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‘Men make their own history, but they do not make it as they please; they do not make it under self-selected circumstances, but under circumstances existing already, given and transmitted from the past.’

From The Eighteenth Brumaire of Louis Bonaparte

—Karl Marx, 1852




1

“Big guy,” the lifeguard says, like he’s discovered fire. I tell him my name. When you have a name you’re more than just a big guy.

“Oh, right, sure. From the city.”

Every beach between Venice and Bondi they have lifeguards that look like the ones on TV, but here on the East Shore there’s a different way of doing things. The Shore is different altogether, like an old man left alone too long. The pretty people of Chersenesos mostly spend their summer along the north side of the lake or they go to the Atlantic islands. The sand at the Shore is grey with volcano glass and sharp under your feet. Real people come here, in station wagons and flatbeds, and they stay in the little places, the rooming houses and bed and breakfasts all along the dunes, mixing with the ordinary business of a few final fishermen and the big industrial plants outside town. You have to go twenty kilometres inland before you find a farm, and even that is sheep and goats, because the grass is as grey and dusty as everything else. The whole place smells like wet concrete all year round. Athena says it’s something in the soil.

“This way,” the lifeguard says.

“What’s your name?”

“Simmonds,” he says. “Dan Simmonds. Born here.” Some time ago, looks like, but everyone looks too old to me now.

“I was born in Laedecker,” I say.

That’s an hour away to the north.

“Oh, yeah?” Dan Simmonds looks back at me along the line of his shoulder. It’s round and slouched, with no definition, not even under the fat. Likely he doesn’t have a lot of call to get in the water and save people—he’s more the binoculars type. The kids from the town do the heavy lifting, and Dan Simmonds’ job is to keep them paying attention to the sea and not the pretty tourists, and to raise the red flag when there’s too much plastic on the current for swimming.

“Never been up to Laedecker,” Dan Simmonds says. “Hear it’s modern.” The way most people would say “horrible”.

Doesn’t matter. I was lying anyway.

Simmonds picks his way over the sand like a fat heron, then stops and leans down to a glitter of something between two clumps of seagrass. Not wearing gloves. Picks it up anyway.

“Is that evidence?”

“Naw,” Simmonds says. He holds it up: a perfect lump of polished obsidian the size of a quail’s egg. “Souvenir,” he says, passing it to me. “They got glass like that in Laedecker?”

Of course they do. From here north for five hundred kilometres it’s all this way: grey and desolate and pretty like the far side of the moon.

“Not like this,” I tell him, holding it up like I just took it out of my pocket. “Man I met once gave me this piece of rock. In a place called Shearwater. Okay town. Seemed like an okay guy.”

Simmonds grins. “You got city polish, son.”

“How you figure?”

“Never spoke to anyone from Laedecker worth a damn.”

Like Laedecker is a foreign land.

“Body’s over there,” Simmonds says, pointing.

He leads me over a rise and I see the sea laid out from one side of the world to the other. It’s early morning, cool air lapping at the land, the sun low out to the east. If I look up or down the strand, I can see the twilight still hanging around like last night’s partygoers, too full of regret to call it a night.

When you live in Othrys, you live in a little cup of mountains all about the black lake, deep and cold three kilometres to the bottom, but everything is contained. Tappeny Bridge and Chersenesos and all the worlds in between fit in a few square miles of land along the fresh water.

The Shore has a wider outlook. It’s the scale of the planet, the limitations of human vision. On a calm day you’re looking at the curvature of the earth as you turn your head to take it in. Hazy salt air and midnight waves, and a pale white sun high up in a washed-out blue sky. Even the sand comes alive, all those sharp edges glittering, whispering, as the sea turns them over against each other. In a few thousand years it’ll be soft here.

I start to ask myself if there’ll be anyone to appreciate it, and then remember who I am. If there is, it might be me.

“Mind your feet,” Simmonds says. “Between here and the water.”

I ask him what to watch out for. I figure maybe large pieces of obsidian, or some kind of snake.

“Naw,” he says. “Sleepers.”

“What do you mean, Sleepers?”

Simmonds waves his hand. I look again at the dunes, and I realise there are dozens.

The whole beach from the high-tide mark to the water is covered in old white plastic sunbeds. I guess someone bought a whole load and just donated them: cracked and jelly legged, they slump towards the grey sand. Lying on each one is a human figure no better off: wrapped in a white blanket, the unfinished emergency kind that’s just as good as what you buy in a store and costs nothing at all. Old, young, men, women, all of them are lying on their sunbeds and staring at the sky and the sea.

“Sleepers,” Simmonds says again. “Don’t interfere.”

“Interfere with what?”

“They come here to die,” Simmonds replies. “A couple more every month. Just walk on the beach and sit down and wait. Some of ’em eat, some don’t. Some get up and go home again. Some die, some just … stay here. Eat, sleep and stare.”

“Why?”

Simmonds shrugs. “Cos of people like you, I guess.” He gives me that look again, along the line of his round shoulder. “You are a Titan, ain’t you?”

“Involuntary,” I tell him, and he peers at me as if I’ve turned into a dog.

“Weirdest fucking thing to say,” he murmurs. “Well, come on, then, Mr Involuntary.”

We walk between the sunbeds.

The crime scene is just a dead woman, wet but not floating. The corpse wears jeans and a T-shirt, some kind of new-wave running shoe. The district coroner wears gum boots and a business suit. Her steel hair has a red artificial streak in it over the forehead, like she’s a skater kid. Three piercings in each ear, some kind of ink not quite low enough on the neck to be hidden by the starched collar. Even rebels get old and get jobs. The dead woman looks like she was too nice for any of that. Cookies and cream, but still dead on the beach.

“Fallon,” the coroner says. For a moment I think she’s swearing, but then I realise it’s her name.

“Sounder,” I say, and she nods: sure, like there are two seven-foot detectives from Othrys. She takes off one glove and bags it and we shake hands. I’ve been practising for four years. I get the pressure perfect. She takes her hand back and looks at it for signs of wear and tear. Then we both glove up again.

