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CHAPTER 1

If the rain fell downwards, it wouldn’t have been so bad, but rising rain was intolerable. Nimali’s discomfort was her own fault. She had been warned to dress accordingly and had refused—stupidly, she could now see. Pooh-poohing the advice offered by the initial survey report, she had omitted to pack the ridiculous-looking anklets, belt, and neck-ruff—each one shaped like an upside-down umbrella—designed for the Territories of the More Known World where rain originated from the surface of the earth and shot up towards the sky. Nimali had reasoned that she was more than accustomed to the torrential monsoonal downpours of her home village back in southern Sri Lanka. How much worse could rising rain be?

Much worse.

The rain ran up her trousers and tunic, drenching her from the inside out, trickling up her calves and thighs, her torso and neck, running up into the rims of her eyes and the roots of her hair. Its passage through the soil made it more mud than water, and when the droplets slithered up onto her feet, it felt as if she were being caressed by slugs. And to think: this was only the fourth week of the projected sixteen it would take to do a thorough second survey of this area.

There was an alternative. She could swallow her pride, transfer back to her abode to pick up the abandoned rain gear, and then transfer back here. She could still see them, lying in a jumbled heap on the grassy floor next to her sleeping mat. But this area was nowhere near her abode—it was twenty-seven Territories away. Her insufficient knowledge of this Territory and tenuous familiarity with some of the intervening ones meant she’d never be able to pull off a direct transfer. The whole process could take a week.

She decided to just stick it out. Anyway, it could be worse. It had been worse. On a previous expedition, she had discovered a banana-like fruit and devoured it without thinking, only to spend the next six months suffering from a severe bout of tickling warts.

Wiping the rain off her face with both hands, Nimali shook her head and smiled. She thought about what her great-aunt would have said to her at this moment: “Silly girl.” That had been Great-Aunt’s inevitable response whenever Nimali told her about some mistake she had made or dilemma she had gotten herself into. But even though it was an admonishment, its utterance was always seasoned with gentleness, affection, and amusement. To Great-Aunt, who had been widowed at fifteen and never remarried, Nimali was a daughter. And to Nimali, who had never managed to wrest a single scrap of her parents’ affection from her five brothers, Great-Aunt was a mother. “Silly girl. You are too impulsive,” the old woman was telling her now, murmuring it into her mind’s ear. “You don’t think of consequences.”

True, too true, she reflected with a sigh. Perhaps it was time for a rest. She scanned her surroundings: to her left, an endless plain of mud; to the right, about one kilometre away, a craggy rock formation the colour of damp undyed cotton. Maybe she could dry off on that small flat ledge at the top. The stone looked relatively nonporous, and the ledge was high enough that, even if the rainwater was seeping up towards it from the ground, its surface might still be dry. She could even have a snack. One that wasn’t soggy. She’d possessed enough common sense, thankfully, to pack her possessions in a waterproof backpack she’d fashioned out of several plastic bags.

Climbing up to the ledge seemed to take an eternity. The mud on her shoes made getting a foothold difficult, and she nearly slipped a couple of times. But her effort was made worthwhile when she hauled herself over the top, collapsed face down, and pressed her cheek against its surface. Completely dry. She sighed with relief, unburdened herself of the backpack, and stretched out, belly up, watching the raindrops around the ledge spring into the cloudless orange sky. Her stomach growled, and to mollify it, she reached into her bag for a special treat—uncooked instant Maggi noodles. Her childhood favourite. Not particularly healthy, she knew, but a welcome change from a week of muddy water and native flora (those verified safe for consumption; she wasn’t making that mistake again).

Nimali kneaded the packet with her fingers, crushing the rectangular block of noodle within into little curly pieces. Then she opened the plastic packet, took out the pouch of soup flavouring, squeezed the moist powder onto the noodle bits, and gave the bag a few vigorous shakes. So absorbed was she in these actions, she failed to notice she was no longer alone. As she crunched her way through her first bite, a shadow stole over her. She looked up in surprise.

“Oh, it’s you! What are you doing here?” She smiled and held out the packet. “Want some?”

By the time she’d realized—a split-second later—it was over. Even the rudimentary skills she had learned in combat training would have been useless in this type of surprise attack. She had no idea why anyone would want to do this to her, but she had little time to think further on the matter.

As the blood trickled from her, snaking into the grey sky above in thin streams, she could hear Great-Aunt’s voice reassuring her that although she was indeed a silly girl, this time, it wasn’t her fault.





CHAPTER 2

Someday, thought Murgatroyd, I will be rash-free. He was cautiously optimistic about the achievability of this goal. Plenty of people, he heard, spent months, even years, without having some patch of their body covered in itchy red bumps. Not only that, but he had long since left the Known World behind, including his parents, who he now knew were the direct cause of the skin conditions that had so plagued him the first twenty-five years of his existence. He was in the More Known World now—a world that wasn’t allergic to him, whose immune system didn’t have to suppress him in order to tolerate his presence, and thus had no reason to compel those around him to keep him in a constant state of misery. It felt fantastic. Murgatroyd took a deep breath of velvety black air and closed his eyes as its warmth filled his lungs. I’m part of the Quest now, he thought happily. I’m exploring the More Known World. I’m where an Oddfit is supposed to be, doing what an Oddfit is meant to do. He exhaled, then grinned. And someday, I will be rash-free.

“At least they’re good rashes now,” he observed out loud.

“‘Good rashes’?” a sceptical voice repeated. It was Ann. The air was too opaque for Murgatroyd to see where she was, but the words came from somewhere in front of him.

“Yes,” Murgatroyd affirmed. “At least they come from exploring new Territories, not itching powder in my bed sheets.”

“Rengas sap, actually,” Ann replied.

“Say again?”

“Sap from the rengas tree. Collected from the park near your parents’ flat. Inflames the skin upon contact. The tree is native to Singapore. That’s what your parents used on your bed sheets—and towels. It was all in your file.”

“Erh, all right. Rengas sap,” said Murgatroyd, correcting himself. “But what I’m trying to say is, I’m on the Quest, Ann! I’m on the Quest!” The glee in his voice was infectious, and if Ann’s face had been visible, Murgatroyd would have seen the very faintest of smiles spread across her lips.

The smile drifted into her voice, imbuing it with an almost imperceptible tone of jest. “You joined the Quest two years ago, and you’re only realizing it now?”

“No, of course not! It’s just that I remember it every now and then. And it makes me so . . . happy.”

This sentence was immediately followed by a thud and a yelp as Murgatroyd tripped and fell into a patch of stinging grass for the fourth time that day and the eighty-fourth time in the past three weeks. Ann had been keeping count. Although she couldn’t see the red welts blossoming on the exposed parts of Murgatroyd’s skin, she could imagine them vividly. Too vividly. She winced.

She heard Murgatroyd groan a little before scrambling to his feet. Then came the sound of his voice again, chirrupy and undeterred. “I’m so happy!”

Murgatroyd Floyd never ceased to amaze her.

Indeed it had been two years, a little more, since she had met Murgatroyd—since he had joined her and the dozens of other individuals whose life’s work was to explore the vast stretches of the planet invisible and inaccessible to the majority of Earth’s inhabitants. On one level, she understood his joy completely. She too was happy. Oddfits like them thrived on exploration, and the Quest, in its dedication to make the mysteries of the More Known World ever more known, nourished this biological impulse of theirs. On another level, however, she didn’t understand how he could still be so excessively enthusiastic after all this time—as if he had just joined the Quest a few days ago, as if he were realizing the fact afresh every hour, every minute. The persistence of his pleasure astounded her. But then again, she reflected, Murgatroyd was a miracle in more ways than one.

Her thoughts were broken by yet another yelp, thud, and groan.

“We’re almost back, aren’t we?” piped Murgatroyd from somewhere near the ground.

“Almost,” said Ann. “Let me get out the fan. I think we have just enough battery power for a few more bursts.”

She pulled a handheld electric fan out of her pocket—the small, plastic kind that desperate amusement-park goers buy from kiosks in summer. Aiming it in the direction they were walking, she flicked the switch. Instantly the breeze cut through the darkness, sending the black fog rolling back in waves. At the other end of this corridor of clarity, Ann could make out a slight rise in elevation. Good. They were approaching the base of the hill they had started out from. Soon they would be above the black fog and able to see once again. And not long after that, they would reach the transfer point, conclude their expedition into China-Plummet, and return to Ann’s abode in Madagascar-Aplomb, where they would celebrate by eating chocolate.

Her mouth began to water ever so slightly as she imagined the two bars in her pantry, which she had saved expressly for this occasion. Boiled stinging-grass tubers were nutritious, and thankfully not rash inducing like the grass blades, but eight weeks of them was more than anyone could stand.

“Erh, Ann?” asked Murgatroyd. “What do you see?”

Ann switched off the fan. “Nearly there.”

Murgatroyd gave a whoop of excitement, and they trudged forward, with Ann making sure her movements were loud enough for Murgatroyd to follow.

Minutes passed—twenty, maybe forty, it was hard to tell—and at last, Ann found herself above the blackness, standing neck deep in it. She stopped and waited for Murgatroyd to emerge, which he did, his blonde head rising up out of the fog like a diver’s coming up for air.

“We made it!” he exclaimed, blinking rapidly as his eyes adjusted to the comparative transparency of their new situation.

Ann blinked as well—to resettle her green contact lens—and wiped the black drops of condensation from the patch over her missing eye. She wondered briefly how the scene might appear to an onlooker. Two heads bobbing in an inky sea. It was at times like this when she wished cameras worked in the More Known World. They didn’t, for reasons no one could explain—the same for TVs, radios, Internet, and most inexplicably of all, deep fryers and deep-frying in general.

“Hurry up,” Ann said. “The faster we walk, the sooner we can get back. We’ll finish writing up the expedition report at my abode.” She continued marching up the hill and out of the fog. It was like emerging from a warm bath, and upon contact with the cool, clear air, goose bumps rippled across her arms and legs.

“Erh, can we rest a bit before we transfer?” Murgatroyd asked. “I want to apply some lotion.”

Ann was just about to tell him that now wasn’t the time to moisturize, but as his entire being rose into view, she thought better of it.

“Of course,” she said instead. Gratefully Murgatroyd lowered himself onto the ground, took a large glass jar out of his backpack, and began dabbing its contents on the red-ringed pustules blanketing his neck, arms, legs, and feet. He was wearing his usual garb—a T-shirt, shorts, and a pair of flip-flops. But there wasn’t a patch of clear skin in sight. In some parts, there were pustules upon pustules—lumpy monuments to the victory of rashdom over this particular specimen of human being. Even opening his backpack and manipulating the jar seemed a painful task; his fingers looked more like batons of raw minced meat than human digits. Ann watched as the lotion began to work its magic, returning his skin to its usual unsettlingly pasty hue. Finally he scraped out the last of the lotion and rubbed it into the raspberries on his left foot, which promptly transformed into toes.

“Maybe you should have dressed more practically,” observed Ann. “You could have worn socks at least.”

“But you’re wearing a suit,” Murgatroyd sputtered.

It was true. Ann was looking very dapper indeed in her three-piece clover-green seersucker suit. But at Murgatroyd’s comment, she frowned. “Suits are very practical. Note that I’m not the one covered in boils. How much of that stuff do you go through?” Ann pointed at the jar.

Murgatroyd gave her an embarrassed grin. “Erh. Ivan and Tally say I’m their best customer.”

Ivan and Tally Ho had been invaluable in helping convince Murgatroyd to join the Quest. It was from their convenience store in Singapore that Murgatroyd had completed his first solo transfer to the More Known World. On that same day he had been introduced to the wonders of Tally Ho Miracle Cream, the More Known World’s cure-all treatment of choice.

Soothing and cooling, works like a dream.

Try a jar of Tally Ho Miracle Cream.

Ann couldn’t help but hear the jingle in her head. All the medicine sellers in the settlements sang it. Whatever his eccentricities, Tally Ho was certainly a genius, and Ivan Ho was no less impressive: it was he whom the Quest contracted to retrieve information on many potential recruits, Murgatroyd included. The man could break into anywhere, disguise himself as anyone—anything for that matter. Ivan had once slipped past an office security desk by doing a credible impersonation of an expensive floral arrangement. The Ho brothers were a living testament to the fact that you didn’t need to be an Oddfit or a Questian to do amazing things, contrary to what some people thought.

Murgatroyd looked around. “We don’t need to go all the way to the transfer point,” he declared. “I remember how to get back from here.”

Ann raised an eyebrow. “Are you sure?”

Murgatroyd thought for a while, recalling what they would pass if they walked the rest of the way to where they had started their journey: the congregations of purple pebbles, the occasional spindly skinnytree (mercifully rare, given the fact that so much exploring of this Territory involved stumbling around in the dark), the two clumps of stinging grass nestled together like lovers on the crest of the hill. Both he and Ann—all Oddfits, actually—had an innate ability to remember such landmarks. There was an in-built desire for an Oddfit’s heart and mind to roam the earth and subconsciously catalogue everything they came across in a desperate search for a home they would never find. Murgatroyd concentrated in order to let loose his instincts, then gave a firm nod.

“I remember enough,” he said. “I think I might even be able to transfer all the way back to Madagascar-Aplomb.”

“You’re absolutely positive?” Ann asked. She had good reason to be cautious. Transferring across multiple Territories in one go required an Oddfit to have a very good sense of the intervening terrain. Murgatroyd, Ann felt, did not usually have that sense, and she always broke their transfers into stages, talking Murgatroyd through one Territory at a time. Now Ann studied him, as if something about his appearance would tell her whether he really was ready.

“You don’t have to rush things,” she said. “Everything in good time. That’s what Yusuf would say, you know. It’ll only take a few minutes longer to do it step by step.”

At the mention of the late Yusuf’s name, Murgatroyd gave the matter further consideration. Without Uncle Yusuf (as Murgatroyd had called him), he would never have been identified as an Oddfit or joined the Quest. And though his memories of Uncle Yusuf were few and faded, they were very dear.

After a while, Murgatroyd took a deep breath and nodded. “I can do it. I’m positive.” And he was. There was no mistake about it. He could feel the certainty coursing through his veins, making him giddy with excitement. In fact, he had never been more confident of anything in his entire life.

Ann shrugged. “All right,” she said. “On the count of two. One. Two.”

She felt her body blaze towards the transfer point, burst through it, and flash through each Territory—through Gobi-Minor and Finland-Bandicoot, then Australia-Terracotta, before finally coming to a halt at Madagascar-Aplomb. She looked around. Abode sweet abode. She looked around again. Murgatroyd was nowhere to be seen.

[image: image]

Murgatroyd showed up a day later, just as Ann was putting the finishing touches on the expedition report.

“Sorry,” he panted. He was studded from head to toe in lemon burs.

“Oh good,” said Ann. She finished dotting the i and crossing the t of China-Plummet in the report title. “I was just about to go looking for you.”

“I really thought I had it this time,” he said.

Ann nodded.

“But I forgot about the precipice in Finland-Bandicoot.”

“Precipices,” Ann corrected. “Plural.”

“Ah, that explains it.” Murgatroyd slapped his forehead, then howled in pain. The slap had connected with a lemon bur in his hair, driving its barbs into his flesh.

“Is it bad?” he asked as Ann extricated the spiky cube and flicked it away.

Ann leaned her one eye closer and squinted. “Yes.” She examined the damage further. “I think it’s going to leave a rash.”

This was the final straw. Completely exhausted, positively starving, and exceedingly itchy, Murgatroyd began to stomp up and down in frustration. “So ir-ri-ta-ting! Two years orready on Quest, I still so buay sai one! How can?”

Although Murgatroyd still spoke with a strong Singaporean accent, these days he lapsed into heavy Singlish only when speaking with the handful of other Questians from Singapore, or when frustrated or embarrassed. Ann stepped back and let Murgatroyd’s anger at himself run its course.

“Sorry,” Murgatroyd muttered in embarrassment once he was done.

“Why?” asked Ann.

“I shouldn’t lose my temper like that. There’s no point. I just thought I’d be good at being an Oddfit by now. Or better, at least.” Then, to her surprise, he sat cross-legged on the floor, buried his face in his hands, and began to cry. “What’s wrong with me?” he bawled.

Ann was not a demonstrative person, but she attempted to console him by patting him on the back.

“There’s nothing wrong with you,” she said awkwardly as the force of her empathetic blows sent Murgatroyd into a coughing fit.

“Yes, there is.”

“No,” she said firmly, “there isn’t. Now look at me.” Murgatroyd looked up, and she continued. “You are good at being an Oddfit.”

“No, I’m not. Transferring, exploring—it’s all supposed to come naturally, isn’t it?”

“Transferring and exploring are useful for the Quest, but they have nothing to do with being a ‘good’ Oddfit. There’s no such thing as a ‘good’ or a ‘bad’ Oddfit. Even degrees of oddfittingness don’t matter. An Oddfit is an Oddfit.”

“All right then,” Murgatroyd said with a sniffle. “I’m a bad Questian, then.”

Ann was silent for a while. “Well, you’re not the best,” she said finally, “but you’re getting better.”

Murgatroyd resumed weeping.

“You are,” stated Ann. “Your progress is slower than expected, but your improvement is undeniable. Tell me. A year ago, would you have been able to transfer back here yourself at all?”

Murgatroyd thought about this and shook his head.

“See?” said Ann.

Murgatroyd blew his nose on the hem of his T-shirt and managed a weak smile. Then he sighed again and drew his knees to his chest. “It’s just . . . I thought once I left the Known World, I’d be like everyone else.”

“Like ‘everyone else’?”

“You know. Good at life. Everyone seems to be good at life, and I’m still so bad at it. I thought joining the Quest would change that.” Murgatroyd squeezed his eyes shut and envisioned the individual he’d assumed he would become when he became a Questian—the true self he thought he would finally don. Retrieving it from the back of his mind’s closet, he wistfully admired the bright-red M emblazoned on the image’s spandex chest, and shook out its accompanying cape. He imagined what life would be like with it on: how muscular and confident he would be, what good posture he would have, how many new trails he would blaze through the More Known World every day before breaking for lunch.

Ann said nothing. To be honest, she too had thought some transformation on Murgatroyd’s part inevitable. She hadn’t expected Murgatroyd to become a superhero, but she had thought his physical and intellectual abilities would undergo a slight improvement at the very least. The Known World had been suppressing him, and it was natural to assume that Murgatroyd would “get better” once he was removed from that suppression. After two years, however, it seemed that Murgatroyd was destined to remain, well, as Murgatroyd as ever.

“There’s nothing wrong with being you,” she said finally. Unexpectedly Murgatroyd turned his anger on her.

“Easy for you to say,” he snapped. “You’re good at everything! You’re smart, you’re amazing at transferring, you can do somersaults in midair, you have a good memory. I miss being good at something.” Here he began to tremble. He knew the horrible thing he was going to say next, but by then it was too late. “I wish I were back in the Known World! I wish I were back waiting tables for Shakti! At least I was good at that.”

Murgatroyd clapped his hands over his mouth.

“You don’t mean that,” Ann said quietly.

“No,” he said regretfully. “I don’t. I shouldn’t have said that.”

They waited silently, side by side, for the awfulness of the words to subside. Meanwhile Ann contemplated telling Murgatroyd how wrong he was—how there was in fact one exceptional quality he possessed that Ann envied very much indeed, and it was this: despite all he had suffered, Murgatroyd had emerged unscarred. Unscarred. This word fell shy of being completely adequate, but it was the best that Ann could come up with, despite the hours she had spent mulling over this extraordinary attribute of his.

Murgatroyd occupied Ann’s thoughts more than he could have ever imagined. It was impossible for him not to, given how much time they spent together as mentor and apprentice. And over the past two years, Ann’s bafflement at this exceptional and peculiar attribute of Murgatroyd’s had only deepened. How could he still be so open? So hopeful? So vulnerable and genuine, despite all the pain he had suffered at the hands of those nearest and dearest to him?

It wasn’t that Murgatroyd didn’t feel angry about what they had done to him, or upset, or hurt—he did. Very much so. (Ann knew this because it was to her he poured out all his feelings, though she was a poor receptacle indeed.) What set Murgatroyd apart was his ability to bear these wounds, yet continue to live as if the idea of anyone wounding anyone had simply never occurred to him.

Ann thought about trying to articulate all this to her apprentice and friend. Instead, she dismantled and reassembled the ballpoint pen in her hands.

“You’re right. You shouldn’t have said that,” she said. “The past is too terrible to wish back.”

Before Murgatroyd could respond, Ann handed him an envelope.

“It was here when I arrived. From the One—delivered by the Other.”

Murgatroyd read the writing on the back of the envelope:

Deer An

Yoo wurnt howm. This nowt is fur yoo.

frum

THE OTHER

P.S. Hi Murgatroyd!

P.P.S. P.S.S. Wuz hungree sow et yoor choklit

Murgatroyd was a slow reader, but it took him an especially long time to comprehend what the Other had written.

“Poor spelling,” Ann remarked. “Hazards of being raised entirely in the More Known World.”

She knew Murgatroyd had reached the last line when she heard him gasp.

“He ate the chocolate?”

Ann nodded impassively. She too had been upset, but had since moved on.

“Hey!” he noted with a smile. “He spelled my name correctly!”

“Read what’s inside.”

Murgatroyd opened the flap and took out the note.

Dear Ann,

Report immediately to Flee Town, Cambodia-Abscond.

Nimali is dead.

Bring Murgatroyd (obviously).

Yours,

The One

“Dead?” Murgatroyd murmured, the note almost falling out of his hand. “But how?”

“Probably the same person who killed the others,” Ann replied. “I’m ready to go. Let me know when you are. You probably don’t want to transfer all the way back to your abode, but you might want to take a quick bath before we leave.” Ann motioned to the freshwater sea sloshing about beneath the translucent wooden floors.

Murgatroyd raised his head. “Aren’t you sad?”

“Of course I’m sad.” She put the note back in the envelope and walked to one of her filing closets to put it away. “Don’t forget to bring a toothbrush and change of underwear. There are new ones next to my sleeping mat in the bedroom—toothbrushes, that is. Can’t help you out with the underwear.”

Murgatroyd read the note again. “It says ‘immediately.’ Shouldn’t we leave right away?”

Ann’s voice floated around the corner. “It won’t make much difference. She’s already dead, isn’t she?”





CHAPTER 3

Life in Cambodia-Abscond was enough to drive anyone crazy. At least, that’s what Mildred was beginning to feel. It had been fifteen days since she and the One had arrived in the settlement to claim Nimali’s body and comb the scene for clues—and fourteen days since the Other had joined them and almost as quickly been dispatched to summon Ann for assistance. But there was still no sign of Ann, or Ann’s apprentice, and if Mildred had to spend another day here, she was going to go insane.

The threat of impending madness loomed particularly large as she sat on the porch of the Bovquito Arms, overlooking the pastures and fields. And despite what her therapist back in the Known World had always told her about dwelling on the negative (i.e., not to), she leaned back in her rocking chair, made of bloodwood like everything else in this godforsaken settlement, and tried to decide which feature of this Territory she hated the most.

Was it the head-splitting redness of everything? The vermilion-bladed grass and the rocks like distended uncut garnets? The tree trunks coated in carnelian and crimson? The foliage reminiscent of carnage from a horror-movie scene, or the soil so saturated in the pigment it verged on black?

No, thought Mildred. What she hated most was the smell: the metallic tang that rimmed your nostrils and left you cold, as if you’d bloodied your nose or bitten your lip, as if you’d inhaled an entire stainless-steel operating table and a pair of forceps. You couldn’t escape it. The fumes rose from the ground, infusing everything and everyone in their ferric odour.

No, she thought again. What she hated most were the bovquitoes.

The fact that all animal life in the More Known World shared a common ancestor in the mosquito—the only nonhuman animal capable of crossing freely between the Worlds and Territories—already gave her the creeps. But there were no words for the horror she felt at the sight of these shaggy, lumbering creatures dotting the fields and hills, their fleshy, almost obscene proboscises suckling greedily on the soil; their translucent abdomens excreting droplets of muddy-brown urine even as they swelled with the creamy pink fluid that Flee Town’s settlers so depended on for nourishment.

Ah yes. The Fleetowners. And like a mosquito finally thrusting its blade home after circling and probing in search of an appropriate blood vessel, Mildred’s mind pinpointed the one thing that, more than anything else, made her detest this place so. The people. It was an unkind thing to think, but there you had it. And upon giving herself license to truly ponder the matter for the first time, Mildred found herself at liberty to identify exactly what it was about the inhabitants of Cambodia-Abscond, or more specifically its only settlement, Flee Town, that repulsed her so.

Perhaps it was their love of comfort—not necessarily a bad thing, but Fleetowners took it to a level of excess. Case in point: the sight that had greeted her and the One when they’d stepped into the Bovquito Arms. From the outside, the tavern had looked uncompromisingly spare—all weathered wood and thin railings, all severity and splinters. The interior, on the other hand, was unbearably plush. Shaggy grey bovquito pelts blanketed the floor and walls, lined the armchairs and footstools, trimmed the bar and the banisters. There were cushions everywhere—so many it was difficult to find a spot to sit. They came in all shapes and sizes, propped up against seat backs and piled in corners. Some hung on wall hooks as if they were coats. Others, richly embroidered, were framed in elaborately carved wood and displayed like art.

At that point, Henry, the owner of the Bovquito Arms, had materialized, sauntering over with one hand extended obligatorily in greeting, the other resting on his prosperous belly. Mildred remembered noticing how all his fingers were loaded with rings of carved, polished bloodstone, and how his neck was garlanded with hoops of the same material. His sudden appearance had startled Mildred, and she realized belatedly that he had been sitting behind the bar in plain sight the whole time. She simply hadn’t seen him, for he, like the room, had been clothed in fur.

Mildred thought about how to sum up the aesthetic in one word. Instead she came up with nine: French rococo meets crocheting granny meets log-cabin chic.

The owner’s son, a scrawny boy of about ten years of age, showed them to their fur-lined, fur-carpeted rooms, and Mildred had been sitting on the edge of her furry, embroidered-cushion-strewn bed, still trying to recover from the sensation that she was being smothered, when the boy knocked on the door and announced, “Lunch.”

She felt queasy, but bravely she descended the stairs along with the One and sat down to a sumptuous rustic feast of red rye, six different types of cheeses in six different shades of pink, wooden goblets of fresh rose milk and wooden mugs of a fermented rose-milk-based drink called bloom, a tureen of bovquito-ham chowder, and a creamy crimson pudding sprinkled with roasted bloodnuts for dessert. She managed to get down a salmon-hued sliver of very ripe runny cheese, but then she pushed her plate away and watched as Henry and the rest of the tavern staff—all as rotund as Henry, with the exception of the boy—gorged themselves, either unconcerned with or unaware of her lack of appetite.

From what Mildred had seen of Flee Town so far, it was much the same everywhere else—the opulent decor, the flashy dress sense, the rich food. But even this plump, ruddy-cheeked tendency towards decadence Mildred might have forgiven if it had been accompanied by plump, ruddy-cheeked joviality, which it wasn’t.

Fleetowners acted both suspicious and suspiciously, as if they had something to hide. Given the kind of people who had established the settlement and who had been coming here ever since, they probably did. There was a well-known saying in the Territories, as far as the scattered and isolated nature of life in the More Known World allowed for the popularity of any saying at all: “Only the truly desperate Cambodia-Abscond.” And how true it was. It was already the case that many Sumfit settlers were looking to make a fresh start. Unspeakable tragedies, bad relationships, spectacular failures personal and professional, calamities, catastrophes, and more spurred the majority of settlement in the More Known World. It was the shadiest of these who wound up in Cambodia-Abscond’s only settlement, attracted by the prospect of living in a community where no questions were asked, where conversation was kept to a minimum, and where one could grow fat on the land and live out the rest of one’s days in peace and comfort.

Needless to say, this reticence, along with liberal doses of caginess and distrust, made social interaction rather unpleasant.

“Have you been in Flee Town long?” Mildred had asked Henry during the meal, trying to be polite.

“What’s it to you?” Henry answered, not even looking up from his plate.

Startled by his reply, Mildred looked around and found that everybody was still eating, in silence, as if nothing had happened. Even the One seemed not to have noticed.

“Just curious,” Mildred said by way of apology. Then: “Do you only have one child?”

In reply, Henry took a long swig of bloom.

Later, the One reprimanded her for her rudeness.

“Excuse me?” asked Mildred, incredulous.

“It’s bad manners to make needless conversation in Flee Town,” said the One, as if explaining an obvious fact. “And it’s especially impolite to enquire into people’s personal details.”

“How was I supposed to know that?”

“I didn’t realize you were so oblivious,” quipped the One. “I suppose you need me to tell you there’s a smudge of cheese on your chin.”

As Mildred wiped it off, she sighed. The most astounding thing about the One was also the most maddening thing: her brilliant mind kept her perceptive powers several paces ahead of everyone else’s, even as her rapidly deteriorating physical health forced her body to slow down. To the One, everything was obvious, and the woman simply couldn’t believe that to others—even exceptionally bright Mildred—everything wasn’t. When Mildred first started accompanying the One, the older woman’s impatience had caused her to bristle. But now, after a year and a half, she had stopped taking such quips so personally. Similarly, after having to put up with Mildred for the same length of time for the sake of the greater good (that was how the One thought of it), the One had become better at providing patient explanations—at least, better than she used to be.

“People in Flee Town have a past,” the One elaborated.

The One really was a genius. Mildred would keep returning to the One’s explanation in the days to come, finding that it explained everything: not just the aversion to talking about themselves or prying into the lives of others, but also the high value Fleetowners placed on comfortable furnishings and fine clothes and food. How better to take shelter from past sins than by following the example of a rodent taking refuge from the winter? By padding yourself with soft bedding and extra body fat and piles of precious nuts and seeds?

Mildred could understand the impulse. When she was growing up, she’d seen it in her father, who worked hard and saved up and kept his former life back in the old country wrapped in dark secrecy. But understanding didn’t make it more pleasant to be around. And just as she had always disliked interacting with her father, so now she disliked interacting with the people of Flee Town and couldn’t wait to leave.

“Remarkable.”

Mildred gave a little jump of surprise. She had completely forgotten that the One was sitting next to her.

“Remarkable,” the One murmured again, more to herself than to Mildred. She too was looking out at the very same landscape—the pink sky, the red grass and trees. And it occurred to Mildred that, at the very same time she had been contemplating how horrible Cambodia-Abscond was, the One had been sitting next to her, on the very same porch, thinking how marvellous it all was.

How the One could still find the Territory “remarkable” was a wonder in itself, and not just because they’d been sitting in that same spot almost continuously for half a month. Cambodia-Abscond was discovered in the 1940s, and the One must have already visited the place several dozen times at least.

And yet: “Absolutely remarkable,” the One declared, adjusting the heavy shawl around her tiny shoulders and settling back into her chair. Her face was a portrait of complete satisfaction.

The happiness that the One was obviously experiencing, coupled with the shame Mildred felt at her own disgruntlement, sent her mind drifting towards the positive. (Her erstwhile therapist would have been pleased.) So what if she didn’t like it here? So what if the people rubbed her the wrong way and the redness of her surroundings gave her a migraine? So what if she didn’t derive the same pleasure from the distinctive characteristics of the Territory in the same way that she might if she were “into nature” like the One or so many of her other Questian colleagues? She hadn’t joined the Quest to make friends or enjoy herself. She’d joined because it was a cause she believed in with all her heart.

She knew the Quest wasn’t out to help people or save the environment like the charitable foundations and nonprofits she’d worked for in the past. But in its single-minded drive to explore every nook and cranny, every crease and crevice on the planet, and then to disseminate that knowledge among the population at large, Mildred had found a mission that resonated with her as nothing ever had. When boiled down to its barest essence, the Quest was about truth: finding it and spreading it far and wide. And insofar as Mildred had any idealism left, she believed that the truth was important.

She wasn’t sure why she held this conviction. Learning the truth rarely changed anything, and when it did, it often caused great pain—this had been the case in her life, at least. When she had learned at school that there was a name for what her father did to her mother, her two younger brothers, and her—abuse—she had hurled the word at him, only to be rewarded with the worst beating of her life. Then, during her college days, she had gotten involved in various volunteering and social-justice activities and was overwhelmed with anguish when she learned how much suffering there was in the world, how much violence. The truth was no kinder to her in her romantic affairs, which weren’t romantic so much as recurrent exercises in complicit self-torture. In this area of her life, it seemed as if Truth were the host of some twisted dating game show, revealing the terrifying true nature of each boyfriend only after he had affixed himself firmly, and leechlike, to her heart.

And yet she persisted in her conviction—a holdover, perhaps, from that brief phase in her teenage years when she had gone to youth Bible-study sessions in the basement of her aunt’s church and thought she had faith in God. Those words, from the book of John: “And the truth shall set you free.” The truth wasn’t always pleasant, but it was liberating, refreshing—the sting of antiseptic on an open cut, the first stage of a healing process. This she believed with every fibre of her being, and neither her logical powers (which were considerable) nor her cynicism (also considerable) could budge her from it.

Hence, the Quest. And hence, that fateful day when she had seen it advertised and subsequently dedicated herself to spreading the truth about the world and how much of it there really was.

Her latest disaster of a boyfriend, Greg, had moved out of her apartment that morning. “For real, this time,” he’d said, and she hoped he was right, because if he returned, as he had all the other times, she would take him back, and she was tired of taking him back.

She told him as much as she sat on the edge of the futon couch in her pyjamas, still weary from the screaming match the night before and exhausted from a night of fitful sleep. “For real,” she echoed, pleading almost. “I’m sick of all this.”

Greg smirked. “Maybe I shouldn’t go after all. You’re so pathetic, I feel guilty.” And then, weedy arms cradling the cardboard box containing the last of his possessions, he left.

After she heard the elevator doors close, Mildred walked to the kitchen. She opened the fridge. She hurled the dozen eggs she’d bought the day before into the sink, one by one. Then she changed into a T-shirt and sweatpants and went to sit at a café.

It wasn’t her favourite café, and technically it was more of a deli, but she always went there. The problem with her favourite café was that everyone else liked it too, and she lacked the energy that morning to do battle with the yuppies of the Brooklyn Saturday brunch set. Also, her favourite café was pricey. So there she was, at her usual spot instead, nursing bad coffee in a Styrofoam cup and nibbling a bloated blueberry muffin—the kind that came in plastic-wrapped packs of twenty-four from the bakery section at Costco. The owners were a middle-aged Korean couple, and they reminded her of her own parents, but nicer and happier. She greeted them in respectful Korean whenever she came in, and this made them smile. Occasionally they gave her a free banana. That day, the husband asked her whether she was okay. She said she was, but then he pressed two bananas into her hands and urged her to look after her health.

As she sat on a stool near the window and leafed through a month-old copy of an abandoned alt-weekly, she thought about how much she was looking forward to Monday, when she could go to work and live the part of her life that was going well. She liked her workplace—a charitable foundation dedicated to improving water sanitation in the developing world. She’d just been promoted to head of marketing. Her coworkers thought she was brilliant, capable, and practical, which, in the office, she was.

It was then that the ad caught her eye—a rectangular block of text.

The More Known World awaits.

THE QUEST +62 811 434 1256

Why that ad snagged her attention, and not its neighbour, “We buy junk at good prices,” or “Pelvis for sale, Elvis not included” three ads down, she couldn’t say. Perhaps it was the international phone number. But snagged she was, and she dialled the number later that night over dinner, which was microwaveable instant rice and kimchi straight from the jar.

In hindsight, it was a miracle that she’d persisted. No one answered, so she left a voice message. Several weeks later, someone called Mildred back to arrange a meeting—a man with an accent she couldn’t place. When they met at the Starbucks near her workplace (she’d had to choose the time and location), he wolfed down three bagels with cream cheese, her treat, and proceeded to say nothing at all. She only managed to glean any information from him by asking a series of questions, each of which he answered only after removing his glasses, wiping them with a blue handkerchief, putting them back on, and peering at her for a long time, as if trying to jog his memory about who she was and why they were there at all.

The interrogation session lasted a little more than two hours. And though what she was learning was exciting, thrilling even, the effort of extracting this information was so enervating that Mildred could be only dimly aware of how astounding it all was without actually being astounded in the moment itself. Only when Mildred slumped back in her chair, exhausted from her exertions, did the man speak of his own accord.

“You’re a Sumfit,” he declared, awkwardly.

“A what?”

“A Sumfit,” he repeated. Then, looking at his thumbs, which were tapping a mysterious arrhythmic beat on the tabletop, he added, “See, 99.5 percent of the Worlds’ population are Sumfits. And 0.2 percent are Stucks.”

“And what are you?” Mildred asked.

“The remaining 0.3 percent,” he answered. He reached for his glasses, and Mildred cringed. But instead of removing them and getting out his handkerchief, he pushed them up the bridge of his nose. “I’m an Oddfit. Most Questians are.”

“So?”

“You—you said you wanted to join the Quest,” he stammered. “Sumfits can’t explore new Territories like Oddfits can.”

“Why not?”

A shrug. “Physically speaking, it’s impossible. Transferring between Territories is very taxing on the Sumfit system.” He peered at her intently. “It’s biological. That’s all we know.”

There was a lengthy pause. “So you’re saying I can’t join the Quest?” Mildred said.

“No, you can. But if you do, it can’t be in an exploration capacity. You’d have to help with cataloguing. Or dissemination.”

“What’s cataloguing?”

“What I do. We take new information about Territories and add it to the Compendium, where we keep everything we know about the More Known World.”

“And what’s dissemination?”

“This,” he said. Then, sorrowfully: “I hate dissemination.”

Christian. She knew his name now. A meticulous, bookish young man of Nigerian extraction who preferred to spend his days in the depths of the Compendium, reading expedition reports and copying new information by hand onto index cards, which he filed away by Territory, which in turn were arranged in alphabetical order. But because all other Questians hated dissemination as well, everyone was required to help out with it as much as possible, to prevent the burden from falling on a few unlucky shoulders. Luckily, not much action was required: the occasional inexpensive advertisement (the Quest ran on a tight budget), the sporadic leafleting (and rummaging through nearby garbage bins so they could reuse the leaflets people had thrown away), the rare meeting when anything did transpire (unlikely, since only a tiny percentage of Sumfits were capable of registering any information about the More Known World).

It hadn’t always been this way. From what Mildred had learned since joining the Quest, dissemination had once been not only a priority, but a passion. That enthusiasm was long gone, worn down by decades of fighting the odds and failing. Yet one and a half years later, looking back at the whole experience from that porch in Flee Town, Cambodia-Abscond, Mildred wondered if it had all been just as well. She remembered being shocked by the ineptitude with which the More Known World and the Quest had been presented to her, but she also remembered being, perversely enough, intrigued by it. By the time her meeting with Christian had ended—“I have to go,” he’d suddenly muttered, glancing at his watch and vanishing seconds before his chair burst into flames—a familiar energy was stirring in her, whispering as it whipped about. Change is around the corner. If not you, who? It was the whisper that made her a soaring success at work. It was the whisper that made her a pitiable wreck in her dating life. This time, it was the whisper that compelled her to call the number and leave another message, insisting that she did want to join the Quest and help, specifically, with dissemination. After fifteen days, someone had called her back with instructions. She packed a clean pair of underwear and a toothbrush. On a malicious whim, she called several friends to leave panicked-sounding voice messages about how she was worried Greg was going to kill her. Then she had disappeared.

Mildred hadn’t pressed for change straight away. She’d waited a few weeks to get a feel for the whole operation first, to become acquainted with what exactly the Quest was doing, and to ascertain whether her own experience with Christian had been an anomaly or the norm. Her initial impressions proved correct. The work the Quest was doing in terms of revealing and detailing the truth about the Worlds was utterly marvellous, absolutely awe inspiring. But the way in which this information was being communicated to the Known World was depressingly inadequate. Inadequate was one way of putting it. Shit was another. Though Mildred privately thought the latter, she tactfully opted to use the former term when she met with the One and the Other to make the case for reform.

“The More Known World is a big deal,” Mildred had said, eyes ablaze, her clear voice striking the word big as if it were a gong. “You of all people know this. It deserves a big push.”

These were the closing words of Mildred’s four-minute presentation, which she gave on the moss-covered steps of the Compendium, in Bolivia-Aspersion—the Territory where she and the vast majority of other Sumfit Questians had chosen to make their abode. Four minutes exactly. She had timed it when she was rehearsing. Any shorter, and the One wouldn’t think she was serious. Any longer, and the Other would lose interest. Sure enough, she had barely concluded when the Other sprang up, exclaimed, “You’re right!” and ran into the woods in hot pursuit of a scurrying striped creature with bobbly antennae and a flashing ovipositor.

“Yes, you are,” the One said grudgingly as the Other’s shouts of excitement faded into the distance. From the minute Mildred had contacted her to arrange a meeting, the One had been sceptical. The woman was a new recruit, after all—what did she know? But by the time Mildred had finished, the One admitted she had a point. When it came to dissemination, the Quest could certainly use a facelift, if not heavy-duty plastic surgery. More importantly, the young woman was obviously very capable. The observations she’d made were informed and incisive. The changes she proposed were well considered and intriguing. She was surprised by Mildred’s aggressiveness—it was unusual for a new Questian to be so brash, so critical—but then again, she acknowledged that this kind of attitude was necessary if an overhaul were indeed to take place. Here was a woman full of vim and vigour, raring to spread the good news about the More Known World in a way that the More Known World deserved, and to cap it all off, she seemed to have the outlines of a definite, plausible plan.

The One folded her arms and nodded. “Tell me more.”

First, Mildred would immerse herself in learning about the Quest and the More Known World to the furthest extent possible. She understood that this was a well-nigh impossible task for an Oddfit, much less a Sumfit with severely limited transferring abilities, but it wasn’t so much about quantity as it was about quality. She didn’t have to memorize or experience the entirety of every single Territory on record. Rather, she wanted to internalize the Quest’s ethos and vision, and gain a comprehensive knowledge of a handful of select Territories.

Then, in conjunction with the Quest’s cataloguers and a team of individuals handpicked by her, she would oversee the launch of a new publicity campaign, making use of a Known World technology called the Internet.

“Inter-net?” the One had repeated, her brow furrowed. Like all Oddfits who had lived too long in the More Known World, she never visited the Known World anymore. A trip to the Known World would trigger an instantaneous allergic reaction from its immune system. Her last trip to the Known World had been in 1993, for five seconds, when she had narrowly escaped being swallowed up by a spontaneously occurring sinkhole. Needless to say, she hadn’t had time to catch up on the latest news in technology.

Mildred explained the Internet—its uses, its role in contemporary society, the extent of its reach. Then she described how the Quest’s dissemination division, under her supervision, would use it. Knowledge about the More Known World and the Quest was to be spread via a “website” that would be accessible to people around the world.

“Like a book?” the One asked, with regard to the website.

“But better,” Mildred replied. Then, seeing the hesitation flicker across the One’s face, she added hastily, “Or rather, different. A book would cost a lot to print. It would be difficult to get a publisher. Distribution would be a nightmare. And it just wouldn’t be as appealing. People would have to get their hands on a copy. They’d have to read the whole thing. On the website, they could just click around. Sorry. By ‘click around’ I mean—”

“‘Skim.’ I gathered as much from context. But surely, you’re underestimating people’s attention spans. It only takes an hour at most to read . . . what, four hundred pages? I’m sure we could come up with something concise that would be four hundred pages.”

Mildred cleared her throat. “With all due respect, One, most people don’t read as fast as you. Plus, we can do a lot more with graphics on a website. There are some amazing sketches on file in the Compendium. If we did a print book, illustrations would cost a fortune. Uploading them, on the other hand? Easy as pie.”

The furrows in the older woman’s brow grew deeper, and Mildred braced herself for the worst. But then the very opposite of the worst happened.

“Just imagine,” the One murmured, “if people could see the More Known World for themselves. The iridescent canopies of Japan-Alloy. The composition of platypusine under a microscope. And those lovely sketches of extruded skeet-beetle genitalia that Carl finished in watercolour last month . . .”

“Exactly,” Mildred said.

“And you say it would cost very little?”

“Yes, if we’re careful. We’ll start with a very basic site design using ready-made templates. It won’t be fancy, but we’ll keep it professional looking. We can look into making further improvements once we have sufficient interest from the public.”

“Sufficient interest?” the One asked. “I wouldn’t expect any. Only a small fraction of—”

“—people in the Worlds are capable of retaining information about the More Known World. I know. What is that fraction exactly?”

“Efforts at random sampling suggest one in one hundred and fifty.”

“There are about six-point-six billion people in the world. That means, theoretically, a total of forty-four million people should be able to learn about the More Known World.” Mildred smiled. “I know percentagewise, it’s small, but in absolute terms, it’s hardly a number to sneer at.”

Always one to appreciate excellent argumentation, the One smiled as well. “A valid point. And I suppose, if it’s done right . . .”

Mildred watched the One in astonishment. It was clear that the older woman had picked up the essential principles of how the website would work just from the few words that had passed between them. In the lineaments of the One’s face, she could see the great mind extending itself like a rapidly growing tree, forming branches and buds, sending out roots, tracing the paths that were logical extensions of Mildred’s plan, but that Mildred herself had not foreseen.

The One turned her large dark eyes on Mildred. “The only thing is . . .”

Mildred could see the One was now wandering in some worrisome potential future where she herself could not go.

“The only thing is what?” Mildred asked after a while.

The One shook her head. “Unlikely. Highly improbable,” she muttered. “And besides, people must know! There’s so much more!”

She turned her gaze back to Mildred. And even though Mildred was fairly sure what the One’s decision would be, her heart gave an uncertain flutter.

“I give my consent,” said the One, to the younger woman’s relief. “Tell me what you need. Within reason.”

At that moment, the Other careened back into their midst, clutching the trembling creature in one hand and patting it enthusiastically with the other. “I agree with the One,” he proclaimed.

“You always agree with me,” the One said. She sounded mildly disapproving.

The Other shrugged. “Can’t be bothered to think for myself. Cuts into exploring time. Are we done yet?”

Mildred had been too thrilled to follow the remainder of the conversation. And even now—marinating in that blood-drenched land, the smell of metal assailing her nostrils, her annoyance at the citizens of Flee Town still raising her hackles—she could smile at the memory of how it all started. This was the most exciting, most challenging, most rewarding venture she’d ever embarked on. The chance of a lifetime. And the funny thing was that Greg was partly to thank for it. She smiled again, charitably this time. Closing her eyes, she prayed sincerely to whoever was in charge of the universe that, somewhere out there, Greg was very miserable indeed.

“You’re quiet today,” noted the One. “Usually you’re badgering me with questions.”

Mildred shrugged. “I thought I’d give both of us a break. You’ll just have to put off dying, won’t you?”

It was the kind of joke that Mildred wouldn’t have dared to make even a few months ago, but she had spent a lot of time in the One’s company recently and had a good sense of what would amuse her and what wouldn’t. Intelligent impudence fell into the former category. Practical jokes and puns fell into the latter.

The One gave a mock scowl. “Maybe I’ll die right now. Just to make your job that much harder.”

Mildred was silent for some time before she finally spoke. “Please don’t. We’ve barely scratched the surface. There’s still a lot you need to pass on.”

They were quiet. And as Mildred tactfully turned away and looked towards the horizon, the One coughed, produced a black handkerchief from the folds of her shawl, and spat into it discreetly.

“I don’t know what you’re going to do with everything I tell you,” said the One. “If you include even a tenth of it on the website, you’ll put people to sleep.”

“It won’t all go on the website verbatim,” said Mildred. “But what I learn from you is important. The Quest’s history, its founding, all the things you’ve seen and experienced, everything you’ve discovered and developed—they’ll inform the website’s content and form in both tangible and intangible ways. At least, that’s my intention. And website aside, your knowledge and experiences should be preserved for posterity in the Compendium. Before—” Mildred faltered, but finished. “. . . It’s too late.”

The One pursed her lips. “But it’s too rushed. You following me all the time, pestering me with incessant questions. These are hardly ideal conditions under which to communicate knowledge.” She paused. “Still, given the circumstances, I suppose it can’t be helped.”

“Hospital,” said someone. A child’s voice.

For the second time that day, Mildred started in surprise. She looked up. Standing before them was Henry’s son. She didn’t dislike the Flee Town children as she did Henry and the rest of the adults, but they did baffle her. Even though they were as quiet as their parents, their silence was different somehow: less shifty, less sullen. Their movements differed too—nimble and rustling, like the wind.

“Thank you, Garamond,” the One said, rising to her feet with some effort.

“What is it?” Mildred asked her.

“Hospital,” the One repeated unhelpfully. Then she added, “Ann and Murgatroyd must have arrived.”

At last, thought Mildred. She looked to Garamond for confirmation, but he had already disappeared.

“Hurry up!” called the One. She too had left the porch and was hobbling briskly away towards the centre of town.





CHAPTER 4

Murgatroyd had been inside a hospital only four times in his life.

The first was when he was born. He remembered nothing of it.

The second was when he was six and his mother took him to the children’s ward at Singapore General Hospital, where she had signed up as a volunteer to read the patients stories. Murgatroyd had the time of his life. It was the first time he’d ever played with other children.

But all good things, as his mother never tired of reminding him, had to come to an end, and soon it was time to go.

When Murgatroyd and his mother had left the ward, she turned to him.

“That was fun, wasn’t it?” she said.

Little Murgatroyd nodded vigorously.

“Shall we do it again sometime soon?” she asked.

Murgatroyd almost leapt for joy.

“Oh, but wait,” his mother said. “We mightn’t be able to after all.”

Murgatroyd’s heart sank. “Why not?” he asked timidly.

“They all have terminal illnesses, my darling. Soon they will die.”

The third time Murgatroyd had been to a hospital was after the school found out he hadn’t been immunized against anything, and told his parents that he would have to get his shots if he were to continue his studies. Murgatroyd remembered his parents being very annoyed and the injections being very painful.

The fourth time was when his best friend, Kay Huat, had broken both arms while paragliding. The accident coincided with Kay Huat’s Russian literature–loving phase, and Murgatroyd sat by his friend’s bedside for several days, holding War and Peace open for him and turning the pages.

From these visits, Murgatroyd had come to associate hospitals with multistoreyed towers and long, confusing corridors—with white linoleum, plastic curtains, and the smell of antiseptic. Flee Town Hospital had nothing of the kind.

From the outside, there was little to distinguish it from any of the other buildings in the settlement. There was a wooden sign proclaiming FLEE TOWN HOSPITAL in incongruously ornate script. There were two extensions jutting out from either side like awkward stubby wings—slightly newer looking and hence most likely added after the construction of the main building. But apart from these features, the hospital could have easily been any of the large houses or shops or other buildings he and Ann had passed on their way into town, cobbled together from bloodwood planks of various reds, oranges, and pinks.

The waiting room on the other side of the front door was unlike any Murgatroyd had ever encountered either, piled high with burgundy cushions and lined in shaggy mottled pelts and velour. Ann told Murgatroyd to stay there while she went out again to get them something to eat, and it was only after several minutes of sitting that he realized he was not alone. Nestled among the cushions and fur were a young man with his left leg encased in a dirty cast and a middle-aged woman pressing a bloody cloth to a wound on her cheek. Both were stone silent and stared blankly ahead.

A young man wearing a blood-stained apron—a doctor or nurse, Murgatroyd supposed—appeared and stomped his foot twice to get their attention. Immediately the woman stood up, spilling a few drops from the blood-soaked rag, and Murgatroyd guessed why the pillows were of that colour: the bloodstains would probably be undetectable when they dried. Then the man and woman disappeared without a sound.

Scooting closer to the young man with a broken leg, Murgatroyd attempted to strike up a conversation. “What happened?” he asked, pointing to the cast.

The man said nothing and looked uncomfortable.

“You look uncomfortable,” noted Murgatroyd. “Your leg must hurt.”

The man began fingering the large gold pendant around his neck.

“Erh, nice necklace,” Murgatroyd persisted, feeling his ears go red and his Singaporean patterns of speech returning. “Looks very ex. I mean, erh, must be very expen-seeve one. Erh, I mean . . .”

The man turned pale. He scrambled to his feet as fast as his physical condition would allow. Right then, Ann entered and quickly deduced what was going on.

“Apologies. He’s new,” she said.

The man sat back down and scowled.

“Don’t make conversation,” muttered Ann. “It’s not done here.” Then she pressed something into Murgatroyd’s hands: two porous slabs of cherry-coloured bread, and between them, a slice of pink rubber and a squishy fuchsia paste.

“Cheese and sour cream on red rye,” said Ann. “It’s a local staple. This one is for you. I ate mine on the way over.”

Murgatroyd took a bite. It wasn’t bad. He wolfed the rest of it down.

“Does the One know we’re here?” he mumbled, spraying flecks of soggy cheese and bread in her direction.

“I asked one of the children outside to tell her.”

Suddenly a look of panic crossed his face. “Why are we meeting at a hospital? Is the One all right?”

