LIVING NEXT DOOR TO THE GOD OF
LOVE

Justina Robson

The Dunamai Memorial Collection

This ebook is part of a collection to honor the memory of Hugh * Dunamai’ Miller who passed away on
the evening of January 19th, 2006.

Dunamai was an incredible asset to the ebook community, literally converting books to ebooks by hand
like amodern day clerical monk when he had to. He was the Knight of the Obscure Book and a better
champion could not be found. They don't make them much better than this man.

If you are lucky in your life you might meet a handful of redlly ‘good' people. If you knew Dunamai, then
you were lucky in meeting just such aperson. Hewas avery specid man who had time for everyone and
asked nothing of anyone. He aso had a smile and akind word for you anytime you needed one.
Dunamai was one of the nicest, helpful and easygoing people you could meet online.

“For what isit to die but to stand naked in the wind and melt into the sun. And what isit to cease
breathing but to free the breath fromitsrestless tides, that it may rise and expand and seek god
unencumbered. Only when you drink fromthe river of silence shall you indeed sing. And when you
have reached the mountain top, then you shall begin to climb. And when the earth shall claim
your limbs, then you shall truly dance.”

I'm sure Dun is dancing today. He was a star on earth, and will be astar in heaven.

We grieve the loss of an important member of the ebook community. We will remember you forever,
dear friend.

For Freda Warrington Now, or never.

Have you ever wondered what it is like to be someone else?
Suppose there was an instant, a split second, in which you knew
what it was like for them. Completely.

You'd be themin that instant.

Everything would change.

You couldn't shut them out, edit, ignore what doesn't suit you,
Leaving it

Behind the skull's censor and the tongue's lies.



Now watch the face they gave you,
Inthe mirror of their eyes.
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Therésakind of hush dl over the world tonight: the sound of loversinlove. Therasy fug of itisso
overpowering that | can't hear the specia kind of silence I'm listening for; the one that will tell me I'm
about to die.

It'slong past midnight. From my premium vantage point on the top of the Syndicated DC Building | can
see the whole of Manhattan before me, stretching north towards Central Park. Hoboken's bricktown lies
over thewater to my left, the brownstone weight of Brooklyn to my right, arain-washed splendour of
light and concrete. Its eectrified pizzazz fades very suddenly into the murky gadights and pillared
mansions of Gotham. Gotham, seeded by treesin permanent winter coats of ice, shrouded eternally in
mist seeping from the ground, ruled by wolves.

Staten Idand smply does not exist. Therotting piles of an enormous, abandoned shipyard and inits
place, every stanchion and plank haf asbig again, initsway, as any human structure. | can smell the pitch
on their vast timbers. The copper haslong since oxidized to green on the signsthat tell of ferry journeys
to the Euphrates, the Tigris, the Congo, the Styx. No ship has ever moored there. They say that ghosts
come and go over thewater from itsslent terminds, so in thisworld at least one charm ismissing.

If charms ever had such power 1'd be chanting charms like amachine gun spits bullets.

Behind me the wind blowsfitfully from Gotham's worm-riddled Germanic spires. It smellsof incenseand
twisted passions. | liketo vigt but | couldn't live there, although some of my best friends do. It's popular
with everyone young enough to play with death.

Two witches pass high over me on the way to Fifth Avenue. | can hear them chattering excitedly about
some new restaurant down there. The wind abates after they've gone, asif someone flicked the switch on
afan. I'mglad it's topped, it was making my flesh crawl.

| can't see anybody I'm looking for but | can fed themm moving through the hidden walls of thisworld,
searching for me. They're very close: one breath out of place and they'll taste my shadow, come swirling
around the edge of the hydrogen atoms and sink their neutrino teeth right into me. My fleshis ill
crawling. So, not the wind-maybe they're actualy under my skin.

| wish someone would hurry up and commit some felonies out here. Breaking and entry, robbery with
violence, gang fights, pimps beating on their girls or boys-1'm not fussy, any of the standard moveswould
do. Anything to cregte adiverson.

A Batmobile cruises dong Avenue of the Kryptonites. It's one of the early modds, adl white-wall tyres
and fins. There's no rush for him: he's obeying the traffic gnalsand hisjets arent lit. | wonder where he's
going to that he couldn't go as a Bruce Wayne. Maybe he's off to that bar the witches wanted to get into,



where the good guys and the bad guys drink together, roll their deeves and complain about the price of
Active Spandex.

I've drunk with them plenty of times. We dl get pleasant jaw ache recounting how many years you can
go on getting beat up day after day before you have to retire and go home to Earth to watch your rocket
boots gather dust. Of course | waslying tofit in, but that's not the point. Ennui isthe fashion for heroes.
Every fantasy losesitslustre in the end and nodding sagely about it isthe consolation prize. Glory and
approval are for neophytes, for whom every bar goes quiet and faces turn away. Old boysand girlsare
beyond that. They want something bigger, degper, without knowing what it is. They want to taste
immortality and fed its cold fingers close around their hearts, but the hearts themselves don't want to
know.

| don't drink in those bars anymore. Whiskey isn't my drink and besides, they made me cry al night.
Cometo think of it, | really have listened to too much country-fusion since I've been here.

Ten million people live here and over 20 percent are heroes. They have to pay triple whack to get
anyoneto be acivil servant, and the service industry has created more millionaires than the stock market.

Two blocks over | can hear one of the Daredevils fighting some drugs gang. | tunein. He's being assisted
by aNomad, who seems more a home here than he ever wasin his comic book. They're both tough
guys. Very noble. | liketheir ideds, but we haven't got much timefor each other. Eastside nobility are dl
trad. They don't trust those of uswho were created from mongrel imaginations or primal source
mythology. I'm supposed to despise them in turn as either old fogies or Johnny-come-latelys, depending
on who they are, but 1'd rather just watch them have their fun. | liketo imagine that | belong, that we're dl
on the same side, whatever that is.

The drugs gang they've come to tackle are abunch of Stuffie patsies moonlighting from their day jobsto
provide alarge enough crimina element to keep everyone happy. Nobody in Metropolis actualy needs
drugsfor their highs. They've got the Engine.

It'sadmost 1:.00A.M. Thetraffic lights on Seventh and Kryptonites are changing red to green and back
again, dashing the wet streetswith liquid colour. AsaHumvee of Nordic gods crosses the intersection,
thesignalsal light up a once and Odin laughs, drunk as a skunk. He bellows aword and every lightbulb
explodesin agreat pop of sparks, showering the divine with plastic particles asthey hoot and holler.
Thor swings his hammer wildly and dl the glassfliesout of Tiffany's front windows. The gods swerve by,
reach in for an armful of diamond trinkets and then burn rubber al the way to Centra Park. | watch them
briefly, then follow a Spiderman as he dings hisway casually over to the rooftop gardenson the Time
building for ameeting with some Maryjane. She's going to break off with him again because she'sbeing
blackmailed by a Joker who doesn't mind a bit of cross-world devilry. | just can't watch that. | can't bear
tofed that lurch in hisheart. It's so painful it makes mefed sick and the vertigo will pitch meinto afal.

Instead | make a desperate mental lunge and latch on to Vicky Vae #24 as she's building up the nerve to
go into Arkham Asylum. She hasanice car, aBuick eight. And she's easy on the eye. She has
augmented sensorimotor skillsand, to help her nerves, she keeps on mentally building and rebuilding her
Bulgari watch, usng abunch of imaginary tools smal enough for leprechauns. The MekTek that's made
her such asharp little martia arts model has overwired her cortex, and she can never stay cool. She
knows she's going to fumble her lines, and then looking like Veronica Lakeisn't going to be enough to
stop people from laughing dyly at her. Shefearsthat more than abullet.

| cut afew of the bad neural connectionsin her head. She stopswhat she's doing and looks down, trying
to visudize those nonexistent cogsin her hand: the little diamonds she imagines on the watch mechanism
arejust like the diamonds Odin's wearing on hisfist. She fedls better, doesn't know why, only better. She



thinks she might be okay. She says, "'Is someone there?"

| have alittle starburst of a heart with an arrow through it that | can use asakind of calling card on these
occasons. It came free with the body and the powers but it's so chegp and nasty | wouldn't soil her with
it. | let her feel my presence, touch her. Her smileis as beautiful asanew day and more than | deserve.

She casts her eyesto the skies and praysto some god in thanks. | don't mind.

My kindness towards her relied on alot of 7-dimensiond trickery however, and it draws my pursuers
directly to me. Helping Vicky was bound to have that effect though, | wasn't just making nice. | wish
they'd hurry-the waiting isthe worst part, so they say. Anyway, hard to classit asakindness, morelikea
sfishinterference. I'm paring myself the pain of her suffering.

Plus, aslong as| look at Vicky | don't have to see the fifty thousand human beingsin my immediate area,
their electromagnetic aural patterns, the shifting flows of their blood and hormones, the nonstop growth
and change and juicy, potent bubbling foam of life's primordid forces pulsing through every last one of
thar cdlsindl itsmulti-molecular, transconscious glory. All that irrdevant shiteistasering my acuity.

The people, the Unity agentsl'm interested in, don't have biocellular energy matrices. Withinthe 7-D
they're less than shadow-empty vessals, owl silent and venom quick. They'll only assume shape and mass
when they have to. But I'm forced to listen to romance and all that kiss-me-deadly drama, because it
goeswith thejob and the materiad universe and the 4-D I'm hiding out in. I'm locked into it, just like
Vicky hereislocked into her chosen role asaplucky journaist with aweakness for men in armoured
rubber. Unlike Vicky, | never wanted to surrender to the inner conflicts of my persondity in full
Technicolor, but inthe 4-D of Metropolis there's no choice: you don the cape or you're out.

I'm trying to listen to the rain that washes the darkness where the Tiffany windows used to be. | can hear
it trickling over the black casing on the broken traffic lights, two hundred metres down. | can hear it
running off my night-black, frictionless and shiny polymer skin. Fresk Heroes, aswe're charmingly
known, don't do costumes-physiology is enough.

Heromay be the wrong term.

My hunters are so closein the 7-D that | know for sure I'm sharing space with one of them, that they're
moving through mein that tricky way they have of sneaking through matter. If | try to find out for sure,
that'sthe end, because I'll haveto look into the 7 and that would giveit al away. Pretend | don't have
any Seven-sensesfor this moment, and they might missme. It's hard though, when they'reingde. Theitch
isdriving mecrazy.

| stare around, desperate for distraction. To my |left the dightly taller tower of MarvelsInc. sheltersme
from the prevailing wind. Multiple bomb holes have laced it uninhabitable from the twentieth floor
upwards. It only stays up out of bloody-mindedness. Some of the holes go through into other universes,
and I'm watching those carefully. Unity controlsthem all.

From the busy skies over Centra Park afigure detaches and arrowsin on me directly. She'sgot
feathered wings and they work without mechanical support, so it takes her awhile as she carefully
dodges the big gusts coming in off the sea. She goes higher to get some vantage point on theway, and |
can fed her gaze on my back like sunshine. Ardent glances are dways hot. Hateful onestoo.
Temperature isameasure of how much energy athing holds. She holds one hell of alot.

She comesin to land beside me on my chilly ledge. The warmth, the smell and the whitefeathersarea
dead giveaway, even though | recognized her immediately, and can't help the rush of gratitude and
pleasure at seeing her. She comes to the edge and squats beside me, her wing-tipstickling me



intentiondly.

I'm immediately swept away into the heavenly blue of her gaze. She possesses an actively rediant
goodness|'ve only ever come acrossin avery few heroes, and only oncein aregular human being. You
can't get away with dl that grungy Han Solo shit in Tribeca, where she'sfrom. It's an aspirationa
neighbourhood. Right now her considerable glamour isal directed at me, and | can tell she'shere hoping
for morethan afriendly hdlo.

Angd #5 only messures six-foot-saven including the halo. Next to her | fed colossal and automatically
protective. | can hear the divine vibrations of her chakrasystem whirling, fuelling that halo with the power
to bring out the best in anybody she wants to charm. She's the only one of the Angelswho isn't a
moronically righteous son of abitch, and if | weren't on watch for my life I'd sweep her off the building
and take her out of this miserable spot and somewhere beautiful with no questions asked. | should tell her
they're gunning for me and that therefore she'sin mortal danger, but her halo power istoo strong for my
conscience. It lets me believe | am good, and then my sudden overconfidence makes me believel can
save her.

| curl my tail around her waist and tickle her in aprivate place with the tip. Shelicksthe rain off my
triceps. Because I'm frictionless, she can only fed me viapressure, and so she appliesquitealot of it. |
can fed every taste-bud on her virtuous tongue, and so for her | make mysdlf taste of honey, sweeter
thanwine.

"Hello Eros" she says, bathing mein her dizzying perfume of pure grace. There's nothing about her that
isn't anless, even her lugt.

"Angel, you haveto go." | grip her moretightly. | canfed Angel #5'slovedl over me, dl indde me. Even
if it weren't acasting rule of the Metropolis Universe Engine that | personaly cannot act against any
loving intent, it would be impossible to throw that adoration off, and nothing in mewantsto do it. | want
to say here, insde her, forever.

The gnatlikeitching at the edge of my awareness goes qui€t.
Fuck, why now?

Out of purefear | tear my face away from her regard and look around. Disoriented, my mind fishesthe
undertow of theworld. In that ingtant I'm aware of al the billions of people who ever had the misfortune
to comeinto contact with Unity. It and | arerelated, and | can hear their lost voicesin its swirling depths.
They rise and crash to nothing like waves on an endless shore.

If | want to have them, dl their memoriesare mine, al their knowledge, al their hopes and dreams.
Two-billion-plus species. Eighty-plus-thousand star systems. Eighty-plus teratonnes of knowledge and
experience, tears, passions, joys and desths. | can haveit free, gratis and for nada - ifl only let go and
drop into Unity, if | let it eat me up. | will become one of those waves then. There may be momentswhen
| return to myself. But if you do the maths, you can see how unlikely that is, and for how long it will last.
Unity has no linear time, no awareness like ahuman one. It is the soft welcoming embrace of everness.

Jugt feding the possibility is so hypnatically, mindfuckingly enticing | fed myself beginning to topplein. I'm
tired of running and tired of the whole damn thing where | fight to stay free and it kegps on coming. It
wouldbesoessy ...

Angel #5 collects atear from my eye on thetip of her finger, and the spell breskswith her touch. I'm so
grateful | kiss her, becauseit's the next thing | want to do, and if there hasto be alast thing | do then |
can't think of anything better than that.



Shetugsmy long hair playfully. Sheisn't dumb enough to let melook through her eyesin adirect Sare,
likel let her do to mefor thefirg time just now, athough | can see dl her intentions even without doing
that. | seewhat'sin peopl€e's hearts clearer than | see my own night-black hand in front of my face.

"Y ou don't want meto go," she saysin her educated Southern accent, staring right into my soul. Uh-oh.
My need to be closeto her haslet her get too close for her own good. She startsto redize that | haven't
aways been entirdly straight with her. She sees, without understanding what it isthat she's seeing, thet |
am not human but that | am not a Unity creation either. She startsto form a question and her delicate
eyebrows begin to frown.

| wish she could be seeing something better. Looking at theinsde of my soul must be akin to watching
dasher horror-so it feelsto me, anyway.

"You haveto go!" | findly find my guts as her halo becomes diffuse with confusion, and | try to wrestle
her bodily off the parapet. It's ano-contest and she goes easily, absorbing my energy. Shefdlsafew
metres and rises again with her armsfolded definitively beneath her breasts, gold strands of ambrosial
fragrance twisting off her like smoke. She hoversin front of me and fans me with abreeze that smells of
Estée Lauder's Beautiful Springtime and ahint of the burned flesh of sinnersin hell. Angd #5 fights Wing
Tsun style and she accessorizes with arazor-sharp sense of irony.

| am utterly frozen with adoration. And. . . .

"What's the matter?' she demands. When | don't answer she triesto compel meto reply by directing the
interrogative beam of her halo at me, but I'm out beyond its reach.

The Unity agent within my space just noticed Angel #5 talking to nobody, making love to nobody, on this
daughterhouse roof. As have severa other heroes currently out hoping for trouble.

Something strong, dender, like athorn, triesto hook onto the inside of me. It searches for an opening
through which it can transform me and remake my substance into ordinary Stuff.

The human heroes become wary, disgusted, intrigued and afraid, asthey see my form flicker likea
candleflame. They have no trouble identifying me once they know whereto look. Even through al the
Forging and the MekTek, humans are a bipolar gender species, and twelve-foot-tall naked
hermaphrodites with demon tails mostly give them the heebie-jeebies. Some of them try and claim their
whole costume and identity good/bad thing isn't linked to their sex lives but they're lying out their ass.

As Unity attemptsto drag meinto 7-space unsuccessfully and | try to think of any way to save Angel #5,
one of the Slver Surfersfloats pagt, idly leaning around the buildings. He's aMegaCity man but he'svery
keen on Angd #5-you rarely see him far from her. Hewhistles at her and she blesseshim. Hedoesa
backflip with ecstasy and | ook away.

Unity cannot eat me. | knew thisbefore. That's how | knew there had to be another game on tonight-a
poker hand of persuasion that will amost certainly suck Angd intoitstrouble. | till can't seethe strategy
though: what the hell isit going to do? Something very bad.

| try to disconnect its hold on me where it surrounds mein complete 11-dimensiona stickiness, but the
fucker isredlly tricky. Every transform in 7-space that | useto repd it takes too much time. It'sfaster on
the draw than | am. It fights Wing Tsun style too, and when | break its grip it just getsanew one.

| suspected that thistime it might try to finish me off. Weve done the dance of al seven vells and there
was no nice bedroom routine at the end of any of those, so now dl that remains, if it's serious, isto go for
the knockout in someway that doesn't involve egting me.



And then, a ladt, it shows methe gun.

