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	For all the things we don’t yet know

	And all the things we think we know.

	 

	 

	There is nothing else.
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	From the memoirs of Captain Stanek Dobrovsk 

	5th Sun. 12th Moon. 538 SCB.

	 

	 

	History has been reset. Ancient civilisations progressed, and prospered, and then declined. How and why, we do not know. Many of us have stories; a few of us, theories. But there is one thing of which we can all be sure: our species would not so easily die.

	
From the rubble of the Ancients new nations emerged. Scattered and isolated, they uncovered what remained of their forebears, above the ground and below it. Cities, writings and, not least, technologies. It was perhaps in our nature to use what we found to make these nations stronger, and our lives a little easier.

	
But violence erupted because, always, it does. From the North came Skednig with advanced machines and weapons, to claim the fledgling nation of Great Burn for themselves. But Great Burn held firm, adopting Skednig technologies, using them against their makers. On both sides lives were lost - too many, before at last the Skednig fled home in disgrace.

	
With the dangers of technology now apparent, the leaders of Great Burn swore they would protect their people from this burden. And so, the Protectorate was formed. Women and men of particular talents, surrendering their simple way of life to ensure, for others, it could continue.

	
Their navy now patrols the seas, their Ambassadors the land - any seas, and any lands that they see fit - with a single objective: to hunt down any technology too advanced, too dangerous, to abandon to the whims of others. This cause, this consideration, called me to their land, and to the role of Ambassador. And I was accepted, with little difficulty.

	
Our work continues, and our people live on, insensible to what we do or how we do it. But always some are curious, their need for stories, or the ‘truth’, eclipsing even their need for simplicity. My superiors perhaps realise this. It is, I think, why they reached out to their people. Though, why to Ernst Bohdrum in particular, I cannot say. A Voice of the People, they called him. A storyteller, of simple means. Too simple perhaps to cause any problems. Had they known what it would lead to... 

	
But that is no longer my concern. Ernst Bohdrum was precisely what I needed.



	



	 

	1

	 

	 

	 

	Ernst Bohdrum woke with a start and peered through the porthole of his cabin. The high rigging of other vessels set against the dark and drizzly sky, and the long wooden dock stretching out beside their own ship, told him, at long last, that he was home.

	Reassured for once that he knew not only where he was but what was going on, the next thing he did was check the fierce pulsing coming from his right hand. The knuckles were red raw, he saw. It didn’t take long to remember what that was about either. For the first full hour of the journey he’d knocked furiously at the door of Stank’s cabin, pleading for him to open up and tell him what was going on. But the door had remained tightly shut, the only sound from inside a strange tapping, as if some giant insect had burrowed through the wall and was busy making a feast of his companion. For sure, part of Bohdrum thought he might deserve such a fate. What kind of person would lock himself away with barely a word to anyone only minutes after coming back from the dead? After all Bohdrum had gone through to see his last instructions carried out, it seemed fair unfriendly, if not downright unfair.

	As he thought on all this, Bohdrum was hit by a sudden panic. Struggling out from beneath the blanket, (as he’d slept, it seemed to have wrapped itself tight around him like some kind of cocoon), he stumbled from the bed and around the room, searching desperately for their luggage. Stank had said to keep it in sight at all times – he’d been very clear about it – and Bohdrum had left it right there, beneath the bunk, he was sure, but when he stretched his hand further under the frame, all he found was dust and darkness. He stood up, looking round again. For sure, there was nowhere else in the tiny room that such a large pile of bags could hide. It made no sense at all. Opening the small cupboard in the corner, he checked inside, then behind the gently swaying cabin door, but there was no use to it. Their luggage had completely disappeared. 

	Bohdrum hurried through the door, thinking hard on how sure he was that he’d shut and locked it before going to sleep, then up the stairs to the main deck. Rain was dropping hard now, pinging off the ship’s metal surfaces and dribbling into his eyes. He was hardly able to trust them at all as he made his way towards the prow, gripping the gunwhal for balance. At last he made out a bleary figure standing at the very edge of the deck. From the long, leather coat flapping in the wind, and the caustic foreign accent shouting orders at someone below, he knew at once it had to be Stank.

	Bohdrum glanced over the side to see who he was shouting at. On the dock below were a couple of people - he’d no idea who - loading something onto the back of a cart. Leaning over the handrail to get a better view, he watched as the driver snapped the reins and steered the horses round. As the rear of the cart swung into view, he realised at last what they had been loading onto it: their luggage. Stank’s and his own. Whatever the Captain was up to, this time he’d gone too far.

	‘Hey,’ Bohdrum shouted, straining to be heard over the screeching gulls and the rattling of stiff wind through the rigging of ships. ‘What do you think you’re doing? That’s my bags they’re hauling off.’

	Stank turned slowly to look at him. Hooking a finger beneath his eye patch to empty it of rain, he held another to his lips, and smiled. Gods, how Bohdrum hated that smile. Whatever it meant, it was never anything good.

