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Izaldin

 


by Andy Smith


Prologue

The infinite machine advanced as
it always had and always would. Its motion, relentless. Its
purpose, if such a thing could be said to exist, arcane. Its
components, legion, interconnected. Obeisant peons, blindly
executing preordained steps in an aimless passage to a futile
end.

At its heart, the Morning Star
shimmered, reaching out its influence from its endless elliptical
voyage.

Touched somewhere and somewhen,
some part of the machine shifted. A wheel within a wheel within an
uncountable web of wheels turned, each the origin of an expanding
cascade of movement that coursed through the time and space of the
device like some inexorable ripple.

The machine reconfigured, and a
portal began to form between where the being was, and where it
could be.

How long had it been? Decades,
centuries, millennia?

It had no way to know, no way to
gauge the length of a moment, trapped, as it was, powerless and
waiting, in this place where each moment was an eternity.

It stirred, its senses woken by
the scent that defined its existence.

One of them was coming.


1 - Jerusalem -
1985

1.0

Hibah was tired. The effort
required to see sapped her strength. She gazed upwards. The air
below the high arched roof and crumbling limestone of the
passageway hiding her tiny stall hung thick and still, muffling
sounds and intensifying the heat and smells of the market. A slight
feeling of nausea and the colic in her abdomen confirmed what she
had already suspected for three months. She feared that, in this
heat, even the tiny foetus she carried suffered.

"Me next. It's my turn."

Hibah waited, eyes closed, the
squabbling grating on her ears. She was tired now, but
mid-afternoon was her busiest time. As the sun slipped from its
zenith her customers began to appear, creeping inside like thieves,
frightened they should be seen by someone whose tongue wagged more
than their own. Today was no different and, as the girls fought for
the stool, Hibah fanned the fabric of her dress in an effort to
cool her legs.

A body flopped down before her
and hopped the stool closer to the table. Hibah opened her eyes and
looked up to see Akilah grinning, her hands already stretched out
on the tabletop, palms up.

"Tell me what you see."

Hibah leaned forwards and took
Akilah’s hands in her own, greeting her with a smile she found
difficult to extend to her eyes. She had already guessed what
Akilah wished to hear and the instant their hands touched she
sensed little had changed since their last meeting.

Palms told her nothing. Like her
mother and her grandmother before her, Hibah had been blessed -
cursed, some said - with the ability to see and hear that which
others could not. Time and experience had shown her the absurdity
of human nature. That she could see the unseeable frightened
people, yet it did not stop them coming. Linking her visions to
lines on skin or leaves in the bottom of a cup banalised her
ability, making it almost, but not quite, acceptable.

Hibah remained silent, staring
at, but not seeing, Akilah's palm. She traced the creases with her
thumbs, absorbing the girl's warmth, noting every movement of the
muscles in her hands, sensing the blood running through her veins,
pulsing in time with Akilah's heart. Her mind blanked and her eyes
closed, creating the space she needed to see. Slowly, the worn out
wife and mother receded, giving place to a pretty, petulant
teenager.

Almost immediately, an image
formed.

"I see two men," began Hibah.
She paused, moving her head slightly. Somehow this helped her see
better, but what she saw was nothing new. The same men, the same
conversation as last time. All she could do was relate different
aspects of the same story. "One has your eyes."

"My father," exclaimed Akilah.
"But who is the other? Describe him!"

"He is older. He wears a blue
thaub. They are sitting together. Drinking. In a garden, with
flowers, many yellow flowers."

"Khoury's garden!"

Hibah breathed in, lifting her
face to inhale.

"Sunchoke,” she said,
recognising the scent. “This man talks of-" again, she paused,
frowning. One of her hands touched her chest lightly. "He feels
great pride for his son."

Akilah looked round at her
friends. She grinned and turned back to Hibah.

"Tell me, what else do you see?
What have they arranged?"

Hibah sat quietly, her head
slightly to one side, tiny flickers of the muscles around her eyes
the only sign she was seeing or hearing anything at all.

"Nothing is arranged yet," she
replied presently. "But I sense agreement."

Akilah beamed.

"What else? What does Khoury
think about me? Will he be good for me?"

Of that, Hibah had seen nothing.
She inhaled again and resumed her search, sending her request and
waiting for a reply. A fleeting sensation caught her attention.
Turning her head, she felt it again, stronger, a melancholy
drifting in from a place she knew, and yet, did not. Hibah allowed
herself to be led, drifting across an empty, featureless mindscape
until she perceived a third presence. A man knelt, his back to her,
on a cold stone floor.

"I see a man."

"It's Khoury!" cried Akilah,
jerking her hand away as she turned to her friends.

"Be still, child!" snapped
Hibah, already certain this was not Khoury. "How do you expect me
to read if you will not hold still?"

"Sorry." Akilah giggled. "Go on,
please."

Hibah returned to the man. This
vision was different. How, she could not say. Perhaps the colours
were deeper, or the textures richer. A voice, her own disassociated
conscience, whispered for her to beware. Cold crept up from the
phantasmal ground into her feet, along her calves and thighs. She
shivered as she watched the man, immobile and silent before her
eyes, apparently deep in prayer. She felt so close she could
whisper to him, yet sensed some great barrier of time or space
separating them. Hibah looked around, searching for some clue that
could give meaning to what she saw.

"What is it?" Akilah's voice
seemed so far away, echoing as if coming from some large, enclosed
space. Hibah ignored it, bewitched now by powerful waves of
melancholy and grief that would have driven her insane had they
been her own. A tear welled, spilling from her eye and rolling down
her cheek to splash onto a stone floor. A sandstone floor. Greats
slabs of sandstone covered with worn carpets of a lush, deep red
colour. Columns rose upwards into grand arches, four, she counted,
and seven naves. She knew where she stood. This was the Al-Aqsa
mosque on Temple Mount, not half a mile distant. And yet it wasn't.
It was different.

"Tell me." Hibah did not hear
Akilah this time, focused as she was on the man. She watched as
objects took shape in the ethereal haze around him. Figures,
strangely translucent, as if that which made them real had long
since faded away. First few, then many, then more, thousands more
than she could count, running in all directions like frightened
sheep. Finally, she saw with horror the recumbent forms lying in
the man's arms.

"Hibah!" Someone pulled at her
sleeve. "What do you see?" She saw steel. "What is it?" Hibah
stepped back and clamped her hand to her mouth, too late to stifle
her cry. It was a blade. And she knew that the man had used it to
do something that had driven him to the edge of his mind.

The man stiffened and turned, as
if sensing her presence, and, as he looked up, dark eyes filled
with rage and sorrow locked with her own.

1.1

Stay active, the obstetrician
had said, so stay active she did. Thirty-four weeks gone and
Catarina was still following her doctor's orders to the letter.
Much to the consternation of Basma.

Basma, dressed in her dark blue
hijab, resembled a compact shadow of her younger, taller and more
colourful companion. From a different culture and, Catarina thought
sometimes, an earlier age, Basma fussed incessantly about
Catarina's well-being. Catarina, she said, should be at home
resting, not wandering aimlessly round the grubby market of the Old
City.

Catarina smiled and patted the
hand on her arm. The wandering was far from aimless. She looked
round to check her bearings and felt Marcus move. He was going to
be a big one the doctor had said as he measured the femur and
cranium on the ultrasound. At least nine pounds. Already turned
into position, ready and waiting. And considering the way he
refused to stay still, likely to be a handful. The grainy image of
his face was etched into her memory. Two puffy cheeks, little
button nose and already sucking his thumb. He'd looked directly at
her, as if he'd known he was being watched. Charles, having missed
the previous ultrasounds, had cried. His hands were shaking as he
helped her off the table.

