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1. The Captain
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Treblinka—1943

There once was a soldier—a captain in the German army. He was tall and handsome, but not a brave man; no, he was something far more useful to himself than brave. He was cunning. Cunning had carried him through the ranks, had kept him far from the front, had allowed him to cultivate the illusion of competence while avoiding any real danger. He had learned early that survival belonged not to the bold but to the calculating.

Now he stood at the edge of a freshly dug pit, pressing a lavender-scented handkerchief to his nose to blunt the stench rising from the bodies below.

They stink even when they’re dead, he thought, irritated that even in death they inconvenienced him.

He tapped his polished boot against the soil, impatient for the guards to bring the prisoner. An itch needed scratching—an itch of curiosity, of cruelty, of something darker he would never name aloud.

“It’s such a beautiful day,” he remarked as the guards dropped the prisoner behind him. With a flick of his hand, he dismissed them.

The prisoner knelt on the raw, turned earth, arms wrapped around his shivering naked body.

The Captain noted the man’s dark hair and brown skin—so unlike his own pale, “pure” Aryan features. The contrast pleased him; it affirmed the hierarchy he believed in.

“I hope you’re not too cold,” the Captain continued lightly. “That’s the trouble with these spring days. Cloudless skies, but nothing to hold the warmth. It all escapes into the blue.”

The prisoner glanced upward but said nothing.

“So, you are the one they call the Wanderer?” the Captain asked. “Well?”

The prisoner found his voice. “It is a nickname. It means nothing.”

“Oh, come now. Names always mean something.” The Captain scratched his temple, feigning casual interest. “People often confess things before they die. I’ve heard the talk. They named you for a reason.”

“I have lived in a few places,” the prisoner said with a small shrug. “Perhaps that is all.”

The Captain laughed softly. “You’re modest. I like that. But I’ve heard the rumours.”

“And what would they be?”

He bent closer, lowering his voice as though sharing a secret. “That you have lived forever—or at least a very long time. They say you are immortal.”

“Do you believe them?”

“You do seem well preserved.” The Captain gestured toward the pit. “Look at them—skin and bones—yet you appear almost healthy. Perhaps you are insusceptible to human needs. Or perhaps you’re simply good at staying alive.”

“And yet you have brought me here to kill me.”

“Ah, yes. Well, that remains to be seen.” He reached into his coat and drew a pistol. “Do you know what this is?”

“A gun.”

The Captain sighed theatrically. “Yes, a gun. But do you know what kind?”

The prisoner shook his head.

“A Colt .45 revolver. An antique. A gunslinger’s weapon, like in the Westerns. I took it from an American soldier who stayed with us for a short time. He was a Jew, like you.”

The prisoner made a sound.

“What is that? Are you laughing?”

The prisoner met his gaze for the first time. “The irony is, I am not even Jewish. Not anymore.”

The Captain had heard about the prisoner’s strange blue eyes, but seeing them unsettled him. He hid it well.

“Of course you are a Jew,” he said briskly. “I am an expert on race. I have studied all the latest literature. Your features, the shape of your head, your complexion—all unmistakable. Your eyes are an aberration, perhaps the result of some witch ancestor seducing an innocent Aryan boy.”

“Nevertheless, I am not Jewish.”

“Then what are you?” the Captain demanded.

The prisoner considered. “I am a man out of time.”

The Captain smiled at the phrase. “That may be true. But at least tell me this: where were you born?”

After a pause, the prisoner answered, “In Jerusalem.”

This time the Captain could not hide his surprise. “Really? So you are—what do they call them—a Palestinian?”

“Perhaps.”

“It doesn’t matter,” the Captain said with a sigh. “Jew, Gypsy, Arab—all parasites. Scurrying like rats. Bringing disease. Stealing food. Biting our children.”

“You are such an ignorant man,” the prisoner murmured, more sad than angry.

The Captain inhaled through his scented handkerchief. “You may think so, but I know some things. When I obtained this gun, it was fully loaded. Now it holds a single bullet. I have used it five times, and I have killed five Jews. Perhaps I am not so ignorant.”

“You still know nothing.”

“Oh? And what is it that you know?”

The prisoner’s voice steadied. “I know what it is to love people and lose them. I have watched history march past, repeating itself. I know your kind of evil is not the first, and it will not be the last. History remembers the horrors easily, but it forgets the good—the simple kindnesses.”

He glanced at the pit. “I knew many of these men and women. Some good, some not. Most ordinary. Some I called friends. They will be lost to history. But I will remember them.”

The Captain shrugged. “And how do you know all this?”

“Because I remember everything. I remember the man called Yohanan hammatbil. I remember how he baptised me, and how false it felt. I remember how I spat at Yeshua as he passed my shop carrying his cross. I cursed him. I felt his hands on my legs as he begged for help. When he said—You shall not taste death—I ignored him. But as the years passed, and those I loved grew old and died—and I did not—I learned how ignorant I had been.”

“You honestly believe this?”

“I know it. I have lived it.”

“You are a madman,” the Captain sighed. “But suppose it is true. You believe your immortality is a curse? I would kill millions for such a gift.”

The prisoner frowned. “It is difficult to explain. Everyone I have loved is gone, and I am alone. But I have also seen wonders, kindness, joy. Immortality is a curse only if you let it be.”

The Captain knelt, studying the prisoner’s face. “Forgive my familiarity, but you don’t look old. Mid-thirties?”

“And you are very young to be a captain,” the prisoner replied. “And fortunate to be far from the fighting.”

“My father is a man of influence,” the Captain said. “He secured me an essential post away from the front.”

“You’re not worried people will think you a coward?”

The Captain laughed. “What do I care for opinions? I am here for the long run. Survival matters more than reputation. When this is over, I will still be alive. I will live a long life, be remembered, while others die and are forgotten.”