“The body is here.”

“‘The body’? You mean Nimali?”

Ann nodded. “This is where they probably did the autopsy. It’s the logical place to meet.”

Murgatroyd felt his knees go weak as he recalled in full why they were there: the murder, third in a series that was sending fear pulsing through the Questian community like ripples through a pond. The victims had some things in common. They were all Oddfit Questians, they were all exploring uncharted or relatively new Territories when their bodies had been discovered, and they had all met their ends in the same brutal way. But beyond these similarities, there was no discernible pattern. It was perplexing, not to mention terrifying. In fact, if Murgatroyd was honest with himself, a small part of him was grateful that he was still an apprentice. The prospect of going on expeditions alone while a mysterious killer was on the loose terrified him, and though he hadn’t told Ann, he’d spent the time he had gotten lost on the way back from China-Plummet in a state of constant fear, which he had only barely suppressed by keeping his pocket knife at the ready the entire time.

“Why would anyone want to kill Questians?” murmured Murgatroyd.

“We don’t know,” Ann answered. “I suspect the One wants us to find out.”

Ann’s guess didn’t surprise Murgatroyd too much. As the One’s former protégé and one of the most capable individuals on the Quest, Ann was often called on for assistance with unusual situations, including the matter of Murgatroyd’s recruitment. What did surprise him was the completely ordinary way in which Ann said this, as if the One had asked for help with something mundane—something that didn’t involve someone getting murdered.

And not just any someone either, Murgatroyd remembered with a start.

“Nimali was your abodemate!” Murgatroyd blurted.

Ann gave him a faintly quizzical look, and he faltered.

“Wasn’t she?” he asked.

“Yes. But why do you ask?”

“N-No reason,” he stammered. “It’s just, erh . . . She must have lived with you for her whole apprenticeship period.”

“Yes,” answered Ann.

“So you must have known her well.”

Ann reflected. “I suppose,” she said, and then she opened her mouth again, as if she were about to say more. But then she didn’t, and Murgatroyd couldn’t help but feel aghast.

New recruits were always assigned to live with a more senior Questian—a safety measure that was introduced in the late 1950s, shortly after the very first recruit, Martin Camberwell, was “briefly misplaced” only moments after being installed in an abode of his very own in a lesser-known Territory so lesser known that Martin’s mentor, the Other, promptly forgot where it was. Martin was recovered several days later, in reasonable health all things considered, but very anxious.

Murgatroyd himself was currently sharing an abode with a Oddfit Questian from Senegal named Pierre whom he had grown very fond of, and who he liked to imagine had grown fond enough of him to be at least somewhat dejected if he were to be informed of Murgatroyd’s sudden and violent demise. He for one would certainly be sad if Pierre were to die, and even now he was assailed by a whole host of pleasant memories associated with his abodemate, who was both extraordinarily hospitable and extraordinarily tidy. When Murgatroyd had first shown up on Pierre’s doorstep, he had received a warm welcome in the form of a hug and head-to-toe misting of disinfectant. Whenever Pierre offered Murgatroyd a slice of freshly baked cake, he always held a small broom and dustpan in one hand to sweep up the inevitable crumbs. One morning, Murgatroyd woke up to find he had been made into his bed, the pillow under his head fluffed and straightened, and the blanket drawn up over his entire being like a burial shroud. Murgatroyd wondered if similar memories of Nimali were going through Ann’s mind now. They must be, he reflected.

Ann yawned and flicked a piece of lint off her long green skirt.

Time passed slowly. The man in the apron returned and again stomped twice, and the man in the cast followed him to the back of the hospital. Ann occupied herself by doing push-ups and unravelling the corner of the rug. Murgatroyd began counting cushions.

He had just reached forty-two when the front door opened and the One hobbled in, followed by an Asian woman whom Murgatroyd didn’t recognize.

“How was China-Plummet?” asked the One. Her question was directed at Ann, but she gave Murgatroyd a nod of greeting as well.

“Foggy,” said Ann. “Is the Other here?”

The One shook her head. “You know him. He wanted to get back to exploring. Have you seen the body?”

“We were waiting for you.”

The One frowned. “Why on earth would you do that?”

“I didn’t see the point of hurrying,” replied Ann coolly, even though she was somewhat surprised at the One’s annoyance.

The One gazed at her former protégé with a complex emotion that Murgatroyd couldn’t quite place. Like disappointment. But also affection. But also worry.

“Didn’t you?” she muttered before a fit of coughing descended on her. She held her handkerchief to her mouth until it subsided. “Well, you’ll see it now. Where’s Chester?”

Even before she asked this last question, she had left the room and was now making her way down the corridor towards the rear of the hospital, where Chester was presumably to be found.

“Mildred,” the One’s companion said, extending her hand in introduction.

“Murgatroyd,” said Murgatroyd, shaking it.

“Mildred,” Ann repeated, in lieu of her own name. “I’ve heard a lot about you.”

“Good things, I hope,” said Mildred with a grin.

“Very,” said Ann, but without warmth. Mildred’s smile vanished.

“Yes!” chirruped Murgatroyd. “I heard you’re going to make a website!”

“It’s true.” Mildred beamed. “The logistics have been more complicated than I’d hoped, but I’ve managed to assemble a team of IT-savvy Sumfits who should be able to pull it off.”

“How?” asked Murgatroyd wonderingly. “Internet doesn’t work in the More Known World.”

“The team’s based in the Known World. We communicate by mobile phone.” She held up a sleek silver Nokia. “I work from the clearing next to the Compendium.”

Murgatroyd knew what clearing she meant. Although mobile phones did work in the More Known World, there were very few places one could get reception. Ann’s abode was one of them (except for the rare occasions when the floating wooden block she called home drifted from its usual spot). The clearing near the Compendium in Bolivia-Aspersion was another, and consequently, several mobile phones had been stationed there permanently in a tarp-covered bucket to receive calls from people responding to leaflets and ads. Sometimes someone actually answered them. Every few weeks, when someone remembered, they were brought to the Known World to be recharged.

“So what are you doing here?” Ann asked. Her tone was innocent, but the question was pointed nonetheless.

Something inside Mildred tensed. She looked Ann in the eye. “The One has decided to impart everything she knows to me.” She paused to let this information sink in before she continued. “I’m writing it all down so I can refer to it if the website isn’t finished by the time she . . . goes.”

“So you’re following her everywhere now?” Ann remarked placidly. “Must be hard work for a Sumfit.”

Mildred rolled up a sleeve to expose a skeletal arm, streaked with what looked like blue lightning. Murgatroyd gasped. Mildred gazed thoughtfully at it, as if she were admiring a network of rivers on a map. “You could say that,” she said with a light shrug. “But these days, she doesn’t travel as much as she used to. In a way, it’s a good thing you took your time in coming. It’s given me some time to recuperate. The One didn’t want to miss your arrival.” She turned to Murgatroyd and said in a friendly, confidential aside, “Don’t worry. The other arm looks much better.”

“Murgatroyd’s my apprentice,” said Ann abruptly.

“Yes, I know,” said Mildred, rolling her sleeve back down. “The One has told me all about him.” She turned to Murgatroyd. “She also told me how difficult it was for you to leave the Known World. Well done.”

Murgatroyd blushed. “No, lor. It was all Ann. If it weren’t for her trying to save me, I would never have escaped.”

Grateful at this show of loyalty, Ann smiled.

Mildred was just about to say something else, but the One poked her head in. “When you’re done with your conversation here, perhaps you’d like to join Chester and me in the other room? By all means, take your time.”

Like guilty children, Ann, Murgatroyd, and Mildred ceased their chatter and followed the One down a long windowless hallway, towards a rectangle of light that grew bigger and brighter as they approached before it finally engulfed them in a sea of blinding brilliance that stopped them in their tracks. When Murgatroyd finally regained his vision, he saw that they were in a small room ceilinged in glass. Unlike the waiting room, it was completely bare except for a large oblong wooden table and a small wooden stand bearing a thermos, several metal bowls, and a toolbox. The young man in the apron whom Murgatroyd and Ann had seen earlier, and who was apparently called Chester, stood in a corner with a large leathery cloth rolled up in one arm.

“A glass ceiling?” Murgatroyd wondered out loud.

“To keep us down,” Mildred murmured to herself before chuckling silently at her own joke.

“Operating theatre,” Ann explained with great seriousness, as if to put a damper on Mildred’s mirth. “There are no generators in Flee Town, so they have to make use of natural light.”

“Place it there,” the One instructed Chester. And wordlessly, Chester placed the cloth on the wooden slab, unrolled it, and smoothed it out as if he were setting a table for dinner.

Murgatroyd leaned over to Ann. “Is that where they’re going to put Nimali?” he whispered.

“That is Nimali,” Ann whispered back.

Murgatroyd went grey. He forced himself to take a look again at the cloth and recognize there, in the brown thing spread out before them, the crumpled projections of Nimali’s fingers and toes, the deflated features of Nimali’s face. The tears ran hot down his cheeks, and he ran to the wooden stand to throw up in one of the bowls.

Chester cleared his throat and a rusty voice rattled out, “Bovquitoes.”

Murgatroyd could have sworn he heard something catch in Ann’s throat before she swallowed it and said, impassively and fluidly, “Of course. But not the cause of death, surely. Bovquitoes only feed on soil and carrion.”

Chester reached for what was once Nimali’s throat and lifted the edge of a flap. “Slit.”

Ann approached the body and stroked it thoughtfully. “No hair or nails,” she observed.

“They fell out,” said Mildred. “Side effect of bovquito saliva.”

But Ann either didn’t hear her or pretended not to. Instead, she leaned close to Nimali, her face tilted slightly in favour of her uncovered eye, and examined the remains from head to toe.

Ann hadn’t always been able to suppress her emotions as she was doing at present, but it was a skill she had learned so long ago and so well that it came almost instinctively, as if she’d never had to teach it to herself at all. Ann took in the puckered whorls of Nimali’s toes and spared no thought for the broken left foot the girl had shown up with at her front door, back when she was alive, back when she had first been recruited and assigned to Ann as an abodemate. Then Ann scanned the desiccated torso—impersonal and sexless as a paper bag—and recalled nothing of the favourite wheat-wool sweater its owner used to wear to bed at night. And when Ann surveyed what was left of the neck and face—the gash reminiscent of a slashed balloon, the lips the texture of ancient rose petals, the eyeballs like empty grape skins—she remembered not in the least the time when the teenage girl had returned after her first expedition, laughing and babbling excitedly in half Sinhala, half English of the adventures she’d had there.

Then Ann turned over the body’s left palm. A black mark—too black. Paint or dye of some sort. Only when she stretched the skin taut did she realize that it was a word, in black capital letters—FLEE TOWN. It must have been written when the skin was still plump, before the body had been deflated. In the background, she heard the sound of retching. Murgatroyd had thrown up again.

“Clay,” she murmured, turning her attention to the substance embedded in the floppy crevices between what used to be fingers.

The One nodded. “From Jamaica-Fallacy—her last reported location. She was conducting a secondary survey of the area.”

“So why was she found here?” Murgatroyd asked weakly.

No one answered. Ann turned to the One, who said simply, “The necessary files are in my room. I’ll pass them to you tonight before I leave.”

“Is there anything else I should see?” asked Ann.

The One gestured to Chester, who held up a small coarsely woven sack. “Loose hair, nails, and teeth,” she explained. “But Mildred and I haven’t found anything that would provide us with further clues.”

“No, we didn’t,” affirmed Mildred. Again, Ann seemed not to hear, but now Mildred seemed determined not to care.

“Where was the body found?” Ann asked the One.

“On the settlement outskirts,” said Mildred before the One could answer. “You can take a look at the site if you want, but the One and I combed that pretty thoroughly as well.”

“When?” Ann asked, still looking at the One.

“When Nimali was found, or when she died?” asked Mildred.

“Both,” said Ann, forced to acknowledge Mildred at last.

The One finally intervened. “What in the worlds is the matter with you two?”

They were silent.

“Chester?” said the One, motioning for him to speak.

Chester looked unhappy at this invitation to say something, but nonetheless, he obliged. “Found seventeen days ago. Time of death less than two days before discovery.”

“You can tell when she died?” asked Murgatroyd, who had been following the conversation as best he could.

In typical Flee Town fashion, Chester didn’t respond.

“Bovquitoes got to her before she was found,” declared Mildred, though somewhat less antagonistically than before. “She was discovered like this.”

“And who discovered it?” asked Ann.

“You’ll meet him this evening,” said the One, “but he doesn’t have much to say.”

“None of them do,” muttered Mildred under her breath.

Chester cleared his throat. “Surgery.”

The One nodded, and as Chester began folding Nimali up, she and Ann headed for the door.

“What’s going on?” asked Murgatroyd. Mildred too looked somewhat startled.

“Didn’t you hear him?” snapped Ann over her shoulder. “They need the room to perform a surgery. While it’s still bright outside.”

“Oh, right,” he said meekly, and together with Mildred, he hurried after the two women who were already at the corridor’s other end, walking side by side.

“Standing up and sitting down are difficult for her,” said Mildred with a slight nod in the One’s direction. “But when it comes to horizontal movement, she’s still as fast as anything.”

“So it’s not so bad after all?” asked Murgatroyd.

Mildred shook her head gravely. “It’s pretty bad. I think it’s worse than even she knows.”

“Say again?”

Mildred’s brow furrowed. “She’s an extraordinary woman with extraordinary powers of self-discipline. It’s almost as if she’s holding herself together physically without even realizing it. Like someone who doesn’t know she’s clenching her fists. The moment she relaxes . . .” She shook her head again.

“The moment she relaxes what?”

Mildred looked at Murgatroyd. “Excuse me?”

“You didn’t finish your sentence,” said Murgatroyd, blinking. “What comes after she relaxes?”

Mildred frowned. “Um. She’ll die.”

Murgatroyd gasped. “No!”

Mildred was quiet for some moments. “You really are as clueless as people say,” she observed finally. Her tone was more of wonder than scorn.

Murgatroyd sighed. “I know. I’m not smart. Never was.”

“Well, nobody can be good at everything.”

“But they are.” Murgatroyd gestured at the front door, beyond which Ann and the One were waiting impatiently for him and Mildred.

“No, they’re not.”

“Yes, they are,” insisted Murgatroyd. “Name one thing they’re not good at.”

“Sensitivity?”

“That’s not true!” exclaimed Murgatroyd.

“So it’s perfectly normal to keep referring to someone as ‘it’ and ‘the body’?”

Murgatroyd was silent.

“Wasn’t Nimali Ann’s abodemate at one point?” Mildred continued.

“You don’t seem that sad either,” Murgatroyd pointed out weakly.

“Yes,” Mildred acknowledged. “But I didn’t know her. They did.” She sighed. “Look, I don’t know why I’m having this conversation with you at all. We’ve just met. Maybe it’s because I’ve been stuck for two weeks in a settlement of jerks who won’t give anyone the time of day with the most hyperrational individual I’ve ever met. Don’t get me wrong—I admire the One a lot. She can be thoughtful, and believe it or not, I can even make her laugh, but she’s not . . .” Mildred chose her words carefully. “. . . A sympathetic woman. And from your mentor’s reputation and the way she’s acting now, she’s not much better. No offence.”

Murgatroyd shook his head. “Ann’s not usually like this.”

“Whatever you say,” Mildred sneered, and from the cracks between her words, hurt feelings oozed like sap.

“She’s not!” They were standing at the entrance now, and Murgatroyd tried to summon the words necessary to articulate what he wanted to say—that this wasn’t the Ann he knew; that the Ann who mentored him and who had rescued him from destruction by the Known World was not overtly affectionate or sympathetic, but she was capable of being gentle in her own way and of being kind. He wanted to tell Mildred that on some level he suspected that Ann, like the One, was unconsciously clenching something within herself—a muscle that shut off emotion like a faucet in order to hold herself together so she could keep on going.

But then darker possibilities tumbled into his brain, and he was overwhelmed. Could he say for certain that it was Mildred who didn’t understand Ann? What if it was he who was wrong? What if this was the real Ann, and what if he was just as mistaken about her as he had been for the first twenty-five years of his existence about his parents, his best friend, his job, his whole life? Would he become an “it” to Ann if he were to die? Of course not, he wanted to say. Yet at the same time, he knew the answer could easily be “of course.” After all, if Ann had really cared about him, wouldn’t she have come looking for him immediately when he’d gotten lost on the way back from China-Plummet? Did Ann actually care about him, or anyone, at all?

“She’s not,” Murgatroyd repeated, faintly. Entangled in the thicket of these thoughts, this weak defence was all he could manage.

Mildred shrugged and pulled open the door.

If they looked very hard, they could see the path of trampled grass leading over the hill in the direction of the Bovquito Arms.

“Oh good,” said Mildred sarcastically. “I was worried we were keeping them waiting.”





CHAPTER 5

Cambodia-Abscond hadn’t always been bloody. In fact, when Cambodia-Abscond was first discovered in 1943, just four years after the Quest’s official founding, it was so drab, it was hardly worth mentioning. At least, that’s what was indicated by the initial report:

Beige.

There was much more room for unorthodox reporting practices in those early days. The Compendium hadn’t been built yet, and expedition reports were nothing more than notes scribbled on sheets of scrap paper, stored in an enormous biscuit tin. And since the Quest’s membership consisted entirely of the three individuals who had founded it—a young woman from the Maluku Islands named Francesca, a young man from Singapore named Yusuf, and a child named Hector—there was arguably no need for reports at all.

“Who’ll read them?” Yusuf had asked when Francesca first proposed the idea. “It’s just you, me, and Hector. And Hector can’t read or write.”

“It might not always be just us,” Francesca replied, her large eyes fixed on a distant horizon, her thinking as systematic and far reaching at seventeen as it would be when she was a woman of eighty-four. “There are too many Territories. We’ll need more people. And this knowledge is too important. We’ll have to find a way to share it with others. We’ll definitely need to keep records.”

And so Yusuf, in awe as he was of his cofounder in those days, complied, writing down observations of every new Territory he discovered. He even followed as best he could the Territory-naming system the One had come up with, which involved consulting an alphabetical list of countries and major geographical landmarks alongside the One’s tattered copy of the Oxford English Dictionary. (Strict adherence to the system would be abandoned in the end, thanks to Hector’s profound inability to abide by it.) Though Yusuf’s reports were never as comprehensive as Francesca’s, they were always reasonably detailed. And even if Francesca found his language too ecstatic—too passionate were her exact words—she had no other cause for complaint.

But then he turned in Beige.

“And?” Francesca asked, brandishing the unfilled sheet of paper like an irate schoolteacher.

“That’s it,” Yusuf replied.

“What do you mean? You just spent three whole months there! What about the terrain? The flora? The fauna? The climate?”

Yusuf’s brow furrowed, as if he were trying to relive the experience of being in that Territory—the sights, the sounds, the smells, the temperature—and finally, he sighed, as if to admit that his colleague was right. To Francesca’s satisfaction, he took out his fountain pen (which he always carried around with him), and with a flourish, in a peacock-blue scrawl, he amended his report.

Very Beige.

Francesca had conceded defeat and made a note to herself to visit the Territory in the near future and write a more extensive follow-up report. She got around to it a year later and made a point of staying for the same length of time that Yusuf had—three months. And at the end of that period, she returned to her abode in Spain-Adroit and sat cross-legged on the sapphire sand, notebook in lap, pen poised in the air, trying to decide where and how to start. The result:

Completely beige.

For it was true. At the time, Cambodia-Abscond was so profoundly beige, so limitlessly beige, that it was impossible to describe the Territory without resorting to that word. Not only that—as Yusuf and Francesca felt profoundly and viscerally upon their respective returns, the Territory seemed to demand that it be described just so, with that word and nothing else, apart perhaps from auxiliary words whose function would be to amplify the supremacy of that single, most fitting, most rightful word, beige.

Then the Colour Shift happened. When, nobody knew. No one had been around to witness the change. All anyone could say for certain was that by 1974—when the Territory began to be settled—Cambodia-Abscond was red.

The first people to discover what had happened were a man and woman whose names were never recorded. They were startled, for they had counted on finding a reality that corresponded to what they had read in the Compendium records. Beige was appealing. Beige was soothing. Beige could cover over the multitude of sins they were seeking refuge from—the dark deeds that defied all description, exceeded all language, achieved their fullest expression only in the sweat-soaked nightmares that punctuated their restless slumbers. Beige could help, and guarantee their solitude as well, for who else in their right mind would choose beige?

Understandably, it took some time for them to come to terms with beige’s absence. They spent the first day searching for beige high and low. Then they stamped their feet and cursed the Quest’s deception, vowing to give the Compendium staff a piece of their minds once their Sumfit constitutions had recovered enough to make another transfer.

After this, they made a brief attempt to negotiate with the cosmos: if not beige, at least not red; and if red, at least not blood (yes, blood—they were far too well acquainted with the stuff to delude themselves about that). Hadn’t they waded in enough bathtubfuls of it? Weren’t their souls drenched enough in it, as it were? Negotiations were unsuccessful, and the subsequent days passed in a fog of listlessness and despair. Their curse was undeserved survival. Running low on food and water, yet unable to acquiesce to death, they roused themselves and got to work.

Settlement in those days was undeniably tough. There were no preexisting communities to join or more experienced settlers to offer advice. There were no suppliers to provide seeds for planting or tools for building. And since the Quest provided no assistance apart from information about individual Territories and directions for transferring (the One was adamant about this: “Settlement is a side effect, not an aim, and not our responsibility”), the first generation of Sumfits who paved the way for others to settle in the More Known World were essentially on their own—pioneers in the truest sense.

Flee Town’s founders were no exception. Although they had brought as many supplies as they could carry, they had neglected to bring many items that would have been useful—a hammer, for instance, though they had brought two machetes. They’d also forgotten matches, but the wilderness survival guide they had packed helped them build their first fire. Foraging was stressful: if food watered by blood was unappealing, potentially poisonous food watered by blood was positively nerve-racking. Eventually they figured out which fruits and nuts were edible, which roots and shoots were tastiest—and they even found a way to prepare the grubs they found nesting in the trunks of the bloodwood trees so that they tasted like shrimp if you swallowed them at just the right time. (Too soon, and they tasted like grubs. Too late, and they tasted like grubs dipped in urine.)

Initially they still talked about moving on—“where the grass is greener,” the woman would joke, though there had been a time when they thought they would never laugh again. They were experiencing technical difficulties, that was all. Just when both of them had recovered enough strength to make the transfer back to the Compendium, the man broke his leg. And just when his leg had healed as well as it was ever going to (it had set badly), the fact that she was pregnant became undeniable. The prospect of starting again from scratch in a whole new Territory became daunting—at least for the time being. So they agreed to postpone their relocation until after the child’s birth—and to make themselves as comfortable as they could in the meantime.

They stopped foraging and started a farm—a temporary one—so that food could be more readily at hand. There they grew the native plants they liked to eat most—bloodnut bushes and cardinal yams, prickly beets and ironberries. They created an arbour of climbing artery vines so that fresh water was just a machete slice away. They built a larger shelter of better quality bloodwood and finer craftsmanship. One day, out of the red, a pair of strange creatures showed up in their backyard. They were practically tame from the get-go, and the female produced a rich, creamy liquid that reminded them of milk.

The woman gave birth to a girl. They discussed moving once she was older and capable of transferring—her second birthday at the earliest. Then her second birthday came and went, and they still didn’t move. It seemed too much unnecessary effort now, not to mention too much unnecessary risk. Besides, it would be difficult to find another Territory where they could enjoy the same solitude they did in Cambodia-Abscond. At least they hadn’t been disappointed in that respect. They were still the only settlers there. And it seemed, somehow, that they grew to enjoy this state of total isolation more and more each day. It was so peaceful. So quiet. Sometimes they went days without saying a word to each other. It was only when they began to worry about the girl—how silent she was, whether she knew how to make any sounds at all—that they made a conscious effort to talk, to each other and to her, so that she would learn how. (She eventually did, to their relief, though she remained a quiet child and grew up into a quiet adult.)

It was during the woman’s second pregnancy that the second batch of settlers appeared. They came in the middle of the night, heralded by a flurry of insistent knocks on their door, like the rat-a-tat of a machine gun, followed by a moan and a plea for help—for someone, anyone, to help. The man and woman got their machetes ready anyway.

It was a family—a husband and wife and three sons, the second-eldest son very pale. The man looked again and saw that the boy was badly wounded. His thigh was bandaged in strips of cloth, torn from his father’s tunic, but it was leaking blood.

“It was fine before we left,” the husband muttered. “It must have reopened when we transferred here.”

The man opened the door wide then, and he and his wife tried to help. It was no use. They buried the boy the next day.

The remaining members of the family stayed, much to the man and woman’s initial consternation. So much for solitude, they thought unhappily. But they couldn’t bring themselves to be openly hostile. Grudgingly they helped the family build a shelter of their own and shared, brusquely, the knowledge they possessed. They even gave them two calves, for the strange cowlike creatures had multiplied with astonishing rapidity. In gratitude, the second family shared their first grain harvest with them. They had come far more prepared than the man and woman had, with ready-made bundles of seeds and farming equipment they had obtained from one of the three provisions stores in Bolivia-Aspersion. A settlement had recently sprung up around the Compendium. Like a town, they told the man and woman, but smaller. The man and woman had marvelled at this: how much must have changed! The soft wheat and rye planted by the second family sprang up quickly, lush and plump and high, albeit red. Together, the two households built a kiln, and for the first time in a long time, they ate fresh bread.

By the time of the first harvest, the first family’s second baby—another girl—was born. Each family privately came to the conclusion that they would be able to tolerate the presence of the other after all. Coincidentally enough, the second family had come for the same reasons at the first—to escape the past—and although the first family never knew, the second family had been just as surprised at the nonbeigeness of the Territory as the first family had been, and just as unhappy about the first family’s presence as the first had been about the second’s.

Just as there was much that the first family would never share with the second, there was much that the second family would never share with the first: How their boy had been wounded, for example. Or why they had decided not to delay the transfer from Bolivia-Aspersion, despite his condition. Or why, even more so than the first family (if that was even possible), they were unwilling to speak about themselves or the past at all. This suited everyone fine. They continued to live side by side, silent and content.

It was just after the marriage of the first family’s eldest daughter to the second family’s eldest son when new settlers appeared—three women. And after that, a man and his daughter. And some time after that, another man, by himself. The first two families were bewildered. What had happened? What was responsible for this new onset of immigration? The two families convened an emergency evening meeting to discuss the crisis, during which they all sat around a campfire in thoughtful silence.

“The entry got changed,” the woman from the original founding couple suggested finally—by which she meant, “Perhaps the information about Cambodia-Abscond in the Compendium has been changed at last.”

The others nodded. Perhaps so, they all thought—except for the second family’s unmarried son, who instead thought, Oops. He recalled the recent trip he had taken with his father to Bolivia-Aspersion—the first time he’d set foot out of the Territory since the age of three, when his family had moved there. He had gone with his father to get supplies: a hoe, a shovel, rope and sackcloth, new clothes, more cooking equipment, seeds to plant different kinds of crops—as much as each of them could carry. The son recalled how giddy he’d felt when he had followed his father into the heart of the settlement: so many buildings, so many people, so many new and strange things lining the shelves of the provisions store! And the colours! The colours!

He recalled how he had followed his father’s instructions exactly, making no eye contact, speaking to no one as his father presented the sacks of bloodnuts and wheels of pink cheese to the store owner for barter. He recalled how apprehensive he’d felt when his father responded to the owner’s questions about the goods with a simple, plain silence, and how relieved he had been when the man finally shrugged and resigned himself to sampling the wares to estimate their value. He recalled how they had dragged their new possessions to the outskirts of the settlement, where the days they spent regaining strength for the transfer home, sitting mutely together in a solitary tent, seemed to stretch into months. Bored out of his mind, he slipped into town on their last night there, once his father had fallen asleep.

How his heart pounded as he entered the candlelit interior of the tavern, or lounge, or whatever it was. He’d made note of it on their way back from the store—the people seated on mats on the veranda, sipping drinks and puffing on little sticks that garlanded their faces in wreaths of smoke. Most of all, he’d made note of the sign out front: OPEN LATE. Panting from hurry, from anxiety, from excitement, he made his way to the counter and set down a small cloth bundle.

“What’s your pleasure?” the bald, bearded owner asked, eyebrows raised.

“I—don’t know,” he stammered before pointing at his bundle. “What will these buy?”

“What are they?”

The boy unwrapped them—the twenty bloodnuts he had roasted to perfection over the campfire earlier that evening just for this purpose. Their unique aroma wafted into their nostrils—copper and lemongrass, gun smoke and cinnamon. The owner was obviously impressed and amused by this gangly teenager before him, so obviously new in these parts, so obviously there without the permission of whomever he answered to.

“How long do they keep?” the owner asked.

“The sooner eaten, the better,” the boy said, truthfully. Which the owner appreciated. Someone more cunning would have given a more strategic answer: “several days,” “weeks” even.

“Your choice,” he said generously with a cackle that would have sounded like a hearty belly laugh if he were a larger man. He pointed at the items listed on the chalkboard behind him. “Whatever your heart desires!”

The boy studied the board in confusion. The man shook his head with a smile. “If I may make a recommendation,” he said. From beneath the counter, he produced two small black bars, passed one of them back and forth through the flame of a candle on the counter, and stuck its tip first into the boy’s mouth.

“What is it?” the boy mumbled, gripping the bar between his teeth.

“Stinger grub,” the man replied. He held the second bar under the boy’s nose so he could make out the legs, the mandibles, the eyes. “But we like to call it Peace of Mind.”

As the warm, milky liquid dripped into the boy’s mouth, he let out a happy sigh.

“Exactly,” the man cackled, pressing the second bar into the boy’s hand and motioning in the direction of the people on the veranda. “Now go make friends.”

What had he said that night in that circle of men, genial and relaxed, who welcomed him warmly and asked him many questions? Questions he’d answered before the effects of Peace of Mind had worn off and he had crept back to take his place beside his father’s still-sleeping form? Of the content, he had no recollection—only how light his tongue had felt! How free!

But that had been several months ago, and his tongue didn’t feel so free anymore. It seemed easier to hold it rather than confess. The mystery of how Cambodia-Abscond gained its reputation in the More Known World as a place for the truly irredeemable, a place to live as a silent ghost among silent ghosts, was never solved. Nor was the mystery of who killed the boy’s father months later. He was found garrotted in his prickly beet patch one day.

Flee Town. That was the name on the lips of the newcomers who trickled in. No one knew where the name originated, or how, but the Territory’s inhabitants accepted it with a shrug. It wasn’t as if they had come up with a name for the settlement themselves. Flee Town’s infamy spread and its population grew, and eventually, a conscientious Questian did see fit to update the information in the Compendium, adding a third index card to amend the obsolete information of the first two.

Now blood red.

Between this updated piece of information and Flee Town’s unsavoury reputation, settlement in Cambodia-Abscond continued to lack general appeal. And additional cards, when they were finally added, didn’t boost its popularity either.

Still, objectively speaking, it wasn’t a bad place at all once you got over the blood. And the red. And the metallic smell. And the fact that all your neighbours were most likely dangerous lowlifes (which by rights shouldn’t have bothered you, because if you were thinking of settling there, you were probably a dangerous lowlife yourself). Crops grew easily. Potable water was in abundance. It was home to a creature that was not only domesticable, but immensely useful. (Domesticable and useful didn’t always come in a single package, as denizens of the More Known World well knew. Take, for example, the eminently domesticable but decidedly unuseful Big Fat Useless Bloodsucker of Greenland-Haste.)

No, reflected Henry, gazing beyond the cattle-studded pastures at the setting sun, red and throbbing like a beating heart. Not a bad place at all.

That Mildred woman didn’t think much of it. The disdain in her eyes and the curl in her lip told him as much the moment she and the One had entered his establishment. But he was a civil man, hiding his wounds as best he could behind a wall of courteous silence, even when she’d had the gall to pepper him with intrusive personal questions during the lunch he’d held in honour of their arrival.

Thankfully he almost never had to deal with people like her anymore—the prying busybodies outside Cambodia-Abscond who considered a man nothing more than the sum of his history. This Territory was his home now. More than that, it was his sanctuary, his refuge from his past.

Henry looked forward to the evening milkings. They allowed him to spend quality time with his son and stretch his legs. While most Fleetowners preferred the warmth of the day to the chill of the night, he enjoyed the wind lashing against his body like an invisible whip, slicing the rims of his nostrils as if it were wearing ice skates. It made him feel both dead and alive, and he enjoyed experiencing these contrary sensations at the same time. They were emblematic of the life after death he had sought in migrating to the More Known Word. As if on cue, a gust came barrelling across the dark plain towards them, bowling little Garamond backwards into his belly.

“Are you all right?” Henry asked, steadying the boy.

Garamond just smiled in that melancholy way of his and kept walking. At such moments, Henry worried about the trauma that must still linger in his son’s being, incubating in the very marrow of his bones, waiting to burst into bloom. He checked himself. Don’t think like that. That’s all in the past. We’ve made a fresh start. He’ll be all right. It’s you who cares about the old life, not him. It’s you who’s haunted. He probably barely remembers her. This life will come naturally to him, not like you, you pointy-headed intellectual. You professional bookworm. Word tinker. Scribblers’ worst enemy and best friend . . .

The epithets were forced, his once nimble mind stiff from years of disuse. Words got harder every month, it seemed. Every week. Hard to believe they were what he once did for a living. He tried again, setting his mind to free association in an effort to oil its cogs.

Fire would be nice. Firefly. Firelight. Lightbulb. Onion bulb. Tulip bulb. Tiptoe through the tulips. Walking on eggshells. Egg on your face. Familiar faces. Never forget a face.

Then, in a flash, her face was before him, rising from the grave like Banquo’s ghost. Not again, he thought. The memories came less often these days, but when they did, they were as painful as ever. This time, she peered at him from her spot on the other end of the sofa they’d had back in London, her attitude a mirror image of his, back against the armrest, knees up and draped in a tartan throw, socked feet pointing towards his socked feet, but with a cup of hot tea in her hands instead of a manuscript. She always disapproved of him bringing work home, but he did it anyway. It couldn’t be helped.

“How is it?” she asked, pointing her chin at the manuscript. “Will it be the next bestseller?”

“Not bad,” he replied. “Strong opening. Suspenseful so far. Quick pace. Typed in Garamond font too.” He looked up at the ceiling, towards their son’s bedroom. “Best font in the world.”

“Only you would name your son after a font,” she said with a sniff.

He grinned. “But you agreed!”

“I know. I’m far too agreeable. It’s my weakness.”

“My tolerant darling,” he said, making a playful effort to bend forward and pinch one of her big toes.

She took another sip of tea and smiled.

That smile, he thought, returning to himself, lowering his behind onto the squat wooden stool and positioning the empty bucket below the bovquito’s waiting nubs. At the time, he’d interpreted it as incontrovertible proof of how happy his wife was, despite her gloomy spells and complaints. In hindsight he realized the smile was forced. Oh, Cassie, my darling. Grasping a sticky nub, he coaxed a thin pink stream to come shooting into the bucket. They say it’s memory that plays tricks, but it’s the moment that blinds you.

A sudden wetness in his ear made him jump, though as he brushed the trunklike proboscis away, he also gave it an affectionate pat. In response, Jane Seymour emitted a low hum of contentment and shifted her haunches. He looked over his shoulder to see how Garamond was coming along with Anne of Cleves and shook his head at her abdomen, stretched almost to bursting with creamy pink liquid. She should be milked twice a day. She looks like . . . a pink water balloon, he thought, the poetic impulse failing him as it often did. But then again, the name was poetic enough: rose milk. Funny how we are about names. We call the grass bloodgrass and the wood bloodwood, but we won’t call the milk for what it is.

As Henry massaged the last nub, he tried again at free association, starting with blood. But only one phrase came to mind, darting out from the fog of a past life, that bookish life, when he used to go to the theatre and quote Shakespeare by heart: Out damned spot.

There was Cassandra’s face again, this time pale and cold, lids and lips death blue. Even now, all these years later, he couldn’t understand why she’d do such a thing.

If only she’d told me.

Ghosts can read minds.

“If only I’d told you what?” she asked, the lips parting, the lids flying open. “What I told you over and over again all those years, until I got tired of telling you? ‘Henry, I’m not happy.’ ‘Henry, I’m so lonely.’ ‘Henry, I feel overwhelmed.’ What would you have done?”

You fancied yourself a good reader, an eagle eye. Always caught the plot inconsistencies. Always spotted the typos. And your own wife slipped herself away right out from under your nose. How could you have missed it all? The dizzy spells, the nausea, the cramps . . .

The blue lips spoke again. “You didn’t miss anything, Henry. All the clues were there. You didn’t miss them, you dismissed them. That’s all.”

The dark patches on her body, her face. The raised welts on her palms. The vomiting. You had months to put two and two together and come up with four. Months.

But she had said not to worry, and he had trusted her. Was that so wrong? Weren’t you supposed to trust those you loved? Wasn’t that how people showed love?

Then, out of nowhere, a merciless barrage of newsprint:

“Wife Poisoned Herself,” Claims Publisher

Henry Wimpledown, founder and managing editor of Murder Ink, a small press specializing in crime fiction, claimed he knew nothing about the arsenic that police found in his bathroom cupboard . . .

Murder, He Wrote? Investigation of Wimpledown Continues

“How can you watch someone you love die and not notice? It’s too bloody suspicious, if you ask me,” said Wimpledown’s neighbour . . .

Murder Publisher Walks Free Despite Public Outcry

“Of course he killed her. And it’s a disgrace that they’ve set him loose. They should at least take the boy away from him. The child’s not safe with that sicko.”

God, Cassie, why’d you do it? Didn’t you think of the consequences?

The blue lips sighed. “Yes, you’re right, Henry. It’s never your fault, is it, Henry?”

He gave his head a vigorous shake. Get a hold of yourself, man. That’s all in the past. It’s a new life now for you and the boy. It took a year for Garamond to trust you again. To eat or drink anything you gave him without trembling and crying. But he did trust you again. And you’ve made a new life for yourselves, haven’t you? No more bricks through the window. No more name-calling in the street. No more graffiti on the front door. No more death threats over the phone.

It was the tap on his shoulder that brought him to his senses, followed by the usual routine: Garamond carrying the stools back to the shed, Henry taking charge of the full buckets. They started back together by the sinister light of a glowering sun sinking into the horizon, setting everything awash in a wine-dark sea. In the distance, Henry could make out the blaze of the bonfire on the Arms’ lawn, and the silhouettes of tiny people setting up silhouettes of tiny stalls for the market being held that night.

The sight of the Arms reminded Henry of the Questians who were lodging there—not just the One and Mildred, but also the incongruous pair who had shown up today to replace them. His brow furrowed. On the one hand, he was grateful to the Quest—for the crumpled leaflet handed to him on the street so many years ago, for teaching him and the boy how to transfer, for guiding them to the Compendium and the major settlement in Bolivia-Aspersion so they could get supplies and figure out what to do next.

On the other hand, he was angry. Yes, the Quest helped those seeking to settle in the More Known World, but they did so grudgingly. It wasn’t a priority, they always reminded settlers. The main aim of the Quest was to chart the unknown, not help people move, even though with the help of the Oddfit Questians especially, settlement would be so much easier. Just imagine how many useful things an Oddfit could transfer from one Territory to another by making several trips in the course of a single day—supplies, tools, even heavy machinery if disassembled and moved in stages. It was possible to transfer only one’s self and as much inanimate matter as one could carry—that law of physics applied to both Oddfits and Sumfits alike. But an Oddfit could make as many transfers, back to back, as needed until the job was done.

The One knew this. She could easily dispatch the Oddfits in her employ to assist settlers. She was often approached with such requests whenever she visited the settlements—pleas to help transfer a large generator, a tractor, and the like. But the woman was obdurate, cutting short every request with the same words: “Settlement is a side effect, not an aim.”

Side effect—more like an afterthought, grumbled Henry in his heart. And who could blame an afterthought for being resentful about where it stood in the universe?

Suddenly something—or rather, nothing—jolted him out of his thoughts. Not a noise, strictly speaking, but the exact opposite.

“Don’t do that,” Henry scolded Garamond, regretting his gruffness almost immediately.

“Sorry,” the boy mumbled. “I can help. With the buckets.” The way he spoke suggested he wasn’t used to speaking. Nobody was in Flee Town.

Henry lowered one bucket to the ground and ruffled his son’s hair. “In a year or two. When you’re stronger than I am.”

It was getting hard to see anything now, but Henry caught the grin that broke across Garamond’s face and felt his heart grow warm. He picked up the bucket again, and father and son walked the last stretch together, side by side.





CHAPTER 6

Ann peered through the window at the hustle and bustle below. The bonfire was in full roar, and from the looks of things, all of Flee Town had shown up for the fortnightly affair. It made sense that they would—market night was the closest thing to a special occasion that ever went on in Cambodia-Abscond.

“It’s getting lively,” she remarked.

The One, at whom this comment was directed, said nothing. She was busy stoking another fire, which she probably would have made as large as the one outside if not for the limitations of the fireplace in her room. The One considered any temperature below subtropical to be frigid, and though she could tolerate the cold as well as she could tolerate heat and hunger and pain and the inferior intelligence of all those around her, as far as she could help it, she didn’t. Worse, her tolerance had deteriorated along with her health. Where a cloak or a shawl might have once sufficed—especially in what should have been a warm room—such meagre defences against the cold were useless now, and Ann could barely make out the human being inside the bulky ball of knits, fleece, and fur standing directly in front of the fireplace. One might not even have been able to ascertain whether there was someone beneath the clothes at all, if it weren’t for occasional glimpses of two wire-thin brown wrists furiously working the bellows.

Ann’s first instinct was to repeat her comment in a louder voice, but upon second thought, she decided it was hardly worth saying twice, and went instead for the jugular of the matter at hand.

“Do I have to?”

“Of course you do,” the One answered promptly from the depths of her winter wear. “You’re the logical candidate.”

“There’s hardly any evidence to go on,” Ann protested.

The One set the bellows aside and began warming her mittened hands. “That’s not true,” she stated calmly. “The circumstances surrounding Nimali’s death have shed new light on the situation.”

“You mean the ‘Flee Town’ written on her hand?”

The One shrugged. “That’s interesting too. But I was thinking more about how the body was transferred from Jamaica-Fallacy.”

Ann picked up the thread her former mentor had teased from its spool and began to think out loud. “We’ve always suspected that the murderer has access to information only available to members of the Quest; how else would he or she know about such relatively new Territories, or that the victims would even be there? But transferring a human body . . . only an Oddfit would be capable of that.”

The One nodded approvingly. She had long arrived at the same conclusion.

“So we know it’s an Oddfit, most likely a Questian,” Ann continued. “But why handle Nimali differently? Why bring the body to Flee Town? And why write the destination on her hand?”

“Why indeed?” said the One as she picked up the bellows again. “I certainly hope you find some answers.”

Ann sighed. “So it really does have to be me? There’s no one else you trust?” asked Ann.

“It depends what you mean by ‘trust,’” said the One. “For example, I believe wholeheartedly that the Other isn’t the killer. And I believe wholeheartedly that, say, Murgatroyd isn’t either. In that sense of the word, I ‘trust’ them completely. But whether I trust them or anyone besides you to track down a dangerous serial killer without getting themselves murdered in the process . . .”

Ann nodded in grudging acknowledgement. “Has Nimali’s death affected things? More than the first two deaths, I mean?”

“I’ve already received fifteen requests from Oddfit Questians for reassignment to cataloguing. Five of them said that they’d even be willing to do dissemination if it meant they didn’t have to explore.”

“That bad, huh?” said Ann.

“And those are only the Questians who’ve had the nerve to say anything directly to me at all. I suspect we’ll see a significant drop in everyone’s exploration activity until the killer is found, if the killer is found. Nimali’s death has been a definite tipping point.”

The One pointed to a cloth-wrapped bundle on the wooden table next to the bed.

“Files. For the victims. Who knows? Perhaps you’ll discover some clues.”

“Have you?” asked Ann.

The One shook her head.

“Then what chance do I have?”

The older woman shrugged. “It’s worth a try. If anyone besides myself could, it would be you.”

Ann raised an eyebrow. “Is that a compliment? You’re getting soft in your old age.”

“Too soft,” the One replied sardonically. “I’m practically caving in.” No sooner had the One uttered this did her shoulders convulse. Ann saw the black handkerchief appear, whisk something away from her former mentor’s lips, and vanish again into the folds of her clothes.

“What about Murgatroyd?” the One asked hastily, as if to divert Ann’s attention from what she had just seen.

“What about him?”

“Is he coming with you? This is a dangerous mission. And as you know, Murgatroyd isn’t . . . competent.”

Something about how the One said this made Ann flinch.

“I can look after him,” she said.

“He’ll be one more thing for you to worry about,” said the One. “Perhaps we should keep him out of harm’s way—put his training on hiatus.” The One reflected further. “Maybe now would be a good time to reassign him.”

Ann’s back straightened. “‘Reassign him’?”

“Yes. To cataloguing. Or dissemination. Take him off exploration altogether. It’s obviously not his strong suit.” The One spoke offhandedly, as if she were speaking about moving a vase or a chair.

“He just needs more time,” Ann protested.

“That’s the problem. By rights, he should have mastered the transferring skills required for exploration by now. Has he?”

Ann paused for a long time before she answered. “No.”

“That’s what I thought.”

“But he will.”

“How can you be sure?”

Ann hesitated. “I can’t point to anything concrete,” she said finally. “But remember when we first recruited him? How amazed we were that he’d retained so much oddfittingness after twenty-five years in the Known World? ‘Odd, even for an Oddfit.’ That’s what you said.”

“And I’ll say it again. ‘Odd, even for an Oddfit.’ Any other Oddfit would have graduated from the apprentice stage by now. I thought his resilient oddfittingness indicated exceptional abilities. Obviously, I was wrong.”

“I think we should give him more time,” Ann insisted.

“I think you’re being sentimental,” countered the One. “You used to be one of our top explorers. Since Murgatroyd’s become your apprentice, the amount of meaningful exploring you’ve done has practically come to a standstill. He’s holding you back.”

“I don’t mind,” said Ann.

“And slowing down the whole Quest,” the One continued. “Our mission is to make the More Known World more known. To broaden horizons. To expand the outer limits of knowledge. We can’t afford inefficiency. Especially not now.”

Minutes seemed to pass before Ann broke the silence. “Well, there’s no point in trying to decide Murgatroyd’s situation at present. There won’t be any exploring of mine for him to slow down if I’m going hunting for a serial killer.”

“And you’re sure you want him to go on this hunt?”

Ann sighed impatiently. She always felt herself reverting into immaturity when she was around her former mentor—as if she were still the same ten-year-old girl the One had rescued from the Known World so long ago. “Yes, I am,” she huffed. “And I’ll have you know, I’m not being completely irrational. As you yourself implied earlier, I have certain . . . abilities. Murgatroyd will be safest with me.”

The One shrugged. “All right. If he’s all right with it. You might want to ask him, you know.”

“Well, you might want to ask him how he feels about being reassigned,” Ann shot back.

The One sighed. “Four weeks. If you don’t think you’re making any progress by then, you can resume exploration activities. And we’ll discuss Murgatroyd then.”

Ann nodded.

There was a knock on the door.

“Come in!” the One called.

The door opened a crack and Mildred peered in. “Better not,” she replied when she saw that Ann was still there. “Just wanted to tell you I’m all packed. Let me know when you’re ready to leave. I’ll be downstairs.”

The door shut. The One turned to Ann, brow furrowed.

“That reminds me,” she said. “What on earth is going on between you and Mildred? You’ve only just met.”

Ann shrugged.

“Don’t be childish.”

Involuntarily, not to mention childishly, Ann scowled.

“What’s wrong?” the One pressed.

“You’re trusting her with an awful lot, that’s all,” blurted Ann. “Especially for a new recruit. You’re giving her access to all kinds of information. You’re letting her follow you around all the time. How do you know she can be trusted?”

The One raised her eyebrows. “I’m not trusting her with any more information than what is already available to everyone on the Quest.” Then she chuckled. “And as for letting her follow me around—if you’re worried that she’s the killer, then perhaps I really should give this assignment to somebody else.”

“It’s not that,” muttered Ann.

“Then what is it?”

Ann sighed. “I don’t know.”

But the One did. For, despite the fact that she spent the vast majority of her time choosing not to take feelings into consideration—both those of others and her own—her incisiveness extended into the shadows and fine gradations of the emotional realm as well. And, in keeping with the occasional lapse into tenderness that she had been permitting herself from time to time in the twilight of her life, she touched Ann’s face, removing a mitten before doing so. The cheeks of the young woman whom she considered akin to a daughter glowed bright red.

“Ann. It’s not a competition. You know that.”

Ann’s cheeks burned even brighter. The One continued, still gazing into Ann’s eye. “I trust you most.”

Ann squirmed as if she were being forced to stare into the sun. Abruptly she rose to her feet and picked up the bundle the One had given her. “Safe transfer,” she said briskly. “I’ll put this in my room.”

“This is your room,” said the One. “Murgatroyd’s taking Mildred’s and you’re taking mine.”

Ann placed the bundle back on the window seat. “Then I’m going downstairs.”

“While you’re down there, find Mildred and tell her I’m ready to leave.”

Ann nodded, and before the One could say another word, the door slammed shut and Ann was gone.

Immediately upon Ann’s exit, the One did a most uncharacteristic thing—she rested. She did so against her will; if asked, she would have preferred to remain standing. Her body, however, ignored her wishes and collapsed into the enormous nest of pillows and blankets and furs in the far corner of the room. Her muscles slackened, her eyelids drooped, her breathing slowed, and if she had been looking into a mirror, she would have seen her face grow terribly, terribly old. In lieu of a mirror, there was the fireplace, and she mustered up the energy to adjust her neck so she could stare into the flickering, darting flames. She heard music wafting faintly in through the window from outside—a chorus of cellos, or at least, instruments very cello-like. But as she had never found music particularly interesting—to her, human artifice could never hold a candle to the wonders of nature—she filtered the sonorous cadences from her ears as effortlessly as another might the monotonous trill of a zanzara toad colony, or the low hum of a power generator, and instead, she dwelt on the past. More specifically, on Yusuf.

He’d been dead for eighteen years now. And though she had once considered him not just her cofounder and colleague, but her closest friend, she rarely spared a tender thought for him anymore. After that argument they’d had—the disagreement that had led to Yusuf disappearing for more than a year—their relationship was never the same. And a dozen years later, when Yusuf chose to officially resign from the Quest and leave the grand and glorious enterprise they had started together in their starry-eyed youth, the blow it dealt her was heavy, even though she’d acted as if it were nothing at all.

Then, when she discovered upon his death that it was he who had been responsible for all that ice cream—the delicious, mysterious ice cream that would appear at random without rhyme or reason in the settlements, on doorsteps, in fields, by the side of a road, in such a way and at such a time that the tubs would be discovered before they went soupy and warm—when she had discovered that! Oh, it had shattered her! Wasn’t it enough that he’d abandoned everything they’d built together, everything they’d worked so hard for? Had he had to live a double life too? How could someone she had known so well and cared for so much have become so foreign to her, so unknown?

No one knew how severely she had been affected by Yusuf’s departure and the postmortem discovery of his secret ice cream–making life, but she was keenly aware that these two events together had lodged a shard in her heart. More than a shard. A kernel—a living, breathing, bladed seed. And to prevent it from germinating and ripping her heart to shreds, she had starved it. The memories that might have watered it, she wrung dry of all tenderness and nostalgia, and the very fact of his erstwhile existence, she locked away in the deepest recesses of her cavernous brain.

Now, recent events had caused the seed to sprout. All the questions Mildred had been asking about the Quest’s history—its founding, its development—were partly to blame, but she knew the real culprit was her bodily decline. Ann had been more right than she knew when she had joked about the One getting soft. And the One had been more serious than Ann knew when she had remarked that she was caving in. For her whole life, the One had kept her emotions behind a high-walled dam. She had released them at will, at appropriate times, in appropriate amounts. She had withheld them from her assessments of people, places, and situations, to prevent them from colouring her judgement—and she couldn’t have been happier with the whole arrangement. However, with the accelerated deterioration of her body, the walls of the dam had begun to crumble, the contents behind to trickle and spurt through. And though she tried her best to patch up the leaks, there was no changing the fact that the dam was beyond any real repair.

Now feelings began to seep into her recollections of the past. As dry and dispassionate as she kept her answers to Mildred’s questions—how she had met Yusuf and how they had met Hector; where the idea for the Quest had come from; how she had discovered the existence of the More Known World—in reality, her remembrances were moistened, sometimes soaked, with sentiment. It was thus with the desiccated memories of her late and former friend as well—they were now undeniably damp. The hard case around the bladed seed had softened. The edge of a pale seedling had poked through, and now the seedling was pushing steadily through the soil of her inner being, sawing its way upwards and outwards to sunlight and freedom.

