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        * * *

      

      Ed. Lancelot Schaubert: So this Of Gods and Globes series isn't astrology, or isn't supposed to be, so what the heck are we doing here — enough for a third volume?

      

      Dr. Anthony Cirilla: As with most complicated concepts in history, we have to start with, "What do we mean by astrology?" The etymology of it is difficult to distinguish from astronomy: the study of the stars. And the development of studying the stars, like many branches of science, were tangled up with what we might call magic today. Isidore of Seville introduced the distinction between astronomy and astrology in the seventh century, though their separation wouldn't be completed until the scientific revolution.

      But as C.S. Lewis wrote about in the Discarded Image, the relationship between astronomy and astrology was deeply influential on the poetic vision of the universe. In other words, studying how the stars worked was involved in studying the meaning of human life. So if Chaucer tells you that the planet Venus was shining brightly, that meant something more profound than mere symbolic ornamentation. It signalled a connection between the man as microcosm and the macrocosm of creation.

      

      Lancelot: In a way, it's about the influence of the non-physical mind has over matter? Or of larger bodies on smaller bodies and vice versa?

      

      Anthony: Yes, and I think this series of volumes is working in an area of literary symbolism that extends the work C.S. Lewis was attempting in the Space Trilogy, to restore the power of the Discarded Image. Not that we should return to medieval science, but to a medieval recognition that not only does the mind influence matter, but that matter is infused with mind. We talk about Enlightenment, for example, but that mental state has behind it the physical effect light has not only on the eyes but on the mind. Who hasn't felt better after taking a walk in the sun?

      That is partly due to things science can explain, but also because the sun rising as metaphor for a soul coming out of darkness into non-physical light (whether emotional, spiritual, or what have you) is in some sense the metaphor, the correct metaphor if I may say so, because it grasps at a real symbolic potential for the mind that the sun actually possesses. We use light to discuss the mind's brightening because light actually does brighten the psyche, and so partakes actually in the process it represents symbolically. The celestial bodies are not the only part of our physical environment that have this potential, but again, that they are perceptually above us matters for their symbolic reality for our condition. They lift up our eyes, and so they lift up our minds, too.

      

      Lancelot: Do you think the tidal realities of the planets have actual influence on our planet, though the pseudoscience of modern astrology gets this wrong?

      

      Anthony: I suspect you are more qualified to answer this question than I am, but given that we know that the moon holds sway over the ocean tides, and the almost universal testimony of the effect of a full moon on people, it seems plausible that there are planetary effects that are more mysterious than we have discovered. It’s possible that a bias towards our seeming superstitious or appearing to descend to horoscope folly has caused the scientific community to leave such questions less explored than they should be.

      After all, our words "influence" and "lunacy," not to mention the names of the days of our week, remind us that this belief has a strange staying power. Science has a very different view of energy than when astrology was rejected, so maybe it is possible to study our relationship to the cosmos in a way that avoids the pseudoscience but answers our lingering questions, like the impact of the moon on hospitals. What I don't know about such things could and does fill many books. But even Disney continues to invite us to wish upon a star. What there is to it scientifically I don't know, but anthropologically there's something profound at work in any case. Maybe we need a branch of psychology devoted to the symphony of the spheres? Do you have thoughts you'd like to add on that subject?

      

      Lancelot: Well if black holes warp time, as illustrated in films like Interstellar, and if our planet is delicately balanced between the orbits of multiple comets, the planets, and the sun, then it seems to me that it might have an effect on a place like Turnagin Arm -- whose tidal realities combine a strong east wind with the moon's influence upon a perfectly shaped series of mudflats: the water matches the resonant frequency of that mudflat inlet, drawing still more water out, ending with forty foot tides.

      If that's what mountains and moons and winds can do, what of Saturn? What of Jupiter?

      It's said that Titan could host life from tidal realities alone. Yes. I think it's woefully unexplored because of the social pressure associated with astrology.

      The theories of Milankovitch cycles point to apsidal precession as a place where planets like Saturn and Jupiter can irregularly shift the orbital ellipse of the Earth, completing a full cycle every 112,000 years. That means about 66,000 years from now, the eclipse of our current orbit will be facing the opposite direction, the entire thing over the course of time spinning like an egg. That’s what planets do to our orbit. And that can even effect our climate, which of course effects our diet and disease and interactions, etc.

      That in mind…

      How might stars share spirits with angels, demons, and fae?

      

      Anthony: As before, my thoughts on this subject begin with my background in the Middle Ages. The geocentric cosmology of Ptolemy was seen by medievals as mapping on to the heavenly structure of angels, which all formed a ladder of the great chain of being pointing to God as the only fully realized being whose existence was pure actuality — no potential, because only creatures have potential. The cosmos was filled with God's glory. Medievals called this the principle of plenitude – in his infinite nature.

      

      Lancelot: Mindful of all this, what borders do you believe science fiction and fantasy share?

      

      Anthony: I think science fiction and fantasy are to some extent a spectrum, with "purer" versions of both, but they enhance each other. Fantasy allows us to ask, What if the world were fundamentally different than how we know it to be? What would remain? Fantasy does not imagine the invention of dragons but asks us to see who we would be if we had to fight dragons. Then it reminds us that we do fight them already and so have to rise to the heroic image we saw in the dragonslayer.

      Science fiction deals with how a scientist might create a creature that we could call a dragon, and in so doing invites us to consider how technology and scientific innovation is already a dragon we must tame if we are to incorporate it into life in a healthy manner. One emphasizes externalizing the symbolic power of the mind; the other emphasizes the need for the symbolic power of the mind to wrestle with how our scientific innovations impact the poetic structure of our existence. Like the ancients, we are looking to the sky, but we are closer to the heavens physically than they could have imagined. But we are also further from the heavens than the rich philosophical tradition which makes its way into medieval poetry. I believe that literature is at least in part a way a society digests social change for mental health, and we need to think through stories about how our ever growing access to outer space changes our intuitive symbolic response to life. Fantasy and science fiction are, maybe, something like taking in and pushing out a deep, steadying breath to help us undertake that process.

      

      Lancelot: Fantasy and science fiction as mindfulness for a space faring civilization. I like that a lot.

      

      Anthony: After three volumes, what do you think the Of Gods and Globes anthologies have achieved? How have your hopes been met and what surprises has the process had for you? What have you learned?

      

      Lancelot: As with all of my projects, I tend to take the idea very seriously and myself as the joke. If the anthology’s the set-up, my clownish existence is the punchline. If I —  as a person — am comedic relief, the project itself is the tragic catharsis. So I always try to get collaborators stick to the form, the logic, of the vision. And then I satirize myself in the process: after all, I'm a nobody and probably deserve to do things like this anthology the least of anyone participating, the least of any other anthologizers. Anthologists? Editorial anthropoids?

      Originally, I wanted to riff on the Discarded Image ideas in a way that illuminated the longlævi. I pitched that to four  philosophers, and you were the only one that took me up on it, Anthony.

      The funny thing is that pretty well renowned authors in the science fiction and fantasy field took up the vision and ran with it. So there in the first volume, here I am with my 1980s style cheeseball back cover featuring the brilliant Juliet Marillier's headshot and her wonderful rescue dogs as well as as well as the faces of many other significant voices. Again: I took the vision and the world and the contributors so very seriously, but not so for myself.

      Only recently have I realized that there are instances in which the court jester only services the King and, as a result, makes the rest of the high court look foolish. So I’ve invested in a few more pairs of dress pants and high thread count shirts for the likes of Juliet and others. (i.e. — I invested in a cover this time around that was better than our last guy, which is to say better than me and some Creative Commons images).

