
BREATH

––––––––

Jackson Creed


Table of Contents

Title Page

Breath

Acknowledgements

ONE

TWO

THREE

FOUR

FIVE

SIX

SEVEN

EIGHT

NINE

TEN

ELEVEN

TWELVE

THIRTEEN

FOURTEEN

FIFTEEN

SIXTEEN

SEVENTEEN

EIGHTEEN

NINETEEN

TWENTY

TWENTY-ONE

TWENTY-TWO

TWENTY-THREE

TWENTY-FOUR

TWENTY-FIVE

TWENTY-SIX

TWENTY-SEVEN

TWENTY-EIGHT

TWENTY-NINE

For Benzaiten Umi, my constant reader.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Acknowledgements


[image: ]


I would like to thank Rani Graff and Lavie Tidhar for Tel Aviv, Sylvia for the return to Istanbul, Gabriela Epuras for Bucharest, and life itself for Paris and other places.
	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

ONE


[image: ]


“...its mother is unclean by reason of the birth, for it is a child but it has wings." 




—Babylonian Talmud on Tractate Nidda 24b





The child reached up and grasped three of his fingers; it was all that her tiny hand could encompass. She looked up at him, the long dark hair falling around her face echoing the colour of her eyes, and in those eyes, there was trust. No, not trust, but something else...

“Come with me,” she said.

Avram looked down, first at her tiny pale hand and then beyond her to the wide set of sand-coloured stone steps that spiralled into the depths of the deep circular stone chamber. It was cold, the pale stone blocks all around them seeming to breathe their chillness into the air. Below, he knew, there was little more than a circular space, a flat stone floor. There was nothing down there. It has been empty for years, as far as he knew. The smooth, shiny steps bore the marks of many treads, worn into shallow depressions towards their centres over the centuries.

“I can’t come with you, child,” he said.

“Please. I cannot go there alone. I need you to come.” Her voice was imploring. Something about her accent....

Avram glanced back over his shoulder. Outside, the dirigible lay tethered, awaiting their departure, the next stop on the grand tour, arc lights illuminating its grey, leathery skin, the others all there, still waiting, indulging him in his request for one final diversion. They would be growing impatient, eager to be off. He pictured them leaning forward at the viewing ports, wondering where he was.

Avram crouched before the child, putting his face level with hers.

“What is it you want?” he said. “I really don’t know how I can help you.”

He didn’t need this complication. He’d simply desired one last look at this place before they took off. There was something about the history, about the weight of ages that hovered in suspension in the atmosphere within that attracted him. He cleared his throat, the sound echoing in the spaces of the domed roof above, eager to be on.

“Where are your parents, young lady?”

“I have to find them. Please. Come with me. They went down there. I need to find them. I’m afraid.”

As he straightened she kept her grip firmly on his fingers, her gaze fixed on his face.

“What’s your name, child?”

“Lilith. Please come.” Her voice was imploring now, and she tugged at his fingers.

Avram sighed. “All right. But not for very long. You understand?”

The child turned, dragging his arm forward in her eagerness. She had on a dark dress, patterned with flowers, a broad white collar at the neck. White stockings and dark brown shoes completed the ensemble. There was something not quite right about the style, as if it were a little anachronistic, but perhaps it was just a local thing. Avram took a couple of hesitant steps after her and then matched her pace, taking one broad step after another. He was a little nervous about heights, and there was no railing at the edge of the spiral stairs, but he didn’t have much time to think about this as the child hurried him downwards.

He cleared his throat again. “Where are they?” he asked, looking down at her. Hanging from her neck, on a simply woven, dark string lay some sort of amulet or pendant. He wasn’t quite sure how he should refer to it. Small, set with a round stone that alternatively reflected the light with flashes of violet and green, it swung back and forth as she took each step. The clothes, the necklace, the condition of her hair, all meant that she didn’t look anything like one of the street kids that habitually frequented these parts, hands outstretched, tugging at the hems of your clothing, and pointing towards their mouths. No, this child was different. He was more inclined to trust what this little girl was saying, and he was normally a pretty good judge, or at least he thought so.

“What’s that around your neck, Lilith?” he asked.

“A stone.”

“Ah,” he said. A wealth of information there.

