huge, delicious breasts scarcely restrained by a knotted sailor’s shirt. Several shadows seemed to be helping her run the boat; they were all shaped like otters with sailors caps. The wolf lady had very short white shorts, a white officer’s hat, and a patch on one eye. She tipped Steel a casual salute as Steel went by.

 “Guten morgen!”

 “Hello.” Steel gave the wolf lady a wan smile. She seemed nice. It was good to see new faces appear. “You are called…Marguerite?”

 “Of course!”

 “Hello Marguerite. We’re just going to take a nap before we reach the island.” 



Steel hesitated. She looked at the wolf woman’s waiting face - and wished her endless joy.

 “I think your girlfriend will be waiting for you when we get there.”


The wolf brightened, pulling her uniform straight. Full of life, she stepped forward, jerked upon a curtain to reveal a bunk, and held it open for her passengers.

 “Jahwohl! You can here sleep safe! I’ll wake you when we come close to the islands.” 


 “I know you will.”


They held hands briefly - the wolf feeling so alive, so real - so joyous. Then Steel turned in.

 




The gramophone pealed happily as the U-boat drove onwards through a glorious blue sea.

 



 ***

 




In the Red City, a marvellous, purple glory had bloomed.


There were banners here now - flags streaming out into the winds. The streets were alive with a people, handsome, dark and mysterious. Their skins were dark, their hair ash white, and their eyes a delicious, smoky gold. They held themselves like quiet lords - full of an ancient, comfortable majesty.


Shops sold swords and jewels, ancient books and dark, brooding wines. Legionaries with purple shields, silver mail and crested helms stood vigil on the walls. Knights on armoured dragon-horses trotted through the streets, their banners bright as flame - singing to harps of love’s pure dreams, or of quests of heart and soul. Philosophers sat by the fountains, speaking quietly with young men. Women in costumes made of golden mail and jewels slid through the streets like dark, seductive dreams.


A population had appeared.


Steel and Squeee had arrived in the plaza. They had ropes of flowers around their necks, wore straw hats, sunglasses, and carried coconuts filled with nut milk, lime juice, rum and cream. Stunned to silent wonder, they simply gazed at the Red City - letting its life flow into their souls. 



Some of the dark-skinned people had a gorgeous rustic air - shepherds with slings in their belts and straw hats, here to buy treasures for their families at home. On a far temple stair, a priestess dressed in blue and silver lifted her hands to the skies - her voice drifting a deep, mysterious song out across the city towers.


Steel and Squeee could only stare in awe. Touched - utterly adrift in the magic.


A rich, quiet voice came to them from the shadows. Silk sat by the fountain, looking at his city in gentle love.

 

 “And therefore I have sailed the seas and come


To the holy city of Byzantium...”


 




Turning, Steel’s eyes were full of wonder.

 “My God - it’s wonderful.”

 “It is a place.” The beautiful bird arose in a stream of feathers, coming forward to take Steel and Squeee by the hands. “A place that was there inside my heart. This will be a world of chivalry and honour. Of tournaments - of great art, great minds and legendary loves. Explorers, poets and soldiers! The banners of the legions - the honour of the citizens. They shall have beauty and poetry. They shall know lovesickness and elation, despair and pure joy! All of life shall be open to them - and I shall be here to help their lives be just...” He gazed out across the streets - so wonderfully alive.

 “This is why I came. This is what was there within me. Where the sages can perne in a gyre, and be the singing masters of my soul...”

 “Silk...” Steel looked up at him in love and respect. On tip toes, she kissed his feathered cheek. “You have outdone yourself.”


They reached a wall and leaned upon it, Squeee jumping up to look eagerly out over a living city street. Silk had conceived of lives of every kind and brought them into being, weaving a fantastic tapestry. Steel looked at the passing people in pure admiration.

 “I could never make a thing half so grand.” She shook her head. “It must have scraped you thin...”

 “Very, very thin.” The bird seemed tired, but gave a smile. “The strength is coming back to me slowly. It’s flowing from their lives.”


Steel nodded softly. Beside her, little Squeee sat up on her back hooves and looked about the streets in wonder.

 “Did you make all these people wake up?”

 “I suppose so. They are the Nilf. They... came into the life of the world.” The bird walked quietly with Squeee, hand in hand. “I knew how they would be. I found it- somewhere inside.” He closed his eyes. “Dark they were, and golden their eyes...” The bird felt the lines of poetry drifting in his mind. “The thought has been with me for so long. Where did I hear it? From what poet did it come...?”

 “What does it matter?” Steel felt true respect. “Look at what has come.”

 “Yes.” Silk drew a breath slowly. His eyes opened - full of shy, pure charm.

 “Come. We have been waiting for you.”


Still dressed from their island holiday, Steel and Squeee were led towards Silk’s home. ‘Empire’ - the palace in the city of dreams.


The beautiful cool rooms had come to life. A party awaited them. There were tables of fruits, strange meats and frosted wines. 



The Nilf were waiting for them, and they bowed.


There were slim women dressed in long strips of silver cloth and amber gems - delicious, exotic and mysterious. There were knights and legionaries, princesses, wise women and scholars - young girls, young men... an entire universe awaited. Music bloomed, and the party filled with joy. They welcomed Silk like a brother, and his charisma swept out to make everyone at home. 



He had made a patch of glory.


God - but how it shone!


The great, cool gorge plunged down into the sea. Steel and Squeee were met by an elegant black-furred bunny girl with luscious silver eyes. She had a figure to simply die for, clad in a long thin strip of silver cloth that left little to the imagination. She inclined her head and made them welcome, lighting them with her smile.


Another bunny – this one a delicious hazel colour – was emerging bikini-clad from the water. She came to Silk and gave him a lover’s quiet kiss. Squeee had bounded off amongst the party crowd, chatting gleefully to one and all. Steel wandered forward, her hand resting forgotten on her sword, enjoying the life that spread into her soul.

Wonderful.


The inlet below shimmered in the evening light. A galley cruised slowly through the water, its oars dipping and rising gracefully. She drifted past the waterfalls, pursued by a trail of fireflies...


Steel looked to Silk, who stood at the balcony rails with his bunnies at his side.

 “Silk - you have made magic.”

 “You began it.” The bird gave a tired smile. “There are a thousand of them now. The city called for them.” Silk introduced the bunnies at his side. “This is Hazel - and this is Noir. Free spirits. They have been very good to me.”

 “So I see...” Steel tried to hide her smile. “I believe you might deserve it.”


Silk laughed at himself, reached for a cup - then peered inside the house to where Squeee was busy at the bar.

 “She’s found the wine.”

 “Bugger.” Steel raised her voice. “Darling? Go easy. You’ll be sick!”

“I’ll be good!”

 “Yes.” Tales of the drunken unicorn? It sounded like a decent story title. Steel thought she might write something down. Squeee came bustling over, dragging a wine cup almost her own size. She was wide-eyed with joy.

 “Steel! It’s going to be a party! A real party! We can have fun!” The unicorn skipped and danced. “Let’s bring everybody here!”

 “Who?”

 “Everyone!” Squeee bounced along the rails. “Doctor Foxen, Amanda Foxen, the Triffids, the gamers, the U-Boat crew. Oh – and Cap’n Wulff and her girlfriend!” Squeee confided to Silk’s ear. “They made love like sea otters in the surf!”


Steel was aghast. “You said you didn’t watch!”

 “It was an accident! I was finding trilobites!” Squeee pranced. “Oooh - there’s other people who can come, too! The carousel ponies and the flower dragons!”

 “They can talk?”

 “Of course they can!”


With a flash, Squeee turned sideways and disappeared, eager to bring back all her friends. Steel flicked a smile towards Silk.

 “I hope you have food.”

 “There always seems to be. We’ll see.”


More Nilf had arrived. Silk must have a hundred of them as guests. Tall warriors – elegant poets. Enchantresses, dancers and musicians. They laughed and chatted, perfectly at home. They had been given rich, good lives – loves and freedom. Silk had done well.


Steel gave a sigh. “I wish the fish and the lizard could be here...”


Wandering in from the shadows came several strange figures. Black shadows each wearing frontal masks of wet paper. Steel regarded them thoughtfully as she helped the bunny Noir pour more wine.

 “Who are they?”

 “I don’t know.” Silk reclined, watching the new visitors. “They come and go. I see a few of them in the markets, or when the galleys come in.”

 “Yes.” Steel frowned. “I get some of them, too. They seem alright. Just… preoccupied.”

 “They’re welcome to stay.” The bird shrugged. “They seem to watch rather than participate.”


Steel watched the masked figures as they walked quietly by.

 “It’s easier to think now.” She sipped her wine. “Silk – I want to know more about where we are, and what we are.”

 “Why?”

 “Why?” Steel blinked, annoyed. “So we can discover the rules!”

 “Just let them come naturally.”


With a flash, a crowd suddenly stumbled out onto the balcony. Ten wargamers, a dozen sea otters in sailor’s hats. There were the Foxens, triffids, Captain Wulff and her feline girlfriend - a herd of talking pastel-coloured ponies, and flocks of gorgeous little dragons the size of swallows. They flashed above the bunnies and the Nilf, and suddenly laughter was pealing out into the skies.


Silk arose – changing shape to become gold rimmed, red and elegant. Beside him, Steel grew tall, slender and adult, with the sea breeze stirring her long hair. As fireflies whirred through the Red City’s skies, a tall creature walked forward to take Steel’s hands.


She had a woman’s body – curved and sensual, with a hide dappled velvet grey. A long white tail swished, and her mane hung like a white cascade. Across her back was slung a Chinese sword with bright yellow tassels. Dressed in an elegant costume of silk and silver, Squeee came into Steel’s arms.


The unicorn’s voice was warm and wonderful.

 “Look. Life.” The unicorn held her friend, and they watched the creatures of their worlds enjoy the evening. “Life from the heart.”

 “Yes.” Steel watched – then rested her face against her friend’s hair. “I knew you’d look this way.”


The unicorn’s velvet muzzle had delicious lips. Her eyes were sea green, loving and wise. She quietly and adoringly caressed Steel’s face.

 “Let’s dance.”


Steel shook her head. “I don’t dance.”

 “Then I’ll dance for you.” The beautiful unicorn took Steel by the hand. “Here, there is time for all good things, and true love never dies.”


Music played, and Nilf courtiers danced. Down in the inlet, a black dragon barge floated amongst a swirl of dragonflies. Steel and Squeee wandered quietly inside, to where new life had begun.

 



 ***

 




On a quiet stretch of grass beside a dreaming sea, a figure shimmered into being. A man, tall and stick-thin, with lank grey hair hanging down past his shoulder blades. His eyes were made blank by lenses of blue glass. He wore a long grey moleskin coat, a top hat, lace and cane. 



The man looked slowly out across the sea, then drew in a deep, slow breath. As he saw the depth, the breadth and detail of the world around him, his excitement grew.


It was twilight. The twin moons were expected, but the level of other detail was not. The sand at the shoreline felt exactly right as it trailed through the fingers. Little fish sped away in the shallows. Ibis were wheeling in the sky, heading off towards their roosting places in the wetlands far beyond.


Behind the beach, there was a little town, complete with a transport system, street lights and cafes. A castle, a pier – a submarine, and a World War Two flying boat parked on a boat ramp. The horizon had a feel of infinite space. There were no close hemmed boundaries, no ceiling, no pollution. Infinite space, immaculate detail - pure clarity of vision.


Magnificent.


He walked the streets. Trams ran. Shop windows had reflections. Shadow figures were going about pre-programmed background activities. There was no sign of damage or dissolution. No taste of mania. 



A true find.


The grey haired man turned, his coat swirling, and gave the streets one last possessive glance. He gazed about the landscape in satisfaction. Moments later, he had quietly disappeared.

 




From overhead, the God-Fish was watching. He slid quietly out from moonlit night, his great eyes gleaming. The fish gave a long, thoughtful glance at the footsteps the grey man had made upon the sand - and then slowly, quietly, drifted away into the sky.

 






 



 




Chapter 5

 



 



 




At a time that seemed to be morning, beneath a gorgeous pearl grey sky, sword practice danced its drifting beauty. 



Today, it was in a new location, on a vast rock ledge beneath a majestic rim of cliffs. The cliffs formed a vast half-moon shape, hundreds of kilometres long, that rested its arms upon the sea. Enclosed within it, many kilometres of forest away, was the dear shape of Steel’s town, its trams, its coral reefs and peace.


Spaced far around the cliff top were vast, titanic statues: majestic griffins a hundred meters high, who lay like lions watching over the lands below. Between their feet flowed waterfalls that crashed spectacularly down towards the plains. The waterfalls sent sheets of mist whirling through the air. Sunlight shimmered through rainbows that were filled with dancing dragonflies.


Beneath the gaze of one gigantic griffin, Steel held her sword class. The students were no longer shadows wearing masks. When the class was on, they took on a solidity, as though pulling the mask tight about themselves and assuming real form. They came only for the lesson – and the strange etiquette that governed their appearances allowed no conversation. Sometimes Steel seemed to teach. Other times, she was taught. The classes were a dream unto themselves.


Today, Silk was with them. Silk and Steel performed the fourth kata together – the most graceful and difficult of the basic sword forms. The timing had to be exact. The overhead cuts whistled – swords met, circled… a circular twist perfectly countered. The swords separated as one, poised, thrust, slithered in a circle and disengaged…


Perfect beauty- perfect grace, amongst the mists, the griffins and the dragonflies.


The kata practice ended. Half lost in the breeze there came the sound of delighted little cries from over near the waterfall. 


“Whee!”


Squeee, small as a poodle, was up on her back hooves, sword in hand, leaping merrily about the rocks. She made deliciously impractical kung-fu stances with her sword, cutting and jabbing and having the time of her life. God only knew if it was a proper sword form or not. The unicorn’s ability to leap and whirl made her look absurdly pretty.


Silk’s sword was long, and straight bladed. The water of the steel had a look of flame and feather. He slid the sword back into its sheath – and his walking staff was back in once piece again. Magnificently handsome, he stood poised, wind ruffling his feathers, as he watched the little unicorn cut and twirl.

 “You have her at sword practice, at least.”

 “I want her to learn katana, and do it with the proper forms.” Steel watched her beloved Squeee and shook her head. “She has the attention span of a gnat.”

 “And a love without limits.” 



Smiling quietly, Silk leaned upon his sword cane. He looked out over the magnificent view, to where little Squeee was enjoying herself. Steel sat herself on a rock beside him and watched him quietly through her strange pink eyes.

 “You seem sad.”


The bird shrugged ruefully. “Part of me wants… a matching passion.”

 “You have the Bunnies.” Steel looked at him. “Is that the same?”

 “No.” Silk searched for concepts. “I meant more that… there are times when I wish there was a soul to wrestle my will against sometimes. Like yourself and Squeee.”


Squeee was sweating and elated. She came bounding over, her tail streaming out behind her, and opened her arms to encompass the magnificent view.

 “Isn’t it fantastic! Isn’t it grand! From the town, you just see it as blue shadows in the sky!”

 “It’s wonderful.” Steel looked about herself. Up here, the air was clean. The sense of awe and grandeur washed clear through the soul. 



Wonder rippled through her. Pure wonder.

 “This was what was needed, but I couldn’t quite see it whenever I looked.”

 “We made it!” Squeee perched on the rock beside Silk, breathless with sheer happiness. “Silk and I!”

 “Both?” 



Silk gave a self-depreciating twiddle of his fingertips. “Oh yes. It cost us. We laboured on it for you, and slept for a long, long while.”

 “I’d wondered.” Silk had found Squeee impossible to awaken over the last while. It had taken fresh-baked pink butterfly cakes to wake her. “So you two made it all?”

 “We three.” Silk seemed pleased with the creation around him. Birds were roosting in the cliff face high above. “You are a creature of details. There were no mists, no dragonflies, no lichen or scented air before you came.” The gorgeous bird opened his wings towards the spray. “I could conceive of the glory – but only Squeee knew what the feeling of it all had to be. And now that you’ve come here, the place finally has life.”

 “So it is done.” Steel leaned forward, looking at the titanic cliffs, adoring their grandeur. She saw the birds appearing - trees clinging to the cliff face, and then felt a sudden twinge of puzzlement. “Why don’t I feel tired?”


Squeee unwrapped a package of ham sandwiches and shortbread biscuits, showering crumbs across the stones. “Oh – it’s them! The Maskers!”

 “Maskers?”

 “The visitors.” Squeee peered comically inside the sandwiches to see which one had the most meat. “When Maskers turn up, you can sort of swipe the energy from them.”


Silk and Steel stared at the little creature in amazement. Steel adjusted her glasses.

 “You what?”

 “They like the place – so when you make it all solid, you don’t get as tired!” The little unicorn bit into her sandwich and spoke with her mouth full. “Liking is joy, joy is energy - so we just borrow the energy! Simple!”


Steel blinked at her.

 “And when did this little revelation come to you?”

 “Nnn – somewhere else.”


The girl instantly felt her suspicions tingle. “Have you been making something?”


Squeee was as artless as a child caught with its hand in the cookie jar.

 “Just for someone.”

 “What someone?”

 “Liz.”


Steel felt lost. “Liz?”

 “It’s short for Lizard!” The unicorn scratched her ear with one hind foot. “She’s cranky!”


Steel patiently pressed for details.

 “So you know the black lizard?”

 “Sure! She was glum – so I made a place for her. I think she likes it!” Squeee beamed with pride. “She gave me a roast!”


Beside them, Silk leaned upon his staff and listened in fascination. “Squeee dear – can we see this place?”

 “Um.” The unicorn looked evasive. “You’ll be mad.”


Steel’s patience was deep as rivers and as timeless as the sky. “Squeee – we’re curious. If you’ve been making a place, can we see it? And we would also like to know more about your friend Liz.”

 “Okay!” Squeee finished up her sandwich and dusted crumbs from her belly. She leapt up onto a big stone. “Oooh – I bet it’s skelly dancing time! Let’s go see!”


The unicorn turned ‘sideways’, vanishing in the blink of an eye. Silk and Steel looked at one another, and followed.

 



 




They stood in a forest of dark, sinister trees. It was night-time, and the air smelled of carrion. Skeletons had been impaled on the sharpened boughs, and they swung like broken puppets in the breeze.


A ruined medieval city lay splayed like a corpse across the plains nearby. Half growing out of the ruins was a terrifying black fortress that seemed to have been wadded out of decaying flesh. Parts of it moved, as though the dead within the walls were feebly struggling for salvation.


Girl and bird stared, aghast. On a pile of skulls nearby, Squeee perched prettily, her eyes full of glee.

 “At night, the forest is full of screams!”


Steel stared in amazement at the sinister realm of death.

 “You sick little bastard!”

 “It’s fun!” The unicorn puffed out her chest. “I made evil!”


The white haired girl wagged a scolding finger at Squeee. “You’re a very naughty girl!”

 “Liz likes it! She tries to get into the fortress, but the monsters fight her off. That’s the game! It’s fun!” Squeee put the tip of one hoof into her mouth. “Whoops! Here come monsters.”

 “Crap!”


All hell broke loose. Something black, clawed and with tentacles lunged out of the darkness towards Steel. The girl side-stepped and fast drew, slicing up into shadow flesh. Blood jetted out into her face.


Tentacles whip-cracked towards her. Heart pounding, Steel ducked like mad, whipping out her sword. She stopped a set of jagged talons a whisker’s breadth from her face. She dove aside, hacking into a tentacle - hearing a monster scream!


Behind her, Silk stood surrounded by a ring of shambling, hideous shadows. The shadows all poised blades while the bird stood serenely, holding his sword staff erect.


A shadow attacked. Silk moved like a dancer, his sword a brilliant blur. The solid smack of steel into flesh rang out. One enemy after another fell, Silk blurring sideways, back – cutting with glorious speed.


Driven back by a shadow monster that bristled blades, Steel fought with brilliant fury. She stepped and cut - pivoting, turning, whirling - sending one tentacle after another writhing to the ground. Finally she gave a leap, her katana flashing, and smashed her blade into her enemy’s skull. 



Ringing out over the battle came a shattering, hate-filled scream. 



A shadow spread over Steel, and the air shuddered to the sound of dragging chains.


Towering over Steel, a gigantic figure dragged itself along by its arms, resting on its own slithering entrails. Long spiked chains hung from its wrists. Even hacked in half as it was, it loomed twice as high as a man. It had to weigh at least three tons! Steel stared, feeling a chill spreading through her flesh.

 “Oh what the hell is that?”


The creature lashed out at her, the chain smashing the ground where she had stood. She dodged a second blow – then a third. The dragonfly blade poised, cut, and the giant’s hand was severed. The girl dodged a blow – cut up into the vast chest. She almost slipped in the creature’s trailing entrails, then ran up its back and made a huge, perfect blow. Her sword cut into the monster’s neck, severing its spine below the skull. Steel whirled her sword free of blood and rode the colossus down as it collapsed dead onto the ground.


Shadows shaped like half-liquified skeletons flew apart as a Chinese sword whipped through the air. Squeee decapitated a final monster with a swirling, dance-like blow. She was having the time of her life!

 “Whee! Let’s make more things die!”


Steel picked up the little unicorn by the scruff of her neck.

 “You are coming home, young lady!

The unicorn dangled helplessly. “Aww – it was fun! I know you had fun!”

“Well…” Steel wavered. Unpleasantly enough – it had been fun. “This is not a good place you’ve made here!”

 “Maskers come to it. There were five here once! They hit monsters and looked for treasure!” Squeee dangled in Steel’s grasp, trying to be persuasive. “There’s a river of bloo-ood…!”


That did it. Steel tucked the unicorn under her arm. She looked to Silk, who stood examining the fallen monsters carefully. The bird carefully flicked his sword clean and returned it to its sheath.

 “Interesting. These are a variant on the normal shadows.”


Squeee seemed happy. “They’re not real! They just turn up because we expect them to!” The unicorn waved her hands. “They’ll grow back in an hour or so!”


The horrible flesh fortress gleamed in the sickly light. Steel looked at it and shivered.

 “I think we should go.”


Squeee made a noise of disappointment, and then brightened up. “Can we come back after next sword practice? It’s more fun than kata!”

 “You are a very strange, strange little girl.” 



Steel took Silk’s hand. Her heart was still racing. The monsters had been a shock! She walked off along the black, dead soil beneath the twitching skeletons.

 “Squeee - does the Lizard come here often?”

 “Sure! I made a skull-pool and everything!.” The little unicorn seemed pleased. “Hey - let’s have buttered scones for tea!”


The explorers all joined hands, and went back home.

 



 ***

 




There were more ‘Maskers’ in Griffin Town these days. The wargames shop had them now. Some of them played a damned tough game of ancients! Steel and Squeee spent a gleeful, gruelling time playing games with model soldiers. Steel’s Byzantine army was immaculately painted, right down to little threads stringing all the model bows.


Squeee liked armies with elephants in them. She consistently called elephants ‘stampies’. She had an annoying habit of being drawn straight into Steel’s complex, clever ambushes, and then smashing Steel’s army flat with a stream of lucky dice rolls. If she hadn’t been so gleefully happy about Steel’s own successes, she would have been in line for a spanking.

 ‘Reg’ the shop keeper had life now. It was easy, now the Maskers were always here. He came to life as Steel and Squeee bought big bags of new lead soldiers to take home and paint: He had ten gamers who virtually lived in the shop, and a fat, happy cat that wandered the tops of all the shelves.


As they left the store with their bags of soldiers, Squeee beamed. 


 “I like making things.”


Steel looked down the street, but it seemed they would have to wait a while for the next tram. The streets were quiet - drifting with their normal life. Shadows and the occasional Masker, all going about their usual tasks. 



Their world grew - carefully. Gradually. Each piece forged in the heart. The two friends walked along the shop fronts, swinging their bags of lead soldiers, talking happily about paints and brushes, flock and bases. It was a perfect, perfect day.


The ‘Red Slug’s” music store was open, the air smelling of resin. There were aisles and aisles of rare CD’s - strange offerings brought in by Maskers. The two friends went in and listened to the music for a while, overjoyed to discover tunes that had been hovering in the background of their minds.


At the back of the store were musical instruments - proudly fronted by gleaming electric guitars. Squeee shucked off her headphones and wandered over to the back wall.


The little unicorn wistfully inspected a guitar.

 “I wish I could play.” She gave a sigh - then a slightly puzzled frown. “Why can’t I play?”

 “You never learned.”

 “If I can make an evil kingdom, I should just be able to play!” Squeee enthusiastically hammered the guitar, and the results were apocalyptically bad. Shadows sped off into hiding. The little unicorn seemed quite shocked. “Why can’t I play?”


Steel walked over to thoughtfully ponder a guitar. She picked it up and weighed it in her hand.

 “I always wanted to play.”

 “Then let’s do it!” Squeee was immediately and wildly enthused. “We can start a band!”


Steel’s voice had a little note of caution. “We’ll have to learn.”

 “There’s time! Here, there’s always time!” Squeee made wheedling noises. “I’ll stick with it – I promise!”


It was a huge commitment. Steel wavered; the practice would be long and hard. But the excitement of the idea blossomed inside her. 



God - she had always wanted to play...

 “How do we learn?”


Squeee skipped and leapt in eagerness.

 “The Nilf! They play all kinds of things!”

 “Um.” Steel bit her lip, reaching out to stroke at a guitar. “I think they’re more ‘flute and Celtic harp’ types.”

 “They play bagpipes!” Squeee waved her hands in glee. “The legionaries do! I heard them!”

 “Well - there might be someone...”


There were books, of course. And... it seemed as though it might truly happen. If you wanted the music to come - it would come. Steel reached out to try and lift a hefty guitar.


Yes.


Here, there was always time…


Squeee sat staring up in rapture at a row of electric guitars.

 “I want a red one!”


Steel smiled. Outside, clouds were passing over grassy hills. They could sit out under the trees and play.

 “We’ll find the Sea Slug, and ask which ones are best.”

 



 




Beneath the distant, half-seen gaze of mighty statues, Griffin Town stretched its limbs and found pure joy in its life.


The population grew piece by careful piece - each new face with its life, its loves, its joys all filtering into place. There were long-legged, elegant wasps and fat bumble bees cruising the gardens. In the trees, there were clowning lorikeets. 



On sunny days, Tabitha the cat took her Catalina flying boat soaring up into the clouds. You could see her circling high above - turning, turning slowly. She drifted off towards far islands and distant, quiet shores.


Wherever Squeee went, a touch of magic appeared...

 



 




Steel and Squeee grew into a life of simple joy. There were long, quiet days watching tadpoles, or riding bicycles along the shore. They helped Tabitha deliver comic books, and helped her plant sunflowers beside her nice new home. Over lovely evenings on the porch, Squeee painted pictures and drew comic books, her artwork improving in leaps and bounds. Steel sat at her side, writing comic scripts, or typing stories. Silk and the Bunnies would come over for margaritas and sausage rolls. Silk would spend long hours with Squeee and Steel as they practised their guitars. 



One bright and sunny day, the inhabitants of Griffin town were sitting on the beach beneath the vast, cool fig trees. The triffids played beach volleyball with Captain Wulff, her girlfriend Tabitha and Vana, the new Badger-girl from the games shop. Others barbecued sausages and skewers of meat. There were more people now: a U-boat crew of happy otters, aircraft mechanics, errant carousel ponies and flower dragons, as well as some colourful characters from the seaside bar. Gamers were arguing a point of order over the clubs new Napoleonics rules; A Nilf grandee had taken up residence in town, and he seemed greatly enamoured of Vana’s derriere.


- A typical day in the sun.


Steel and Squeee were snorkelling around the reefs in the bay. The waters were shallow, cool and crystal clear, with wrasse, tiny Port Jackson sharks and leafy sea-dragons living out amongst the stones. Squeee swam like a sinuous little shark, cruising effortlessly through the water. Steel moved more deliberately, her flippers thrashing away. She surfaced by the piles of the jetty, to see Amanda Foxen standing waiting for her. Steel clomped up onto the jetty and sat herself on the stairs, dragging off her goggles and shaking out the drips.


Amanda came and sat quietly beside her. The fox had deep green eyes and a long, pointed muzzle, and was always dressed like something out of a beautiful old picture book. She nervously proffered Steel a bottle of ginger beer.

 “Here. You chaps have been out for a while. Don’t make yourselves thirsty.”


The fox girl had a beautiful English accent – cultured and sweet. She always smelled so nice. Steel gratefully took the drink and heaved a great sigh of gratitude when she had finished it. The sharp bubbles and the ginger were utterly refreshing.


Anton Foxen, Amanda’s fiancé, was serving sausages to a pair of ‘Maskers’ who had turned up on the beach. Amanda looked at him with such love. Steel was warmed by it – then felt a strange little pang as Amanda turned her face away.


A strange pang of cold anxiety crept into Steel’s heart.

 “Amanda? Is everything... alright?”


Amanda picked at her fingernails. She was frightened. Honestly frightened. Steel felt quite incredulous.

 “Amanda?”


A dozen yards away, Squeee surfaced, bubbling with glee.

“Steel! There’s a hermit crab! He has red feet!”


The girl called out to her friend and waved. “I’ll be back! Amanda just needs me.”


Squeee dove back down, chasing treasures. Amanda sat in silence, looking pale and afraid. Steel watched her quietly, not knowing quite what to say.

 ‘The Floop’ walked up the jetty, his long hairy legs swishing, and flopped down beside Amanda. The hound gave a lazy growl. Amanda absently stroked the Floop’s ears as she stared down at the bay.

 “I wanted to come to you. To see you.”


Steel shrugged, feeling strange.

 “I’m always here.”

 “I wanted to ask…” The fox swallowed, nervous and embarrassed. She stared at her hands. “I want to have a baby.”


Steel felt amazed.

 “Why ask me?”

 “I’m asking. Can I have a baby? Is it even possible?”


There was a silence. Steel thought hard – feeling strange. Amanda kept her eyes on the sea.

 “I like it here. All this – this is home. It’s so beautiful. And you’ve been good to us.” She lifted forest green eyes streaked with tears.

 “The others have never thought about it – but I know. I’ve seen it. I know that you make this place. That you made us…”


Steel had a sudden sick feeling in the pit of her stomach.

 “You... know?”

 “Yes.” The fox hung her head. 



The silence stretched. Steel wilted, an awful gulf opening in the pit of her stomach. 



Out in the bay, Squeee cavorted happily…


Amanda’s voice dropped to a whisper.


 “Odd - to think God would be just... snorkelling on a beach...”



Steel hung her head, staring at the sea.


 “I’m not God, Amanda. I just make... make what’s right.”



The fox nodded wearily. She did not meet Steel’s eye.


 “Are we just… toys to you?”

 “You are a part of me.”


Steel hung her head, feeling hollow. Water dripped slowly from her long white hair.

 “I was lost – but there was beauty. There was a place, and no one to share it with. So into the vacuum, I made you. I conceived of someone who would have a life they would love – and I gave it to you.”


The beautiful fox nodded slowly.

 “Do I really love Anton? Or is that just something you invented? Do I have a choice in loving him?”

 “You live. Where there is life, there is choice.” Steel felt unhappy. “I made you so that there would be someone perfectly fitted for your love. I wanted neither of you to be lonely. You were intended for each other. But – but anything you feel for each other has to come from you, and not from me.”


The girl put her back against a pier piling. She looked out over the beautiful little town. The old fashioned shops – the old green tram. Trees and ibis, grass and terns. Far off in the distance, faded to blue ghosts, were the great griffin statues at the cliff top. They seemed so far away that they floated like dreams in the sky.

 “There is no slavery here, Amanda. Each of our lives here is our own. This is a land without pain, without regret. Here all things can live and find what they are searching for.” She looked to her friend the fox.

 “If you want to leave Anton, that is your decision. If you want to wander the wilds, or explore far worlds – I can give it to you. I will use all the wisdom I can find to help you find what is right.”


Amanda quietly and firmly squeezed Steel’s hand.

 “I want Anton’s children.” The fox flexed her hands into fists. “I want the book shop, and our friends – and all the strange, beautiful places all around.”


Steel was an adult – tall and quiet. She folded Amanda in her arms.

 “It will be an adventure. Not an easy one.” She kissed the fox. “Be happy.”

 “I will.”


Amanda gently kissed her friend, and then arose. She walked a few paces away, and turned.


Steel was a ten year old girl, wet from swimming, sitting on the pier. Amanda looked at her quietly - each one’s face mirrored in the other.


Amanda raised one hand in farewell.


The Fox left, going up to join the others on the beach. Steel watched her go, and breathed slowly outwards. The tightness inside her seeped slowly away.


Squeee’s head surfaced happily from the water. She blew a great spume of spray from her snorkel tube.

 “Come in! Come in! I think I saw a bull-nosed ray!” The little unicorn swam up onto her tail and looked after Amanda. “Are you guys OK?”

 “I think we’ll be alright.” Steel straightened her back, and pulled her goggles back on. “We’ll be fine.”

 “Come on in! Maybe we’ll find a big fat cuttlefish!”


Steel eased back into the water. Squeee swam around and around. “Is she going to have a baby?”

 “Yes.” Steel looked sidewise at the little unicorn. “How did you know?”

 “I’m Squeee! I know everything.” The unicorn made ready to dive. “Race you to the anchor!”


They raced.


Squeee won – but Steel found the cuttlefish.

 



 ***

 




The Lizard’s dark valley was as beautiful, as stark and haunting as Steel had remembered. She stood beside the dark, draconic pagoda in the middle of the lake. Thin rivulets hissed in silver cascades down the chasm walls. The grimacing jade statues all still squatted in their nooks, glowering down into the cool, moss-coloured gloom.


Steel stood on the rocky island. The crooked tree grew as before. Dark houses clustered on ledges of the chasm walls high above. White bats the size of flying foxes flapped lazily above, while catfish nosed thoughtfully along the edges of the shore.


A flash – a pencil line, and Squeee arrived, followed swiftly by Silk. The dapper bird stared around himself in admiring awe, while Squeee skipped over the rocks and began to climb the crooked tree.


Silk breathed the air, his eyes closed, turning his beak towards the feel of light and shadow. He savoured the feel of the lizard woman’s soul.

 “Exquisite.”


Squeee looked about herself in joy, turning her little face up towards the waterfalls.

 “I like it here. You can lie on all the stones and dream.”


Silk gazed about the stark, rocky island. A ring of stones surrounded a dead campfire. A pile of furs served as a bed beneath the tree. The bird looked quietly at the encampment.

 “She lives here?”

 “Sometimes.” Steel looked about the beautiful, echoing majesty of the chasm. “She must be nearby, otherwise I wouldn’t have appeared here.”

 “Where is she?”

 “Watching.”


Silk and Steel walked down onto the shore. They stood at the edge of the lake, looking towards the huge cavern entrances carved into the walls of the gorge. There was a hint of filtered light from deep within one entrance – a distant echo shimmering in the air. Feeling delicately out into the shadows, Silk closed his eyes.


He gave a sigh.

 “Buried cities. A vast chasm filled with arching bridges of rock, cave dwellings and ancient mysteries… huge. An endless labyrinth to explore…” The beautiful bird seemed to breathe in the vision. “Yes – I see why she made this into her home.”

 “She is restless. There is such rage there...” Steel looked about the island and the lake. “But here, she rests. Here are the things she cares about. This is where she comes, in the quiet times.”

The Lizard, Squeee, Silk, Steel and the God-Fish; they were the only five elements of reality that had no definable maker. It seemed a shame the Lizard woman kept herself so distant and alone. There might be insights here. The lizard might be able to help them figure out the where.

The why…


This was not a place where one felt right about calling out or shouting. Silk and Steel looked about themselves, but saw no sign of the lizard girl.


Squeee sat by the campfire, unrolling sheets of soft leather carried in a scroll across her back. She fluffed out the soft chamois sheets, lying them down in careful order beside the lizard woman’s bed. Steel came over to watch.

 “Sweet heart – what are you doing?”

 “She must be a little lonely. I made her a comic book. I painted it on skins!” The little unicorn’s art had become a true delight to see. “I hope she’ll like it. It has demons in it.”

 “That’s beautiful.” Steel squatted down, caressing the little unicorn; Squeee was a pure and gentle soul. “Beautiful.”


Steel left a tiny orchid flower growing from the bole of the crooked tree. Silk stood for a moment in thought, and laid down one long, exquisite feather from his tail.


They turned ‘sideways’, and left the lake to its peace and quiet.

 




In their hearts, they felt her emerging out into the light - the black lizard, slim... and wondering. 


 



 ***

 




In an evening of smoke-yellow light, with bees drifting amongst the sunflowers, four figures came to the edge of Steel’s garden. They were ‘Maskers’ – shadows wearing masks that stretched raggedly over their frontal bodies. They stood like lost children staring through the window of a candy store – hollow, blank faced and yearning for something that they could never have.


Steel knelt in her garden, playing with a beautiful green mantis. The little creature had sharp, intelligent eyes and blue spots upon its elbows. The girl caressed it, feeling it meet her with its little curious claws


The four Maskers watched her sadly. 



Squeee exited the house on her back feet, with oven mittens on her hands. She saw the Maskers, and her ears fell. She looked to Steel – who stood slowly, and then went to the fence to quietly inspect her visitors.


A soft wind blew. Steel’s hair stirred, but the wind did not seem to touch the four strangers. Their masks were windows into a grey, unpleasant world.


Steel looked at them quietly - feeling their souls sitting there like fragile things of glass.

 “Tell me. What do you want?”


The Maskers stood and stared at the ground. One by one, they lifted up their gaze in answer.

“Hope.”

“A reason.”

“Life.”


The final figure was familiar - dark haired and empty. She kept her head bowed, her eyes staring at the pavement. “To know that you’re alright.”


The white-haired girl looked at them for a long, quiet moment, and then opened up the old wire gate.

 “This is the garden. Beside the garden is a stream. Beyond the stream is an entire world of peace.” Steel turned her face into the breeze.

 “Come inside. Come here whenever you like. Stay, or roam into all the wonderful places that we’ve found.” Steel stood with Squeee upon her arm. “You are always welcome here.”


The Maskers looked at her in wonder. One by one, they passed through her gate and out into the garden. They wandered off into the wonderful world beyond.


The final Masker hesitated at the threshold. She looked towards Steel – her face almost human – searching.

“What if we forget that we have found what we came for?”

 “You will know, even if you do not remember.”


The wanderers walked slowly out into the grass, each one finding something that brought them finally to a stop; a scent, a shade - the feel of dreams. They stood in silence, swaying to the currents of the white-child’s world. Swaying, and drifting in moments of her peace.


They seemed... stronger.


Later - far later - Squeee brought fresh, hot scones for the visitors. The Maskers took the treats in wonder, bowed quietly, and drifted off into the evening light. Some faded - and some wandered off towards far distant shores.


The fourth Masker looked at Steel, and looked at Squeee – saw them arm in arm in front of their little house with its creek, its tadpoles and its rope swing. The Masker stared – and slowly, gradually seemed to be at peace.

 “I will not forget.” Her eyes seemed to hold echoes of a distant, half-remembered love. “I won’t have to come again.”


Steel looked at her, feeling quiet - feeling somehow sad.

 “Good bye Marianne.”


The Masker walked off down the road, the mask tattering – the shadow body dissolving. But the strange, sad love in her eyes remained long after she had gone…

 



 ***

 




Quiet times passing. Peace and clouds. People emerging into the life of the city when the moment and the need seemed right…


It was a slow, unhurried evolution. With emergent life, there came little ups and downs. It was all a part of the tapestry…

 




At the foot of a titanic griffin statue, high above the cool green forest world, three figures sat upon the rocks and played guitar. Birds soared and two moons shone. The acoustics were as perfect as could be. The three friends played suspended in a high blue haze, far, far away from everything below.


The music was slowly coming to life. All it needed was a clear, perfect vision of what they wanted to create, and the actions flowed from there. They played in total companionship, learning one another’s strengths and failings: A tall, elegant white-haired woman, a great handsome bird with feathers of flame and gold, and a tall, curvaceous unicorn woman with expressive, loving eyes.


Music drifted out upon a clear blue world; lifting, curling - struggling to be free. Squeee dipped her head above her guitar, coaxing forth sounds to match the pure green of her eyes. Steel worked carefully, listening to the others - slowly bringing life into the open skies.

- And then something stirred...

There was a flash. A pencil line drew itself between heaven and earth. Hesitantly, almost fearfully, a figure slid from elsewhere and crept slowly out into the light.


The Lizard woman stood alone, embarrassed and unsure. Her long sword was over one shoulder - her scales gleamed like ebony. She pushed the front cowlick of her crest back from her eyes like a nervous girl fiddling with her hair. 



Liz stood there, nervous and uncertain, with the shyness of a new visitor to the playground… Feral, lean and lonely, she seemed a creature of elemental beauty. 



Silk rose slowly to his feet, and had eyes only for her...


A pure wind blew…


Silk held out one beautifully feathered wing, his hand open. The Lizard woman hesitated, then reached out towards him. She touched his fingertips once – pulled back – and then reached out to quietly take Silk’s hand.


The two beings stood there, high above the world, hand in hand. Wind caressed them while distant mists shimmered with a rainbow. Then with a gesture of perfect welcome, Silk turned and gestured with his other wing. He brought the lizard woman quietly up into the fold. Girl and unicorn, lizard and bird all came together at long last.


Music was waiting. Sitting quietly together, the four began to play. 


 




Silhouetted in the mists above, the God-Fish cruised gently onwards into a flawless summer’s day.

 



 



 






 




Chapter 6


 


 


 

Night-time: A ride in a tram that seemed to be a moving pool of light. The streets wrapped in a warm, beloved darkness. Street lights making golden islands about the tables and cafes.

Little Squeee dozed happily, tucked up in Steel’s arms. The tiny unicorn snored, her forelimbs clasped tight about a model spaceship purchased from the comics shop. In the overhead luggage rack, two of the triffids chatted, their voices flute-soft against the murmur of the tram. Small, thin and tubular, Steel sat in her immaculate hakama and white gi, her sword cradled across her chest.


Brakes squeaked as the tram made its downhill run through the seaside strip. The town here was bright and beautiful. The hotel gleamed – the little streets were full of occult book shops and bakeries. The Floop trotted doggedly along the footpath with a big bone in his mouth.


A perfect evening.


The seaside tavern was now open – a big place with great wide porches looking out over the bay. Tabitha the black cat was working on her flying boat’s engines with Wulff, a mechanic, and two of the U-boat crew. Some native girls from the islands were talking happily with them – mouse girls in hula skirts with flowers in their hair.


Beautiful.


There were two Maskers walking along the beach, and another one descending from the tram. Squeee and Steel nodded to them as they passed. They went to the fish and chip shop, joining the two triffids in sitting on the grass and eating hot fish and chips straight from the paper.


The tavern had visitors tonight. Silk and Steel had opened up a gate far out to sea. The U-boat, galleys and the Catalina could bring visitors back and forth between the cities. The Nilf adored wandering the book store and comic shops, and in return they brought their smoky purple wines.

 




It was wonderful to see the city so alive. 


 




Some more Maskers appeared near the tram stop. Three of them in a row. They stood there with their shadow bodies gleaming, then with huge effort, they pulled their masks completely over themselves, like a rubberised skin. They took on a shape and colour, then stood staring around the town.


Steel watched them and frowned.

 “That’s new.”

 “I guess they want to be more like real people.” Squeee blew on a great big chip she had broken in two. It steamed in the night air. “Do you think they want fish and chips?”

 “I don’t think so.” The three newcomers wore grey suits. They were human – which was enough to mark them out as being unusual. They seemed overawed by the moons and the distant sight of the griffin cliffs. Several of Squeee’s flower dragons had taken residence in a hydrangea bush, and the tiny creatures watched the men through glittering golden eyes.


Talking earnestly together, the three newcomers walked up into the town, pointing out salient features in evident approval. Steel’s pink eyes watched them carefully.

 “Odd.”


Maskers were the only part of the population apparently not generated by herself, Liz, Silk or Squeee. They needed more investigation.


Now was as good a time as any. Steel wiped her hands clean, threw her last few chips to a waiting ibis, and rose to shadow the three men. Squeee finished drinking her chocolate milkshake, and then trotted happily on Steel’s tail. 


 



 




The three men wore shiny grey suits, and had short-clipped hair. They wore sunglasses at night – God only knew why. They walked the streets and inspected the shops like real estate agents planning a sale. They nodded in stiff-faced approval at what they saw.


There was a movie theatre on the upper street – an old fashioned one with mirrors in the foyer and statues in the cinema. It showed films that were old and beautiful, and wonderful cartoons. When the three men came out of the theatre, they found a little girl and a tiny unicorn eating sherbet bombs on the steps.


For some reason, the little girl had a samurai sword stuck through her belt.


Steel peered sidewise at the men – who were ignoring her – and offered up her bag of sweets.

 “Want one?”


They all ignored her; all save one pleasant-faced, redheaded man. He took a sherbet bomb. He inspected it carefully, then tasted it, finally putting it in his mouth. His face lit into a delighted smile.

 “It is! It’s a real sherbet bomb! The way they tasted when you were a kid.” He paused - suddenly full of dawning memory.

 “I’d forgotten. I’d forgotten that things could taste this way...”


Steel raised one brow, and ate a sherbet bomb. Beside her, Squeee was working on a lollipop.


One of the other men – solid, immaculate and grey, looked down at Steel.

 “Kid - Do you know how far this city goes?”


The girl looked up at him. “There are no boundaries. Why would you want them?”


One of the other men looked away. “She wouldn’t know. She’s just ‘cast’.” The man breathed in the air. “It’s good.”


The eldest of the men nodded in approval.

 “Perfectly conceived. Perfectly stable.” The man seemed infinitely satisfied. “Your Mister Malden has found a gem.”


Steel tilted her head and looked at the three men.

 “Where are you from?”


The grey men merely smiled…


All three newcomers shed their masks. The skins fell empty, then shredded away into nothingness. The black substance of their shadow bodies blew off into the night. 



The theatre steps were empty once again...


Steel rose to her feet. She was annoyed.

 “That could have been better.”


Squeee sat up and tilted her head in thought. “They sounded almost like they were real.”

 “Well we didn’t make them. Silk and the Lizard aren’t here.” Steel sniffed. There was a scent of business cologne in the air…

 



Business cologne...

 




Suddenly the pain struck.


Agony! Blinding agony! And the emotions - spewing into her like cold vomit. Steel lay on the ground, eyes wide, her body curled tight into a ball. She gave a single inarticulate noise of shock. Squeee was instantly at her side.

“Steel!”


Retching, Steel felt the emotions exploding through her. Horror, despair - pride. Honour, fury - bloodlust. Pure screaming hate! Steel clenched at herself, screaming, trying to will it all away - ramming the images out of her mind.

 “Steel! Steel - what is it?”


Gone. It was all gone. Panting, Steel opened up her eyes. 


 “I’m fine!” The little girl hurt. Her stomach had an ice-cold pain inside it – hard and real. She fought it back - rammed it down - away into the blackness.


The agony disappeared, leaving her like a crushing weight lifted from her heart.


Steel blinked. For a moment, she had almost remembered…

What?


With difficulty, Steel sat up. Her long white hair cascaded like silk around her shoulders as Squeee helped her up. Steel gripped the sword hilt jutting through her sash, and the solid purity of it made everything seem steady.

 “Steel – are you OK?”

 “Sort of.” 



She was shaky. The girl felt her legs quiver - weak with shock. Her heart still pounded. Her brain felt numb - shocked into a blank white haze.


Steel breathed hard. She looked out into the quiet night-time sky.

 “Squeee – let’s find the God-Fish. I want to talk to him.”


The little unicorn nodded, looking up at Steel in concern. Side by side, they walked out into the street.

 “God-Fish.”


Steel pictured the giant fish, and disappeared.

 



Falling!

 




Night-time. Steel was hanging in mid air, plummeting like a stone towards an unseen black land below. Squeee appeared beside her, and the unicorn gave a frown.

 “Whoa!”


Squeee concentrated, and suddenly Steel was sitting upon a long, warm, deliciously feathery serpent. The serpent was black and soft dove grey, and flew effortlessly through the skies. It turned back its long, pointed head to look towards Steel and Squeee, and gave a mysterious smile.


Squeee sat happily in front of Steel’s lap, thoroughly enjoying the ride. Steel’s long hair whipped backwards like a silken banner in the breeze.

 “Squeee?”

 “Yes?”

 “Who is this?”

 “This is one of the thirteen!” The pony waved one forelimb easily. “One of the thirteen spirit guardians that are going to live in my world!”

 “You’re making a world?”

 “I’m working on it! I have a whole chunk almost done!” Squeee puffed her chest with pride. “There’s fungi forest, with the crystal undersea, and then there’s the cloud islands.”

 “Cloud islands?”

 “Where the sky ships will go!” The little unicorn breathed in the gorgeous, cold night air. “The Warriors of Turquoise and Gold will all live on the lichen veldt – but the Couatl people and the Salt Dancers will help them build sky ships, and when they do, they can come up here to the islands in the clouds.”


Steel gazed about at the mysterious night skies. “Is this what you’ve been drawing so many pictures of?”

 “I’ve been designing! I want you and Silk and Liz to come and help me with all the details.” Squeee sucked a hoof tip and made a little frown. “I’m not very good on details. And when I go onto new ideas, sometimes the old ones fade… I want somewhere we can all go to have adventures. Somewhere alien and wonderful.” 



The beautiful sky serpent rippled as she flew in the breeze. She had long delicious eyelashes, and a narrow gothic charm. Her voice was droll and delicious.

 “Hello Steel.”


Steel adjusted her glasses and peered at the serpent’s face.

 “How do you do?”


Squeee was full of proprietal pride, and hugged the serpent’s silky plumes. “This is my first world spirit! She’s Nayari, the Eater of Skins!”


Steel blinked – not sure just how appalled she should be.

 “Eater of Skins…?”

 “Isn’t it a cool name!” Squeee hugged the serpent happily. “The warriors of Turquoise and gold shed their shells after mating, and Nayari eats them! The shells, I mean - not the warriors! It makes her hide smell all rich and dreamy.” The unicorn nodded. “Then she has an awful lot of sex. I think it’s the hormones in the shells!” Squeee began counting her creatures off on her hooves. “There’s also Si, the being of salt and silence. Oh, and Tukreb – the ‘dancer without eyes’…!” 