Simmonds drifts away, job done. I wave at him, but he doesn’t see.

“What have we got?” I ask Fallon, because there’s a form, a way things are done. You follow the form so you don’t throw up or cry. You don’t want to throw up or cry because both of those things would be bad form. She leans down to the dead woman.

“Name in the clutch is Ailsa Lloyd. Realtor. Died … ” she sighs.

“What?”

“I feel ridiculous,” Fallon says.

“You’re doing fine.”

She stands up. “I was ready for tall.”

“I am tall.”

“You also look, like, sixteen years old.”

I look twenty. At twenty I looked younger. I carry a little bit of fat in the jaw and cheeks.

“I have resting babyface,” I tell her. “I’m forty-one.”

“Sure, you say that and it says that in your file. I feel like I should tell you to look away.”

“I’m not good at that.”

“Do you want an ice cream before we start?”

I get down on my knees by Ailsa Lloyd and do Fallon’s job. I look into her eyes and breath in through my nose, smelling the dead girl, the sea and the black sand, that underlying tang of brine and sulfur that never goes away here.

“Odour is mostly seawater, something else, maybe perfume. Vanillin. Not much sign of decomposition, but there might not be if she was in black water for a while. She doesn’t look compressed, but I’m not sure how I’d tell if she had been. Crushed organs, maybe.” Sometimes people try to hide bodies in the deep part of Othrys. The ones that go down to the bottom come back up like they’ve been hit with a bat all over at the same time.

Fallon nods in spite of herself. I pick up Ailsa Lloyd’s hand and look at the nails. There’s something blue under them: paint or clay, mixed in with some brown that’s probably blood, usable trace if we’re very lucky, more likely garbled now by seawater. “Damage to the knuckles and fingertips. She was probably in a fight, and she went out swinging, but it could be there’s something else. Trying to open something, untie something. No ligature marks on the wrists or around the neck so she wasn’t restrained, unless it was done while she was unconscious and didn’t chafe. Even then I’d expect to see the bruising at this point so I’m going with no. Although there’s a mark here from a bracelet. Chain links and something stubby … charms? Or bells. She wore it a lot.” I get right down into the sand and try to peer up under her shirt. There’s something huge, a bruise around her lower back like from a giant’s arm. Probably an impact, though I wonder, standing on the shore, whether something grabbed her in the water. Maybe this was an animal attack, like you read about in old books: a squid stole her out of a boat. I don’t say that to Fallon because I don’t want to sound like a child: Greatest Animal Stories Ever Told. “I’m going to guess cause of death was drowning. Figure you’ll find a couple of broken ribs, but that’s not enough by itself. And I’m going to guess within the last nine hours, but she only washed up here within the last six.”

Fallon frowns. “Where you getting that?”

“So the rest of it makes sense to you?”

“It’s not obviously wrong. Give.”

I get up on my feet. It always feels like it takes a long time now. I step back so I can look at Fallon without looming over her. The knee I put in the sand is wet, fabric clinging to my skin. Athena made me a gift five years ago, after I woke up: a new wardrobe for my new body, suits in a linen mix for the summer and mostly wool for winter, made specially for my line of work. Among other things, they don’t wrinkle, and they won’t stain just because I kneel in some sand. They’re a little fine for who I used to be, and I’m not sure yet what the new me looks like, but I promised I’d wear them whenever I was working, so I do. In a few years they’ll look as old as the suits that don’t fit me any more, and by then maybe I’ll have an idea of whether I want them to.

I brush the sand away and straighten up. “You don’t care any more that I have babyface?”

“You really are as annoying as everyone says, aren’t you?”

“I am.”

“Come on, give.” But maybe now it’s one pro to another, just a little bit.

I look down at Ailsa Lloyd’s perfect dead skin. “You got here five hours ago, maybe a bit more. That’s when someone called me. It wasn’t long before that she washed up.”

“How you figure?”

I move my foot without looking and hear the crunch. Fallon winces.

“Crabs,” I say.

We stand there a while with dead Ailsa Lloyd, listening to the sounds of the beach. Seagulls. Waves turning the glass in little rolls. Somewhere out on the water, a dredger boat, huge and slow. A suspect, I suppose, though I don’t buy it. If someone on a dredger wanted someone to disappear, I’m pretty sure they’d get it done. If I wanted to disappear someone, here, I’m pretty sure that’s who I’d call.

Under the noise of the faraway engine there’s something else, like a wire brush on stone: all the Sleepers breathing, eyes wide and empty as they stare out to sea.

“I’ll have the boys come and take her away,” Fallon says. “You want to be there when I do the cutting?”

“No. What time?”

“I’ll be in Dansen’s at five thirty for coffee. Walk back across the road at five minutes to six. First incision ten minutes after.”

“See you at five thirty.”

“It’s good coffee.”

“I doubt it’s good enough.”

She sighs. “Name one that is.”

That’s as near as we get to goodbye. I turn and walk between the Sleepers, up the beach to the road.

The town of Shearwater is like a dusty precious stone set in a concrete ring. All around the beach and the promenade there are still a few boutiques, for the pretty people and the students who drift by in the summer; for the local well-to-do—the owners of big fishing boats and family farms, the makers of artisanal local apple juice. Further inland are the cheap offices: the sprawling engine rooms of a dozen firms whose Chersenesos presences are single floors in the expensive towers, photogenic partners in windowed studios leaning on the telepresent others in these run-down and half-converted golden age casinos, lettered window glass replaced with the wired kind, and frontages still studded with the iron rods that once held neon signs. Along the promenade you can still see the ghosts of expensive labels on the boarded retail lots. Every hundred feet or so there are men and women with blankets covered in hats and sunglasses, or cycle carts of water, ice cream and hot dogs. Not enough custom for as many of them as there are: maybe competition gets violent. Maybe Ailsa Lloyd got caught in a hot dog drive-by.

