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“Teeth.”

Constable Elke Veraart poked at the charred fragments with a piece of wire. “Human teeth. And these are bits of bone.”

“You’re sure?” Elke’s boss, Hoofdinspecteur Dolly Ngcobo, steadied herself with a manicured hand on the incinerator’s door.

“Sure.” Elke sat back on her heels, trying not to breathe too deeply. The incinerator chamber reeked of ash, burnt rubber and the fumes of a disinfectant so strong it stung her eyes and nose.

“Do we know who it could be?” Dolly turned to the workers crowding the corridor behind her. “You lot have any ideas?”

“Kipper’s been missing since three days ago,” said one of the workers. “I bet it’s him.” The speaker was a burly young glim, an algae tech Elke often saw working at the tanks on her daily patrol of Works level.

“What about his badges?” said a young woman behind the algae tech. “Those bits of metal. Kipper had all these badges...”

Elke looked more carefully at one of the blackened lumps, warped and charred but still recognisably oval, and stamped with a star. “Come have a look,” she said to the woman. “Recognise this?”

The woman pushed through the crowd. She was small, almost child-sized, her bronze skin patterned with pale tattoos, and wisps of dark hair curled from under her tight, waterproof cap. The name Ghatak was embroidered on the pocket of her algae-stained overalls.

“Hard to say, with it all burnt so much.” Ghatak considered the charred remains with calm interest. “Kipper collected Prussian army badges. Kind of looks like that, don’t you think?”

“Kipper?” Elke rose from her crouch. Ghatak and Dolly stepped back so that she could get out into the corridor.

“That’s what we called him,” said the algae tech. “Kipper. Short for something.”

“Benderek Kiprosomov,” said Ghatak. “Old guy. Realworld. Been in the Eye forever.”

Elke dusted her hands on her trousers. “Did you know him? Work with him?”

Ghatak shook her head. “Nope. I’m a biotech. He’s a mech, and pretty much a loner. Always worked by himself.”

The crowd of technicians and mechanics murmured their agreement. They were glims and realworlders, some with safety goggles pushed up on their heads, others wearing stained aprons or rubber gloves.

These were the people who kept the Eye going. They maintained the air and water filters and oversaw the processes that converted waste into energy.

“Meisje got anything to add?” Dolly said as she stripped off her latex gloves.

“Not with this disinfectant stink.” Elke looked at the white gardag, who was waiting at the far end of the corridor. “This stuff kills her nose.”

“When you’ve recorded all of this”—Dolly gestured at the incinerator—“bag those ashes. We’ll see what the tests show.”

She turned to the crowd. “You people can go back to work. If any of you know anything about mijnheer Kipromosov, give your statements to Constable Veraart. And you,” she said to Elke, “come to the office when you’re finished.”

She tucked her gloves into her handbag and pushed her way through the dispersing crowd of workers, her heels clicking on the concrete floor.

“Poor old Kipper.” Ghatak was still looking at the heap of burnt fragments in the incinerator tray. “What a way to go.” She smiled wryly at Elke. “Not much for you to work on, is it.”

“Nope.” Elke crouched again, peering at the ashes. “You can say that again.”


¤¤¤

When Elke finally returned to the office, Dolly was at her desk with a sheaf of papers spread out in front of her. While Elke was still dusty from the incinerator, Dolly looked as neat as ever. She’d donned a new head-wrap, a length of yellow-gold cloth that contrasted strikingly with her dark skin.

“Here.” Elke handed Dolly several pages torn from her notebook. “These are the statements I got so far on Kiprosomov. I put the recordings in the system, and the remains have been handed in for testing, but that’s going to take a while.”

“Anything in here I should know about?” Dolly tucked an errant braid into her head-wrap and glanced over the notebook pages.

“Nothing much.” Elke pulled out a chair and settled into it, one hand automatically dropping to caress Meisje as the gardag curled up at her feet.

“Description of Kiprosomov, when he was last seen, all that. Nobody knows how he ended up in the incinerator, but it looks like an accident. Apparently, the fail-safes on the incinerator door are broken, so it’s always standing open. The thing’s only supposed to operate when the door’s locked, but that’s inconvenient, so the mechanism got disabled. Been like that for years, from what I can make out.”

Dolly gave a disapproving sniff. “And nobody reported it?”

“That’s the way it goes, sometimes.” Elke pulled at Meisje’s ear, and the gardag closed her eyes with pleasure. “The cleaners prefer it that way. They can pitch stuff in without fussing with locks. The extractor fan’s strong enough to stop the smoke getting into the corridor, which is why we never noticed.”

“An accident.” Dolly tapped her pen on her lips. “Could Kiprosomov just have stumbled in there?”

“Could be. Guy liked to drink, apparently.”

“But wouldn’t there be marks showing that he tried to get out? And surely he’d call for help, or make some kind of noise. Did anyone hear him?”

“You ever seen one of those incinerators in action? Over in seconds. Not much time to scream.”

“So, he might just have fallen in. Or somebody could have killed him and used it as a way to get rid of the body.”

“Yep.” Elke stretched out her legs and settled back in her chair. “But who? And why? Kiprosomov seems a pretty harmless sort. Nobody had any strong feelings about him, that I could find. I’ve not found anyone with any reason to get rid of him.”

“In that case,” said Dolly, “it doesn’t sound like you’ll need to spend much more of your time investigating it. Which is a good thing, because something’s come up.” She put Elke’s notes into a file. “We’ve got some top-level people from Nexico and Torka visiting. Diplomatic tour.”

“Nexico and Torka?” Elke’s eyebrows rose in surprise. “As in—they’re working together now?”

“They are indeed.”

“I liked it better when they were stabbing one another in the back.”

Dolly picked up a message paper and read out loud. “...in the spirit of cooperation, and in the recognition that we share the goals of free trade, we are setting aside the superficial differences that have separated our companies in the past...” She put the paper down. “We’ll see how long this ‘spirit of cooperation’ lasts, but in the meantime, this could be dangerous for us.

“We need to be on good terms with all the businesses that ship goods through the Eye, but Nexico and Torka have been trying to push the limits for years now. They’ll be trying to get more seats on the Eye coalition. They might get more influence if they work together.”

“And then,” Elke said gloomily, “they could do something about those pesky laws that prevent them from trading whatever they want. What do they call it? ‘Free trade for a free people’. We’ll have a flood of contraband biologicals, weapons, hell, probably slaves, too. That’s where the other Eyes are heading. I’ve heard stories about Bifrost, and who knows what goes on in the Nexico Eyes.”

“Absolutely. But the point is, these people will need to be watched. We can’t afford any kind of incident.”

“Great. So, I get to bodyguard them.”

“Not quite,” said Dolly. “They have their own guards. I want you to keep an eye on them, watch out for anything that might develop. We don’t want any of our more passionate citizens taking matters into their own hands.” She slid a piece of paper across the desk to Elke. “These are the visitors’ names, and the apartment they’ve been assigned up in Solar. The sooner you make contact and let them know who you are...”

Elke scanned the paper, then folded it and tucked it into a pocket. “So much for investigating this Kiprosomov thing. By the time these guys are gone, all the trails will be cold.”

“You think there’s something to investigate, then?” Dolly raised her eyebrows. “Not just an accident?”

“Too soon to tell,” said Elke. “I’d like to spend a bit more time on it. Can I have the morning, at least? I’ll take Meisje for another sniff around Works level.” She got up. “Maybe she’ll find a scent.”

“Do that. But before you go.” Dolly patted a folder on the edge of her desk. “I see you’ve not filled these in yet.”

“Oh. Yes.”

Dolly regarded Elke quizzically. “Is there a problem, Veraart? Something you want to discuss?”

