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Chapter One

Ande
Bienvenu was furious. Disappointed as well, and surprised in a pathetic self-loathing kind
of way. Why? She’d happily spouted her misandrist diatribes
whenever given half the chance. Even a quarter of a chance or less.
Men were trouble, nothing but a source of agitation and distress.
It had only taken one rotten failed relationship for her to figure
it out and take a subsequent vow against any further intimate
involvement with penis-owning humans. Everywhere she went, worked,
and socialized, Ande kept her guard up. Her instinct was honed as
sharp as her sarcastic wit. The pleasure she derived from the
put-downs, the knock-downs, and the take-downs of men who made any
effort to breach her fortress was the single most satisfying thing
in her life. Why had she allowed Callum Steele to crawl under her
skin?

When
staring at the phone failed to bring her sister back online, Ande
stood and wandered over to the window of her hotel room at Mercure Istanbul Bomonti. Life
was oblivious to her pain, ignorant of her confusion, and she
accepted that. Ande was a single woman, a tiny part of an enormous
tapestry which mattered to a few more miniscule threads, but was
invisible to most of the rest.

She
turned to admire the rug hanging on the wall above the bed. It was
beautiful: a classic Anatolian pile-woven rug. One of countless other works of art
produced for centuries in this ancient city which had embraced
modernity without sacrificing her traditional soul. Heavily
influenced by the arrival of Islam in the latter half of the
eleventh century, the ornaments and patterns mirrored the cultural
diversity and political history of the whole region. Thousands of
years of civilization expressed with wool pile on a wool warp and
weft. Undeniably beautiful.

Her phone
rang, interrupting her thoughts. ‘Yes?’ She listened with her eyes still fixed on
the rug. ‘Okay. Thank you. I understand.’ Ande tossed her phone on
the bed and continued her study of the ornate wall hanging. The
scarab beetle motif was unmistakable, but many of the other shapes
and patterns were mysterious. Perhaps she could sign up for a quick
course in Anatolian rug semiotics while she was here.

A section
of the woven beetle
frame detached and scattered across to the other side of the rug.
Ande blinked, stared, then moved closer to see what it was. Of
course, it was a bug, but what kind of bug. Certainly not a
scorpion. She shuddered suddenly at the memory. In a flash Pitch
would be able to tell exactly at what member of the most populous
species on the planet she was looking. She wondered if he was still
in town, considered calling him, then remembered how upset she was
after the phone call with her sister, Adama. She was in no mood for
pleasant entomological chit-chat. The call with her sister, like
nearly every other occasion they spoke, had been frustrating and
galling.

Adama—the
beautiful queen. Born in Australia, with exotic looks and a name to
match as the only indications of her Congolese heritage, Adama was
the baby of the family. The spoiled little brat, inwardly
disdainful of her origins, was too determined to be Australian.
Worst of all she was a hopeless romantic. Why had Ande called Adama
to share her heart? Because her elder sister Fimi had not been
available. Adama didn’t get it, didn’t offer even a glimmer of
sympathy, let alone compassion. Ande should have waited for her
older sister, because now she lacked the emotional energy to go
through it all again with Fimi, even if she could reach her. She
didn’t have time now. Her taxi would be downstairs waiting to take
her on the twenty-minute drive to the airport to pick Callum up.
She could use that time for awkward small talk with the driver, or
to work out what she was going to say to Callum. Why did she offer
to pick him up?

She’d cut him
off completely since Mae Sai: blocked his number, blocked him on
Facebook. She’d been so hurt by Callum’s heartless disregard for
her feelings, she had determined in an instant to never speak with
him again. If need be, she’d quit her job to avoid having to see
his face or hear his voice. Yet here she was again, running around
these shrinking circular paths towards the inevitable gut-wrenching
question in the eye of the hurricane. Why did she care? How had
Callum sharked through the net protecting her beach? How did he get
in?

The
elevator reached the bottom floor, disgorging its occupants into the foyer which
hummed with movement and conversation. Ande strode towards the
exit, her heels clipping on the polished tiles, moving quickly,
despite her reluctance to go, she ignored a call from the reception
desk.

‘Miss
Bienvenu! Miss Bienvenu!’

With a
cigarette hanging from
the corner of his mouth, a driver with a mandatory thick black
moustache and three days growth, looked at Ande and nodded. ‘Miss
Bienvenu?’

‘That’s
me,’ said Ande as she reached the car and opened the rear passenger
door. ‘Lose the cigarette mate!’

The
driver raised a bushy eyebrow then turned and wandered over to a
colleague, commencing an animated conversation. Ande climbed into
the cab and stared at him. When he finished his cigarette he
flicked it into the gutter, before returning to the cab, and
falling into the driver’s seat
with a grunt.

‘I hope
you aren’t going to charge me for your indulgence.’

He
started the engine, and said, ‘Airport, yes?’

‘Yes.
International.’