They had made one and a half circuits of the inverted tower by now, and he risked the edge to peer down towards the bottom. Nothing; the place still seemed empty. Why didn’t the child call out? Was he imagining it, or was the air somewhat cooler? They were further down, close to the base now, so the drop in temperature made sense. Still he could see no evidence of anyone else in the place.

“Where are they?” asked Avram, again, starting to frown.

The child stopped her descent, still keeping her grasp on his fingers and pointed. He’d not noticed it in his previous visits, but across the other side of the circular chamber sat a small dark archway. Even the lighting in the place appeared not to reach into its blackness. His frown grew. He should have noticed that. How could he have missed it on his previous visit?

The child continued her downward path, dragging him forward by the fingers, forestalling any other thought about what he should or should not have noticed. He was becoming more and more conscious of the time, of his companions above.

They reached the end of the slowly winding staircase and stepped out onto the floor. Large slabs of smooth grey stone, the surface made irregular over time, stretched from end to end of the chamber, featureless, apart from the occasional pocked indentation in the stone surfaces. No furnishing, nothing built into the stonework to give any real indication of the original purpose of the place. Down here, high up on the wall, dark metal rings hung from thick iron pegs, brown-black with age, driven directly into the stone. What had hung from them? Chains? Something else? He had no idea, even dreaded to think. He conjured desiccated corpses, skeletal remains.

“Hello?” he called. 

There was no response, nothing more than his own voice echoing distorted from the chamber walls. He looked around the empty space and then back over at the small, darkened archway that seemed to swallow all light. Again, he cleared his throat, the noise sounding unnaturally loud in the confined space.

The child drew him to the chamber’s centre.

“Please help me,” she said.

“What?” he said looking down at her face. “I am helping you.”

“No,” said the girl. “Please take this off.” She indicated the small pendant around her neck.

“I don’t understand. Can’t you do it?”

“I’m not allowed. I cannot wear it in there.” She gestured at the darkened hole that sucked away the illumination. 

Avram shook his head and reached for the necklace. This child was certainly becoming more and more strange. He sighed. Whatever he had to do to get this over with now. He didn’t want to offend the child. It was as if the weight of ages contained in the chamber stilled any protest. He lifted the thin cord past her hair and over her head, letting the tiny stone dangle between his outstretched hands.

“Haaaah,” the child said with a gentle exhalation of breath.

And in the next instant she was gone. 

“What?” he said. He shook his head. She wasn’t there anymore. The child had simply vanished. Letting the necklace dangle from one fist. “What the hell...?” He looked round the chamber, but there was no sign of her. He crouched down and tried to peer through the impenetrable blackness beyond the small archway.

There was movement, a stirring of the air as if a light wind moved across the chamber floor. It was cold. Involuntarily, he shivered.

Something touched his shoulder, small fingers in his hair. Something was at his neck, a vague pressure. The necklace dropped from his grasp and the pendant hit the floor with the high click of stone on stone. He tried to stand upright, but suddenly, it was impossible. He was fixed, incapable of movement.

And then came pain, sweet and sharp and then dull, coursing through him. His neck, his throat, and then something, and yet nothing. Without really comprehending it, Avram stepped into another place.
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Six things are said respecting demons: In three ways they are like angels, and in three they resemble men. They have wings like angels, and like angels they fly from one end of the world to the other, and they know the future as angels do. 



—The Talmud

Avram found himself crouching in the empty chamber. ‘Found himself’ was a good description, for he seemed to have little recollection of what he had been doing mere moments before. He knew he had been...what? Absent-mindedly, he scraped up the stone pendant from the floor in front of him and pushed it into his pocket as he got to his feet. Right now, his confusion was taking precedence. He’d been here too long; he knew that, but he had no idea why. Outside this deep echoing space, a city moved and breathed its exhalations into the heavy night air. Outside, somewhere, his companions waited. 

He rubbed his neck and grimaced. He was not going to be popular at all. He walked across to the bottom step and started the long climb back up to the surface, taking the stairs carefully, one by one, his head bowed, lost in thoughts of nothingness. Still he had no understanding of the brief lapse he had experienced. He hoped that it was not the sign of something gravely wrong. So lost in his thoughts was he, that he even forgot to be fearful of the unprotected drop lying open to his right as he ascended. He reached the vast metal door, dark, slightly dented, and dully shining with the reflected arc lights of the landing space. Their brightness cut starkly delineated shadows across the courtyard, stretching palms, and building tops over the stone paved flatness, the outline of a single streetlamp stretching like an accusing finger at the doorway. You, Avram Davis, are late.