Despite twenty extra pounds,
Catarina wasn't tired. Education started in the womb and the first
lesson she wished to impart to her son was that life was too short
to spend cooped up indoors.

Catarina led Basma onward,
following the directions precisely to where, according to the Lodge
grapevine, she would find the tiny fabric stall in which an oracle
looked into the future.

As they neared the stall,
Catarina felt Marcus squirm. It was an odd sensation, not
altogether pleasant. She leaned on Basma, her hand pressing her
stomach, catching the lump of a foot slide across her belly.

"That's it," said Basma, "we're
going back."

Catarina waited until the
squirming stopped, remembering what the doctor had said about the
baby's movements pressing on her organs.

"No, I'm alright," she said,
caressing her stomach and leading Basma towards the stall. "But
perhaps I should sit down for a minute."

"Not here!"

"I'm sure they won't mind."

A dark expression clouded
Basma's face.

"This is not a good place," she
said, avoiding Catarina's gaze. Clearly, she too knew of the
oracle. Catarina regarded her with feigned incredulity, forcing her
to elaborate. "The woman inside is a fortune-teller."

"How exciting…"

"She is a charlatan," added
Basma. "She preys on weak minds."

"I've heard she's good," replied
Catarina with a grin.

Basma released Catarina's arm
and stood with her hands on her hips.

"This was your intention all
along!"

"Of course not," Catarina lied,
"but since we're here…"

"Satan eavesdrops on the
Heavens," warned Basma with the wiggle of a finger, "and it is said
that devils descend on any who lend their palm."

"Ooh!" cooed Catarina, chewing
her nails in a parody of terror. "That's a little medieval isn't
it?” She linked her arm through Basma's and kissed her cheek. “Come
on! It'll be fun."

Basma glared at her.

"Pretty please?"

Basma sighed and allowed
Catarina to pull her towards the door.

A tiny silver bell tinkled as
they stepped inside. The stall was cramped and dimly lit, almost
claustrophobic. Rolls of fabric and hangers of clothing hid the
small wooden table from the street and reduced what little sunlight
entered from the passageway to a few dusty beams. The oracle was
busy, crowded against the rear wall by a cluster of eager young
women. As Catarina and Basma approached, she jumped up from her
stool, an expression of fright flashing across her face.

"Perhaps tomorrow," Catarina
heard her say as she bent to gather the stool that had fallen
behind her. Her young customer protested, but the oracle shook her
head, insisting.

As she righted her stool she
caught Catarina's eye.

"Salaam," she said, picking her
way round the scrum of girls to greet them. "May I help you?"

Catarina stepped forward,
smiling.

"Salaam. They say you see the
future?"

The oracle eyed Basma
warily.

"Only Allah knows the unseen,"
she replied, "and knowledge of the hour is with Him alone. But He
has seen to grant me a vision that is… uncommon." She held out her
hand, indicating Catarina's belly. "May I?" Catarina smiled and
nodded. "He is strong," the oracle said, "and anxious to join
us."

Catarina grinned at Basma. Basma
rolled her eyes. A lucky guess.

The oracle took Catarina's hand
between both her own.

"May Allah and His angels bestow
their blessings on you both." She ushered the girls away from the
table and indicated the stool, inviting Catarina to sit. "My name
is Hibah."

"And mine, Catarina." Catarina
turned and took hold of Basma's hand. "And this is Basma, my dear
friend and guardian. Don't let her frighten you. She has a heart of
gold."

1.2

Catarina placed her hands on the
table. Hibah took them in her own and began to rock to and fro, her
thumbs gently caressing the flesh of Catarina's palms. At first
Hibah seemed not to be paying attention. Her eyes drifted over the
table, over Catarina's hands, her clothing, even over to Basma.
Then the rocking stopped and Hibah’s dark eyes fixed Catarina with
such intensity that her cheeks flushed and a ripple of
self-consciousness tingled down her spine. She felt naked, stripped
by Hibah's examination, as if every movement, every gesture exposed
her thoughts and desires and fears and left them written in neon on
her forehead. This, she told herself, was a tactic used to
intimidate, to distract her into relinquishing control of her body
language.

Hibah's focus softened until she
seemed to be staring through Catarina to some place beyond her. A
gentle curve formed on her lips, as if she were enjoying a pleasant
sensation.

"I see a man..."

Behind, Basma's eloquent sigh
expressed her opinion of Hibah's revelation. Catarina sagged on the
stool, disappointed by the theatrical pause, the wrinkled brow, the
curious tilt of the head. She had expected more than a clichéd
performance. Hibah's abilities had circulated the Lodge grapevine
like an illicit secret as first one then another of Catarina's
friends returned with tales that defied reason.

"Go on," she said.

"You are in his thoughts,"
continued Hibah. "I sense distance... and distress... he fears he
will not be here to greet his son."

Hibah's statement took Catarina
by surprise. She sat up, studying Hibah, telling herself it was
some vague, generic statement to which she herself had given
meaning. If not that, then someone from the Lodge must have
mentioned her.

Presently, Hibah's frown
deepened and her hands tightened around Catarina's. She leaned
forwards, as if seeking to tap in to some invisible aura
surrounding Catarina.

"I sense violence," she said.
"He is a man of," she paused, as though waiting for more
information. "No," she corrected herself, "he is a man surrounded
by, violence."

Catarina shuddered.

"Is he in danger?"

"No..." Hibah pursed her lips,
frowning and tilting her head as if unsure. "Yes..." She exhaled
and shook her head, then changed her mind again. "It is hard to
say. I feel he is always in danger. And yet... something is
coming..." She paused, her frown deepened. "Someone is..." She
changed her grip on Catarina's hands, squeezing them, rubbing the
backs with her thumbs. Then she looked up and stared at Catarina.
"He is some kind of soldier?"

Catarina felt her eyes widen,
but her surprise quickly gave way to suspicion. Hibah couldn't have
guessed this. Someone must have spoken to her. Juhara, the
librarian. It had to be. She was the biggest gossip of all. And the
last to visit Hibah.

Hibah nodded slowly and returned
to her rocking motion. Perhaps a minute passed. Catarina watched
her. The girls whispered amongst themselves. Basma breathed heavily
and checked her watch. Marcus tapped a foot. Catarina shifted on
the stool, wanting to touch him, to reassure him she was still
there, but her hands were locked in Hibah's.

She wondered whether Marcus
heard her thoughts, whether he felt what she felt, whether he
recognised his name when she or Charles called it. Did he know his
father's voice? She thought so, because he moved when Charles
talked to him.

Charles. She
saw his face. The memory of their parting rankled her. The guilty
look as he told her of yet another urgent mission vital to world
peace; the peck on the cheek; the way he avoided her eyes. Where
was he now, she wondered? Was he in danger? What had Hibah
meant, something was
coming? She knew the risks they took, but
couldn't help wondering why Nivard had sent him, now of all times,
when any one of half a dozen others could have gone in his place?
Hibah's whisper interrupted her thoughts.

"Someone wishes to make
contact."

"Really?" mumbled Catarina,
unable to hide the cynicism in her voice. It was too contrived, too
convenient, too obvious. And yet a small seed of excitement had
sprouted. "Who?"