We were wrong, it whispered in Yusuf’s voice—in the same sorrowful tone he had used during that fateful quarrel so many years ago.

Yes, but we fixed it, she hissed inwardly, as she had back then.

The inevitable reply: It can’t be fixed. There will be consequences.

Don’t be ridiculous. Besides, Yusuf, look how much good we’re doing.

It doesn’t cancel out.

“Yes, it does.”

As these last words tumbled from her lips, her eyes flew open at the shock of hearing them uttered out loud. She looked around the room—at the four-poster bed and the bovquito-suede curtains, at the fur-upholstered window seat and the chest of drawers whose colour reminded her of the violet-red skins of the mangosteens she ate as a child. The solidity of these furnishings calmed her, and she shoved the irrational guilt that had broken loose inside her back into its container and shut the lid. There.

“We did fix it,” she murmured serenely, assuredly, restored to her proper senses once more.

A sharp rap on the door startled her, though she recalled almost immediately who it probably was. Slowly, painfully, she rose to her feet, slung her travel bag across her shoulders, and opened the door.

“Ann said you were ready?” Mildred asked.

“Yes,” the One replied. “Let’s go.”

[image: image]

While Ann had been talking to the One upstairs, Murgatroyd had been downstairs with Mildred, enjoying a pint of bloom, though enjoying wasn’t quite the right word. It wasn’t that Murgatroyd didn’t like the tangy, creamy drink—he did. And it wasn’t that Murgatroyd didn’t like Mildred’s company—he did, or rather, he suspected he would have if it weren’t for the thing that was preventing him from considering this an enjoyable time. The same thing, he strongly suspected, was also preventing Mildred from considering this an enjoyable time, and her annoyance at it had an inevitable effect on what would otherwise have been an enjoyable conversation about, well, something. As things were, it wasn’t an enjoyable conversation so much as a prolonged attempt at enjoyable conversation. Or to be more precise, a prolonged attempt at enjoyable conversation in a crowded yet completely silent room, with everybody else giving them surly stares, and with Mildred muttering every now and then sentences like, “I hate this place,” “I hate these people,” and “I’m so glad I’m finally getting out of here,” which seemed to only deepen the silence and intensify the glares of those around them.

“Do you ever miss your parents?” Mildred asked, making yet another attempt at banter. “Despite all the horrible things they did to you?”

In other conditions, Mildred’s voice would have been a barely audible murmur. Under the present circumstances, her voice seemed to boom and echo from the rafters, broadcasting Murgatroyd’s personal history to everyone.

“Erh, w-well . . . ,” he stammered, turning red. He had never known silence could be so distracting. “How did you, erh . . .”

“Know? Everyone does,” Mildred declared, or rather, seemed to declare. “Everyone on the Quest, that is. You’re famous.”

“No, lah,” Murgatroyd said, ears burning.

“Seriously, you are,” said Mildred. “Everyone wonders how you were able to retain so much of your oddfittingness after being in the Known World for so long. You were supposed to have extraordinary abilities.”

“I was?” squeaked Murgatroyd with pleasure, trying to ignore the black looks from the table next door.

“You were,” Mildred affirmed. “They all think it’s a shame.”

“A shame that what?”

“That you don’t.”

“Oh.”

The silence engulfed them once more. Mildred took a long draught of her bloom. “I hate this place,” she muttered.

“Erh. What about you?” asked Murgatroyd, making a valiant attempt to revive their exchange. “You’re a Sumfit, aren’t you? How come you left the Known World?”

Everyone’s ears seemed to prick up as Mildred’s face darkened. “I’ll tell you some other time.”

“Oh,” said Murgatroyd. He sipped his bloom.

Mildred shrugged. Seconds passed. “I can’t wait to leave,” Mildred confided for the fifth time that night to everyone in the room. “I don’t feel like myself here.”

“Who do you feel like?” asked Murgatroyd, confused.

“It’s an expression.”

“Oh. Right.”

Murgatroyd felt someone’s hand on his shoulder. It was Ann.

“The One’s ready,” she said, addressing Mildred and pulling up a chair.

Mildred’s eyes lit up. “Thank you,” she said cordially. Then she seemed to remember something. “If you still want to talk to the guy who found Nimali, he’s over there.” She pointed in the direction of the bar. “The one in the purple fur coat.”

Ann turned to look at him, along with everyone else. The man in the purple coat scowled.

“Good luck,” said Mildred, turning to leave.

“Mildred, I’m sorry,” blurted Ann.

That was all she needed to say. Mildred smiled. “It’s all right,” she said. Then she dashed up the stairs and was gone.

“What did the One want to talk to you about?” asked Murgatroyd.

“She’s asked us to find the killer,” said Ann.

Murgatroyd’s eyes widened, partly out of fear. “Really? When do we start?”

“Now.”

“Couldn’t it get dangerous?”

“What a ridiculous question,” scoffed Ann. “Of course it could.”

“Aren’t you scared?”

Ann paused to reflect. “No,” she finally concluded. “Not particularly.”

Murgatroyd stared at her. “How can you not be?”

Ann shrugged.

Murgatroyd shook his head wonderingly. “I’m scared,” he admitted.

They were both silent for a while. “You know,” said Ann reluctantly. “The One did say you didn’t have to come with me. I said you’d probably be safer with me, but she doesn’t think so.”

Murgatroyd thought about this. “No, I want to come with you.”

Ann nodded. “Don’t worry. I’ll take care of you,” she reaffirmed.

“It’s not that,” said Murgatroyd. “You shouldn’t go alone. You said it yourself. It’s dangerous.”

Ann was very moved, and to demonstrate her appreciation, she frowned at him in the warmest and gentlest of all possible manners before rising to her feet with the intention of leaving. “I’m going to talk to the man who found the body,” she said.

“Erh, I was thinking of going outside to take a look at the market,” said Murgatroyd. “Want to join me when you’re done?”

“No,” said Ann. “You go ahead. I have some documents to read.”

Then Ann sprinted away, for upon hearing from across the room that Ann intended to interrogate him, the man in the purple fur coat had downed the rest of his bloom and bolted for the front door.

Murgatroyd finished the rest of his own bloom and sighed.

“I’ll show you.”

He jumped. The words had come from behind him. Spinning around in his seat, he found himself face-to-face with the tavern owner’s son.

“Erh. Say again?”

“I’ll show you,” the boy repeated inaudibly before belatedly adding, “the market.”

“Oh. Right.”

The boy pointed to himself. “Garamond.”

“Murgatroyd,” said Murgatroyd.

“I know.”

Unbeknownst to Murgatroyd, Garamond had been observing him and Ann since their arrival. From these observations, Garamond had concluded that Murgatroyd was what his father would call “a decent chap.” Without another word, the boy disappeared and reappeared just as quickly with two shaggy coats—a small one evidently his own, and a larger one for Murgatroyd.

“Borrow,” he explained as he held it out to Murgatroyd, who slipped it on over his T-shirt, and together they stepped through the back door and were greeted by a blast of cold air—not freezing, but brisk enough for Murgatroyd to appreciate Garamond’s generosity in lending him somebody’s coat. He looked down at his flip-flops and wondered if it was too late to ask if he could borrow a pair of socks.

“Fire,” said Garamond, pointing towards the centre of the market, where the stalls and crowds seemed to be the thickest.

Murgatroyd thought this was a good idea, and together they plunged into the throng.

It was warm among all the people, and as they drew closer to the bonfire, it grew warmer still. The flames were the highest Murgatroyd had ever seen. They towered over the marketgoers’ heads and sent dark curls of smoke billowing into the sky. Around this source of warmth, the market tents stood in such densely packed concentric circles that people were forced to walk single file down each curved row—an arrangement that imposed a surprising orderliness on the night’s proceedings. If one wanted to visit a stall in any given row, one walked slowly in the same direction as everyone else past all the tents until one came to the desired destination, whereupon one slipped into the vendor’s tent and browsed or placed one’s order. If the tent was full, one remained in circulation until there was room. To change rows, one waited to reach the single wide path that led into and out of the market, cutting straight through all the circles to its bonfire heart. Once there, one could move with greater freedom, pick another row, and start circulating all over again.

The market wasn’t quiet, exactly; there was a band of musicians playing and the fire roaring and crackling behind them. There was the sizzle of food in various stages of grilling and sauté, and the thunk of cleaver against wood and cask against crate. There were grunts aplenty to express displeasure at someone holding up a row or trying to squeeze into an overly full tent. There were babies crying. But the market was peculiarly devoid, to Murgatroyd’s ears, of words. There were no shouts or chatter or banter—no vendors’ cries or conversational hum. And even though the other sounds, the music especially, were loud indeed, it seemed as if someone had pressed a button on a remote control and put the scene on partial mute.

Murgatroyd was happy to follow Garamond’s lead. Occasionally the boy pointed out where they should go, or else tugged at Murgatroyd’s coat sleeve to indicate a change in direction. For the most part, he walked ahead, assuming Murgatroyd would follow. They stopped first at a tent that sold jams and pickles. Garamond pointed at some sample jars on a table, and the vendor retrieved a long thin metal scoop from a water-filled jar, shook it dry, and dipped it into the orange substance Garamond had indicated. Then, with deft precision, she deposited a blob on Garamond’s waiting index finger and Murgatroyd’s hastily produced palm. Murgatroyd licked the substance, and a jolt of sour electricity ran through his tongue. It felt like biting into a razor, and the metallic warmth that permeated his mouth afterwards made Murgatroyd feel as if his gums were bleeding. Quickly his tongue darted around his mouth in search of the wound, but there was none.

“What is it?” asked Murgatroyd.

“Blood blood orange,” said Garamond, tickled at Murgatroyd’s reaction.

“Blood orange?”

Garamond shook his head. “Blood blood orange,” he repeated again, before pointing to the hand-drawn label: a rough sketch of a pockmarked, thorny sphere with a stem and leaf.

Either in approval or disapproval, Murgatroyd’s stomach growled.

“Sorry,” said Murgatroyd sheepishly.

Garamond frowned, then abruptly left the tent, leaving it up to Murgatroyd to scramble after him. In his movements, the boy was astonishingly systematic, seeming to know exactly which vendors he wanted to visit and how most efficiently to do so. They ducked into what appeared to be a baker’s shop, where they purchased two bruised pastries that looked like they were recovering from an accident. Then they shifted three rows out and placed a wordless order at a steam-filled tent. They swooped into another vendor’s, five tents down, for a small burlap sack of warm spiral-shaped nuts. Then they shifted one row in and picked up a hunk of hard magenta cheese. All these Garamond paid for with little scraps of cloth stamped with some sort of wax seal and whisked away into seemingly innumerable pockets beneath his coat, except for the last item, which was what he had ordered earlier at the steam-filled tent. It was a cloth-draped wooden slab bearing ten liquid-filled gems, each one the size of a kaffir lime.

“Soup rubies,” explained Garamond, holding them under Murgatroyd’s nose. Indeed they were—tiny purses whose skins reminded him of red stained glass, but soft and leathery. Inside each of them was a plump island of minced meat in a pool of what appeared to be liquefied gemstones. For these, Garamond handed over an alarmingly large wad of stamped cloth scraps.

They were just about to leave the tent when Murgatroyd felt a tingle in his ears. It seemed Garamond did too, for the boy turned around, cast an apologetic grin in the direction of the scrawny girl who had evidently been the source of the tingle, and fished around in his pockets with his free hand. He pulled out another scrap, placed it in the girl’s waiting palm, and generated a soundless tingle of his own.

“What was that?” Murgatroyd asked.

“One short,” Garamond muttered.

“No, I mean that thing you two did. What was that?”

Garamond looked guilty. “Nothing,” he mumbled, before exiting and slipping once again into the stream of marketgoers outside.

Garamond led Murgatroyd to the clearing by the edge of the bonfire, where the musicians were playing and where other people sat on the grass or on mats with their food and drink. Once Garamond had established Murgatroyd in a spot and surrounded him with the various foods they had just bought, he vanished and reappeared almost just as quickly with an earthenware jug.

“Water,” he said. They both began to eat.

“Erh, thanks for dinner,” said Murgatroyd, tearing into his pastry and chasing it with a bite of cheese. “I can pay you back,” he added once he had swallowed.

Garamond shook his head and smiled shyly.

“What were those things you paid with?” Murgatroyd asked.

Garamond took one out to show him. The cloth was just a bit of rag, but stamped into the wax was a crest with a grazing bovquito above a pair of disembodied hands. The image looked familiar, and Murgatroyd recalled where he had seen it—on the signboard outside the Bovquito Arms.

“Each one is worth one pint of bloom,” murmured Garamond, pointing to the chit, then panting a little as if trying to catch his breath. It was the most Murgatroyd had heard him say in one go.

“Hands?” asked Murgatroyd, pointing at the seal again.

“Arms. Dad’s joke. Bovquitoes don’t have any.”

Garamond demonstrated how the soup rubies should be eaten—pinched between thumb and forefinger and placed into one’s mouth whole. Murgatroyd followed suit. They didn’t taste as good as he thought they would. Like iron, he thought. But once swallowed, each one left him immensely satisfied, as if he’d eaten an entire tureen of hearty stew. He barely managed to finish his share.

“Full,” said Murgatroyd when Garamond offered him the sack of nuts. He was unconsciously beginning to mimic Garamond’s spare speech.

Garamond was insistent. “Warm,” he said.

Murgatroyd took a spiral, blew on it, and popped it into his mouth. It burst, and a torrent of molten lava gushed out and scalded his tongue.

He screamed—at which the musicians stopped playing and everyone turned to stare.

“Erh, sorry,” said Murgatroyd, flushing as red as the grass. After a few seconds, activity began to resume.

Garamond corrected himself—“Hot”—and offered Murgatroyd a swig from the jug of water.

They sat there for a while, enjoying the music. The silence now enveloping them was entirely different from the silence Murgatroyd had experienced earlier when he was sitting inside with Mildred. It was partly because of the music, of course, but it was as if something had changed within Murgatroyd as well, shifting, rendering him able to appreciate the wordlessness of his surroundings as Garamond and the other Fleetowners did. There was a comforting, accepting quality to it. No one was saying anything, because nothing needed to be said, not now, not ever.

The music ended to a great wave of no applause, and as the musicians were leaving the stage, an adolescent boy suddenly sprang up in front and raced to take their spot. To Murgatroyd’s surprise, several people booed and hissed. Some even threw things at him—rinds of cheese, nut-shell fragments, a squishy fruit that exploded upon contact with the boy’s shin. Yet at the same time, several others in the audience began emitting a version of what Garamond and that girl had done back in the soup ruby tent. Murgatroyd couldn’t even comprehend it, much less describe it: a type of sound that was also, emphatically, the very opposite of sound. It was so quiet and indistinguishable that it was unmistakably a loud roar of enthusiasm. It was deafening because one felt precisely as if one were stone deaf. Murgatroyd glanced over at Garamond and realized that he too was contributing to the mass tingle, which seemed to be having an encouraging effect on the would-be performer, who began closing his eyes and taking deep breaths. The deafening nonsound subsided. Then the adolescent too emitted a tingle—a preamble or opening of some sort. There was no stopping him now. The booers and hissers rose to their feet in disgust and began walking away. Murgatroyd noticed that those who departed were markedly older than those who stayed. The clearing was now populated entirely by children, teenagers, and youngish adults who had grown very still, entranced by the performance before them.

It was a story—Murgatroyd deduced that much. But it was communicated with no words, using the same strange ear-vibrating silence that he had heard in the soup ruby tent and right before the performance had begun. Until now, however, he hadn’t realized the extent to which it could be used to form a language all its own. It came from the storyteller’s lips in different colours, in different pitches. It soared high and dipped low. It bounced in a quick staccato. It glided in long measured strides. It waltzed like a ballroom dancer and tiptoed in place like a ballerina.

Murgatroyd was reminded of a pipa performance he had once attended with Kay Huat during his best friend’s Chinese-classical-music-loving phase. (Kay Huat had been a man of many passions.) He remembered the player’s dexterous fingers—how they seemed to pluck the notes from the strings as if they were plucking leaves from twigs and flinging them spiralling into the air. And he remembered knowing, even as he realized that he was witnessing something extraordinary, how completely incapable he was of fully appreciating the woman’s performance. What he lacked was basic comprehension of the language that the woman, through her pipa, spoke.

This storyteller made him feel the same way. Like all the other listeners, he was enraptured, but unlike them, he could only guess at what the contents of the tale were. There was a sprightly ebullience that grew over the course of the first few minutes that made him feel profoundly joyful, followed by terrifying pulses that made his hair stand on end. Finally there was something climactic—a clash of some sort—then great sorrow and mourning, and more terrifying pulses, ugly and creeping, then leaping, teeth bared, knives slashing, ready to tear their enemies limb from limb. One, two, three strokes of a blade! One, two, three! And then a pause. (The audience held their breath.) Then joy, again. Complete and utter joy.

With that, it was over. The storyteller bowed low, not to appreciative silence as the musicians before him had, but to a resounding unified vibration that reminded Murgatroyd of a cheer. He was replaced by an eager-looking woman with a kazoo.

Everyone began clearing out.

“Like it?” asked Garamond, as he and Murgatroyd strolled back towards the Arms.

“Wah,” exclaimed Murgatroyd in admiration. There was really nothing else to say. “That’s the same kind of thing you know how to do, isn’t it? What’s it called?”

Garamond turned bright pink. “It’s nothing,” he mumbled.

“Don’t say that,” exclaimed Murgatroyd. “It’s wonderful. It really is.”

Garamond looked confused for a while. Then he smiled that shy smile of his. “That’s its name: Nothing.”

“Ah. Right. How come?”

Garamond thought for a while. As if he were about to lift something immensely heavy, he took a deep breath. “Because it’s not ‘something,’ I guess,” he said. Then a look of panic crossed his face. “Don’t tell Dad,” he muttered.

“Why not?” Murgatroyd asked.

Garamond answered, though it was clear that speaking was very tiring for him. “Older people don’t like us using it.” He paused. “Say it’s the same as talk.”

“Who came up with it?”

Garamond shrugged. “Justhappened,” he said, his speech slurring from weariness. “’Snew. Butwuzaround whenIcame.”

Murgatroyd was fascinated. There was so much he wanted to ask, but he was also aware of how tired the boy must be. “One more question,” said Murgatroyd. “That story the boy told. What was it about?”

Garamond smiled and tried to think of the most concise answer he could give.

“Savages,” he said finally. “AttackingFleeTown.”

Murgatroyd went pale.

“Dunworry,” the boy continued, still smiling. “FleeTownwon.”





CHAPTER 7

“If you could wish for anything, what would it be?”

“I would wish that nobody would ever go hungry again.”

“What do you want to be when you grow up?”

“I want to be president of the United States, because our country is the best country in the world.”

“What do you like best about pageants?”

“I like wearing pretty dresses and meeting new and interesting people.”

“Tell us about your best friend.”

“Her name is Sarah. She has a hamster named Nibbles, and we both like the colour purple.”

Except for the part about the pretty dresses, thought Ann, none of it was true. But she had known as much back then as well.

“Not bad, An An. But when you speak, try to sound a little shy. The judges will think it’s cute.”

Her mother had asked the questions in halting English, but was now speaking fluidly in her native Mandarin. Her younger self replied in English, as she always did.

“You said I should sound more confident.”

“Both. You should be confident and shy.”

“That doesn’t make any sense.”

“An An, don’t argue. It makes you look ugly.”

From the backseat, An An could see her reflection scowling in the rearview mirror. Ma was right. It did make her look ugly. She forced her lips upwards into a smile.

“See? How pretty you are!” exclaimed her mother, eyes looking at An An in the mirror as well. “You’re the prettiest girl in the whole world. And the smartest. And the most talented.”

“Then how come I never win?”

“Because the judges are stupid,” said her mother. “And ‘racist,’” she added. “But you’re so talented and pretty, you’ll win someday. And then you’ll keep winning. You’ll see. We just have to keep trying.”

None of this was true either, except perhaps for the part about the judges being racist. (Her mother had learned the English word from a Vietnamese coworker at one of the beauty salons where she worked—the same coworker who liked to mutter under her breath, ‘American melting pot, my ass.’) But Ann—grown-up Ann, inside whose head all this was happening—held her tongue. She knew she couldn’t intervene even if she tried. She knew from experience that the past wasn’t live theatre, but a movie she had no choice but to enact and watch herself star in—both at once, as older Ann and little An An. It was like 3-D, but with consciousness instead of space. This was how she always dreamed the past.

An An looked out the window. The same dreary landscape. Grey guardrail and concrete barrier flashing by. Other cars, lagging behind them, pulling ahead, shifting lanes. Eternal freeway. She picked up Greenie from where she had fallen on the floor and began tracing the green flower on her belly with her finger.

Ann watched as her younger self looked out the window, sighed in boredom, and began playing absentmindedly with a green Care Bear with a four-leaf clover on its stomach. She remembered that doll—she had taken it everywhere until she’d accidentally left it behind at a motel.

An An sighed. Ma heard her.

“Do your articulation exercises if you’re bored.”

“I did them this morning.”

“An An . . .”

She knew what that tone meant. “I did!” she protested, squirming.

Yet another untruth, thought Ann. Her childhood had been full of them.

“An An, don’t lie to me. I know the truth. I can see it in your eyes.”

She glanced inadvertently at the rearview mirror, and Ma caught her gaze.

“Practice. I don’t want the judges asking you if English is your first language again. How embarrassing.”

She clutched Greenie tighter and buried her face in the soft fur.

“Peter Piper picked a peck . . .”

“Take your face out of that bear,” Ma barked.

She lifted her head.

“Peter Piper picked a peck of pickled peppers—”

Ann’s eyes flew open. She sat up. Files and loose documents were scattered all over the bed, which she’d fallen asleep on. The moonlight streaming through the windows stained the whole room mauve. She rubbed her face, stretched her limbs, and tried to orient herself. Then, realizing how cold it was—the fire had almost burned itself out—she slipped under the fur covers with care to keep the papers from spilling onto the floor. It always took her a few minutes to recover from these dreams, which weren’t dreams in the true sense of the word. Dreams were fiction. What she experienced were memories—scenes from a miserable childhood back in the Known World that never dared rear their heads when she was awake. But they were cunning. Only when Ann was sleeping and helpless would the memories emerge, scuttling from their dark holes to cavort on the sands and frolic in the waves.

The night memories didn’t visit often. At least, they didn’t use to. They used to come only once every few weeks, leaving her to slumber peacefully the rest of the time in a black soundless void. But lately they had begun to do more stirring than ever before. They came every few nights now, and occasionally in pairs.

Staring at the ceiling, awash in the cool paleness of night, she meditated on what could have possibly roused these memories so. Perhaps the sudden deterioration of the One’s health had affected her more than she was aware. The sudden and bizarre display of jealousy she’d exhibited towards Mildred sprang to mind. Yes, perhaps that was it. After all, the One was the closest thing she had to a mother—a real mother, that is. Not the deranged, pageant-obsessed stage mother she’d left behind. At the very thought of her biological parent, Ann’s eye socket began to throb.

Abruptly, as if to fling her thoughts in a new direction, she turned her head to the side, and noticed for the first time, on the bedside table, a wooden bowl upside down on a wooden plate, and next to it, a small wooden mug of water. There was a note: For Ann. Dinner.

It was Murgatroyd’s handwriting. She lifted the bowl and found an enormous pile of bloodnuts topped with a triangle of squashed purple pastry and a wedge of cheese. Even though the bloodnuts were stone cold, Ann bit into them with caution. Her first experience eating them had been much like Murgatroyd’s. The liquid they exuded tasted pleasantly like jellied liver. Ann popped a few more into her mouth and took a bite of cheese. Then she put the documents back in their proper files and skimmed through them, creating short synopses of each victim’s details in her head.

Victim One: Hans Andersen, early forties at time of death. Murdered in Tunisia-Bathtub in 2004. Numerous stab wounds, throat slit, and nose sliced off. The body was discovered in a state of advanced decomposition two and a half months after he’d failed to report to the Compendium when he said he would.

Victim Two: Jonathan Wilson II—so dubbed not because of any previous Jonathan Wilson in his ancestry, but because he was, coincidentally, the second Jonathan Wilson to join the Quest. Aged thirty-one. Killed in 2005. Throat slit. Body found on the ringed shores of France-Paranormal.

Victim Three: Nimali.

Just Nimali. She’d had another name too—a clan name, she’d called it when Ann had met her. “It’s a Sinhalese thing,” she’d added, before a certain hardness crept into her face. Then she’d said, “I’m just Nimali now.” Ann, being “just Ann” herself, had sympathized.

Ann frowned at the memory’s intrusion into her thoughts and shook it out of her head. She started over.

Victim Three: Nimali. Aged sixteen. Killed in 2006 in Jamaica-Fallacy. Body discovered near Flee Town, Cambodia-Abscond. Throat slit. Words written on left palm in thick black ink: Flee Town.

Ann shut Nimali’s file, popped a chunk of pastry into her mouth, and chewed thoughtfully. None of it made any sense. What possible motive could anyone have for murdering these people? What did their murderer hope to accomplish? And even if she could answer these questions, how would it help her track down the killer?

Flee Town. That was the one concrete thing she had to go by. Did Nimali somehow manage to write it before she died? If she did, she must have known that her killer was going to transfer her there. But what was the point of writing it down? Or did the killer write it? If so, why? The only reason would be . . .

Ann sprang out of bed and ran from the room. She sprinted down the hallway to where Murgatroyd was sleeping and tried the door. It was unlocked. She flung it open and looked inside. There was Murgatroyd, fast asleep in bed, drooling all over his pillow.

Relieved, she went over to his window and made sure it was fastened. Then she left, locking his door from the inside and making a mental note to be more careful in the future.

As she walked down the corridor back to her room, her train of thought picked up where it had left off: the only reason the killer would write Flee Town was if he or she wanted to lure them here, into a trap. But what trap would that be? The One herself had come and gone without anything happening to her. (Not that the One was the type to be dissuaded by threats of personal danger.) Perhaps Nimali really had been the one who’d written it after all. But still that question: Why?

Leaving her door ajar so she would be able to hear any sounds from Murgatroyd’s room, she sat on the edge of her bed and steered her thoughts towards the unhelpful conversation she’d had with the man in the purple coat who’d discovered Nimali’s body:

“Where did you find it?”

“Field.”

“Which field?”

“Edge of town.”

“What did the body look like?”

“Flat.”

“Was there anything unusual about it?”

Here, the man had stared at her. “Yes, it was dead. And flat.”

“Were there any marks on the body?”

The man had pointed at his left palm.

“Anything else?”

The man had shaken his head. “Now leave me alone.”

Still sitting on her bed, Ann turned her thoughts back to the writing on Nimali’s hand—Flee Town—and what it could possibly mean apart from the obvious. Unexpectedly her mind swerved and went careening into an imaginary scene: Nimali in the last moments of life, sprawled on wet earth, her head flopped to the side like a spent balloon. An awful gurgle bubbled from the wide red gash splitting her throat.

Ann rushed over to the washstand, poured out some water from the pitcher, and splashed some on her face. Nimali vanished, and she was alone again. This isn’t me at all, thought Ann. I have to get some sleep.

She took out her contact lens, rinsed and stored it, then washed her face again. As she slipped under the bedcovers, she removed her eye patch and placed it on the table by her bed. If she had to make a choice between memories of Nimali and dreams of her past, she supposed the latter was the more sensible choice. At least her past had a happy ending.

[image: image]

Both very far away and not very far away at all, someone sat hunched over a table. The table was unfortunately constructed—hence the hunching. And the occasional splinter in the fingers and palms. And the pens and pencils that would roll off the edge, no matter how deliberately and firmly he set them down. The light was bad too, but the table wasn’t to blame.

Occasionally these things would irritate him, but he was usually too absorbed in his activities to notice. There was too much work to be done to bother about ergonomics. Yes, he knew all about ergonomics. Not only was the word in his beloved dictionary, but he had become more familiar with its usage through a tattered pamphlet that one of the others had found during a scavenging trip in one of the settlements: Office Ergonomics: Healthy Work, Healthy Life. It was no Odyssey or Green Eggs and Ham, to be sure, but it had made for good light reading.

For the past two days, however, he hadn’t done any reading at all, heavy or light. Inspiration had struck, and he’d spent almost all his time writing the latest instalment of his autobiography. Techniquewise, this was a particularly challenging chapter—a scene from his infancy. (He’d long given up writing the chapters in chronological order. Perhaps he would rearrange them sometime in the future, once he was finished.) He’d made several false starts before and concluded that, to have it ring true, he would have to unlearn all the skills he had learned thus far even as he exercised those same skills to their fullest. Or to put it another way: the scene must read as utterly artless, even as the execution required great artistry. The problem had baffled him for weeks. But now, as he read over his most recent attempt—the mere eight lines that had taken hours for him to compose—he believed he finally had it:

Warm. Arms. Heart. Love. Warm. In arms. Here is heart. Here is love.

Big heart beats. Dub dub dub dub. Big lips nuzzle. Nuzzle nuzzle. Dub dub.

Here’s my heart. Dub dub. Here’s her heart. Dub dub.

Fingers. Wave fingers. My fingers. Her fingers.

Fingers tickle. Lips nuzzle. Love. This is love.

Lips on my tummy. Burble burble! Joy! Joy! She is love.

I am loved. Hello sun. Hello heart. Dub dub.

Joy! I am loved. Here is love. Loved. Love.

He was still weeping when a woman appeared in the doorway to his room. “They came,” she said.

He’d been waiting for this news. “Both of them?” he asked eagerly, rising from his seat.

“Yes. They’re staying at the Bovquito Arms.”





CHAPTER 8

A shadowy figure watched from the treetops as the settlers continued on their merry way, oblivious to the mortal peril they were in. They were a plump family—one of the fattest she had ever laid eyes on. The father’s neck was piled in folds above the fur-lined collar of his shirt, and his belly lay draped over his knees as he sat on the driver’s box, gently prodding the cattle on with his switch. The mother looked just as doughy, with billowy cheeks and puffy arms and ankles, and the four children looked even more delicious—beautiful, bouncing balls of lard. Even the bovquitoes pulling the family were fine specimens of meat, thick haunched and glossy furred with bright eyes and long, limber proboscises. And to top it all off, their wagon was laden with the finest fruits and cheeses she’d ever seen.

As she licked her lips, she raised her head and gesticulated at her compatriots in the neighbouring branches. On her mark. They nodded. She fixed her gaze downwards again and waited patiently for the wagon to pass directly beneath them.

Now.

She emitted a spine-chilling tingle and slipped down her rope, landing directly onto the cart. Her fellow raiders did the same, overpowering the bewildered party in a matter of seconds and tying them to the trunk of a large tree. Then they pranced around them in triumph, contorting their painted faces into terrifying expressions and brandishing their knives in the air. The family quivered noiselessly, except for the baby, who, much to everyone’s amusement, spat out his pacifier and screeched, “Somebody save us!”

“Why?” asked a voice from a nearby ironberry bush. It sounded faintly amused.

The baby spoke in a loud stage whisper. “I said you’d make a good rescuer! Don’t let them down!”

Everyone else tingled encouragingly. There was a pause. The voice seemed to be thinking about it. “Fine,” it said, before revealing itself to be Ann. The revelation was carried out in truly spectacular fashion, beginning with three low somersaults out of the shrubbery and a running leap onto the trunk of the tree directly opposite from where the settlers were being held captive. Using the trunk as a springboard, she launched herself into the midst of the savages, who had given up all pretence of savagery and now stood slack jawed and wide eyed in amazement. Upon landing, she became a flurry of kicks and cartwheels, backflips and punches, all executed with such precision that the only injury her small foes suffered was dizziness at being so close to such a whirlwind of motion. She disarmed them easily, whisking the twigs out of their hands one by one and flinging them into a pile a few metres away. Then she came to an abrupt stop, strolled over to where Murgatroyd, Garamond, and the others were tied up, and set them free.

The air was so abuzz with excitement that Murgatroyd’s ears hurt. The children immediately swarmed Ann, jumping up and down and tugging at her clothes and arms.

“Wow!”

“Again!”

“Teach us!”

“How?”

“Again!”

“Brilliant!”

“Again! Again!”

Ann merely smiled faintly in amusement. But Garamond, who was the most senior of the children and had played the role of the settler father, tingled something stern, and everyone quieted down.

Then they heard a loud bark. A human bark. “Hush!” it yelled. “Hush!”

One of the boys who had played a bovquito sighed at the sound of his name. “Tomorrow?” he whispered hopefully to Ann. Then, before he could receive a reply, he sprinted away through the orchard in the direction of whoever had called him.

“Work?” Ann asked the others.

Everyone nodded sadly. Hush had been called away first, but it probably wouldn’t be long before their parents followed suit. It was understandable. There were crops to tend and livestock to look after and household chores to be done. Someone nicked a hanging artery vine with his teeth, and they all took turns washing their faces and taking drinks before the wound in the vine clotted. Then they helped Garamond wheel his father’s cart back to the shed.

“Tomorrow!” exclaimed the head savage, taking the pacifier and bonnet back from Murgatroyd. They belonged to her little brother.

“Tomorrow,” lisped the settler mother, waving shyly to Ann.

Murgatroyd looked over at Ann. “Tomorrow?” he asked hopefully.

“Looks that way,” said Ann unenthusiastically. She aimed her foot at a rock and kicked it in the direction of a distant field of red rye. They’d been in Flee Town for two full days now, and they still didn’t have any leads about what to do next. Another sweep of the field where the body was found had proved useless, just as Mildred predicted. They examined Nimali’s body again, scrutinizing the loose hair, nails, and teeth in the little sack as well, but to no avail. Ann even tracked down the man who discovered the body and interrogated him for a second time, much to his distress. Then, acting on the false information he’d provided in an effort to get rid of her, she spent half a day looking for the mysterious one-eyed stranger who the man said helped carry the body into town. Upon learning from Chester that the man had brought the body to the hospital by himself, and upon realizing that the man was making fun of her and her own single eye, she attempted to find him a third time, only to be informed by the woman he lived with that he had left for Bolivia-Aspersion to get supplies and would not be back for many weeks.

These fruitless efforts had caused Ann to wake up that morning feeling unequivocally pessimistic about ever being able to find the killer, not to mention depressed about spending the remainder of the four weeks she was supposed to be working on this task stuck in Flee Town with nothing to do. In an attempt to cheer her up, Murgatroyd had roped Ann into a game of Settlers and Savages with his newfound friends.

More tomorrows were uttered as the children began to leave. Garamond was the last to go. “Later,” he said, heading in the direction of the barn. He sounded very pleased. While the others would have to wait until tomorrow, he would get to see them at dinner that night, as he had for the past three nights, though he was always too shy to say anything to them in front of his father.

“Later!” Murgatroyd chirruped.

Ann stretched out on the grass and closed her eye.

Murgatroyd sat down next to her. “Fun, right?”

Ann yawned again. “Very.”

Murgatroyd looked a little crestfallen. “Not even a little bit?’

Ann lifted her head and stared at him. “I said I had fun, didn’t I?”

Murgatroyd turned pink. “Erh, s-sorry,” he stammered. “You didn’t seem to mean it, that’s all.”

Ann looked offended. “I always mean what I say.”

There was a long pause as Murgatroyd searched for the right words—a search made all the more difficult because he never knew where to look. “I know,” he said finally, because even if the words weren’t right, they were true. “I think they really like you,” he continued. “We played the same game yesterday, but I think they had more fun today.”

Ann grunted, rested her head on the ground once more, and concentrated on a fixed point somewhere in the branches overhead. A part of Murgatroyd sensed that she wanted to be left alone, but another part of him, for some reason, was determined to keep going, to get Ann talking, to get her to act human. His conversation with Mildred from the other day was still bothering him. Could it be true? Was Ann actually heartless deep down? What if he’d been wrong about her all this time?

He made another attempt to draw Ann out. “I bet you’re wondering where the idea of savages came from.”

She wasn’t, but he continued anyway.

“The grown-ups say they don’t exist, but according to Garamond, a lot of his friends have seen them with their own eyes. They can move among different Territories, like Oddfits, except they float—like ghosts. And they eat people. Scary, hor?”

Ann continued staring up into the trees and gave no indication that Murgatroyd had spoken at all. Murgatroyd tried one last time. “I like children,” he declared. “How about you?”

“They’re okay,” Ann answered with a horizontal shrug. “But they remind me of childhood.”

“What’s wrong with you?” The words exploded from Murgatroyd’s mouth before he could stop them.

It took a few seconds, but Ann sat up. “Excuse me?”

Murgatroyd’s first instinct was to apologize—it always was. Always had been. But this time, he resisted. Sometimes, there were things that needed to be said. “You heard me,” he said as firmly as he could, though the faintest of tremors crept into the me nevertheless. As if he were walking a tightrope, he paused to regain his balance, then kept going before nerves took full rein. “Got no feelings, is it?” he asked, his use of Singlish reflecting his frustration. “So hard to be nice to other people, is it?”

The very air froze.

“Not all of us have your gift for emoting all over the place,” Ann sneered. “And I don’t know what you define as ‘nice,’ but it’s a shame it doesn’t seem to include lying in a state of half sleep all night, keeping watch over one’s incompetent apprentice as he snores in his room down the hall.”

Murgatroyd was silent. “You, erh . . . you don’t really do that, do you?”

Ann said nothing, which Murgatroyd took as a “Yes, I do.” Several seconds passed. Then Murgatroyd leaned over and gave her an enormous hug.

“You do care about me!” he exclaimed as Ann extricated herself from his arms.

“Of course I do,” she said indignantly. “I said I’d watch out for you, didn’t I?”

“Yes, but . . .” Murgatroyd tried to explain. “It’s just that it’s hard to tell sometimes—whether or not you . . . like people.”

Ann looked at him, puzzled. “I don’t.”

“Don’t what?”

“Like people. As a rule.”

“But you like some people, don’t you?”

Ann snorted. The answer was so obvious it didn’t need to be said. But since he appeared to be in a strange mood at the moment, she humoured him. “Of course I do.”

“Then why don’t you say so?” Murgatroyd blurted in exasperation.

Ann looked even more puzzled than before. “You want me to go around saying, ‘I like some people’?”

Murgatroyd thought about this. “I don’t know. Maybe. Not ‘I like some people,’ exactly, but would it be so hard to be more . . .” His voice trailed off. Ann was still looking at him as if he had gone completely insane. To his surprise, she finished his sentence.

“Expressive about it?” she asked.

He nodded. And to his amazement, she even seemed somewhat interested. She leaned in closer.

“For example?”

Murgatroyd felt emboldened. And a little pleased. For once, it seemed, he knew more about something than Ann did. “How about making conversation? You never do. Conversation shows you want to know about the other person.”

“But I already know about you.”

“There’s a lot you don’t know about me.”

“Like what?”

“Like . . . how scared I was when I got lost on the way back from China-Plummet.”

“I knew that.”

There was a long pause. “You did?” Murgatroyd asked in a small, disheartened voice.

“Well, I didn’t know for sure, but I thought you might possibly be.”

“So why didn’t you come and find me!”

Ann frowned. “You weren’t in any danger. Nimali had just been murdered, so the chances of you getting killed were highly unlikely. And I also thought you’d like to try to transfer the whole way yourself. You know, be independent.” Ann reached for a twig and began breaking it into tiny bits. “Any other suggestions? For showing how I like some people?”

“You could talk more about yourself,” he ventured. “Your life. Your experiences. How you feel. It shows you’re willing to be honest about who you are. That you’re okay with letting them see the true you.”

“The true me,” repeated Ann. She said it in a peculiar way—with a tinge of something readily identifiable as bitterness, but a trace of something else as well. An emotion resembling horror.

Murgatroyd, despite having better conversational skills than Ann, was nowhere near skilled enough to pick up this shift in tone. “Yes,” he said with an enthusiastic nod. “The true you.”

It was a very long time before Ann spoke again. Murgatroyd thought, happily, that she was simply absorbing the wisdom of his counsel. Nothing could have been further from the truth. She reached over to her left and picked up a sharpened stick from the ground—one of the weapons left over from playing Settlers and Savages. She examined it closely and hefted it in her hands as if testing its weight. Then she drew back her arm and let it fly. It hurtled through the air like an arrow from a bow and embedded itself in the slender trunk of a sapling a few metres away. By the time Murgatroyd’s attention had returned to the stick’s thrower, it was too late. The bridge had been drawn up, the gates had been shut and barred, and soldiers manning cauldrons of boiling oil had been stationed on the ramparts of Ann’s innermost self, ready to defend it to the death.

Someone coughed.

They turned around.

It was Garamond. With him was one of the other children—the boy who had played Bovquito Number Two. He held something in his hands.

Garamond communicated to the boy in Nothing, and the boy stepped forward. He glanced at Ann briefly, but then handed the object to Murgatroyd.

Garamond took the deep breath he always did before saying anything. “He found it beside the woman.”

“What woman?” Ann asked, though she knew what the answer probably would be. The younger boy looked uneasily at Garamond, who tingled something reassuring to him before turning back to Murgatroyd and Ann. “The dead one.”

Ann frowned and took the object from Murgatroyd. It was a pouch made of mottled animal hide and fastened with leather string. She undid the string and took out a large flat, irregular rectangle covered in the same material. It was a book. The pages were sheer and iridescent, and as Ann flipped through them, it seemed almost as if they were made of flattened soap bubbles. Upon closer inspection, she saw that they were also faintly crisscrossed with networks of veins, which made them resemble the skeletons of dried leaves. The pages in the first half of the book were empty, but the pages in the second half were dappled in rust-coloured marks and stains. Ann shut the book and looked at the child, making her voice as soft as possible.

“Why did you wait so long? Why didn’t you show it to the One?”

Wide eyed, the boy looked again at Garamond.

“He doesn’t speak English,” said Garamond, explaining the boy’s confusion. Ann often forgot that some of the settlers spoke other languages. The limited materials the Quest distributed about the More Known World were all in English, which resulted in a primarily English-speaking population.

Garamond translated Ann’s questions into Nothing and then translated the boy’s reply back into sound. “His mother said not to.”

Ann was on the verge of asking who the boy’s mother was—and where they lived—but she thought better of it. The questions were beside the point and would be interpreted, to a Flee Town sensibility, as dangerous. Besides, it was obvious that his mother wanted to keep their family out of it. Who could blame her?

Instead, with Garamond as interpreter, Ann asked the boy a series of more useful questions: When had he come across the book and how? Where had the book been in relation to the body? What had the body looked like? Had he seen anyone else?

To her dismay, his answers provided little in the way of new information. The boy had stumbled across the body in the afternoon—he’d been heading home after running an errand in town for his mother and decided to cut across the pasture to save time. The bovquitoes had already drained the body of its fluids by the time he’d arrived. He had found the pouch with the book inside it lying in the bloodgrass a few metres away. And he had just picked it up and was trying to figure out what he should do when he heard the distant clank of milking buckets approaching—the man whom Ann had already interrogated twice. The boy had leapt into a nearby ditch and watched the man examine the body, roll it up, and stuff it into one of his buckets before carrying it away.

Murgatroyd noticed how gentle Ann was with the boy, even though she was communicating through Garamond. She crouched down so she was at his level and spoke in a consistently low, quiet voice. And though she didn’t smile, she nodded encouragingly whenever he answered her questions. Finally Ann placed the book on the ground between her and the boy, as if making some conciliatory gesture. “Have you seen anything like this before?” she asked.

Garamond asked and the boy shook his head. She looked at Garamond, who did the same. But something in the boy’s manner seemed to suggest there was more to tell. Ann asked another question. “Where do you think it came from?”

The boy began to fidget. He hesitated before communicating his answer to Garamond, who in turn didn’t translate the answer right away. They had a small exchange of nervous, excited tingles, and when they were done, Garamond seemed so excited he could barely speak. He took a very deep breath, and another one on top of that. “Savage,” he said, exhaling the word in a loud whoosh. “He thinks it’s from a savage.”

Murgatroyd felt the air around them quiver when Garamond uttered these words. Then he realized it wasn’t the air, but him. For some reason, he was trembling.

Ann frowned. “Why would a savage carry a book around?”

Garamond conveyed this to the boy, and both of them began speaking Nothing to each other again. From their pace and manner, they seemed to be discussing the matter between themselves. Finally Garamond, visibly flagging from all the interpreting he had been doing, reported the conclusion they had come to. “Savagesarestrange,” he slurred.

Murgatroyd couldn’t help but chime in. “Do you think savages killed her?”

Garamond translated the question. Solemnly the boy nodded.

Ann thanked the boy, told him not to tell anyone else about the book, and let him go, which he did, as fast as his legs could carry him.

“Scaredofhismum,” explained Garamond before sitting down heavily on the grass, panting. His stamina when it came to speaking had improved after spending so much time with Murgatroyd, but extended periods of talking still wore him out. Murgatroyd sat down next to him, and so did Ann. She picked up the book and opened it again. Then, lifting one of the translucent pages and extending it outwards, away from the others, she leaned back and held the whole book above her head. Away from the other pages and against the backdrop of the clear pink sky, the rust-coloured marks took on new shape and definition, and the two Questians found themselves staring at an enormous flower in full bloom, so vividly rendered, it looked as if someone had taken an actual flower and pressed it flat. No. It was even realer than that—as if it were actually still alive, still blooming, its delicate lacy petals nodding to the breeze of some other time, some other space.

“Filigree flower,” murmured Garamond.

“It’s a native plant, then?” asked Ann.

Garamond nodded.

Ann held the next page up to the sun, and once again they were awed. Seven sketches of seven pebbles, each one so expertly drawn, so skilfully shaded and textured, that even in the absence of any surrounding context or landscape, they were unmistakable in their pebbly perfection. Two of them were perfectly spherical, two of them were elliptical, and three of them had funny little tails, almost as if they’d been squeezed out of a pastry tube. And they were all composed of the same kind of stone, porous and marbled with streaks of pink and flecks of violet—a true testament to the artist’s mastery since, technically speaking, the drawings came in only one hue: reddish brown.

The remaining sketches in the book, before the pages went blank, were more difficult to decipher. They all appeared to be of the same thing—a landscape of some sort from the scale of them. Each one took up an entire page. There were whorls and waves and ridges and globs. Murgatroyd squinted. He felt as his mind were teetering on the brink of recognizing the sketches for what they were. But try as he might, he still couldn’t place them.

“Mud,” said Garamond.

He was right. It was as if they had all been staring at a closed box and someone had come along and opened it. Of course it was mud. How could they not have seen it? Just gazing at the pages made Murgatroyd feel the squelch of it between his toes, the ooze of it under his heel as he planted a foot into its yielding viscosity.

“Mud?” repeated Ann. “Impossible.” She closed the book and put it back in its pouch.

“How come?” asked Murgatroyd.

“Cambodia-Abscond doesn’t have mud. It’s a peculiarity of the Territory.” By way of demonstration, Ann passed the book to Murgatroyd and walked over to one of the artery vines hanging from the nearest tree. She took out her pocket knife and sliced it in two so that the orange-tinted water spurted out from the ends and wet the ground at her feet. Digging a hand into the soil, she pulled up a fistful of damp earth and grass. “See?”

Murgatroyd went over to have a look. The soil had pelleted into tiny black crumbs reminiscent of a very dark, moist chocolate cake. She put the earth she was holding under the spurting water again. Sure enough, the soil broke into even tinier crumbs, but refused to liquefy.

“Lake.”

Murgatroyd and Ann looked in Garamond’s direction.

“What?” asked Ann.

Garamond elaborated. “The lake has mud.”

Ann stared at him. “There is no lake.”

Garamond stared at Ann. “Yes, there is.”

“No, there isn’t,” Ann insisted.

“Where?” Murgatroyd asked Garamond, trying to get the conversation moving in another direction.

Garamond looked around to get his bearings before pointing at a faraway hill. “That way,” he said. “Two days’ walk. Maybe a day and a half.”

“Impossible,” Ann muttered. “I’ve been to this Territory numerous times, and no one’s ever said anything about a lake. The One certainly doesn’t know about it. And it’s not on record in the Compendium.”

Garamond shrugged, and tentatively Murgatroyd gave voice to what both he and the boy were thinking. “Erh, well, no one here really says much about anything.”

“No one goes,” piped Garamond, as if providing further explanation as to why the lake wasn’t the talk of the town.

“Why not?” Ann asked.

“Mosquitoes.”

Ann looked at him incredulously.

“Big ones,” he explained.

Her expression remained the same.

“Bovquitoes are different,” he said defensively.

“And there’s mud there?” Ann asked.

Garamond nodded. “Different dirt. So I’ve heard. Never been.”

“Right,” said Ann. “We’re off.”

Murgatroyd scrambled to his feet. “Hah? Come again?”

“Pack your things!” she said over her shoulder. She was already walking away in the direction of the Bovquito Arms. Murgatroyd and Garamond raced to catch up with her.

“We can’t go now,” protested Murgatroyd. Garamond too shook his head.

“Why not?” asked Ann.

“It’s all very sudden. Shouldn’t we take some time to say goodbye?”

“To whom?” Ann asked before stopping in her tracks. She glanced at Garamond and realized he was trying very hard not to burst into tears.

“Sorry,” she said, meaning it and as usual not sounding like it.

“Can’t we leave tomorrow?” asked Murgatroyd. “We could go early in the morning.”

They both looked very hopefully at her as she mulled it over.

“All right,” she said finally. “I suppose there’s no real hurry. I don’t even know what we’ll do once we’re there.”

Murgatroyd clapped his hands in delight. “Tell your friends they can see us off before we leave,” he said to Garamond, who emitted a tingle of joy and was about to dash away when Ann grabbed his shoulder. She knelt down and looked him in the eyes.

“You can’t tell anyone why or where we’re going,” she said. “There’s someone very dangerous out there. I don’t want you or anyone else to get hurt.”

Garamond nodded solemnly and trotted away at a more measured pace. Murgatroyd turned to Ann. To tell the truth, he had almost forgotten how potentially hazardous their current undertaking was.

“Do you think that boy was right?”

“About what?”

“You know. The savages.”

“About them existing or about the book belonging to them or about them killing Nimali?”

Murgatroyd scratched his head. “All three?”

Ann sat back down on the grass, folded her arms, and knitted her brow in thought. A few minutes passed, and Murgatroyd, not knowing what else to do, sat down as well.

“I think it’s unlikely they’re as scary as the children say,” she murmured at last. “And I don’t know if they’re ‘they.’ But somebody drew the things in that book. And somebody dropped it by Nimali’s body. And it makes sense to find out who that somebody is.”

“But how do we know they’ll still be there, near the mud?”

“We don’t,” Ann said, sighing. “But we might as well go. I can’t think of anything more we can do here.”

“The writing on Nimali’s hand did say ‘Flee Town,’” Murgatroyd ventured. “Maybe what we’re looking for is here, but we haven’t found it.”

The suggestion was a perfectly reasonable one, but Murgatroyd had other reasons for making it as well, the most obvious one being that he was, deep down, terrified that they might actually find the person they were looking for. The second reason, if he were fully conscious of it, would have surprised even himself. He was enjoying spending time with Garamond and the other children very much. In fact, it was the first time he’d had so much fun since joining the Quest—perhaps even since he was born.

His interactions with other children when he was young had been confusing, stressful, and occasionally cruel. And unlike many adults, Murgatroyd had never dipped these memories in the rose-tinted gilt of nostalgia. They remained unvarnished, unsanded, and ugly—a series of splintery pear-shaped experiences involving him being bullied or kicked or surreptitiously ridiculed or openly taunted. Even the good times he spent with Kay Huat seemed to sour in hindsight as Murgatroyd remembered how self-centred his best friend could be, whether he was aware of it or not.

Fun had eluded Murgatroyd in childhood. And though his exploits so far on the Quest were many things—exhilarating, exciting, awe inspiring, life giving—they were never simply just plain fun. These past few days had made Murgatroyd realize what he had been missing out on during his twenty-seven years of existence.

In short, he was reluctant to leave, but he reminded himself that Ann knew what she was doing. She always did. They continued towards the Arms.

“You were nice to that boy,” Murgatroyd remarked, trying to make himself feel less sad.

This comment seemed to irritate Ann. “What’s with you thinking I’m some sort of monster all of a sudden?”

Murgatroyd thought of the tension that had already arisen between Mildred and Ann and thought it best not to say anything about the conversation in the hospital. “Sorry,” he said instead, lamely. “You’re not. I know you’re not.”

They walked in silence for a long time.

“You do realize,” said Ann suddenly, “that you know more about me than anyone else, except the One.”

Murgatroyd was puzzled. “But I don’t know much about you at all.”

There was another pause. “I told you how I lost my eye.”