“Uh— No, no problem. I’ve been pretty busy, that’s all.” Elke picked up the folder. “I’ll take this home with me so I can look through it tonight.”

“I thought this was something you wanted. It’s an excellent opportunity—”

“Absolutely.” Elke nodded, avoiding Dolly’s eyes.

“I thought you’d be excited,” said Dolly. “It’s a big promotion. Managing the Kaapstadt gardag unit is no small thing. You’ll be paid a lot more than you make here with us. Of course, it means leaving the Eye, but you can’t stay here forever.”

“That’s true.”

Dolly pressed her lips together. “Look at me, Veraart.” She waited till Elke met her gaze again. “This is a good thing. Ncita has gone out of his way to create this position for you. Honestly, Elke, you’re wasted here in the Eye, and you know it. Look how you’re perking up at this murder investigation. It’s the first case in ages that’s not just routine domestic violence, petty thievery...” Dolly shook her head. “We’ve not even had any decent leads on smuggling for months. You’re bored.”

“Do you think so?” Elke ran a hand through her hair, smoothing it around her horns.

“And I know you don’t want to talk about it, but Jinan Meer’s attempts to frame you were pretty successful. Despite everything we’ve done to clear your name, there are still people who believe her lies.”

Elke’s jaw tightened. “Does that matter?”

“Reputations matter.” Dolly’s voice was neutral, but her gaze was unflinching. “If people think a constable of the Babylon Eye colluded with smugglers, it undermines our work, even if it’s not true.” She smoothed her hands over the desk. “Promotion’s a good thing, Elke. You can’t stay constable forever.”

“Why not?” Elke picked up her bag and slung it over her shoulder.

“You’re not joking.” A small frown creased Dolly’s forehead. “So, you are having second thoughts.”

“No, no.” Elke tucked the folder into her bag. “I’m just tired. When is Aspirant September arriving?”

“Haven’t heard yet, but I expect a message from Ncita any day now. Anything else I should know about?”

“Not really,” said Elke. “Oh, something came up last night in Solar. Domestic incident— A guy was kicked out of his apartment by his lover.”

Dolly quirked an eyebrow. “Assault?”

“Not so far as I can tell,” said Elke. “The lover claims his partner’s sick and he doesn’t want to share his germs. It’s the kind of thing that blows over once everyone has had a chance to have their say.”

“Well, keep me posted.” Dolly picked up her pen and opened one of the many files on her desk.

Elke closed the office door quietly behind her, and stood for a moment, eyes closed, before she strode off down the corridor with Meisje at her heels.


¤¤¤

“But it’s a done deal, isn’t it?” Mack Jack pushed a crust of bread around his bowl, mopping up the last of the sauce. “Ncita set up this job for you and this replacement dude is coming in whenever he’s coming in.”

Elke liked watching Mack Jack eat. He did it like he did everything, thoroughly and slowly. She knew that his leisurely ways made some people think he was mentally slow as well, but nothing could be further from the truth.

For example, there was the speed with which he picked up languages. When she’d first met him, they’d hardly been able to communicate. Now he spoke like a native realworlder, although with a unique accent.

“The new job’s a done deal,” Elke said. “I just don’t know when exactly it’s happening. I’ve got to wait for the aspirant to arrive, and then I’ve got to train him on the job. So, it will still be a while before I have to go.” She blew out a breath. “It’s going to be strange, leaving the Eye. I’ll miss you guys.”

She glanced at Mack Jack, but he didn’t seem to have heard her last remark. He ate another crust and wiped his fingers on a serviette. “Who’s this new guy then, who’s replacing you? Got any experience?”

Elke felt a surge of irritation at herself. She was acting like a needy teenager, fishing for reassurance from Mack Jack. He was what he was. What did she expect him to say, “I’ll miss you Elke, please don’t go”?

She finished the last of her drink. “His name is Aspirant September. Still in training as a gardag handler. Apparently, he’ll only graduate when I’ve finished showing him the ropes here.”

Mack Jack raised his eyebrows. “Couldn’t Dolly get a better deal than a guy who’s as green as all that?”

Elke shrugged. “I guess it’s politics, as usual. Nexico and Torka agreeing with one another for once. Neither of them wants us to have too much clout in the Eye, so they’re happier with a green recruit. But it’s still a big deal getting both a handler and a dog, even if the team is still a bit wet behind the ears.”

Mack Jack piled their dishes on a tray and shoved his chair back as he got up. “Sounds a bit dodgy to me.”

She followed him to the front counter of the cafeteria, where he dumped their trays.

“When are the kids arriving?” Mack Jack pushed his way through the crowd that blocked the exit. He was a cargo glim, with wide shoulders and hands like shovels, but Elke thought that people stood aside for him because of his easy-going nature rather than his size. Everybody liked Mack Jack.

“They’re arriving tomorrow,” she said. “Early. First gate.”

“And you’ve sorted out where they’ll be staying?” Mack Jack slowed so that Elke could fall into step beside him.

“Diesel’s organised all that. Some cubbies not too far from mine. It’s just for a few days.”

“Will be nice to meet them at last.”

“You’ll like them. They’re great kids.”

It had been about eight months since Elke had last seen the Muara, the ruined beach resort out in the Real world, where Noor, Ndlela, and Isabeau made their home. She looked forward to seeing them again and wondered whether they had changed much. It would be great to show them the Eye and introduce them to Mack Jack and her other friends.

It was late, and the lights were already dimming in the high-ceilinged hall outside the cafeteria. People were strolling and chatting, or gathering in groups, making plans for their evening.

Elke and Mack Jack walked in companionable silence towards the roost where Elke had her cubby. Meisje trotted ahead of them, her white tail curved over her back. When they reached the turnoff to Elke’s roost, they paused. Mack Jack smiled down at Elke, standing close to her. He tucked a strand of her hair behind her ear. “You want company?”

“Maybe not tonight,” said Elke, turning her face into his touch to soften her words. “Had a long day.”

“No problem.” Mack Jack dropped his hand.

Neither of them wanted to be the first to move away. Meisje, already some way down the roost, gave an impatient bark.

“Hey, cool it, you,” Elke called to her and smiled at Mack Jack. “She’s getting more bossy every day.”

“She’s the queen.” 

“She is,” said Elke. “See you then.”

“See you.” Mack Jack kissed Elke lightly on the lips and strode off.

She stood watching him until he was out of sight in the evening crowd.

What’s my problem? 

She liked him. She’d been attracted to him from the moment she’d met him at his stall, selling the lovely bottled gardens he made during his free time. Their relationship had developed in easy stages, from friendship, into a comfortable love-affair wholly unfamiliar to Elke whose previous relationships had all been intense, fraught, dramatic, and brief.

Mack Jack was a good guy. He was uncomplicated, kind, and a generous lover. He didn’t try to pressure her into a long-term commitment, and he never played emotional games.

But lately, the closer he came, the more she found herself backing away.

I just don’t know what’s good for me. She gave herself an impatient shake and set off towards her cubby. Sometimes I’m just not a very nice person.


The Visitors Arrive
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The next morning, Elke went on patrol earlier than usual. She had to take time off work to meet the children, and she couldn’t afford to let her routine get too disrupted. By the time she’d done her rounds and reached the office, Dolly and Wozniak were both there.

“Oh, good,” said Dolly. “I was worried I wouldn’t catch you in time.”

“Something’s up?” Elke headed for the folding table she shared with Wozniak. She dodged as three tiny, shimmering birds whirled around the office before escaping out the door.

“Those damned birds again!” Elke looked with disgust at the droppings they’d left on the table. “They’re getting out of hand. How did they get in here, anyway?”