"I... cannot say yet," replied
Hibah. She exhaled through her nose and shifted on the stool. "You
must relax," she said. "Those who wish to make contact are often
weak, sometimes lost and confused. A quiet mind helps. Try not to
think." Hibah's right hand squeezed Catarina's and she leaned
forward to whisper. "Do not hate the old man," she said, “the
soldier was not sent away against his will." Catarina's skin
prickled. Had Hibah read her mind?

They sat, hand in hand. Hibah,
immobile now, hardly breathing. Soon, her lips began to move,
mouthing words Catarina could neither hear nor read. She looked
down when Hibah squeezed her hands again. Gentle at first, then
firm, then it began to hurt. Something cold coiled itself round her
forearm. Or, was that her imagination?

"He comes," whispered Hibah.

Basma stepped forward and placed
her hand on Catarina's shoulder.

"Enough. This is not a
game."

Catarina was too hooked to stop
now.

"Who comes?"

"I cannot see yet. But he is
here. I feel him."

"What does he want?"

Hibah made no immediate reply
and when she spoke it was not to Catarina.

"Come," she whispered. "Do not
be afraid. Speak your name and purpose."

Nothing happened at first.
Catarina waited, her arms tingling, repeating to herself that the
gelid coil winding its way up them was not real. Then, Hibah sat
back on her stool, confusion rucking her forehead.

"You? But..." A sudden
convulsion silenced her. Her torso lurched over the table and her
hands closed tighter around Catarina's wrists. Catarina squealed,
thrilled by a tantalising mixture of fear and excitement.

Hibah exhaled, long and slow, as
if the air were being forced from her lungs. Her lips tightened,
exposing clenched teeth, and tension strained the tendons of her
neck. Catarina twisted her wrists, testing Hibah's grip, but the
fingers holding her remained firm.

Hibah's body relaxed with a
hiss. Her head dropped, bobbing just above Catarina's hands.
Catarina looked behind her, unsure if this was real or part of a
show. The girls watched open-mouthed, but Basma remained
unimpressed. She stood with her arms folded, waiting for the
charade to end.

Catarina tugged her hands.

"Hibah?"

Hibah's head twitched, then a
voice rasped in her throat.

"She cannot answer."

Catarina trembled, her first
impressions forgotten, enthralled now by the air of eerie
mysticism.

"Who are you?"

The bobbing stopped and Hibah's
head hung motionless.

"Who am I?" Hibah spoke as if
she were asking herself the question. "How long since I had need of
a name..."

Hibah raised her head to examine
her interlocutor. In the dim light she appeared older, her skin
drawn taut over the bones of her face, sinking cheeks that
glimmered with the pallid, oily sheen of those who work in the
dark, and stretching thin, bloodless lips into the semblance of a
smile. All this, Catarina might have explained away as tricks of
light and suggestion, but one look in Hibah's eyes sent a shiver
down her spine. They sparkled with new life, the pupils flickering
like gunpowder burning black as the muscles of the irises expanded
and contracted at a speed that seemed impossible. No one could do
that consciously. Or could they? Catarina decided that perhaps they
could, and that it was all part of a show designed, as Basma had
said, to impress weak minds.

"Who are you?" she asked
again.

"You do not know me."

"Then why do you appear before
me?"

"Because it became possible,"
replied the voice, as if the answer were obvious. "And because here
is preferable to there."

"Where is there?"

"Not here..." A shudder shook
Hibah's shoulders. "A place of... waiting."

An oppressive melancholy
pervaded the air around them. Catarina felt it reflected in the
noisome coils that now reached her shoulders and seemed to embrace
her, resting like frigid tentacles on her belly. Uneasy, she looked
round. The girls were deep in conversation. Basma was browsing
through rolls of fabric. She turned back to Hibah.

"Do you have a name?"

"It would mean nothing to
you."

"Then why are you here? What do
you want?"

"Here..." Hibah repeated the
word as if considering its meaning. Her pupils were steady now,
pinpricks of nothingness in dark, chocolate irises. She looked
around, observing her surroundings. "Why am I here?" She turned
back to Catarina, fixing her with a gaze that turned her stomach.
"Because it is said that only those who die knowing Allah alone is
worthy of worship shall enter Paradise."

Catarina jumped as Basma's hand
touched her shoulder.

"Is it not also said: 'Turn unto
him repentant, and surrender unto him'?"

Hibah's head jerked upwards,
homing in on the source of the voice. She seemed surprised to find
they were not alone. Her pupils flickered wildly until they
steadied, fixed upon Basma.

"Wise words, old woman. But
repent? Surrender? Of what? To whom?"

"Despair not of the Mercy of
Allah," replied Basma, "for He forgives all sins."

Hibah tipped her head to one
side and studied Basma through half-closed eyes. Then she exhaled,
the air leaving her throat with a sound that might have been a
growl and a scent that reminded Catarina of flowers. Finally, she
returned her attention to Catarina, Basma's presence forgotten or
immaterial.

"The Qur'an offers many
promises," she said, "but I do not seek forgiveness."

"Then what do-" Catarina
stopped, suddenly overcome by a nausea that left her faint. Her
vision swam and spots danced before her eyes. She lowered her head
and tried to pull a hand free. Hibah's grip held like iron. She
needed air. Perhaps she’d sat too long in a cramped position,
perhaps it was the stifling atmosphere in the stall or the pressure
of the child on her diaphragm, but she was finding it hard to
breathe. She tried to stand but Hibah’s hands tightened. The
writhing sensation at her waist intensified. She gasped as lithe
slivers of ice slipped beneath her skin, and when Marcus kicked she
knew he felt it too. He was afraid.

Enough. Hibah was good, but
she'd expected something different, something fun and innocent, not
this. She shook her hands.

"Let me go!"

"Soon."

"Now!" Catarina stood to wrench
her hands free, but Hibah pulled her back down with uncanny ease.
Marcus kicked again, disturbed by the chilling presence that probed
her womb. Basma gripped her shoulders.

"She is playing with you," she
said. "I told you she was a charlatan."

"She won't let go," complained
Catarina, twisting her wrists in desperation.

Basma took hold of Hibah's
fingers.

"Release her," she ordered, when
she failed to pry them open. Hibah ignored her. She sat with her
head lowered and her eyes closed. “Enough, Hibah!” Basma waited,
then, using her thumb, lifted one of Hibah’s eyelids. Only the
white of Hibah’s eye showed. The other was the same, rolled up into
the socket. Basma snapped her fingers. No reaction. She tapped
Hibah on the cheek. Still no reaction. She slapped her again,
harder. Hibah's head reeled from the blow but her only reaction was
to exhale, filling the air with a sickly-sweet aroma that hung
above the table. Basma leaned closer and smelt Hibah's breath.

"Allah Yela'an,
Hibah!" she cried, cursing the
oracle.

"What is it?" cried Catarina,
wrenching her arms. "What's wrong? Why won't she let me go?"

Basma took Catarina's face in
her hands.

"Calm, Catarina."

"Get her off me!"

Catarina was afraid now, unable
to take her eyes off Hibah. Her skin tingled, every hair rising on
end as the air around them buzzed with static.

"Be strong," said Basma. "Think
good thoughts. It cannot harm you."

Catarina wheeled her eyes to
Basma's.

"It?" she cried, terror in her
voice. "What can't? What's happening?"

"You are safe," insisted Basma.
"No harm can come to you."