Therésanew wal around Metropolis through which | can't see, hear, fed, taste or touch anything on any
levd. The pinnacles of the Bates Motd range are winking out of my sight in thefar disance and | can tell
that the darknessfaling over them isn't light being taken away-it's everything being taken away. Laughing
and crying and joyful and hurting people are faling off my barometer by the hundred thousand and it's
like1'm going emotiondly blind. The Metropolis Engineis undoing the world.

| didn't think Unity would go thisfar, but obvioudy I'm wrong. This universe and everything in it will soon
be over. In thetimeit takes my dow brain to figure this out the giant harbour is consumed by nothingness.
A fina shadow drapes Gotham. A curtain drifts gently across the top of the park, silent and blank.

| wrap the end of my tail around Angel #5's ankle, preparing to fling her, but | don't know where | can
send her to. Therereally isnowhere, because their plan issmply to close Metropolis dtogether, to end
this4-D, and mewithit. If | stay fully 4-D | am dead; and if | try to go through the 7-D | can easily be
smashed in the colossal gravitationd tides that this destruction is creating. Desperation makes me hesitate.
| think | can save myself through a complete 11-D shift, but she can't come with me. Wl she can, but
only through the same mechanism that I've fought againgt dl my life, through the same mechanism by
which Unity has become what it's become.

| can saveher, if | edt her.

People who are eaten do not come back the same, if they come back at al, and I'm not sure that ever
happens. Thereésno timeto think it through. I wish | could explainit to her, but dl | can do islove her
with al my heart.

"Eros?' Angd's cross with my stupid behaviour now, but reedy to be friendly. She zaps my tail witha
Purity charge, but, thanksto the literal rules of combat here, | don't haveto let her go because | don't
mean to hurt her.

That doesn't make it painless however. Her energy bolt seeks out the deaths on my conscience and burns
mefor al of them. | hissat the horrible sensation but tighten my hold on her and snatch her back to me
for onelast indant.

Her face darkens with suspicion and she cries out angrily. Her blue eyestry to read my intentions, but I'm
watching that wall of sllence whip around both of us, watching the stupid glory of this place vanishing as
time catches up with it and knotsitself to an end. To her credit | can fed the shift in her emotion fix itsalf
on steely determination as Angel #5 gets abearing on what's going down.

My Vicky Vdeisaready the higtory of aworld that will have no histories.
All of my friends, except Angel here, are dead. There are no more Angels.

| fling her through one of the holesin the Marvel building, one that leads to another world, maybe. | have
no idea It could smply be ahole with nothing behind it except asingularity and nothing in front of it but
my bad decision, but there's not enough time to find out.

As shefliesaway from me at close to the speed of sound Angel opens her arms and her heart towards
me. A sphere of white light emerges from the centre of her chest, so bright | haveto close my eyes. The
light hitsmein the solar plexus. All Angdl's power and dreams, the love and the anger she fedsfor mefor
not explaining why thisis happening to her, bury themsdvesin my heart.

| spread my wings and fold mysdlf ingde them, into anew universe.



" 'Snot like Ashley iseven that niceaguy,” Sulasaid, tipping thelast of her Singshot into her mouth and
swalowing thoughtfully with only adight wince. "1 mean, he went out with Miki on dl those
not-redl ly-chesting dates during your open-relationship phase.”

"It was alowed," | said, looking at my empty glass. | had drunk three cocktails and was fedling pleasantly
venomous with regard to Ashley; aso brave, dso doshy.

"Don' defend him," Sulaadmonished mein asingle dur. She sgndled for another drink with aflourish of
her perfectly manicured hand. (Oh the endless hours of preening we did and the money we spent just to
keep up, not even winning, only staying in the game.)

She added without grammar, " Spent five bloody months doing that. Where it got you? Nothing."

"Nowhere," | agreed with drunk logic. I'd planned to tell her about severa other men I'd had take an
interest in me. | dways planned to, but never got around to it, asif there was going to be afuturetimein
which shewouldn't be surprised to find that her quiet and studious best mate had an adter ego whose
agendawas a hundred times more out of control than shelet on. Popular, cheerful, happy Sulawasthe
defender and socia saviour of quirky, geeky, quiet Francine, who'd rather hole up with an interface than
face people all the time, head-on. Those were our professions at school, our stock-in-trade outside. But
anyway, Ashley was an asshole, | had to admit it, dthough | hated to admit it because of the time and
energy dready wasted in being in love with him for so long and taking dl the:

You could make more of yourself; and the
Why don't you dress more like Su; and the
| can't stand it when you start arguing; and the

Don't talk about the generation of Forged Class Orders and other smart stuff in front of my
parents, okay? They don't like weird people; and especidly the

You look better when you smile.

"There comes a point when you stay because you've invested too heavily to face buying yoursdf out.
Y ou haveto pay yoursdlf back, with interest, and you pay everyone you know, in the currency of their
dismay at your deceptions. . . And then, thegambling . . ."

"Francinel" Su shook me by the shoulder. "Y oure talking to yourself."

"I know," | said crosdy, because | hadn't redlized | wasdoing it. A jolt of fear at my own behaviour
ricocheted off theinsde of my sternum and it was so darming that | giggled. Alwaysthe girlswith the
inappropriate laughs. . .

"Here, have acocktail." Sulapushed another glass at me asthe waiter came over and ddlivered two of
the pretty yellow and orange drinksto our table. "God thisll finish my dlowance. Never mind. I'll tell
some sob story to Dad when he gets back from Ingeborg or whatever he's doing and that'll sort it out.”
She batted big eyelashes at me, grinning, and | watched the lights sparkle off her eye glitter with the cold
beauty of frost. Sulatwisted al men around her fingers, dazzled them with the flash of her inconstant
eyes, the strange flicker of her attention that gave her commonplace engineered beauty an indefinable
eroticism. | longed to have her power.



"| was seeing Roni Vance in secret and two days ago he came on to me and we had sex a school in the
gameslock-up,” | said. It came out sounding alot flatter and nastier than | intended. | didn't recognize my
own voice.

In the mini-movie of me giving this speech | had been alot more amusing. But now |'ve got the voice of
the tougher and more real me who's been living inside Francine recently. She's my disappointed half, the
part who wanted to feel warmth, see colour, hear the world asif it was an instrument she could play. She
went out with her sign turned to say Open, had no door policy and . . . well, that Francing€'s not so nice
now.

"VavaVance?' Sulagave him his classroom nickname. He was the sports teacher at our school, and by
the way he dressed you could see he considered himsdlf quite the hunk. He was good-looking, but
around girls he had the careful atentiveness of apit viper.

I'd thought . . . | don't know what | thought to be honest. There wasn't much thinking. Using him waslike
test-driving adisappointing sports car. It goesfor sure, fast-and that's when you redize that not only
haven't you got anywhereto goinit, there aren't even any roads out of town.

"He Vava-voomsthrough it likeatrain," | said in asudden need to explain, excuse, get free of the
horrible gaze we were sharing that told me (contrary to my expectations) that Sulawas appalled . She
should be laughing. | want to make her laugh. | want to stop her staring at me asthough | spat on god. |
want to fabricate ajoke, but the truth will do asit happens. "Vava. . . and then he'slike giving medl
this dross about his girlfriend getting on his case while he wipes himsdf off on one of the basketbal bibs."
| took half my drink in one go. "It's the one at the bottom of the red pile, so don't be point guard next
week."

"Frannie?' Sulasaid softly, her shock evident by the paling of her face.

She's not angry with me because she thinks I'm bad. She's distraught because she can seethat . . . (and
suddenly | can seethat) . . . I'm hurt. Redlly hurt. | did it to myself and | don't know why.

| want to vomit on her lgp but | don't. | pick up my Slingshot with easy grace and look at the shine on my
chromed nails. | list afew of the boysin the senior year and abunch of names she's never heard of, all
men old enough to be one of our fathers. Well, if we had any ideawho my father actualy was. It's hard
to say and, after the chromosomal tracking and filtering isall done doesit redlly matter who'swhat? |
havethirty fathers, al their strengths, none of their digressive mutations. . . and one mother, who spent all
her student years designing me over and over on the page decades before | was born.

| tell her about the men's various styles, their habits, their ways, dl of which involve dumping mein one
way or another. | have aworldly air that is supposed to be sophisticated but somehow, dthoughitison
other people, it'snot on me. | tell her about Dix Clarke, the smal-time LeedsGuide show host who
picked me up last Tuesday with alot of lines about how heliked intelligent girls and dropped me off at
my house with a packet of candy and athumbprint on my Abacand that gets me half price of whatever
shit they're promoting thisweek, al in return for ahand job.

"Beglad they only show him from thewaist up,” | said, admiring my cool, my stony delivery of aniceline.
It's bullshit. He was nothing out of the ordinary asfar as| can remember, which isn't far, but | need to
hate him-that sad, lonely, wretched, awful man who wanted me to cuddle him after. "He took my
number. Didnt call. | cdl that rude.”

"Frannie," Suwas quieter now. She put her drink down. "Are you serious?' But she doesn't need the
answer. Francine is aways serious about whatever it is. "Are you okay?"



"Y ou know what Darren cals me?' Darren ismy mother's boyfriend. He liveswith us, and has done for
fiveyears. HEs big in the design of disposable tableware for spaceflight catering; ergonomic handles,
nutritionally enhanced plagtics, dl that. "Hive Spawn. Because I'm like those Forged, to him. The ones
that think and live indgde machines. He has athing about insects too, which makes that al the nicer.
Allergic to bee-gtings. Y ou should see him when one comesin the house." | flip and flap my hands,
dodge theimaginary bee, squed like akid and laugh. | want to die.

"Frannie”
"What?'
"You're scaring me." Suisn't drinking.

"Don't worry," | assure her. "I'm probably just acting out some desperate need for love. Not to mention
issues at home; dingbat ex-mode mother losing her looks and getting old, devious stepfather bent on
socid climbing into the stratospheric heights of county politics. Nobody who understands me. Y ou could
do measaproject in Psych inten minutes." My sdf-pity made me nauseous.

"Here," Sulasaid sharply, taking two fluorescent tubes of Hydro out of her bag. She cracked the tops
and handed me one as she tipped her head back and sucked the liquid out of hers. With acough she
flicked the empty tube onto the floor under the table, not even glancing to seeif anybody noticed. She
paused and closed her eyes as the soft drug brought on itstemporary caming, acohol-neutralizing glow.

"Do you hate me?" | knocked back my tube, tasting the sharp lime flavour, feding the dmost instant rush
fadeinto adreamy sense of princess-wellnessin about two seconds.

"Of course not." Sula hesitated, then took atissue out of her bag and wiped her eyeswith it carefully,
under the mascaraline, blotting the moisture. She checked the white paper for smudges before she put it
away. "But holy shit, Annie, you know how to drop the bloody bombshdl. I'm the Siut With Problems.
Me. Not you. Y ou're the smart homework girl. You're thedl-A girl who was going to do something
extraordinary one day long after | was some big sassy momma egting brown rice and bringing up a
thousand kids nobody €l se could be bothered to have. . . fuck!™

| can't stand looking at her face anymore. | get up, full of determination, and make for the Ladies. Insde
thelight istoo bright and thetilesare too shiny. | lock mysdlf into one of the cubicles, put the seet lid
down, sit and open my bag. I've thought of thisday along time. Kind of surprised it'stoday.

| put the pathetic little firgt-aid numbing patch on the back of my left hand and trigger it. It probably won't
go deep enough, but it'sdl that wasin the medicine cabinet.

| yank aload of tissue out of the dispenser and spread that under my left hand, and some within easy
reach of my right, balanced on the top of the paper-holder to keep it clean. | know if | think about this at
al I won't doit. Four Slingshotsis about enough to get there, not too many to make me shaky, and the
Hydro has taken off the worst of the motor-neuron interference from the a cohoal. I've practiced with a
piece of card dozens of times; hundreds of timeswith astylus. A designer'sknifeislot like that.

With my index finger | trace the outline of the Tab chip in the back of my hand and use an eye pencil to
mark the corners. | overdo the pressure on the first pass and fedl the blade snick into and drag the stupid
chip, cutting its surface so that my vision ingtantly fogs up with red warnings from NorthNet, advisng me
that | may be experiencing technical difficulties with my Tabacand, telling meto get some advice on how
tofix it and would | like to know about specia offers on replacement models? | get NorthNet itsalf
talking to me asecond later. It spesks with the voice of an angdl, Michagl or Raphael, dways gentle, asif
it cared. And | used to confideinit, asif it cared.



"Francine? What are you doing?'
Leaving you, you stupid Al.
Ohgod it hurts.

| look around the warning notices a what I'm doing, but it doesn't help much because everythingislostin
ahuge upweling of blood. | put the blade down with a hand that can't stop shaking, pick up the first
swab set and wipe the loose skin to the Side, blotting the ooze at the same time; an action which isten
times more agonizing. Blinking away tears, | pick up my eyebrow tweezers, get ahold of the dippery fish
scaeof achip andrip it out of my hand.

There'sablack moment. | open my eyes and gasp with pain so awful that | pass out for a second or two.
I'm dimly aware of my head hitting thewall on the way down and briefly | redlly do see stars. | thought
that wasjust asaying.

| wake up on thetiles, my hand a hot, burning fury. The surgica patch that cost me two months
dlowanceislying on thefloor with me- can seeit on the whitetile, yellow and flesh-coloured,
face-down. I'm glad | didn't strip the backing off before because | could haveruined it. Now | grab it
and pedl it. | flip the skin flaps back into place over the wound and dap the patch on. Immediately the
pain lessens to abearable degree and | get up.

Everything is covered in smears of blood and the more | wipe it up with the chegp tissuesthe moreit
gpreads around.

The chip itsdlf, the Tab, which has connected me to NorthNet and LeedsGuide and al the pearl-strung
Alsof the Solarverse since | was six years old, isasquare of gold, floppy at the edges and carrying the
residue of my nerves, damaged asthey are. | still have the skullwarein my head naturdly, but | won't be
getting that out. And it won't work without the Tab. Well, people get it to work in spy films by using
devious bodily infiltration robotics, but I don't think that's what the Police do hereand | cantt.

| fed very clear, very pure, suddenly weightless. The sllence. . . hard to describeit. | didn't know the
world was so empty. When | look at things the knowledge about them that used to sit behind my mind
isn't there. The world has become meaningless, open wide, nothing to tell me whereto go, what | can do,
what | can't. If | think about this anymore, I'll become too scared to go on.

| take off my shoe and smash the Tab with the hedl. It cracks and flattens on the white tile, becoming a
pink and gold mess. | pick it up in another bit of tissue and flush it al away, then get out the can of
NanoMom | brought with me for the purpose and clean up the cubicle. Maybeit's forensically good
enough to cover my tracks and maybeit isn't, but | won't be here long enough to find out. | clean the can
and my fingers and stuff the tissue and can into the bin. In my bag are my toiletries and the few bits of
tradable stuff | could lift from home. At thelast minute, | change my hedlsfor running shoes.

My hand no longer hurts, it Smply fizzeswith the patch'swork. | fed drunk and giddy on onelevel, but
the queen of truant cool, who has been waiting alifetimein the wings, takes her cueinside me. Out of the
door, out of thetoilets, dong the club wall at anormal pace. | pretend to be Sula.

I'm smiling. It'simpossible not to. | think | could fly.

Suladoesn't even seeme as| circle around the back of her. Then I'min the street, walking fast, like I've
somewhere important to be, and for thefirst time | can remember there are no words or pictures
superimposed on my vision, no voicein my head to tel mewherel am. | glanceleft and right and no
information appears. | look up, look down-nobody callsand | can't hear anything except the drizzle and



the wash of water in the street as cars pass.

| start to run, don't mean to, just have to, and beneath every light and sign | say slently sorry, sorry,
sorry to the Guide Als, and to dl my friends who can no longer hear me. Taking to the dead. But I'm the
onewho died.

As| pass the closed shop windows the holopeople in the adverts running on the glass stop their
promoations and turn to watch me. They move into close shot and crane their necksto seeme go. The
ProHair lady with her mermaid curls waves uncertainly at me and | know it'sredly NorthNet, forsaken,
looking through her useless eyes of light. | skip sSideways and point myself at the Street eyes above the
sorefrontsand | wave as| skip, both arms overhead like I'm signdling aircraft or leading a cheer.
Good-bye. | said | was going. | wrote it in my diary to you, NNet, and you know, and you're going
toletmego. .. | know.

The dapper young man who puts his perfectly tailored suit jacket on athousand timesaday in the display
window of Tinker Tailor, and athousand unseen timesin the night, leaves it hanging on the back of his
chair and blows me akiss.

| turn into ano-holo, eyeless street-St. Paul's-and dow down under the lights, barely recognizing anything
without its overtype of map data. | make myself walk because I've got dl thetimein the world now that
nobody and nothing knowswhere | am, or what, or who.

| need an out-of-state taxicab now. Sympathetic cabbies hang at certain locations-vendor pads where
they park up to take aredt. If there are any of them willing to take anillega passenger, they'll leavetheir
doors unlocked. It's haf an hour before most of the club-goerswill be heading home, so there should be
some cabs nearby.

| find the coffee bar on St. Paul’'s easily enough, and the taxi rank. Some of the cars are parked in bright
light. They havetheir warning flashes bright on their flanks- out of service, do not attempt entry. They
shock to stun.

In the darker areas outside the streetlights most of the taxisare similar. No, they say in Technicolor that
even the un-Tabbed can read. NO. In fact, there's only one that displays nothing and has no driver. My
heart snksas| seeitsregistration plates and billboard; it's an out-world taxi and it's from the Stuff
Universe called Dindsenchas.

Dind isahigtorica Sidebar, devoted to dl things Cdltic, "the premier destination of the true Briton." Dind
shops are full of hand-beaten gold and rough textiles, stinky cheeses and soil-caked old vegetables,
pottery figurines of tough pre-domesticated pigs and bags of strange dried herbs. | don't want to go there
and live by farming the land and riding around on a horse like a peasant of old, whichiswhat | will be. Or
worse.