If this place was still what it was there’d be a steeper class of idlers, cozeners and thieves wearing their best clothes and talking in loud voices about that party at Erskine Hill—the wine, the dancing, the scandal. Talking Monet and Klee on the walls at our place in Chersenesos, but of course simply everyone knows Martha likes the Dutch Masters and modern Bauhaus, and a wink and a smile and a friendly evening: bright angler-fish lures to roll tourists and fresh-faced kids into clip joints, rigged backroom games, rash romantic marriages culminating in humiliating October pay-offs. There’d be models and wannabes tumbling in and out of these stores, bags stuffed with ridiculous fashions, instead of steel shutters on all the vacant spaces and stencils peeling off the glass. Halfway down, between a pharmacy, with its green cross blinking in the early light, and a bookmaker shoehorned into what I’m pretty sure used to be a nail salon, there’s a line of broken windows, building bricks lying inside on the floor amid the boxes of new fittings for some last-ditch effort at commercial life.

There’d be hope and greed mingled on this street, back in the old days.

Instead, it’s morning, before the day really gets going, and there’s just down-and-outs and fishermen, not always easy to pick apart because to be honest there’s a sliding scale now. This decade hasn’t been kind to Shearwater, nor the one before. Most of the fishermen have no boat to go to, because even the fish don’t come here any more. They’re sitting on the flaked white wooden benches facing a sea that never cared. Some of them have the greyed-out middle age of muscle and weather, that looks ancient when you’re fifty-five. Others are young, in their twenties and just now realising this isn’t going to be their world.

Young fishermen don’t look the part. They’re fit and fresh-faced and they wear clothes that layer well, don’t soak up water. You’d take them for hikers or boot camp fitness coaches, except all of them have fast-release catches on their shoes and something weighty in one pocket that works to cut a longline or a net if it drags you in and down. You only have seconds before you go too deep to come back up.

As I walk by, two of them get up and start moving towards me. One is young, red hair cut close to the scalp, beard grown to the same length. The other’s older, harder, low-grade ink on his knuckles: FISH FOOD. I adjust slightly to give them room, and so do they. No sense changing lanes again, they want to talk, probably throw me a scare. The other thing about being the big guy: a certain kind of passer-by just has to try his luck. So I make like this whole thing was my idea.

“Morning, gentlemen. My name’s Cal Sounder. Figure you’ve heard there’s been a murder.”

Figure they haven’t, because even rumour takes a while to get out of bed.

“A what?”

“A murder. There’s a woman dead on the south beach by the foot of the promenade. Killed. Not a Sleeper. Just a civilian trying to get by like anyone else. Now, if a body washed ashore there, on the beach by all of those white loungers, who’s the best person to tell me where it went in the water?”

They’re still catching up. This conversation was supposed to run along a different track.

“Bill Tracey,” says the younger one. “He might know.” His friend rolls his eyes.

“Where’d I find him?”

“Boathouse, most likely. Evermore’s in dry dock.”

“Point me the way?” There’s cash in my hand now, not offered but implicate. “I’m way out of my home range, gentlemen, and I could use advice.”

The older one shakes his head. “Evermore’s in the Mahalo boathouse. That’s on the other side of the Sleeper beach. South. Whatever. But you can find your own way.”

“Thank you kindly.”

I go to step past them and they watch me. There’s not quite enough room to get by.

“Gentlemen?”

“Mister?”

“Do we have more we need to discuss right now?”

The older one shakes his head.

“I don’t know that I believe there’s a dead woman, fella. I think maybe you’re having a joke with me and my friend here. Not the kind of joke I like.”

The other bench-sitters are starting to pay attention. Pretty soon we’ll have an audience and this’ll go bad. Pride and hurt on the line: city boy with the temerity to walk in their street when they’ve got no jobs unless one of the captains comes by today with a berth. Unless they go inland to the factory. Unless they pick fruit or clean floors, and those are no jobs for a fisherman. And here I am, in their way. City boy.

Big city boy.

I make like he said something funny, then like I’m telling my story and it’s a good one. Like this is all going just lovely. The audience on the benches loses interest a little, but not much. Through the smile:

“Tell you, boys, to this point we’ve made conversation even if we haven’t made friends. You’ve refrained from being rude about my clothes and my babyface, and I’ve shown you some respect in your own town. Offered you some honest work that you chose not to take. Now, that’s your right, I’m not holding a grudge and nor should you. That respect, that’s a solid win on both sides. But I figure you, sir—I’m going to call you Mr Fish—you have a clasp knife in that pocket and, you—Mr Food—that’s for sure a cordcutter in the back of your jeans, and those things are giving you a mistaken sense of purpose and invulnerability. I got to tell you your minds are in the wrong place. You don’t want to be thinking about what’s in your pockets. You want to be very concentrated about what’s in mine. I’d be a damn fool to imagine I could beat you at fishing or navigating or piloting, now, wouldn’t I? A damn fool. But there’s a voice in your heads suggesting you have a chance to match me in my own professional competences. Ask yourselves how wrong that would be, positions reversed. And then when you’re done thinking, let’s pass by one another and keep all that respect we got.”

Count to five. One. Two. Older man has his hand in his pocket now. Touching that clasp knife. But that’s all he’s doing. Three. He’s just reassuring himself that he could make an issue, if he wanted to. I can see shame in him, but I don’t know if it’s because he almost started something or because he’s now backing off. Hold the moment. Four. Five.

And then it’s gone, that possibility of blood on flagstones, and we’re just three guys walking different directions, sharing the day on the dirty street.

Welcome to Shearwater. It used to be nice here.

The rooming house is called Celia’s. Celia’s what? Hope? Hobby? Alimony? No further information given, and Celia is absent but present, her style everywhere, her family knick-knacks on all the tables. In the hallway there’s a picture of someone posing with the original Erskines, Zac and Martha: a narrow white guy and a broad black woman, holding hands, and off to one side a too-cheery dark-haired extra making smiley face for the camera. Is it Celia or her however-many-times grandmother? Shearwater’s roots are Portuguese and Angolan; its original name is Zagueiro, which the second and third waves of migration from flooded northern cities mistook for something to do with água. I’m on a trip in West Africa, says Celia’s handwritten note, pinned to a board. Please enjoy the house. I can’t help but wonder how old it is. Has she been back this century? If she even really exists at all.