“All this,” the prisoner said, gesturing toward the pit, “is only a distraction. People will remember it because of its awfulness, but life will continue. Most of history is made of the simple, the mundane, the kind. The small pieces of happiness outnumber the bad by a measure so vast no one can comprehend it. That is why we remember the bad—because it is easy.”

The Captain shook his head. “This I do not believe. And I do not think you are immortal. Because...”

He pressed the revolver to the prisoner’s head and pulled the trigger.

Birds burst from the surrounding trees as the gunshot cracked through the woods.

As the body fell, the Captain kicked it toward the pit, guiding the weight with practiced ease. A drop of blood stained his left boot. Cursing, he wiped it with the handkerchief and tossed the cloth into the pit.

“Poor deluded madman,” he muttered as he walked away. “Almost a waste of that last bullet.”

Three days later, the prisoner’s body dissolved into light and vanished. By then, the pit had been covered with fresh soil, and no one but the dead bore witness to his resurrection.
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2. Alexandra
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Sydney, Australia—2014

I first met the man in the linen suit when I was working at Une Femme de Plaisir, a brothel housed in one of those old sandstone terraces in The Rocks. Some girls I knew had begun to go independent—websites, curated personas, the whole hustle—but I preferred the structure of a bordello. You turned up, you worked, you went home. No admin, no chasing payments, no pretending to be your own receptionist. The routine kept the edges of my life clean, like a line I didn’t have to redraw every day.

Jackie looked up as I leaned into reception. “Alexandra, luv—you’ve got a new one. Half an hour. Room six. He’s already paid.” She was a solid woman in her fifties, with large hair, and a beauty that still clung to her like a memory. She was the closest thing I had to a friend, though neither of us ever said it aloud.

“He doesn’t want to see me first?” I asked. Most men wanted the preview—the private audition—or worse, the line-up; a row of women pretending not to mind being inspected like fruit.

“He said he liked your name,” Jackie said.

I shrugged. “Takes all sorts. What’s he like?”

“A bit literary. Nice suit. Good looking, actually.”

“Lucky me.”

Down the hallway, I put on my game face—the smile that said I was warm, open, unbothered. The small ritual steadied me, a breath before stepping into whatever version of myself the next man wanted. I paused outside the door, inhaled once, and stepped in.

He sat in the corner with his legs crossed neatly, wearing a cream linen suit that made him look like he’d stepped out of a different decade. Handsome, yes, but there was something older in the way he held himself, as if he’d been waiting a long time for something only he understood. His eyes—bright, impossibly blue—were startling against his dark skin, like a trick of the light that refused to fade.

“Hi, hon. I’m Alexandra.” I leaned in to kiss his cheek, then pulled back before he could take it as an invitation.

“Good evening,” he said. His accent was hard to place—European edges softened by something American, but not quite either, as if he’d lived in too many places to belong to any of them.

“Formalities first,” I said. “Quick health check.”

He nodded, unselfconscious, and I did what I needed to do—quick, professional, detached, the way you learn to be when the body in front of you is part of the job.

“Looks fine. Hop in the shower and we’ll get started.”

“That won’t be necessary,” he said, with a calm certainty that threw me. “I’m only here for some brief fellatio. As you’ve seen, I’m clean.”

Not standard, but not a problem. “Alright. But that’s all. Anything more, you shower.”

“It will be sufficient.”

He sat again, hands folded, as if waiting for a lecture to begin.

“So,” I said, “how do you want to start?”

“I’d like you to undress slowly. Display yourself.”

“Okay.”

“And when you go down on me, I’d prefer you use only your mouth.”

“Sure. I’ll need to touch you to put the condom on.”

“That is acceptable.”

His formality almost made me laugh, but I kept it together. I put some music on—Massive Attack, something slow and atmospheric—and let the rhythm settle me. I slipped out of my robe, moving the way I’d learned to move, unhurried, suggestive, controlled. The music softened the room’s edges, and I let my body fall into the familiar choreography. Most sessions felt like work, but sometimes—rarely—something in me loosened, and I let myself drift toward the warmth of it.

He watched without reacting, those blue eyes steady, almost clinical. It should have put me off, but instead it sharpened something in me. I leaned into the movement, into the heat under my skin, into the small thrill of being seen without being consumed.

When I knelt in front of him, he closed his eyes, and for a moment the room felt suspended—breath, warmth, the faint hum of the speakers. When he finished, it was with a quiet, almost surprised exhale, as if he’d forgotten he was capable of pleasure.

Afterwards, as I cleaned up, a familiar looseness settled through my limbs, a faint thrum low in my belly. It didn’t happen often. Most clients were mechanical, predictable. But sometimes—rarely—something in me slipped, and I let myself feel.

“Are you sure you don’t want more?” I asked, unable to hide the edge of hopefulness. “I can be... passionate, when I’m in the mood.”

“Yes, I’m sure that’s true,” he said. “But it’s an illusion. I don’t expect passion from a financial transaction. I paid for technique.”

It shouldn’t have stung, but it did—a small, sharp twist under the ribs.

“Sex doesn’t have to be cold,” I said. “I can enjoy myself.”

“For a price.”

“That’s how it works, honey.”

He stood, touched my face with unexpected gentleness, and kissed my forehead. Then he left without another word.

I sat on the bed, suddenly hollow. He’d paid me, but somehow I felt like the one who’d handed something over—something I hadn’t meant to give. Then I laughed—a short, incredulous bark.

“Fuck. The bastard. He seduced me.”

I replayed it—the suit, the voice, the strange formality, the way he watched without hunger. All of it had slipped under my guard. I prided myself on staying in control, on keeping the emotional ledger balanced. But he’d tipped it, and I hadn’t even noticed.

I put my robe back on, tidied the room, and took a long breath before heading back to reception. I wouldn’t let the next one get under my skin.

* * *
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At the end of the shift, I tidied the room one last time and headed back to the ladies’ lounge to get changed. A couple of the girls were still waiting for their next booking, half bored, half wired, and we made the usual small talk—the kind that evaporates the moment it was spoken.