Ande was
thrown back against her seat, as the driver tore away from
the curb to enter the
crawl of traffic. She’d read that Istanbul was the most congested
city in the world with average speeds of five kilometres per hour.
Surely Google maps had lied when it forecast a twenty-minute drive
to the airport. Ande had been warned not to hire a car, which she
thought was a ridiculous idea anyway, and even the taxis were, in
the minds of many, a massive waste of money. Yet here she was.
Considering The Doghouse was picking up the tab, and she was not
eager to get to her destination, she decided to relax and enjoy the
privacy and relative silence of a private vehicle steered by an
uncommunicative driver. Ande had things to figure out. She needed
to pull herself together. Callum’s travel dates were in The
Doghouse calendar, so the day before his scheduled departure from
Dubai, she messaged him, offering to come and pick him up. Why? It
was an unnecessary addition of salt to the wound of Ande’s
ill-considered kindness. Callum’s curt response gave her no
indication of how he felt about seeing her again. He’d already
apologized a hundred times before she blocked him, so what else
could he say? Knowing Callum, he would say sorry again. They’d
probably be the very first words to leave his mouth.

Something crept
along her calf. She flinched and screamed, reaching down to slash
her open palm to remove the creature which had taken liberty with
her bare leg. The driver turned his head, momentarily.

‘Beetle,’
he said.

‘Whatever!’ snapped Ande. She searched quickly in the
vicinity of where the bug might have crash-landed. ‘What’s it doing
in here? And was that a horn on its head?’

Silence
from the driver prompted
her to call Pitch. Ande was not sure whether the driver was flat
out rude or just didn’t understand English.

‘Ande,’
said Pitch, ‘what a lovely surprise. How are you?’

‘Beetle
with a horn.’

‘Huh?’

‘Are
there beetles with horns in Turkey?’

 ‘Anaplophora
glabbripennis.’

Despite her
heightened aggravation, Ande laughed. ‘You’re amazing,
Pitch.’

‘It’s an
invasive species: a newly introduced xylophagous species which
attacks both deciduous and coniferous trees and has been rightly
named a pest. It’s a major issue here. Probably the biggest talking
point at the conference. What to do about the rapid spread of this
new species. Well, not new, but new to the country. Relatively new,
anyway.’

‘Stop it,
Pitch. You just blew up my new word decoder in the first sentence.
I was doomed from then. You kill me, really. Does it have a normal
name?’

‘A normal
name? That’s a little offensive to us scientists.’

‘Okay,’
conceded Ande, settling into the rhythm of banter. ‘Does it have a
common name?’

‘Asian
long-horned beetle. Why do you ask? Pray tell. After all this time
without so much as a how are you Pitch or I miss you Pitch, why a sudden call about Anaplophora
glabbripennis?’

‘I just
had one crawling on my leg.’

‘Unless
you haven’t shaved your legs for several months or you’ve
contracted Treeman Syndrome, that seems highly
unlikely.’

‘Why?’

‘They
usually stay in the trees where they are born. Where are
you?’

‘In a
taxi on my way to AVM airport.’

‘There
you go then,’ said Pitch. ‘Even less likely. What would an Asian
long-horned beetle be doing in a taxi, let alone skulking up the
leg of a young woman?’

After
carefully examining the seat and not finding the offending insect,
Ande decided to drop the subject. There was a pause in the
conversation which Ande eventually filled. ‘While I have you…’

‘Yes?’

‘I’m
going to meet Callum.’

‘And how
do you feel about that? You haven’t spoken to each other for a
while, right?’

‘Yes. Not
since Mae Sai when I helped him back up to his room after the
shenanigans with that crazy woman.’ Ande stopped talking. She was
reliving the incident again, but she didn’t want to. She’d already
done it to death. Being remarkably sensitive for a middle-aged male
entomologist, Pitch waited on the other end of the line, allowing
her time.

A kaleidoscope
of colours filled her eyes: a sudden explosion of tears.

‘Ande?’
said Pitch. ‘Are you okay?’

‘No,
Pitch,’ said Ande, snuffling the words out. ‘I’m not, but I will
be.’

‘You’re
crying. I’m sorry I upset you.’

Ande
tried to staunch the flow of sorrow and frustration
by wiping and pressing her eyes
with the heels of her hands. ‘Damn it. I’m not even angry with
Callum anymore,’ she said. ‘It’s me, Pitch. Ridiculous,
hypersensitive, melodramatic me. Why’d I let him get under my skin?
Why did I do that? For this pathetic schoolgirl blubbering? What’s
the point?’

‘Take it
easy, Ande,’ said Pitch, seemingly unmoved either by the volume of
her outburst or its content. ‘You obviously have strong feelings
for Callum. Otherwise, we wouldn’t be having this conversation and
your face wouldn’t be resembling a waterfall.’