Celia’s surrogate is called Miles, but he’s almost as invisible as she is. Grey as the waterline, he shows me to my room and then vanishes, butler style, into the back stairs.

The main rooms look right out over the sound to the little automated lighthouse that doesn’t need to be there any more: a fat, short tower painted in red and white candy stripes, topped with a pair of parabolic mirrors the size of coffee tables floating on a bed of two-hundred-year-old mercury. It has a horn, too, controlled from a weather station half the country away, so sometimes on bright days when the air is clear and clean the low note moans across the bay and all the kids on kiteboards dodging clumps of plastic in the water cheer and wave.

My room is on the top floor, with pretty wooden beams in an A-frame over my head and a modern wall made of electro glass so I can be private when I want, or open up to the night and the sea. It’s nice but not sophisticated or expensive. The water whispers in the tank under the eaves, and I hear the food is awful. Athena offered me a beach house, but I wanted to be in the ordinary flow of Shearwater, to trip over the same paving stones and curse the same poor civic planning as any other tourist. They say you’re never more than two metres from a rat anywhere in the human world. The Tonfamecasca property portfolio is the same: for all I know we own Celia’s. More likely we own the bank which holds the note for half the town. The other half is the Erskine family, old money from before T7 changed the landscape of economic power. An old man becomes a teenager again, wounds heal and skin gets taut. Scars are swallowed up. I read in an old book Athena gave me that wanting to lose the lines on your face means you haven’t learned their lessons. I wonder what the author would make of the Titans, getting younger and bigger and richer with every dose. I wonder what she’d make of me.

Although I hear the Erskine family value their earned, lived wisdom when they buy their new youth. Their matriarch, anyway, must be as old as Stefan himself. I’d call them competitors, but no one competes with Stefan Tonfamecasca for the same reason that the Tonfamecasca company never has to advertise. There are comparable fortunes: the people who own the Internet, the energy people, the agri people. But Tonfamecasca owns post-mortality. All the queens and kings of silicon, all the emperors of wheat and wind and waves: all of them, in the end, come knocking at Stefan’s enormous door. Erskine is mining, plastic reclamation and carbon capture, plus whatever they can make from those processes. Billionaires in a stable state, neither expanding nor contracting. Athena finds them interesting. Athena finds all permanence and circularity interesting.

I open my suitcase and carry three outfits to the closet. I put my sponge bag on the tray under the mirror, a pair of smart shoes in a cubby at what for most people is knee height. You can hardly call it unpacking. I lie down on the bed. It’s a superking, which means that if I lie diagonally, it’s just large enough that I don’t feel like someone’s going to cut off my feet while I’m sleeping. The springs creak under me, paying their way. Just enough support that I don’t feel like I’m in a hammock. Not enough that I want to stay here too long. I lie down for a while and think about nothing, and I miss the little window in my apartment that shows me the sky. The electroglass wall is huge and perfectly angled, and all along the A-frame where you can’t see there are little purple lights to draw the bugs in and suck them away to some incinerator deep down in the lower floors. Perfect convenience, but cold and hard as bone.

After a while, out on the water, the lighthouse wakes up: a long, dismal noise like learning to play an instrument no one wants to hear.

Walking down the main street in high day feels somewhere between roasting and haunted. Shearwater is mottled by decline, little retail islands still high and fine and cute, dressed stone and Deco steel storefronts, starbursts in bronze or nickel cut into the roads at each intersection. It has a town centre someone took pains over a longish while back, and even though there’s grime now, and black obsidian dust in the cracks, you can’t see the real decay unless you look for it: the lights that don’t work, so many broken windows, boarded and left alone. The patches in everything.

At the turning, the beeper for the crosswalk screams a single continuous note that sounds like a seabird finding its nest full of half-eaten eggs. People turn to look at me because no one local ever uses it, and then they keep looking because people do. I have resting babyface and I’m seven feet tall. They look at me until I’m all the way over, and around the corner, and then the world starts again.

Dansen’s, opposite the coroner’s office, used to be a beach bar until the tide changed. It’s empty now, at the wrong end of the shore. The Sleepers have taken over the beach in front of it, wandering back and forth at the edge of the water, empty-eyed and weird like cave fish. The deck is still there, faded sun umbrellas and a freezer chest for ice cream. The pictures on the side of the chest are as old as I am, bleached white at the corners, names I used to look out for: Kraken came in three colours for grape, lime and blueberry; MisterRacer was stripes of peach and apple; Lucky 7 was vanilla on the inside and some weird frozen shell with a random number printed on it, and if you got a seven they sent you a prize, though I never did. Oyster, RocketDog, ShimSham, Maid Marion, Ghost Eyes. All the old familiar flavours, except almost none of them exist any more, and when I look in the chest there’s just a single box of ices, too covered in frost to see the brand, and the rest is full of frozen lobsters. Imported, because there used to be a factory at Laedecker, and the ones here are full of chrome.

“Hi,” Fallon says, across a cup of something dark and unappealing. “I’ve done the scans.”

Autopsies start with x-rays and CT scans; things you can do before you break what can’t be put back. People get hung up on the cutting so much they forget there’s a lot you can tell by just looking.

“I’ll have one of those, only less so,” I tell the waiter, and he laughs.

“There you go, with that boyish charm,” Fallon says, “I just want to reach over and pinch your little cheeks.”

“You’re just pissed off because you don’t like doing autopsies on nice people.”

“How do you know she was nice?”

“Because you’re pissed off.”

“Well, that’s great.”

Fallon drinks. I wonder if it’s just coffee, or if there’s white liquor in it. I wouldn’t take alcohol before cutting a murder victim if I was in her shoes—but if I was in her shoes, I wouldn’t be able to stand my job.