But you have to be prepared to go anywhere to get out of range of your home Guide and away from
obvioustrails. NorthNet wouldn't stand in the way of apolice pickup if they found me, no matter how
deep we were down with each other.

There are two officers standing at the coffee-house doorway, chatting. One of themisaTek, al armour
plate and rocket packs. | walk past. That'sit. | can't go past again or they'll suspect. But | can't face
Dindsenchas. My mother isinto al that Faerie and Cdlt stuff. She collects figurines and has her runes cast
once aweek. It would be like getting stuck in our living room forever.

| keep walking. Crap. Now what am | going to do? Hang and hope the cops move? Sod's Law says
they won'. | dawdle asmuch as | can without looking like I don't know what I'm doing.



Tomy right in anarrow dley the minor streetlightsflicker suddenly, asthough they were lanternsblown in
asudden gust of wind: sgnds. | automaticaly look that way. One of the lightswinks again. There, haf on
the pavement and half off, isataxi.

The sound of acar on the main street seemstoo loud and acute suddenly, the swish of itstyres on the
wet road hissing likeit'strying to call me back from adangerous mis-step. Thetaxi's plate says
Sankhara.

Sankharais asfrightening as Dindsenchasis boring. It'saHigh Interaction Universe, dthough | can't
remember much more about it than that. Sankharaiis quite along way out from here-a hundred miles
overland to the Gateway, plus who knows how many light-years after that? | have no ideawhat it'sredly
like, but | remember watching a documentary about it once with Mom's boyfriend, Darren. He turned it
off after five minutes, saying, "Bloody lunatics. What do they want to go and live there for? Asking for it.
Alien shit. Cuh."

Soit'l do.

The car isdark. | tap thelid of the trunk on its sensor strip and it opens. | glance back towards the coffee
shop and see two shadows approaching along the pavement. Oneisbulky and tall-Tek. | drop into the
trunk and closethelid. It shutsslently then aninterior light comeson, atiny glow.

"Thistaxi's next destination is Actaeon Parkway, Sankhara," thetaxi Al told mein precise Englishwith a
strange accent. "If you, illega person of no means, do not wish to enter Sankhara, please exit now.
Journey time will be fifty-one minutes and fifty-eight seconds. This message and your travel have been
gponsored by the Free Agents of Infinite Time. Please remember, and give generoudy.”

Thelight dimmed and went out. | had to put my hand over my mouth to stop mysdlf laughing. It had
never occurred to me that the refugee underground was acommercid enterprise. Who in Solaverse were
the Free Agents of Infinite Time?

| didn't laugh long. Rain beat onthelid. It was very quiet. The car waswell looked after. 1tstough nylon
fabricswere hard and scratchy and hot, but not dirty. After awhile | got used to being curled up and
found away of resting my head on my arm. When the journey finaly started | ignored the pang in my
chest where| took the bullet of Sulas hurt, and concentrated on the soft, floaty suspension rocking me. |
fell adeep soon after | tried to count the junctions we stopped at on the M62 motorway, picking up cars
in our snaking landtrain. And that wasit. Redlly pretty easy, for leaving life behind; disappointing that
nothing came after me, that instantly | missed none of the things that had filled my waking days before this
moment.

The Infinite Strand-that straight stretch of shoreline between Desolation and Unforgettable Beach-was
always marked with wreckage. Mogt of it was of the usud kind, pots and boxes, barrels and crates of
wood and |eather broken by the ferocity of the offshore currents and vomited onto the edge of civilization
like so much bad food. Occasionadly ametal container came intact and sank into the soft sucking mud of
the shalow bay, but it wasn't thisthat interested me.

| was watching a Stuffie. Most of Sankharawas populated by Stuffies of one sort or another. The 4-D
fabric of theworld was built of Stuff, everything, every person and anima, except for theimmigrating
humans who had come here from the Sol universe. But this one was unusual. Stuffies of Sankharaand the
other Sidebars were isolated from Unity. Locked into the ordinary constraints of 4-D living like the



humans. Architecture and geography insensible. V egetable awareness barely a shimmer. Anima senses
no wider than their doppel ganger range permitted. And other beings, magica or otherwise, al shut avay
from Unity into thelockbox of linear time and single-minded awareness. Not him though. Hewaslike
me, alittle. He could see Stuff. He knew what he was made of and like me he could trawl the awareness
of the human race, tracking their thoughts like ahunter on thetrail of easy prey.

As| watched him do what I'd sworn off forever, | was struck with longing so fierceit hurt like aknife
blade under theribs.

I'd first noticed him purely by accident as | sat overlooking the early-morning ocean. He had come along
the beach, combing the tideline with dowed footsteps and a bowed head, dredging the deep of the
human booty who lived in tents a the strand's end. | saw the humans changing, stirring in their unquiet
dreams as the images and thoughts darted out of their heads; shoasinto hisnet. And | knew him then for
what he was, apart of the Sankhara Engine itsdlf.

He was strong and young, light and agile as only creatures of hisrace could be, but more than usudly
aert. Once he had pulled himsdlf carefully onto the hard, cold sted frame of the container he had coveted
he sat down and looked about him for Signs of sea snakes, the Ootoo, whaose beautiful voices could Sing
him to deep before he had achance to run away.

Therewas one not far away, its Slvery and tourmaine scales shining in the gentle morning sunlight, but the
tide was out and it wasin danger of beaching itsdlf if it came for him, so heturned his back to it and
placed his hands down on the heavy hinges of the container's sky-facing door.

Confident he would not notice me, | walked to the edge of the high cliff and jumped down into adeep
tidal pool, soaking up itsfatal impact energy and using it to warm me as | swam out towards him through
the cold currents. | drifted there and watched, transfixed by the sght of another Stuff anomaly-the only
onel had ever known before being that Paladin of Unity, Theodore, killer of my friends, destroyer of
worlds.

Coadl, grey water furled and foamed around ametre below the ef but he didn't mind water, nor beasts,
nor anything much that would have worried a human beachcomber. From thetips of hislong, pointed
earsto the soles of his enchanted boots he manifested restlessness, anxiety and determination. | watched
him immerse his attention into the locks, the substance of the metal container itsalf. He persuaded certain
strong bonds to change their strength and shape . . . he asked it to become brittle, to wither and become
finelike ashes. Because he had the Engine's mandate and some of Stuff's immeasurable powers granted
to him, the steel obeyed him. It snatched oxygen from the air, crumbled under hisfingerslike dry biscuit
and fdl into the seawhere it stained the water brown and red.

The f did away from his post and back into the shalow water, treading it a a safe distance as he heated
the seawater ingde the container enough to create a sufficient pressure differentia to fling the door open
inasingle blast of steam. Concentrating so hard was exhausting, and climbing up the sde and into the hot
container must have been unpleasant but he went to it with nervy grace. | swam closer, ignoring the
Ootoo, which, after abrief attempt at serenading me, followed amore interesting vibration into deeper
water.

He had found sugar, but not the kind that sweetened tea. Thiskind of sugar was deadly materia and the
trade in it within the precincts of the city was ferocious and lucrative. Candygirls could ingest it and
convert it into alchemica drugs. They could manufacture dmost any biochemica compound fromit, and
many with the pseudo-magical properties that made Sankharathe playground for the daring and suicidd.
Candygirl sweetswere amost guaranteed to contain enough Stuff interactionsto send any Solar human
over thesdeinto Trandation, the cells and molecules of their bodies dowly converting over timeinto



Stuff itsdlf, until they had painlesdy bled away into its alien continuum. They were highly prized in spite of,
and because of, thisdanger. | couldn't understand what this Engine sprite wanted with it though . . . his
obsessve suffing of the packsinto hisbag, risking hislife, wasfascinating. | thought | would follow him.

Then theweight of hisbody and the continued refilling by the sea through the container's various loose
jointstold on its position. The pile of dippery packages shifted under him as the whole container tipped a
few degrees and, with atug of one particularly large wave, settled much more deeply into the velvety soft
slts beneath it. He stuffed two more packsinto his bag and clipped it shut, leaped up to catch the rim of
the doorway with hisfingers, and missed.

Helanded unluckily and packets did from under him, making him twist hisknee and sumbleinto the
lowest corner. The seaboomed againgt the side of the container and the liquid mud took another gulp.
Thetop of the container whereit leant lowest did below the waterline and athick torrent of hungry ocean
seethed eagerly down on top of his head. He was strong but hardly invulnerable, able but mortal. Maybe
the Engine would remake him, | thought, if he died here. Maybe not. Stuff wasn't known for restoration.

The df braced himsdlf againgt the container wall and waited for the water to fill up the empty space but
the uneven angle was increasing rapidly asthe weight tipped the heavy box over onto itsside.

The Ootoo, attracted by the vibrations and the curious sounds of the container'sfall, returned from deep
water. | heard hisangry prayer to the Engine, trying to summon its occasiona mercy.

He asked for agift of Banishing, begged it to consume the Ootoo, |et him escape the humiliation of
ending thisway. He begged for intercession, debased himsdlf, promised hisdavery . . . eterndly, but the
Engine did not turn for him. He began to drown.

The problem of a Stuffverseisthat | can't do anything to it, like I could to norma meatter, not without
summoning the atention of Theo's ever-vigilant pack of hounds.

The Ootoo's song had sent the f to deep. Water filled hislungs.
By any sengble margin | should let him drown.

| shockwaved the Ootoo into unconsciousness-it was no more able to resist a precision pressure wave
than any other living creature-then dove past it. | swam forward to the ef's floating body, grabbed the
tough fabric of histunic and pulled him rapidly up to the surface, where | towed him towards the beach.

In the shallows | was able to get my footing on soft sand instead of muddy fines. Using the basic first aid
of my long yearsin worlds where medicine was unknown, | turned him on his ssomach and pumped his
lungs out, trying not to crack hisribs. He vomited, coughed and lay panting there for aminute. | watched
him get to his hands and knees, then st back on hishedls.

Heturned to look at me and his glance, ready to be grateful, became the long stare of the unbeliever. At
firgt surprise, then incredulity, then astrange, canny smile crossed his features. Hisemerad eyes
narrowed dightly and even achild could have seen that he was thinking fast. | found aridiculousgrin on
my face.

"Wha" he began but got no further, his mouth hanging open as hetried so hard to see what | was made
of.

"I know," | said, deliberately misinterpreting his confusion. "Thishero shit isredly addictive. Sorry. |
should aready have run away, but | missed my cue.”

"What are you?'



| put my hand out to him. He looked at it for amoment, then took it and pulled himsdlf to hisfeet.
"Jelaeka"

"Damien,” hesad.

| cracked up laughing.
What?"

"Nothing."

"It could have been worse!™ he objected, agrin stretching across his agile face and making it wicked. He
sarted to laugh too. "Steve.. . . Bobby . . ."

"Damienthe df!" | repeated, catching my breath and biting my lipsto try and stop.
"It'snot that funny.”

"No. Okay."

"Y ou don't even have aproper name. . ." hesaid. "Or a. . . what did you say you were?"
"I didnt," | said. "Shal we go and dry out, get adrink?"

"You're buying,” he said with ashrug. Hiseyes glowed, literdly, asanatural streak of roguish bravado
emerged. "Wherés my pack, then?'

| picked it off the sand and held it out to him. Hetook it, briefly ingpected the contents, and dung it onto
his shoulder. His glance as he looked back left mein no doubt that | had met with his approval-more than
that. "Been herelong?'

A pang of hunger ran through me. "Ten days."
"Ahhh!" Hissmilethistime sretched dmost to hisears. "That explainsit.”
"Explanswhat?'

He looked me up and down, dowly. "I'll show you &fter . . ." He made adrinking gesture and beckoned,
coughing and spitting afina bit of seawater. "Comeon.”

Two months later . . .

It wasraining salt water again. | could tasteit when | licked it from the back of my hand. It fell on me
gently from agrey sky that was soft, like ablanket placed over your face to hide you, but you can see
light through it. There wasn't any breeze, even off the sea. Ludo, the leader of our happy band of moronic
dreamers, said this morning that we were in a depression and laughed about it, like the old joke hasn't
worn thin on him yet. Maybe after abillion repestsit getsfunny again.

| kept going dong the length of the boardwalk, handing out |esflets. They were going soggy, and thefew
people who passed mewere dl turned in on themsalves because of the westher. After another fifteen
minutes had crawled by, and nobody showed any signs of interest in the Love Foundation (and it would



have been pretty difficult for them, because | wasn't exactly the enthusiastic convert), | took mysdlf out to
the end of the pier and leant out over the ornateiron railings. Thetidewasin.

Lonely, depressed, unfulfilled?the violet papers said hopefully.

| let them go and they separated out asthey fell, like giant leaves, down and down onto the surface of the
waves. Hey-it's a purple autumn this year in the kingdoms of the socialy dead . . .

The searefused to take them away.

| figured that for fair: after dl, the seain Sankharawasn't unfulfilled. It wastoo full of sacred whales,
oceangoing dragons, spellbinding Ootoo, pirate treasure, lockers of the ancient dead, tribes of merpeople
and Forged research submarine basesfor that. And it was aready too salty to care about therain
anyway. At least the fish would enjoy eating the Foundation's words. The Foundation got them printed
on premium biodegradable rice paper, vitamin-enriched, so that if any of them were toend upinthetrash
(heaven forfend), then they'd be food for the wildlife.

Best placefor them, | thought-shit to shit.

| ran back down the pier and turned onto the weathered grey boardwalk that stretched the length of the
beachfront. Katy, my team leader, was back up by Buddy's Surf Shack with her psycheddic rainbow
umbrella, promising self-worth and unconditional acceptance to the unwary. Shewas nicein aprole sort
of way, and | didn't like not liking her because it seemed redlly unfair.

| hunched deeper in my borrowed raincoat and tried to look smaller so | could pass her unnoticed.

"Sst, you there! Pasty-faced Earth girl!" The sharp, clear voice hissed out from between two of the
shedsthat served on good days as market stalls for the fishermen. Today they were just wet cubes of
wood pandling with atadl, dark figure crouched theatricdly between them, beckoning to mewith along,
pale hand, his coat deeve dripping. From beneath the brim of aridiculous pale cream cowboy hat | saw
hislong, agile mouth grinning at me, teeth white.

"Damien!" | jumped in beside him, glancing around to be sure that Katy hadn't noticed the move. |
looked up into hisface with its high, sculptured cheekbones, itslong and danting eyes that glowed with
faint greenish light. "1 haven't seen you sinceforever." (Four weeksisforever here))

| stood back and made to look at his outfit, too pleased to be angry with him, though | should be, the
way he picked me up and dropped me on this crew of fools. He was wearing a detective's trench coat
besides the cowboy hat hiding his ears. "What'swith the disguise? You look aright . . ."

"Look, my hat does this !" He overrode me, as usud, tipping his head forward and catching mewith a
stream of cold, stinging water from the hat brim. Then, moment over and forgotten, he jJumped forward
and picked me up and kissed my cheek and put me down all in one swift action. "I cameto say | was
sorry sorry So very sorry for leaving you with these awful lost-dog people but | had money problems
and, look . . . tel meyou're not aconvert, tell me everything in fact, every single. . . shall we get the hell
out of here? | can get usdrinks and oh, | knew there was a good reason to see you, my pretty angel of
the sands. | got you ajob."

| was surprised, thrilled. ™Y ou what?'
"Wl it'saredly dull job, redlly bad but there's nothing you can do except that kind of thingand. . ."

| pushed the brim of his hat back-it fell off onto the walk-and kissed him on his still-talking mouth. " Thank
you! Gods, Damien, I'm so.. . . you don't know how grateful | am.. .. Y ou know when | didn't seeyou



for dl that time. . ."

He blushed, bent and turned in abig, graceful moveto recover the hat, the long, long tips of his pointed
earsturning pink as he stood up. The beads and bone voodoun charms braided through hislong brown
hair tinkled as he replaced the hat.

| couldn't prevent mysdlf ingsting. "Why areyou in disguiss?"
"l owe some people ahbit of cash,” he said. "Never mind that. Why areyou . . ."

"Because | haveto or they'll make me go through that bloody praying and chanting boot camp
everything-is-solved-with-love mindscrew again,” | hissed a him. "You didn't come back ."

Hisface was apicture of regret. "I'm here. I'm here, sweetie, now, here | am. Comeon, | can hear your
madwoman there getting closer. Come with me and drink freetea. I'll show you where your job isand
everything. | know it took along time, | know that, but . . ." Hetook hold of my hand and put it with his
into the pocket of his coat. Water ran down from his cuff onto our fingers. Then he glanced at me with his
elongated eyes wide and as cheeky as no ef should ever be. "1 wasin abit of trouble, actualy. Had to
hide and keep my earsto the ground and it'sdl very very boring, honey. But the thing isyou're dl right
and I'madl right and itisal my fault that you areliving with the biggest dickhead to fal down the pipein
ten years, did you know that? | guess you knew that, right? Has he tried to fiddle with you yet? | dways
thought that must be histhing but | heard it was more complicated . . ."

"Shut up,” | told him, too happy at seeing him again to get as angry as he deserved. | knew what trouble
meant for him. He'd probably been in the crimina world's equivaent of prison, or trying to keep up three
lives at once, and he probably deserved it. "Tea. Y ou promised.”

"| am acregture of my word, for you at any rate," he said, looking very conspicuoudy around the side of
thefish-gal that hid usfrom Katy's sght-line. "Coast is clear. Madam, thisway."

| looked past him at Katy. She was so intent on talking to some uncomfortable wet person, and so
blinkered by the snorkel hood of her coat, that we dipped past her easily. All the surfy hardcases were
hanging out at Buddy's, including afew | knew from begging off them in the past, so | made Damien keep
going fast until we were well beyond them, athough | guessed they were more interested in bitching

about the lack of waves and the westher than they were in recognizing me. Homeless starving girls not so
cool.