 “Without eyes?”

 “Oh, he has sonar!” Squeee nodded seriously. “After that talk you had with Amanda, I realised that we have to take world building very seriously. I’ve given this a lot of thought.” Squeee put her nose into the wind like a dog hanging from a car window. “Maybe we should make a gate so Tabitha’s flying boat could come here? Then the people from home can all come here and listen to the sky jellies chiming in the breeze...”


Sky jellies. Steel saw some drifting in a shoal across the moonlit sky; strange, luminous floating jellies with long tubular limbs hanging down beneath. The creatures softly chimed their limbs as they drifted in the breeze, spreading a gentle music out into the dark.

Beautiful...


Floating in the night gloom up ahead there was a huge, jungle-smothered island in the sky. Nayari the world spirit rippled sensually through the air, enfolding Steel and Squeee with her delicious smell. They curved up above the island’s rim, heading for dark, shadowed buildings in the jungle just beyond.


Steel breathed deeply – and suddenly the jungle trees were redolent with scents of lemon and cinnamon. Nayari the world spirit swooped softly up, then came down to land with a rustle of her silken plumes, slithering to a halt amidst the dark, quiet trees. Squeee leapt down onto the ground, happily peering at the jungle on each side.

 “I think it needs flying centipedes! Could you make flying centipedes for me? Big ones! Three meters long! They should hoot like monkeys!”


Steel bent to pass beneath a trailing creeper. “How about I make us nice friendly ones?”

 “Awww.” Squeee seemed disappointed. “I wanted ones with poison fangs…”

 “They might get in the way when they go dancing in the sky.”

 “Oh yes!” Squeee brightened. “Of course they would...!”


There were ancient, overgrown buildings in the jungle: Tall jade-coloured walls glowed with a ghostly inner light. The moonlight turned climbing roses and vines into stark black shadows. Cupolas topped the round towers that rose out from the soil.


Her skin prickling, Steel approached the walls with awe.

 “Squeee – they’re beautiful…!”


The walls were smothered in a looping, curling script carved in bas relief. There were carved images of alien warriors, demons and kings. Squeee found a tree trunk that had fallen against a wall, and she scampered happily up the mossy ramp. Steel climbed up awkwardly and followed, her sword catching in the dangling jungle vines.


In an amphitheatre of moonlit jade, the God-Fish danced with countless swarms of butterflies.


The jade buildings formed a gigantic bowl sunk into the centre of the sky island. Icons and carvings lined the bowl’s smooth sides, lit by traceries of eerie silver light. High above, the God-Fish luxuriantly rolled, caressing his sides against a black velvet shoal of butterflies. The butterflies were large and soft – wings as big as a man’s hand, and plush as liquid night. Their wings were black and marked like ghostly faces that glimmered eerily in the night-time skies.


Steel and Squeee sat rapturously down to watch the God-Fish dance.


He was ponderous and beautiful – his long fins moving like sheets of silk. The giant fish moved with grace across a theatre of moonlit jade.


They had never seen him simply revelling in life before...


One of the great fish’s eyes lit quietly upon Steel and Squeee. Performing a final behemothic pirouette, the fish swam slowly forward to rest nose to nose with his new visitors. He seemed rested, full of energy, and wonderfully happy.


Sitting quietly on an old jade tower, her hair drifting in the breeze and a little unicorn at her side, Steel faced the God-Fish with a quiet bow.

 “Hello again.”


The beautiful giant goldfish swirled his fins in acknowledgement. He was quiet and majestic – calm and unhurried. Steel and Squeee sat with him while the wind made music in the trees. 



Steel looked out across the great jade amphitheatre, and let her thoughts drift with the wind.

 “God-Fish? Do you know where we are – why we’re here?”


The fish merely watched her – but his great calm presence seemed to soothe Steel’s troubled soul. The girl sighed – not really expecting any easy answers.

 “God-Fish… There are five of us who just simply are. You and I, Squeee and Silk, and Liz. We seem to have come from - from nowhere. But we were born into here - into these worlds.” She looked up into the fish’s glorious golden eyes. “But there are others now. People from another place. They come from somewhere. Somewhere else.” The girl was unsure even of her terms.

 “Do you know who they are?”


In reply, the fish slowly – ever so slowly – shook his head.


Steel felt hollow. She sat down upon a stone and looked up to the God-Fish in the sky.

 “They called me ‘Cast’. Like in a movie.” The girl looked into the Fish’s eyes. “Did they make me? Did they make this place? Are we in a construct of some kind?”


The fish merely swirled its great, slow fins.


Little Squeee thoughtfully scratched one ear.

“We make the world, Steel. You, me, Silk, Liz. We know that now.”

“But what if the... the framework - the laws of creation - were set up by someone else? Do we serve their purpose by making worlds for them?” Steel felt chill. “And if they come from outside this world, then from where? What can possibly be outside of… of everything?”


The girl looked up at the stars.

 “What are we?”


In response, the great fish nudged slowly forward. He extended a fin to serve as a bridge for his visitors. First Squeee, and then Steel walked out over the fish’s limb and climbed onto his beautiful sleek scales. The two friends sat themselves in front of the God-Fish’s dorsal fin, and the fish lifted slowly up into the air. Nayari the world serpent rose up with them. She looped and danced gracefully about the God-Fish, smiling her self-contented smile. 



The four travellers turned and slid off into a pristine, perfect sky.

 




They moved over the beauty of Squeee’s growing world. On a plain of salt crystals, a great jagged creature danced to the whisper of the wind. Vast forests of titanic fungi filaments gleamed white and wonderfully pure. Deep lakes of water clearer than purest glass glimmered in the light of the two moons. Sky islands drifted overhead, and the air smelled sharp and new.

 



Dislocation

 




Glory! Banners and galleys, elephants and temples. The Red City glowed in the light of a new dawn. The citizen legionaries trained upon the parade ground, while others stood watch in the towers. On a high hilltop, priestesses called praise to the new day. On the jousting field, the young knights tilted, or rode races through the budding groves of olive trees. The markets were already busy, with stalls overflowing with fruit, silks and gems. In the great bay, black and golden galleys swam slowly into port.


The fish flew past the olive groves and vineyards that surrounded the city walls. There were quiet temples out in the empty places – spots where one could simply sit and dream. Stone heads dotted the landscape. Half buried ruins gleamed beneath cool veils of ivy leaves.


Off shore, there were islands capped with wonderful, mysterious sculpted beasts. Dark forests hinted of exotic woods, strange animals and ancient mysteries. Dolphins leapt and danced upon a sea that shone a glorious sapphire blue.

 



Dislocation.

 




The fish took them through a great, deep desert – a place of cliffs and golden sand, where the statues of ancient entities brooded out into the emptiness. A river flowed past the ruins of an ancient city. On a red rock ridge, a titanic dragon’s skeleton had dried to a husk. Within and beneath the skeleton, a medieval village bloomed...


The river fell into a vast, deep gorge of jet black rock. Cool, mysterious and silent. It was the home of Liz the lizard, where the strange brooding statues scowled into empty air. The God-Fish slid along that wonderful, brooding gorge with its deserted towns, its ghosts and waterfalls. Down – down through one of the gaping entrances that led into the underworld.


- A cavern. A place huge and full of eerie filtered light. Bridges arced across the gulfs, and huge pillars had been hollowed out into deserted homes. There was a sense of creatures here – dwellers in the darkness. A labyrinth filled with strange adventures.

 



Dislocation.

 




Squeee’s evil realm. Vast, dark forests - abandoned villages and gaping dungeon doors. A shattered, ruined city, over which sprawled a hideous citadel made of rotting flesh and bone. Lightning flashing – a wind that smelled of ash…

 



Dislocation

 



Home.




They were home. With the long, silken serpent rippling at his side, the God-Fish cruised above a landscape and made Steel’s heart ache with love. The long coastline was filled with places to swim and explore. The town with its tramlines, its wonderful shops, its houses - Anton and Amanda Foxen walking with their friends beneath the trees. The submarine was cruising out to sea, heading for the islands with their wonderful little beaches, bays and villages. There was the estuary with its castle, and squeaky beach beyond – and the pure, ethereal beauty of the forest. Rivers winding and creeks gleaming. 



- And there, sitting in its garden next to its rope swing and its tadpole creek was the comfortable old tin roof of home.


It was a landscape of little things; images from the heart. Steel held Squeee against herself as they banked above their world. The God-Fish slid above wetlands rife with spoonbills and ibis. It swam over forests, hills and beautiful ridges of old grey stone. It cruised along the great gorge of moss and ferns beneath the sacred waterfall. Here, where Steel had first opened her eyes, the air was filled with dragonflies.


They rose up, up along a rocky land where little trees grew and rainbows shimmered in the mists. The vast cliff rim towered overhead. The God-Fish lofted gracefully, passing trees that grew jutting from cracks and platforms in the cliff face. Lorikeets clowned happily amongst the eucalyptus blooms.


They rose beside a vast waterfall that fell slowly, ponderously, down into the world below. It became a place of wind and water. They reached the cliff tops, where a vast plateau stretched off into unfocussed lands. The huge griffin statues looked majestically down across Steel’s beloved universe.


The fish finally came down in a quiet piece of forest near the town. The dojo was here - clean and quiet, nestled in beneath a stand of trees. The students were already gathering. Shadows, Maskers, Silk and Liz. The two Bunnies, Noir and Hazel, had come with Tabitha the cat. The God-Fish came to rest outside the dojo door, extending one long fin as a bridge so his passengers could reach the ground. Nayari the serpent looped up into the air and came to rest beside a stream. She blinked, smiled, turned belly up to the sun, and went happily off to sleep.


Steel and Squeee climbed quietly down from the giant fish’s back. They stood gazing up at the fish’s wise golden eyes.


The fish looked towards their gathered friends. The girl and the little unicorn followed his gaze. Peace, people – friends and feeling.


Was this the fish’s way of giving Steel an answer?


Students were waiting. Steel bowed to the fish, then walked into the Dojo – bowing quietly before crossing the threshold. The class knelt – meditated – then rose into their places and began.


Squeee preferred to sit and watch. The nearby creek had tiny little froglets living all along the banks – little creatures as bright and beautiful as jewels. She stalked one like a cat, her tail waving high above her, intent on catching the froglet in a jam jar so she could show it to Steel. 



Inside the dojo, practice went smoothly. Liz’s tail thrashed, but she showed unlikely restraint as Silk carefully showed her the best way to reposition her grip on the sword. Steel, the Maskers and the Shadows moved back and forth as Steel dedicatedly practised her art.


In one corner of the dojo, a blank space of air seemed to look far off into infinity. Shapes shimmered, and a point of light drew out to fill the space. 



Standing small and silent at the edge of the hall, a figure blinked softly in the sun. It was a slight Japanese man with a long mandarin beard. He was dressed like a crow in robes feathered in lustrous, metallic black. In his hand there was a wooden practice sword.


He drew in a long, slow breath – as though breathing were a thing long unremembered. The stream ran bright and clean past the dojo’s door. Trees spread glorious, fragrant limbs into the sun. The old gentleman looked around himself like a man waking from a beautiful, restful dream, and gave a delighted smile.


His face was full of humour – full of such gorgeous energy. He looked out over the dojo and saw the students at their work. His smile grew wider and wider – pure incredulous delight flooding out into his soul.


Steel watched it all happen. She felt his connection to this art - this state of mind, this grace. He seemed to sense the same within her as well. From across the dojo, they bowed to one another.


With a sense of awe and wonder filtering out into her eyes, Steel crossed to give the old gentlemen a deep, profound bow.

 “Sir – have you come to join us?”


The old man looked at Steel, his warm, incredulous smile spreading through her soul.

“I dreamed... From the mists, I felt you here…” He looked at the students, watching their precise, elegant motions. His face filled with quiet rapture.

“The art. The school. My school! I made this. I remember….” He turned to stare at Steel in wonder. “How did this come to be here?”

 “It has always been here.” The little girl was wise and grave. “The sky, the quiet, and the swords.”


She looked at him in delight.

 “You are the Kaiso. The founder!”

 “Perhaps. I have dreamed. Dreamed in a garden of peace.” He drew in a breath, savouring the life in it. “But it is so good to feel that you are here.”

 “Then Master – we bid you welcome.”


The girl’s beautiful katana shimmered, the lacquered sheath seeming almost alive. The old man looked to her sword and raised one brow.

 “It is a beautiful instrument. I can feel its life.” He gave a smile. “You do not find a live sword inappropriate for practice?”

 “The sword is myself. It cuts only what I wish to be cut.”


At this, the old man laughed a great, hearty laugh of joy. He backed off, faced Steel, then gave a bow full of love and life.

 “Onegai shimasu. I have an honourable request.”

 “Onegai shimasu.”


The swords swept gracefully up, each one vibrant and alive. The first motions began – done with such pure joy that the dojo seemed to flood with light. The old man laughed for the sheer beauty of it, revelling in the life, the form and motion. He taught – and in the teaching, found purpose. With purpose, the joy unfolded within him like a flower.


Sheer perfection, there within the quiet of a peaceful world…


Creeping stealthily up upon her froglet, Squeee wriggled her bottom, then made a pounce – missing the frog but landing in the stream. She shook herself, then looked up to see a shimmer of light, and a Masker appear. The creature stood blinking, its strange mask stretched tight as a latex skin. It began to struggle, floundering to pull the mask back and give itself a proper form.


He seemed to be having trouble. Squeee bounded over and sat on the ground in front of the visitor.

 “Hello!” The little unicorn forgot about her froglet in an instant. “Are you alright?”

 “Yes!” The visitor was male, and rather confused. “No!” He seemed to be distressed. Blank eyes looked pleadingly at the little unicorn. “I – I want to be…!”

 “Sure!” Squeee leapt onto a rock behind the man, grabbed the edges of the mask and tried to yank it back behind him. “Here we go!”


The Masker made a strangled noise of agony.

 “Hey! That hurts!”

 “Well what sort of skin is it supposed to be?” Squeee yanked and tugged at the mask until the man stopped her. “Don’t you even know what you want to be?”

 “What I want to be?”

 “Well if you don’t know how you want to appear, there’s no point putting in an appearance! When you have an outside planned, then you can spend time making the fillings to match!”


The Masker stopped moving, a tad confused.

 “Fillings?”

 “Well there has to be more to everything than appearances! Appearances are just the bit everyone sees.” Squeee sat down on her little rump, her head cocked happily to one side. “So what do you want to be? I mean really – deep down inside?”

 “Oh.” The Masker wilted a little. He seemed young, a bit innocent – and an awful lot of fun. “Just – someone people will like. Someone they’ll admire. You know – maybe see the real me!”

 “Oooh!” Squeee held her little hooves. “And what do you want to find here?”

 “Adventure!” The Masker drew more erect, excitement filling up his soul. “To explore!”

 “I know where there’s a lost city!” The little unicorn was excited. “I bet there’s treasure in there. And lots of traps – and monsters! Liz always has lots of monsters!”

 “That’s it!” The Masker flexed his hands, taking on colour and form. “A – a desert elf! Long ears – eyes that see in night and day. Long hair – and a leather desert suit with lots of pockets for throwing knives and – and climbing spikes and things!”


He stood on the rock – a slender, perfectly muscled elven warrior with long fair hair bleached by the sun – his skin a dark leather brown. He had dust goggles, thin, fine features, and a devil-may-care air. Squeee was delighted.

 “That’s the way! Wow – that’s really good! I love the ears!”


The elf marvelled at his hands and muscular arms.

 “Can I have weapons here?”

 “Sure!” Squeee threw open her hands. “You know what would look good with that? Two elven short swords with black blades! And a bow!”


The weapons grew substance, and settled into place. Squeee walked around her new friend. “Cool!”


The elf blinked. “So I know how to shoot a bow now?”

 “Nope! But it looks really neat!” Squeee bounded over towards the Dojo and called out towards Steel. “Steel? I found a friend! We’re just going off and hunting treasure!”


Steel was otherwise occupied. She pulled back from her training partner and flicked a hurried glance at Squeee. “What? Sure – well, be good! Don’t forget we’ve got a campaign game on down at the store tonight.” She blinked. “Who’s your friend?”


The Elf thought for a moment, then nodded in satisfaction. “Salanaar.”

 “He’s called Salanaar. He’s an elf!” Squeee pranced off towards the trees. “Come on Salanaar! I bet there’s a sand troll or something guarding an ancient tomb! Maybe we even have to free a captive!”


Squeee grabbed Salanaar, and they both turned sideways and disappeared. Silk paused in his training, elegantly wiping his feathered brow, and looked to Steel.

 “Has she been making people again?”

 “No – just big weird feathery sky snakes.” Steel shrugged. “He must be one of Liz’s.”


The old Sword Master was standing with Liz, showing her a new variation on one of the basic attacks. Keen to learn, Steel and Silk came forward to join in.


Out on the great rock ledge, the God-Fish watched it all transpire. Basking in the sun, he slowly rose into the sky and drifted off to swim the seas of dreams.

 



 ***

 




Squeee stayed out for a long time. She reappeared in the games shop ages later, dusty, tired and happy. She had a dented gold tiara on her head, and two dusty bags of big gold coins. Squeee dumped her loot on a games table and collapsed in a happy sprawl, surrounded by Napoleon’s Old Guard.


Anton Foxen was in the middle of a wargame with Steel. He lowered the glasses on his handsome nose and blinked at the little unicorn.

 “I say, Squeee dear? Wherever have you been?”

 “Adventuring!” Squeee sounded happy and exhausted. “I had the mostest fun…!”


Steel brought Squeee a chocolate milk. The little unicorn drank gratefully, and then lay splay-legged on the table amongst the tape measures and dice. Head tilted in puzzlement, Steel sat with her little friend.

 “So you were adventuring?”

 “We went down a desert dungeon!” Squeee was bleary, dusty, and delighted with her day. “Salanaar’s fun! We crossed a bridge, and there was a puzzle floor, and big axe-pendulum thingies – and a sand troll, and all these skeletons with swords. Then we ate some pie!” Squeee heaved a happy sigh. “It was great.”


Steel folded her arms suspiciously. “It wasn’t in that evil realm of yours, was it? I told you to keep away from there!”

 “No – it was that desert outside Liz’s place.” Squeee heaved a happy sigh. “We had big fights, and explored this big cavern-y thing. And I found gold!

 “Liz was down there too. She was with a couple of Salanaar’s friends.”


The unicorn lounged back and rested. Anton the fox looked up from carefully manoeuvring battalions of lead soldiers and raised one brow.

 “Liz has adventures too?”

 “Liz is always adventuring! But now she spends time visiting Silk.” Squeee wiggled her feet in a knowing way. “I bet I know what they’ve been doing…!”


Intrigued and intent, Steel sat herself quietly down beside Squeee.

 “Squeee darling - Where is Salanaar from? Did you make him?”

 “No – he made himself. He’s a Newcomer.” Squeee gave a big yawn. “They’re all from somewhere else! Somewhere boring. So they want to visit here and have some fun.”

 “Somewhere else.” Steel let that simple little fact rest in her mind. “Did he say where?”

 “Nope. He didn’t seem to remember many details. I think he left lots of his memory back there where he came from.” Squeee’s pink tongue showed as she gave another yawn. “Liz had a few show up, too. They all went off fighting monsters together in the Evil realm!”


The unicorn suddenly fixed one eye upon her friend.

 “Who was the nice man with the beard at sword practice?”

 “Someone from far away.” Steel nestled in close: there were fascinating new layers to the universe! “Squeee – I think he was a sword teacher from really long ago!”


Squeee gave another cavernous yawn. “Well it’s nice that he can turn up here, then.”


The little unicorn fell asleep.


Steel tucked a little rug around the unicorn, moving with gentle, loving hands. Her job done, she sat and ran ideas around and around her mind. 


Interesting...


There were outsiders.


Some seemed to be officious. Proprietal.


Some, like Salanaar, seemed to be tourists or perhaps refugees.


Some – like the old Sword Master – were from…. Where?


But they all came here – to the worlds she and her friends had created. For some reason, this place had a power to draw them in – or fulfilled some unknown need…


From the table behind her, Anton heaved a satisfied sigh.

 “Steel? Your turn. You have morale checks on the Young Guard and the Neufchatel Battalion.”


The girl nodded, reached for dice and arose. Preoccupied, she walked to the table and absently shook her dice.


Anton coughed, seeming a little bit embarrassed.

 “Steel?”

 “Yes Anton?”

 “Has Amanda spoken to you today?” He seemed a little lost – and perhaps half hoping to be pleased. “She seems…. Funny. Like she knows a secret?”


Aaaah! Steel looked up from the Imperial Guard, feeling enormously satisfied. “Perhaps she does.”


Games – pieces – visitors. There were many, many things to ponder. Steel nodded to herself, and let the problems settle into the back part of her mind.

 



 






 




Chapter 7

 



 



 




Difficult. The effort involved was huge. Merely thinking of the Old Sword Master was not enough. He had to be pictured - held hard in the mind. Steel had to push, hurtling against bonds that clung hard not to let her free. 


The barrier fought against her. Steel felt a surge of irritation, and shoved.


... and she was there.


She stood with Squeee cradled in her arms, breathing air that smelled of summer grass.


The Sword Master’s realm was vague – largely unformed. A sense of peace – a sense of joy. A garden, a Japanese tori gate and a shrine – a vague mountain, dark green and filled with mystery. Crows gleaming handsome in the trees. It was all very beautiful. Steel stood at the edge of the little shrine garden, feeling weak. Squeee gave her a squeeze, lowering her head to lift strength back into them both.


Fatigue slowly ebbed away.


The Old Master sat taking tea beside the tori gate. Shadows were beside him – serene and elegant. They were just beginning to take shape – Steel recognised the signs. Soon they would have real presence – form, personality and real soul – gifts given to them by the Old Master.


This was a new world, just taking shape. Steel bowed, solemnly put Squeee down on the ground, then walked towards the shrine with gravel crunching pleasantly underfoot.


This world was beautiful. Steel and Squeee looked about themselves, pleased beyond all measure. This was something from another mind – another's imagery. Every stick and stone were different.


What a pleasure it would be to explore…


The Old Master saw Steel approaching with the little unicorn trotting at her side. He gave a look of warm, wise welcome. Steel knelt down easily, and bowed. Squeee copied her, her little bottom jutting high into the air.

 “Greetings Master. Please forgive the intrusion.”


The Old Man seemed wonderfully pleased to see them. Squeee instantly touched his heart.

 “White-Steel san. You are most welcome!” The Old Master bowed. “Squeee chan, it is an honour to meet you again. Please be welcome.”


The shrine had a quiet, dreaming beauty to it. There were a few shadows here - monks drifting amongst the shrine buildings, quietly - carefully. Steel reached out to feel the flavour and the currents of his world.

 “Beautiful. I would like to study under you here.”


He smiled. “It will be my pleasure to both study together.”


The Old man moved easily, turning to look with fond joy at the mountain above him. He closed his eyes to let the breeze stir gently through his hair. Steel watched him - loving the feel of his soul.

 “It is new to you - all of this?”


The beautiful old man nodded softly.

 “I dreamed in peace. Long – long. Formless as the tao. I was here – and yet not here.”

 “The mountain was not always here?”

 “Perhaps only as the concept of a mountain.” The old Man looked at his hands – long fingered and brown. “And then the sword called me. You called me. And suddenly there was form.”


Steel accepted tea from one of the elegant shadows. The shadow had a kimono and long black hair. Squeee sat down and slurped tea happily, totally at peace with the world.


Steel sipped at her tea.

 “We are pleased and grateful that you have come, Master. Your appearance was a surprise most welcome.”

 “I am perhaps sent here to correct your footwork. You consistently drift your leading foot off line.” His sharp, amused eyes were upon her. “We shall correct it.”


The white-haired girl gave a blush.

 “I will work on it, Master.” 


 “I know you shall.”


The old man smiled, nodding his head to his own thoughts.

 “You have been a revelation to me, Steel san, in so many ways. Not the least in your techniques!” He poured more tea. “I feel that a great deal of evolution has worked its way upon the school. You must explain to me what your own teachers have imparted to you.”


Steel looked at him carefully.

 “You are not angry at the changes, O-sensei?”

 “Change is motion. Motion is life...” The Old Master breathed in the mountain air. “... and life is to be enjoyed.”


Steel paused, then looked quietly at the wonderful old Man.

 “Master – you feel that you were sent?”

 “Called, perhaps. Drawn from formless awareness.” The Master gently caressed the tea cup in his hand – a rough old earthenware cup with a wonderfully uneven glaze. “Perhaps I was not ready for totality with the tao. It is a failing. Perhaps I am too attached to physical things?”


Squeee sat prettily, and spoke with perfect clarity. “Why do you denigrate the physical? The tao is totality. To uphold one part of it as being more perfect than another is to praise one part of a circle above the others. As physical beings, physicality is our own union with the tao.” The little unicorn had somehow managed to find a cookie. She dunked it in her tea. “You dreamed until you were ready to emerge into your proper place.”


Steel was deeply impressed. The Old Master faced the little unicorn and gave a sincere, respectful bow.

 “Squeee san, you are wise.” He pressed his forehead to the floor. “I thank you for pointing out my error.”

 “You’re welcome!” The unicorn’s biscuit fell in half and the wet bit plopped into her tea. “Whoops!”


Hoping to distract attention away from Squeee’s efforts to retrieve her soggy cookie, Steel poured the Master more tea. She nodded towards the shrine, the tori gate and the mountain.

 “So this was not always here for you, Master?”

 “Not as such. I slept – I dreamed – and it was here all along.”

 “It will become more solid as you work upon it. But be careful to define what you want. Make the things you love blossom, and create only in care, dedication and love.” Steel bowed. “Forgive me if I sound as though I preach to you.”

 “No, Steel san. I would be a fool not to heed the words of a master.”


The girl nodded. She had brought with her a small box of gifts. This she presented to the old man, going through the expected Japanese ritual of refusal and insistence. She opened out the box to bring out a few small presents of welcome.

 “The cakes are from Amanda Foxen – a Kitsune woman who runs a book sellers in our world. The wine is from Silk – the bird of beak and beauty. The lizard woman, Liz, has given you this jade. She carved it herself.” Steel laid out the items one by one. “From Squeee and myself, we bring one of Squeee’s paintings, and some of the jewel beetles and boronia plants from my home.”


The scent of the boronia flowers was utterly hypnotic – dreamy and exquisite. Sitting nicely in their box, the jewel beetles shimmered with metallic colours that glittered like the sun. The Old Master looked at them in fascination.

 “Exquisite. Utterly exquisite.” 


 “New worlds often lack the small things.” Steel held out her hand, and one of the beetles crawled up onto her fingers, its wing cases glittering like rainbows. “But God is found in the details.”


The old man poured himself tea, feeling amused with his self illusions.

 “I thank you. I thank you all.” The Master ruefully shook his head, smiling at himself. “Many spend a lifetime contemplating the other world. It is pleasant to find that there is fellowship on the path to enlightenment.”


Steel looked at him carefully from across her tea.

 “The other world? You remember another world?”


The wonderful old man made an easy gesture. “I know there was another world, because this one is new. I know there was another time, because these things also seem old and familiar.” 



Steel searched – hearing a whisper of memory.

 “The road of logic leads to God.”

 “So sorry?”

 “Someone said it. Someone…” The girl tried to remember. “I know there is a God, because goodness always exists. Even in the darkest moment, there exists a hope. Even in ultimate evil, the concept of goodness survives. Thus I say that goodness is eternal…”


Her voice drifted to a stop. She felt strange and hollow. “Who said that?”

 “Wherever they came from, Steel san, they are good words.”


Steel looked down into her tea. There was a long, long silence.

 “I wonder where we are, where we came from – and why are we here?”


The Old Man’s voice was comforting.

 “The tao is within all, around all. We cannot evade it or escape it. If we are here, then we are safe within the tao.” The Old Master looked at the calm green world all about him. “This is here – we are here – because it is a consequence of tao. This is the workings of the universe.”


The words were calming. Steel sipped her tea.

 “Forgive me. The demanding of answers is no way to solve a question.”

 “But it is the first step.”


It was tiring, being here in this world. Squeee had realised it. She rose and seemed to feel the air, her senses quivering.

 “This isn’t our place. It’s costing us energy.”


Steel nodded. “We must go.” She bowed to the Old Master. “We thank you for your hospitality. We are just so pleased to see… someone from outside.”


The Old Man rose to see them through the gate. At the edges of his domain, he gave a bow. 


 “I shall see you when the spirits gather for their practice, White-Steel san.” He gave a smile. “It honours me that the kami love the true way of the sword.”

 “We are not kami, Master. We are merely students.”

 “As you say.”


They reached the gate. All three paused and looked back to the mountain with its dark, dark trees. Jewel beetles rose up to drift into the forest.


The old man spoke softly to the breeze.

 “I dreamed endlessly, White-Steel san. Endlessly.” He breathed the air slowly – deeply – savouring it inside himself. “It was time to move on, Steel san. Time to be here. There are new insights into the sword I would like to share with you.”

 “I would be honoured, Master.”


The old Man fixed a wry eye upon the girl. “Practice your footwork, Steel san. We will correct it in time.”


They bowed to one another. Steel picked up Squeee, and the two of them turned sideways and went home.


The return was easier – yet still the barrier took huge effort to breach. Steel and Squeee broke out into their own living room, amongst the paintings and the stories. They lay, dazed, the effort having left them shaken.


Squeee sat up - her mane a straggling mess, and blearily opened one eye. 



They were exactly where they had been before they left - lying on their living room floor. For some reason, the gifts they had taken to the Old Master were still there, scattered about the room - although they had certainly left them with him before they went. 



Squeee worked her chops, feeling as though she had been sucking on a hairy caterpillar.

 “I’m tired. I should have asked for sugar in my tea.”

 “Yes.” Steel felt completely drained. She pushed her long, pure white hair back from her brow, rubbing beneath his glasses. “I think he thinks we’re kami. You know – Japanese demi gods.”


Bed. It was definitely time for bed. The two friends dragged themselves to their feet.


Squeee found her favourite stuffed toy – a big plush mouse with a hugely long tail. She suddenly paused in thought. “I don’t feel like a demi god.”

 “Yeah.” Steel could no longer stifle her yawns. “I... always pictured Gods as being taller.”

 “Hum.” Squeee passed Steel a pillow. “Hey Steel – if he’s Japanese, does that mean we’re Japanese? Don’t they speak a different language?”

 “Maybe we just… communicated because we wanted to?”

 “I suppose so. Sounds good” Squeee gave a huge yawn. “Let’s go sleep beneath the tadpole tree.”


They wandered down to the rope swing, where the grass was soft and sweet. Squeee arranged the pillows, then turned around and around in circles, making herself a bed. Sliding her sword sheath out of her belt, Steel sat beside her, staring at the beautiful stream with its tadpoles, its dappled light and dragonflies.

 “I’m worried. I still don’t understand what’s going on, Squeee. How we make these worlds - why we’re here. How it all came to be.”


The little unicorn tugged Steel down into the soft, delicious grass.

 “What does it matter, as long as you and I are here?”


They lay together like spoons nestled in a drawer, covered by the silken sheets of Steel’s long white hair. Steel lifted her head briefly, wondering if there were thoughts left unfollowed. But the cicadas gave their tic-tic-tic high in the trees, and all the world seemed calm.


The two friends slept, curled up in love, enfolded in the arms of their own world.

 



 ***

 


Long days. Long nights. Sometimes there was summer rain smelling fresh and perfect. Sometimes a winter cold whisked across the bay, chasing the waves into little white caps. On such days it was delicious to be indoors, watching ruffled birds fly by. They would sit with the windows open so that they could smell the rain, and all wear big woolly jumpers. 



Squeee was making a roast. She seemed to be keen on cutting up vegetables, and was making martial arts noises as she carved pumpkin into weird little shapes. The triffids were in Steel’s kitchen, all happily making themselves hot chocolate with marshmallows in the top. The beautiful creatures fluted to each other with their musical voices, all discussing the comics some new Maskers had drawn. In the house’s big main room, the stream sparkled as it flowed over big brown rocks. The long-necked tortoise floated with its chin upon a stone, watching the visitors with pleasant little eyes. The sound of the water was restful. The quilts thrown over polished wooden logs made strange, comfortable settees. Amanda and Anton were sitting and leafing through Squeee's latest work – paintings destined to be a very strange deck of tarot cards. Captain Wulff and Tabitha were sitting by the stream….


All was peaceful. The world was full of life.


Steel sat on the porch wearing an immensely oversized woollen jumper. She sat with her knees drawn up, the jumper pulled down over her shins. Long white hair streamed into the breeze, and her wise pink eyes looked out over the creek and the wonderfully darkened skies.


Tabitha the cat came to sit beside Steel. She was beautiful - her fur as black as liquid night, sleek and delicious. She had head hair cut into a bob, and a lean, high breasted figure. She looked at Steel through wry blue eyes.

 “Hello Steel.”


A rainy day - the smell of grass... Steel smiled into the breeze, then rolled her head to look at Tabitha in fondness. The cat had developed into a friend – a creature full of fun. There was a lot of Squeee in her. 


 “Hey Tabitha.” Steel felt deliciously lazy. “No flying today?”

 “Too choppy.” The cat woman gave a yawn all full of teeth. “A good day to stay in bed.”

 “I’m sure Wulff would agree!”

 “Yeah – she agrees.” Tabitha smiled a feline smile. “It’s been a good day.”


Steel looked at the cat woman – so self possessed and full of lazy feline schemes. She touched Tabitha’s hair.

 “But you do like to fly?”


Tabitha leaned her head back against the wall and closed her eyes. Her voice was full of quiet joy.

 “In the mornings, when you take off on a quiet day, the hull cuts a perfect wake – like a line drawn across fresh paper. Sea birds keep pace with you at your side, until you suddenly lift up and leave everything behind. You circle, and you see the bay – the town so beautiful down below. All the places so dear to me just... laid out so perfectly.”

 “Are there places you like to go?”

 “Up in the forest, there’s a big blue lake with clear water. You can see huge boulders down below, it’s so perfectly clear. Liz swims there.”


Steel closed her eyes and pictured it. “Yes…. The water flows out into a little river. The river feeds the waterfall in moss valley.” She smiled. “So you like the lake?”

 “It’s where Wulff and I had our… our honeymoon. Right after we got here.” Tabitha seemed embarrassed. “We made a cabin there. Made it ourselves out of fallen logs.”

 “Wow.” Steel was strangely pleased. “Wow – you have to show me sometime.”

 “It’s only small.” Tabitha looked fondly out at the skies. “And there are the islands. God but those are beautiful. Places with old castles, or with hills covered in grass.” She stared at empty air. “There’s a place where the great golden galleys come – the ones from Red City. They seem to slip out of the mists, and they glide into a great narrow bay. They bring in grapes and wine and books for us. I trade them food and comics – and gems that Wulff and I find in streams out on the islands, glittering like magic stones…” The cat blinked quietly, love drifting through her soul. “Magical… so magical…”


Steel watched her quietly – lovingly. Her voice was as hushed as the summer rain.

 “So you’re happy? Really happy?”


The cat looked at Steel for a long, quiet moment, then reached out to caress her face. Tabitha quietly – delicately – kissed Steel’s cheek.

 “Thank you, Steel. Thank you for the love.”


The beautiful cat woman stood, and turned to go. Steel looked up at her – touched and glad.

 “Tabitha? Come to sword practice. I want you to learn.”


Tabitha nodded, smiling, and returned inside.


Out amongst the trees, the cold wind blew. Steel watched the leaves tossing restlessly, and felt strangely content. The smell of lunch wafted through the house behind her – the Triffids sang, and the world was full of the sound of friends having fun.


There was a stir of motion from the far end of the porch. Amanda Foxen stood watching Steel. The fox woman brushed hair back from her face, and then came to sit quietly beside Steel.


They sat there together. Amanda watched the trees with Steel. When she spoke, she spoke out to the winds.

 “I would give anything to have what you have.”


The white-haired girl rested her chin upon her knees. “You already have everything I have. That was always the point of it all.” 



Amanda watched birds drifting in the stormy breeze.

 “You are the master of your own destiny.”


Amanda rose, her long tail blowing in the breeze, and quietly walked back indoors. 



Alone on the porch, Steel felt something cold and alien prickle at her skin. One hand hugged her sword against her breast.


The wire door swung open. Squeee and a gaggle of Triffids came bustling out onto the porch. Squeee held a big brown gravy jug.

 “Steel! Can you remember how to make gravy?” Squeee held the gravy jug upside down; the sludge inside it had set like concrete. “I think we got it wrong…”


Steel gave a smile and rose to her feet. She took Squeee’s hand and let herself be led busily back indoors.


Triffids fluted at her, wagging their little tongues.

 “Can we have mint in our peas?”

 “I’ll find some.” Steel caressed the creatures with a long, slim hand. “If we look in the garden, I’m sure some will be there…”

 



 ***

 




The beach at hollow island was an absolute delight. The tropical island was a hollow donut, built around a beautiful clear-bottomed central lagoon. Cliff walls made tall ramparts of palms and moss, shadowing the water. The only entrance was in through an underwater channel – a path that only the U-boat could take.


The submarine bobbed happily at anchor in the beautiful blue-dappled shade. Captain Wulff and her girlfriend Tabitha were swimming in the shallows. They had brought a shipload of Newcomers – Maskers who had adopted full ‘skins’. Some were human, some were elven or animals, centaurs or birds. One was even a humanoid dragon; sleek, delicious and with electric-blue scales. They all wandered in amazement about the beach, finding treasures in the sand or clambering over the old, deserted tiki temple. A tall, skinny human in a grey coat and top hat was talking to the Tiki girls – the local natives. 



One or two of the Newcomers had set themselves up far aside, debating art and drawing expressively in sketchbooks. These were the ones Steel most liked to see. 



The high point of the beach ended in a jumble of rocks, where a hot spring welled up into a clear, sandy pool. Here Silk and Squeee sat hard at work. The gorgeous bird had headphones on as he listened to music play back from a synthesiser. Squeee sat amidst a great swathe of papers, diligently tapping out tunes on a toy piano. She wrote down her composition with an enormous feather quill, which liked suspiciously like a plume thieved from Silk’s beautiful golden tail. The tip of her tongue stuck out as she concentrated, and she seemed to get more ink over herself than on the page.


Squeee was concentrating, working hard – and clearly having the time of her life.


A thin pencil line appeared, and Steel strode quietly out onto the beach. Her beautiful long hair swept behind her. The long pleats of her hakama swished as she walked. She was holding an electric guitar, and the weight was proving to be a little too much for her.


A centaur trotted up to stare at her in eager amazement.

 “Hey wow! Where do you get the upgrade to do that?”


Taken aback, Steel looked at the creature, raising one brow.

 “Upgrade?”

 “To travel like that!”


The girl turned aside. “It’s not an upgrade – it’s a way of life.”


She walked away up the beach to where Squeee and Silk were at work. Steel awkwardly dropped her burdens, half hoping her efforts would be noticed. Squeee wrote down one last note, then leapt up in glee.

 “Steel! You found what you wanted!”

 “Yep. I talked to a Newcomer I met at Sluggies’. He could really play!” Steel felt pure admiration. “Really – you should have heard this guy.”


The Newcomer had been a musician. He had been drawn to the shop, delighting in things that Steel had hardly realised were there. She had sat with him and listened as he spoke to her of instruments and music with a love that had warmed her to her heart. Time being as it was here, they had been together for a long, strange while as Steel learned at his side.


She had made for him. The instruments he had dreamed of were there for him now. The new music club would be his place forever. Like-minded souls would come, and Sluggy had a new friend. Steel had felt deeply moved by the exchange. She had made dreams come true – and the Newcomer had enriched her world….


That was the balance. That was what now gave the world a brighter shine…


The girl caressed her new guitar. The learning process had been long and difficult – but here, there was always time. Practice had always been a blur of joy; And the more she listened to the others, the more beautifully her music flowed. 



They were getting there slowly. The music seemed to pour from mind to instrument and out into the world. It was pure, shimmering creation.


- But to come together with the others – there was true magic. Something happened. When all four of the world makers came together, then their magic seemed to soar…


Squeee trotted over, looking in admiration at her partner’s new guitar.

 “Wow. That’s beautiful.”

 “I’ve been with a Newcomer. He was… just the most wonderful musician. I think he’s going to stay with us now. I really liked him.”

 “Wow – that’s great.” The little unicorn strummed at Steel’s guitar. She could make an instrument sing like a dreaming goddess. “How does he sound?”

 “Different to us. That’s what I liked about it. A really different style.” The musician had been dark and desperate – but the light and wonder of this place had seemed to set him free. “I hope there’s more out there like him…”


Swimmers splashed happily at the beach. There seemed to be a game of beach volleyball in play - Newcomers versus hula mice. Steel turned and watched the Newcomers in puzzlement, wondering where the hell these people were all coming from.

 “Squeee – how many Newcomers are on this island, anyway?”

 “Eh – about three dozen. The sub brought them in! They seem to really like the trilobites!” Squeee stood up and shook herself like a dog. “They’re heading out to Jade Tiki island later on.”

 “Captain Wulff doesn’t mind?”

 “She likes it! It’s fun! And hey – at least we get to see more of the Tiki girls!”


Some of the visitors were doing far more than merely seeing the Tiki girls. The dragon was heading off into the bushes with one hand in hand. Steel wrinkled her nose.

 “Well – at least they seem to be getting on with everyone. I’ve given up asking them where they’re from. It’s like they’ve lost access to their bloody memories.”

 “They know stuff, though!” Squeee was using big heavy gold coins from the Desert ruins to hold down her paperwork. “Hey – there’s street life in town now. Some of those guys even started a beatnik café!”

 “Oh God – I’m not sure I want to see you on expresso.” Steel began unwinding cables and threw them towards Silk. “How many of these Newcomers do you think we have in the place?”

 “Eeee – maybe two or three hundred!” Squeee began stuffing cable connections into amplifiers – apparently in no particular order. “And there’s always a ton of them in Liz’s world. They like the taverns and the monster hunting!”

 “Really?” Steel scowled. “What happens if they get killed?”

 “They don’t mind! Liz brings them back again.” Steel seemed to have one cable too many. She decided to toss it away. “I like them. They’re fun!” She was struck by a thought. “Oooh! When we finish rehearsal, why don’t we go adventuring in my world? Take the swords and go find a treasure in a lost city and stuff!”


Actually, that sounded great. Steel rested her hand on her sword – then looked sidewise at Squeee in sly suspicion.

 “You’d be cheating! It’s your world.”

 “Nnnn…” Squeee looked innocent. “Well we can go to Liz’s world then! Out on the black moors.”

 “Oooh – Black Moors sound good.”


Squeee’s eyes lit up with a sensuous gleam. An instant later, Squeee had shifted into her second aspect – a tall, deliciously curved adult with a woman’s body and a unicorn’s head and tail. Her hide was a gorgeous dapple grey. She put her arms about Steel, who shifted shape to become a tall, slim woman with long white hair. 



They stood there in each others arms, adoring and entwined. The unicorn’s voice was the stuff of restless dreams.

 “I have this little tiny Chinese dress in mind, with all this beautiful adventure gear.” 



Steel kissed her, and held Squeee’s chin, looking at her in sly, understanding love.

 “You’ve been left alone with Silk for far too long.”

 “I get all sorts of good ideas from Silk.” 



Silk himself had finally noticed Steel’s arrival. He pulled off his head phones, his long beak gleaming as he smiled.

 “Dear lady!” The bird arose.

 



 “Display thy breasts, my Julia, there let me



Behold that circummortal purity;



Between those glories, there my lips I’ll lay,



Ravished in that fair Via Lactea!”


 




Steel archly raised one brow.

 “Hmmmm! Something seems to have us in a good mood?”

 “Mere delight in life, in love!” The bird gave an elegant, sweeping bow. “Every goddess deserves to occasionally be greeted by poetry.”


He shifted shape – growing more masculine, more delicious and more thoughtful as he became the bird of gold and flame.


Tall enough now to hold her guitar with grace, Steel stood slim and erect beside the springs, tuning her instrument. Totally at peace with herself, she breathed in the scents of moss and steam. 



She watched one of the Newcomers moving amongst the others. He was human – in a long grey coat with lace at the cuffs. A grey top hat gave him the lean air of an undertaker. The man spoke to other visitors, then stopped to speak with Silk and Steel. 


 “Are you enjoying yourselves?”

 “Always.” Steel looked searchingly at the grey-haired man. “And you?”

 “We are delighted.” The man gave a slow, cadaverous smile. “Have you been here long?”


Steel decided to be deliberately vague. “I’ve only just arrived. But I do like it here.”

 “Excellent.” The man had a long silver-headed cane. He leaned his hands upon it. “Have you seen any other folk about? Perhaps older folk. People who seem to have been here for a long, long while...?”


Steel gave a shrug.

 “We’ve only just arrived.”

 “Ah yes.” The man moved on, waving his cane. “Thank you. Do enjoy your stay!”


He departed out into the jungle, sauntering like a gentleman out upon his morning constitutional. Steel thoughtfully watched him go, her mind always working – always sifting and reasoning.

 “That one seems different. What was he after?”

 “It takes all kinds.” Squeee, tall and gorgeous, was fixing leads to her brilliant red guitar. “Whoever they all are, I welcome them. The town looks lived in at last. I’m glad.”


Silk set up the synthesiser. His elegant eye caught sight of the artists by the ferns. “Ah. I see our artists are at work.”

 “Some of it’s good work.” Squeee struck a few intricate chords. As in everything else, she was brilliant, energetic and undisciplined. “I love seeing what they do. I think I’m learning from it.”


Steel felt troubled in her heart. She watched the Newcomers at play. They seemed innocent – and always utterly entranced by everything they saw. Squeee joined her in watching over the flock.


Speaking with the musician had been… inspirational. Enlightening. These people had something to give…


The white-haired girl gave a sigh. Squeee – tall and graceful – looked at her from one clear green eye.

 “What’s the matter?”

 “I just feel like a bad hostess.” 



All three turned and looked to where the Newcomers enjoyed themselves at the beach. Two slim, enraptured females had found a trilobite in the shallows, and they excitedly called their friends over to come and see. Gorgeously posed, Silk leaned upon his sword-cane and watched the Newcomers at play.

 “We should do things. Things that commune with people.”


The white-haired woman nodded, her eyes on the distant life.

 “But what?”


With her arm about her friend’s waist, the Unicorn softly tilted her head.

 “When we make a painting, we want it to be seen by others. It communes. It’s a gift we give.”


Steel looked at the Newcomers, feeling awed – excited. A prickling feeling spread out into her skin; a love she had always known.

 “A concert. We find all those musicians that are here, and all those who always dreamed of being. We can make music.”

 “And art!” Silk spread wide his wings. “Newcomers and our own people.”


Steel’s mind moved along a quiet path of joy.

 “Writing. We can make books happen. Works by those who always wanted to make stories…”


Amanda and Anton’s shop would become the hub of something wonderful. This could be a place where all creativity would have a home! Steel drew in a long, deep breath, and then softly stroked her guitar.

 “Beauty – for art’s sake.”


A pulse of pure, bright energy seemed to ripple through the world…


A thin pencil-line appeared. Liz stepped out – sleek and delicious, her spiked crest standing high. Her two-handed sword was slung over one shoulder, and in her other muscular arm she carried a bass guitar. She nodded to Squeee and Steel, stabbed her sword upright into the sand, and strode over to where Silk was testing his keyboards.


In an endearingly shy move, Liz brushed back her crest and squatted down by Silk, her figure posed into perfection. She seemed to glow as Silk arose and folded her beneath one beautiful wing. 



She was the focus of his world; the bird spoke to her in absolute, intelligent devotion. Liz kissed him – rested her forehead against his soft neck and closed her eyes – then finally arose and strode off to see to her instruments. Silk went with her, happy just to be along.


Watching from one side, her heart warming with a matchmaker’s sly smile, Steel pretended to tune her guitar. Squeee’s delicious green eyes gleamed; she turned her back on the two lovers in pretended innocence, and leaned in to murmur in Steel’s ear.

 “That’s the best thing we’ve ever helped to do.”


Steel gave a satisfied smile, then struck a chord. The music echoed out across the water, caught by the perfect acoustics of the bowl-shaped cliffs.

 “Alright. Let’s try Squeee’s first set. Break between songs so we can think about the mixing.” The others stood and went to their instruments. Steel waited, her long hair streaming down towards the ground. When her partners were ready, she gave a nod.

 “Let’s go.”


Music rang out over the beach, the trilobites and ferns. Fluffy little micro-raptors hung in the trees, their silver eyes amazed. The Newcomers and the locals – Tabitha, Natives, Captain Wulff and the submarine crew – all turned in pleased amazement, and wandered down to listen to the band in total pleasure.


It was a music of growing insight. A music of passion, creation and love. Steel closed her eyes and let it flow, feeling the perfection that was Liz, Silk and Squeee.


Freedom. Love. Creation. It was why they were all here. The white-haired woman played in a dream of joy, and all was well with the world.

 



 ***

 




A balcony drowsed beneath the shade of cool green vines. Grapes hung purple, still sparkling with a hint of dew. In the deep blue gorge cleft in from the sea, a galley drifted comfortably at ease. 



A slim black dragon lay at rest. Liz lay draped across a couch, wonderfully at ease. She had made slow, delicious love all through the morning, and now she dozed - naked, sensuous and contented.


With pure beauty etched into every liquid line, the dragon slept...


Steel and Squeee crept soft-footed as cats. They came out onto the balcony, where Silk sat quietly at work. He sketched the sleeping Liz with a skilful, loving hand - his eyes never leaving her - each line of charcoal a caress.


Squeee climbed up and deposited rustling paper bags at the red bird’s side.

 “Here. I got you oils.” Her little voice was a whisper, but the sound of the bags was loud. “The linseed oil is in the red bottle. Turpentine in the white.”


Silk finished his work with the charcoal. He settled back slightly, his eyes still upon his lover as she slept. 