“So what’s in the scans?”

“Nothing. Childhood fracture, left arm. Spiral pattern. Fell off a swing, maybe.”

“Or maybe not.”

“Statistically, it’s the swing. But yeah, maybe not.”

Fallon’s eyes are set deep in her face. Twenty years ago, she would have looked brittle. Now there’s a kind of beauty, a strength of bone and time. Exactly the kind of thing T7 would take from her, not that anyone will give Fallon a dose. No Titan would ever notice her except me, and I’m not running around with that kind of power in my pocket.

I say: “Did you meet her?”

“Me?”

“It’s a small town. Mutual interests, maybe. That would make it hard.”

“I never met her.”

“But you know someone who did.”

“Like you said, it’s a small town.”

“And they say she was nice.”

“They do.”

“You mind I ask who?”

She slides a handwritten paper across the table. I put it in my wallet next to a couple of small bills and a picture of Athena long ago, and the waiter brings me something like black lava in a steel cup. Fallon says we need to go across the road. The waiter says she can bring the cups back another time.

We walk together, like we’re friends, and I look down towards the sea and the white sun loungers. Figure Fallon is a doctor.

“What’s wrong with them?”

She scowls. “What does it look like?”

“It looks like the beach furniture of the damned, but that’s not what it is. Why doesn’t someone fix it?”

“They’re not an ‘it’.”

“If you don’t want to talk about them I’ll ask someone else.”

“They have spontaneous dysphoric and psychogenic cognitive atrophy. Okay? Is that better?”

“It sounds like words put together to sound like a thing.”

“Well, then, they’re dying of no one gives a shit.”

She takes me through the neat little cottage-style door and down into the Shearwater mortuary.

The cutting station is all steel and ceramic tiles and high Kelvin lighting. At least the bulbs are the modern kind, not the weird old lamps Musgrave the city pathologist has in Chersenesos, which emit green and purple tints to counterfeit daylight white, and make even the living look like corpses. Ailsa Lloyd is pale and pretty on the slab, laid out by some nameless flunky so that she seems as if she’s sunbathing.

Fallon reaches out to offer me a paste to go under my nose, but I wave it away. Every medical examiner has their own favourite: menthol; cajput, cinnamon and clove; cedar and camphor. This one smells like thyme, and I wonder if she ever eats lamb that way any more. The idea is to overwhelm the scent of the corpse, especially if you’re dealing with decomposition, and if we were then I’d take it, but Ailsa Lloyd isn’t that far gone, and sometimes there are answers in the odours of the dead. I won’t shut my eyes when Fallon begins to cut; why would I block my nose?

She shrugs and turns back to the body on the bench, attending to detail. Her eyes and her fingers investigate, walking like butterflies over the dead flesh, scraping the blue funk out from under the nails and straight to the hopper of a chromatograph, lifting the maybe-blood into another sampler destined for a different machine. In Othrys, there’s a central lab right by Musgrave’s office and all the other stations send their little slides and vials. Here the machine is a smaller model, slower and older, but this isn’t a bulk operation. Fallon takes the sample and slides it into a black box, and a moment later the terminal chirps.

“Paint,” she says, like that’s helpful. I wait for a moment, and she adds, “Waterproof seal paint.” Which is better—but here, not much. We’ll get a brand name later, if we’re lucky.

The door opens and two men come in, uniform cops from across the way. The first one is Dijkstra. The second is called Keenan. I looked them up when I knew I was coming here. Officer Keenan has strong hands and sharp little eyes set in a round face. Spectacles, mid-grade; watch, mid-grade; shoes, top of the range for an actual working stiff. He likes walking holidays and line dancing. It takes all sorts to make a world.

“You must be Sounder,” Keenan says.

“Yes, sir. Thank you for making room for a private consultant.”

Out the corner of my eye, I can see Fallon staring at me. It’s really not so absolutely shocking that I know how to be nice.

“Didn’t have much choice, now did we, Mr Sounder?”

“Nope. But that doesn’t mean I shouldn’t thank you. Manners don’t cost me anything.”

The other cop snorts. “Didn’t think Titans worried much about cost.” Dijkstra: angrier, but not at me. Dijkstra, J. S. is angry when he wakes up in the morning. That’s why his marriage is four years in the tank and he can’t catch a break in a bucket.

“Well, sure, and the rumour is that I am kind of an asshole, but that doesn’t mean I have to be the same kind as all the others.”

Keenan can’t quite stop himself from laughing, but only once, and it isn’t the kind of sound that feels out of place in this room.

“This is Dijkstra,” Keenan says, just remembering his manners. “I’m Keenan. Captain Iverson’d be here, but he’s up at the house.”

Like there’s only one, so that would be Bail Erskine’s house, the big old mansion that looks down on the whole of Shearwater.

“I greatly look forward to not making your job any harder than it has to be,” I tell them both. “I probably will piss you off a time or two, but I aim it should be in the course of doing my job, not because I’m just annoying to have around.”

Keenan takes my hand and lets it go. It barely counts as a handshake.

“Believe it when I see,” Dijkstra replies, and when he shakes my hand he does test the grip. I let him grind the bones a little, and he quits, happy.

“If you’re ready,” Fallon says, and we all stand in line like schoolkids so she can open up a dead woman and show us things we never wanted to see. She pulls back the sheet and I make sure to get another first impression before she starts: mid-twenties, strong but pretty face. High forehead now that someone has brushed back her hair and combed it out for trace. Out of nowhere, I think of children’s parties and babysitters, yellow ice cream and jelly. A mark from a watch on the right wrist rather than the left. Dimple on the littlest finger of one hand: Ailsa wore a signet ring. A small tattoo, unexpected, over her heart: a black bird on the wing. Keenan sighs once and looks away.

“You going to cut through the ink?” he says.

Fallon cocks her head. “Seems a shame. I’ll try not to.”

The last favour anyone can do for Ailsa Lloyd.