      So I think right off the jump, more or less we achieved our goals with the first. It helps to have small achievable goals nested with inside a larger goal, and even my own stories in the volumes lie nested inside my larger, long-term goals. (Unlike other editors, since this was a very vision-forward anthology, I decided to practice what I preach and try my own hand at it, putting my story at the back of each volume under the assumption that I’m the lowest and least fictioneer in every book). Personally, I think I learned that I'm not a very good editor or curator. I'm a pretty good producer because of my capacity to network and because of my experience in several different creative fields (music, film, photonovels, design, performance arts, art galleries, etc.). I'm really better at creating a vision, letting other people run with it, and contributing my own creative work. I’m pretty terrible as an editor, to be perfectly honest. Without Emily, I doubt I would have even pulled the trigger on a third. She kept me in line, straight and narrow.

      And, frankly, listing on Duotrope and Submission Grinder was… well it wasn’t exactly a mistake, per se, because we accepted some amazing stories from those sources. But we were also inundated with submissions and I don’t have the team nor the time that Neil Clarke has. But hey, we survived — better late than never.

      As far as the project goes, I think I learned that this is a near infinite theme (though I will ban Greco Roman deities if there are any future volumes) because it deals with consciousness. It deals with cosmic phenomena. And it also deals with the spiritual forces of the cosmos (whether one universe or an infinite number, I here refer to the physical actuality contingent on spiritual actuality and spiritual possibility). I mean, we probably received three submissions on Venus alone this time around and have already published two on her. And all three new submissions are all different and they’re all different from the past two stories, even though it's the same demiurge, same planet.

      But as regarding other fields, I think it shows the ripe field for science, ripe field for philosophical inquiry, as well as literary symbolism and poetry.

      I think if anything, if we could rescue this idea from modern astrologers and horoscopes in the grocery aisle, we would have come a long, long way in advancing the human heart and thought deeper into cosmological phenomenon. And isn't moving further up and further into the great mystery of being what this is all about?

      I’m certainly surprised at the submissions, we have received: some of them make me weep, some make me laugh uncontrollably, most of all they humble me.

      Last question: whether science, fiction or fantasy, we're talking about the music of the spheres: where does that come from? And what does it mean?

      

      Anthony: The music of the spheres is an old idea, older than Christianity, older than Platonism. It goes right back to Pythagoras, though I imagine even he was not the first to formulate the initial thought. Essentially the music of the spheres is a consideration of what music fundamentally is and what it means for the nature of the cosmos. Music is a manifestation of order from the potential chaos of sound. Why can music be made in this universe? Why can random objects be shaped a certain way, and indeed why are our voices shaped, to produce this cocktail of audio vibrations that seem capable of working magic on us?

      Ancients and medievals broke music into three categories: the music of the spheres, the music of virtuous living, and the instrumental music (including singing) that we normally think of with the word. As they understood it, the joining of spiritual and physical capacity in producing music was what you could call a sacramental manifestation of the human desire to experience order with the cosmos. If one were the sort of being that could step outside of the universe and hear the sounds of the planets spinning, the stars burning, the asteroids crashing, the rivers running, the wind in the trees — if one could hear all of it, what would it sound like? Would it sound chaotic and random?

      But classical theism, including but not only in Christianity (it was also found in Socratic and Platonic thought, Vedantic Hinduism, Judaism, Islam, and so forth), believed that God — the grounds of all Being — was a God of order, not of chaos, and that a God of order would produce a universe which had, at a maximal vantage point, a sound of harmony.

      In essence, a music of the spheres.

      Chaotic sounds would be akin to hearing snatches of a symphony from another room and thinking it was badly composed because we weren't able to hear the whole thing. The symphony of the spheres was a richly intuitive answer to the problem of evil, but also a richly powerful notion for the problem of human vice. Musical training requires that you discipline your time, your body, your attention — it participates in virtues necessary for a good life, which is why it's considered either the final or second to final liberal art — in competition, of course, with astronomy. Because music is number studied through time and astronomy is number studied through time and space. This means that when you learn music, you are practicing virtue, but you are also learning how to manifest the same principle of bringing harmony out of chaos. It is a way of experiencing the Imago Dei. But it is also a humbling process because the master musician is submitted to his craft, and we learn to be audiences of the symphony of the spheres through the order the liberal arts help us perceive.

      And like the musician, the storyteller celebrates a related power to music: the word. Choosing just the right word, just the right story, to catch a gleam from the celestial light of imagination, puts us each time just a little more in touch with the harmony that is love of God, love of neighbor, and love of the cosmos which is the stage for the drama and the symphony of light's ultimate victory over darkness.

      Thank you for the opportunity to have this discussion, Lance. It was fun.

      

      Lancelot: Oh I NEED it, otherwise you’re stuck with the universe’s court jester to ramble on with lame jokes about why we need these stories, so thank you. Helps to have something like this rather than my cap and bells when all music goes silent.

      But if that music goes silent in a world of nonentity and decaying art, my cap and bells will be heard.

      Even in the abyss, even long after my death, you’ll hear that little tintinnabulation of my jester’s cap.

      
        
        Do you hear the ringing of the bell tower?

      
        Counting off the days you can’t replace?

        Denison Witmer
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            Twins

          

          by Juliet Marillier
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        * * *

      

      Someone needs to set this story down. Cass can’t do it now. Mum and Dad would like it to fade away like some not-quite-believable myth. That leaves me to be the storyteller.

      Cass and I shared birthdays, being twins, and it was on or close to our birthday that Z used to pay his annual visit. If I could leave him out of the story, I would. But without Z we wouldn’t be where we are now. 

      We were a classic nuclear family: Dad, Tim, financial analyst; Mum, Leda, helped run a wildlife rescue group. Me, Paul. My brother, Cass. You might see Z as a sort of fairy godfather. 

      Our parents waited until our twelfth birthday to tell us the truth. We weren’t quite what we seemed.
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        * * *

      

      Our eleventh was the best birthday ever, thanks to Z. Our family was comfortably well off by most standards, but compared with him we were poor. Z was mega-wealthy. He was the smartest--some said craziest--entrepreneur in the world. Just about everyone had heard of him, but nobody knew his real name, or if they did, they were sworn to secrecy.   

      Z was a big man, built like a fighter. When he looked at you it was like he could see right inside you. As if he knew you better than you knew yourself. He’d been visiting us for as long as I could remember, and he gave us the most amazing presents. On my eleventh birthday I became the owner of a purebred Arabian mare. Before that, my riding had been confined to weekend sessions on a hired mount from Templeton’s Equestrian Centre, paid for by my parents in return for my getting at least B grades at school. Stardust came complete with stabling at Templeton’s, which was close enough for me to reach on my bike, and a new arrangement: at weekends I mucked out stables and did other manual work for the owner, Sue Templeton, in return for Stardust’s accommodation. I was big for my age. Strong enough to be useful. 

      For his eleventh, Cass got a prototype of the not-yet-released ZStream virtual reality setup. He asked Z a million questions about how it worked and what ZCorp was doing to develop it further. After Z left, my brother talked about the ZStream project non-stop until I thought up an urgent need to be somewhere else. I was happier cleaning up horse shit than trying to understand. 

      I loved Stardust, I loved riding, I loved helping out at Templeton’s. I’d never liked Z much but after that I felt as if I owed him something.
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        * * *

      

      Coming up to our twelfth birthday, I was a head taller than Cass and still growing fast. I was on my school’s junior football team and aiming to try out for State Juniors when I was fourteen. Thursdays after school I did Aikido.