	‘You are awake?’ Stank bent over him, patting his shoulder in too friendly a manner for Bohdrum’s liking. ‘It is good. There is much to do.’

	‘But we’re done. We’re home. It’s all over. Isn’t it?’

	For a moment, it seemed as if Stank was about to reply, but then a voice from below called out his name. They looked down at the dock again, to find a stern woman in some kind of black uniform - not unlike Stank’s own - struggling to hold up a sheet of paper that flapped obstinately in the breeze.

	‘Captain Dobrovsk? You are called to the Protectorate at once. Yourself and...’ 

	She took hold of the paper in both hands, squinting at it hard. ‘Ernst Bohdrum?’

	Stank nodded, then crossed the deck quickly to the boarding plank. 

	‘Hold up!’ Bohdrum did his best to hurry after. ‘Will you not just tell me what’s going on for once? The truth of it. The whole story.’

	Stank set one foot on the plank, and turned his head a notch.

	‘It is the truth you want, or the story? You cannot have both.’ 

	With another smile, he continued his descent.

	Bohdrum puffed out his cheeks, but followed him down to the ground, staring at his back. Glad as he’d been to see the Captain was still alive, he’d had just about enough of all his strange ideas, not to mention his rude manners, and more than enough of the Protectorate too. All he wanted was to get home to his wife and his baby, and all the other folks in his village. In truth, for the whole of the past week that was all he’d wanted. Sure, their adventure had given him a few incredible things to tell them, but stringing them together into any kind of satisfying story was proving quite a challenge. He could barely make sense of it himself. 

	And now, with home at last in sight, Stank and the Protectorate had snatched it away from him again. Worse still, he’d little choice but go along with them. He had a duty to his nation now, as much as to his friends and family; and besides, the Protectorate had other ways, he knew, of getting him to do what they wanted. Though stealing his luggage seemed a desperate way to go about it.

	
 

	 

	Following Stank’s brisk stride through the busy streets of Portesmoor, past ambling wagons and service-hagglers setting up their stalls for the day, Bohdrum’s feet soon began to drag. For all his curiosity, there seemed little point asking Stank what was going on again. If he told him anything at all, it was likely to be irritatingly mysterious, or just flat out ignorant. or should that be ‘ignoring’? he wondered. Ignoringly? Ignor- ? 

	He gave up the struggle. Finding the right words would have to wait. Whatever they’d been called to, he would sit through it quietly, and see if he could pick up any more about what had really gone on in the Cassities, before trying to piece it all together. There was no point making stuff up until he had the full picture - leastways, the fullest he could get.

	Still, it wasn’t a plan that suited him much, and as they climbed the city’s only hill towards the Protectorate building, rearing into view at the top, he began to like it less and less. He’d worked for them just over a year now, and this was the first glimpse he’d had of the place. The sight made his skin turn cold: all black spires and towers, snaking darkly behind the other buildings ahead. It was far more disturbing than any of the stories he’d heard about it, or the ones he’d told about it either, and there were plenty of them to choose from: how folk passing its walls would hear the oddest whirrings and buzzings, like no earthly creature could ever make; or find themselves dazzled by the strange lights that flickered through its heavy-grilled windows; or, after so much as brushing a finger against its stones, would wake up changed in unimaginable ways. For sure, some of these tales he might have dressed up a little himself, but as a People’s Voice, that was all part of the job. As much as he loved his country, and felt reassured to know the Protectorate were looking after it, they weren’t so great at communication. And wasn’t that the very reason they’d asked for his help in the first place?

	Maybe it was the sight of the fortress, or the steepness of the hill, but he found himself lagging further and further behind Stank, his breath growing heavy and his legs beginning to ache. Pausing a moment to lean against a tall metal post, he turned to glance back down the hill. He could see the others from the ship following behind them now, still some distance away, and too far off to recognise anyone in particular, but for sure, there were two groups of crew, all dressed in the white of the Great Burn navy, and between them, shuffling slowly with their heads bowed low like cattle being driven to market, were the other passengers. He felt a sudden urge to go to them, make sure they were alright, but even as the urge occurred, Stank grabbed his wrist and pulled him on.

	‘Bohdrum, there is no time.’ 

	‘Why?’ said Bohdrum, trying to wriggle free. After all, he thought, whatever kind of dressing down we’re heading for, it can hardly start without us. The Cassities had been their mission, and their mission alone. No-one else could have any clue what happened there. But Stank, as usual, was in no mood to explain anything.

	‘You have thought on what I told you?’ he said. ‘At the cottage?’ 

	‘Which bit?’ Bohdrum said, finally pulling his wrist free from Stank’s grip, and nursing it. He was almost certain which bit the Captain meant. The bit he didn’t want to think about at all. Which was only one of many.

	‘Keep it in mind,’ said Stank. ‘It will help, yes?’

	‘How?’

	Stank slipped a hand in his jacket pocket and drew out a pair of metal balls, each the size of a large onion and covered with little bumps and protrusions. He flashed them at Bohdrum for no more than a second, then dropped them back in his coat. Bohdrum recognised them well enough, though he couldn’t for the life of him figure out what they had to do with anything Stank had told him.