An hour later it’s over and I’m standing outside watching Keenan and Dijkstra walk away, and we all know we’re stuck with each other. It really doesn’t matter if they never call me, but if they ever do I will take that call and listen to what they have to say, be it tomorrow or next year or some impossibly distant day in the future, because once you have stood with someone by a steel table and seen the dead interior of what should be a person held up and weighed and bagged, they can always call. It’s not the same for Fallon and she knows it: the person doing the cutting doesn’t get to join the team, so she has her own, even more tight and for ever than ours.

When I took off the plastic baggie shoes they make you wear, there was spatter on them. I folded them away and wondered as I always do if I should give them a decent burial rather than putting them in the contaminated equipment box for incineration. Now I’m walking down the street feeling my feet not slip the way they did inside the cutting room, with the baggie shoes and the brushed steel floor. Solid ground and contact, not sterile, and welcome back in the world.

Four kids go past me on scooters laughing, and a woman in a business suit runs for a cab. The cab is Olde Worlde, that’s the actual brand, with a horn that makes a cheerful honk. The woman is embarrassed but she evidently needs to be somewhere. Her face as the cab pulls away is harried and drawn.

I keep walking, listening to the street. Orientation is part of the job: learn the place where it happened, see what everyone sees. Not the unusual but the given, the assumptions that are too obvious to mention.

People think investigation is like what Fallon does, because that’s how it is in the movies. They think that you gather facts and put them together like the pieces of a broken picture and when you’re done, even if you don’t have all the pieces, you can still see the face of what happened. Sometimes, I suppose, you can do it that way, but mostly the world is an endless shingle of the pieces of nine billion puzzles falling from the sky and sliding one over another until they drift like snow. If you could get far enough away, perhaps you’d be able to see a single face that would tell you what it all means.

I’m not sure I ever want to get that far back. I think that journey is the one Stefan is on, further and further from the surface, knowing more and more and less and less as you travel until finally you’ve become something so vast it’s impossible to distinguish you from the sky.

Instead, you can find out about a thing by sitting in the place where it happened, walking and listening and seeing, until the space gets smaller and smaller around you and in the end there’s just you and what was done, so close to one another that you know it by touch before ever you can speak its name.

So that’s what I do. I walk, and I look around at a holiday town grown old.

I walk down to the part of the beach where the Sleepers aren’t and sit with my back against a low wall, and from there, looking out at the sea where Ailsa Lloyd died, I call the office. The phone answers on the second ring.

“Cal Sounder Investigations,” says Taormina Denton.

Five years ago, I got in a fight with two Titan wannabes named Mac and Mini Denton, and afterwards it turned out that Mac Denton was a coercive asshole and Mini was actually not a bad person. I hooked her up with a friend who specialises in little people fighting much bigger people, and after she kicked Mac out she was looking for a job about the same time that I needed an assistant.

“Hey, Sporty Jasmine.”

I was heavily anaesthetised the second time we met, and Mini was wearing a very particular perfume. They haven’t even sold it now for half a decade, which is why the name is more hilarious every time I use it.

“Always funny, Cal. How’s the Shore?”

“You ever go to your grandma’s house and realise she was really broken down and sad?”

“No. She’s a terrifying old woman who eats beige food and does distance walking. What did the coroner say?”

“Murder by drowning.”

“That’s horrible.”

I wonder if it’s more horrible than any other way. Is murder incremental? And if it is, does that mean it can be done in parts, hollowing someone out until the corpse stops walking?

Until the person just lies down and sleeps their life away?

Mini Denton taps on her phone, sharp shellac nails against the mouthpiece. “Hey, Cal? You there? You want the jacket now?”

“Highlights.”

Deep breath. “Ailsa Lloyd, twenty-six, not married. Apartment in West Bridge which she shares with a trainee music therapist named Tilly. Not shares like romance, shares like they found each other in the small ads looking for a halfway decent place to live. Works for Deerborn Real Estate, has done for two years. They’re a buyer’s agent. You know what that is?”

“Very rich people use them to save money buying very expensive things.”

“And to get those things before other very rich people do.”

“She on the clock down here?”

“Apparently so.”

“Do we know who for?”

“Jove Media. But we do not know why, or what exactly they wanted to buy.”

I wonder if it’s the whole town, or just a summer house the size of an airfield.

“Go make nice at Deerborn. Then do friends and family.”

“Boyfriend girlfriend, watercooler, Uncle Freddie with the inappropriate eyeline. Gotcha.”

“You get any sign of Uncle Freddie, call Chief Gratton and find out whether he or she does more than look.”

“Statistically, it’s he.”

“Statistically I’m not a Titan and Mac put your body in a barrel full of lye. You’re not wrong, but check anyway.”

She laughs, free and sharp. “He wishes. Sleep tight, boss.”

She doesn’t know I have a meeting at midnight. I don’t tell Mini everything. Not yet. It’s a habit of mine to hold things back, even from people I trust. It’s how I know I can trust them.

When you call my office out of hours you get a service. The service offers you three options: call back in daylight, leave a message, or use the flare line. That’s flare like when you’re a ship in trouble, when you don’t have time for the ordinary rhythm of life. When you’re about to be arrested; when you’re scared and you can’t call the cops; when you just flat out don’t know what else to do. Calling the flare line is supposed to mean paying for the premium tier, but most people who can pay for the premium tier don’t need the flare line. Most times I just get woken up and all I can do—all they want me to do—is listen to the worst stories you’ve ever heard; to problems that don’t yield to my kind of solutions, problems with mean banks or hurtful words or the missed opportunities that make up what we call the world. For every big break there’s a thousand that didn’t fly.

A little after five a.m. this morning, the flare line rang. Athena made a little noise and turned over. A strand of hair was in the corner of her mouth and I scooped it out, then slipped away into the living room. There’s a fake fur throw on one of the couches that I leave there so I can take calls without getting cold.

“Sounder.”

“I need you, Mr Sounder. Shearwater, as soon as you can.”