Murgatroyd reflected on this. It was true. She had told him how she had lost her eye. The words floated back to him from two years ago, on that momentous evening back in Singapore, as he and she had walked together along the jetty, towards the setting sun and the open horizon of the sea: I grabbed the scissors from her, gouged out my own right eye, gave it to her, and left . . . in hindsight, it was a rather silly and unnecessary thing to do.

At the time, Murgatroyd had not fully appreciated Ann’s disclosure. He had known nothing then of the extent of her uncommunicativeness, her aversion to idle chatter and speaking of her past. But now, as he dredged the memory up from the depths of his mind, it seemed to shine with an unnatural lustre, a fierce and fiery glow. He felt ashamed for having let it slip out of his grasp.

Ann spoke.

“I’m not like you, Murgatroyd. You came out okay, despite everything you endured. Better than okay, even. Intact. It’s amazing, really. You have no idea. But I didn’t. And trust me, I have very good, very valid reasons for not wanting to share the real me with others.”

That was the entirety of what Ann, somewhere deep down, wanted very much to say. In reality, what she said was “I’m not like you, Murgatroyd. You came out okay,” and she stopped there.

Murgatroyd looked at her and gave her a small, sad smile. She tried to smile back. Yes, she could have said more. And maybe someday she would. But she hoped this was sufficient for now.





CHAPTER 9

It was very dark. Someone had turned out the lights—probably because they’d thought everyone had gone home. They were mostly right. The only ones left in the community centre hall were herself and Mama, and the two of them were sitting backstage, scrunched up in a corner, hidden by abandoned props and decorations from events past—reams of silvery bunting, baby-blue feather boas, and a cardboard box filled with pompoms whose colours reminded An An of Skittles candy.

Mama was hugging her so tightly she could barely breathe. Her chin was on Mama’s shoulder, and she could see the empty stage. How beautiful it had been just an hour ago—all lit up, with an enormous arch made entirely of purple and pink balloons, and a Styrofoam sign pasted to the curtain backdrop that read, in glittery gold letters, LITTLE MISS SWEETIE PIE 1982.

The arch was gone now, dismantled by the other contestants’ mothers into smaller balloon bouquets for their daughters to take home. Someone had taken the sign home too—a pretty freckled girl named Brittany with curly brown hair who’d sung “Tomorrow” from Annie. Her performance had been pretty decent—mostly on key, though there’d been a nervous warble in her voice for the first few lines. Mama had been devastated when it was Brittany’s name that the emcee had called out.

“It can’t be,” Mama had wailed in Mandarin. The other families and contestants sitting in the chairs around them turned to stare. “It can’t be! The judges are deaf and blind! You should have won talent! You should at least have won talent!”

“Mama, it’s okay,” she whispered in embarrassment, pulling frantically at her mother’s dress. But Mama only grew more hysterical.

“She didn’t even sing well, the ugly thing. Look at all the spots on her face. Disgusting. A nightingale is ugly, but at least it has a sweet voice.”

“Shhh, Mama,” she said. “It’s okay. We’ll win something next time.” She tried to cover Mama’s lips with her hands.

Mama pulled away. “Don’t shush me! I’m your mother!” There was a loud crack, like the clashing of the wooden cudgels at the gym where she took gong fu lessons. Then An An’s left cheek began to burn. And because An An didn’t want to make even more of a scene, she bit her lip and let the tears flow down her cheeks in silence.

Mama immediately pulled her close and showered her with kisses. “I’m sorry, An An. It’s not your fault. I didn’t mean it. I’m sorry.” Then Mama began to cry as well. “It’s the judges’ fault. It’s not yours. You did wonderfully. I’m angry at them, not you. I shouldn’t have hit you. I’m sorry. I’m sorry.”

They remained like that for what seemed like forever—she being rocked back and forth in her mother’s arms, both of them sobbing, though An An’s tears ran dry long before Mama’s did. (Mama always had an endless supply of tears.) Then, once the winners’ photos had been taken and everyone began to go home, Mama went backstage to look for a bow that had fallen off one of An An’s outfits. She didn’t come back. An An went looking for her and found her in a corner, a sobbing heap of big hair and shoulder pads. (Even on their tight budget, Mama always looked so glamorous.) An An ran to her, and Mama squeezed her so tightly she felt as if she were going to pop. And that was where they were now: Mama still weeping, An An staring sadly at the naked stage awash in the pale natural light that streamed in from the open double doors at the back of the hall.

Mama seemed to be feeling a little better, though. Better enough to let go of An An and dab at her runny raccoon eyes with a tissue. “Well, so much for your eighty-eighth pageant being your lucky one.”

“Maybe it was everyone else’s eighty-eighth pageant too,” An An suggested. She didn’t really think this, but it seemed like the kind of remark a grown-up would find funny. And she wanted to make Mama laugh.

But Mama hadn’t gotten the joke. “Don’t be silly,” she replied with a frown. “Eight isn’t a lucky number for white people.”

“Why?”

Mama shrugged. “That’s the way it is.”

Outside, the sun must have just come out from behind a cloud. A ray of light, warm and golden, burst in through an uncovered corner of a window overhead, where the black paper taped over it had fallen away in a flap. The light formed a spotlight right next to where they were sitting, and Mama quickly scooted over to take advantage of it. She unfastened the enormous three-tiered toolbox containing An An’s makeup and hair-styling tools and took out a handheld mirror.

An An thought Mama was going to fix her own makeup. But instead, she dragged An An into the light and held the mirror to her daughter’s face.

“Look how pretty you are. Prettiest girl in the whole world.”

“I’m not, Mama.”

“You are. That’s why I married your baba, you know. He was so handsome, I knew if we had children they’d be good looking.”

It was as familiar a prelude as “Once upon a time . . .” An An settled herself into a comfortable position and gazed at her reflection. Mama kept the mirror up to her daughter’s face as she spoke and stared intently at her daughter as well, as if trying to transform into a mirror herself, to reflect the image of her only child.

“I still remember the first time I saw your baba. He was still a university student, and he was studying for exams at the time. He’d let his hair grow so long, you know what he looked like?”

An An giggled, because she knew the answer. “A shaggy dog.”

“That’s exactly right! A shaggy dog. And his mind was still so much on his books that he’d walked into a women’s beauty salon instead of a barber’s! He said he didn’t care—he just wanted to cut his hair and get back to studying. So I cut his hair. And the shaggy dog turned into . . .”

An An studied herself. “. . . A handsome prince.”

“Very good. See? You have his sharp, delicate nose.”

Mama ran her finger along An An’s nose.

“You have his thick, beautiful hair.”

She patted An An’s hair-sprayed locks.

“And most importantly, you have his long eyelashes and big eyes. I could see everything in those eyes. Like I can see everything in yours.”

She pointed a scarlet-nailed finger at An An’s eyes. An An smiled.

“And he was a real prince too. Very gentlemanly. From a good family. He kept coming back for haircuts—twice a week, just to see me! There was no excess hair to trim anymore. We started going out, and three months later, when he graduated, we got married. And then we moved here from Taiwan so he could get his master’s degree.”

An An had never asked her mother what a master’s degree was, but from the name and the way her mother always said it, she knew it was important. Besides, she didn’t want to interrupt the story.

“And then you were born. And Baba graduated and got a good job. And we were so happy.”

An An remembered nothing of that time in her life, but she often imagined she did: her father, an important engineer, in a navy-blue suit with a briefcase; her mother, mostly the same as she was now, but not working in beauty salons, because Baba’s salary was more than enough; herself, baby An An, being wheeled around in a stroller. And a dog. She liked to imagine they’d had a dog before Baba got hit by a car.

An An watched Mama’s hand tuck a stray ringlet behind her reflection’s right ear. “But your mama’s still the happiest mama in the world. You know why? Because the prettiest girl in the world is still mine.”

That was where the dream ended, or rather, the scene. The backstage, the boxes, her mother, even her younger self all dissolved into blackness, leaving only the mirror, with her younger self’s reflection staring back at her, frozen and unsmiling, like a bad headshot. Ann’s gaze had the clarity of hindsight. She saw her nose was no more or less sharp or delicate than most little girls’ noses. She saw her hair was indeed beautiful and thick, but hardly enough to turn heads. And she saw that her eyes were nice looking, with very dark, expressive pupils, but not particularly big and nowhere near as round as the eyes of many of the girls on the pageant circuit. In short, she saw that her six-year-old self was cute, “pretty” even, as her mother had always insisted, but not any prettier or cuter than the girls she’d competed against, especially once everyone had gotten their hair and makeup done.

No. She had never been the prettiest girl in the world, and despite what her mother kept telling her, she’d strongly suspected it back then too. How could she not have, after eighty-eight straight losses, some of them when she was too young to remember? Eighty-eight pageants of pure defeat, of not even winning any of the minor titles meant to console those who had failed—Miss Talent, Miss Sportswear, Best Smile, Best Poise, Miss Charm Runner-Up, Best Hair: Bronze Medal. It was impossible not to win some prize; she’d figured that out even before pageant thirty-three, when a green-eyed blonde girl had scornfully told her so anyway. “No one wins nothing,” the girl had said, thrusting out her chest to better display her pink sash: “Miss Congeniality Fourth Runner-Up, division: 4–6 years.” Then the girl had looked An An up and down and smiled wickedly. “You must be no one.”

As Ann kept gazing into her six-year-old face, she could see the fatigue already, germinating in the pupils, weighing down the corners of her lips. And that eighty-eighth pageant wasn’t even the end. The ensuing four years would continue to be a lesson in humility: forty-eight more months of losses, with never so much as a tiara or trophy to show for all the money her mother poured into costumes and lessons, registration fees and travel expenses. Forty-eight months of never so much as a sash or certificate to reward An An for the gruelling hours spent with her singing and dancing and gymnastics coaches and her shifu at the martial-arts gym, for the late-night and early-morning drills under her mother’s stern direction, for the shattering sensation in her chest every time the winners were announced and none of them were her.

There was much she wanted to say to her younger self.

Stop hoping, for one. Because she remembered that she did still hold out hope of winning, even then. “Maybe this is it,” the tiny voice would whisper. “You’ve been practicing so hard. And your new dress is designer. Maybe this time, you’ll win!” It almost seemed like the smaller hope got, the harder it was to crush. Like a tiny pebble. Like a speck of sand.

Stop trying to make Mama happy. That’s another thing she wanted to tell six-year-old An An. Only now, from the More Known World, on the cusp of turning thirty, could she see that her mother had been insatiable. That even when something finally shifted inside An An, when the hard shell of her oddfittingness finally—after ten years of Known World existence—began to exhibit hairline cracks, Mama would only want more. The sash she would finally receive for Talent Division: Third Place, Junior Miss Peaches and Crème 1986 wouldn’t be enough. In fact, it would only make Mama worse.

It’s not your fault. This was perhaps the thing she longed most to impress on the little girl that was once her. Can’t you see? If you were anyone else, if you were “normal,” you’d win. Everything. Hands down. But you’re not normal. You’re extraordinary. You’re an Oddfit.

Oddfittingness was an unpredictable thing. You could never tell how it would manifest itself. Beyond general symptoms—acute loneliness, constant inexplicable homesickness, and an aura that something about you was somehow “off”—its effects varied considerably.

Some Oddfits had loving families but no friends, some Oddfits were popular with peers and suffered at home, and some Oddfits endured abuse in all areas of their life. Some Oddfits were perceived as talking funny, some as walking funny, and others as looking funny. Some Oddfits could do a few things right, others could get things mostly right, and others nothing right at all.

The length of time it took for the Known World to adapt an Oddfit ranged widely as well. For some, oddfittingness vanished early, at the age of four or five, so that its unpleasantness left no conscious impression. For others, oddfittingness might hold steady into the early teens before declining sharply just in time to avoid compounding the traumatic experience of puberty. For still others, oddfittingness might plummet at age eight or nine but hang around in trace amounts, little bits clinging to the ears and nostrils like tiny wisps of cotton wool, or trailing from one’s shoe or buttocks like an errant scrap of toilet paper. And though adaptation was usually complete by the age of seventeen, there were exceptions nonetheless. Murgatroyd’s was the most inexplicable case thus far—astoundingly oddfitting at twenty-five. The late Yusuf had retained sufficient levels into his late teens to help found the Quest. And two other individuals in the Quest’s history had been oddfitting enough—barely—to join as explorers at the advanced ages of nineteen and twenty.

In short, oddfittingness came in a myriad of forms, and An An’s case was not unusual: everyone whom she came into contact with secretly felt there was something not quite right about her. Something that made them feel uncomfortable. And vaguely queasy. And, if they were honest, a little angry. Everyone felt this way towards An An, except for two people: her mother and father. And her father had died when she was six months old.

If An An’s mother had simply contented herself with loving her daughter and ignored other people’s opinions, then An An might have had an easier time of it. But it was perhaps to An An’s misfortune that her mother genuinely believed two things: First, that her An An was the loveliest, most talented, most wonderful girl in the entire world. And second, that these attributes of her daughter’s must be acknowledged by all.

It had taken a long time for Ann—grown Ann—to piece together the nature of her childhood oddfittingness and the circumstances it had produced, to get to the point where she could conduct this postmortem examination of her past. She’d spent the first few years after her escape from the Known World trying to forget. And it was only when she came to the conclusion that forgetting was impossible that she’d set to work detaching herself, cutting her soul free from the corpse of her prior life so that she could study the cadaver with objectivity and dispassion. Or at least, with minimal emotion. Even now, she couldn’t help but feel for the child into whose face she gazed.

It’s not your fault.

But what was the point of talking to a self that didn’t exist anymore? A whole self. A two-eyed self.

Mercifully the face faded, leaving her alone in a darkness she hoped would last until she awoke.
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The man opened his eyes and sat bolt upright in bed, grinning madly. Then he realized it had been nothing but a dream. He broke into a cold sweat.

Good dreams were awful. Worse than bad ones, ten times over. Waking up from a nightmare was salvation, but being wrenched out of the nice ones, which were always about the other world, was like being punched in the tummy. Or having a hammer dropped on your toe, except your toe was your heart.

Once, he had sought to maintain the illusion that it was this life that was the nightmare and his good dreams were the true state of affairs. That had been many years ago, at his lowest point, when he’d taken to sleeping almost all the time in an effort to make the Known World—the proper world—his reality. He called this his “depressive period.” (He knew all about depression. His collection of scavenged books and brochures, magazines and newspapers had made him very knowledgeable indeed.) But he had pulled himself out of it. It had taken superhuman effort. Even now, he marvelled at how he had managed to shake his head clear enough to construct his masterful plan and set its great wheels in motion.

He was really awake now. Even if he could manage to fall asleep again, he knew there was no hope of picking up the dream where he’d left off, with the red-and-white-checked picnic blanket, and the floating balloons, and his pet dog, a genuine dog, licking his face, and his mother loading up his plate with french fries cooked in an actual deep fryer, and his father and big brother wearing baseball caps, saying they’d toss around the ol’ pigskin after lunch.

He sighed, rolled out of bed (it helped that his bed was slightly lopsided), and poured himself a cup of Earl Grey tea, making sure to hold both teapot and cup over a basin because the spout of the teapot leaked. Then he took a sip and, as usual, spat it out, because though he called it Earl Grey, it was actually made from steeping random dried leaves collected from outside.

Then a thought popped into his head: he would read his autobiography. Yes, what a good idea. It was the next best thing to dreaming.

He padded over to the bookshelf and spent several minutes squinting in the moonlight at the forty-two slim spines that represented his magnum opus in progress. (What grand words those were! He thought them again: Magnum opus.) At last, he made his selection and pulled the slim volume towards him very carefully so as to prevent the bookshelf from toppling over, as was its wont.

He gazed lovingly at the notebook cover. My Proper Life, Volume 5. And then, because it was the proper place to sit and read, he squeezed himself into his armchair, despite the fact that it was too narrow and low to the ground, with a backrest that inclined forward and gave him shooting pains in his thighs and hips if he stayed in it for too long.

He knew exactly which chapter he wanted to read. The dog in his dream had inspired him. He knew it wouldn’t be well written—none of volume five was. It was only around volume twelve that one noted significant improvements in style and language. It was the content he was after. He turned to the correct page, placed his finger under the first word of the title, cleared his throat, and in a low voice, began to read aloud.

Going to the Pet Shop with Dad

There were all kinds of animals in the pet shop. The pet shop owner showed Dad and me all of them. There was a hamster with white and orange fur and a black cat and orange cat with black stripes that looked like a small tiger. There were many puppy dogs, some with pointy ears and some with long floppy ones. All of them had their tongues sticking out, because dogs like to stick tongues out. There was also a goldfish swimming around in a glass bowl and a rabbit eating carrots, which are orange and shaped like long triangles and crunchy.

Dad told me I could choose any animal I wanted. I asked him if we could get a dog and he said of course you can, son. That’s a good choice. What more perfect pair could there be than a boy and his dog?

So I got a dog with yellow fur and noncompound eyes and a tail that wagged because as everyone knows, dogs wag their tails when they are happy and this dog was happy that a boy like me wanted to buy him.

Dad asked me what I wanted to name him. I said I would call him Spot. Dad laughed at me and mussed my hair with his big strong hand because that was a silly name since the dog did not have any spots. And I said yeah I know but I am being ironic. Then Dad laughed again. His big strong teeth glinted in the electric lights of the pet shop and he said I was sure smart and it was fine if I wanted to call the dog Spot because I could have anything I wanted because he loved me so much. We paid five dollars for Spot and took him home and gave him all the bones he could eat.

He stopped there to flick the tears from his eyes. Yes, the writing really wasn’t any good, but it still touched him, this scene from his imaginary childhood, this memory that he knew was false and yet felt to him far more true than the shabby excuse for a life he was living now. These were the chronicles of his proper self—his life as it should have been.

The chapter wasn’t over yet. There was still one more sentence to go—a good sentence too. And though he knew it by heart, he still searched with his finger for where he had left off. He resumed reading:

And the most amazing thing about the pet shop was that there wasn’t a single mosquito to be found.





CHAPTER 10

Garamond was right. The mosquitoes at the lake really were enormous: broad backed and burly, with bulging femurs and thick bushy palps. Each one was the size of a soccer ball and had a proboscis as thick as a sewing needle. The sight of them droning low and slow across the surface of the dark red waters made Murgatroyd shift uneasily from foot to foot, especially when he recalled that he had neglected to buy a new jar of Tally Ho Miracle Cream.

“Do they bite?” he asked nervously.

Ann shrugged. “This is all new to me.”

By this, Ann meant everything around them: the lake on whose rocky shores they stood, so vast that they only had Garamond’s word to go on to prevent them from thinking it might be an ocean; the dense forest of vine-covered trees they had trekked through to reach this spot; the gigantic mosquitoes and the turtlelike creature gliding beneath the lake’s surface, propelled by the powerful strokes of its six flippers and four transparent dorsal fins.

“And we thought the entry for Cambodia-Abscond was finally finished.” Ann chuckled softly. “Wait till Christian finds out.”

“S-Say again?” stammered Murgatroyd, distracted by a mosquito moving menacingly towards them. It appeared to be doing the aerial equivalent of a swagger.

“Getting the Compendium cards in shape for this Territory has always been an uphill battle. It was only last year that Christian in cataloguing made it his pet project to compile all the ambient information floating around about Cambodia-Abscond that no one had ever bothered to write down.”

To Murgatroyd’s relief, the mosquito did an about-face and began swaggering away. “Why hadn’t anyone bothered?”

Ann shrugged a second time. “No one got around to it, I guess. And it’s not like Fleetowners encourage the documentation of their Territory. Anyway, Christian was pleased as punch about finally having complete data on Cambodia-Abscond, and now, look.” She gestured at the lake with a sweeping motion of her hand.

“Should we take notes, then?” asked Murgatroyd.

“Maybe later.”

Ann seated herself cross-legged on the stones beneath them and gazed at the horizon.

It became apparent after a while that Ann intended to stay in this position and not say anything for some time.

“Erh, should we start looking for clues?” asked Murgatroyd.

Ann merely gave an abstracted grunt, and he was left with little choice but to follow her example.

Thankfully the mosquitoes seemed wholly uninterested in him and Ann. Feeling more at ease, he let his mind drift back to his first encounter with the animal life of the More Known World: Ivan Ho’s pet mosquitoes, which he had been tasked with feeding from his own arm. They had looked pretty much identical to the mosquitoes of the Known World, the ones in Singapore at least. But he remembered the strange bond he’d developed with Ivan’s pets as they had fed, the loving and trusting way they had sunk their mouthparts into his flesh, like children burying their faces in a parent’s shoulder or chest. There had, of course, been the intense itching afterwards, but thanks to Ivan’s miraculous lotion, it had been short lived, leaving nothing in its wake but warmth and affection for the little creatures.

He hadn’t suspected back then how many more mosquito-based life forms he would go on to encounter during his travels through the More Known World: mosquitoes identical in appearance to ones in the Known World, like Ivan’s pets, but also ones florescent and ones phosphorescent, ones translucent and ones tumescent. Mosquitoes so tiny and transparent they looked like darting specks of dust, and mosquitoes like the ones around him, beefy and stout—not to mention the numerous animals that had diverged considerably from their ancestral mosquito form: the moskotter of Canada-Samba, for example, whose wings had evolved into veined, webbed paws that propelled it supine through the water as its compound-eyed antennae kept watch for plump half-shelled quito-qlams nestled in the riverbeds. Or the choss pashe of Persia-Aperture, which fogged anything it regarded as a potential mate in a pheromone-heavy gas that smelled of old cheese, decaying pine needles, and squid excrement. Or the Whirling Badass Helicopter of Doom of Antarctica-Blitz—named, obviously, by the Other—which was carnivorous, belligerent, and fed primarily on the hapless rat-sized Fodder of the Whirling Badass Helicopter of Doom, whose title also bore all the hallmarks of the Other’s naming style.

Suddenly these ruminations made Murgatroyd dizzy and out of breath. He leaned forward and pressed his face into his hands. It overwhelmed him to think about it, the vastness of the Worlds and the infinite variety and number of beings, animate and inanimate, mosquito related and otherwise, that populated them. Even if there were a thousand Quests, each powered by a thousand individuals, it would never be enough. There is too much, he thought in awe.

“There is too much.”

To his surprise, it wasn’t he who said this, but Ann. The reason she had gone quiet all of a sudden was because, moments earlier, she too had been visited by the same sense of mystery and wonder—how unfathomable it all was, the height and depth and breadth of the universe and everything in it. The feeling certainly wasn’t new, but even though it came upon her often enough to be a familiar sensation, it came infrequently enough for her to be startled afresh each time.

Ann did not usually yield so conspicuously to these moments. Certainly she’d experienced them alongside Murgatroyd in the past without needing to sit down and flap her gums about it. But the dreams had paid visits several nights in a row, leaving her more exhausted that even she knew. Before she realized it, she found herself not only saying that there was too much, but uttering the words that came to mind whenever she felt this way—words that gave partial expression to a second feeling, which always welled up in the wake of that first swell of awe, and which could best be described as a deep yearning for an explanation. Not a reason, mind you, or a solution, or a one-word answer or a several-word answer, or even a several-paragraph answer, but an intricate and elaborate explanation as boundless and infinite as the universe itself apparently was—no, more infinite still.

And the words tumbling from her lips were a fragmented gesture straining to catch a glimpse of this explanation, to part the cosmic curtain: “Something that can’t be found by covering more ground.”

Murgatroyd had recovered enough from his amazement at the first sentence Ann had uttered to greet this next batch of words with an unfiltered, unabashed “Hah?”

“It’s what Yusuf said to me once,” said Ann seamlessly, concealing her own astonishment from Murgatroyd and even from herself without skipping a beat. One of the many tricks she’d learned well as a child.

“When?” asked Murgatroyd.

“When he was teaching me something.”

Murgatroyd’s eyes widened. “I thought he retired before you joined the Quest.”

“He did.”

Murgatroyd sighed, reminding Ann of what he had said back in Flee Town about conversation being important to people like him.

“He still came back every now and then,” she added. “When absolutely necessary. It wasn’t a complete break. And obviously, he told us about you. Sometimes he had information we needed. And he was always better at teaching new recruits when it came to certain skills.”

“Why didn’t you say anything about this before?” sputtered Murgatroyd.

Ann was genuinely surprised. “It never came up.”

“Yes, but . . . you know Uncle Yusuf was important to me. Is still important to me. How can you not—” Murgatroyd could see from Ann’s face that she had absolutely no clue why he was upset. “Never mind. It’s fine. Just tell me now.”

“Tell you what?”

“What Uncle Yusuf said!”

There was a long silence. At first, Murgatroyd was worried Ann was angry, but just as he was about to apologize for his outburst, she replied. Her voice was distant, as if to retrieve the answer, she had travelled very far away.

“The One was having trouble teaching me a particular skill, so she asked Yusuf to help. At the end of our last session, I asked him why he retired. And he said it was because he wanted to concentrate on something else. He said it was ‘something that can’t be found by covering more ground.’”

Murgatroyd felt a fresh gust of wonder sweep through him and puff out the sails of his heart. “What did he mean?” he asked.

“I don’t know. I don’t think he did either.”

Just as Murgatroyd was about to say something else, Ann sensed his desire to ask more questions and decided to change the subject. Enough was enough. “Mud. That’s why we’re here, isn’t it?” She pulled the peculiar leather pouch out of her bag, then pulled the peculiar notebook out of the pouch. Murgatroyd looked around.

“There!” he proclaimed, pointing in triumph to a slimy patch among all the stones. He trotted over, as did Ann, but upon attaining the mud puddle he was overcome by a sudden attack of knee wobbles and had to crouch down to stabilize himself. It took a few moments before he realized why. He’d stopped registering Cambodia-Abscond’s redness days ago, most likely because it had never bothered him in the same way it had Mildred. But now the sticky, coagulated dark substance before him served as a visceral reminder of what stuff the Territory was made of. As if roused by the recognition of kindred matter, the blood in Murgatroyd’s temples began to throb.

Ann extended one of the notebook pages and held it up to the light for comparison.

“Pretty realistic,” she said admiringly. “It looks stickier in person, though. And more clotted.” She extended a boot towards the mud and poked it with her toe. It squirted a little, which made Murgatroyd’s stomach turn. Then she turned to the drawings of the pebbles. “But these. They’re exactly like the real thing. Here, could you hold this open?”

She handed Murgatroyd the book, and he did his best to oblige, extending the page outwards and holding it up to the sky as Ann had been doing. Ann picked up a pebble, wiped it off on the cuff of her trousers, and held it next to the page for comparison.

“Would you look at that,” she said, taking a deep breath.

Murgatroyd did. It was as if he were truly seeing for the first time.

He saw that it wasn’t about which was the real pebble and which were representations, nor was it about how faithful the sketches were to, as Ann had put it, “the real thing.” Side by side, the pebble and drawings seemed to illuminate and augment each other, tuning up the frequency of each other’s essential nature so that all the pebbles, of stone and on page, sang out their pebblehood in unison, in a voice sharp and clear and in a pitch high and sweet, for the whole world to hear.

“Wow,” Ann said at last.

“Walau,” seconded Murgatroyd.

Then: an intense and ear-splitting silence.

As Murgatroyd crumpled to the ground, he saw Ann sinking as well, her expression startled at first, but then slackening. He saw the brief struggle—the widening of her eyes, the tensing of her face into a look of mingled alarm and aggression. Another wave of silence crashed around them, and everything about her sagged once more. And he too sagged, onto the stones, into the mud.

Before blacking out completely, he heard a noise penetrate the silence. No, a voice—raspy and low. “My notebook,” it said. Then silence flooded in once more.
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Murgatroyd was eased awake by a gentle pitching motion, back and forth. He heard two voices—or rather, two nonvoices: one gravelly and low, and one wispy and high. They were speaking a language similar to the Nothing the Flee Town youth used among themselves, and yet it was entirely different. More effortless and fluid. So fluid he might not even have registered the nonvoices’ presence if it hadn’t been for the fact that his head was covered in some sort of bag, which made his hearing especially acute. All around him, he heard a sloshing sound, and every now and then a light drizzle would fall to his left or his right, sprinkling him with something he hoped was innocuous, like water. If he had to guess, he would say he was in a boat—or more precisely, attached to a boat, for he could not budge from the narrow bench on which he was sitting no matter how hard he tried. Upon attempting to use his arms to provide leverage, he discovered they were pinioned firmly to his sides. He tried frantically to free them, flailing his torso around in the process, but the boat gave a sudden lurch and he felt something flat and hard smack him on the thigh.

“Ow!” he yelped.

The low, gravelly nonvoice communicated a silence that was tangibly a threat.

Murgatroyd began to panic. Who were these people? And where was Ann? Swallowing his terror, he managed to squeak, “Hello, Ann? Are you there?”

To his relief, Ann answered from behind him. “I’m fine. Are you all right?”

“Yes, yes,” Murgatroyd sputtered, almost happy. “What’s going on?’

“We’re being taken somewhere.”

“Where?”

“I don’t know,” replied Ann. “I’m tied up and I can’t see.”

“Me too. Maybe we can ask?”

But before Ann could weigh in on this proposed course of action, Murgatroyd had timidly begun addressing their captors. “Erh, hello? Hello? Where are you taking us?”

His question was met with silence from the high, wispy voice—but he couldn’t understand what it meant.

“Come again?” he asked.

The same answer.

“Ah,” said Murgatroyd, not knowing what else to say.

He heard Ann sigh.

“Did you understand?” Murgatroyd whispered.

“No, why would I?”

“Because you understand lots of things.”

“Not this one. We’ll have to wait and see what they have in store for us.”

“Oh,” replied Murgatroyd. A grave concern popped into his head. “Do you think it’s bad?”

“Do I think what’s bad?”

“Erh, what they have in store for us.”

“Don’t know.”

“Oh,” said Murgatroyd gloomily, followed a few seconds later by, “I hope it’s not,” and three seconds after that, “Could we ask?”

Ann sighed again. “What makes you think we’ll understand the answer this time?”

But Murgatroyd had made up his mind. “Hello? Sir? Or Miss? What are you going to do with us?”

The two silences seemed to confer. And to Ann and Murgatroyd’s surprise, they heard someone clear a throat and begin to speak haltingly. It seemed to belong to the owner of the high, wispy silence, and it sounded as if the voice was trying its best to be menacing, with the result that it came out like a bark.

“We—are—going—” It paused, as if it were tired.

“We figured that much,” grumbled Ann under her breath.

The voice started again: “We—are—going—to—”

“Yes?” asked Murgatroyd, dying of suspense. “Where? Where are we going?”

The voice cleared its throat again, then hawked and made a spitting sound. It started again.

“We—are—going—to—”

“You said that already!” Murgatroyd cried.

“Murgatroyd, calm down!” exclaimed Ann. “Let it finish!”

There was another pause—an irritated one.

“I’m sorry,” Murgatroyd squeaked. “I won’t interrupt again. Please, where are we going?”

“We—” the voice started again, testily.

“We—” it repeated, as if taking several steps back to get a running start.

“We—are—going—to—eat—you.”

At this unwelcome piece of news, Murgatroyd blacked out once more.
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Murgatroyd awoke to find that he had not yet been eaten. In fact, to his immense relief, it appeared that not even a tiny part of him had been consumed. He counted his toes. Ten. He counted his fingers. Nine. He gasped and recounted them. Ten. Phew. He grasped at his ears. Two. He pinched his nose. One. He looked down at his body and found not so much as a scratch, though in the course of patting himself all over he did discover a very enormous, very tender lump on the crown of his head.

He also realized that he could see, which meant that the bag had been removed from his head. And he realized that since he was able to grasp and pinch and pat himself, he wasn’t tied up anymore.

Then, to his horror, he realized that Ann was nowhere in sight.

He called out her name. There was no response.

The room in which he was imprisoned was clean, dry, and circular—and very spacious. The walls and floor were made of a pink claylike material covered with tiny scalloped indentations, and if Murgatroyd had been of a mind to inspect these surfaces more closely, he would have seen that the indentations were whorled and had been made by a very careful, artistic thumb. The walls curved inward as they rose from the ground, forming a dome overhead, but stopping just short of completion so that there was a large round portal in the ceiling’s centre, allowing sunlight to stream in from above.

Murgatroyd’s first thought was that he might be able to climb out through the opening, but as he squinted, he saw it was, in fact, covered with an iridescent veined material like the pages of the notebook he and Ann had been looking at immediately before their capture. Cutting or punching through it was the next idea that crossed his mind, but he then became aware of the absence of any apparatus that would help him reach it. The furnishings were spare, especially compared to the heavily pillowed interiors of the Bovquito Arms back in Flee Town. There was a very low wooden table, curved like the wall and pressed flush against it. There was a fuzzy grey rug upon which he had regained consciousness. But that was all.

Murgatroyd tried calling out again. “Ann! Can you hear me?” Still no response. “Hello? Anyone? The woman I was with! Where is she? Do you know?”

To his astonishment, someone came through the wall. She was dressed in a loose ankle-length garment, its rich pomegranate colour fading gradually into a deep orchid purple as the garment flowed from her shoulders to her toes. They’re real, thought Murgatroyd, recalling the ghostly cannibals the children had told him about. The savages are real.

He was too worried about Ann to shrink away. “My friend,” he demanded. “Where is she?”

Before the woman could respond, his eyes fell on the earthenware bowl in her hands, which was filled with a red meaty stew. He turned even paler than usual.

“My f-friend . . . ,” he stammered, before his voice gave way. He raised a trembling finger and pointed at the bowl. “Eaten?” he asked at last, unable to manage anything else.

The woman regarded the bowl’s contents thoughtfully, then looked at him again before making a funny snorting sound with her nose. “Yes,” she said.

Murgatroyd fainted for a third time.
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When Murgatroyd came around, he was staring at the pale-pink sky. And juxtaposed against that sky was Ann’s head.

Murgatroyd screamed.

“Oh, pull yourself together,” said the head, which he then saw was attached to a body.

Murgatroyd sprang to his feet and threw his arms around her neck. “Ann! You’re alive!”

“Of course, I am!” she said, allowing herself to be hugged. “Why wouldn’t I be?”

“She said you were eaten!” Murgatroyd whirled around and saw the woman standing behind them.

She snorted in the same way she had before. “Sorry,” she apologized in a low, gravelly voice. “I thought you were asking if she had eaten.”

“We are going to eat you!” someone yelled.

Murgatroyd screamed in fright yet again and spun around to find a curly-headed teenager—maybe around fifteen or sixteen—doubled over in silent laughter.

The woman communicated something to him in a stern, wordless voice, and the youth shot back a soundless reply, rolled his eyes, and walked away. From the sound of their voices—or rather, lack of voices—Murgatroyd realized that they were the two people who had captured him and Ann.

The woman turned to them and snorted for the third time. Murgatroyd realized that she did this every time she was about to speak. “That’s just what we say to scare people. It’s a protection tactic.”

“It’s horrible!” wailed Murgatroyd.

The woman beamed. “Yes, it is, isn’t it! You should tell Benn. He’ll be so pleased. He came up with it. Stew?” She pressed a bowl of it into his hands, along with a wooden spoon.

Murgatroyd wanted to ask who Benn was, but it occurred to him then that there were many other questions swimming around in his head and perhaps he should ask one of them instead. Under the circumstances, it was difficult for him to decide which one to utter first: “Who’s Benn?” or “Who are you people?”; “What are you people?” or “Where are we?”; “What are you going to do with us?” or “What’s in the stew?”

“Chicken,” said the woman, eliminating the last question.

“They call bovquitoes chickens,” Ann clarified. “You should have some. It’s very good.” She returned to the low wooden stool where she’d been sitting before the woman had dragged Murgatroyd out of the house. As if in further endorsement, she picked up her bowl from the ground and exhibited how clean she’d scraped it.

Murgatroyd lowered himself onto the stool next to her, and as he began to eat, he took in his surroundings. He and Ann were seated in the shadow of a pink domed structure—the same place, he guessed, he had been trying to escape from when the woman had walked in. A cloth of the same hue as the structure hung across the entrance, which explained why he’d thought that the woman had entered, ghostlike, through the wall. A few paces to their left was a low wooden table like the one Murgatroyd had seen inside the room. On top of it were two heavy-looking maroon pots, one containing the stew that the woman was now ladling out for herself, and one with its lid still on.

Surrounding the clearing where they sat were bloodwood trees—much larger than any he had seen in Cambodia-Abscond so far. And between their enormous trunks, he could glimpse other domes of differing sizes, but all of the same sky-pink hue. Small fenced patches of vegetation were scattered here and there—gardens, he guessed, because he could see people plucking and pruning and uprooting things. And beyond, in the background, he espied a field, populated with grazing bovquitoes.

He heard Ann cough—the kind of cough meant to get someone’s attention—and he reined in his gaze. To his right stood the woman with her hand extended, waiting for Murgatroyd to shake it.

“My name is Nutmeg,” she said.

“Sorry,” Murgatroyd apologized, taking the hand. “My name is Murgatroyd.”

“Pleasure to meet you,” she declared too quickly, as if the ritual didn’t quite come naturally to her.

“Nutmeg,” Murgatroyd repeated. “Erh. Like the spice?”

Her face brightened. “You know it!” she exclaimed.

He did. Or rather, he thought he did. At the restaurant where he had used to work, his boss, Shakti, had made him taste a lot of foods in an attempt to “refine his palate.” He’d had to spend an entire day consuming nothing but spoonfuls of herbs and spices. The session had ended in severe stomach cramps.

Yet the expression on Nutmeg’s face had brightened so much at the news of Murgatroyd’s familiarity with her namesake that he felt he should say something more. “It tasted like spice!” he added.

Nutmeg beamed. “Exactly!”

“Why were you named Nutmeg?” he asked.

“Technically speaking, I wasn’t. My name is actually _____.” And here she emitted a short but unpronounceable silence. “It’s nutmeg translated into my language, but it means the same thing.”

“But nutmeg only grows in the Known World, doesn’t it?” he asked.

“True,” said Nutmeg, not quite grasping the reason for Murgatroyd’s puzzlement, “but my mother said by the time I had reached my naming day, I looked like a nutmeg: brown and round.”

Forgetting his curiosity about how Nutmeg came to be named after a Known World plant, Murgatroyd guffawed. “You are!” he blurted, before clapping his hands over his mouth and turning red. “Erh, I mean . . . ,” he began. But he trailed off when it became apparent that, one, he had in fact meant it, and two, that Nutmeg, far from looking offended, was blinking, waiting for him to finish his sentence.

“Please, go on. What do you mean?”

“Erh. Nothing. Sorry, leh. I mean, I’m sorry I said that.”

“Why?”

“Dunno,” he mumbled, rubbing the back of his neck, flustered. “I always say the wrong thing and make people mad . . .”

Nutmeg looked intensely puzzled. “It’s okay. I am still brown and round. Why would I be mad? That would be like you getting mad if I said you were pale and skinny with a big nose and yellow hair.”

“Yes, it would,” said Murgatroyd with a nervous laugh, still unable to believe he hadn’t offended her.

Nutmeg was positively tickled now, giving off raspy silent hoots, which Murgatroyd assumed were some form of laughter.

“Or,” she continued, “if you got mad just because someone said your posture is terrible and your mouth hangs open.”

“Yes,” exclaimed Murgatroyd, being coaxed into the spirit of things. “Or if you got mad at me for saying that you have very bushy eyebrows.”

Nutmeg beamed. “Do you really think so?”

“Yes,” Murgatroyd affirmed. “They’re almost like one big eyebrow. I wish mine were like that. Also, why do you do that thing with your nose every time you want to say something?”

“Oh, that. It makes it easier to make sounds, that’s all. I don’t know how you two manage to say anything without doing it.”

Ann, who was observing all this, couldn’t help but smile. “Murgatroyd,” she said, “Before you woke up, Nutmeg was saying that the notebook belongs to her.”

“Yes,” said Nutmeg. “So happy you found it. Sorry we startled you.”

“Think nothing of it,” said Ann pleasantly.

Pleasantly. Murgatroyd looked at her in surprise. Ann paid him no notice.

“And sorry we had to knock you out and bring you here. It was the safest course of action to take.”

“Perfectly understandable,” said Ann in that same unnaturally amiable tone. She followed this remark with an equally unnatural reassuring smile.

Murgatroyd tried his best to play along. “Erh, yes. Perfectly,” he echoed. “And I’m sure the swelling from whatever you used to hit us will go down quickly,” he added, touching the crown of his head.

Nutmeg frowned. “We used a battle cry to knock you out, not a weapon.”

Murgatroyd too frowned. “Then where did this come from?” he said, pointing to his lump.

Nutmeg squinted. “Oh, that’s a bite. From the birds on the lake. They don’t usually attack humans, but when they do, it’s pretty painful.”

Murgatroyd recalled what Garamond had said about the lake not being a popular destination. He sighed.

“We saw you found my notebook,” continued Nutmeg, “and were obviously using it to try and find us. We couldn’t risk you discovering how to get here yourselves, so we took matters into our own hands.”

“That makes sense,” said Ann with a nod. Murgatroyd commenced nodding as well.

“No one else saw the notebook, did they?” Nutmeg asked.

“No,” said Ann evenly and without hesitation. Upon hearing the lie, Murgatroyd felt it all come flooding back—Nimali’s slit throat, the two other murders, the fact that he and Ann had in fact been kidnapped. His tongue went dry, and he could feel himself breaking into a cold sweat.

“Oh good,” Nutmeg sighed. “It’s my fault, really. Benn will be so upset. What a mess I’ve caused.”

“It’s all right,” said Ann. And suddenly, Murgatroyd thought, A cat. That’s what Ann’s tone reminded him of. A very careful cat.

Deftly Ann picked up that name and returned it as if it were a dropped handkerchief. This was the second time Nutmeg had mentioned it. “Why will Benn be upset?”

“People can’t find out about us. It’s for our own safety. We’ve kept ourselves hidden all this time.”

“Ah.” Ann nodded.

Nutmeg pursed her lips. “I should have been more careful. But you see”—she turned to Murgatroyd now and looked at him with an earnest, clear gaze—“it fell out of my pocket when I was bending over her—the woman.”

Murgatroyd’s blood froze.

There was the briefest of pauses before Ann responded. “I can see how that would happen.”

“I wanted to make sure she was dead,” Nutmeg continued.

Ann nodded. Murgatroyd’s heart raced.

“Awful,” she sighed. “Whoever killed her was cruel. The Worlds really are a dangerous place.”

Murgatroyd almost collapsed with relief. Ann looked noticeably relieved as well, though she attempted to keep her expression unchanged.

“They are,” Ann agreed. “So, she was dead when you found her?”

Nutmeg nodded. “There was nothing I could do to help her. And I knew someone would find her before too long. I knew the chickens would drain her when they came across her body, but that couldn’t be helped.”

“Couldn’t be helped,” Ann echoed.

Murgatroyd could contain himself no longer. “You didn’t kill her!” he exclaimed.

Ann turned her eye on him sharply.

Nutmeg frowned. “Of course not!” Her expression changed to one of horror. “Is that what you thought?”

“Sorry,” he said. “It’s just that there are stories we heard in Flee Town about savages who . . .” Murgatroyd trailed off when he realized that Ann was glaring at him.

Nutmeg was alarmed. “There are stories about us? They think we kill people? How much do they know?”

“Nothing,” Ann said smoothly. “Nothing at all. They’re just rumours. And they’re all completely wrong.”

Nutmeg looked suspicious. “Are they?”

“Yes,” Murgatroyd affirmed hastily. “Completely. They call you savages and think that you’re ghosts who eat people and go back and forth between Territories. But only a few people think this. And nobody else believes them.”

Nutmeg’s expression grew troubled anyway. “Benn is really going to be upset.” The lines in her brow deepened. “And why do they think we all can go back and forth between Territories? Only one of us can do that.”

Ann didn’t respond immediately, but when she did, her tone was all nonchalance. “Absurd, isn’t it?” she remarked breezily. Then almost as an afterthought: “When you say ‘only one of us,’ you mean . . .”

“Only one of us,” affirmed Nutmeg.

“You?” Ann asked.

“Oh no,” Nutmeg said hastily. “I mean, I wish I could. How fantastic would that be! Imagine!”

“Yes, imagine,” agreed Ann, though she didn’t have to at all. “How long have you been here?” she asked lightly.

“My whole life.”

“I mean all of you. This whole . . .” Ann searched for the right word. “. . . Community. How long have all of you lived here?”

“Oh, ages,” answered Nutmeg.

“How many years?”

Nutmeg laughed. “Too many to count. Ever so long. Before my great-great-grandparents’ time. Before my great-great-great-grandparents’ time.”

“Amazing!” Murgatroyd exclaimed. “But how do you know English?”

“Benn taught me. It’s his native language.”

“And how did you get here?” Murgatroyd continued.

“Maybe you should ask Benn,” said Nutmeg, looking wary all of a sudden. “I’m not sure how much I should be telling you. I’ll take you to him after this. In the meantime, dessert?” She lifted the lid of the other pot and began ladling a thick soup into two bowls. It was the texture and colour of boiled clay.

Murgatroyd thought about how to decline as politely as possible. “I should finish this first,” he said, pointing to the stew he’d been neglecting.

“You can eat it later,” said Nutmeg, holding the bowls out to them. “You should taste this now. I think you’ll like it. It’s our specialty.”

Ann accepted the bowl, and reluctantly, Murgatroyd did the same. They raised the unappetizing-looking concoction to their lips. Each took a tentative sip.

For a split-second, time stopped. For a split-second, the world stopped. For a split-second, their hearts cracked open and out bubbled streams of fresh joy.

“How can?” Murgatroyd murmured.

“Can’t be,” Ann murmured at the same time.

But it was. Beyond a doubt. Yusuf’s ice cream.

“It’s one of my favourite flavours,” said Nutmeg. “Elation.”





CHAPTER 11

Despite Cambodia-Abscond being one of the first Territories discovered by the Quest, there were two things about it that remained a mystery: What had caused the Territory to turn from beige to blood red all of a sudden—literally blood red? And where had the blood come from?

No one had come up with any truly satisfactory answers to these two questions, but as intriguing as these questions were, far more intriguing were those that went unasked. For example, wasn’t it peculiar that Flee Town’s younger generation had come up with an entirely new nonsound-based language?

Such oversight was understandable. Certain qualities attract more attention than others. An individual with a booming voice will always draw more attention than a soft-spoken one. A man dressed in a neon-yellow moose costume inevitably overshadows the woman next to him in an understated grey dress, however elegant the dress’s cut. In the same way, it was perfectly natural to mistake the colour of Cambodia-Abscond—its bloodiness, and before that, its beigeness—for its defining attribute. The irony was this: the preoccupation with the Territory’s hue actively prevented those who sought to discover more about Cambodia-Abscond from perceiving what really set it apart. One might even have been tempted to think that the Territory was deliberately using colour as a distraction, as a red herring (or a beige herring, as the case may have been) to detract attention from the true self it sought, for reasons unknown, to keep hidden away.

If people had puzzled more over the new language of the Flee Town youth, rather than dismissing it as “nothing,” it would have led to other questions along the same lines: Weren’t the denizens of Flee Town suspiciously silent—even for individuals desperate to escape their respective pasts? Wasn’t it strange that the Compendium reports on the Territory had, until Christian’s intervention, been excessively brief? Wasn’t it curious that Fleetowners, on the rare occasions they travelled out of the Territory for an extended period of time, began to experience a slight and gradual loosening of the tongue—especially if they were of a younger generation who had not sufficiently internalized the pressing reasons for their parents’ flight to a wholly unfamiliar land?

In sum, these questions would have disclosed a surprising fact—one so well concealed that nobody knew a revelation of any sort was required. And that fact was this: the true defining characteristic of Cambodia-Abscond—its essence, if you will—was its silence.

For those who communicate through sound, the diversity of silence is impossible to fathom in any really meaningful way. We think of silence as absence when we should think of it as presence. Or to put it another way, we think of silence as empty when we should think of it as invisible—presence disguised as absence, existence disguised as nonexistence. It’s true that we have a handful of different words for silence and being silent—pause, lull, quiet, still, mute—but what we really need is an entire book. Something akin to the encyclopaedic guides one can buy on, say, South American fungi, or pottery of the world, or fine wines. Wine is an especially fitting analogue for silence. For just as the complexity of good wine is such that it demands the deployment of words that don’t technically have anything to do with wine (butter, blackberry, and tobacco, for example), the innumerable shades and qualities of silence would best be done justice via similar means.

Such descriptions were exactly what Murgatroyd had unwittingly come up with in his head when he had witnessed the storyteller’s performance at the market back in Flee Town. If he could have articulated the images and sensations he had experienced that night and presented them convincingly to someone of authority at the Quest—perhaps the One, or even Ann—the initial groundwork would have been laid for revolutionizing current conceptions of silence. But he hadn’t. And since he was the first and, thus far, only Questian to know about this new medium of artistic expression, his experiences remained unvoiced, ensconced in the spongy recesses of his brain, wrapped in a silence reminiscent of warm honey, velvety and sticky, blankety and sweet—the same variety of silence that permeated all of Cambodia-Abscond, not unlike the thick black fog that enshrouded China-Plummet. It was the silence through which everyone in the Territory unknowingly waded that weighed them down imperceptibly at first, but exerted its pressure a little more each day, so that, while no effects were apparent by day seven or even fourteen, by day thirty-five or so, one’s tongue began to feel a tiny bit more sluggish than usual—a sluggishness that by day sixty-two would have evolved into a flabby indolence, accompanied by a growing aversion to needless speech that would plateau finally at day three hundred, or four hundred if an individual happened to be especially loquacious.

This was the primordial silence from which all man-made silences in the Territory were created, as wine from grapes, as pots from clay, as cheese from milk, as music from notes. It was this silence that the storyteller back in Flee Town had plucked from the air around him in order to tell his tale. It was this silence that the other young denizens of Flee Town drew on for their everyday communication, gathering and tossing it at each other like children playing in the snow. And it was from this silence that those who had dwelt in Cambodia-Abscond for generations upon generations, long before any settlers had arrived and long before the Quest’s discovery of the Territory, constructed their own language, which differed as much from the Nothing of Flee Town as whale song from bee buzz.

Exactly how long these people had been there was difficult to say. Centuries, at least. But not forever, for there was a detailed story about how their ancestors—a whole group of them—had sailed from another world into this one on a boat. They had been heading somewhere else to make a new home on another island, using the stars as their guide. They were far enough into their journey to be sick of the endless water and start yearning terribly for land and mountains and trees. And then, all of a sudden, they found themselves on a pale sand-coloured sea facing a pale sandy shore lined with pale sandy trees below a pale sandy sky. At first, they tried to sail back to where they had come from. That was before they figured out that the sandy sea was a lake.

They decided to make do with the island where they had initially disembarked, but the soil was chalky and poor, and the only crop that would grow of all the tubers and seeds they had brought was the yam. Even then, the yams they planted took on the same light colour as the earth and tasted skinny and bland. They had no livestock: the chickens and pigs and dogs that had been in the boat with them had vanished when they had crossed over into the new world. But they found a new species of chicken: scrawny, hairy, winged creatures of about the same size, with similar but stringier flesh and long, flexible snouts instead of beaks. Although the first few years were difficult, over time the people came to know the land better, and their farming skills improved.

This was one of the two oral accounts that composed their collective history. The second account told of a much more recent event called the __________. Or in English, the Reddening.

It started with the lake. The afternoon sun was low in the sky, and those who had gone out egg collecting in their boats were just starting to return to shore. One woman swore that it was she who’d seen it first, blood spreading through the water as it might through a cloth pressed against a wound. At first, she’d thought someone must have been injured, and she’d paddled over to help. But by the time she had reached the spot, the redness had radiated far and wide, out to the other boats scattered here and there on the horizon and rolling on the waves onto their island’s shores. The sand soaked it up first, and then it crept up to the soil, and even the rocks. The grass was next, followed by the flowers and bushes and trees, including the crops. And then, as if the plants were bleeding into the air, there came the pinkening of the sky and the sun and the moon.

Needless to say, everyone was disgusted. The mere thought of eating blood-infused food was so horrifying that the community exhausted its supplies of preserved foods first, on the off chance everything might unredden—which, given the miraculous nature of the event that turned everything red to begin with, wasn’t an entirely unreasonable thing to hope for. But an unreddening did not happen, and once all the cooked, dried, and fermented foods had been consumed and the water reserves drunk, they began to nibble gingerly on tainted crops.

To everyone’s relief, the Reddening had made nothing poisonous, even if it did make everything taste faintly of __________ (which in English translates roughly to the warm tingle you get on your tongue when you slice it on something sharp). As the weeks passed and they resigned themselves to their new fate, it quickly became apparent that the Reddening was not so bad after all. Within a few years, the yams started to swell and taste sweet rather than plain. The nuts became rich and pulpy and robust. The beets grew to five times their average size. A species of wild bramble they had been treating as a weed burst into berry one day.