       Cass looked a lot like Dad: quirky mouth, dimples, sticking-out ears. He and I both had the same wavy fair hair as our mother. But apart from that we looked so different you’d hardly have thought we were brothers, let alone twins. When I caught my face in the mirror, I sometimes had the odd feeling that it wasn’t really mine. Where have I seen you before? Weird.

      That was the year Cass won the big science award. He got a medal and a lot of attention, some of it the wrong kind. One day I walked into a bad scene at school: three boys had my brother bailed up in a corner under the stairs. Cass was cringing back, white as a ghost, with his ZLink clutched to his chest. The kids were laying into him, trying to take it off him. 

      ‘Hit me, go on, show some guts!’ one of them taunted. ‘Let’s see what you’ve got!’

      ‘Think you’re some kind of genius, huh?’ another boy sneered, jabbing with a fist. ‘Wimp! Runt!’

      If they’d seen me coming they’d have backed off. But they didn’t, and it was all blood and bruises for a while. No broken bones; working with horses gives a man some self-control, even if that man has not yet reached his twelfth birthday. The attackers hobbled away, so scared none of them threatened to tell on me. Not even Robbie Tyler, who was a big blabbermouth.

      Cass and I walked home. He wasn’t hurt, but he was shaken. I got it out of him that this wasn’t the first time. And these weren’t the only kids to bother him. I said we should tell our folks, and he said no, if there was a fuss things would only get worse. 

      “Paul? When will I get big and strong like you?” He was hating himself for asking, I knew it. “We’re twins, aren’t we? And don’t tell me playing football would give me muscles. I’d sooner die.”

      “You could come and help me muck out on Saturday mornings. That’d build you up.”

      Cass walked on, looking at the ground. “Ha, ha,” he said after a while.

      “Serious suggestion. I could use some help. Or you could come riding. The Templetons would lend you a horse.” 

      No response. 

      “Anyway, you’re sure to have a growth spurt soon.”
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        * * *

      

      Two days before our birthday we went to the beach house for a long weekend. The beach house was my favourite place: all the swimming and surfing I wanted. If the weather was right, Dad and I would hire a boat and go sailing. That was the best, just the two of us and the ocean. Sometimes we saw dolphins up close, leaping out of the water, diving back down, free as free. Mum liked to sit under a beach umbrella and read. Cass didn’t love the place like I did: the Wi Fi coverage wasn’t the best. But he brought books with him, stuff like Exploring the Boundaries of Science. When he wasn’t buried in a book he’d walk on the beach and study creatures in the rock pools, or sit on the sand alone, staring out to sea. 

      On Sunday Dad took me and Cass for an epic walk up to the lighthouse on the clifftop. Waves were crashing in on the rocks far below, like they wanted to break things to pieces. The cliff face had hundreds of nests on it and birds were flying all around us. I imagined spreading my wings and launching myself off, trusting the air to hold me. 

      Mum and Dad had been kind of tense all weekend, as if they were holding in bad news. That got me worried. My friend Dave’s parents had split up not long before, causing a lot of grief, and I wondered if mine were heading the same way. I couldn’t remember them being like that before. But what with school and footy practice and weekends at the stables, perhaps I’d missed something. 

      When we got back from the walk Mum was packing up. We were going home early, she announced, not staying for a birthday barbecue as planned. I wasn’t happy. Why couldn’t we go home on the Monday public holiday as planned? But I didn’t say anything, because I could see Mum was upset. On the drive home she told us Z was coming to visit us in the morning.

      “Birthday presents?” Cass had been so deep in his science book that he most likely hadn’t picked up the odd vibe.

      “A talk,” Dad said. “With all of us.” There was something in his voice that shut down any further questions.

      Cass and I discussed it later that night, in his bedroom. Were they getting divorced? Had they made a bad business deal and lost all their money? Did one of them have cancer or something? Cass suggested we might be moving house, going to a new town, a new school, even a new country. He was starting to look sad so I tried to cheer him up.

      “Maybe we’re getting a dog and they’re arguing about what kind. I’d choose a rescue Greyhound.”

      “Standard Poodle,” was Cass’s instant response. “High on intelligence.”

      “Border Collie.” 

      “Belgian Malinois.”

      That would keep the bullies away, I thought but didn’t say. It occurred to me that a dog would actually be a good idea. If whatever was on Mum’s and Dad’s minds turned out to be not too serious, I might suggest it. I tried to imagine my brother with a Belgian Malinois, which is like a police dog on steroids, but I couldn’t quite see it. On the other hand, if Cass got as obsessive about dog training as he was about strange byways of science, he and his dog might make a great team. I could sell the idea to Mum and Dad by pointing out how much fresh air and exercise Cass would get with all those dog walks.

      A knock on the door. Dad. “Time for sleep, you two. Cass, do you want a chapter of the book?”

      I headed off to my own room. A bit later, Mum came in to say goodnight. She looked washed-out, as if she might cry.

      “Mum? Please tell me what’s wrong. Are you sick? Is Dad?”

      She sat down on the edge of the bed. Took my hand. “Nobody’s sick, Paul. It’s … it’s something from the past, something you need to know. I should wait till tomorrow so we can tell you and Cass together.” But she didn’t say goodnight and leave it at that. She sat there looking at me. A tear trickled down her cheek. She scrubbed it away and attempted a smile. It wasn’t convincing.

      “Tell me now, Mum. Please.”

      “Z won’t be here until tomorrow.”

      This was getting weird. Unless they really were bankrupt and were planning to ask Z for a loan. But why would Cass and I need to be told that? Would we need to work for ZCorp for the rest of our lives to pay it all back? “Mum. Tell me. Whatever it is. If I’m supposed to keep it secret I will, I promise.”

      Mum gave me a strange look, as if she was sizing me up. “Wait for your father, then.”

      We waited in silence. I could feel my heart beating. After he’d finished reading Cass a chapter of his current bedtime book--a nightly ritual for the two of them--Dad came in. 

      “Shut the door, Tim.” Mum’s voice was deathly quiet. “Paul knows there’s something bothering us. He wants us to tell him now, not tomorrow. I think we should. Without Z here.”

       “Cass is just dropping off to sleep,” Dad said. 

      “We’ll tell Cass in the morning. It’s better this way.” Mum’s voice was shaky. What on earth could this be?

      It came out, haltingly. And it was so strange I couldn’t get my head around it. At first I thought Mum was telling me I was adopted, only that couldn’t be right because I’d seen the family photos of Cass and me as newborns in the maternity hospital, with our proud parents beaming at their two pink-faced bundles. Then Dad chimed in with something scientific, using words I’d never heard of. Cass would have been diving for a search engine. 

      “Wait, what?” 

      Dad sighed. “It means twins with the same mother but different fathers, Paul.” Now his voice was as wobbly as Mum’s. 

      My mind went into a tailspin. I must have looked as stupid as I felt. “But … but how …?” I mean, I was twelve years old, give or take a few hours. I knew the facts of life. But this sounded impossible. 

      Dad explained that it could happen if a woman’s body released two eggs and each of them was fertilised by a different man. That was possible if a woman had sex with two men during the short period while the eggs were viable. 

      There were a million questions in my head but I couldn’t find a thing to say. I looked from Dad to Mum to the floor. 

      After a while Dad cleared his throat and said, ‘You’re my son in every way that matters, Paul. You’re a son any dad would be proud of.’