I didn’t bother showering. I just stripped off, peeled away the platinum blonde wig, wiped the makeup from my face, and pulled on my lycra. The transformation was instant. The girl in the mirror had short dark hair, big brown eyes, and a face that still passed for younger than it was. Marina Stewart.

Most sex workers had two identities—the working name, the private name, the firewall between the two. Some of the girls had day jobs, partners, kids. All of that stayed outside the brothel. But I doubted any of them kept their worlds as separate as I did.

I winked at Marina in the mirror, clipped on my bike helmet, and said goodnight to the others. Out the back door, I grabbed my bike from the alley behind the terrace. Below me, Barangaroo was starting to stir—cranes, early trucks, the hum of a city stretching awake.

I pushed off and let the cold August air sting my cheeks. I loved riding at this hour, before the roads filled with the morning’s collection of lunatics. Sussex Street, Ultimo Road, Harris Street, Regent. Then a quick turn into my street in Alexandria. I’d named myself after the suburb when I first arrived in Sydney. It felt like a small private joke, a name borrowed from a place that had taken me in.

Inside, I made toast, showered properly, dried my hair, and crawled into bed. As always, my turn now over, I closed my eyes and whispered the same four words:

“LIMA OSCAR VICTOR ECHO.”
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3. Marina
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Sydney—2014

Marina woke with a start, saw the time, and panicked. She threw back the covers and sniffed under her arms, bracing for the worst. I’d already showered, so she relaxed and grabbed the first outfit she could find—a plain skirt and a blouse that tried its best to look purposeful. Not what I’d choose, but Marina always dressed as if she hoped the world wouldn’t notice her. Calling it “sexy librarian” would be generous to everyone involved.

She hurried down the hallway, nearly forgetting her keys and bag. At the door she paused, kissed her fingertips, and touched them to the crucifix on the wall. She did it every morning—a tiny ritual for the man she believed had died for her sins. I felt the familiar flicker of comfort it gave her, even if it meant nothing to me. The gesture steadied her, a small anchor before the day swept her along.

On the way out she ran straight past my bike, chained to the stairwell rail. She could have taken it—she never did. Instead, she sprinted down the street and caught the 370 just before the doors hissed shut.

She slid into a window seat, only to stiffen when a large middle-aged man squeezed in beside her at the next stop. I felt her whole body contract, her breath shorten. She hated being pressed against strangers, especially men. I nudged her attention toward the seat in front of her, steadied her breathing, softened the rising panic. She held herself together until he finally moved to an empty seat. Relief washed through her—and through me, a shared exhale neither of us released aloud.

Traffic crawled. By the time she reached Sydney Uni, the lecture had already started.

“Thank you for joining us, Ms Stewart,” Dr Pendlebury said as she tried to slip into the back row. She flushed, stumbled slightly, and a few students snickered. Marina absorbed the embarrassment like she always did—quietly, inwardly, as if it confirmed something she already believed about herself.

Pendlebury—white hair, white beard, voice pitched oddly high—continued without missing a beat.

“Now to continue. This semester we’re looking at biblical mythology—those stories and iconography that relate to the stories in the Bible but don’t actually exist in the Bible itself. Saints and relics—the Holy Grail, of course. But I thought I’d start with the Wandering Jew.”

The name hit Marina like a shock. I felt it move through her—a sudden jolt of recognition she couldn’t explain. Her flustered panic evaporated, replaced by a sharp, almost painful focus.

“Now, this is an interesting myth. The original legend, as far as we can tell, dates back to the thirteenth century and concerns a Jew who taunted Jesus on the way to the Crucifixion and was then cursed by Jesus to walk the earth until the Second Coming. In other versions, he was the man who made the nails used to crucify Jesus. Another version says he is the man who nailed Jesus to the cross.”

Pendlebury paced slowly across the front of the room, hands clasped behind his back, voice steady and practised.

“The origin of the story is difficult to pin down. In some early versions, he is named as Ahasuerus, which is sometimes used as an alternate name for King Xerxes—who was not a Jew. Other versions give his name as Mattathias, Buttadeus, Paul Marrane, or Isaac Laquedem. Of course, the story is similar to the punishment of Cain, who, by some accounts, was cursed to wander the earth after murdering his brother Abel.”

With each name, Marina’s sense of déjà vu deepened. She was certain she’d never heard the myth before, yet something in it felt familiar—as if she were remembering rather than learning, a memory with no origin.

“Some historians think the Wandering Jew could also be the personification of the Jewish diaspora—a people many Christians believed were doomed to wander the earth, homeless and unwanted. There is another source for this legend that comes from the horse’s mouth. In Matthew 16:28 Jesus says: Verily I say unto you, There be some standing here which shall not taste of death till they see the Son of Man coming in his kingdom—a reference to the Second Coming.”

Normally I drifted during her lectures—theology was her passion, not mine—but this time I felt the same pull she did. The story of the immortal wanderer held us both, a quiet gravity neither of us could name. Marina barely heard the rest of the lecture. Her pulse thrummed. Something inside her—inside us—had been awakened.

“So, your assignment—due at the end of the semester—is to explore the symbolism of the Wandering Jew. Is it God’s punishment? Is it the personification of the Jewish diaspora? Is it perhaps a morality tale? Five thousand words.”

When the lecture ended, the other students rushed out, but Marina stayed seated, waiting for the strange surge of emotion to settle. Something had shifted in her. She didn’t know what. But I felt it too—a tremor in the shared space where our thoughts brushed against each other, brief as a pulse.

I steadied her breathing again, easing the panic before it could take hold. She didn’t know I was there, but I could guide her when she needed it. I’d learned the rhythms of her anxiety, the moments when she needed a firmer hand on the wheel.

Once she’d calmed, she moved through the rest of her day on autopilot—lectures, tutorials, lunch with Baz, a few hours in the library, the bus home, a tub of roasted veg from the chicken shop. She didn’t need me for any of that.