	‘Understand?’

	‘No,’ said Bohdrum. Though he couldn’t see the Captain’s face, he was sure that, the next time he spoke, he was smiling again.

	‘Then listen and learn. And once inside, do nothing more, yes?’

	With that, Stank carried on up the hill to a large, black gate set into the wall of the fortress. When he reached it, the two guards standing on either side lowered sharp but primitive-looking weapons at him. Without stopping, he flashed the badge on his lapel  and walked through the already opening gate. Bohdrum stopped in front of them, doing his best to look out of place in the hope they might turn him away, but they just moved uselessly to one side. Stank strode back and pulled him through.

	The courtyard beyond was completely shadowed by the high black walls and the leaden clouds overhead. Again Bohdrum did his best to slow things down, craning his neck to take in the full height of the towers and spires, but the spiralling rain made his head swirl so, looking down again, he walked up to the closest wall and prodded it. He was half-expecting some kind of horror to spring out at him from the blackness, but it didn’t, and when he peered closer, he saw the stone wasn’t half as dark as it looked from a distance. In fact, the faint lines showing through it told him it had simply been coated with some black kind of paint. He was about to mention this to Stank, who was now waving him on beside a large door in the base of one of the towers, when a sudden fuss at the gate gave him a good enough reason to turn round again. 

	The guards were aiming their weapons at a woman now. From the smart red uniform, Bohdrum recognised her at once as Commander of the ship that had brought them back. For all the rain dripping from her hair and clothes, she looked no less dashing or terrifying than he remembered. Standing before the guards, long arms outstretched, she bawled at them with gusto, her face almost as red as her jacket. Still they refused to budge, though. For whatever reason, they must have been given orders to keep her out, he figured, and he almost felt a twinge of pity for them. The Commander wasn’t keen on being told what she could and couldn’t do - he’d found that out the hard way - but it wasn’t long before his sympathy was beaten down by self-concern. What did it mean, an officer of the Protectorate being shut out, when he himself was let in?

	‘Bohdrum!’

	Stank grabbed him by the arm again and pulled him across the yard to the door. Before Bohdrum could complain, he heard the gates behind them creak open again. This time, it was Stank who stopped to glance back.

	Coming towards them through the veil of rain was a man in grey robes. His face was almost hidden by a sodden mass of grey hair, his movements so steady he seemed more to glide than walk. Bohdrum caught no more than a glance of him though, before Stank swung open the door and shoved him through.

	‘This way,’ he said, closing it firmly and nudging Bohdrum on along a dim corridor. Bohdrum half-walked, half-stumbled, Stank’s bony finger prodding him onward, squinting hard to make out more details of the building. Either side of the passageway, rows of columns seemed to stretch back forever into darkness. Looking up, he saw they rose to a ceiling at least twice the height of his own house. Afraid of what else he might see up there, he looked quickly down at the floor. The flagstones seemed perfectly smooth, and shiny enough to reflect his own boots back at him. A fancy place, he figured, if not for the dark and menacing spaces between the columns that, hard as he stared at them, refused to brighten at all. 

	At the end of the corridor they came to another heavy door. Reaching for the handle, Stank turned to Bohdrum, telling him to stay exactly where he was. 

	‘There is something I must take care of. Alone. Do not wander.’

	He needn’t have worried. Bohdrum had no desire to wander anywhere on his own. In fact, the moment Stank closed the door behind him, Bohdrum lurched forward to lean an ear against it. He could make out Stank’s voice on the other side, for sure, but too quiet to hear what he was saying, or who he was saying it to. Squeezing closer, he cupped a hand around his ear. Now he could make out two voices: Stank’s and another man’s.

	‘Ernst Bohdrum.’

	Bohdrum jumped back, one hand flying to his chest, the other gripping the door handle tight.

	‘It is Ernst Bohdrum, isn’t it? The Captain’s scribe?’

	Down the corridor towards him swept the man in grey, the swaying of his robes ballooning his body to twice the width it likely was.

	‘No,’ said Bohdrum. ‘Not scribe so much...’

	The man stopped, almost nose-to-nose with him, and jutted out a hand. Bohdrum stared at it a while, then risked a look up at his face. Even this close there was little to see, thanks to the dripping hair clinging round it. He was old though, that was for sure, with a wide mouth all crinkled at the edges and a chubby nose covered in pockmarks. As for the rest of him, Bohdrum could say only that he was no taller than himself - though somehow, he still felt dwarfed by him.

	The man leaned back against the nearest column, hand still out and head tilted to one side, studying Bohdrum carefully. This was a look Bohdrum knew well. Stank had used it on him many times, though never with such obvious distaste. From the casual way the man lounged back, as if owning the place, it was clear he had to be someone important. Maybe the Head of State, who Bohdrum had heard, and spread, so many tales about. Just in case, he uncurled his hand from his chest and placed it in the still-waiting palm. The man grinned - another of Stank’s favourite looks. Though, as annoying as Stank’s grin was, it leastways had a twinkly kind of pleasure about it. This one looked more like the smile of some giant cat - like the ones Bohdrum had glimpsed on the Southern Continent - readying to wrap its jaws around its prey. The way he shook hands did nothing to warm Bohdrum to him either, his grip as tight as a mousetrap around Bohdrum’s already raw fingers. He shook back harder, trying to free them, but the grip only tightened. The man leaned closer.