"But Marcus-”

Basma pressed a finger to
Catarina’s lips.

"Put that thought out of your
mind."

Basma leaned over Catarina to
put her face directly in front of Hibah's.

"Al-salamu
alaikum, Hibah." Hibah's head jerked, as
if some part deep within her fought to acknowledge the greeting.
Her eyes flickered momentarily, the dark irises dropping into view,
the pupils struggling to focus. She opened her mouth as if to speak
but her eyes rolled back up into their sockets and the words on her
lips deformed into a snarl.

"Khanzeera al
matina!"

Basma ignored the insult and
nodded at the nearest of the girls.

"You! What is your name?"

The four girls stood transfixed,
open-mouthed and motionless. The one to whom Basma had spoken
pointed a finger at her chest.

"Yes, you! What is your
name?"

"Akilah."

"Come here and do exactly as I
say." Catarina whimpered and struggled to free her hands. "Calm,
Catarina," she said. "Just a little longer."

"It wants my baby!"

"No!" Basma shook Catarina by
the shoulders. "Raise your thoughts. Focus. On Charles. On Marcus.
On those you love. On those who love you." She turned to Akilah.
"Bring me a Qur'an. And you," she signalled to another of the
girls, "some water. Go. Quickly."

Catarina had taken on the same
rocking movement as Hibah, reciting the Lord's Prayer,
monotonously, vigorously, each word stumbling over her tongue into
the next as tears rolled down her cheeks.

Basma pulled the two remaining
girls closer and told them to help her move Catarina. They dragged
her stool around the table until she faced due northwest. Then
Basma shifted Hibah to face Catarina, due southeast, the direction
of Mecca.

Akilah appeared with a Qur'an.
Basma leafed through the pages, quickly flicking to the two hundred
and fifty fifth verse of the second Surah, the Ayat al Kursi. Fifty
words and fifty blessings asking for the protection of Allah.
Moments later the second girl returned, thrusting a bottle of
mineral water into Basma's hand. Basma opened the bottle and
touched it on the Qur'an.

"What is your name?" she asked
the girl.

"Tahira." The girl nodded at
Hibah. The oracle was deep in a trance and beads of sweat laced the
bridge of her nose. The muscles of her neck and face strained,
pulsing as though she fought some great internal battle. "What's
wrong with her?"

"Nothing," replied Basma, "yet."
She beckoned the girl closer. "And nothing will be if you and
Akilah will help me."

Basma demonstrated what she
wanted, slapping Hibah's chest hard with the flat of her hand.
Bubbles of saliva burst from Hibah's mouth. The girls shook their
heads in fear and stepped away.

"Do you believe that God is the
creator of all power?" The girls glanced at each other and nodded.
Basma glared at them. "Do you say that, or do you believe it with
all your heart?"

"Yes!" cried the girls in
unison. "Allah is the creator of all power."

"Then over you what ails Hibah
can have none." Basma didn't give them time to think further. They
were afraid, but easily led. She dragged them closer, slapping
Tahira's hand on Hibah's chest as she spoke. "The Lord will be your
guardian and Hibah will be blinded by His word. She cannot harm
you. So do not fear and do not be shy. Beat her, and if you break a
rib, Hibah will thank you for it tomorrow." Basma turned to the
others, gesturing at Catarina. "And you two, take this woman's arms
and pull her free when Hibah weakens."

Basma took up position behind
Hibah. She asked the girls if they had understood and each nodded.
Satisfied, she splashed water over Hibah's face and began to recite
the Ayat al Kursi.

"In the name of Allah, the
Beneficent, the Merciful. Allah! There is no God but He, the
Living, the Self-subsisting, the Eternal."

Hibah twitched, as if irked by
some biting insect.

"… No slumber or sleep can seize
Him. All things in heaven and earth are His. Who could intercede in
His presence without His permission? He knows all that has been and
will be..."

Hibah's eyes opened and rolled
down, blazing with malevolence. She turned and spat in Basma's
face.

"Sharmoota!"

Basma hooked her forearm round
Hibah's neck, keeping her face to the south. She wiped the saliva
away with her shoulder and continued reciting the prayer in Hibah's
ear.

"... Nor can they know any
knowledge of Him except what He wills..."

"Yela'an Mayteen
Ahlak!" hissed Hibah, damning Basma's
ancestors and mother. "Yin el imek ya bint
il sharmoota!"

"... His throne extends over the
heavens and the earth, and He feels no fatigue in guarding and
preserving them, for He is the Most High and Most Exalted..."

Hibah’s lips curled into a
bestial snarl. She threw back her head and wailed like a wounded
dog.

"Sharmoota!"

Basma poured water over Hibah’s
forehead. It ran into her eyes and mouth. She grimaced, shaking her
head and spitting as though the water were acid.

"It burns, does it not?"

Hibah’s face twisted into a
mask of pure malice.

"Shem et Duat," she hissed, cursing Basma to hell. Basma forced the bottle
into her mouth and poured the water down her throat. Hibah gagged,
coughing up the water. Her teeth snapped at the neck of the plastic
bottle until her gums bled. Basma took the Qur'an and, holding
Hibah's neck tight in the crook of one arm, pressed the book
against her eyes.

"This is the word of Allah," she
cried. "It commands you. Read and obey!"

1.3

If such shifts of destiny
appeared by chance, or by the hand of the divine architect itself,
the being neither knew nor cared. It knew only that one of those it
sought was there, and that where there was one there would be
more.

Driven by a desire more
compelling than need for understanding of its own circumstance, it
accepted the offering of passage and crossed over.

Borrowed eyes opened and it saw
it was not welcome. Harried from behind and hindered from the fore,
it advanced, following the scent, always following the scent,
fighting wars of will on two fronts as it pushed its way toward its
goal.

Scent became flesh and within
that flesh a fragile heart beat pungent blood through the arteries
and veins of a tiny warrior. The goal, the child, was magnificent.
So fragile, so vulnerable, so vastly overwhelmed, yet it resisted,
kicking out against the encroaching menace.

It must not harm the child. The
child was salvation.

The being paused, despising and
admiring, allowing its senses to be clouded by the sudden shared
passing of time. Action became interaction as it stopped to care,
to think, to remember.

The peons resisting it moved, or
were moved, and wheels turned. The being's world exploded with
light, heat and sound. Blinded, it howled its rage as the burning,
cleansing torrent washed over it. It cowered, covering its ears to
the thunderous sound it recognised as a voice, a voice it
recognised as speaking words it had once known. Powerful, binding
words of submission and obedience that stirred forgotten
sentiments.

The words should have had no
effect. But they did. The being did not understand. It faltered,
taken by strange sensations it knew as doubt and fear, the last
vestiges of memories of feelings it had once felt.

The child receded as the machine
reorganised itself into a new configuration and the ephemeral
portal loomed to reclaim its own.

Ethereal hands and teeth tore at
flesh, desperate to find purchase, as the supernal forces of light
and sound drove the being back through the hole from whence it
came. It tasted blood, but its grip was severed. The child was gone
and the mother was gone and the being raged alone within the medium
that brought it.

Her struggle was no less
desperate, for the medium also fought with the desperation of a
mother with child.

It was then, as the portal
beckoned, that the being understood. Focused on one path it had
overlooked another.

It's decision taken, the portal
vanished as if it had never been, but the being that should not be
now was, and all it had to do was wait.

1.4

The telex was short. Catarina
was in hospital. He had to leave now, and he had half of Israel to
cross.