But the Wandering Jew stayed with her. She wanted to start her paper immediately, but every time she tried to form an idea, it slipped away. I felt her frustration rising, the way her thoughts snagged on the edges of something she couldn’t grasp.

She needed a distraction. It didn’t take much to nudge her toward The Bachelor. Not my choice of TV show—I knew too much about men to buy into that fantasy—but Marina loved romance, and the show delivered it in glossy, predictable doses.

Watching it with her, I found myself thinking of the man in the linen suit. He was the only man I’d ever met who resembled the fantasy on the screen—calm, handsome, respectful. A world away from the lonely, desperate men who usually crossed my path.

Maybe my view of men was as skewed as hers. Maybe there really were men like that out there.

The thought made me ache for him again. But clients didn’t always return. Most didn’t.

When the episode ended, Marina brushed her teeth, changed into pyjamas, and climbed into bed. As soon as her head hit the pillow, it was my turn.

“LIMA UNIFORM SIERRA TANGO,” I whispered.

I rose from the bed, undressed, folded her pyjamas neatly, pulled on my lycra, and slipped out into the stairwell to collect my bike.

The night shift awaited. We needed the money.
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4. The Merchant And His Wife
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Palmyra—263 AD

There once was a merchant named Binyamin who lived in the desert city of Palmyra. The great empire had fractured, the old order had crumbled, and in the shifting sands of power Palmyra had risen like a jewel—a crossroads of caravans and kingdoms, where fortunes were made and unmade with the turning of a season. Binyamin had prospered in these uncertain times, building a considerable fortune from the goods that passed through the city’s gates. He liked to think of himself as a man who understood the desert’s temperament: unpredictable, but generous to those who paid attention.

Each morning he walked to the gates with a small retinue of servants to see what the nomadic traders had brought. Fabrics dyed in distant lands, rugs sprinkled with desert dust, trinkets of bronze and bone, jewellery that glittered like captured starlight—these were the treasures that fed his livelihood. But on this particular morning, it was not the traders who caught his eye. It was a dark-skinned beggar with eyes the colour of the sky at noon.

Binyamin stopped. He had seen eyes like that only once before in his life, long ago when he was a child. He had been visiting Jerusalem with his father, wandering through the markets in search of fabrics to trade. Among the beggars lining the street, one had lifted his head—and Binyamin had stared into eyes so blue they seemed carved from the heavens themselves. In all the years since, he had never forgotten them. They had lodged in his memory like a stone in a riverbed, unchanged by time.

Now, standing at the gates of Palmyra, he found himself staring into those same eyes. But that was impossible. Nearly sixty years had passed since that childhood memory, and the beggar before him looked scarcely older than thirty.

“You,” Binyamin said, placing a finger beneath the beggar’s chin and lifting his face. “What is your name?”

The man looked back at him. There was a deep weariness in those blue eyes, something distant and ancient, as though he had walked through more years than any man should.

“Answer me,” Binyamin coaxed, smiling.

The beggar frowned, then said, “Pol.”

“You look familiar, Pol. Do you have family in Jerusalem?”

Pol shook his head. “I was born there, but my family are long gone.”

“Ah, that must be it,” Binyamin said brightly. “I must have seen your father—or perhaps your grandfather. It is difficult to remember. I was only a child.”

Pol shrugged. “I sincerely doubt that.”

But Binyamin pressed on, unwilling to let go of the thread. “No, no. I’m sure of it. Your eyes—I have only ever seen one other person with eyes like yours.”

Pol shrugged. “I’ve heard that people on the edges of the old Empire sometimes have eyes like mine.”

“True, but not with your complexion. Your family must be unusual in this.”

“Perhaps.”

Binyamin folded his arms, studying him. “My wife says I am an impetuous man. She will think so again when she meets you. Come. I will give you a meal and perhaps some new clothes.”

“Sir, I couldn’t. I am only a beggar. A coin, perhaps—but this? I cannot accept.”

“Nonsense! You have reminded me of something precious from my childhood. And I feel as though I know you, through the kin I must have met long ago.”

“There is no proof of that.”

But Binyamin would not be refused. “No, I am certain. Come.” He took Pol by the arm and led him away.

* * *
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Binyamin had seen his young wife this angry only a few times before, but he knew from experience what to do: wait for the storm to pass. She paced the room, her bracelets clinking like warning bells.

“You go out to find new fabrics,” she scolded, “but no—you come home with a beggar. Clean him, you tell the servants. Clothe him. Feed him. And how will that make us wealthy?”

“I will go again tomorrow,” Binyamin said mildly. “There will still be things to trade.”

“If there is a tomorrow. This man will murder us in our sleep, see if he doesn’t.”

“Petal, it will be fine. I knew his father—or perhaps his grandfather.”

“You cannot remember how you know him, and yet you trust him? I fear you’ve been touched!”

Binyamin glanced past her. “Ah, Pol. The servants have done excellent work.”

His wife turned, then quickly turned back. In a whisper she said, “You never told me how handsome he was.”

Binyamin laughed nervously. His young wife had always had an eye for attractive men. Cleaned and dressed, Pol looked almost unnaturally handsome—the kind of beauty that made people uneasy without knowing why. But Binyamin had given his word, and he would not go back on it.

“Come, my friend,” he said. “Meet my wife.”

Pol bowed. “Thank you for your hospitality. It humbles me.”

“Think nothing of it,” Binyamin’s wife said warmly. “It is our pleasure to help a stranger in need.”

Binyamin nearly laughed at her sudden change of heart but held his tongue.

* * *
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Later, as they reclined on a large woven rug in the main room, Binyamin studied Pol while they ate. The careful, measured way the man handled his food told him there was more to this beggar than met the eye.

“Pol,” Binyamin said, “may I ask something personal?”

“Of course.”