	‘Peliad John,’ he said. ‘Overseas Developments. About time we met.’

	Bohdrum knew the name all too well, and it must have shown on his face.

	‘That’s right. The Captain’s superior. Which to my mind makes me your superior too. Or it would, if you had any official business here.’

	At last he loosened his grip, and Bohdrum sank his hand into his coat pocket, clenching it open and shut to ease the pain, and grasping the door handle tighter with his other.

	‘My orders come from the Head of State,’ he said. ‘That’s not official enough?’

	Peliad nodded thoughtfully.

	‘A word of advice,’ he said. ‘When it gets rough in there - and it will get rough – just follow my lead. Pay no attention to the others. They can be... troublesome.’

	‘What about Stank?’

	Peliad leaned close enough for Bohdrum to feel his breath against his face.

	‘How much do you know about our Captain? Really know?’

	Bohdrum thought hard on this. Stank wasn’t the kind of person to talk about himself - less so than anything else, in fact. Their first mission together, in the Southern Continent, Bohdrum had barely prised a word from him about his past, save for when he’d asked about Stank’s accent and Stank had admitted, with unusual distaste, to coming from a land ‘once known as ‘Yugov’.’ And that was it. He’d shared nothing else on the subject until, eventually, Bohdrum had given up asking.

	Then there was the Cassities of course. What Bohdrum had learned about Stank there, he didn’t want to think about at all, let alone tell the man’s superior.

	‘He’s an Ambassador,’ he said at last. ‘A fair clever one at that.’

	‘Strange, isn’t it?’ said Peliad. ‘Almost a year, and that’s all a renowned People’s Voice has managed to get from him.’

	Bohdrum kept quiet. It was strange. For sure. But he wasn’t about to admit that to someone who, frankly, seemed even less friendly than the Captain. As if tired of waiting, Peliad stepped past him, wrapping his hand over Bohdrum’s on the handle.

	‘Like this,’ he said, forcing it down and pushing open the door. ‘These contraptions can be difficult, can’t they?’

	With that, he disappeared into a blinding light from the room beyond. Shielding his eyes, Bohdrum stared glumly at the floor. He was feeling quite fed up with this mistreatment. Wasn’t he the kind of people the Protectorate were supposed to protect? That was the whole point of them, wasn’t it? Still, he figured, whatever Stank needed to take care of alone wasn’t going to get taken care of alone with Peliad in there as well. So, gathering his senses, he followed Peliad’s trailing robes into the fierce glow of the room.

	As his eyes adjusted, Bohdrum drew in a sharp breath. This room was even grander than the hallway. At each corner of its five stone walls, thick stone arches crept up and over the ceiling, forming an ornate rose at the centre where they met. The three walls opposite where he stood were covered in heavy wooden panels, jutting out into a huge balcony that was filled with row upon row of high-backed wooden benches. The two walls behind him, framing the door that he’d come through, were quite plain though, their creamy white plaster cracked and crumbling in places. For sure, all the light here made it seem far less threatening than the corridor, showing up all the dirt and age of the place. The air swarmed with clouds of dust that glittered in the rays of sunshine seeping in through the thin strips of windows on the ceiling. Which was odd because he was fair sure that, when they’d come in, the sky had still been overcast. Stormy, even.

	He stared harder at the windows, soon realising his mistake. They weren’t windows at all, but rows of thin glass tubes, barely visible behind their own brightness. In fact, after only a few seconds of staring at them, his eyes began to ache and he had to look away again. Strange as it was to see such things in his own land, a week before they would have surprised him far more. Back then, he might even have put it down to some kind of magic. Now he knew better though, thanks to everything he’d seen in the Cassities. 

	‘Good,’ said an unfamiliar voice. ‘We’re all here. I’ll assemble the others and we can get on.’

	Bohdrum opened his eyes again to where the voice had come from. Below the gallery, he could make out Stank and another man. With his white hair and straggly beard, he looked even older than Peliad. Stank seemed to dip his hand into his jacket pocket, nodding at the older man, who shuffled forward to stand behind a wooden lectern close to the centre of the room. In front of the lectern, positioned so anyone in the gallery would have a clear view of them, were three rather uncomfortable-looking wooden chairs. Stank nodded at him, then at the chair in the middle of the three. Whatever bad feelings Bohdrum had about this meeting suddenly grew a hundred times worse.

	 
 

	Minutes later, the gallery had filled up with around thirty people wandering in from the two doors on either side of it. They talked seriously to one another as they took their seats, many staring or pointing down at himself, in the middle chair, and Stank and Peliad, now sitting either side of him. Peliad, he noticed, had angled his chair slightly away from his own, which suited Bohdrum just fine.