The bird’s voice was hushed and reverent.

 “She is so beautiful. She makes my heart ache just to think of her.”


The canvas Silk was working on was truly huge; Liz would lie life-sized, sensuous and perfect. Steel looked in admiration at his work. Love shone through in every line.

 “I never knew you could do this.”

 “It took... the spark of love.” The bird finally turned his eyes to Steel. “Don’t laugh.”

 “I am not laughing.” Steel loved him for it. “I’m happy.”


Down by the water, Noir and Hazel were at work. They were writing together. It seemed to be a play? The work kept them dedicatedly occupied as they lounged half naked down upon the sand.


Steel looked towards them, her little-girl’s face grave and wise.

 “How are the bunnies?”

 “Noir and Hazel are here. We live our lives, and are so very comfortable.” Silk gazed towards the bunnies with love in his smile. “We are good for each other.”

 “And Liz?”


The gorgeous bird stretched his wings.

 “Loving Liz is like loving a wild black cat. She roams wild and free, careless of any other force. And then something draws her back. Silently and suddenly she is there, drawn in to the love. Pure and passionate - until her soul calls her on into the wilds once more.”


He looked quietly to the lizard woman as she slept – grace and contentment breathing out of every line of her scales.


- And something more. Peace.


Fulfilment.


Steel nodded softly, laying her hand upon the bird.

 “Our love to you all.” Steel and Squeee kissed Silk upon the cheek. They waved towards the bunny girls down at the water side. “We will leave you in peace.”


Steel and Squeee left carefully - quietly - keeping their footfalls soft and sure. They paused for one last look, to see Silk mixing colours on a pallet, his interest utterly absorbed.


The two friends smiled identical smiles, squeezed each others hands - turned aside, and quietly disappeared.

 



 ***

 




Steel’s bike was a beautiful thing – dragonfly green, with streamers flying from the handlebars. The gears whirred pleasantly as the wheels bumped up onto the nice dirt road beneath the peppermint trees. The little girl rode with her eyes half closed, taking pure pleasure in the quiet and the wind. Her long hair rippled out behind her like a gentle stream.


Squeee rode in the basket on the handlebars, perfectly happy, with her little nose pointing to the wind. The little unicorn’s mane streamed backwards in the breeze. All around them, the morning sun warmed the sap inside the trees, and the scent of eucalyptus made the whole world smell fresh and pure.


They were perfect friends – and perfectly at home with one another. The joy of sun, of trees – of the grasshoppers whirring big and yellow from the path – it all made a wonderful warm haze. The little bike cruised out onto the grass beside the estuary, riding out into the smell of the sea.


There were white-shelled snails in the grass, and big fat pelicans circling quietly above the estuary. Down by the river banks, a young man with long blonde hair was sitting hand-in-hand with Vana, the lovely badger girl from the games store. They saw Steel and Squeee, and both waved happily. 



It was Squeee’s friend Salanaar. The little unicorn waved merrily, and Steel smiled. She pedalled onwards, and the bike bumped up onto the old wooden bridge. 



It was a hard ride up the castle hill. Steel stood up on her pedals and worked, pushing her way slowly upwards past the tall cattailled grasses. Grasshoppers clattered as they jumped aside, the sunlight glinting from their beautiful black and yellow wings. Finally the pathway levelled out, and they cruised gently down along the path towards the ruined castle.


Beautiful old grey stone: walls that gleamed with flint nodules. The smell that only castles ever have – part dust, part damp, and filled with the memories of old, old stone. The little bike bumped over the wooden drawbridge, moving through the scents of warm wood and creosote. They coasted into the courtyard, where grass grew green beneath a stand of huge, broad trees. Wooden stairs and walkways gave access to the walls, and a broken tower showed a glimpse of the sea far beyond.


Off in the distant skies, the God-Fish cruised, going about his beautiful, mysterious life.


Steel parked her bicycle beneath a vast old tree. She helped Squeee climb down into the soft bed of leaves and grass beneath. They had lots of wonderful things to do – projects to begin and jobs to complete. Squeee was painting her own bestiary, and Steel had a story half written on pages of yellow paper. But first they walked off to explore the castle – to climb walls and laze about, and simply have some fun.


They walked along the top of a wall, balancing carefully. Squeee walked on her back hooves, using her front limbs for balance.

 “Steel?”

 “Yes Squeee?”

 “Do you like it when we’re like this, or when we’re both adults?”


They hopped down off the wall and rolled into the grass. Lying side by side, they watched the pure white clouds drifting in the sky.


Steel spread out her hair and gave a contented smile.

 “Is there a difference?”

 “Sometimes.” Squeee lay with her belly bared to the sun. “I guess we do different things.”


The white-haired girl closed her eyes and felt the sun against her skin.

 “I don’t ever feel that there’s a line. We just are – and the good things are there when it’s right.”

 “I’m glad.” Squeee nuzzled Steel’s hair. “But when we’re little, chocolate cakes are bigger.”

 “I think you’re right.”


The basket on the bicycle held ginger beer, cold fish sticks and big white peaches. There was chocolate cake for afters, with candy sprinkles on the top. Leaning against the cool, sleepy bole of the tree, the two friends looked out across a busy world, and were content.

 



 






 




Chapter 8

 



 



 




Five thousand people mingled in the immense concert high up in the sky. They came in countless weird shapes and sizes. There were humans – some bookish, some brash and some absurd. There were animal-headed creatures with human bodies. Some party goers were reptilian, draconic, or simply blessed with far too many feet. Their shapes had come in response to their imaginations – whether they be liberating, outlandish or pedestrian. These were the dream-selves that the Newcomers had elected to become.


The demonic and angelic, monstrous and fantastic all swirled in a glorious melting pot. Overhead, the titanic stone griffins sat, gazing out into the sky. Waterfalls glittered in the distance, catching the last rays of a fading sun. A long bar was being worked by triffids who shook cocktail shakers with their long tongues. Carousel ponies in pink, lavender and sky blue carried ice out to huge tubs filled with drinks. The stone ledges served as seats – stone platforms were the dance floors, and a great granite outcrop served as the stage. The gathered visitors all talked and drank. Some who could fly chased each other gleefully out into the air. Nayari the world serpent lounged silkily across a ridge of rocks, and she proved to be a popular meeting place for lovers or the few who felt like lazing away beneath the sunset.


Five thousand newcomers. Five thousand voices speaking, shouting, chattering, laughing. Newcomers drawn in droves to the promise of a concert of dreams. 



On the stage, Steel stood - tall, elegant and adult. Her long hair swept down in a stark, perfect cascade. She felt herself floating above the crowd – they were like an ocean below her, restless and alive. There were faces she recognised, figures she knew. She felt a pleasing glow, even as she distanced herself and withdrew into her own mind.


The guitar was heavy and reassuring. Beside her stood Squeee, looking sleek and beautiful in her adult form, with her white mane flowing down her slim back and her gorgeous green eyes gleaming. She wore a little Chinese dress of tight green satin; she knew how much Steel liked it. The unicorn looked up from tuning her red guitar and gave her beloved other half a smile.


Liz and Silk were conferring - Silk looking tall and gorgeous in his plumes of gold and flame. The lizard woman, sleek, black and dangerous, slung her own guitar, rested forehead-to-forehead with Silk, and then turned away. Her expression was one of strange, sly content. Excitement. An almost sensual delight in the audience and the promise of the night.


The sunset was fading. Fireflies and glow moths came out to light the skies. Firelight from bonfires licked out a dance of light and shadow. The ever-swelling crowd gathered while the sound of instruments echoed perfectly from the griffin cliffs above.


Steel was the drive - the organiser. She inclined her head and sent one measured look towards Silk. A stroke of her guitar sent a shiver of sound rippling out into the waiting world.


The audience fell silent – their hackles rising.


Music arose – quiet, shivering – as delicate as bells, as transient as mists. A delicate thread of consciousness that drifted almost aimlessly – but a thread that explored outward in a yearning for more. Strengthening slowly – taking life from itself as it felt out its themes. It was a music that haunted – a music that came from hollowness, and left a shiver in the soul. But as the harmony progressed, it turned into a thing of strength. Of joy and comfort – of triumph.


Something to be shared.


A taste of pure joy. A hint of utter glory.


Four instruments playing as one – intertwining melodies into a single helix. Rising and rising into something pure…


And then bursting into dance.


The audience moved from rapt attention to a single great cheer. The music took them up and threw them into a world of joy. The sound of pure pleasure echoed out from the cliff tops to flood into the world below. Overhead, the griffin statues seemed to take on a living glow. Steel felt the energy possess her. She gloried in its flow. She looked to Squeee, who would always, always understand – to Liz, her sleek black body gleaming almost naked in the light as she switched over to keyboard. Silk gleamed like a god – masculine and perfect as his long beak glimmered in the light of reflected flames. The music reached a great crescendo – and was done.


Cheers. Real joy – real adulation. It pounded at the stage – washed like an ocean of energy. Steel brushed back her hair, her pink eyes wide - sweat covering her body. Her soul tingled. She felt totally, passionately alive. She looked across the great surging sea of faces, and was utterly glad.


All four performers bowed – Silk with pure sensual grace, and the rest with dignity. The cheers thundered at them. With her hand resting on her sword hilt, Steel bowed once more, her long hair shrouding her like a ghost, then spoke into a microphone.

“Thank you!”


The others were already walking into their places for the first set – perfectly co-ordinated. Feathers, scale, fur and hair caught the light, sending ripples across the stage. Steel never even flicked a glance at her partners; she could feel that they were there.

 “This first one’s not our own - we remembered it from otherwhen. But it’s perfect.” She lifted her guitar. “We love it. Hopefully the original band can hear.”


Liz was on the synthesiser – dark and immersed in her music. As she began to play, Squeee turned towards the audience. Looking elegant and beautiful, the unicorn walked forward and struck the first chords. A picture of dedicated art, she moved her hands on the strings with pure grace.


Steel took up the counter melody – her timing fluently perfect. The melodies inter-wound. Both musicians worked together, handing off the lead to one another with a synergy born of pure love. A blending far deeper than mere partnership.


Muscular, sleek and gorgeous, Silk sang the lyrics. His voice reached out to enfold the audience in his warmth. Beak gleaming – long bird legs sturdy and strong, he swept out his wings to embrace the entire audience with his world.


Music. Timeless – joyous.


They followed with their own compositions. Beautiful – mysterious. A dance set came next, and the audience made a huge surge towards the various broad dance floors all along the cliffs. Flying creatures wheeled joyously up above. Nayari the world serpent looped above the dance floor, chased by sky lights that shimmered from her plumes.


Glory. Sheer glory.


Song after song. The long performance left the four exhausted, elated – and somehow filled with life. They were cheered – truly cheered, and the energy thundered into their dazed minds. Adulation. Liz clung to Silk, Steel clung to Squeee. They made their bow, then left the stage to the next performers – Newcomer musicians with a deliciously clear sound. 



Dazed and excited, Squeee held Steel tightly, locking her in a kiss. They shifted to the cliff tops above the concert, high above the world.


Music soared. They danced, the soared, they sang – passionately, excitedly. They lay in each other’s arms listening to music. All around them, a new layer to the world came into bloom. There was a pyramid – a sunken city clear beneath its lake. Huge lily pads were home to countless rainbow coloured frogs. A giant axolotl emerged out of the water, the huge creature smiling its big froggy smile and dancing in the water on its tail. It swam about them as they lay beneath the stars, while far beneath them the world shone with song.


Finally, they slid into their normal selves – the little girl and her beloved tiny unicorn. They came running out into the concert dance floors to dodge between the adults. A new band was on – damn they were good! Flushed and elated, Steel made her way to the bar and climbed up onto a bar stool. The ten year old hailed one of the triffids, who waved to her in glee and bustled over. The plant slid her a brimming margarita in a glass the size of a fishbowl, and handed her two straws. Steel drank – the first spirits she had drunk since…. When? She drank and drank, feeling a pleasant buzz, then relaxed back against the bar.


She rested her hand on her beautiful sword, watching the newcomers enjoy themselves. Dancing – talking, listening. There were Maskers here in droves, apparently drawn by the concert. Tabitha and Captain Wulff dominated one of the dance floors. Nayari looked like she might be about to strike it lucky with what looked to be a Chinese dragon up in the sky. The Foxens were down at the bar, speaking to Salanaar and a pair of talking Velociraptors. They saw Steel and raised glasses to her. Too exhausted to move down to them, Steel raised her glass and gave them a ragged smile. 



Squeee somehow still had energy to dance – but then Squeee would always have energy for fun. The little unicorn pranced about a dance floor, leaping like a sheepdog on the backs of two large saurians and a centaur, having the time of her life.


Steel drank again. Her head was spinning pleasantly. Usually it would take more than a margarita to send her off to happy land – but then again, she was apparently only ten. Careful not to ruin the magic, Steel drank at just the right rate to keep the evening dancing in her blood.


A slim young man in a grey duster coat and sunglasses slid onto the stool next to Steel. She rested her sword in the crook of her arm, making room for the Newcomer, and gave the man a nod. He looked at Steel’s glass, and laughed in delight. He had to shout to be heard above the band.

 “Margarita?”


Steel nodded. The man leaned merrily back on the bar. He signalled the triffids, and one came skating over with a margarita in its tongue. The man sipped his drink, nodded in happy thanks, and gave the Triffid a candy.

 “Here!” He sipped his drink again. “Wow that’s good!”


The man leaned back, his face open, smiling - full of life. He watched the dancers – Squeee was being tossed gleefully high by a sort of dryad – and then turned happily to Steel.

 “You look good! There aren’t many kid manifestations here!”

 “Yeah.” Steel kept her eyes on Squeee. “Not many.”

 “Most don’t. Keeps more options open!” The man seemed completely overjoyed to be up here amongst the clouds. “Isn’t this place fantastic? Did you see the detail? They’ve got bugs! Absolutely exact! I mean Audobon Society exact! Incredible!” He waved a hand towards the bay. “And there’s a Catalina Mark Four flying boat down there. I looked it up. That’s the up-engined Royal Navy amphibian. It’s like the Rolls Royce of flying boats. Real class!” He shook his head in pure admiration. “This pocket’s absolutely the best we have.”

 “I guess so.” Steel sat straight backed – her black hair bow gleaming. Her slim hands gripped tightly to her sword. “So you’ve seen a few different pockets?”

 “Yeah, our scout found a few. This is the one the big marketing push is on for. Most places are pretty Looney Toons, you know? Not exactly prime real estate.” The young man heaved a sigh, absolutely pleased with his evening. He rolled his head to look at the girl, and suddenly snapped his fingers.

 “Hey – you look like the girl who was up on stage! The one with the hair.” The man seemed overjoyed. “Ha! She’s your sister?”

 “In a sense.”

 “Well she’s fantastic!” The man drank, hurrying to swallow so he could go on with his thought. “Put her in touch! Simon. Ask Dreamscape. Tell her to see Simon when she gets out!”


Her eyes on the crowd, and her attention totally focused on ‘Simon’, Steel raised one brow.

 “Why should she get in touch?”

 “Because she’s really good! She could get a recording contract out in the real world.”


Steel turned slowly.

 “Real world.”

 “Sure! I know some people. I could help her get going. The media loves us right now! Dreamscape is really in the eye!” Simon looked out across the dance crowds. “Fine, fine world. It’s a whole cell structure, by the way. The construct has gates to other spots – there’s an adventure world, and an ethnic Byzantium kind of thing. Three worlds in one - that makes good bang for your connection buck!” He took another sip from his drink by way of salute. “Simon! Tell her to call – or him! Gender bending is fine. Whatever manifest is best!”


A blue crackle enveloped the man, and he disappeared.


Gone. But his drink had been left behind unfinished. 



Steel sat staring into empty air, her thoughts crawling down unwanted pathways. For a long, silent time she sat, picking at hints and half whispered facts inside her mind.

Dreamscape.


- Somewhere, there was a ‘real world’. And the managerial-types in the coats all came from there.


If there was another world, and it was the ‘real’ – then what was this? The forests and the oceans, the ibis and the bookshop. Squeee’s sky islands and Liz’s valleys. The Red City…


Unreal?


A Masker sat beside her – a hollow shadow wearing a partial skin. It seemed to understand. The creature rose in dreamlike quiet, and took Steel’s hand in its own. It towed her quietly over to the dance floor, where Squeee leapt and cavorted happily.


The Masker held Steel’s hand against its heart – looking quietly into Steel’s face with its eerie fragile mask. Steel looked into its eyes – felt a spark of communion – of sadness and compassion. She nodded to the creature, and it turned and went away.


Squeee was there for her. The little unicorn instantly sensed disquiet. She caressed Steel’s face with her little hooves.

 “Steel – what’s wrong?”

 “Something. Just something I heard.” The girl saw joy fade from Squeee’s face. “I’ll tell you after the party.”


They had worked too long and too hard for the party – and the energy was still there, infusing her with life. Steel settled her sword into her sash and tried to rediscover that pure, simple joy.


From deep in the crowd, Amanda Foxen saw that something was wrong. She finished her drink and excused herself from Salanaar. With Anton the fox in hand, she wound her way over to Squeee and Steel.

 “What’s wrong?”


There was no way she could tell them. Amanda’s pregnancy was not yet showing as more than a glow in her eyes. This was no time to throw doubts onto Amanda’s concepts of reality.

 “Nothing. Nothing’s wrong. Just a few sad thoughts.”


The Foxens didn’t quite believe her. But they were her first friends – the first born of this world – and so they stayed with her. Amanda watched her carefully.

 “I’m the one that’s supposed to be moody.” She brushed Squeee’s forelock back from her little horn. “Dance with her. Everything will be alright.”


Steel nodded – her long hair gleaming in the firelight. She took Squeee and wandered hand-in-hand out onto the dance floor.


The girl took one long look across the scene – the cliff face, the happy crowd, the beautiful clear skies…


This was her world. A world of dragonflies and quiet afternoons.


It would be alright. 


 




It had to be.

 



 ***

 




They sat in the meadow beside Squeee’s beautiful fairground, camping out in the warm spring sunlight. The morning had been fresh with dew, and droplets sparkled in the webs of spiders in the trees. The closest spider was a magnificent creature, orange white and black, striped like a tiger. Squeee liked to look into the animal’s glittering little eyes.


Steel sat cross-legged in the lap of a huge jade statue, cooking big fat sausages over a camp fire. The skins were just turning nicely brown, when a distant echo of pain stabbed through the air. 



The girl lifted her head, her senses quivering. She put the frying pan aside, and stood, collecting her sword.

 “Squeee – I’ll be back.” 



Steel turned sideways, and was gone.

 



 




She stood on the sands of the estuary, beside the quiet trees. Some Newcomers were down the beach, chasing each other through the water. Another one shaped like a seal was staring at the fish down in the shallows. Steel looked to her left, and found the pain.


It was one of her geckos. The creatures were beautiful and velvet-pink, with great round opal eyes. They were the quiet little jewels of the bush land; her house always felt more content with a gecko in the eaves.


The Gecko lay broken, its body crushed into the ground. There was a boot heel mark. Someone had deliberately trodden on the poor little animal with the sharp back edge of their heel. With a noise of pain, Steel sat and carefully lifted the little corpse. She cradled it against her heart, covering its body with her long hair.

 “Shhh. It’s alright.” She kissed the poor little body with gentle lips. “You’re alright. Nothing ever dies, as long as I am here.”


The Gecko softly stirred.


The creature was whole. It clung to her in love and shock – healed everywhere except in memory. Steel could never change the past. She caressed the little creature quietly, and then cradled it inside her robes.


The seal-man came walking down the path, buck naked except for a towel thrown across one shoulder. The creature saw what Steel was holding and made a delighted noise.

 “Oh wow! They come to you?”

 “When they want to.” Steel’s heart ached. Something was very wrong with the world. “Did you see who was up here just a few minutes ago? Did you see anybody?”

 “I was in the water.” The Seal-man seemed genuinely not to know. He was fascinated by the gecko. “Do you know they have Port Jackson sharks here? Little things no bigger than your forearm. God I love those!”

 “Yes. If you lie still underwater, they’ll come up to you.” Steel looked at the Newcomer. “Don’t catch the fish.”

 “Oh – OK.” The Seal blinked. “Sure.” He became interested in the little lizard again. “What do geckos eat?”

 “They eat what they conceive they want to eat, with enough challenge to make it fun.” Steel looked at the man, wanting him to understand. “That was the gift we gave our creations. Never to want – never to be ground down by fear or work or worry. They don’t prey on each other.”


Steel locked eyes with the Newcomer.

 “Tell the others. While you are all here, the same applies to you. You are free. But do not harm the world, or those who are a part of it. If you cause harm, then you are no longer welcome.”


The seal nodded – stiff and shocked. Steel looked at him once more – then turned sideways into a pencil line of light, and disappeared.

 



 




Later - far later - Steel restlessly went through a dojo class. But this time she was unfocussed. This time, her mind seemed elsewhere. She made mistakes in technique that annoyed her. Finally she bowed out and sat herself beside the class, sitting down in meditation to clear herself of thought.


Amanda Foxen sat out on the porch, sewing baby clothes. She watched the four Makers of worlds - Liz, Steel, Silk and Squeee - in the dojo. Behind them, the Old Sword Master took the class. Shadows, Makers, two wargamers - and now the Newcomer Salanaar. The class had truly come alive.


The Old Master came out upon the porch. He sat quietly beside Steel, resting his wooden sword at his side.

 “Your mind is not at rest, my friend.”

 “It is not at rest, Sensei.” Steel sighed. “Forgive me. There are things weighing upon me.”


The beautiful old man nodded. “What are these things that trouble you?”

 “I am unsure, Master.”


He waited. Steel tried to order her thoughts.

 “It is a question of... origins. Of space.” The girl rubbed at her neck. “There are four of us here who have made these worlds. Liz, Squeee, Silk and I. But now it seems questions of our origins are becoming... important.” The girl faced the old man and bowed. “I am sorry. It should not effect my training.”

 “The two are interwound, Steel san.” The Master stroked his long, slim beard. “By all means, ponder.”


Steel gave a rueful smile. “I do not understand, Master. How can my place in the world and my pursuit of the sword be interwound?”


The Old Man suddenly struck out with his wooden sword.


Steel felt herself blur...


She moved as no human being could, seeming to fold time. She slipped sideways before the blow had landed - then time restored itself. She felt the wind of the blade. Astonished at herself, Steel could only blink into the Old Man’s smile.


The Old Master looked at her and nodded softly.

 “It is an intuition that I have...”


He clapped her on the shoulder.

 “Come! Staff work will settle you. It will also improve your footwork. We are getting somewhere at last with your footwork. And the bo-staff is always a pleasure.”


He handed Steel a quarterstaff. The wood felt smooth and wonderful in her hand. They bowed, and Steel followed the old teacher back into the dojo hall. 



Far to one side, Amanda Foxen watched carefully. She cut a thread with her teeth - and then went quietly on with her chores.

 



 ***

 




In a dawn lit by pale lavender light, in a wind that whispered unknown songs, Steel and Silk stood at the verge of an alien world.


Squeee had worked long and carefully. Her efforts had been... 



Magical.


A soft grassland spread out towards a river. The ground cover was not quite grass - more a sort of fragrant, rich green moss. Slender creatures that seemed almost like white, three-eyed gazelles softly roamed the plains. Overhead, the wind-jellies drifted giving off their quiet little chimes.


The rising sun struck the jellies like a scatter of prisms, lighting them up with beauty.


Overhead, a gigantic island floated in the sky. A waterfall trailed down from the island, spattering into a crystal lake that glimmered far below.


There was a town nearby - a place made from hummock-houses cemented from the rich red soil. Tall plants - not quite fungi, not quite trees - were interwound about the houses, roads and walls. Amongst the houses, there strode a strange, beautiful people; part sea horse and part insect. Their armoured bodies were a beautiful turquoise blue, and their eyes were lit with gold.


They had voices like breathy flutes - as haunting as a waking dream.


The creatures came out of their houses as the Makers drew near. They came out - spoke to one another, and were full of smiles.


Eldrich - magical - alien.


Squeee had outdone herself.


The little unicorn’s voice was hushed.

 “These are the Siss’ra; the warriors of turquoise and gold.” She looked at them in love. “And I made them. I thought long and hard, and gave every one of them a life. There are thirty of them now - and all these lands are theirs.”


Far off in the distance, there was a massive forest of inter-tangled white fungi stalks hundreds of meters high. Fragrant scents drifted from the moss. Out amongst the hills and mists, there were hints of buried ruins, or hidden temples and strange underworlds.


But here - there was beauty, industry and peace.


A sky boat lay half built at the centre of the village. It was a long, slim structure - graceful and glorious, hinting at long days of drifting in the perfect winds.


Squeee looked up at the islands in the sky.

 “The forests are deep - all made from giant fungi plants. The spore pods float. So if they harvest them, they can use them to lift up their sky boat hulls. Up there, it’s all a different world. A family of Couatls live there; archaeopteryx people, all shimmering green. Together, they can make magic and explore whole worlds...”


Silk breathed in the air, drinking in the scent of leaf and tree. Squeee’s task had been Herculean – and it had borne real fruit.

 “Squeee, this is glorious! Glorious!” The bird spread his wings, waving his sword stick wide. “You have excelled us!”


Steel could feel this world - mysterious - tingling. She could hardly express the joy it gave.

 “Squeee - it’s simply wonderful...”


All anxiety gone, the little unicorn skipped over to the sky boat.

 “They sing! And the Couatl people sing! And there are things here they can find that are nowhere else. When we’re ready, they can fly to the Red City and Griffin town - and we can enjoy everything each of us makes - all together...”


The little creature sat between two of the beautiful Siss’ra.

 “I made sure it would be perfect. I drew it all on paper. Steel helped me fill in all the logic gaps. And then I made it work!” She sat back, utterly pleased – her voice full of love. “It’s such a beautiful place for friends to be.”


Steel felt a flow of pure quiet joy. She had helped Squeee finally bring her dream to life. Squeee was the youngest of the four great Makers – Steel, Silk, Liz and Squeee. It was good that she finally had a complete place all of her own.


A tunnel beneath a nearby tree smelled of fresh-turned earth. Bumbling up from the darkness came an immense creature, part beetle, part armadillo, with a beaked face, three eyes and huge digging claws. Its armour plates gleamed like precious stone. Squeee bounded over to make an introduction.

 “This is Diggy! Silk! Steel! He lives underground. He makes tunnels and finds nice things!”


Steel gave a respectful, warm bow.

 “Hello Diggy.”

 “Hello.” The creature had a beautiful slow voice. “Pleased to meet you.”


Squeee glowed with love. “Missus Diggy is the same colour as jet. She has nice eyes.” 



Diggy joined them as they strolled about the beautiful village. There were strange shrines made from intertwined, living plants – sacred rocks and springs, and echoes of ancient ruins buried in the moss. Diggy bumbled forward and sniffed beside a stone, then turned the earth over with his beautiful big claws. He came up with a piece of golden amber, which he picked up in his huge beak and apparently stored in his crop. The big creature seemed immensely pleased.


Squeee sat atop Diggy, as happy as a clam.

 “See? The diggy creatures can find gems, and beautiful big truffles. The U-boat could glide into the deep forest lake, and we could start a trade village there. The Siss’ra brew beer out of the moss - and herb breads, and make such wonderful things. And we can all come here and explore...”


An elegant, gleaming Siss’ra stalked past, bowing politely to Steel as it strode by. Steel returned its bow. She sat herself down upon a rock, and pondered.

 “If we open a gate now, then the Newcomers will come through. Do we want that?”

 “Why not?” Squeee shrugged. “They’re OK!”

 




Suddenly, something was wrong.

 



Pain!


A pulse came rippling through the world - distant, but so real! It was a scream of fear – a stab of pure pain! Steel jerked up her head, her eyes staring. A clear image of blood came into her mind.


In a flash, she turned sideways and whipped through the connected worlds.

 



Dislocation.

 




Steel stood in one of the alleys near the games shop. It was night-time, but streetlights were bright, throwing bands of light and shadow on the walls. There was a sharp scent of fear – a girl’s whimpering. The rhythmic slap of flesh on flesh.


There was silence – then the sound of a blow. A woman sobbing – men laughing. An animal gave a dog-like howl of triumph.


Full of cold, consuming fury, Steel walked forward. Behind her, Silk and Squeee flashed into being in the alleyway.


The alleyway opened out onto a back courtyard. There was a tree here – and cobblestones. Vana, the sweet badger-girl from the comic shop lay vomiting on the stones, her torn clothing strewn across the road.


They had raped her. There were six of them – all canine creatures standing like werewolves above their victim. They laughed, and the most-recent rapist turned and saw Steel standing small and stark beneath the light.

 “Yo yo! The Yote sees more tail!”


The dog-creature was big, with long claws and fangs. A Coyote man – massive, humanoid, with muscles like steel cables. He stood over his sobbing victim, braying with pride. “Yo girlie! You get to go down with the hounds!”


The other dog-creatures yowled like wolves. They were Newcomers. They were vermin. Steel walked slowly forward, her hakama swish-swish-swishing as she crossed the cobblestones.


She came closer to the wolves. Two paces away. Her glasses glittered with reflected light. 



A silence stretched... Time glittered.


Finally, Steel looked at the wolves.

 “You raped her…” The girl’s voice was quiet. Even now, she tried hard to understand. “You raped her.” It made no sense. “Why…?”


The Coyote man crashed a clawed hand against his chest.

 “Because the Yote’s hote!” The big man brayed. “Because the Pack hunts! Because these are dreams, and in dreams the Pack are kings!”


Nausea. Steel’s guts twisted in revulsion for something thought long forgotten. Her hands rested at the centre of her sash, her sword hilt jutting past her ribs. Her long hair hung down to hide her eyes.

 “I would like you to pick my poor Vana up. I would like you to carry her home – and then to apologise to her. Then I would like you to leave these worlds, and never ever return. You do not belong here. You are not of the soul.”


The wolves laughed. Steel’s face remained hidden behind a curtain of pure white hair.

 “I will only make that request this once. Please examine yourselves, and see that you are wrong.”


Another Newcomer – a hefty black-furred wolf - lurched forward.

 “And what if we won’t go, little girl? What then?”


In reply, the girl raised her stark pink eyes.

 “We have been kind to you. We have welcomed you all as best we can, because no man is an island. But we have had enough.” The slim young girl levelly regarded the Coyote man. “Where have you people come from? What are you?”


The wolves laughed. ‘Yote’ threw open his powerful arms. 


 “We’re the Pack boys! This is what we are – not the other side! The other side’s just a dream! This is the real!” The creature balled its clawed fist at the girl. “This is the real, and we’re here to hunt the prey!”


Steel felt herself fall into a strange, quiet calm. Her voice was soft, pure reason.

 “What are you?”


They laughed. Steel stood erect, her eyes level and unafraid. Her right hand rested on her belt.

 “Answer me.”


Her stance was erect – perfectly balanced. The wolves were laughing, but suddenly the black-furred monster felt a cold flash of danger.

 “Yote – careful!”


The Coyote looked back at his pack mates, who roared, egging him on. He filled his lungs, extended claws like razors, then whirled back to face Steel, who stood before him – absurdly small and wrapt in unearthly calm. With a scream of triumph, the monster whipped back one arm and slashed at the little girl with his claws.

“Jesus! Yote – no!”


 


Steel killed him.


 


She moved as she had done countless thousands of times in practice. A half pivot on one foot, her hand rolling over onto her hilt. The sword whipped out and up, cutting into the incoming wrist even as she sank down on bent knees. His hand flew off – and then Steel span, the sword flashing. 



He was dead.


His decapitated corpse stood for an instant. Blood jetted out over the little girl. Shocking red, it splashed over her white tunic, her white face – her long white hair. It seemed to hang in slow motion in mid air – blood spattered on her glasses, echoing the colour of her calm pink eyes.


Steel flicked blood from her blade, and it made lines across the concrete walls. She sank into an attack position. White, black and red – stark and horrific – she looked to the others across her bared steel.

 “Who are you?”


Wolves hesitated – and then sprang. Some leapt with claws bared, others swung lengths of timber or chain. The little girl hurtled herself into the attack.


The dragonfly sword blurred. A wolf catapulted backwards, entrails cascading – another flew backwards, its fingers severed, and then died with its skull cut in two. Steel pivoted, turned and cut, her voice shouting with each cut – the blade pure execution wherever it fell. Blood flew in the patchwork light – and the little girl killed and killed, over and over again.


One remained standing. Steel walked towards the huge black-furred werewolf. The creature backed away, eyes rolling white with fear.


He ran.


Steel disappeared in a pencil line of light, and reappeared in front of the fleeing monster. She took off his arm with one cold, precise cut of her sword. The black wolf screamed, reeling backwards to crash into a wall.


The dragonfly sword whipped through the air to stop a hair’s breadth from the monster’s throat. The steel seemed to shift and flow like a living stream.


Steel’s voice was calm and cold as she stared at the wounded, sobbing thing.

 “You all feel pain. I know you do. So take that back with you.” She flicked the blade tip to part the werewolf’s skin. “You can depart with your life.”


The dog creature shivered with pain and panic.

 “You can’t do this! We’ll get you banned!”

 “This is our world – not yours. We welcomed you here – but we will have respect.”


The monster licked his fangs, hate and fury etching every line.

 “Dreamscape will have your guts for this! We’ll sue!”

 “You are monsters!” Steel felt a vomitous, ice-cold hatred welling in her heart; a revulsion against something half remembered. A sickness that tore into her intestines like cold steel. “Where do you all come from? Who is ‘Dreamscape’?” The little girl readied her sword, baring her teeth in rage.

“Who are you!”


She came forward one step, and the wolf scrabbled backward in fear. An instant later, he shimmered, and then disappeared.


Steel stood with her sword poised. Blood criss-crossed her stark white purity. Feeling sick and torn, she drew back out of fighting stance. 



Behind her, the dead bodies shimmered, and then faded like smoke. They left behind them nothing but scars and blood.


It had taken only seconds. Silk still stood in the alleyway. He stepped forward slowly, then turned and went swiftly to Vana where she lay weeping. The beautiful bird folded her in his wings and held her – and the magic came. Energy flowed, and Vana healed – in body, if not in mind. 



Squeee was ashen. She came forward, staring at the blood, her long ears drooping. Her little voice was lost.

 “Steel – what’s happening to the world?”

 “I don’t know.”


Steel’s voice was hollow – drifting. She flicked the beautiful sword clean and elegantly sheathed it. Bloodstained and shocked, she looked down at Squeee. Her mind was a daze – she felt the panic - the sense of something coming to tear away every beautiful thing that she had ever been and done.

 



Blood. Blood spreading across a shattered mirror…

 




The pain! The pain was there again. With it came half felt images - helplessness. Fury. Honour. Horror. The pure revulsion of seeing beauty mocked and destroyed! Weeping, Steel fell to her knees. She looked to Squeee, sick and pleading.

 “Squeee!”


The vomiting came in one dry heave.

 “It’s happening again, Squeee. They’ve come for our dreams…”


The unicorn rippled and changed. She became tall – adult and humanoid. One arm went around Steel, who had staggered. Steel felt herself growing taller – adult. She was dazed and weak. Her whole world was collapsing into ruin.


Squeee swept Steel up and carried her in her arms. The unicorn looked to Silk, who helped the sobbing Vana to her feet.

 “Silk! We have to meet. Bring Liz. I’ll find the God-Fish.”

 “This will take time.” Silk transformed into his second aspect – the bird of gold and flame. “Vana will need caring for.”

 “So does Steel. Take your time.” Squeee held her love against her heart. “This is bad. She’s really in shock.”


Steel heard it all dimly. Squeee put Steel’s face carefully against her shoulder and kissed her tenderly. Steel felt it all as if it was one slight remove away from reality.

 “It’s alright, Steel. I have you.”


There was a wrench, and they left the alleyway. An instant later, they were in a place of moss, of dragonflies and ferns. Clear, pure water cascaded down beside them. Moss shimmered in emerald majesty across cool, broad slabs of stone.


It was the waterfall – the place where it all began.


They sat together on the great bed of rock where so long ago, Steel had first opened her eyes. The dragonflies danced for them – timeless in their simple beauty.


Here, at the start of it all.


Slender and infinitely beautiful, the unicorn caressed Steel’s face with her hand. She cradled her and let the rhythm of the waters bathe her soul.

 “I told you, my love – I will never leave you. Never, ever again.”


Squeee kissed Steel’s tear-stained eyes.

 “Rest now.” Squeee’s voice was adult and determined.

 “You’re the part of us that fights, Steel. We’ll be needing you very soon…”

 




 





Second phase

 




 




 




 




 




 




 




 






"Had I the heavens' embroidered cloths, 
Enwrought with golden and silver light…
I would spread the cloths under your feet…




But I, being poor, have only my dreams; 
I have spread my dreams under your feet; 
- Tread softly, because you tread upon my dreams." 






William Butler Yeats


 



 



 



 






 




Chapter 9

 



 



 




Dragon bone; A village in a wonderful desert of red rocks and shifting sands. Brooding and beautiful, with skies that looked out across vast landscapes of mystery. It was a place where mysterious oasis lapped against long forgotten tombs; a place where cool, cloud covered skies swept over ruined cityscapes all overgrown with wildflowers. Where hopping mice made lairs inside old, abandoned bones.


A vast dragon skeleton lay stretched along a ridge of rock. Dragon bone village had been made within the shelter of that dead, dried colossus of hide and bone. A tavern, an armoury – a wizards shop and general store mingled with houses used as base camps by Newcomer adventurers. Liz’s world was a place that appealed to sword-swingers and scholars. It was a land that treasure-hunting souls called home.


The tavern served a chilled plum wine made from trees that grew wild in the ruins, their roots sucking on strange, forbidden magics. With ice in the glass, it was a perfect way to enjoy a desert sunset.


They sat upon the muzzle of the titanic dragon skull; the four Makers – Silk, Steel, Liz and Squeee. They were in their adult forms – Steel, slim and haunted, and Silk with plumes of flame and eyes full of intelligence. Liz sat with her huge zweihander sword resting across her thighs. Tall and voluptuous, Squeee poured the wine, squatting down to take good care of Steel.


The God-Fish arrived, drifting down slowly from the clouds. He rested nose to nose with the other four, then slowly turned to face the desert. They all sat and immersed themselves in the glory of the desert sky.


Sunset. Wind blew across the sands. In the village beneath the dragon’s ribs, lights glowed in all the windows. There was a distant snatch of song as Newcomers celebrated a triumphant trip into the labyrinths below the town.


Sands shifted - wisps blowing from the crests of all the dunes.


A long, hollow silence – and then Steel finally spoke to the empty wind.

 “Blood. I remember… blood.”

 “No.” Squeee’s face was set. She held Steel protectively in her arms. “There was only freedom. That’s where we began.”


Steel gazed hollowly out towards the dunes. Beside her, Silk hunched forward, resting his chin upon the interlaced fingers of his long wings. Liz kept close beside him, betraying her anger by the cat-like jitter of her tail.

 “We have a problem.” The bird drew in a long, hard breath, his eyes fixed upon the deepening shadows of the dunes. “Something is happening to change our worlds. We are losing control.”


Liz never spoke. But she gave a hiss, her war-crest flattening against her skull. Defiance was etched into every exquisite line.


Steel nodded hollowly.

 “It must not happen. Our worlds – our people… they are everything….”

She bowed her head.

“Everything.”


The God-Fish moved, nodding slowly. The others felt… comforted. Steel looked up at the great fish, her hair billowing.


Silk’s feather crest rippled in the desert wind.

 “These are our worlds. This is our vision. What we have made here has purpose – it has beauty. It is blossoming into souls beyond our own.” The bird’s claws were long – his aquiline face slim and noble. “It is not out of our control. We will take command.”


Squeee seemed relieved and brightened.

 “Yaaay! Good. So what should we do?”


Silk mused.

 “That depends on what they are, what they want, and what their weaknesses are.” He put one feathered arm around Liz, who reacted by holding him tightly. “We are left with the question – who are we? And who are they…?”


Steel held her sheathed sword upright. She rested her face against the guard. She was well enough to be dogged, focused and methodical once more.

 “They come from ‘outside’ - a place we don’t know. They’re creatures we apparently didn’t create. We don’t exert control over their existence. But unlike us, they don’t build or modify worlds.”


Nodding along, Squeee tilted her horn.

 “So they might just be citizens of another world . A world run by another Maker, like the Sword Master! Maybe they got bored where they are, and came over here? Or maybe they’re refugees?”

 “Refugees?”

 “Running from a world that sucks!” Squeee seemed to be onto something. “Maybe they like it here?”


Steel blew out a thoughtful breath.

 “That would mean they have their own Maker. Why isn’t that creator in direct contact with us?”


Squeee shrugged. “Maybe they’re just an arsehole?”


Steel picked carefully at the idea. “They all appear at the outskirts of Griffin Town. But how the hell do they actually get there?”


Silk raised on elegant pinion.

“Travel here is conceptual. Perhaps the Newcomers are holding a concept in their heads somehow and - vip! – They’re here!”

“They don’t use conceptual travel once they’re here. We have to do it for them, or they use one of the gates.” Steel shook her head. “No – they must be being sent here deliberately. And that means they’re being sent by a Maker.”


Squeee waved a hand. “Well – so we just have to find their Maker and talk to them! We can start by asking a Newcomer.”

 “Easier said than done.” Steel wrinkled her nose. “The Newcomers have very little information. It’s as if they don’t bring all their memories with them.”


All four Makers sighed. Avenues of information seemed hard to pin down.


Out in the dunes, a campfire burned. Steel could smell the delicious scent of wood-smoke and barbecue. Some adventurers were out there having fun.


Steel gave an irritable sigh.

 “We have terms to ponder. ‘Dreamscape’, and ‘Management’. Whoever this Maker is, it seems to be part of an alliance or company. They apparently have a structure.” Steel caressed her sword. “And they are arrogant enough to believe their own world to be ‘real’ – meaning that they see this one just some sort of shadow.” She drew a long, slow breath, tightening her grip on her sword. “So once again – why are they here?”


Squeee waved happily towards the desert.

 “That’s easy! They want to have fun! Well, most of them. I think they’re here to be entertained!”


Silk weighed the idea. 


 “Not for some. To some, it’s almost like liberation. You can feel it – those special few who seem to find these worlds to be…. Home. The musicians, the artists, the gamers. We have some living as knights in Red City now, or as citizen Legionaries. Some of our best - some of our deepest people. They want to belong.”


Steel’s voice was cold. “But we’re also getting others. Users - abusers. Some of these Newcomers see us as a disposable pleasure. Or a venting ground for some kind of sick power fantasies.”


Silk’s long neck bobbed as he pondered the idea.

 “Yes – entertainment. Someone is using our worlds as…. Well, perhaps tourist destination might be the polite term?”

 “Recreation park.” Steel felt a sour taste in her soul. “They’re football hooligans.”


Squeee was subdued by the hostility in the air. She bravely protested, her chin lifting.

 “That’s not fair. You know that’s not fair! The Newcomers are fine. I really like some of them. And they really brought the worlds to life!” The unicorn looked from one friend to another. “Liz – you love them. I know you do. Think of all the adventures we go on! And – and they bring new stuff! Like the one that helped teach us guitar, who runs the music shop now! Or Salanaar – he helped us tie a tyre to the rope swing!” 



Squeee was right, of course. Steel rested her face in her hands and looked out towards the sands.

 “I’m sorry, Squeee. I didn’t mean all of them. But there are some...”

Some who would step on a velvet gecko, just to feel it die...


Steel reached out to take a handful of fine red sand. She watched it trickle slowly through her hand.

 “I do not want to be alone. I do not want to shut out other minds. And if they will look - if they will listen - I can show them all pure wonder in a handful of dust...” 



The desert was a reflection in the girl’s strange, red eyes. 



Silk’s beautiful head bowed.

 “Some of the Newcomers may not be capable of understanding.”

 “Then perhaps that is their tragedy.” Steel felt a slither of sadness. “They can’t make worlds of their own. That must be why they come here….”


The thought hung there in the air for long, silent moments. The God-Fish eddied his fins, impassive and wonderfully calm. The four Makers sat and rested in his quiet shadow. 



Steel leaned upon her sword.

 “So – we have good ones, and we have bad ones. How do we stop the bad ones, while allowing the good ones to partake in what we have?”


Squeee waved the tassel of her sword. “We can whack all the bad ones!”


Steel felt a grim, unpleasant cold inside her guts.

 “I don’t want to be a policeman.”

 “We may have to be.” Silk shrugged. “Who but us? We cannot create enforcers – it would be unjust, and it would stain our worlds.”

 “Agreed.” Steel felt weary. “But the way we think and feel is reflected in what we create. I don’t want to see all this beauty marred.”


Liz hissed, and her opalescent eyes narrowed. It was very, very obvious what would happen to any Newcomer who tried to harm the Lizard woman’s world.


Squeee sighed – anticipating ugly times. Suddenly she brightened. “Maybe we don’t have to kill them! Maybe we can put them in my bad place!” She ghoulishly rubbed her hands. “Oooh - I can make it really special!”


Steel looked levelly at Squeee. “Squeee – no!”

 “Awwww…!”

 “You’re a very sick little girl at times.” Steel gave an irritable sigh. “Anyway – they’d just disappear back to where they came from - wherever that damned well is...”

 “Oh.” The unicorn deflated. “Oh – right.”


The God-Fish stirred slowly. Leaning back, Steel lay upon the dragon’s skull with her hands clasped behind her head.

 “Far easier if we simply get the message through to their home. Let them know that we truly welcome visitors, but demand a level of respect for our people and our worlds.”


Silk hissed air through his sharp beak.

 “We need some sort of accord with this Maker – this ‘Dreamscape’. Meaning we have to find them.”


There was a moment’s silence. Squeee sat straight, suddenly fired by an idea.

 “Can we go there, where they all come from? Go and look?” She rose to her feet. “Why not try?”


Steel was at a loss. “How?”

 “The same way we followed the Sword Master back to his little world! Picture a Newcomer we think went ‘home’ – turn sideways and follow him there?”


The God-Fish immediately became agitated. The huge creature swept open his fins to make a protective shield, real concern staring from the great golden eyes. The vast fish moved its head from side to side, utterly condemning the idea.

Bad.


He seemed very worried for them – particularly for Squeee. Steel looked at the fish in amazement, and nodded softly.

 “Apparently, that’s a bad idea.” The God-Fish was actually in distress. Steel reached up and managed to touch the creature’s soft, cool snout. “Alright. We won’t try. I promise.”


The God-Fish instantly relaxed. It drew back away, his long fins rippling in the desert breeze.


They all heaved a collective sigh. 



Steel felt the weight of her sword lying firm and real across her chest.

 “I did the right thing. Those wolf creatures had to be taken out.” She flexed her hand about her sword hilt. The ray-skin and silk cords felt hard and reassuring. “They don’t seem to have expected any restraints to be put on their activities. Those arseholes were shocked that anyone would dare stop them.”

 “Then if we keep enforcing what is right, Dreamscape will come to us.” Silk held his sword cane out level with the horizon. “And then, we shall see...”


It was agreed. The God-Fish nodded above them, adjourning the meeting. The four Makers arose. Steel threaded her sword sheath back through her sash.

 “Keep your eyes open. Make sure your people know to call on us if there’s trouble. Call on each other if there’s a hint of danger.” She eyed Liz. “Don’t try to stand alone. It might be dangerous.”


The Lizard thrashed her tail. Whether she agreed or not was anybody’s guess, but Silk took her hand and leaned in to murmur softly into the beautiful reptile’s ‘ear’. She seemed to reluctantly give in. Her grip tightened on his hand. Silk gave her a kiss – which was returned by a more insistent kiss from Liz. Hand in hand, they turned towards the others.


Silk cleared his throat.

 “She’s agitated. I believe I can – ah – calm her down.”

 “Good.” Steel shimmered – and became a small girl again. Her voice had the same quiet timbre. 


 “You’re good for her.”

 “I hope so.” Silk actually seemed embarrassed. “She’s good for me.”


Squeee was a little unicorn once more – small and happy. She bounded up into Steel’s arms. They waved as Silk and Liz turned sideways and disappeared.


The unicorn sighed.

 “So what should we do now?”


Life was stirring in Dragon bone town as the night became full and deep. There was music and laughter in the tavern as Newcomers enjoyed themselves. A half dozen were in the village square, being trained in basic sword and shield fighting by one of Liz’s people. Two Newcomer girls – one of them a centaur – laughed and egged them on.


Steel gave a sigh.

 “I feel like a bath.”

 “Then we should go up to the lost city above the griffin cliffs! We can swim by moonlight with the axolotl!” Squeee craned up to see the God-Fish. “Hey God-Fish! Do you want to come? You could wet your scales – and the giant axolotl’s nice! His name is Auitzotl! That’s Aztec for ‘water monster’!”


The God-Fish pondered for a quiet moment, and then extended out his fin. Steel and Squeee clambered aboard and settled themselves atop the giant fish.


When all was ready, the great fish turned and floated up towards the desert moon leaving behind him a land that dreamed beneath the stars…

 



 ***

 




In the Maker realms, time was an entirely relative thing. Terms like days or weeks had no real relevance when time of day was more of a setting to mood than a type of measurement. But there were a few sleeps, a glorious trip down one of Liz’s dungeons, a failed attempt at custard making and some long, evening sessions of writing and drawing before Steel and Squeee had their first real bite.


In the hotel, on slow, sunny days, there was always a convention. There were games rooms filled with Maskers playing happily with game books and dice. Newcomers were everywhere – usually the quiet, happy, delightful sort that Steel and Squeee adored. One Newcomer – an extravagantly chrome-polished robot – was talking to Anton Foxen about rare books. Three or four Triffids were talking to a fat, happy lady who could play a sort of zither. Captain Wulff was playing baseball in the car park – apparently using some sort of cartoon character doll stuffed with meat as the ball…


- All in all, it was a damned fine way to spend an afternoon.