She caught sight of Wozniak furtively slipping a bag of birdseed into a pocket, but before she could take him up on it, Dolly waved a piece of paper.

“Letter from Ncita.”

That got Elke’s full attention. Hoofdinspecteur Ncita was the head of the gardag unit in Kaapstadt, out in the Real world. It had been years since Elke had worked for him as a gardag trainer, but he still commanded her respect.

“Listen to this.” Dolly put on her glasses and frowned down at the letter. ‘Dear ma’am’…no…Where is it now? Ah. Here we have it.” She cleared her throat. “’We’ve run into yet another problem’,” she read out loud, “’with the Jinan Meer case. So far, we’ve been unable to arrange for Missy Cloete to be interviewed, or to confirm that she will be available to be a witness during the trial’.”

Dolly paused to look significantly up at Elke. “How about that.”

Elke grimaced. “Oh, crap.” She pulled a chair up and sank into it. “Why am I surprised?”

Dolly continued reading. “’Witberg Correctional are incapable of answering the simplest questions about her whereabouts. It’s possible she may have been sent to another facility but there’s no record of a transfer’.” Dolly shook her head. “Can you believe it.”

“I can,” said Elke. “Those prisons are rotten with corruption. I bet you somebody’s making pretty damn sure that Missy doesn’t get to be a witness.”

The thought of Missy Cloete was not a comfortable one. The woman had been hell bent on killing her and had very nearly succeeded.

“You may be right,” said Dolly. “And speaking of witnesses, that reminds me. I’ve had another of these notes from Her-eid Argent. He wants to interview you again.” She looked at Elke, eyebrows raised. “I thought you sorted this out last week.”

“I’ve been a bit busy.” Seeing Dolly’s disapproving expression, she hurried on. “And it’s such a waste of time, Dolly. He’s already interviewed me. He’s trying to trip me up. Get me to contradict myself.”

“Which is why it’s so important that you don’t give him any grounds for complaint.” Dolly folded Ncita’s letter and slipped it back into its envelope. “Do it, Veraart. And those forms for the promotion too. Today.”

Elke looked away, too irritated to trust herself to speak. Instead, she tidied her hair, smoothing it around her horns and behind her ears, finishing it in a plait down the back of her neck.

It was no surprise that Jinan Meer’s trial was taking so long, but Jinan’s representative, Argent, seemed to have a gift for dragging the legal process out even more than usual. Elke wondered if she could sit through another interview with the man without strangling him.

 Of course, Argent had a perfect right to question her again. It was largely because of Elke that Jinan was on trial at all. Elke, along with her young friends Isabeau, Ndlela and Noor and their neighbour Crosshatch, had exposed Jinan’s plan to infect the Real with strangeworld biologicals.

Inter-world smuggling was a serious crime, and if she was found guilty, Jinan would face exile, or possibly a death sentence. But Jinan was an eidolon, a powerful and influential Strangeworld caste. She could afford to employ someone like Her-eid Argent to slip around the laws.

Meisje put her chin on Elke’s knee and looked at her with dark, anxious eyes. Elke sighed, and smoothed a reassuring hand over the gardag’s head. It always amazed her how quickly Meisje picked up on her moods.

“Anything else I should know?” she asked Dolly.

Dolly scanned the notes on her desk. “Some trouble in R row last night—somebody’s stealing laundry again. Wozniak, you better look into that.”

Wozniak, who had been tipping his chair back so that he could lean against the wall, straightened up. “Sure thing.”

“Some complaints from Fraugeist Minelva—” Dolly twisted her mouth as though she’d bitten on something sour. “Wasting our time, as usual.”

“What’s it about?” said Elke. The Fraugeist was one of the members of the coalition that ran the Eye. An important woman, even if she was rather irritating.

“Her clerks are taking too much time off work. Turns out they’re all sick.”

Elke snorted. “What does she expect us to do about that?”

“She’s annoyed and looking for somebody to blame. There does seem to be a bug going about. Quite a few people up in Solar and Gardens getting sick.” Dolly glanced up at Elke. “What happened with that case of yours, the guy whose partner kicked him out?”

“Oh yes.” Elke frowned. “I haven’t written that one up yet. Turns out the guy who got kicked out really is sick. I spoke to the medics—they put him in isolation.”

Dolly’s eyebrows rose. “They think he’s infectious? What’s wrong with him?”

“Who knows. They wouldn’t tell me. Everything’s ‘highly classified’ or ‘confidential’.”

“They wouldn’t tell you?” Dolly pursed her lips. “Right. I’ll look into that. Soon as you’ve submitted your report.” She turned a page in her notebook. “Oh, yes. Aspirant September is arriving this morning. First gate.”

“What?” Elke stared at Dolly in surprise.

“Seems there was some mix-up with the messages”—Dolly tidied the notes away—“but yes. You’ll be meeting him this morning.”

“I— Uh— Yes, sure.” Elke rose to her feet. “I better get going, then.”
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Elke strode along the corridors of Short Storage, barely acknowledging the greetings of the can-workers as she went by. Sometimes it felt as if she couldn’t breathe. Everyone seemed to have expectations of her that she couldn’t fulfil. Argent hassling her about the trial, Dolly going on about her besmirched reputation and wanting to push through the promotion, and the whole thing with Mack Jack. Even the children’s visit, much as she looked forward to it, had its complications.

Thandeka Mahlangu, the three children’s adoptive mother, had left them more than a year ago to look for work in the Babylon Eye. They’d never heard from her again. Elke had promised to look for Thandeka, but so far, she had not found any evidence that Thandeka had been anywhere near the Eye.

Despite the carefully worded letters in which she’d tried to convey how unlikely it was that their mother had ever come to the Eye, Isabeau, Ndlela and Noor were certain they would find her if they came to look for her themselves.

Elke wondered what they would make of the news that Jinan Meer wasn’t locked up in a prison cell, as they doubtlessly expected, but was living in comfort in her own quarters in the Babylon Eye. Jinan had hired the thugs that attacked the kids, and she’d been the mastermind behind the plot to infect the Real with biologicals.

And, as if all of that wasn’t enough, Aspirant September would choose today of all days to show up. Elke had known he was coming, of course, but until now the whole idea of somebody taking over her job, of her actually leaving the Eye, had seemed theoretical. Now it felt as if she’d swallowed a lump of stone.

But I want this. Dolly’s right. I’m getting bored with the job. I’m starting to slack off on stuff. If I don’t watch it, I’ll end up like Wozniak, letting my life drift by me in a daze.

She tried not to think about the reason behind Dolly’s push for this promotion. Even though Jinan Meer’s attempts to frame her had failed, some people still believed Elke had colluded with smugglers. Officially, her name had been cleared, but that did not seem to matter.

She forced her thoughts away from that well-worn track. There was nothing she could do about it. Maybe Dolly’s plan was best, after all. And teaching a new trainee handler and gardag might even be fun.

“Nothing you’ve not done before,” Ncita had told her. “He and his dog have been through the basic training. Passed all the tests. But they don’t know anything about the real job. Do them good to see how you handle things day to day.”

It had seemed like a good idea at the time. It would be like the old days, back in Kaapstadt working for Ncita, training young gardags and their handlers. She’d just have liked a bit more warning of his arrival.

Elke took the stairs up to Zero level at a run and walked rapidly to the realside portal.

By now, going through the portal to the Real world was a familiar ritual. The guards didn’t even check her papers, they just waved her through. She donned her ear protectors and tied a customised hood over Meisje’s head, to protect the gardag’s sensitive ears from the vibrations of the carillon that opened the way between the worlds.

Meisje whined a little as Elke secured the straps. She hated going through the portal.