"Godspeed," said Simon, dropping
the keys in his palm.

When Charles skidded the car to
a halt in the square in front of the Lodge hospital, Basma was
already waiting for him in the hall.

"Is she okay?" Basma kissed his
hand and held it to her chest. Something in the gesture told him
the situation was more serious than he had imagined. He gripped the
banister, his legs suddenly hollow paper tubes, ready to crumple
under his weight. "Where is she?" He heaved himself past her, three
steps at a time, without waiting for an answer, and burst into the
room.

"Charles, at last." The doctor
stepped forwards, taking Charles by the hand. Charles peered past
the doctor's shoulder to where Catarina lay, her eyes closed and an
oxygen mask clasped around her face. A plastic sack of blood fed
her forearm through a bright red tube.

"Is she...?"

"She is conscious, but sedated.
We're waiting on the obstetrician. He'll be ready to operate
shortly."

"Operate?"

"Cesarean, Charles." The doctor
released him and stepped aside, moving to the bed. "She's bleeding.
It's not threatening at the moment but-"

"At the moment?" As Charles
spoke he scanned the screens. Heartbeat normal, if a little weak,
but her blood pressure looked low.

"There's a risk of a
haemorrhage."

"Haemorrhage? How big a risk,
Joseph?"

"Appreciable, unless we operate
quickly." Joseph squeezed Charles arm and forced a smile. "Don't
worry, Charles," he said. "We take care of our own. She hasn't
haemorrhaged yet and she won't once the baby's out and released the
pressure on her womb."

Charles took hold of Catarina's
hand, interlacing his fingers with hers.

"And the baby?"

"Well, he's coming a little
sooner than he planned, but he's tough as a boot."

Charles pulled a chair closer
and sat, only half listening to Joseph talk of the obstetrician,
some famous professor Nivard had brought in from Bikur Cholim
Hospital.

"Can she hear me? Can I stay
with her?"

"For a few minutes," replied
Joseph. "But don't expect too much." He placed his hand on Charles'
shoulder. "She'll be fine," he said, turning to leave. "Just a few
minutes. Then we've got to take her."

Charles leaned closer to
Catarina, his face next to hers. He lifted a stray lock of hair
with a finger, remembering it as he had seen it the day he left,
shining golden-brown in the morning sun. Now it was dull and
tangled, plastered by sweat to her forehead and temple.

"Catarina," he kissed her
forehead and her cool, clammy skin surprised his lips. "I'm
here."

Catarina's mouth twitched and
the corners curved into a pained smile.

"Chaz..." Her voice was little
more than a breath of air steaming up the mask.

He laughed, a soft snort. He
hated it when she called him Chaz. But he felt better. Things
couldn't be that bad if she could still wind him up. Catarina
lifted her hand and the tips of her fingers brushed his face. He
caught and kissed them.

"The doctor says you're going to
be fine." He ran his hand over her belly, skimming the sheet.
"Marcus too."

"Marcus..." Catarina stiffened,
struggling to sit up. Her fingers found Charles' collar and pulled
him closer, "...came to take Marcus."

Charles unhooked her fingers and
gently pushed her back down.

"It's alright, Catarina," he
said, stroking her face and kissing the back of her hand. "He's not
going to take Marcus, he just has to do a Cesarean."

"Don't let him take Marcus," she
whispered.

"He's not going to take him,
he's going to help him." He looked down at her, pained by the fear
he saw in her eyes. He felt a tear roll down his cheek, saw it drip
onto hers. He brushed it away with his thumb. "Marcus will be
fine."

"Keep him safe." Her eyes
flickered and closed.

"I will," he replied. "We
will."

A shrill beeping startled him.
He jumped to his feet, the chair clattering to the ground behind
him, his chest tightening as he checked the monitors. Catarina's
blood pressure had equalised. He scanned her body. An expanding
pool of blood soaked the sheets between her legs. Then he was
running, screaming for the doctors.

He was halfway to the door when
Joseph burst in followed by two nurses. As they crowded over
Catarina he reached for her hand, hanging limp and abandoned over
the edge of the bed.

"Charles, move," Joseph ordered,
pushing him aside to connect another blood bag to her IV. "We need
to get her to surgery now."

It was all happening too fast.
Charles followed, not understanding, not believing, floating along
the corridor like a disembodied spirit, watching himself, watching
the bed, watching it disappear, into a room, into another, seeing
it swallowed by two swinging doors where a nurse turned and stopped
him.

"Wash your hands and put those
on before you come in." She pointed to a neat pile of green scrubs
and disappeared through the doors. Charles stared after her, at the
doors swinging backwards and forwards, at the pile, then at the
sink where a tap still dripped.

He entered the theatre to see
six green figures clustered around a shape stretched out on an
operating table, all but the face hidden by sheets of faded green
cloth. One of the figures raised its head, turned and pointed to a
metal stool.

"Quickly, she'll be under soon."
The figure turned and was absorbed back into the cluster.

Charles sat. Green sheets hung
like curtains, hiding Catarina's torso from view. He touched her
face and she turned towards him and opened her eyes.

"I'm here," he whispered. A hand
appeared from under the sheets, groping until it found his. It
pushed something into his palm. Her golden crucifix.

"For Marcus..." The words
dribbled from her mouth, deformed by drugs, "...keep him safe."

"You give it to him," he said,
putting it back in her hand and closing her fingers. Someone was
leaning over him. "Marcus... Don't let..." Catarina's eyelids
flickered and closed and he felt her body relax.

"Oxygen."

Gloved hands slipped a breathing
mask over Catarina's nose and mouth.

Charles watched the team work in
quiet haste. The only voice, the obstetrician's, issuing
instructions and naming surgical instruments in a dry monotone more
suited to a mechanic's workshop. Charles wanted to help. He wasn't
used to being useless. Yet he was. This was out of his hands.

"So, Joseph, are they keeping
you busy?"

"Nah, not as busy as I'd like.
We get the occasional gunshot. A while back I had a shrapnel
injury. Penetrated the inferior surface of the left ventricle and
lodged in the interventricular septum."

"And?"

Charles heard no audible reply.
He sat, eyes closed, shutting out the voices, the clink of steel,
the slurping of a suction tube. He focused on Catarina, resting his
hand on her forehead, remembering, wishing, praying, as if by power
of thought and desire alone he could pass his strength to her. To
Marcus. What a way to start his life, cut from his mother's belly.
It was strange. He'd never seen, touched or smelled his son, yet
over the last few months he'd become part of his life. His mind
raced, doing the only thing it knew, creating scenarios as if this
were some field-op gone wrong.

"There it is. See it?"

"Yep."

He squeezed his eyes shut,
rubbing them until they hurt to rid his thoughts of the nightmarish
what-ifs that came with no answers, just a terrifying vacuum that
expanded from his gut to his chest to his head.

"Be strong," he whispered, as
much to himself as Catarina. "Not long now."

"Clamp it."

His throat was dry, tight like a
noose, his chest pressed by an invisible vice. Why had he accepted
the assignment in Golan? No one had forced him. Everyone would have
understood if he'd refused. Nivard had even hinted that he should
pass, that some things came before others. But he'd gone, eager to
prove himself. And what had he proved? That some dumbass kid was
more important than his own wife and child. Fool.

