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Introduction

This book is as much an act of resurrection as a true collection in that the first half brings back to life two books that have long been out-of-print.

Both Songs from Spider Street (from 2010) and Brightest Black (from 2013) were published in handsome-looking paperback editions by Steve Upham’s Screaming Dreams imprint. Sadly Screaming Dreams is no more and the books have been unavailable, except as often expensive second-hand items, for almost a decade now.

I still get asked regularly about them and if I have a stash of spare books at home that I can sell to individual enquirers. The answer to that question is ‘no’, so I thought the time might be right to bring the books back from beyond.

The third section of the book is called The Monochrome Mandarin and features a polymorphous and slightly perverse character that I created in the 1990s, called Bilt. I had always intended to collect the stories and offer them as a book when I had written enough of them. But I suddenly stopped writing about him and there were never enough stories to make a reasonably-sized collection. So the poor fellow languished, forgotten in the shadows, until now. I was quite fond of Bilt at one time and, for this reason, I’ve brought him back out into the light.

The final part of this book collects together a handful of tales under the title Fugitive Fiction. These stories all appeared in long-gone but fondly-remembered British small press magazines and simply fell through the cracks, having never appeared in any collection of mine or been reprinted elsewhere. They are among the earliest stories in this book, so provide a nostalgic window into the weird world of the past. If only we’d known then what we know now …

My writing has changed a lot in the last decade—or seems to have from my perspective, at least—but I hope there is still enough imagination and entertainment in all these early tales to gratify and satisfy.

Perhaps I should explain that the title Tales From The Rain is a reference to Wales—where I live and work—which has a reputation for being one of the rainiest countries in the world. But as things change around us seemingly day by day, I should add the caveat that it was a very rainy place when these stories were written.

Lastly, I would like to thank David Niall Wilson and David Dodd at Crossroad Press for participating in this experiment in time travel.

- Mark Howard Jones

Cardiff

October 2023


SONGS FROM SPIDER STREET


To the memory of my mother, Josie

 


Songs From Spider Street

Michel followed his father’s instructions very carefully as he navigated the small boat up the foggy river. Too carefully, in fact. The old man had made a mistake or two and he almost missed the place in the early morning gloom.

Along the banks, the ghost city hid itself from him behind the enveloping spectral whiteness.

Tying his boat next to what was left of the Pont de l’Alma, he scrambled over the rubble to reach the street above. He followed the scribbled map and soon found Avenue du President Wilson. The place where he was to make the delivery was in one of the streets just behind it.

He heaved the heavy rucksack onto his back and set off. The remnants of the buildings on either side seemed to move suddenly out of the fog at him, like icebergs miraculously on the move down the broad, rubble-clogged avenues.

Michel couldn’t understand why anybody lived here any longer. Who needed cities anyway?

He wandered along, peering up through the milky light until he found the right street—Rue d’Arachneen. He had to look closely; someone had scratched out some of the letters with a nail and painted over it the words that made Michel shiver slightly, ‘Rue d’Araignee’. He hated spiders and their sly, secret ways. He was always on the fly’s side.

This part of the city used to be ruled by gangs, and he assumed that the odd name meant that this used to be ‘Street Spiders’ territory.

Michel began to walk along the wrecked road, still following his father’s instructions and hoping that they were right this time. He made sure to stay away from the sides of the road where rats might be lying in wait.

Gradually the fog seemed to get lighter, the early daylight softer. At some point Michel realised he was walking on the fog but his mind blotted it out, knowing it wasn’t possible. Only when the fog began to hinder his progress did his mind allow him to awaken to the fact that something was wrong. Michel lifted his left foot and something stuck to his stiff leather shoe. He jerked his leg back and freed his foot with some difficulty.

He held his breath and peered through the whiteness that surrounded him. The white stuff that had stuck to his shoes carpeted the road ahead, stretching off to both sides, with only a narrow path left down the very centre of the street.

Something was moving at the edge of his vision. Peering closely, he tried to forget what had been scratched on the street sign. As the fog moved in its slow dance, Michel could make out an old lamp-post. It was covered in white silk and in that gauzy maze moved dozens and dozens of black dots. His throat tightened as it finally dawned on him that he was surrounded by spiders. Some buildings had almost disappeared totally beneath the webs, which hung from every possible place.

His feet wanted to back away and the panic inside him told him to run back to the river, clamber into his boat and head for home. But then he’d have to face his father, with his sharp words and fierce eyes.

He glared resentfully at the white mass around him before noticing that there was a path through the centre of the web maze. Swearing to himself, he forced his feet forward; he was sticky with the sweat that had sprung out over the whole of his body.

Occasionally a web would quiver as he passed it. Breathing had become a struggle and he felt a surge of relief when he saw that the path led to the front of an apartment building.

As he approached it a large black spider scuttled across the face of the iron gate that stood enticingly open in front of the building. Michel took two cautious steps forward; the spider moved its many-jointed legs and scuttled further up the gate. It wasn’t huge, decided Michel, but it was still terrifying. Just large enough for him to see its glittering eyes and to know he was being watched.

The arachnid seemed to lose interest after a few minutes and darted away into the mass of webbing covering the iron fence at either side.

Although the gate stood ajar, Michel could see that it hadn’t been opened for some time, with strands of web connecting the gate to the post. He lifted his foot and kicked it open. The heavy gate only moved a few inches but it was enough to stretch and snap the silvery threads, leaving Michel just enough room to squeeze through.

He mounted the few steps to the elaborate front door of the apartment building. Pushing at it, he found it locked. He knocked loudly and waited anxiously to see who would answer. Unnerved by his experiences so far, he fought to keep his imagination in check.