There were good effects on the fauna too. The birds that buzzed over the surface of the lake octupled in size, and so did their eggs, which used to taste nutritious but unpleasant, and now tasted even more nutritious, and creamy and sweet. Not only that, but the chickens they raised for meat and fur were transformed beyond recognition, becoming so enormous that they could be used as beasts of burden. Their meat wasn’t stringy anymore—it was marbled and melt-in-your-mouth tender. One didn’t have to sew together fifty pelts to make a cloak; a single chicken hide was enough for an adult-sized cloak, a pair of socks, and a decent hat. Their wings grew in proportion to their size too and became flexible and tough, which made them suitable for sailcloth and windowpanes—and they held pigment well, which made them good for drawing on. But perhaps most astonishing of all was the substance the chickens began to excrete: a thick, pink, opaque fluid that separated when left in a pot for a long time, the fat of it rising to the top and leaving a blobby moustache on one’s upper lip when one took a swig. It was surprisingly versatile: it could be churned into a rich paste, fermented into a pleasing sour drink, or solidified into chewy globules of lip-smacking delight. This substance they called ___, and on the nourishment it provided, everyone grew plump, began to live several years longer, and got a lot better at surviving illnesses. And even though the literal English translation of ___ was chicken fluid, Benn preferred to translate it as milk.

Benn wished he could have been there to witness the Reddening first hand instead of hearing about it from the older folks, and he fantasized about what it would have been like if he had arrived in this land earlier, if he could have seen with his own two eyes the colourless landscape becoming prosperous and vibrant and bright. Still, he also knew that the circumstances under which he had come here had been so fortuitous and impossible to replicate that he should just thank his lucky stars that he was here at all.

It wasn’t that life in the other world had been bad, exactly. His memories were hazy, and he recalled a redheaded mother who baked cakes and liked to sing, and a lean, ruddy-cheeked father who’d take him fishing sometimes. He recalled liking school and having some pretty good times with his mate, Pete P. (not to be confused with Pete S., who’d been a real wanker. It was funny what one remembered and one didn’t). Yet he also recalled that, for his entire life, he’d always felt out of place in some way, as if something had never been quite right.

Around the time it had happened, he’d been crazy about ancient civilizations: the Greeks and the Romans, the Egyptians and Mesopotamians, the Vikings and Visigoths, the Aztecs and Incas and Mayans. And to this day, he still remembered why. Reading about such things would relieve that feeling of not-rightness somehow, as if those were the times and places where he truly belonged. In fact, it had been a book about the Incas—a present from his nan for his eleventh birthday—that had been tucked under his arm that fateful night so many decades ago, when he’d crept out of his parents’ cabin to lean against the railings on the upper deck, to get some fresh air and look out at the sea. The South Pacific: that much he remembered, along with how big the ship had been, with hundreds of other passengers on board and fancy dress-up dinners every night. He also recalled what had been passing through his head when he vanished: “mopey thoughts,” his mum would have called them. Thoughts about how alone he felt and how he wished he were an Inca—not a commoner or a sacrificial victim, of course, but he reckoned being a warrior or noble would’ve been all right.

And that’s when he must have passed through the crack. One second he was pressing his forehead and chin against the railing that separated him from the ocean; the next he was thrashing about madly in a red sea in broad daylight. He must have been too surprised to swim, because everything went black after that. When he woke, he was flat on his back, staring up into the face of his future wife, _____. The rest was history. He became part of their community. When he was a little older, he got married and was almost immediately widowed. And a few years after that, when Yusuf arrived on their shores, emaciated and disillusioned and thoroughly astonished to find them there, he became Yusuf’s friend and ice cream–making partner.

Come to think of it, this was the very cliff where he had first spied the drifting raft bearing Yusuf’s unconscious, sun-stricken form. He remembered it as if it were yesterday: scrambling down the steep path to tell the others, then heading out in a boat with ____ and ___ ___ to save the man, just as he himself had been saved so many years ago. As with his own rescue, Yusuf’s had spawned wonderful things as well: a friendship so close it amounted to brotherhood; exhilarating years immersed in experimentation and invention, in cunning and subterfuge; and the ice cream, of course, the ice cream—so much of it, so many kinds, and cold to boot. What he wouldn’t give for a scoop of freezing-cold ice cream right now.

Benn shook his mind free of the tantalizing image and looked again at the water. This time, there was something almost mournful in his gaze. His rescue and Yusuf’s rescue: Could similar events ever happen again? To be completely honest, he wasn’t sure. They had been more naive back then, more trusting, blissfully unaware of the threat outsiders posed to their existence. But now they knew better. And the irony was that they owed this knowledge to Yusuf. It was Yusuf who had warned them against trusting others—more specifically, that fearsome, far-reaching organization he belonged to, the Quest. If someone were to ask Benn now whether his people should have saved Yusuf, or even his own younger self, Benn would have said no, they shouldn’t have, and shouldn’t ever again.

Benn, I have two strangers here. What should we do with them?

And if someone were to ask him that question, well, he wouldn’t know what course of action to take. He’d panic, most likely. Then he’d have no choice but to recommend drastic measures.

Hey, Benn! Here they are. What should we do with them?

Was that . . . Nutmeg? Benn whirled around. It was. And standing next to her were—

He unslung his club and emitted a warning cry. The Quest! They’re from the Quest!

Nutmeg sprang to Benn’s side and unsheathed the flint dagger at her waist. At the same time, Ann reached for her own knife, but her fingers closed around air.

Of course, she thought. Who would be stupid enough to let prisoners keep weapons?

“Don’t move!” ordered Nutmeg, brandishing her knife. Next to her, Benn held the smooth wooden club high, ready to strike.

“What’s going on?” cried Murgatroyd in alarm.

“I don’t know,” said Ann, adopting a fighter’s stance.

Neither of them had understood what Nutmeg or the man had said. They knew the squat, silver-haired man was probably the Benn whom Nutmeg had been taking them to see. But what had caused him to react the way he had, and what had caused Nutmeg to turn on them like this, they had no idea.

Then the man spoke. “Why are you here?” he asked. Like Nutmeg, he snorted before he asked the question, but he spoke more quickly, more fluidly than Nutmeg. And though his accent was similar, it was stronger and identifiably Known World in origin. Despite his surprise, Murgatroyd wondered where he’d heard the accent before.

“There’s a dangerous murderer on the loose,” said Ann, choosing her words carefully. “That’s whom we’re trying to find.”

Murgatroyd nodded energetically. “It’s true! We weren’t looking for you at all.”

It was Nutmeg’s turn to speak. “Why didn’t you tell me you were from the Quest?” She sounded angry, but also betrayed.

“Erh. We didn’t know we were s-supposed to?” stammered Murgatroyd. The man next to Nutmeg looked very menacing indeed—compact and meaty with a broad chest, thick neck, and square jaw. This appearance of stocky muscularity was further heightened by the clothes he wore—an unpatterned scarlet sarong and a buttonless jacket of the same hue with nothing underneath. Both articles of clothing were very tight and short.

“It’s not like saying so would have gotten us a warm welcome,” Ann observed coolly. Then she frowned. “How did you know we were from the Quest?”

There was an imperceptible pause before the man replied. “I’ve seen your friend before, many years ago.” He lowered his club. “Hello, Murgatroyd.”

Ann and Murgatroyd were speechless.

“Hah?” squeaked Murgatroyd. “When?”

“When Yusuf showed you our ice cream freezer. You don’t remember?”

The memories of that wonderful day so many years ago came flooding back to Murgatroyd. They were blurry, disordered, vague. He couldn’t remember exactly what had happened, much less the order it had happened in; he recalled nothing of what Uncle Yusuf and he had said to each other, if they had said anything at all. Yet at the same time, the memories were unbearably vivid: he could see in his mind’s eye the endless aisles stocked with nothing but tubs of ice cream; he could feel his ears tingling with cold and the goose bumps rippling across his limbs; he could even taste on his tongue and crunch with his teeth one of the flavours Uncle Yusuf had let him sample before they had returned to the Known World—the chocolate and coconut, the peaches and honey, the violets and fire.

He heard the man repeat the question. “You don’t remember?”

“Erh, no,” said Murgatroyd, then hastily corrected himself. “I mean, yes. I mean, I remember Uncle Yusuf. And the freezer. And the ice cream. But I don’t remember you.”

Unexpectedly the man threw his head back and laughed. “Of course you don’t. You didn’t know I was there. Yusuf told me to stay out of sight. Reckoned meeting me might be too much for you to handle at first.”

“And how did you know Yusuf?” Ann asked, recovering from her confusion.

The man grinned. “Why, we made the ice cream together!”

This piece of information threw Ann into astonishment again. “It can’t be,” she murmured. “Are you saying Yusuf knew about you people? About this place?”

The man nodded and extended a hand. “I’m Benn.”

Ann hesitated before giving her name, but she did. “Ann,” she said, giving the hand a firm shake.

“Murgatroyd,” Murgatroyd chimed in. “Oh wait. You already know that.”

They heard someone snort. It was Nutmeg, dagger still at the ready. “Benn, what are you doing? They’re from the Quest! They’re dangerous!”

“No, we’re not!” protested Murgatroyd.

“Yes, you are,” insisted Nutmeg. “Yusuf warned us about you.”

Murgatroyd frowned. “No, no! You’ve got it all wrong! Yusuf was part of the Quest! He helped found it!”

“You’re right—he did,” Benn chimed in.

“See?” said Murgatroyd.

Benn continued. “And that’s how Yusuf knew what a threat the Quest was to our people.”

Murgatroyd’s jaw dropped. Even Ann was stunned. “What?” she asked.

Benn was silent for a moment—actually silent, not just communicating using silence. He seemed to be weighing what he was about to say, selecting the best words and arranging them just so. “Yusuf believed there were many good things about what the Quest did. And these he believed in with all his heart. But there were problems with the Quest as well. Serious problems. Yusuf thought it would be safest for us if the Quest didn’t know about our existence.”

Ann quickly did some calculations in her head. “But Yusuf started secretly making ice cream long before he retired, which means he was still part of the Quest when he was making the ice cream with you!”

Benn nodded. “I know. But the reason Yusuf stayed with the Quest for as long as he did was because he thought he could better protect us if he remained part of it.” Benn paused. “And as I said, Yusuf believed in the Quest for the most part. He just thought it was better for us to remain hidden, that’s all.”

Murgatroyd interjected. “When you said Uncle Yusuf thought the Quest had ‘serious problems,’ what did you mean?” Even as the question left his lips, he felt an apprehension overtake him. He wanted to know the answer, but at the same time, he dreaded hearing it.

Again, Benn chose his words carefully before speaking. “He was worried that the Quest would harm us.”

Ann and Murgatroyd were speechless.

“It’s n-not true,” stammered Murgatroyd finally. “It must be some mistake.”

“More like a lie,” Ann hissed, resuming her combative stance. “How dare you. Yusuf would never say such a thing.”

“And yet he did,” Benn said simply.

“It’s true,” affirmed Nutmeg. “It’s what he always told us: ‘Don’t let the Quest find you. It’s for the best.’”

“Liar!” Ann almost roared. But she restrained herself. “Why should we believe you?” she asked instead.

Benn thought for a moment. “Come with me,” he said at last. “I want to show you something.”

Murgatroyd began to follow Benn, but Ann put her hand on his shoulder. “You can show it to us here,” she said.

Benn sighed, nodded, and looked in Nutmeg’s direction.

Keep an eye on them, he said soundlessly, before descending the slope and disappearing out of sight.

“It’s all a mistake,” Murgatroyd tried to explain to Nutmeg in the meantime. “The Quest isn’t dangerous at all.”

“Then why did Yusuf say it was?”

Murgatroyd searched his mind for a possible explanation. “Maybe it wasn’t really him?”

Benn returned holding something in his hand. It was a translucent sheet made of the same material as Nutmeg’s notebook. He held it up to the sun so Ann and Murgatroyd could see what had been drawn on it. In the same rust-coloured pigment as the other sketches they had seen before was the spitting image of Yusuf.

“Where—?” asked Murgatroyd wonderingly before he was cut off by a silent exclamation from Nutmeg.

You kept it! she said happily to Benn before turning to Murgatroyd and Ann. “I drew it,” she explained. “When I was little.”

Ann and Murgatroyd had to admit it was Yusuf—beyond a shadow of a doubt. The prominent cheekbones. The delicate chin. The mole on his left eyebrow. The thin, wide lips, on the verge of breaking into a smile. And the eyes. Above all, the eyes. Enormous and luminous, sharp and flashing, bottomless, unfathomable.

As Ann gazed at the portrait, she wondered how a face could be at once so familiar and so unknown at once. He’d carried the secret of his ice cream making to his grave. And now, she was learning there had been other secrets as well: the existence of these people, and if they were to be believed, something bad about the Quest. She shook her head. No, it couldn’t be. Murgatroyd was right: it must have been a mistake. Something that was lost in translation . . .

Benn lowered the portrait. “I’m sorry,” he said. “I know it must be hard to learn all this about your friend. But remember, Yusuf was our friend too. And my best mate.”

Murgatroyd finally placed Benn’s accent. He’d heard it at the restaurant where he used to work, from the patrons who came from . . .

“Australia?” he ventured.

Benn smiled. “Very good. Now, why don’t we have a chat? My house is around the corner.”

Nutmeg couldn’t believe her ears.

Is this wise? she asked Benn. They’re from the Quest!

It’s fine, Benn reassured her. You can go. I’ll be all right. I promise.

The woman is dangerous, Nutmeg warned. There’s something inside her that hasn’t mended. Something broken. Not just her eye. I see it now.

Benn nodded. Don’t worry. I’ll be careful.

Glancing over his shoulder frequently to make sure Ann and Murgatroyd were following him, Benn led them down the slope and along a grassy path to a domed structure much like the one Murgatroyd had woken up in, but larger, with several windows, and a domed extension jutting out from one side. Benn parted the pink curtain covering the entrance and let Ann and Murgatroyd look inside. There was a low curved table, as well as a fuzzy rug like the ones Murgatroyd had seen in the other house. There was also another item of furniture—a display cabinet with many objects inside it, curved like the table, but much wider, taking up half of the wall space.

Benn walked in and, still holding the curtain to one side, motioned for them to enter. They did, and he escorted them to the cabinet, which was paned top, front, and sides in the same translucent veined material as the notebook pages and Yusuf’s portrait.

“Chicken wing,” said Benn, as if they’d enquired out loud. “Amazing stuff. Flexible, but very strong.” Then to illustrate his point, he whipped out the portrait of Yusuf he had been carrying in the folds of his sarong and tried to pull it apart. Murgatroyd gasped, but when Benn let go, Yusuf’s picture sprang back to its original shape, no worse for wear. Benn unlatched a section of the display cabinet and placed the portrait inside between a coiled length of braided orange rope and a larger version of the flint dagger that Nutmeg had been carrying.

Ann’s and Murgatroyd’s eyes scanned the length of the cabinet and the other objects inside. There were several tools made of flint and wood, and various dishes and pots; some folded embroidered garments and a pair of tiny fur-lined moccasins; a notebook that looked a lot like Nutmeg’s but far thicker and heavier; and next to that, a very creased and tattered children’s book with an illustration of a gold statue on it and the title The Inca Empire: Children of the Sun.

“Is that from the Known World?” asked Murgatroyd, pointing at the children’s book.

Benn nodded. “I was holding it when I transferred.”

“And when was that?” asked Ann.

Benn smiled. “Oh, ages ago. I was just a boy.” He unlatched the section of the case where the book lay. “Last book I’ve ever read, besides this other one.” Reaching in, he pulled out the hide-bound tome next to it and handed it to Murgatroyd.

Even though it was thick, it was surprisingly light. Murgatroyd opened it, lifted the first page, and held it up against the central skylight.

Plain, it read, followed by a list and step-by-step instructions. Slowly and carefully (because that was the only way Murgatroyd knew how to read) he made his way through the list:

4 jars chicken milk

9 jars chicken cream

26 large egg yolks

5 blocks 2 pebbles granulated sea-palm sugar . . .

Murgatroyd felt his heart leap. He looked at Benn. “Is this—?”

Benn smiled. “Yusuf’s? Yes. And mine. It’s our recipe book.”

Quickly Murgatroyd turned to the second page and held that one up to the light as well. Vanilla. And the next one: Red Bean. And the next one: Yam. And the next one: Quiet.

He was reading only the headings now, too excited to try perusing every line. There were the seven flavours that Uncle Yusuf had sold in the Tutti-Frutti Ice Cream Shop. There were others that he thought he remembered from his visit to the Great Freezer so many years ago. But all the rest of the names were wholly unfamiliar and wonderfully evocative: Gossamer, Thrill, Blanket, Fern Spore, Mercy, Gravity, Lullaby.

The handwriting alternated between an elegant cursive hand and a legible but childish print. “Yusuf’s,” said Benn, pointing to an instance of the former. “Mine,” he said, pointing to an example of the latter. Murgatroyd kept turning the pages. He noticed that the first few recipes were carefully printed and error-free, but as the book progressed, the writing became messier: lines were crossed out and notes were scrawled in the margins or between words. Then as the book progressed still further, the mistakes and scribbled additions became few and far between once again, and the recipes grew shorter, consisting only of references to past recipes with some additional lines thrown in. For example:

Pearl

See Plain, Mote, Firefly, Overcoat

Alternate in layers, ratio 1:2:3:2

Extra yolk if F pale.

Less yolk if O thick.

“Sorry the middle part is so messy,” said Benn. “At first, we’d write rough drafts and copy the final versions into this book, but then we just began writing them straight into the book as we experimented. Then we reached the stage where we didn’t need to make any corrections at all—we’d just work out a new recipe in conversation, make the corrections then, and write down the results.

“Are all the flavours in here?” asked Murgatroyd wonderingly. “All seven hundred and thirty-six?”

Everyone in the More Known World knew that magical figure—the number of flavours the Quest had found stocked in the Great Freezer at the time of Yusuf’s death. Benn laughed. “Afraid not. By number three hundred or so, we were creating flavours by feel.” He tapped his right temple. “These were our new recipe books.”

Murgatroyd leaned in closer to examine Benn’s head.

“Our brains,” Benn clarified, stepping back. “We memorized them.”

Murgatroyd grinned sheepishly. “Oh. Right.”

While Benn and Murgatroyd were talking and leafing through the recipe book, Ann had taken the opportunity to peruse the other items in the display case, scrutinizing them one by one. There was something about the evident care with which objects had been laid out and the simplicity of the dark wood surface on which they’d been placed that made Ann feel warm inside. More than just warm; despite the precarious situation she and Murgatroyd had gotten themselves into, she felt almost happy. Then she realized why this was. A museum, she thought. They’re like exhibits in a museum. She had loved going to museums as a little girl. They were the one thing about the Known World she missed. She appreciated all kinds: art, history, and natural history; maritime and aerospace; ones about the Civil War and the Holocaust and the Underground Railroad; ones paying tribute to famous authors and musicians.

Being active on the pageant circuit meant she and her mother had spent a lot of time on the road. And she’d found out early on there were museums everywhere. Practically every county she and her mother drove through had one, even if it was just an old family home that was open to the public, or one or two dusty rooms documenting the area’s history. A lot of small towns had museums dedicated to the most specific and unusual things. They’d once visited a museum about barbed wire in Kansas, and in Missouri, they’d stopped by a place devoted entirely to ornaments and jewellery made of human hair. Ann even remembered standing in a room in someone’s house that had been wallpapered entirely in framed vintage tiki bar menus—“The most comprehensive collection of its kind in the whole US of A,” the paunchy, bleary-voiced man had boasted, giving her mother a timid wink. Her mother didn’t enjoy museums that much and would have preferred going to the movies. But the museums they went to had an advantage: admission was usually cheap or free. And they had to save every penny they could to keep Ann “pageant fit.”

What am I doing?

With a start, Ann shook herself out of her childhood and back into the present. And for a split-second she was terrified. She never thought that much about the past, not when she was awake. First the dreams, more and more of them, and now this. What’s happening to me?

“Any questions?”

It was Benn. He was standing beside her. She looked around to make sure Murgatroyd was all right and saw he was in the domed extension on the far side of the house, examining a wooden contraption that was a cross between a medieval torture device and a bicycle.

“These objects,” she said with forced nonchalance. “What are they?”

“They’re artefacts,” said Benn with some pride. “From these people, my adopted tribe. I’ve even named them.”

“What, the artefacts?”

“No, the people. I call them the Originals. They were the first ones here.” Benn gazed lovingly at the display case. “I’ve always been fascinated with ancient civilizations. Now I’m part of one.”

Benn pointed to the group of objects closest to them. “These are eating implements: dishes, bowls, cutlery. And that’s an all-purpose knife, a short-bladed war knife, and a ceremonial war club. Most of these are several generations old. You can tell from the colour. The more recent ones are pigmented.” It was obvious, now that Benn had pointed it out: the majority of the objects he had mentioned were beige, and next to their red neighbours, resting on a red wood surface, and surrounded by a reddish-black earth floor and pink clay walls, they looked as if some artefact vampire had drained them dry.

“What about those?” asked Ann, pointing to the garments and the tiny fur moccasins. Benn removed the garments and shook them out. It was actually a single cloak made of two pieces of fabric—one a silky creamy purple with intricate patterns embroidered on it in blush-coloured thread, the other woollen and drab and the colour of terra-cotta. Both sides of the cloak had their own collar and buttons, and it looked as if it were made for two people to wear.

“A wedding robe,” explained Benn. “The couple has to wear it for the first twenty days of their married life. It’s a custom. This is the one my wife and I wore.”

“You’re married?” Ann asked.

“Widowed. She died in childbirth.”

Ann looked at the baby shoes. “So those—”

“Never used,” said Benn tonelessly. He folded the robe and returned it to its place in the case. “I’ve made my peace, though. The plagues sweep through every two or three generations. And it happened a long time ago, before Yusuf arrived.”

Never one to dwell on past tragedies, Ann heard Yusuf’s name and seized her chance. “And when was that exactly?”

“Oh, I don’t know. We don’t keep track of time in the same way. We measure long periods in generations, and shorter ones in days. I know he was still part of the Quest then.”

“How did he get here?”

“Sailed across the lake, of course. There’s no other way to get to our island.”

“Was he looking for all of you?”

Benn chuckled. “No, he found us quite by accident. He was floating on a raft half-dead, and we fished him out and nursed him back to health. He was as surprised as you were to find us—and to discover how long the Originals had been living here. All that on top of the fact that the whole country had turned red since the last time he’d visited the Territory—I’m surprised he didn’t go round the twist.”

The more Benn spoke, the more easily his words flowed. His demeanour had transformed too. In place of a scowl, his lips were spread wide in a benevolent beam. Hostility and fear had given way to joviality and candour, as if he had suddenly changed his mind, as if he no longer considered Ann and Murgatroyd a threat. There was no explanation for it, but Ann thought she might as well take advantage of the situation to glean as much information as she could.

“I understand how Yusuf got here. But what about you? And these . . . Originals? The Quest spends months teaching new Oddfit recruits how to search for unopened cracks between Territories. They’re nearly impossible for untrained Oddfits to find. And opening them for the first time is another matter altogether.”

Benn nodded. “Yusuf was as baffled as you are. He reckoned there must have been something special about the crack the Originals and I came through, judging from how I ended up here—and how the first Originals ended up here too. As easy as falling through an open door.”

Ann remembered what she had learned earlier. “Nutmeg mentioned that someone among you could travel among different Territories.”

Benn touched his chest. “That’s me.”

“So, you’re an Oddfit, then?”

Benn broke into a grin. “Didn’t know it until Yusuf told me! It was such a relief, knowing why I felt so restless all the time. And when he taught me how to transfer between Territories! Wow!”

“But none of the others are? Oddfits, I mean.”

Benn shook his head.

“And that crack you fell through. It was somewhere on this island?”

To Ann’s disappointment, Benn’s grin widened. “Crikey, you’re clever, aren’t you?”

Ann gave him a blank look, though inwardly she swore.

The grin on Benn’s face turned smug. “Well, as it so happens, the answer to your question is no. And what’s more, no one’s ever been able to find it again.”

“Why is all the furniture curved?” Ann asked, changing the subject. There was no point in pursuing the matter. It made more sense to get him to lower his guard once more.

Benn’s eyes narrowed as he scrutinized the intent behind Ann’s question. He concluded there was no harm in answering. “It has to do with the one principle on which all Original civilization is based.”

“Which is?”

He cleared his throat and proceeded to emit a silence that seemed very lofty indeed.

“And in English?” Ann asked.

“Roughly translated, it means, ‘To complement is the highest virtue.’”

“I see. So the curve of the furniture is meant to enhance the curvature of the walls.”

“Exactly. And the colour of our buildings complements the pinkness of the sky.”

Ann was intrigued. “But surely complementing another thing doesn’t always require mimicry.”

Benn was impressed. “You’re right. There are many different ways: complement by contrast, for example. The design of a wedding robe may vary dramatically according to its maker and the preferences of the couple and their families. But the halves always have to be very different from each other, so that one will offset the unique qualities of the other. And to commemorate someone having reached their full height, which we consider their coming of age, an individual is given a whole new wardrobe designed to augment their natural body shape and features.”

He gestured at his own person, the stockiness of which was indeed enhanced by his tiny jacket and sarong. Benn was animated again, obviously excited about being able to impart his knowledge about the Originals to someone for whom it was all new.

He continued. “There is another saying, however: ‘The best complement of all is silence.’ And that’s why the Originals’ language is based on silence, not sound, unlike our language or any other languages of the Known World.” He chuckled. “Well, that’s one reason. There’s also the fact that this Territory is our home.”

“What does that have to do with anything?” Ann asked.

Benn stared at her. “The Quest still hasn’t realized?”

“Realized what?”

He shook his head in wonder at Ann’s ignorance. “That the longer you stay in this Territory, the more difficult it becomes to speak.”

Ann scoffed at the idea. “Murgatroyd and I are still speaking, aren’t we? And plenty of other Questians have been here for long periods of time without reporting any problems.”

Benn kept shaking his head, which Ann was beginning to find rather irritating. “It takes months. Years. And it doesn’t make you unable to speak—it just makes you lazy about it.”

Ann still wasn’t convinced. “You and Nutmeg seem to speak well enough.”

“Ah, there’s a trick to it,” said Benn with a gleam in his eye. He snorted—in the same way he and Nutmeg had been doing all along. Ann had assumed this was a by-product of an accent, much like the rolled r of a French person speaking English, or the difficulty a non-native Xhosa speaker might have clicking her tongue.

“For some reason,” Benn continued, “this makes it much easier to speak.”

Ann made a sound indicating her disbelief.

“No, not like that. More like this.” Benn demonstrated again.

“That’s not what I was . . . oh, never mind. You can’t be serious. You’re telling me that the entire population of Flee Town would speak a lot more if only they knew about snorting before they said anything?”

“It’s not quite that simple,” said Benn. “If someone really doesn’t want to speak, or doesn’t care that much about it, all the snorting in the worlds won’t help. Also, snorting like this isn’t exactly intuitive. It certainly took me a long time to find out. If I hadn’t had to communicate with Yusuf when we first found him, I don’t think I’d have ever spoken again.”

“And you taught Nutmeg English?”

“Both Yusuf and I did. I mean, a lot of the others were curious about learning a few words here and there, but only Nutmeg was determined to master the language. And for the most part, she has. I’ve been speaking to her since she was a little girl.”

Suddenly they heard Murgatroyd’s voice.

“Ann, look at this!”

Ann and Benn trotted over to the enormous torture bicycle, which Murgatroyd was straddling.

“I think I’ve figured out what it is,” he exclaimed. “It mixes the ice cream!” Straining every muscle in his scrawny legs, he moved the pedals forward a fraction. The gears connected to the pedals shifted as well, as did the enormous wooden paddle behind the seat.

“You’re right,” said Benn. He pointed to an enormous round wooden container filled with dirty clothes just a few metres away. “And that’s the mixing bowl that goes with the paddle. I use it to hold the washing when I’m not making ice cream.”

“Show us how it works!” exclaimed Murgatroyd, clambering off the seat.

Benn obliged and, taking Murgatroyd’s place, he began to pedal, slowly at first, then faster, his thighs and calves flexing in time to the revolutions of the paddle. Once he had provided sufficient demonstration of his strength and skill, he dismounted and patted the seat affectionately. “You should have seen how fast I could churn when I was younger, and how long! Yusuf could never compete.” He grinned. “I was the muscle even if he was the brains.”

“I thought both of you came up with the recipes,” said Murgatroyd.

“We did, but inventing new flavours always came more easily to Yusuf than it did to me. To be honest, most of the ones I came up with were slight variations on existing ones. Yusuf was the one who thought of some of the really dazzling stuff. But when it came to the churning—the physical labour . . .” He thrust out his chest and pointed to himself with his thumb. “That was my specialty.”

Ann inadvertently rolled her eyes. Murgatroyd, on the other hand, gazed at Benn, eyes shining with admiration.

“So you’d make the ice cream here and then transfer it to the Great Freezer?” asked Murgatroyd.

Benn chuckled. “Is that what you call it? ‘The Great Freezer’? No, we made everything in the freezer itself. The milk and cream came from our chickens, and the eggs came from the birds on the lake.”

“What about the other ingredients?” she asked.

“From all over!” Benn exclaimed. “That was fun too, travelling to new Territories, hunting for new ingredients. We went all over the More Known World. I can’t go to the Known World—it’s too allergic to me. But Yusuf would bring back the most extraordinary things from there: coffee beans, vanilla pods, chilli peppers, nutmeg. That’s where Nutmeg got her name. Yusuf brought back a whole sack of them. Everyone got one.”

Murgatroyd stared again at the pedal-powered ice cream churner. “If you made the ice cream in the Great Freezer, why is this here?”

The energy generated by the recollections of his ice cream–making exploits began to fade from Benn’s face, and suddenly he looked very tired. “I transferred it here after Yusuf died,” he said, touching the seat again, this time stroking it gently, as one might a dozing pet. “I wanted a souvenir of the good old days, I suppose.”

“How many trips did you have to make?” asked Ann, coming up with an estimate in her own mind. It was a large machine and very heavy looking. One would have to dismantle it and transfer it in stages.

“Did it in one,” said Benn.

Ann blinked. “You’re joking.”

He smiled. “Strapped the whole thing to my back. And it was a multistage transfer too. Told you I was strong.”

Ann made a mental note of this and filed it away. To detract attention from the fact that this was what she was doing, she asked another question. “Where did the idea of making ice cream come from?”

Murgatroyd’s eyes lit up. “Yes, where?” he asked, clapping his hands in anticipation of the answer.

“It was Yusuf’s idea,” said Benn. “He came up with it during his first stay with us—it took him a long time to recover after we rescued him.”

“And you really don’t know when that was?” pressed Ann, though she could guess. The One once told her of a quarrel she and Yusuf had had—it had driven Yusuf to vanish without a trace for a little over a year.

Benn thought for a while. “Well, sometime after we rescued him, we found out that a man and a woman had set up camp on the mainland—where Flee Town is now.”

Flee Town’s founders, Ann thought. 1974. The date lined up with what she knew about when the ice cream began appearing in the settlements. She nodded, encouraging him to continue his tale.

“When he came to us he was in a bad state physically. He hadn’t been eating, and I don’t think he’d been drinking any water either. But there was something else wrong with him too. Something inside.” Benn pounded his chest. “With his heart. After we hauled him off the raft, he even tried to fight us off. Told us to leave him alone. Told us he wanted to die.”

Murgatroyd’s eyes grew round. “How come?” he asked.

Benn shrugged. “I don’t know. But we couldn’t do what he wanted—that goes without saying. I think that’s why it took so long for him to make a full recovery. His heart needed time to heal.”

“How long did he stay here?”

“I don’t know. A long time.”

“Years?”

Benn squinted, as if doing so would help him recall a mode of measuring time he had long since left behind. “Not many years. But perhaps it was a few. No wait, maybe it was one year.”

Ann sighed. It was hopeless. “And his heart healed during that time?”

Her words tumbled out with more sarcasm than Ann had intended, surprising even her. Benn didn’t seem to notice.

“Yes, it did. Or I’d like to think it did. And while he was recovering, we became very close. Like brothers. He stayed with me, you know. My wife and child had just died, and I was grateful for the company. This is where he slept.”

As Benn pointed to the floor where Murgatroyd was standing, Murgatroyd broke into the widest, toothiest grin imaginable. “Uncle Yusuf slept here,” he murmured happily.

“We used to talk a lot at night. About the past. About the future. About what next. A lot about what next. With my family gone, I didn’t know what to do. And given how he felt about the Quest, Yusuf didn’t know what to do either.”

What Benn had said earlier came flooding back to Murgatroyd: Uncle Yusuf’s belief that there were things seriously wrong with the Quest; Uncle Yusuf telling the Originals that the Quest might harm them if they didn’t stay hidden. How overjoyed he had been just seconds earlier to hear Benn’s stories of Uncle Yusuf! And now, how shaken, how stricken with horror he felt.

Ann asked what Murgatroyd didn’t dare. “You mean, how Yusuf felt about the Quest’s ‘problems’? The ones you mentioned earlier?”

“Yes,” replied Benn.

“What sort of problems were they?”

“Ethical ones. That’s all he ever said. Sorry to be vague, but Yusuf never went into any detail either. He said time and time again that he thought it would be safest if the Quest didn’t find out about us. He was afraid how the Quest would react.”

“But you also said,” observed Ann, “that whatever these problems were, Yusuf still thought the Quest was good as a whole.”

Benn nodded vigorously. “He did. Very much so. And he also thought that the problems were mostly in the past—that the attempts he and the One had made to fix them had helped. But he also feared that it was too late to fix anything, that the damage was done.”

Privately Ann noted Benn’s mention of the One and wondered what else Benn knew about the Quest. She was about to ask another question, but Murgatroyd had finally worked up the gumption to speak, blurting, “What fixing? What damage? What do you mean?”

Benn held out his palms apologetically. “Again, I’m sorry. I only know what Yusuf told me. Believe me. I wish I knew.”

“So why ice cream?” asked Ann, returning to the gist of her original question.

“Atonement.”

Ann frowned.

“Say again?” asked Murgatroyd.

Benn obliged. “Atonement. Yusuf wanted to atone for the Quest’s problems. He thought that by creating something that was completely good, that couldn’t possibly cause harm, he could make up for the damage he had done with the Quest, the other thing he had helped create.”

“Ice cream?” Ann asked with a frown.

“Ice cream,” Murgatroyd murmured, understanding perfectly.

“Ice cream,” Benn affirmed. “He remembered his days as an ice cream vendor back in the Known World, before he founded the Quest. And he remembered how happy ice cream made everyone, what joy it spread. It was perfect.”

Ann didn’t cease frowning. “That doesn’t make any sense,” she said. “How can you make up for damage in one area by doing something good in another?”

“I think it makes sense,” piped Murgatroyd.

“Yusuf would have agreed with you both,” said Benn, “at different times. Most of the time he was happy with the solution he’d found. But once in a while, he had his doubts.”

“You still make ice cream?” asked Murgatroyd.

“Yes,” said Benn, “but it’s not the same. I try not to leave the Territory these days—I don’t want to risk being discovered, so the ingredients I have to work with are limited. I’ll make some for you to try while you’re here. You’ll see what I mean.”

“Nutmeg gave us some already,” said Ann.

“And what did you think?” asked Benn.

“Delicious!” exclaimed Murgatroyd. “But it was melted. I bet it would have tasted even better if it had still been frozen.”

Benn shook his head. “That’s how it always is. Melted. Soupy. That’s why we used to make everything in the Great Freezer. It never gets cold enough here, not even at night. It spoils quickly too, since we don’t have refrigerators.”

“Oh,” said Murgatroyd, sounding more disappointed than he intended.

“Why did you help Yusuf?” asked Ann suddenly, as if the question had just occurred to her. “It wasn’t any of your business. Why get involved?”

Benn looked at her as if the answer couldn’t be more obvious. “For fun, of course.”

“Fun?” She sounded incredulous.

“Yes, fun! Who wouldn’t jump at the chance? To invent fantastic flavours of ice cream? To travel the More Known World in search of exotic ingredients? To make so many people happy? It was splendid. More than that. It was . . .” Benn searched for the right word.

“Beyond splendid?” suggested Murgatroyd.

Benn glowed. “Exactly,” he said. And Murgatroyd glowed back.

Ann coughed. “Just now you mentioned you’d make some ice cream for us ‘while we were here.’ What did you mean?”

“Just that. I’d like you to stay. For a few days at least.”

Ann was wary. “You’d like us to stay?” she repeated.

“Yes. We obviously don’t want you to tell the Quest about us, but we can’t keep you here against your will. Or rather, we could try, but you’re obviously very clever.” (Benn addressed only Ann when he said this last sentence.) “You’d escape eventually. The smartest thing would be to kill you both . . .”

Murgatroyd’s eyes widened and Ann’s muscles tensed.

“. . . But we don’t want to do that.”

Murgatroyd breathed a sigh of relief. Ann remained on her guard.

“So instead, I make two requests. First, that you stay here for a while, of your own free will, to get to know us better—to understand what you may be destroying if you tell the rest of the Quest about our existence. I think you will come to appreciate the Originals almost as much as I have if you give it time. Second, once you report back to the Quest, I ask that you keep our whereabouts a secret, the same way Yusuf did when he was alive.”

“But there really must be some mistake,” Murgatroyd insisted. “The Quest isn’t dangerous. I’m sure they, I mean, we, wouldn’t try to harm you.”

Benn shrugged. “Possibly. But I trust Yusuf’s judgement, and I’m not willing to take any chances.”

“What if we don’t comply with your requests?” Ann asked, a note of defiance in her voice.

Benn looked at her. “Then I’ll recommend to the other elders that we move to a different Territory to delay the Quest’s discovery of us. When Yusuf was alive, he and I did some scouting, in case it came to this. I have a few suitable places in mind.” He turned his gaze on Murgatroyd. “But the Originals have lived here for many generations. And it’s hard to start over again in a new place with different climate and terrain and plants and animals. This is our home. We’d rather stay.”

Both Ann and Murgatroyd were silent.

Benn gestured for them to follow him and headed to the entrance. “The sun will set soon. I’ll introduce you to the other elders. Then we’ll find Nutmeg and get you settled in for the night.”





CHAPTER 12

“Are we really going to stay for a few days, like Benn wants?”

The sound of Murgatroyd’s voice drifted through the darkness from where he was sleeping on the opposite side of the room. Nutmeg had invited them to stay at her house for the next few nights.

“We might as well,” yawned Ann, not because she was bored, but because she was exhausted. It had been a long day.

She lowered her voice, even though Nutmeg wasn’t there—she was outside “glimpsing,” whatever that was. “Immediate escape is impossible, anyway. We can’t make any direct transfers from here; there’s a large portion of the route we don’t know, since we were blindfolded. We’d have to either find a way to transfer from this island itself to another Territory or take a boat back to where we were on the mainland. Both of those will take time.”

“Oh,” said Murgatroyd. He never failed to be impressed at Ann’s thoroughness of thought. “Well, I’m happy we’re staying. I want to get to know the Originals, like Benn said. They seem nice.”

What Murgatroyd meant more specifically was that Nutmeg and Benn seemed nice. He wasn’t in a position to say whether any of the other Originals were or not, though he was always inclined to give everyone the benefit of the doubt. Benn had introduced them to several people earlier that evening, including the other elders, who gave Benn the authority to handle the situation as he thought best. None of them spoke English as well as Benn and Nutmeg did, if at all, and everyone had kept their distance, eyeing Ann and Murgatroyd with great suspicion. He supposed it was understandable since Yusuf had warned them so much about the threats posed by the Quest and its representatives, but their unfriendliness still made him sad.

A thought popped into Murgatroyd’s head. “Maybe they’ll change their minds about the Quest once they get to know us better! Benn seems to trust us more, now that we’ve spent so much time talking with him.”

“True,” said Ann. “Too bad I’m not sure if I trust him.”

Murgatroyd gasped. “Really? But he was Uncle Yusuf’s best friend! Why not?”

“Do you remember why we went in search of the lake?”

It took a few seconds for Murgatroyd to realize what Ann was implying. “We were looking for the person who killed Nimali and the others . . . but you don’t think—”

Ann’s voice cut him off. “How can I not think it! Who are we looking for? An Oddfit strong enough to transfer a human body all the way from Jamaica-Fallacy to Cambodia-Abscond. An Oddfit who wants to kill Questians for some reason. Like it or not, Benn fits the profile perfectly. He’s an Oddfit, he was strong enough to transfer that ice cream churner from the Great Freezer in one piece, and he wants to protect his people from the threat he believes the Quest poses to their existence.”

“But if he killed the others, then why not us? And why kill the others at all? They weren’t anywhere near Cambodia-Abscond!”

“Exactly,” said Ann.

Murgatroyd was confused. “Erh, what?”

“Exactly,” she repeated. “All good questions. And why would he transfer Nimali’s body to Flee Town if he wanted to detract attention away from this area? And write ‘Flee Town’ on her hand? That’s what made us stay in this Territory in the first place.”

“Erh. But I thought you thought Benn was the killer.”

“I’m playing devil’s advocate.”

“Hah?”

“I’m considering both sides.”

“Both sides?”

Ann sighed. “Of the argument.”

“Oh,” said Murgatroyd. There was a pause. “What argument?” he asked timidly.

“Of whether Benn is the killer or not.”

“Oh.” Another pause. “Did you decide?”

“No, not yet!” growled Ann. She was usually more patient with Murgatroyd, but she really was very tired. And the prospect of yet another restless night—part stirring every now and then to make sure Murgatroyd was still safe, part dreaming about her unhappy past—only made her feel even more irritable.

“Sorry,” Murgatroyd squeaked.

Ann grunted. “It’s not your fault,” she muttered unconvincingly. She knew she should probably say something more to make Murgatroyd feel better, but minutes passed and she didn’t.

“Have you decided now?”

“No!”

“Well, I don’t think he’s the killer,” declared Murgatroyd. “He was Yusuf’s best friend.”

Ann wondered how he could be so naive. She contemplated listing again her reasons for suspecting that Benn was the person they were looking for, but instead, she held her peace. The rustling from Murgatroyd’s side of the room gradually stopped, and his breathing became slower and heavier until it turned into peaceful snores. Evidently he had been very tired too. Only now that he’d fallen asleep, and there was nothing left for her but to do so as well, did Ann regret not prolonging their conversation. The dreams would visit her again tonight; she was sure of it. And even though she could shrug them off easily enough during the day, at night they became large and menacing, with fangs.

Resistance was useless. Even her resolve to stay awake until Nutmeg came in did her no good. The chicken pelts piled above and below her were far too soft and warm. Her eyelids closed. Her muscles went slack. And she sank, deeper and deeper, into the shadowy netherworld of slumber.
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When she opened her eyes, she was staring at . . . What was it? The shed skin of a morbidly obese python? The petrified casing of a giant sausage? Ten-year-old An An peered at the explanation next to the display case. GIANT MEGACOLON, read the heading. The lines beneath went on to explain that the nine-foot-long organ had been removed from a man with an intestinal disease that prevented him from passing waste properly. He was found dead at the age of twenty-nine on a toilet, trying in vain to poop. The excrement they removed from his colon weighed a total of forty pounds.

The Mütter Museum in Philadelphia. That’s where she was. It was the last museum she had visited before joining the Quest. And if it hadn’t been for that visit, the One would never have found her.

“Take all the time you want, An An,” a voice whispered in her ear. “And tonight you can pick where we eat for dinner. Any kind of food. Winner’s choice.”

An An turned, and her face brushed against her mother’s hair-sprayed mane, soft and brittle all at once, like cotton candy. Her mother gazed at her, eyes bright, lips curved upwards in a gentle smile. Mama had never looked so beautiful. But then again, Mama had never looked so happy.

“I knew it would happen someday,” her mother gushed, still keeping her face level with her daughter’s. “I knew all our hard work would pay off, my Junior Miss Peaches and Crème!”

“Ma, I won third place. For talent.”

“This year. Next year, you’ll win the crown.”

An An shifted uneasily. “Ma . . .”

But her mother was off and running. “This is just the beginning, my darling. In another few years we won’t even need to bother with these crummy small-time competitions. Next stop, the big league! Next stop, Princess Liberty USA! Next stop, Miss America Junior Preteen! We’ve broken through, An An. There’s no stopping us now.”

Her mother gave her a fierce peck on the cheek. “I’m going to the toilet. Do you need to go?”

An An shook her head.

Her mother frowned. “Are you sure? Don’t tell me you need to go later. The toilets might not be as clean.”

“I’m sure. You go. I’ll wait here.”

Her mother looked reluctant, but rose to leave. “Don’t talk to any strangers,” she cautioned over her shoulder. “I’ll be back soon.”

Then, for the first time since yesterday’s pageant, An An had some much-needed time to herself.

She took a deep breath and tried to focus on her surroundings—the brass chandeliers and the wraparound balcony overhead where more exhibits were housed, the burgundy carpeting and the handsome exhibition cases built of chestnut wood and glass. The decor exuded a comforting air of authority and order, of all in the world not only being right, but pinpointable, describable, categorizable. It was this about museums that she loved most: “Fear not,” they seemed to say, patting her reassuringly on the head. “Everything has its proper place. Everything. Mummified cats. Public library blueprints from 1926. The first factory-produced wooden spool ever to come out of Iowa. A tennis ball with some famous guy’s signature on it. And you. Even you.”

This was the hope that museums usually provided An An, and the Mütter, with its elegant nineteenth-century finishings, would have undoubtedly provided it as well if not for the sheer grotesqueness of the medical oddities on display that loomed larger than life, that seemed to exceed the rooms that housed them. The monstrous colon and the plaster cast of the Siamese twins; the jars of unborn babies with four pairs of arms, or limbs growing out of their stomachs, or brains developing outside their skulls; the skeletons of the giant and the dwarf, and of the man whose muscles and organs had begun to harden into bone—the exhibits expanded their borders and enlarged their territories, refusing to be satisfied with the cramped quarters allotted to them by the universe, even in death behind glass.

An An was horrified and fascinated all at once. She hadn’t been expecting anything of the sort. “A museum of medical history”—that was how the hotel receptionist had described it, and An An had been anticipating nothing but surgical instruments and bottles of ancient pills. Her mind was still in tumult over the surprising events of yesterday, and her unconscious desire had been for a space not only orderly and authoritative, but impersonal, aloof, unemotional, and nonhuman. So she had exerted her victor’s privileges and chosen, instead of the art museum and Liberty Bell also suggested by the receptionist, this place, this spot where she was standing now, utterly unprepared for how human it would be—intensely so, overwhelmingly so, literally so.

As An An circled the exhibits, she wondered how it was possible for the world to be so wilfully cruel—to bring people into existence only to blight them so, to allow them to go so awfully, terribly wrong. As she gazed, a second feeling, besides horror, began to take root as well—an affinity with the freakish objects around her that drew her into the cases even as she remained outside them, staring expressionlessly into their depths, which were her depths as well.

“We don’t belong, you and us,” they whispered from their spotlighted platforms, shelves, and pickling jars. “You’ve known it all along.”

They were right: it did seem to An An that she had always known. And it seemed also that all the toil and heartache that she had been enduring for as long as she could remember, and longer still, was useless. She would never belong anywhere except in some place like this, a place devoted to documenting and showcasing nature’s gross mistakes. The defect inside her could never be fixed, only concealed—with ruffles and sequins and lace; with lipstick and mascara and curled hair; with backflips and high kicks and sassy answers designed to make judges laugh; with endless drilling and practice; with unrelenting discipline and self-control.

Yesterday’s success at the pageant should have confirmed the exact opposite: that she, An An, was finally cured. That the defect had been fixed, and she and Mama could stop. No more pageants. No more lessons to enhance her performances. No more practicing routines until two in the morning. No more weekends spent on the road. Mama could pay off debts and start saving money. An An would have time to do homework and make friends. Maybe they could get a dog. An An had worked so hard for so long to win a prize, any prize. She had sprinted as a runner for the finish line, not for seconds, but for years, muscles straining, legs pumping, heart pounding at the promise of the glorious end. And yesterday, she had made it—made it at last—only to discover that the finish line had vanished, had removed itself somewhere halfway around the globe, no, clear across the solar system, and the sprinting would never cease.

Next year you’ll win the crown.

In her mother’s absence, the words filled the air, blanketing An An in a toxic fog. Mama had said them not five minutes ago, and she’d said them yesterday too, right after An An had descended the stage into her arms, “Talent Division: Third Place” draped diagonally across her chest, tears of happiness streaming down her face.

“I’m so proud of you, An An.” That’s what Mama had said first, clutching An An to her and pressing her own wet face into An An’s ear. “I’m so proud of you.”

It’s all over, An An had thought in a daze. Finally, it’s all over. And she had begun to cry with even more force than before—with such energy that it felt almost as if her joy and relief would split her in two.

Then those chilling words: “They see your worth, An An. They finally see what I see. There’s no stopping us now. Next year you’ll win the crown.”

Next year. The phrase rang in An An’s ears like forever or eternity. How many “next years” would she have to work for and how many crowns would she have to win until Mama was satisfied? She had pulled away at that moment, distanced herself from her mother just enough to meet her gaze, teary eye to teary eye, and find out the truth. The corners of Mama’s lips had turned upwards into a dreamy smile—far-off, rapturous, bone-chillingly hopeful. “Next year you’ll win the crown, my darling,” she had repeated. “You can do it. I can see it in your eyes.”

It would never end. She knew that now. Worse still, it seemed to her that the amount of effort she had put into concealing and compensating for her defect thus far was no longer sufficient. With her mother’s mounting ambitions for her, she would have to work harder. Doubly hard to win Talent Division: First Place, and ten times as hard to be Junior Miss Peaches and Crème proper. And five hundred times as hard to place third runner-up as Princess Liberty USA and five hundred thousand times as hard to be Miss America Junior Preteen. Yet at the same time, it also seemed that her defect would only worsen as time passed, like the defects of the specimens around her. It would swell her abdomen like a balloon or burst through the top of her skull. It would grow a second person out of her liver or calcify her from the inside out.

Anyone else in An An’s position would have screamed her lungs out. Would have clawed and kicked at the walls. Would have torn down the draperies and smashed all the cabinets. But she didn’t. She wasn’t even angry. She had forgotten how to experience and vent that most primal of emotions long ago, evolving beyond it as other human beings outgrow suckling at a breast or crawling on all fours. Instead, before it could even be called anger, she converted it, as always, into something else: a dark energy that not only prevented her from screaming and clawing and smashing, but that gave her, An An, in this unjust universe where so much was utterly beyond her power to determine, the illusion of control.

This was the energy that An An poured into performing for the pageants she had long wearied of. And it was not to be confused with the heart and soul other contestants poured into their performances, for if it could be given tangible form, it would have been black and cold. It was this energy that now possessed her as she stood among the anatomical oddities that bore collective testimony to the cruelty of the cosmos. Her vision clouded. Her breath quickened. Suddenly it seemed to her that she was standing on yesterday’s stage, her back to the audience, waiting for the musical cue for her dance routine. She was even in costume: a knee-length red satin dress, part kimono, part boxing robe, with a gold sash and a sequined peacock embroidered across the back in purple, blue, and green.

This was all she had control over in this world: this stage, this song, her movements. And as the opening strains of “Kung Fu Fighting” by Carl Douglas wafted through the loudspeakers, she began to dance.

Her dance coach had picked the song—“to highlight Ann’s exotic qualities.” And though Mama had been doubtful at first, she had eventually agreed: it was impossible to downplay the fact that An An was “Oriental,” as people called it, so they might as well play it up. The initial moves were simple hip gyrations: slow to match the languorous tempo of the intro, and in the words of her dance coach, “Sleepy. And a little sexy. Like you’re waking up and having a good stretch.”

She counted in her head. Five, six, seven, spin!

Whirling around she punched the air, then grapevined to the left and punched again. As she repeated the moves, objects began to materialize around her: the chestnut exhibition cases of the Mütter, the megacolon and the skeletons of a giant and a dwarf. Behind her, the preserved corpse of a lady coated in a fatty substance like soap, and before her the wall of deformed babies floating in jars of formaldehyde. She kept her focus.

The first high kick, followed by a back kick and a roundhouse: perfectly executed, though the shifu who taught her gong fu would have disagreed, as always. She could never do anything right—not in his eyes, not in anyone’s but her mother’s. The final kick and punch in the sequence touched the glass pane of the skeleton case lightly, gently, with no more force than the legs of a tiny moth. She turned and did three consecutive cartwheels across the stage—flawless as well, if only to herself and Mama. She heard her gymnastics coach’s pitying voice: “Just do your best, hon. Not everyone has what it takes.” Focus, she told herself, blocking the voice from her consciousness, just in time to execute the roundoff back handspring the coach had refused to teach her because An An “was nowhere near ready.” Her feet landed an inch shy of the Soap Lady’s remains, and she pirouetted back to centre stage before jumping straight into the air and splaying her legs in a perfect side split.