Faces from the past loomed and
spoke to him. Appearing, disappearing, reappearing, seeming to
speak with one voice. It wasn't his fault, they said. He wasn't
responsible for Catarina. He wasn't some god that could ward off
illness and accidents and clear the dangers from her path. He
uncurled his fingers from the sheets, the bones creaking as he
forced the muscles to relax. She seemed so peaceful, her breathing
clouding the mask with each exhalation. So gentle, so helpless, so
not-deserving of this.

"BP's up."

No, he couldn't protect her from
life. Besides, wasn't it that he loved about her, her passion to
act, to experience everything life had to offer? And, reminded the
voice, the amalgamation of voices of mentors and teachers and
heroes, didn't everything have a cause? Every action a consequence?
Ever since he was a child they'd drummed this into them. Cause and
effect, actions and consequences. The butterfly in Tokyo, the storm
over Manhattan, one man's ambition, a thousand years of hatred. He
thought he'd understood. But now, seeing Catarina like this,
prepared to sell his soul not to feel this guilt, for everything to
be as it was, as it should be, he knew he hadn't. The words were
just that, words. Distant echoes crammed into his head.

He opened his eyes, recalling
one of Nivard's recent pep-talks. Self-control requires surrender
to the present, acceptance that, sometimes, there is nothing you
can do. How prophetic. Again, he unfurled his fingers from the
sheets and stroked Catarina's cheek, accepting the dull thumping in
his chest, accepting that all he could do was be there for her and
let the doctors do their job.

"The first one took about three
hours. And it looked more like a horse with three ears than a
triceratops. Now I can do one in about fifty four minutes. My kids
love them. Got a whole herd. Each one a different colour."

"You time yourself?"

"Of course... Have to know if...
Shit!" The shocked tone of that one word cut through Charles'
thoughts like a laser. "Get that!"

The green figures began to move.
There was a new urgency around the table.

"Six RBC's, four plasma, one
PLT. Quickly."

Charles checked Catarina. So
white. Her head moved with tiny, involuntary motions as if
controlled by the hands that groped inside her torso. The leaden
vacuum in his gut expanded, a chilling wave that froze his
thoughts, his muscles, even, it seemed, the beating of his heart.
He reached out, one hand resting on the base of her throat, the
other turning her face to his.

"Catarina," he whispered,
shaking her. "I'm here." He should have been there before. He
kissed her, stroked her, entwined his fingers in her hair. "Just a
little while longer," he said into her ear. "They've got you."

Someone took him by the
shoulders.

"Charles, we need you to move."
Hands unwound his fingers from Catarina's hair and lifted him off
the stool. "Charles, please."

"No!" He shrugged free,
desperate to return to Catarina. "She needs me."

"She needs you to let us work."
The arms held him tight, pulling him away, pushing him towards the
doors.

As they swung shut, an alarm
sounded. Not some warning beep, but a shrill wail that rang in his
ears like a herald of death. Charles slumped to the ground. He sat,
overwhelmed, squeezing his hands to his ears, watching the floor
through flowing, saline lenses. But no matter how hard he squeezed,
the wailing would not stop.

Until it did.
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2.0

Marcus' eyes shone as he sat up.
"He comes back to life, doesn't he, dad?"

Charles stroked his son's hair,
brushing it from his forehead. There was chocolate all over his
face.

"That's what Christians
believe." Charles snapped off a piece of egg. "After three days in
the tomb, he rises from the dead."

"Like a zombie," said Marcus,
clambering to his knees, almost crushing the rest of the egg. "He
came back to haunt them!"

"No." Charles chuckled.

"A ghost then."

Charles smiled.

"Maybe," he said, signalling for
silence with one hand and pushing the other slowly under the bed
sheet. "Perhaps he's here with us right now. Look! What's this?
There's something in your bed!" Charles jerked the sheet upwards,
lifting it as if it were alive, a writhing lump creeping towards
Marcus. Marcus screamed and kicked out with his feet as the sheet
came for his head, sending the egg flying onto the floor. It landed
with a dull pop and caved in on itself.

"He's come to get you," roared
Charles, grabbing him and tickling his ribs. Marcus giggled and
squirmed, begging for his father to stop when he could stand the
tickling no longer. When the giggling stopped and Marcus lay still,
Charles bent to gather the egg, then continued his story.

"It's called the Resurrection.
They say about five hundred people saw him alive after he'd
died."

Marcus frowned.

"Alive after he was dead?"

"I think the sightings were
supposed to prove that he was God's son and God had accepted his
sacrifice. Jews don't believe in Jesus, and for Muslims he's no
more than a prophet. A man with a message."

Marcus sat with a lump of
chocolate melting in his hand, thinking.

"Why does Jesus want to save bad
people?"

"Not just bad people," said
Charles. "Everybody. Jesus' job was to save everybody."

"From what?"

Charles paused. Trust a little
kid to ask questions he couldn't answer.

"From themselves, I think," he
said. "People just don't seem to be able to live together without
making a mess of things." Marcus nodded knowingly. "Like here,
where we live. It's messy." Charles realised he was getting into
deep water. Marcus was too young to understand. Marcus looked up, a
comical frown wrinkling his nose.

"So Jesus had a job? Can anyone
get a job like that? Could I save people when I'm older?"

"Maybe job isn't the right word,
Marcus. Jesus had a mission."

"A mission? So he was like a
secret agent?"

"Yes," laughed Charles. "God's
secret agent. Only not so secret, cos he went round blabbing to
everyone who would listen about his mission."

"Like a soldier then?"

Charles thought for a
moment.

"Not really. Soldiers have to
follow orders. Speaking of which, didn't I say that's enough
chocolate for one day? Let's get your teeth cleaned." He gathered
the remaining fragments into the foil wrapper. "Jesus didn't use
weapons to get his views across. He lived by example. He walked the
walk and talked the talk. He showed people what he thought was a
better way to live. If they chose to follow him, fine. If not, that
was fine too. Live and let live. Whether or not you believe in him,
it's not a bad way to live your life."

"But he used magic. He turned
water into wine and made dead people come back to life."

"You mean miracles."

"No, magic. Miracles are when
impossible things happen."

Charles stifled a laugh.

"In that case, yes, he used
magic."

Charles stood up, beckoning for
Marcus to follow.

"Dad?"

Marcus' little face was screwed
up in thought.

"What, son?"

"Can mummy get resurrected
too?"

Charles stopped dead, the
question striking him like a knife in the gut, reopening the wound
that refused to heal.

"No, son," he said, his tone
solemn, "she can't." He sat down.

"But she went to heaven?"

Charles sighed. There was a time
when he'd have said yes. Now he wasn't so sure. Maybe she was just
gone. He sat staring at the wall, rebuilding her, item by item from
his memories, reminding himself that if he still loved her it meant
that, in some way, she still existed, that she hadn't just
vanished. He saw Marcus staring at him, waiting, and remembered the
question.

"She deserved to," he said. He
stood and patted Marcus' shoulder. "Come on. Bathroom."

"Dad?"

"What now?" He cringed inside.
He hadn't meant to snap. It wasn't the boy's fault she was
gone.

"Do I have a mission?"

Surprised, Charles sat back down
on the edge of the bed.

"Wow, what a big question for a
small boy."

Marcus lay there. The same hair.
The same chin. The same glowing cheeks. Looking at Marcus, it was
as if she wasn't gone at all, just transformed.

"Yes, you do," he said.

"What is it?"

"I don't know Marcus. It's your
mission. You'll have to discover for yourself."

"Will you help me?"