Michel was relieved when, after knocking a second time, a nervous-looking woman’s face poked itself through a gap between the door and the jamb. “Yes? Who are you?”

“H-hello, I’m Michel. Claude’s brother.”

The woman’s hazel eye glinted as it peered at him, presumably taking in his resemblance to his elder sibling. She pulled the door open with difficulty. “It sticks. It drives me insane sometimes,” she explained as she gestured him inside. She spoke with an English accent, as he’d been led to expect. Her French was very good, he noticed, but her sue of the word ‘insane’ bothered him slightly.

Michel stood in a broad hallway that was badly in need of cleaning. The woman put her back against the door and pushed it closed again. “I was expecting you. Well … not you, your brother. Did you find the place alright?”

“Yes. But all these spiders …”

The woman looked at him oddly, as if he’d complained about something that was obviously beneficial. She was dressed in dark clothes with grey hair that was once brown, scraped back into a ponytail. Michel noticed that she was quite tall; her skin was as pale as spider’s silk. “I’m Mrs. Wilson … but I expect your father told you that.”

He followed her into a large, neat apartment. In contrast to the hallway, it was spotless, though the curtains were partly closed. Michel noticed some old photographs and travel posters on one wall. He recognised some of them—Paris, in the old days.

“Beautiful, wasn’t it?” the woman said. “I couldn’t bear to leave it. But I rarely go outside these days. It’s too sad.”

Michel nodded at her words as if he understood, though he really didn’t.

Turning, he saw that all along one wall was a large old-fashioned glass-fronted cabinet. Michel immediately took a step back once his eyes had accustomed to the light. Behind the glass was a white silky world, a spider’s paradise. Each shelf was a tangle of webs, funnels and silk boles with dim, dark shapes lurking within them. In some places the spiders clung to the glass itself, staring out with eyes like black gems, as if seeking escape.

Michel felt that it was somehow unclean, and his skin began to itch as he looked at it. The woman noticed his revulsion. “They’re nothing to be afraid of, you know. Spiders. They’re just doing what they’re supposed to. They’re very industrious.” He looked at her, hoping this would be quick and that he could get back to the river as soon as possible.

The woman noticed his discomfort and tried to take his mind off it. “So where is your brother? He usually brings my delivery. I’ve grown used to seeing him.”

Michel shrugged. “He had to go away. Claude is in the mountains now.”

The old woman nodded, her eyes growing sad. She sighed. “Ah, the mountains. Important work, I suppose. A pity.”

Michel simply nodded, then flipped open the top of the rucksack and began to place its contents on the table in the centre of the room. “Twenty tins and four packets of rice. It’s all there,” he said, accounting for everything.

Mrs Wilson went to a dark corner of the room and returned with a brown paper package, which she placed on the table beside the things Michel had unpacked, as if to compare them. “There. Tell your father it’s fresh.”

Michel picked it up and handled it. He’d expected something else in payment. “What is it?” Mrs Wilson just smiled. “Your father will know.”

Michel placed the packet carefully but resentfully in his rucksack. He wasn’t very happy at being kept in the dark.

“Sit down for a minute. I expect you’re tired after the journey.” Michel hadn’t thought about it until now but, yes, he’d been travelling up river since just after midnight, so as to avoid the ‘traffic’. He pulled out a chair and sat down at the table.

Mrs Wilson also sat down, placing a bottle between them. “Do you want some wine, Michel?”

The boy opened his mouth. “Wine. You have wine?” Mrs Wilson chuckled and pointed. “Well, there it is. You can see with your own eyes.”

Michel had heard of this mythical drink. Sometimes when his father visited the Judge, there was wine to drink. But Michel never accompanied his father on those visits and had never seen any before. “Will I like it?’ he asked.

She smiled and pushed a glass towards him. “There’s only one way to find out,” she said as the clear liquid glugged into the clear receptacle.

“Cheers,” said Mrs Wilson, emptying half her glass.

Michel gazed down into the glass. Even in this poor light there were slow currents glinting in the depths of the strange liquid. Now was his chance to taste it without his father’s watchful eyes on him. He took a cautious sip. Even though it was cool, it tasted warm on his tongue and all the way down to his stomach. He smiled, nodding. “It’s good.”

The old woman smiled too, understanding just how Michel’s eyes had been newly opened to one of life’s pleasures. The wine seemed to have a beneficial effect on her as she began to reminisce about Michel’s long-dead mother, how she knew his father and how things had been in Paris in the old days.

Although Michel wasn’t particularly interested—there was nothing he hadn’t heard before—he pretended to listen to her rambling monologue while enjoying the strange new delight in the glass he held.

He raised his eyes to look at the woman. Then he noticed something moving. He stared with trepidation as two small spiders ran from the woman’s sleeve and down the stem of the glass in her hand. They began a many-legged dance as they lowered themselves quickly to the table top and scurried away. Mrs Wilson hadn’t seemed to notice their presence and ignored Michel’s stares.

A splash of wine suddenly hit Michel in the face as a spider dropped from above into his wine. He watched, appalled, as it commenced an eight-legged struggle with the meniscus of the liquid, battling for survival. He looked above him immediately, afraid that others were ready to drop on him, then quickly put the glass on the table and pushed it away.

Until that moment Mrs Wilson had been unaware of the minor drama but at the sound of glass on wood, she looked sharply at him. “I’ve had enough, thank you,” said Michel carefully. She smiled at him, unaware of the spider’s final struggle in its glass prison. “Yes, better take it slowly, I suppose.”