	To keep his mind off being the centre of attention, and to better tell his tale to folks back home (if he ever made it back), Bohdrum decided to make a careful mental note of everything happening around him. Most of the Protectorate, he saw, were dressed in uniforms just as smart as the Commander’s, some of them black and some red. The rest wore white coats made from a rather plain and thin-looking material. They all seemed to be eyeing himself, Stank, and Peliad with far too much interest, though whenever he looked at them, their eyes would dart to their neighbours. This made a very uncomfortable lump form in his throat.

	At last, the older man slipped on a pair of neatly-crafted spectacles and, settling his hands on the sides of the lectern, began to cough until everyone in the gallery had quietened down.

	‘No doubt...’ he began, ‘...we’re all aware by now of the recent events in the Cassities, or their consequences, at least. It concerns me greatly that such an unfortunate situation might have resulted from the actions of our own members and I would remind you all that, though our principal duty is to the people of Great Burn, this in itself is no justification for harming others. Our policies strive wherever possible to make people of all lands safer. That said, the protection of our own nation must remain our chief concern. With that in mind, unless it is proven beyond doubt that any actions taken by our own were not necessary to ensure this end, no accountability should be placed on any one individual.’

	Stank aimed a strange look at Bohdrum - one that Bohdrum found almost as impossible to make sense of as he had the speaker’s words. Still, seeing as the Captain had leastways graced him with a little attention, he figured he would make the most of it.

	‘Who’s that?’ he said, nodding at the man behind the lectern.

	‘You do not know?’ Stank whispered back.

	‘Is that....?’ Bohdrum almost kicked himself for not realising sooner. ‘Is that the Head of State? Zoetic John himself?’

	Stank nodded, before putting a finger to his lips and turning away. 

	Head of State or not, Bohdrum found the rest of his speech as hard going as the start, and kept himself amused by looking round the room for anything else of interest. One thing in particular caught his attention: a strange metal box on a table a few hands away from the lectern, and the young man sat behind it, tapping it with his fingers. This machine seemed to push out a thin roll of paper that, every now and then, the man would rip off and read to himself, before placing it on a pile of others beside him. Whatever the thing was, if the Head of State was content to let its constant clacking disturb his speech, Bohdrum figured it had to be important.

	‘You are listening?’ said Stank.

	Bohdrum frowned, and tried his hardest to pay attention to the speaker.

	‘...believe the time for such things is passing. That we should no longer cling to the values and traditions forced on us by the war with Skednig. That to do so is only to surrender to a fear of the unknown. Nonetheless...’

	On the other side of Bohdrum, Peliad smoothed back his hair, revealing piggy blue eyes beneath a heavy brow, and with a deep grumbling noise, cleared his throat.

	‘You mentioned urgency?’ he said.

	‘Indeed.’ Zoetic glanced at him over the rim of his spectacles. ‘Your Captain was only now telling me of certain evidence that has come to his attention. Evidence the rest of us, distanced as we have been from events, would do well to bring ourselves up to speed with.’

	Peliad grunted and, leaning back in his chair, stared at Stank. Stank seemed not to notice though. Getting to his feet and, nodding respectfully at the Head of State, he walked out to the centre of the floor. Taking one of the metal balls from his jacket pocket, he held it up for everyone in the gallery to see. Then he pushed a button on it. The ball rose towards the ceiling, a beam of light shooting out from it at the bare wall above the doorway. 

	In the gallery, many of the Protectorate members ducked. Others gasped and chattered to each other. Peliad turned to face the wall, hands gripping tight to the backrest of his chair. Even old Zoetic was moved enough by the sight to remove his spectacles, his mouth gaping slightly. Of everyone gathered there, only Stank and Bohdrum himself were unfazed by this display. Again, Stank smiled at Bohdrum, and for all his irritation at the Captain, he couldn’t help but smile back. Here was the mighty Protectorate, of all those tales and rumours, brought to their knees by nothing more than a beam of light. Perhaps they weren’t so fearless as they liked to make out.

	‘Calm yourselves.’ Stank pointed to the wall. ‘The device is no weapon. At least, not as you might think of one.’

	Hearing this, they began to settle again and Bohdrum turned his chair to face the wall. Where once had been nothing more than peeling white paint, colourful images now crawled: a country garden, flush with plants, and a matted brown lawn at its centre. Strange as it was to see such a tranquil scene against these stark surroundings, it was one that Bohdrum recognised well.

	‘What is this?’, a sharp female voice sounded from the gallery. ‘And where did you get it?’

	Bohdrum turned to see a woman standing up from her seat. Dressed in a white jacket, her brown hair tied back in a neat bun, she looked, he reckoned, roughly his own age - no more than forty years at most.

	‘Please, Clarion.’ Stank reached up to the ball and, pressing another button, paused the motion of the images. ‘To fully understand, we must do so in proper order, yes?’

	The woman tutted, but then held a hand out as if allowing Stank the floor (though it seemed to Bohdrum that he already had it) before sinking back into her seat. Stank nodded at her graciously, and began over.