Anton’s store had opened a trade table at the convention. Five Newcomers had written stories, and the stories had been printed on the big, strange-smelling press at the back of the store. Squeee had painted all the covers for the books. All five Newcomers and Squeee sat in a row signing copies of the books for a crowd of interested readers. Squeee had partially solved the problem of economics; in return for pictures, she was accepting promissory notes for foot rubs, hair plaiting, full body brushing, or slices of chocolate cake. It seemed as good a technique as any.


There was energy here – a real love. It was every bit as wonderful as the music concert had been. Aswim in something dear and familiar, Steel wandered in a haze of pure fellowship - pure joy. Passing slowly through an art show that simply boiled with life, she walked along wearing a smile. Steel meandered happily back to the main level of the hotel, and strolled out onto the balcony that overlooked the scrub and sea. 



It would be a long while until Squeee was finished. Restless, Steel nipped ‘sideways’ back to home, found her quarter staff, and flickered quickly back to the hotel. She stood out on the huge, broad balcony performing basic exercises. The air whistled pleasingly as she whipped the long staff in its arcs. The swirl and flow of her hakama sounded wonderfully soothing. Staff work was always a pleasure. It had such a smooth, dancing flow…


Anton and Amanda came out onto the balcony. They sat with Tabitha, who had found a painting in the art show she had bartered from the artist. The black cat was overjoyed with her purchase. They waved, then sat down to enjoy themselves while the convention buzzed all around them. 


Cold...


A sense of panic! A child in fear! A stab of imagery pierced into Steel’s mind. She whipped up her head, turned to face the danger – and was gone.

 




Dislocation.

 




The girl stood at the edge of the beautiful lake that she had made with Squeee above the griffin cliffs. It was green here, with stepped rock ledges leading down through cool tropical trees. The shapes of sunken buildings glimmered in the depths of the clear lake, and giant lily pads shone with countless little frogs. Steel stood with her long staff in hand, the wind blowing through her hair.


Three men stood at the edge of the water. One was slim, short and festooned with knives. Two others were larger and armed with bows. They were firing into the water – shooting at the long, dim shape that sheltered on the bottom of the lake.


Steel stood atop the head of a fallen statue. Flowing jasmine cascaded at her feet.


She was not amused.

 “Leave my axolotl alone.”


The slim one answered. He had long, straight blonde hair pulled straight back. His skin had been tattooed into bands of camouflage. He shot Steel a look of contemptuous disdain.

 “Fuck off. We’re killing a monster.”


Keeping a veneer of patient calm, Steel kept her voice slow and clear.

 “This is Auitzotl’s pool.” The axolotl was a regular at music rehearsals, dancing happily in the water. He also had a taste for chocolate cake. “Anything that has full shape and form is an inhabitant, not a toy. Keep your fighting out of this world – go to the desert, or the lost valley, or the evil realm. There you can find shadow monsters in plenty.”


Steel nodded towards the huge shape that drifted placidly at the bottom of the lake.

 “Auitzotl is the serpent of the pool of frogs and flowers. This is his place. Leave him alone.”


One of the archers took quick aim at Steel, and fired.


She turned sideways – and was beside him. The girl cocked her staff over her shoulder and whipped it forward, spinning as she struck. The staff cracked against the man’s temple, and he was down.


The second archer drew his sword and attacked. Steel parried, and made a fluid, vicious thrust, skipping smoothly forward. The staff tip smashed into the archer’s mouth, shattering teeth, lips and jaw. He fell.


Two down.


Steel’s staff was marked. She was not happy. The little girl looked at the third man levelly, her face set like ice.


She felt power flowing into her; the power of this place, this world, this love. Her body shone with light.

 “We are the Makers. We are the creators of this place. Play with what is given to you for play – but interfere with our children, and you do so at your peril.”


The small man did not answer. Instead, he drew two knives and stalked sideways, calculatingly studying Steel’s guard. He was preparing to attack. Steel watched him levelly.

 “I would suggest you take your friends and go.”


In reply, the man suddenly flung his knife. Steel pivoted slightly on her front foot, letting the knife fly by. 


 “Stupid.”


She grounded her staff, resting almost arrogantly. One arm held her staff, and the elbow jutted out invitingly. The knife man had already drawn a second blade.


He skipped – he jumped sideways – and then went for the proffered opening.


Steel moved as she had moved in a thousand practice kata. Pivot, and the second hand brought the staff whipping down. It smashed into the knife blade, then struck in a whirring arc, hitting the knife man’s arm - once! Twice! He back-pedalled, one knife dropping. His arm was shattered at the elbow, his fingers also broken. Steel whipped her staff up where it could make a killing blow – and then deliberately took two paces back, giving him the opportunity to run.


He didn’t take it.


The knife man leapt forward, trying to close the range. Steel side-stepped, cocked her staff and hit for one knee – swapped hands, side stepped, and hit for the other. The crack of breaking bone went off like a gunshot.


The knife man fell - retching in agony.


Annoyed, Steel knelt on the shore, whipping her hakama formally back out of the way. She held out a hand and whistled, and Auitzotl the golden axolotl rose slowly up out of the water. He plodded awkwardly up onto the shore, his head as broad as a Volkswagen, smiling eternally. Steel caressed him lovingly, not bothering to look at the injured men crawling on the sand.

 “I did not kill you, because you did not harm my child. But you tried to kill me.” Pink eyes flicked towards the wounded men. “The lesson is free of charge.”


The knifeman hissed in agony and spat in hate.

 “We’ll re-manifest! We’ll find you!” With three limbs broken, every second was agony. The knifeman gave a vicious snarl. “Next time, you die!”


Steel gave the man a sorrowful look.

 “I would advise against it. We have a few more lifetimes of practice than you do.” She stood, one hand resting upon the titanic axolotl. “Go.”


They went. The three men shimmered in a strange blue haze, and disappeared.


Steel walked to where they had lain. Their method of travel seemed…. Strange. Not natural. It was an awkward thing - like watching someone pull an old, misshapen power plug out of a wall...


Steel turned to meet the axolotl’s smile, then kissed him on the nose.

 “Next time, sweety, you can eat one.”


She took a long, quiet look at the perfect beauty of the lake. On the far banks, two Newcomers were swimming, excitedly discovering the golden floors and the mosaics of the underwater halls. They seemed to be having fun.


All was as it should be. Steel smoothed the scars from her staff, and then went back to the convention.

 



 ***

 




A gateway had been set up between Griffin Town and the Red City. At Silk’s end of the door, the gateway opened out into the quiet groves of the Academy - an outdoor school of philosophy just outside Red city’s gates. But in Griffin Town, the gateway was handy to the shops, cafes and sea. Tram-stop number three stood just at the end of the lane. 



Griffin Town’s gateway was in a nice street with old-fashioned shop fronts all topped by wrought iron lacing. A cobbled pavement was shadowed by purple-flowered jacaranda trees. It was a place for cafes and strange little night spots – some of them actually run by Newcomers. But some were apparently run by ‘Dreamscape’ management. Newcomers flashed into existence here more commonly than anywhere else. Steel wondered if the jacaranda avenue was the image they were picturing in their minds, allowing them to slip through into her world.


At the end of the street was a gateway Steel and Squeee had made; a big glowing blue egg shape placed between two trees. Through it stepped travellers in ones and twos; some of Silk’s Nilf nobility were keen on haunting Griffon town’s books shop and art stores. A booth beside the gate had recently appeared, and a team of professionally pleasant Newcomers were on staff to help others of their kind. They had actually commissioned the Foxens to print them street maps.


Steel walked along the street with little Squeee in her arms, both of them happy to bask in the wonderful colours of the sun, the shop fronts and the jacaranda trees. Nayari the world spirit looped softly overhead. Long, silk-plumed and deliciously indolent, the serpent skimmed above the streets stalls, ever on the look out for chocolate. 



Amanda stood at a stall, talking to some tall, serious Newcomers. She flicked a little glance towards Steel, and then pointedly ignored her. Anton stood at a stall nearby, bartering for fruit. He saw Steel, waved, and came quietly over, watching to see if he was being followed.


Anton’s green eyes looked thoughtful. He stood side by side with Steel and Squeee looking at a stall filled with wonderful knickknacks taken from lost temples in Liz’s world. Nayari draped herself in the branches of a tree, talking thoughtfully with some of Squeee’s flower dragons. 



Anton pretended interest in an obsidian statue of a jackal-headed god. He murmured quietly for only his friends to hear.

 “We’re getting some questions. Some Newcomers that aren’t like the others. Asking about us – how long we’ve been here, who else we know…”

 “I see.” Steel flicked a glance towards the people speaking to Amanda: one woman and two men, all dressed in business grey. “That’s them?”

 “That’s some of them. There are others that dress like normal Newcomers.” Anton felt Nayari caressing over him from above, and he shifted her tail out of his eye. “The other ones were insulting. Asking lots of innocent questions. Far too many.”


Squeee stood on the table, bartering with the stall owner for a necklace made from black beads carved into jackal skulls. She looked up with her ears pricked high. “Oooh. So what do they think they know?”

 “They want to see if we are…. Complicated. How varied our lives are.” Anton wrinkled his snout in thought. “They seem to think that’s really important.”


Steel adjusted the sheath chord of her sword. “What do you think you told them?”

 “I’ve been being non committal – but even that would confirm that we’re not dumb.” Anton slipped a glance towards Amanda. “Amanda’s pregnancy is starting to show. That really seems to interest them.”


The grey uniformed Newcomers finished speaking to Amanda. One of them – the woman – flicked a glance to where Steel stood with her hand resting across her sword. She pointed Steel out to her companions. After a moment, the three Newcomers came walking towards Steel and her friends.


Nayari rolled one sly eye to watch them come. The serpent gave a smile…


Steel awaited them. The two grey-suited men hung back, side-by-side; the heavies hovering in the background. Wearing an open, pleasant ‘business smile’, the woman came forward to be the pleasant face of authority. 



Her voice had an annoying twang…

 “Hi there!” The woman’s hair was blonde, unbelievable perfect. “Hey, little girl - how are you?”


Steel kept her face passive, even though irony made a delicious ripple travel down into her soul. The girl raised one brow, feeling her hair sweeping as she turned to face the foe.

 “Hello.”

 “Have you seen the new environment admin circular?” The woman’s voice had the forced lilt that authority figures always reserved for the imbecilic and the young. “We did ask all players to read and review.”

 “I don’t get your circulars.” Steel allowed her amusement to creep into her expression of cold disdain. “We get very infrequent mail here.”

 “The instructions were quite clear.” The woman shook her head, chastising. “You would have had to phone in before your headset allowed you gate access.”

 “You may have noticed, we also don’t have phones.” Steel felt a little quirk of self interest. “Odd – I wonder why not?”


Now the Newcomer woman was losing patience. Nothing annoyed authority quite as much as apparent nonsequiteurs. She shifted her weight into a scolding posture, glowering down at little Steel.

 “If you had listened, you would have found that we are banning weapons of any kind from non adventure designated areas.” The sunglasses jerked towards Steel’s sword. “Is that sword real?”

 “Oh, exquisitely so.” Steel looked at the weapon with real pride – real love. “It is perfect.”


Squeee came trotting over along a bench. She had festooned herself with necklaces of little jackal skulls. “I like swords!” The unicorn sat up like a performing pooch. “They make bad things die!”

 “I see.” The Newcomer’s words dripped with frost. “We shall have to ask you to remove your weapon while in this zone. You can pick it up at the gate booth before departure for another game zone. We must also ask you to refrain from manifesting with weapons when entering this area straight from home.”

 “Interesting.” Steel looked at the woman carefully. “You seem to have the right idea. But Red City nobles have a jousting code - and at least a thousand of their citizens form their city Legion.”

 “They will be disarmed in good time.”

 “I would not suggest it. Red City is well ruled.” Steel gave a polite, dismissive bow. “It is at least good to see you have some sort of controls in motion for your people. It removes a great deal of our burden.”


With a noise of frustration, the Newcomer woman snatched for the hilt of Steel’s sword.


The reaction was instant. Steel jerked the sword hilt up and back, pulling it from the woman’s grasp – then slammed forward, ramming the hilt into the woman’s guts. The blade whipped out of its scabbard, poised high for the decapitating cut...


Steel held position. The Newcomer woman was at her feet, gagging. The two men moved forward. Steel’s eyes flicked towards them, her glasses a mask of reflected light. Her sword could kill in an instant.


The men backed off slowly and carefully.


Steel pulled back her leading foot, reversed her blade and cautiously sheathed it, moving with a sinuous, lethal grace. 



Squeee was sharing chocolates with Nayari, keeping all the pineapple centred ones for herself. She looked down at the injured woman on the ground.

 “Well that was dumb!” Squeee hopped down to the ground and delved into her saddle bags. “Would you like a scone?”


Hissing between clenched teeth, the Newcomer woman glared up at Steel in hate.

 “We can have you banned for this!”

 “I think not.” Steel looked down at her. “Get up. If you are going to be confrontational, you should at least be able to take a hit.”

 “We have security teams! ” The Woman stayed on the ground. “Drop the sword, or they’ll fire!”

 “Nope.” Squeee sat on the ground, messily buttering scones. A crowd was gathering. “No guns work here. Nothing tacky ever does!” The unicorn peered at the Newcomer hit squad as though they were insane. “You’re very confrontational people. Are you sure you don’t want scones?”

 “We have armed teams!” The woman clawed her way to her feet. “We warned all of you people - Local laws of reality apply! If you’re killed in any of these game zones, it is impossible to re-manifest.”

 “Now that is good news.” Steel bowed. “It at least gives us one solution, in any case…”


One of the Newcomer ‘heavies’ looked searchingly at Steel and Squeee.

 “Who are you?”

 “The one question you should have asked first.” The white child bowed formally. “I am Steel. I am a Maker. You are guests in our territory.”


Many, many Newcomers had gathered. They came in all shapes and kinds – apparently any way their fantasies had led them to manifest here in this world. Steel spoke for all of them to hear.

 “This place is not a blank, empty world for you to seize. It is a homeland. It has inhabitants – and it has powers.” The girl’s voice carried – small and stark. “You are all welcome here. It has been such a pleasure to see your faces, hear your voices – share your dreams. But make no mistake. These worlds are not owned by your company.”


Steel picked Squeee up into her arms. Watched by the staring newcomers, she gathered Anton, Amanda and Nayari at her side.


Steel paused in the middle of the road.

 “There is another concert on tonight. Please do feel free to come.” Steel turned away. “All the gates will lead to the concert zone. We will be playing at Dragon Bone, in the desert of sighs.”


The girl gave a perfect bow to the staring Newcomers, and then turned sideways and disappeared.

 




To Red City, and a little bit of peace…

 




They emerged in the Red City, up at one of the spectacular fortresses that topped the hills. Vast stone heads had been wrought into the red clay curtain walls, and gardens ran along the walkways behind the battlements. On the plains below, where tents of blue, green and gold stood serried in the sun, the chivalry of the Red City were at tournament. Armoured figures on the tall, proud dragon-horses of the Nilf trotted in evolutions and caracoles, firing arrows into targets at the gallop, or fencing with great long padded spears. To one side, Legionaries held contests with the sword or hurtled pilum, much to the cheering of the crowd. The purple banners drifted in a flawless springtime sky. 



There were perhaps a thousand Newcomer spectators, and almost a thousand Nilf. But in amongst the Legions there were now alien faces; Newcomers who had taken the oath and joined the banners of the citizen legion. Newcomer knights rolled in the dust, laughing as Nilf comrades lifted them back onto their feet. People had come here to embrace Silk’s realm body and soul.


Body and soul...

 




Huge, pad-footed elephants with brown, white and yellow striped hides walked the perimeter of the city, bringing in more visitors. Howdahs on their backs were full of revellers. Other war elephants in full regalia reared and roared. Clad in plate and mail, with swords fastened to their tusks, the creatures performed prodigies for the cheering crowd.


Sitting down in the shade beneath a canopy of flame-tree blossom, mounted on a bull elephant that was smothered in a caparison of golden bells, Silk sat at his ease. The two bunny girls sat at his side, conversing with visitors. The bird looked like the Sun-King resplendent; charismatic, sensuous, powerful and at ease. From the battlements just above, Steel looked down at Silk and gave a sigh.

 “He embarrasses me.”


Gorgeous, much beloved, and as blithely at ease as a Moghul lord, Silk entertained guests in their hundreds. The Nilf simply adored him. He told stories, he caressed egos. From somewhere he felt the pressure of Steel’s gaze, and he looked up at her with a smile, inviting his friends down into the howdah.


Squeee was delighted. She skipped down to land upon the elephant, peering down into its eyes in glee. She looked up at Steel with her face full of joy, the question hanging half formed in her eyes.

 “Oh…!”

 “No – we are not keeping one.” Steel clambered down to the howdah, then reached up to help guide Amanda Foxen down into the box. “Silk. I had not realised there were so many warriors.”

 “There is honour aplenty. Red City is a place for glory!” Silk arose as he saw Amanda Foxen. “Amanda! Fairest of the fair – the fox of our hearts!” Silk bowed, his charm spreading like a warm, red glow. “With your learned husband’s permission, we shall have you present the prize to the tournament champion; a rose fashioned from purest ruby.” The bird kissed Amanda’s hand. “The fair from the fair.”


Amanda blushed, not meeting Silk’s eyes. She seemed strangely silent and withdrawn. Steel sat quietly with her, while down below the elephant, tournament trumpets blared.

 “Amanda – is everything well?”

 “Well enough.” The fox looked at the ground. “I didn’t tell them anything.”

 “I meant are you feeling well.” Steel felt a surge of embarrassment – and wan, loving concern. Her voice fell to a private murmur. “I mean with the baby.”

 “I’ve been morning sick.”

 “Oh.” Steel looked down. “I’m sorry. I didn’t…. I made no steps to make it easy.”

 “No. Nothing worthwhile must be easy. Nothing good must be free.” Amanda looked up at Steel, her eyes sharp. “It’s one of the things you have always gotten right.”


A silence hung between them. Silk turned, his face full of such wonderful charm, and he bathed them in his smile.

 “A tournament! They suggested it themselves! A tournament – and then tonight, a feast, a concert – and a world bathed in the light of yellow moons.”


He was right. It would be good. All was well. 


 



 ***

 




Music.

 




Five thousand visitors. Newcomers, and Maskers in droves and droves. Dotted here and there, Maskers solidified and came surging out to dance. The Old Master brought two other visitors from his own world. 



Yellow moons backlit the titanic dragon skeleton that loomed above the crowd. Fireflies and moon moths flew from the eye sockets of the skull, spreading out across the desert in living streams of light… A desert that bloomed with flowers, and smelled of rain and dust.

 




Beauty. Pure beauty.


Pure joy….

 




Liz’s hands on the keyboard – so deft. Her scales gleaming – her body sensual, serpentine – magnificent. Silk singing – pure, warm charisma, with a voice as true as a ruby laser. Squeee and Steel – lead and bass guitar, perfectly meshed, as if two halves of the same mind. 



A crowd that enjoyed. Art that soared….

 




And the grey men, who watched everything from afar…

 



 






 




Chapter 10


 


 


 

There was a real art to stalking a cicada. Steel and Squeee were the grand masters, able to read each subtle shift and flow. They stood stock still in the long grass beneath the lemon gums, their ears feeling for the exact location of their prey.

The tic-tic-tic of the little insect seemed to be coming from a spray of cattails over by a pink tea tree. Moving with the exaggerated stealth of a cat, Squeee stalked four-footed through the grass. 


Carefully.... carefully... 



The insect suddenly changed its song to a slower, more cautious tune.


- That meant Squeee was within three feet. Moving slowly and silently, Steel crept up from behind to look for anomalies in the thickly clustered grass.


The little grass cicadas were the hardest of all to find. Perfectly camouflaged and small as a pebble, they were the best prey. But any day you could touch a cicada was a day of good luck. Steel moved to flank the creature while Squeee kept it pinned – and in so doing, the little girl caught the faintest glint of sunlight on an insect’s wings.

There!


It was clever. It had taken a spot just where leaves branched from a grass stem, concealing itself in the shadows. Steel moved carefully forwards, keeping out of the sun. Still, the cicada’s song grew slower – stuttered – then stopped.


Steel pounced! Once the song stopped, you had only the count of three before the cicada took flight. She swept her hands up in a slow, smooth motion to enfold the cicada safely. The creature immediately tried to fly off the grass – struck Steel’s hands, and buzzed in panic. It fluttered in fury for a minute, and then landed on one of Steel’s palms to sit and think about its situation.


Steel opened her hand. Once the cicada settled, it would stay for quite a while.


Squeee came over to peer into Steel’s hand. They sat in the shade with their treasure, looking at it in simple awe. The little cicada was a sturdy grey-green insect with stripes across its rear. Between its main eyes, three tiny simple eyes glittered like jewels. The two friends both gently, carefully reached out to stroke the cicada’s wings. The insect suffered their touch for a moment – then realised that it could fly away, and buzzed off into the grass.


Steel and Squeee sat in the fragrant grasses, pleased with their catch. They followed the flight of the cicada as it whirred over near the rope swing in their garden.

Perfection.


The white-haired girl and her little unicorn lay back in the grass beneath a giant fig tree. The beautiful clear waters of the creek flowed beside them. It was a day as cool as grey silk – smooth, effortless and lazy. The water smelled fresh, and soft beige butterflies flapped about the pumpkin plants that Squeee had planted by the porch. A jug of iced lime cordial was propped against the tree roots. Squeee has been making an illuminated manuscript, painting on sheets of chamois leather, and the smell of leather curled sensuously in the air. There would be an afternoon of writing, swimming – being together.


Their world was at its best.


Gravel crunched. Someone had come walking up the long, shady path that led through the forest towards town. One of Squeee’s flower dragons, who lived in the huge fuchsia bush beside the mail box, sat up and watched the traveller approach. Still lying on her back in the grass, Steel looked over one idling foot towards the old wire gate.

 “It’s open!”


Through the gate, there stole a man as grey and gaunt as an old gothic spire. He wore a long grey coat with lace at the cuffs, and round pebble glasses with blue lenses. His hair flowed long and free down his back in a stream of gunmetal grey. A top hat sat square upon his head, and he leaned upon a long silver-headed cane.


The man saw the little girl and the unicorn. He closed the gate politely behind him, and gave an elegant incline of his head. When he spoke, his voice was as deep and cool as the roots of a gallows tree.

 “Miss Steel, I presume?” Grey eyes peered over his glasses. He had lowered lids and an expression of wry amusement. “My name is Malden.”

 “Hello, Mister Malden.” Steel rose to kneel in the grass, her sword laid neatly and correctly at her side. One hand indicated the jug of ice cold cordial. “There is drink in the jug if you are thirsty.”

 “It was quite a walk – but a rewarding one.” The grey man nodded to the memory. “Peppermint trees by the water. Lemon gums by the road. Blue wrens dancing in the grass.” 


 “We usually go by bike.” The ride was one of Steel’s favourite things; Squeee sitting in the basket, nose to the wind and mane streaming – grasshoppers whirring from the wild oats beside the road. “There was a bike shed the Newcomers were free to borrow from – but no one ever brought the bicycles back.”


Squeee arose from amongst the grass flowers, her ears pricking prettily. Her long tail swished behind her. “I’m Squeee!”

 “Miss Squeee. A pleasure.” Malden found an old log and sat himself down. He accepted a glass of cordial from the little unicorn. 



There came a moment’s pause. Steel kept her face pleasant and uncommitted, even while her mind hunted for information. Malden’s manifestation was an art piece; this was how he chose to be seen in this ‘other world’. That alone provided a great deal of food for thought.


Malden looked at the creek with its swimming hole and cool old willow trees. He saw the tadpole pool with its brown leaf mould and its dappled shadows. The house sat in the shade – shabby and wonderful, with a blue-tongued skink sunning itself on the steps. The lizard had apparently been plucking strawberries from the garden. Mister Malden raised his brows and inclined his head, acknowledging the setting as an art piece in its own right.

 “You are difficult to find, Miss Steel.”

 “Those who know me can always find me, Mister Malden.” Steel poured cordial. “We are a part of all these places. We are always here.”

 “I see…”


Steel sipped her drink. Malden was addressing Steel and ignoring Squeee, treating her as though she were a mere pet.

Interesting…


The grey man had long, elegant fingers, and smelled of coal smoke and steel. He leaned upon his cane and regarded the little girl.

 “I came to see you once I realised you were still here. There have been reports of… friction.”

 “You are delicate, Mister Malden.” Steel gave the slightest bow. She could play the game of gentility perfectly well. “More cordial? Or would you prefer a pumpkin scone?”

 “I have had sufficient, thank you.”

 “As you like.” The girl revelled in the feel of the breeze against her hair. “By the way, those fools that I killed – I trust they are unharmed back in your own world?”

 “In the real world? Of course!” Malden’s neutral face was hiding a great deal of annoyance. “But you will understand the sort of problems this behaviour can cause?”

 “The solution is simple enough: they can adopt more admissible behaviour.”


Malden stabbed a cold look towards the girl. “The behaviour I referred to was your own.”

 “Then you are being insultingly foolish. I had not looked to deal with a fool.” Steel’s voice grew hard. “Are you a fool, Mister Malden?”


The man looked at Steel in hate.


Steel topped up her drink.

 “You are referring, of course, to the ‘werewolf’ boys.” The little girl looked at Malden over the rim of her glasses. “I killed them, Mister Malden. Like I would kill any mad dog.” Steel delicately sipped her cordial. “When others have offered violence to our people, I saw that they were repaid in their own coin. It is a very, very simple situation”


The grey man leaned forward on his walking stick.

 “Still – you will agree that such a situation cannot go on?”

 “Certainly. I want your hordes of visitors to act like human beings, and not like rabid beasts.” The girl accepted a scone from Squeee. “We have room for so much here. They can at least show brains enough to act in appropriate ways in appropriate places.”

 “High spirits do sometimes break out.”

 “Then they must accept that high spirits come with a great deal of pain attached.”


Malden’s breath hissed in restrained annoyance.

“You think you are that good a fighter, Miss Steel?”

“I do what I have to do.” Steel sat erect. The sword was ever at her side. “This is our place, Mister Malden. It will be protected.”


In reply, Malden leaned forward to carefully consider the girl in the grass. His long hair drifted fitfully in the breeze.


When he spoke, his voice was low and quiet.

 “You are proceeding from a false assumption, Miss Steel.”

 “Indeed?”

 “Oh indeed.” Malden looked at Steel through dark-lidded eyes. “You make the mistake of believing that this place is yours.”


Steel looked at the man with a sour quirk appearing at one corner of her mouth.

 “Are you going to tell me that Dreamscape has managed to purchase my world, Mister Malden?”

 “Dreamscape already owns this world, Miss Steel. Dreamscape created it.”


In the creek, a tadpole splashed. Steel kept her face impassive and untouched.


Smiling, Malden leaned on his cane.

 “The problem with entertainment industries, Miss Steel, is that the audience always demands more. To remain competitive, you have to offer something that no one else can. One has to reach towards a bigger vision. That search, that constant dilemma, is what haunts the minds of the industry. They are people desperately in search of a vision.” Malden’s hand clenched on air. “And I have had the vision.”


Squeee looked up from her plate, crumbs scattering all around her. The unicorn’s voice was innocently polite. “Are you sure you don’t want a scone? I made the plum jam myself!”

 “No.” Malden rudely waved the unicorn away. His eyes were only for Steel.

 “Are you aware of quantum reality gate theory, Miss Steel?”

 “I believe you are about to tell me one way or another.” Steel held out her plate to Squeee. “I’ll have a scone, darling. Thank you.”

 “Do you want butter?”

 “Ooh, please!”


Malden twisted his staff, grinding it against the ground.

 “When computer networks first arose, computer role playing environments appeared. MU’s, MUCKS, MUDDS – a central server held an environment, and players would log on to run an imaginary character who could move and interact with other players. Feedback was via text or simple graphics. It was primitive theatre of the mind.” The grey-haired man turned blank, grey eyes upon Steel.

 “But it had power. People wanted to play. Here, online, you could be what you imagined yourself to be. You could escape reality and enter a world where you were free!” Malden spoke with a pure, dark passion of conviction. “There were people who preferred to be online. Their relationships, their passions, their sex lives – it was all there in the computer world rather than in real life.

 “But it wasn’t real. There was nothing there you could touch and feel.”


The man reached out and tore up a handful of long grass. 


 “But this – this is real.”


The man leaned forward, warming to his subject while his audience munched on scones.

 “Miss Steel - let me propose to you a change in computing. The old model of the human mind was purely electrical. It was a mental picture made from our nineteenth century obsession with machines and orderly connections. The brain was seen as a network of electrically conductive pathways, all interconnected – neurones. Somehow the… the interplay of these nodes was supposed to store information. That was the model for the computer; a series of conductive switches that were either off or on: Information stored as a sheet of naughts and ones…”


Malden’s fine, long-fingered hands delicately counted out his points. 


 “But there lay the fallacy! We couldn’t simulate the very thing on which computers were modelled! The human brain contains more information than that number of neural switch-gates allowed.

 “The answer was subtle. The answer was in quantum neural gateways.”


The man leaned forward. Steel watched him closely, her senses prickling. Malden moulded his words with his hands.

 “The mind is a cupboard with a volume far, far greater than its apparent outward size. The human mind actually contains its own realities – pocket universes in which information is stored. Facts, memories – it’s all there! The juxtaposition of neurones actually opened gates into these worlds. The brain was not a storage medium – it was just a crossroads! A place where doors opened to library after library! Once we understood this, we began to realise that many pocket universes exist - opened by whim of thought, and then abandoned. The trick was to discover how the gates were made, and then to artificially create an entire new world!”


Steel gave a long, cool look at Malden’s eyes.

 “Are you telling me that I am a figment of your imagination, Mister Malden?”

 “No, Miss Steel – I am saying that you are nothing at all.” The man looked levelly at the little girl. “You are a computer program. An artificial intelligence – and nothing more.”


Somehow, Steel managed to keep a straight face. Squeee sat up, looking lost and incredulous. Steel busied herself by pulling Squeee up into her lap.


Malden spread his hands out to encompass Steel’s world.

 “This – all of this – is just a pocket reality; a world made on the far side of a quantum neural gate. We did this; Dreamscape! The lords of Dreams!”


Malden rose to his feet.

 “To create an environment suitable for hosting thousands of players is a terrible proposition. Committee design has been tried and failed. So we created constructs – personality programs that would be introduced into the blank space of an artificial reality. Those personalities would spread out and mould the worlds according to their whims. The constructs would create places with all the details filled in. Certainly, some realities would fail and collapse. But from the total crop, some few usable worlds would surely rise. And what did it matter how many were lost? The real estate was virtual! We engendered a thousand worlds in the hope that one would bear fruit.” He looked to Steel. “This reality. This world. An artificial oasis of fantasy life.

 “We have tested many, many hundreds of realities, Miss Steel. This is the most perfect. It is stable, detailed and exact. You are the result that all our enterprise has hoped for.”


Steel finally felt angry. Cold, hard and clenched tight inside herself. She looked at Malden in hate.

 “You’re lying. If we were merely constructs, then why are we still here?”

 “A programming error – but it is the error that apparently allowed this reality to stabilise. Reality apparently needs caretakers.” Malden looked at the girl with snide, predatory eyes. “But we know now that you are here. You are a program, Miss Steel. A personality that exists artificially. You can be reprogrammed or removed now that we know you are here.”


The girl felt his words stab home. She tried to keep an impassive face, but Malden knew he had reached her. The man leaned in closer.

 “We have come to read the riot act to you, Miss Steel. Lizard, bird and girl - All three of you have done a sterling job. You have performed a truly Herculean task. We would clearly like to keep you on. But if your personalities become a problem, we will modify them, or scrub you and replace you.”


The grey man stood, and slipped his cane beneath his arm.

 “I have tired myself. I must be off home.” He tipped his fingers against his brows in salute. 


 “Good day, Miss Steel. I expect I have given you much to muse upon.”

 




In the trees above the creek, cicadas chirred…

 




Long after he had left, Steel stayed sitting in the garden. She felt tears springing to her eyes. She bowed her head, using her hair to hide her eyes from Squeee, but the little unicorn climbed into her lap. Squeee softly brushed back Steel’s long white hair, peering anxiously up into her face.


The unicorn’s voice was quiet and gentle.

 “Steel? Don’t cry. He’s gone now.”


Little Squeee patted at her friend’s face, distressed by the tears. She threw her forefeet around Steel’s neck and simply held her in her arms.


Steel wept, until finally the others came.


The first to arrive was Liz – tall and thin, with her black zweihander sword hunting for danger. She blinked into place, saw Steel crying, and instantly the lizard’s war-crest flicked up into display. She hissed, hunting for enemies, shielding Steel from harm.


Silk and the God-Fish came, drifting down from the sky. They all gathered about Steel, uncertain what to do. Steel felt Squeee ease out of her arms and speak quietly to the others. Silk’s voice was searching and calm.


Above her, the God-Fish spread its fins. His influence was soothing – quiet and clear. Steel felt her tormented questions fade.


Silk came to squat beside Steel. He folded her beneath his beautiful strong wings.

 “Steel. Steel, listen – he didn’t know Squeee was a Maker! He knew nothing about the God-Fish. He thinks that there are only three Makers!”


The girl knew it was significant: She was too appalled to think clearly.

A program. Mere digits in a machine…

 “Steel – he didn’t know we were in here until we revealed ourselves. He knows nothing about us. That does not sound like the master in control of a machine!”


Steel looked up, swallowing. Silk’s beautiful bird face was filled with concern. His wing feathers caressed her face in quiet love.

 “Come. There’s lime cordial in the jug. Sit with us and listen to the cicadas for a while.”


They sat beside the creek, there beneath the beautiful old trees. Insects buzzed sleepily in the tree tops, while long-necked tortoises nosed about the shallows. Squeee crept up into Steel’s lap, looking up to her for comfort. The little unicorn broke the last scone in half, and anxiously gave Steel the bigger piece. 



Steel felt a terrible, terrible coldness inside her heart. Sometimes – when she felt the cold stab inside her belly – this feeling had come. But never like this. Never so totally, utterly chilling.


Never so helpless…

 “But what if we are constructs? What then?”


Little Squeee climbed down from Steel’s lap, and walked out into the grass. She sat on her rump, and quietly closed her eyes.


She sang a song that she had written herself. Quiet, kind and beautiful – Squeee’s soul, innocent and wonderful. It was a song of tadpoles and quiet trees – of red towers and golden galleys shimmering in the moonlight. A song of dark places and a lizard gleaming black as night. Of sky islands, and a universe of dragonflies and flowers.


Her voice trailed off. Sitting in the grass, her mane drifting in the gentle winds, Squeee looked up at Steel’s eyes.

 “We love.” The little unicorn’s eyes were clear and green. “What does it matter what we are?”

 






 




Chapter 11


 


 


 


 

Intermission…

 



 




The world took on the strange, stark quiet of an armed camp. Dreamscape operatives were more common, standing on the streets to keep order. Griffin Town was a place of hidden thoughts and watching eyes.


Red City saw more and more Dreamscape people walking – observing. There were hundreds of Nilf who lived there, plied their galleys or rode in tournament. The citizen Legion trained in its camp. Dreamscape treated it like a glossy tourist destination, and kept Newcomers somewhat apart from the natives. Silk ruined their efforts by holding parties for a thousand Newcomers at a time, mingling Nilf, Maskers, Newcomers and Makers beneath the easy comfort of his smile.


Liz’s worlds saw more traffic. There were still the Newcomer Adventurers she adored, and a layer of Newcomers who loved her worlds. But the towns swelled as Newcomers came to simply mill and meet. In Liz’s worlds the Dreamscape people carried crossbows.


Dreamscape knew nothing about Squeee’s lands at all. There were no gates to Squeee’s realm - and the Makers kept it that way. 


 



 




It was a wary truce. Steel travelled the trams, her senses eerily sharp. It was as though the whole world were an extension of her skin. She could feel the hostility, the dark intent – walking like a spider on the threads of her nerves. Dreamscape operatives could be seen moving through her world, discussing, plotting – looking like real estate developers planning a cheap housing estate.


Eyes in mirror sunglasses watched her as she passed.


No one had mentioned her sword. No one from Dreamscape spoke to her. But they were watching – thinking…


The comic shop was quiet. The triffids were sorting out boxes of Squeee’s latest comic book, hot off the press. Two Maskers and three Newcomers were all excitedly drawing manga in the club room. Vana came out from behind the counter when Steel and Squeee arrived. The badger-girl wordlessly put her arms about Steel and held her.


Steel had brought a sword for Vana; a katana she had fashioned out of dreams. The sheath was covered with little cartoon characters. She presented it formally to Vana, exposing an inch of blade, her head bowed. Vana took the weapon and felt its perfect heft. Her eyes asked permission, and she slowly drew the weapon from its sheath.


It felt alive in Vana’s hand. Steel watched her quietly.

 “It’s your sword. We made it for you.”


Tired triffids carried boxes of books. The printing press was down at the Foxens’ book store, and apparently bringing boxes of comics up here to the comic shop had been a Herculean labour. Steel raised one brow in question, and Vana blew out a sigh.

 “Took us a while. The guys brought them up here by tram.”

 “Where’s the van?” Steel’s world had very few cars, and the comic shop owned one of them; an old Morris with wooden sides and a split window screen. “Have the gamers got it?”

 “No – the fucking Dreamscapers borrowed it.” Vana’s hatred for the newcomers was clear and pure. “They wanted to take some of their upper-crust off to see the forest tracks.”

 “Well tell me if they don’t bring it back.” Steel was annoyed; the shop had been given a van for a reason! They needed it! “Really – tell me.”


Squeee had bounded over to see to her new comics. She signed a half dozen of the covers with a great big marker pen, her tongue poking from her mouth in concentration. The unicorn skipped back over to Steel’s side as she reached out to help Vana sheath her blade.


Steel showed Vana how to slide the weapon into her sash, draping the sheath cords properly. She took Vana by the hand.

 “Come to sword practice. We’re all gathering there.”


Vana flicked her eyes towards the Newcomers, but none showed interest. She grabbed her hat and called out towards the triffids.

 “Guys? Do you mind if I step out for a while?”


The triffids waved – all was well. A Manga fan came to help watch the shop. Vana cradled her new sword in her arms, and took Steel and Squeee by the hands. Side by side, they walked into the shop.


Out on the street, a Newcomer took clear note of them. Dreamscape had spies everywhere. Steel looked directly at the man in cold, hard hate.


Suddenly clouds of big blue-bottomed flies swarmed all around the Newcomer. They seemed to find him incredibly delicious. The man staggered off, furiously waving his hands.


Squeee ate super-strong peppermints from a little tin. She looked up in guileless glee.

 “I made flies!”


Steel knelt and kissed the little unicorn on the horn.

 “Squeee – you’re perfect.”

 



Dislocation.

 




The main dojo was up the estuary, past Steel and Squeee's house, hidden in an area of quiet grasses and tall trees. The hall was simple as could be. A family of numbats was in residence – a beautiful set of creatures with bright eyes and elegant tails. The animals were quite intelligent; they kept the dojo clean, and in return visitors always brought them treats.


Hand in hand, Steel, Squeee and Vana arrived.


There were many ways to reach the dojo, but none of them were casual. Steel’s world had only five cars – a schwimwagen owned by the U-Boat crew, a Morris van owned by the games store and the comics store, two old station wagons, and a Citroen “Thing” that looked like a soup can on wheels. The road to the dojo was no quick walk from the town, and the pathways were obscure enough to keep casual visitors away.


Maskers had gathered underneath the trees, holding wooden practice swords and standing quietly. Nilf knights with delicious golden eyes spoke to two of Steel’s Gamers, who were avidly describing last night’s “ancient’s” game. Tabitha, Wulff and Tabitha’s mechanic, Sunj - an Indian ground squirrel with a thick Bombay accent – were retrieving their gear from the back of the VW. Nayari the world serpent lay sleeping across the top of the tori gate, her belly bared to the sun.


Liz and Silk arrived, hand in hand. Each of them seemed to gentle the other. They were so obviously in love. Liz came to Steel and examined her carefully – seemed satisfied, and stalked off to limber up with bo-staff, tail, fangs and claw.


God help anyone who went toe-to-toe with the lizard.


Squeee bounded off to bounce on Nayari’s tummy. Steel herself wandered into the dojo building, changed the flowers in the shrine, and then saw a pencil line of light over by the waterside.


It was the Old Sword Master – calm, small and smiling. At his side there was an incredibly unshaven Japanese Samurai, and a fat, boisterously laughing Zen monk who carried a long staff. Steel came forward to meet them, and gave a formal bow.

 “My friends, please be welcome.”

 “Steel san!” The Master bowed. “Visitors came to my mountain. May I present Rain and Abbot Sun.” He indicated the Samurai and the Monk. “Rain is a fellow student of the school. Abbot Sun is merely an irritating example of true enlightenment.” He bowed to the monk happily. “He has been of much service.”


Interesting! Steel looked at the two visitors carefully.

 “You were drawn to Master-san’s realm?”

 “It seemed to agree with our hearts.” The Monk’s big belly shook as he climbed the stairs. “Master san apparently was in need of clarification.”


The Samurai, Rain, merely grunted. He scanned the gathering class – somewhat shocked to see the wide range of shapes and faces. Liz drew his astonished attention; the lizard woman was all but naked and astonishingly sleek. Her lithe, feral figure gleamed as she span, made a strike with her heavy tail that could have snapped a man’s thighbones like twigs, and then struck with her bo-staff at thin air.


Steel heaved a sigh – her soul feeling like prickles inside her. The Old Master watched her as he tied back the sleeves of his robes.

 “You are troubled, Steel san.”

 “I am.”

 “We will speak of it later. Focus on the moment – we are about to begin.” 



Steel gave a sigh.

 “Sometimes it is difficult.”


The big monk suddenly gave a great, ringing shout at Steel. The shout almost frightened her clean out of her skin. She stood there, shocked, and the monk sternly pointed at her with his staff.

 “There! What are you thinking now?”


The girl’s mind was blank. “Nothing!”

 “That is a start!” The monk suddenly laughed. He dismissed her with a wave of his staff. “Good! Begin!”


The students came in. It was a growing class. Steel handed leadership over to the Old Master, and the class elegantly bowed.


Steel felt the patterns settling her soul.


It was good to be doing this again…


The Old Master gathered the beginners under his wing. He turned to nod to Steel.

 “Steel – Rain. Pair up if you please. My dear Rain san – Steel san has eccentricities in style that show a drift from the purity of my school almost as strange as your own.” The old man bowed. “You will enjoy each other immensely.” He gave a bow.

 “Please begin.”


They trained carefully – intently. Long hours of peace and effort. The slightest turn of wrist or hip were rehearsed again and again. Rain rarely spoke. He grunted. His face showed neither approval nor disapproval of Steel’s technique - but he was brilliant. He came and corrected her posture twice – showed her variants on three basic forms. When they were finished, he bowed to her without comment – ever glowering, ever gruff.


He was twice the swordsman she could ever hope to be. Steel bowed to him in profound thanks.


He nodded to her in sharp respect before he walked away.


Rain stalked off to the dojo gates to sit and ponder the stream. Bounding from the grass beside him came Squeee, followed by three baby numbats and a tortoise.

 “Hi!” Squeee and the numbats surged eagerly about the Samurai’s feet. “We made cupcakes!”


Steel walked down to sit on the dojo steps beneath a shady tree. Abbot Sun sat there, delightedly watching Silk performing an elegant fan dance for Liz as she rested in the shade. The lizard seemed amused and annoyed at the same time – a common expression on her these days. The monk looked up at the eucalyptus trees and the butterflies, and heaved a happy sigh. 


 “Steel san – your world is most refreshing! It is always wonderful to come to an alien land and feel so very much at home.”


A numbat brought each of them a cupcake. Steel peeled away the paper, and found the little cake to be unspeakably delicious. She ate with gratitude, drinking ice cold peach tea.


Rain allowed Squeee to coax him over to the creek, where the baby numbat leapt into the water for a swim. Squeee ended up being drenched. Rain rescued her, and laughingly dried her in his own robes.


The Monk seemed pleased.

 “His name is Mushashi - another wanderer of the mists. I call him Rain, because he often has a face like thunderclouds. And rain brings growth renewed.” The Abbot bowed. “I am astonished. Your friend the unicorn has actually made him laugh.”

 “That’s my Squeee.” Steel smiled, watching her friend at play. “He doesn’t laugh?”

 “He does now. That is why we came.”


Steel felt as if she had suddenly come upon a door in an endless emptiness. She looked at the monk in dawning interest.

 “You have visited many worlds, Master Sun?”

 “Many. I do my rounds.” The man was full of fun and laughter – and solid as an oak. “Some are drawn to echoes of their loves, or a touching of souls. For my part, I am drawn by confusion.” The monk ate his cake with vast enjoyment. “But it has its rewards!”

 “You are drawn by confusion?”

 “Most souls are confused. It is my shameless conceit to visit, and try to induce moments of clarity.” The man nodded. “Here, in the realms of the mind, it is easy for the heart to become lost.”


Steel felt a deep, pure surge of fascination.

 “So you have found many realms?”

 “Several.”

 “And are they all much the same age?”

 “Time has no meaning except what we give it.” The monk smiled. “But I found some realms a great while ago.”


Steel motioned Silk to come over quickly so that he could hear. The girl leaned in to listen intently to the monk.

 “Master Sun – are the other realms the same?”

 “Some are… truly terrible.” The Monk’s voice dropped, and he stared at the ground. “There are souls trapped forever in self-made prisons of utter madness. Greed given infinite rein – leading to never ending dissatisfaction. Anything that is wanted is instantly provided – and so it has no value at all.” 


 “Dante’s hell.” Silk listened intently. “A mind trapped by its desires.”


Steel looked at the bird. “That does not sound like a games construct.”


Master Sun listened as Steel explained her world – and Malden’s claims. It required some small back story about computers and technology. The Monk listened with his eyes closed, nodding softly as Steel spoke.


When she had finished, the Monk sat for a while, then slowly straightened, drawing in a breath as though he had ended a long, strange journey.

 “Yes. You are concerned.”

 “We may be prisoners or tools of dubious minds.” Steel looked away. “We are… disturbed.”


The Abbot shook his head, quite seeing their problem.

 “You have filled your cup with your own doubts and anxieties. Why have you accepted their concepts over and above your own?”


Steel wavered. “Because it is a possibility.”

 “Can you think of a more likely possibility?”


A dragonfly – one of the big, beautiful dragonflies that drifted through the worlds of Liz, Silk, Steel and Squeee – cruised past the creek. The Monk nodded his chin towards the beautiful insect.

 “Master Yu of Chaolin had robes of silk and velvet, and a lacquered hat. He went on a journey to seek high office. On the way to meet the Emperor’s minister, he fell into a pond. When he emerged, he laughed aloud for joy at his enlightenment, and went home.” The Abbot smiled at the dragonfly. “He wrote a gatha about the experience:

 



 “I have one jewel, shining bright.



Long buried it was underneath worldly woes.



This morning, the dusty veil is off



and restored to luster.



Illuminating rivers, mountains, and ten thousand things!”


 




Steel frowned. “I do not understand.”

 “I cannot make realisation for you, my friend. I can only help you find your own way.” The Monk held up one finger. “Here, then, is a thought for you. Have your ‘Newcomers’ ever brought any major physical change? Have they shaped your world with mind alone? Built vast tools? What is their real power?”


Silk and Steel sat back to think about it. Suddenly, the monk levelled his staff and gave a furious shout! The shock of it made Steel and Silk both jump. They went utterly blank with astonishment. Abbot Sun seemed satisfied.

 “Good! Think about it like that!” He rose. “It is tiring work visiting another world – at least until you gain a place in the Maker’s heart. I will retire now.” He bowed. “Please come and visit! And Squeee san – your cup cakes are always welcome!”


The unicorn came skipping over with Rain the samurai in tow. Unicorn, numbats and Makers all bowed to their three visitors. Sun, Rain and the Old Master bowed regally in return, and wandered off to return home to their own realms. 



Squeee watched them turn sideways and disappear.

 “Nice monk.” She had cupcake crumbs in her pelt. “Japanese?”

 “Chinese.” 


 “Oh!” Squeee crossed her eyes in thought. “Hey! I can speak Chinese!”

 “No dear – We all just tend to hear what each other has to say.” 


 



Dislocation.

 




This was a discussion best kept private. With a flash, Squeee, Silk, Liz and Steel all flickered back to Griffin Town. The beautiful little cafes near the waterfront tram stop were the perfect place to talk. There was traffic here now – people going in and out of shops, coming on and off the trams. The Makers all sat beneath a green and yellow umbrella and ate almond biscuits and hot chocolate.


Leaning in close, Steel kept her voice low, flicking eyes at the crowds to make sure they were not overheard.

 “The Newcomers commandeered the Morris van. They swiped it off the comics shop.” She looked from face to face. “They can’t make cars.”

 “They can’t make horses – or trade goods.” Silk’s eyes narrowed. “They come with a self image when they arrive – weapons, clothes…. But after that, they can’t create.”

 “Except to make stuff from what we have here.” Squeee sat up like a poodle. “Like the paintings and sculptures and stuff!”

 “Yes.”


Silk leaned quietly back in his seat, blowing on his hot chocolate. “There have been a few quiet experiments happening. They have been manifesting with grenades and guns. Some of my woodsmen saw them trying to make them work.”


Steel made a noise of amused disdain. Guns, bombs, mobile phones - nothing tacky would work here. Dreamscape were having difficulty accepting reality.


Some of Squeee’s carousel ponies trotted past, their backs laden down with satchels of trade goods. They mounted a tram and were carried off towards the gate to the Red City. In the back of the tram were two Dreamscape security men. They were dressed and equipped like riot police...


At the table, Steel watched the Dreamscapers go by. Her mind worked with slow, sharp clarity.

 “They’re trapped by our rules.” Steel weighed the information carefully – trying to keep her mind clear of presumptions. “Their powers might be very limited. They can bring in people, but very little else.”


Silk clicked his beak in thought. “Their information is limited. They don’t know about Squeee or the God-Fish.” He looked back towards Griffin town. “They sound more like tourists than Makers.”