She continued talking and Michel tried to focus on what she was saying as he felt his head expand. Wine was good stuff, he thought, and vowed to try and get his hands on some more soon. Preferably some without any spiders in it.

The woman’s tales had moved away from familiar territory now and she began to tell him things about his father that he never knew.

“Most adults are just lost children—as if they’ve wandered away from childhood and now they can’t find it again—but your father was different. He never used to be afraid to hear the spiders sing.”

Michel looked puzzled. Perhaps the wine had dulled his wits, he thought. “Sing?”

She nodded. “Yes, sing. Well, not in the way you and I would sing.” She sent forth a short, tuneful phrase from an old song and then laughed. “It’s more to do with … here, let me show you.”

Michel struggled slightly to stand up as she took him by the arm and led him out into the hallway. After another battle with the door they stepped outside. Mrs Wilson guided him to the middle of the street.

The light hadn’t changed since he’d gone inside, yet now he noticed that each web was shining, jewelled with dew. Small dark shapes moved among them here and there; others sat watchfully where they were.

He wasn’t sure if this was what wine was supposed to do to you, or if the old woman had put something in the wine, but his head felt hot and somehow full. His thoughts had suddenly become too sluggish to move through his head properly and his mind began to throb. He struggled through it, trying hard to concentrate.

He noticed the pulsing thorax of the spider nearest him. There seemed to be a glow around it as a thin strand of silk ran from it, adding to the already considerable web in which it sat. Then he realised that all the spiders in the street were lit with this unnatural glow. Mrs Wilson put her hand on his shoulder and whispered to him. “Just relax, Michel. Let them tell you what they will.”

At first there was nothing. Then, at the very far edge of hearing, a high tuneful sound began to scratch at his mind. Michel turned his head this way and that to try and catch the sounds.

Then he realised he didn’t need to use his ears. He could hear the music in his head. He turned his head to speak to Mrs. Wilson but she was already fading from sight as pictures formed behind his eyes. “It’s starting,” he whispered. “It’s start—”


The Ice Horse

They have been standing on the ice for nearly half a day now. Watching me. I can just make them out through the frozen window that I have scraped away. The old man finally turns and begins to walk towards the huge gate cut into the wall of ice. The others, in deference, turn their gaze from me and follow him.

Perhaps they stayed to ensure that I did not try to break through the massive plug of ice that sealed the horse’s anus, shutting me inside. One carried a rifle; a needless precaution. I would hardly have had the strength, not after what I’ve been through.

I do not know when they will be back, when my release will come. Nobody would tell me. Perhaps nobody could.
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A giant horse made from ice. Only one mind could have conceived of so bizarre a place of incarceration; Usko CeKaracal. Old though he now is, his mind is still unmatched.
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Eventually the pain will go. I’ve heard tell that numbness creeps into every limb after a while. I can’t let that happen; soon after that my end will come. That’s not what I’m here for. I must stay alive to get out of here, to find my family.
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I remember hearing of CeKaracal when I was young; he must have been old even then. His Palace of Songs and Sighs was celebrated by everyone and always swamped with sightseers … if that’s the right word for for something that appeals only to the ears.

And I had a print of the sumptuous marble submersible—the perfect meeting of art and engineering that he created for King Meriette. There were suspicions that the railgun-armed dirigibles that sank the sub on its maiden voyage were also designed by the old man; the King’s troublesome niece had been on board and everyone knew she wanted to rid herself of any possible challenge to her throne. There were no survivors, of course.
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When they came that night, and I saw my wife and sons for the last time as they were taken away, I remember thinking that perhaps I was responsible for all this. The crack of the gun butt on the back of my head came as a small mercy; a door through which to escape the unbearable, at least for a while. When I woke they showed me pictures of Suvi, my wife. I don’t believe they were real; I can’t.
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The sun is high and bright, magnified a hundredfold through the cathedral-high walls of the animal’s rib cage. Small rivulets trickle down here and there from high up. My eyes water with the pain of looking. I ball my hands up and stuff them into my eyes, rubbing away the tears that I am afraid will freeze painfully on my already ruined skin. The orbiting furnace is too far away to thaw me or revive me. What I need is food to feed my own furnace. When will they come?

The cold has dug its way into me. My senses, far from being numbed, ring like huge bells; each vibration tears through me and takes my breath with it as it leaves. I don’t know how long I can endure this. It is as though the cold senses what damage it is doing to me and rejoices in it. Perhaps, I sometimes think, the horse is more than just a giant sculpture, a perverse prison. Perhaps, I often feel, it lives and thinks and drives me deliberately, but too slowly and cruelly, towards madness. How could I have thought I would escape? My cold, mad heart has trapped me.

In the winding galleries of the great gut of the horse I finally find food. On a raised table of ice sits a small selection of fruits, there by the benificence of my captors. They are all rock hard, of course, but if I hold them under my clothes long enough they should be edible. I can barely afford to sacrifice the warmth but what choice do I have? I have to eat.
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The great artist’s ascendency only suffered once; when his grand masterpiece ‘Arced Angels’, a pair of intersecting tunnels of water in the sky, collapsed, taking nearly 40 visiting dignitaries to their death in the cold waters below. Again, no survivors. Not even CeKaracal’s decade-long exile could erase the shame or the memory.
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The legal proceedings, such as they appeared to be, were conducted in the ancient form of the language that barely anyone now understands. My translator—appointed by the court on my behalf, of course—failed to follow the proceedings adequately. Things escaped her, and thus me. I still do not know what words the judicial arbiter used to sum up my situation. I have no idea exactly why I am here … or for how long.