And then, there she was, in the last third of the routine before the fade-out. The voices came faster and thicker than before, addressing not her, but her mother, in half whispers. In Mandarin: “There’s something not quite right with your daughter. She’ll never go beyond blue belt.” In Russian-accented English: “Her dancing is wrong. I don’t know how to fix it.” In a southern drawl: “I’ll do my best, but she’s obviously not a born gymnast.” She was facing the wall of pickled fetuses now. A chop and a palm strike grazed two jars—a child with no lungs and another with two heads—sending ripples through the preserving fluid. A flurry of front kicks, the toes of a slippered foot darting in and out of the narrow spaces between the specimens with the speed of a striking snake.

She wasn’t on the pageant stage anymore. In the course of the song, the space around her had completed its transformation into the here and now, the main gallery of the Mütter. But her act wasn’t done. She whirled and ran towards the megacolon at full speed. This wasn’t how she usually ended her routine, but then again, she’d never had a vault to work with before. Focus, she repeated to herself, and she heard her mother’s voice, as if cheering her on: “Don’t listen to them, An An. I know the truth. It’s in your eyes.”

Several feet shy of the case, she pitched her body into a roundoff and did a back handspring off the megacolon case. This was what she had control over. This. Now. And nobody could take it away from her. An aerial twist. A second one. And then the landing, sudden and hard, planting her feet back onto carpet. She straightened, half expecting to hear yesterday’s applause: the smattering of semi-enthusiastic claps, which had been more than she had ever gotten in her entire history of pageant participation, which had made her eyes well up with tears of gratitude and surprise. But she heard nothing. She looked around. The gallery was empty, and she sighed, mostly out of relief.

Then, out of nowhere: “Remarkable.”

An An jumped and looked up at the balcony, where the voice was coming from. It belonged to a thin dark woman in an oversized grey coat who was leaning so far over the railings to peer at An An that it looked as if she were on the verge of toppling over.

“I didn’t break anything,” said An An quickly.

“I can see that,” said the woman. “Stay right there. Let me look at you.”

With surprising speed, the woman descended the stairs and stood in front of An An. She extended a hand, as if An An were grown-up. “My name is Francesca. But they call me the One.”

Uncertainly An An shook the hand. Mama had told her never to speak to strangers. She introduced herself anyway: “My name is An An. An An Hsu. Most people call me Ann.”

The woman seemed to be only half listening. She leaned in and examined An An even more closely, as if checking her for flaws, and An An’s heart sank because she knew the woman would find them. Everyone did. An An flinched as the woman opened her mouth to speak, but to her great surprise, what came tumbling from the woman’s lips was “Remarkable. Truly remarkable.”

An An’s eyes opened wide, and the woman knelt in front of her, closer than anyone except her mother ever had. She felt nervous. Was this what happened when people got kidnapped? Should she scream? Should she call out for Mama? But before she could say anything, the woman spoke again. “It goes away eventually, you know—this feeling that something is wrong with you. That you don’t belong. It may not seem that way, but it will.”

An An stared at her. The question burst out of her, hoarse and timid: “H-How do you know?”

“I felt as you do when I was a little girl.”

“Really?”

The woman nodded. “All Oddfits do.”

An An blinked. “Oddfits?”

“Yes, Oddfits.”

“What are Oddfits?”

The woman smiled. Not warmly; her manner had a matter-of-factness about it, a certain detachment. But An An basked in it as if it were sunshine on a cold day.

“We are,” the woman said simply. “You, me, and many of the others on the Quest.”

“What’s the Quest?” asked An An. It seemed the obvious next question.

“The organization I helped found. Our mission is to explore the More Known World.”

“What’s the More Known World?”

“I’ll show you if you like.”

An An recalled herself. “I shouldn’t go anywhere with strangers,” she said, drawing back hastily.

The woman advanced. “We don’t have to go anywhere. We can stay right here.”

An An looked puzzled. “I don’t understand.”

The woman looked at her sharply. “Of course you don’t,” she snapped.

An An shrank back, stunned at this sudden change in attitude.

The woman continued. “You don’t understand anything, do you? Let’s be honest. Everyone else does, but you don’t. Not really. It’s like something’s always missing, isn’t it? A piece of a puzzle everyone else can see that you can’t. Or an instruction everyone else is following that you didn’t catch. You’re always out of place, but you don’t know why or which place you’re supposed to be. You belong somewhere else, but you don’t know where . . .”

As the woman spoke, An An’s heart began to pound—faster and faster. It seemed to her as if the room they were in was stretching and multiplying, segmenting into angular facets, which would expand and divide again into more facets, and more facets still. The woman, whom she had been standing next to just seconds before, was moving farther and farther away as if she were on a high-speed conveyor belt. Yet to all appearances both she and the woman were standing completely still.

“What’s happening?” cried An An, reaching out to steady herself against a nearby exhibition case. But it had receded into the distance like the woman, who by now was nothing but a tiny speck on the horizon.

Then, with a jolt, everything contracted. The room was back to normal, everything was in its proper place, and the woman’s face was, once again, mere inches away.

“That,” said the woman.

“What?” asked An An.

The woman’s face assumed a puzzled expression. “You asked what the More Known World was, didn’t you? That was it. Partly. Apologies for saying such awful things earlier. It’s easier for novices to access the More Known World when they feel unhappy and out of place.”

A shiver ran up little An An’s spine. Not a bad sort—the kind you get when you step into a warm bath. Then the shiver spread, melting into her flesh, radiating outwards towards her extremities. Then she knew—this was what it felt like to be home.

Suddenly the woman glanced at her watch. “We don’t have enough time,” she declared.

“Time for what?” asked An An.

“I’ll come back,” said the woman, instead of answering the question. “Quick, tell me. Where will you be next Saturday?”

Ann tried to think. And as she did, the woman cast her eyes around the room as if steeling herself for an ambush. “Hurry,” she urged quietly. “I can’t stay long.”

“Kentucky,” blurted An An. “In Louisville. The Miss All-Star America Pageant.”

The woman nodded. “I’ll come back,” she said again.

And then she vanished.

“Wait!” cried An An, reaching out, stepping forward. But as she did, she gasped. It was as if all the air in the spot where the woman had stood had been sucked away. She fell backwards onto the floor and found she could breathe again.

“An An!” she heard her mother scream from somewhere behind her. And in a flash, her mother was cradling her in her arms. “Are you hurt? What happened?”

“I’m okay,” An An answered, still in a daze. “I was just . . . talking to someone, that’s all. Then she disappeared.”

This only exacerbated Mama’s alarm. “Who? I told you not to talk to strangers! What did she do to you? Where is she?”

An An shook her head weakly. “She didn’t do anything. I fell by myself. That’s all. I lost my balance and fell.”

“You have to be careful, An An!” her mother said frantically. “There are bad people in this world, and crazy people too. She could have kidnapped you. Or worse. I don’t know what I’d do if anything happened to you!”

“I’m sorry, Ma. But nothing happened. I feel fine.”

Mama frowned. “What did she say to you anyway?”

An An recalled what the woman had told her about Oddfits and the More Known World, and in her mind’s eye she seemed to glimpse again that vision—that magical, multiplying, expanding room.

An An answered her mother’s question. “She thought I was lost.”
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There. It was done. He set down his pencil stub and let it roll off the table onto the floorboards with a clatter. Then, with a quivering hand, he placed his right index finger beneath the first word of the scene he had just written so he could read the whole thing from the start.

His nervousness made him feel silly and melodramatic—especially since he had written this latest instalment of his autobiography in the third person precisely so he could avoid being overwhelmed with feeling. Nevertheless, he could feel his heart racing and sweat dewing his forehead.

He wet his lips with his tongue, cleared his throat, and began to read:

The big day was finally here, and he could scarcely believe it. How long had he dreamed about this very moment? How many hours had he spent imagining what it would be like? He didn’t have to imagine anymore. It was happening. It was real.

He looked down the aisle, between the guests seated on either side in the wooden pews. Out of the corner of his eye he could see his parents and older brother smiling at him from the front row. He could also see his future mother-in-law beaming at him as well. Every now and then, people would shift in their seats and turn around to look at the doors behind them where she would appear, any moment now, radiant as a sunset and gorgeous as a rainbow after the rain.

He felt a nudge in his side. It was his best friend and best man, Rory.

“Nervous?” Rory asked.

“I’ll say,” he said. “But happy. I feel like the luckiest man in the world.”

Suddenly the pipe organ began to play, and the doors at the back of the church swung open. There she was. The love of his life. Penelope.

“‘Feel,’ my foot,” whispered Rory. “You are the luckiest man in the world.”

His heart was so full of happiness, he felt like he was going to explode.

Penelope walked towards him, a bouquet of red roses in one hand, her other hand resting on her father’s arm. The train of her simple white satin gown rustled behind her, and through the delicate veil she was wearing he could make out her full red lips and her enormous sea-green eyes fringed with long brown lashes. He could see she was blushing. His heart beat even faster.

It seemed to take an eternity for her to reach his side, but she eventually did. He lifted her veil and swept it back over her long wavy raven-black hair. Up close, her skin looked smooth and flawless, like it belonged to an exquisite porcelain doll. He reached out to stroke her cheek and she smiled, the pearly whiteness of her teeth almost blinding him with their perfection.

“Penelope,” he sighed.

They held hands and faced the front. The minister was talking now, about marriage, about what it meant to be husband and wife, but he wasn’t listening. All he could think about was how much he loved her, this perfect woman standing at his side. She was his. All his. Nothing could tear them apart. He would do anything for her. And together they would make a life together. They would raise a family. They would grow old. And when they died they would be buried next to each other, side by side.

He realized that this was true happiness, not the so-called “happiness” offered to him so long ago by that complete stranger when he was only three years old. The jolly bearded man was evil; he knew that now. The man had wanted to take him away from his family, from the world where he was born and where he rightfully belonged. The man had promised him adventure and new worlds, but what was opening up a new Territory compared to this? Or discovering yet another new species of plant, or yet another valley, or yet another mountain, or yet another variety of stupid, stupid mosquito? Nothing!!! In that church on his wedding day, in the prime of his life, he thanked his lucky stars that he had refused that cursed invitation that he wouldn’t have even remembered accepting if he had accepted it, which he hadn’t.

The stranger had told him lies about what a wonderful place the More Known World was and how that was the only place he would ever feel at home. He felt at home there, in the Known World, in that church, with his true love and his best friend, surrounded by the friends and family he had grown up with. Even if he didn’t feel that way when he was a little boy, over time he had adapted to the world and it had come to accept him as its own, and now look at him. He was so happy. He was happy beyond his wildest drea—

He felt a tap on his shoulder.

“Not now,” he snapped. “Can’t you see I’m busy?”

“Sorry, but it’s important. Apparently, Ann and Murgatroyd left Flee Town a few days ago.”

“What!” he roared.

His compatriot held up her hands to calm him down. “Don’t worry. They’re still in the Territory. They’re with the Originals.”

He breathed a sigh of relief. “Does our contact know?”

“Of course. That’s who told us.”

“Hmm. Well, it’s not what we planned, but I suppose it might even make things easier.”

The woman nodded. “Yes. And that’s not all. I have genuinely good news too.”

He rose eagerly to his feet. “Is it the lab? Has Rosalyn finished it?”

The woman nodded again, her eyes sparkling with excitement. “She just installed the last piece of equipment an hour ago.”

He clapped his hands. “Just in time!” he squealed in delight. “Now all we need is Murgatroyd. When can we get him?”

“Our contact will let us know.”





CHAPTER 13

“You look awful, but maybe it’s just the light.”

Ann regarded Nutmeg with a bloodshot eye. “It’s not the light,” she said.

“Why don’t you go back to bed?” Nutmeg suggested. She nodded in the direction of her house, where Murgatroyd was still sound asleep. “It’s very early.”

This was true. The sun hadn’t risen, and a lilac sliver of moon still lingered in the sky.

Ann shrugged. “Being in bed won’t help.” Then, before Nutmeg could respond, she asked, “How about you? Why are you up?”

“There’s a lot to do,” said Nutmeg in a tone far too chirpy for what was essentially the middle of the night. “Chickens to milk, crops to tend . . .”

“No one else is awake,” Ann noted.

Nutmeg pointed to her notebook and grinned. “That’s because no one else glimpses.”

This was only Ann and Murgatroyd’s third day among the Originals, not including the day of their arrival, but it was already apparent that Nutmeg’s penchant for “glimpsing,” or sketching, was utterly unique to her. No one else woke up early in the morning to get a few drawings in before the day began, or sat outside in the cold, late at night, wrapped in a chicken pelt, crosshatching leaves by moonlight. No one else sketched between chores; no one else sketched after meals; no one else sketched at all. Only Nutmeg. And though Ann had been mildly curious, up to this point she hadn’t bothered to ask. She had been too preoccupied with more pressing matters, like scouring the island surreptitiously for direct escape routes to another Territory and monitoring Benn for suspicious activity—both to no avail. But now, sitting cross-legged in the still of the morning, with nothing else to do and no one else around, Ann thought she might as well find out more.

“Why do you glimpse?” she asked.

Nutmeg tilted her head thoughtfully to one side as she produced a leather pouch from the folds of her fur cloak. Unfastening the pouch, she took out her sketching tools one by one and laid them beside her notebook: several sticks of reddish rock varying in width, two tiny fur pelts, and a rolled scrap of translucent wing. Ann was beginning to think that Nutmeg wasn’t going to answer when she heard the woman snort.

“It helps me see things for what they really are,” said Nutmeg thoughtfully. “At least, that’s how I feel.”

“Does that have anything to do with why you call it ‘glimpsing’?” asked Ann.

Nutmeg nodded vigorously. “Actually the word in our language is ________.” (And here, she emitted a nonsound that was crinkly, like a chocolate bar wrapper being peeled back.) “It specifically means ‘to see something for what it truly is for a brief moment,’” she explained. “But ‘glimpse’ is how Benn translates it. He says the more exact translation is too long.”

Sensing that Nutmeg wanted to do at least a little of what she had woken up so early for, Ann let her work in peace for a while, watching silently as Nutmeg opened her notebook and applied her talents to an utterly unremarkable twig on the ground. Nutmeg worked quickly, with great precision and concentration, the scrap of wing secured under the heel of her active hand to prevent any smudging of the work beneath. As the sketch took form, it seemed to Ann—even in the dim light, even against the bumpy, vein-crossed backdrop of the pages that were visible through the one Nutmeg was presently drawing on—that the twig was coming to life. Actually coming to life—alight with energy and just as true as what Ann saw when she looked at the twig itself.

“Did you learn how to draw by yourself?” asked Ann just as Nutmeg was dusting off the sketch with one of the tiny pelts. She was genuinely in awe.

“No, my mother’s father taught me. But he taught himself. He was brilliant. Everyone said so. He tried to teach my mother too, and my younger brother and sister. But they weren’t interested or very good at it either.”

“Was he the one who called it ‘glimpsing’? Or rather, the other word you translate as ‘glimpsing’?”

“Yes.”

“Do you do it as well as he did?”

“I do it better,” said Nutmeg.

Ann looked amused.

“What?” asked Nutmeg, blinking. “I do. He said so himself.”

“And why did he glimpse?”

Nutmeg frowned. “More or less the same reason I do: to enhance the true essence of our surroundings. To see things as they really are.”

The word enhance reminded Ann of what Benn had said on the day she and Murgatroyd had arrived. “‘To complement is the highest virtue,’” she murmured. “Does that have something to do with it? Benn said it’s the principle on which Original civilization is based.”

Nutmeg laughed. “That sounds like something Benn would say.”

It was Ann’s turn to frown. “It’s not true?”

Nutmeg thought for a while. “I suppose it could be, but it’s more complicated than that. Benn means well. And, of course, we consider him one of us—just as much as he considers us his own too. But if you ask me, he thinks too much about us as an ‘us.’”

“What do you mean?”

Nutmeg bit her lip and tried to pinpoint in words what she meant. “He can be very insightful, but he always talks about ‘our way of life’ and ‘our civilization’ and ‘our culture’ as if we were one unit. Which we are, of course. We’re a community. But somehow, Benn is more . . . insistent about it. He’s always trying to take everything we do and fit in into the ideas he has about it. He’s the only one that really calls us that, you know, ‘the Originals.’”

Ann looked puzzled. “What did you call yourselves before?”

“Nothing. We were just us. I suppose it’s because there was never anybody else around to define ourselves against. Oh! Though when the first settlers arrived where Flee Town is now—that was before I was born—we came up with a name for them.” Here she emitted a floppy, wilting sort of silence. “It means ‘the Pathetic Ones,’” she explained.

“Why?” Ann asked.

Nutmeg laughed because the answer was so obvious. “Because of how pathetic they were! That’s what the older generation said. They were terrible at finding food, and they spent all their time either sleeping or bursting into tears. That’s why my uncle took pity on them.”

“In what way?”

“He left a pair of chickens behind their house and planted some decent fruit and vegetables nearby. Everyone was very upset with him. Especially since Yusuf and Benn were so opposed to us making any contact with them at all. But my uncle was always far too nice. That’s what my parents said.”

By now, Nutmeg’s references to her relatives were too numerous for Ann to ignore. “Where’s your family now?” asked Ann.

Nutmeg’s answer was what she’d anticipated. “Dead.”

“Of what?”

“Plague. It happens every few generations, and when it does it’s very bad. That’s why there still aren’t that many of us.”

Ann was quiet for a while. “That’s terrible,” she said, not so much commiserating as stating a bald fact.

Suddenly Nutmeg put down her notebook, as if Ann’s comment had reminded her afresh how genuinely sad it was. “It is,” she murmured. “And plague is one of the worst ways to die. It usually affects only the chickens, but when it passes to us, it spreads like wildfire.”

“Do you know what causes it?” asked Ann.

Nutmeg pursed her lips. “Yes and no. It’s caused by little worms that get into the bloodstream and breed. They eat you from the inside out. They can’t be removed, and death is painful. Sometimes the people taking care of the victims will club them if death is taking too long—it sounds awful, but it’s kinder that way.”

Ann was usually stoic in the face of unpleasantness, but even she couldn’t help but blanch.

Nutmeg continued. “How people get infected is still a mystery. Take my family.” She chuckled sadly. “Except for one cousin and me, we’re all dead. And no one has any clue why.”

There was something melancholy about the way Nutmeg said it—not “they’re all dead,” but “we’re all dead,” as if she were not really alive, but like the rest of her kin, gone. Perhaps it had to do with the dreams and the lack of sleep, but for the first time in many years, Ann felt something like a tear well up in her eye.

“You’ve suffered loss too,” observed Nutmeg. “I can see it.”

At this Ann started, as if Nutmeg had pressed on a sore spot or an open wound.

But before Ann could respond, Nutmeg quickly added, “It’s all right. I think everyone does, though some of us more than others. Yusuf certainly did. And Benn did too, even though he tries to be brave about it.”

And then, as if she were being borne along on a current, unable to stop, Nutmeg blurted, “You asked me why I glimpse. I think this has something to do with it too: I want to make sense of what doesn’t make sense, to see past what I can’t see.” She gestured at the drawing she had just completed. “Something happens when I draw—a curtain opening, a fog clearing. Because there’s something about peering into one thing—even if it’s a thing you think you already know, even if it’s a boring thing. Something you can’t find by covering more ground.”

Ann sat up. “That last sentence. Say it again.”

“Something you can’t find by covering more ground?”

“Yusuf said that to me when I was little. Did he say that to you too?”

“No. That’s what I said to him.”

Ann blinked. “What?”

“I said it to him,” Nutmeg repeated. “When I was small, apparently. It was before the plague, when my family was still alive. I was glimpsing a rock and he came up to me and asked what I was doing, so I told him. Then I showed him the rest of the drawings in my notebook, and they were all of the same rock. So he asked me if I didn’t want to draw other things as well, ‘to cover more ground.’ And he said I looked him in the eye and said, ‘There are some things you can’t find by covering more ground.’” Nutmeg chuckled. “He thought it was very profound.”

Ann only half heard this remark. It was only a few days ago when she had told Murgatroyd about the time Yusuf had said those very words to her. Now the memory surged up, rich and full, like a whiff of strong perfume or something chocolate baking in an oven:

Yusuf had been teaching her how to transfer a living, breathing human being across Territories—a skill that only a scant handful of Oddfit Questians had ever mastered, and that included Yusuf and the One. The One had spent weeks trying to teach Ann how to do it. “Try harder,” the One had kept urging, which little Ann had, for if there was anything she was good at, it was that. But her efforts had been without success, and reluctantly, the One had sent a letter to Yusuf requesting his assistance. Ann remembered watching the One as she wrote to her erstwhile colleague: The girl is quite extraordinary. If possible, there should be no gaps in her education.

To avoid having to see Yusuf face-to-face, the One had dropped Ann off outside Yusuf’s abode in Himalaya-Ablaze—his “holiday home,” he jokingly called it when he met Ann. “I live mostly in the Known World now,” he explained.

“I know,” Ann said, perhaps somewhat scornfully. The One was her mentor, after all, and though the One never discussed it, it was all too clear that there were tensions between her and Yusuf.

Over the course of the next few days, little Ann found herself warming to Yusuf in spite of herself. She liked the One very much, of course, and had learned a lot under her tutelage. But Yusuf was gentler—and warmer, even though he didn’t speak very much. By the second day, Ann had pulled off her first transfer, moving Yusuf from Himalaya-Ablaze to Paraguay-Penguin next door. By the third day, Ann was transferring Yusuf effortlessly across as many as three Territories at once.

Instead of urging her to try harder, as the One had, Yusuf told her to do something else. “You are focusing on the wrong thing,” he said gently, one hand on her shoulder. “You are thinking of the route you need to take, the destination you need to arrive at.”

“But isn’t that what I’m supposed to do?” Ann asked.

“Yes,” Yusuf acknowledged. “If you’re transferring only yourself. But transferring a living human being requires a different skill. You have to focus on them as well. Everything about them: the colour of their hair and the texture of their skin; the smell of their sweat and how long their fingernails are; how fast their heart is beating and the sound of their breath. You need to think about their insides too: Their organs. And their minds. And their souls. And their memories. Everything.”

This was the most she’d ever heard Yusuf say in one go. But he had said it naturally and without pause, as if the string of words themselves constituted one living, breathing being that he had to transfer from his mind to Ann’s.

“How am I supposed to know what someone’s organs look like? Or their soul? Or their memories? It doesn’t make any sense.”

“You don’t need to know everything about them. You just need to know that they exist.”

“I don’t need to think about any of this when I transfer other things.”

“Human beings are different. We’re more dense. That’s why we’re so hard to transfer, even when we’re dead.”

The technique had worked. At the end of the last lesson, when it was clear that Yusuf had no more to teach her and that it was time for her to return to the One, Ann summoned the courage to raise the question that had been on the tip of her tongue for a long time but she’d been too afraid to ask: “How come the One wasn’t able to teach me this?”

She practically worshipped the One in those days, as any former victim would worship her rescuer. Until that point, she had always blamed herself for her inability to learn this particular skill. Now it seemed it hadn’t been her fault at all.

Yusuf took his time (he always did) in answering. And at the sound of the first word from his lips, Ann flinched, preemptively, as if in anticipation of a pin bursting a balloon. But the balloon didn’t pop.

“Your mentor is the most brilliant person I know,” Yusuf said. “And so intellectually powerful that she is capable of doing things through sheer strength of will that other people simply can’t. When she tried to teach me how to do it her way, I failed as well.”

Then Yusuf winked. “Actually, my method is cheating—it’s much easier. I came up with it myself.”

This exchange took place in a field of wild wheat, just beyond the Aminah Caves, which housed Yusuf’s abode. It was time for Ann to return to the One, and Yusuf was accompanying her to the transfer point. When they reached it, Ann felt inexplicably sad.

“Why did you leave the Quest?” she asked before saying goodbye.

That was when Yusuf had given that reply: “I want to focus on something else now. Something that can’t be found by covering more ground.”

Now, nearly twenty years later, in a wholly different Territory, Ann was not only hearing those cryptic words yet again, but discovering their original source.

“That’s what you said to Yusuf?” murmured Ann.

“I know!” said Nutmeg. “I can’t believe it myself. It’s awfully profound, don’t you think?”

“And you were talking about glimpsing?”

Nutmeg looked thoughtfully at the twig she had been drawing. “I must have been.”

“But what did that have to do with Yusuf? Did he . . . do any glimpsing as well?” Ann found it strange that she was asking Nutmeg for information about Yusuf—Yusuf bin Hassim, whom the Quest, or at least her own mentor, should have known everything about, but whom, they kept discovering, they knew nothing about at all.

“No,” said Nutmeg, “Yusuf didn’t glimpse. But he always said that he found what I said useful.”

“How so?”

Nutmeg squinted in her effort to retrieve the memory. “He said perhaps it was the secret to making everything better. Even more so than ice cream.”

The vagueness of Nutmeg’s language was positively infuriating. “What does that even mean?” asked Ann. “What ‘it’? What ‘everything’?”

Nutmeg looked apologetic. “I don’t know either.”

“Well, describe what you see when you focus on the things you glimpse. You said it was like something opening up, didn’t you? A fog clearing?”

“Yes.”

“And?”

Nutmeg looked troubled.

“And?” Ann persisted. “What do you see?”

Up to this point, Nutmeg had been avoiding Ann’s gaze, setting her eyes instead on her notebook and drawing tools, on the twig, on the ground beneath them and the distant horizon over which the sun was just beginning to break. But now she turned to Ann and stared. And as she did, Ann felt a sudden chill—as if she’d been swabbed with rubbing alcohol and the thin film of liquid was evaporating from her skin, as if someone had opened a window in her body to let in sunlight and air. It intensified. Ann felt as if all the layers of her—tissue and bone and the invisible habitations of her soul—were being peeled back, one after another, leaving her completely open, completely exposed. She was a peony in fullest bloom. She was a pomegranate sliced in half. She was a fish flopping under the open sky.

And then it stopped, leaving Ann gasping for breath.

“Pain,” said Nutmeg.

Ann looked up in a daze. “What?” she managed to pant.

“You asked me what I see when I focus. That’s what I see. Pain. Everywhere, in everything.”

“But how . . . ?”

“I don’t know, but I do.”

Unsteadily Ann rose to her feet. She had recovered enough now to be angry at what the other woman had done to her, and she felt exposed, violated.

“How dare you,” she hissed, her cheeks burning with shame. “How dare you do that to me!”

“I’m sorry,” said Nutmeg, startled. “I thought you wanted me to show you what I do when I glimpse.”

Ann folded her arms to stop them from quivering. “And doing that helps you see things as they really are?” The question wasn’t so much a request for information as a sneer, but Nutmeg answered anyway.

“Yes. Pain indicates that something isn’t how it’s supposed to be. That’s when we feel pain, isn’t it? When something is wrong? In the absence of things going right?”

Ann didn’t respond.

“So,” Nutmeg continued uneasily, “pain creates an outline of sorts, so you can glimpse how something is meant to be. Or, to put it another way, you can figure out its true form from the way in which suffering has warped it and made it diverge from that form. And if you keep that form—that truth—in mind when you draw something or someone, that’s when the drawings speak to real life.”

Ann was still silent. Tentatively Nutmeg reached out her hand and placed it on Ann’s shoulder. “I really am sorry. I didn’t mean for it to feel that way. I think it might have had to do with how much pain you have in you. I didn’t know—”

“I’m going to wake up Murgatroyd,” said Ann coldly, brushing the hand away. She took a shaky step in the direction of the house, then another, gaining speed and stability as she went. How dare she, she thought again as she walked. The nerve. But once she was at a sufficient remove from Nutmeg, her pace began to slow, and the detached rationality she took so much pride in began to assert itself once more. She began to wonder, why in the worlds was she so upset?

The most obvious answer was that she was embarrassed—at having a near-total stranger see (or claim to see) the surfeit of suffering she apparently harboured inside her; at having someone she barely knew assert that she had peered into the depths of her being and discovered the truth of what she was. It was like having someone come up to you and say they’d seen you taking a bath. Who wouldn’t be utterly mortified?

But there was yet another reason for her outrage, and the more she assessed the way she felt, pulling it off like a leech, scrutinizing it against the backdrop of the pale early-morning sky, the more she was able to articulate what that reason was.

It was this: How long she had carried Yusuf’s words with her, everywhere she went. How they had haunted her all these years, trailing after her like a stray dog following a little girl home, through the remnants of her childhood, through adolescence and young adulthood, all the way to the present. They had kindled a wonder in her at the marvellous workings of the Worlds, instilled a strong sense that no matter how much of the universe was discovered and charted and documented for posterity, there would always be something else that eluded these efforts—a Mystery with a capital M that was behind everything, beginning and end, infinitely complex and beyond description. It was something she always remained keenly aware of during all her expeditions in the More Known World. Something that often compelled her, whenever she did venture back into the Known World, to sit in churches and meditate on its existence. Something that couldn’t be found by covering more ground.

Not five minutes ago, the very originator of those words had revealed herself to Ann. Not only that, she had revealed to Ann what that “something” was. And Ann had eagerly taken the bait, only to be caught and flung even further than ever away from understanding not only the significance of that something, but anything at all. That was the mysterious something? Pain? That pain was everywhere? What did Yusuf mean by wanting to focus on it? What did it have to do with making everything better? And for that matter, why did anything need to be made better at all? What was so wrong with the Quest—the same Quest that had rescued her and countless other young Oddfits, the same Quest that sought to discover and document the breathtaking wonders of the More Known World to their fullest—that Yusuf would flee from it, urge others to hide from it, seek to make nonsensical atonement on its behalf?

There had once been a question—a single mystical and abstract question whose answer Ann had felt relatively sanguine about not knowing, never knowing. And now the question had multiplied and spread, taking root in the foundations of the people, the ideas, the realities in which Ann had placed her faith, threatening to bring all of it tumbling down—but only if the answers were found. And that was the most maddening thing. There were no answers. It was like watching a wave frozen in midair, waiting to crash. It was like waiting for an explosion to happen.

Ann yanked back the curtain to the entrance of Nutmeg’s home. She felt relief already at the prospect of hearing Murgatroyd’s sleepy, good-natured voice, of being able to talk with him about more light-hearted, trivial things, like he was always happy to do.

But Murgatroyd wasn’t there.





CHAPTER 14

Ann didn’t know it, but Murgatroyd hadn’t been sleeping particularly well either. Not as badly as Ann, to be sure, but at some point during each of the past three nights, his eyes had flown open and he’d found himself staring into the dark. On the first two occasions he lay perfectly still. And after a while, his eyelids drooped again, along with his body, succumbing to gravity’s pull. Then he drifted back to sleep almost as if he had never woken up at all.

These interruptions to his slumbers were hardly noticeable. They’d had no effect on how rested he felt when he sat up, and by the time he rolled out of bed, he usually had forgotten them entirely—enough, at least, to respond with a genuine “Yes, thank you!” when Ann or Nutmeg had asked if he’d had a good sleep. Yet they did indicate that Murgatroyd was capable of being more troubled than Ann or even he himself gave him credit for. And very, very early that morning, while a cheerful Nutmeg and an irritable Ann were off in a nearby clearing discussing the true essence of twigs, Murgatroyd’s eyes had opened, and instead of closing again, they remained that way. Continuing in the same vein, his body, instead of resuming its relaxed state, tensed and rolled to one side. His brain began to stir, and his limbs began to stretch. Then, Murgatroyd looked around and found that everyone else was already gone.

He wasn’t alarmed. There was a quality of newness to the air and the darkness, indicating it was no longer the night before, but rather the morning after. They must have woken up early, he reasoned. Nutmeg was probably drawing things in her notebook. Ann was probably out investigating, or perhaps taking a walk. Before he knew it, he was outside as well, flip-flops on, the fur cloak he had borrowed from Nutmeg over his shoulders, walking through the trees in the direction of the lake.

There is a primitive clarity about the suddenly awakened mind, roused and plopped in the ice-cold bath of living, breathing reality. Murgatroyd’s brain was in such a state now, and as it strode through the brisk morning air, encased in Murgatroyd’s head and propelled through space by Murgatroyd’s legs, it repeated to itself two sentences—two concise sentences—that articulated perfectly the source of Murgatroyd’s unconscious nighttime agitations. The first: Is the Quest really bad? And the second: Is Benn really bad?

The questions alternated, creating a rhythm, a beat to which Murgatroyd’s feet stepped as they approached the sandy pink shore.

Is the Quest really bad?

On the face of things, the answer was no. According to Benn, Uncle Yusuf had said the Quest was mostly good. And Benn seemed to agree. But still! Bad enough to force an entire group of people into hiding? Bad enough that all the other Originals, apart from Benn and Nutmeg, tried to avoid Ann and Murgatroyd, scurrying away whenever they could, or else eyeing the two Questians with suspicion whenever they walked by? This seemed pretty bad.

“Don’t take it personally,” counselled Nutmeg on the second day of their arrival when he and Ann had strolled through the marketplace only to clear it out entirely. “Think of the Quest as a creeping, choking weed.”

“Erh . . .”

“You know, a weed that creeps along the ground that might choke another, smaller plant in its path. It doesn’t mean to do it, but it does.”

“But Yusuf said the Quest was mostly good. How is a creeping, choking weed mostly good?”

Nutmeg had thought for a bit. “Well, maybe it’s not the best analogy,” she’d admitted at last.

Is Benn really bad?

Though Murgatroyd had declared his belief otherwise when Ann first suggested it, in reality, the possibility had persisted as just that—a possibility—and taken up residence in his mind despite Murgatroyd’s conviction that it simply wasn’t the case. Not Uncle Yusuf’s best friend and ice cream–making partner! Impossible! And yet . . .

Murgatroyd had reached the end of the forest path. Resting a hand on the crook of a tree, he stared out beyond the beach at the water.

“You’re up early.”

Murgatroyd whirled around. “Oh, it’s you!” he exclaimed in relief. And almost immediately, he seemed to hear the same words echo in his ears, but more ominously: Oh. It’s you.

He froze.

Benn was dressed in a fur cloak as well, and there was a long fur pelt wrapped around his waist instead of the short sarong he wore during the heat of the day. In one hand he carried an empty woven basket. In the other, he held a half-eaten cardinal yam.

“I’m going egg collecting. Want to join me?” Benn grinned as he said this, revealing a set of crimson-stained teeth.

Murgatroyd remained silent.

“I was going to make ice cream today for you and Ann, and I need the eggs,” Benn explained. “The boat’s big enough for two.”

Finally Murgatroyd managed to open his mouth. “No, thank you,” he croaked.

Benn chuckled. “It won’t take long. We’ll be back before Ann even knows you’re gone.”

Murgatroyd lapsed into silence again and stared uncomfortably at his feet.

Then Benn understood.

“I didn’t kill that woman, if that’s what you’re worried about.” His voice was very soft and sad when he said this. “I promise. I know Ann doesn’t believe me, but you do, don’t you?”

Murgatroyd’s ears burned hot. So Benn knew. He looked up and found Benn looking at him with a sad, earnest expression on his face.

“I swear I didn’t kill her,” he said in that same quiet tone. “And I swear I’ll bring you back unharmed.”

A wave of remorse washed over Murgatroyd. Of course Benn wasn’t the killer. He had always known it in his heart of hearts. He shouldn’t have doubted. “I believe you,” he said. “Of course I do.”

Benn looked hopeful. “Do you? Really?”

“Yes!” affirmed Murgatroyd.

Benn beamed. “Let’s go, then. My boat is over there.”

Benn’s boat did have enough room for two people, but no more. It had two parts—the boat proper, where he and Benn sat, and a long piece of wood that looked almost like a miniature boat but that hadn’t been hollowed out. This piece floated in the water parallel to the part they sat in and was attached to the main portion by two wooden poles.

“It provides stability,” Benn explained as he began paddling them away from the shore, his strokes powerful and sure. He was indeed a very strong man, and before long, the island where the Originals lived was nothing but a dark speck behind them.

The sun had just come out, but it rose with surprising gentleness, a reserved brown orb bobbing on the horizon, though it would quickly brighten to scarlet in the course of its ascent. Hovering ahead, just above the surface of the water, were several of the enormous mosquitoes that the Originals called birds, as beefy and round as Murgatroyd remembered. Benn lifted his paddle, and the boat glided to a stop just a few metres shy of the winged creatures. Murgatroyd could see now that they were quivering violently, straining, as if engaged in some act of colossal exertion. Then the bird closest to them squeezed a pale-orange sphere out of its abdomen, which landed in the water with a soft splash. This was joined by another sphere, and another, and another, until there were fifteen of them, floating in a triangle-shaped raft.

“Eggs,” Benn whispered, which made Murgatroyd glad that he hadn’t said “Poo!” aloud.

“Ah,” murmured Murgatroyd, and they lapsed again into silence.

Once all the birds had finished and buzzed away, Benn dipped his paddle into the lake again and pulled them alongside one of the clusters. Up close, Murgatroyd saw that each egg was roughly the size of a Ping-Pong ball, with a smooth shell whose glossiness reminded him of jade.

“Did you go egg collecting with Uncle Yusuf when he was alive?” asked Murgatroyd.

“At first,” said Benn. “Then I started going alone.”

“How come?”

“I’ll show you.”

Benn reached towards the cluster and detached a single egg. He weighed it in his hand and turned it over in his palm with his thumb and fingers. He looked at it up close and from far away. He held it to his nose and gave it a good sniff. Finally he held it up to his ear, as if listening to what it had to say. And just when Murgatroyd was beginning to squirm with impatience, Benn placed it carefully and lovingly into the basket.

“That’s what Yusuf used to do with all of them,” he informed Murgatroyd. “Every single one. And that’s why I began going out alone. He used to examine mine too. By the time we collected enough eggs for a single batch of ice cream, it would already be midday!”

Murgatroyd broke into a laugh as well, and just like that, any remaining tension from their earlier exchange vanished into thin air.

“Now let me show you my method,” said Benn, extending his whole body over the side. With a great sweep, he gathered the entire cluster into his arms and deposited it swiftly, but gently, into the basket, which he had wedged firmly between his thighs. Then he brought the boat alongside five more clusters and did the same.

“That’s it—we’re done!” said Benn, and turning the boat around, he began rowing back to shore.

“Why didn’t Uncle Yusuf do it that way?” asked Murgatroyd.

“I asked him the same thing,” said Benn. “You know what he said? He said he didn’t feel comfortable changing the course of a being’s entire existence without properly assessing the situation first. And you know what I said?”

“What?”

Benn looked Murgatroyd square in the eye. “I said to him, ‘Yusuf. They’re just eggs.’”

The timing with which Benn delivered this last line suggested it was designed to make Murgatroyd laugh, but for some reason, it didn’t. Instead, Murgatroyd peered inside the basket and contemplated the heap of little spheres within.

“Everyone who knew Uncle Yusuf said he liked to take his time,” he said.

“He certainly did. That’s why he took so long to tell you about the Quest.” Benn shook his head. “I loved Yusuf like a brother, but if you ask me, he thought too much. Sometimes he thought himself in circles, and what he came up with in the end didn’t always make sense.”

At this observation, Murgatroyd couldn’t help but recall how Uncle Yusuf’s delay in recruiting him to the Quest had resulted in so many years of prolonged misery for himself. He recalled the mistreatment he had suffered at the hands of his parents, his best friend, his employer, and the Known World in general, and thought of how much unhappiness he would have been spared if only Uncle Yusuf had acted with a little more haste—if instead of waiting six months, he had taken Murgatroyd to the Quest right away. As it was, the only reason the Quest had rediscovered him at all was by chance: the One had been looking idly through the things they had retrieved long ago from Uncle Yusuf’s flat in Singapore in the wake of his death. She had come across a folded sheet of red paper mentioning Murgatroyd by name. If it hadn’t been for that . . .

Murgatroyd shuddered at the idea that he might never have been rescued at all.

“You still call him Uncle after all these years,” Benn remarked suddenly.

“Yes,” said Murgatroyd thoughtfully. “Where I come from, it’s polite to call older people Uncle or Auntie. But I really did think of him as an uncle. He was very kind to me. Kinder than my parents.”

“Bad parents. Yusuf suspected that might be the case,” said Benn. He hadn’t stopped rowing during their conversation, but his pace was leisurely—much slower than it had been when they were heading out, though this escaped Murgatroyd’s notice.

“How much did he tell you about me?” asked Murgatroyd.

“A lot. He took great interest in you.” Benn paused. “He thought you were very special.”

“Yes,” said Murgatroyd sadly. “Everyone did. I was still very oddfitting when they found me. And they thought I had great promise.”

As he uttered the last sentence, Murgatroyd’s voice cracked a little. He was reminded anew of the high hopes he’d once had—the great potential he’d thought the Quest would unleash in him. Tears sprang unexpectedly to his eyes. What was he, actually? A has-been without ever having been. Past his prime without ever having reached a prime at all. He wiped his eyes with the back of his hand and tried to pretend nothing was wrong.

Now, thought Benn. Do it now. Or you’ll lose your nerve.

Placing the paddle by his side, Benn reached into his cloak and drew out a very small piece of red paper.

“Here,” he said abruptly, handing it to Murgatroyd.

“What is it?” Murgatroyd sniffled.

“It’s from Yusuf. It’s for you.”

Murgatroyd stared. “Hah? But when—?”

“Just before he died. He told me to give it to you, but . . . I couldn’t find you.”

“What is it?”

“See for yourself.”

Murgatroyd’s hands trembled as he started to unfold the paper.

“There’s something else I should tell you as well,” said Benn, still in that oddly gruff tone of voice. “Yusuf thought you were special just the way you were. And he would probably think the same today. You should know that.”

After some fumbling, Murgatroyd finally managed to open the note. Holding it with both hands, he stared at the three words written there:

Love

Uncle Yusuf

He turned the scrap over. There was nothing else.

“Where’s the rest of it?” asked Murgatroyd.

“That’s all there is,” said Benn as he started to paddle again.

“It can’t be,” said Murgatroyd, pointing to the note’s angular edge. “This is only the bottom part of a bigger sheet of paper. The rest of the note must be somewhere else.”

Benn shook his head. “That’s it. I’m sure of it.”

“How do you know? There must be more.”

“It’s all I have. I’m sorry.”

Murgatroyd stared at the note again, squinting to make sure he hadn’t missed anything. He turned it over again and scrutinized the back. He held it up to the light, as if it would reveal the invisible text he had failed to see, but there was none. He sighed and traced the words with his index finger, sounding them out silently as he did so: Love. Uncle. Yusuf.

Shouldn’t he be grateful? Uncle Yusuf had written this note for him—Murgatroyd—specifically. Even if it was incomplete, it was, after all, something to remember Uncle Yusuf by, and something that proved how much Uncle Yusuf had cared. Murgatroyd refolded the piece of paper, tucked it carefully into the very deepest corner of his right hip pocket, and tried to feel content.

As if reading his thoughts, Benn spoke. “I thought having the note would make you happy,” he observed with a touch of irritation in his voice. “That’s the only reason I decided to give it to you.”

Murgatroyd was alarmed. “Sorry. I am happy. Erh, in a way. I mean, I’d rather have the note than not have it. It’s not your fault that it’s so, erh, short.”

But the sudden turn in Benn’s mood was irreversible. He quickened the pace of his paddling, and with surprising speed, the indistinct features of the beach they had cast off from sharpened and came into focus.

“I kept it all these years,” Benn growled. “You could at least say thank you.”

“Y-You’re right,” stammered Murgatroyd, flustered and confused. “Thank you. I mean it. Thank you. And I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to make you mad.”

Benn didn’t respond. In a few minutes, they were back at the beach, and Benn leapt out and dragged the boat ashore with Murgatroyd and the basket of eggs still in it.

“Erh, I really am sorry,” Murgatroyd ventured again once they had reached the area where all the other boats were parked. Maintaining his silence, Benn picked up the basket and began walking briskly in the direction of the forest, Murgatroyd trailing behind him.

Finally Benn turned around. “Don’t you have anything better to do than follow me around?” he barked.

Then he vanished, disappearing into the trees and leaving Murgatroyd on the beach to puzzle over what had happened and why his outing with Benn had taken such a sharp turn for the worse.

Murgatroyd wasn’t the only one wondering why things had gone so wrong. As Benn crashed angrily through the forest, he thought about the hopes he’d had when he’d first woken up about how Murgatroyd would react upon receiving the note. To put it simply, Benn had thought Murgatroyd would have been happy, and this happiness would in turn have lifted Benn’s spirits as well, or at least soothed his conscience. Instead the boy (that was how Yusuf had always affectionately referred to him—“the boy”) had barely given the message a glance and demanded more. Instead of being thankful. Instead of cherishing the meaningless scrap of paper that Benn could have easily thrown away years ago, or chosen not to give Murgatroyd at all. In his frustration, Benn uprooted a sapling bordering the path and broke it across his knee. He wasn’t a bad person. He was just trying to do the right thing. But why was doing the right thing always so hard?

Yusuf hadn’t made it easy for him either. Benn recalled the long discussions they’d had about the boy, back when Yusuf had just discovered Murgatroyd and was deliberating over the best course of action to take. Initially Yusuf was simply excited about the boy’s exceeding oddfittingness—so excited that he had sent word immediately to Francesca and Hector, informing them about the boy’s existence and saying that he would take action when the time was right. It was meant to be a relatively straightforward recruitment, and Yusuf had intended, in his usual unhurried way, to complete the whole process in two weeks, three at most. It was like egg collecting all over again, but this time, it was the boy who was to be hefted and examined, sniffed and listened to, before being placed in a basket with all the other Questian eggs.

But the weeks had turned into months. The more time Yusuf spent with the boy, the more he became convinced that there was another quality besides oddfittingness that set the boy apart. Benn remembered when Yusuf had tried to explain it to him. They had just finished making a batch of Eccentricity—a peculiar yet not unpleasant combination of curiosity, crunchy peanut butter, elderberries, and Stilton—and were scooping the chartreuse mixture into containers.

“The oddfittingness is strong,” Yusuf said, scraping the top of a full tub smooth with his ice cream spade. “But there’s some other quality the boy has too.”

“Like what you have?” Benn asked, pressing the lid of his tub shut. “Whatever allows you to live in both Worlds without any problem?”

“Better,” said Yusuf. “I think what I have is extremely rare, but to be honest, it’s not all that remarkable. It’s a physical anomaly, but that’s all. It’s not that different from being born with one brown eye and one green, or having twelve fingers.”

“Those seem remarkable to me.”

“But they don’t have anything to do with the contents of a person: character, temperament, nature.”

Benn scratched his head in confusion. “So what’s different about what the boy has?”

“It’s difficult to say. His family mistreats him, I’m sure of it—and yet he’s managed to remain . . .”

“Unaffected?” Benn suggested after a lengthy pause.

“Not quite,” Yusuf said, frowning. “More like undamaged. But that’s not the right word either. Something else . . .”

Even the memory of the conversation frustrated Benn now. He recalled how he had almost thrown his hands up in exasperation. But out of consideration for the glob of ice cream perched on the tip of his spade, he’d restrained himself, and the two of them finished packing the rest of the ice cream in silence.

Similar discussions followed that one: Yusuf trying to work out what made the boy so special and what to do about it, Benn patiently trying to follow his logic and make suggestions. They talked about the boy relentlessly—as they churned ice cream and shelved it, as they invented and tested new flavours, as they plotted Benn’s delivery routes.

Secretly Yusuf’s new obsession began to grate on Benn, but Benn kept his irritation to himself, continuing instead to listen and nod and ask occasional questions and make occasional remarks. At first, he humoured his friend because Yusuf was exactly that—his friend. And what were friends for? Yet as time went on, it became apparent to Benn that Yusuf’s musings about the nature of the boy’s specialness had far-reaching implications—ones that went beyond the boy and Yusuf and extended, dangerously, in the direction of his people.

According to Yusuf, the boy’s specialness held the key to redeeming not just the Quest at present, but the Quest’s past and future. It could make everything wholly right again. Repair—that was a word that kept coming up in Yusuf’s increasingly senseless theorizings, along with unfold and heal. Such notions might not have alarmed Benn if they hadn’t posed such a threat to the Originals’ well-being; after all, Yusuf had always been good, impeccable even, at separating his duties and responsibilities to the Quest from his interactions with Benn and the Originals (though Benn had to admit that he’d breathed a sigh of relief when Yusuf had officially retired from the Quest to devote more time to their ice cream). But unfortunately, the wild scheme Yusuf eventually came up with put his people’s existence at risk. This had broken Benn’s heart.

“You want to show the boy the freezer?” Benn had asked in disbelief when Yusuf finally unveiled his grand idea. They had been taste-testing ingredients for quality at the time and were digging into the springy golden flesh of an enormous jackfruit.

“Yes,” affirmed Yusuf. “And Francesca and Hector too. I’ll tell them the truth—that I’ve been behind the ice cream this whole time. I’ll tell everyone the truth. No more secrecy. No more living this double life. It runs counter to the plan.”

“Is that what you’re calling that vague mess you were telling me about? A ‘plan’?”

Yusuf chuckled, too gleeful about what he had come up with to take Benn’s outrage seriously. “You know that little girl you spend a lot of time with? Nutmeg? I told you what she told me once, didn’t I? I knew it was important at the time, but it’s clarified things marvellously with respect to the boy.” It was almost as if he were speaking only to himself.

“Yes, I do know Nutmeg,” said Benn, determined to talk some sense into his friend. “And I know a lot of other little girls and boys as well. You should think about what could happen to them if you tell the Quest about the ice cream.”

This seemed to get Yusuf’s attention.

Benn continued, his voice earnest and low. “Do you remember what you told us when you first came to our settlement? When we rescued you and nursed you back to health? You told us that the Quest was a potential threat—even if it didn’t mean to be. You told us that we should keep ourselves hidden at all costs, just in case. And now you want to tell them all about us because this new ‘plan’ of yours will magically make everything all right?”

Benn’s voice had risen steadily, and the last sentence came out as a shout. But despite Yusuf’s chastened exterior, there was still that fire in his eyes that Benn knew all too well—the look that always betrayed how excited he actually was.

“They wouldn’t find out about you right away,” Yusuf reasoned quietly. “I would just tell them about the ice cream first.”

“And then you would tell them about me because I help you make the ice cream. And then you would tell them about the rest of us.”

Yusuf was silent for a while. “It must be done,” said Yusuf helplessly. “For the plan to work, there can’t be anything hidden. Everything has to be known. Everything has to be in the open so the boy can—”

“The boy,” Benn spat angrily. “You don’t even know if the boy is capable of doing what you think.”

“Well, he certainly won’t be capable of it if he stays in the Known World. It’s destroying him—that much is obvious.” The fire in Yusuf’s eyes blazed. “We have to get him out of there, and we have to set the plan in motion.”

“We?” exclaimed Benn.

Yusuf stared at him. “You won’t help me, then?”

“Help you bring about my people’s destruction? You really are mad.”

Yusuf grasped Benn by the shoulder. “Your people won’t be harmed. I promise. This plan will work. And for it to have the best chance of working, we’ll need Nutmeg too. I can’t do this without your help.”

That had been so many years ago. And yet Benn could still remember exactly the look on Yusuf’s face, the earnest grip of Yusuf’s fingers, the smell of Yusuf’s jackfruit-scented breath. Benn also remembered his response: “All right, I’ll help.”

Yusuf had embraced him and laughed. “I’ll show the boy the freezer tomorrow,” he’d said merrily. “He doesn’t have to know about you yet. That can come later. Then, afterwards, I’ll send word to Francesca and Hector. You’ll see. The boy will make everything better. I’m sure of it.”

Yusuf had done exactly as he’d said, or started to, anyway. The very next day, he showed the boy around the freezer, while from a high shelf, concealed on all sides by pallets of ice cream, Benn crouched like a spider and watched. He observed how pitiful the boy looked—how scrawny and timid and dull witted and bent, how utterly the opposite of gifted, how incredibly unpromising in every way. This only strengthened Benn’s resolve to do what he’d already decided the minute he had lied to Yusuf about how he would help.

Benn hadn’t left the More Known World since arriving in it. He hadn’t even known that there were two Worlds until he’d met Yusuf. Thanks to Yusuf, he had also learned that the Known World would probably attempt to exterminate him shortly after he arrived, which made the idea of visiting unappealing in the extreme. Nevertheless, he made the trip. For the sake of his people, he would do anything. The route from the freezer to Yusuf’s Singapore flat was a direct one, just as Yusuf had once mentioned, and he found himself in a dark sitting room populated only by a desk, a folding metal chair, and a rug. A gentle breeze flowed into the room through the wrought iron grille in the doorway, making him feel incongruously serene.

But there wasn’t much time. He had spent too long in the More Known World, and he knew the Known World’s immune system would spring into action at any moment. At the rear of the flat, from behind a curtain of hanging wooden beads, there emanated a soft orange light. Benn crept towards it and, parting the beads with a soft clickety-clack, discovered a whole other room that he remembered from childhood as a kitchen—the place where food was prepared. At a small square table to his immediate right was Yusuf, snoring away. Benn seized his chance.