Weturned in towards the city proper at the tram stop called Engine House and walked into town.

"So, tdl meyour life," Damien said. "Come on. Wed only got through the early yearslast time, and tell
me what you're going to do with thismoney I'm going to give you just as soon as| haveit." Hisdim, cool
fingerstightened fractionaly around mine inside the pocket.

Hewas hugely unreliable, aborn liar. Taking to him wasfar too easy.

Whoffy lines. .. mist.. .. memories unpacking . . . herewe arein my past . . .

| told him about Sula, leaving out the night | |eft her, and about my home. | said that it'd been dmost eight
monthssince | |&ft, and it was possble that my mom would have forgiven mefor running away.

It was even possiblethat, in afit of despair after | went, shefindly redized that Darren is someone who
only has pretensons of behaving nicely because he wantsto be liked, so that he can get what he wants



out of people, and not because he actualy likesthem. But | doubt it.

My mother prefersto think that everyoneis basicaly honest, and of course she wantsto believe that
Darren'sfedingsfor her are genuine, and not preprocessed fedings he hasto stop and talk about like a
psychologist so that he getsthem right. If she had to recognize they were as manufactured as plagtic, then
sheld haveto redize that Darrenisusing her. So, in order to save hersdf from being miserable, she
choosesalie.

So, | guessthat even if | wasto go back, and we had areconciliation (unlikely), things wouldn't last for
five minutes, whether Darren wasthere or not. | can't stand not living in the redl insde of me. | try to tell
the truth as much as | know it, even though it makes people quite uncomfortable because it's either too
much, not enough, the wrong thing to be feding or thewrong timeto say it.

Normal people don't blurt out the workings of their true selvesand | can seewhy. It'svery frightening to
have to believe what other people say about what they think and fed because you don't know what's
really going onin their heads. And, because you know that they are lying to themselves about it (and
even if they wanted to be brutally honest it would be hard, because everybody has so many fears and
doubts and needs and wants and, between al those different inner proddings, they find it difficult to know
which way isup, let done whether or not you might be agenuine friend or whatever), this makesthem
untrustworthy.

And because they suspect that they themsdlves are unreliable witnesses, living in the post-psychology age
where everyone knows they're making themselves up, they know that everyone dseistoo, likeit or not,
and so they have to dance through it dl with various calculated kinds of lying just to get from A to B. And
it'sdl very tiring so you want to scream.

But | don't want to get from A to B. | think it'smoreinteresting if you could go sdewaysfrom A, dong
somekind of A-line, and getto F, or even Z.

Of coursetherésadanger in lying. From the minute you start you never know who you are anymore.

The day before | left home we were in the kitchen when | informed Darren that he hated me because |
was standing in between him and what he wanted-my mother to support him emotiondly and
financialy-and | told him | fully expected himto try to get rid of me. Hewas going about it aredly clever
way too, | said, and he even probably believed that he had Mum's best interests at heart, so it wasn't
necessarily evil-unlessevil islike afleariding up on top of the guard dog of wanton ignorance.

Darren had rolled hiseyes and said, "Can you just listen to her? That's not right. Not normal to talk like
that. Fleas and dogs. It's silly not to have her sent for an assessment at least, Dawn. Come on, if it was
draightforward autism, or something with an obvious labe like schizophrenia, you'd be straight of f to the
clinic with her. It'snot like there can't be areason for it. Y ou know what I'm talking about, don't you?
The lab report on her genome adways said there was a chance that things had gone a bit wrong in the mix
when there was that protest which cut the power. And if theré's areason, there can be afix. It'snothing
to be ashamed of ."

Oooh. Power failure. Lab. Genome. Be still my beating geek heart.

Hehad dl thelingo, | thought as| sat at the top of the sairs, biting my nails, praying that she wouldn't go
aong with al thet crap.

" Ifit was autism, shewouldn't haveit,” my mother said angrily. "They'd havefiltered it out right from the
dart. Let it done, will you? She'sjugt sengitive and moreintelligent than most people, which is exactly the
way she's supposed to be. Top of the class, remember? Gifted. Scholarships all the way. Sponsorships.



Guaranteed. Anyway, don't you remember being ateenager yourself? Pretentious gloom and
sdf-righteousidealism go with thejob."

| came down from the landing on the hedls of that ringing endorsement. "Darren wants meto go so he
can persuade you that you need him around and can't do anything without him, when really it'sthe other
way around and he can't do anything on hisown." | wished she didn't haveto fed dl the anxiousworry
that she dways felt about me (feels about me, | suppose) even though I'd told her not to.

"Don't talk in that slly way." Darren tugged at his hair and raised his voice as he turned towards me. "For
god's sake, HS," (he aways shortened it when my mom was around), "can't you find something an
ordinary thirteen-year-old girl could beinterested in, like boys or clothes or whatever?"

"I'm fourteen. " | stuck my tongue out at him and left the room (kitchen) becauseif | stayed there, |
thought I might have to stab him with whatever sharp implement was nearest (fork). But later, as| sat and
pretended to immersein asogpverse, | could hear him talking her round.

| do speak inapeculiar way, | realized that: too many words, in badly organized orders. But | think that
way, and it was the only way I'd found that stopped words from changing what | meant into an
gpproximation. But it wasn't dways very clear even then, because conveying meaning istricky. And
finding it inthefirst placeiseven harder.

Of course, | was bound to hate Darren for the same reasons he hated me, so we were even.

No, I'm not going back yet, but | wish | could because I'm very cold and hungry here, and not only
outside but insde, which is much worse. Damien knew it. It'swhy he was holding my hand and why |
wanted him to.

Theres nobody like me here ether, even though | thought maybe the Engine might have constructed a
few. And nobody in the Love Foundation has any more redl patience than Darren either, although they
redly try their hardest to put agood face onit. They've dl cometo the end of something in themselves,
and thisfront istheir despair, trying to write them aletter.

Whoffy lines. .. mist. .. memoriesall told.

| thought silently about the day | found Damien, when we had a fight about who got to dig through atrash
canfirst and | saw that he was trustworthy, at least for me, for now, and when there was nothing in the
can either of uswanted he gave me a credit. Every day after that he came by the boardwalk and found
me and gave me another credit and we sat under the ‘walk drinking soda and we talked, neither of us
having anyone el se to whom we could tell anything like the truth.

Then one day he didn't come. The days became aweek and the week finished me as effortlesdy asa
finger knocking over adomino because | had no ideawhere hed gone, until today. Now | explained to
Damien's ever-ready earsthat the price for meals and aroof over your head ran to Sitting in meditation
and lectures three hours aday, communal bathrooms, domestic chores, dways telling them where you
are and spending two days aweek going out recruiting with them. And without them 1'd be dead by now.

"Sorry," Damien said quietly. "l couldn't makeit. | didn't mean to leave you." Helooked genuingly
pained.

"Nobig," | said, shrugging awkwardly in thelie. "Where are we going?'

"Cant gointhe Massf today," he said, leading me past its huge gateways, their archeslike the entrances



to the palaces of ancient kings, guarding afew of the inroadsinto the biggest structure in Sankhara. "But
I'm good in Adlf 1, the old home-town. Reputationo intacto. Okay?"

"Arewe going to your flat?" | asked hopefully, wanting arest.
"No, darling. I'm . . . sort of in between flats at the moment actualy.”

We soon cameto the front of Adlf 1, the great tower of glassmore likeaminor city initsaf, dong with
its partner, theliving giant tree that is Adlf 2.

Damien led meinside beneath the blue and green lintel of the Water Element Arch. Herethe
sea-coloured glass of old shores had been liquefied and extruded into curling, watery shapes at three
timesthe norma scae until they reared up the huge face of the building to unite with the other Elementa
Force Supports. Air, Earth, Metal and Fire. Then they shot up two hundred metres towards the sky,
wherethey dl ended in abig spun-sugar orgy of abstract decoration just beneath the clouds.

Out of habit we unlocked fingers and both took arun up, joining with a couple of kidswho were also
running and skidding along the preternaturally dippery floor. All boot soles dide here, even the ones
charmed to stick like glue to anything short of thin air. We braced our feet and shot dong like
snowboarders.

From far beneath us-the glass goes about as far down asit does up-the frozen expressions of mythical
beasts glared up at us silently as we surfed across the world's biggest paperweight. We jJumped clear at
the end, onto the marbled surface of the atrium proper.

Here, where the centre of the tower was completely hollow and open to atiny dot of sky, | took awalk
past the ubiquitous coffee franchise and checked out what people had left on the tables, just out of habit.
Damien caught my deeve and pulled me away. "Not today, Cinders" he said, pulling mewith himto the
dick service and dicker underwater theme decor of Ran's Kitchen. "Today we pay.”

"You pay."
"'Swhat | said."

He bought me tea and afiendishly expensive dish which he claimed incorporated every possible vitamin
and goodness abody could want. | ateit, trying not to gulp or look desperate. Elf food was better than
Foundation food. He smiled hopefully a me, playing with hishat, his ears twitching as he told me about
thisjob-cleaning-and how gresat it was going to be and how it waslike, really good money for that kind
of thing and & the coolest place in town. Then, when the flight of red cardinals came down, scattering like
sparrows to the corners of the atrium to announce the hour a noon, he muttered something about having
to go.

"Now | know whereyou are | can see you more often, babe," he said, batting his eyelashesin away that
would have been coy if it wasn't on him.

| felt sick, and not just because of the food half-chewed sitting in my stomach. | didn't know how to ask
him, to beg him in fact, not to leave me done again.

He got up. "So, don't forget you start the day after tomorrow. Y ou gotta show up or I'm gonna get it. It
was hard to dot you in there. Not that . . . well, show up, okay?"

"I will, I will." I nodded vehemently, knowing it could be my way out of the Foundation. "I'll be grest at it.
I'll bethere.”



He jammed the cowboy hat down aslow asit would go. "Do | look stupid?’
"Yeah." | touched his coat, just to fedd something that belonged to someone | knew closeto me.

"Good." He stuck hishand out and ruffled my hair. "Life, volume, colour, baby,” he whispered to me,
grinning. "Life, volume, colour." And then, with awet flick of his coat-tails, he was gone.

| stuck around at Ran'saslong as| could until the waitress pointedly came to wipe my table for the third
time. Theusud collection of minor Stuffie cdebritieswere dl hanging out at the fountainsin the atrium,
showing off and shopping. | passed them, feding 6 billion years old in my faded anorak, invisible, unredl.

The busy central streets of the Aelf broke up into ajumble of lesser zones behind the SankhaGuide
Massif; another structure of awe-inspiring stupid Size. | leant against the rock-face of the Massif to get
warm-it dways holds heet, even in winter-and pretended | was reading the map cut into it, showing dl
the city digtricts. Within the rock the obscure technical gubbins of the SankhaGuide Al itsdlf hid,
adminigtering the Sidebar and everyoneslifein it with the cheerful good grace that Solargov likesto see
indl itsdaves. | had a soft spot for SankhaGuide though, because it chose not to notice me at al. Maybe
it was friends with NorthNet?

| made my way back to the Foundation's squatted apartmentsin Temple dowly, kept my eyeson the
pavement, hands in pockets, prayed not to be noticed by anything dangerous, though the main streets
were usudly perfectly safe from predators, even for single pedestrians. When | got there | lay on my
bunk and flung the cover over my head. My peace lasted about thirty seconds.

"Do you want to come and join in with the afternoon prayer?" It was Ludo, the leader of the group. His
voice was rich and warm, though there was this hint of

stupi d-teenager-you-don't-know-what's-good-for-you about it that always made me want to cut his
throdt.

"Go away," | sad.

| could hear him thinking before he decided to play Mom. "Did Katy send you back here?'
"No." Obvioudy.

"It'snot safe for you to be out on your own, young lady."

| could tell by the tone of hisvoice that he wouldn't take no for an answer. Saving people required their
suffering and | wasn't going to get away withit. | put the blanket back so | could look into hisface.

Ludo believed in his heart that he was the great benefactor and kindnessto dl, because he knew the right
way to live and could show others how to do it; what made him happy would make them happy.
Clickety click. Hewas ruled by Should and Ought and the moral package that came as afreebie when
he bought them wholesdle.

| got up thinking that in afew days 1'd be able to put his self-satisfied face out of my world forever. |
concentrated on the fact that | had ajob.

| pretended to be Damien, from whom | understood how to tack on abig, shit-eating smileto my words
inthe knowledgethat if | didn't, worsewould follow. "I'd lovetojoinin."



Locked into my new human 4-D, | spent some time exploring and discovered the strange compact that
the true humans of Solar Earth had made with Unity.

Werethey the first humans? | used to think | came from aworld like Earth, with anatura population that
was unique to its surface, evolving by the norma means. Now | have no such confidence. Unbound by
time and space, Unity's only restrictions are voluntarily imposed. And doesit matter who camefirg, or
how they were made?

Thisdigtinction was the heart of Earth's dilemmas when they found Unity, thirty years ago. Then their new
chimeric races, the Forged, went out of the system and into the tiny universe. And now, like me, some of
them suspect with unshakeable paranoiathat they are only an experiment in along line of experiments,
running in alaboratory aswide asthe fabric of linear time can hold.

Thetruth or otherwise of thisis unimportant, snceit is beyond andyss.

| should have left Damien aone. Fishing the Enginesfisher-hah! | should have stayed slent and hidden in
theways| learned in other lives, where no specid tricks are required, only the desire to be ignored.

We got drunk together. He kissed me and | kissed him by the rolling surf. | was starving.

Then hetook me through the city to the strange districts of the past, through Moorlands and Hoolerton,
where council housing estates of brick and mortar, bleak grey concrete and weed-strewn paving were
home to gangs of fera children who could bardly speak. Along one very ordinary lane, the lengthy and
twisting Crisscross Street, we took the paths and ginnels of forgotten childhoods that were never ours
and emerged beneath the dark span of anindustria railway bridge. The street beyond seemed to go on
forever.

"Watch this" he said, and took one more step.
Hevanished.

| stepped forward after him and passed through into a universe completely contained within the Sankhara
envelope-a bubble of space and time walled off by adimensiond divison so thin it was asintangible as
grace.

We stood on a huge road, benegth dark overshadowing trees towering more than fifty metres high. From
agreyish-white sky snow wasfdling, and the wind was like awhetted knife againgt our skins.

"All new, this" Damien said, shivering and holding himsdlf in ahug for warmth. " Appeared afew weeks
ago. Manufactured on aspecial order | thought, but | could never see how, or why. Never picked that
dream up from anyone's head. How long did you say you'd been here?"

"Thirty days"
"Welcome, mate," he said, histeeth chattering. "Thisisyou.”

Standing in the empty halls of the house he showed me, | remembered every damn thing | wanted to
forget and, inside, | burned.



It was raining hard outside. The sound of water flooding over the leaky guttering sill wasn't enough to
drown out my girlfriend. | glanced up from my book. "Pardon?"

". .. weshould split up."

"Huh?' | heard her thefirst time. | just preferred reading the Last Throes column off SankhaDaily,
instead of listening to someone | used to love doing abad impression of it.

Oh, listen to me. I'm turning into an asshole. Have turned actualy. When did that happen? I'm as
disappointed as sheis.

"For gods sakes Greg, haven't you been listening to a bloody word? | said that tonight obvioudy proves
we should go our separate ways,” Katy repeated. "Y ou aren't interested in the Foundation or what 1've
got to say about it. Y ou never gaveit achance. | know you think I'm crazy and frankly | don't care.
When you're here you're not even here. Y ou dontt live life anymore, you're too busy making afucking
documentary about it!"

"Break up. Finish with each other. End it. Divorce," | said. The words popped in fitsand arts. If | wrote
me into my documentary I'd have anarrator voice over and cal thisbit of exposition aglossolaic
condtipation.

Hmm. Wordslike glossolalic are making abid for freedom. It'sworsethan | imagined. I'm not an
asshole. I'mthewhole arse.

Katy packed at amore effective languor, in stoic silence, appraising each one of our objects and picking
the ones she'd decided were her due. She wrapped them in her clothes, carefully, ssowing themin her
holdals like she was wrapping artefacts for amuseum. "I take it from your vivid lack of shock that you
agree?'

What could | say? The bit of me prepared to fight on the side of Our Relationship seemed to have falen
adeep or been log. | could not compete with the religious, absolute inanity of a con doctrine like
universal love.

A huge, completely enervating calm came over me. "Yes. No. Wait. It shouldn't belikethis.”

| stopped talking aoud and let the words run on to mysdlf: | don't want to remember you this way. |
want to say good-bye to the enthusiastic English major who was doing Sankhara for the sake of
somewhere to put on the CV that looked just a bit braver than most of the rest. She was honest,
and you-you're a different kind of honest, have in fact raised honesty up the flagpole and laid
down flat before it and put your face in the sand. The Foundation has given you permission to
become the painful honesty that doesn't know when to shut the fuck up.

| was so angry that | couldn't say anything. I'd ruin even this awful moment and makeit into afarce.

Katy walked around and took her bag to the door. She was heading for the Love Foundation's score of
gpartmentsin the Temple Digtrict of Absalom, where the statues of divinity talk on cue; platitudesto the
wind. I've recorded dl of them and conducted exit polls on 98 percent of their devoted servants too.

She gave me asmilelike giving out abribe. "It'slike you've gone away. | don't know who you are. Y ou
hate everything. Y ou're so cynica and sceptical you won't give anything a chance. All because Gaiasol
won't listen to your paranoia about Stuff after Metropolis vanished.” She paused and when she spoke
again her voice was quieter. "1 fed sorry for you. | redlly do. Y ou used to like Sankhara. Don't you
remember when it was different? Every day was an adventure.”



My chest and the front of my shouldersfelt very tight. | was sorry. She was right. Sankhara was paradise
two years ago, when | first came here and set out my stall at the university, researching the Engine and its
methods, hoping to understand the psychologica substrata that made up the modern humanmind . . . |
thought Stuff would be the perfect toolkit: Sankharawas my laboratory, where al human imaginings (and
most of them were pretty ordinary) waked the street. And then Metropolis vanished and | saw usfor
what we were here-only the micein the maze, being given the runaround for tidhits.