	‘We followed our orders as given,’ he said. ‘Myself and Ernst Bohdrum. Travel to the Cassities; establish a safehouse; proceed to study, and if necessary infiltrate, the local population.’

	Bohdrum knew all this well enough too, though Stank had skipped a few of the more interesting details, he noted. Not least of which was how they’d travelled to the islands. The Silk Sparrow, Stank had called it, though when Bohdrum first saw its rickety frame strung with flimsy material, he’d thought it looked more like some kind of long-dead heron. Worse still, Stank had expected him to sit on it and pedal - pedal, for Mercia’s sake - for no less than two hours, all the way from the southwest tip of Great Burn to the Cassities themselves.

	‘What’s wrong with a boat?’ he’d asked. ‘One with sails, and not pedals.’

	Stank had replied that, with the Cassities so close to Great Burn, they presented the perfect opportunity to try the Sparrow out, and as always, being Protectorate, the Captain had got his way.

	From the moment they’d landed on the largest island, Stank pulling up too close to the cliffs for Bohdrum’s liking, things had only got worse. They’d had to push the damned machine, loaded with luggage, all the way from the beach to the inner island, hacking through overgrown plants and near-tripping up with every step. How the Protectorate had known anything in that jungle was worth finding had been well beyond Bohdrum and, frankly, still was.

	At last the forest gave way to a nest of dirty, crumbling cottages, their walls barely visible beneath mounds of trailing vines, and it was here of all places that Stank insisted they stay. One of the cottages he claimed was in good enough condition to serve as a base. What that meant in reality was its doors were still intact, and there were enough rooms for both of them, including a kitchen large enough for Stank’s work. Never mind that the place was likely built by the Ancients, and likely to fall apart under any heavy rain. Of course, yet again, it was here they’d ended up staying – though, to be fair, the garden had won Bohdrum over as much as Stank’s demands. He was already missing his own back home and, for all its tangled blooms and oddly prickly branches, this one looked fertile enough to leastways satisfy one of his needs for home comforts.

	For the next few hours, they’d cleaned up the inside to Stank’s rigorous standards (which for some reason included tearing up the carpets and thoroughly cleaning the floors beneath), before clipping back the plants and undergrowth into some kind of lawn to keep Bohdrum happy. They’d even found a couple of rusty carcasses in the shed that might once have been a pair of loungers and, though they looked fair uncomfortable, Bohdrum had the bright idea of using scraps of carpet as replacement mattresses. Stank said he was fine with this, as long as they stayed outside, which was fine with Bohdrum, as that was the only place he wanted to lounge. So it was that this half-collapsed ruin became their home for who-knew-how-many days.

	And now, that very same house and garden were staring out at him from the wall of the Protectorate meeting room.

	‘This also was where I found these,’ Stank said, taking the second device from his pocket. ‘I was, with some effort, able to restore them to functionality, so they might be of use to our investigation.’

	Bohdrum squinted at him, hard. This wasn’t true at all. He might not be sure about everything that had happened on that island, but a few things he was sure about, and one of them was that those devices had neither been found in the cottage, nor had Stank found them at all. No doubt about it - he was up to something. Again, Peliad’s question flashed through his mind: how well did he know the Captain? 

	‘What are they?’ said Zoetic.

	‘Devices to capture events, so they might again be watched.’

	A stream of whispers broke out across the gallery. Zoetic waved them to silence.

	‘And these constitute your evidence?’

	‘Where possible,’ said Stank. ‘One, I sent to roam the island. The other I kept, to document our work. A nation as advanced as your own has, I trust, no objection to their use?’

	This, he seemed to aim at Clarion in particular.

	‘They’re unauthorised,’ she said, keeping a careful watch on the hovering ball. ‘But if they do what you say, they have potential. I’ve no objections. Yet.’

	Stank turned to Peliad, as if seeking his agreement as well, but Peliad just crossed his legs and settled himself lower in his chair. So, with a nod to his superior, Stank reached up again and tapped the ball, to set the images in motion.
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	A GARDEN IN THE CASSITY ISLES

	 

	 

	An Ancient cottage leans to one side of the garden, its walls (what can be seen of them through clumps of vines and branches) black with mildew. The roof seems patched over with various pieces of organic and non-organic material, many shining brightly in the midday sun. Around the border of the garden, vegetation runs rampant, a thick tangle of thorny wood and blooming flowers, many unrecorded on our own shores. At their centre sits a brown rectangle of wilting undergrowth, clipped to the height of a normal lawn.

	
	 

	On this ‘lawn’ sit the rusty remains of two metal loungers, covered in what appears to be strips of old green carpet. In one lounger sits Captain Stanek Dobrovsk, leaning forward and playing with some kind of electronic device. The device fits easily in his hand, but appears oddly bulky, as if extra parts have been added. Now and then he looks up, as if considering his surroundings, before frowning at the device again.