‘It’s not
that bad,’ protested Ande, suppressing laughter. Pitch was so good
at disarming tension. From some it might have seemed like an insult
at worst, or just plain insensitive, but Pitch had both the tone
and the timing to pull it off. She took the phone away from her ear
and sniffed a few times, before making another attempt at mopping
her tears. Satisfied she was sufficiently composed, she brought the
phone to her ear once more. ‘Thanks, Pitch.’

‘You’ll
see his ugly face soon. Are you ready for that? What are you going
to say?’

It was a
great question. Ande hadn’t given it any thought. She wasn’t the type to rehearse
big moments. She shot from her hip if inspired to do so, but if she
didn’t have anything to say, she would simply keep her mouth
closed. ‘I’m not going to say anything,’ she said. ‘Let’s see what
he has to say for himself.’

‘You’re
anticipating something which will give you some ammunition to give
him a gobful. Right?’

‘I don’t
know what gobful means, but yes, I’m expecting him to say
something.’

Pitch laughed.
‘Of course, he’ll say something. He’ll be polite. He can’t help
himself, but what if he doesn’t say anything? You know what I
mean?’

‘What if
he wants to pretend like Mae Sai never happened?’

‘He could
go that way,’ said Pitch.

Ande
recalled Callum’s
persistent and childish denial of all the coincidences in his life
since he left Australia for Thailand. All those fours kept popping
up everywhere, but Callum didn’t want to talk about. Didn’t want to
explore possibilities. He was stuck inside his little rationalistic
box. Whatever had caused his uncharacteristic behaviour with
what’s-her-name was probably something else Callum was quite
prepared to ignore. Deny. Deny. Deny. Forget about that. That’s ancient
history. An offence from
two minutes ago was still ancient history. This line of thinking
riled Ande.

‘He’s
good at denial,’ she answered finally. ‘You’re right. There’s every
chance that’s exactly how he’ll play it.’

‘And
you’ll accept that?’

‘We’ll
see.’

‘Let me
know if you see that Anaplophora glabbripennis again, won’t you?

‘Catch
you later, Pitch.’

The creep
through Istanbul became a slow painful one as they hit the
outskirts of the airport precinct. It was more like a commando
crawl through mud under
barbed wire. Ande checked the clock frequently. The driver honked
his horn just as often, and occasionally threw in a barrage of
nasty sounding words. In this belligerently impatient fashion, they
eventually arrived at the terminal whereupon an argument erupted
between Ande and the driver: the latter insisting that Ande had
kept him waiting and he should be compensated for his time.
Naturally, it was not expressed anywhere near as succinctly as
that. The debate escalated speedily until an airport security guard
marched over to intervene, telling the driver to get moving or
else. Ande understood little of the brief conversation between
them, but only needed to look at the guard’s face and see his hand
hovering over his holstered pistol to figure out what ‘or else’
meant.

Ande and
the guard watched the driver pull away. Her
expression of gratitude
to the guard was met with a stony-faced grunt. Ande smiled
politely, then entered the arrivals hall. Checking the boards, she
located Callum’s flight and noted it had landed already. Friends
and family filled the available space, buzzing with expectation to
greet their arriving loved ones. Ande decided few passengers had
passed through Customs and Immigration yet, so she found a place to
stand and wait without being obliged to move every thirty seconds.
She began to speak to herself quietly, in her head. It was a pep
talk she deemed necessary given her hands were shaking a little and
she did not feel as solid on her feet as she would have liked. She
needed to toughen up. She needed to show nothing beyond the
appropriate level of professional pleasure at seeing a colleague.
If he was going to pretend nothing happened, then she would match
his dogged indifference to the past. She could do it.

She
spotted Callum after he
had seen her. She’d been looking in the other direction. She
cursed. Now he had another advantage. She revved up the
self-talk. Compose yourself, Ande. Be cool. Be cooler than cool. Be
aloof. No emotion, girl. You can do it.

He was
waving at her now. She
waved back, pushing out the faintest of smiles which he either
didn’t notice or pretended not to. He increased his pace,
momentarily disappearing, lost in a mob of exiting passengers who
were being swamped with displays of affection. Ande strained to see
him, but not overly. Easy,
she cautioned herself. Don’t be bobbing all around the place looking for
him, like he’s something precious, someone special. He’s
not.

Quite
suddenly, in the middle of Ande’s internal babbling, Callum appeared in front of her and
said ‘Hi.’ Ande responded by doing a completely inexplicable thing.
She hugged him. Really hugged him. During the hug, forgetting all
about how cool she was going to be, she whispered a greeting into
his ear.

 



Chapter Two

Ron had
never heard that simple greeting delivered in such fashion and was
intrigued. Ande should
have been as mad as hell with Callum. Instead, she had not only
embraced him, but also welcomed him with a very intimate whisper.
Ron shuddered. What had he gotten himself mixed up in? He had never
been to Istanbul before, but he assumed he would be able to find a
similar establishment to Mae Sai’s Four Club, where he could lead
Callum and help him back on track. He was, after all, here to help
the pitiful man.