“Who is this?”

“If you open your banking window, you’ll find a retainer already paid and an escrow note with a daily fee and bonus structure exceeding your most inflated rate. You want the beach south of the town. Ask for Fallon.”

A woman’s voice, deep, cultured, serious. No hurry, no panic, just haste. I opened the banking window, but I didn’t need the confirmation.

“All right,” I said. “I’ll be there. You want to tell me anything else?”

“I’ll meet you later. Further up the strand, where the old hotel used to be.”

“Why there?”

A pause. “Do you know Shearwater?”

“No. But you do. Why there?”

Laughter, like stones in a brook. “I like you already, Mr Sounder. See you at midnight.”

She cut the call, and I went to the guest room for the go kit I keep there, next to the one Athena has made up, her long coat folded neatly on top, the second-chance armour panels slotted into place.

Somehow, when the TV crews come through to show the world the life of Stefan Tonfamecasca’s favoured child, they always stop at the walk-in closet and the dozens of shoes. If they asked about the coat, they’d have to consider why someone might have beef, and they don’t want to do that out loud.

Figure the “old hotel” means the Grand Erskine, the husk north of town with what used to be private access to the water and an arm of shingle sweeping out into the bay, perfect for late-afternoon sun. Now it’s all shadows and soft sounds in the summer night: laughter between the vines growing up the old facade, in the scars of fire and rain.

Shearwater was one time the place to go. The Erskines were rich and beautiful, and the burg was what they call unspoiled: a fishing town with character, gourmet food and spas. There was a private rail line direct from Othrys Union to the Shearwater Marina station, and in early July the road to the Grand Erskine Hotel had so many limousines on it you’d think it was the most expensive funeral cortège in the world. Then the tides changed, the plastic came in and the imported yellow sand washed away. Something something Atlantic thermocline, and now between Reykjavik and the Gulf of St Lawrence there’s a valley in the ocean floor that’s pale honey like Hanimaadhoo, three thousand metres deep. The Grand Erskine burned down one winter and they never bothered to build it up again. The hulk sits quiet along the north beach, a fine and picturesque ruin where Chersenesos photographers do underwear shoots and local kids get stoned and have sex. It’s a little too early in the night for that, I suppose, but there’s a party starting somewhere, brash and stupid and fun. Someone’s running lights off a high-capacity battery, flashing white and purple and gold.

I find a date palm leaning the right way and sit down under it, my back against the trunk. After a little while, a boat ticks in and a dozen kids get out. I call them kids but they’re in their twenties, perfect and real. One of them stumbles, and the others tease him for it. They make their way across the beach to the hotel, not seeing me because they’re not looking. There’s a pecking order, the way there always is, a tall handsome boy in the middle of the pack is in charge: every romantic lead in every teen movie ever, dark hair with curls and a deep beach tan. He’s playing chivalrous to a pretty brunette in a dress that qualifies on a technicality. When they get to the low wall between the beach and the Grand Erskine, she makes him lift her over and holds on, shoulders and chest pressing. Then she gives him a high-voltage smile and breaks away.

When the hell did I get so old?

And how do I look younger than them?

I’m still sitting there a half hour later when the sound system blows out and the lights flicker and die, and suddenly the whole beach is quiet. The party kids are silent with surprise, and just for a while I can hear another sound drifting along the shore. A shuffle and scrape, and an endless shared sigh: the sound of the Sleepers almost a kilometre away.

I wonder if they ever have sex. Do people waiting to die have sex? Yes, obviously. But do people who have chosen this kind of dying, who lay down each night and wait each day for death—does that kind of person still have sex? If you had sex on the regular, might that not lead to life, again? Does anyone ever get up and walk away from those sunbeds, just back into the daytime world?

The kids are back, torches in hand as they work on the lights. The boy from the boat is out front, fussing with the battery, restarting everything. The girl is with him, giving instructions, and it’s pissing him off. I can hear them arguing: she’s right and he’s wrong. They need to reset the board first, then the trip, and finally turn all the gear back on. He doesn’t listen, and when the lights come up there’s a pop, that rich funky sound of media equipment overloading, then shutting down.

“Torrance,” the girl says clearly, into the silence. “You’re an asshole.” Like it’s not news to either of them.

Torrance glares at her.

“Fuck you.”

“Oh, definitely never again.”

I figure he’ll call her names and walk away. For a kid like Torrance there’s always another fish, even or especially in a town like this one. Instead, he gets quiet and comes back towards her, hands by his sides like he wants to talk this out, even apologise. Maybe he does, but I’m not sure. I stand up and start walking, just fast enough that I can slow down to a kind of amble when I get to where they are.

“Oh,” I say, like I’m embarrassed. “Hi.”

Torrance stares at me. “Who the fuck are you?”

“I’m Cal.”

“Well, get lost, Cal.”

“Actually, I kind of am lost. Hey, what’s your name?”

“If you don’t know, you really don’t need to.”

“Oh, okay. But could you tell me how to get to the Grand Erskine Hotel?”

The girl laughs. It’s not unkind.

Torrance glares at me, then at her. A minute ago he had a bunch of obvious imperatives: deal with me, fix things with the girl, fix the lights, be the hero, get laid. Now I’m a wandering idiot and he’s lost his rhythm. He stares a minute longer.

“It’s right there in front of you, guy.” He rolls his eyes. “Hey, Ashley?”

Ashley sighs. “Yes, Torrance?”

He flips her the bird with both hands, low at the waist, and wanders off.

Ashley rolls her eyes. “Asshole,” she says again. Then she looks over at me, careful. “Was that a rescue?”

“I just happened by.”

“Sure. So who are you, Cal?”

“Support staff,” I say. “Summer job. If you call out the switches, I’ll reset the board, and you can have the whole thing up and running.”

She steps away, over to the rest of the gear, and doesn’t turn her back. Smart kid. She walks me through the shutdown, and when the lights come back up this time, they stay that way.

“Hey, Ashley. You happen to know a woman named Ailsa Lloyd?”

