

[image: Cover Image]


Down There in Darkness

George Turner

[image: image]

www.sfgateway.com



Contents

Title Page

Contents

Aboriginal Terms

1. Harry Ostrov

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

Chapter 10

Chapter 11

Chapter 12

Chapter 13

Chapter 14

Chapter 15

2. Gus Kostakis

Chapter 16

Chapter 17

Chapter 18

Chapter 19

Chapter 20

Chapter 21

Chapter 22

Chapter 23

Chapter 24

Chapter 25

Chapter 26

Chapter 27

Chapter 28

3. Samuel Johns

Chapter 29

Chapter 30

Chapter 31

4. Gus Kostakis

Chapter 32

Chapter 33

Chapter 34

Chapter 35

Chapter 36

Chapter 37

Chapter 38

Chapter 39

Chapter 40

Chapter 41

Chapter 42

Chapter 43

Chapter 44

Chapter 45

Chapter 46

Chapter 47

Chapter 48

Chapter 49

5. Now and Forever

Chapter 50

Gateway Introduction

Also by George Turner

Dedication

About the Author

Copyright




ABORIGINAL TERMS

KOORI: This term for an aboriginal Australian applies, strictly, only to the tribes of southeastern Australia but is gaining acceptance as a generic term for all Australian aboriginal tribes.

KORADJI: Most easily translated as “medicine man” or “witch doctor.”

KURDAITCHA: The descriptions given by Connor and later by Bill Gordon are accurate according to my references (mainly Aboriginal Words of Australia, A. W. Reed, 1965), but the ascription to some of them practicing “inner contemplation” is purely fictional.

However, the prevalence of out-of-body and other mystical experience in Australian native folklore suggests that some such awareness was common currency and almost certainly followed up by individuals.


1.

HARRY OSTROV


1

My name is Ostrov, Harry Ostrov. My actual given names were Ian Juan Ivan John, a lighthearted and light-headed joke wished on me by my parents when I was born in the final year of the Dancing Thirties, before the realities of overpopulation, ineradicable pollution, rampant nationalism, and plain entrepreneurial greed—the four horsemen of the greenhouse apocalypse—closed around the planet.

I fought my parents to a standstill on the matter of the names, which had become a crown of thorns on my teenage head (what cruel little animals one’s schoolyard peers could be, tongues alive with mockery of the odd man out), and arrived at an understanding that I was, thenceforth and forever, Harry Ostrov. I might be all those other aliases on official documents but I was Harry in the home and, after a few definitive fights—I was a big lump of a kid—in the schoolyard.

Looking back, it seems like the only victory I ever won. All the other encounters, however successful, have left me with a sense of outward victory and inner doubt, as though I had traded some secret part of me (my soul, if the word means anything) for a few words of routine adulation. Failure hurts, but success, if you have any brains at all, reveals the inner weaknesses you somehow survived.

You stand up straight for the public accolade but you know the part sheer luck played, how you blundered from point to point until you practically tripped over the answers, how the opposition’s mistakes were the real sum of your supposed brilliance, and how often you were simply, starkly afraid.

I had, at the age of thirty-two, the ghastly experience of being brought face-to-face with the suppressed, hidden expressions of my true beliefs and desires, the stuff that lies unrecognized in the sump of the mind, and that was a terrible confrontation. I know more about the human veneer of civilization than most because I have been down in the engine room of the mind to observe the thing in action, and I know I am no hero. We are reactive mechanisms driven by deep-buried forces.

My claim to a place in history is not that I achieved great things but that I happened to be present at a few seminal passages and know something of the truth of the people who fashioned, for good or damnation, the world we live in today.

All these things happened long ago. There’s a temptation to write “on another planet.” That’s the measure of historical change in a single lifetime.

I had my one hundred thirty-third birthday last week, making me one of the few old enough to remember 2070 in Australia, when the long greenhouse was at its height and January was the hottest month of the year.

Adding insult to animal sweat, the south polar ozone holes had defied the predictions of science and common sense by refusing to close wholly over; they thickened and thinned like pranksters who had us all by the short hairs. For the temperate regions, meaning most of the world, this hardly mattered, but for the state of Victoria and my hometown of Melbourne, both uncomfortably close to Antarctica and within the radius of UV onslaught, it meant January ill-temper, dripping armpits, and the regular anticancer shots that turned the skin a dirty brown and was ineffective in at least 5 percent of cases.