Callum
and Ande, with Ron riding on Callum’s shoulder, drifted along with the human tide as
it floated out of the arrivals hall, dispersing through the exits
to the car park or to vehicles illegally stopped, like leaves blown
by the wind into the gutter. Guards roamed the curb, glaring and
threatening. People seemed unimpressed by the warnings as though
they were playing a role in a familiar scene, or as though a sense
of entitlement overrode any concerns about actual danger. The trio
headed for the taxi stand, but before they reached the confused
muddle which might have been a queue, a shadow caught Ron’s eye.
‘Back soon, buddy,’ he said to Callum as he leapt from Callum’s
shoulder onto the path and scurried away towards the source of his
fascination.

‘Hey’,
said Ron. ‘You. Wait a second.’

It was
fast, agile, and
evidently uninterested in conversation, flickering as it weaved
through people, poles, and benches. Perhaps it was a trick of light
which made it appear as though it was here but not here. Parts of
its body sparkled then disappeared before re-emerging from
darkness. Ron felt dizzy looking at it. Focusing on his pursuit,
not wanting to lose sight of this creature, he called out a second
time, then a third, as the interplay of light and shadow wrought
havoc with his eyes.

‘I just
want to talk.’

Maybe it
couldn’t talk. Maybe it
didn’t want to. Whichever was true, Ron stopped. Giving up the
chase was disappointing, but he reasoned, as he watched the
distance between himself and the creature increase, it was
hopeless. For now, anyway. His eyes watered from the effort of
trying to discern what he was looking at. The strange little beast
might merely have been going about its business: furtive and shy,
shocked at being noticed. Or it might have deliberately captured
Ron’s attention, to lead him somewhere, or simply to lead him away
from Callum. Damn!

Ron raced
back to the taxi rank to
find it empty. There were neither more passengers waiting in the
queue nor cabs waiting to ferry them to their various destinations.
All gone. This was a busy international airport. Like heavy
raindrops splashing on the ground, planes landed regularly,
dispersing their loads of suitcases and people. Usually, the human
tide flowed unabated, yet Ron was looking at a dry riverbed. A
drought. Where had everyone gone? He searched the vicinity. There
were airport officials in all the right places, but no passengers.
The security guard at the taxi rank stood silently, still, staring
at something or maybe nothing while his counterparts, distributed
along the pick-up zone were likewise present but somehow
disconnected. There was also a complete absence of celestial
beings. Ron could not detect even the faintest trace of any angels
or demons.

Inside
the terminal, café operators sat, wistfully perusing
the dearth of potential
customers, while other airport staff walked purposefully backwards
and forwards without stopping, speaking, or doing anything other
than walking. Perplexed, Ron squatted beside an ATM to think. What
was going on here?

‘It’s
clever, isn’t it?’

Startled
by the voice right beside him, in his ear, in fact, Ron leapt to the side, turned to see
who had spoken to him.

‘What do
you think?’ it said in a seductive feminine voice.

Questions
swarmed in Ron’s mind,
but he held his tongue, not consciously ignoring her request for
approval, but overwhelmed by what he saw. Her body was serpentine:
narrow, smooth, and muscular, as it wound along the floor behind
her. The scales shimmered the full spectrum of colours. A meter of
this torso was elevated, erect, and her head was an octopus. Her
tentacles swayed, moving independently, providing a gentle ride for
countless creatures just like the one Ron had followed
earlier.

‘You have
bugs all over your tentacles,’ said Ron, to break the silence. ‘And
your head.’

‘Thank
you for noticing.’

Her
appearance was so magnetic it was impossible not to stare, but as
he did, Ron experienced the same discomfort as he had done when
trying to keep an eye on the single bug. Now there were many of
them. Ron feared the
unpleasant and intoxicating light show might bring on an epileptic
fit.

‘You’re
welcome,’ replied Ron without meaning to speak.

In
amongst the flickering squall of insects, Ron saw
many eyes. He began to count
them.

‘Eight,’
she said.

‘Huh?’

‘I have
eight eyes. I’ll save you the trouble of trying to count
them.’

‘That’s
handy.’

The
magnificent creature might have smiled, but Ron could not see her
mouth. Did she have one? Were her words audible? Or was he hearing
them inside his mind, rather than through his ears? He thought of
Callum for a nanosecond,
then attempted to settle himself from the angst.

‘I’m sure
you have a thousand questions,’ she said. ‘And I’d love to answer
them, and if there’s anything else I can do for you…’ She moved
closer, breathed the words: ‘Just let me know, sugar.’

Ron inched away
from her, cringing at her blatant suggestiveness.

‘It’s so
nice to have company. Someone to talk to. Someone to show this to.’
A few of her tentacles floated up as she spun her head from left to
right, all the way around. Some of the bugs fell off as a result,
like carriages breaking loose from an out-of-control amusement park
ride. ‘To share this with. What’s your name?’

‘Ron,’ he
replied. ‘Nice to meet you.’ Nice to meet you? Where did that come
from?