 “No - they sound like colonists.”


Steel fumed – hating the feeling that she was at the mercy of any other mind.

 “We still stand a risk. If we are governed by a machine they can control, they might pull the plug if we make this world unviable for their needs.” She rubbed her eyes. “But are we really part of a machine?”


Silk ruffled his feathers. “It could all be a lie.”

 “But why? Why make up so elaborate a lie?”

 “Oh, that’s easy!” Squeee sat proudly on the table. “You lie to someone because you’re afraid they might learn the truth!”


Squeee, as ever, was quite to the point. Steel nodded.

 “We have to find out more. But we have to be careful. They might possibly have the means to erase us.”

 “But they need us to make the place run.That much is obvious.” Silk spread his wings. “We are the infrastructure. These worlds only work because of us.”


The bird spread one wing in a relaxed, elegant gesture.

 “They can’t simply be rid of us. It’s not like they can find any other Makers in easy reach.”


Some Dreamscape officials arrived from the waterfront. They saw Silk, Liz and Steel, and were instantly interested.


Liz noticed their gaze, and jerked her chin. She stood up, ending the meeting. Silk took her hand, and the two made ready to depart.


Steel leaned in to murmur in their ears.

 “This is our world. We have to take care of it.”


There was a nod; absolute agreement. Liz and Silk turned sideways and disappeared.


The Dreamscape people moved on, leaving Squeee and Steel sitting at the café. Squeee emptied far too many marshmallows into her next hot chocolate, while Steel sat and brooded. The girl watched the Dreamscape people with a dark, cold feeling sitting like lead inside her heart.


A quiet voice suddenly spoke from beside her.

 “You don’t like the feeling, do you? The thought of being trapped.”


Amanda Foxen stood in the door of the book shop – clean and beautiful. She looked from the Dreamscapers to Steel, and her tail slowly thrashed.

 “You are aware of the irony, of course.”


Her voice seemed strained – hollow. Steel looked at her.

 “Amanda?”


But Amanda had already gone.

 



 ***

 



 “We want product placement.”


Steel turned. She was not amused. “What?”

 “Product placement.” The Dreamscape manager stood on the street. It was a woman - tall, thin, and with a face oddly like a heron. Dreamscapers always seemed to have immaculate suits and perfect physiques. “That’s the arrangement we have with advertisers.”


They stood at the tram stop at the end of the line - the beach front stretched sleepily off into the morning haze. Squeee stood over at an ice cream stand, helping herself to a pair of lemon gelatis. She was making a fine mess out of the process. Steel turned to look up at the Dreamscaper - utterly cold and grim.

 “You want me to put up billboards and advertisements all along my beach front.”

 “Our beach front.”

 “My beach front.” Steel looked the woman up and down - then shook her head, and turned away. “No.”


The ‘heron-woman’ stared at Steel in absolute outrage. “What do you mean ‘no’?”

 “I mean no. You’ll wreck the place.” Steel folded her arms. “Advertise somewhere else.”


The woman glared at Steel.

 “Then we shall put them up ourselves.”

 “Then they will mysteriously keep disappearing.” Steel walked off. “No bill boards.”


Left behind and seething in cold fury, the Dreamscape official whirled on her heel and went to confer with two security men.


Dreamscape’s security men were an ever-growing presence. Big men, always muscular, always with mirror sunglasses. They carried katanas across their backs - spoke to no one, and never smiled. Steel felt them watching her as she walked up to Squeee to receive her gelati cone.


Squeee waved her ice cream scoop above her head.

 “What did the lady want?”

 “She wanted to put cola adverts on the beach, and have all our book shops advertise some sort of computer company.” Steel shrugged. “I told them where to go.”

 “Cool!” Squeee felt happy enough. The first morning sun was just warming up the waves. “Hey - should we go swimming?”


In the end, they caught a lift on Wulff’s submarine. The ship was heading out to an area where a sunken city lay in the shallow waters off a desert isle. Giant statues jutted half in and half out of the warm blue sea, and the ocean floor was a mosaic of streets and fallen columns. Squeee and Steel were joined by Wulff and the otters who made up her crew. They snorkelled their way happily through a golden afternoon.


Steel found a real honest-to-goodness pearl. She threaded it onto a chord and hung it about Squeee's neck. The little unicorn was so pleased with it that she almost went cross-eyed trying to look at it as she walked.


The submarine finally cruised back home through a long, drowsy sunset. Time passed in its strange way - a thing of moods, not of inevitable sequence. Tired, salty and happy, Squeee and Steel bade Wulff and the boys good bye at the jetty, and then went off to buy crusty bread, cold corned beef and lemonade. Weary, sun-warmed and happy, they turned sideways and appeared at the front gate of their home, hand in hand.


Something was wrong.


The gate was open. The front door to the house was ajar. Steel silently set aside her shopping and drew her sword. The girl turned sideways and instantly appeared inside the one big open room of the house. 


Steel’s lovely little long-necked tortoise lurched awkwardly about the living room. A ‘Dreamscape’ business card had been attached to it with a rubber band. Written in pencil on the back of the card were the words:




 

“Nice tortoise.”

 




Steel carefully freed the tortoise. The little guy was distressed, but unharmed. She let him slip into the little pond in the living room, and he swam away, none the worse for wear.


Squeee came trotting in through the door, her swimming goggles still on her forehead.

 “What’s wrong?”

 “Dreamscape is trying to be funny.” Steel wrinkled her nose. “Excuse me just a minute.”

 




Steel turned sideways, and disappeared.

 




She found herself at the top of a street overlooking the gate to Dragon Bone town. The Dreamscape woman she had spoken to was a metre away. Steel stood and looked at the woman quietly.


Two security men flanked the woman. All three of them saw Steel at once. Both men went for their swords. Steel drew with blinding speed, her sword stopping at the woman’s neck.


All three Dreamscapers froze.


Steel looked at them.

 “You don’t even really know how it works, do you?” She felt interest - disgust and anger - but a dawning realisation. “You have no idea what I am.”


The Dreamscape woman tried to back away from the sword. Steel flicked the blade and cut her skin, clicking her tongue.

 “You’ve decided to play a very bad game.”

 “What are you doing?” The Dreamscape woman’ s legs shook. “This is our territory!”

 “It’s mine, because it’s in my heart.” Steel spoke softly, as if to a witless child. “Now, let me tell you how this works. I can teleport to wherever you are, whatever you are doing, any time I wish. You might be on the toilet... you might be eating pie. But I can be there. Quiet as a mouse.”


Steel pushed with her sword, and the woman staggered back.

 “Do not enter my house. Do not touch the animals or any of my people. If you do, I will make my anger very, very clear.” The girl’s glasses turned her eyes into a blank, dead mask. “Do you in any way fail to understand me?”


The security men almost moved. Almost. But the woman swallowed, and finally cleared her throat.

 “We-we understand.”

 “Good.” Steel took a perfect step back out of engagement range, then ritually span her sword in her hand and sheathed it. “Good evening to you all.”


Squeee was waiting, and the sandwiches would be made. Her hakama rippling in the evening breeze, Steel turned sideways, and was gone.

 




She waited a long, long time to see if Dreamscape were going to pull any computer tricks.

 




Nothing happened.

 




It seemed Dreamscape didn’t have an ‘off button’ after all...




 




Chapter 12

 



 



 




In a deep, narrow gully scattered with sand, chunks of giant statues half filled the gully floor. The colossal images of animal-headed gods had tumbled down from niches high above. They made traversing the gully a tiring and eerie game.


Squeee the little unicorn crept forward as stealthy as a kitten, her tasselled sword slung over her back. She padded across the sand, sniffing at the ground, her tall ears scanning at the air.


Her long, expressive tail made a coil.

“Dark Spawn.”


She stood like a pointer, one hoof raised, her little muzzle jerking up towards a scatter of boulders up ahead. “Three or four of them. They’re going to wait until we go into the dungeon, then come at us from behind when we meet our first monster.”


Salanaar and Steel came awkwardly over a big taloned statue’s foot and crouched in cover. The gully smelled clean and fresh – dust, sand and stone. A spring welled up between the shattered statues, and the faint trickle of water was the only real sound. With her beautiful dragonfly sword bare in her hand, Steel came forward to kneel beside Squeee, her long hair sweeping the ground. She kept her voice in a confused whisper.

 “There’s a dungeon?”

 “Sure! There has to be – and when we go in it, the Spawn are going to attack.” Squeee spoke with the hushed voice of an expert dungeoneer. “Where’s Liz?”

 “Um – somewhere bringing up the rear.” Steel looked back down the gully, but the lizard woman was nowhere to be seen. “She doesn’t really work and play well with others.”


They were in a far-flung part of Liz’s desert realm – a place of jackals, sand devils and ancient tombs. Getting away on a quest for a while seemed like a good idea; a dungeon was as good as a holiday.


Salanaar scanned the rocks. Steel crept forward, her hakama hissing as they swept the sand. She suddenly spied a niche dug into one of the canyon walls. The niche had a carved frieze that included a statue of a desert god.


The statue’s arm was a different colour to the rest of the stone. Steel felt a surge of pleasure.

 “I found it!”


She reached out and gave the statue’s arm a tug.


The resulting avalanche was quite impressive. A huge god statue had been poised on the cliffs above. An instant later, it was tumbling straight towards Steel. Steel screamed like a school girl and fled back the way she had come. Cyclopean blocks thundered down onto the valley floor. The air was filled with a choking cloud of dust.


The Shadow spawn attacked.


Steel saw a black shape move. It was a thing like a jackal man with two heads, all made out of darkness. It hacked at Steel with a crooked sword, and she parried, turned and sliced. One of the shadow creatures heads flew off, but the other seemed to take command. It bashed Steel backwards with its shield, slamming her against the chasm wall.

 “Hey!”


These things could fight! Steel shook her head, her back bruised and scraped and her left elbow numb. The shadow spawn screamed and leapt for her. Suddenly Squeee was dancing on its skull, her little sword held high.

“Squeee hyper-star attack!”


A crystal scarab necklace around Squeee’s neck glowed white. Her little sword took on the same brilliant light – and Squeee clove down into the monster. The beast exploded into meaty shards, the chunks disappearing as soon as they hit the ground. 


“Ice blast!”


Salanaar fired his bow, hitting one shadow in the arm. Ice spread from the arrow and froze his enemy in place. Squeee bounded up across a rock and whacked the monster with her Chinese sword, and the creature shattered like glass.


Bolas whirred, taking a third monster in the ankles. Liz emerged from the rocks, cut down a fourth enemy, killed the third – and then reclaimed her bolas. The Lizard woman seemed rather pleased. 



Coughing on the dust, Steel clambered across the rocks. She sat down, beating the filth from her normally immaculate clothes.


Squeee popped up from behind a rock.

 “I brought jam sandwiches!”


The white haired girl, tiny unicorn, the elven archer and the lizard woman sat cross legged amongst the fallen statues. They dined happily on Squeee’s jam sandwiches, dried mango slices and chocolate milk. 



Steel used the tail of her gi to wipe the dust from her sword sheath. 


 “Can’t people get killed doing this?”

 “Sure!” Salanaar found that Squeee had packed cold fish fingers in her bags. “But if you’re a friend of Liz’s, she fixes it.”

 “You’ve died?”

 “Twice!” Salanaar saw Steel’s dubious look. “I got better…”


Liz nodded. Steel turned to the lizard. “What about the ones you don’t care about?”


The Lizard gave a sniff that spoke volumes. 



Squeee looked up from shaking salt onto her fish fingers.

 “They’re safe enough if they keep out of the really dangerous dungeons!” Squeee rattled through her saddle bags. “And see – you can find magic stuff that works here and gives you powers. So if you explore around a lot, you get safer!”

 “Magic works here?” Liz nodded. Steel was impressed. “Wow. That’s really cool!”


The chocolate milk made the rounds. Tired but happy, Steel sipped her drink, then passed it on to Salanaar.


Steel quietly regarded the elf. He was bright – always cheerful. Enthralled by the endless beauty of the landscape. He had also finally learned how to fire a bow. Salanaar was a child of Liz’s adventure worlds, and he seemed to be blooming.


Steel passed the man a sandwich.

 “Hey Salanaar. Out of character for a moment – what are you in the real world?”

 “Real world…?” 



It was apparently a strange, strange question. The elf rested on his bow. Searching his memory, he creased his brows in thought. “I… I don’t know. I can’t really remember.” He shrugged. “There’s an office. Computers or something.”

 “You really don’t know?”

 “No.” The man seemed… troubled. He wanted to help. “Does it matter?”

 “Can you remember how you get here? Do you know how it’s done?”

 “Head sets...” Salanaar blinked; remembering was difficult - almost painful. “Like a... a crown.” Salanaar rubbed his temples. “You – you fall asleep – and then you’re here.”

 “That’s all you know?”

 “Yes. Sorry. It’s like – there are rooms in my head I can’t get open.” The elf shrugged. He then looked about the valley floor, breathing deeply. The air smelled sharp, dusty – and full of life. “But I don’t mind. I feel like this is - home.”

 “Because you can go on adventures?”

 “No. Well – yes, but it’s not that…” Salanaar heaved a sigh, looking down the gully. The heads of vast, ancient statues reared into the sky. 


 “It’s different here. I can see things I always wanted to see. And – and there seems to be more to me here.” The elf gave a quick, shy flick of his eyes. “Squeee is teaching me to play guitar. But I’m going to try a harp.”

 “Really?”

 “When I can make one. I’m hoping to find one in an adventure.”


Steel rested her cheek in one hand, looking quietly at the elf.

 “What do you like about our worlds, Salanaar?”

 “What do I love about it?” Salanaar looked out across the sands. His voice fell to a hush. "Do you really want to know?”


Steel looked at him, feeling the quiet strength in his soul. Her voice was hushed and quiet.

 “Please.”

 “Justice.” Salanaar closed his eyes. “Here, nothing good is condemned to hopelessness. No one randomly gets cancer, or has a heart attack. No one get evicted, or has their dreams collapse and die…” He thought about it again. “Your worlds are just. That’s the one thing of perfect beauty that makes them shine.”


The words echoed in a quiet desert wind. With a nod of gratitude to Salanaar, Steel sat down to share lunch with her friends.


Squeee had been digging beneath the collapsed statue. She came dancing out, whooping in jubilation.

 “It was here, in the niche! We found the onyx scarab!” The unicorn was jubilant. She danced about with the gem above her head, and then dragged it down to eye level to peer at it. “Is that Onyx? What does onyx look like?”

 “Um – not sure.” Steel squinted at the gem. “Why do we want an onyx scarab?”

 “Because when we go the tavern, we’ll have more of the scarabs of power than any of the others! That means the others all get to drink to us!” Squeee cavorted happily. “Wheeee! Ha! They can kiss my furry little butt!”


Steel raised one brow in suspicion.

 “Have you been coming here and drinking?”

 “Nnn – maybe!” The little unicorn tried to look innocent. “Just cider!” She waved the scarab. “Anyway, you can only get into dungeons if you have the right coloured scarab!”

 “Ah.” Steel raised her brows. “Where have I heard that before?”


A cold breeze came down the gully. Without looking up, Steel helped herself to another jam sandwich.

 “You are a long way from home, Mister Malden.”


Malden stood atop a fallen block of statuary. His long grey coat and grey hair gleamed in the filtered light. His lace cravat was unstained by sweat. The man leaned on his cane and looked at Steel with mocking interest.

 “As are you, Miss Steel!”

 “In that, you are mistaken.” Steel elegantly indicated the cool, quiet wasteland. “Home is where the heart is.”


A man in a grey business suit stood at Malden’s side – but not in his shadow. The Dreamscape operative removed his sunglasses, and bobbed his head at Steel with a shy smile.


She had seen him before. Malden turned and introduced the man with a roll of his hand.

 “Miss Steel – this is Mister Simon. In view of the... friction… between local persona and management, Dreamscape management have asked Mister Simon to be their liaison with you. A go-between, as it were. I’m sure you will see the benefit to the idea. Dreamscape do wish to be co-operative.” Malden gave a bow. “Wheels shall be greased. Pathways shall be smoothed.”


Steel said nothing. She watched Malden quietly, who leaned forward on his cane.

 “Miss Steel. We do hope we shall have your co-operation? We should not like to insist.”


The girl tilted her head. “But you will if you must?”

 “If we must.”


Steel quietly leaned back against a rock.

 “Because we are all… constructs.”

 “Of course.”

 “Of course.” Steel leaned on her sword. She kept her voice low and pleasant “My costume is always the same, Mister Malden. Always.” Steel tilted her head, watching him like a heron. “What colour is my underwear?”


He smiled. “That is hardly a topic for polite conversation.” 



Malden picked his way down the rocks, followed by his ‘Mister Simon’. His voice echoed from the canyon walls.

 “There have been three character deaths in this world realm today! These are paying customers. We ask that the realm’s maintenance persona.” - Here, Malden tipped a bow towards Liz – “… attend to the matter as soon as possible. We cannot afford to have players blocked from access to the game.”


Liz shifted. It would only be a second before she hit Malden like a maddened buzz saw. Steel raised one finger, and the Lizard sank back down, her war-crest standing as stiff as the quills on a porcupine.


Steel kept her eyes on Malden.

 “You want her to raise the dead?”

 “Makers can raise anyone in their realm if they are willing to expend the energy. I am sure Madam Lizard here will be all the better for a nice long beauty sleep?”


The white-haired child drew in a breath of disappointment.

 “You have forgotten one vital, important thing, Mister Malden.”

 “What?”


Steel looked at him with pleasant insolence.

 “You forgot to say ‘please’..”


He controlled himself. Closing his eyes, sliding a smile onto his face and them looking back at Steel, Malden let the word be dragged out of his lips.

 “Please.”


His hate was palpable. Steel could taste it. And something else. Envy? Steel felt a sudden flare of interest. 



Malden leaned upon his cane.

 “Please, Miss Lizard – will you kindly raise the dead?”


Liz looked to Steel. Steel gave an imperceptible nod. She kept her eyes upon Malden.

 “That isn’t a phrase we’re likely to hear often in life.” Steel regarded her enemy carefully. “I’m sure she will oblige.”


Liz seethed – but she knew Steel’s heart. The Lizard was cold blooded enough to enjoy stalking her prey before she slew. She caught Steel’s thought, and looked at her with an anticipatory gleam in her eye. Slinging her huge black sword over her back, Liz arose.


Salanaar joined her, looking back to Steel.

 “I’ll go with her.” He was one of Liz’s people. He was going to watch over her. “We can go on with the adventure later.”


Steel rose and took Salanaar’s hands in her own cool, pale grasp. She reached up and kissed him on the forehead.

 “Thank you, Salanaar.”


The elf blushed. He looked back at Steel – his eyes full of… something pure. Liz took his hand, turned sideways, and they were gone.


Squeee lay on her tummy, scattering the lunch crumbs carefully amongst a tribe of rather pretty ants. Steel heaved herself to her feet, sliding her sword sheath through her belt with a practised economy of motion. 


 “Mister Simon. I wish I could say that I’m grateful you’re here.” The girl looked sidewise at the man, her brow quirking in thought. “I know you.”

 “We-we have met.” Simon has a shy voice – slightly nervous. Eager – possibly young. He seemed very different from the usual corporate goons. “At the concert. The one up at the griffins.”

 “Mmmm. No – before that.” Steel looked at him, and the memory came. “I gave you a sherbet bomb.”


The young man gave a wry smile.

 “You did indeed. The night of our first inspection tour.” He smiled in reminiscence. The expression completely lit up his face. “I haven’t tasted a sweet like that in years.”

 “Why?” Steel felt puzzled. “Why not?”

 “I suppose I had forgotten to be childish once in a while.”


Simon tipped a nod to Mister Malden, and walked beside Steel for a while. They moved down the canyon to where the spring welled upwards through the sand.


Even here – in the shadows and the quiet – there were dragonflies.


Simon walked with his hands behind his back – strangely nervous as he followed after the self-possessed, serene presence of the little girl.

 “I hope we can... well, work together.”

 “Your company is not a burden, Mister Simon. But the company you and Mister Malden represent might be.”

 “Oh!” Simon looked back down the valley. “Malden’s more of a… consultant. But the company isn’t bad, Miss Steel. We’re just entertainers.”

 “As you like.”


They reached the pool. Filtered light swam through the water to ripple on the sandy bottom. Little tracks in the sand showed where geckos and hopping mice had come to drink. A little sprig of desert wildflowers bloomed at the base of the spring, their brilliant red lighting up the sands.


Simon bobbed down, staring at the flowers – reaching out to touch them with one wondering hand. 


 “You must understand – it is astonishing to find a world so – so vast. So complete! So varied! This is literally a dream come true.”


Steel’s mind worked as coolly as a long legged fly skating upon the stream.

 “Yes. Literally.”

 “In a sense.” Simon touched the water in the pool. Ripples chased out into the light. “Some intellects open entire worlds when they dream. But the worlds close up again once the dream is gone.” The young man looked down the valley, breathing deeply of the cool scents of sand and water. “But this… This is permanent. This thing exists in the eye of very capable, imaginative minds.”

 “And now Mister Malden’s Dreamscape wishes to enslave those minds.”

 “Mister Malden isn’t a part of Dreamscape.” Simon seemed keen to distance himself from Malden. “He is an… associate. Dreamscape wish a relationship with you – not coercion.”

 “This relationship is based upon your threats of erasure and annihilation, Mister Simon.” Steel stopped and looked closely at the young man. “Do you really feel that is a basis for anything but hate?”

 “I’m here to make it right.”

 “Yes.” Steel looked at him. “What have you seen?”

 “Oh – well, the Griffin cliffs, the town… the Red City. Dragon bone. They took me on a tour of one of the safer mausolea…”

 “I see…”


Steel had led them back to Squeee, who sat on the rocks playing idly with the ants. They spoke to her in their simple little language – but then most creatures could speak to Squeee. Malden had gone. As Steel came to kneel beside the little unicorn, Squeee murmured slyly into thin air.

 “I saw something.” The unicorn coiled her tail. “Tell you later.”

 “Yes.” Steel straightened. “We might take the chance to show something special to our guest.”


She looked over to Simon, who stood staring down the canyon in wonder. “Mister Simon! Can you fly?”

 “What?”

 “I asked ‘can you fly’? An aeroplane?”

 “No.” The man seemed nonplussed. “Why?”

 “It means that someone else will have to take stick. Do you mind having Squeee in your lap? No?” Steel held out one hand. “Let’s go then.”


Squeee leapt up and happily took Steel’s hand. Simon did the same, his face full of questions. Steel drew in a long, deep breath - felt a smile form in her soul – then looked into the sky.

 



Dislocation

 



 “Christ!”


The voice came through ear phones in Steel’s leather helmet. An oxygen mask was clamped to her face. She sat in her cockpit, feeling the hum and purr of the engine – the ripple of the aeroplane as it rose through the winds. The cockpit had a smell of aviation kerosene mingled with the scent of a nice, new car…


Two aircraft rode through the sky side by side. They were gleaming tadpole shapes with a single jet behind the cockpits, and split tails. Steel flew a jet-black machine that had droll, sly eyes painted on its nose. A few meters away, Squeee and Mister Simon shared a single jet. Squeee’s aeroplane was painted pink, with a shark mouth grinning at the bows.


In the other cockpit, Simon tore away his oxygen mask. He seemed shocked by the change of place. He planted his hands on the cockpit glass, pressing at it – patting his environment to see if it was real. He peered down and out towards the ground, which was at least eight thousand meters below.


Squeee flew competently, her little forelimbs gripping the joystick. Her flying helmet had holes cut for her horn and her long ears.


Steel rolled her head idly over to gaze at the other plane. Her voice drifted out onto the radio.

 “These are the Heinkel ‘Salamander’. A very beautiful thing. It was called the ‘volksjager’ – the people’s fighter. An all wooden jet.” Steel felt her aircraft ride ripples in the air. “I don’t know how I know – but I know.”

 “You just… know?”


The girl felt the strange, content swimming of her mind.

 “An ordered memory can be a poor thing. Facts are there when I need them, for all the important things. Things of character. Things of taste and meaning….” She gave a quiet smile. “My mind is like a magic eight ball, Mister Simon. When you shake it, and you look inside, strange little gems come floating upwards from the dark…”


She looked at the aircraft, and caressed it slowly.

 “I am… content.”


They cruised onwards – the jet engines strangely quiet. The hulls vibrated softly as they slipped beneath the clouds.


Simon fumbled his mask onto his face and managed to find the radio.

 “I don’t understand. These aeroplanes were just up here? Just waiting for us?”

 “No, Mister Simon. I made them. They are here because I willed them to be here. They are present because it is right that they be present.”

 “My God.”

 “The effect is somewhat similar.” Steel rolled her head to look up at the clouds above. “The trick is to keep a sense of proportion.”


The aircraft rode unseen currents in the sky - graceful and at peace inside the infinite blue.


Simon’s voice drifted in over the radio.

 “I see.” The radio crackled. The aircraft gleamed. “Why are we here?”

 “Because the view is splendid. Because I want to fly.” Steel felt herself give a lift of her shoulder. “Because we want to show you a hint of what we can do.”


Below them, the world spread out in its glory. Griffin Town was a place of little streets and dappled sun. There were fields of flowers – sunflower paddocks, meadows, and the forests. The sea gleamed up ahead.

 “This is our place, Mister Simon. We built this out of love.”


The headlands at the far end of the bay, opposite the old castle, now had a lovely little airfield. There were aircraft waiting in a line beneath an old patched windsock. A Focke-Wulf ‘Dora’ – A Spitfire Twenty-four. A pair of Albatross DVa’s from World War One, one painted pink and the other one jet black. Tabitha would have a bar at the aerodrome now. There would be more people there – some fellow pilots, perhaps a barkeep. Newcomers and Maskers would come…. Maybe the God-Fish would drop in and play?


Lovely. It was such a pure pleasure to be in the air….


Simon’s voice was filled with awe.

 “You can do this. Just… build?”

 “It will cost me, Mister Simon. I will sleep for a long, long time. But there was energy from the concerts. I seem to flood with a great deal of power when I give something out to other people.” The aircraft made a long, slow turn above the glorious forest. “It’s all a matter of holding everything just there, inside your soul.”


The air outside the hulls was cold. Little vapour trails of condensation formed behind them, etching ghostly paths in the sky. But then they rose up, up through thin cloud, and sun glinted like starfire from their wings. The majestic griffin statues reared from a sea of mists, and the skies were utterly pure…

 “Mister Simon – let me show you something. Squeee, let him take the stick.” Steel rolled her head to look out of her cockpit at the aircraft beside her. Its painted shark teeth gleamed. “I want you to try the controls.”


Simon’s head looked down at his instruments in panic. “We’ll crash!”

 “Why? We’re here with you.” Steel’s voice was calm and firm. “That’s it – just gently. Flying an aeroplane is a little like riding a motorcycle in three dimensions. Don’t be too tight. Relax. Keep your mind focused on the feel of the air.”


Gingerly, carefully, Simon took the controls. The aeroplane wavered, and then settled in its path. Steel banked away and made a beautiful climbing turn. Simon followed her, with Squeee’s glee ringing in their ears.


The aircraft levelled out. Simon’s voice was filled with triumph.

 “I can do it!”


Steel nodded, feeling wise. “Of course you can. You just never tried before.”


Simon pulled the mask from his face. He looked out of his cockpit, across to stare at the girl.

 “I can fly.” His voice was hushed and quiet. “I’d forgotten how much I’d always wanted to...”


Steel quietly met his eyes.

 “This is just a place, Mister Simon.” Steel’s voice drifted like the clear, flawless clouds. “Most of us lose things in life. But here, when the soul is free, there is always a chance. A chance to find all those things that were lost. Lost heart. Lost love. Lost innocence – even lost wits.” The girl turned so that her masked face looked across to Smith. “It is a place to be new again…”


The aircraft gently banked, sliding silently through the sky.

 “Just look into the clouds, and who knows what you might see?”


The bay gleamed like silver in the sunlight. Far below, Tabitha’s flying boat was beginning a takeoff run out in the perfect waters of the bay. Terns kept pace with her as the Catalina cut a long, straight furrow in the water. Faster and faster – the terns left behind, until she left the water and climbed up into the sky.


The radio crackled in Steel’s ears.

 “Where is she going?”

 “To the magic islands. To the lake of flowers. To anywhere she wants to go.” Steel felt a hush creep into her voice.

 “Mister Simon – where do you think she should go…?”


There was silence for a moment. Simon’s voice finally came hesitantly into Steel’s earphones.

 “Are there any statues on the islands?”

 “Yes…” Steel made it happen. “East – where we never go. An island that’s cool and covered in mist. The rocks are green, like old, fine jade… And the lake in the middle has a huge stone king staring at his reflection in the silence….”

 “Can we land there?”

 “Of course.” Steel rolled her head to look at Simon – then gave a smile.

 “Let’s keep her company.”


The aircraft dove smoothly down to criss-cross behind Tabitha’s path. They flew up to soar beside her as the aircraft rose above the waves. Tabitha smiled for them – finally having company in the air. The three aircraft rose and banked away towards a misty sky.


Sometimes, it just takes a little space – a little time….

 



 




In the realms of the Makers, time was a relative thing. But later – much later, Steel and Squeee crawled into their beloved bed. It had been a day of making – exhausting and wonderful. Mister Simon had been utterly entranced.


In a land of moss, of mists and island shores, his dreams had come alive….


Bed was welcome – oh so very welcome. Smelling freshly of warm bath and a sleepy mind, Squeee turned back the covers. She trod around and around to make herself a nest, giving an enormous yawn.


Steel stepped out of her hakama and hung them in the closet. She slung her gi onto the floor. When she woke up, she was going to have to remember to do the wash.


She stood there in her underpants. Looking at Steel’s bottom, Squeee repressed a yawn.

 “White with dancing dinosaurs.” Squeee nodded. “Thought so!”

 “Yep.” Steel slung her pants off, then undid her hair bow. She tied her hair back into a pony tail for sleep. “The evidence is mounting. These people know too little about us to have ever been involved in making us.”

 “Thought so!”


Squeee tugged on the cord to the light switch, and plunged the lovely old house into darkness. Moonlight shone through the windows to glimmer from their little stream.


Steel slipped into bed. The sheets were cool and pleasing – smooth cotton that smelled of ironing. There were few things to match the pleasure of sliding naked between clean sheets. Steel swished out her hair, snuggled down – and settled Squeee in against her belly.


Squeee luxuriated in Steel’s touch.

 “Steel?”

 “Yes Squeee?”

 “Tomorrow, let’s be grown up.” The unicorn adoringly caressed her mane back into Steel’s neck. “We can go onto a golden galley, and just drift along drinking purple wine beneath the clouds.”

 “Tomorrow?”

 “Tomorrow.” The unicorn settled happily, giving a great big yawn. “Today we’re small.”


They lay together, listening to the wonderful sounds of night. Crickets in their big gum trees. The distant ’chip’ of little bats. Water softly bubbling in the stream.


Squeee rested happily.

 “I saw Malden leave the gully. He thinks I’m a toy, so he ignores me. I followed him up into the sand.” The unicorn gave a snuff of pleasure in her own cleverness. “Malden turned sideways. He can move the way we do. The Dreamscape people and the Newcomers can’t.”


Steel felt the dawning of a revelation.

 “He’s a Maker.”

 “From another world.”


There was a long silence. Finally, the little unicorn spoke into the dark.

 “I don’t think we’re computer programs, Steel.”

 “No. Which means they lied.”

 “Yes.” Squeee sounded sleepy. “Thought so…”

 “If Malden’s a Maker, then he must have a place of his own. Why would he want to interfere in ours?”


Squeee had the answer.

 “That’s easy. We want because we covet. We covet because we see something we can’t make for ourselves.”


Steel thought about it, and was satisfied.

 “Goodnight, Squeee”

 “Goodnight Steel. I love you.”

 “I love you, Squeee.”


Quiet settled on the comfortable old house, and sleep came without dreams…

 



 






 



 




Chapter 13

 



 



 




Malden was speaking to Amanda Foxen.

 




The two of them walked. Amanda’s posture seemed bitter - full of resentment. Whirring along on their beautiful bicycle, Steel and Squeee drifted to a halt beneath the jacaranda trees. The life of the streets of Griffin Town hid them from Amanda’s view.


Malden made an understanding noise. He gripped Amanda’s shoulder, and then walked off into the crowds. Amanda whirled away from him - angered, upset. Torn? Steel gave a frown and started her bicycle forward, gliding down the footpath until she arrived beside the fox.


Squeee sat in the bicycle’s basket. She had been collecting gumnuts and huge great furry protea blossoms. She waved happily toward Amanda, offering her a flower the size of a fuzzy football. 


 “Hi!” The little unicorn was full of smiles. “We found bumblebees!”

 “Bumblebees.” Amanda visibly pulled her thoughts into focus. “Yes.”

 “Big as golfballs! With real fur!” Squeee clambered out of the basket and down onto the ground. “They’re in the meadow where the Carousel ponies live. They’ve got long pink tongues!”


Squeee pranced happily over to a drinks cart run by a wandering mummy from Liz’s world; the mummy cart always had birch beer on ice. She paid the mummy with a big bronze coin filched from a dungeon.


Left with Amanda, Steel leaned on her handlebars. She looked out into the street crowds, her eyes full of thought.

 “Malden... Yes - Mister Malden. Not quite like the Dreamscape people, is he?”


Amanda whipped her face around in guilt and anger.

 “What makes you say that?”

 “An inkling.” The white child looked at Amanda, her eyes quietly wondering. “What did he want?”


The fox turned her long nose away.

 “What does it matter what he wants?” She shrugged a shoulder. “You’re the ones in charge.”


Looking sick, the fox pushed away. She walked back down the street, leaving Squee and Steel staring after her in silent dismay.


Little Squeee wilted her ears.

 “It is always that hard - making a baby, I mean?”

 “I’m ten! How would I know?” Steel felt lost. She was losing Amanda. The fox had slipped away from her somehow - and it hurt. Steel wanted it all to be just peaceful and free as it had been before. “She hardly speaks to Anton any more...”


The little unicorn sat up on her haunches, resting her chin upon one front hoof in thought.

 “We should find out more about the world.” She nodded. “When we know about the world, we know about ourselves. When we know about ourselves, then we might know how to make people happy.”


It was a good idea. Steel gave a sigh, and tried to start her day afresh.

 “So what do we do?”

 “We make a chocolate cake.” Squeee nodded wisely, then clambered back up onto the bicycle. “The kind with cream cheese icing and jam in the middle.”


The unicorn clearly had a plan. Steel gave her friend a salute, and pedalled off towards the store.

 



 ***

 




It was a mountain!


Steel and Squeee’s worlds did not have true mountains. Not like this! These ones were vast, soaring things with razorback ridges and snow upon the peaks – glaciers and thundering icy streams. The two friends stood in the snow, their breaths jetting about them like dragon-steam, and stared about themselves in wonder.


A glacier reared overhead. Standing small and cold beneath its shadow, Steel looked up at the ice and stared.


And in staring, she remembered….

 “Squeee.” Excited, Steel dared not press too hard in hunting the memory. “Squeee - I remember a glacier! The melt-water lake was - was aqua-blue…” Steel stared blankly at the ice. “Silver birches. There was a whole forest of them – silent and gleaming. And… midnight sun…”


The little unicorn had pounced into the snow. She lollopped around, her glad little cries echoing out over the ice.

 “Finland! We were in Finland!”

 “Finland…” Steel let the word settle slowly and delicately in her mind. “What is Finland?”

 “Dunno – but we were there! In a campervan.” Squeee flung herself into a snow drift and made a snow angel. Her laugh was pure beauty. “Snow! I like snow!”


At the edge of the nearby lake, there stood a huge complex of buildings made from modest grey stone. A monastery bell rang, its boom echoing out into the snowy valley. Outside the buildings, a man in black monk’s robes raised a flag to show that teaching was being offered. 



Steel held a chocolate cake – a great big thing Squeee had baked that morning. She could not really join Squeee in the snow. They moved onwards, walking through snow that was deep enough to make a pleasant crunch beneath the feet. Tail high and breath puffing, Squeee led the way up to the monastery and bowed to the Monk standing at the gate.

 “Hi-eeeeeee!” The unicorn sat up on her haunches, pleased as punch. “Is the old boy in?”


Apparently quite used to visitors, the Monk made a bow and indicated the main courtyard, where the bell still hummed. Steel bowed serenely in return, and tried to catch the unicorn before she ate something she shouldn’t.


There were monks here - many of them human, but some of them had other shapes and forms. Maskers moved down the colonnades, walking with the soft, velvet tread of dreamers. Above the monastery walls, mountain peaks were rimmed with light as a new day dawned. Squeee and Steel stood staring up at the stark, clear beauty, and their hearts were full of smiles.


Abbot Sun walked the colonnade of the main courtyard, ushering monks and students. He saw his new guests and beamed, spreading wide his arms.

 “My friends from the dream empire! How delightful to see you.”


Steel bowed. Before she could speak, Squeee had bounded up into the old Monk’s arms.

 “I made a cake!”

 “So you have!” Sun bowed to Steel. “Steel san – it is a pleasure to see you again.”

 “I am honoured. We hope we do not disturb you.” Steel’s hair and gi were as white as the mountain snow. “We have come here as part of an experiment. We are studying the worlds.”

 “A good thought. And what have you found?”

 “Silver birch trees, and a midnight sun…” Steel’s voice dropped to a murmur. “A quiet, perfect evening in a campsite filled with swings. The smell of a gas stove in an old camper van…”


Abbot Sun nodded his head. “Those are discoveries worth treasuring.”


Sunlight struck the black rocks of the mountain, making the stones gleam like wet obsidian. The Abbot, Squeee and Steel turned and gazed at it in silence, feeling the bite of the sharp mountain air.

 “It reminds me of your friend the Lizard’s scales.” Abbot Sun spoke with awe in his voice. “Your concerts – so alien. So powerful. What was that instrument she was so potent upon?”

 “Piano.” Liz’s hide had shone like ebony; Her face and hands transformed when she played, becoming pure embodiments of passion and concentration. Steel thought that might be how she looked when she made love. “She has a soul as clear and pure as steel.”

 “That is why your worlds are as they are.”


Students were gathering in the halls. There were perhaps a thousand of them – the place absolutely thronged. The Abbot walked with Steel and Squeee towards the podium.

 “The travellers are arriving. Many dream walkers come here. I teach them as best I can.”

 “Dream walkers?” Steel looked to the throngs of Maskers who converged quietly on the hall. “Maskers?”

 “Yes – that is a good word for them. They never speak, but they come to us because they need. They are drawn to us in their dreams.”

 “I don’t dream…” Steel felt slow realisation dawn. “I don’t dream!”

 “That is because Makers already have what they need.” The Monk looked upon his Maskers with love. “But there is another place, where need is great. Where the mind casts about for something more. And when they sleep, they sometimes move into lands beyond the self. They come to us.”

 “Dreamers!” Squeee was fascinated. “That explains a lot. And when they really really like a place, they take on form and they stay!”

 “Sometimes they stay forever.” The old Monk led his visitors through crowds of his students. “They take form here and never leave. And that is the honour. Of all the possibilities, they have chosen what we have made to call their soul’s home.”


Steel froze. Somewhere stark within her was an image. A tearing pain. A savage nightmare tearing her apart.

Pain.


Hate.


Triumph.


Regret….


Steel felt realisation clamp an ashen hand about her heart. 


 “They died. They died – and lived on here.”


The old Monk looked at the girl in sorrow, sensing her pain.

 “Yes, Steel. I believe there is a core world from which these people come. A world of pain. A world of disappointment and regret. But some few souls come here into the other worlds, searching for the things they know that they have lost.”


It seemed to fall into place inside Steel’s soul. Squeee listened to the old man, snowflakes glistening in her mane – her little face serious. She looked up into Steel’s eyes with a face full of love.


Steel felt herself falling.

 “We are not a computer program.” 



Steel sat down on a step. Her legs were suddenly drained of life. She looked down at the snow, feeling it crunch beneath her feet. Her skin tingled with the cold.

 




The wind that blew through her long white hair was cold and pure....

 




She sat there in the snow. When she spoke, her voice was almost a whisper.

 “Are we dead?”

 “You are pure Makers.” Master Sun sat down. “As to your origins, I cannot speak. But let me tell you what I have observed. What I believe.”


Abbot Sun sat down in the snow with Steel and Squeee. Far, far behind them, a thousand monks murmured softly in meditation. A distant bell rang.


The old Monk spoke with a voice that drifted like falling snow.

 “Soul is not a thing of brain, or blood, or memory. Soul is. And we here, are souls. We have come into a world where soul takes form.”


The Old Man sighed.

 “I believe that there are souls too thin to survive. They have no sense of glory or of wonder. No ability to create, or to share. They wither. They dissipate like mist upon the winds… Gone into absolute oblivion.

 “The soul is a thing made through effort. It is not a thing owned by sheer birthright.”


Abbot Sun ground the end of his staff into the snow.

 “Perhaps we are born with a soul. But most seem somehow to lose it. So few seem to have the force, the love and wonder needed to go on. But here I teach. And here, many come to live.” The sound of the monks at prayer was soothing and beautiful. “Dreamers, wanderers - the living and the dead. All these hundreds – they are all seekers. They have chosen to make this their home – so use this as a station upon their journey.”


Squeee looked up at the man in wonder. “The journey where?”


The old Monk rose to his feet. He held out his hand to help Steel rise, and collected Squeee in the crook of his arm. He quietly led his visitors past the teaching hall, down, down a long colonnade fragrant with incense. They moved into a world soft with carpets and warm with hidden fires.


There, in a hall forever soft and quiet, the lohans lay.


There were seven of them. Men, women – even a child. All dressed in monks robes, and all sleeping softly in total peace. A Monk watched over them, bowing warmly to Sun as he quietly brought his visitors into the room.


Seven sleepers. Master Sun looked at them in quiet, abiding love.

 “What was your experiment today, Steel?”

 “To see if our bodies go with us when we go to another Maker’s world.” Steel breathed the clean air with its hint of incense. “The others are waiting.”

 “Then you will find that you have left your bodies behind. You are feeling tired? That is because you have had to manifest here.” The monk walked quietly along the row of sleepers. “In your own world, you have fallen asleep. Your active mind has come here, to my world – to your image of me. You have created a body – and here you are.” He hefted Squeee, clearly loving her. “Now you are here, your next visit can use the same body. Re-manifesting is always easier.”


Steel thought carefully. “When we go, we will leave bodies here asleep, like these?”

 “No. No – you will just – go.” The old monk smiled. “Your sleeping bodies are back in your proper place - in your own realm.”


Master Sun leaned on his staff, looking quietly down at the little girl and the unicorn.

 “Realms are important. A Maker cannot die forever in their own world. The world is a part of them. They will grow back out of their own realm.” He flicked a smiling eye to Squeee. “Although in your case, there is a swifter way. As long as your world is your world, you will dwell in it forever.”


Steel looked at the still bodies of the sleeping acolytes.

 “So these are travellers who have managed to leave here and go to visit other worlds?”


The old man sat down beside one of the sleepers – a young man – and stroked his sleeping face.

 “These are the lohans. These are students who came to me, to study – to learn. To find their soul’s strength.” There was sheer love in his voice.

 “They found it. Each of these has ascended. They became a Maker. They have gone to found their own world. And they did not have to die - they merely abandoned these shells - and so I care for them. When they wish to return, the journey will be so much easier.”

 “Ah.” Steel was slowly gaining a better grip upon the rules. “So what happens if you travel to a world where your body is actually dead?”

 “Unless you are in the eye of the realm’s Maker, it is impossible to manifest. And there is trauma. Great trauma.” The Monk sighed. “I have met some who died in their original world. They retained enough memories to try and go back. Some did not survive the shock of manifestation.”


The sleeping Lohans seemed utterly at peace. Squeee and Steel looked at the row of bodies in quiet awe.

“So it can happen like that? You can just... become a Maker?”

“For the lucky few, realisation does not require death. That is why I teach. That is our highest hope. We must give a home to the worthy, seeking souls. We must help others to become Makers.” Abbot Sun ran a hand over Squeee’s beautiful soft mane. “That is the real gift that we can give. At one hand is oblivion. At the other – pure freedom. We can help others to achieve what we have. New worlds blooming. Souls freed and given… everything.”


The Abbot leaned on his staff, looking into the faces of his guests with eyes that were deep and pure.

 “Love is a candle flame. The light passes, kindling light-to-light, spreading outwards as long as we cherish it. As long as we care.”


Steel felt tired. This place had cost her much energy to enter – energy she had not built back up properly since making the airfield and the new island. She looked haggard, and Squeee gave a yawn. 



The old Abbot nodded.

 “Yes. I know.” He rose. “But it will be easier to come back. And here, you will always be in the Maker’s heart.”


Still on the ground, Steel and Squeee made a bow.

 “Thank you, Master Sun, for your teaching.”

 “It would have come to you both in time.” The old man looked at them, nodding softly. “Most worlds are smaller than the ones that you five share. Your synergy is unique. For the best of reasons.” Abbot Sun bowed. “Farewell.”


Steel picked up Squeee, leaving the chocolate cake for Master Sun. She suddenly gave a scowl.

 “But we brought a cake!”

 “You brought the image of a cake. The original cake will be back where you are asleep.” Master Sun sampled the frosting with his finger, and made a beatific smile. “Nirvana means having your cake, and eating it too…”


Steel and Squeee turned sideways – and were gone…

 



 ***


 

Wind.

 




At the edge of the airfield, the hill dropped away into a quiet, deep blue ocean. To the right, Griffin Town lay basking in the golden sun. Long cat-tailed grasses whispered as the breeze caressed the ground. The hill slopes rippled as air currents ran back and forth across the grass.


The five Makers simply sat, staring out into the blue. Lizard, bird, girl and unicorn, with the beautiful God-Fish hovering just above.


The wind blew softly, tugging at tiny, distant wisps of sound.


Steel sat with Squeee in her arms. She stared quietly out into the void.

 “I remember pain.” She looked away from Squeee. “I remember hatred.”

 “I remember triumph.” Silk spoke like a man recalling a distant, long forgotten dream. “Honour.”


For the first time, Liz actually spoke. Her voice hissed - feminine, serpentine, and full of dark, dark joy.

 “Blood. Vengeance.” The lizard flexed her claws. “Kills!”


Sitting in Steel’s arms, Squeee could only look lost and frightened. She looked anxiously up at Steel.

 “I don’t remember anything at all.”

 “No Squeee. You were long gone by then.” Steel rested her face against her beloved. “We sent you away so you could be safe.”

 “Don’t cry.”

 “I’m sorry, Squeee.” Steel quietly ran fingers through the Unicorn’s beautiful mane. “It hurts.”


Silk looked quietly down the hillside.

 “What happened?”


The white-haired girl closed her eyes. She felt the cold presence in her stomach again.


- A blade. She could remember the texture of it - the push of ramming it into herself. Freedom - glory. Hatred. The triumphant spit of her last breath into the face of... what?

 



Seppuku...

 



 “I was free of this.” Steel’s voice fell to a whisper. “I don’t want this with me anymore.”


Silk leaned on his staff, his beautiful head bowed.

 “It was the three of us. Liz, you - and I...” He looked up. “The three inside the one.”

Inside the one...


Steel sighed.

 “We all share things other Makers don’t. We share worlds.”


Silk looked to Steel - his eyes searching and beautiful. “Were we the same person?”

 “Different... facets? Different... parts.” Steel closed her eyes. She could feel Liz, Squeee, Silk, and even the God-Fish, as a sort of music in her soul. “The many in the one.”

 




- The lizard; brooding - full of explosive violence.


- Silk; the extravert. Charisma and camaraderie. The performer.


- Steel... the dogged creator?


... And Squeee. Dear, beautiful Squeee. Pure, innocent joy. Pure creativity.

 




Who then, was the God-Fish? The binding mind? The observer? Steel looked up at the great fish, who looked back down at her in love. She reached up to gently touch the fish upon the fins.


Squeee looked at the others, feeling lost and sad.

 “Silk - are we really dead?”

 “No darling. I think we’re properly born.” The girl caressed the sad little unicorn. “The rest of us did something that set us all free. It brought us to this place - where you could become all the things you ever dreamed of being.”


Squeee looked up at the others in love.

 “Was it hard, what you did?”

 “Yes, Squeee. It was hard.” Steel cuddled her love against her heart. “But it’s all over now. And now we’re free.”

 “Thank you for bringing me here, Steel.”

 “Thank you for being here, Squeee...” Steel folded her little friend against her heart. “I love you.”


They sat together for a long, quiet time. The wind blew out over the dreamscapes of their shared imagination - places built with love and effort, and pure force of will. A place that had generated its own precious life. The Nilf, Steel’s animal people and the triffids - Liz’s townsfolk and monsters. These had gone beyond a mere backdrop. They had blossomed into people; independent personalities.


Free souls...


The God-Fish swirled his fins, and seemed to close his eyes and listen to the breeze. Steel looked up at him, listening to the feelings on the wind.

 “Reality is not a single universe. Every mind makes its own. Some of us - the firm of soul - can survive within those worlds once we die elsewhere.” She looked up at the fish. “I think that ability is all too rare.”

 “Makers are the world builders.” Silk turned, beautiful in the afternoon sun. “Maskers are the souls who yearn...”

 “The good Makers are here for them. We can help them grow.” Steel slowly rose to look down at the town. “What we do here could decide the fate of countless worlds...”


Liz’s long tail gave and expressive thrash. She jerked her chin towards the distant town in an obvious question. Jerking her chin towards Malden - towards Dreamscape.


Silk nodded.

 “What is going on here? Who are ‘Dreamscape’?”

 “I think they’re from the baseline world. They have a power - a technology they shouldn’t have.” Steel caressed Squeee. “Someone’s found a way into our reality. They’re letting people in - letting them manifest here somehow. They’re selling it as a service. To them, this is just a game.” The girl looked towards the town.

 “Scavengers.” Silk rose, proud, aquiline and dangerous. He checked his sword. “Someone is trying to sell condominiums in our afterlife.”