The sky has grown dark outside the thick ice ribs of the enormous body. More snow on the way. Frost to dress my incarceration in white.

I have spent most of my life in one cage or another and now I am in the most elaborate one of all; one designed by a genius.
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Sleep comes in sharp slices, empty of any real rest. And the dreams it contains are windswept and bleak. But one held the faint forgotten scent of hope; an escape. I kneel and my hands and knees melt through the gonads of the horse. I exit through the raining ruins of its penis, falling but not falling towards the ice below. The air is sharp and cutting but at the same time it holds me, letting me safely down to the ground. At last I am there and I begin to stand. But the heat that was my saviour now holds me in a trap of ice that melts beneath me, only to freeze at once in the extreme cold. By the time I am up to my thighs in the frozen mantrap I am awake, shaking from cold and fear.

The wind sighs and murmurs through the great device. Occasionally there are voices mixed in with the random aeolian tones. They may be human but their message is not.
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CeKaracal comes here each year, they say, to ‘revisit’ and ‘redefine’ the gargantuan piece; they do say that art is a process and not a thing. Are the bones embedded deep inside the ice a vital part of the work or just his idea of a joke? If so, perhaps great artists don’t have much of a sense of humour.
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My family are all I can think of. When will I be free of this place, to go to them again? Sometimes I see my youngest son’s face deep in the ice, frozen and dead, under a mask of blood. Sometimes I feel that this place is carved out of my own fear and guilt, not ice at all.
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My sketchy knowledge of equine anatomy has aided my progress. I assume that CeKaracal has created an anatomically accurate animal; it is certainly very intricate. Gods alone know how he did it.

Progress up the horse’s throat has been agonising. Someone has cut some rudimentary steps, as smooth as glass. Another of the artist’s small sadisms? Purchase is nearly impossible and I have had to flail for handholds to steady myself; I fear that a fall will break my bones and I will be stuck in here for good.
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My wife screams at me through the swirling flakes. I cannot hear her accusations but I know it has something to do with pride; it always has. Suvi has always said the same thing about me. But without pride, what is there? Survival is not enough. Is it?
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The horse’s enormous teeth are clamped shut in a silent, frozen whinnying. No way out there. And, once outside, what then? A drop of some hundred feet to the white surface below; a dozen or more shattered bones and a long agony before the cold claims me finally. There is no escape. I must simply be patient.

My sense of time has become a nonsense now. But my stomach tells me it must be at least three days. Despite the small amount of food I found, hunger has caught up with me. Only the cruellest of jailers would treat their prisoner like this.

My fingers have begun to lose sensation. They are becoming a bruised blue beneath the skin.
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I have struggled up into the cranial cavity of the beast. The brain pan is empty. Of course. The great artist is making some sort of statement, no doubt. What was I expecting? A great artistic revelation; an undeserved epiphany; the key to my own freedom. No.

As I sit here, my own brain burns as if it could sear its way free of its fleshly moorings and soar away of its own accord, leaving my body behind as the useless lump of meat it has always been. My mind has always been my betrayer, my body always suffering on its behalf.
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My heartbeat feels slower. Pictures form in my breath as it streams out in white clouds from my mouth, like small swirls of soul escaping from within. My oldest son condemning me and then pleading with me; my wife running from something unseen.

Only now, as my body begins to fail, does my mind begin to work properly. I dig my fingers through the thick layer of frost inside the rim of the giant horse’s nostrils, filling both hands. I now fully appreciate CeKaracal’s genius; not as a sculptor, nor as a jailer, but as an executioner. I will become a part of his masterpiece; another small accretion in an endless work-in-progress.

Now I understand that I will never be released. I will end my days as a single chill thought in the coldest mind in the universe.


Change Here

His legs refused to work as they should as he hammered his feet down onto the stone steps. “C’mon, c’mon,” he muttered, a mantra of encouragement to his reluctant body.

The guard was just about to close the doors and press the signal for off as Nick got to the top of the steps. He caught the man’s eye and got a look of impatience as he hobbled the last few yards.

Why the hell did the last train have to go so early anyway? All he asked for was a few beers with an old friend once a month or so, but obviously that was far too inconvenient for the damn train company. 8.40! You’d swear I was 10 years old, he thought bitterly.

God, he’d be glad to get home! What a day—one more deadline and his head would explode. And he was sure that last week’s announcement about re-structure meant he’d soon have a desk in the car park!

He pulled out his newspaper and a small sheaf of ‘sticky’ notes fell onto the floor. Messages from home left on his desk by his witless colleague, Steve, who delighted in his being kept on a short leash by his wife.

He flicked through them and sighed. Most of them concerned his daughter’s ‘operation’ tomorrow. As if he could forget what a mess the little idiot had got herself into!

He glanced about him. The train was empty. He was the only passenger. Good, he thought. No noisy teenagers and idiots having loud phone conversations about nothing at all. He shook open his newspaper and began to read.

The train pulled out, heading off into the night as darkness had begun to gather. He tried to concentrate on the words in front of him but his mind wouldn’t let him rest; debts, his co-workers sneering about his son’s supposed addiction problem, his wife’s recent coldness for no apparent reason, all jostled for attention.

After about 20 minutes of chewing his nails, Nick had finally become absorbed in some story or other. Then he caught the guard’s announcement. “… Taff’s Well, Pontypridd, Abercynon West…”

“What? There IS no Abercynon West,” he thought. The voice continued “… Atlantis Central.”

Either the guard was drunk, or some joker had fiddled the lock and commandeered the intercom. “Next stop Narnia,” he snorted to himself, returning to his paper.