"Say something." Katy glared at me. Anything | said now about the L ove Foundation being only asop to
the spirits of needy people, and probably apyramid scheme run by exploitative humansfor profit; this
would only send her into afit. But even if everyonein the thing was atrue believer, then they were mad.

| wanted her to be gone, not to go.

Katy wasn't crossfor once, only perplexed. "Thisisit, isnt it? Thisisyour whole response. Nothing. |
wish | knew what went on in your head, maybe then I'd have a chance to say something that would get
through." Shetook a deep, harrowed breath and let it out. "1'm going then. Y ou can come over anytime,
you know."

It'sabad day when your love leaves you for better loves she gets out of a handbook and the empty
words of agrifter. But | hadn't got better. | hadn't got anything to make a counter-offer with.

Katy picked up her bags again, taking alast lingering ook around. She paused. "'l wonder if you could
come round later. Thereé's someone I'd like you to meet.”

"Werenot al great talkers," | found mysdlf saying to her asthe door opened for her. "That'sal.”
Katy nodded gently at me. Tears, refused by my eyes, ran down my nose.

"What time?" | asked.

"After dinner. Eight or nine."

"Okay." It wasthelast thing | wanted to do but | owed her. | couldn't imagine there was any member of
the Foundation | wanted to mest.

Why say yes? You moron, Greg.

The Love Foundation was a cult of curioudy unitarian twidt. It didn't adhere to any particular religion,
didn't careif you were athelst, didn't mind what you were in fact, aslong as you were devoted in some
fundamenta way to recognizing al human beings asidentica in their inner being. Inner here meant when
al persondity and other temporary encumbrances had been stripped off- taking it back to the real,as
they said.

The Foundation believed in akind of soulless essentialism that everyone could expressin any way they
liked, although it was always spoken of asthe Great Quest-for Love of course. Any kind of love would
do, but they weren't big on vice, so you'd be disappointed if you went in hoping for lots of free sex and
drugs. They intended each person to find love from other Foundation membersin theform of a
noncritical acceptance. Devotiond time was mandatory and group-related. There was aload of New
Agey anglesthat were old long before | was born, and alot of talk about a psychic heritage leading back
through principa figures of the past-name one and they'd fit them into the pantheon. They were friendly
likethat.

Therewas afurther piece of good that the Foundation did for Katy-it liberated her from alifelong
dependence on her family and its corporate wedth. Findly, she got to stop being the poor littlerich girl



from Texas and started being Katy Pawlak, defender of the weak and unloved.

In spite of thefact it wasaload of idedlistic, cloth-brained recidivist claptrap, it wasn't abad bargain, |
thought. It certainly beat being Dr. Greg Saxton, Topographer of Sankhara, lecturer in Unity Studies.
Not worth putting on a headstone, that.

| wasinterrupted from sdf-pity by aflash frommy Tab. | saw Damien's green leaf icon blink and cued
the chat channd, voice only.

"Got something to show you," hesaid. "Very peculiar. Youll loveit. Got time?"

"How much do you want?' | asked, somelittle inquisitive bit of me perking up aready.
"Fifty solid honour pointswith SankhaGuide."

That wasahuge price. | hestated. "After | seeit.”

"Twenty before, thirty after. Y oull want to giveme more.”

Honour point trading wasillegd, resting asit did on the Guide's assessment of your Globa Civilian
Worth. It didn't surprise me that Damien needed them. | would have to give him my points, and teke a
price hike on al my government purchases until | could restore them through publication or extra classes.
But Damien wasthe only reliable source of genuindly interesting anomaiesin the entire Sidebar, and he
knew it. "Where shdl | meet you?'

"Crisscross Street," he said. "Hoolerton end. By the park gates. Be here in twenty minutes.”

| met him in the late-afternoon light on the corner. Litter blew around us and stray, sniffy dogs trotted
past, one eye on us and one on the lookout for trouble. Most of the population here was Stuffieand |
hed extensvely surveyed it the summer before, thinking | knew every aley and permutation reasonably
well.

Damien, dways mobile, was more restless than ever. His strides ate the ground at such arate | had to
run one step in ten to keep up with him as we passed the rows of identicd terraced houses, their
pretty-flowered gardens, their concreted driveways. "Where are we going? There's nothing down here
until you reach the moors and that's milesaway . . ." | protested.

"Set your recorder to maximum resolution and width," he warned me. "Y ou'll need full capture.”

He dowed down only when we neared the railway arches. Their dark, dmost black bricks were marked
with theillegible graffiti of dead and artificid languages. Greek, Latin, Sanskrit, Coptic, Klingon, Quenya,
Sindarin, English and Cobol. SankhaGuide would do ingtant trandations, but | liked their obscurity, and
had never asked what they meant. | was too worried they would say something like Dave |s a Wanker,
or be a pretentious quote from Shakespeare: after years of analyzing people's fantasies you got anose for
that kind of thing. Damien had once brought ared paint stick and corrected alinein Sindarin with an
angry swipe. | fill didntask. . .

Under the archway the temperature dropped like astone and | was shivering and gasping before | drew
two breaths. | took atemp check and was watching the level when | noticed how the light had changed. |
glanced up and saw Damien looking knowingly a me from hooded eyes, hisface brimful of anticipation,
waiting for my reaction.



"It'svery . .." | began, glancing beyond him. Where the street should have been lying straight before mel
saw aroad crossing in front of me like a huge bar of stone. To elther side and above me the bricks of the
arch had become rotting wood, filmed with green mosses and dripping icy water onto us both. It wasa
tough, barbaric structure . . . | looked back. There was no sign of bricks or streets, only agraveyard
behind me and the ruins of a cathedra falen into green grassy humps among broken tombs. Wewere
gtanding in alych-gate, where the coffinsstop . . .

Flares of recording data scrolled in my vison as | cued full sensory capture. The temperature wasthe
least of it. Snow and thin ice sheened everything, every blade of the vivid grass. And around and above
usthetrees-| had never seen such monstrous upgrowths of vegetablerioting, gnarled and twisted, but as
lofty as spires. Their leaves were so dark green asto be amost black.

The glade where we stood, backed by the graves, was asmall pool of ex-civilization in avery large
bored forest, dotted here and there by the sword dlices of vast spruce and cypress. These lined the road
on ether side, glowering over it with aprimeval covetousness, restrained only by huge grey stone walls of
granite blocks higher than aman. | could hardly think, | was S0 busy looking &t it.

| heard Damien laughing softly. "Do you know what thisis, Dr. Saxton?" he asked me, huddling with his
back to the bitter dice of the wind that tore gleefully in towards us from the funnel of the road.

"A new landscape. A change. . ."

"No. You are farther from Sankhara than you have ever been right now," he said, enjoying my discomfort
as| stared a him.

"Thisisanother universe. Asfar from the Sidebar asthe Solar Envelope. But insde Sankhara. . . a
bubble in the fishbowl. Do you understand?"

| couldn't get it. Why would the Engine make such athing? "Why not just part of Sankhara?"

"Why indeed," he said and | could tell that he had an idea he wasn't prepared to share yet. "It has been
here since Metropolis was destroyed.”

| stared openly at him, my mouth agape. "Exactly?'

"Giveor takeafew minutes. And | didn't evenfind it mysdf until yesterday,” he said. "Then | found the
records of its spawning in the Engine logfiles. . . no warning, no clue. It isa secret of the Engine. Such
thingsare. . ." Heshrugged.

"Rare?' | guessed.

"Not possible" hesad. "I know everything the Engine makes. | giveit everythingit gets. . . but | didn't
giveit this" Hebit hisnails compulsively and | saw the ragged fear that ran him.

In slencel gave him hisfifty honour points, touching the back of my hand to hiswhere our Tabslay
beneath the skin. "Have you looked any farther?' | nodded out beyond our tiny shelter.

"Yes" hesad. "But | won't go in there now.” He shrugged awkwardly to show that he didn't enjoy being
afraid. "The master isnot at home, and it seemsthat when that happens then the wildlife gets very, very
aggro. Wewouldn't makeit to the house."

"Therésahouse?' | couldn't see anything but the dour gloom of the road.



"Pdace, actudly. Big. Massive. Lovely things. But ooh, very sharp nasty thingsal waiting long before
you get there." He made a pouncing action with hishands. " So, I'll take you, with permisson. Which I've
yet to get. Though | will. I will. When he's here. If he comes back.”

"Whoisthis'master'?" | asked him, observing his clear discomfort.

"Hard to say."

"Y ou must know," | objected. "All Stuff things. . ."

"Heian't Stuff. Well, he'slikeit, but different. Come on. Let'sgo.”

| stared at him, the cold forgotten. "Different?”

"Asin not the same. Smilar. Probably. Can't actudly tell. Let'sgo.”

"Noway," | said, hardly ableto beieve him. "We have to see more than this, right now."

"You canif you like," Damien said, "but give me your money and points because you won't be needing
them much longer." He held out hislong-fingered hand, palm up. | saw that his arm was bandaged from
wrigt to elbow. Blue-green dfin blood leaked to the surface of it. He raised his eyebrows at me, daring
me

"What do you mean you'll get permisson?’ | said.

He dropped his hand. "Not sure exactly. I'll know when things stop attacking me the moment | step
through the gate."

"Doweneed. .. ?" | racked my brains. "Offerings?'
He shook hishead. "None that you'd understand. Just wait. I'll figureit out.”
"How bigisit? Whoseisit?'

"His. Don't know. At least as big as Sank, probably. Maybe bigger. Hidden from Y ou Know What . . ."
Hewouldn't even say the name Unity.

My mind went blank. There was no such thing asathing that hid from Unity. Especidly when it was
made out of Unity . . . like everything in Sankhara.

Damien shrugged. "More thingsin heaven and earth?* He grinned a me,

No matter what | said or offered, he refused to be drawn anymore. He left me standing there donein the
freezing rain and ran off with hisnewly honoured statusintact.

It wasthen that | realized the depth of silence around me, above and below the ordinary noises of the
world. There was no Guide here. There was nothing. No connection. Every frequency polled only
cosmic activity. Not one wavel ength of any kind of broadcast at al. Nothing.

| stepped back nervoudy and was back on Crisscross Street, its late-afternoon gleam a sudden withering
heat against my face. SankhaGuide started running diagnosticsto ferret out the glitch that had caused my
temporary absence from itsawareness. | told it | had no ideawhat had happened. It rumbled unhappily
and asked me not to cut it off without warning in the future.

In my room at home | replayed the recording of those few minutesin the hidden world. | started to put



together some plansfor going back and only stopped when my alarm chimed to tell me | had promised to
go out.

| went to the Foundation at eight o'clock, leaving my effortsto understand Damien's clams at home.
Katy answered my knock and let mein.

The first room was amess of coats, boots and rucksacks like an explosion in aluggage depot-a pitiful
collection that was dwarfed by the anteroom's graceful proportions and beautiful eau-de-nil washed
walls. There was aweaving pathway |eft among the rubble. Katy led me along it, through a meeting room
where groups were seated on the floor and on cushions, talking fifteen to the dozen. They al ignored me
apart from the odd curious glance. They knew me and | knew them and we didn't have much to say to
one another. Some of the easier ones gave me a smile, one or two not even forced.

| looked past them out of the tiered square panes of the Georgian windows. It wasrainingin ared
summer downpour.

Ludo held court in the next chamber-we passed through, our feet sounding unnaturdly loud on the
hardwood floor, interrupting his speech about the sound genetic basisfor kindness. The last four rooms
we skirted were dl living areas. Camp beds were lined up asthough it was an army barracks, with two
shin lengths between them. People lay or sat and read on them. Some played quiet games. Onegirl | saw
inthe last room, in the corner. She stood out like aray of sunlight coming through heavy curtains.

With the strange recognition you get when you see yourself outdone by the next latest model | saw that
shewas one or two generations younger than | was. Even Pure Line Unevolved like mysdlf-ordinary
humans who have never had the dubious benefit of gengineering in their line-counted in generationsthese
days. Welived along time, but she was dill in her teens, | thought, whereas | wouldn't see thirty-five
again and some more years after that aswell.

She was definitely Genie-a heavily engineered but ordinary mode human, not Forged. There was an odd
familiarity about the way she was made-athletic and good-looking. But this attractive mediocrity was
totally at odds with the way she held hersdlf. | couldn't put my finger on it until we were dmost up to her,
then | managed to find the perfect word when the lamplight caught her hair as she moved her head back
and forth, playing with the zip of her parka by running her chin acrossit, opening the collar, then catching
the zip tongue with her teeth and dragging it back up again.

She burned .

Shewas playing with one of the Love Foundation's lilac card decks, her head with its careful screen of
amber-coloured hair bent over her hands where she held afan of them, the suits pointing outward so that
the backs, each with its own homily or remedy onit, faced her. She was picking them out with her free
hand at random. After she read shewould let her eyesroll upwards until only the white showed, then
sheldd say quietly, "Crap," and flick the card with asnappy wrist action so that it soun and flew likea
Frisbee across to the bunk opposite. She had good aim. All but two cards were on the bed.

"Francine," Katy said with aring of authority | could tell she enjoyed. "I've brought afriend of mineto
mest you."

Friend. That's nice.

Francinelooked up at me with the most curious stare I'd ever been subjected to. It took mein, chewed
me up and tasted me through in about half a second or less, and | was surprised to see her smile. All the



sharp, canny calculation of thefirst ingtant melted into acompletely charming softnessin the second. She
liked me.

Suchingantsare dl it takes to move from one universe to another. | was so goddamned gratified |
couldn't bring mysdlf to wonder why. Her toughness and intengity had been attractive, but her sudden
acceptance was devadtating. It must dl be because | felt so raw from the day's previous agonizing, |
thought, as| stepped forward with my meet-the-nice-Professor smile on, my hand ouit.

"ThisisGreg." Katy introduced me. "He's ateacher at the University. Helives here while he's
documenting the Sidebar.”

Francineslarge grey eyesate me up asif Katy had said | were water and Francine was the desert.

"Greg, thisis Francine. She's joined us from the Beach Community. One of the underground people a
little down on her luck and been here quite awhile now. | thought she might help you out if you can fit her
into your Cataloguing Programme. She's very academic, very bright, and she wants to know more about
the'Bar. | said you were just the person.”

Ah, now | getit. | an going to help Katy's next big project, to wit, Francine from the Beach Community.

Francine lifted her head, chin bright red from al the zip tugging, and held the card deck out to me. "Pick
one"

| saw that her nailswere al bitten down. Shewasthin and her skin was amost tranducent with the telltale
sgn of manutrition fed for along time only on water. Her expression wasimpish.

| took the five of clubs. She nodded at me, indicating the legend on the back.

Katy watched with her armsfolded, asmile on her face, not as patronizing asit might have been. | read,
"The search for love should be gpproached with rational organization and determination. An ordered
mind bringsaquiet heart.”

"Wel?' Francine said. She glanced at Katy, achalenging gaze that Katy herself was probably immune
to. I'd dways liked her thick skin.

Katy looked a me, one eyebrow raised. | redly walked into thisone, | thought. | glanced at Francine
and guessed she wanted to seeif | was going to tell her what | thought or fob her off with what | thought
she should hear.

" Speaking asthe freshly rationalized, it's difficult to make ajudgement on that one.” | offered the card
back to her.

Francine took it and nodded. "Crap," she said and flicked it onto the distant bed without looking. She
bent the remainder of the deck in her hand between her fingers and thumb and sprayed them al out, over
thefoot of her bed and on the carpet, flicking the last one away from her.

Katy didn't twitch ahair. "Would you like something to drink, tea maybe?"
"Yes" | sad.
"Okay," Francinesaid. "Do | haveto makeit?'

"No, I'll get it." Katy gave usameaningful look as she walked away, meaning we should Talk with a
capitd T.



Francine seemed to catch my thoughts. "We should al be praying to the Engine for plumbing in this
freeking place, instead of compass onate and undifferentiated kindness."

"It doesn't respond to prayers,” | said reflexively. The Engine built Sankharaat our bidding, alegedly, but
it doesn't do requests of the kind that Francine was thinking about.

"Well duh. Anyone on the beach cantell you that.”
"Isthis better than the beach?"

"It has aroof and theresfood," she said. "On the other hand, there's Ludo and Miss Tolerance and
everyone hereisanidiot or too nice for their own good, or both. They're dl hopeless. It's good they stick
together, they need each other.” She drew her knees up to her chest and hugged them. "Katy |eft you to
come here. Sheléeft you for this. That must sing.”

| was s0 taken aback that she knew and thinking about how she knew and what that meant that |
struggled for afew seconds, al my surprise and dismay clearly showing. "Y ou could say."

"Y ou seem okay to me."
"Thanks"

"So, what's the deal with you?" She glanced up and around at the room we were in. Her eyeswere bright
and they moved fast before sticking on me with the same abject hunger 1'd noticed before. 1t was deeply
unnerving.

"I document Sankhara, for study purposes. Try to mineit for recognizable story fragments, anomalies,
new mutationson old themes.. . ." | explained it to her as briefly as| could. | had never been so unsettled
as| fet taking to her. It reduced meto the level of speech she seemed to prefer: excessively casud, a
little bit coy.

"It'sokay," she said when I'd finished, ducking her head back to her zip. She spoke around the metal
tongue as she held onto it with her teeth again, very quietly. "To ask questions, to want to know things.
That's okay." She was speaking to hersdlf.

Katy returned.

Francine sat up and took one steaming mug from Katy with gresat care.
| was glad for the distraction when | took mine.

"So what have you guys been talking about?' Katy asked.