Squeee bit her lower lip.

 “Mister Simon seems nice. I like him.”

 “They’ve lied to us to try and control us, Squeee.” Steel was unhappy. “They told us we were computer programs.”

 “Maybe that’s what Mister Simon was really told?”

 “It could be...”


Silk stood beside Liz, caressing her battle crest.

 “Who is Malden? What is his purpose here?” 


 “Mister Simon feels a great aversion to him. He keeps stressing that Malden is not a part of Dreamscape - that he is only an associate.” Steel felt puzzled. “But if he’s a Maker, why is he bothering? Surely he can create whatever he wants in a world of his own?”


Silk’s eyes narrowed. “Perhaps not. Through Dreamscape, he must be finding something he wants. Something he can’t gain elsewhere.” Silk clicked his beak together, unhappy with making mere suppositions. “He may be more dangerous than Dreamscape.”


Behind them, the aerodrome’s windsock swelled and lifted in the breeze. Liz’s new aeroplane stood outside of the hangars; a Kyushu “Shinden” that gleamed a glorious shark-mouthed blue. Lean and predatory, the pusher-prop aircraft stood like a hunter dozing watchfully between kills.


Silk heaved a weary sigh.

 “Should we look at other options? We can create new worlds. We can simply evacuate these and go.”


Steel turned. The girl turned, her pink eyes looking grim and savage. “What about them? What happens to our people?”

 “We can take them with us. All those who want to leave can come with us.”

 “And what’s to stop Dreamscape invading us again and again? We’d end up as fugitives, with all hope of peace and love and beauty gone forever.” Steel’s hair whipped in the mountain breeze. “I want Amanda’s child to have the gift of tadpoles, rope swings and the castle hill. I want our people to enjoy the Red City’s streets, and watch the golden galleys gliding out across the sea.

 “These are the worlds of our hearts. These are the gifts we made to share with other souls in peace.” Steel’s small hand rested on her sword. “It is time we fought for them.”


Silk spoke quietly to the breeze.

 “My world is one of learning and glory. Yours is one of quiet places and pure wonder. If we mar them with combat, will these worlds ever be the same?”

 “Not the same – but perhaps more precious.” Steel stood framed against the sea, the wind and sky. “Like all other things, these worlds were born in blood and pain. Blood is love.”


At the far end of the hangars, back where the bar and offices stood, a VW schwimwagen clattered madly up over the rise. Wulff was driving, and Tabitha stood in the passenger’s seat. She saw Steel and waved frantically. The amphibious car jounced out over the runway and skidded to a halt. Tabitha vaulted from the vehicle to run breathlessly over towards Steel.

 “Steel! They’re taking it! They’re taking the Cat!”


Squeee was held in the crook of Steel’s arms. Steel’s sword hilt gleamed in the sun.

 “Who’s taking the Cat?”

 “The Dreamscapers!” Wulff was breathless. “They’re trying to take Tab’s Catalina away!”


Steel had a Japanese drinking flask made from giant bamboo. She quietly poured the girls a drink, while Squeee came to climb up onto the schwimwagen. Tabitha drank raggedly - too upset to speak. Wulff - large, wolven and ferocious - quaffed her drink and managed to draw breath.

 “Dreamscapers! Tab went out to the flying boat to make a trip, and the Dreamscapers have taken it over. They have big security guys on the dock - and their own pilot, their own crew. They say the Catalina is a company asset, and will be run on a company timetable, on company rules.” Wulff looked scared. “Steel - they have crossbows! There’s some of them hiding in ambush in the boat shed. I think they were hoping we’d summon you!”


Steel looked quietly to Silk.

 “It’s begun.”


The white-haired girl came forward. She took Wulff by both hands and reached up to kiss her.

 “Stay here. Keep Tabitha safe. If there’s trouble, think of the God-Fish. He’ll come and look after you.”


Silk stood, his sword cane in his hands, looking elegant and beautiful. He shimmered - and changed aspects into the beautiful bird of gold and flame. He looked to the women and gave an intelligent, delicious smile.

 “Squeee, my angel, they do not seem to recognise you as a Maker quite yet. Perhaps you should remain your usual delightful self.” He extended hands towards Liz and Steel. “Ladies?”


Steel shifted into her adult aspect. She loosened her sword in its sheath, checked the fall of her sheath chords, and rolled back her sleeves.

 “Let’s go.”


Liz nodded softly, and then turned sideways. With her sword slung across her back, the lizard disappeared. 



Silk held out one hand to Steel, bowing his most swashbuckling bow.

 



 “He either fears his fate too much, or holds himself too small.



Who fears to put it to the touch, to win or lose it all...”


 





Steel looked at him and shook her head.

 “Silk - you are an embarrassment to us.”

 “Aaaah - But you always thrived on me...” Silk gave a smile. “Come! Let us cross the Rubicon...”

 




Dislocation.

 




The Griffin Town jetty; deep water at the end - coral shallows to the left, the estuary to the right. The tram stop and its row of little cafes, fish-and-chip shops, the book shop, all just touched with the first golden slant of evening light. 



The long jetty was home to a tribe of seagulls and pretty little terns. The U-Boat lay at rest. Her crew of Otters were up in the conning tower, keeping a hostile watch on the Dreamscapers at the end of the pier. The Otters saw Silk and Steel arrive, and gave short nods of welcome. All of the crewmen clearly had clubs hidden just behind the rails.


At the far end of the jetty, Tabitha’s flying boat rocked at its moorings. Four huge men in grey suits armed with crossbows and black, utilitarian katanas stood at the gangway to the boat. A Dreamscape official in the ubiquitous grey suit and dark glasses stood waiting.


Interestingly enough, there were four more men standing slightly back from the flying boat. Lean, muscular young men in their twenties - all except one who stood at the rear, who had a beard and grey-speckled hair. All four were armed with katanas.


The boat shed at the far end of the jetty had an air of falsehood about it. Steel slipped her gaze in its direction.

 “Three or four of them. Probably with crossbows.”

 “They seem to reserve the worst of their hostility for you.” Silk preened his pinions idly. “Perhaps I should go and speak to the gentlemen at the gang plank?”

 “Why you?”

 “Your own rather unique response to authority figures might not quite be in order...”


Steel wrinkled her nose. She put Squeee down on the jetty beside her. “Very well. If trouble starts, I’ll jump in and take out those sword guys. They look dangerous.”


Silk seemed put out. “Why you?”

 “Because you’re all flash and flurry, and I actually know what I’m doing.”

 “Ah - fair enough!”

 “Can I do the boat shed! Can I do the boat shed!” Squeee danced with excitement. “Ooooh - I have the coolest idea! Go on - please...!”

 “Alright, you little psychopath. But be careful.” Steel looked quietly about. “Malden will be watching. Keep an eye out. Don’t take him on alone.”


With no more said, Silk sauntered off down the jetty, using his sword cane as a walking stick. With his long tail gleaming and his beautiful , suave pose, he looked like the Sun King out for an evening stroll. The bird strutted along on his clawed, sturdy feet, blithely uncaring of the crossbows trained on him from ahead.


The Dreamscape official kept to one side, out of the line of fire. He was a huge man - square and looming, with close-cropped hair and a telescoping steel club at his belt. He jerked his chin towards Silk as the bird ambled happily towards them.

 “Keep back. This is a company facility.”

 “Ah? I was not aware!” Silk kept right on walking, happily opening out his arms. “But where is the good captain? Dear Tabitha! I had so wanted to ask for a trip out to the islands.”

 “This is no longer her aircraft.” The official kept hard eyes on Silk. “Stop where you are!”

 “But I am unarmed!” Silk held out his arms, one hand holding his stick. He was quite obviously naked. “We cannot shout like fools!” He came a last two steps - and was within two meters of the four crossbowmen and the official. “There - much better.”


Standing back, the four swordsmen kept one eye on Steel at the far end of the jetty, and one eye on the conversation. Each man fingered his sword hilt.


The Official glowered. “There is nothing to be discussed. We insist that you leave.”

 “There is a great deal to be discussed.” Silk spoke as if to a none-too-bright child. “The plane is emphatically Tabitha's. It was made for her. Can you explain how it has changed ownership without her consent?”

 “Those are our instructions.”

 “But these go against the accord that was so delicately reached with your management.” Silk turned to look back at the shore. He pivoted, coming an extra half meter closer to the men. “Perhaps you could explain? What precisely were your instructions?”

 “To secure company property.” The Official fingered his lethal steel club. “To kill anyone who interferes, or who might interfere.”

 “Ah!” Silk seemed relieved. “Well morally speaking, that makes everything just so much easier?”


The Official frowned. “Makes what easier?”

 “This.”


Silk drew his sword in a blinding streak. The katana blade disembowelled one man, cut the hands off the second, decapitated the third, then cut the bow-cord of the fourth man’s crossbow. Crossbow bolts fired off at random, slicing splinters from the jetty or piercing the sky. Silk’s sword whirled, killing the handless man, then splitting the head of the man with the broken crossbow. 



The blade briefly stuck. Screaming, the official whipped his steel club downwards. Silk abandoned his sword, ducked, span, and tore the Official’s groin open with the savage talons of his left foot. The Official staggered - Silk whipped the sword out of his last victim’s head and decapitated the official, all in one smooth blow.


Steel was already on her way.


She whirled sideways and was suddenly amongst the swordsmen. One screamed and almost parried, but she sliced a perfect strike into the join between his shoulder and his neck. His blood exploded outwards like a fountain, and he was down. A second man was on her, screaming, his blade whipping down towards her skull. Steel made a side step, severed the man’s leading hand, then leapt forward to kill the man in a repeat of her first blow.


A sword cut at her. On her knees, she took the sword in a perfect parry, cut for the man’s hip - felt the blow parried - cut again and drove him back. He was a good enough swordsman to disengage, pull back, and assess his chances.


Two men down - the other two, one young and one grey haired - both waited.


There was a crash from the boat house. Squeee had apparently cut through the jetty supports underneath the floor. Anyone inside the boat house would now be swimming for their life. The young swordsman looked back, then instantly charged. He cut low - Steel parried, struck, was parried in return. Her enemy thrust for her thigh, and Steel countered, twisted her hip one fraction of an inch - then with a swirl of the razor sharp blades, her enemy’s hand was off. The young man screamed, then died as Steel scythed the tip of her blade beneath his jaw.

Blood.

Three down.


The grey haired man shook his head in irritation at the younger man’s failed attack, then flicked his sword up into guard. Steel sank back, deliberately offering an opening - inviting an attack. The grey haired man hung back, refusing to close.


Steel moved into an aggressive posture. Her opponent countered carefully.


Steel watched him. This one actually knew what he was doing. She looked at him across two meters of open air that crackled with tension.

 “Why do you fight for them?”


Incredulous, the man gave a short laugh. “They pay me!”


In that instant, he lost. The moral force behind Steel’s attack had no counter. She flashed forwards, struck at him, leapt to attack his other side, then made a savage spinning cut as he attacked her in return. She cut through his waist, ripped her sword clear, and then decapitated the man as he staggered past. 



Steel felt real distaste as she flicked her sword clear of blood.


Blood leaked from the door of the flying boat. There had been more men inside. Liz had seen to them. The lizard came out, her claws bloody to the elbow, and blood sheathing her jaws. The flying boat had been too close quarters for sword work, and Liz had weapons she far preferred over her knives.

 “Shit!”


Steel felt furious. Blood had stained the Flying boat. Blood flooded down into the water from the jetty boards. The corpses shimmered and disappeared, but they left their filth behind them. She kept her sword in hand, began to turn to speak to Silk and Liz, when suddenly something flickered in the corner of her eye.

 “Steel!”


Malden had flashed into existence on the jetty. He fired a crossbow. The crossbow bolt smashed into Steel’s left shoulder blade from behind as she turned, burying itself right into her chest. She felt the impact like a truck smashing into her back. 



Liz sprang, fangs and claws extended to rip Malden into ruin - but he was gone. He turned sideways and flashed out of existence. Liz screamed and made to follow. Staggering, Steel held up one hand.

 “No! It’s an ambush!”


Steel crashed to her knees.

 “Don’t... don’t go.”


Her blood was bright red. Blank-eyed, Steel stared at the sea.

 “I-ichthyosaurs. We - we need little ichthyosaurs...”


A mated pair of little marine saurians flashed into existence beside the docks. The ichthyosaurs sped away into the shallows.

“Steel!”


Squeee was there - adult in size, holding her. Steel felt herself fade. Squeee lifted her.

 “I have you. It’s alright - I have you!”


Steel died.


But this time - it was alright. 


 




This time - she was staying...




 




Chapter 14

 



 



 




Peace. Quiet. The smell of grass. An infinite sense of drifting... Steel floated, and felt herself rise slowly into thought. She felt the presence of a stream beside her - clear, cool water - and she knew that all was well...


Strange that water was always there. In her own worlds - in Squeee's, even Liz’s desert. Streams and quiet pools were a unifying theme...


Did they symbolise peace?


Possibly. Quite possibly....


Steel gave a frown: Where were her dragonflies?

 




Steel opened up her eyes.

 




She lay in Squeee’s arms, safe and warm. The unicorn was in adult size - tall, sleek and commanding. Her sword was in easy reach, unsheathed at her side. But she had eyes only for Steel. Her love never wavered.


Never...


She brushed back a lock of Steel’s hair, her hands moving tenderly. Squeee’s eyes were infinitely deep - infinitely wonderful. She kissed Steel quietly on the mouth, her lips velvet soft and full of understanding.

 “Hi...”


Steel drew in a breath. There was no pain. She felt weak, but not injured. The agony of the crossbow bolt was a hazy memory - forcibly blanked by Squeee.


She was a child again. Small and slim, held in Squeee’s arms. The unicorn kissed her again, then carefully helped Steel to sit. She offered chocolate milk.

 “Here...”


Steel’s head span. She felt tired - almost as disjointed as when she had first appeared at the waterfall a lifetime ago. She drank, then eased herself back to rest in the quiet and the peace.

 “I dreamed.” Steel felt herself drifting, and held onto the scent of Squeee's skin, her hair, her dress.... “Drifting...”

 “You are reborn.” 



Sitting quietly at Steel’s side, Silk knelt on guard with his sword ready for a lightning-fast draw. His eyes were everywhere, ever watchful.

 “We’re here. This is a refuge. Take your time.” The bird of gold and flame had her in his mind - his soul. She felt the flow of his energy entering her. “You’re safe here.”


The girl looked adoringly up at Squeee.

 “You brought me back.”

 “You cannot die here while you are in our minds. We are Makers.” Squeee was a creature of many moods. Here, in this form, she looked noble and full of dedicated love. “They have made a terrible enemy.”


Steel worried. Her friends were vulnerable to a massed attack by assassins. Squeee helped her drink her chocolate milk. It was deliciously cold. With a painful swallow, Steel licked her lips.

 “Malden...”

 “They may not think that we can bring you back. Malden seems to have thought that we were all separate Makers who had somehow linked our worlds.” Squeee stroked her lover’s hair. “It will cost him.”


They were really the same Maker - or rather, many Makers grown from one, inter linked and sharing. There was no eliminating one without eliminating all.


Steel looked around herself slowly, taking in the view.


They sat within a circle of grass a few meters across. A clump of spotted fungi seemed to be drawing water from the earth, letting it splash down into a little pool. Others had ‘eat me’ written on the caps, or brimmed with something that smelled like apple juice. The entire miniature universe was a bubble surrounded by a glowing field of energy. Outside the energy wall, there seemed to be an ocean of fluid that shone a weird sky blue.


Silk nodded, noticing Steel’s silent interest.

 “You’re in a bubble. Squeee made it for you. Anything outside of sword reach is pure hydrofluoric acid.” The bird was extremely impressed. “She has an inventively nasty streak!”

 “Anything teleporting in here is dog meat.” Squeee’s voice was protective - rich with hate for her enemies. They had tried to take away her beloved Steel. “There’ll be no little visits from Malden and his friends.”


Steel tried to clear her head. “Wh-what about another pop-in attack with crossbows?”

 “Velocity is capped at about two kilometres per hour. No one’s shooting anybody here. And temperature is capped at about body heat, just in case anyone tries throwing in a fire bomb.”


This was uncharacteristically cool thinking for Squeee. Malden had really pissed her off. No one had ever tried making areas with seriously skewed natural laws before. On the other hand, if anyone was going to play with it, then it would certainly be Squeee.


Steel drew a deep breath and looked down. Her clothing was clean and unmarked.

 “What’s happened?”

 “We withdrew back here. Squeee had a bolt hole ready.” Silk leaned on his sword staff. “The Dreamscape people are moving in on your world en-masse. They seem to think they can take over now you’re gone.”

 “We’ll have to collect all our people. Relocate them somewhere safe, then arm them in case Malden teleports in and attacks.” Steel tried to rise to her feet; she needed Squeee’s help to even stay remotely steady. “Can we find them?”

 “We need you for that. Squeee’s the only other one that knows every inch of your world - and she’s burned up a lot of energy.”


Steel nodded. She was alive - but on the down side, it felt like it would be a while before she had recovered. Perhaps she needed her own world?

 “Where are the others?”

 “The God-Fish is off... doing whatever he does. I think he’s scouting.” Silk gave a sigh. “And Liz has gone.”

 “Gone?” Steel felt a clench of anxiety. “Gone where?”

 “Liz is hunting.” The bird shook his head. “She is not a very happy girl.”

 “Jesus.” Steel thought about the lizard being unleashed on a murder spree. “Fuck - That’s not going to be pretty.”

 “I’ll have to go after her soon.” Silk arose. “But I needed to guard you while you healed.”


Her two friends helped Steel to slowly walk about the circle of grass. Regenerating a Maker was a more difficult proposition to healing other souls. This has cost Silk and Squeee a great deal of energy. Everyone seemed tired.


This was no time to sleep. They had to see what was going on in Griffin town. 



Squeee slung her sword across her back. She kept a sharp eye upon Steel.

 “Better?”

 “Much.” The girl took her sword from Silk’s hands and threaded the beautifully lacquered sheath through her belt. The sheath cords were draped elegantly into place. “Let’s go see what’s happening in the outside world.”

 “Fine.” The unicorn put her arms around Steel’s neck. “Jump back here if anything goes wrong.” 



Squeee changed back into her normal self - a little creature with adorable eyes and a long swishing tail. She had her usual lilt back in her voice.

 “Let’s go make things die!”

 “Squeee - you are a worry to me.” Steel drained the last of the chocolate milk, then put the glass away. “Let’s go.”

 



 




Chaos filled the streets of Griffin Town. Dreamscape had entered en masse. They had hundreds of security people swarming all over the town. Streets and transport had all been seized. The Submarine had locked hatches as her crew took her out to sea to escape, towing the flying boat behind them.


Out in the streets, the Dreamscape people seemed to actually be redecorating. They had people changing the signs on stores, repainting street fronts. It was sheer insanity. The Newcomers were nowhere in evidence; Dreamscape had kept them all off-line as they began their take-over bid.


Steel, Silk and Squeee appeared in the main street outside the bookshop. The area swarmed with Dreamscape security. Steel saw the windows of the bookshop being smashed in, and felt a surge of fear.

“Amanda! Anton!”


Amanda stood some distance away, out in the street. Anton came racing from his store, flinging himself at the security men. Amanda immediately plunged forward in fright.

 “Anton! No!”


A huge security man rammed Anton back into a pile of books. Amanda raced forward, her hands shaking, and tried to drag him away.

 “Anton - run!”

 “This is our place!” Anton rose to his feet. “This is our life!”

 “No - Anton, there’s another way! We don’t have to fight this!”


Anton Foxen threw a chair at a security man. The Dreamscapers turned on him like enraged bulls. Three Dreamscapers shoved the Foxens out towards the street. Anton struggled, and received a punch in the stomach for his pains. Amanda screamed and flung herself towards her husband. Securitry guards drew steel clubs, and a savage blow crashed across Anton’s shoulders. Another man took one look at the fox, and drew his sword.


Steel gave a ki-ai scream. Her sword severed a security man’s arm. She ran a second man through, ripping out her blade to behead the first man in a single stroke. The third security guard stumbled backwards, fumbling for the crossbow slung about his back.


Squeee leapt up in front of him holding a glass of liquid.

 “Hi!” The pony threw the glass of water into the man’s face. “You have typhus!”

 “Shit!” The security guard wiped at his face in panic - then shimmered and vanished, fleeing from the world. Steel helped Amanda to her feet, and looked over at the little unicorn.

 “Was that typhus?”

 “Just water.” The unicorn seemed disappointed - then produced a smaller glass vial. “Maybe we should make ebola!”

 “No! Definitely not!”


The fight in the bookshop had been heard. Dreamscapers out on the street shouted orders. Anton staggered, wiping blood from his snout, staring out into the street in shock.

 “Steel! What’s going on?”

 “Hostile take-over bid!” Steel cursed as a cobblestone crashed through the bookshop window. “Dreamscape’s trying to invade!” The girl put Anton’s hand into Squeee's grasp. “Squeee - take them to your floating islands! Then come back to us for more!” Steel looked to Silk. “Comics shop! Hurry!”


They turned sideways. Steel and Silk hit the pavement in the courtyard outside the comics store, swords out and ready. A surging mass of Dreamscape security men were trying to smash their way in through the blockaded shop door. They screamed in rage, trying to stab the shopkeepers through the shattered boards. Steel and Silk ran forward and hacked into the backs of the nearest men, and blood geysered out into the street.


Security men at the far end of the street turned, aimed, and fired crossbows. Silk held up one hand, posed elegantly in the open street. The crossbow bolts flashed to within a few feet of him and suddenly slowed to a crawl. Silk whirled and cut the bolts from the air, batting them aside.


Steel hacked a security man down, and looked up at Silk in shock. The bird yelled out across the chaotic noise of vandalism and war.

 “You can’t change the world you’ve set up. It’s too big! But you can change the laws in the meter or two around yourself.” He shook his hand, as though it had turned numb. “It’s expensive.” 



The security men abandoned their useless crossbows, drew their swords and charged. Silk seemed to skip into them, catching a blade and whirling around, leaving dead men in his wake. Steel left him to it as a surge of security men came at her from the crowds about the comic shop’s bolted doors. 


Change.


A surge went through her - pure, apocalyptic, righteous rage. The little girl stormed forward. One of the enemy blades hacked out at her. She let her outrage pour into her sword. The blade sliced into the enemy weapon, parting it like a willow wand. Steel’s sword crashed clean through her man, cutting through skull, neck, ribcage, and whipping outward in a burst of blood.


Several security men still tried to get in through the shop’s door. They had smashed their way in with hammers, splintering the wood. A Dreamscape man came staggering backwards out of the door, his hands clapped to his eyes. Another Security man fought past him. This time Steel heard the whip-crack noise of the triffid sting as it hit the man in the face. Jerking, the Dreamscapers fell to the pavement, dying as the neurotoxin ripped into their brains.


One security man shimmered and disappeared. Two more weren’t fast enough. Steel killed them swiftly, brutally and without regret. She flicked her sword clean in distaste and yelled towards the broken door.

 “Guys! Get the door open!”

 “Steel!” Vana struggled to help the Triffids open up the door. One Triffid was missing leaves - another seemed to be burned. Steel took Vana in her arms - embraced the Triffids - and then Squeee appeared. Steel ushered her friends over to the little unicorn. Vana stared at the bodies in the street.

 “Steel - what are they doing?”

 “Trying to take over!” Steel heard a crossbow bolt whirr overhead. “To control a world, you have to kill the Maker. To stop a Maker coming back, you have to make the world your own! They’ve decided to kill off all our people as part of the program!” The girl put Vana into Squeee’s hands. “Go with Squeee!”

 “I want to fight!”


Damn! Steel wanted her beloved ones kept out of harms way. But it was their world too. She thought swiftly, wiping her brow.

 “Alright - Tab and Wulff are at the airfield. Dreamscape will want the aircraft. Get Squeee to take you up there. Disable the planes!” Steel slapped Vana on the shoulder. “Take crossbows. Kill the bastards if you find any. Pull out if it gets dangerous!”

 “We’re gone!” Vana collected two crossbows. Squeee took them all sideways with her, and was gone. 



Silk pulled back from the corner of the street.

 “Steel! There’s about fifty of them coming fast!”


Dreamscape troops amassed: security guards with crossbows, and a line of twenty men with riot shields and spiked clubs. They came forward in a disciplined line. Steel prepared to turn sideways and land amongst them, when suddenly an old station wagon exploded out from a side street, running into the Dreamscape line. Wargamers armed with bows opened fire from the van. Two big fat gamers armed as Legionaries vaulted from the van, smashed into Dreamscape infantry and killed them with vicious blows of their legionary swords. The Dreamscape line broke and fled back into a building. Steel rallied the ten exhausted, bloodied gamers with her sword.


Three of them were hurt; there had been a fight at the games shop. Luckily the gamers were regular players in Liz’s dungeons. Steel clapped the exhausted men on the backs.

 “Where are the others?” There were still at least a dozen of her inhabitants missing. “Did you see anyone?”

 “We sent then to the wassname - the forest! Heading for the dojo!” Reg, the games shop owner, pushed back his legion helmet. “The sea slug and the Masker guy from the music club have got them. They’ve got the Morris van.”

 “Good man! How many?”

 “Twelve. The barkeep’s taken a hit.”

 “Shit!” Steel saw the Dreamscapers rallying at the bottom of the hill - this time they had dozens more men. “Right - go with them! We’ll send the God-Fish to get you back to Red City!” The girl waved her sword. “Raise the Legion! Have them stand-to!” 



The station wagon turned awkwardly. Gamers piled back on, and the vehicle raced off. As crossbow bolts skipped from the walls, Silk breathlessly took Steel back around a corner.

 “Where to now?”

 “Auitzotl. Lake of fruit and flowers!” Steel took Silk’s hand. “Come on!”


New energy flowed inside her. From the gamers? Steel’s step was faster - her skin felt suffused with an eerie glow. Silk took her hand, they turned sideways - and were on the cliffs above Griffin Town.


The knifeman was back with all his friends. Injuring them had not been warning enough. This time they had five Dreamscape security men with them. Silk and Steel appeared behind the security men and cut them down without qualm or warning, and the rest turned and fired.


Steel held out her hand and the missiles slowed to a dreamlike pace a few meters from her skin. A knife, and arrow and a crossbow bolt. She swatted them aside, then stalked swiftly towards her prey. The knifeman hesitated, cursed, and then disappeared. The others followed suit.


Auitzotl had apparently already eaten one. A crossbow and one lone shoe lay at the edge of the lake, and he had the satisfied look of a well-fed frog. The huge smiling creature surged up out of the water, his gills dripping. He waddled over to Steel and nuzzled at her hand.


The vandals had been busy. Stone heads had been toppled. Trees were on fire. They had been trying to burn out the jungle here.


There was a shimmer in the air. A shadow figure appeared, struggling to somehow pull a mask over itself. Steel hefted her sword - then hesitated and stepped forward. She helped the figure tug its mask in place - colour flashed - and Squeee’s friend Salanaar stood beside her at the edge of the alpine lake. 


 “Salanaar.”


The young elf staggered. He looked at himself in wonder, swallowing.

 “No headset.” He looked up at Steel. “I didn’t use a headset!”

 “Headset?”

 “You....” The man licked his lips, trying to access memories. “You put it on when you want to come here. You... you fall asleep, and dream...” He looked slowly about himself. “You dream of here.”

 “Then you must be dreaming on your own.” Steel took the boy’s hand. “Hello Salanaar.”


From the edges of the cliff, Silk’s voice came sad and quietly to Steel.

 “Steel...”


She turned softly, and walked to the edge of the cliff. The soft wind of her world stroked at her hair.


They were burning Griffin Town.


Smoke curled up into the air. The rooves and little places were all afire. The bookshop - the comic store - the hotel with its art show full of wonders. 



To make a place into your own, you had to eradicate the Maker’s stamp from their own world. Remake it in your own image, and the Maker would be cut loose. 



This was world conquest in its purest form.


Steel watched the fires.

 “This is what they tried to do to us in the other world. Destroy us - destroy everything we created. Take our sense of place and peace and love away....”


Silk stood with Steel and Salanaar, side by side.

 “It won’t happen again. We will take your world back.”

 “Is Red City alright?”

 “No one’s called me for help.” Silk was strong, masculine and calm. “We have knights, war elephants and the Legion. We can add the U-boat and the Catalina. We can counterattack.”


Steel looked down upon her perfect, quiet forests.

 “So my world becomes a place for war?”

 “It is a place worth fighting for.”


Salanaar wept.


Steel bowed her head. She summoned up the image of her world caressed by rain. Cascades of rain - gentle to the forests, deluging the town...


The first raindrops began to fall. The sky had turned dense with clouds.


Steel turned to their guest. Behind her, rain fell onto the distant fires.

 “We are the dead, Salanaar. This is the place we made for new life. For your life.” The girl looked at him through tired pink eyes. “You can find your way to us by yourself now. The irony is that any of them can. No one needs Dreamscape and headsets. It is all a crutch.”


Salanaar looked at her.

 “Where are you going?”

 “To find the others. To gather together. To fight.”


Salanaar looked at her.

 “There are other visitors who love this place.”

 “Then tell them they are welcome. Find us, and dream free...”


Steel held out her hand to the Newcomer. He took her grasp. With the giant axolotl and Silk at her side, Steel led the way back out of her world.

 




The war for the afterlife had begun.

 



 ***

 




Liz’s world was a place of dark shadows, black stones - and the stench of hot, fresh blood.


Steel, Silk and Squeee appeared in Dragon Bone. The streets were sandy, the houses made of limestone blocks, and the dark roof of dragon ribs cast bands of shadow all across the town.


There were dead bodies scattered in the empty streets; Dreamscape security men. They were missing limbs, cut in two at the waist, or literally cloven from head to balls - the calling card of Liz’s terrifying black sword. There were a dozen dead in view - and blood trails showed where others might have managed to escape back into their own world.


The sound of steel clashing on steel carried from an alleyway nearby. It was over in an instant - followed by a human scream. Steel drew her sword, and the others followed in her wake as she headed for the tavern.


Liz was hunting.


Four Dreamscape security men were advancing into the cavernous Dragon Bone Tavern. The men had abandoned their crossbows and had swords drawn, advancing with extreme caution into the shadowed room. Steel halted at the window, peering in, just in time to see Liz strike.


The Dreamscapers had advanced into the empty room. It had a thatched ceiling twenty feet high, with black beams hung with hams and smoked sides of bacon. A wide stone fireplace glowed with coals. The men kept back to back - they had clearly had some of their force picked off in the alleyways. They circled slowly, eyes on the shadows all around them...


- And so they missed the one small flicker of motion up above them.


The Lizard woman lay coiled into a tight ball, sandwiched between two of the huge sides of bacon. She looked like an animating skeleton as she uncurled slightly, drew her zweihander from its resting place along the rafter, and hurtled the sword like a javelin at the men below.


One Dreamscaper shrieked, the sword jutting clean through him like a spear. Liz dropped from the rafters like a stone. The surviving Dreamscapers scattered - but one grabbed at her sword, wrenched it from the dying man and hurtled it away across the room. He waved his katana in triumph.

 “We’ve got the sword! She’s disarmed!”


They charged - and died.


Liz waited, claws spread, fangs agape. They rushed her from three sides. The lizard let them come, and them moved with a fluid, numbing speed. She span about, her hefty crocodile tail whipping out like a tree trunk. She broke on man’s shin and sent him screaming, whirled up to catch a second man’s sword arm, and bit him in the arm pit, tearing out his flesh. She hurtled the man at the third attacker, crashing into both men and tearing madly with her claws. Steel had one image of an arching man screaming, his throat bared and his entrails being physically pulled out by Liz’s claws - and then her jagged fangs met in the man’s throat and tore the head almost clean off the man’s body.


Liz looked up to where the man with the broken shin tried to back away. She threw aside chunks of the man’s companions, and came for him. 



He started to shimmer - the sign of his disconnecting and fleeing to his home world. Liz clamped her claws on her victim’s skull and somehow held him there, unable to escape. The Lizard snarled - and then horribly began to feed.


She made the poor bastard last for a long, long time. Steel turned away - keeping Squeee from seeing. The girl felt sickened and ashamed.


Silk turned to her, but Steel could only look at the floor.

 “There are times when I don’t like to acknowledge her.”

 “She’s our strength.” Silk, in his way, was also feral. He knelt and pointed to a body that lay sobbing in the alley. “Look.”


It was a Newcomer - a beautiful woman with bat wings, red skin and a devil’s tail. She held two short swords. The woman had been shot in the back by crossbows. Silk knelt and took her in his arms.

 “Dreamscape has been busy.” The demoness’ back was a mass of blood. “Another dreamer, like Salanaar. They’re taking out anyone who belongs here.”


The demon woman must have been fighting against Dreamscapers. Her swords were bloodstained. Silk gave a trill bird call - soft and melodious. It was a call instantly recognised by his lover, the Lizard. Liz came up out of the dark tavern, dripping with blood.


Squeee scrabbled down to look at the dying demon in distress.

 “Felicity!” The little unicorn peered up at Liz. “Liz! Don’t let her fade!”


Liz - bloody and strangely beautiful, knelt gently. She took the demoness up into her arms, and leaned down to breathe softly into her mouth. The lizard’s bloody hands caressed the dying girl tenderly. The crossbow bolts were taken out and hurtled away. The wounds closed...


The demoness slowly began to breathe.


The lizard woman stood up, holding the demoness effortlessly in her arms. Squeee leapt and pranced at her feet, trying to be of help. Steel scooped her up and held her so she could see into the demoness’ face.

 “She’s getting better.” The little unicorn seemed relieved. “Good.’

 “You know her?”

 “Felicity? Sure! We explored the cliffs together. And she does naughty things in the sex club at the bad end of town.”


Steel felt a little crawly. “There’s a sex club in Dragon Bone Town?”

 “The Newcomers made it.” Squeee seemed perfectly pleased with the whole idea. “It’s rude!” 



Steel shot a sharp glance at the unicorn. “Don’t tell me you’ve been in there?”

 “Just for a drink! We had apricot cider!” The little unicorn leaned in conspiratorially. “Felicity doesn’t have sex back in her world,”

 “No surprises there.” Steel watched Silk gather up the demoness’ swords. “Right - Liz? We’re gathering in Red City.”


With a sudden storm of crossbow bolts, the enemy was all over them.


Crossbows thunked as they fired. Steel knelt, one hand raised - and the incoming crossbow bolts became nightmarishly slow. There were a dozen snipers on the rooftops - and more martial artists erupting from the alleys. Dreamscape had been present in Liz’s world in strength.


Squeee disappeared. Silk, Liz and Steel stood with swords poised. Liz teleported away, while Silk and Steel both stood their ground and faced a stream of foes.


The first of the martial artists reached Steel. The man had butterfly knives. He went down screaming as Steel turned a straight cut into a swirling uppercut. She leapt aside as the man crashed at her feet, then met the sword of a screaming madman.

Chains and sickles - quarterstaves. The Dreamscapers in Liz’s world were better prepared for close combat. But Steel’s experience was hard won; she had practised for a long eternity in the world of her dreams. She span and cut, the dragonfly sword moving in precise, elegant arcs. She heard her own voice screaming its kai as she parried weapons, whirled and killed. She changed her own flow of time, moving with inhuman speed.

She was a Maker - and she was terrible in her anger.


Something crashed onto the rooftops nearby. Squeee had taken some big rocks up onto the dragon skeleton over head and had dropped them on some of the snipers. Liz appeared on a roof ridge, hurtling bolas to bring another sniper down. Steel saw the lizard killing up above, then lost sight of her as the fight came at her again.


Silk and Steel were Makers - they changed time within themselves. When they attacked, it was literally with blinding speed. Steel felt like someone in a samurai film. She stood back to back with Silk, her katana readied. A dozen men were around them. Their attackers would wait - hoping for an opening. Steel would offer one - and somewhere, someone would attack. She cut the men down, and the onrush would stop as they saw the hellish speed with which she moved. 



- But it was expensive. Steel’s energy drained. She felt the need for sleep clawing at her mind.


The pressure stopped. The Dreamscapers no longer wanted to attack. Steel instantly moved forward, and the Dreamscapers fell back.


At the back row, three Dreamscapers shimmered, and disappeared.


The Dreamscapers were escaping rather than fighting to the last. They must be running short on manpower! Each man dead here was one that could not come back. Dreamscape did not have bottomless resources after all. Steel saw it - and gave a ringing scream of hate.

“Kill them! Kill them all!”


She ran at a dozen men, cutting aside a spear and hacking one man down. The others scattered. Steel ran with them, time contraction making her feel like someone in a dream. She caught two men and cut them down from behind. All around her, men were shimmering and abandoning the world...


There was a flash, and suddenly Malden was there.


We wore his long coat and his lace. His silver topped cane held a slim blade. He drew the weapon, screaming in anger at the Dreamscape men - and then he saw Steel.

“You!”


He was shocked - Steel should still be dead. He instantly attacked, sword in one hand and staff in the other.


The air shimmered around him as he matched Steel’s unholy speed.


Malden could fight. It was rapier against Katana - a deadly battle. Malden thrust; his sword rang as Steel parried, and she whipped her blade at Malden’s arm. He fell back, and the blades clashed and shimmered in frenzied speed. 



Steel drew her guard back, trying to tempt Malden within range of her killing blade. He took the bait. The man lunged; Steel spun and cut. Malden’s forearm was cut in two, his sword hand flying to the ground. Steel screamed in triumph, her face a mirror of Liz’s feeding frenzy. She hacked for Malden’s head, but the man was already falling back. The blade missed him by an inch - and Malden was free! Clutching his stump, he roared hatred at Steel, turned sideways and disappeared.

“No!”


Steel craved his death! She wanted his blood - to make him scream! Steel pictured Malden and turned sideways, vanishing out into another world.

 



Dislocation.

 




With a flash, Steel was standing on a field of ash. Brick buildings were lined with soot-smothered, belching chimneys. The clash and clatter of mills and hammers filled their air. The atmosphere was choking - an acid reek of sulphur and ozone filled the air. Malden’s world was a sheer hell - grey and brown - hot and jittering on the senses as though it scrubbed the brain with acetate. The horizons were narrow. The low sky was filled with black crematory clouds.


Malden stood there - taller - healed. He looked cadaverous here - but wreathed with power. Steel felt herself stagger. Her energy had been drained by the fighting. Bursting into a new world had been too much.


There was life here; writhing like maggots crawling out of flesh. They were workers in sad-coloured costumes, their faces dead and hopeless. Iron tools had been bolted into their living flesh. The wounds wept, and the stench of them made Steel gag. The creatures came towards her in their hundreds - slow, shambling, and sobbing in pain.


Firearms worked here. The shambling creatures shuffled forwards, unslinging big, clumsy weapons and opening fire. Steel pushed out with one hand, trying to change the laws of physics around herself. One incoming shot warped away, missing her by millimetres. She killed the creature with a blow of her glorious sword - but more and more of the tortured monsters were coming. Malden raised his servant from the dead, standing back behind his creatures as they oozed up out of the ashes in their hundreds. He hissed at Steel in triumph.

 “You’re in my territory now, little girl!

“Mine!”


The shamblers hefted their clumsy cannon and opened fire. Steel punched out of Malden’s world, fleeing back where she had come.

 




Home!

 




She lay on the sandy streets of Dragon Bone with Silk and Squeee standing over her. They picked her up. Silk was furious.

 “Idiot!”


Steel coughed. Her energy was almost spent. “I want him dead!”

 “It won’t happen that way!” Silk dusted off Steel’s hakama. He had clearly been concerned. “I’m going to collapse. This has cost too much power!”


More and more Dreamscapers were appearing, flashing into existence far down the street. They were gathering under officers. Liz snarled, but held back.


A hundred Dreamscapers were there. Then more - and more. The Makers were swaying with fatigue.


Squeee ran over and gathered up her friends.

 “Time to go! Say cheese!”


They were too tired to move. Squeee took them all sideways, flashing them back into the Red City.

 



 




They all lay there beneath the round red towers. Water splashed into the fountains, and the air was scented with spiced cooking and with jasmine flowers.

Restful.


Efficient Nilf came running to them. There were armed knights and their retainers, Legionaries and Sailors, all clad in gorgeous mail. The warriors helped Steel, Liz and Silk to their feet. Squeee led the way to Silk’s palace, where the bunny girls were waiting. There was a vast flow of love and concern. Silk recovered slowly. Steel and Liz hung drained and tired.


Outside the palace, a city armed for war.


Wine. Roast birds. Squeee began mixing a chocolate cake in a big brass bowl. Steel sat with the others out on the balcony, looking down to where the U-boat lay at anchor beside two golden galleys. Down on the beach, Tabitha and her mechanics were dragging the Catalina flying boat up onto the shore.


Silk wearily mixed wine. He had taken a cut along one forearm, and it obviously hurt. The bird passed wine to Steel. He sat beside Liz, and began cleaning her wounds with a cloth.


The bird looked over to Steel.

 “You went to Malden’s world. What did you see?”


Steel felt a surge of pure, cold loathing.

 “I saw hell.”


Steel sheathed her sword. “I know why he wants to take over our worlds.”

 




Some Makers made their own hell.


- And they were coming to take heaven by storm...

 






 




Chapter 15

 



 



 




High above the world, a cold wind blew...

 




She found Mister Simon just where she knew she would - at the great stone ledge that had held the first concert, long ago. The titanic griffin statues were still in place, the waterfalls spilling down like pure silver mist. Up here, nightmares seemed far away. The forests were a carpet of green below, and the town was a delightful tangle of shapes.


Smoke rose fitfully from that far town. Mister Simon stood at the edge of the cliff, gazing silently towards the fire. He had his arms hugged about himself, and his head was bowed.


Squeee had come with little saddlebags filled with bandages, disinfectant and lemonade. The birds brought her injured animals - house mice with burns, or a wren with a broken wing. Squeee set to work, while Steel came over to sit on a rock beside Simon.


The man could not meet her eye. “You can’t stay here. People are looking for you.”

 “But I am here.”


Steel watched the birds coming to Squeee. The ibises were her favourites - beautiful, absurd birds with an unshakeable air of dignity.

 “We have to leave all the animals in place. It’s the only way we can keep our presence here.” She looked idly at Simon. “Every rock, every blade of grass - every grasshopper, every crow. It is all a part of me.”


Simon licked his lips.

 “You have to leave. They are trying to kill you.”

 “They?” Steel rested her cheek on her hand as she watched him. “Surely you are one of them?”


The man flexed his hands, his face still turned to the burning town. 


 “There - there has to be a way around this. An accord can still be struck!”

 “There is no room for an accord here, Simon. There never was.” Steel made him meet her eye. “We were willing to have the Newcomers arrive and share, Simon. But that was never Dreamscape’s plan.”


The young man rubbed at his eyes.

 “If they make this place too costly for you to stay in, they think you’ll leave. That you’ll go make a new world, and they can simply have this one as their own.”

 “It doesn’t work that way, Simon. Any place we make is a part of this. Malden and Dreamscape would follow.” The girl looked out over her world. “So we must defend it. It’s war.”

 “It’s not war!” Simon looked at her with tears in his eyes. “You’re not real! This isn’t real! This - all this - it’s just a fantasy! A dream world someone left running when they woke up!”

 “Not quite, Simon. This is a dream made by a soul strong enough to grow.” She sat on a rock that looked out over the pure green forest world. “You love this place.”


He hung his head - knowing it was true.


He was silent. Steel felt Squeee hopping up onto the rock beside her, and stroked the little unicorn’s mane.

 “Simon - tell me about the helmets. Tell me about quantum neural theory.”


Simon gave a sigh. He held the back of his neck, looking infinitely tired.

 “Dreamscape took out patents based on Quantum Neural theory. In essence, we found out that brains don’t store information through simple electrical patterns. The juxtaposition of the neural nodes actually serve to open gates into other realities. People effectively store information in their own small worlds. Brain damage can cause the gateways to be lost.” Simon rubbed at his forehead. “It’s all very pointless - until someone discovered that worlds that have been opened in the past can be breached again.”


He gave a long, heavy sigh.

 “They went searching. Random, constant searching, trying to make different gate combinations. And they found... chaos. Pure chaos. The pocket realities are a storm of... empty thought.” Simon rubbed at his eyes. “Some were worlds unto themselves. Old dreams had been left running. Most were - terrifying. Loony toons with teeth - tragedies or triumphs endlessly replayed, like an eternally looped film. Hell - sheer hell.”


The man looked sick.

 “And in one of those places, they found Malden...”


Steel and Squeee listened quietly. Steel took Simon’s hand. The man felt like limp paper.


Simon stared at the ground.

 “Malden. He was... a personality. A mind locked in a dream world. But once he met Dreamscape, he knew that he could escape the boundaries of his world. So they - they passed the job of ‘prospecting’ over to him. He searched - travelling the way you people do.

 “He searched for a year - and then he found... paradise.”


Steel closed her eyes.

 “Here.”

 “It was perfect. Perfect.” Simon stared blankly out towards the forest. “A place of infinite horizons - a place with set natural laws. Birds and trees, people and places - infinite adventure...!” His voice caught. “A place where souls could be free...”


Simon seemed tired.

 “We wanted to be an entertainment company. We found that travel here is conceptual. All you needed were the right conceptual triggers placed into a sleeping mind. So Dreamscape made hypnosis sets. Head sets that could plant the seeds that a dreamer needed to come here. We even made the memories of your time here stay with you when you awoke.

 “The perfect entertainment system.”


Steel looked at him, and felt sadness spreading through her soul.

 “It was your invention. You were Dreamscape, weren’t you?”


Simon hung his head.

 “The money spoiled us. They... we. We had to have backers - investors. It all took money - signing away the company a piece at a time. Big business. It all got... out of hand. We weren’t in control of things any more.” He looked at Steel - stricken. “I can’t stop this. It isn’t in my hands any more.”


Steel leaned in towards him. “What does Malden gain?”

 “A piece of this place. And the head sets. We showed him how to make them in his own world.”


Steel felt a slow crawl of revulsion and alarm.

 “In his own world...”

Why did Malden need head sets?


Steel looked to Simon.

 “Simon - we must go soon. But we need your help.”

 “I can’t! It’s only a dream.” Simon seemed ashamed. “You’re only a dream. I’m sorry, Steel - but none of you are real...”

 “Simon - what makes you think dreams are not real?”


Squeee climbed over to Simon and crept up into his lap. The little unicorn sat there prettily, looking up into his eyes.

 “What is reality?”

 “It’s...” Simon floundered, looking down at the little unicorn. “It’s what is real. Experience that is not merely an illusion.”

 “Can you smell me? Can you feel the rock?” Squeee cocked an eye. “Your quantum theory thingie admits that this place is real.” 


 “But you two aren’t!” Simon waved a hand. “You’re characters in a dream!”

 “We are characters of a dream. We are the mind that endures.” Steel gave a tired smile. “We are... immortality.”


The child and the little unicorn sat there beside Simon on the rooftop of a burning world. Steel’s voice was patient and quiet.

 “Simon – what is it that you love most about this place?”


He gave a shuddering sigh, drying to drag memories of this place’s life into his soul.

 “Peace. The way the place feels like there’s always time enough for everything. That there are no limits – no sense of need. No wage to be earned, no rent to be paid. So there’s time enough to think about what you would be if only you really had the talent – and the soul…”

 “Soul is grown, Simon. It isn’t a thing that is born by luck. It isn’t owned by right. Some people live and die never having had one.”


She looked quietly at Simon.

 “Where is my soul?”


He thought about it quietly. Steel sat there on the rocks, and a dragonfly hovered in the air. In his lap, the little unicorn looked up at him with pure green eyes.


Suddenly, he knew.

 “I think your soul is everywhere here. The cicadas, the grass – the old castle, the clouds…. The stories you write and the music you make….” He half laughed - wondering why so simple a thing was so hard to understand. “Everything around us. It’s all you.”

 “And some things grow from me, and become souls of their own.”

 “But how?” Simon tried to understand. “Where did you come from? What gave you this kind of power?”


The girl tilted her head and looked at him through wise pink eyes.

 “Simon. Close your eyes.”


He did as she asked. Steel joined him. She lifted out the boundaries of her mind.

 “When you were small, what was the first thing you remember?”


Simon thought - and then the corners of his mouth quirked up in a smile.

 “I used to walk with my Grandfather.”


Simon tilted back his head so that the sun fell on his closed eyes. He felt the wind - but his mind flooded with images he must have left untouched for a long, long time.


Love shone in his voice.

 “He was a beautiful old man. Round shouldered and craggy. He was a minister, and he always wore shirts with sort of... steel bands around the upper sleeves...” Simon’s face showed pain. “He died when I was eighteen. But when I was very small, he would take me to the ducks.”

 “And that’s the first thing you remember?”

 “The ducks...” Simon’s kept his eyes closed, and he looked into a world of memory. “I remember walking. I was so small, I had to reach up just to hold his hand. I sort of waddled...” The man smiled in gladness. “God - a jacaranda tree was in the front yard. The flowers were purple. And he would take me down a hill to a pond, where the ducks were swimming. I - I don’t remember the ducks, but I always remember the walk there.”


Steel breathed slowly - feeling it with him. “What do you remember?”

 “The walk. Long grasses beside the path. He would tell me what every growing thing was called, and I would bring them all home and remember.” Simon made a laugh. “Except for one thing. There was one grass he never knew. 


 “It was always my favourite. I always called it blowfly grass – because I thought the seed heads looked like the faces of big, serious flies.” Eyes closed, Simon shook his head. “I never did find out what it’s really called.”


Steel kept her eyes closed.

 “Simon - Can you picture him? Can you still hear his voice? Do you remember his smell…?”

 “His smell…?”


Simon remembered.


Steel sat there with her eyes closed. Squeee climbed into her lap. They sat together for a while, until finally they heard Simon stir.


Steel opened up her eyes.

 “And now you know what we are.”


Simon wept.


He cried soundlessly - almost happily. He held out one hand, and it still smelled of an old man’s warm brown skin - of books and shirts and fresh-mown grass.


In his hand, there lay a sprig of blowfly grass.