When next he looked up he was still alone. Nobody had even got on at Ponty, which was usually busy.

Suddenly the carriage was plunged into darkness as they entered a tunnel. The lights flickered on, then off again, on, off. Nick gave up trying to read his paper in frustration. He didn’t remember a tunnel, certainly not one this long. Or this cold; the train was freezing. Perhaps this was a detour because of engineering works.

But then he remembered it was a single-line track. And there were no tunnels on this stretch of line anyway.

Pressing his nose to the cold window, he could see a blob of light was getting closer. He caught a glimpse of a sign with a bright, flickering light above it; below that was a tiny platform big enough only for one or two people to stand on. The sign had said ‘Abercynon West’. And hadn’t there been a figure standing in the darkness? With something … no! That must have been a trick of the light.

And, despite the announcement, the train hadn’t stopped at that station.

There was a sick feeling in the pit of his stomach as the train plunged deeper into the surrounding darkness. Part of him desperately tried to rationalise the situation. He told himself that the tiny station was simply intended for maintenance crews and not passengers, hence its small size. That must be it, mustn’t it? And he must have just misheard the final destination …

He stared into the cold darkness beyond the window, feeling like a child desperately clinging to a belief in impossible things—fairies, Santa Claus, happy endings—then, to his horror, finding that impossible things really did exist; other things, less kind.

Suddenly the carriage was out of the darkness and the brakes began to screech as the train pulled to a halt, jerking Nick forward in his seat.

A pale blue light flooded through the windows, showing up every grimy seat cover and dirty scuff mark on the floor. Nick looked out at a clean, wide station platform with not a soul on it. Carved into the shining blue stone at the back of the platform were the words ‘Atlantis Central’.

Then came the announcement. ‘Atlantis Central. Last stop. Change here for services to Hy-Brasil, Cockaigne, Erewhon and Elysium.’ Nick stared up at the ceiling speaker in disbelief.

He got to his feet, wondering if this was some sort of marketing gimmick. It looked like a bloody expensive one if it was. He pressed the button and the doors hissed open, letting in a blast of cool, fresh-tasting air.

Stepping out onto the spotless platform, he looked around, then followed the sign saying ‘out’. Through a window high up he could just see the top of an ornately-carved bell tower beneath a clear sky. From somewhere the sound of huge waves crashing against a sturdy sea wall reached him. He knew the route the train usually took was at least 20 miles from the sea.

But even his tired mind was beginning to realise that nothing here was usual. Suddenly feeling self-conscious he checked to see that he wasn’t leaving dirty footprints on the pristine floor.

At the platform end, the horse-headed guard with the golden horn sprouting from his forehead smiled at him as if to say ‘Good to be home, isn’t it?’

Nick glanced back at the dirty, ugly machine sitting at the platform and knew he’d taken his last train ride.


‘… Runs Out Like Sand’

The signs had hypnotised him from the first.

While wandering the high dunes two weeks ago, Eber had spied them, shimmering in the rising heat. They were only visible from up here or from the air. Any lower down and they just looked like a collection of small rocks jumbled together.

The strange shapes marked out on the slanted rock plateau nagged at Eber, reminding him of something. It was something fundamental but was it just out of reach, an itch in the back of his skull that he had no way of scratching.

He didn’t know if they were language or art, or even who had made them. Nobody did.

If they had been made by the previous inhabitants of the planet it was all they had left behind. Their only trace.

Eber had spent an afternoon clambering over them, tracing along the patterns until darkness came and the chill of the three moons had crept into him, driving him back to his hideaway.

He’d found out that what looked like rough carvings from up here were really very intricate close to, made up of small rocks laid together like tessera—a mosaic without meaning, at least to him and his kind.

The loops and curves of the markings were punctuated by rounded, shallow hollows. As the day progressed shadows crawled slowly in and out of them like slow desert creatures wary of being spotted. Eber speculated that the hollows might be the equivalent of punctuation marks; it added nothing to his understanding of what they might mean.

He’d walked away from them feeling a sense of defeat, a loss that would have been impossible to put into words. Perhaps that was what the markings were trying to express as well, either in an alien language or symbolically.

Forcing his eyes away from the markings he wrapped his cloak tightly about him, hoping for respite from the heat, and headed on. He’d left himself plenty of time—partly to escape the worst of the day’s heat and partly to avoid the exhaustion he’d felt on the previous occasion after leaving himself too little time to rest.

An hour later his destination appeared on the horizon, long and high.

Now Eber could afford to sit and rest. He flipped open the thin box of Teplin and slipped the tiny piece of confection between his teeth. The instantly cool taste and slight narcotic effect helped to dissipate his exhaustion slightly.

He let his thoughts drift and as always they drifted to Eleann. She was the one bright spot in his life since coming to this gods-forsaken planet from Ofauick.

He had fled at the business end of a nasty misunderstanding involving the Ofauicket planetary governor, a knife and some stolen platinum lock plates destined for military use. Oh, yes … and the governor’s daughter. Actually, now he thought about it, that was where the knife had come in. But it was a game. She’d agreed to it, eagerly. And then she’d broken the rules. Simple as that.

Eleann had saved him … almost. He liked to think of it that way. She’d been the medical activist assigned to him after he’d crashed his stolen transport near the southern peninsula’s only major city, Ankot.

He’d hoped the crash would result in enough facial damage to require a quick cosmetic—just enough to hide his identity, to the naked eye at least. Broken arms and a fractured jaw just weren’t good enough.