A moment later the claxon sounded, and they were out in the briny air of the Ishtar Gate.

No matter how many times she’d done it, there was something deeply odd about stepping into a different world.

Back on the Eye, the day had just begun. Out here in the Real, the sun was dipping towards the horizon, and the orange light of the late afternoon cast long shadows on the oil-stained concrete. A clattering bell signalled that the boat from Kaapstadt had arrived ahead of schedule. Elke hurried up the steps, scanning the ranks of the passengers.

“Hey!”

There was Isabeau, jumping and waving, with her brother Ndlela next to her, and their older sister Noor, trying to keep her wind-whipped hair out of her eyes.

“Hey!” Elke waved back and found herself grinning with pleasure. It was good to see them again. Meisje gave a sharp “whuf” and wagged her tail vigorously.

The queue began to move as soon as the gangplank was secured, and the three kids made their way across to where Elke and Meisje were waiting.

Even at first glance it was obvious that they were better off than when she’d last seen them. Their faces had lost the pinched look of those surviving on a limited diet, and their clothes were whole and clean, an improvement on the ill-fitting, faded rags they’d worn on the Muara.

 “You didn’t bring Robbie, did you?” Elke said as they reached her.

Ndlela laughed. “No! He’s with Crosshatch.”

“Isabeau! Stop hopping about.” Noor caught hold of her little sister. “You’ll drop your bag in the sea.”

“No, I won’t.” Isabeau smiled up at Elke. “I’ve been training Robbie, just like you told me to. I did everything. He can do an out-of-sight sit-stay for three whole minutes now. Hello Meisje!” Isabeau crouched to let Meisje lick her face. The gardag wriggled free of Isabeau’s attempted hug to greet Ndlela and Noor as well.

Noor stroked Meisje, then straightened, grimacing as she eased her weight off her twisted foot. She had a new ankle brace, Elke noticed. It looked tighter and more elaborate than the one she’d had before.

 “So, Robbie’s behaving himself now?” Elke asked.

Ndlela opened his mouth but Isabeau didn’t give him a chance to contradict her. “He is! Well, he almost is.” She craned her neck to look at the Ishtar Gate. “Shouldn’t we be going down there now?” She pointed to the stairs where the rest of the passengers were heading for the portal.

“In a moment,” Elke said. “I’ve got to meet somebody else here too.” She shaded her eyes against the sun, scanning the last of the passengers.

Maybe they didn’t come after all. That would make things simpler. But a moment later she spotted a tall, dark-skinned young man, with an armoured gardag at his heel.

“Aspirant!” 

He snapped a sharp salute. “Ma’am!”

Elke suppressed a smile. Ncita had mentioned that the trainee had a military background.

 “Hi. I’m Elke.” She held out a hand, and the young man shook it.

“Aspirant Tomas September,” he said. “And this is Danger.”

Elke nodded a greeting at the gardag. He was taller and bulkier than Meisje and unlike her his armour-plating was external and clearly visible. Under the armour, his muscular body was covered in dark, brindled fur, and his jowly face suggested more than a touch of Boerboel in his ancestry. His eyes were a clear brown and he looked up at her with the innocent confidence of a well-treated dog.

“Danger”—Tomas stroked his gardag’s head and Elke noted the affectionate gesture with approval—“This is Constable Veraart.”

Danger promptly sat and gave an enthusiastic bark. Then he looked up at his master, tongue lolling, checking for approval.

Isabeau, Ndlela, and Noor stared at Tomas and his gardag with open fascination.

“Guys,” said Elke. “This is Aspirant Tomas September and his gardag, Danger. Tomas is a trainee gardag handler. Tomas, this is Noor, Ndlela, and Isabeau.”

Tomas nodded earnestly at the kids. “Nice to meet you.”

“Hello!” Isabeau skipped towards the stairs. “Can we go now?”

“Just hold on a moment, Issy.” Elke turned back to the gardag. “Danger.” She let Danger sniff her hand, then stepped aside to make way for Meisje. “This is Meisje. She’s my gardag. This is her home, and she’s in charge here.”

The two gardags sniffed noses. Meisje had her ears pricked and her tail up, relaxed but alert and clearly in control. When she’d finished sniffing, she gave a commanding bark and trotted to the stairs.

“Good!” says Isabeau. “Let’s go.”
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The kids had tourist papers, so they had to use the tourist section of the Ishtar Gate. This meant some quick negotiation with the guards, as Tomas had workers’ papers and should, strictly speaking, enter the Eye through the workers’ gate. Luckily Elke knew the guards on duty, and they didn’t mind bending the rules for her.

Using the tourist entrance meant they had to join one of the guided tour groups, but Tomas and the kids didn’t mind this at all.

They gazed in awe at the Ishtar Gate, with its gigantic mosaic of Maxwell Jali and the prancing bulls that surrounded him.

The tour guide explained how Jali, a wealthy gangster who’d made his fortune poaching Kaapstadt’s coastal marine life, had renounced his lawless ways at the arrival of the first Strangers. Jali had used his ill-gotten wealth to finance the building of the Ishtar Gate and the Babylon Eye, and so created the first of the stable portals between the Real world and the Strange.

Elke considered the looming image of Maxwell Jali. He smiled benevolently down at them, every tooth picked out in white and golden tiles, his dreadlocks fanned around his head like an enormous black halo. She wondered what had really happened to him in the end.

“There are many legends about Maxwell Jali,” the tour guide recited. “He was one of the only realworlders ever allowed to go through the Eye and into the Strange world. Some say that he lived his last years in the Babylon Eye itself. Others insist that he never returned back through the strangeside portal, and is still alive, somewhere in the Strange...”

Guy must be pretty old then. Elke wondered how much of the story was true. It all seemed a bit too pat and romanticised.

One advantage of the tourist route was that the customs and decontamination procedures were a lot less invasive. Workers had their baggage thoroughly searched and had to strip down to their underwear for the communal decontamination shower. In contrast, the tourists’ bags were given a few professional squeezes, but apart from being passed under the noses of the sniffer dogs, that was the extent of the search.

Elke, Tomas, and the kids each got their own private decontamination booth and didn’t even have to take off their clothes. A wipe-down of face, hands and feet, and a dampening spritz over their clothing, and they were through into the portal corridor.

“Is this really enough?” Ndlela wanted to know. “Couldn’t we be bringing all kinds of germs in with us?”

The attendant who was handing out the wipes just shrugged. “Used to be a lot more thorough, back in the day. Strangeside portal is still that way, apparently.”

Elke was amused at how quickly Tomas lost his formal manner in the face of Isabeau and Ndlela’s friendly questions. Isabeau asked if she could stroke Danger and Ndlela wanted to know how you became a gardag trainee. Even Noor, always a little reserved, listened to Tomas’s answers with interest and asked some questions of her own. They filed into the portal corridor and donned their ear protection, and for a while it was impossible to talk.

After the usual pause, the portal gates swung open and they stepped through into the Zero level of the Babylon Eye.

“Wow!” Ndlela stopped in his tracks, and for once, Isabeau was wordless, leaning on the railing and staring down at the sights below.

Cans boomed and clanged as workers swung them onto the hissing train, and the air was full of the shrill cries of messengers zipping through the crowd on roller-skates. The kids breathed in the scents of oil and steam, laced with hints of grease and spice from the food stalls below.

 “It’s so big.” Noor tilted her head back to look up at the arching space of the central well, in which the sparkling solluster, an enormous chandelier-like collection of lights, revolved like a captive galaxy.

“Oh!” Isabeau stepped back and laughed. A bird, glittering like a tiny jewelled toy, had landed on the railing just where she’d been standing. It perched, flipping its tail, and eyed her without a trace of fear. Another bird joined it, and in an instant, they were off again with a buzz of wings.