He sighed and then looked up towards their vast conveyance, a bloated sack against the dark night sky. There’d be hell to pay as soon as he climbed the gantry and entered the gondola, shining white in the strong lights and then made his way into the passenger quarters proper. He paused, despite his lateness, thinking about his fellow passengers, his companions on their grand adventure. They had all the time in the world, really, all of them, and there was no reason for them to begrudge him a few extra minutes to absorb the sights and sensations that were so much a reason for them all being here. All the time in the world, except perhaps for the children. But, this expedition, this adventure was such a thing for a formative mind, he thought. How could you deny an experience such as this? Samantha and Alfred Green would be benefitting from this rich tapestry for years to come, regardless of the time taken from schooling. This was education in and of itself.

Avram’s reason for being here was something else. The divorce, the acrimony, the angst, and pain were all things that he wanted to get away from, excise from his mind. To absorb himself in the experiences, the sights and the sensations, the differences, was like a tonic. The different chased away the day to day, and that was definitely what he needed. Not sage advice from a medic nor headshrinker, the need had come from within, and deep within his bones, he knew it was right. He simply needed to forget what he had been through in the last few months.

A gentle breeze stirred across the wide, paved courtyard like a warm breath, almost a sigh on its own, echoing his feelings. Forget. That was the word, and yet...he didn’t want spaces in his memories, voids filled with darkness that were impossible to touch. That particular thought stirred something within him, as if there was something that he was already missing, a gap, a well of unknowing. He frowned and shook it from him. He had to get inside.

Captain Prinsloo was standing at the top of the gantry, leaning a little forward, his slightly battered white uniform standing out clearly against the dark grey bulk of the ship above him. It was hard to tell from down here, but it looked as if he might be scowling, but at this distance, his face, the mane of steel grey hair and the moustache made the expression unreadable. Avram shook his head once more and took the first step up to the gangplank, the metal echoing across the courtyard. Before he had reached the top, Prinsloo had already disappeared inside. The Captain was, after all, a man of few words at the best of times, and he supposed this was not one of those.

As he crossed the small walkway, ducking a little for stability—it was the whole heights thing again—Selena’s head popped out from the oval entry port. 

“Avram, where have you been?” She was clearly annoyed.

Avram lowered his head and looked at his feet. “Well, you know....” he said.

“No I don’t know. I never quite know with you. Well, you are here now. Come on. You had better come inside. They are waiting for you. We all are waiting for you, Avram. We were wondering if you had become lost.”

She moved back inside the gondola to allow him to pass.

Selena Green, wife of Max and solid, blonde, organised to the point of intimidation—he should have expected that she would be the one to stand in ambush to admonish him. He met her green eyes as he ducked inside.

“Well I’m here now, aren’t I?”

“Yes, I suppose you are,” she said and crossed her arms.

If there was anyone aboard this voyage that Avram had a little bit of a problem with, it was Selena. Her husband, Max, a tall thin rangy sort of man was far more easy going, but then Selena more than made up for it and her demeanour of overall efficiency was only compounded by her slight accent.

“Where are the others?” Avram asked. He already thought that he knew the answer, but the question was a way of forestalling any more scoldings from her ladyship.

“They are up in the Observation Lounge, of course. They are waiting for us to depart, so we can all get the view of the city at night.”

“Yes, of course,” he said.

The dirigible’s gondola served mainly as an entry and loading area. Fixed to the sides were half a dozen simple, and frankly not very comfortable, bench seats with smaller windows set above them. The Observation Lounge, with its wide open space and the grand windows, almost floor to ceiling and angled slightly to give a downward-looking view, was far more practical, not to mention agreeable for viewing their progress or just generally sitting and relaxing over a drink or two when they were either in transit, or when they were moored and had had enough of the exploratory ventures into whatever city they might be visiting at the time.

Selena was still standing there, her arms folded, fixing him with a level gaze.

“Well?” she said.

Avram shook himself. “Yes, yes.” He didn’t know what had come over him, but he felt like he was moving through some sort of ethereal, invisible soup. His thoughts were slow, disconnected. “I’m going, okay?” he said.