“You seem an educated man—the way you speak, the way you eat, the subjects we’ve discussed. How does someone like you end up begging in the street?”

“Binny,” his wife chided, but Pol raised a hand.

“It’s alright. A fair question. Yes, I am educated. I was once an artisan—I made fine pottery.”

“And yet you lost it all,” Binyamin said gently.

Pol nodded.

“Was it a woman?” Binyamin’s wife asked knowingly.

“No. Nothing like that. I have lost many people—friends, family. I live a life where people leave me, no matter what I do. For me, isolation is inevitable.”

Binyamin frowned. “Why should that be? You seem, if you don’t mind my saying, a pleasant man. Intelligent. Polite.”

“And handsome,” his wife added.

Pol looked uncomfortable, and Binyamin realised he was not a man accustomed to praise.

Pol hesitated, then said, “Circumstance has shaped my life more than most. I find it difficult to keep relationships. I... outlast them.”

Binyamin was not satisfied. “But why are you homeless? Why beg? I know surly, unpleasant men who make a fine living from their craft. What could have happened to you that was so terrible you abandoned yours?”

Pol answered quickly this time. “Because I am someone who, over time, makes others uneasy. You have not known me long enough to understand. But if you had, you would.”

“And what is it that makes people uneasy?”

“Little things. I heal quickly—far quicker than most. I never fall ill. And most of all... I do not change.”

“Ah,” Binyamin’s wife said brightly. “You are stubborn. I’m like that. I drive Binny mad.”

Pol smiled politely, but Binyamin could see he meant something else entirely—something he had no intention of clarifying.

A silence settled over the room until Binyamin yawned. “Well, I’m tired. I think I’ll go to bed. Pol, I’ll have a bed made up for you.”

He rose to call a servant, but his wife stopped him. “Don’t be silly, Binny. I can do that. No need to wake the servants at this hour.”

Binyamin recognised the look on her face—trouble—but he also knew better than to interfere. Better to let nature take its course and deal with the consequences in the morning.

Binyamin was not surprised to wake alone the next morning. He knew exactly where his wife had chosen to sleep after he left her with Pol the night before. It was an unspoken arrangement between them—the occasional dalliance in exchange for her long-term loyalty, if not her fidelity. Binyamin was a businessman; he understood the nature of compromise. Some marriages were built on passion, others on duty. Theirs was built on negotiation.

He was eating breakfast when his wife finally appeared, bleary-eyed and faintly contrite.

“I’m sorry, Binny. He was just so handsome.”

“I know. It’s alright.”

“Then why did you bring such temptation into our house?”

Binyamin sighed. “It was those eyes. I remember them so clearly. To see someone with the very same eyes again? I couldn’t resist him either.”

His wife nodded, accepting this with surprising ease. “What did you do with him?”

“What I always do. I gave him some money, sent him on his way, told him to find another town to beg in.”

She reached across to him and squeezed his hand. “I’m so sorry, Binny. I’ll make it up to you tonight.”

He squeezed back. “I know.” Then he frowned, the memory returning like a pebble in his sandal.

“What is it, Binny?”

“Something he said before he left. It was... odd.”

His wife stiffened. “About last night? About me?”

Binyamin let out a long breath. “It’s not always about you, Petal.”

She looked wounded but persisted. “Then what was it? What did he say?”

“Well,” Binyamin began, “as Pol left, he stopped and told me this: he said he never forgets.”

“He never forgets?”

“Yes. He said he remembers every day of his life perfectly. Every detail. Nothing ever fades.”

“Is that possible?”

“I don’t know. But what he said next was stranger still. As he walked away, he said: I remember you.”

“He remembered you?”

“Yes.”

“He thinks he was the man you saw when you were a child?”

“I believe so.”

Binyamin’s wife’s eyes widened. “I slept with a madman!”

Binyamin couldn’t help laughing at her blunt confession. “Probably,” he said. “There was something strange in the way he said it. I think he truly believed it.”

His wife shook her head. “Ah, Binny. Don’t trouble yourself. He’s long gone. He was only playing a joke.”

“But what if he wasn’t lying? What if it was true?”

“Binny, believe me. He was just a man. I should know.” She rose and kissed the top of his head. “Now finish your breakfast. You need to go out and make me more money.”

She swept from the room with the confidence of someone who had already decided the matter. But Binyamin remained seated, staring at the doorway long after she had gone, troubled by the memory of those blue, unchanging eyes—and by the quiet certainty with which Pol had spoken.
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5. A Woman Of Pleasure
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Sydney—2014

Sex could be anything—exhilarating, tedious, surprising, occasionally funny. Tonight, it was mostly tiring. My client had been at it for far too long, lost in his own rhythm beneath me while my arms trembled from holding myself up. A cramp threatened the back of my neck. I needed to change things before my body gave out.

I preferred being on top when I had the choice—I could control the pace, keep things comfortable—but it was late in my shift, and I didn’t have the energy to pretend enthusiasm. So, I went for the reliable option.

“Hey,” I said, keeping my voice light. “Why don’t we swap? I love it when the guy’s on top.”

He paused, breath heavy. “You sure? I’m a big bloke.”

“I like big guys. Love the weight.” A lie, but a useful one.

“Alright then.”

I eased away from him, careful and practised, and rolled onto my back. He followed, settling over me with all the grace of a collapsing wardrobe. The air rushed out of my lungs. I tried not to grunt.

He found his rhythm again, all effort and no finesse, and I made the soft, breathy noises men seemed to enjoy. I’d never understood why—I always felt like I sounded like a tennis player from somewhere vaguely Eastern European, all breath and no poetry.

“Come on, baby,” I coaxed. “Come with me.”

“I’m trying.”

“You can do it. I love it when you finish with me.”

That did the trick. His movements grew frantic, and he made a series of high, squeaking sounds that I had to bite my lip not to laugh at. Then he shuddered, went still—and collapsed fully onto me.

For a moment I panicked. I’d heard stories about clients dying mid-session. But then I heard the soft, unmistakable snore.