Francineand | shared aglance and | felt acurious, charming thrill as we decided we didn't want to say.
"Francineés going to be coming round helping me," | said, not even knowing | was going to until the
words cameairily out, asthough it was awell-crafted plan. "From tomorrow shelll be my assistant and
werre going to enrol her in some courses.” | finished and risked looking at Francine, trying to imply by my
gaze- well, thisis what you wanted, isn't it?

"| got ajob today," Francine said, apropos of nothing apparently, switching her gaze to Katy, her eyes
widening into the look of innocence.

"Paid employment?' Katy repegated. ™Y ou mean within the crimind fraternity as an unprotected illegdl, do
you?"



"Haveto start somewhere," Francine said, giving me ahard stare and a sweet smile that told me sheld be
even with mefor dropping her into so much scheduled responsibility. "Greg said he could put aword in
for me and get me something safer if it didn't work out.”

"Did he?' Katy didn't bother hiding her surprise and scorn. "Well, you amaze me. | didn't know he knew
the first thing about the underground. But of course, he knows so much about everything.”

"Hewasonly being nice," Francine said, giving Katy an innocent look. "Y ou shouldn't be a bitch abot it,
especialy snceyou just dumped him. How isthat feding hispain? Morelikeadding toit.”

Katy and | both stared &t her.

"I'm just saying." Francine shrugged and turned away from usto stare through the steam coming out of
her cup. Her face had a strong, classically beautiful catalogue profile. Francine did not have grandevr;
however, she had sadness and uncomfortable vulnerability. | had that intuition that comes out of nowhere
with the conviction of perfect knowledge-she would come with me to Damien's strange bubble. She was
the key to understandingit.

| was supposed to be working, but there wasn't much to do so | faced the grim redlity of having to think
about the state I'd got mysdlf into. Think, Francine, think about the cash that will get you out of the
Foundation forever . . . money, money, money. . . .

First though | admired al the makeup on the dressing tables as | flicked my duster over it. They didn't
spare any money here, they bought the best, most expensive stuff. And al the best brushes, red animal
hair. Everything was a mess, pots upturned (I righted them), brushes scattered (I washed and replaced
them), powder everywhere (get that with the static-charge cloth).

| didn't like the people who used these rooms. They never noticed me except to complain that | waslate,
shouldn't I have gone by now? And they didn't like to look at me because | reminded them of some
who-knew-what that made them twitchy. | looked at them sometimes and my failure to be ambitiousin
the way that they were cut like adull knife,

| could seetime clicking by on thewall clock.

It isreported by schoolbooksthat timeisn't athing that goes, only a state of relationships changing in
gpace, the movement of 3-dimengona objects through the fourth dimension. Today it went dithering by,
shedding the seconds like skins, and | watched it going. | wondered when Marion, the cleaning
commando, would come into the dressing rooms, thinking | should be nearly finished. | tried to care.

| tidied things up, wiped them down, put them back, pretending that | was the salegirl on the big counter
at Adf 1'shuge wandering trade show, the Embargo, wherethey still employ actual staff. It was difficult
though, because | didn't look like a shop girl and thinking about it made me think about SankhaGuide
waving to me through the masseuse in the window. Good-bye. Instead, | pretended that | worked here
and that Marion, transformed into the agent of crimina and corporate evil, was going to come and drag
me off to have sex with arich guy for money because | was arare and fragile Unevolved beauty and
worth alot of money.

Correction. My degradation isworth money.

How this pretty-woman thing got to be aromantic prospect is tough on the imagination. Maybe the point



isthat | will be saved from aterrible fate, but it clearly aready happened to me, so that might not beit.
Okay, I'll be saved from the continuance of aterrible fate,

I'm poor. | have only my looks. I'm a sort of Cinderella, and the john will be a handsome charmer, a
roisterer in town on business who's used to the high life and is looking for something out of the ordinary

to simulate his dulled appetites. Therell be some dightly implausible sceneswhere hefdlsin love with me
because I'm so specia and sweet-hearted (aha, I'm beginning to get how it's romantic, athough thisis
really worse crap than the Foundation manages to come up with), then I'd leave him and take his cash.
Hed beredly sad | was gone and try to find me, but not because of the money, because he wasin love
withme.

Again, the romance comesin on the no-ball.

Anyway, | couldn't leave him permanently if he redlly was sorry, because | don't like to make people
sorry. I'd probably go back to him and spend years being miserably married in agilded cage, making the
supid schmuck'slife hell.

But before that charming story can unfold into being therés il today, and the next hour, and the waiting
... asI'mawayswaiting, longing for an event out of the ordinary in which my ordinarinessis
transformed. In that moment al life's meaning would be revealed to me and be accompanied by a
happiness like none I've ever known, and this happinesswould last forever. But | know the way that
stories go-first there's the sordid beginning to live through, and that's now.

| don't care about the middles or the ends anyway. Middles: things are beyond the initia high, exciting
possibilities are stifled by too much knowledge and so are starting to fade.

Asfor the end, who needsit?

Asl| clean the shelves and tidy the varnishes, snorting, cynical Francine tells me what the redlity of my
fantasy would be like in cold terms (she remembers Vava-vance only too well).

The sax would be like some other bodily function that can be disgusting: blowing anose and finding
blood-filled snot pouring out of it al unexpectedly; passing abowel movement when you have bad piles,
or violently explosive diarrhoeafull of chilli; bursting an abscessin ashock of pain and seeing strangdly
congedled matter fly out of your living body-as disgusting as a dead dog three days old. Probably.

It wouldn't be worse, she promised me. To be worse than that it would require| care, and | wouldn't
care about it because | was Hardened and Smart.

Of course| did care, both real and unrea Francine because sex isthe place where theinsides are
stripped bare, whether you likeit or not, and yours and theirs get mixed up, whether you like that or not,
and whatever it doesto you it does without your permission and makes you different, even if you don't
think it does. And oh, what if you held nothing back and then . . . ? Then | think you fal in love whether
you likeit or not.

Ugh, | don't want to think about that. Most people here do it like it was breathing, with about as much
care and attention, I'm sure of it. And that's a big disappointment too.

However, | haveto pretend that | don't care in my game with mysdf, which istwo pretencesin one. The
double barrel of pretencesis half the fun of course, and | liketheidea of being lots of contradictory things
at once. | imagined having the kind of willpower that overcomes dl squeamishnessand dl biology. |
imagined steely determination and backbone, like someone in a Jane Austen book. | dreamed that |

could be that good, that coal, that strong in my ideas that the body doesn't matter. I'd be the kind of



person who proves that Heaven and Hell are real places, necessary real consequences of amorally
fibrousworld. My mere existence assertsit absolutely: | mean, | makeit red because| act asthoughitis,
whichishow mogt red invisblethingsare made.

Giddy with the sudden sense of agilt-edged future, | imagined mysdlf asagreat Diva, walking out with
my head held high. Actualy, scrub that. Romance like that isfor the biggest idiotsin cregtion. It'sakind
of superlie-areal whopper that involves seeing the entireworld in away that'sdl about you. In redlity the
people who work here sdll their bodies with the ease of shrugging off coats from their backs. Everything
about life that bothers me has never crossed their minds. They're either beyond giving atoss because
they're too junked, or above it because they're already too rich, or have redlized their UltraMe, or
because they're stoked on romance insgde and haveto carry on in spite of al the evidencelifeflingsin
their faces or sethey'll collapse.

Eventhough | hate dl that, | sometimesthink 1'd accept it as an aternative to the supid moraizing high
ground | seem to have stranded myself on. Oh shit.

Anything but to have to get through the next second in my own body, as myself.
It wasten past six. Clean, Francine, you silly cow. Don't let Damien down.

| glanced over the long room, ng what | ill had to do. Along the great white length of the dressing
tables, half-hidden by the costume racks and heaps of rubbish, | could see abare back. Vertebrae
humped up from the bronze skin like amonster surfacing. The humps were moving very dightly back and
forth, s0 a least they weren't dead (cleaning trolley bins not big enough for dead people). | was glad they
were adleep, because that meant | didn't have to talk to them.

As| went up to them | imagined that | might steadl enough cash from them to get out of this place and out
of Katy and Ludo'slong, considerate reach. They might have recently been given considerable gifts by
some grateful millionaire who's rediscovered their libido. That wasn't so uncommon. | prayed for it asl
stood on tiptoe and peered over clothesrailsladen with three centuries of fashion, and forgot money.

A young man, straight out of the cata ogue of sexudly unthreatening transvestites, was dumped comatose
over the counter-top. He had long, straight black hair like the mane on those fancy Dutch black horses,
and an athlete's body-they all do. His arms were splayed out among aload of empty soft drinks cans, his
head facing me so that his cheek was flattened and mouth open. He was adegp and drooling dightly.

A gold-sequinned evening dress was fitted to him like asecond skin. He was ared work of art, the heart
of asacred mystery, Shivaand Shakti reunited, beauty personified. It was the kind of thing that was so
beyond mein every way | fdt quitefreein my staring. | thought | wasimmuneto this. . . you seealot of
it in Genies and Stuffies, but there was aweirdnessto this one. Helooked asif he'd been born that way.

Whoever hewas he dept like a princess, histongue protruding dightly, an unlikely pink against the
crimson glitter of blood-and-diamonds lipstick. The effect was only mildly spoiled by along red scratch
across hisforehead. The emptiness of his abandoned face filled me with tenderness and jeal ousy.

| cleaned around him briskly, hoping he'd wake up, and a so that he wouldn't. | sorted the clothing that
needed to be sent away for repairs and threw the destroyed garments into the rubbish. | picked up hair
and gum and gum wrappers, discarded pep-patches, and TempTek that had become hard and crinkly
whenit died, just likethe skin it mimicked when it hauled in dl that fat, plumped out dl those voids,
sagged, wobbled, perked and defied logic to present bosoms and cocks at peerless angles.

| ingpected the refrigerators and replaced used stocks of drinks and snacks. | ate the leftover bits of
snacks from discarded bags, the last quarter inch of drinks out of cups, but they only made me fedl



hungrier. | looked a him but he hadn't seen me stedling.

| used plastic tongsto collect the sdlf-adhesive clothing that wasn't disposable, and put it al in asedled
plastic container for decontamination. | took an air sample, and samplesfrom all surfaces, to test them for
viruses, bacteria, macrophages and aien proteinsin the Trolley Testbox. | downloaded the data to the
office on the top floor where they care-or not. | sprayed the sinks and showers with Nano-Fresh
("Cleansat theflick of aswitch!") and swept the floors old-fashioned style with a push mop. | cued the
self-polishing mirrorsto dump their waste into the dry duice, and pumped the duiceinto thetrolley's bin.

| licked the vinegar taste of cleaning spray off my hand, hoping that it might clean out my intestines a bit
and do me some good, and thought for asecond or two of the seafront because it reminded me of fish
and chips. Then only the princesswas | eft, hisfeet till strapped into their six-inch iletto sandas benesth
the chair.

| sat down next to him and wished | had something strong to take. | laid my head on the table-top just
like his, put my armsin the position of his, opened my mouth and dackened my tongue to seewhat it felt
like. I wondered what his name was and what he was doing here, and had been doing before he got
here, and why he hadn't gone home. The position we were in told me nothing, except that he must be
more concussed than adeep because my cheekbone was aready getting sore against the hard surface.

| stared at him resentfully, hating my own fedings because they were ugly.

Helooked al right now: transvestite pussycat, he looked al pretty and nice. But as soon as he woke up,
he'd change.

Nobody was the way they ought to be below the surface, especidly people like him. He ought to be
lovey if you only went on looks, atrue friend, awonderful lover, agreat-spirited advocate of everything
light, afighter with attitude and awicked sense of humour, ahero who didn't swagger and annoy the shit
out of everyone with the burden of being good. He should be as empathic as god would beif anybody
generous-hearted had made god up.

Therere many people I'd seen like this princess: al miracle surface. No surgery or treatment proves too
extreme to serve their vanity (check my mother out), and their desire to endave everyone. All have been
bastards. Even I'm abastard.

| sared at him and wished he wasthered ded. Shame on him if he wasn't. Shame on me because |
wasnt, because | canimagineit but not be it. Why the hdll isthat?

| looked at his perfect lips, thought of my own predictable face with didike, and wondered if he had sex,
and what with and for whom, and if heliked it or only pretended to and meanwhile had some stupid
behind-the-scenes thing going where he was only doing it to finance acareer in Solar journdism or a
degreein one or other tedious lega subject that came with awhole package of fabulous futures. Perhaps
he was only touring misery and I'd be some specia stop onit, not atart, not a heart.

His eyes opened as | was staring at them.

A thousand locked doors swung wide.

| stood up without knowing what | was doing except that | was very frightened, and just an instant before
| had beenin agtate | couldn't name, where every part of mewas seen and called uniquely beautiful.



The sound of the music systems being tested upstairs brought me round. | picked up the floor brush and
quickly pretended to be cleaning.

The princess dowly peeled hisface away from the table. He put one hand over his chest for amoment
and rubbed it back and forth, frowning, looking like hed misplaced something. He swallowed and clearly
didn't care for the taste of his own tongue.

| swept the same two metres of floor again. | felt this unaccountable kind of energy in my bones, as
though my bodly itself was laughing and wanted to dance. After another second or two the princess
looked at himsdlf in the mirror and scowled, peering into hisown eyesfor along time, carefully,
cautiously. He touched his cheeks and chin tentatively. Then he glanced Sdeways a me, then back at
himsdlf. Hetook afew breeths, then drew himsdf up to hisfull height with asingle gesture, likea
conductor lifting their baton for the first bar of amammoth opera.

| tried to drink him in as much as possible, so I'd dways remember and dways be ableto see himin my
mind's eye. Right now, before heruined it al. He held out hisright hand imperioudy towards me. The
nailswere haf afinger long, crusted with false jewel s and unknown substances. He raised one eyebrow
in aperfect arch and batted hisfake eydashes, inviting me to share the joke with him because beneath
the pretence he was smiling adightly shy, delighted smile.

"Cadenza Fortitude," he murmured gently, just like ared queen, abruptly shifting gender in some
undefinable yet exact manner. "A pleasure, Francine.”

| glanced down a my bright orange tabard and the name tag on it. Suddenly | noticed the mottled skin of
my chilly hand on the handle of the broom, my bitten nails. | couldn't look back, couldn't believe I'd been
about to smile that smile of recognition, the way 1'd smiled at Damien days ago, asif | knew thisguy and
he was specid to me from along time ago and had returned from along journey, asif he wasthe one.

God, he had to be a Stuffie, of course. Some new one I'd never seen before.
| said, "Pissoff, will you. You'rein my way. | want to get home by saven.”

Cadenza Fortitude grinned, dropped her hand and got up. She waswell over six feet tall in the
high-hedled shoes. Sherolled her eyesin their smoky black sockets and sighed in an exaggerated way at
my rudeness and stupidity, smile undaunted, actually charmed asthough | was playing dong. Her sgh
became agiggle, which she tifled with the back of the same hand.

Every pretty thing I'd ever seen | forgot abouit.
| said, struggling to keep hold on redity, "Y ou can't have ashower. | just cleaned them.”

"Redly?' Cadenza examined herself more closaly in the mirror and dabbed the scratch on her forehead,
examining her fingertip for blood. "Christ." For amoment she looked as though she was going to collgpse
and | took ahalf step forward but she corrected herself with ajerk and | legped back, flushed and hot
and angry with mysdif.

Well, that wasthat. "Redly." | finished wiping the table and stuffed al the cleaning gear rapidly back onto
thetrolley.

Now | wished Marion would hurry up. | bit my nails, but they werelong gone. | bit the skin on my thumb
instead, redlly hard so that it hurt, feeling fresh compul siveness wash across me-the need to be
somewhere e se, doing something else. | tried reverting back to sengtive Francine insteed of bolshy
Francine, but no dice.



"Stop that!" Cadenzaturned, reached across and yanked my hand out of my mouth with afinesse worthy
of aprimabdlerina

| jerked backwards, dmost spitting. | hadn't been prepared for her to touch me. Nobody's touched me
in ten months, except for Damien's hand holding. Nobody.

| saw that she was cross with me because I'd been hurting myself. My hand burned where she'd touched
me. In her eyes the thousand doors, open.

Her expression softened and became gentle. She drew my hand to her mouth and kissed it. | pulled free
and folded my arms. | was so hot, | didn't know where to look.

"Y ou can wash your hands, dl right?’ | sngpped. "But I'm not doing those bathrooms again.”

Suddenly shetook one stride forward and stood towering over me. | looked up and bit my lower lip until
it was painful because | wanted to touch her so badly.

She gave me adeath-ray starethat quite clearly said Well, if you're going to play stupid | amtoo, hdd
up her hands and snapped off her long fake fingernails, one after the other. She dropped each one
individudly into the trolley trash, as though she were dedling out tokens to minions. Then she stepped out
of the ludicrous shoes, shrugged off the dress and kicked it under the table.

Looking directly into my eyes, the person who'd been undernesth Cadenza al along thumb-keyed the
tags on his corset and cast it aside. Hewas so closethat if | leant forward even one degree | would have
touched him.

| wanted to cry because he was so lovely and | wished | weretoo. | braced, waiting for the hit to happen
to me, when it would al change, this haze destroyed to prove my earlier, uglier fantasy to be the brutal
truth.

His expression softened and became serious as he looked at me with such concern that | had to look
away. "Frannie?'

| stared furioudly a my hideous, dirty tabard, then | looked up at him again, ready to kill himiif | had to.
He bent down to look into one of my eyes, then the other, with a play-acting scientist's serious scowl.
| stared at the centre of his bare chest, waxed smooth, al glittery. | didn't know what to do.

"Uh-huh." Heturned, crossed the room, went into one of the showers and rubbed himsdf againgt the
walls, covering himself in the part-foam part-dime of the Nano-Fresh. He didn't bother to pull the curtain.
"Hick theswitch."

| just stared a him. How could anyone just clean themsdlves off with industrial nanocyte compounds
meant for scrubbing toilets?