"Of course."

"Can we do it tomorrow?"

Charles laughed.

"Believe me, Marcus, there's no
hurry. If you look hard enough, one day your mission will find you.
For now, try and do like Jesus. Be a good example for your friends.
Now, come on, let's get those teeth cleaned and you into bed. If
you're up early tomorrow I'll see you before I go."

2.1

Marcus was at school. And
confused. Sitting at what he thought was his desk. But today it was
too small. He was jammed between the chair and the desktop. He
looked around. For some reason he was outside. Why was he sitting
alone in the middle of the playground? A flashback, too fast to
catch, but fast enough to leave a bell ringing and a puzzling
deja-vu sensation told him this had happened before. He tried, but
he couldn't remember when.

Some niggling
fear at the back of his mind told him it was time to run. He
wondered from what and decided that if it was dangerous it didn't
matter. He tried to stand, pushing at the arms of the chair,
straining to free himself. But he was stuck. And afraid. And
it was
coming.

He hopped, desperate to move,
but didn't get anywhere. What was more, he'd forgotten to wear his
shoes. His feet were going to hurt when he ran. They'd slow him
down. And he was wearing his white cotton Dragonballz pyjamas. He'd
forgotten his uniform too. What would his friends think if they saw
him? Now he felt stupid as well as scared. He was sure he'd left
home in his uniform. Why hadn't Jo said anything?

Right now, that was the least of
his worries. He had to get out of the desk because the thing was
getting closer. He wriggled and squirmed and kicked and grunted.
Each attempt more desperate than the last. Finally, he was free and
running as fast as his legs could churn up the ground.

He sped through empty streets.
Not a soul in sight. Not even the flea-bitten scraggy old mongrels
that sat scratching themselves to death in the middle of the road,
forcing the cars to drive around them. The people might be at home,
but the dogs? That was weird. In fact, the whole thing was weird.
Not quite right. Unreal. Like being Pacman when the ghosts come.
Only without being able to see where they were.

Legs pounding, he ran. At
first, confident he could outrun it. Then, rounding a corner, he
stopped, and lead weights dropped from his gut to his feet. He'd
run full circle. He was back at the playground. And it was even
closer. He couldn't see it and he couldn't hear it, but he could
feel its eyes burning into the back of his neck. He turned.
Nothing. He wanted to cry, wanted to scream for his father, but he
wasn't there. His father was never there. And the merest sound
would draw it to him. With panic in his heart he turned, spinning
round, checking all directions at once, and ran.

His legs felt heavy. The more
effort he made, the slower they moved. Like running in water.
However hard he tried, he just couldn't put any distance between
him and it, and it was closing in. He heard noises. Footsteps,
claws clicking on concrete interlaced with the soft thud of heavy
feet. A deep, reptilian hiss from somewhere behind. He turned,
still nothing, but the panic was growing. The hairs on his neck
bristled as he dragged his legs forwards, panting as if the water
had turned to mud.

A cry for help came out as a
whimper. He willed himself to run but his legs were glued to the
ground. They wouldn't move when he ordered them to. But he battled
on, slapping his thighs, dragging his knees forwards, one by one,
step by leaden step, as the terror grew.

Now he wasn't moving at all.
Dark clouds rolled over the sky, blanketing the sun until he was
bathed in an eerie red glow. A newspaper flapped by. Unfamiliar
roads led off in four directions. He felt naked, standing there,
unprotected in the middle of the street, the ground holding him
like quicksand.

He cried out when he heard its
deep, slow breathing and a soft growl like the quiet rumble of
distant thunder. It didn't like him. It wanted him dead. And
wherever he went, Marcus knew it would find him.

It came. Marcus cried out as hot
breath warmed his neck. He covered his head and curled into a ball,
blubbing some prayer, some promise to be good if 'He' would make it
go away. 'He' didn't hear. No one heard. He was alone with the
grinning, serrated jaws and the slitted, reptilian eyes. The eyes
blinked, snapping closed like the lens of a camera recording his
image for eternity.

He cowered, waiting for the
blow. Instead, the world spiralled in, pressing against him,
squeezing him like a giant hand until he had to fight for breath.
Then, just when he could take no more, something gave, some part of
him shattered like a pane of glass before the force of a hurricane.
Inward it came, rushing through his veins, filling him from the
ends of his toes to the tips of his fingers until he felt he would
explode with the power of liquid fire. Voices from the past
bellowed.

"Stand!"

He may only have been a little
kid, but if this was the end he wasn't going to meet it on the
ground like a dog. His hands curled into fists and, filled with a
fury unlike any he had ever known, he cried out in defiance and
turned to meet the beast as its arms encircled him.

"It's alright, Marcus," said
Joanne, gently peeling his fingers from her nightshirt. "It's a
dream, I'm here." Marcus stared around him, frightened eyes
blinking in the light and his heart pounding in his ears.

"It's here," he blurted,
snuggling against her.

"It's gone, now, Marcus," said
Joanne, stroking his hair. "It was just a dream."

"No, it was here," said Marcus,
his eyes darting round the room.

Joanne checked under the bed and
opened the wardrobe doors.

"I think you scared it off." She
sat down on the bed and patted the duvet, probing underneath.
"Wait…" She grabbed Marcus’ foot and pulled. "I've found it!"
Marcus slid under the covers, squealing. "Oops. Sorry. That's your
leg." She stood up, hands on hips and looked around. "I’m pretty
sure it's gone."

"What about outside? Maybe it's
on the wall, like Spiderman."

Joanne pulled up the blind and
leaned out of the window, checking to the sides, above and
below.

"All clear. Whatever it was, you
scared it off." Marcus stared at her, half-believing. She returned
to the bed and sat next to him. "You know Marcus, whatever it was,
it can't hurt you."

Marcus wished he could believe
her.

"It was going to eat me."

Joanne put her arm round
him.

"That's what dream monsters want
us to think. They want us to be scared. But they can't hurt
you."

"How do you know?"

"Cos everyone dreams about
monsters and nobody gets hurt. Even me."

"You?"

Joanne huffed and rolled her
eyes.

"When I was a little girl I used
to get so scared I'd run and jump into my mummy and daddy's bed.
But then, one day, I just stopped being scared."

"I bet my dad was never
scared."

"Oh, I bet he was, Marcus. Just
as scared as you." Joanne stroked his fringe from his face. "And
the monsters didn't get him."

For a moment she seemed to
retreat into herself, her eyes staring at something beyond the
walls of the room. She looked as if she was going to cry. Then she
noticed Marcus watching and ruffled his hair. "It's not monsters
that haunt your dad these days," she mumbled, "but ghosts."

Marcus didn't understand, but he
allowed her to lie him down and tuck him in. She kissed his
forehead and stood up to leave.

"I'll leave the light outside
on," she said.

2.2

Pope Urban sat back in his chair
and closed his eyes. The Turks had just taken the Romanian
provinces. His head slumped on his chest and the parchment slipped
from his hand and dropped to the ground. As the messenger stooped
to retrieve it he heard the pope mutter.

"...vile and heinous challenges
to our faith..."

"Your holiness?"

Urban regained his poise and
waved the messenger away. This was grievous news and he needed time
to think.

A month later, on the site of
what was to be Clermont Cathedral in France, Pope Urban II was
standing before a multitude that far exceeded his expectations. He
was content. More had come than could fit into any church and his
speech had driven them into a frenzy, fuelling hatred and anger,
the likes of which had never been seen in Christendom.