Oh, perfect. A fainter.

Pinned under him, I tested whether I could wriggle free. No chance. Marina’s body was small—barely five-foot, light as a bird—and this man was anything but. I stretched my arm as far as it would go and managed to hit the intercom.

“Jackie? Small problem. Can you send in C-J?”

“Sure thing.”

A moment later the door burst open and C-J—our gentle Tongan giant—charged in holding a baseball bat.

“It’s okay, C-J,” I said quickly. “He’s not hurting me. He’s just asleep.”

“Oh.” He froze, suddenly sheepish.

“Well? Are you going to help me?”

He hesitated, staring at me with the awkwardness of a teenage boy caught somewhere between chivalry and embarrassment.

“Jesus, mate. It’s not like you haven’t seen tits before. Get him off me.”

He grinned, embarrassed, and gently rolled the dead weight off my chest. C-J was a sweetheart—not the sharpest tool in the shed, but fiercely protective of the girls. He was the brothel’s unofficial handyman and onsite security, always ready to fix a leaky tap or step in if things got hairy. His full name was Fokai Kakah Christian Jesus Falepapalangi, courtesy of an overzealous grandmother, but everyone called him C-J.

I grabbed my robe and wrapped it around myself. He visibly relaxed.

“You can go now, mate. I’m fine.”

He nodded and slipped out.

I dipped my fingers in a glass of water and flicked droplets onto the client’s face. He snuffled, scratched his nose, and blinked awake.

“You okay, lover boy?”

“Yeah... must’ve dozed off.”

“Well, time’s up. Shower, get dressed, and greet the morning.”

* * *
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Sex was something I was good at. I enjoyed it, in my own way. I never needed an emotional connection to feel pleasure; it was the physicality I liked—the heat, the rhythm, the way a body could move when you stopped thinking and let instinct take over. But it wasn’t always easy. Try doing it for ten hours straight and see how long you keep smiling.

The emotional work could be harder. Pretending to be present for men who were sad or lonely or angry at the world. Men who wanted to be held, or worshipped, or forgiven. Men who wanted to forget themselves for an hour. It took a kind of mental fitness—emotional stamina if you like—just as much as physical strength.

People judged, of course. They always did. But I had few qualms about how I made my money. I was paid well. I liked the work. And it kept Marina and I fed, housed, and debt-free. Better that than a HECS bill hanging over her head for the next twenty years.

I knew the darker corners of the industry. I’d seen them up close when I was starting out—the girls numbing themselves with whatever they could find, the ones running from something, the ones trapped by men who hid them from immigration. The ones who’d been hurt long before they ever stepped into a brothel.

But I’d also met women who genuinely loved the job. Women who found it empowering, who saw themselves as therapists of a sort—offering touch and kindness to people who rarely received either. Some specialised in clients with disabilities, work that required patience, empathy, and skill. I respected them deeply. And yes, many sex workers carried histories of trauma—I wasn’t immune to that myself—but it was wrong to flatten us all into victims.

Marina was my opposite. She’d never had sex. I wasn’t even sure she was interested in it. Asexual, I suppose you’d call it. Maybe that was my fault. Maybe I used up all the sexual energy in this shared body, leaving none for her.

Anonymity mattered. It was one of the reasons I stayed in a brothel instead of going independent. I could earn more working from home, but that wasn’t an option when Marina and I shared the same flat. As it was, she sometimes wondered about the tiredness in her limbs, the odd bruise, the occasional tenderness she couldn’t explain. She chalked it up to her cycle or clumsiness. She had no idea what her nights were really like.

One day I’d stop. One day I’d fold this life away like an old costume. But for now, we needed the money, and I enjoyed the work. And if I hadn’t been a sex worker, I never would have met the man in the linen suit. Our lives—Marina’s and mine—would have been entirely different. For better or worse.

So I stayed at Une Femme de Plaisir—the dinosaur of Sydney brothels, as Jackie liked to call it. She wasn’t wrong. A Touch of Class had closed, Tiffany’s and The Golden Apple had slipped into seediness, and most of the best girls had gone freelance or out-call only. The respectable brothel was becoming extinct, replaced by the cheap, the sleazy, and the illegal. It disappointed me how many men preferred the latter.

At least our clients were still a cut above. Judges, QCs, politicians, TV personalities, retired sports stars, CEOs. Older men who remembered when a gentleman’s club meant something other than pole dancing and neon lights. But in the end, they weren’t so different from the punters in the cheaper joints. Rich or poor, powerful or ordinary—they were all lonely men looking for touch, for company, for a moment of relief.

It would be a sad day when Une Femme de Plaisir finally closed its doors, as Jackie knew it eventually would. For now, it was my home away from home—a place where I could practise the old art of the courtesan without judgement. An anachronism in a world of Tinder, casual hookups, and friends-with-benefits.

After I’d walked the fainter out of Une Femme de Plaisir, I headed for the stairwell and nearly collided with a man standing halfway down the steps. I recognised him immediately—everyone did. Round face, close-cropped grey hair, little wire-rimmed glasses perched on his nose. He’d never booked me, which wasn’t surprising; he had a well-known fixation on breasts, and, with Marina’s understated assets, I wasn’t exactly his type. But I’d seen him during the occasional line-up, and I’d heard him too—his operatic bellowing drifting through the walls whenever he got carried away mid-session.

I’d always thought of him as soft, but there was a confidence about him that made me wary. He looked me over with a kind of clinical interest, his gaze lingering just long enough to register. The Italian suit didn’t escape my notice either—expensive, tailored, the kind of thing that suggested influence rather than taste. Before I could say anything, Jackie appeared and ushered him back into one of the waiting rooms.

“What was that about?” I asked when she returned.

Jackie shrugged. “I’m not sure. He’s a nosy one.”

“Why do you put up with him?”

“Because he pays well. And because he’s a powerful man,” she said, giving me a look that meant don’t push it.