There was the briefest of struggles. Benn had just uncorked the vial of malice-nettle juice when the contraption on the stove (the kettle—that was the word for it) let out a sharp whistle, rousing Yusuf. So when Benn tipped the contents of the vial down his friend’s throat, he had to use some force. Yusuf was gasping when the deed was done, and Benn was shaken—too shaken to transfer away immediately as originally planned. Then it was too late: Yusuf caught his gaze and would not let it go.

“Why?”

The voice was barely audible under the screech of the kettle. But Benn still heard how sad he sounded, how resigned, almost as if he were asking only for the sake of form.

“You gave me no choice,” said Benn. “I’m sorry. I have to protect my people. It’s my duty.”

Yusuf’s eyes began to wander, and his mouth began to slacken.

“The boy,” he murmured. “What will happen to the boy?”

This, Benn could not answer.

“Paperrrr,” Yusuf slurred all of a sudden. “Papernpen . . .”

Benn looked around. “Where?”

Yusuf pointed weakly at the living room.

Why not? thought Benn as he rushed to the desk in the dark room outside, snatched up a red sheet of paper and a pen, and ran back to place them in front of Yusuf. What’s the harm?

There was writing on the sheet already, but Yusuf didn’t seem to notice. He dragged the pen across the bottom-right corner in a heavy scrawl. Then he ripped off the corner and folded it in half.

He was wheezing now and twitching. “For the boy . . . ,” he mumbled. Then, summoning up one final burst of energy, he grasped Benn’s hand and pressed the note into his palm: “Promise me, Benn. Give . . . to him . . .”

But before Benn could say a word, the strangest thing happened. The kettle fired a shot, a stream of boiling-hot water, which blasted clear across the room, narrowly missing Benn’s face and scalding his ear.

At the same time, the grille in the doorway began to rattle.

“Eh, Yusuf!” yelled a voice from outside—a neighbour, most likely. “You okay or not? Got water boiling!”

Benn transferred then. And once he was back in the freezer, heart racing, breath escaping him in ragged puffs, he opened his hand and unfolded the note.

He didn’t know what he expected to find. Something more substantial, he supposed. But the longer he dwelt on the matter, the more he felt that this was a rather unreasonable expectation to have of a message written by a dying man at a moment’s notice. He was about to tear the note up. He would never see the boy again. What was the good of keeping it? Yet as he stared at the insignificant scrap clamped between his forefingers and thumbs, he felt that to reduce it to anything even tinier would be simply ridiculous. To deliberately destroy such a thing, when it took up so little space and contained so little content, seemed so . . . petty. What’s the harm? he thought for the second time that night before tucking it into the inner pocket of his jacket. When he returned home to Cambodia-Abscond, he nestled it in the toe of the left moccasin belonging to his unborn child. No harm. None at all.

Not then. And not now after delivering the note to the boy after all these years. Benn felt calmer now. Much calmer. And as he approached his destination—an enormous boulder in the middle of the forest, away from the main path—he set down the basket of eggs and sighed. Certainly Benn wished the note had made Murgatroyd happier than it had. After all, who wouldn’t wish a prisoner a delightful last meal before his execution? But the unexpected nature of Murgatroyd’s response couldn’t be helped. He had done his best. And wasn’t that what counted—that one tried to do good?

He threw his shoulder against the boulder and shifted it, revealing the thinnest, most invisible of hairline cracks in the ground beneath. Moving the boulder wasn’t strictly necessary. He could probably transfer Ann and Murgatroyd through the rock with no problem at all—Yusuf had taught him well. But he didn’t want to risk it—especially not with Murgatroyd, whom they wanted unharmed. At least initially.

At the thought of what these people would probably do to Murgatroyd, his conscience balked. But he had no alternative. They were crazy, but they were the best chance he had of saving his people from the Quest.

Why is doing the right thing always so difficult? he wondered again before he disappeared.





CHAPTER 15

Murgatroyd was sitting on the beach, more or less in the same spot where Benn had left him, cursing himself for once again saying the wrong thing, when someone shoved him violently from behind. He fell face-first into the sand.

“Sorry,” said a low, gravelly voice after a prefatory snort. It was Nutmeg. “I didn’t mean for you to fall over. You’re not very strong.”

“It’s okay,” said Murgatroyd glumly, picking himself up and dusting the pink granules off his person. “You’re right, I’m not.”

“Why are you on the beach?” asked Nutmeg.

“I went egg collecting with Benn.”

“Where are the eggs?”

Murgatroyd pointed half-heartedly in the direction of the trees. “With Benn. He left. I think I made him angry.”

“Me too!” said Nutmeg.

“You made Benn angry?”

“No, Ann.”

“Ann made Benn angry?”

“I made Ann angry.”

“Oh. On accident or on purpose?”

“On accident,” said Nutmeg.

“Me too!” exclaimed Murgatroyd.

“I always say the wrong thing.”

Murgatroyd gave an emphatic and sympathetic nod, and as if on cue, the pair of them plopped down cross-legged on the sand and sighed.

“What did you say to Benn?” asked Nutmeg. “It must have been pretty bad. Benn almost never gets offended.”

“I think it’s what I didn’t say. I didn’t thank him for giving me the note Uncle Yusuf wrote to me.”

Nutmeg’s wonderful eyebrows shot up.

“Yusuf wrote you a note!”

Murgatroyd nodded. “Before he died. Want to see it?”

Encouraged by Nutmeg’s vigorous nodding, he took the note from his pocket, unfolded it, and handed it to her.

“I can’t read,” Nutmeg apologized. “We don’t use writing. And Benn never taught me how.”

“Oh. Well, it says, ‘Love, Uncle Yusuf.’”

“Who?”

“Hah?”

“Who should love Yusuf?”

“No, no, it’s like what you write at the end of a letter to let the person you’re writing to know who wrote it.” He tried to think of a good example. “Like: ‘Dear Nutmeg. Don’t be sad. Love, Murgatroyd.’” Realizing what he’d just said, his face turned the same colour as the sand. “Or ‘From, Murgatroyd.’ Or ‘Sincerely, Murgatroyd,’” he added hastily.

“What’s a letter?” asked Nutmeg, to all appearances unfazed.

Murgatroyd was relieved. “Erh. It’s another word for a message. So, like this one, but with more writing at the beginning.”

Nutmeg frowned. “So the rest of it is missing?”

“That’s what I thought. I asked Benn where the other part was. I think that’s why he got mad.” Murgatroyd returned the note to his pocket. “What did you do to make Ann angry?”

Nutmeg bit her lip. “I showed her what I see when I glimpse.”

“What do you see?”

Nutmeg gave him a wary look. “Are you sure you won’t be upset with me as well?”

“Why would I get upset?”

“I don’t know,” said Nutmeg with some vehemence. “But people often do when I tell them. Ann wasn’t the first, though she did get much angrier than anyone else. I wasn’t even going to tell her, but she was the one who wanted to know!”

Murgatroyd looked at Nutmeg solemnly. “I promise I won’t get upset!” he declared.

Once again, Nutmeg gave him a doubtful look, but upon seeing how serious he was, she broke into a small smile. “All right, I’ll tell you. I see pain.”

“Pain?”

Nutmeg leaned in. “It’s everywhere,” she said in a conspiratorial whisper.

“That’s terrible!” exclaimed Murgatroyd, aghast.

“I know,” said Nutmeg. “But it’s the truth, even if it is unpleasant. I think that’s why people get upset. It’s not a very nice thing to find out. That’s why I stopped telling people about it.”

“So, that’s what made Ann mad?”

Nutmeg looked guiltily at Murgatroyd. “Well, partly. I also glimpsed her. And her pain.” A troubled expression settled on her face. “I think it surprised her. Or hurt her. Or something. I didn’t mean for it to have that effect, though. I feel awful about it.”

“It hurt her?” exclaimed Murgatroyd.

“Not permanently,” said Nutmeg quickly. “And not badly. I think it shocked her more than anything. I don’t understand it either. I’ve glimpsed people before, and it doesn’t usually do that.”

“So what do you think happened?”

Nutmeg frowned. “I think it has to do with how much pain she keeps inside her. May I ask what happened?”

Murgatroyd gazed thoughtfully at the water lapping at the shore. “She told me a little bit about it,” he murmured. “But mostly, I don’t know.”

Then they both fell silent, almost as if they were mourning. And as if doing its best to cheer them up, a ray of sunshine struck the surface of the lake, transforming it into a sea of frenetic sparkles.

“Did you have a bad life in the Known World?” asked Nutmeg, though she was obviously still thinking of Ann.

“Yes,” said Murgatroyd. “But to be honest, I do miss some things about it.”

“Like what?”

Murgatroyd thought. “It doesn’t make sense, but sometimes I miss my parents and my best friend—even though they weren’t very nice to me. And I miss being good at something.”

“What were you good at?”

“Being a waiter.”

“What’s a waiter?”

“It’s someone who brings you food at a restaurant,” he said. Then, in anticipation of Nutmeg’s next question: “It’s a place where people pay other people to cook them food. I was a really good waiter,” he said, his chest swelling a little with pride before returning to its usual concave self. “I thought I’d get really good at other things after I left the Known World. But it turns out I was wrong.”

“It’s okay not to be good at things,” said Nutmeg, trying to console him. “I’m not that good at most things either.”

“You’re probably better at them than me.”

Nutmeg recalled what she had witnessed of Murgatroyd’s abilities during his stay so far: how he had managed to anger one of their most docile chickens while attempting to milk her; how he had uprooted her neighbours’ prize-winning redflower bush in an attempt to help weed their garden; how he seemed to constantly be plagued by skin ailments.

“True,” she conceded.

“You can speak two languages,” Murgatroyd continued. “And you can draw really well. You’re the best drawer I’ve ever seen.”

A thought popped into Nutmeg’s head. “I can teach you if you like.”

“How to speak two languages?”

“No, how to draw.”

Nutmeg pulled her notebook and sketching tools from her cloak and began setting everything up.

Murgatroyd looked doubtful. “I’ve tried before. I’m not very good.”

“This is different,” she insisted, handing him one of the crayons. “This is glimpsing. There are two steps, and I think you’ll be good at the first one.”

“Really? Why?”

“I don’t know, but I do.” She opened the notebook to an empty page and placed it in front of Murgatroyd. Then she pointed to a dead leaf to his right, half-buried by sand. “Step one: see the leaf.”

Murgatroyd saw it. “Okay.”

“No, really see it. Open it up with your eyes and look at everything it is and everything it was and everything it wants to be.”

Murgatroyd stared harder. “Okay.”

“Try to understand the leaf,” Nutmeg exhorted, trying a different angle. “Everything about it, every detail, every vein, every bump, every hope, every dream.”

“Leaves have dreams?” said Murgatroyd, trying to add power to his stare by frowning as deeply as possible.

“I’m not sure,” admitted Nutmeg. “But the important thing is trying to understand them even if they’re not actually there.”

Murgatroyd turned and rubbed his eyes. “It’s not working.”

“Try again.”

He obliged.

“What’s the second step?” he said, staring and frowning again with all his might.

“You draw what you see. It’ll come easily,” she added. “I promise. The first step is the hardest.”

Murgatroyd gritted his teeth and strained with all his might. Hello little leaf, he said silently. He flexed his mind’s fingers as well, so as to generate a friendly and invisible wave. I would like to get to know you. Everything about you. I want you to be completely open with me and tell me everything about yourself. He nodded his mind’s head encouragingly and rested his mind’s chin lightly on his mind’s hands in a manner that bespoke great interest. Go on . . .

He was just beginning to feel incredibly stupid when all of a sudden he felt a burning sensation at the base of his neck. Slowly the leaf’s boundaries became fuzzy and luminous, as if they were about to break apart entirely.

Then his concentration snapped. Still, he turned excitedly to Nutmeg, who had gone fuzzy and luminous as well. “I think I’m doing it!” he cried.

But Nutmeg only responded with a horrified stare. Before Murgatroyd could ask what was wrong, she reached for the back of his neck and plucked from it a very thick, sharp wooden skewer.

“What’s that?” he yelped as she pulled him to his feet. But then he heard a thunk and saw a skewer protruding from between her shoulder blades.

She emitted a piercing silence—some word that probably meant “Run!” or something similar. He tried to follow her directions, but instead found himself toppling sideways into the sand, being briefly annoyed at how often he’d been passing out these past few days. Three glowing shapes came into view, gliding towards him across the beach. As they got closer, Murgatroyd saw that one of the shapes was actually carrying another shape over its shoulder, and that this latter shape was a limp, unconscious Ann. He squinted. He knew the shape carrying Ann too.

“Pierre?” he mumbled.

“I’m sorry, my friend,” replied his abodemate, not looking particularly sorry at all.

“Who are they?” he heard Nutmeg rasp faintly.

“The Quest . . . ,” Murgatroyd mumbled, his jaw going slack. Were the Originals right?

Then, out of the darkness, Pierre’s voice: “No, not the Quest. The opposite.”





CHAPTER 16

The drug was known among the settlements as Spare Time, so named because that was exactly what it seemed to give you. It was also so named because Spare Time sounded a lot sexier than “the sweat of the shiny mosquito,” which was what it actually was. The animal that excreted it had been discovered by the Other and, as with all things discovered by the Other, was exactly what its name suggested: a mosquito, practically indistinguishable from Known World varieties, except it looked as if it were dressed in shiny blue spandex.

Living out one’s entire existence in a shiny, spandex-like exoskeleton was apparently very hard work, for the mosquito perspired. A lot. The first person to discover the remarkable properties of this fluid was not the Other, but a resident of the mosquito’s native Territory, Scotland-Brogue. The settler had opened her mouth to yawn, and two mosquitoes in the act of mating in midair had flown in. She sputtered. Then she gagged. Then to her immense surprise, she found herself cross-country skiing through a pine forest. She had never gone cross-country skiing before, but she became quite the expert before regaining consciousness in the arms of a concerned friend who had seen her crumple to the ground not a minute before. The mosquitoes involved didn’t survive, much less experience any skiing themselves, but their sacrifice resulted in the discovery of a truly astonishing drug—one of the most powerful the More Known World had to offer. If a bar of Peace of Mind took the edge off a hard day, five drops of Spare Time gave you a whole day of leisure free of charge, though the exact proportion of time lost to time gained varied greatly from individual to individual.

The drug was exceedingly rare, for the shiny mosquito was both difficult to find and difficult to catch. The most popular method of imbibing it was to swallow the creatures alive, because towelling off tiny insects and wringing their sweat into little jars was nobody’s idea of a good time. Still, obtaining Spare Time using this latter method was possible, and it had the advantage of versatility. The drops could be rubbed into the skin. They could be snorted up the nose. They could be used to coat the tip of a blow dart and shot into someone’s neck.

The latter was the version coursing through Ann’s bloodstream at that very moment.

If Ann had been someone else—Murgatroyd, for instance, or Nutmeg, both of whom were also deep in Spare Time’s embrace—she might have been experiencing a pleasant amble through a field of flowers or a luxuriously lengthy predawn glimpsing session. But Ann was Ann, and Ann did not dream pleasant or luxurious things. She dreamed of the past. And consequently, Spare Time transported her there and stranded her on its desert isle.

When Ann woke to the sound of the car engine switching off and Mama’s voice announcing cheerily, “We’re home!” she assumed it was one of the usual dreams, even though something was different (she couldn’t place what). She helped Mama unload the car—the rolling suitcases, the garment bags, the steam iron, and the two industrial-sized toolboxes of makeup, hair-styling products, and accessories. Then she unpacked her suitcase and put everything away, including the presents Mama had bought to reward her for her first victory—a plush Pound Puppies doll, a jumbo box of Crayola crayons, a set of soda pop–flavoured lip balms, and an expensive green velvet party dress that Mama had let her pick out, despite her firm belief that green wasn’t Ann’s colour.

She cleared the junk mail and late-payment notices from the dining table and laid out the bowls and chopsticks as Mama cooked the instant noodles. After they finished washing the dishes, she and Mama arranged her “Talent Division: Third Place” sash in the empty glass trophy case in the living room, and she listened impassively to Mama chatter excitedly about which trophies, when Ann won them, should go where. Then Ann took a shower and changed into her nightgown, brushed her teeth and blow-dried her hair, and let Mama tuck her in and turn out the lights. She fell asleep quickly, still haunted by the distinct sense that things weren’t quite right.

It was only when Ann arrived at school the next day that she realized what one of the wrong things was—when she was walking from the bus to the school entrance and someone behind her gave her backpack a sharp downward tug. She landed on her butt with a painful thud.

“So Hsu me!” yelled Jeanette Jones, which made everyone around her snicker. It was when her chest tightened and her bottom lip began to tremble and she wished she could go back home and curl up under her covers that she figured it out: the division between her present and past selves had been elided. No longer was she inside and outside her younger self, experiencing scenes from her childhood, yet simultaneously able to occupy the role of detached observer. Somehow, she and An An had become one, fused together, thinking the same despairing thoughts, feeling the same awful emotions, seeing the world through the one pair of eyes within An An’s body. Her grown-up self was now nothing but a tiny blob attached to her younger self’s consciousness, helpless to do anything but go along for the ride.

Two more revelations followed on the heels of the first one, as Ann continued to sit there, planted on the concrete, watching all the other children stream around and over her like fish moving mindlessly downstream. First: she had never dreamed for this long. The night remembrances were usually episodic: isolated scenes or, if multiple ones, discontinuous, like patchwork. But now, she was reliving the miseries of her past in a single unbroken line. Second: she had never dreamed about this—her last week of life in the Known World. The scene at the Mütter Museum had always been the furthest her unconscious had ever dared to venture, and for that Ann had always been profoundly grateful. Now here she was, being dragged closer and closer with each passing hour to that terrible moment, that awful climax on which her Known World life had ended, and she couldn’t even conceive what it would be like to experience it all over again.

I’ll wake up before then, thought the tiny grown-up part of her as the rest of her mind directed her body to pick itself up, stop snivelling, and get on with the day so it would soon be over. I have to wake up at some point.
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Four days later, she was still dreaming—and worse, feeling everything that her younger self felt at such an excruciating pitch that the tiny blob of brain that formed her grown-up self, her consciously dreaming self, yearned to rip itself away from the larger brain so it could wither and die. Ann hadn’t realized the extent to which having dual consciousness in her past dreaming sessions had mitigated the intensity of her younger self’s emotions. Now, without that double consciousness as a filter, she was exposed to the full measure of her juvenile passions—steeped in them. She felt as if she were drowning.

There was misery, obviously—that ever-present companion, weighing on her as she plodded through school day after school day of loneliness and bullying, not to mention her evening sessions of relentless drilling and her coaches’ unspoken disapproval. There was that nameless emotion too—the dark energy that she had learned to generate as a powerful and potent substitute for rage, which prevented her from completely falling apart.

There was also anticipation. The further her encounter with the One receded into the past and the less time that remained until the pageant in Louisville, the more Ann found herself fantasizing about Kentucky and what would happen there. Would the One really find her like she said she would? Would she tell Mama to stop entering her in pageants and perhaps take both her and Mama away to live happily ever after in the More Known World? Or would the One teach her how to go to that magical place whenever she wanted so she would never have to feel homesick or out of place ever again?

Related to this eagerness was anxiety, rising in sudden malicious bursts like indigestion. What if the One couldn’t find her? Or what if she hadn’t really meant what she’d said about coming back? Or worse, what if she, Ann, had imagined it all? How absurd it all sounded whenever she reviewed what had happened: a mysterious woman had given her a glimpse into a magical world, told her she was a magical type of human being, and then vanished into thin air. That was the sort of thing that happened only on TV or in storybooks. How could anything like that ever occur in real life?

These feelings alone were already too much for Ann. They submerged and suffocated her. They swelled her insides to bursting. They threatened to tear her apart. And yet there was still another emotion—the worst one of all—that Ann had to endure. It was even more relentless than the misery and dark energy she carried inside her, and unlike the anticipation and anxiety engendered by the prospect of the One’s return. It had always been there, must have always been there, even if she had never really registered its presence in any dreams before this one. It was an emotion her grown-up self had succeeded in forgetting, in burying without ceremony in an unmarked grave so that she could live the life she had always been destined to live and be happy and never look back. And the longer Ann spent in this dream, the more powerful the feeling seemed to grow.

She loved Mama. She loved Mama so much that the fact of it took her breath away. Yet that love had always been absent in her past remembrances, or else watered down by a generous measure of hindsight into childish affection, into senseless attachment, into foolish devotion. But it was present now, filling every second, colouring every moment, sharpening every sight, smell, and sound.

Of course you love her, Ann thought as she buried her face in Mama’s shoulder after her Tuesday night dance lesson, when her coach had berated her for a poorly executed pirouette. You love her because she’s the only one who loves you. You love her because she thinks you’re the most special, most wonderful person in the entire world even though everyone else tells her otherwise.

“You dance perfectly. She just can’t see it,” murmured Mama, stroking her hair, squeezing her dry of all remaining tears, then lovingly stuffing a White Rabbit candy into her mouth. “But she will someday. They all will.”

And she genuinely believes it, thought Ann with astonishment. She genuinely believes in me.

“An An, put the dress on again. Mama wants to get the sleeves right.”

This was on Wednesday night, after an extra session with her pageant coach. Mama wanted to make further alterations to the full-skirted purple dress Ann would be wearing for the formal-wear competition—even though she was obviously dead tired, even though she’d spent all day driving around doing hair and nails at different beauty parlours to earn some quick cash for their upcoming trip.

“It’s not pretty enough,” mumbled Mama, her mouth full of pins, the circles under her eyes dark despite her concealer. “We can’t break our winning streak. Everything has to be as perfect as you are.”

I love you, Ann thought in response. She recalled what the other girl at her pageant-coaching session had hissed to her behind the coach’s back: “Ugly dogface. Woof woof.”

I love you. It was Friday evening—the day before the pageant—and they were driving to Louisville. As far as pageant trips went, this one was a piece of cake: two hours, three at most with traffic. So they’d started later than was prudent and stopped at McDonald’s for dinner. Everything was going fine until Ann spilled ketchup on the socks she was going to wear for the casual-wear competition—the ones that she’d insisted on putting on that night, despite what Mama had said. Ann shut her eyes and steeled herself for a slap. But Mama didn’t this time. Instead she dabbed at the stain with a wad of paper napkins and swore furiously under her breath.

And instead of scolding Ann, she kissed away her daughter’s tears and murmured, “It’s fine. You can wear the socks from the formal-wear segment.”

“But they don’t go with that outfit,” Ann hiccupped.

“It’ll be okay. We’ll fold them down twice. Maybe the judges won’t notice.”

“I’m sorry, Mama,” said Ann. “I love you.”

“I love you too, darling,” her mother replied, gazing into her daughter’s eyes.

And we mean it, thought Ann. We really do. We’re all we’ve got, aren’t we? I have her and she has me.

The next thing Ann knew, they were at the hotel, Mama gently shaking her awake, whispering almost like a song, “We’re here.”

So soon?

But they were: the puzzlingly named Louisville Palisades Hotel, with not a single palisade in sight. Ann didn’t know enough to be amused by the name back then—not straight-Cs-and-Ds, no-time-for-homework Ann. It was the One who would teach her fancy words like palisade and palindrome between lessons in exploration and basic taxonomy, alongside absentminded lectures on simple mathematics and general world history. She wasn’t with the One yet, but she would be. It would start here. They were being swept along by time’s current, and there was no turning back.

According to the receptionist, practically every other contestant had already checked in. He delivered this piece of information with a smug look on his face, almost as if he were gloating over the disadvantage they had already incurred before the pageant had even begun.

“It must be very difficult going through life as a fat, stupid pig,” her mother said to him in sympathetic Mandarin.

He blinked. “Whaddya say?”

Mama smiled sweetly. “I say, ‘Thank you. Good night.’”

As they unloaded their bags in the parking lot, they burst into giggles and didn’t stop till they reached their room on the fourth floor.

It wasn’t the crummiest hotel they’d ever stayed at for a pageant, but it wasn’t the nicest either. There were brown water stains on the wall below the window. The bedcover was scratchy and alarmingly orange. The bathroom amenities were the usual: ineffective hair conditioner, waxy-smelling body lotion, and shampoo that would be indistinguishable from the shower gel if it weren’t for the writing on the label. All of them were in those tiny plastic bottles seemingly designed to thwart attempts to access their contents, but Mama popped them into her cosmetics bag anyway. They’d already taken showers before leaving home so Ann could go straight to bed and get as much rest as possible.

Once Ann was tucked in for the night, Mama pulled out her enormous sewing bag and began rummaging through the sequins and buttons and ribbons.

“What are you doing?” Ann mumbled drowsily.

“Go to sleep,” said Mama sternly. “I’m going to try fixing the socks. Maybe I can put bows on them to cover the stain.”

Then, reaching across the bed, she pecked Ann on the cheek and turned off her bedside light.

“I love you, An An.”

“I love you, Mama.”

Lying sideways, her face nestled in the cool flatness of the pillow, the last thing Ann saw before she closed her eyes was Mama examining the socks under the weak glow of the lamp on her side of the bed.

Please, no more, she heard that part of her brain say—the part that knew what would happen next. We have to wake up now. We have to wake up for real.

Then it came: three knocks on the door—sure and sharp.

“Who could it be?” she heard her mother mutter.

Ann kept her eyes closed, too tired to stir. She heard Mama hurry to the door.

“What is it?” Mama called in English.

“Room service,” answered a familiar voice.

No, thought Ann as her eyes fluttered open and her ten-year-old heart began to race. She sat up. We have to wake up, she begged. But the dream was still going, and now it was too late. She watched her mother unfasten the bolt and open the door.

“We don’t order room service,” said her mother to the person in the doorway. Then after a few seconds’ pause: “You not work here. Who are you?”

“You may call me the One. I’m here to see Ann.”

Ann was fully awake now. She scrambled out of bed.

Mama was still standing in the doorway, her stance that of a protective mother bird. “Ann sleeping. You cannot disturb. You from pageant?”

“Ann?” called the One over Mama’s shoulder.

“What you doing?” shrieked her mother. “I told you she sleeping.”

“I’m here!” Ann called joyfully, peeking out from behind her mother. “You found me! You came back!”

Mama turned to Ann. “An An. Who is this woman?” she asked in Mandarin.

“It’s okay, Mama. She’s here to help me. She says I’m a special type of being. An Oddfit.” Ann looked at the One. “Tell her,” she urged.

“She probably won’t understand,” said the One, taking advantage of the other woman’s confusion and stepping inside the room. “Most Sumfits can’t.” But right after she finished saying this, she took a deep breath and proceeded to explain. “Your daughter is a very rare type of being known as an Oddfit. She will only be truly happy if she’s allowed to live up to her full potential and explore the uncharted nooks and crannies of the world that are invisible and inaccessible to the vast majority of the human population.”

Ann held her breath and waited for her mother’s response.

Mama frowned. “Even if you work for pageant, you still cannot do this. Get out. I call police.”

The One shrugged in Ann’s direction. “I told you so.”

“Her English isn’t good. Let me try,” said Ann.

“Mama,” she said, speaking slowly in Mandarin. “She says I’m special. I can go to parts of the world no one else can go to. She says I’ll only be happy when I’m there.”

Ann’s words trailed off as she realized what she was saying. She looked at the One. “That’s not true, is it? I can only be happy there?”

When the One spoke, she sounded very grave. “As an Oddfit you’ll be happiest exploring the More Known World. If you stay here, you’ll eventually adapt, and you’ll be able to experience happiness too. But it won’t be the same.”

“Can my mother come with me?” asked Ann.

The One held out her hands in a gesture of helplessness. “Yes, if she wants to. But I don’t think she can. Most people can’t absorb information about the More Known World, no matter what.”

As if to prove the One’s point, Ann’s mother frowned and spoke to Ann. “That woman’s a lunatic. I don’t understand what she’s saying! Tell her I’m calling the police!” She ran to the bedside phone and snatched up the receiver.

The One turned to Ann. “I’m sorry, but I don’t have much time here. I never do.”

Ann stared at her. “What do you mean?”

In the background she could hear her mother’s voice. “Help. Is this police? Someone try to hurt us.”

“This world is allergic to me,” replied the One. “I can’t stay. And this time when I go, I won’t be able to return for a long while.” She knelt down to Ann’s level. “If possible, you should decide now.”

“Decide what?”

“If you want to leave with me and join the Quest or if you want to stay.”

At those words, the Quest, something in her lit up, flared, and flickered warm and clear. She remembered it from their last conversation, at the Mütter. She remembered everything the woman had said. How could she forget?

“Tell Mama to come too,” pleaded Ann, jabbing a finger in her mother’s direction.

“Louisville Palisades Hotel, room four-thirteen,” her mother was shouting into the receiver. “You hurry.”

“She won’t,” said the One with a shake of her head, and as if to verify this, Ann’s mother hung up the phone and grabbed the dressmaking shears from the sewing kit lying on the bed.

“Go,” she ordered the One, brandishing them like a knife. But the One paid her no heed and continued to address only Ann.

“You should decide soon,” she said simply before she took a step back as if to allow the girl space to think.

But thinking—at least in any cold, calculating sense of the word—was something Ann was incapable of at that moment. She was experiencing a great yearning. More than a yearning. A craving, as primal and desperate as hunger or thirst or the desire to draw breath. To be sure, it wasn’t a new sensation; it had always been there. But until this point, it had been aimless and muted, or perhaps aimless and therefore muted—for how can the heart truly cry out with any force if it has no idea what it wants? But her heart knew now, and with the same violence a starving woman might lunge for a piece of bread, or a thirsty man for a cup of water, or a drowning boy for another gulp of air, Ann’s heart hurled itself against the walls of her chest towards the glorious new world it had glimpsed and that it longed to glimpse again.

And yet. And yet she loved Mama.

“I can come back, right?” asked Ann, wild eyed and hopeful, though she already suspected what the answer would be.

The One looked at her sadly. “Not for the first few years, no. And after that, only for a few hours each visit, for progressively shorter periods of time.”

A wail of anguish filled the room. It was Ann’s mother. She was incapable of understanding the exact details of what her daughter and the strange woman had been trying to tell her, but she understood enough. This woman wanted to take her daughter away. And her daughter desired to go.

Still clutching the scissors in one hand, she ran to Ann and seized her wrist.

“An An, you can’t go with her. Who is she? Why does she want to take you? You can’t go.”

Mama continued to babble, her fear heightened by her incomprehension of what was going on. Ann tried again to explain, but it was as if Mama wouldn’t listen, couldn’t listen to what she had to say. In the distance, they heard police sirens blaring. Mama looked up.

“Police come!” she crowed triumphantly, turning fiercely to the One.

Then all three of them heard a loud crack. They looked up. There, snaking across the irregular surface of the white stucco ceiling, was a hairline fracture.

The One looked sharply at Ann. “Make your choice. We’re running out of time.”

But Ann had already made it. Or rather, it had been made for her, by every fibre in her being save the one that wouldn’t let go, but had to. Now.

“Please, Mama,” she said, prying her mother’s fingers from her wrist. “I have to leave.”

The scissors dropped to the carpet as Mama’s hands cradled Ann’s face, pressing their fingers into her cheeks.

“You can’t leave me. You’re all I have.”

“I’ll come back someday. But I have to leave now.”

Another sharp crack. Bits of plaster began to rain from the ceiling onto the One’s head, just as the sound of the sirens outside plateaued and came to a stop just outside the building.

“Ann . . . ,” said the One, her voice urgent and low.

“I’ll find you,” wailed Mama. “If you run away, I’ll find you!”

“Mama, stop.”

“I will. You think I can’t?”

“Ma, let me go!”

“Look at me,” Mama shrieked.

Ann did as she was told.

Mama took a deep breath. “I’ll find you,” she said again, speaking tenderly now. And then she removed her palms from Ann’s cheeks, trailing her thumbs downwards across Ann’s face, wiping away her daughter’s tears. “I know these eyes. I’d know them anywhere. I’ll hunt them down. I’ll never let you go.”

A spring began to bubble inside Ann—an emotion she hadn’t experienced for years. Usually her body would convert it before it rose to the surface, transforming it into the energy that fuelled her astounding albeit unappreciated pageant performances. But now, it gushed out raw and red, seeping out from her core. Anger. Rage. Fury. Frenzy. Accurate words all, yet all of them exceeded by that which roiled and frothed inside her. But its object was not her mother, or even the One. Its object was herself. Yes, she hated herself: for wanting so desperately to leave, for being physically, biologically, instinctively unable and unwilling to remain—and to remain miserable, and to remain perpetually sick in heart and spirit within this world she knew now was not her own—for the sake of this woman, who had caused her such pain and would continue to cause her such pain, yet who loved her and whom she loved in return.

She heard a loud knocking on the door, followed by a bark: “Police! Open up!”

With a groan, a chunk of plaster detached itself from the ceiling and plummeted to the carpet, narrowly missing the One.

“Ann, I’m leaving now,” warned the One, at the same time extending a hand towards her.

In response, Ann’s mother screamed and picked up the scissors.

But Ann wrenched the scissors away.

Don’t, she pleaded suddenly with her younger self. You don’t have to.

Yet the self-hatred and anger continued to surge within her, on the verge of exploding into a deadly flash of searing heat and light. And it was then that her body converted it—into an energy blacker and harder and icier than ever before, giving rise to almost unbearable levels of discipline and restraint. The hand with the scissors swung up and pierced her right eye. She felt nothing. And then she felt unimaginable pain. But the energy was in full swing now, driving her muscles and motions to complete the act that was the most fitting response to her rage at herself.

There was a twist and a flick, and something came away with a sickeningly mundane pop—like that of a suction cup detaching from glass. And she pressed the something into her mother’s hand. There was screaming. And wetness. Everything was wet.

“You won’t find me, Mama. You won’t.”

The door gave way. The ceiling caved in. A hand grasped hers.

And then there was nothing.

Ann knew what would happen next. This was the part where she would wake up in the One’s arms, where she was supposed to be. The physical wounds would heal. Her new life would start. Sure enough, there was the One now, calling her to consciousness: “Ann? Ann?”

She opened her eyes. Eye. But there was no One in sight.

Where was she?





CHAPTER 17

“Ann! You’re alive! You’re alive!”

Murgatroyd’s voice was coming from somewhere behind her, and even though her immediate impulse was to sit up and turn around, Ann found she couldn’t. The facts of her situation impressed themselves upon her with surprising speed. She was lying on her side. Her hands were bound together, as were her legs. And mere millimetres from the tip of her nose was a wooden wall, painted yellow and orange and blue. She scooted herself backwards a little and saw that the orange and blue splotches were rows of flowers, obviously done by hand—yolk-coloured circles fringed with fat turquoise petals, fairly uniform in size and spacing, yet irregular despite the artist’s best attempts. She heard Murgatroyd again.

“Ann! Are you okay? Say something!”

“I’m fine,” she answered, her voice coming out in a slow croak. “What happened?”

“We’ve been kidnapped!”

“By whom?”

“I don’t know!”

“Where are we?”

“We don’t know that either.”

A gravelly voice—female—gave this last answer. So they’ve captured Nutmeg too. Ann had just started to scoot backwards again with the goal of eventually turning herself around, when Nutmeg spoke once more.

“Stop! You’ll fall off!”

Just in time, Ann caught herself from sliding over the sudden drop. With a heave, she flipped herself onto her back, then onto her other side so she was facing outwards, away from the wall, which turned out not to be a wall at all, but the solid backrest of the bench where she had been placed.

But is it a bench? she wondered as, with effort, she swung her legs over the side, planted them on the floor, and raised herself into an upright position. It couldn’t be anything else—wooden, rectangular, with armrests on either end. Yet in some respects, it was as if it were trying to be a sofa: the floral pattern painted on it suggested upholstery fabric; the backrest was composed of three separate panels, not unlike sofa pillows; and the armrests were solid and fat.

She looked around. The whole living room had the same peculiar quality about it—as if everything in it apart from Murgatroyd, Nutmeg, and herself was endeavouring to be something it actually wasn’t. The armchairs on either side of her, where Murgatroyd and Nutmeg sat, trussed hand and foot like herself, were lumpy and misshapen, covered in a thin fabric that looked like it had been cut from a bed sheet. The rectangular rug in the centre of the room was made of the same material as well: a flimsy, faded red cotton on which a vaguely Persian-carpetish design had been penned in black and purple and royal blue, with the edges on the shorter ends cut and knotted to resemble tasselled fringes. On the rug stood a large coffee table, imperfectly sanded, unevenly stained, and slightly more parallelogram than square, and on the table’s surface were three books in a stack, each one bound in brown paper and bearing the title My Proper Life—volumes one, two, and three—in large shaky letters on its cover and spine. Next to these books were a purple teapot and four cups of the same shade, all lacking the perfectly smooth roundedness of dishware proper, all tangibly “off,” like everything else.

Suddenly Ann reeled as the trauma of reliving her terrible departure from the Known World reasserted itself, flooding her senses once more as if gushing from a rupture. She tipped herself sideways again, rested her head against the armrest, and closed her eye.

“Ann, what’s wrong?” she heard Murgatroyd exclaim in panic. “Nutmeg, what’s wrong with her?”

“I don’t know,” replied Nutmeg. “Perhaps they gave her more of whatever they gave us.”

“Ann!” cried Murgatroyd again. “You have to wake up! You have to get us out of here!”

Ann drove her temple farther into the hard yellow edge of the bench. “I can’t,” she mumbled.

“Yes, you can,” urged Murgatroyd. “You’re Ann! You can do anything!”

Ann shut her eye even more tightly and burrowed farther into the unyielding surface. “No,” she sighed, the words escaping her like air from a balloon. “Not right now.”

Murgatroyd was bewildered. He had never seen Ann like this. What had they done to her? Then, from somewhere beyond the room, he heard footsteps and the low murmur of voices. They grew louder.

“Ann, please!” he yelped, his voice distorted by terror. “They’re coming! Do something!” He turned to Nutmeg. “She always does something,” he said, more to assure himself than her.

Nutmeg looked pityingly at Ann. Then in a tone of gentle admonishment, she said, “Murgatroyd, look at her. Leave her alone.”

Chastened, he fell silent—and remained so, even as somewhere behind him, a door handle turned, then rattled furiously, as if it were broken and someone were trying to get it to work. Then he heard the thud of a shoulder being shoved against wood, followed by a sudden creak of hinges and someone stumbling into the room. Then the rustling of multiple bodies and pairs of feet.

Ann forced herself to open her eye and sit upright, and Murgatroyd watched a group of eight people silently arrange themselves before the living room set like tourists at a zoo exhibit. Among them was Pierre, his abodemate, but the others he didn’t recognize. Then he caught a glimpse of another familiar figure standing at the very back, shoulders hunched as if to make himself as inconspicuous as possible. Could it be?

“Benn?”

Murgatroyd was speechless. Nutmeg was the one who’d uttered the name. He saw the figure duck his head and redden before shuffling forward.

“Benn, who are these people?” asked Nutmeg. “And where are we? Silence doesn’t work here. What’s going on?”

“It’s all right,” Benn said soothingly. Murgatroyd noticed he was speaking only to her. “Everything will be fine. We’ll be going home soon.”

“I don’t understand,” said Nutmeg.

“You aren’t meant to be here. They were supposed to stay in Flee Town, not come to our settlement.” By “they,” Benn evidently meant Murgatroyd and Ann. “Then you came across the body, and they found your notebook . . . but don’t worry. We’ll sort everything out.”

Murgatroyd tried to speak again, to communicate his outrage, his disappointment, his disgust, but again no words would come. He glanced at Ann in anticipation of the invective that would pour from her lips, but instead she stared dully ahead and said not a word. It was as if something inside her had broken.

Someone else in the group cleared his throat—a tall man in a rumpled navy-blue suit. As he stepped forward, Benn stepped hastily back. From the way the others acted as well, spines straightening, heads turning, the man was obviously in a position of authority. Yet there was something unsettling about him that made Murgatroyd squirm inwardly in discomfort. It was the same quality that afflicted all the objects in the room—an air of strenuous impersonation. The chairs, the rug, the coffee table, the tea set—all were pretending to be something they could never be. The same went for the man.

He should have been handsome. Everything about him bespoke health and vigour, from his athletic build to his regular features, from his pleasant smile to his clear blue eyes. Even his hair—effortlessly tidy and parted to the side—emanated robustness. He reminded Murgatroyd of a travel poster for Norway or an advertisement for snow gear. And yet there still lingered about him an aura of fraudulence, as if the features, for all their manly appearance, were at their base infantile, blighted with an irreversible prematurity, and there was nothing that could be done to grow them into proper adulthood.

The man turned slightly to his right and addressed Murgatroyd specifically. “It’s a pleasure to meet you at last,” he intoned ponderously, as if addressing an important figure of state. Reaching for Murgatroyd’s right hand, which was tied to Murgatroyd’s left, he clasped it in a genial handshake. “I’ve heard so much about you from Pierre.”

The same childishness that afflicted his person was also present in his voice, and even the gravity of his words and the smoothness with which he uttered them couldn’t mask it entirely. He continued with the same formality, and Murgatroyd had the distinct impression of being spoken to by a small boy trying to convince his grown-up audience that he was not seven, but forty-five.

“I apologize for any discomfort or inconvenience my colleagues may have put you through, but it could hardly be helped.”

Suddenly Murgatroyd heard Ann gasp.

“Hans?” she murmured. “Hans Andersen?”

The most awful grin spread across the man’s face.

“You kn-know him?” stammered Murgatroyd.

“The first murder victim,” muttered Ann. She was obviously still not herself, but she was struggling to get out of it now, straining against whatever seemed to be incapacitating her in an effort to make sense of it all.

“Just Hans these days,” said the man, addressing Ann. “I’ve never been too fond of the full name the Other gave me.” He gestured at the three books on the coffee table. “Anyway, since I’ve taken to writing about life as it should be, having the same name as a writer of fairy tales doesn’t seem appropriate.”

“But we found your body,” said Ann. “With knife wounds. Someone cut your throat . . .”

“I did,” said Hans, the grin still plastered on his face. “I cut my throat.”

Ann frowned. “I don’t understand . . .”

“You really aren’t in your usual tip-top shape, are you?” he purred. “Then again, I should be more precise: I cut someone else’s throat, and you all thought that someone was me.” He giggled, as someone might after revealing the secret behind a good prank. “Clever, wasn’t it?”

Murgatroyd felt the blood draining from his face. “Whose throat?” he asked.

“Oh, just some settler,” said Hans with a shrug of his shoulders. “In Tunisia-Bathtub. I forget his name. But he was perfect. Just the person I’d been looking for. My height. My build. Same hair and eye colour. That nose, though. All wrong. It had to go.”

Nose sliced off. Advanced decomposition. The details Ann had read in the report came flooding back to her now.

“Lived all by himself too, with no one to miss him. And nobody did. But people missed me. Eventually.” He stroked his chin. “Two and a half months. That was how long it took after I went missing for my fellow Questians to find me . . . what was left.”

Ann recalled more of the report included in Hans’s file: Failed to show up for his appointment at the Compendium at the designated time. Three weeks later, a search party was sent out.

“‘Three weeks later, a search party was sent out,’” said Hans, echoing Ann’s thoughts. Ann looked sharply at him, and he smiled. “I read the report as well. Don’t you think that’s a rather long time for one’s friends—one’s adopted family, if one really thinks about it—to let elapse before trying to figure out what happened?”

The word elapse he stressed, as if particularly proud of being able to use it correctly in a sentence.

“What do you think, Murgatroyd?” he asked, turning away from Ann.

“Erh. Yes?” squeaked Murgatroyd, truthful as always.

“You know very well,” said Ann, “that the conditions of being on the Quest are such that people frequently absent themselves without explanation for long periods of time. If we were to go hunting for someone every time they were late in turning up for an appointment or hadn’t been seen for a few days, we’d be wasting all our time on completely unnecessary—”

“But it was necessary in my case, wasn’t it?” Hans broke in. “I was dead.”

Ann gazed at him. “No,” she observed. “Unfortunately, you weren’t.”

Hans walked over to Ann and punched her in the face.

Murgatroyd and Nutmeg screamed, and even the rest of their captors looked startled. One of them came forward—a severe but matronly woman wearing glasses and a grey cardigan.

“Shhh, shhh,” she said, rubbing Hans on the back. “There’s no use in getting angry. Remember how we control ourselves?”

Hans took a deep breath and rubbed his knuckles. “One . . . two . . . three . . . ,” he counted.

In the meantime, blood streamed from Ann’s nose and trickled down her chin.

By the time Hans reached ten, he had returned to a somewhat placid state. “See what you made me do?” he murmured in dismay, looking at the blood dripping onto the bench. Producing a handkerchief from his trouser pocket, he began to wipe up the spill. “I’m already dissatisfied with this sofa as it is. You are too, I’m sure. I ran out of foam and fabric, you see. It’s difficult to recreate Known World objects with limited access to Known World materials.”

Hans leaned over her to mop up the blood on her other side.

“But on the whole, my craftsmanship is quite good, don’t you think?” He motioned at their surroundings.

There was a lengthy silence.

“Traitors,” Ann finally hissed, her nose still swollen and dripping, the word slithering off her tongue and coiling in the air.

Hans frowned. “I wouldn’t call us traitors. Enlightened, maybe. But traitors? That’s hardly fair.”

“What else should you call people who murder and capture their own colleagues?” asked Ann.

Murgatroyd gasped. “They killed Nimali?”

“And Jonathan.”

Murgatroyd gasped again. “Ann, are all of them . . .”

“Questians,” she confirmed, letting her eye drift across each and every one of them like a searchlight. “You know Pierre, of course. The others are retirees, from long before your time.”

“Retirees?” repeated Murgatroyd with some incredulity. Most of the people standing before them were in their fifties at most.

“Retired, rather,” amended Ann. “By Yusuf and the One. Deemed too mentally and emotionally unstable to continue with Quest duties.”

“And whose fault was that?” snarled a beanpole of a man with red hair and bloodhound jowls. “You try being left in a strange forest in a strange Territory all alone for a few days at the age of six and see for yourself what kind of state you’re in afterwards.”

“Martin Camberwell,” said Ann to Murgatroyd, as if Martin hadn’t spoken at all. “The Quest’s first recruit. Entrusted to the Other, unfortunately.”

Martin sputtered. “‘Unfortunately’!? Unfortunate doesn’t even begin to describe it! That man—”

The matronly woman glided to Martin’s side. “Shhh,” she said, rubbing his back as she had done with Hans. “There, there now. Shhh.” Martin quieted down.

“Yusuf really was right, then,” said Nutmeg mournfully. “The Quest is bad.”

“They’re not the Quest,” Ann growled.

Nutmeg looked puzzled. “But you just said they were.”

Hans intervened. “We used to be. Not anymore. We’re the Anti-Quest.”

Murgatroyd’s eyes widened. “The Anti-Quest? What’s that?”

“It’s very simple, really,” said Hans. “Tell me, Murgatroyd. How would you describe the Quest?”

The words that had been drilled into Murgatroyd from his first day as a Questian leapt immediately to his tongue. “We’re an organization dedicated to exploring the uncharted Territories of the More Known World and disseminating knowledge about them.”

“Good,” said Hans with a nod. “So, all that? Everything you just said? We’re against that. Anti-Quest. And do you know why?”

“Because you’re a bunch of assholes?” Ann volunteered.

For a moment, Hans looked as if he were going to punch Ann a second time, but instead, he counted silently to himself.

“Very good,” the matronly woman murmured from where she was standing.

“Actually, it’s because you’re the assholes,” he smirked once he was done. “Ann, you’re a good Questian—the One’s star pupil.” He rolled the words star pupil around on his tongue. “And your memory is second to none. At what age was I taken from the Known World? Would you happen to know?”

“Three,” Ann answered. “And you weren’t ‘taken’—you made a choice.”

“And in your opinion,” continued Hans without skipping a beat, “is a three-year-old child capable of making a rational, informed choice about an important matter? A matter that will change the course of his entire life?”

Ann paused. “You know that was a mistake,” she said, finally recovering herself. “It was acknowledged that some Oddfits had been recruited at too young an age. You especially so. The guidelines were changed afterwards: no one under the age of seven—”

“And don’t you think,” said Hans, cutting her off, “that it’s still an awfully big decision for even a seven-year-old to make? Or a ten-year-old? Or a fifteen-year-old for that matter?”

Ann kept her gaze level. “No, I don’t. Exploring the More Known World is what Oddfits are born to do. If a potential recruit is still oddfitting enough to experience a strong attraction to the More Known World when his or her recruiter informs them about it and exposes them to it, then the choice is entirely vali—”

“Lies,” Hans declared, waving Ann’s explanation away like smoke. “What does a child know about what’s best for him? Nothing. The Known World. That’s what’s best for him. Staying long enough in it to adapt. Staying with family. Staying in his home.”

“Even under extenuating circumstances?” asked Ann, eyebrow raised. “You’ll recall there were good reasons for the urgency of your recruitment. The burn marks on your back—are they still there? They must be. The Other said they were pretty bad.”

At this, Hans lost all semblance of calm. Gripping Ann tightly by the shoulder, he shook her hard. “And how do I know the burns didn’t come from the Quest? How do I know you didn’t make it all up?” He flung her against the backrest of the “sofa” with a loud thud. “They would have loved me once I’d adapted! They would have loved me if I’d stayed!”

“If you’d survived,” muttered Ann, defiant to the last.

“To stop the unethical kidnapping and exploitation of children,” Hans barked, turning away from her to address the room at large. “That is the purpose of the Anti-Quest! To prevent other ignorant children from being lured from their homes and loved ones for the sake of some abstract and supposedly ‘noble’ cause! That is why this organization exists! What happened to us was a travesty. A crime against humanity. We will not stand idly by and let it ruin others’ lives as it did ours!”

The rest of the Anti-Quest broke into applause.

“Now, Murgatroyd,” Hans continued, perching himself on the edge of Murgatroyd’s armchair. “Don’t you think this an admirable goal?”

Murgatroyd was troubled, for indeed, it seemed it was—at least, when Hans put it that way. He himself had felt such exhilaration and relief upon leaving the Known World that the idea of an Oddfit regretting the decision to join the Quest had simply never occurred to him. He had thought all Oddfit Questians felt the same. He glanced at Pierre, who was nodding approvingly at Hans’s summation of the Anti-Quest manifesto. Apparently he was wrong.

Hans continued. “Ripped from our native soil before we could put down roots, rendered alien to the world of our birth before it could adapt us and make us its own, we are the casualties of the Quest’s great mission.”

“You’re also the exceptions,” observed Ann. “Is this all of you? Are these all the people you’ve managed to rope into your pathetic noncause?”

“So what if our numbers are few?” Hans asked. “Do they make our grievances any less real? Do they make our cause any less just?”

There was the briefest of pauses before Ann spoke. “But the recruitment guidelines have changed,” she said quietly in lieu of answering Hans’s questions. “No recruits below the age of seven, and absolutely no coercion of any form when—”

“Oh, then, that’s all right,” sneered Hans. “We’re sure that’s fixed everything, aren’t we, Pierre? You were recruited after the guidelines were revised, weren’t you? There were no problems there, am I right?”

Murgatroyd gazed wide eyed at his abodemate as he rubbed his chin thoughtfully and spoke. “I didn’t know any English back in Senegal. My family spoke Wolof and a little bit of French. To be honest, I didn’t know what the Other was telling me. I was bewitched when he let me glimpse the More Known World. I didn’t know I would never be able to return.”

“But you can after the first few years,” reasoned Murgatroyd.

“Only for a few hours,” said Pierre. “And less and less after that.”

“Until you can’t at all,” another Anti-Questian piped from the back—a woman with close-cropped black hair and electric-blue socks.

“And tell me,” Pierre continued, calmly and sadly, “how can a child simply walk back into their family after disappearing for so many years without any explanation?”

“I was too young to remember where I lived,” said the woman in the blue socks.

“By the time I realized how much I missed them, they’d moved,” said another.

“Most of us were too young to remember anything about our families at all,” said Martin.

“I was recruited at the age of eight,” said Pierre. “When I was finally able to return at the age of twelve, my father drove me away with a stick. My accent had changed too much. He said I was an imposter, not his son.”

For a long time, no one said anything—as if a moment of silence were being held for the alternate lives in the Known World the Anti-Questians had never led. Then, tentatively, Nutmeg spoke.

“Benn, what does this have to do with you?”

Benn gazed sadly at her. “Everything. And not just with me. With us.”

“I don’t understand.”

“The Anti-Quest is the best chance we have of stopping the Quest for good. Before it harms others like these people here. And before it harms us as Yusuf feared it would.”

“But these p-people,” Nutmeg stammered. “They’re insane.”

At this, the Anti-Questians broke into a murmur of collective outrage. But Nutmeg continued, nevertheless. “They are! You can’t help them, Benn! You mustn’t!”