To get to the Observation Lounge, he had to mount two separate circular staircases inside the craft’s main body. The lowest deck was simply utilitarian. There was machinery of various forms, the pilot’s area, and storage. The middle level contained the Observation Lounge, dining area, kitchen, and above, connected by yet another spiral, lay their quarters. Individual and double cabins, narrow, cramped, but perfectly sufficient for their needs during the months long voyage they were undertaking. No different from being at sea really. The walls were sufficiently insulated and the noise of the rotors when they were en route afforded a good level of privacy between accommodations as well.

As he mounted the stairs, the thrumming of the engines vibrated through the ship, felt through his feet and as a sensation, just below true perception. They were about to get underway, it seemed. He could feel as well as hear Selena climbing the stairs behind him, as if guarding against any last minute escape he might contemplate. Below them drifted up the noise of the other single other crewman, apart from the cook and general hand who prepared their meals, as he sealed tight the doorways to the gondola.

At the top of the staircase, Avram turned and walked down the carpeted corridor, heading for the Observation Lounge, Selena following close behind. The deep thrum was intensifying, forming a strange harmony with the latent buzzing sitting annoyingly in the back of his head. He clenched his teeth against the sensation and wandered distractedly into the windowed space.

“Yes, about time!” said Max, his long lanky frame, draped on one of the four couches that sat strategically placed around the room. His clear blue eyes fixed Avram with disapproval and narrowed slightly before he looked away.

“Okay, yes I’m sorry,” Avram muttered almost below his breath, his jaw still tight against the feeling in his head.

The children, Max and Selena’s offspring were up against the viewing ports, their faces pressed against the glass, hands on either side, palms flat watching Avram knew not what. The preparations for departure, people below? In any case, they’d be fully absorbed for the next while caught up in the excitement of the freeing of tethers, the drift and slow climb from the city into the night sky. Normally, he’d share their enthusiasm, but in his current state, he just couldn’t summon the interest. The rest of their travelling party had arranged themselves in various positions around the area, the Bartkos with drinks in hand staring through a nearby port, seemingly lost in their own thoughts, Marcus Wall, tall, prematurely grey, and severely good looking sitting close to his partner Joseph on individual chairs rather than a couch, currently heads together in some private conversation. Joseph glanced over at Avram and for almost an instant, he thought there was something in the look, something...but no. As soon as he had noticed it, Joseph had looked away, turning back to his conversation with Marcus. Normally, when he looked at this little group, Avram felt warmth, a sense of well-being. They were, after all, his extended family, his little group of close companions who understood him, understood the things that made Avram Davis tick, but now, looking around, he felt detached, somehow removed from them. And god knows, he was a little bit the odd man out here, the only one without a partner, the solitary voyager, not only on this trip, but right now, in life itself. The separation and eventual divorce had seen to that.

“We are about to depart,” came Prinsloo’s voice over the intercom, cutting short Avram’s impending bout of self-pity. “Ladies and gentlemen, will you please take your seats.”

From experience, Avram knew the kids would likely ignore the request and Selena and Max in the Green’s usual inimitable style would say absolutely nothing to alter it. As the gentle thrumming of the deck increased in pitch, he rapidly decided to take his place on one of the unoccupied couches and turned to watch with the others as the ship began to move. Gradually, the vast vehicle started its gentle drift upwards, the movement almost imperceptible at first, and then becoming more noticeable, bringing with it a slight feeling of instability and vertigo, an awareness in his body that something was not quite as it should be. The ground beneath one’s feet was not supposed to move, so, even though consciously, he knew what was happening, the primal part of him felt a vague unease and coupled with the already present feeling of something already awry within himself, it made Avram feel even more uncomfortable. It was as if the bottom of his stomach had deserted him entirely. He glanced around the others, nervously checking if they may have noticed his discomfort, but everyone’s attention was on the outside, the gradual shifting of the lights and shadows. Selena had reached for Max’s hand and was holding it in front of them; the children were still pressed up against the glass. 