“What are those! Are they from the Strange?” Isabeau tried to see where the birds had gone.

“They are. Those are smarachts,” said Elke. “You’ll see a lot of them in here.”

“Hi! Hello. Elke!” Diesel was making her way along the platform, smiling in welcome. “Hi guys! So, you got here safely. Sorry, were you waiting long? Nice to see you all again!”

“Diesel”—Elke nodded towards Tomas—“this is Aspirant Tomas September and his gardag Danger. The new trainees.”

“Ma’am!” barked Tomas, snapping a salute.

“Oh. Um. Hallo?” Diesel looked a little taken aback.

“Listen guys,” Elke waited till she had all three children’s attention. “I’ve got to get back to work, but Diesel will give you a tour, and show you where you’ll be sleeping.” She turned to Tomas. “You and Danger stick with me. We need to check you in at customs, as you’re here on workers’ papers. Do you know if they’ve assigned you somewhere to stay?”

“Yes, ma’am.” Tomas drew some papers from a pocket. “It’s all here.”

“Good.” Elke turned to the kids again. “I’ll see you later, okay? We’ll have a meeting this evening.”

“And we’ll talk about Mom?” asked Isabeau. She turned to Tomas. “We’re looking for our mother. She’s missing.”

Noor put a hand on her sister’s shoulder. “Issy.” Her cheeks were pink with embarrassment.

“Okay,” said Diesel, as if she’d not noticed anything. “Let’s get going. Are these your bags? You didn’t bring much, did you? Great. Okay, Elke.” She flashed Elke a grin. “See you later.”
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The glim-clerk at the customs counter stamped all Tomas’s papers and gave him a package and a small book.

“That’s your uniform.” Elke gave the package a pat. “And that’s your log book. You’ll need that for when you get paid.”

“I get paid while I’m still in training?” Tomas looked surprised.

“Absolutely. Not much, but it’s better than nothing.” Elke watched as Tomas stowed his new possessions in his bag. “So where are you staying?”

Tomas unfolded his papers and showed them to Elke. “Here’s the address they gave me.”

“Good,” she said, reading the cubby number. “That’s on Long Storage. Not too far from my place. Let’s go drop your stuff at your cubby, and then we’ll go to the office. Don’t have time for a proper tour, so you’ll just have to pick things up as we go along.”

 She set off down the corridor, following Meisje who was trotting off already. “Do you know much about the place?”

“About the Eye?” Tomas fell in half a step behind her. “Not really, ma’am. Just what everyone knows.”

“Which is?”

Tomas was silent for a few steps. “It’s mos like a space station, ma’am. Like a bridge between the worlds. The gates can’t open directly from one world into the other one, so the Eye’s like this in-between place.” He looked at the corridors branching off on either side, and the various shop-fronts and businesses they were passing. There were stacks of the huge cargo cans everywhere. “But this feels more like a harbour.”

“Harbour is a good description,” said Elke. “The Eye’s like a cross between a space station and a border post. All the trade between the Real world and the Strange goes through here. And the other Eyes, of course. The Nexicos and Bifrost are much bigger, but Babylon was the first, as the tour-guide said.”

They’d reached the entrance to the Zero level, and Elke had to raise her voice to be heard. “Do you know about the dexter and sinister phases?”

“No, ma’am.” Danger followed on Tomas’s heel as they moved through the door and into Zero level. The two of them glanced about, wide-eyed.

Elke supposed that the crowd here took some getting used to. Many people were normal enough, tourists or office workers, but there were quite a few Strangers too.

A group of glims were hard at work nearby, loading cans onto a train. Their broad bodies were banded with horizontal tattoos and many had the blocky, three-fingered hands common to tin-jocks.

Strangeside tourists swaggered by, showing a lot of skin the better to display the tattoos that signalled their status. Quite a few sported the latest in bio-hacks and body modifications. The hottest new fashion was for ferny growths on head and shoulders, an ideal setting for the tiny smaracht-birds that clung there like living jewels.

“Dexter and sinister are important,” Elke said when she had Tomas’s attention again. She led the way towards a broad staircase, heading down. “They’re phases caused by the influence from the Real and the Strange worlds.

“When the Real dominates, that’s the dexter phase, and realside tech can function. Anything electrical. And the sinister phase is when all the electronics shut down.”

She gestured at the stairwell’s ceiling.

“See those lights? Those are colls, strangeside tech. They don’t need electricity so they’re not affected. Otherwise things would go dark every time we’re in sinister. But the speakers, you see them? They’re electronic. They can only work when things are dexter. The music signals what phase we’re in, because it can only play when things are dexter. Make sense?”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“That big door we went past back there on the first landing, that’s the entrance to the Short Storage level. We came in at Zero level, Short Storage is the level below that.”

Tomas glanced at a signboard set into the wall.

“The signage here is in strangeside script,” Elke explained. “So, you’ll need to figure things out for yourself, unless you can read it. Most of the cargo-cans get put in Short Storage for a while. Some businesses and offices there too. Right now, we’re going one more level down to Long Storage, that’s where your cubby is. Below that is the lowest level— Works. That’s maintenance, filters, compost heaps, pumps, everything needed to keep the Eye running.

“You saw those levels above Zero where we came in? The first level above Zero is Gardens—offices, restaurants, and above that, the highest level is Solar, which is where the high-caste strangers, the eidola and geists, live.”

“We’ll go up there too?” asked Tomas.

“Absolutely. We patrol all the levels.” They’d reached the doors to Long Storage and pushed through. Streams of people were emerging from the cafeteria, and the air was pungent with the scents of food and grease.

“That’s the cafeteria.” Elke indicated the entrance with a jerk of her chin. “You’ll eat there, most of the time. Food is free, and pretty good. What was your cubby number again?”

Tomas glanced at his papers and read it out.

“Your roost is along here.” Elke led him through a row of roosts, tall structures like enormous shelves, each filled with row upon row of metal boxes—the cubbies.

 “This one.” Elke gestured at a cubby set at ground level. “And that book of yours should have the number for the combination lock.”

Tomas and Danger stared up at the roost. Years ago, when the roosts had first been constructed, each cubby must have been exactly like its neighbour, rows of identical metal hutches, each with a door and a shuttered opening for a window. Now, after decades of occupation, every cubby was a unique cell in the hive that was the roost.

Some had balconies bolted on, others were all window. The metal walls had been painted, scraped down, and repainted, creating a lively, if rusty, patchwork. Ladders and walkways crisscrossed the roosts, and laundry-laden clothes-lines and hammocks were strung everywhere.

After an initial struggle with the lock, Tomas managed to get his cubby open. Meisje and Elke waited outside while he changed into his new uniform and stowed his possessions. He emerged, smoothing the uniform jacket with a frown. “It’s only a jacket?”

“That’s right. You wear whatever trousers and shirt you like with it. It’s just so people can know you’re a cop.”

They set off again. “We’re going back up to Short Storage now,” Elke explained. “To Hoofdinspecteur Dolly Ngcobo’s office.”

Once again, Tomas and Danger fell into step, a pace behind her. Elke had to fight the urge to glance back at them. The young man’s silent, unquestioning obedience would take some getting used to.

“You must be wondering what you’ll be doing here,” she said.

“Yes, ma’am.”

Elke pushed her way through the swinging doors to the stairway. “Well, for one thing, we’re a bit less formal around here.” She nodded a greeting to a group of glims going down to the Works. “You don’t have to call me ma’am. ‘Elke’ is fine. Dolly—you can call her ma’am, if you like.”

Tomas didn’t respond, and Elke got a strong feeling that, deprived of his ‘yes, ma’am’, he simply didn’t know what to say.