      My voice was all choked up, not with tears but with impossible words. I forced them out. “You said, tell him now, without Z. Are you saying Z is my father?” The birthday presents were a sort of guilt offering? I couldn’t make myself ask what had happened back then, or how it happened. My mother. My own mother. Willing? Unwilling? Some kind of scientific experiment? Something more mystifying?

      “He’s your biological father, yes.” Dad’s quiet words felt like a curse. This was what the mirror had been telling me, but I’d been too stupid to work it out. 

      We didn’t talk much that night. They made me promise to keep it secret. Nobody outside the immediate family — which now, incredibly, included Z — could know. Not now, not ever. Dad said, “We’ve made our peace, the three of us.” Mum said, “The details don’t matter now.” It was clear that they weren’t intending to share the full story.

      After they’d said good night and left the room I thought about it for hours, while everyone else was sleeping. It didn’t add up. If the true story had to be so secret, it must be something terrible. So how could they have made their peace about it? Not knowing meant I might think up far worse things than whatever actually happened. Was I supposed to face them at breakfast time as if nothing had changed? And what about Z, who’d be here tomorrow? I imagined opening the door to him and saying Hi, Dad. It was like the worst nightmare you could ever have. Only I wasn’t dreaming, I was lying on my bed staring up at the ceiling, wide awake.

      Cass took the news well. As soon as the parents had finished telling him, he rushed off to research heteropaternal superfecundation. Z arrived in time for lunch. I couldn’t think of a thing to say to him. I knew if I opened my mouth what came out wouldn’t be words, it would be a punch in the gut, a kick where it hurt most, a bullet straight to the heart. He’d done this. He’d shattered our family. We’d never be the same again.

      Cass had no problem with Z. After lunch the two of them sat on the back porch in intense conversation about Z’s plans to venture into space travel. The European Space Agency was developing plans to establish a manned Moon base, serviced via the orbiting space station, and Z was keen to be a partner. It was clear this would be Cass’s new obsession. 
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        * * *

      

      Cass rocketed through high school. They gave him masses of extension work so he was way ahead of me even though technically we were in the same year. Me? I was so screwed up by the whole parents-and-Z thing that I tried whatever I could to take my mind off it. Alcohol, cigarettes, pills. Wagging school. Getting into various kinds of trouble, including some fights that went right against all the principles I’d learned at Aikido. Cass still had enemies, kids who didn’t understand that being super-smart didn’t make him good at reading people’s expressions or listening attentively if they were talking about something that didn’t interest him. They hadn’t picked up that his occasional meltdowns weren’t temper tantrums but signs of a need to slow down, tune out, be on his own for a bit. I think there was so much going on in his mind that sometimes it felt like it might self-combust. 

      And I couldn’t always be there to stand up for him. Once or twice I did, and once or twice I hurt people. Robbie Tyler was the worst offender--Cass was terrified of him--and things came to a head when I broke Robbie’s jaw. I was hauled up before the principal and suspended for two weeks. If I got in trouble again it would mean expulsion. I said the right things. Managed to hold myself together, apologised to everyone including that bastard Robbie who had said some unspeakable things to my brother. Inside I was an explosion waiting to happen. 

      Dad understood. He took time off work while I was suspended. We did things together: going for a run every morning, digging a vegetable garden, experimental baking. We went riding. We cleaned the car. And we talked about ordinary things. Without a single angry word, Dad let me know he was sad I’d got in trouble and that he’d love to see me working hard at school, looking after myself, thinking of others. And I told him how much I enjoyed doing stuff with him, same as I always had. Towards the end of the two weeks, Mum helped me make a study plan. I had no idea what I wanted to do when I left school. If I didn’t improve my grades, working as a stable hand might be the only choice. But, much as I loved horses, I didn’t want that. I knew I’d have to get away from home if I wanted to escape the shadow of Z. 

      Funny, how things work out sometimes. I’d been remembering that long-ago weekend at the beach house, and how I’d felt standing on the cliff top watching the birds. That feeling made my choice for me. 
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        * * *

      

      Cass was accepted into his university course two years early. By his twenty-first birthday he was starting a postgrad degree in astrophysics. I worked my butt off during those last years at school and won myself a place at the Australian Defence Force Academy, where a person can do higher education while training to be an officer in the armed forces – in my case, the Air Force. It meant a move to Canberra, far from my family, to study aeronautical engineering. I knew I’d miss Mum and Dad and Cass and my friend Dave. But it was the perfect solution to my problems. I’d get away from home. I’d have a place to live, an income, and a great career ahead of me. I would fly. 

      The last time I saw Z before I moved away, he took me aside. “Where you’re going, Paul, you’ll be asked from time to time if you and I are related. The older you get, the more often that’s likely to happen.”

      I couldn’t argue with that. 

      “It will be easier for you to say there’s a distant connection,” Z said, surprising me. Wasn’t this breaking the family rules? “That’s fine with me, and with Leda and Tim,” he added.

      Really? They’d talked about it and made a decision without even consulting me? I wasn’t a kid of twelve any more. “Fair enough,” I said, though there wasn’t anything fair about any of it. I took a deep breath. Steeled myself. “Z. Listen. You’ve been generous to us, to Cass and me, in the past. I’ll always be grateful for Stardust.” My one great regret about moving away was having to leave my horse, though she’d be fine. Sue Templeton’s daughter was going to look after her and ride her. “But I want no favors in the future. No gifts. I want to make my own way. To be quite honest, father or no father, I’d be happier if I never saw you again.” 

      Z seemed lost for words, which was surely a first. His face was impassive; his eyes told me nothing. After a few moments, his mouth twitched in a grimace, or perhaps a half-smile. 

      “You’re more like me than you’ll ever know, Son,” he said.
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        * * *

      

      The academy suited me. The degree course was hard, but I got interested quickly and that made things easier. As for the Defence Force training, that had its own set of challenges. I learned to control my temper; I learned to play a different sort of game. To read people. To harness my strength. To take calculated risks. I was told I had leadership qualities. I made new friends, but I was careful. The temptation to play as hard as we worked was always there, especially when we were feeling homesick or things went wrong. But I knew how much was at stake now. I couldn’t afford to mess up again.

      Cass and I talked on the phone pretty often. Shared our triumphs and failures. He had a circle of university friends, mostly D&D enthusiasts, and he seemed happy with his life. 

      They all flew over for my graduation: Mum, Dad and Cass. I showed them around, introduced them to my friends, and got all the news from home. I didn’t ask about Z, though nobody could miss what he was up to these days – it was all over the media, plus it was a hot topic at the Academy. ZCorp had reached an agreement with ESA to jointly fund the establishment of Camp Athena, a group of habitat modules made viable with the discovery of a water source on the Moon’s surface. Z’s billions, or trillions, or whatever the extent of his wealth actually was, would lighten the expense for the participating countries. What I didn’t already know about this mission, Cass told me whenever we got time on our own during that short visit. 

      At one point Cass said he’d expected Z to be there for my graduation, and Mum said, “Too public. He wouldn’t have wanted to draw attention. This is Paul’s day.” I hadn’t told her or Dad about my farewell words to Z. Besides, chances were he’d stayed out of contact for his own reasons, the Athena mission being a really big thing. He probably didn’t give a stuff about what I’d said. 
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        * * *

      

      Things sailed along pretty well for a few years. Cass moved out of home at last, to share a flat with friends. He had a permanent research job at the university, unusual for someone still in his twenties, but then, my brother was not your average person. Me? I had a few different postings, improved my skills, and was promoted. I completed two deployments to the Middle East. When I got leave I mostly went home to see the family, and that was how I met Sara. I’d caught up with my old friend Dave, now a married man with two kids, and we were down at the local pub for a catch-up. The place was heaving – there’d just been a football match and people were celebrating the win over a visiting team. 