Pavel Bartko had placed down his drink and sat with his hands steepled beneath his narrow face, observing with a detached scientific curiosity, while his wife, Aggie peered out through her thick glasses, a rapt expression on her face. The other two, Marcus and Joe had barely shifted from their former position, except now they were silent. Avram gave a little sigh and returned his attention to his hands, realising that though he was sharing this grand experience with all of them, really, if he thought about it, he was sharing it with no one but himself. There was no one’s hand to reach out and hold; there was no one he could turn to and give a gentle smile to. All that had gone with the memories of the life that he was trying to escape. He bit his lower lip and let out a long breath. Maybe that would change again, but not just yet. He shook his head and looked back out to the city, darkness, and light drifting slowly away beneath them. No use becoming even more maudlin; that was not what this was all about. Time to look forward and not back at what had driven him here. In itself, that was the wrong way to think about it too: he had always wanted to embark on something like this, something that would take him out of himself and stretch his boundaries. Well, ti was certainly doing that.

Their ship drifted higher, and gradually, the insistent throbbing him, the sound of the rotors steadied, becoming even, present, and there, but less insistent to his conscious perception, the ship’s forward motion becoming more apparent.

“We are now underway, ladies and gentlemen.” Prinsloo’s voice over the intercom. “Please feel free to leave your places and move about. So far, forecasts are predicting smooth passage. The weather is fine. No storm activity. We should be clearing the coastline in about ten minutes.”

“Ah, that is good,” said Max, standing, and giving a theatrical stretch of his long body. “Come, Selena. Let us wave bye-bye to this little town.” So saying, he reached again for her hand, guiding her to another of the floor to ceiling windows and positioning her beside him and then taking up his characteristic stance, his hands clasped behind his back as he watched the retreating city lights.

Aggie also stood, readjusted her glasses, looked down at her hand and noticed her drink was empty.

“Pavel?” she said, tilting her glass towards him in query.

“What? Oh yes,” he said, dragging his attention from the outside view.

“What about you?” she said to Avram, turning his way.

“Um, no thank you. I’m fine.”

She shrugged and headed for the bar.

A moment later, Joseph Munine wandered over to sit next to Avram on the couch and placed a companionable hand on Avram’s thigh. Joe and Marcus where such a contrast to each other, Marcus with his tall, distinguished good looks, Joe with his more compact body, his dark skin and even darker hair, his rounded face.

“What is it, my dear?” he said. “Marcus and I are worried about you.”

Avram glanced over to the chair where Marcus still sat, watching and then shook his head and returned Joe’s concerned look with a steady gaze.

“No, I’m fine,” he said. “What makes you think there’s anything wrong?”

“We’ve been watching you,” said Joe. “Ever since you came on board, you look like you’re sitting in a daze. Can’t say you look very happy.”

Avram gave a slight grimace. “No, no, I’m fine. Just thoughts I suppose. You know.”

“If you’re sure.”

“It’s okay. Just being a little self-indulgent.”

Joe fixed him with a probing look for a second or two, looking from one eye to the other, then nodded and gave the top of his thighs a little pat.

“Okay, then. But you know where we are if you want to talk.” He stood up, and still watching Avram, waited for a moment. “It’s not as if we’re going anywhere.” He gave a little laugh and tossed his head back, then looked over towards the windows. “Well, not anywhere that we are not going together.” He turned back to Avram with a gentle smile. “Anyway...,” he said.

“Joe, it’s okay. Really....”

“All right then,” he said, and then turned and wandered back to where Marcus sat. He retook his seat and they spoke low words together. Joe shook his head and gave a little shrug. Marcus turned briefly to look over at where Avram sat and then turned away.

Just at that moment Samantha gave a scream and clutched the top of her arm.

“He hit me!” she cried. She lashed out with one hand, missing with her slap as Alfred ducked away. The next minute he was racing around the room’s perimeter with his sister in pursuit. 

“Children,” said Max sternly.

“But he hit me,” whined the girl, doing nothing to halt her chase.

Selena merely looked over her shoulder and then turned back to face the view. “You deal with them, Max,” she said.

Children. Save him from children.

Avram stood. That was quite enough. “I’m going to my cabin for a while,” he announced to the room at large. “I’m feeling a little tired. It’s been a long day, people.”