Tears fell. His voice was a whisper.

 “How did you do that?”

 “I did not. You did it. You went to him.”

 “An illusion. I invented it.”

 “No, Simon. He’s there. He’s survived here, in one of the countless worlds of wonder.”


Steel rose quietly.

 “I have to go. We’re going to be fighting soon.” She laid a hand upon Simon, closing it softly. “Good bye my friend.”


Squeee left Simon with an ice-cold lemonade. The little unicorn took a few steps - hesitated as she looked back to see Simon weeping silently - then trotted after Steel and disappeared.

 



 ***

 




The council of war was delayed until some of the dreamers could appear. Salanaar and the demoness eventually arrived - Salanaar hazy, since he had been so excited that he had taken a pill in order to go to sleep. With them came a flood of Newcomer adventurers from Liz’s world, Newcomer Knights and Legionaries, and a dozen of Steel and Squeee’s good, solid wargamers, writers and conventioneers.


They met in the great amphitheatre of the Red City. It was a deep bowl, shaded by trellises that bloomed with gorgeous jasmine. The stage was used by poets and actors in Silk’s delightful festivals. The open mouth of the theatre’s arc looked out towards the islands, where a distant rain slanted down upon the waves.


The entire population of the Created were here. Nilf knights, Legionaries, poets, sailors and citizens. The animal people from Steel’s world, resplendent with their gorgeous fur and tails: Amanda and Anton, Tabitha, Wulff - the mechanics, submarine crew, islanders, Triffids. Vana sat with the wargamers, all of whom were armed. Nayari the world serpent sat with several of Squeee’s friends: “Diggy” the land-shark, carousel ponies, and a dozen sky-sailors of the warriors of turquoise and gold.


Flower dragons sat with Auitzotl the axolotl, who was watching procedures from inside a leafy fountain.


Squeee made popcorn.


The Old Sword Master appeared. With him was the swordsman Rain, and Abbot Sun. They bowed towards Steel and Silk. Steel felt a surge of infinite gratitude.

 “Friends - You are most welcome.”

 “It is an honour to be with you.” The Old Master allowed Rain to find him a seat. “Please excuse our tardiness.”


Squeee popped up beside the two grim samurai.

 “Popcorn?”


They were all here - all except for four dozen Nilf who were on security watch about the city. Squeee had thickened security by bringing in a hundred flower dragons - dear, skinny-little flying serpents imported from the islands in the sky.


Steel walked out into the centre of the stage, shifting quietly into adult form.

 “Ladies and Gentlemen, good morning. Thank you all for being here.” She stood with her hand on her sword, her black hakama hanging crisp and perfect. “Our universe is invaded. Our enemy intend to remake our worlds into their own image. They have overrun much of the Griffin Town area, and are flooding into Dragon Bone.”


The girl looked up at the ring of faces surrounding her.

 “This is our world! The Makers will fight to the last, without retreat - without restraint. For us, this is total war.

 “To the creatures made of this world, we must say this; you are our children of the soul. You are born from us, but you are not us. You have no obligations except those that come from your own hearts.

 “The Makers who dwell in these worlds have decided to fight to preserve these worlds. But if some of you do not wish to fight, then we shall not hold it against you. ”


Steel looked quietly at the crowds.

 “But we ask that if you waver, that you leave and go to Dreamscape now. Let all those who remain here with us now be ready to fight for life and honour.”


Her voice echoed through the theatre.


They looked at her - three thousand Nilf - the people of four worlds - Newcomers who had come here to defend their dream. They stiffened their backs - their resolve firm. Heads lifted in pride.


It was a moment for glory. Rising in a glorious ripple of scarlet, gold and fire, Silk flourished a sword that gleamed startling and pure. 


 



“He who sheds his blood with me - he shall be my brother!”

 




The bird turned, sword aloft - his voice ringing out across the people of the worlds.

 “You have come from us! Slavery is not in your blood! Shall we let other minds dictate our lives, our dreams? Our souls? Never! Here is where we stand! Here is where we show them that honour still burns pure!” Silks wings spread out to enfold the Newcomers in the stands. “To the outworlders - here, you have drunk of freedom and of glory! Here you have won into a world that speaks to your soul. We welcome you as our brothers in spirit! Our friends, our kin, our lovers!”


The bright sword swept to the sky.

 “Any creature that would take up arms and serve the dream - let them now stand with me!”


A roar of life burst forth. The purple banners streamed! The Nilf were on their feet, swords drawn, spears hammering the floor as they roared defiance against Dreamscape. Adventurers, Newcomers - wargamers, poets, writers. They stood and cheered. Silk closed his eyes, wings out to gather their adulation. The bird gleamed like a god.


They cheered. They cheered for Steel - they cheered for Squeee. Moved, Silk turned quietly to Steel, and love was in his voice.

 



 “For there is none of you so mean and base,


That hath not noble lustre in your eyes...”


 




He looked to Steel.

 “These hearts have come to us, Steel. Now let us do our duty by them...”


Steel nodded. She signed to the officers of the Legions, the knights and the adventurers. They strode forwards through the cheers and gathered for a council of war.


The God-Fish sank lower, watching - helping. Steel stood beneath him, her long hair gleaming in the sun. Her small voice carried to the furthest corner of the theatre.

 “We have the Nilf army and the Nilf navy. That’s one hundred knights and one hundred nomad horse archers. The legion has eight hundred citizen legionaries, and one hundred velite skirmishers from the countryside with javelins or slings. A hundred Legion archers. Three galleys, each with one hundred and twenty armed rowers, ten archers, twenty marines. We also have ten war elephants with crews.” A good, solid army. Steel felt her excitement swell. “We have one Catalina flying boat and a submarine. The warriors of turquoise and gold have one sky ship with thirty crew. We also have adventurers from Liz’s world - perhaps a hundred shock infantry, with a hundred monsters at their side.”


Steel bowed to the Old Sword Master and Abbot Sun.

 “Finally - Makers from other worlds have come to help us. We are not alone.”


The girl pointed up to a map of the three main worlds.

 “The enemy have taken a hold of Griffin Town and its surroundings. They have driven us from Dragon Bone.” Steel turned so that her voice rolled out through the amphitheatre. “Their forces are crossbowmen trained for skirmishing - possibly soldiers or skirmish gamers hired as muscle. We have also seen infantry trained as riot police, and martial artists skilled in individual combat. They also have a single Maker allied to their forces.”


Anton sat in the front row. Beside him, Amanda cradled her pregnant belly and stared at the floor. Anton stood, his long red tail waving.

 “How many men do they have?”

 “The flower dragons report that they have at least three thousand. They outnumber us almost two-to-one.”


An army. Dreamscape must have recruited quickly. Their teams were skirmishers - more used to firing paint balls than to the fury of close combat. Dreamscape might even have been advertising this war as a new kind of game...


A Legionary officer looked at the maps.

 “Can they get more men?”

 “Quite probably.” The white-child walked slowly across the stage. “They were hurting for manpower - but now they seem to have recruited en-masse.”


Steel crossed to the world map, pointing upwards with her sword.

 “We’ve shut down the teleport gates. The worlds are isolated. Malden can carry troops through, but only a few at a time. They do not know about Squeee’s world. That gives us a safe power base - as long as we Makers stay clear. He can gate in by imaging us if we happen to be there.”


Anton’s long tail thrashed in thought.

 “Can you change the basic natural laws? Could you Makers create a virus or something that we’re all immune to, but that kills the Dreamscape people?”


Steel looked to Silk. The bird gave a wonderfully expressive shrug.

 “It would be impossible to create a disease that can only effect Dreamscapers. Anything that would slay the Dreamscapers would also effect all other Maskers. We would lose the good with the bad - our brothers here, who have become so much a part of us.”


Squeee emerged happily from a pile of popcorn.

 “I want to do it the old fashioned way!” The unicorn beamed. “I want to have the elephants step on them!”


Steel lifted a finger. “Shhh dear - we’ll get to that soon.”


Reg the games shop owner called out from the back.

 “So - wassname - Dreamscape! What’s their goals? What’ll they try for?”

 “Urban renewal.”


Steel wave a hand towards the maps. “They want control of these worlds. That means they have to kill the Makers, and remake the lands quickly to try and convert them to their own.”

 “So we should keep our Makers back from combat?”


Liz hissed, her crest flat, making an emphatic negation with one hand. Silk interpreted.

 “We’re the most effective warriors.” The bird nodded. “We have learned to make the worlds fight for us.”


Reg sat back, his armour clanking loudly. “What are our strengths?”


The bird gave an elegant gesture.

 “Unlike Dreamscapers, we are trained in massed battle. We have tacticians and strategists. We also have our Makers. As long as we have Makers, we can raise anyone who falls.” Silk seemed pleased - he twiddled his fingers. “Rather a bonus to morale, that!”


Anton - one of the best tabletop generals Steel had ever fought - looked up at the maps.

 “What if they get some wargamers of their own?”


Popcorn scattered as Squeee waved her hands in glee.

 “Oh - we have war elephants, knights and legions - and we’re outnumbered.” She waved her forefoot at the wargamers packing a rear bench. “Every wargamer in the otherworld is going to be with us!” 



Amanda Foxen sat with her arms on her knees, looking stiff faced and tired. Her voice was dull.

 “Malden is not Dreamscape. He has his own plans.”

 “But at the moment, he and Dreamscape are linked.” Steel tapped a finger against her chin, staring at the maps. “Malden wants a foothold on a decent world. So he’ll be helping Dreamscape as his best option for conquest.”


Anton nodded. “So we have two goals. Kill Malden, so he can’t reappear in this world. And cause so many casualties to Dreamscape that they withdraw.”


A Nilf female knight - a tall woman with rich mahogany skin and violet eyes, rose to join Steel at the maps.

 “Where do the Dreamscapers enter our world?”

 “Here. Griffin Town, behind the waterfront. A short walk to tram stop number one.” Steel pointed. “That must be the conceptual link that’s drummed into them via their hardware.”

 “So if we attack that point, they must defend it.”


The white haired girl was unhappy. She gnawed her lip.

 “They’d fight house-to-house. Their skirmishers will be fighting the way they’re accustomed. No - what we want is open ground - and a way of making them attack.”


Anton joined them, along with Vana and a Triffid.

 “What are you thinking?”


Steel pointed to the map.

 “We force a massed battle in the open. Hold their attention. Cause so many casualties that Malden intervenes. Once we have him pinpointed, the Makers attack Malden.”


Silk stroked his beak. “We’d still have to somehow occupy their entry point in the town.”

 “So we’ll leave that in the hands of our best general and staff.” Steel flicked her eyes to the stands. “General?”


Squeee strutted forward, her little hooves echoing on the stage floor as she looked up at the maps. The tiny unicorn rose to her back feet, trying to look like Rommel. “All wargamers - all unit commanders report to me!”


Squeee rocked back and forth on her hooves.

 “Right! Let’s get to it.”




 




The meeting broke up with a sense of real purpose. Squeee shifted into adult form, dressed as a Nilf Tribune. The Newcomer adventurers stood with Liz, looking at maps and planning their next guerilla attacks into Dragon Bone. Triffids swarmed everywhere. Steel threaded her way through the crowds to find Amanda, who sat on her seat looking drawn and ashen-pale. 



Steel came to her and knelt beside her. She was a little girl again - a little girl with a long sword. She took Amanda’s hands.

 “Are you alright?”

 “No.” The beautiful fox seemed sick and drawn. She didn’t meet Steel’s eye. “I - I can’t fight beside you.”

 “Oh God - no one thought you would.” Steel held tightly to Amanda’s hands. The baby must be... well, in the other world, Amanda would have been in her third trimester. “You have to look after the baby. We can get you to the sky islands. That way if anything happens, you’ll be safe.”


Amanda looked away.

 “Anton will stay with me.”

 “I think Anton wants to lead troops in battle.” Steel tried to be very quiet - very patient. “He’s a good general.”


The fox seemed bitter. “He should be with me.”


Steel looked at her.

 “It’s his home. He wants to make a place for you and the child.”

 “You’re all so certain...”


Amanda put her face into her hands. She did not look up at Steel.

 “Is it true? Is it true that Makers don’t really die?”

 “We can die.” Steel rolled up her sleeves. “But when we die, we grow back again.”

 “He’d have to get you all. And while you all were gone, the enemy would be loose. Malden could change the rules...”

 “So we make sure he doesn’t get us all.” Steel knelt beside the fox. “Amanda - what’s wrong?”


Amanda gave a shuddering breath, then looked at the floor. “I can’t stay with you. Take me to the sky islands.”

 “Now?”

 “Now.” Amanda rose, her hand in her back, her pregnancy heavy and awkward. “I’ll think of you if I need anything.”


Cavalry commanders were gathering. So were ship captains. Squeee had a map spread on the floor, and was down on all fours squinting at the terrain. It seemed that there was time. Steel took Amanda by the hand and led her away.

 “You’re sure you’ll be alright alone?”

 “It’s the only way.” Amanda straightened her back and looked away. “I want a place that’s fit to raise my child. I’ll do what I must.”


She kissed Anton. Steel waited quietly - and then took the fox to sanctuary.

 



 




They landed on an island - the sky isle shaped like a bowl of jade. Strawberry coloured frogs chirred softly in the bushes, and streams hissed quietly as they poured waterfalls into a lake a hundred meters below. Amanda looked about herself, then selected a place between two idols made of old green stone. She sat herself down while Steel arranged food, blankets and books.


Steel looked at the fox, feeling strange. A distance stood between them. There was a strain in the air; a barrier. Steel looked back at Amanda, wanting there to be more - wanting her to speak.

 “Amanda... Is this all you need?”

 “That is all.” Amanda took a book into her lap. She could not meet Steel’s eyes.

 “Good bye Steel.”

 “Good bye Amanda.”

 



Silence.

 




There was nothing more to be said. With a last, quiet look at Amanda, Steel turned away - and disappeared.

 



 



 ***

 




To one way of thinking, there was no need to rush; Dreamscape’s business had shut down. They had recruited fighters in massive numbers - and although they had probably paid people a mere pittance to simply ‘hire them in their sleep’, it must all be costing Dreamscape money. Make the business unviable, and they would close.


- But meanwhile, Dreamscape were taking a hold on the world. Expanding their power. They were costing Steel her ability to draw in energy.

 



 




Silk’s Red City had public baths - a gigantic, echoing place fed by hot springs. The baths were hollowed out from an enormous cave, with a great jasmine-shadowed roof open to the sky. The God-Fish hovered in the clouds of steam, quietly enjoying a grooming from a cloud of flower dragons. Below him, Steel floated in the caldarium in adult form, her long hair streaming in her wake. She wore floaties, and drifted on her back, staring at the God-Fish’s belly up above.


Squeee found here there. The tall unicorn remained in adult aspect. She slid out of her clothes and eased into the hot water, swimming out to enfold her lover in her arms. They floated together on their backs, Steel lying on Squeee's belly. Above them, the God-Fish basked in beams of sun.


Water echoed in the cave - a pleasing, restful sound.


Squeee kept Steel’s head pillowed against her neck, her long tail floating beautifully. She caressed Steel and gave a quiet sigh.

 “You won’t like it.”

 “Why? What’s the plan?”

 “I can take them if I can get them into a battle.” Confidence had never been one of Squeee’s problems. “So we need to force a battle. And for that - we can use the aircraft.”


They both floated, looking up at the ceiling. With one wet, dappled arm, Squeee sketched the action in the sky.

 “The guys removed engine parts from all the fighters - but they brought the parts back with them. If we operate the fighters from the Griffin Town airfield, we can bomb their entry point into our worlds. We can make firebombs out of drop tanks and av-gas. We keep half our force of warriors there, and make it look like you, Liz and Silk are with them. Dreamscape will think they can wipe out the air base and the Makers in a single blow. That gives us our open battle.

 “They’ll outnumber us three or four to one.”

 “For a bit.” Squeee shrugged. “Demonstrate and pincer.”

 “Demonstrate and pincer.” Squeee was going to divide her outnumbered forces in the face of the enemy. She would hold their attention with the airfield battle, and then attack the enemy rear with a second force. “So we’ll make them come to the hill - attack you upslope into prepared defences. And you’ll hold them, then roll them back.” 


 “You think we’ll do it?”

 “You’ll do it. Because you’ll have purple banners and imperial legions, because you’ve always dreamed of doing this - and because we’ll have you.” Squeee floated happily, relishing her plans. “And I’ll have golden battle galleys, dragons and cold steel.”

 “Aaah! A naval assault.”

 “Once they’re committed against the airfield hill. Amphibious landing on the beach, seize their gate, and then take them from the rear.”


Steel laughed, loving Squeee all the more.


It was a good plan - a savage plan. The elite Nilf troops were well suited to an aggressive battle, and the galleys gave a perfect opportunity for a flank march. 



There was a sudden flash. A pencil line of light burst into being. Feathers rippling, Silk raced to the steps of the bath.

 “Steel! Squeee! Quickly - We’re in trouble!”


Rooves shattered somewhere in the Red City. Distant voices screamed. Steel and Squeee erupted from the water, found their clothes, found their swords, and ran up into chaos.


- Because like all good battle plans, this one had not survived contact with the enemy.

 




Malden and the Dreamscapers had already come. 





 




Chapter 16

 



 



 




The walls of the Red City shuddered as something huge slammed against the clay. Birds rose screeching in fright. Taking the steps up to the battlements two at a time, Steel picked up the hems of her hakama and ran to the walls. Squeee found a telescope and joined her.


Orchards surrounded the city to the south and west. To the east - the sea. To the north were hills and river plains. Out on those plains, an army had appeared.


Thousands of the bastards.


Dreamscape had prepared for a long time for this war. Their men had appeared with crossbows, swords and hefty mantlets - mobile shields that could be propped up to give hard cover. Dreamscape engineers had torn apart Griffin Town to find timber, rope, cable... they had even torn apart the trams. They had built huge trebuchets: siege catapults that could hurtle boulders at Red City’s walls. There were wooden siege towers made from slabs of Griffin Town buildings. Ballistas - large crossbows served by a crew - were in place to attack the walls. But most of all, there were infantry - men in armour and camouflage uniforms coming forward in disciplined skirmish squads. The plains were black with them. Steel stood and divided the line in half, then half again. She counted carefully, then did her maths.

 “I make it four thousand.”

 “Two siege towers. Two trebuchets. Eight ballistas.” Silk leaned over the walls to look at the damage from where two trebuchet shots had struck the curtain wall. “Probably four ton shot.”


Nilf soldiers ran to the battlements. The army looked up - saw Silk, Steel and Squeee upon the walls - and were not afraid. Steel looked behind the incoming army and saw a golden disc glowing down by the main road.

 “They’ve reopened the old gate to Griffin Town! It must have been Malden!” Which meant Malden now had enough power to meddle with the structure of these worlds. “Keep street patrols going! Use the Adventurers. Malden might teleport in with some raiders.”


The first crossbow bolts came hissing up from the plains. Nilf slingers men ran up to the walls, their shields clattering - took a swift glance towards the crossbowmen below, and then whirled their slings. They began to fire with the speed and accuracy of experts. Men fell on the grass far below. Steel held up one hand, shielding the slingers from return fire.


Her mind was on the coming fight. She leaned on Red City’s massive walls.

 “What are these? Solid clay?”

 “Closer to concrete. Eight meters thick.”


Nothing was going through them in a hurry. Trebuchets were useless. “Jars buried at the bases of the walls?”

 “Yes.”

 “Good man!” It was an old medieval trick. The area at the base of the city walls was made of huge ceramic jars stuffed with grass, filled over by turf. Men would walk on it without noticing the slightest trouble, but siege machines would collapse straight through. “So siege towers are out. But these guys all think like special forces. They’re going to try infiltrating the walls at night.”

 “We’ll have to infiltrate them instead.” Anton Foxen had reached the walls, armoured as a Legionary. “A stream runs through their lines. We can send Auitzotl and Liz up there once it gets dark.”


Squeee stood watching the enemy. Slings were proving far superior to the enemy crossbows. The Nilf auxiliaries fired with a calm efficiency. Dreamscape men whirled backwards, smashed to the ground by a weapon older than recorded time - weapons in the hands of experts. A Nilf fell with a bolt in him. Silk strode over to heal the man while Squeee watched the pattern of troops below.

 “Same plan. We have the battle we wanted.” The unicorn watched as a trebuchet was finally prepared for firing. The massive pivot beam swung as its weight dropped, and a huge boulder flicked forward in a flat trajectory towards the walls. The boulder slammed against the eight metre thick wall and slid uselessly to the grass. The wall showed a slight flaking on its surface.


Squeee was satisfied.

 “That’s cool!” She dusted her hands. “They’ll try an assault with those siege towers. They’ll all fall down - and that should win us time.”


Officers had arrived. Liz climbed the wall with the red demoness beside her. Ballista bolts whirred; They were answered by sleeker machines up on the city towers. Apparently unconcerned, Squeee waved a hand.

 “Alright - same plan, different end point. I’ll open the gate we used as a trading route for Tabitha out at Silk’s islands. I’ll take the fleet and assault Griffin Town. Then we’ll attack out of their own gate right into their rear. When you see us, sortie out and attack.”


Steel nodded. “Hammer and anvil.”

 “Hammer and Anvil.” Squeee turned to the Captain Wulff, who served as her admiral. With her mail, u-boat cap and sword, the wolf looked like a Nazi shield maiden. “Admiral Wulff - embark all assault troops! Take the sky-boat with you for air cover. Set sail for the Wind-Serpent reach.”

 “Jahwohl.” The one-eyed Wolf clicked her heels. “All captains! Embark! Los!”


Tabitha embraced Wulff, clinging for a moment, and then the lovers parted. On the ground below, down at the gate, a team of men were using the Citroen ‘thing’ to tow an Albatross biplane out into the light. Tabitha gave a curse.

 “Shit! The biplanes were too simple to fix. They’re just wood, truck parts and wire!” The cat girl thrashed her tail. “We’re going to have to get the Catalina airborne.”


Silk seemed dubious. “Guns don’t work in these worlds.”

 “Fire does. We can drop fire-bombs on it. We have to stop them from seeing the fleet depart.” 



Steel looked to the biplane; it was her own - jet black and much beloved. The girl turned to Tabitha.

 “Go.”


The cat sprinted off, calling for her ground crew. 



Ballista bolts cracked into tower walls. Legion artillery sent fireballs arcing up, out into the plains and smashing down amongst Dreamscape’s artillery. Steel watched the tempo of the fight, then turned as armoured marines raced down towards the waiting fleet.


Squeee would be going with the battle fleet. Steel held her - they kissed - and then they turned to leave the walls.


A sudden scream came into their minds.


It hit each of them - Steel, Silk, Liz, Squeee. A mindless scream of terror. The image of Amanda Foxen leapt into their minds.

“Amanda!”

 




They all obeyed the call. The Makers all disappeared.

 



Dislocation.

 




Steel stood upon the sky island, her sword whipping out of her sheath. Silk flashed into being beside her, swiftly followed by Squeee. Liz appeared an instant later, crouching ready to attack.


Amanda Foxen sat in the lap of one of the huge jade statues. Her lace-trimmed dress stirred in the breeze. She stared at the Makers, and her four friends looked about themselves, searching for the emergency.


Steel kept her eyes roving. “Amanda! What’s wrong? Where are they?”


Amanda seemed perfectly calm. “There’s nobody here. It’s OK.”


A hefty cylinder stood at the centre of the great jade depression in the centre of the island. Amanda lifted a hand and pointed to it.

 “I have this for you. It’s needed.”

 “Needed?”

 “They’re attacking - so this is needed.” Amanda kept her slim hand pointing at the cylinder. “I made it for you. It’s something I learned from Malden.”

 “From Malden?”


Amanda looked at the ground.

 “I’ve learned a great deal from Malden. All about change, and seizing destiny.”


Steel slid her sword back into its sheath. The cylinder was a few scant meters away. She approached it, bewildered, looking it over quietly. Squeee joined her, and looked back at Amanda in puzzlement.

 “So hey foxie! What’s it for?”

 “It’s not permanent. You said you grow back...” The fox looked up. “I’m sorry.”


Amanda pressed something.


The cylinder exploded in a titanic blast of flame. It was jet fuel and chemicals - a home made bomb. Steel tried to shield Squeee, but was hurtled aside. A wave of flame tore into her, smashing her aside. She felt herself crash into a jade statue, then there was nothing but fire and darkness.

 



 ***

 



Restart.

 




Pain. Shock and darkness - then weakness. A strange surface underneath her skin. Steel smelled a sharp, clean smell - like rain falling onto hot gravel.


The girl wept. 



She wept for Amanda. For herself - for the loss of something she had thought would never fail. Amanda had betrayed them... Steel wept brokenly, her hands flexing into a ground that was slick and strangely smooth. She wanted to vomit - wanted to scream. Wanted to shake Amanda like a leaf.

 



Why? Amanda - why?

 




Her hand found her sword. 


Responsibility. Drive. Struggle.

Creation...


Steel sat up.


Child form. She was weak - so terribly weak. Sick, and torn with grief. She looked about herself, and saw Squeee lying on a crystal surface beside her. The unicorn was in her normal form - a little four-footed creature with a hide of dapple grey. Her own sword lay at her side.


Liz was there - and Silk. Unconscious - unmoving. Only Steel could stir. She felt like vomiting. The sensation of incineration clung to her mind.


Above her, there was a sense of quiet, ever-watchful peace. She looked slowly up, and saw the God-Fish watching over her. Lost and dishevelled, Steel looked up at the fish and wearily understood.

 “Amanda doesn’t know that you’re actually a Maker.”


The God-Fish. The last of the five. The quiet mind of peace and understanding...


She felt damned sick. Steel sat on a surface made of clear crystal. Around her towered huge crystal formations that glittered in the sun. Creatures that looked like crystalline insects moved quietly on slopes and surfaces that shone with light.

 



Silence... The girl’s long white hair stirred in the breeze. Steel looked down at the surface beneath her, and stared.


 

A crack splintered slowly out across the glass...


 


It was like a cracked mirror. Blood flowed horribly along the fault lines. She saw herself and not herself - a figure lying dead on shattered glass, a knife through its belly - a look of pure cold triumph on its face. Fractured crystal panes around it showed a screaming face - a figure full of grief and horror, rushing to the fallen one. The screamer’s face was familiar... It was the Masker who had come to her so long ago. The sad one...


Marianne...?


Weeping. Crying. Disbelief. Fading consciousness awash in an ocean of blood.


Bodies scattered in the crystal. All slain with the knife. Enemies - all those who had thought her powerless. Images of the self-not-self striking in a blur of glory. Total freedom - pure ecstasy.

 




Freedom. For total freedom, the human has only to make a single decision. A decision to die. If conditions fall outside of the acceptable - then embrace death.


Total freedom. No more worry. No more fear.


Pure liberation.

 




A simple decision; bring terror to the persecutors. Affirm honour through blood.


- Set Liz free; let her tear the enemy to ruins. Vengeance.


- Set Silk free; let the gesture be extravagant and glorious!


- And Steel; the controller. The planner. The voice of creation, hope and honour. She had set it all loose in an explosion of blood. 


 




And the ones she left behind had been forced to live with it.

 




The images were everywhere. Steel tried to pull away from the blood on the floor, but it was beneath her, around her - always just short of touching her. 


Memories. 



Steel retched. Her soul twisted horribly inside her. Her voice was a husky, broken whisper.

 “I don’t want it. Make it stop.”


The God-Fish looked sadly down at her, riding the cool, clear winds. 



Steel drew in a shuddering breath. She staggered up to her knees and gathered Squeee up into her arms. She sheltered the little unicorn beneath her hair and looked up at the fish.

 “Don’t let Squeee see.”


There was a grassy patch far down the crystal valley. The God-Fish turned her sideways, and Steel was sitting with Squeee in a high place above a valley. There was a huge glacier here - aqua coloured and caressed by icy winds. A lake spread at its feet, the water an eerie glacial blue. All about it spread a forest of silver birch trees. The leaves were light green - the tree trunks white striped with black. It was a landscape peaceful, bright and bizarre.


A landscape made from memory.


Steel stared at it.

Finland.

The other self had been very young. They had been on the great camping trip in Europe, driving about in an old Bedford camper van. Evenings had been filled with the smell of cooking on a gas-cylinder stove. Canned food - Swedish meatballs, toast and potatoes. But they had been in Denmark, Norway, Sweden and Finland. She remembered - remembered Swedish hot dogs - ‘korv’ - fried bratwurst with skins so crisp they literally burst beneath your teeth. Utterly delicious! And Stave Churches! Viking churches of sheer black wood - almost identical to the buildings in Liz’s dark lake valley. 


... And then there had been this - the place of magic. A glacier.... somewhere. A forest of eerie light. The ice creaking. Midnight sun. Ink-cap mushrooms growing by the roots of all the trees.


The Fins had a mosquito repellant called “Mig”. Even at age - what? Eight? That had seemed funny.


Steel looked back towards the crystals. The God-Fish hovered silently at her side.


The girl let her words drift into the wind. 


 “You had them. You had the gates to all the memories.”


She looked up at the God-Fish in sadness.

 “How do you stand them?”


A life. People - faces. Good times, magical times. Horror, helplessness. Injustice. Absolute despair.


Steel felt sick.

 “I don’t want them.”


She held Squeee tightly - adoring her. Slowly, piece by piece, the little unicorn came awake. The God-Fish had saved them. Steel was too weak to regenerate the other Makers.


Lying belly-up in Steel’s arms, Squeee finally stirred. She breathed deeply, drew in one big breath, and opened up her eyes to find Steel looking down into her face, softly caressing her.


The little unicorn lay her face against Steel’s shoulder.

 “Did we die?”

 “We died.” Steel looked down at her Squeee - the best, the most innocent part of her. “We’re back now.”

 “How?”

 “The God-Fish. Amanda never realised that the God-Fish is really a Maker.”


They sat there, letting the God-Fish slowly heal them. Power flowed from him into them both. Steel felt herself slowly able to breathe - to think. She flexed her hand, able to move again.


Squeee hugged against Steel, feeling lost and sad.

 “Why did Amanda kill us?”

 “I think Amanda has been unhappy for a very long time, Squeee. I think Malden lied. I think he told her that he could turn her into a Maker.”


A cold wind blew from the mountain. Turning her neck, the little unicorn looked quietly back towards the huge crystals in the pass high above.

 “I haven’t been here before.”

 “None of us have, Squeee. It’s the God-Fish’s private place.” Steel quietly caressed her friend. “Squeee - we mustn’t come here again.”


The unicorn looked at her quietly - reading far more than Steel had thought was possible. One little hoof reached out to touch Steel’s tear-streaked face.

 “Alright, Steel. I know.”


There was a wrench somewhere deep at the roots of Steel’s world. Squeee felt it too. They both looked up, eyes unfocussed....


Nilf. A need for help.


The Red City.


The battle must be on. Amanda and Malden had wanted all the Makers dead before they began their assault. Steel rose carefully to her feet, still holding Squeee, and looked up at the God-Fish.

 “Thank you.”


Steel’s sword settled into place through her sash. The girl arranged her sheath cords carefully.

 “We’ll go. Will you be able to restore the others by yourself?”


The God-Fish tilted slightly. The others would be healed, but it would take time. 


 “Send the others when you can.”


The God-Fish came down. Steel stood on tiptoes and quietly kissed the beautiful finny creature on the snout, resting her head against his chin.

 “Thank you...”

 




Steel and Squeee turned sideways, and went to war.

 



 ***

 



Flames.


Time in these worlds was a thing of mood. It was evening - dark and lurid. Two enemy catapults lay in ruins three hundred metres short of Red City’s northern wall. The wreckage was aflame.


A roar filled the air - a chanting. Thousands of voices in unison - terrifying and alive. The two huge Dreamscape siege towers were being shoved forwards by columns of hundreds of men. Five stories tall, the massive towers lurched across the fields beneath a wave crossbow and artillery fire. Dense black columns of riot police armed with swords and shields were packed behind the towers, ready to storm Red City’s walls.


Fires burned in the city. Enemy artillery hurtled burning bolts up over the walls. The market district was aflame. Steel and Squeee stood on the battlements where the slingers fired at the enemy below. The fire fight was savage. Legion archers and javelineers showered missiles on the enemy below, and crossbow bolts blurred up out of the dark. Men twisted and fell screaming from the walls.


Salanaar had an arrow in his shoulder. The elf directed war elephants forward. The huge beasts were dragging wreckage forward up the ramps onto the broad battlements where it could be used to drop on the enemy. Steel saw him, strode over, and latched her hand onto the arrow. Exhausted, the elf looked up at her in joy.

“Steel!”


The girl had so little energy. She healed him, and the effort left her pale. Steel threw the arrow away.


Salanaar stared at her in joy. “What happened? Where did you all go?”

 “Ambush. They took us all out. We’re regenerating and coming back.” Steel finished healing the elf’s wounds. “There.” She looked towards the sea. “Did the fleet get out?”

 “They set sail hours ago. Five ships, one hundred marines, a hundred and fifty rowers. The u-boat’s towing a barge with four elephants.”

 “Good.”


Squeee stood on the battlements looking out over the damage with professional interest.

 “What’s happened?”


Salanaar had to shout above the roar of battle. “Concentrated fire fight! Tab bombed their biplane, but their artillery took out ours. Once they cleared out our artillery, they started bringing up their towers. They must have two thousand crossbowmen out there as a screen!” The sky was black with crossbow bolts whirring up over the walls. Nilf missile men had taken savage casualties. Many sheltered against the battlements, driven into cover by the arrow storm. “We’re taking casualties amongst the missile troops. Probably eighty injured, fifty dead!”


Steel swore.

 “We’re too weak from regenerating!” She bellowed over the din. “We can’t heal them yet. They’ll have to stay dead until we get more energy!”


Salanaar looked helpless. “How do we get you more energy?”

 “Emotional energy from kindred souls!” Steel ducked as an artillery bolt smashed the top from a red tower. “We need a victory!”

 “A victory!” Gleeful and filled with joy, Squeee changed to adult size. “I can do that!”


There was a flash. Squeee was suddenly down below, amongst the attacking infantry, her sword cutting into skirmishers. Steel stared, then swore and blinked out to join her.

“Damnit Squeee...!”

 



Dislocation.

 




Steel screamed in rage and sliced her sword into a shape that half rose to shriek in terror. She killed a man - cut down another, then whipped her head around, hunting frantically for Squeee.


There were right in the heart of the enemy skirmish line. Two thousand crossbowmen, all concentrated in a massive skirmish screen in the fire-lit dark. Men crouched behind mantlets, firing up at the battlements. One instant they were in a one-sided fire fight - and then suddenly blades and terror were ripping their lives out in the dark.


Squeee wrenched her sword and separated it into two identical blades. In the midst of a storm of enemies, she danced, she span, she swung. Two Dreamscape troopers were down - then three, four, five! Others hurtled themselves aside and opened fire. Squeee had already teleported away, reappeared behind the enemy and had run one through.


Steel flashed into existence, parried a crossbow bolt, and cut a man’s head in two. Mantlets tumbled as men sprang to their feet. She teleported away again - cut once - twice! Two more men down! Squeee was in the middle of a storm of arrow fire, her hand held up, slowing crossbow quarrels to a crawl. She cut down astonished Dreamscapers, then instantly disappeared!


Chaos!


Dreamscapers fled. Other fired at their own men in the dark. Two Dreamscapers charged at Steel with swords and shields. Steel parried, side stepped and cut, pivoting to cut into one man’s spine. The other one fell as she severed his knee.


It was ludicrous. Steel and Squeee were outnumbered and desperately short of energy. The dark mass of crossbowmen surged to their feet, frenziedly trying to fight the enemy that flicked into being and butchered them from inside their own ranks. Steel flashed right into the middle of a mass of men. She used the last dregs of precious energy to shield herself from crossbow bolts. Squeee cut down two men. Steel swore and charged towards the enemy - flashed out, and reappeared behind them. She killed a man, parried a sword cut - flashed out and reappeared at the edge of the line. Cut - killed - cut again. Teleported - parried, span and slew....


On the battlements, Nilf began to cheer.


Steel was in adult form - tall, slim and inhumanly fast. Side by side with Squeee, she fought her way into the enemy front line. They teleported in and out, striking, screaming savagely, leaving a scatter of death behind them. Steel snarled, hating these people - Dreamscape hirelings come to vandalise and destroy. With a roar of hatred, she cut a man clean in two. He screamed foully as he flashed out of existence in a blur!


The massive siege towers pushed forwards - dwarfing everything about them. The troops shoving them forwards chanted - yelling in unison - 



- And then suddenly there was a creaking, groaning sound like falling wood.


One tower - packed full of archers and assault troops - suddenly began to heel.


It fell like a redwood - tilting with nightmarish slowness as the jars beneath the soil shattered from its weight. The massive siege tower pitched forwards, archers falling screaming from its top. It slammed down like an avalanche amongst the Dreamscape infantry, crushing men like ants. The second tower bogged down - then it too began to tilt and sway. Dreamscape infantry all around it flashed out of the world, retreating in terror rather than risk death beneath the tower. The wreckage of the siege towers suddenly caught flame. In the light, Steel and Squeee flashed in amongst the assault troops, cutting men down in the dark.


There was a scream - a sudden boiling of panic in the night. Dreamscapers looked behind themselves - 


 




... Then their front line broke and ran.

 




Some units were pulling back, firing and retreating. Others simply fled, and Steel followed. Squeee appeared amongst an artillery crew, steel clashing as they fought her. The unicorn danced as she fought - tall and eerily beautiful. 



- And the city’s defenders cheered their victory.


Energy. It poured into Steel, thundering into her. The cheering flooded new life into her soul. She blinked - then heard Squeee laughing. The unicorn screamed in victory, decapitating an artillery man.


Steel flashed into existence beside the unicorn.

 “Squeee - stop it!”

 “It doesn’t matter! They’re not really dead! Only here!” Joy was inside Squeee - a joy Steel recognised all too horribly. “Steel - we can kill more!”

 “Not you.” Steel caught Squeee and folded her against herself. “No more!”


The city gates crashed open.


One hundred Nilf knights stormed out to rage towards the enemy lines. Behind them came the horse archers, and then war elephants two abreast, fanning out into a wedge, locked shoulder to shoulder. The Nilf knights stood in their stirrups and hacked down into the fleeing Dreamscape troops. Dreamscapers screamed and fell - suddenly the horses were amongst them, smashing the enemy lines. 



Blood and horses, fire and steel. The mounted troops ploughed into panicked men. Modern soldiers had never faced cavalry. Men had forgotten the terror of lances and hooves. Mailed and terrible, the Nilf attacked, their swords hacking blood-red ruin through the night.


Elephants raged shoulder to shoulder towards the densest enemy resistance. Ballistae fired - one elephant reared and rampaged away out of formation, trampling as it went. And then the war elephants smashed into the Dreamscape lines. Crossbows fired, but the elephants strode through the storm. Tusks lunged and jerked. The howdah crews fired with bows, hurtled naphtha bombs and screamed in victory. Dreamscape troops were smashed like puppets, stamped bloodily into the earth.


Liz appeared, sword swinging. Silk flashed into existence - stared about himself, and then drew his blade. He called up to an elephant crew, and a line snaked down towards him. The bird swung up into the howdah, looked over the fight, and bellowed down to Steel and Squeee.

 “They’ve broken! They’ve broken!” The bird waved his sword to the chivalry of the world of dreams. “Pursue!”


Mounted troops rampaged through the invaders as Dreamscapers fled towards the magic gate. Knights and nomads cut men down in droves. This was a cavalryman’s dream! A broken enemy, panic in the night, and the trumpets screaming victory! Mailed and magnificent, the Nilf cavalry drove the bloody, panicked mass of Dreamscape infantry out into the orchards, sending an entire invading army into hell.

 




- And then the enemy’s real forces appeared on the open flank to the south.

 




They were terrible beings. A vast phalanx of shambling creatures that stank as they came. They were absolute obscenities - shambling corpse-creatures with thick armour bolted straight into their flesh. Their wounds wept, their eyes were blank and dead. They carried weapons crudely forged from iron - spears and cleavers with edges as jagged as broken glass. Hands were encased in steel gauntlets and claws. They had the tireless, driving tread of automatons.


A riderless horse rode by. Steel grabbed the creature’s bridle and swung into the saddle. She used the added height to look out over the approaching enemy, judging the steady speed of the attack.

 “Malden.”


She carefully divided and counted the line. The fire-lit evening made vision difficult. It looked like perhaps three thousand of Malden’s pet obscenities. They marched in ranks, and bristled with claws, blades and terror.


The Nilf had a handful of elephants. Their cavalry was scattered in the pursuit. In the city, there were still eight hundred elite legionaries, two hundred of Liz’s shock troops, and some battered missile men.


This one would take careful timing...

 “Silk!” The girl pointed with her sword. “Abandon the city! I want every man we’ve got down here now!”

 “Done!” Silk passed orders. An Aldiss lamp began to flash towards the walls. Steel cast an eye towards the churning, bloody chaos of the rout. “Squeee - how are we doing?”


Riding one of her own carousel ponies, the armoured unicorn pushed back her helm. “The elephants have rallied, but we’ve lost the cavalry!” The Nilf knights were rampaging amongst fleeing Dreamscape infantry, cutting them down as they fled for the gate. “Should I sound recall?”


It was a hard decision. Steel could still see swarms of Dreamscape infantry. If they were allowed to reform, then the Nilf would be smashed like a snail under a jackhammer. Steel shook her head.

 “Let them go! Don’t let the Dreamscapers re-form!” 



Tabitha the cat came running down from the city gate at the head of a swarm of adventurers. She saw Steel and Squeee, and her whole being seemed to light up with hope. Steel’s horse gave a side step, and Steel curbed its reins.

 “Tabitha! Do we have any fire bombs?”

 “Enough for one load. We’ve got the Catalina fuelled and online.” The black cat watched the oncoming horror, still a kilometre distant. “Should I go?”

 “Go.”


The cat turned and ran, her flying jacket streaming behind her. 



At the city gates, the first cohorts of Nilf Legionaries were racing out into the road. Steel motioned for the banners to plant themselves, marking the position for the Legion to form.


Men doubled into ranks. Squeee stood beside Steel. Liz ran up beside them to watch the enemy.


Steel breathed in slowly, her mind always working.

 “Alright. OK - this is what we do. We’re going to form up here, with the magic gate to Griffin Town over there at our flank.” Steel pointed at the route. “Squeee - get to the fleet. Get ashore on Griffin Town beach - cut your way through anything they have over there. When you get a signal from us, you’re going to make a flank attack clean through the gate.”

 “Done.” Squeee took Steel’s hand. “Will you be alright?”

 “I’ve got Silk and Liz.” Steel kissed Squeee’s hand, her eyes on the enemy. “We’ll manage.”

 “I love you.”


There was a flash, and Squeee was gone.


There were casualties. Energy had come flooding up into Steel’s soul. Silk and the God-Fish saw to the healing - dragging men back to their feet. Healing elephants and slingers, archers and velites.


Steel sat on her horse at the head of the Legion. Nilf Legionaries formed up into ranks - men with javelins, heavy iron pila and swords. Javelineers formed a skirmish screen. Archers formed the flanks. She had six elephants, and two hundred assorted monsters and adventurers. It was a good army. Good men. The purple banners were unfurled. Steel rode the front of the ranks, her dragonfly sword drawn, and they cheered her.


The huge enemy phalanx came onwards. The dense ranks were packed ten deep, far overlapping the Nilf battle lines. Shambling - stinking - screeching - clanking. Malden’s battle lines cross the bloody ground, then slowed, and stopped.


- And there was Malden.


He stood at the head of his troops in his grey frock coat, top hat and lace. Long grey hair stirred in the breeze. Malden leaned on his sword cane and gazed levelly across three hundred metres of open ground towards Steel. He glowered - and then with show of bad tempered disdain, he stalked forwards.


Steel dug her heels into her Nilf dragon-horse and sent it trotting briskly forward. She reined in a few metres short of Malden and glowered at him.


Her long white hair shone. The black bow in her locks gleamed like steel. The girl put her spectacles down her nose and looked at Malden as though he had just clambered from a drain.

 “Mister Malden, I presume.”

 “Miss Steel.” Malden was unamused. “You are harder to kill than a cockroach.”

 “I am very fond of cockroaches.” Steel had made at least three species for her world; her painted bush cockroaches were a beauty to behold. “Surely you expected to see me?”

 “Your creature Amanda was as poor an assassin as you are a judge of character.” Malden ground the tip of this sword cane into the ground. “No matter. I have come to discuss surrender.”


Steel looked at the packed masses of the enemy army. The Nilf and their allies were outnumbered three to one. She peered at them over her glasses, and then shook her head in regret.

 “I am sorry, Mister Malden - but we do not have the facilities to accept your surrender.”


The man stared up at Steel without a glint of humour in his eye. He drew a breath, and then turned, waving a hand towards his men.

 “Perfect, aren’t they? My creatures. None of the weaknesses of independent, self-willed flesh.”


Steel looked at him in scorn. “Freudian - but then all of our worlds have their quirks.”


She sat on her horse - one hand on her hip - straight backed and magnificent. She cast her eyes over the pustulant, diseased nightmares that were Malden’s ‘men’.

 “So this is why you needed Dreamscape. You needed their headsets to be able to bring your creatures into other worlds en-masse.”

 “They released the genie from the bottle!” Malden brimmed with self congratulation. “They have given me the power - and now entire worlds shall be mine.” 



Savouring the scent of smoke and ruin in the air, Malden spread his arms.

 “Dreamscape will work with me again. They are a remarkable resource!” Malden pointed his stick towards the routing Dreamscape army. “They have an almost infinite pool from which to draw their forces. Police. Soldiers. A whole world - The forces of obedience and order...” The man levelled his staff at Steel. “Your obedience. Our order. They have harnessed the dreams of oppression and law - and they have come for you.”


The girl looked down at Malden. 


 “Then they shall be fought.”

 “But to what end?” The man expressively opened up his arms. “For this? A fantasy world? Why spend your spirit and effort when you can simply make another?” 



Steel’s laugh was the pure contempt of an insulted intellect. She looked down from her horse at Malden, and her eyes showed the wisdom of life - of death. Of discovery.

 “Both you and I know, Mister Malden, that this is no mere dream. This is an afterlife. My afterlife. Here, we have built a place made from the pure substance of our souls.”


Mister Malden rested upon his sword cane. A tall, stark scarecrow of a man. A scarecrow with eyes emptied by a life of grey self interest.


He quietly regarded Steel, his long fingers moving like a spider’s legs as he tapped his cane. He changed his tack. Malden’s voice was suddenly free of amusement; he became a god speaking with a fellow immortal.

 “You have scented it, of course. They do not yet understand it.” He spoke quietly, slitting his eyes to the breeze like a cat. “Not all humans have souls. Only the few - the hardened elite. The rest are too soft - too... frangible.”


The girl sat atop her dragon horse and watched him.

 “You are about to tell me that there is more to this than just Dreamscape’s amusement park.”


Malden drew in a deep, slow breath, savouring the air of Steel’s world.

 “Dreamscape have the technology to enter our worlds. At the moment, they are using them merely as games for dreamers. But think! They could use this to give an afterlife to the pointless hordes who will never have them. An afterlife that can be organised, packaged and sold. We can offer common humanity a continuation of existence - and place them at the mercy of our wills!”


Steel looked down at Malden. The loathing that she felt was deeper than an ocean - more glacial than an arctic shore.

 “You would lead them away from all hope of their own salvation, to feed on them like a wasp larva, gnawing at its prey.”


Malden bared yellow teeth.

 “We would be saviours! We would become the gate to eternal life! I have a vision of greatness, Miss Steel. I offer you a partnership - you and your bird and your lizard. Even that childish unicorn! If we expand our relationship with Dreamscape, we can draw them in. The desire of humans to live on after death will make them our slaves in life. We shall make easy, neat afterlife packages for them - condominiums in Elysian fields! And with the energy that we wrench from them, we shall expand and dominate other worlds - other Makers. We shall rule a universe!”


Steel looked at the man in contempt. 


 “You want their energy. You want to farm them - Battery souls...” 



The girl gazed at the empty, stinking things that served Malden. A soulless army that stared at her with empty, mindless eyes.

 “You have no intention to serve humanity, Mister Malden. The afterlife you would offer them would be a mockery. They would still lack the soul to survive. They would wither into a slavery where all will, all hope, all chance for joy is forever gone. And when they grew too weak, you would finally suck them dry...”


Malden breathed deeply - dire and furious. He drew himself up tall and straight, his grey hair stirring in the breeze.

 “Abandon these worlds to me. Go - and I will let you have your lives.”


Steel’s hair gleamed. She looked down at Malden from horseback, cool, magnificent and calm.


With one sweep of her eyes, she passed judgment.


When she spoke, her voice was calm and quiet.

 “I have learned many things over two lives, Mister Malden. I know what you represent. You are the negative aspect of the Maker: Even the unworthy can survive, if their passion is strong. Dreamscape have released you from hell - and now we must put you back again.”


The girl’s glasses were unwinking circles of light as they fixed upon Malden’s face.

 “We oppose you with discipline. We oppose you with rage. We will fight you with glory, and with sheer joy. Even logic is against you.”


Malden gave a sour laugh.

 “Then you face your own absolute extinction.”


Steel sat tall and unmoving.

 “Sometimes, even ending is a triumph.”


The odds were five-to-one, and the enemy were waiting. Steel gazed down at Malden’s face.

 “I will take your life, Mister Malden. You have no one to blame except yourself.”


He flashed back into the centre of his own troops before she could strike. With a cold glance towards the enemy, Steel turned her horse and rode back to her own battle lines.


The Sword Master, Abbot Sun and the swordsman Rain waited for her beside Silk’s command elephant. Anton Foxen - dressed in Nilf mail and carrying a sword - came racing towards Steel.

 “Steel! Was Amanda alright?”

 “In a way.” Sickened, Steel looked away. “You do not have to fight for us, Anton.”

 “This is my home.” The fox’s voice was firm and intense. “I’m a good commander. I will fight for you.” Green fox eyes locked with Steel’s. “I love you all.”