“Another woman when I’m standing right here?”

“I don’t think fixing a lighting board makes us that close.”

“Sure, I met her a few times.”

“What was she like?”

A moment’s thought. “Elsewhere.”

“Distracted?”

“Sort of. That thing where someone’s not in the room, even when they are. So, who are you, seriously?”

“Cal. Seriously.”

“Support staff Cal. Looks like a basketball player but with those eyes that go all the way to the horizon. I’m used to men looking through my clothes. Not so much through me, though.”

“Does that make me elsewhere, too?”

“Maybe.”

“I’ll try to be more predictable.”

“You do that.” She grins. “That’s some terrible bullshit, Cal. You’re just wandering around in the dark to help out at an illegal beach party. Do better, my man.”

“I go where I get paid.”

“How old are you?”

“Older than you.”

“You have babyface.”

“I do.”

She reaches out for my hand. “Ashley.”

“So I gather.”

We shake, and I hear a tinkling sound and look down at her wrists. She’s wearing bracelets, loose—quite a few.

“So … Cal Babyface, you wanna be my new date?”

I can smell coconut and white musk. She has to tilt her face to look at mine.

“I have a thing.”

“But if you didn’t?”

“Well, Ashley, if I didn’t have to be where I’m going, I’d have to be someplace else. But if you mean are you all kinds of gorgeous in that dress you are very nearly wearing, then the answer is yes. And if there is a smart kid in your group who knows what a job is and makes you feel good about yourself, I would go ask that one to be your date.”

“Mom? Is that you?”

“Have a great night, Ashley.”

“Hey Cal?”

“Ashley.”

“What if the lights go out again? What if I need more support?”

I give her my card. It just says my name and number. She flicks it with her thumbnail.

“This is a nice card.”

“I guess.”

“Petherbridge satin, three hundred and forty gsm.”

“The woman knows her paper stock.”

“Beats the dress all to hell, right?”

It does not, in any way at all.

“Gift from a client,” I tell her. “That’s the last one. Then I’m back to reading out my number so you can send me a message.”

She grins. “Thanks for your help, Cal.”

“You’re welcome, Ashley.”

Black satin and beach shoes laced to mid-calf. She walks away, carefully careless, and part of me can’t stop watching. I’m a new Titan, which makes me, libidinously, about nineteen or twenty years old. I see sex everywhere the way a paranoid sees cameras. I see sex in table legs and clouds, in the leather seats of expensive automobiles and the smooth lines of copper bathtubs. I see sex everywhere because it is, but if it’s everywhere, it’s not evenly distributed, and Ashley walking back to the Grand Erskine with my card held high between her long, strong fingers is a high-density phenomenon.

I wait until she’s gone inside, then drift away up the beach to the water. It’s midnight in two minutes, and I find the place where the bright light of the party casts the blackest shadow on the black shingle and I can disappear. I lean down and pick up a handful of glass pebbles and throw them one by one into the water. Maybe I’ll hit a fish. Splash.

Torrance absolutely is an asshole.

I throw another one. Splash.

Splash.

Splash.

And then nothing, like my fifth pebble just goes away somewhere. A wave rolls in out of synch with the others, like there’s another boat coming, a big one, and then the little chunk of sea-polished glass lands with a thunk in the wet seaweed at the tideline in front of me. A ghost of a chuckle, like stones in a brook, and a shape too big to be what it is.

“Hello, Mr Sounder. I’m Martha Erskine.”

It takes me a while to make her out in the water. In the dark she looks momsy, fifty-five and domestic. That sort of serious yes-young-man-you-will-still-tidy-your-room-when-you-come-home-from-college face. Not old, not young, and very broad. A living face, full of acquired smarts and uncommon sense. The face in the picture with Celia’s great-aunt. But big.

Really big.

“I’m your client,” Martha Erskine says. “You could at least offer me a towel.”

“I don’t have one.”

“And I’m not getting out of the water. I so rarely do, any more. But it’s the form of the thing, you know. And I know you do know. Athena says you’re ever so gentlemanly.”

“I thought late-stage Titans couldn’t swim.”

“But I like to swim, Mr Sounder. Why else would I live by the sea?”

“Would you like me to get you a towel?”

“No, dear. And they don’t make one big enough for me, anyway.”

Truth. She must be sitting in the water. The shelf goes out shallow for a hundred metres beyond the waterline, and Martha’s body is all submerged, moonlight picking out the ripples at her neck.

As big as Stefan, maybe bigger, but the voice is different. Maybe it’s because we’re outside, and it’s coming over the sea, but it’s not painful to hear.

I don’t ask how old she is. A gentleman doesn’t, and I really don’t want to annoy her. Martha Erskine is a four-dose Titan, or—if she was petite to begin with—even five. And that makes her far and away the oldest Erskine alive, the actual matriarch of that whole family. That means she personally owns … oh, just about everything worth having for a hundred miles up and down the East Shore.

“What can I do for you, Ms Erskine?”

“Martha.”

“What can I do for you Martha? I’m Cal.”

“I know you are, Mr Sounder.”

All right, then. I wait for her to answer the question.

“You can find out who killed Ailsa Lloyd, of course.”

“Why?”

“You can find that out too.”

“I mean why do you care?”

“It’s not enough that she’s a nice dead girl on my beach?”

“It’s not.”

“It is.”

“No, it’s not. You have a hundred guys for that.”

“Ohhhh, well. Those. Corporate men. And women. I don’t know if you’ve noticed, Mr Sounder, but within a structure like the Erskine Company people tend to lose initiative and individual thinking. Consensus takes over. I don’t need consensus, I need answers.”

“You asked already.”

“I did.”

“Who?”

“Bail’s people. That’s Bail Erskine, of course, CEO in this generation. My … oooohhh
















































ops/images/9781472158888.jpg
IIIIIIIIIIIII

Sl[[P[R B[AIIH





ops/images/title.jpg
SLEEPER BEACH
NICK HARKAWAY

corsair