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

THREE


[image: ]



“...when the Silver and Bronze ages brought greed and slaughter among them, she exclaimed: "Alas, for this evil race!" and mounted into Heaven”



—The Sons of God and the Daughters of Men







Perhaps, he thought, he was just merely tired. It had been a long day wandering around the city in the heat, the peculiar scents, the babble of local languages. At least it had been a dry heat. The city, in that Middle Eastern sort of way, was a mélange of faces, oddments and trappings and remnants of history, collected and accumulated throughout the ages and years. All so very different from anything back home. He lay back on his bunk, leaned his head back against the wall, feeling the rotor’s thrum throbbing slightly through the back of his skull, his ankles crossed, not even having bothered to take off his shoes. Amelia would have castigated him for that if she were still around, but if she had been, then Avram wouldn’t have been here for her to admonish him anyway. Ironic in a way. 

The cabin was warm. Tethered immobile during the heat of the day, the ship had absorbed enough sun through its thick leathery outer skin to increase the temperature throughout, and Avram was grateful for the small luxuries that came with the accommodations. As he lay there, he pushed his hands into his pockets, staring up at the ceiling and the slowly rotating fan blades above. He had made the right choice being here, he thought. It had taken a sizeable chunk from his savings, but it was worth it. At least he could go through his catharsis in comfort, with friends, escape the surroundings of his new and functional apartment with the cheap, hastily-purchased furniture and full of other reminders that he and Amelia were no longer together. The memories were the things that were not there, things that he would turn around and suddenly miss, bits and pieces that they had accumulated during their married existence, but now lived on with Amelia in his old home and everything that went with it as a part of the divorce settlement. It was like that old saying: you don’t know what you’ve lost till it’s gone. And back home, every time he turned around, there would be something else that wasn’t there, just like his erstwhile partner. He would get over that as well, he supposed, in time. He took a deep slow breath and let it out slowly through his nose, closing his eyes.

As he lay there, the random thoughts drifting through his head, considering whether he should doze or not, he flexed his hands within his pockets and stopped. The fingers of his right hand touched something cold and hard shoved down in the depths of his right-hand pocket. He frowned, grasped the object, and pulled it out to look, holding it arm’s length bringing his hand in front of his face to see properly. Now what the hell was this? It was a small amulet, suspended on a cord. He frowned up at it. Where exactly had he acquired it and more to the point, why? He had no recollection of buying the thing. For the life of him, he couldn’t remember visiting any souvenir stall or such similar and realistically, it was not the sort of thing that he would normally be drawn to anyway. He hated tourist tat.

He looped the simply woven, dark string around two of his fingers, allowing the small pendant to dangle, and rock back and forth. With the fingers of his other hand, he tapped at the setting, making the object pendulum even more. The round stone reflected the light with flashes of violet and green as it moved. He frowned at it and tapped at it again, and with that touch, as the skin at the end of his finger came into contact, noticed a buzz, or a hum, or something that seemed to travel through his hand, up his arm, to flower inside his head. Just as quickly, it was gone. Again, he frowned. The first time he had touched the stone, it had been with his nail, and there was nothing. Now, he tried again with the tip of his finger. Once more, the sensation, the taste of electricity, something else, something other, almost like a numbness that flowed through his arm. He withdrew his hand, swung his feet off the bunk and sat up, cupping the object in his palms. Above him, the fan blade stirred the air, slowly turning. It was hard to tell if the ship’s vibration was making him imagine things. He lifted the pendant and placed it beside him, looking down at it. Now that it was no longer within his grasp, the strange thickness he was feeling inside his head seemed to lessen. Still, he could not remember how the thing had come into his possession. It didn’t look new, that much was sure; the simple dark woven cord looked abraded in places, as if someone had worn it for long periods of time. Perhaps one of his companions had given it to him to look after, He did not recall having seen it around the neck of any of his fellow passengers, and really, it didn’t look like the sort of thing any of them might wear, well, maybe Aggie, but then, not really. She had a touch of the Bohemian about her, surely, but this looked more local, something completely at home in the Middle East and therefore more likely to come from the city they had just left. What about the Green’s girl, Samantha? No, it didn’t look like her sort of thing really either. She was more inclined to the new and shiny.

Avram reached up and scratched his head, narrowing his eyes. There was something definitely awry with his thought processes at the moment. He ran his fingers through his hair and then stood. He felt like pacing, but there was hardly room in the cabin to walk back and forth. He compromised and took the couple of steps to the solitary armchair placed at one corner, beside it a small table, and sat. The last thing he wanted was to have picked up some sort of bug in their last port of call. That would not do at all. He closed his eyes again. He couldn’t afford to get sick. That just wouldn’t be fair.