      I spotted Sara over by the bar, and I liked the way she held herself, proud and self-contained, as if she didn’t care what anyone thought of her. She was tall, athletic-looking, with gorgeous red hair. Dave knew her; said he’d introduce us. We hit it off straight away. Sara had moved to the area a year earlier to teach English at the local high school. We had a few beers. When the crowd started to dance, we joined in. I wished I had more time to get to know her. Two more weeks of leave and I’d be gone. Drawback of life in the military. Still, we fitted a lot into the time we had: movies, dinners, walks. We were happy and easy together. I’d seen how content Dave was as a family man, and I allowed myself to imagine a future that included a wife and kids, a home of our own, days at the beach like the ones we’d enjoyed growing up, before the dreaded twelfth birthday. When I had to return to base, Sara came to see me off. The farewell kiss was memorable.
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        * * *

      

      There was another deployment, and things didn’t go well. When we got back I was offered counseling, along with the rest of my crew, but all I wanted was to see the folks, see Sara, try to deal with my own messed-up mind. They gave all of us extra leave, and I came home. 

      At the time I couldn’t appreciate what people were doing for me, Dad in particular. He gently persuaded me to get up and go outside, he made sure I ate properly and stayed off the booze and got enough sleep. He was still the good father he’d been when I was a mixed-up teenager.  

      That was what got me thinking--once I’d climbed far enough out of the black hole of depression for my mind to start functioning again--that the way to honour the man who’d fathered me since I was a newborn was to be like him. To follow his example. Sara had been patient with me too, offering love and warmth and no judgement. She knew when to step back and when to step in. It had been hard for her while I was away. What happened to us over there was all over the media back home, at least a version of it was. They called me a hero. Some hero. I saved Pete, yes. Brought him home to his family, a ruin of the man he’d been. But I couldn’t save them all. Over and over I saw them suffering, dying, I saw the blood and the burning. Some things stay with you forever.

      Sara still believed in me. It was a gift. I knew I wanted to spend the rest of my life with her. But there was the promise never to tell the truth about Z. Sara hadn’t asked, not even once, though by that stage I’d used the “distantly connected” explanation with a lot of people. She’d never commented on how different Cass and I looked. I couldn’t propose to her without telling her the truth. If we had children, they’d need to know it too. A marriage should be built on trust, not lies.

      I could have asked Dad for advice. But I knew Mum was the one I had to talk to, and I couldn’t quite bring myself to do it. She’d been badly wounded by whatever happened nine months before our birth, and although she and Dad were good together now, my gut feeling was that she would freak out at any suggestion the secret might be shared more widely. I waited for the right moment. 

      Sara coaxed me out one evening during that leave. We didn’t go far, just to the pub with Dave and his wife. We sat in a quiet corner, me with my back to the wall so I could see all the doors. The plan was to have one drink, maybe two, then call it a night and head home – Dave and Susannah only had a babysitter until nine. Besides, they all knew the outing wasn’t easy for me.

      When I was only halfway through my first drink, my phone rang. It was Cass, bursting with news. There was no way I could interrupt the flow, ask him to wait.  

      “He says I can go, he says he can get me a place on the research team! It’s true, Paul, it’s real! I do some training, pass the fitness tests, and I’m in!”

      He was telling me, basically, that Z could get him onto the Athena team as a researcher. My brother would be going into space.   

      “Excuse me,” I murmured to the others, getting up from the table.

      “Are you okay?” asked Sara.

      “Fine, fine. I’ll only be a minute.” I edged my way out of the noisy bar into the hallway, phone to my ear. “Wow, Cass, that’s big news. Congratulations! I’m out with friends at the moment, I’ll talk to you more tomorrow if that’s okay. What physical training do you have to do? The standard must be pretty high.” I knew for a fact that without me to push him, Cass got very little exercise. We never did have that childhood dog. 

      Cass was saying something about gravity and space suits; if he’d answered the question about fitness, I’d missed it. 

      “Cass.” Now I did stop the flow. “I’ll call you tomorrow, okay? Listen, I’m on leave for a few more weeks. If you like, I’ll work out an exercise program for you. We can do it together while I’m in town.” 

      “Thanks, Paul. Sorry if I interrupted your date.”

      “Don’t mention it, Bro. Talk to you tomorrow.”

      I disconnected. Turned around. And there was Robbie Tyler with his back against the door to the bar, his arms folded, and his expression making it clear his opinion of me hadn’t changed since we were kids. Cold sweat broke out on my skin. Things that weren’t real started to close in on me. Stay calm, Paul. Breathe. “Robbie.” My voice came out as a croak.

      “Paul.” 

      Out of the corner of my eye I glimpsed someone else further down the hallway, just standing there. And what was that silent shadow up by the door to the toilets? An ambush. My heart skipped a beat. “Excuse me,” I said, gesturing toward the door to the bar.

      “Who the f--- do you think you are? Big shot pilot, hero of the day, huh? Snuggling up with Sara Mackay, as if she wasn’t mine first? You took her, you bastard! You stole my girl!”

      This was so ridiculous a laugh burst out of me, only it came out as a weird braying sound. “You? With Sara? Bullshit! She’s way out of your league.”

      “Are you looking for a fight? Come on, try me, come on.” His fists went up. He took a step toward me. 

      I felt the rush of adrenaline. My head filled with screaming. Charge the bastard, shut his foul mouth for good! One punch, that’s all it’ll take … “Dave!” I yelled at the top of my voice. “Security!”

      Robbie rushed me. We were on the floor in seconds, wrestling, punching. He was the worse for wear, smelled of drink, and I was close to doing him some real damage when the door crashed open. There was Dave, six foot three and solid with it, and behind him came the bouncer. Robbie’s shadowy offsiders had disappeared.

      I released my grip as the security man moved in. Got to my feet, unsteady, breathing hard.

      Dave put his hand on my shoulder. “It’s all right, Paul,” he said quietly.

      “Tyler, did you forget you’re banned?” The security man had Robbie in a hold that made any attempt at escape pointless. That didn’t stop Robbie from letting out a barrage of foul curses, some of them directed at Sara, who was now hovering in the doorway. “Off the premises right now, and don’t let me see you again!” ordered the bouncer. “If there’s a next time, I’ll call the cops and you’ll be spending the night in the lockup.” With that it was over.

      I’d been staying at Sara’s most nights, and she drove me back there now. She made us both tea. Put a box of tissues beside me on the table. Sat close but not too close.

      “He said you were his girlfriend before.” That had hurt far worse than the few punches Robbie had got in. “Accused me of stealing you.” Have you been keeping a secret too? I didn’t ask the question.

      “My friend Trudy and I went out with his group a few times, when I first moved here. Trudy was keen on one of Robbie’s mates. But Robbie and I were never an item. The girlfriend thing is all in his mind. Creepy.” A pause. “You do believe me, I hope?”

      I nodded. Squeezed her hand. “Of course I believe you. You and him? It’s laughable.”

      “He really hates you, doesn’t he? Why?”

      “I hurt him once. Years ago. I’ll tell you the story some time.” I was suddenly worn out, ready for a long sleep, though I might need pills if I wanted that – the bad dreams would be crowding in tonight. If scum like Robbie Tyler could reduce me to a quivering mess, what good would I ever be to a woman like Sara? 
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        * * *

      

      One thing I could do, and that was keep my promise to Cass. That way, he got the fitness training he needed and I didn’t spend too much of my precious leave trapped in my own mind, fighting ghosts. Cass and I worked out at the local gym. Swam laps together. And spent time at Templeton’s, riding – for a beginner, Cass was not bad. By then Stardust was enjoying a well-deserved retirement, and I didn’t have the same bond with the hired horses. That brought back the dream, the one where I was a family man with a wife and kids and a dog, only now the scenario included a property with a few acres and some horses. While Cass and I were riding, I focused my thoughts on that. I could leave the Air Force, I could get a civilian job, I could … but no. Not without telling Sara the truth I was forbidden to share.