‘Walk
with me, Ron,’ she said as she began to snake her way down through
the arrivals hall.

‘Ah,
don’t you mean slither with me?’ said Ron. He laughed to make sure
she knew he was joking.

Surprisingly she got it. ‘Indeed, honey.’ Her laugh was sincere yet restrained.
‘Slither with me, if you can.’

As he
walked beside her, he looked over his shoulder and
marvelled at her sleek body,
all five meters of it. Had to be at least five meters. What the
hell was she? And what was going on here?

 



Chapter Three

The
muscles in Callum’s
stomach were drawn tight as a drum. Every word which raised its
hand for permission to join a sentence lost its nerve and shrunk
back to the murky depths of his confusion. He was thrilled when
Ande called to offer him a lift and had spent almost the whole trip
rehearsing his forty-seventh apology. So miserable about how they
had parted, and so desperate to reconcile, Callum even offered
lame-sounding prayers to a God who he didn’t quite believe in. The
warm enthusiasm of her greeting had never entered his reckoning.
Every scenario he played out in his mind was based on her lingering
rage. Even though she had reached out to him, he half expected her
to use the opportunity to berate him again. Callum knew Ande well
enough to know that forgiveness was, if not foreign to her, at
least a long and difficult road.

As the
taxi edged its way back to the city centre, the scene in the
backseat was comical. They rode in silence, alternatively, staring out of the
window, then straight ahead. When Callum was sure Ande wouldn’t see
him, he glanced at her. In a laughable game of brinkmanship, she
used the same tactic. Who would speak first?

When Ande
screamed and slashed at her leg, the stand-off between them was pushed off the cliff into an
abyss of insignificance.

‘What?’

‘Beetle!’

‘What?’

‘Beetle!
Beetle!’ said Ande, now squashed against the door as she searched
the shadowy back seat for signs of the insect. ‘There was one on my
leg as we came in. I called Pitch and he said it was an Asian
long-horned beetle. That’s not what he said at first of course. You
know him. He had to show off by telling me the scientific name
first, but then I told him to speak English and he
laughed.’

She
shuffled left across the seat towards him, eyes wide, fearful and
searching, until a sudden shift, positioned her half on Callum’s
lap.

‘He said
no way there are Asian long-horned beetles riding in taxi cabs,’
she continued, sliding further onto Callum’s lap.

Callum
gulped but remained perfectly still. Any more movement might have
caused an embarrassing reaction. Fortunately, she
soon bounced off, returning to
her seat.

‘They
can’t just disappear,’ she said, still looking around
feverishly.

‘It’s
pretty dark back here,’ said Callum after clearing the awkward
dryness from his throat. ‘And beetles are pretty small,
so…’

‘Damn it,
Callum.’

She was
looking right at him now: a sledgehammer through the ice. Until then, it was as
though he was invisible. First, her reticence to speak or even look
at him, which was probably due to the discomfort caused by her
greeting, and second, when she freaked out over the presence of a
beetle on her leg. Even when she landed on him, she hadn’t noticed
him. Callum might as well have not been there, but now she was
fully focused on him. This was the Ande he knew: a blazing, high
rise pendulum of emotion. He gulped again, tried to hold her gaze,
attempting to say something with his eyes because he couldn’t trust
his voice.

‘You
always want to explain everything away, don’t you?’ said Ande.
‘After all we’ve been through. All we’ve seen. You’re still stuck
in your stupid irrational logic.’ She never once averted her eyes
from his, not for a second. ‘I’m telling you I’ve had two beetles
on me, in two different taxis, and they both disappeared. And there
aren’t even supposed to be any of them here. Not here. Not in the
city. Maybe in the bush. On trees. That’s where they live, Callum.
That’s what Pitch told me.’

In the
midst of Ande’s ranting,
Callum decided to deflect her anger by actively listening to her.
It was a long shot which might land him in deeper trouble, but he
thought it worth the risk. ‘What else did Pitch say about these
beetles?’

‘They’re
a pest. An invasive species which Pitch and his bug-loving buddies
chatted about at length at the conference.’

‘That’s
right,’ said Callum, satisfied he was sailing into calmer waters.
‘I remember Pitch saying he was also coming to Turkey. What’s the
chance of all of three of us ending up in the same country again
after our Thailand adventures?’

Ande
regarded him suspiciously. He saw her shoulders slump a little,
noticed the muscle in
her neck slackening. She looked away. Finally.

‘Quite a
coincidence,’ she said. ‘If you believe in that sort of
thing.’

Emboldened, Callum pressed on. ‘Do you know his schedule? It’d be great to catch
up with him.’

After a
long, excruciating pause, Ande replied in a dispassionate tone. ‘Yes, it would
be.’

The taxi
driver swore as the cab stopped suddenly, throwing Ande and Callum forward. The driver
poked his head out of the window and bellowed at the car in front.
Evidently, not pleased with the outcome, he withdrew his head,
pushed the door open and scrambled out onto the road, heading for
the driver of the other car, who Callum could see was also out of
his vehicle. Callum wanted to look away but couldn’t.