Steel nodded. She turned her head towards the spare horses. “Then mount up. Rally the Nilf cavalry. Regroup and make ready to support Squeee.”


Anton saluted, mounted a horse, and rode away.


The old Sword Master remained on foot amongst the Nilf skirmish line. He looked up at Steel with a smile.

 “And what did your Mister Malden want?”

 “To share his vision; slavery for humanity, in life and beyond.” 


 “And are we ready to defeat him?”


Steel merely turned her horse to face the enemy. She watched her troops dress their lines: Close combat infantry screened by skirmishers. Liz’s adventurers and monsters as shock troops. Six war elephants. Ranked against them was a surging, close-packed mass of stinking monsters armed with cleaver, axe and claw.


A wargamer’s delight...

 “Mister Malden has let slip a hint of weakness. His troops lack free will.” The girl shimmered. She gave herself Samurai armour - stark white and black.

 “Silk - these are your people. You should take overall command. Lead them to glory.” She bowed to her friend the bird. “I will be engaging Mister Malden.” In the air behind the army, the God-Fish loomed. Steel kept her eye upon the enemy. “Master san - Rain san. We are honoured by your presence. You may pick your own ground.”

 “With your permission, we will try to guard your back.”

 “I would be honoured.”


Abbot Sun leaned on his staff.

 “I will accompany you, Steel san.” The old monk nodded as he gazed upon the enemy. “This was certain to happen some day. The yin versus the yang.”


Steel saw the last cohorts setting into place. Liz and her monsters chafed at the bit. The gate to Griffin Town was behind the army’s left flank.

 “Then let us make sure it ends here.” Steel rose in her stirrups and lifted her sword. “Silk?”


The bird became a creature of scarlet and gold. He drew a sword that ran with liquid flame. Silk’s voice boomed out across the battlefield, across his men.

 “We are free! We are each of us on the road we most wish to be. Nothing - nothing is more precious than the dream we share!” Silk swept his sword towards the enemy. “Onward! Long live the dream!”


Elephants trumpeted. Adventurers and Nilf warriors roared.


A thousand soldiers started forward, while on the plains before them, the waiting enemy bared their claws.

 






 




Chapter 17

 



 



 




The magical gate shimmered with a golden light. The sky had lit with an eerie rose and yellow dawn. Under the purple banners, the army of the otherworld advanced into battle.


War elephants swayed forwards. Their striped bodies were sheathed in armour of plate and mail, with sword blades fastened to their tusks. In the armoured howdahs, the crews had a grandstand view of the battle. The elephants locked shoulder to shoulder into a single titanic wall of doom.


The legion marched, their mail clattering. Their shields made a solid wall. Skirmishers covered their front - archers their flanks. The God-Fish hovered behind them, power arcing out to crackle around his fins.


Beside the infantry came Liz and her shock troops. Adventurers with savage blades - monsters, giant axolotls, world spirits and demonesses. The lizard woman walked at their head, her black blade hungry. She had stripped for war, and marched naked and magnificent in the dawn.


Steel dismounted. She walked side by side with the blade masters and Abbot Sun. From the howdah of his command elephant, Silk leaned out to look towards the enemy.


They were a dull mass the colour of infected flesh and rusted steel. The stench of disease cloaked them. Armoured fists were bristling with claws. Blades and cleavers gleamed. Made clumsy by massive metal armour, they crashed forward in perfect step - three thousand monstrous, screaming things shambling in a mass ten deep. They screeched and moaned as they came, as though each step were agony. They wept and gibbered - insane after an endless life of agony. Driven forward by Malden’s savage will.


Malden’s lines overlapped Silk’s formation at both ends, and was twice as deep. But the army of the dreamers marched on beneath its banners. Its Makers were among them, and its allies from other worlds had come.


Silk leaned out of his howdah to call down to his officers.

 “Let them come in. Refuse the left - counter charge in the centre.” Silk slithered down from the elephant. “Elephants and Liz’s shock troops to attack on the right flank once the centre is engaged. Drive it in!” Confident and glorious, Silk sketch out his vision with his sword. “This has to be like a revolving door. We have to pivot them! Turn them around to put the gate to Griffin Town behind them.” He looked to the wargamers and Legionaries who made up his officer corps. “Do you understand?”

 “Sir!”

 “Then let’s go kill the bastards!” Silk relished the fight. His anger and his joy were infectious. The bird’s beautiful feathers shimmered like a banner made of flame. He signalled for his standard bearers, and shouldered through the ranks of his men, taking his place in the front rank of the Legion’s line.

 “Legion - advance!”


Fifty paces closer - and then the Nilf legionaries halted. They grounded shields, the wooden wall giving off a thunderous crash. Rear ranks kept their distance loose, winding leather cords about their spear shafts, ready to open fire.


The sound of an aircraft engine rose - the long howl of an attack dive. The Nilf archers nocked, drew, and in one dark cloud they opened fire. In the skirmish line, slingers and javelineers took skipping steps forward and hurtled their missiles at the enemy.


Arrows leapt upwards, flying in the flat trajectory of killing shots. Javelins twisted in flight. The enemy saw the incoming storm - and broke into a run.


A heavy flying boat blacked the sun as she thundered overhead. Three fire bombs tumbled from her belly, falling amongst the missile storm. Bombs, sling bullets, javelins and arrows smashed into Malden’s screaming, stinking phalanx, and there was a brilliant blaze of flame.


A clear shield extended in a dome over the enemy. Flame ran from it - arrows rebounded uselessly. Malden stood at the centre of his army, staff uplifted as he shielded his troops. The God-Fish rose upwards, and a huge arc of energy stabbed out at the shield. The dome collapsed - a few fading flecks of burning oil dropped onto the enemy, but it was too late. The flying-boat with Tabitha at the controls rose high, winging over to inspect the damage. The engines gunned in fury. 



Steel had seen Malden. She watched him, her eyes fixed and calculating.

 “Abbot Sun! Rain San. Master San. Are you ready?”


The Abbot bowed. The two Samurai drew swords. Steel called back to Silk, where he stood amongst his Legion.

 “Silk?”

 “Yes?”

“Now!”


Steel gave a battle scream. She raised her sword and charged at three thousand enemies, the dragonfly blade gleaming. Abbot Sun, the Sword Master and Rain-san ran with her, screaming in challenge at Malden’s ranks.


There was a flash. Suddenly Steel and her team teleported into the enemy ranks. Malden stood surrounded by bodyguards of rotting flesh and rusted iron. He caught the flicker of Steel’s arrival and screamed, throwing up his staff to catch the sword blow that would have cut him in two. Sparks flew as Maker blade met Maker blade - and Malden tumbled aside. Steel’s power blasted out, ramming Malden’s bodyguards aside.


The Sword Master and Rain covered Steel’s back. Swords in hand, they cut at enemies. The old Sword Master was a Maker in his own right. He moved with inhuman speed. There was a scream as a shambling monster lost its arm. Fluids jetted out of pipes that filled the creature’s skin.


Rain fought with twin blades, clearing a space around Steel. The bodyguards surged inwards, trying to tear apart their enemies. Abbot Sun levelled his staff and gave a shout, and monsters were hurtled backwards. Iron and flesh were blasted apart.


Steel saw none of it. Two monstrous bodyguards flung themselves at her. She span and cut one through the neck. She hacked up at the other, her blade hitting metal where there should have been groin. The creature slashed at her, and she caught the blow on her sword, then leapt and shouted, her sword severing the monster’s elbow. Rain parried another monster that tried to block her way. She cut into a pack of shambling, confused, screaming things that flung themselves into her path. Enemies crowded at her - but Abbot Sun hunched - gathered his power - then with a thunderous blast monsters flew aside, opening the way.

Malden!


He saw her. Malden recoiled backwards. He threw up his hands, hurtling out a shield to keep Steel at bay. She blasted through it, then brought the dragonfly sword towards him. She felt power flowing out of the world, her people, her love - a great invisible surge channelling through her body, flowing like a waterfall, hosing down her sword. The sword tip was alive with it - the weapon pulsed with it, thundering with life! Steel raised the sword, and with a great scream of release, she crashed the blade down onto Malden.


The man met her with his own sword, bellowing in rage. With a blast of sparks, his weapon shattered. Steel’s sword had enough force left to land on Malden’s shoulder the edge slicing through his coat as if it were paper. It drew blood, bringing a roar of outrage from Malden’s throat. He kicked, shoved Steel backwards, then tore a jagged blade out of the arms of one of his own men.


The huge phalanx of Malden’s creatures hesitated. Suddenly his mind no longer drove them onward. Confused, they stood in indecision. Sling bullets hissed down into them, crashing into the steel armour and deadened flesh. The monsters scarcely felt the sting. Here and there, an arrow cut the high pressure fluid pipes inside a monstrosities limbs. Ichor jetted, and the monster lost control of a leg, and arm, a neck. Others were blinded as slingstones smashed their skulls. These few lurched into their neighbours, causing other monsters to lash out with their claws. 



Silk’s voice carried clear over the chaos.

 “Legion! In Century order - Charge!”


From the Nilf, there came a formless roar as they began their charge.


The ranks of Nilf infantry ran forwards, hurtling javelins. The spears hissed as they came, the heavy weapons slamming into the front ranks of Malden’s troops. The monsters staggered as all four ranks of Nilf hurtled javelins - and then their heavy iron throwing spears. Eight hundred infantry hurtled more than three thousand spears.

“Cuneus! Form the swine head!”


With a thunderous bang, the Legion locked its shields, the men packed shoulder to shoulder. Silk had packed his centre ranks at double depth, and they came on in a dense battering ram, flanked by the unbroken wall of their comrade’s shields. The Legion thundered forward at a dead run, screaming in fury, a scarlet imperial eagle at their head. The rear ranks arced a wave of spears overhead - and then the shield wall slammed into Malden’s phalanx with a crash like a tidal wave.


Legionaries smashed into Malden’s line. Facing an enemy at last, Malden’s monsters roared. They clawed at shields, hacking with cleavers and crooked blades, thrashing with chains and flails. The Nilf fought in a shield wall, shields locked overlapping, the rear ranks pushing into the backs of the men in front. They were outflanked, and the edges of their line bowed inwards as Malden's monsters clawed towards them. Beneath his purple banners, Silk gave a thundering scream of rage, his sword slamming through the enemy. He fought shoulder-to-shoulder with his men, his strength flooding out into the Legion in a pure white blaze.


Elephants trumpeted. With a shudder, the war elephants crashed into Malden’s lines. Six elephants side by side, rearing onto their back legs to ram forwards with their bladed tusks. Shoving, ripping, crushing - tossing screaming bodies high. The crews leaned out from the howdahs to fire bows and javelins, naphtha bombs and axes. Some of Malden's monsters managed to climb one elephant with their claws. In seconds they were in amongst the crew, tearing them to shreds. The elephant stampeded into Malden’s ranks, then fell. Malden’s monsters began tearing it apart.


A blast from the God-Fish hurtled them back. The elephant reared to its feet, healed, its armour in ribbons. It lurched inside the enemy ranks causing utter chaos. The God-Fish staggered as one of Malden’s creatures hurtled a spear into its side. The huge fish staggered away, its scales streaming blood.


Steel duelled Malden - blades ringing. Malden fell back. Monsters came at Steel, and she fought them away - claws ripping a wound across her back. Rain cut at a creature that came at her from behind - then fell as a monster punched a blade through his spine. The old Sword Master killed Rain’s enemy, then dragged his comrade aside, healing him. He was running out of energy.


Abbot Sun crashed his staff into monsters, and Steel had another chance to cut Malden clean in two.


Malden teleported away.


Steel found him again, following - turning sideways twice to bring him to bay. He was in amongst the churning mass of his own troops. Steel fell amongst them alone, blasting a path through them with a wave of power. A blade stabbed at her. She parried, crashed her sword hilt into a dead, howling face, then with a huge surge of energy simply threw her enemy aside. The aikido throw smashed monsters aside - and Malden was there, trying to put purpose back into his men. Steel crashed his sword aside and cut - ripping up beneath Malden’s left arm to leave him running with blood. She stabbed his thigh, and he recoiled away, spending precious energy to heal. He staggered back. His troops flung themselves in a frenzy at Steel, forcing her to fight.


Malden whipped his face towards his troops, feeding their dead minds his commands.


Malden’s troops were ten men deep. The rear ranks shambled into a column and surged to their right, trying to wrap around the outnumbered army of dreams. The monsters formed into tight ranks, packing hard together, then crouched down, gave a piercing roar, and came at the Nilf’s exposed right flank at a dead, stampeding run. 



Spears thudded into the monsters around Steel, opening her a space. She saw the monsters forming their flank attack - then heard the sound of an aircraft engine rising to a wild scream. She looked up and saw the Catalina flying boat diving in straight towards the charge. Tabitha made a kamikaze dive straight into the enemy.

“Tab!”


Tabitha ploughed into the ground at five hundred kilometres an hour. The aircraft ran the length of the enemy’s flanking charge, the fireball ripping them apart. The engine blocks tumbled, bouncing and crashing into Malden’s men. Steel could only stare - then in a wild berserk rage, she turned and clove the dragonfly sword into Malden’s ranks.


Malden’s army had not yet turned its flank to the magic gate. 



Silk cut down a monster that had fought its way into the shield wall. The front ranks of the Legion were decimated - the reserve men filling gaps left by casualties. The swordsmen were tiring. Wiping blood from his face, Silk’s voice pealed out over the Legion.

 “Maniples - Exchange ranks!”


With perfect discipline, the front ranks of the Legion shoved to make space, then jerked backwards and disappeared behind the shields of the following rank. Fresh men were in the fight. The shields rammed against Malden’s monsters. With half of Malden’s depth now gone, the Legion were holding their ground.


The elephants fought madly - two more were down, hamstrung by razor claws. The war elephants were trying to retreat, but the drivers fought them around, goading them into the melee. Standing tall, Silk waved his sword. Behind him, his trumpets gave a single, deafening call.


The adventurers charged.


They were massed on the open flank - two hundred fighters of the otherworld: Demonesses, elves, fighters, rangers - Triffids, Auitzotl , the ‘Floop’ and Nayari the world serpent - Diggy the land shark and his kin. They were the adventurers and warriors of the dreamlands, led by a terrible Maker who roared like a tyrannosaur. Liz’s battle scream split the skies. She was coming at the enemy at a dead run, her huge two handed sword as black as night. 



Liz’s scream sent a dark pulse of power thundering out into her followers. They followed her in a screaming charge, wrapped in her black energy. They crashed into Malden’s open flank, climbing into the enemy like a maddened wave. Liz killed, screaming in ecstasy, tearing out the intestines of her prey. Malden’s forces were taking casualties - but still they outnumbered the defending army. There were still too many claws, too many swords. The Nilf were losing men despite the injured God-Fish raising the dead. The shield wall had shrunk to half its size.


The battle raged. Steel found Rain, Abbot Sun and the old Master beside her - and Malden was retreating into his troops. He screamed orders, his will gripping the monstrosities around him...


They were turning.


Malden’s right flank began to swing in to envelop the outnumbered Nilf infantry. The monsters swung deliberately like a closing gate, the pressure swinging the fight around slowly - inexorably. The enemy’s back was to the magical gate, and Malden screamed in triumph at Steel.

 “Your sad little army! Your sad little worlds of trees and frogs and flowers!” He laughed, his arm running with blood as he raised it to the sky. “What can you offer to face the armies of my mind?”


Steel stood over the body of a monstrosity - her white hair running with blood. She looked up at Malden, and drew breath.

 “My armies shall be the rock and the trees, and the birds of the air!”


Birds, insects - wasps, bees, beetles. The skies turned dark as the animal life born from Steel’s soul surged up from all the worlds where they had taken root. Led by dragonflies, they came down in a crashing storm, blinding Malden and his undead things.

 




From the magic gate, a trumpet pealed out a wild, defiant cry.

 




They burst out of the gate at the gallop - four elephants clad in silver and steel, side by side and bellowing in rage. Nilf knights were at their heel, the dragon horses white-sheened with sweat, the knight’s swords blunted and bloody. And with them came the Nilf navy - mail armoured marines with axes, shields and a screaming rage, thundering from the magical gate. Overhead, a sky-galley soared, the warriors of Turquoise and Gold hurtling rocks down upon the foe. Squeee - a small unicorn again - stood in the howdah of the leading elephant with her forefeet spread wide, energy shimmering out to fill her troops with power.


They crashed into the enemy’s rear. Knights smashed into Malden’s monsters, the dragon-horses hurtling the enemy aside. Horses plunged and reared as lances, swords and maces flashed. Nilf banners soared above the wild melee as the sailors crashed home their charge with a wild scream of rage. The sound of shattering armour - of blades, steel, shields and flesh smashing together - was like an atomic bomb.


The elephants were remorseless. They crushed through the packed mass of Malden’s troops. Led by wargamers, by Newcomers, dreamers and Marines, Squeee’s shock troops crashed over Malden’s forces like an avalanche.


It was over. Malden’s creatures were overrun. The few had obliterated the many. Malden saw his monsters fall - his curses became panic. He saw Steel coming for him with the dragonfly sword - and he fled. 


 




Malden flashed, and disappeared. Steel screamed her ki-ai shout and hurtled herself after him. Silk saw her, and instantly followed. Liz came screaming at his side.

 



Dislocation.

 




They blinked into existence on a plain of stinking ash. The red brick buildings and small horizons of Malden’s world pressed in around them. Malden’s creatures lay asleep where headsets had sent their essence through into Silk’s world. Malden himself stood, ragged and exhausted, at the centre of his horde, desperately sucking energy from his world. Monsters around him faded as he erased them to recover his resources.


Steel flung herself at him without breaking stride.


His sword cane was back. Malden parried, his strength returning - all wounds gone. Steel fought him at frenzied speed. Energy matched energy - 



- But Steel was far, far better with the blade. And her ki still came pure and cold and savage through her sword. Malden screamed - vaporised his own followers as they tried to wake, and hurtled Steel aside with a blast of energy.


Silk came at Malden from one side, and Liz from another. Liz’s sword literally made the air shudder as she swung. Malden hurtled himself away from her, eliminating more and more followers as he sucked them dry. The power gave him speed enough to meet Silk’s sword - hurtle the bird back, and then crash Liz aside with a whiplash of power. 



Buildings lay in rubble. Malden’s tactics had ripped the ground up into buckled scars that smoked with poison. His creatures lay torn and shattered. The three Makers came straight back at him, and Malden wiped blood from his mouth.

 “We can make a deal!” The man shouted. “They don’t understand how reality works!”

 “No.” Steel stood on the rubble, light gleaming from her sword. Liz and Silk took position out to the flanks. “No, Malden. We understand now what you are.”


Malden gave a scream of rage. He lunged his hands down at the ground, ripping power out of his world. The horizons jerked to within a few dozen meters - the sky clamped down like steel. In the centre of a small bubble of selfish greed, Malden flared and thundered with energy, roaring in hate. Liz, Silk and Steel teleported, flashing into existence within sword reach of Malden, their weapons alive with their own power. The blades crashed against Malden’s shielding, and the cramped world blazed. Malden slew the last few of his own followers, and the energy thundered out of him. The ground opened up beneath Silk, Steel and Liz’s feet and slammed shut around them like bear traps. They were caught neck deep in stone, energy blazing around them - unable to teleport. Malden stood two dozen metres away, and laughed.

 “The Great Makers! The mighty Swords of the Afterlife!” The man clenched his fist, and the earth tried to crush his victims flat. “So this is all you have to offer me?”


Steel looked at him - her eyes calm and dire.

 “Actually - We were never the dangerous ones...”


There was a flicker of motion. Malden only just had time to scream as things began to crash onto him from above. One after another - smashing down onto Malden’s skull.


- An anvil


- A safe.


- A grand piano.


- The Mir Space station.


- The battleship Bismarck.


Last but not least was a hubcap - which wobbled around and around and around, making a hellish clamour before it finally stood still.


There was a long, shocked silence.


From across the railing of the Bismarck, a little unicorn face looked down in interest.

 “Is he gone?”


Steel looked up at her from her prison.

 “You got him.”

 “Oh good!” The little unicorn waved happily to one and all. “Hey everybody! I brought stuff!”


Silk, Liz and Steel extricated themselves from the ground. It had started to turn powdery - blowing away like mist in the wind. Steel dragged herself out of the dirt, dusting at her long black hakama.


Squeee teleported in to climb up into her arms.

 “Hey Squeee.”

 “Hey.” The unicorn snuggled adoringly into Steel. “Sorry I took a while. I was getting power from all that victory joy.”


Steel looked at the scattered piano keys. “You do good work.”

 “I think so.” Squeee frowned up at the Bismarck. “Was the battleship too much?”

 “Naah. It had to be either that or Dorothy’s house from ... from...” Steel blinked. Memory was always a problem. “... Well - from something. The God-Fish would know.”


Malden’s world was collapsing. He had taken everything from it. The ceiling was coming in as the whole place shrank away towards nothing. Steel helped Liz and Silk step out of the vanishing soil.

 “Squeee - How’s the God-Fish?”

 “The bunny girls are tending to him. I think he rather likes it.”

 “Hmph.” Steel took Squeee by the hand. “There’s more of Silk in him than we thought...”


Liz and Silk held hands and vanished back to their own world. With a last look at a collapsed universe, Steel and Squeee did the same. They vanished just as the last meter of ground blew away into oblivion.

 






 




Chapter 18


 


 


 

Aftermath.

 




Tabitha lay in Steel’s arms, her body reforming from Steel’s love. Captain Wulff sat beside Steel, shattered by tears. Steel hung her head over Tabitha, cloaking her beneath her beautiful white hair. She kissed the sleeping cat girl, and felt life stir inside her heart. 



The black cat drew in a shuddering breath - held it - then opened up her eyes.


She stared up at Steel in such trust - such love. Then she rolled her head and saw Wulff kneeling beside her. Wulff took Tabitha in her arms, weeping. They held each other tightly, utterly adoring - so wonderfully full of love.


Wulff swallowed, and looked at Steel. Tabitha weakly reached out to hold Steel’s hand.

 “I knew you’d bring me back.”


Tired - so dazedly, weepingly tired, Steel felt herself wet Tabitha’s hand with tears. She kissed the cat’s long fingers and swayed.

 “Thank you. Thank you for all your love.”


She left them together. Wulff and Tabitha sat in the shade of a titanic fig tree in Steel’s world. The beach was still full of the evidence of war; Nilf galleys with their rams grounded in the sand, and the U-Boat beached on a sand bar with the elephant barge beside it.


Griffin Town looked as though a tornado had torn through it. Steel staggered over to the hacked tree trunk of her favourite fig tree. She could hardly bear to look at her world. Dreamscape had smashed down houses, burned the town - had ripped apart everything they could find. All in a mistaken belief that it would somehow ‘take over’ Steel’s world and make it their own.


There had been a few Nilf casualties on the beach. Squeee was bringing them back to life, sitting with Nayari the world Serpent at her side. The little unicorn was so tired that Nayari carried her about like a kitten being moved by its dam. 



The “Floop” trotted over, turned circles treading down the grass, and then installed himself at Steel’s feet as her bodyguard. Overhead, the God-Fish drifted slowly, looking terribly tired. He had repaired the damage up at the griffin statues and the lake of fruit and flowers, taking Auitzotl back home. But as always, his great contribution was support; he had been slowly generating power, and had been giving it all to Silk for the mammoth task of restoring the dead of Red City.


The wildlife, trees and little things would all be Steel’s task. Every wasp, every bee, every bird that had been killed or injured had to be restored. But Steel had burned too much of herself in the fight against Malden. She had healed the people - and now she could barely stand.


The girl sat in the fallen ruins of the fig tree. It still gave shade. But it was her favourite tree - the tree where she and Squeee had so often sat to eat fish and chips in the evening. In its branches, she had lounged writing stories while Squeee chased butterflies. With the last of her heart, Steel closed her eyes and pulled power from herself. She imagined the tree whole again - the grass on the beach green and perfect. The plants alive and full of peace. A hint of white cloud in the sky...


No more - no more. She almost felt herself fade. Steel felt the tree trunk at her back and the leaves sighing overhead. There was the smell of sea, and the pure cry of a gull.

 



So tired. So very tired...

 




Someone came quietly towards her. Steel opened up her eyes, and saw Mister Simon of Dreamscape standing disconsolately nearby.


He looked at her, and anxiously unknotted his hands.

 “Miss Steel - Is there anything I can do?”

 “Chocolate milk.” Steel could no longer stand. Her voice sounded terribly weak. “If you had any... That would be nice.”


He walked over to the waterfront stores. A fridge was still working inside one. Simon returned with two chocolate milks, and icy poles made of pure frozen orange juice. He sat down, opened Steel’s milk for her, and helped support the little girl as she drank.


Steel felt the cold, precious drink flow into her - and felt at peace.


Simon unwrapped his icy pole and bit into it. He sucked on the ice, savouring it utterly. He drifted in a perfect memory.

 “We had these when I was very small. They were pure orange juice - thick. Not like the sugar-water kind they make these days.”

 “I used to love them, too.” Steel was tired - so horribly tired. The world wasn’t making much sense. “I’m glad you found them.”


They ate quietly together, watching Squeee as she dragged wearily about her work. Liz flashed into being with several of her adventurers at her side - the Demoness, Salanaar and a collection of rogues and warriors. The lizard looked bone weary. Her adventurers helped her to find a shady spot and sit down. Steel was glad she had repaired the trees.


Simon looked at the site of Squeee’s amphibious assault. You could see the huge footprints on the sand where the war elephants had stomped up out of the surf. They had mashed an awful lot of Dreamscape personnel. Simon leaned on his knees and looked out across the beach.

 “You should have seen it. Gold and black galleys attacking out of the dawn. A tide of those Red City people in armour launching themselves onto the beach with Squeee at their head. The U-boat reversing a barge load of elephants up onto the sand bar...” The man shook his head. “I called it. I had them pull the plug.”

 “So the Dreamscape people withdrew?”

 “That was it. This is way beyond what they anticipated. An exercise to secure a valuable virtual property turned into a cross between D-Day and Hannibal.”


Simon looked at the ground.

 “It was never supposed to come to this. It should never have even been conceived like this. For what it’s worth, I’m sorry.”


Tired as she was, Steel looked at him. She reached out and took him by the hand.

 “You still say ‘virtual’.”

 “There is a real world, Steel. And this isn’t it.”


The girl gave a weary shrug.

 “There is a baseline world. It’s real. And so is this - and even Malden’s world. Earthly life is just the springboard - either to existence, or oblivion.”


Simon watched her quietly.

 “Tell me. I want to understand.”


The girl closed her eyes.

 “Your quantum reality theory is partially true, Simon. There are gateways. There are other worlds. Every person makes their own worlds. When we die in our native world, there is a chance that we are strong enough to survive in one of the other places we have made.

 “Most people are not strong enough. The hordes of insurance adjusters, the real estate investors - the dull hordes who always took the easy way. Their souls never came. The passion never hardened. Never became... steel.” The girl lay a hand upon her sword. “And without it, there’s no drive to go on. The bulk of humanity just... fades away. When you die, the light switches off.”


Simon closed his eyes with her. “But not all.” He nodded softly. “So who survives?”

 “The ones with passion.” Steel gave a weary shrug. “Stamp collectors. Role players. Wargamers. Model aeroplane builders. Teachers who love their job. Guys who go fishing and adore the cast of the line. A woman who loved the laughter of her children. Napoleon might be out here. Hell - maybe even some mad politicians.” Steel sighed. “But to make a world - to be a Maker - you need more. You have to have had something in you that went... outside of yourself. You had to tell stories, or to make people laugh - or be the sort of person that rescued dragonflies out of pools. Anyone who cared about more than just their own stupid self can be here. They can do what I do. It just takes a mammoth act of will.”


Tired, Steel gave a shrug.

 “Most don’t bother. Most people who have an afterlife are content just to... to be. A delicious drifting. An eternal holiday.”


Simon listened carefully, drifting in the tired, perfect cadence of Steel’s voice.

 “What about Malden?” He tried hard to understand. “How did a personality like his come to be a Maker?”

 “Some passions are not good passions. Some outward projection is not well meant. But the good news is that they make their own hells. Minds so narrowly focussed make realities that effectively are prisons.”

 “And yet Malden could come here?”


Steel made a sour noise.

 “Dreamscape uncorked the bottle.” Steel fixed Simon with one tired eye. “Reality connectivity is conceptual. Malden had no concepts that allowed him to escape his prison until Dreamscape showed him it was possible. ” The girl leaned her head against the tree. “As a Maker, he could travel the way we do. I think it took a long, long time until he hit on the conceptual combo that led him here. But when he did - he offered the location to Dreamscape.”

 “The company offered him a partnership.” Simon felt tired and worn. “He wanted a foothold in any worlds we found.”


Steel felt drained and vague.

 “He wanted to use you to help him control the human afterlife. With your technology, he could have gated in people from your world. He could have made a simple afterlife - a place they would continue to exist in. Pre packaged, empty and grey. And the souls would have served as a power battery for him; a life force he could drain into oblivion to fuel his own power.”


Simon turned his head to look at Steel in tired respect.

 “So your world won because you are the purer soul. Good versus evil.”


The girl felt infinitely tired.

 “Oh Simon - please don’t talk rubbish. I’m as fallible as any other soul.” 



She looked wistfully at a drifting dragonfly.

 “... but I try. I do try...”


Drifting... Steel felt herself drifting. She dragged in a breath, and turned to look Simon in the eye.

 “You can come here any time, Simon. You are part of us, now. Just think of us and dream.” She tilted her head like a bird. “But what will Dreamscape do?”

 “I don’t know. What they have done here is... immoral. What it could have become under Malden is... terrifying.”


Sickened, Simon bowed his head. Finally, he heaved a sigh. He stared out towards the workers on the beach.

 “But now, nothing changes. Immortality is only for the few.”


Steel weakly shook her head.

 “It is there for all those who want it.”

 




Tired beyond all measure, Steel’s voice still filled with love. She lay with her head weakly turned towards the beach. Newcomers in scarred armour worked side by side with the Created to repair the beauty of the world.

 “All these, Simon... all these have stood up to be counted. When something they loved was threatened, they came to stand with us. They learned to care - to feel.”


She looked at them in pride.

 “Souls - every one.”


Steel closed her eyes.

 “It is really - far simpler than you think...”


They looked out over the beach together. Nilf knights were walking with their wives and families, showing them the battlefield. Tabitha and Wulff sat on the jetty, tossing food down to a pair of ichthyosaurs. Simon watched it all, and felt at peace.

 “Can we come here? Will you let us come to you again?”

 “Please do...” Steel was fading. “Reach out to them, Simon. Tell them how it can be - if only they learn to care. To feel. To be...

 “This can be a jumping point. Show them. They are welcome to come here and learn. To find the metal of their souls...”


Simon held her hand.

 “I’m glad you won. I’m glad you were stronger than Malden.”


Steel gave a tired smile. “These worlds are conceptual, Mister Simon. Malden made the mistake of annoying a Maker that is the embodiment of pure, unbridled creativity.”

 “Squeee?”

 “Squeee.” Steel licked her lips; they were cracked. She needed another drink. “I am a split personality, Simon. Well - five personalities grown from one root stock. But Squeee was always the better part of me.”

 “But she needs you. Without you, she has no passion.”

 “We all need each other.”


Simon brought her orange juice in an old, cracked cup.


Fading. She was fading. Nayari the serpent carried Squeee in her mouth. She gently deposited the exhausted unicorn into Steel’s arms. They were so tired that nothing made sense any more. On the beach, the God-Fish had collapsed into the shallows. He had been trying to repair the beach front houses...


Steel lolled - no longer strong enough to talk.


People came. Tabitha and Wulff. Anton Foxen and the Bunny girls. Nilf warriors, U-boat crew and the Floop. Triffids, flower dragons, carousel ponies and creatures from Liz’s dungeons. They lifted up Steel and Squeee. Liz and Silk were taken quietly in hand. Even the God-Fish was coaxed a meter up into the air, and towed quietly along, off into the forest. Simon, Salanaar and the adventurers followed as the procession moved quietly off into the trees.


They walked for a long, quiet time - walked into a place of moss and maidenhair fern. A place where a waterfall fell in cascades down great grey rocks. A place of shining spray, and patient, dancing dragonflies.


Tabitha gently lay Steel down upon a mossy rock with Squeee tucked into her arms. Liz and Silk were lowered into beds beside the stream. The God-Fish floated slowly, nodding as he drifted out into the mists. The people of the worlds of dreams came to help the Makers heal.


Steel tried to sit up. Tabitha shushed her and sat beside her on the mossy rock - the same rock where Steel had awakened a long lifetime ago. 



Steel tried to stand, her head swimming.

 “I have to - to fix the world.”

 “It’s alright. Do it later. We’ll survive.” Tabitha kissed her. “Sleep. Heal.”


She caressed Steel’s face.

 “We’ll look after everything for you. It’s all safe now.”


Steel closed her eyes. She felt all her precious people around her. Her water and her dragonflies...


Tabitha kissed her - then kissed Squeee - and Steel drifted off to sleep.

 



 ***

 




Peace. Slow repair. An attempt to recapture that timeless sense of peace...

 




It was working slowly.

 




The cliffs overlooking Griffin Town were exactly as they had been. Crude graffiti had been erased. The vandalised griffin statues had been restored. Steel had brought new flowers, new lichen and new animals into life; the alpine forests were now home to little feather-tailed gliding possums no bigger than mice.


On the flat rock platform where dojo classes had been held and concerts sung, Steel stood quietly with her head bowed. There were three bamboo stakes bundled about with reeds around her. The girl tried to relax - tried to blank her mind - and then rolled her hand over and whipped out her sword.


Cut front - cut left, cut right, cut front again - and kneel en guarde. The three bundles of reeds fell apart, severed clean through. Steel let them fall - then spun her sword within her hand, reversed it and gracefully slid it back into its sheath.


There were more bundles of reeds ready. Wind blew across the cliffs, and everything was peaceful.


Well - almost peaceful. There were sounds of great glee coming from just down the cliffs. Squeee had a bundle of ex-Dreamscape crossbows, and was shooting at balloons.


A silent presence was watching Steel. She turned slowly, and there was the God-Fish, hanging quietly in mid air. He had brought two others with him. Anton Foxen - and Amanda. 



Amanda.


She stood pale and dejected, yet surrounded with an air of defiance. The mix of emotions was one that Steel remembered all too well. Steel sighed, then turned and made another practice cut at a reed bundle, cutting it through three times before it even began to fall.


She quietly sheathed her sword.

 “Did if ever occur to you to wonder why I am better at this than the others?”


Wind stirred at her hair. The same wind picked at Amanda Foxen’s skirts. The fox woman sounded infinitely tired.

 “Practice.”

 “Much, much practice. It is my inclination.” Steel sighed. “But there is another reason...”


Steel turned and cut - but her sword never left its sheath. A reed bundle behind her flew apart in three perfect cuts made with her mind.

 “I’m the one that provides focus.”


Steel sighed again. There was a handy rock nearby, and so she sat down upon it. In the far distance, Squeee was still happily bursting balloons.

 “The sword is merely a symbol. This is a conceptual reality. We quintessise things into symbols, because the human mind has limits.” 



She wanted to sleep again. Sleep with Squeee in some quiet place of moss and butterflies. But Amanda was here, and there was talking to be done.


Steel closed her eyes.

 “My love is the details. Dragonflies. The crunch of gravel beneath your feet. The little tiny fish that hover at the edges of a stream. Cicada song. The smell of rain...” She rolled her head and looked at Squeee. “The others have their strong suites, too. And we bring them to each other. Silk gave me the wonderful grandeur of these statues. I gave him ibises to fly across his evening skies...”


She finally turned to look Amanda Foxen in the eye. 


 “What sort of world would you make, Amanda, if you had the ability?”


The fox looked back at her in bitterness and defeat.

 “What sort of world did you make?”

 “I made one that is just.”


Anton stood behind Amanda, looking uncomfortable. Amanda kept him at a distance. Steel arose, her black hakama rustling. She walked slowly between them, and took them by the hands.

 “Come. I’ll show you something.”


They turned sideways - and disappeared.

 



 




They emerged into a high place - a place of ice and snow. Tall crystals soared overhead, and cold winds blew. The surface beneath their feet was flat, cracked ice.


The view swept down into a valley far below - a place with a weird glacial lake, and a vast forest of silver birch trees.


Steel stood - a child, small and alone - quiet and eternally self-possessed. She looked coldly down the valley, towards the crystal rocks. 



Anton felt shocked and awed by the sheer, cold scale of the crystal emptiness around him. He smoothed back his hair, taking one hesitant step upon the ice.

 “Where... where are we?”


Steel put her face into the breeze.

 “Look down.”


Amanda looked.

 



Blood. 


 




Blood spread beneath the ice, following the cracks.


Blood spreading from bodies. Spreading from a figure’s triumphant suicide.


A red ocean of it...


Anton and Amanda recoiled, backing away from the slow red tide. All around them, crystals glimmered with flashes of other memories. Of childhood days - of a rope swing by a creek. Faces - incidents. Death - accident. Joy - peace.


Steel turned away from it all. Anton and Amanda could only stare at her.

 




Small, white and sad, Steel walked towards them across a lake of blood.

 



 “There are reasons why this world is as it is. Here, nothing must kill to live. Here, there are no random acts that destroy lives. No cancer. No tidal waves. No plagues - no police.

 “The only injustices came from human sources. We pushed them back again. I am content. We know now what it is that we have here to preserve...”


Anton had recoiled back from the blood spreading beneath him. He looked at Steel in shock - and then with sudden, dawning sorrow.

 “These are yours. These are your memories.”

 “They are from what was. They are not mine.” Steel sighed. “The God-Fish has them. So that identity is intact.”

 “But this is you? How can you be you without your memories?”


The girl fixed Anton in her wise pink stare.

 “Soul is not memory. Soul is what is distilled from the cauldron of events.”


They stood there together, in the crystal vale of memories - surrounded by events seen through distorted mirrors. Steel turned her back on it all and walked out to the lip of the peaks. She swept the snow from a big old boulder and sat down, tucking her heels beneath her.


The wind rippled at the glacial lake far below. It caressed the tops of the silver birch forest like a loving hand. 



Steel spoke to Amanda. Spoke levelly - without hate, without accusation, mind-to-mind.

 “Why did you try to kill us?”


Amanda was full of bitterness. “Because I want what you have. I want to be free! Malden told me that I could take it, if I dared. That once Dreamscape was in charge, we would all be equal.” Sickened by herself, Amanda looked away.

 “I don’t want to be a creature of someone else’s whim.”

 “Even a Maker can be a slave to whim.” Steel leaned on her knees, her head cradled in her hand as she looked at Amanda quietly. “We have to rise through those whims. It needn’t be reasoned - in a way, it should be instinctual. That is the difference between the good souls and the bad.” Inside herself, Steel had begun to understand. “Makers are not perfect. But I try to learn how to be... a worthy soul.”


She looked to Amanda Foxen.

 “What do you want, Amanda?”


Amanda flexed her hands, looking at the snow.

 “I want what you have.”

 “Then all I can do is show you how I achieved it.”


Steel sighed and closed her eyes.

 “I cannot go back there. I am dead there. But the things I went through were all stages in a lesson. If you want what I have, then you should learn what I learned. There is no simple way to do this. All birth comes through sacrifice and pain.” Steel rubbed at her brow. “Perhaps those lessons are too hard to gain here. Here, where there is no fucked up God. Where good things never have to fear...”


The girl looked to Amanda.

 “I can never, ever go back. I died there. Those are the rules. But you have never existed there. If you want, we can find the imagery to send you there.

 “If you want, I will send you to the ‘real’ world. You can live a life there. A life as free as any. The lessons you learn - or fail to learn - will begin.”


Small, and so surprisingly strong, Anton Foxen looked down at the ground.

 “I will go with her.”


Amanda looked at him - shocked. Steel nodded quietly.

 “And there, Amanda, is lesson number one.”


Steel stood, breathing in the scent of snow.

 “There are other ways. Stay here. Live. Have your child. Enjoy life - and learn. Create. Study with Abbot Sun. 


 “Find your soul. Harden it - and make it shine...”


Amanda jerked up her head - her face ashen with fright. Her eyes brimming with tears.

 “You’d let me stay? After what I did?”

 “You are of this place. It is yours as much as it is mine.”


The beautiful fox woman caught a hand at her white throat. Her voice came hesitantly - softly - on the breeze.

 “Steel - What do you think I should do?”

 “The choice is yours, Amanda. That is justice.”


Steel walked away, over snow that crunched beneath her sandalled feet. Her tabi socks felt the cold. The girl wandered off to where boulders mingled with the ice. She squatted down and searched, finding moss and grass hidden by the snow.


Rock wallabies should be here. This was perfect terrain for them. The snow line ended not too far away, and in summer the grass would be lush. And there should be hardy crickets to take the cold - and perhaps a bird species or three...


She would ask the God-Fish if he wanted it. This place was his concept - not hers.


Time was a strange thing, here in the open worlds. Amanda and Anton spoke to one another for a long, long while, and Steel left them in peace. She mused and she pictured possibilities. She breathed the air that came so crisp and fresh across the snow...


Finally Amanda and Anton stood behind her. They were hand in hand again.


Amanda stood with her lace skirts glimmering here and there with a speck of snow. She knelt on the lichen beside Steel, keeping a quiet hold of her husband’s hand.

 “We will stay here. I want to learn.”


Steel nodded, feeling the quiet of the snow.

 “It is not a soft option. Growth never is.”

 “I know.”


Steel drew a great, deep, cleansing breath. She hadn't realised how much this had hurt her. How anxious she had been. She put her arms out - and Anton held her. She kissed him - then gripped Amanda’s hands.


Steel was crying. Ridiculous! Steel wiped her face on her sleeves. When she spoke, there was a quaver in her voice.

 “You’re sure?”

 “Yes.” Amanda looked sadly back towards the crystal valley, with its foundations of pain. “No one needs this.”


Steel made a rueful little face.

 “I did. But I’m learning...”

 “Really? You?”

 “Bit by bit.” Steel turned to look at the crystals far away. “I’m getting there.”


The girl looked towards the distant glacier, staring at the strange, abstract shapes sculpted by the sun into the ice.

 “I wonder. Perhaps, when I’m good enough, I should make an alien world. A place with systems and rules in place. A world with a race that can grow and develop in its own strange path. And from that new, strange place, new souls will grow. Makers with their own perspectives, their own strange take upon reality. And so when we meet, all the Maker realities will grow just that little bit richer as we share each others dreams...”


Amanda looked at Steel in quiet respect.

 “Would you allow them war? Disease? Tragedy?”

 “I was born through tragedy. Maybe it would be wrong to deny them those things as well...?” Steel sighed. “I think I have to learn an awful lot more before I could ever take it on.

 “But it’s a dream I’ve had...”

Tired. 



She wanted Squeee. She wanted Silk and Liz and the God-Fish. And she wanted her friends around her. Steel took Anton and Amanda by the hands and led them away.

 “Come on. There’s a concert tonight. The monks are all coming, the Nilf, all the guys from Squeee’s world... Simon’s going to be there. And Newcomers. All the Newcomers who had it in them to just close their eyes and dream.”


They turned sideways, and went home. 


 




Home to the trees, the rope swing and the tadpoles.

 




Squeee had shortbread and chocolate milk ready for afternoon tea...

 






 




Epilogue

 



 



 




She was old. So old. The suffering went on and on - and she wanted it never to end. It was cruel, and yet she wanted no ending. Not while there were clouds in the sky. Not while her grandchildren were still there to laugh and play... And so she lay in her hospital bed with tubes and wiring piercing her like a crown of thorns. She lay and suffered - and held on for all the good things that life still could bring.


The world ebbed and faded in a daze. There were memories - old pains so long left buried. Old dreams so long left alone. And images - precious images that had brought peace or joy, new life, new understanding. Images that had haunted her sleeping nights - her waking days...


Tears long shed - and never forgotten. She lay there in a dream and let it all flow through her mind. Celebration - confirmation. 


Life...

 




Something rustled softly.


Into the hospital room came the smell of fresh, hot scones.

 




Things were hazy - always so hazy now. But the old woman lifted her head, and there, perfectly clear, was a figure sitting quietly on the foot of her bed. At first she thought it was her grand daughter. But it was young - too young. Glasses and long, silken-straight white hair. A big black hair bow. Strange, elegant clothing in black and white, and a gorgeous samurai sword. The little girl sat there quietly watching over the old woman, with clear, dedicated intelligence gleaming in her pink eyes.


The old woman looked at her, and felt a slow, pure chill of something filter through her soul.

 




She stared - and felt her senses sing.

 



 “It’s you...” The old woman felt the slow crawl of amazement - and then an absolute, dawning joy. “My God - it’s you!”

 “Hello Marianne.”


The voice was as the old woman had remembered from her dreams: Quiet, level - rich with hidden wisdom and secret humour. The white-child sat on her bed - so real that the old woman could smell her hair. Patchouli, warm skin and the scent of old, beloved books.


The little girl reached out to take her hand.

 “It’s good to see you again.”


A beautiful little unicorn clambered awkwardly up onto the bed. It was a dear little thing only a few hands tall, with lustrous green eyes full of love and fun, and with a hide speckled a beautiful dapple grey. She took hold of a tray the little girl gave to her, and proffered it happily towards the old woman.

 “I made scones!” The little unicorn puffed out her chest with pride. “And it’s clotted cream on them! Not just whipped cream. I made the clotted kind!”


Staring, the old woman rolled her head on the pillows to stare at her visitors in wonder.

 “God - I remember. I remember you. Both of you...”


Peace. They had brought her peace. Back in the bad times. When the suicide of the best friend she had ever had almost tore her clean in two. The pain had been taken away - by these two.


The old woman felt her heart sink.

 “So this is just a dream?”

 “There is no such thing as ‘just a dream’, Marianne. Not for those with souls.” The white child looked at the old woman ruefully. “I’m sorry - for not being in the outer world for you. But that was my journey. You went another way.”

 “You died...” Marianne remembered - the years fell away, and she was young again. Young and lost - desolate and alone. “You left us all.”

 “And then you found me again.”

 “Yes. I remember. I always remembered. The pain was gone...”


Squeee the unicorn shared out scones with jam and cream. They all sat together in the window light and ate, showering crumbs over the bed. There was chocolate milk for afters. The taste of it was a treat long forgotten. Marianne gave a smile.


Steel watched her. She reached out to stroke back a lock of Marianne’s hair.

 “Was it a good life, Marianne?”

 “It was good. Marriage and hard times. Good times and sad times. Stories - endless stories. Children to love - grandchildren to adore. Tales told to all of them. Worlds to share.” Marianne smiled.

 “It was worthwhile.”


They sat for a while. Marianne looked down at herself. She was as she had been so many years ago - young, with jet black hair. She was as she had been when she had met this girl and this unicorn in a place of trees and summer cicadas, where peace filled the skies. She looked up into a pair of gentle, wise pink eyes.

 “Have I died?”

 “No.” Steel’s voice was gentle. “But we are here to make it easier. To take the fear away.”

 “Oh.” Marianne looked down. “What happens then?”


The little unicorn sat up, looking gently at Marianne’s face.

 “Then good things can happen - if you want them to.”


Steel smiled for Marianne, and stroked her face. “You won’t be lost. We’ll be there to show you how to find your own way.”


Marianne savoured her scone. It was beautiful.

 “Is it hard?”

 “Not hard. Not when you have friends.”


Marianne finished her scone, and held hands with Squeee and Steel.

 “My grandchildren are coming. I should go back now.”

 “Of course.” Steel kissed her on the eyes. Squeee came to sit in her lap and stroke her cheek with her mane. “We’ll always be here when you need us.”

 “Yes.” Marianne looked at them. “You always were.”


There was a vague sound in the corridor - children laughing. Steel and Squeee gently kissed Marianne, and then slipped quietly away.

 




They turned sideways out of Marianne’s dreams, and went back home.

 




There was a shoreline that was always shady beneath its great green trees. Ibises and seagulls soared out across a quiet bay. A U-boat and a flying boat rode at anchor. Amanda led her son and daughter out along the sand bank, looking at the absurd little pink and purple crabs that fussily buried themselves in the sand.


Simon had come from his own world, with Rain and Abbot Sun. The Floop scratched himself and trotted over on all six legs, his tail wagging happily. There were SF fans, wargamers and adventurers gathering happily on the sands for a barbecue dinner. High in the sky, biplanes dipped and rose as someone new was being taught to fly. 



Squeee and Steel stopped off back at the house to bring fresh-baked crusty bread, home made pickles and ginger beer. They loaded it all into the basket of Steel’s bike - the bike with long, beautiful streamers trailing from the handlebars. The tortoise watched them from his pond - tadpoles bathed happily in the stream. The blue-tongue lizard was sunning itself on the steps again. A couple of adventurers had been visiting, and had left two-handed swords leaning against the porch. Steel looked over her home, and then sat Squeee in her bike basket and cycled quietly away.


It was a beautiful evening, with the God-Fish floating high up in the sky. As they whirred down shady lane ways with little dragons nesting in the trees, Squeee looked back towards the open sky.

 “Will she be alright, Steel?”

 “She’ll be fine.”


The little unicorn nodded. “I wonder what her world will look like?”

 “We’ll see.”


They rattled over an old wooden foot bridge. Carousel ponies and Nayari the world serpent chased through a field to catch them up as they turned a corner and saw the trams, the town streets, and the book shop with its passing crowds of Newcomers.


Squeee had a sudden thought.

 “Maybe we could bring her toads!” The little unicorn glowed with inspiration. “Flying toads with wings like bats. Toads with golden eyes that sit up in quiet trees and sing!”


Steel raised one brow.

 “Maybe just a chocolate cake for starters, Squeee.”

 “With butter icing?”

 “I love it when you make that.”


They rode out onto the beach front road. At the tram stop, the old green tram rumbled slowly away into the town. The bell rang three times as Steel and Squeee rode off towards Liz and Silk, the God-Fish and all their friends.

 




Behind them, the first kiss of evening spread across a summer sky.
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