"Theremote. Theremotefor the cleaning stuff,” he repeated with tangibleirritation.

| pressed the button on the trolley. The greasy cleaner suddenly became droplets on hisskin. The
dropletsran into each other and scurried quickly downwards, attracted by gravity and their software
imperativesto gather in the drains ready for collection. They took with them everything that wasn't
attached. | was dtill puzzling about how he'd managed to keep the top layers of his skin as he came out of
the cubicle. Herifled through severd lockers, and emptied each one until he located a set of worn denims
and bike boots, which | was sure weren't his own.



He dressed and looked at himsdlf in one of the mirrors again, shaking his head with alook of rueful
resignation | couldn't begin to understand. His expression became guarded for a second, then
transformed into the smooth flat planes of determination, & the sametime gaining in acuity like light being
focused through alens. His chin dropped afraction as he turned back towards me and started to walk
purposefully towards the exit. Within two strides hiswak had assumed amonumentd inertiaso greet |
felt myself borne backwards on itsinvisible pressure wave and | had to take a step back. As he passed
me he reached through thistida front and caught hold of my hand. He twisted the broom out of my hand,
tossed it, and tugged me dong at hisSde, diding hisfingersin between mine with the easy confidence of
the oldest friend I might have had in theworld. He glanced a me and blushed very faintly. Hissmilewas
wicked. "Come on, don't stand there with your mouth like that or atramll driveinto it."

| thought of alot to say: that Marion was about to arrive, that | had alot to do, that he was only going to
make fun of me, that | needed to get another shift sorted out or | wasn't going to manage therent on a
new gpartment, that he should go fuck himsdlf.

"L ook at the state of you." He shook his head. We were ill walking.
"I'mfine" | sad.

Hewas till holding my hand. We had passed the door. The street came rushing in a me, dl twilight and
shadows, the smell of the onshore wind asit freshened, the hot spicy odours of frying food at the
ddlicatessens on the Forum, where people had started to order dinner, the busyness of commuters
quickening their pace towards home, the hum of traffic crowding the roads, bicycle bells and rickshaw
horns blurts of sparkle and glare, the clatter of aknight's horse and his heavy armour as he turned off the
main street and onto the green strip of parkway that Sarted just beside us at the Circle's edge, theflaring
torches of Adf 2 making every shade legp and dance, e ementd firestearing freeto run up its massive
trunk and gather with others among the leaves and gutters at the levels of the first roofs so the whole
building was dripping upwards with light. Night wasfdling in Sankhara. Far avay on Hoating Mountain
the deep, earth-toned boom of the monks' ghost-calling horns sounded the sun down from the sky.

He held my hand. We were the best of friends. Thiswas afact, likeit was afact that water flowed and
firewas hot.

"Thiscan't bered," | said, mostly to mysdlf, in case I'd fallen adeegp and was right now lying on a park
bench somewhere dse.

"| say that dl thetime," hereplied. A sadness passed through him but it was gone before | could seeit
properly. He looked down at me, quiet now that we had left the building, dl inertiabaanced on the point
of my attention. "Where should we go?"

There were more than athousand doors. Their count was beyond number.

| led him into one of the smdll cafésthat litter the roads around Pythagoras's Circle and the Forum. | sat
in the window beside the radiant heater and ordered a hot chocolate with a double cream top. That was
stupid because | was sacked by now-Damien was going to be really mad. | suddenly realized | was till
wearing my tabard, quickly took it off and pushed it down the side of the sest.

| watched people just walk up off the street and stare in the windows at him. They were drawn from a
distance and seemed surprised to find themsalveslooking in, puzzled as though they had forgotten the
reason they were there until they saw him properly, at which time they relaxed quite profoundly so that
bags on their shoulders did off and casesin their hands dropped to the pavement. They stood around as
if they werein amuseum looking at afabulous and inexplicable thing, an idol from an unknown continent.
They smiled, expressions dreamy and distant, content.



| would have been afraid, if | hadn't known why they were doing it.

Jalaeka noticed them and gave afunny kind of shrug. They drifted away amost immediately, picking
themsdlves up with their belongings, and it didn't happen again, but the noise in the café dowly increased
al the time we were there, voices becoming more animated and volatile, laughter suddenly bursting out
with greater frequency, happy sounds erupting spontaneoudy, conversations rippling with affection that
wasastangibleasatiderallingin.

| nudged his knee with mine and he smiled a me, and we grinned and started laughing because it was
funny to be secret friends like this, with nobody knowing what just happened or how we met. It was
funny to fed nofear.

"Why?" | asked him, from the new calm insde my head. | knew his name without knowing how | knew
it. "How?"'

"Y ou saw what | ought to have been," hetold me.
"What kind of crazy answer isthat?"

He dipped hisfinger into the cream on the top of my drink and wiped it with careful precison onto thetip
of my nose. Then he grinned and leant across the table and kissed it off.

"That is such abeautiful coat,” said the Earth woman as we both looked into the clear plastic display
cabinet at the full-length voluptuousness of slver fox, itsinner white hairs glazed over by thefine
blue-grey outer pelt, so that their thick fullness seemed deeper, their downy inner hair purer than the
pearls cascading from the neck of the headless display modd that worethem. "Can | try it?"

"Of course," | said and thumb-keyed the case at itslock. | smiled in spite of my aching feet and my
longing to go home at the end of aday that had been averagein every possbleway. As| passed her |
saw that her shoes were agood copy of adesigner | knew, and her bag was last season's. She twitched
the bag out of my way gpologeticdly and gave me anervous, hopeful smile. | stepped insgdethe caseand
lifted the fur down, laying it carefully acrossmy armsto keep it placid while| carried it to thefull-length
mirrors.

The customer trotted after me and put her own coat down over her bag on one of the courtesy chairs.
She brushed and groomed herself with darting pats of her hands across her blouse and the top of her
trousersas| approached her. | held out the coat and she did her armsinto the satin linings before |
settled it on her shoulders. | smoothed the upper pelts gently with flat hands and she gave anervous
giggle as she fet the barely sentient response of the coat moving of its own accord around her,
discovering her shape and smell. It was dl but adeep, fortunately.

| told her al about the care and maintenance of such living coats-things she would never need to
know-for | was sick of the alarmed reactions and squeals and occasional nasty scenes that followed
these moments of guilty customer fantasy when the coat was wakeful and they would catch sight of its
eyeswatching them, or fed itsfeet burrow about against them, searching blindly for another foot to hold
on to and grasp in comforting security. Caming the coat after it had been flung off was alengthy business,
involving alot of grooming. As abonus however, this shop floor in the Embargo was so expensve that
few people came here, and if they did, they only wanted to browse and shake their heads at the stupid
things that rich people were prepared to pay for.



My customer admired hersdlf, turning thisway alittle, then that way, and | purposely stepped out of her
range of vison so that she could enjoy her stolen moments done. | was pointlessy adjusting the lapdl of
an ordinary, vat-grown rabbit jacket when atrace of avibration-the tread of a distant leviathan or the
firg erotic quiver of asignificant earthquake-ran through me. | put my hand out and held the coat rail, my
other hand to my heart, because that was where it had come from.

| saw the other woman'sfeet turning, stepping, beneath the mirrors lower edge; neat and careful, turning
her ankle thisway, that way. Acrossthefloor | looked for my colleagues and saw them going about their
business as though nothing had happened, checking and rehanging items, brushing and cleaning, making
things ready for the changeto the night staff.

It came again.

God, no, | thought. It can't be. It can't be now. Haven't | done enough for you on Earth-all those
businessmen and scientists, all that lying and stealing? Your sleeper, then your spy. Years and
years. Leave me alone! You promised that was the end!

A fine membrane below my sternum broke and from the ggp came flying an immeateria gossamer net that
spread out and rippled across the smple space and time of my own moment and around dl the corners
of that moment, into the hidden sevenshest, giving me avertigo so extremethat | lost my balance and fell.
Clutching at anything, | dragged the coats over me in awave of soft, heavy deadness.

| lay on the carpet, drowning in darkness, my senses opened up in ways |'d never wanted to experience
again, thewhole of Sankharascreaming into my brain asit rose from beneath me; the fundamenta ocean,
the dust cometo clam its payment for my existence. Unity's agent looked through my eyes, my ears, my
body as | struggled to cry out for help. At the edge of vision, far out, | saw a shimmer of the sevensheet
that wasn't part of us, nor the Stuffie collective, nor the fabrications of the Sidebar or any other structure
intheknown. | saw, | heard, | felt movement that wasn't me: Us. | tried to snatch it, but it was gonein
the storm of presence. . .

Then camethe voice I'd never wanted to hear again. Theodore.

Get up,hesad, get up . . . ! and hisvoice was changing asit came, rising from the infinite depth of Unity
like ashark barrelling to the surface of the seax jaws. Within theinstant | was his puppet, my thoughts and
my actionslost to his.

| flung the coats asde and got to my feet, staggering on my high hedsfor amoment asthewoman in the
dlver fox bent down to help me up, saying, "Oh, areyou dl right?"

| pushed her aside and started to run. Spikes of pain, the legacy of the day's standing around, drilled
through the balls of my feet as| flung my hands out to brace mysdf against displaysthat werein my way,
specificaly desgned asthey were to prevent anyone leaving with products unseen in astraight dash. In
my wake millions of credits worth of jewelery and clothing went tumbling, and customers and colleagues
aike stood Hill as statues, their mouths hanging agape or with indrawn breaths reedy to call out, raising
their hands to stop me from metres and tens of metres away.

| wanted to stop. These were not my hands. They were not my fest.

| made the fire escape and ran down it, jumping two and three steps at atime, which hurt so that |
gasped and my pencil skirt seam tore with the force of my running. | did and fell at the penultimate flight,
going over on my ankle, lungs heaving, the sound of my own blood singing in my ears, my own heartbeat
like ajackhammer in my temples. | got up and ran on, out the exits and into the streets, where | turned
without a second thought into the great Forum and acrossit, scattering early-evening shoppers, running



through the ground-levd jets of the Adf 1 fountains as though they weren't there. | ran as| could never
have run without hell inside me, following the look of avague aien shape, that form that defied my sight.

Onthefar sde of the Forum a café window stood in the torchlight of one of Adf 1's massive structura
legs, lit within by avariety of candles and gadights. It was packed, and | had to step over bags and
children and push my way to get to the front, where | could look in. | found mysdlf with my hands against
the glass. Voices surrounded me. Someone smiled at me and pointed and | saw my reflection in the glass
for an instant, amadwoman, soaked to the skin, hair inrats tails. | tried to walk away but went insde. |
shoved my way between chair backs and tables, losing ashoe, doughing off the other one as| reached
the empty table by thewindow. | sat down in one of the empty seats. It was till warm.

Here,said Theo in my head-Theo who made me and whom | never wanted back. His voice was cam
and thoughtful as he receded from me, the sort of voice that would have been comfortable walking in the
park, speaking of gented affairs asit meandered into the distance. 1t's gone now, but it was here. You'll
find it, Rita. You'll find it for me. You and I, we'll do it together.

| sat doneat thetable, dripping, gulping air, shaking compulsively with aviolence | couldn't stop, even
when | held the table with both my hands. When Theo abandoned methere | tried looking on my own
for the thing he had pursued and lost. But without him | was only human. My feet were agony. Before me
lay an empty cup, dried frothed milk and chocolate on its Sdes clinging in patternslike clouds.

Francine and | were Sitting on the tailgate of the Hoolerton tram, feet hanging afew inches above the
road, ignoring the patient Al voicetelling us camly that we should ride safely insde. The broad avenue
with its central reservation of grassand tall pams unspooled benegth us, pushing the huge triple fortress
of the Massif and the Adlf away until they became a single three-pronged spire of light against the
pitch-black perfection of the night sky, stars blotted out by the fairy dust glow that shone off every roof
and shdlow planein the city so that every building from the greatest to the most humblewaslimnedina
pa e golden shimmer like ancient glory. Then weturned, following the line of the Purbright river towards
the docks, and everything but the triple spire waslost to sight, hidden by the close brick walls of the
warehouses and yards, their Sdes peding with the eczema of old bill posters proclaiming legendary DJs,
obscure political agendas and the return of the Justified Ancients of Muu Muu. From beyond the broken
bottles that topped their ramparts came the sound and flare of forges working, meta being hammered
and cut and moulded and melted. A heavy chemica flux lay onthe air, fighting with the odour of fish and
adank smell risng from the gutters.

Her handinmine.

"So what were you doing last night?" Francine asked.
"Obliterating mysdf."

"Why?

| shrugged, dightly embarrassed. Why does anyone?

| glanced at her. She was watching the street and being careful not to stare a me. | longed not to be the
pathetic old veteran who stares with adoggy, washed-up gaze that sees shrapnd ripping into everything
he looksat. But | know Theo and | know myself, and so | am that guy.



Sheleant againgt me with avery dight exaggeration of her position a my side and | leant back much
more strongly, accepting her invitation. Sick and tired, because she let me be, | rested my head on her
shoulder and let her support me. She wasn't confident enough to put her arm around me, though | wished
shewould. After amoment | felt her hand stroking my hair whereiit fell across the back of my shoulders,
so lightly that if 1I'd been human | might not have noticed.

Farther on, as Hoolerton proper began, the brickworks broke into smaler units, the factories becoming
shops and houses, clustered close in ranks of terraces like ordered troops. We passed two concrete
tower blocks and | wanted to tell Francinethat | used to know people who lived in placeslike thisand
had even seen them and been inside their homes|ess than a decade before in my time, but that was
ancient history to her. Nonetheless | watched the ugly towers pattern of window lightswith ahorrible
affection, and then their punch card faces bent away from us and drifted away to the left behind the
mountainous bulk of astone mill, dl itswindows bricked up across five storeys of machinework floors.
Above its gates the name Lazarus Works was carved into the archstones, but beneath them more bricks
blocked the entrance. It became the sde of a canyon, while on the right amunicipa park stretched out in
damp, recently rain-drenched dark, the swings and didesin its deserted playground moving silently,
gently, as though they'd been | eft only minutes ago.

| tightened my hold on Francine's hand. " Get ready. Jump!"

Weran oursalvesto astanddtill at the corner of the street where an dl-night store and a pub, cast in the
Tudorbethan mould, glowed brightly with light and the promise of civilization. A Sgn swung outside the
pub's Herculean-scaled black and white dice of old England-the Pig and Piper. The air even smelled like
Earth's Western urban nineteen eighties; car exhaust, stale beer, burgers, cigarettes.

| 1ed her through the maze Damien had shown me: dong severd narrow ginnels, muddy underfoot and
thick with nettles. They were in white flower and their herba scent was sickly sweet aswe brushed
through them, hands high to avoid getting stung. It was still hours until Engine Time.

"Where are we?' she asked.

"Crisscross Street,”" | said, as we emerged onto it. If there was amore ordinary placein Sankhara, |
couldnt think of it.

"These are houses?'

s

"Mongers here?'

"Only yoursdf."

She laughed and everything becamelight to me.
"Stop."

mWhat?

| took off my jacket and gaveit to her.
"I'mfing" shesad.

"Putiton.”



She hesitated, but then did her armsintoit. It wastoo big for her, but the man's cologne on it smelled
better now that she woreit. | took her hand back and led her under the railway arch. As soon aswe
were through she gasped with the cold and surprise and pressed against my side. | put my arm around
her shoulders.

"Thisiswhere you live?' she asked after she had taken amoment to look around. She swallowed and
her face was ashen. "When you said we could go to your placel . . ."

"Not out herel” | smiled & her. "Comeon.”
Sheturned to look back through the lych-gate's suppurating arch. "But where. . . 7'
"It'sthere. Lessthan amoment away. All ill there. | promise”

Her face showed al her doubt, and the moment she discarded it.

She was dwarfed by the trees rearing huge and black over us, their boughs stirring restlesdy in astrong
wind. She clutched the jacket close around her with her free hand, the other hand holding minetightly,
and walked over the rough faces of the black granite dabsthat paved the road asif she waswalking on
glass. Anicy gleam sparkled on puddles of recent rain shivering in twin grooves where the whed s of
great carriages were supposed to run. She looked at these linesin both directions. Their silver ran out to
our right for miles, but to our left sank dmaost immediately into an overgrown penumbrawherethewalls
had been brought down by fallen titans, their rotting bodies stretched out and blocking the way. Shewas
careful not to tread near them.

| led her a short distance, right, to the other side of the road, where the wall dropped to a quarter of its
former height and was topped with black iron railings, each the width of aforearm and the height of two
tall men. They were bent into soft wavy shapesthat coiled around each other asthough they were snakes
crawling up the vertical face of theair. Halfway dong their span agreat pair of gates were set between
raw megdiths of the same materid.

Francine hated of her own accord and stared at the gates. They were dmost unrecognizable as gates,
had suffered aterrible and catastrophic assault at sometime in the past, their bars frozen so that they
looked like a 3-dimensiond drawing of amissle strike wake. Their anguish sooke volumes about the
force used against them, though not one that had struggled to gain entrance to the Park they guarded-they
had been devastated by something that wanted to get out.

| followed Francinein picking my way through them, my feet splashing in rusty water where one had
worn ashalow quarter-circle depresson in the paving.

Beyond therails and gates abroad gravel expanse swept directly to the central door in acolossa and
beautifully proportioned paace, dmost a perfect copy of its Earthly Baroque antecedent, Rastrelli's
Winter Pdace. In the light of the full moon overhead its white columns, window-frames, gpexesand
statuary glowed with aghostly radiance, the stucco between them aflat grey that made them seem to
float inthin air, asthough there were no walls. It must have been more than a couple of hundred metres
wide. Of itsthree storeys, al the windows were black except for one | had lit earlier inthe day. | could
seethe hint of that room's flamboyant, wildly coloured wallpaper.

"Isthis. .. it?" she whispered.
"Thelight," | sad.
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Wings crossed the moon, vast wings of taut skin thet |et the light show their veins and cartilage and the
long body between them, diamond-headed.