“As for what you’ll be doing,” she went on, “at first, you’re pretty much just going to be following me around. Just figuring out what’s what so you’re ready to take over once I leave.” She glanced back at him, wondering what he made of all of this. “It’s all about keeping the peace. Most of the time, you’re just being visible, reminding people that the law exists. That’s why the daily patrols are so important.”

They reached the entrance to Short Storage. The air was full of the clang and clatter of newly arrived cans being shifted off the hydraulic lifts.

“Stuff happens,” Elke shouted. “People get drunk or get into fights with neighbours. It’s our job to get between them, de-escalate the situation.” Elke was pleased to see that so far, Tomas paid close attention to everything she said, and Danger, too, had his big, brown eyes and arum-lily-sized ears focused on her.

“And of course, we’re always on the lookout for smuggling. Contraband travelling between the Strange and the Real. That’s the most serious crime you’re likely to come across. And here we are. This is the office.”

Elke knocked and pushed the door all the way open.

“Good morning,” said Dolly from behind her desk. Today she wore a striking silver-and-black striped head-wrap, and a beautifully tailored silver skirt.

“Hoofdinspecteur Ngcobo,” said Elke. “This is Aspirant September.”

Tomas snapped off a salute, then turned to Wozniak, who was draped over the chair at the folding table. Tomas hesitated, then simply nodded his greeting. Elke didn’t blame him. Wozniak did not inspire formality.

“Veraart been showing you around already?” Dolly asked Tomas.

“Yes, ma’am!” Tomas stood straighter than ever as Dolly inspected him.

“And this is your gardag. What is his name?”

“Danger, ma’am.”

The big gardag and Dolly regarded one another with mutual interest.

“Big,” said Dolly. “Young, too. Your other guests arrived safely, Veraart?”

“Yes, ma’am,” said Elke. “Diesel’s giving them the tour.”

“Good,” said Dolly. “I’ve got something for you. Now where— Ah. Here it is.” She picked up a sheet of paper. “Authorisation for you to search Kiprosomov’s quarters. You know where that is?”

Elke nodded. “Sure.”

“Well, go have a look. Might help us understand what happened to him.”
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Meisje led the way to the stairs that went all the way down to Works level. Elke, following a few steps behind, quickly filled Tomas in about Kiprosomov.

“You think it’s murder?” Tomas kept a hand on the rail as he went down the narrow stair. The metal treads had worn down over the years and they were slippery.

“I don’t know,” said Elke. “It looks like an accident. Old guy. Liked to drink. Never been linked to any kind of smuggling or gang activity...”

“You got gangs in here? Stranger gangs?” For the first time, Tomas dropped his formal tone, and sounded genuinely interested.

“Absolutely.” Elke opened the hatch that led through to Works level, and waited as Tomas, Danger and Meisje climbed through. “The Strangers, they don’t call them gangs. They’re all about family. Kin. And then there are some realworlders with allegiances to gangs in the Real.”

“That’s so cool.”

Elke shot Tomas an amused glance. This young man clearly had more to him than his polite facade suggested.

They’d come out close to a row of storage rooms, and Elke pointed to one of the doors. “That’s the one. Kiprosomov’s room. I’m going to let Meisje check around a bit first. She can tell us who’s been down here.”

Tomas and Danger watched respectfully as Meisje sniffed along the corridor and around the doors.

“Anything recent?” Elke asked when she was done.

Meisje gave an affirmative “whuff”.

“Old man? Drinker?”

Meisje agreed.

“Anyone else?”

A negative twitch of the ears.

“We don’t know for sure what this Kiprosomov smells like,” Elke said. “The remains we found in the incinerator don’t help much, but I’m pretty sure it’s him she’s smelling.”

Elke turned the doorknob and grunted with surprise as the door swung open. “Not locked. Meisje, in you go. Danger, you too. See what you can smell.” She looked speculatively at Tomas for a moment. “You can mind-link with him?”

Tomas’s hand went up to touch his temple. “External link only.”

“Good enough. Do it.”

Elke engaged her mind-link to Meisje and waited as the gardags did their inspection, bracing herself for the inflow of sensory information. Eyes closed, she allowed Meisje’s input to dominate her own.

At first, all she could smell was Danger’s lively, masculine bouquet. Gradually other scents emerged. The pungent presence of old man, layer upon layer of stale sweat, a touch of urine, and the sharp, sweet note of alcohol. Dust. Decayed paper. A dark overlay of machine-oil and the thrill of turpentine threading through it all.

The visual feed showed Meisje’s-eye-view of the tiny room, with none of the tell-tale glows that indicated weapons or drugs.

Elke unlinked from Meisje and took a moment to orient herself to her own senses. “You can unlink,” she told Tomas. “Meisje, Danger, we’re coming in.”

Inside the room, she looked around. “Neater than I’d have thought.”

The place was tidy enough. A lifetime’s worth of clutter filled the shelves and cupboards, but everything was in its place, worn and faded, but clean.

“Wow. Look at this.” Tomas pointed at a pinboard over the bed, that held row upon row of badges. Embroidered patches, stamped metal, even some that looked like they’d been carved from bone or ivory. Most were variations of the Prussian cross or the spread-winged Prussian eagle, but there were others, too. Elke recognised the emblems of Ulster and Anglia, even a tiny red Nipponese dragon.

“You check the mattress, and under the bed, and in that cupboard,” she said. “I’ll do the shelves. Get Danger to double check anything you find.”

“What are we looking for?” Tomas crouched down and peered under the bed.

“Anything that’s out of place. Hardflasks. Tubes. Anything that catches your eye. Diary or address book. Notes. The gardags would have picked up on drugs, biologicals, or any weapons or ammunition, but you never know.”

It didn’t take them long to search the room, although the amount of clutter slowed them down.

“Guy sure liked his badges, nê.” Tomas opened yet another drawer of ranked pins. “This all must be worth a bit.”

Elke looked at Tomas speculatively, from where she sat on the floor. “That’s true.” She rubbed a hand over her nose and mouth, trying to wipe away the dust. “But if somebody killed him for his collection, why is it still here? Come—” She patted the ground next to her, and after a moment’s hesitation, Tomas joined her on the floor.

 “External link, hey?” Elke peered at his face. “A diadem? I can hardly see it.”

Tomas felt carefully at his temples, unhooked something and drew the barely visible strap over his head. “Ugh,” he said with a small shudder. “Always feels weird coming off.”

Elke took the thing carefully, holding it up to the light. “Man. They’ve certainly come a long way since my day.”

It was a narrow, translucent band, shaped to fit around the back of a human head.

“You achieve full mind-link with this thing?” Elke stroked a finger along its length.

“It’s pretty good,” said Tomas. “They say it’s not as good as an internal. Not as intense.”

“You should have seen the one I trained with.” Elke handed the diadem back to Tomas. “Looked like something from a horror film. Wires and clamps. Had to keep my horns filed right down or it would keep catching on them.”

“It’s mos strangeside tech.” Tomas slid his diadem back into place. “Works with some kind of fungus. Little root-filaments pierce your skin to make a better connection.” He grimaced as he smoothed the ends onto his temples. “That freaked me out, at first.”

“Is it electronic at all?”

“It must be. It’s got a battery and when that runs out, the connection doesn’t work.” Tomas tapped the diadem. “So, I guess I’ll only be able to use it when things are—what’s it called again? Dexter?”

“Hm. Got to keep that in mind.” Elke rubbed her nape thoughtfully. “I’ve had my internal for years now. The display is electronic, so I can only record and broadcast when things are dexter, but I can mind-link any time I want, because that’s controlled by the fungus.”