	
	 

	From the back of the cottage Ernst Bohdrum appears, carrying two cracked and dirty mugs. The Captain slips the device quickly into the leather jacket hanging from the back of his lounger. Then he lies back, arms folded behind his head. Bohdrum approaches and holds one of the mugs out to him. The Captain takes it with a smile.

	 

	
	BOHDRUM

	You look happy.

	 

	
	CAPTAIN DOBROVSK

	It is a pleasant day. I should not be?

	 

	
	Bohdrum sits on the other lounger, sipping from his mug and glancing round the tangle of plants at the edge of the lawn.

	 

	
	BOHDRUM

	Sure. If this was Great Burn.

	 

	
	CAPTAIN DOBROVSK

	I do not keep you here, Bohdrum. You can return whenever you want. 

	 

	
	BOHDRUM

	You want me to swim back? I’m not flying that thing by myself.

	 

	
	CAPTAIN DOBROVSK

	This you should perhaps have considered before accepting your role. There are others Zoetic might have picked. Your own Cora, I think, was not so far down the list.

	 

	
	Bohdrum grunts and lies back in the chair, closing his eyes. A moment later the Captain sits upright again, head cocked to one side.

	 

	
	CAPTAIN DOBROVSK

	You hear?

	 

	
	BOHDRUM

	All I hear is some header of a Yugov.

	 

	
	CAPTAIN DOBROVSK

	Please. Do not use this word.

	 

	
	BOHDRUM

	Header?

	 

	
	CAPTAIN DOBROVSK

	The other. I have told you, my country has no name.

	 

	
	BOHDRUM

	Now you’re just being...

	 

	
	The Captain places a hand over Bohdrum’s mouth.

	 

	
	CAPTAIN DOBROVSK

	Shhh. I am sure...

	 

	
	Bohdrum knocks his hand away. 

	
	 

	BOHDRUM

	Would you stop...

	 

	
	Bohdrum falls silent, and stares at the brown lawn. At its centre a small patch of undergrowth is turning black, rippling out as if a dark liquid had spilled on it. Stank leans forward to study it. Bohdrum pulls his legs up onto the lounger.

	 

	 

	BOHDRUM

	For the love of Mary...

	 

	
	The patch swells to the size of a cartwheel, bending inwards as if the ground beneath is collapsing. The Captain’s leather jacket leaps towards it, snagging on the frame of the lounger and pulling it round with the Captain still in it. The lounger is drawn across the lawn towards the lip of the hole. The Captain leaps away from it, grabbing hold of the jacket. It lurches forward again, pulling him with it. 

	 

	
	CAPTAIN DOBROVSK

	A little help, yes?

	 

	
	Bohdrum climbs sideways out of his chair, throwing some of his water at the hole. It hits the surface but, instead of disappearing inside, dribbles away back onto the lawn. The Captain drops to his knees, still pulling at the coat with one hand, and grasping a clump of undergrowth with the other.

	 

	
	CAPTAIN DOBROVSK

	Something larger, perhaps. And more solid.

	 

	
	Bohdrum grabs a piece of the carpet from his chair and throws it at the hole. The material holds firm on the surface, but the Captain and his jacket continue to slide forward.

	 

	
	BOHDRUM

	Can you not just let go?

	 

	
	CAPTAIN DOBROVSK

	It is my best jacket.

	 

	
	BOHDRUM

	It’s a fine jacket, for sure. Only, this thing seems to want it more.

	 

	
	The Captain shakes the jacket hard. A variety of objects fly from the pockets, hitting the carpet hard enough that it disappears into the hole along with them. Then the jacket goes limp. The Captain gathers it to his chest, watching the ground bend back into place and wobble to a standstill. Bohdrum steps towards the oily black patch that remains, but the Captain, getting to his feet, pulls him back.

	 

	
	CAPTAIN DOBROVSK

	We do not yet know what it is.

	 

	
	The Captain pulls on his jacket and pats down the pockets, then clicks his fingers at Bohdrum.

	 

	
	CAPTAIN DOBROVSK

	A spade, Bohdrum. Quick. Before this disappears also.

	 

	
	Bohdrum scowls at him, but trudges down the garden to a ramshackle shed beside the house. Once he disappears inside, the Captain gets to his knees and lowers a hand over the patch. Nothing happens. He pulls a small metal tube from the inside pocket of his jacket and, aiming it at the patch, presses a button on the side. The tube emits a series of slow, regular clicks. He moves it back and forth over the residue of the hole. The clicking remains even. Sliding the tube back in his pocket he stands up again, just as Bohdrum returns, and hands him a rusty pair of shears. 

	 

	
	CAPTAIN DOBROVSK

	This is all?

	 

	
	BOHDRUM

	All that isn’t falling apart. 

	 

	
	With some effort, the Captain wrenches open the shears, then runs a finger along the blades. Shaking his head, he gets to his knees again and digs one blade into the ground, dragging it deep around the patch. Then, placing aside the shears, he burrows both hands into the groove and looks up at Bohdrum.

	 

	
	CAPTAIN DOBROVSK

	You also, yes?

	 

	
	Bohdrum groans, but plants his hands in the cut opposite the Captain.