      Dad told me I was doing a great job with Cass. That got me thinking that one day I  might really be like him. A good father. A good husband. The Paul of the good dream.
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        * * *

      

      We were out riding. I was on a bay mare, Aurora, and Cass was trying out Murphy, a grey gelding, since his usual mount, the placid Brian, was unavailable. 

      The weather was glorious that morning, sunny with a light breeze, and Cass coped well with the challenge of a new and livelier horse. It was as we were heading back, not talking much, just enjoying each other’s company, that a gunshot rang out, loud and close. I flinched, then steadied Aurora. But Murphy shied in panic and Cass was thrown. The sound he made as he hit the ground will be with me forever. Murphy sprinted back toward the stable, spooked. My brother lay unmoving. I was down in a flash, leaving Aurora to her own devices. I knelt beside Cass. Breathing. Alive. But not looking good. Broken bones? Head trauma? Spinal injury? I couldn’t move him without risking more damage. Phone. My fingers were clumsy on the keys. Templeton’s. Ambulance. A wait that felt endless. I murmured words of comfort that Cass surely couldn’t hear, and I scanned the fields around us for any sign of a fool with a shotgun. Nobody in sight. Only the one shot. Maybe someone after rabbits. But only an idiot would shoot so close to the riding area. Cass and I had been here at the same time, on the same days, for a couple of weeks now. It wouldn’t have been hard for someone to track us down.

      “Breathe, Bro. Breathe. Help’s on the way.” I looked up toward the row of tall eucalypts on the rise, and over toward the road into town, and down to the creek where reeds and bushes would provide good cover for anyone not wanting to be spotted. “You’re going to be okay, Cass. I promise. Hang in there. Just a bit longer.”

      A vehicle went past on the road, a flash of blue, someone gunning the motor. No more shots. Every instinct urged me to gather Cass up, to run, to get him to help before he died right here where he’d fallen. I held myself still. Then Sue Templeton and one of the grooms came  in the Jeep, and not long after that we heard the welcome sound of the ambulance siren. My brother was oh-so-carefully loaded onto a gurney. I heard the paramedics on the radio to the hospital, saying Priority One. And he was gone. 
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        * * *

      

      Bad became worse. Cass had a ruptured spleen and needed surgery. We camped out in the waiting area: Mum, Dad, me, Sara. Took turns to fetch tea and coffee, go to the toilet, make phone calls. It was hours before the surgeon came out. She looked exhausted, drained. And she gave us the news. She’d had to remove part of the pancreas as well as the spleen, because they’d found a growth. A tumour. They’d know more later, after biopsy results came through. 

      Cass couldn’t have known he had cancer, surely. He’d never said a thing. The surgeon explained further, but I couldn’t concentrate, could hardly hear her through the white noise of guilt and regret and fury that was filling my mind. I did pick up one part at the end: it was possible the cancer had spread more widely. The location, close to several vital organs, would make further surgery extremely high risk. We didn’t ask the questions we wanted to, not then. How long did Cass have? Was there anyone, anywhere in the world, who could save his life? 

      A social worker came to talk to us. Told us to go home; we wouldn’t be able to see Cass for a long while yet. But we couldn’t leave him on his own in the hospital. We made a roster; we’d take six or eight hour shifts in turn. That night, I ended up sleeping on a bench in the waiting area. Around midnight a nurse brought me a pillow, a blanket, and a cup of tea. That simple act of kindness made me cry.

      I slept little. Woke early. And did something I’d promised myself I’d never do. I called Z and asked for help.
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        * * *

      

      Z had a word in the right ears, and as soon as Cass could be moved, he was airlifted to the major teaching hospital in Sydney, where the top abdominal surgeon in Australia had agreed to assess him. Mum, Dad and I were installed in a luxury hotel a stone’s throw away, all expenses paid. Sara couldn’t get leave and stayed behind. We were all hoping for a miracle. 

      Z had been keeping a low profile; dodging public attention. He’d travelled a long way by private jet to be near the hospital, but we didn’t see him. Then we got more news, news he couldn’t be told by phone. I let him know I wanted to meet. Two large, silent men in a car with darkened windows collected me and conveyed me to the place of his choice, via an underground carpark and a lift labelled Private Use Only. 

      We met in a room cleared of anything that might identify the location. The blinds were drawn. One of the large men was stationed by the door, the other out in the hallway. Z was wearing his standard collarless silk shirt and light-coloured suit, garments that reeked of exclusive design. I thanked him for his support—it was only appropriate—but he dismissed my words with a wave of the hand. 

      “You look ten years older, Paul,” he said. “Bad news? Tell me.”

      “Doctor Chen won’t operate. It’s terminal. Chemotherapy might delay things, but not for more than a few months, and there would be adverse side effects.” 

       Z stared into space. His silence spoke worlds. I worked on keeping control of myself. I wouldn’t show him how close I was to falling apart. 

      “The drugs mean he’s barely conscious most of the time,” I said. “But he has lucid periods.” I paused for breath. “He doesn’t know yet. They want me to tell him. And it needs to be soon. He’ll be moved to a palliative care unit.” 

      Z’s hands curled into fists on the table. Still he said nothing.

      “The Athena mission.” I cleared my throat, steadied my voice. “It’s his whole world.   When he’s aware, that’s the first thing he asks about: I will be better in time to go, won’t I? How soon can I start training again? I think he’d accept death willingly if he could travel into space first. I don’t know how I’m going to break the news that it won’t be happening.”

      Another lengthy silence. Then Z said, “You could go, Paul. Take his place. Let him follow your journey. You’re as well qualified as anyone on the team. Perhaps better.”

      Shock robbed me of breath. I considered a dark scenario: that this whole thing had somehow been set up so that I, the biological son, would be the one to fulfil Z’s ambitions. That the gunshot, the accident, the way Robbie Tyler kept popping up in my life like a bad smell, were all part of some mad plot to make that happen. Briefly, I considered an even wilder idea: that Z might be something like a god, manipulating the lives of others. He took decisions as if there were only one way: his. If he was a god, what did that make me?

      “Paul? It makes complete sense. The Chief of Defence would love it. The prestige … I could have a word.”

      Perhaps I should have thought of this. After all, I was the brother who’d wanted to fly. But this was Cass’s dream, not mine. Mine was Sara, our kids, the dog. It was a mutually agreed departure from the Air Force after a respectable twelve years’ service. In that future my loved ones were close and there was time to breathe. When I found my voice again, what came out was, “I’m a mess, Z. If there’s a psych test, I’d fail. I’m supposed to be seeing a counselor; I just haven’t done it yet.” The truth being that I couldn’t face talking about what had happened on that last deployment. Which made me think of Mum and Dad and Z, and how there was something they wouldn’t talk about even after thirty years. 

      “Ask your parents,” said Z. “Ask your girlfriend. Ask Cass. It’s their trust you need, Son, not mine. But get back to me quickly. It sounds as if the clock’s ticking.”

      “So,” I forced the words out, “we’re forgetting about secrecy now? The whole world knows you’re a partner in the Athena project. The astronauts will have their pictures all over the media. I look like you. You look like me. The tabloids would lap this up. Entrepreneur’s Secret Son.”