Tomas shuddered theatrically. “Can’t wait.”

Elke grinned, pleased at the rate that the boy was losing his self-conscious formality. She noticed Danger sitting at near the door, an intent expression on his jowly face. “I think your dog needs a pee.”

“He does,” Tomas agreed. “But where?”

“I’ll show you.” Elke rose to her feet. “We’ve got some compost heaps down here. He can pee and poop on them, if you pick a spot near the back.”

“I wondered about that,” said Tomas, getting up too. “Come on Danger. Let’s go.”
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Elke showed Danger the compost heaps, and he took to them with great enthusiasm, relieving himself and then sniffing out as many snacks as he could find.

“He’s got a thing for carrots.” Tomas proudly brushed the peelings off Danger’s armoured facemask.

Meisje caught a mouse and swallowed it while Danger watched, wide-eyed. He began sniffing about with even more attention.

“Later, boy.” Tomas patted his thigh. “Come, we’re going now.”

On their way back through the Works level, they ran into Diesel and the kids coming out of the hydroponics room.

“Enjoying the tour?” said Elke.

Ndlela nodded eagerly. “We’ve been right up to the Solar level, but I like it best down here. This place is the coolest.” He looked back at the green and gold glow of the tanks. “Some of those fish are big. Do people really eat them?”

“They do. They’re good eating. But where’s Issy?”

Diesel jerked a thumb over her shoulder. “She’s still in there.”

“She’s sulking,” said Ndlela.

“She’s just hungry,” said Noor.

“Then she’s been hungry for the last six months,” said Ndlela. “Elke, can we stay a few days longer? Mijnheer Sparks says he’ll show me how the filters work. They have this special kind of bacteria that keeps the water clean. And I want to see how they deal with the pumps when there’s no electricity.”

Isabeau emerged from the hydroponics room. Her arms were tightly folded, and she kept her face downcast.

Diesel smiled tiredly at Elke. “Been a long day. You?”

“Not so bad,” said Elke. “Hey, Issy.”

“Hey,” muttered Isabeau. She caught sight of Danger and Meisje, and her expression lightened a little. Elke moved her fingers in a surreptitious command, and Meisje trotted up and shoved her nose under Isabeau’s elbow, which drew forth a reluctant smile.

Tomas caught Elke’s eye, and twitched his fingers too. Danger promptly went to join Meisje, sitting in front of Isabeau and offering her one of his enormous paws.

“Oh.” Isabeau looked at Tomas. “What does that mean?” She laughed as Danger pawed at her impatiently and caught his paw in both her hands.

“He just likes attention,” said Tomas. “Scratch him there by his ear. Under the edge of his face-plate.”

Isabeau inserted a hesitant finger beneath the gardag’s armoured mask and her smile warmed as he stretched his neck in evident pleasure. “He likes that!” She scratched more confidently. “He’s cute. How old is he?”

“He’s a year and a half,” said Tomas. “He’s just a big puppy.”

“Glad we ran into you,” Diesel said softly to Elke. “She’s been alternating between hyper and misery the whole time.” Then, in a more normal tone, she said, “Listen—we’ll be having our meeting at Zyta’s new restaurant. It’s got tables to fit all of us, and it’s more private than the cafeteria.”

“Good idea,” said Elke. “I didn’t know it was open yet.”

“It isn’t. They’re still finishing off the interior, but Zyta said it’s not a problem, as long as we don’t mind a bit of builders’ chaos.”

“Are you coming to the meeting too, Tomas?” asked Isabeau, who was crouched down now and rubbing Meisje’s chest. “We’re going to talk about how to find Mom.”

Elke glanced at Noor, who shrugged. “Sure,” said Noor. “Why not?”

“Um—” said Tomas. “If it’s okay with Constable Veraart—”

 “You’re welcome to join us,” said Elke.

“You have to come,” Isabeau said, bouncing to her feet. “Danger can help too.”

“Cool,” said Tomas. “We’ll be there.”
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Elke was exhausted long before her day ended. Having Tomas follow her everywhere she went was surprisingly tiring, even though both he and his gardag were on their best behaviour. Tomas had developed a sharp interest in the technical workings of the Babylon Eye, and soon his questions outstripped her knowledge.

“You know what?” she said when he asked a particularly insightful question about the technology that opened the gates between the worlds. “After this meeting tonight, I’ll introduce you to mijnheer Sparks. He knows way more about this stuff than I do.”

At last the time came to call it a day and make their way to the meeting with Diesel and the kids.

Zyta’s restaurant was on the outer edge of Gardens level, near one of the big viewports that looked out onto an undersea view of the Real. The restaurant was going to be spectacular once it was finished, but at the moment it was covered in sheeting and crammed with boxes of tiles, paint tins, and ladders.

A man mopped the floor and somebody in a wetsuit was waist-deep in an aquarium, an exceptionally long tank that ran the entire length of the back wall.

Diesel and the kids had already claimed a table and some chairs.

Isabeau seemed more cheerful. Somebody had given her a pile of scrap paper and a pen, and she was hard at work drawing.

“Hey there,” said Diesel. “Kitchen’s not up yet, so I asked Mack Jack to bring us something from the cafeteria.”

Elke lowered herself thankfully into a chair, and Tomas cleared some paint tins from another chair and pulled it over to sit in. The gardags curled up, each at their handler’s feet.

Ndlela and Isabeau were full of the day’s sights and events. Noor was quieter, watching as her younger siblings talked.

“These your drawings?” Tomas asked Isabeau as he reached for one of the pieces of paper. His eyebrows rose as he studied it. “Wow,” he said, his expression carefully neutral. “These are great.”

Intrigued, Elke leaned over to look. The drawings were of the same thing, over and over, page after page. They featured a headless man with cartoonishly muscular arms and a bewildering assortment of weapons slung about his person. Knives, guns and rifles, and even a sword. And was that a crossbow? In most of the drawings the sword was stained blue up to its hilt, and the man’s hands were blue, and a blue fountain rose from the stump of his neck.

“That’s blood,” Isabeau said, seeing their interest. “I didn’t have a red pen.” The drawing she was busy with depicted an animal crouching on the chest of a fallen man. The ground was covered in blue stuff—more blood, Elke supposed—and the creature had a severed human hand in its jaws.

“This one’s a gardag,” Isabeau said complacently, scribbling in more blood.

“That,” said Tomas, “is one big gardag. Bigger than Danger, even.”

“Her name’s Xun,” Isabeau explained.

“Okay, you guys will lock up when you leave, right?” The man with the mop clattered his bucket into a corner and waved at them as he went out the door. The workers in the kitchen were leaving as well, allowing the doors to slam behind them as they went.

Soon, the aquarium cleaner was the only person left, completely submerged, adjusting something under the gravel at the far side of the tank. Judging by the amount of wires and tubes hanging loose, it seemed likely that they’d be busy for some hours yet.

“Shall we start?” Elke said. “Tomas doesn’t know what’s going on yet, and I can’t remember what I’ve put into the letters I sent you guys, so I’ll just go over the basics again quickly.”

“You haven’t found Mom.” Isabeau didn’t look up from her drawing.

“That’s right. I haven’t.” Elke waited till it was clear that Isabeau was not going to say anything else. “Before I start, I have something to tell you.” She looked around at the table. “I’m leaving the Eye soon. I’m going to get promoted away from here.”

“What?” Noor leaned forward, frowning, and Isabeau, forgetting her drawing, sat bolt upright.

“Not for a while yet,” Elke said quickly. “I can help with your search; it’s not a problem. But you should know that I will be leaving, and that Tomas will be taking my place. So, it’s actually a good thing that he’s part of this meeting.”