“Haaaaah...” A whisper. A breath. A barely noticeable voice and a stir of the cabin’s air that was more than the fan, like a gust of wind.

Avram’s opened his eyes. There had been a sound; he was sure of it. He looked around the cabin, but there was no one else here, could not be anyone else there. Had he imagined it? He linked his fingers behind his neck, grimacing and gave his head a little shake. So, now he was conjuring things that could not possibly be there as well. He let out a breath of his own, deep with frustration, almost a growl.

“Stop it,” he said, and closed his eyes.

“Haaaaah...” 

It felt close, nearly up against his cheek and his eyes shot open. There was nothing there. Nothing. 

He stood. Something was definitely not right. Now, whether it was his own imagination, or something in the cabin, it didn’t matter. He was alone here.

Imagination. It had to be imagination. He was tired. And yet....

He lowered his frame heavily back into the chair, running through the events of the day. Had he eaten something, or had something to drink? He knew you had to be careful on some of these visits. The snapshot images of their stopover came haltingly. He remembered them leaving the ship, their second day here, wandering round the Arabic quarter of the city. At first they had ventured out as a group, but gradually, they had broken off, pursuing their own interests, and going their own ways. Max and Selena had wanted to shop, dragging the kids along with them. It was something that Avram had no interest in at all. For a while, he had wandered around with Marcus and Joe, drinking in the sights, the remnants of history intertwined with the modern day, stone streets winding between pale-stone cluttered buildings and narrow alleyways. Aggie and Pavel had already left the group early, heading off to visit a succession of museums and art galleries as they always did in each port of call. 

Later in the day, as the fierce sun had moved lower, taking the edge off the heat, Avram decided he wanted merely to wander on his own. Marcus and Joe were more content to seek out the local bar scene, the stirrings of evening life to watch the locals and do whatever they did. Joe loved it. He was an artist, a painter, and his favourite subjects were human faces. In a place like that, he had more than enough inspiration and he always carried a small sketch book with him to that end. Marcus, the more taciturn of the pair was something to do with publishing, but Avram had never been quite sure what, whether it was editorial, marketing, something else. All he really knew was that it was something to do with books. Avram had presumed always that the quiet reserve would ill fit Marcus for a role in the marketing side of things, so it would be something to do with the production. They made a fine couple, really and they had, to Avram, always seemed perfectly happy together. He was quite happy to let them disappear off to troll the bars and cafes of the Old Town and head out on his own to explore the ancient buildings and majesty of history through the various ages that was characteristic of the region. Everyone throughout history had been there, visited, set up residence or faded into the past. That sort of legacy always left something behind, he was sure of it. You could feel it within the old stonework, the worn-smooth staircases, echoes of the lives and deaths that had passed there. All of them imbued the place with an aura, some sort of remnant of what had gone on before. Places such as this were more than simply places; they were ethereal repositories of the lives and events that had passed. It was like walking into an old cathedral; you could literally feel the weight of the years pressing down upon you, urging you to silence. You could almost reach out and touch the ghosts of people past in such a place and he loved it.

He could remember doing all the requisite tourist visits listed in the various guides: the African Synagogue, the Great Mosque, the Church of the Ancient, all of the named places, though he would hardly attempt to try getting his tongue around the local names or pronunciations. But then there were the other stops, the unexpected, old buildings or monuments that didn’t appear in any particular guidebook. Most of all though, there was the Old Town, in and of itself, steeped in that special atmosphere that he had come to expect from these particular cities. More than simply the heady spice scents and the babble of unfamiliar language—and within the Old Town boundaries there were several—it was what you breathed and walked through, that seeped through your pores and into you like some sort of mystical osmosis. This is what Avram truly loved. 

He remembered coming upon the elevated square resting by the old stone harbour that had been used for centuries, the wide hill of steps that led up to the open expanse. Then there had been some sort of building, an empty place, if he recalled, but there was something about it, something special, and he couldn’t quite put his finger on it. There had been a small cafe underneath the Moorish arches of an old building near the square, and he had sat there for a while, sipping on a tiny coffee accompanied by an indulgent local pastry, dusted with sugar and overly sweet. He remembered just idling there for a while, watching the passers-by, simply absorbing. And after that...? After that, he had stumbled upon another ancient construction that definitely hadn’t appeared in his guidebook, an old stone building, that for some reason, he felt had extended deep below the stone-paved square. He remembered an expanse, depth, hollowness, and his surprise at the fact that there was no write-up of the place anywhere. It was the sort of place that should appear in guidebooks by rights, but, for the life of him, the details were a blur. He had wanted one last look; he remembered that, so he must have been into the building more than once. What was it about it that had drawn him back? If he could actually recall any of the details, he might have a chance at piecing it all together.