‘I swear
these drivers are all insane,’ said Ande. ‘I don’t feel safe at all
here.’

Their
driver managed to shirtfront his new enemy onto the bonnet of the
car where he popped a few short jabs into his nose, before
releasing the man. Enraged further by the violence done to him and
ignoring the river of blood flowing from his nose, he
scrambled to his feet, fighting
back bravely. Their driver was much stronger though, too strong,
absorbing two gut punches before delivering one heavy blow to the
man’s kidney region which dropped him instantly.

‘I don’t
know how that helps us go any faster,’ said Ande, her voice
detached, indifferent. ‘Now we are stuck behind a driverless
vehicle.’

Callum
watched as their driver yelled some more at the man before
wrenching him up off the road and shoving him back behind the wheel
of his car. He slammed the door and stormed back to his taxi.

‘I wonder
what he said.’

‘Probably
suggested he drive more carefully and keep his seatbelt fastened,’
quipped Ande.

Despite
the tension, Callum laughed. Ande looked at him and laughed as well.

‘This
doesn’t change anything, Callum,’ she said. ‘I’m still mad at you.’
She paused, waiting for Callum to answer, but changed her mind. ‘I
might forgive you one day if you’re lucky.’

‘I hope
so,’ said Callum.

‘I said
maybe.’ She glared at him again. ‘And only if you’re
lucky.’

When she
smiled, Callum felt like crying, but he restrained himself. He
wasn’t sure how he felt
about luck anymore. Prior to Thailand, before he miraculously
survived a plane crash, preceding his encounter with Ron, then the
giant scorpion and the demon hordes, in his old life, luck of
course was a thing. ‘Time and chance happen to all’ was a piece of
biblical wisdom from Solomon, but no less true for those who didn’t
believe in God or the supernatural realm. Life itself was a product
of an accident, a random gathering of atoms crashing into each
other to spawn existence. Everything happened by a natural process.
Chemistry 101. Organic molecules forming out of nothing and
organizing themselves into larger bio molecular structures which in
turn became living organisms. At least that was how Callum
understood it. He wasn’t a scientist. However, he knew enough to be
able to easily reject the arguments of supernaturalists about
creation. The world was a beautiful place, mind-blowingly diverse,
but it was not produced from the mind of a heavenly creator by the
utterance of mere words. Intelligent design? Bunkum. Luck was an
acceptable norm. A given. Everyone believed in luck. Even those who
said they didn’t. For Callum though, the issue had become clouded
since Thailand.

The taxi
was moving again as the driver manoeuvred around the vehicle in front, making sure,
on passing that he again expressed, with extreme articulation, his
feelings to the driver who caused the problem.

‘Are you
hungry?’ asked Ande.

Lost in a
tumult of confusing emotions, Callum merely grunted. ‘Yeah.’

‘If we’re
lucky we’ll make it back to the hotel in time for
breakfast.’


Chapter
Four

‘Oh, how
my manners have deserted me,’ she said. ‘It’s been so long since I
had company. My apologies.’

She stopped
suddenly, and Ron found his hand in the wet embrace of one of her
tentacles.

‘Patricia
Courtney-Walsh. It’s a great pleasure to meet you.’

Ron’s arm rose
and fell rhythmically until Patricia was satisfied with her display
of cordiality. Not a novice when it came to weird and wonderful
things, to the unspeakable and terrifying, to grotesque characters,
and inexplicable phenomenon, Ron was nevertheless amazed-and
amused. Reflecting on his choice of words, delightful struck him as
more apt, yet he felt to use such a word would emasculate him. He
had meant to express surprise and amusement, but in a comical way.
Faced with such a delectable amalgam of human, serpentine, and
octopus-like features, Ron felt Patricia Courtney-Walsh was a
decidedly ill-fitting title.

Patricia
slithered on with Ron skipping beside her, occasionally forced to
swerve or leap out of the path of a careless swishing tentacle. ‘Everyone has a story,
Ron,’ she said. ‘Would you like to hear mine?’

The
question implied an opt
out which Ron was certain did not exist. He was also becoming more
certain that Patricia possessed telepathic ability. He had been
wondering how this strangely feminine ectoplasmic creature ended up
with such a drab human name. Before he could give his consent,
Patricia began.

‘I was
born in Barbados in—’

‘Could I
have the abridged version, please, Patricia?’ said Ron, cutting her
off. ‘I have business elsewhere.’

The poke
in the ear from one of her tentacles caused an unpleasant flashback
to his time as
Sludgeslick’s prisoner in Mae Sai, although it was a pretty cool
trick to be able to produce useful shapes from a flabby, amorphous
body. Considering Patricia’s stunning form and Sludgeslick’s
horrid-looking but remarkably efficient body, Ron felt a tinge of
jealousy. He was nimble and fast, but otherwise not at all
imposing. At times that had worked to his advantage, but now he
felt like a naughty schoolboy walking the halls of the school while
the almighty principal lectured him on his behaviour.