“When will you be going?” said Noor.

“You’ve got a new job?” asked Ndlela.

“I’m going to be in charge of the gardag unit out in Kaapstadt,” Elke told him.

“Wow,” said Ndlela. “That’s awesome.”

“I don’t know when that’s happening,” Elke said. “There’s still a lot of paperwork. It should still be quite a while.”

“So, what have you found so far?” Isabeau, a stubborn jut to her jaw, had started drawing again.

Elke turned to Tomas. “You know that we are looking for their mother, right? Her name is Thandeka Mahlangu. She came to the Eye— Now about a year and eight months ago, right Noor?”

Noor nodded.

“She came here with a friend called Jayden,” Elke continued. “Thandeka was hoping to find work in the Eye, maybe even move here with all the kids, but she never went home again, and neither did Jayden.

“We know that Jayden was caught trying to get into the Eye with a hardflask full of strangeside biologicals. Jayden wasn’t travelling under his own name, but we’ve confirmed his identity. There were photographs taken. We know for a fact it was him.” Elke looked at the kids. “As you all know, Jayden was found guilty of smuggling contraband, and executed.”

Nobody said anything, and after a brief pause, Elke continued. “I’ve been checking the records for anything about your mother. There’s nothing. No record of anyone named Thandeka Mahlangu entering or leaving the Eye.”

Ndlela shifted in his chair and made as if to speak.

“You’re right,” Elke said with a nod to him, “She probably didn’t use her own name. There are records of many women, more or less her age, broadly matching her description but there are no records of anyone arrested along with Jayden.”

The children already knew this. It was the first thing she’d written in the letter she’d sent them, but it felt different, telling them face to face.

“I’m as sure as I can be that your mother was not arrested, and she was definitely not executed. In fact, no women were executed at all, during that time.”

“You’re sure.” Noor’s face was calm, but she clutched the edge of the table with tense fingers.

“I’m sure.” Elke wanted to reach over to comfort the girl, but she was too far away. “We keep pretty good records of those kinds of things. I also spoke to all the customs guys, all the guards, the lawyers, everyone who might know. If Thandeka did come into the Eye, she was not arrested, and she was not executed.”

“You think she might not have come here?” Noor’s eyes were intent on Elke’s face.

Elke took a sip of water to give herself time to frame her response. “I don’t know. We haven’t found any traces of her in the Eye. Or, nothing that was definitely her, and not somebody else.”

“What do you mean?” said Noor.

“I’ve been talking to the fugados. The people who clean the lower levels. They live down there, and they’re pretty good at seeing without being seen. One of them admitted that people hide there, sometimes, in Works and Long Storage. The fugados aren’t very, um, trusting, so they wouldn’t tell me more than that.”

“So, she could be hiding down there.” Noor sat back in her chair. “But why would she? Why wouldn’t she just come home?”

“You forget,” said Elke. “Say she came in with Jayden, and somehow avoided getting captured along with him. She must have known what happened to him—” Elke glanced at Isabeau. “It must have been frightening, and getting back out of the Eye into the Real isn’t that easy, not if you don’t have the right papers. She would have assumed that the gate guards would be on the lookout for her.”

“So, you think she went into hiding.” Ndlela looked unconvinced. “But then what? You think she might be hiding in here all this time? Couldn’t she, you know, go through to the other side? Into the Strange world?”

Noor gave an exasperated sigh. “We’ve been over this, Ndlela. Realside people are not allowed into the Strange. We can come into the Eye but that’s it. Only Strangers can go through the strangeside portal.”

“Couldn’t she have—I don’t know—sneaked through, somehow?” Ndlela turned to Diesel. “Isn’t that possible?”

Diesel was shaking her head. “Not possible. Security is very tight, and if you are caught, you’re dead. On the spot. No trial.”

“And I checked that too,” Elke put in before anyone else could speak. “She definitely didn’t try getting out that way.”

“And anyway, Ndlela, why would she?” said Noor. “Why would Mom go to the Strange? I mean—” She held up her hands as words failed her.

“I don’t know.” Ndlela avoided his sister’s angry eyes. “Maybe she thought she had to.”

For a long moment, no one spoke.

“I guess— I’m just— I don’t understand how she could be hiding here for all this time,” Ndlela said at last. “Wouldn’t somebody notice?”

“I hope she’s not in the Strange.” Isabeau was hunched over her drawing again, forcing the pencil along so that it dug into the paper. “I heard that it makes you crazy, to go over there. You forget where you’re from, or who you are, and you never want to come back.” The tip of the pencil broke, but she didn’t seem to notice. “Maybe that’s why she never came back. Maybe she’s over there, and she’s forgotten all about us.”

Noor drew a breath, but Ndlela got in first.

“That’s not true, Issy. That’s just a story people tell. The Strange isn’t”—he snorted—“fairyland, or something. It’s just a place. Isn’t that true, Diesel? I mean—you’re from there, aren’t you?”

All the children turned to look at Diesel.

“Ah.” Diesel was clearly disconcerted by their combined attention. Elke watched her friend curiously. She’d noticed that Strangers avoided talking about their world, and she’d learnt not to ask Diesel any direct questions.

“Well.” Diesel shifted in her chair. “You’re right, Ndlela, of course. It’s just a story that people tell.”

“But stories start somewhere,” said Isabeau. “Is it just a lie, then? Why do people say so, if it’s not true?”

“Uh—well, no, not exactly a lie.” Diesel frowned earnestly at Isabeau. “There are parts of the Strange that have that effect on people. Not just on realsiders. Everyone who goes there, gets changed.”

“But how does that work, if it’s not magic?” Isabeau looked uncertain. “It’s not magic, is it?”

“No, definitely not magic,” agreed Diesel. “There are places, cities in the Strange that are, we call them tuned. Mesmeric landscapes. Hypnotic. They resonate with your psyche. The colours and shapes, the sounds, they rewire your brain. You become addicted to them.”

“Like the Fata Morgana,” said Elke, speaking out loud without meaning too.

“What’s that?” said Isabeau.

“It’s a city you can sometimes see through the strangeside viewport.” Elke turned to Diesel. “Isn’t that right? That’s the place people say Maxwell Jali went.”

“That’s what some people call it,” agreed Diesel. “Although I sincerely doubt Jali ever got near the place.”

“Wow.” Isabeau had forgotten about her drawing, and was gazing at Diesel, fascinated. “Have you ever been there?”

“No,” said Diesel.

“And anyway,” Noor broke in, “the point is that Mom’s not there. She’s either here in the Eye, or somewhere in the Real. Let’s not get side-tracked.”

“If she’s here in the Eye, someone must have seen her.” Isabeau sat up straight. “We’ve got that photo of her. Can’t we make lots of copies, and put it up everywhere? Like a poster.”

“Would that work?” Noor looked at Elke.

“It might,” Elke said reluctantly. “And it’s a good idea, Issy. The thing is, it might be dangerous.”

Isabeau’s jaw pushed forward, always a bad sign. “Why?”

“We don’t know what your mother might be involved in.” Elke picked her words carefully. “We don’t know why she’s been away all this time. It’s possible that she’s hiding from people who want to hurt her. Like the people Jayden was trying to contact. Smugglers.”

“I thought that was all sorted out.” Noor frowned. “Jinan Meer’s been arrested, hasn’t she?” She glanced at Diesel, clearly just remembering that Jinan Meer was Diesel’s mother.

“That’s right,” said Diesel. “Jinan has been
















































































































































































































































OEBPS/Images/chapter-virus.gif





OEBPS/Images/ebook-flattened.jpg
The

STRANGE

Ldegld Bo kThe

Masha du Toit





OEBPS/Images/strange_title.gif