	 

	
	CAPTAIN DOBROVSK

	On two. One. Two.

	 

	
	Together, they raise their hands upwards. The black circle sucks free of the lawn, sagging towards the bare soil beneath.

	 

	
	BOHDRUM

	There’s nothing under it. What now?

	 

	
	The Captain nods towards the cottage.

	 

	
	CAPTAIN DOBROVSK

	Inside.

	 

	 

	Together, they carry the circle of lawn into the cottage, dirt showering around their boots, and the black patch within sagging ever-closer to the ground, forcing them to lift it higher and higher. 

	 

	 

	Inside, the cottage is just as run-down. Faded yellow wallpaper  peels in great strips, revealing large patches of mildew beneath. There are signs that some attempt has been made to clean the place: the windows, though smeared and lined with dirt, are clear enough to let in a few streams of sunlight, and a large wooden table, riddled with woodworm and faded to a dirty pink, shines as if recently polished.

	
	They lift the black substance carefully onto the table. Then the Captain turns to a shelf filled with a variety of equipment, and loads a few items onto an old metal trolley, which he wheels up to the table. Bohdrum drags over a rusty stool and sits down, leaning over the strange material.

	 

	
	BOHDRUM

	What is it then?

	 

	
	The Captain unravels a toolpouch on the trolley, then strips off his black leather gloves and pulls on a pair of white rubber ones instead. Taking a loupe from the pouch, he places it over his one good eye.

	 

	
	BOHDRUM

	You don’t know, do you?

	 

	
	The Captain removes a pair of tweezers from the pouch and, stretching the black substance with his finger and thumb, positions the tweezers over it. He glances at Bohdrum, still leaning over the table.

	 

	
	CAPTAIN DOBROVSK

	Back. You block my light, and we do not know how this material will react. 

	 

	
	Bohdrum takes a notepad and pencil from his shirt pocket, slapping them down on the table.

	 

	
	BOHDRUM

	I’ve a job to do too, you know.

	 

	
	CAPTAIN DOBROVSK

	You cannot do it further away?

	 

	
	BOHDRUM

	Fine.

	 

	
	Bohdrum shuffles the stool back, before reaching forward dramatically to gather up the notepad and pencil. The Captain pinches the substance with the tweezers, lifting it. The material snaps sharply away, settling back into place.

	 

	
	CAPTAIN DOBROVSK

	It is rubbery.

	 

	
	Bohdrum scribbles the word ‘NOT-HOLE’ at the top of the notepad, then adds a bullet point and, next to it, the word ‘rubbery’. The Captain repeats the same process at different points on the surface but, achieving the same result, slides the tweezers back into his pouch, taking out a black scalpel instead. Again stretching the material between finger and thumb, he tries to make a small incision. He lifts the scalpel away, and stretches the material further. It appears unharmed.

	 

	
	CAPTAIN DOBROVSK

	High shear strength.

	 

	
	BOHDRUM

	What does that mean?

	 

	
	CAPTAIN DOBROVSK

	I cannot cut it. So, I can take no samples. Many tests I cannot perform. 

	 

	
	The scalpel still raised in his hand, he stands back and grins.

	 

	
	CAPTAIN DOBROVSK

	High shear. High tensile. High yield. Whatever this is, it is rare. 

	 

	
	BOHDRUM

	I could’ve told you that without poking at the thing.

	 

	
	The Captain slides the scalpel back in the pouch, then places a spool of copper wire on the table along with a few chunks of metal, screwing them together to form a portable bunsen burner. He turns it on, and twists off a piece of wire, holding it in the flame until it turns red hot. Touching the heated end to the substance, he holds it there a few seconds, fizzing and smoking, before lifting it to inspect the surface again.

	 

	
	CAPTAIN DOBROVSK

	Nothing.

	 

	
	Bohdrum sniffs the air.

	 

	
	BOHDRUM

	It doesn’t smell rubbery.

	 

	
	CAPTAIN DOBROVSK

	Do not inhale, Bohdrum.

	 

	
	The Captain sniffs as well.

	 

	
	CAPTAIN DOBROVSK

	There is either no smell, or one too weak to identify.

	 

	
	BOHDRUM

	Only weak thing about it, by the sound of it. You’re sure this thing won’t come alive again?

	 

	
	The Captain presses a gloved hand firmly down at the centre of the substance.

	 

	
	CAPTAIN DOBROVSK

	It appears inert. A catalyst is needed, perhaps? Some chemical in the soil? 

	 

	
	He glances at Bohdrum, who is leaning close to the table again, pencil held loosely in his fingers.

	 

	
	CAPTAIN DOBROVSK

	You are writing this down?

	 

	
	Bohdrum snorts, but sits up and scribbles something in the notepad. The Captain takes a metal ring from his pouch, placing it at the centre of the circle. Then, turning back to the shelf, he picks out a vial of colourless liquid and shakes it. 

	 

	
	BOHDRUM

	What’s that?

	 

	
	CAPTAIN DOBROVSK

	Acetone.
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