“Why not?” said Benn, raising his voice. “They’re the only ones who will help us! Who else will rid our people of the Quest? These two?” He jabbed a finger in Ann and Murgatroyd’s direction. “They’re the very enemy itself! Even Yusuf failed us in the end, thanks to his continued association with the Quest. Even Yusuf couldn’t be trusted.”

“What are you talking about?” asked Nutmeg.

“Yusuf was going to betray us. He would have told the Quest about us if I hadn’t stopped him.”

Something about the way Benn said this made Nutmeg’s breath catch in her throat. “Stopped him how?”

Benn was silent long enough for the three captives to know the answer.

“He was deluded. Said that Murgatroyd held the key to making it all right,” Benn mumbled, ashamed despite his conviction that he had acted for the best. “He said the boy had . . . special abilities. That he could fix all the things the Quest had done wrong, but for it to work, there could be no more secrets.”

Murgatroyd began to cry.

“Murderer,” snarled Ann.

“I had no choice!” roared Benn.

The matronly woman stepped forward into the centre of the room. “Shhh, shhh,” she said, holding her hands up in a plea for general calm. “Let’s all count together. One . . . two—”

“Shut up!” snapped Ann.

The woman lowered her hands. “A tranquil mind is the enemy of no one,” she said evenly. But she didn’t resume counting either.

“He killed Uncle Yusuf,” Murgatroyd blubbered softly, addressing no one in particular.

“I bet he was the one who killed Nimali too,” added Ann.

Benn shook his head. “I didn’t kill her.” He looked at Murgatroyd. “When I said it wasn’t me, I was telling you the truth.”

“I killed her,” said Pierre, stepping forward. “I didn’t want to. But it was in the name of a greater good.”

“Yes, random throat slittings—always necessary for a good cause,” quipped Ann.

“Not entirely random,” said Hans, rejoining the conversation. “Designed to sow doubt and fear among the Quest’s ranks. One death a year—enough, over time, to bring the Quest to a halt. We’ve started with the explorers, but we won’t stop there. We’ll move on to the Sumfit Questians as well. Perhaps someone in the Compendium—who knows? No one is safe—that’s what people will think after a while. Let’s see what happens to the Quest then.”

“So you’re going to kill us too?” asked Murgatroyd.

“Not you,” said Hans consolingly, patting him on the back. “At least, we hope not. You heard Benn: you’re very special. We need you alive. And anyway, Pierre says you’re a decent fellow, even if you’re not very bright.”

Then Hans turned to Ann with a nasty smile. “It looks like we’ll have to get rid of you, though,” he said. “I don’t think we’ll be able to win you over.”

In confirmation of this, Ann promptly spat on Hans’s shoes.

Murgatroyd’s heart sank lower by the second. “But you’ll let Nutmeg go, right? She doesn’t have anything to do with the Quest.”

“Of course,” Benn exclaimed.

“We’ll see,” said Hans at the same time.

Benn stared at Hans. “What do you mean?” he asked.

“She’s obviously sympathetic to their cause,” explained Hans. “Can she be trusted if we let her go? What if she tells the rest of the Quest about us?”

Benn shook his head vigorously. “She won’t. Nutmeg, tell him you won’t.”

Nutmeg was silent.

“Tell him!” Benn urged again.

But Nutmeg would do no such thing.

“She won’t,” said Benn hastily. “You have my word.”

Hans looked sceptical. “Why don’t we see how things go,” he said.

Benn gave a curt nod, but Murgatroyd could see his fists were clenched and trembling.

“You said Murgatroyd is very special,” Ann broke in. “And that you need him alive. What did you mean?”

Murgatroyd had been too worried about Ann and Nutmeg to dwell on the ominousness of what Hans had said about him. But now, as Ann repeated Hans’s words, his heart began to race.

Hans shrugged. “Exactly what I said.”

“What are you going to do with him?”

Hans tilted his head and frowned, as if deliberating how he should answer.

“Why don’t we all go into the other room?” he said at last. “It will be easier to explain there. Pierre? Benn? If you please.”

The two men produced squat, heavy wooden clubs and herded the three captives, bound and hopping, through the door.





CHAPTER 18

The room had no windows, though there were tiny jagged panes of green and brown glass overhead through which sunlight streamed, giving the space a spotty, mouldy appearance. The atmosphere was stagnant and heavy. As they stood there among the shadowy forms of what Murgatroyd supposed was furniture—they were draped in white sheets—his heart began to pound.

“I originally wanted it to be completely devoid of natural light,” explained a chestnut-haired woman in a white lab coat who had hitherto been silent. “But installing electric lighting would have been too impractical. Our solar generators barely provide enough power to run the equipment we’ll need.”

The other Anti-Quest members murmured approvingly. This was evidently the first time they’d been allowed into the lab as well.

“This whole lab is Rosalyn’s handiwork,” declared Hans. “She’s the brains behind this project.”

The woman in the white coat beamed.

“What do you need a lab for?” asked Ann.

“First things first,” said Hans. “Have a seat.”

Rosalyn sidled over and whispered something in his ear.

“Ah, I see. Roger, fetch some stools from the kitchen for our guests.”

A diminutive bearded member of the group trotted off and returned with three wooden stools of dubious-looking stability.

“This lab has only the essentials,” Rosalyn apologized. “I didn’t think about chairs.”

“Can we sit down as well?” piped the woman in blue socks. “We’ve been standing for a very long time.”

Hans rolled his eyes. “Oh, very well,” he said. “Roger, stools for everyone. Except me. I prefer to stand for effect.”

Off Roger trotted again, reappearing with three more stools, then four more, until at last everyone was uncomfortably seated. The stools really were very wobbly.

Hans looked at Rosalyn. “Is it time? Should I elaborate more on the project now?”

From where she was sitting, Rosalyn nodded. And for some reason, Murgatroyd couldn’t help but feel that there was something familiar about all this—their current surroundings, how events were unfolding.

Hans cleared his throat and began to speak.

“As I mentioned earlier, the main mission of the Anti-Quest is to bring the unethical activities of the Quest to a complete halt. As victims of the Quest, we feel it our duty to prevent any other Oddfit children from being abducted before they can complete the adaptation process as nature intended.”

“Hear, hear,” cried the woman in blue socks.

“However,” continued Hans, “the Anti-Quest does have a secondary mission as well: to reverse the deleterious effects of being removed from the Known World at such a young age; to enable Oddfits like us to once again return to the Known World without triggering an allergic reaction from its immune system.”

Murgatroyd tilted his head to one side. “Like what Uncle Yusuf could do?”

“Exactly,” said Hans. “And what no one else can.”

“I’ve termed it the Allfit phenomenon,” Rosalyn piped. “It was a quality no one else but he possessed—to our knowledge.”

Hans nodded. “Unfortunately, Yusuf is dead. Was long dead by the time the Anti-Quest came into being. We even thought about exhuming his body so we could examine his remains, but you see, all of us except Pierre were recruited at such a young age, the Known World would kill us immediately if we transferred there. And Pierre can only stay for, what, half an hour at most?”

“Forty-five minutes when the plan was still under discussion,” said Pierre. “It’s hard to dig a body up in just forty-five minutes.”

“And then there’s the question of transferring,” added Rosalyn. “As you know, human beings are very difficult to transfer, even when dead. If there were, say, only a leg left, it still would have been hard for Pierre to get it back here.”

Pierre frowned. “That’s not how decomposition works. But yes, unfortunately, I’m not as strong as Benn. I wouldn’t have been able to transfer human remains.”

All this talk of Yusuf as a body or a leg or remains made Murgatroyd sick. The room’s stuffiness didn’t help.

“To make a long story short,” said Hans, “even if Yusuf is the best example of what we hope to attain, he’s no longer available for us to learn anything from.”

“Benn, you actually want to help these people?” Nutmeg exclaimed.

“Be quiet,” Benn hissed. “Or they won’t let you go!”

“Still,” resumed Hans, waving aside the interruption, “I remained obsessed with Yusuf. Fixated, if you will. I was convinced that the secret to returning to the Known World lay in him and him alone. I would take trips to Himalaya-Ablaze for the specific purpose of combing Yusuf’s abode and roaming the Great Freezer in the deluded hope of stumbling upon some clue—any clue—that would reveal the secret of Yusuf’s allfittingness. That was how Benn and I found each other, in fact. Benn, what were you doing there, again?”

“Reminiscing,” said Benn curtly, the memory fast turning sour.

“Ah yes. I remember now. And you said it was the first time you’d been back there in ages, so it was quite the coincidence that we met! We got to talking—about Yusuf and the evils of the Quest, of course. But then, while we were speaking of Yusuf’s allfittingness, Benn mentioned a boy—an Oddfit boy who Yusuf was convinced was something very special in and of himself. A boy with the power to heal. To make right what the Quest had made wrong.” Hans smiled. “Can you guess who this was, Murgatroyd?”

Murgatroyd had always been bad at leaving rhetorical questions unanswered.

“Me?” he ventured.

“Yes, you. Nothing came of it at the time. Benn didn’t know what happened to you. But then, not long after, Pierre told us about his new abodemate. A Murgatroyd Floyd, from Singapore, who had somehow managed to resist adaptation by the Known World, yet continue living in it until his recruitment.”

Ann saw where all this was leading, even if Murgatroyd didn’t.

“Murgatroyd doesn’t have that ability anymore,” she said. “He’s just an ordinary Oddfit now. You won’t be able to learn anything from him.”

“Learn from me?” exclaimed Murgatroyd in bewilderment. “Learn what?”

Hans ignored him. “True, he’s not like Yusuf. But you never know. If he was born with it, the secret might be tucked away inside him still. In his CNA.”

“DNA,” corrected Rosalyn.

“What secret?” yelped Murgatroyd.

“The secret to remaining in the Known World and being extremely oddfitting at the same time,” Rosalyn said impatiently. “Isn’t it obvious?”

Murgatroyd’s eyes grew wide. “Erh, no?”

Hans rubbed his hands together in glee. “The power to make right what the Quest had made wrong—Yusuf thought it was inside Murgatroyd. And Yusuf was a wise man. And principled. I admired him, I tell you, I really did.”

“Well, if you want to respect his memory at all,” said Ann, “you should leave Murgatroyd alone. Yusuf wouldn’t have done this.”

“True,” Hans admitted. “Yusuf probably had some other method up his sleeve. A kinder one. And less risky. But we can’t all be Yusuf, can we?”

“So . . . what are you going to do with me?” asked Murgatroyd in a small voice.

Suddenly Rosalyn broke into a fit of maniacal laughter. She had left her seat without anyone noticing and was now standing next to one of the many large covered objects in the room. Whisking away the white sheet with her left hand, she answered Murgatroyd’s question: “We shall be conducting . . . scientific tests!”

The apparatus she unveiled was a small monitor and a keyboard on a rolling plastic trolley.

“What does that do?” squeaked Murgatroyd.

“It runs . . . tests,” said Rosalyn ominously before striding to another white sheet and whisking that one away too. Beneath it was a gurney with thick brown leather straps duct-taped to where a patient’s ankles, waist, and wrists would presumably go.

“And that?” squeaked Murgatroyd.

“It holds you in place!” replied Rosalyn.

She continued to dart around the room, unveiling one piece of equipment after another: a small cart with an assortment of rusty scalpels and syringes on it, two wooden tables lined with empty beakers and test tubes, a rolling IV drip stand complete with IV bag, a weighing scale, an enormous metal box covered in buttons and dials, and a bulky computer monitor.

Ann squinted at a sticker on the first apparatus. “LifeTech electrocardiogram machine.”

For monitoring his heart rate?

“Using this state-of-the-art equipment,” announced Hans, “we will study Murgatroyd and create a serum from his CNA—”

“DNA,” corrected Rosalyn.

“. . . DNA that will imbue us with the ability he once had to live in the Known World despite his oddfittingness.”

Murgatroyd quivered in fear. Ann, on the other hand, looked somewhat puzzled. “So, this serum you want to get from Murgatroyd: How exactly are you going to create it?”

Rosalyn scoffed at the stupidity of this question. She pointed again at the first apparatus. “As I said, we have this handy-dandy machine! Not to mention those! And those!” She gestured at the IV drip and the weighing scale.

This was followed by complete silence. This was the first time Rosalyn had presented the newly completed lab to her fellow Anti-Questians, and for almost all of them, this silence was indicative of awe. Pierre, on the other hand, sighed and rubbed his hand over his face.

“Oh dear,” he murmured.

“You have no idea what you’re doing, do you?” asked Ann.

Rosalyn smiled. “I’m afraid we do.” She whipped out something from the inner pocket of her lab coat and tossed it at Ann’s feet. Ann looked at it. It was a tattered, creased comic book. On the cover was an evil scientist, also in a white lab coat, cackling.

“Nutmeg’s right,” murmured Ann. “You’re insane.”

Rosalyn’s grin only became more demented. “That’s exactly what you’re supposed to say!” she said, bending down to retrieve the book. She flipped to a page in the middle and pointed at a scene where the hero was strapped to a gurney like the one near them now. In fact, the room they were in was almost a spitting image of the lab in the book.

“See?” said Rosalyn, stabbing energetically at one of the hero’s speech bubbles and reading it out loud: “‘You’re insane.’”

She turned to Hans and flashed him a thumbs-up. “Everything is going according to plan!” she crowed.

“Will it hurt?” asked Murgatroyd, still ignorant of his captors’ ignorance.

“Probably,” said Rosalyn. “But we’ll try our best to keep you comfortable.”

Murgatroyd swallowed. “If you let the others go, I promise I’ll cooperate.”

“Out of the question for Ann,” declared Hans, “but we will give her a choice.”

“A choice,” Ann repeated wearily.

“Yes. Join us. Or die.”

“Join you or die,” echoed Ann.

“Stop repeating what I say!”

“What you say?” asked Ann innocently before breaking into a low laugh—one that made Murgatroyd’s hair stand on end. “Now, why would I ever choose to join you?”

Hans shook his head in dismay. “Haven’t you been listening to a word I’ve said? The Quest is immoral, unethical. It has to be stopped. Are you so blind? Are your ears so stopped up with all the lies the One’s been feeding you that you can’t recognize the truth when it hits you in the face?”

Ann considered these words. “I feel,” she said finally, “like you’re mixing your metaphors.”

Hans approached her and raised his hand, but Ann refused to flinch.

“Don’t think I don’t know all about you too, An An Hsu,” he hissed, reaching for her chin and holding it firmly in his left hand.

“Stop it!” cried Murgatroyd and Nutmeg at the same time.

Carefully, almost tenderly, Hans reached around Ann’s head and removed the band that held Ann’s eye patch in place. Lifting it off her head as if it were a crown, he flung it aside and grinned.

Murgatroyd had never seen Ann without her patch on. She only ever took it off when she went to sleep, and because of this, out of respect, Murgatroyd had always avoided looking at her while she slept. But now, like everyone else in the room, he stared—at the whorls of scar tissue, at the partially closed lid, at the moist pink recess where the eye should have been.

“Stop it!” he screamed, stamping his feet.

“But I’m not finished,” said Hans, petulant—a child being told no. With his right hand, he forced her left eye open using his middle finger and thumb. She was struggling now, trying with all her might to turn her head away.

“Don’t move,” Hans counselled. “Or I might do some real damage.”

Continuing to hold her eye open, he stroked the eyeball gently with his index finger. “I’ve never worn contact lenses before . . . How does this—aha!”

Sweeping his thumb up from the lower lid, across the eyeball, towards his forefinger, he made a pinching motion, and the lens popped out. Ann screamed, though more from shock than pain. Flicking the lens away onto the floor, Hans took a step back.

“There we go. Isn’t that better? No need to hide behind patches or coloured contacts anymore. Doesn’t it feel good to be you?”

“You’re the one living a lie,” growled Ann.

“Oh really? Then why don’t we talk about your mother?”

The wound inflicted by the dream was still fresh. Ann was silent.

Hans continued. “Life with her must have been hell for you to want to leave so badly. She must have hated you, and you must have hated her.”

Ann still remained silent.

“But why speculate when we can find out? After all, you have a file. Every Oddfit does. And it’s easy to find someone’s file if one takes the trouble.”

Hans reached into the inner pocket of his jacket and produced a neatly folded sheet of paper. “Photocopy courtesy of Pierre. Now, you had the honour of being recruited by the One herself, didn’t you? Let’s see what she had to say about her new protégé. ‘Name: An An. Surname: Hsu. Entered in pageants and enrolled in school under the first name “Ann.” Degree of oddfittingness at time of discovery: high. Signs of adaptation: nascent. Other attributes: extremely bright with exceptional physical coordination and unparalleled self-discipline’ . . . blah blah blah . . . Ah, here’s the good part.” He paused for effect. “‘Mother loves her excessively. Loves mother excessively in return.’”

He lowered the sheet.

“The One has a way with words, doesn’t she? Excessive. As if love were a bad thing. But the One has always been a bit inhuman, a bit mechanical, hasn’t she?” He peered into Ann’s face. “And you swapped your loving mother for her?”

“Shut up,” Ann muttered. But Hans’s words had clearly hit their mark. Ann’s face, so bare without its patch—so naked and exposed—shone grief as a full moon shines its light. But still, Hans pressed on.

“And you still believe in the Quest? Think about it. What if you had remained in the Known World? You would have adapted eventually, wouldn’t you? Life wouldn’t have been so bad. And you wouldn’t have had to leave her. The mommy you loved. The mommy who loved you. Do you really believe,” he said scornfully, “that being part of the Quest is better than having that kind of love? Do you really think the Quest is worth what your departure did to her?”

“What would you know about that?” muttered Ann.

“A lot. Would you like me to tell you?”

Ann glanced up sharply. “Tell me what?”

“How your mother fared after you left. I realize you took great pains to forget about her after you joined the Quest, but while you were off with your new mother on all sorts of magical, exciting adventures, weren’t you ever the least bit curious about how your real mother was?”

He let a second go by, then five more for good measure. “After you left, she went mad. Completely stark raving mad. Can you blame her? You were her whole world. Imagine losing your whole world. Being a key suspect in your murder didn’t help either.”

Ann’s heart stopped. “You’re lying,” she gasped. “And I wasn’t murdered.”

“Of course you weren’t. But think about it: a hysterical woman, no witnesses, holding a pair of bloody scissors and her daughter’s eyeball, raving about someone who took her little girl away . . .”

“I had to leave . . .”

“Did you? Did you really? Now think. If you’d just endured things for a little while longer, nobody would have had to get hurt. I mean, it’s all well and good for you. All you lost was an eye. But your poor mother—alone, confused, the one person in the world she loved most snatched from her . . .” And here, Hans began to weep—genuinely weep. Many of the Anti-Questians were also shedding tears. “Don’t you see, Ann? How much pain the Quest has caused? How much sorrow? Can’t you see that it has to end?”

He grabbed her by the shoulders and gazed earnestly into her face. “You can help us, Ann. You’re one of us. You’re a victim. You can help us prevent the Quest from ruining any more lives.”

But all Ann could do was stare dully back.

“I had to leave . . . ,” she repeated.

“I’ll give you a bit more time to think it over,” said Hans, patting her on the cheek.

“You bully,” yelled Nutmeg.

Hans wheeled around. “Ah, yes. I almost forgot about you. I’ve made my decision. You’ll have to go.”

“No!” sobbed Murgatroyd.

Benn turned pale. “What?” he exclaimed, rising to his feet.

“It’s only fair,” said Hans calmly.

“Fair how?” asked Benn. “What are you talking about?”

“You killed Yusuf—the person who would have given this project the greatest chance of success,” Hans reasoned. “I mean, we’ll try to make a go of it with Murgatroyd, but as Ann said, he’s pretty much just a regular Oddfit now. It only seems right for us to take someone important away from you.”

Benn drew his club. At the same time, Pierre drew his, along with a knife.

“Why are you with them?” Nutmeg asked Pierre. “You know they’re crazy. I saw the look on your face when that woman was telling us about the lab equipment.”

“Of course I know they’re crazy,” said Pierre. “But it doesn’t make their mission any less right.”

“Sorry about all this, Nutmeg,” Benn muttered, raising his club. For a moment it looked as if he were about to charge. Then, all of a sudden, he lowered his weapon. “But this is the best chance I have of protecting our people.”

Nutmeg glared at him, eyes filled with scorn. “You have no idea what’s best for ‘our people,’” she sneered.

So this is it, Murgatroyd thought sadly as he watched the lives of his friends and himself crumble around him. This is how it will end.

He had been feeling queasy for some time now, ever since that awful man had removed Ann’s eye patch. And that nausea was now increasing with each passing second. It reminded him of how he used to feel when he had just learned how to transfer—the stomach churning, the mind swimming, the heart aching. He wondered if he might still be able to plead with the Anti-Questians to spare Nutmeg’s life. He wondered if he might be able to somehow convince Ann to accept Hans’s offer, or at least pretend to, so that she could stay alive. With regard to his own welfare, he harboured no hope whatsoever. If they do make a serum from me, at least I’ll be useful, he thought, trying to cheer himself up. Needless to say, this attempt failed spectacularly, but before he could take another stab at thinking positively, a miracle happened. Well, not exactly a miracle. Ann.

Ann happened. Like everyone else in the room, Murgatroyd had assumed that Hans had broken Ann—squashed her spirit between his fingers and wiped the remnants on his trouser leg. To all appearances, he had. For the past few minutes, Ann had been sitting there silent and limp, her gaze downcast. In the absence of her eye patch, her face seemed so vulnerable it was painful to behold. But appearances were always misleading when it came to perceiving what was really going on with Ann—when it came to comprehending the black, viscous mass that constituted her inner life and seethed like boiling tar.

No, Ann was not broken. On the contrary, rage was surging through every artery and vein—the same rage that had driven her to disfigure herself so many years ago. The only other time she had experienced anything close was when she had been trying to convince the One and the Other that Murgatroyd needed rescuing from the Known World. But even that anger had been nothing compared to that first time, and nothing compared to what was coursing through her body now. Without a word and with barely a movement, Ann broke free of her bonds as easily as if they had been single strands of thread. She felled Pierre with a flying kick to the small of his back and picked up his knife and his club. Then she let herself go.

She was not angry at the Anti-Quest per se. Or rather, she was, but they were not the main reason for her fury. Hers was a fury at the cruelty of everything—the Worlds, fate, circumstance, history—and how all these things could conspire to do so much wrong to herself and her mother, to Yusuf and Nutmeg, to Murgatroyd, and even to some extent to Hans and the other Anti-Questians. Nutmeg claimed the one element pervading all existence was pain. At that moment she believed it and felt how terrible it was. The universe seemed to her nothing but an immense, all-encompassing sadist, pressing down on every individual that populated it with its colossal cosmic thumb, inflicting suffering on everyone, no matter what course they chose or how desperately they tried to escape.

And because she could not harm the universe, because she could not plunge her knife into it or break its neck or slash open its belly or smash in its skull, she applied herself instead to her captors.

Murgatroyd and Nutmeg could only watch in horror as they witnessed Ann in full battle frenzy. Rosalyn was dead at the end of it, and Martin—and Benn as well, his right arm nearly severed, his head a shapeless pulpy mass. The rest were screaming in pain, except for Hans. His left leg was bent at an impossible angle, but he was silent as Ann pressed the rusty scalpel against the flesh of his neck.

“Last words?” Ann snarled.

Hans stared at her, wild eyed. “It can’t be.”

“What can’t be?”

“The good guys are supposed to win. The bad guys are supposed to lose.”

At this, Ann almost dropped the scalpel, but just as quickly, she regained her grip. “Don’t you get it?” she hissed. “You’re the bad guys.”

“Impossible,” whispered Hans.

“The person who designed your lab modelled it on an evil scientist’s lair!”

Hans wasn’t listening. His eyes darted about the room, taking in the ruins, taking in the slaughter. He spoke again. “Let us die.”

“I will if you keep talking,” said Ann.

But Hans shook his head, and a thin line materialized on his neck just beneath the blade, as harmless looking as the errant swipe of a red pen. “No, let us go home to die. There is nothing left for us here. Murgatroyd was our last hope.”

“What are you talking about?”

“Let us go home,” he repeated, pointing somewhere behind Ann.

Murgatroyd thought he understood. “Ann, I think he means the Known World.”

Ann drew the blade away from the skin ever so slightly, and Hans nodded.

“Fine,” she said after some contemplation.

“But you can’t!” exclaimed Murgatroyd, to even his surprise. “You said it yourself. The Known World will react immediately. It will kill you!”

“Yes,” said Hans wearily. “That’s the point.”

Hans gazed into the eyes of the person whom he had pinned so much hope on and in whom Yusuf had placed so much faith and trust. And as Murgatroyd met that gaze, the nausea he had been feeling for some time now spiked.

“I just want to go home,” Hans insisted again. And to Murgatroyd’s astonishment, Hans shattered into pieces. Murgatroyd blinked. No, that wasn’t what happened. Hans hadn’t broken apart—he had multiplied. There were hundreds of him, no, thousands. And yet there was only one. It was like that day long ago when Ann had first taught him how to access the More Known World and the field they were sitting in unfolded before his eyes. Hans was unfolded. Unfurled. And at the core of his multiple selves, which were arranged in a circular pattern like petals on a rose, was a little boy, plump cheeked and big eyed, in a blue romper, clutching a plush dog toy.

“Home,” the boy said plaintively. And the sight made Murgatroyd so sad that tears began to roll down his cheeks.

Yusuf had been mostly right about Murgatroyd. And the brief, seemingly contentless message he had written to Murgatroyd in his last seconds of life actually did convey the main gist of what he would have told him directly if given the chance: “Love.” For it was this capacity for unconditional and complete love that Yusuf had correctly discerned in eight-year-old Murgatroyd, and it was this capacity that had convinced the Known World to tolerate Murgatroyd’s presence for so long, despite his unabatedly high levels of oddfittingness.

It was also this capacity that Yusuf believed would bring healing to those whom the Quest had inadvertently harmed: those like the Anti-Questians, and others as well, including Questians who weren’t fully aware of the damage done to them—like Ann and the Other, not to mention the One. Yusuf’s plan had been this: in conjunction with the ability to perceive the extent of others’ pain, which Murgatroyd would learn from another extraordinary young child named Nutmeg, Murgatroyd’s compassion would be able to unfold, of all things, human beings—those incomparably dense organisms whose countless complexities and layers Yusuf sensed whenever transferring someone from one Territory to another, but which otherwise remained as impenetrable to him as the contents of a book whose pages had been glued shut. In this sense, small, unassuming Murgatroyd would be the ultimate Oddfit—capable of doing to people what Oddfits did to Territories, opening up their nooks and crannies and seeing all facets of the human heart.

Still, wishful thinking had played too much of a hand in Yusuf’s theory. For if he was right about everything else, he was wrong about one crucial thing: Murgatroyd’s compassion could not heal. Love, at least in this case, was not enough. Murgatroyd could no more repair the wounds caused by suffering than someone could will a loved one back from the grave.

This did not mean that Murgatroyd would not be able to do wondrous things in the future. Indeed, his time would come. But that time was not now. For now, all Murgatroyd could do was see the villainous Hans unfurled and do the only thing he was good at. Love.

And then it was over, and Murgatroyd was lying next to Hans. His hands and feet were still bound, but his head rested on the man’s chest in an approximation of a hug. Ann was yelling furiously at him to get away.

Murgatroyd raised his head and looked Hans in the face once more. “I’m sorry,” he whispered, awed by what he had just seen.

Then with a great effort, Hans shoved Murgatroyd off his chest and began crawling to the far corner of the room, dragging his leg behind him.

“Home!” he howled as he hurled himself through the crack apparently located there. The surviving four Anti-Questians followed him, creeping or hobbling as best they were able, leaving a trail of blood in their wake.

Pierre was the least injured of them all. He helped the other three through. And just as he was about to stumble through after them, Murgatroyd called out, “Pierre, you don’t have to do this! You don’t have to be one of them!”

Pierre regarded his abodemate through his bruised, swollen eyelids. “I know I don’t have to. It is my choice.”

And with that, he too vanished.
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None of them except for Pierre had ever been through the crack before. It was Pierre who found out it led directly into the Known World and thus deemed it a suitable location for what they would have to do if the worst were to happen. By happy coincidence, it was breathtaking. They couldn’t have hoped for a more wonderful, more man-made place to die—as if life had decided to grant them a modicum of mercy in this, their final hour.

They were in a crowded plaza, in broad daylight, surrounded by people and beautiful buildings, tall and stately with many windows, and elaborate spires and domes. There were even fountains: one with a great tower rising out of its centre, with four muscular giants surrounding its base; two others at a distance, to the survivors’ left and right, more modest in stature, but also skilfully sculpted and astonishing to behold.

There were birds too. Real birds. Imagine that.

It was beautiful. More beautiful than in the books they had read. More beautiful than in any postcard they had purloined. More beautiful than anything in their wildest dreams.

They were home.

In a newspaper account of the incident, eyewitnesses reported the ground below the plaza giving way under a group of tourists, the earth swallowing them before mysteriously knitting itself together again, pavement and all, as if nothing had ever happened. The tourists’ identities were never ascertained.

In other news, on the same day, a man was torn to shreds by stray dogs. The victim, black, in his thirties, and already bearing serious wounds, had no identification on him and thus remained nameless. As this occurred several streets away, approximately thirty minutes later, no connection was ever drawn between the two events.





CHAPTER 19

Murgatroyd had never been very good at parties. At least, this is what he surmised from his extremely limited experience with them. The first party he had ever attended had been for a classmate’s birthday during his first year at school. It was a Sun King–themed luncheon, claimed his father when he read the invitation for him (Murgatroyd’s reading skills at that age were positively abysmal). This meant that Murgatroyd had to wear a costume: white stockings, pantaloons, a tunic with ruffles at the collar, a long curly wig, and on his face, powder and rouge.

Upon arriving, he found that everyone else had chosen to ignore the dress code.

After this came a very long period of not being invited to any parties at all.

The second party he had ever attended had been in honour of his best friend, Kay Huat, to celebrate the latter’s return to Singapore after four years in the US. Kay Huat organized it himself—a relatively low-key soiree in his father’s flat, where he was living at the time. Murgatroyd had never been brought into contact with Kay Huat’s other friends before and was understandably nervous. How cool those other friends seemed! How smart and sophisticated!

The evening did not go well. After an hour of awkward conversation, interspersed with slightly less awkward silence, Murgatroyd accidentally smeared some chocolate swiss roll all over his crotch and fled to the bathroom to wash his jeans. And then he opened the window and began to wave them around in an attempt to get them to dry more quickly. Evidently the jeans weren’t enjoying the party either: afforded the opportunity to escape, they flung themselves out of his grasp and plummeted to the grass below, at which point guests began pounding on the door, demanding that he hurry up. The events that immediately followed, admittedly, could have been worse: Murgatroyd emerged in his underpants, everyone had a good laugh, and Kay Huat let him borrow a pair of his father’s shorts. Then, later in the evening, he caught on fire.

That had been years and years ago. Nevertheless, it was entirely understandable for Murgatroyd to be slightly apprehensive about the party that was about to start in less than an hour—and more understandable still given that he had asked Nutmeg if she would attend it with him, thus turning it into his first-ever actual date.

The party was being held in the clearing next to the Compendium. All Questians had been invited, though it was difficult to predict how many people would turn up. Contacting every member was always a tricky business since mass communication relied on hand-delivered notes, and even though invitations had been sent to people’s abodes eight weeks in advance, who knew if everyone—particularly the more dedicated explorers—would receive them in time, though as it was the first party ever to be held in the Quest’s history, it would have been a shame to not attend.

The whole thing was Mildred’s idea. She had convinced the One that it would not only be nice, but necessary.

“Launching a website is a significant milestone in the Quest’s existence as an organization,” Mildred had said. “Think about it. All the information everyone has spent so much time compiling will now be accessible to the general public.”

The One had frowned. “It was always accessible to the general public.”

“Yes, but more so now.”

The One gave a grudging nod. This was, admittedly, true. She turned her attention back to the sheet of paper on the table in front of her, extended her index finger, and tapped on a tan box labelled “About.” Mildred promptly removed the sheet and replaced it with three sheets providing a summary of the Quest’s mission statement and a brief history of the organization, including a grainy black-and-white photograph of the One, Yusuf, and the Other, evidently taken on some group excursion the three had made to the Known World once upon a time.

The One quickly perused the text to determine it was all correct. It was. “Back,” she said, and Mildred replaced the three sheets of paper again with the printout of the home page. This was the method Mildred had devised in order to give the One the experience of browsing the website.

The One tapped a box labelled “Territories of the More Known World.”

“I only printed out the first hundred entries,” warned Mildred, producing a list of Territories beginning with A.

The One’s finger scrolled down the page and hovered over “Afghanistan-Barracuda.” She tapped. And Mildred spread before her eight pages of full-colour illustrations of flora, fauna, and scenery that one of the more talented Oddfit Questians had done during his exploration of the Territory.

“Not all the entries have visuals,” explained Mildred. “But we’ve sent out a call for Questians with artistic abilities to contribute as they’re able. Visuals will be vital in drumming up more interest.”

The One had grown more accustomed to the way Mildred spoke whenever she talked about publicizing the Quest. Nevertheless she couldn’t help but wince a very little bit at the phrase drumming up more interest.

“So this site will be accessible to everyone in the Known World?” she asked, changing the subject.

“Well, everyone with access to the Internet. And for the moment, only people who speak English. But the idea is for the website to be in multiple languages—once we launch this initial version.”

The One murmured in approval. She let her gaze rest on a charcoal sketch of a field of Restifar Tonsilaruses in full exuviation. She could practically feel the flap of their elastic tongues against her shins. She let out a happy sigh.

Mildred saw her chance. “We should celebrate the launch of the website. An event of some sort. I can organize it.”

The One had nodded.

And now the day was here. Rumours had been flying for months about what the party would be like. There were whispers about special refreshments being transferred in from the Known World. There was even some talk about a grand piano. Murgatroyd tried his best to ease his anxiety by thinking about these things as he trotted over the undulating hills of periwinkle moss to Nutmeg’s abode near the Compendium. He even tried indulging in speculation about what colour the piano would be. But despite himself, by the time he arrived in the vicinity of the abodes where the Compendium staff lived, his palms were dripping with sweat—so much so that he didn’t even dare to pat the pocket of his best dress shorts to make sure Nutmeg’s gift was still there.

The Compendium staff quarters had been designed by someone who was enamoured with the idea of camouflage. As a result, the individual abodes were very difficult to locate, and Murgatroyd had to knock on the trunks of several different trees, and then several treelike doors belonging to other abodes, before he found the correct one. One of Nutmeg’s two abodemates, a Sumfit Questian in her early twenties named Edith, opened the door.

“Are you Nutmeg’s date?” she asked.

Murgatroyd nodded, flushing suddenly at the word date. Edith disappeared, and in less than a minute, Nutmeg appeared, looking just as nervous as Murgatroyd. She had either just bathed or gone swimming, for her hair was slick and wet. Her wrists were adorned with bloodwood bangles, cut in such a way as to accentuate the plumpness of her forearms. And she had applied a dark pigment to her eyebrows and the area in between so that they formed a single, seamless low arch.

As they stood looking at each other, each of them broke into a wide grin.

“Wah,” exclaimed Murgatroyd, turning even redder and trying surreptitiously to wipe his palms on the back of his collared short-sleeve shirt. “Very swee. Erh, sorry. I mean great. You look great.”

“You do too,” she chirped. “Are those new flip-flops?”

Murgatroyd’s grin grew even wider. He stretched out a leg and waggled his foot so Nutmeg could admire its plastic sea-green vestments. “You noticed! This whole outfit is new. I asked Percy to buy them for me when he was in the Known World last month.”

Percy was Murgatroyd’s new abodemate. Since Pierre’s death almost a year ago, Murgatroyd had been assigned to live with someone else.

“We should go,” said Nutmeg with a glance at the darkening sky. “The party begins at sunset.”

“Wait!” blurted Murgatroyd, remembering the present in his pocket. “I have something for you.”

Nutmeg’s heart leapt into her throat at how quickly things were progressing, but to her relief, it was not an engagement pelt he produced, but a wad of crinkly aquamarine paper.

“Here,” he said, depositing it in her hand. Then, prompted by the feeling he should say something else, he added, “I hope you like it.”

“I do,” she said, staring at it admiringly. “It’s lovely.”

“Erh. You can open it if you like.”

“Oh, it opens!”

She uncrumpled it to find several paper parasols strung together with soft-wheat yarn, each parasol nestled in a separate layer of tissue paper to prevent the string from getting tangled.

“To hang on your wall,” Murgatroyd explained. “Uncle Yusuf used to give them to me whenever I ate ice cream at his shop. These aren’t the same ones, but there was a peddler selling some in the settlement here. They’re one of my favourite things from the Known World.”

“Thank you,” said Nutmeg, meaning it. They stood together in silence until Edith and Nutmeg’s other abodemate, Greta, squeezed past them to head to the party themselves.

Nutmeg put the parasols away in her room, and when she returned, she and Murgatroyd set off side by side for the Compendium, each of them quietly convinced that they were the happiest person in the entire universe.

Not all the rumours about the party turned out to be true. For example, there was no grand piano. But it was a splendid affair nonetheless. Tall poles had been erected and draped in fairy lights, which bathed everything in a soft amber glow. At the far end of the clearing, near a pair of portable electric generators, was an enormous projection screen. Small cloth-covered tables were scattered across the lawn, bearing, to everyone’s amazement, platters of chicken wings and beignets—deep fried and hot to boot.

“How . . . ?” murmured Murgatroyd after polishing off five beignets.

“They’re being delivered fresh from the Known World as we speak,” someone behind him answered. “The One let Mildred have some Oddfit Questians to help with the logistics.”

Murgatroyd and Nutmeg turned around to greet Ann. She was wearing the green sundress she’d had on when she had first told Murgatroyd about the More Known World. And, of course, she was wearing her eye patch too. But there was something different about her—something that Murgatroyd couldn’t quite place.

“Drink?” Ann lifted two paper cups from another table and offered them to her two friends.

Nutmeg took a sip and looked startled. “It’s . . . buzzy.”

“Ginger ale. Bottles and bottles of it. Imported from the Known World too. Like I told you, Mildred went all out. Took full advantage of the Oddfit labour the One let her have. The One was furious about the extravagance at first. Can you blame her? She’s worried about the ill feeling it’ll incite among the settlers. It’s not good for Oddfits to show off like this. Not when everyone else has to mostly make do with local goods.”

Nutmeg picked up one of the wings and took a nibble. “What meat is this? It’s delicious!”

“It’s chicken,” said Ann.

“No, it’s not!” Nutmeg guffawed. “But whatever it is, I like it.”

Then Murgatroyd realized what was different about Ann.

“Where’s your contact lens?” he asked, recalling their encounter with the Anti-Quest with a shudder. In some ways, it seemed so long ago now. In other ways, it felt like it had just happened yesterday.

She shrugged. “I took it out for tonight. For a change of pace.”

The Other bounded up to them, clutching two fistfuls of wings. “I can’t even remember the last time I ate chicken or anything deep fried!” he declared before taking a bite from each hand, as if he were holding two apples.

Not far behind him was the One. She had recently started using a cane to walk. And though her health had worsened in general, tonight there was a bloom in her cheeks that made Ann wonder if the woman wouldn’t outlast them all.

Never one for social pleasantries, the One ignored Ann and Murgatroyd and spoke directly to Nutmeg—for that was why she had come over in the first place.

“Christian says you’re a valuable addition to the Compendium staff,” she informed Nutmeg.

“Thank you,” said Nutmeg, with a little bow of her head.

“And Mildred likes your work very much. She says it’s improved many of the entries on the website by several fold and that all the Oddfit Questians you’ve been working with have been very impressed.”

“Thank you,” said Nutmeg again, though the One’s remark brought to mind the frustrations of trying to draw things based solely on other people’s explanations of what they had seen—especially when their descriptive vocabulary seemed to consist entirely of small, smaller, big, bigger, and no, that’s all wrong.

“To be honest,” said Nutmeg, “I’d rather draw what I observe with my own eyes.”

“Yes,” said the One, “I can imagine. Once we find a suitable Territory and a suitable Oddfit Questian to accompany you, we’ll send you on an expedition. A long one—to accommodate your Sumfit constitution. Perhaps Ann would like to go with you, or Murgatroyd.”

“Oh, Murgatroyd, surely,” said Ann airily, popping a beignet into her mouth. “He’s been showing dramatic improvement. I think he’ll be ready to graduate from apprenticeship in another few months or so.”

Murgatroyd and Nutmeg looked at Ann in surprise and blushed.

“So joining the Quest has been . . . satisfactory so far?” asked the One. The care with which she chose her words was unusual, but even she was capable of tact when it was necessary. She was determined to win the trust of not only Nutmeg, but her entire community—to prove they had nothing to fear from the Quest, despite what Yusuf had told them.

Nutmeg nodded. “It’s been wonderful,” she said, meaning it. But before she could launch into any further detail, the fairy lights began to flash.

“It’s starting!” the Other exclaimed. Sure enough, someone had turned on the projector. The Other seated himself on the grass and fixed his eyes on the blank screen as if something were already playing on it. As Murgatroyd and the others followed his example—the One lowering herself slowly with some assistance from Ann—Murgatroyd couldn’t help but feel that something about the Other in that light, from that angle, reminded him of someone.

Murgatroyd leaned towards Ann.

“The Other,” he whispered.

“What about him?” Ann asked.

“Do you see it?”

“See what?”

“He kind of looks like . . .” He hesitated. “Like Hans.”

Ann started, but she quickly recovered and studied the Other for herself.

“I don’t see it,” she said finally, not without some relief. “Are you feeling all right? Does this have something to do with that . . . experience you had?”

Murgatroyd had told Ann what had happened that day in the Anti-Quest lab: how one Hans had become many and how he had glimpsed what Hans was like as a little boy. Ann hadn’t known what to make of it. They had told the One, but she had dismissed it and put it all down to nerves.

Murgatroyd looked worried.

“Don’t worry about it,” counselled Ann. “At least not now. Try to have fun. I’ll see you later.”

“You’re leaving?” asked Murgatroyd. “Don’t you want to watch?”

Ann shook her head. “I have something to attend to. But I’m sure Mildred and her team have done a good job.”

“Where are you going?” asked Murgatroyd.

“You and Nutmeg,” Ann remarked, sidestepping the question.

“Yes?”

“You seem good for each other.”

Murgatroyd blushed. Then Ann was gone.

At that moment, Mildred’s voice boomed across the clearing, strangely loud. She was using a megaphone. “My fellow Questians,” she began. “Thank you for your presence here today. Many of you are familiar with the project my team and I have been assigned to: a project that will enable all the new knowledge you’ve compiled to be shared with the public at large! A project that will significantly increase the number of people who know about the More Known World and the Quest!”

An appreciative buzz greeted these words.

“I’ll spare you all the details,” Mildred continued. She noticed a few Questians looked visibly relieved. “But suffice it to say that an hour ago, our website went live! Ladies and gentlemen, now anyone in the Known World with Internet access can learn about the More Known World for themselves!”

This announcement was met with a few puzzled murmurs from the non-web-savvy crowd, who made up the majority of the attendees. But once people decided that a website being live was probably a good thing, there came a belated wave of applause.

“We don’t have Internet access right now, unfortunately . . .” Mildred paused for laughter at this understatement. Then, realizing nobody thought it was funny, she moved on. “But what my team in the Known World has done is record a video tour of our website, so you can experience what people all over the Known World will see.”

Many of the audience members recognized the word video and began to murmur excitedly once again.

“Esteemed colleagues, I give you the Quest Online!”

An image appeared on the screen—one of Nutmeg’s drawings of Cambodia-Abscond—and above it in magnificently curlicued letters: “The Quest: There Is Always More to Know.”

Strains of majestic orchestral music began to play over speakers that Murgatroyd hadn’t even realized were there. And then came Mildred’s voice again, this time as part of the video recording: “This is our home page . . .”

Any lingering inattentiveness in the audience melted away entirely as they fell under the video’s spell—just as Mildred had intended. Everyone was captivated. Everyone except the One.

It wasn’t that the One wasn’t interested in the website—of course she was. But Mildred had already shown her on paper what everyone else was now seeing for the first time, and so to her, the images on-screen were telling her nothing new. While everyone around her was being hurtled into the Quest’s future, the One found herself drifting backwards into the past, as she often did these days when her brain was idle. And as was often the case, memory’s current took her to that unforgettable quarrel with Yusuf, to that exchange that still haunted her and would continue to do so till the very end.

“It can’t be fixed,” said Yusuf mournfully.

“Don’t be ridiculous. Besides, look how much good we’re doing.”

“It doesn’t cancel out.”

“I know, but it’s too late. What’s done is done.”

“We shouldn’t have started them so young. Not Hector. Not the others.”

“We were young ourselves. How were we to know that?”

“And we shouldn’t have killed those people.”

“Oh, stop it. They weren’t people. And they were impossible to reason with. We tried our best, didn’t we? We would never have been able to open up exploration of the More Known World if we hadn’t removed them.”

Yusuf scoffed. “‘Removed’?”

“Fine. Killed. Are you happy? The facts stand. We had no choice.”

“We had no choice,” the One murmured to herself, raising her eyes to the screen.

Mildred’s voice was guiding the audience through a page headed “The Quest at a Glance”: “Fun fact for our visitors to know: since 1939, we’ve discovered more than two hundred thousand Territories . . .”

The One tried to smile. Oh, but Yusuf, look how much good we’re doing.





CHAPTER 20

“Not much traffic this morning.”

Su Wei chose not to respond to this inane statement, but as usual, her older brother persisted.

“There are usually more cars on the road at this time. Strange, don’t you think?”

In order to appease him, she gave a nod and made a faint hmm sound. To her relief, this seemed to work and she could return to giving full attention to the scenery whizzing by outside—more specifically, to the people wearing green.

If she counted more than fifteen people wearing green during the ride from the house to the museum, she knew that the likelihood of her daughter showing up that day was higher than 50 percent.

If she counted between one to fifteen people wearing green, this indicated the likelihood was less: between 30 and 50 percent.

If she counted zero people wearing green, it meant that the likelihood was much greater: 70–80 percent.

In order to count as “wearing green,” green had to constitute at least 25 percent of any article of clothing, including footwear, hats, and bags, but not including jewellery or hair accessories.

Dogs counted as people.

In all the years she had been doing this, she had never counted zero people wearing green.

This depressed her.

But on the other hand, the fact that the likelihood never fell below thirty percent buoyed her spirits considerably.

Sometimes she worried that An An had in fact visited the museum already, and that she had somehow missed her, even though she had been stationing herself there ever since it opened thirteen years ago. Maybe An An had slipped in during one of her toilet breaks, or on a day when her brother had deemed her too ill and confined her to the house.

Still, Su Wei was not an irrational person. Even in the unlikely case she had missed An An, she figured it was more than probable that her daughter would return again. The museum was always bringing in new exhibits, one of which would surely bring her back.

Diligence was the key to success.

The car pulled up behind the Kaohsiung Museum of Fine Arts.

She brought the morning’s count to a close. Nine people wearing green. A 30–50 percent chance.

“Did you bring your lunch?” her brother asked.

“Of course I did,” she snapped, regretting it almost immediately.

“I’m just trying to be helpful,” said her brother quietly.

“I know.”

“I care about you. Why else would I bring you back to Taiwan to live with us?”

“I know,” she said again. She did. She appreciated her brother and sister-in-law a lot, even though they were a pair of overbearing busybodies. And even though their three children had always been unattractive and stupid—even more so now that they were grown. How inferior they were to her own daughter, wherever she was.

Her brother sighed. “I may have to work late today. But I’ll try to pick you up at the usual time.”

She nodded, hopped out, slammed the door, and walked around to the front entrance. On some mornings, the light turned the building a dusky rose. Today, it was an unflattering hybrid of brown and grey.

She waved and flashed a smile at the museum guards, who did the same in return. She didn’t feel like smiling, or waving, but she knew it was important to be on good terms with them. They probably thought she was crazy for coming here every day, and she didn’t want to give them any reason to kick her out for good.

She walked through the lobby and unfolded her small canvas camping stool in her usual corner in the sculpture hall. Then she sat down, folded her hands, and proceeded to keep watch.

At 10:30 a.m., she hurried to the toilet and back.

At noon, she went outside to eat her lunch of rice, stewed beef, and vegetables, keeping her eyes fixed on the entrance the whole time. Then she circled the plaza fifty times and did some light stretching, still watching the entrance like a hawk.

At 1:00 p.m., she went to the toilet again, then returned to the sculpture hall.

At 1:07 p.m., after all these years, her daughter finally showed up.

Even at a distance, she could tell it was An An. She was as perfect as ever.

“An An!” she called, standing up and waving.

An An froze and took a step back, as if about to dash away. But before her daughter could escape again, Su Wei scurried across the hall and seized her by the hand.

The sobs came suddenly, consuming Su Wei, tumbling out of her mouth and streaming from her eyes and nose in great, choking hiccups. No wonder she’d been miserable for so long. She’d been underwater. She’d been drowning. And now at last, the water was draining from her lungs.

“An An, it’s you,” she whispered, one hand pressed to her daughter’s cheek, the other stroking the eye patch as if feeling out what lay beneath.

Ann averted her gaze. “No, not anymore.”

But her mother pulled her closer still.

“I know the truth. I can see it in your eyes.”

[image: image]

It took Ann longer than usual to make her selection at the 7-Eleven. And when she finally did, the pink-haired teenager working the cash register scowled and tugged at his eyebrow rings in disapproval.

“Five KitKats and five bars of Cadbury’s milk chocolate. That’s all? Shouldn’t you stock up?”

His voice was incongruously rich and warm, but Ann had known Ivan Ho too long to be surprised anymore. She shrugged. “It gives me an excuse to stop in and say hi.”

At this, Ivan smiled. He reached under the counter and added a tube of Smarties to the pile.

“I don’t like Smarties,” said Ann.

“These are special. As of two years ago, they changed the packaging.”

Now Ann was the one to look disapproving. “Two years ago?”

Ivan rolled his eyes. “Smarties don’t go bad. Give them to Murgatroyd. He’ll appreciate them, even if you don’t.”

“Oh, that reminds me . . .”

Ivan was one step ahead of her. He reached for a jumbo-sized jar of Tally Ho Miracle Cream from the shelves behind him.

“Send Murgatroyd my regards. Tally sends his too.”

“How much do I owe you?”

“On the house.”

Ignoring him, Ann pulled a small glass bottle out of her purse. When she set it on the counter, the contents swirled violently.

“Fermented tempest. From Zimbabwe-Cravat. I thought Tally might be able to find some use for it.”

“I didn’t know tempest could be fermented.”

“Well, maybe not ‘fermented,’” Ann admitted. “It might just be rotten. I left it out in the sun for a while.”

Ivan put the jar away under the counter. “It’s all right. Either way, Tally will be pleased.”

“How is he, by the way?”

“He’s well. He’s discovered how to make a pill that makes everything taste like oranges.”

“Who would buy that?”

“People who feel they aren’t getting enough citrus in their diet.”

“And how are the mosquitoes?”

“Fat. I had to buy another terrarium because the first one got too crowded. That soil you brought them from Cambodia-Abscond was something else.”

“Glad they liked it,” said Ann. She slid the chocolates and miracle cream into her bag and turned to go.

“How’s your mother?” Ivan asked.

She turned again. “How did you know?”

“You’re not wearing your contact lens.”

“What does that have to do with anything?”

Ivan shrugged. “I’m right, aren’t I?”

The dried tearstains were what had really given it away, but Ivan thought it better not to tell her this.

“Anyway,” Ivan continued, “you were bound to do something with all the reconnaissance you asked me to do.”

“You were right,” said Ann tonelessly. “And Hans was right. She’s crazy. Not stark raving mad, but mad nonetheless.”

“Won’t seeing you . . .” Ivan trailed off, realizing he shouldn’t have started the question in the first place.

But Ann finished it for him. “Make her worse? I don’t think so. If anything, I think it might help.” She paused. “We’re meeting again in three months after I get back from exploring.”

“Which Territory?”

“Can’t say. It hasn’t been named yet.”

Just as Ann turned to leave again, Ivan snapped his fingers.

“Silly me. I almost forgot.”

He reached for his back pocket and produced an envelope.

“More information for the Duck Assassin’s file.”

“We know his real name now,” said Ann. “You should stop calling him that.”

Ivan grinned. “His other name’s more fun.”

Ann frowned. “Act your age. You’re not as young as you look.”

Despite her best efforts, however, her mouth twitched upwards in the briefest hint of a smile.

Ivan saw it and was pleased. “You’re right,” he said gravely. “I’m not.”

Ann turned to go for the third time. And for the third time, Ivan called out.

“You know, I’m always here for you.”

“I know,” she replied.

The bell hanging above the door let out a cheerful tinkle as she left.
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