‘Here we
are,’ she said, as though she hadn’t poked Ron or been about to
regale him with her life story. She turned aside and disappeared
through a wall. Ron followed her. ‘Welcome to my private
place.’

Ron
didn’t immediately look
around as one would normally do in similar circumstances. He was
troubled by a new thought, one which prophesied warnings about
lonely people, who having finally been rescued from their
isolation, at least in part, by the arrival of an unexpected guest,
would not readily give up their new friend. Patricia forced his
hand once more.

‘What do
you think?’

It was a
very cramped space: an
underground burrow with sufficient room for Patricia’s coils and
tentacles, but not much else. Stuffed into one of those relatively
tiny vacancies, Ron wondered what to say. Patricia might not have
been especially interested in Ron, as such. More likely it was the
concept of ‘other’, ably embodied by Ron, with which she was
interacting. It was pretty one-sided. Ron learned quickly he should
play along, but to what end. To save his life? To make his latest
incarceration as pleasant as possible? As a delaying tactic, to buy
time until he could figure out how to get away? He could have fled
at any point, but morbid fascination had trapped him. And now? He
decided to run. The wall had other ideas.

‘Ron, my
darling,’ said Patricia. ‘What on earth are you trying to
do?’

‘Run
away.’

He’d just walked
through the wall, but now was unable to exit. Apparently, Patricia
had locked it. As far as Ron could discern the outward signs of
emotional injury, Patricia looked hurt. There might even have been
a glint of a tear in two or three of her eyes. She turned her head,
in a dramatically feminine expression of embarrassment, no doubt
designed to make Ron feel like an insensitive and ungracious jerk.
So what? He held his tongue.


Chapter Five

‘As I
said before, I talked to Pitch while I was on the way to the
airport to pick you up.’ After these words, Ande immediately
averted her eyes and sipped her coffee.

Callum
allowed it, but he was losing patience. The tinkle of spoons in
cups and on saucers provided a harmonic backdrop to the other
sounds of breakfast. The air was sticky, stirred ineffectually by ornate overhead fans.
He looked around, observing the unobtrusive service amidst the
buffet hustle and closely co-located tables. He looked at the
tablecloth admiring the beetle motifs stitched into the double
folded cotton edges. They reminded him of Pitch, but he didn’t want
to talk about Pitch.

‘Have you
been to Istanbul before?’

‘Give it
a rest, Ande,’ said Callum. ‘I’m getting a little tired of this
dance.’

A glass
fell to the floor,
smashing both itself and the ambient sounds of the dining room.
Sentences were chopped off. Heads turned. Necks strained. Callum
knew that Ande would seek further refuge inside the disturbance,
but he was determined to push her into the conversation they had to
have. The talk which had been circling their relationship like
buzzards around a corpse. The sooner the issue was out in the open
and resolved, the sooner they could resume normal communications.
All this awkwardness was not only irritating but also exhausting.
Second guessing himself had become second-nature to Callum with
respect to Ande. In recent times he had been gifted a good deal of
clarity, despite the bizarre circumstances. Although he was still
coming to grips with that, he was at least heading in a particular
direction. Ron had been a gold mine of information and even though
the angel had not yet returned, Callum was certain he would. Ande,
on the other hand, epitomized uncertainty.

‘Oops,’
said Ande. ‘Remember that time in the office when your coffee mug
launched itself off the desk?’

‘Ande,’
said Callum. ‘Can I ask you a question?’

She looked away
again as though expecting an old friend to show up.

‘Ande?’

In the
back of the taxi, it had
been easy to avoid eye contact, not really noticeable, but since
they walked into the dining room, it was as obvious as a shag on a
rock. Ande either looked at him suspiciously and furtively, or not
at all. Callum felt uncomfortable too, but they needed to talk
about what happened. No good could possibly come from continuing to
sweep it under the rug. The rug? The rug under the table was
bubbling. There was something underneath it, moving erratically. It
caught Callum’s attention. He leaned down to investigate, but just
as his fingers reached the surface of the rug, the movement
stopped. Whatever was under there had not only ceased its motion
but also disappeared completely. Not satisfied, Callum lifted the
edge of the rug and had a thorough look.

‘Callum?’
said Ande. ‘Is something wrong?’

Carefully bringing his head up from under the table, Callum simply
smiled. The cause of his amusement was twofold; he realized he had
grown so accustomed to weird happenings that he was not at all
bothered by this one, and secondly, he was now the one injecting,
perhaps inventing distractions. After pressing Ande for so long, he
was the one doing the dodging. It was not without good reason, of
course, but still he knew how it might seem.

‘I
thought there was something under the rug, but I guess I only
imagined it.’

‘Maybe
you didn’t.’ Ande smiled. ‘You’ve experienced more than your fair
share of weird occurrences. Some imagined. Most not,
right?’