He would have to slip away from the city. Her small face with its close-cut hairstyle filled his mind while he was making plans—together with the perfect curve of her back as she arched upwards over his bed, her small breasts tugged higher by the movement. He was sure she’d registered his interest and took the risk of contacting her just before he’d skipped Ankot. He was only a couple of nights late leaving the city and nobody saw him at her apartment, he was sure.

Eleann had found out two days later that the legal activists’ investigators had been asking questions around the medical hotel, puzzled at why Eber’s transport had no cargo and only one crew member. At least his fake pass data had kept them at bay for nearly two weeks. She had been impressed by that.

Eber had found a hideaway in the deep desert. It was block of buildings built into a rocky outcrop. The bare rooms smelt of propellant and he guessed it used to be a military outpost.

He’d managed to get a message to Eleann via a Postloni trader who seemed uninterested in Eber’s presence alone in that remote region. He’d seemed very interested in the last of Eber’s stolen platinum. No questions were asked.

This would be his third rendezvous with Eleann.

Another hour brought him to his destination. He stood staring up at the huge structure, as red as the sands that surrounded it. Much of the outer wall had collapsed under the pressures of time and sandstorms but it was still impressive.

The carved red blocks tumbled over each other, some half-buried in the creeping sand. They acted as steps to gain access to the intact inner sections of the house.

The huge mansion had been built by the water plexilionnaire Gilles Balatan-Liantkk in the days when the essential fluid had to be artificially created by huge subterranean plants of the planet’s third moon. But water is heavy, bulky stuff and the transport costs eventually eroded the fortunes of the half-Human, half-Postloni entrepreneur. His disgrace and suicide had started a financial panic that had sent many colonists back to their home worlds.

Now Teppe was sparsely populated. “And thank gods for that,” Eber often thought. This world’s failing economy was the perfect place for him to hide and this former fantasy palace was the perfect playground. Eleann felt safer meeting him this far from the city.

Eber gazed out through the broken walls. He could see a sandstorm on the horizon, heading away from him.

He clambered out onto the highest terrace at the front of the old mansion. He picked his way across to the front, careful to avoid the huge wells. Once a showpiece of hydroponic extravagance to create a lush garden in the desert’s heart, now they were just a good vantage point.

Eber scanned the skies to the west—towards Ankot. Nothing.

He didn’t feel too exposed on the terrace in his sand-caked clothes. By the time anyone got close enough to spot him he’d be back inside. Besides, only Eleann would head this way; there was nothing out here but the ruins, thanks to Balatan-Liantkk’s desire for solitude. An ideal location for him to indulge his taste for orgiastic excess.

He sat scanning the horizon until his eyes stang in the rising heat and he went into the relative cool of the interior, still thinking of Eleann.

He waited for her in soundless, slack anticipation.

Eventually he became bored and, feeling the nervous afterglow of the Teplin start to bite, began to pace the ruined mansion. He knew that another piece of Teplin would take the edge off, but then he risked dehydration, and that could be lethal out here.

He scanned the huge hallway and thought of the overwhelming ambition of its builder. The poor old sod would have been put out of business in a few years by the Cianmant’s matter messaging systems even if his business hadn’t failed, he mused. “Overtaken by progress. Aren’t we all?” he muttered.

“Very philosophical,” came a voice from behind him. “You shouldn’t talk to yourself. It shows neural misalignment.”

Eleann clambered down over the broken wall. Eber hugged her tightly. “Thank gods you came,” he whispered.

Eleann dropped a large bag behind her as Eber crushed her to him. “Hey, let me breathe.”

She still had her medical activist’s harness on and clicked the small latches to release it. “That’s better. Why wouldn’t I come?” she asked, smoothing her hair back from her eyes.

Eber shrugged. “It’s not exactly safe, is it?”

She smiled sweetly, inclining her head on one side as if to say ‘that’s the fun part, stupid’. She stooped to the bag.

“I brought some water tubes,” she said, rummaging. “They’re a bit warm I’m afraid. And food … best I could get.”

She stood to face Eber. “Here. I got some nutrient spray for you.”

Eber grimaced, obviously confused.

She popped the top off the tube, miming the action. “For under your tongue. In case your food runs out.” She held it out to him.

He didn’t take it.

“You might need it. Just in case, hmm?”

He nodded then took it from her. “Thanks. Didn’t want to think about that but …”

She smiled sadly at him, wrinkling her brow. “Oh, I forgot … I’ve got a present for you.” She rummaged in the bag before coming up empty. “Hmmmm. Must have left it in the trackar,” she said, starting to head for the opening.

He leapt after her, grabbing her arm and pulling her around. “You brought a trackar?” he hissed, angrily. “A blind man could follow your trail! Why didn’t you get a hover?”

“Because,” she growled, “I couldn’t get one, they are ALL registered and fuel is gods-damned expensive—and I didn’t have the credit.” She kept her teeth clenched after speaking.

He released her arm. “You’re right, you’re right. I’m sorry. I should be grateful you came at all.”

She pushed herself against him. All thoughts of his gift were forgotten after the third kiss and they spent the next hour making love with a gentle intensity that Eber now thought of as typically her.
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When Eleann awoke the chill of the night had crept into the house and the first moon was above the horizon. She rolled away from Eber and dressed quickly.

She peered into the darkness at the far end of the giant hall. It was heavily influenced by Postlon architecture, which she’d always found confusing when it wasn’t ugly, and it threw up odd shadows. She was sure she could hear something.

Eleann sat on the floor and rummaged in her bag for a large light-cube. The shadows sped away when she struck it open.

Behind her, Eber groaned and rolled over. “Who turned the lights on?” he croaked, still half asleep.