So we all wore long-sleeved shirts in high summer, protective glasses and wide-brimmed hats to shade the vulnerable forehead, ears, and nose. We police wore “digger” hats of a lightweight cotton closely woven against UV penetration, so that we sweated like draft horses from the hairline down, and after an hour or so probably stank like them.

This account begins in 2070, a hundred years ago, in January, with the outdoor temperature in the mid-forties and Detective Sergeant Ostrov relegated to a desk job, in a condition somewhere between official tolerance and limbo.

Premier Beltane had died six months earlier, by his own hand, while I was on duty at The Manor as bodyguard to his father. Beltane was not strictly my business, but the commissioner considered it a stain on the force’s image that I had been unable to prevent the suicide. He would have dumped me as a sacrificial gesture if Psych Section had not stepped in to defend me. They knew of my horrible encounter with my subconscious because, in a state bordering on schizophrenic confusion, I had begged their help and they had been able to convince him that sacking me might backfire as a publicized injustice. (Besides, they wanted me for study, didn’t they?)

I was grateful because, with half the workforce permanently unemployed, he was a lucky man who found two jobs in his lifetime.

My area superintendent, Connor, had me on a desk job because he didn’t know what else to do with me. He would not trust my mental stability until Psych Section gave me a clean bill—which they would not do while they could dream up more tests and interrogations—so I wasted my days consolidating the reports of others, constructing endless schedules, and answering the questions that lazy coppers could have researched for themselves.

Then Connor sent for me and, though I could not know it, my entanglement with history began.

There were no omens or portents of destiny, only his face in my desk screen saying, “My office right away, Harry,” and snapping off the call on the final syllable as though terseness represented efficiency. Connor had a repertoire of roles and attitudes, and as usual I found myself answering an automatic, “Yes, sir,” to an unhearing screen. I disliked him. We saw each other’s existences as crosses to be borne.

In his office he had another demonstration of reform school efficiency ready for me. He handed me a sheaf of papers, said, “Read, consider, and report to me for orders in one hour,” and began the scanning of some other printout as though I had vanished with his last word.

Still, I said, “Yes, sir,” because there would have been disciplinary slaughter if I hadn’t. The small dog must never aspire to the bad manners of the big dog. Besides, Psych Section would never have forgiven me if I had so far lost control as to override their careful training in repression of the assaulted ego.

Until the shocking night in The Manor, when Gus Kostakis and I had been subjected to a drug-induced mental probing that no one should have to remember, I had had the average copper’s impatience with Psych Section as a group of cloud-niners, more immersed in theory than aware of the grim facts of human behavior, but when confusion came pretty close to breakdown on my part they raced to the rescue with a down-to-earth practicality that tossed preconceptions out the window. They understood the implications of what had happened to me and cushioned my initial despair of coping with the paradoxes and blind alleys of unbalanced thinking. Better, they devised mental exercises founded in what they termed “logical dislocation,” allowing the brain to freewheel with a problem or a decision until the subconscious disgorged an appropriate conclusion. “Appropriate” as distinct from “correct.” They recognized moral and ethical “correctness” as variables dependent on personal perception, changing with the winds of popular convention and philosophic fashion. What they shaped for me was a coherent personality, not my previous holier-than-thou, morally perfect one.

Nevertheless, I had a complaint: they refused to treat Gus, because he was not a member of the force. It is hard to realize in our more or less brave new world that human beings were little more than statistics in that day. Nobody cared a damn what happened to civilian Gus; he had no entitlement to police care and no money for impossibly expensive private specialists. In the end I taught him, night after night, what Psych Section taught me by day, and together we struggled back to a bearable level of humanity. You must believe me when I say that no two people ever knew each other, to the depths, better than Gus and I when it was over.

So I was able to put Connor’s playacting behind me and give my attention to the sheaf of papers. They could represent a promise of better times to come. Connor had said. “… and report to me for orders,” so it might be that my putting out to grass was over; the papers might signal some sort of trial run.

They had come from the Dead File, I had no doubt, from the repository of old documents that had not been fed into the Data Bank but preserved, only because if ever they were revived for attention and action their context might demand forensic testing of print and paper. In the age of microrecording, printed originals were curios with rarity value.

The slight stiffness of the sheets and the browning edges were witness to a long, undisturbed shelf life. The first page was headed: Unsworn Statement by Steven Parry Warlock, 8th October, 2036. It was older than I. I began reading with no expectation of more than routine interest and soon was wondering why this document without any apparent criminal relevance had found its way into a police file at all. Then it became intriguing in its own right—and finally engrossing.

It was the narrative of a bizarre tragedy that had played itself out three years before I was born.
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