“But who is he?”

She hesitated, weighing how much she wanted to share. Jackie didn’t gossip lightly, but she trusted me.

“He calls himself Cuthbertson. I’ve got no idea what he actually does, but some of the big names who come here—he makes them nervous. That’s enough for me to treat him with cautious respect.”

“Why was he so interested in me?”

“Because of one of your clients, I think. The bloke in the linen suit.” She squeezed my arm. “Don’t worry, hon. He probably just wanted to see the girl that man keeps asking for.”

I trusted Jackie’s instincts, so I let it go. I had another client waiting, and I needed my head in the room—not on some strange opera-singing man in an Italian suit.
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6. The Party And The Project
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Rural New South Wales—Early 2000s

It was lucky for me—given the work I’d eventually choose—that Marina was destined to grow into a beautiful young woman. She’d inherited her looks from her mother, and there was a time, early on, when she’d been bright and outgoing, the kind of child other kids gravitated toward. But she’d inherited something else too: her mother’s fragile mind. And without that, I doubt I would ever have come into existence.

Marina’s mother could be warm and effusive one week, then vanish into her bedroom the next, shutting the world out for days at a time. During those stretches, Marina’s father did what he could, which usually meant Weet-Bix for dinner and takeaway chicken when he remembered. But then there were the other phases—the sharp, focused ones—when her mother seemed unstoppable. Those were the times Marina loved her most, when the world felt briefly enchanted.

Like the year she turned nine. They spent an entire weekend making hand-drawn invitations for her birthday party, each one a tiny artwork. When Marina handed them out at school, the other kids gasped. For once, she felt special—chosen.

On the day of the party, she wore her prettiest dress—pink frills, blue lace, the whole confection. She loved the attention, loved having her friends around her. But mostly she loved that Billy Jackson would be there. They’d been “going out” for a few weeks—walking to school together, sharing sandwiches in her kitchen, doing homework side by side while her mother fussed over how adorable they were.

The party itself was magical. Marina’s mother had organised games, baked cakes, and decorated the house with Chinese parasols and lace shawls instead of balloons and streamers. A bubble machine filled the backyard with drifting rainbow spheres. It was the kind of party kids remembered—the kind that made you believe your life might turn out bright.

When the games were done and the cake demolished, it was time for presents. Marina saved Billy’s for last—a small box with a simple bow. Her father watched her mother carefully, and Marina noticed the way his eyes narrowed. Her mother picked up Billy’s gift, opened it without showing anyone, and something in her shifted.

The air changed. Marina felt it before anyone spoke.

“Oh no,” her mother said, pacing the yard. “This will never do.”

“Mum?” Marina asked, cautious. “Can I have my present?”

“Of course not. It’s not sufficient.”

Billy looked stricken. He wouldn’t meet Marina’s eyes.

“Mary,” her father said quietly. “Time for a lie-down.”

But her mother had already tipped into the other place—the sharp, dangerous one.

“This brat,” she snapped, pointing at Billy. “This ungrateful child insults my daughter? And you expect me to lie down?”

Before anyone could stop her, she hurled the present over the neighbour’s fence and strode toward Billy, hand raised. Marina’s father caught her wrist mid-swing.

“Mary. Enough.”

She struggled, then wrenched free and stormed inside.

Her father turned to Marina and whispered, “I’m sorry, sweetheart. The party’s over.”

Marina clenched her fists to keep from crying. When she looked up, all her friends were staring. From that day on, she was marked—one of the odd ones, the freaks. Popularity doesn’t survive moments like that.

There had been one other witness: Baz, the boy next door. His parents had banned him from visiting because they knew enough about Marina’s mother, but that didn’t stop him sitting on his side of the fence while Marina sat on hers, their backs pressed to the same plank of wood.

“You alright?” Baz asked.

Marina sniffed. “Suppose so.”

“Wanna know what was in Billy’s present?”

“No.”

Baz ignored her. “Just a plastic ring. One of those lolly-machine ones. And a card with soppy words.”

“Don’t care.”

He hesitated. “Your mum okay?”

“Don’t know.”

“Want me to come over?”

“You’ll get in trouble.”

“Don’t care.”

But Marina had started crying again, and Baz—nine years old and out of his depth—retreated inside to play video games, leaving her alone on her side of the fence.

Twelve years on from the ninth-birthday disaster neither of them mentioned anymore, Marina and Baz were still circling each other’s lives. He’d grown into himself—narrow shoulders, mousy brown hair that refused to sit flat, a careful kind of handsome. The sort you only noticed after a while. He moved like he was apologising for taking up space. Computer science major. Quiet. Sweet. Loyal in a way that felt almost old-fashioned.

I suspected he wanted more than friendship. Marina didn’t see it. To her he was safe—a brother from another mother, someone who had always been there and, therefore, always would be.

They were sprawled on the university lawns, the grass prickling through Marina’s skirt.

“I’m completely obsessed, Baz.”

“With this wandering bloke?”

“I can’t get it out of my head.” She squinted up at the sky, as if the answer might be written there. “What if he really exists? A man who knew Jesus—he could still be walking around. We could meet him. Talk to him. He could tell us what Jesus was actually like.”

Baz watched her carefully when she spoke about faith. Most people did. Marina’s belief wasn’t loud, but it ran deep, like groundwater. Even I was sometimes startled by it—by how sincerely she reached toward something she could never quite touch.

“Okay,” Baz said, brushing grass from his jeans, “I know you’re big on the whole JC thing. But isn’t the Wandering Jew just... a myth?”

Marina shrugged, but the movement was restless. “I know that. It’s just—” She pressed her palm to her chest, as if the feeling lived there. “I keep getting this déjà vu. Like I’ve met him before.”

I felt it too. A recognition without memory. A door in the dark.

“What would you do if you met him?” Baz asked.

Marina rolled onto her side and looked at him. “I’d ask him what the Lord was like.”