Eleann glanced back at him. “I thought I heard something.” Eber was at her side in what seemed like seconds, already half dressed.

“There’s no-one here—not this far out.” It was half a question.

She looked at him with concern. “I’m going to have a look.”

He half stepped in front of her. “Well, don’t go alone.”

She led the way into a tall corridor at the far end of the hall. She was sure this was where it had come from.

“What sort of sound was it?” he whispered close to her ear before kissing her on it.

Eleann couldn’t help smiling. “A sort of thumping … a rhythm. Listen!”

Eber strained his ears but couldn’t hear anything. “I can’t hear a thing.”

After nearly 20 minutes of wandering through rooms and corridors Eleann began to think it was something she could feel inside her head rather than hear. But she knew how insane that sounded and kept it to herself.

Finally Eber became tired of their pointless rambling.

“I don’t think we’re going to find anything,” he said, leaning against a large carved ornament.

Eleann had disappeared into the next room, taking the light-cube with her.

“Hey … come back with the light,” he protested, starting to follow her.

“Have you ever seen anything like this before?”

A dirty chuckle began at the back of his throat. He thought she was about to play one of the sex games that was so typical of their relationship so far.

The sound stopped in his throat as he saw for the first time the tall fluted columns and knotted limbs of something inexplicable.

Eber let his eyes roam over the strange sight before him. Even though it seemed to stretch out to touch all the extremities of the large chamber, its heart was a smoothly complex shape nestling at its centre. Largely ignorant of cultural matters, Eber puzzled over whether it was sculpture, architecture or some sort of unusual toy.

“It feels weird in here. Heavy, somehow,” said Eleann. Eber didn’t respond, too engrossed in their new find.

On closer examination what looked like an odd instrument panel convinced him he was looking at some sort of machine. But he couldn’t begin to guess its use.

His head began to throb and he wondered if the air pressure was greater here than in the rest of the house. It felt like an itch at the back of his head, one he had no way of scratching.

The machine didn’t seem to have any relation to Balatan-Liantkk’s ancestry. It belonged to neither the cultures of Earth or Postlon, as far as Eber could see. Though there was something oddly familiar about it.

He shrugged. “I’m no expert,” he mumbled, wiping his hand across the curved flank of the machine and dislodging a thick layer of vermilion sand.

Under the sand lay a depressed panel and, as Eber looked more closely, the panel contained writing. Scraping away more sand, he recognised the lines, loops and hollows of the markings in the high dunes.

She was pulling him away now. “Leave that. Come on,” she sighed, reaching around to grab his penis through his clothing. “I need you now.”

He tried to pull away. “Look …”

His resistance stopped as he began to feel the blood pound in his head and his penis begin to stiffen. He found it impossible to concentrate as Eleann leant back against the machine’s dark surface, pulling her blue bodysuit apart with one hand and discarding it. “I want it now,” she hissed, rubbing herself between the legs.

Eber tried to think, knew this wasn’t like Eleann, but his body didn’t care.

He quickly unhooked his clothing and dropped it to the floor. He was shocked at the size and strength of his erection, a bead of stickiness already gathered at its end. Taking his penis in his hand, Eber felt he wanted to use it to hurt Eleann as much as make love to her.

As he grabbed her hips, she hooked her legs behind his thighs, pulling him to her. Eber pressed the head of his penis against her, ready to push it home. They both growled with lust as he sank into the liquid core of her.

Eber tried to ignore the grains of sand that chafed uncomfortably, trapped between their hot bodies, as Eleann began pumping against him urgently. He sank his teeth into her shoulder, desperate to gain any extra purchase he could, desperate to be further inside her.

They seemed to couple for hours yet neither of them felt any nearer to climax. Eber’s penis began to feel sore from Eleann’s fierce activity. She even refused to stop when blood began to trickle from her.

Sweat mingled with the sand, caking Eber in a thin layer of mud as he pumped himself into her. He felt a tingling across the backs of his thighs and his buttocks. Exhaustion setting in, he thought, before realising the feeling was spreading up his back.

He glanced backwards, panting hard, as hundreds of tiny black objects ran across his skin, joining where they met to form a thin shell over him.

Streams of the things began to run off him and across Eleann’s writhing body. Too lost in her urgent ride towards elusive orgasm, she failed to respond.

Eber’s passion was overtaken by panic. What was happening? Where were these things coming from and what were they?

He tried to pull away but Eleann’s nails dug into his flesh, clawing him further into her in her intense need of him, panting swiftly like a running beast, unable to stop despite her exhaustion and pain.

Looking around desperately, Eber saw the tiny moving black objects pouring out of slitted openings near the base of the machine. As he realised they were part of the device, he suddenly knew they had to get away.

He tried to speak, tried to make his lips form her name, but was too exhausted for anything but sex. He could feel himself failing, slipping away.

Only now, in these last moments, did he realise why parts of the machine looked like limbs as he realised the bulk of the machine was covered with the forms of dozens of alien couplings. Across on the far side of the vile alien creation he saw a human hand, frozen and dead, clawing desperately round the thigh of a solidified quadruped. There were faces too. Awful faces.

A hundred alien memories of ecstasy and death rolled towards him over a plain of burning ice. His scream froze as dozens of the tiny objects poured into his mouth, silencing his voice forever. The last thing he saw, before the things covered his eyes, was his lover panting in fear and exhaustion as the objects swarmed across her breasts and up her neck, sealing her in as they went.

He felt Eleann try to struggle beneath him as the shell now covering them hardened like steel, turning the same dull black as the rest of the machine. Somewhere, somehow, he heard her screaming.
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Having no master now, the machine sighed its own satisfaction—energy without end, power without purpose.