Fourteen archbishops, two
hundred and fifty bishops, four hundred abbots, a great number of
knights and a throng of lesser men boiled with rage as they
listened to his closing words. Urban, eyes blazing, knuckles white
on the granite rail of the pulpit, readied himself for his
finale.

"Brother Christians," he cried,
"it is time for us to stop warring with each other and to unite in
a common cause. We must destroy the enemies of God." The crowd
roared in agreement. "Our brethren in the east are in urgent need
of our aid. The Turks, an accursed race and utterly alienated from
God, have attacked and conquered the territory of Romania as far
west as the shores of the Mediterranean. Seven times they have
overcome our brothers in battle and, with each day that passes,
they occupy more Christian lands. They are a generation that has
neither directed its heart nor entrusted its spirit to God and, on
this account, I," he paused to correct himself, "Our Lord, has
shown us our mission. In His name I beseech you, as Christ's
heralds, to publish this throughout and to persuade men, of
whatever rank, foot-soldiers and knights, poor and rich, to carry
aid to our Christian friends." His voice shook with anger and
indignation as his eyes met those of the front row of knights. "It
is shameful that the tomb of Christ be in the hands of these
godless monsters. Exterminating them is a holy act and it is our
Christian duty to drive this vile race from our lands!"

The crowd cheered and with cries
of 'God's will be done!' 'God's will be done!', knights and
ordinary men, ready to a man to depart for the Levant, rushed
forwards to pledge themselves.

Pope Urban II had just declared
war on Islam.

2.3

Marcus lay in bed, fiddling with
the body of his broken plastic Godzilla and its decapitated
head.

"Did he win?" he asked, trying
in vain to clip the head back on.

"No one did," replied Charles.
"Urban's war is still being fought today, almost a thousand years
later."

"So why isn't it on TV?" he
asked, giving up on the toy and handing it to his father.

"It is, but they don't call it
war. It's been going on so long now that people forget why they
hate each other. Hate becomes a habit, a way of life, people pick
it up as they go along." Charles decided to change the subject.
"What happened to T-Rex?"

"It's not T-rex," said Marcus,
rolling his eyes. "It's Godzilla."

"So, what happened to
Godzilla?"

"His head came off."

"All by itself?"

A frown creased the bridge of
Marcus' nose.

"So why doesn't somebody just
stop it?"

"Stop what?" asked Charles, busy
with the toy.

"The war."

Charles clicked the head back
on. He walked Godzilla along the edge of the bed toward Marcus.

"People try all the time," he
said handing him the toy. "We, everybody here, for example. We try.
We've been trying for a long time. My father tried, and his father,
your great-grandfather. And it's not just us. Lots of others try.
But no one seems to make a lasting difference."

"Why not?"

Charles sat thinking.

"Intolerance. Hatred. Revenge.
Pride. They're powerful emotions and easily stirred up by beliefs
in things like religion and politics. Especially religion. Religion
makes people do extreme things, both good and bad."

"But why?"

"Well, why did you pull
Godzilla's head off? Again!" Marcus shrugged. "You just felt like
mutilating him?"

"Cos he was looking at me
funny." Marcus stared at the sheet. "He's nasty," he mumbled. "He
comes after me at night. He deserved it."

Charles took the toy and looked
into the holes it had for eyes. Marcus had gouged them out. Its
blind face grinned back at him.

"So you got angry with him?"
Marcus shrugged. Charles pointed at Godzilla's eyes. "Well he's not
going to find you now. See how hard it is to control emotions?"

Marcus blushed and nodded.

"Remember when you were little
how you were afraid of snakes?"

"But I'm not now."

"I know," replied his father,
"but you were. And do you know why?" Marcus shrugged. "Remember on
your sixth birthday we went to the zoo? And the keeper asked if you
wanted to hold that big one? What was it called?"

"A ridiculous python!" replied
Marcus, his eyes shining.

"Reticulated," corrected his
father.

"They can eat people!"

"I'm sure they can. And I'm sure
they'd stick you with their fangs and swallow a skinny little
troublemaker like you in one gulp! How did you feel when he asked
if you wanted to hold it? "

Marcus scrambled to his
knees.

"I wasn't scared cos rediculated
pythons aren't poisonous. Don't you know anything? They constrict
their prey to death. And besides, it was only a small one. Big ones
can be as long as a bus. One tried to eat this man in the jungle,
but his shoulders got stuck. So it only ate his head. And they
found another with a boy inside him. It was his pet, but it ate him
anyway. They recognised his shape. Another man was eaten feet
first, which..."

"I see you're an expert,"
interrupted Charles. Marcus beamed. "And that's kind of my point.
The more you know about something, the less scary it is."

Marcus nodded. He picked
pensively at a thumbnail.

"So… if one side gets to know
all about the other side, they will stop fighting and be
friends?"

"Kind of," said Charles. "And
that's what we try and do. We educate. But learning means changing,
and some people just don't want to change. They prefer to keep
fighting."

Marcus stared at Godzilla,
forcing his finger into the monster's mouth.

"Tell me about the knights
again."

Charles looked at his watch.
Nearly half past seven.

"Alright, but then you have to
go to sleep or Joanne will be angry with me."

"Tell me about the battles! Why
did those evil people invade Urban's country?"

"Urban said they were evil, not
me," said Charles. "Our ancestors discovered the Turks were just
men, like them, but with different customs and a different way of
worshipping the same god. And, because we came to respect them, we
learnt from them and grew and became stronger. Their science,
architecture and literature was light years ahead of our own.
That's an important lesson, Marcus. Don't believe everything you
are told. Keep an open mind. Discover for yourself. Read. Ask
questions. Think. Put yourself in the other's shoes. Next time
Godzilla is nasty, before you pull his head off, imagine what it's
like to be him."

Marcus studied Godzilla and
shuddered. He looked up at his father.

"Dad, I want to be a
knight."

"A knight? What do you
mean?"

"You know, like King Arthur. Or
Richard the Lionheart." Charles laughed. "Oscar said his dad's a
knight. He said you are too."

Charles watched Marcus.

"I think Oscar probably
misunderstood."

Marcus punched Godzilla,
mumbling.

"I knew he was a liar."

"He's not a liar, he just
misunderstood. His dad is a kind of soldier, like me. If he'd been
born hundreds of years ago, he probably would have been a knight.
But it's only a title, like doctor or professor. It's kind of a
tradition we have from the olden days. There are no knights like
King Arthur or King Richard these days."

Charles ruffled his son's
hair.

"So why are there swords and
spears and stuff everywhere round the Lodge?"

Charles laughed.

"Because we're kleptomaniacs!
And have been for nearly a thousand years." Marcus studied him with
a lost expression. "They're decorations, Marcus. No," he corrected
himself, suddenly serious, "they're more than that. They're part of
our history. They belonged to real knights. Our, your,
ancestors."

Charles stood up and walked out
to the hallway. He took down a sword from the wall and brought it
to show Marcus. It was old and corroded, the grip of worn leather.
Charles admired it, slowly running his finger along the blackened
blade, stopping to caress each v-shaped dent in the metal as if
each of them told him a story.

"How could anyone fight with
that?" asked Marcus. "It's really heavy."

Charles turned, narrowing his
eyes in mock suspicion.

"How do you know how heavy it
is? You know you're not supposed to touch any of this stuff."

Marcus blushed.

"I don't," he stammered. "I
mean, I
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