      “The media can be controlled. First steps first. Talk to your family. Make a decision. And get started on the counselling, if only to maintain your excellent record with the Air Force.” There was a pause, then he turned that penetrating gaze straight on me. “You can do it. You and I, we’re not like others. Aim high, Son. You’re destined to be a star.”

      I had no response to this. I wouldn’t ask what he meant by not like others. Was he deluded enough to believe we were more than human?

      Z rose; held out a hand and grasped mine in farewell. “I hope to hear from you soon, Paul.” The meeting was over.

      I had to call Sara. We needed to talk. The Z issue was only part of it. If I agreed to take Cass’s place, I’d be away for many months – Cass was supposed to spend time at Camp Athena as part of the research team. Then there were the health risks of space travel: dangerous levels of radiation, the effects on the body of changes in gravity, not to speak of the psychological impact on even the sanest of people. What would that feel like for the partner left behind to wait? How could I ask that of her?

      I was still working up the courage to call Sara when I went to visit Cass that evening. I walked into the waiting room and there she was, deep in conversation with my mother. They were both wiping away tears. Sara jumped up and threw herself into my arms. For the space of a few breaths the dark cloud lifted, and I was happy. “When …how …” I mumbled into her hair. Then I stepped back. “Has something happened? Is he okay?”

      “No change since yesterday,” Mum said. “He’s sleeping just now. Sara got a week’s special leave.”

      “Sit down, Paul.” Sara sounded serious; whatever this was, it couldn’t be good. Had she come all this way to break things off with me? “Leda has something to tell you. I’ll just pop out and get us some tea.”

      Nobody else was in the waiting room. All was quiet. Just the occasional rattle of trolley wheels, a soft voice out in the hallway, nothing more. “Mum?” 

      “I have a question first.” Mum dabbed her eyes with a tissue. “Why haven’t you proposed to Sara yet?” A silence. “You love each other. Anyone can see that.”

      It had never been harder to find the right words. “I’ve got a few answers, Mum. I won’t base a marriage on a lie. What if we have children?”

      “She knows the truth now.” For all the tears, there was a new note in my mother’s voice. She sounded resolute. Like a warrior. “I could see how this was eating you up. I’ve just told her the whole story.” When I failed to respond--I couldn’t get any words out--she said, “What did you mean, a few answers?”

      I sat down beside her. “It’s too much all at once. Tell me your part first.”

      Sara returned as if on cue, carrying a cardboard tray with three cups. She handed us one each, then settled on my other side. And Mum told the story from the very beginning. 

      “It was an assault. It happened at work, at River Rescue. He’d been there earlier in the day to look around; I was friendly then, hoping he might make a donation. He came back as I was closing up, when the other staff had all gone home. Brought a bottle of wine, sat down with me to talk about fundraising and poured me a glass. I think he must have spiked my drink. I…I didn’t consent to what happened after that. But I was helpless to stop him. Later on he apologized, called it a misunderstanding, and offered to drive me home. I said no and he left. Tim came to pick me up. I told him the truth.”

      That bastard. That slimy scum. And now he was trying to tell me how to live my life. With an effort I slowed my breathing; unclenched my hands. “And you didn’t report it?”

      “Paul, the justice system in this country is weighted against women who report sexual assault. Few cases result in conviction. A woman can expect to be cross-examined mercilessly, have every possible detail of her life put on show, with the slightest inconsistency in her testimony taken as an indication that she’s a liar. Should she break down under questioning it’s suggested she’s mentally unstable, unreliable. If the accused happens to be a high-profile, fabulously wealthy man, she’s got next to no chance. He’d have hired the top barristers. I wasn’t prepared to go through that. What he’d done to me was enough trauma.”

      I swore under my breath. “And that was what Dad wanted too?”

      “It was my decision to make. He supported me as he always has. At that point, of course, we didn’t know I would be pregnant. Or that the result would be our wonderful twins.” Mum reached out and took my hand; squeezed it gently. “It was the right decision at the time.”

      “What about Z? He should have been punished for what he did.”

      “But he wouldn’t have been,” Mum said quietly. “Imagine your life if this had gone to trial. Imagine all our lives. As it is, Z has supported the family generously over the years. That’s his choice. It makes him sad that he can’t acknowledge you publicly as his son. He’s told us so many times.”

      The door to the waiting room opened. It was the ward sister. “Cass is awake. You can go in and see him now. One at a time, please, and it needs to be brief.”

      Mum had been brave. She’d told her story at last, not for her own benefit but for mine and Sara’s. Sara had flown back here, she’d been a listening ear for Mum, she’d stood by me when I was at my lowest. It was time for me to find my courage. “I’ll go in first,” I said.

      Cass was hooked up to various machines. There was a drip in his arm. It was only a day since I’d seen him, but he looked thinner. His skin seemed to be tightening over the bones of his face, and his eyes were sunken and shadowed. “Bro.” He gave a ghost of a smile.

      I sat down on the bedside chair. Tried to find the words. But Cass beat me to it.

      “I’m dying, aren’t I?” His voice was a wisp of silk, tenuous and fragile. “Tell me. How long do I have?”

      I told him. The cancer had spread. He couldn’t have more surgery. Chemo might delay the end but not halt the progression. He’d be moving out of the ward and into Gabriel House, the palliative care unit. “They won’t say how long. Depends on the chemo. But …” 

      “But I won’t be going on the Athena mission.”

      “I’m sorry, Cass. I’m so sorry, Bro.”

      “Not your fault.” 

      I knew my brother well. I shouldn’t have been surprised that a brain like his could put together the snippets of information, the half-heard conversations, the body language of staff and visitors, and reach the truth.  

      “You should go,” Cass said. “On the mission. You’d be great.”
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        * * *

      

      So here I am, on my way to Camp Athena, in a high-tech shell hurtling through space at unthinkable speed. Behind me I leave my family: the one that is and the one that will be, for Sara and I had fertilised eggs frozen. They wait in an IVF facility, future children conceived before the radiation hazard of this venture can threaten my capacity to become a father. I make those children a solemn vow: if I survive this, if I have a future, I will not let Z meddle in your lives.

      The Chief of Defence said I would be an asset to the mission. It must be true. If it were not so, surely even Z’s wealth and influence could not have won me this place. So I thank my parents for guiding me when I was lost; I thank my wife for her love and her steadfast belief in me. 

      Cass was never going to cling on long enough to watch me do this. He was gone well before the mission became reality. But he has come with me, in the form of a diamond created from his ashes. I wear him around my neck on a cord; he is always close to my heart. The rest of him, we scattered from the cliff top near the lighthouse. He flies with the gulls, high over the waves, whole and free. The diamond, I will leave on the Moon.

      When I am home, when this is over, I will see you in the sky, Brother. Shining bright, a beacon of hope and joy. I will tell my children the story.

      

      
        
        Author’s note: 

        TWINS is based on the Greek myth of Castor and Pollux and the related tale of Leda and the Swan. Re-casting these stories in a contemporary setting proved to be a challenge, but themes emerged that are entirely relevant to today’s society: wealth and power going hand in hand; the impact of military PTSD; the way the legal system treats women who speak up about sexual abuse; the varied nature of families. Above all, TWINS is a story about real people facing tough choices.
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        * * *

      

      Madame Eichenfluss arrived at the orbital with her customary lack of fuss.  One of the attendants at the gate recognised her and commented favourably upon her latest novel, but aside from that minor social entanglement she managed to slip onto the station gratifyingly unnoticed.  Or perhaps not unnoticed, but the Morningstar received many wealthy visitors and consequently enforced rather draconian rules regarding press and privacy.