Eber and Eleann’s forms, drained of matter and meaning, joined the dozens of others who had come to couple her. And, after coming, stayed forever.

And before their minds finally faded they were filled with a sound like a gigantic heart, beating in a huge chamber, a million miles or more away.


A Hell of a Place

He was awake again and there was a salty tang on his tongue. He couldn’t remember how long he’d been here. Four days, maybe five at most. But he’d be leaving today. Of that he was sure.

He cranked down the driver’s window to get some fresh air. The sky was light grey, as usual, and he could see the spray off the tops of the even greyer waves rise above the sea wall, just five yards in front of where he was parked.

Getting out of the car, he stretched painfully before pulling his jacket lapels close about his throat in a futile attempt to keep out the cold.

He guessed he was somewhere up North. The gritty wind that never seemed to stop blowing had the breath of distant ice in it.

The landscape was flat. The car park that he was in led to a corniche road, which in turn led to a short headland, obviously man-made, that jutted out into the sea. There was a windmill at the end of this artificial spit of land but he could see nothing nearby to which it could be providing power.

To the rear of the car park, across another stretch of water, a road was visible. There was very little traffic. Most of the time it was empty, but a black car drove along it every so often; sometimes left to right, other times the opposite way. It was too far away for him to see the drivers’ faces, so waving would be futile.

He’d tried and failed to find a way to get to the road. He’d even considered climbing down to the water’s edge and swimming across the canal that separated him from it. But he knew the cold would prevent him from reaching the far side.
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He drove fast along the corniche road, heading for somewhere. Anywhere. Not here. After 10 minutes he slowed and pulled up at the end of the road. Literally. There was just a pile of rocks, huge ones, tumbling down into the grey waters.

Had he driven this way before? He didn’t think so. He switched off the engine and leaned forward on the steering wheel. Far out at sea a ship made its way across the horizon. He wished he was on board. It was just a container ship, by the looks of it. Nothing special. But at least if he was on board he wouldn’t be here.

The rear view mirror showed him that he was badly in need of a shave. His face was starting to get caveman-shaggy around the edges. But he didn’t have a razor, or hot water, or anything else you needed to maintain a smooth and socially-acceptable complexion—if there was anyone to socialise with, of course.

His clothes were beginning to stink and they felt uncomfortable and moist. He clicked open the glove compartment and grabbed the can of deodorant he kept there for emergencies. It was nearly empty. He risked a few quick squirts—one under each arm and a general one inside his shirt. Far from masking the smell, it merely mingled with it, giving it an artificial, chemical tang.

He was starting to itch.
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He remembered clearly what he’d said to her. “You can’t stop me. It’s my money, too. At least half of it is mine.”

She’d pushed her face towards him and, at that moment, it had seemed uglier than ever. When she spoke it was more of a throaty hiss than her normal voice. “I’m not letting you have it just so you can spend it on that tart!”

That final word had enraged him and he’d lashed out, harder than he’d meant to. Or maybe he’d felt she deserved it.

She fell against the kitchen table with a low grunt before hitting the floor with a loud slap. She lay on her back and didn’t move.

He leaned over her and looked down into her eyes. “Hey, c’mon.” He slapped her face. She made a strange noise in the back of her throat. He stepped away, got a cloth and soaked it in cold water. He began to dab her brow with it but then stood up quickly when he saw the blood.

Her face reminded him of something you see on a fishmonger’s slab, staring up at you even though it can no longer see you. One or two strands of hair, that had been tucked imperfectly behind her left ear, began to float in the pool of blood that grew under her head.

An odd blend of fear and boredom twisted through his thoughts. “There’s nothing more to see here. She’s stopped moving,” said the sick spectator in his head. “On to the next shallow thrill, my boy!”

He was sure he’d left the door unlocked as he left. He remembered worrying about it as his tyres screeched, complaining that he’d accelerated away too fast. But he knew he couldn’t go back to check.
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There were four roads leading out of the car park. One led to a short headland, two led to dead ends overlooking the sea, but he was sure he hadn’t driven down the fourth one, though he couldn’t think why. It seemed to be the most promising as it led away from the sea.

He slipped into second gear and headed away as fast as he could. To the right was a steep earth bank covered with impenetrable, overgrown vegetation, to the other side lay the sea.

The road began to rise and curve around. This was more like it. Now he was getting somewhere, he felt. Why he hadn’t tried this road on the previous days, he couldn’t think. Something in the back of his head nagged at him; maybe it hadn’t been there on any of the previous days.

He swore at himself, telling his reflection in the rear view mirror that he must be losing his marbles. He laughed at himself, feeling reassured.

This was great, he thought. The sense of movement lifted his spirits and he decided that, if push came to shove, he’d sooner drive forever than just sit in a car park. Cars were made to move and so was he.

Now the road was descending again and curving the other way. He craned his head to try and see around the corner, expecting to see a roundabout or a junction.

The sea peeped from behind the overgrowth at the roadside and the road began to flatten out. The vegetation came to an end and a depressingly familiar car park came into view.

He drove the last few dozen yards and parked about 15 feet back from the sea wall. He got out and looked around at the four exit roads and the short headland with the windmill.

He shook his head and laughed again.

At first he thought it was merely a near-identical car park to the one he’d just left, but then he spotted something in one corner. He walked over and examined the pile of debris—discarded cigarette ends, an empty Marlboro packet and a crumpled-up soft drink can—and realised with despair that he’d dumped it there only yesterday.
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The lorry. He remembered now, it had backed into him. Or he’d run into the back of
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