“He might not appreciate that.”

Her forehead creased. “Why wouldn’t he?”

“Because if the story’s right, it was God who cursed him. Might be a sore point.”

She absorbed that, lips pressed thin. “I suppose.”

A magpie warbled somewhere behind them. Students drifted past with tote bags and iced coffees and the low hum of end-of-semester panic.

“So,” Baz said, shifting gears, “what are you doing for your project?”

Marina flopped back onto the grass and flung her arms wide. “I don’t know.”

Her voice carried, then dissolved into embarrassed laughter. The sky above her was a hard, impossible blue. She felt small under it—full of ideas, none of them solid.

“Business as usual?” he said.

“Yep. I’ll overthink it, run out of time, and panic-submit something tragic at 11:59.”

“Did this guy have a name?”

“A few.” She rolled onto her elbow. “The one I keep coming back to is Paul Marrane.”

Baz pulled out his phone, thumbs moving fast.

“There are a couple of P. Marranes in the White Pages.”

She pushed herself upright. “No.”

“Yep.”

“Oh my God.”

“Maybe you could call them.”

She lifted an imaginary phone to her ear. “Hi. I’m conducting a survey on immortality. Quick question—did you know Jesus? Hello? Hello?”

Baz laughed—the quick, bright laugh he rarely let out around other people—then snapped his fingers. “What if you made it a questionnaire? Not about him, exactly. About immortality. Hypothetical.”

Marina’s eyes lit up. The idea moved through her body before it became words; I felt it catch, spark, settle.

“That’s actually brilliant,” she said. “Frame it around how someone would feel if they couldn’t die. What they’d do with all that time. Whether it would feel like a gift or a curse.” She leaned in and hugged him, quick and grateful. “Thank you.”

I felt the change in Baz before Marina did—the way his body stiffened, then softened, like he was trying not to hold on too tightly. He returned the hug carefully, as if she were made of glass.

He wanted her. Not just her company. Her.

You could have him, I thought. It would be easy. He already adores you. It was probably time Marina had some kind of romantic life. Some heat. Some risk. But I let the thought go. Not everything belonged to me.

That was the balance.

Marina needed me—whether she knew it or not. I kept the archive. The things that would buckle her knees if she carried them herself. Guilt. Shame. Memory. I held them in storage so she could move through tutorials and lunch breaks and sun-blasted afternoons without flinching.

But she wasn’t nine anymore.

She was a woman lying on university grass, arguing about theology and flirting accidentally and trying to choose a project topic. She deserved space. Air.

Perhaps one day I would give her back what she’d asked me to take.

Perhaps one day she would be strong enough to understand why she had to invent me.

I always knew I was her creation, but that never meant I wasn’t real. Whenever I held the reins—whenever I stepped up inside the body we shared—I existed as surely as anyone else. Our difference never lay in what was real, only in structure. Two minds. One body.

There was a time, in the past, when Marina heard me clearly. My voice was not just the shape of her thoughts, but something separate—almost audible. As the years slipped by, that clarity faded. She began living as one, no longer sensing my presence as distinct.

That, I realized, had always been my intention.

Even so, I kept watch.

She was so different from me—shy where I was sharp, hesitant where I was decisive. Yet she showed generosity in ways I never managed, and was funny in her own sideways, surprising manner. She was kind without calculation, and I admired that.

I always wished she would grow into the woman I could never be. Perhaps, in the end, that space between us would become a sign of her growth. Perhaps she would finally learn to live without needing my voice with her at every step.
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7. The Librarian
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Alexandria—415 AD

There once was a woman of learning named Hypatia. She knew the ways of mathematics, engineering, and the movements of the heavens. She tended the scrolls and codices of Alexandria, guardian of the greatest treasury of knowledge the world had ever gathered. But today she was simply a woman enjoying the quiet company of her lover, Pol—a man with eyes the colour of a clear sky.

Hypatia tried to keep her breathing steady as she watched Pol concentrate on his work. He sat before a modified potter’s wheel, though he was not shaping clay. What he laboured over was far more delicate, requiring a steadiness of hand that even she admired.

“I can hear you,” Pol said without looking up. His voice was calm, but the small beads of sweat on his brow betrayed the effort of his focus.

“I love watching you work,” she murmured. “You have such patience.”

Pol lifted his hands from the wheel and sighed. “You learn patience when you’ve lived as long as I have. But I need to concentrate. Quiet.”

She nodded and fell silent. He closed his eyes, drew a long breath, and returned to the task.

They had devised the machine together, repurposing an old potter’s wheel. Fixed to its centre with a bronze ring was a circular piece of glass—the purest she had been able to acquire. Hypatia watched as Pol sprinkled fresh abrasive across its surface, then turned the wheel and began polishing once more. The rhythmic motion of his hands, the soft scrape of grit against glass, and the faint hum of the wheel filled the room with a meditative stillness.

She had known Pol since childhood. He had been a household slave long before she was born, yet in all the years she had known him, he had not aged a day. He was her slave, her assistant, her mentor, her closest friend, and her lover—a constellation of roles that would have confused anyone but her. Their lives had grown so intertwined that she could no longer imagine her world without him.

At last, he lifted his hands and sat back, releasing a long breath.

“Is it finished?” she asked.

“I think so.”

She hurried to him and settled beside him. Leaning against his shoulder, she watched as he lifted the glass and wiped it clean with a piece of sheepskin.

“How does it look?” he asked, holding the lens to his right eye.

Hypatia laughed.

“What is it?” he asked, smiling despite himself.

“Here—look.” She took the glass gently from his hand and held it over her own eye.

“Ha,” he said. “Your eye is larger.”

She held the lens over the back of her hand. “This is perfect. Better than the last one.”

“You think so?”

“Yes. You’ve done excellent work.”

He gave her a proud, quiet smile.

Setting the lens on the bench, she turned to him, cupped his face in her hands, and kissed
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