      The orbital itself seemed pleasant, a little ornate and behind the times, but well-tended and clean.  Generous “windows” (clearly electronic screens, but designed to give the fiction of a few centimetres of glass between one and the void) gave a handsome view of the planet below, glowing with reflected sunlight.  It was a striking vista, and one that she spent several minutes admiring before continuing her stroll. None of the staff seemed inclined to pay the slightest attention to the screens — perhaps they had seen it often enough for it to lose its magic.

      Madame Eichenfluss was relieved to feel that Morningstar observed usual earth gravity in its rotation.  She had been expecting the lower gravity so often favoured by the idle rich, but she was too old and too prim to go bobbing around like a cork.  It was a wonder to her contemporaries that she didn’t simply juvenate rather than allow herself to fall into the decrepitude of age at scarcely a century old.  Even had she not had considerable personal resources to call upon then her own government would have gladly provided the service for such an esteemed national treasure.

      She had observed the juvenated, in fact even now one was before her on the debarkation ring; physically perfect, eternally youthful, bodies constructed for strength, health and pleasure.  They carried no outward sign of their age, and yet the steps were those of an older person.  The unneeded hand on the handrail, the slight pause before pushing off into the press of people in the corridor — these were not the traits of true, heedless youth.  Once one has learned to live with caution, it is a very hard lesson to forget.

      Of course, she missed her own youth, but that coin had been spent as it should be — foolish decisions, loud conversations in the small hours of the night, risky activities that worried her parents, passionate affairs and heartbreaks.  All of these had faded over time to a sober stoicism as she found and dedicated herself to her craft, the process only accelerating after Gustav’s death.  Juvenation seemed to her something of an insult to the young, a facade which mocked that which it tried to replicate.

      This, then, was the meat and drink of her thoughts as she promenaded along the corridor, when suddenly her attention was drawn to the view.  From the dark crescent of the night side of Venus, there came a flicker of light. Rippling waves of energy raced and coiled lazily across the atmosphere, luminescing the clouds with their touch.  She felt a sense of deja-vu, as if this bizarre sight was somehow familiar to her.  Then there was the unaccustomed quickening of her own pulse, a flush of excitement as her breathing sped up.  Her mind flit through old memories, even as her eyes remained transfixed.  One of her fingers absently ran along the papery skin of her jaw, tracing the path of a lover’s touch from decades ago.

      “Ashen light, they call it.”  

      Madame Eichenfluss turned, suddenly very aware of what a strange sight she must have looked, a centenarian dowager practically panting with excitement!  Beside her was a young lady — yes, truly young, not juvenated — who seemed to be in her early twenties.  Amusingly, she was dressed in much the same style as Madame Eichenfluss had enjoyed as a girl, culottes and a blouse so thin it was practically a wisp. The same rebellious fashion that had scandalised her own parents, but then it always cycles around in the end, doesn’t it?

      “I do beg your pardon,” Madame Eichenfluss recovered herself, “I was quite caught up in the… display.”

      “The ashen light.  They don’t understand what causes it, you know.  There’s all kinds of theories, of course, but that’s just because they don’t like to admit they have no idea what it is.”  The girl leaned over and put her head on the glass.

      For a moment Madame Eichenfluss was struck with a sense of longing.  She seemed so perfect; that combination of self-assurance and insecurity, of healthy growth and artless sculpting that only the young can achieve. “It is certainly very beautiful.” But the truth was that she had lost interest in the lights from the moment she had seen the young lady.

      The girl looked around at her and smirked, “Maybe you should write a book about it?”

      For some reason that she couldn’t fathom, Made Eichenfluss felt embarrassed by this.  Usually she took pride in her craft, but the girl’s attitude made it seem as if words were chains she was hanging around experiences meant to be lived.  Awkwardly, she tried to shift the conversation into more familiar territory, inquiring after the girl’s name and conditions of travel.  Her gambits bought her little, though, except to learn that the girl was traveling with her grandmother, whose chaperoning eye she had managed to escape.  It was not long before the girl became bored of the conversation and drifted away.

      For the rest of the afternoon Madame Eichenfluss felt quite out of sorts.  By turns she felt invigorated, embarrassed and excited; a giddy rush of sensations that she hadn’t experienced with such force for almost half a century.  As she bathed in preparation for dinner, she found herself in one of her increasingly rare moods to enjoy some self-pleasure, and was surprised at the intensity of her own response.  She smiled at the idea of a famous elderly author being found dead in a bathtub after over-exerting herself in this fashion.  Presumably the Morningstar would cover it up, the death certificate would read nothing but “heart failure”, but the story would get out — it always did.

      The dining room of the Morningstar was a grand affair, the ceiling showing a massive view of the darkened planet below.  Real human waiting-staff went gliding to and fro across the carpeted floor in crisp uniforms.  It was a showy tribute to a gilded age of the past, but on a certain level it worked.

      Madame Eichenfluss dined alone, but she was used to that.  From the corner of her eye she kept a lookout for the girl, trying not to be too obvious.  Perhaps she took her meals in her cabin?

      As the soup course was being cleared away, she asked her waiter if he knew anything about the ashen light phenomenon.  

      His brow creased, “It’s a side effect from the collection of eighth-state cold plasma.  Just a little atmospheric discharge.”  

      Madame Eichenfluss was a good enough judge of human character to see that he was skittish around the subject.  Presumably the girl was right; in this age of scientific wonders it must be troubling to find anything that humanity could not understand.

      Between the soup and the main course, she was surprised and gratified to find the girl sitting herself down at the other side of her personal table.  Politely she enquired if the girl’s grandmother was perhaps taking dinner here as well?  

      The girl shrugged, “She’s around.”  

      It seemed that neither of them was inclined to talk, but the silence didn’t feel awkward.  As Madame Eichenfluss sipped her wine, she realised it felt more like that delicious tension of a tryst; that stage of an assignation where unspoken promises have already been made, and all else is simply anticipation of what is to come.  Above them the night-side of Venus rolled across the heavens.  Ancient goddess of love and lust, seemingly casting her spell over the old woman.

      But what could she possibly offer to somebody as young and vital as this creature?  No matter how well maintained, her body was ancient by comparison.  And yet the girl did not recoil as their hands brushed across each other on the table.

      “My dear, what is your name?” Madame Eichenfluss had to know at least that much.

      “What’s your name?” The girl retorted.

      “Madame Eich...that is to say, ... Ulrike.  My name is Ulrike”

      “Then that’s my name too,” replied the girl, smirking.

      Madame Eichenfluss was casting about for another avenue of interaction when suddenly the girl rose and sauntered away with a simple “See you later.”  Somewhat dumbfounded, the author downed the remainder of her wine to slow her pounding heart, and then ordered another.  She picked at her main course, but found that she had little appetite.  Instead she ordered and drank two more glasses of the heavy, fragrant house red, and retired to her room.

      Drunk for the first time in a long time, she disrobed entirely and looked at herself in the mirror.  Although she would not partake of juvenat, she had no desire to inhabit a broken body, even she had taken the basic regimen to hold infirmity at bay.  She looked no more than perhaps sixty in natural years.  But then, so few people aged naturally these days, who really knew?

      Caught by a whim, she opened the curtains to show the face of Venus staring down.  Perhaps there was a reverse viewer on the outside of the hull, and some passing space-hand would suddenly look down to see a naked old woman staring up?  The image made her laugh.

      Suddenly there was a knock at the door.
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