Callum
smiled ‘I’ve become a
sort of beacon for the odd and eerie, haven’t I?’

Silence
followed once more: the familiar pattern of intermittence which now characterized
all their conversations.

‘Callum,’
said Ande. ‘I know what you want to talk about it and why, and I
agree it’s probably a pretty good idea, but the thing
is…’

‘We’ve
got to go, Ande.’

Callum
stood, bumping the
table, spilling her coffee. He moved to her side and grabbed her
hand.

‘What?’

‘Let’s
go,’ said Callum. ‘No time to explain.’

‘I
thought we were going to talk about the elephant in the
room.’

‘Something bigger than an elephant is going to be here in a
moment. Quick. Come on!’

He was
already rushing towards the exit of the dining room when a wave of
sound erupted. Screams of horror and a high-pitched scratching, clicking sound. He
felt things crunching under his feet. Ande did too, stopping to
stare at the floor. Callum jerked her from the
paralysis.

‘Callum,’
she called to his back. ‘What’s happening?’

They
reached the open door
where Callum stopped suddenly and turned back to survey the dining
room.

People
were running everywhere,
crashing into each other and colliding with furniture as the
clicking, scratching sound intensified and chaos descended. An old
man fell, his stick extending from the floor like a
periscope. A portly
woman tripped over him, stumbling to collapse against a young
couple who were running in the opposite direction. Once down on the
floor, no one could rise. Trapped under foot, trampled. A little
girl flew through the air, her blonde ponytail trailing behind her.
There was a random hat. A shoe. More shoes. Rising and falling.
Anger. Cursing. There was nothing comprehensible in the cacophony.
Nothing recognizable in the scrum of panic-bedevilled
bodies.

Callum
looked down, concentrating on the stampeding horde on the floor. The people being tossed
like clothes in a washing machine camouflaged the cause of the
whirlwind. Beetles. Millions of beetles. Billions maybe. Harmless
little beetles, but so many of them and the noise was deafening.
Frightening.

‘Callum,’
said Ande, pulling his hand as she pointed at the seething, teeming
mass of insects on the floor between the boots and backsides.
‘Beetles.’

The door
closed without warning, pushing Callum and Ande out onto the
footpath. Callum tried to pull it open, but it was stuck. He yanked
on the handle again and
again, to no avail.

Inside,
the people continued to bubble and broil within the
sickening human insect soup
which Callum now saw was thickening. He moved to the street front,
looked in through the floor to ceiling window. The level of beetles
was rising. He guessed there were now a couple of centimetres thick
on the floor where they hadn’t been crushed, or where they had
space to lay, one upon another. He watched in despair as the beetle
tide rose, subduing the human resistance, slowly devouring it in an
unhurried feast.

Callum
became aware of Ande’s
hand gripping his forearm. ‘Callum?’

There
might have been a question hiding in her fear, but the terror
robbed her of words. Callum had seen worse, much worse.
He was curiously
horrified, but largely unmoved. Questions formed a jostling queue
in his mind, impatiently waiting for his attention. The rationalist
riff-raff elements had long been exiled from his brain, giving way
to no less acute, but significantly more open-minded Sherlockism.
This was a supernatural event with a supernatural cause, and
clearly fate had brought him to this point in time with the express
desire for him to solve the case. He was having an epiphany of
purpose.

‘Callum?’
said Ande, still squeezing his arm. ‘What’s happening? What are we
going to do?’

‘Do?’
said Callum in a quizzical tone as if the idea of some mitigating
action had never occurred to him. ‘There is nothing to do. We can’t
do anything about that.’

‘But
Callum!’

The
victorious beetles begun
to disperse, scuttling away from the battle scene, draining out
through every available egress. Within minutes, the cafe exodus was
complete and all that remained were partially consumed corpses:
countless tiny wounds covering every exposed centimetre of human
flesh. Approaching sirens wailed in the distance as onlookers
massed at the café window like iron filings to a magnet.

‘Let’s
go, Ande,’ said Callum. He pried her fingers off his arm and
relocated them inside his hand. ‘The show’s over.’

‘The
show, Callum?’ Ande stopped suddenly. ‘The show? How can you be so
heartless? The people. Those people…’

Callum
gently pulled her away from the mob, squeezing through the ghoulish
rubberneckers. Whispers ran through them like fire. Half-truths. Speculation.
Meaningless ignorant words.

‘We can’t
do anything,’ said Callum slowly spacing out the words for
emphasis. ‘We should be thankful we got out when we did. If I
hadn’t felt that one beetle squirming under my foot, if we hadn’t
been stuck in an extremely awkward stop-start conversation which
afforded me the opportunity to actually pay attention to something
besides you, which is what I should have been paying attention to.
Well, I could go on about the ‘ifs’ forever, couldn’t
I?’

The brief pause
Callum offered was left empty by Ande.

‘But what
good does it do,’ he continued, ‘to wonder endlessly
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