Frowning over at the little necklace that lay innocuously on the bunk, he shook his head. He simply did not suffer gaps in his memory. He prided himself on his ability to recall details, places, contextual minutiae, if not necessarily names, but nonetheless, he was starting to think that something was severely awry.

Pushing himself to his feet, he stepped over to look down at the necklace, amulet, or whatever it was, rubbing at the back of his neck. Right, the answer was simple: get rid of the bloody thing.

He reached down to grab it, planning to walk from his cabin and find some means of disposing of it. Right now, it was the only thing that was out of place and he was starting to believe there was some sort of inexplicable link between the object and whatever it was that he was feeling. He knew it made no sense, but it simply had to be. He wasn’t the sort to collect trinkets anyway, and it was of no use to him. He supposed he could give it to Selena’s daughter Sam, but, as he’d already presumed, it didn’t look like the sort of thing she would like anyway. The child was just like her mother in that regard, always attracted to the glossy and modern.

Resolved, he reached down to grasp the amulet. As soon as he touched it, held it in his hand, that sensation of numbness swept up his arm and blanketed his perceptions. He drew in a sudden sharp breath.

“What...?”

“Haaaaaaah.” 

There was that sound again, barely heard, the touch of a breeze on a hot summer’s day, an eddy of warmth against his face, a gentle exhalation. He closed his fist tightly around the thing in his hand. The string dangled down, rough, frayed in places. The slightest sense of motion came from behind him and he turned. There was nothing there. How could there be anything there? Though his thoughts came slowly, he considered. Perhaps he should tell the others, but then, they’d just think there was something wrong with him.

“Haaaaaah.”

He spun around again, looking for the source of the sound. Nothing.

He opened his fist and tossed the amulet back onto the bunk. As soon as it fell out of his grasp, his thoughts began to clear and he glanced around the cabin, taking in a deep shuddering breath. There was something wrong with him; there had to be....

“Be still,” came a voice, a whisper, but there was no sound. The words had come from inside his head, not from the space around him.

“I...,” he spoke out loud, hesitating.

“Be still.”

It was whispered, soundless, drifting through his head, but somehow, he knew it was the voice of a child. The words seemed to pacify him, soothe the growing sense of panic he was starting to feel and he let out a long, slow breath, calming himself.

“Good,” came the whisper inside his head. “Good.”

“But I need to...,” he said, speaking out loud to the empty cabin, looking around at the walls, the ceiling, the half-open door to the tiny, attached bathroom, its interior based in darkness.

“Need....” said the breath made of words. And then: “All is need. Always need. There is nothing else. Always the need.”

He shuddered, feeling something else run through his body, a frisson, a chill, the memory of pressure snug against his neck and yet no feeling at all. The fleetest image of a small child, a girl, came and went, there and then not there. Something he should be remembering, but then....

“I cannot...do...this. It isn’t...,” he said.

“Shhhhh,” said the whisper.

Avram shook his head trying to clear it, closing his eyes, and then opening them again. He looked down at the bunk, at the small object lying there. With one hand, he reached down and grasped it, ignoring the strange sensation that came with the touch, and with his hand extended, he crossed to where the inbuilt closet formed part of one wall, opened the door with his other hand. Leaning down slightly, he opened one of the drawers, deposited the object in its depths and then closed it again. That done, he sealed the closet door and breathed out, a gentle sigh.

He stood there for a few seconds, not really sure what he was doing.

“Huh,” he said to himself.

He crossed back over to the bunk, eased himself down, and reclined, positioning himself comfortably, crossing his hands above his stomach. He lay there, staring up at the ceiling for a few more seconds, and then gently, gently, without bothering to even switch off the light, he closed his eyes, feeling the gentle thrum of the engines urging him to drift away, the brief episode trailing away like so much smoke.
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