"Isthis. . .yours. Isit yours?'
"SolI'mtold."

Francine turned and looked at me, her mouth twitched up at the corners. She reached into her pocket,
dug around and handed me a piece of flimsy paper. | glanced a her questioningly, saw her nervousness
and concern, and then obediently read it.

Do you thirst for more than an ordinary life?
It was lilac paper, with pink hearts.
Despite your job and family, is there something missing, deep inside?

Do you ever wonder what the point of life is now that you can be young, beautiful, wealthy,
educated and long-lived?

Do you feel that science and technology have discovered all there isto know?
Do you find no pleasure in wealth and in possessions anymor e?

If you think there's more than meets the eye, come to a meeting where your local Guide shows the
symbol of the heart.

| looked down into her hopeful face. ™Y ou think | need help?’

Shetook the paper from my hand and screwed it up, letting it fal on the ground, where it blew away. We
were close to one another in away that seemsto come up by accident, until you noticeit and the pull of
one hand to another-my hand to her cheek, her handsto my waist, her legsto my legs, my faceto her
face, her mouth to mine-takes on its own magnetism, dow enough to taste and soft enough to dide down
through like new snow; but | fell harder than that as her body pressed against me. Her lips were cold and
tasted of the freezing air. She treated me so carefully, she broke me.

"Why areyou crying?' she asked when shefindly drew back. The moonlight made her face white, her
eyes and mouth blue bruises like watercol our splashes.

"I should be on my knees" | said.
She shook her head. "Show meinside."

We walked up the left-hand curve of the outer staircase to reach the palace door, a single piece of oak,
studded with iron and carved with deep recesses in Cdltic knots that no Russian palace ever boasted. Set
within the door was asmaller door, which opened to the touch of my hand.

"Thingslive out there," | said sdf-conscioudy, locking it after us by the same act of will. My voice echoed
and reveded the sze of the hdl in which we stood even more effectively than the gleaming dectric light
that came on to her touch. "Wolves, tigers, bears. . . other things.”

| barely noticed the splendour of the place thistime; there were some marble stairs, white, and acarpet in
bloody red and statues in niches and pillars that dripped gilded decoration, balustrades like entire ski



dopes, pillars of blue stone, and great archways that led into darkened gdleries and hals receding
beyond sight, all that kind of thing. | glanced at the roof because Francine gave it afearful look as she
walked up thefirgt flight of steps. She stood on the landing beside the tortured figure of Laocotn
wrapped in snakes and stared at it.

"Huey Cobras," | said, saring a the meticuloudy rendered details of amura depicting helicopter
gunships over aburning jungle of gruesome orange and grey. Thelight from the pendant crystd
chandeliers gaveit aflat, decomposing look.

"Youwhat?'
"It'sfrom an old film about awar. It changes now and again.”

Vietnam. Apocalypse Now . Y ou wouldn't know it. Y ou were born hundreds of yearstoo late. Last time
| saw that film wasin the house of somebody | thought | would be with forever.

The place didn't echo, didn't mutter. It was as quiet asatomb. | listened to her fill it up. | took her to my
room, smaller than the rest, itslampslit to show its hot red/pink brocade walls, damask curtains,
impossible, vast bed. Thefirein the hearth burned on logs that would last the night, big enough to roast
an ox on. It was hot in there. | moved some of my books, worried in case they were going to catch fire
where I'd |eft them piled on the rugs so close to the hedt.

"Youlivehere? Seep . . ." shelooked at the untouched plains of the bed, "here?!
"| don't need deep,” | admitted.

"But you might likeit," shesaid. "It'snice. To get away, for awhile, sometimes. | likeit." Shetook off my
jacket, then her coat and came closer. | sat down on the floor to let her do what she liked and when she
sat near me, lay down on my side, looking into the flames. After awhile| rolled onto my back and caught
her looking at me. She was biting her nails and snatched them away from her mouth ingtantly, pushing her
hands into her pockets.

"Touchmeg" | said. "Please.”

Vakyriewas standing in the Field Stores warehouse, strip-checking an Eberstark V olsungshammer
sniper rifle when GovGuide intruded on her peace and quiet by playing the first four notes of Beethoven's
Fifth. She finished gazing through the long barrdl she held and adjusted the sengtivity of her visonto
normal before alowing the Guide to ddiver itsaarm report. She'd hoped for at least another day of
slence, but Guide Alarms overrode her compassionate leave.

The message wasn't even voice-ddivered. It was flagged with Solargov security codes and in plain text:

MetroGuide offlined-Metropolis Gateway shut down-al contact lost-emergency quarantine procedures
enforced Earthsde-GovNet awaits officia ingtruction.

AsVakyrie read shefet only amomentary rise of interest. Ah Apocaypse. She wanted to go back to



the smooth smplicity of the gun and fed itsinterlocking pieces moving together in her hands until thething
was whole and could be put back besideitsfifty brothers on therack. A second messagefollowedina
bright flash of intimate urgency protocols. They overrode her norma function and flooded her duggish
endocrine system with artificid enthusiasm.

My office: now.

Vakyrie placed the gun barrdl down onto the workbench in front of her and laid her oilcloth over its
unfinished business. She turned and strode the length of the warehouse, passing its racks of firearms,
missile launchers, gas grenades and sonic devicesin quick time. As she passed she saw hersdlf dimly
reflected for an instant in each of the burnished dark metal curves of the wegpons, adull yellow blur of
android motion. Her armoured boots made dull thuds on the concrete. She turned, taking a short-cut to
the emergency exit through the medical section, and narrowed her vision to atunnelled shape so that she
didn't haveto look at the beautiful white and green ranks of field dressings and surgical patches. Shed
seen enough of themto lagt alifetime.

The emergency door opened for her as she reached it; closed and locked itsdlf after her. The pavement
was relatively deserted near the armoury. There was nobody by the yard gates but apair of engineers
taking arest in the late-morning sunshine to see her step away from the building, open her wings, ignite
her rockets and take to the sky.

As she ascended into the agrid lanes over London she saw thousands of others dropping out of the
sky-amdl craft and individuals, Forged flying forms and the small robot drones of the Guide systems, dll
of them ordered to land to clear the air for the emergency and governmenta services. They fell smoothly
and gracefully, like aswarm of locusts seen from far off. Vakyrie, connected to GovNet, was able to
make a bedline across the miles to Unity House, where her boss worked, and where the dien entity
maintained its ambassador.

Vakyrieflew asfast as she could. Insects smashed againg her visor. Beneath her the city visibly
quavered as the information shock of MetroGuide's disappearance spread from node to node. People
turned to one another with bewildered faces and Vakyrie imagined that she heard a collective intake of
breath. They were dl thinking what she had first thought-this could be no more than atemporary fault of
some kind. But when she set her feet onto the roof and exchanged credentials with the building's security
guards shelost her reasonable doubts. Their faces were ashy and bleary as though they had been woken
from abad dream. Their expressons prompted her to renew her contacts with the newswires and
networks sheld cut hersalf off from. Every one was error-clogged with excessve traffic.

Vakyrie began to accelerate. Earthside staffers moved aside to let her through, both there and in the lift
and in the lower corridors, flattening themsdaves againg the walls as Vakyrie moved in an uncomfortable
crouch with her armsjammed againgt her sides. Eight feet of bulky, metal-clad aerid Forged moving fast
in a confined space had that kind of effect generally, but today Vakyrie saw the regular staff let her pass
without their gandard expressions of mild annoyance that field agents should come in making amess of
their beautiful, serene existence. Instead they seemed amost glad to see her. So it must be very bad.

She went straight in to her boss's rooms and joined the queue of agents waiting for attention. When her
turn came the under-secretary seemed so flustered, she gave her name to him with formal politeness.
"Light Angd Vakyrie Skuld, tacticd intelligence support.”

He glanced up and smiled for afleeting ingtant. "Hi, Vakyrie," he said. Y ou can go on past thislot. Go
right to the desk. She'swaiting for you."

"Jensen." She said hisnameto him asthanks, and turned to excuse-me and pardon her way through the



outer offices.

The doors to the Queen'sinner sanctum opened for her, but not quickly enough. She caught one of her
shoulder guards on the doorframe and tore along splinter of the beautiful polished hardwood free. The
rip and crack of it wasignored, despite the room's near silence. Nobody took any notice as she picked
up the broken wood and screwed it up into aball in the palm of her hand. Inexplicably she found hersalf
holding back tears. Sheflicked the splintersinto the closest trash can.

Vakyrie had occasionaly had cause to regret her low level of Al systems compared with other Forged
and Tek personnd, but as she stood and watched her boss now, she felt no regret at dl. The Micro
Ticktock Hive Belshazzar was holding a perfectly adequate conversation with her principa secretary,
who was a so in the room with her, and four other smultaneous discussions which Vakyrie could see
logged on thewall where a projected layout of al her current communications was permanently on show.
She was talking to the Guide Als of two other Sidebar Universes aswell aswith the out-world Als,
Mode and Myanfactor, who hosted the entire Solar Virtua Community and the Forged Dreamdtate of
Uluru and with the Solargov Emergency Actions Unit. She was aso conducting over two thousand other
more minor discussions, the subject of which repeated across the board endlessy-Metropolis Sidebar.

Thevolatile smell of kerosene made Vakyrie look down automatically, running an internal check. One of
her fud lineswasleaky. A finefilm of pungent discharge was cregping, trand ucent, down her bronze leg,
evaporating, hazing the air. She took a patch of trouble-gum out of her chest compartment and did her
best to sedl it temporarily. Belshazzar glanced at her with the briefest flicker of acknowledgement as
Vakyrie leant over to the desk and whisked a couple of paper tissues out of the pretty floral pack beside
the coffee-pot and its discarded cups.

Vakyrie rubbed at the kerosene and was glad she didn't have billions of sisters calling on her attention.
Every second they blurted and babbled their newsinto the Hive Queen's waking mind; those scattered
sisterswho spied upon and tinkered in the innards of machines across the entire Solar System.
Witnessing so much cognitive power held in the form of an ordinary human woman with no outward Sgn
of Forging (though every inward one) was, at best, awe-inspiring. Usudly Vakyriefound it intimidating,
and today it was smply beyond her.

She usad the solvent and tissuesto rub afew crusty insect bodies off the polish of her arms athough it
was afeeble effort and the tissues soon disintegrated.

Belshazzar shut down one conversation and took the opportunity to smilewarmly at Vakyrie. "Skuld, a
moment please and I'll be with you." Her words came via short-range radio because her mouth was il
issuing ingructions for the day's rescheduling to the secretary.

Vakyrie gave atight smile and moved I€ft to place the wad of tissue in the bin with the piece of doorway.
No one except Belshazzar had cdled her by her persona name since Elinor had died. Shefelt the
absence of her old partner on her right side; acommonplace emptiness that did not lessen asthe days
passed. Elinor would have laughed at the fuel line and the door incident. They would both be smiling
now, if shewere here. Valkyrie'sface set like stone.

"Tdl them thetruth, then,” Belshazzar was saying angrily. "Tell them we have noidea”

At that, with the suddenness of lightning, everyone seemed to wrap their businessto a concluson. Within
seconds the room was deserted except for Vakyrie and Belshazzar. The wall, hitherto streaming with
information in awaterfal of complaints and demands, shut down silently and became nothing but awall.

Belshazzar, middle-aged and dusky, her cropped black hair half-slvered-pushed back her chair and
stood up. Shelifted her chinto takein Vakyrie, and her dark eyes brimmed with amixture of



determination and anger. The cessation of thewall's coverage was asign that they might speek fredy, cut
off from contact with the outsde world for atime. It gave Vakyrie amomentary sensation of intimacy
and trust which unclamped the stern discipline kegping her jaw shut.

"It'sgonefor good?' Vakyrie asked.

Belshazzar beckoned with one hand for Valkyrie to follow her, and spoke as she walked. "Theodore has
an explanation. | want you to hear it."

Vakyriedidn't move. She glanced involuntarily at the doors behind Bel shazzar, far off across metres of
pale government carpet, and framed by detection technology as powerful asthat used at any of the
Sidebar Universe Port Authorities for the detection of Stuff particle contamination.

"What's the matter?' Belshazzar asked, turning back towards her when Vakyrie did not come.

Vakyrie knew that time was of the essence but it was easy for Belshazzar. She talked to-the thing-every
day. It must seem normd, VVakyrie thought, as though it was just another man, but to her Theodore,
Unity's ambassador, was nothing of the kind. There was adream-sm of Unity in Uluru. Everyone's minds
were run together in one undifferentiated soup, not even parald, but volatile. Vakyrie detested it. Things
emerged fromit that . . . shedidn't even have the menta toolsto think about it or the wordsto expressit.
And that was only abunch of human minds.

"I dontwantto...thatis... I don'tthink | can...| mean, | don'twanttosee..." Vakyrie had never
knowingly come acrass anything of Unity, not even apiece of Stuff in alab. She'd hoped that she would
never haveto reved her opinionsabout it publicly. She wished it had never been found.

"Skuld." The Hive Queen saw what was wrong and spoke quietly, though there was nobody to overhear
them. "He's bound to be human, just like the rest of us. It'slike talking to anybody €se. Form
determines. Experience and perception follow as the night the day."

"Hell hear what I'm thinking," Vakyrie said. She didn't want to say that she wastoo low in the hierarchy,
that Belshazzar was making some mistake, surdly, in taking someone like her into The Presence. She
longed for an adequate excuse,

Belshazzar shrugged. "I doubt hell bother. | used to assume that about him mysdlf, but if he does pick my
brain, then he doesn't use his knowledge to any advantage | can make out.” She beckoned again, with
quick, practica fingersthat clearly would have liked to snap with impatience. "Y ou can somach this. |
wouldn't have caled you in for the assgnment otherwise. The long and the short of it isthat you're the
only agent | consider capable enough to send on this particular mission. Y ou've got the field time, you've
got theright kind of mind-frankly, you lack imagination, which is essential-and you're strong. | need you
to be my eyes and ears and big stick when you go in on thisjoint action with Earth Security. Thelr fied
agentswon't last five secondsiif things get out of hand. Too clever and too jumpy for it, and | want
someone who doesn't get easily distracted doing my business. Y ou've got nothing elseto do. Yourethe
one”

Valkyrie knew sheld been expertly railroaded. How could she show her cowardice after a peculiar
accolade like that? She took a deep bresth, brought her chin down and circled the elegant desk, giving it
awide berth so she didn't damageit.

"Good." Belshazzar took Vakyrie to the double doors of the ambassador's office and preceded her
ingde. Vakyrie had to duck to get through.

Theodore was Sitting in an executive lounge seet in the otherwise empty room and he didn't get up asthey



entered, although he did give Belshazzar adeep nod of acknowledgment. Superficidly helooked like an
ordinary human, Vakyrie saw: his body was the Apollo type, that tall and tanned and handsome ook,
withitsyelow hair and itsagile, athletic strength. But he hadn't persondized it one jot from what Vakyrie
knew to be the baseline stereotype as defined in Ryanson & Sinhas DNA Boilerplates for Fashion and
Design, it was smply copied from that Genie catalogue. As he continued to St motionlessy in his easy
chair and stare into the distance he gave off dl the charismatic charm of a plastic mannequin.

Vakyrie could hear Belshazzar's frustration with Theodore as she introduced them to each other, voice
taut as ahigh wire. Theo didn't spare Vakyrie aglance. He looked at Belshazzar with amber eyes whose
expression was quite detached.

"Metropolis has gone," he said, as though continuing a pre-existing conversation that wastaxing his
patience. He placed his hands together in front of him in what might have been asign of namaste,
signdling peacein deference to Belshazzar, or showing that he had nothing more to add, or both, or
neither. "Everyonewho lived in it has been Trandated.”

He made this|atter satement so gently that VVakyrie found hersdf floating in adissociated clarity of mind,
asif sheweren't redly thereat all.

She wondered if worlds fell thisway dl thetime. Not with abang but awhisper. No, not even awhisper.
Withnosound at all.

She knew what Trandated meant. It meant made into Unity, assmilated into that being, like Corvax and
Isol and Zephyr Duquesne had been, the first humansto interact with Unity; like people were today, if
they became infected with Stuff-through trafficking with it unwisdly, occasondly voluntarily. But those
who wanted to cross over could never have amounted to millions of individuas, not without warning, or
asking, or ... any reason at al.

Vakyrietried toimaginethe scde of it, and failed. To her mind, Trandation smply meant death. If it had
been done, then he, Theo, must have done it, because he and Unity were one thing. She stared a him,
feding asthough he had literdly blown her insdes away, her shock was so great. He had consumed an
entireworld, and he spoke of it so lightly.

It seemed to be an age later that he added, in the same executioner's sotto voce, "We regret the loss of
continuity for dl thefamiliesinvolved. Deeply regret.”

Belshazzar didn't wait for him to give her hisatention, and Vakyriewas glad of that. "Before were ready
to accept your condolences, | think that we would all like to know why you chose to destroy a perfectly
functiona and fully populated Sidebar. One point eight million people's next of kin aren't going to be
comforted by the idea of their loved ones spending eternity at one with something they can't see or
touch.”

Theo sighed, performed an e aborate motion of his shoulders and crossed hislegs. He looked pleased,
Vdkyriethought.

"Yes, in spite of thousands of years of empty religious promises of exactly that. It's quite perverse, | do
agree. Whereas what I'm saying to you isthat nothing has been lost." He tipped his head a degree to one
side with the missed timing of someone who's been exhaudtively coached, though Vakyrie fancied he
deliberately got it wrong. "Nobody hasdied. They aredl within, every life perfectly recorded, every
experience distributed. Fascinating people, dl of them. | am glad to have come into the sphere of their
influence”

Valkyriesjaw dropped as she redized the sense of what he was saying. The people of Metropoliswere



now part of Theodore's undertow. He wasn't apol ogizing. He was thanking them for a donation.

"Your reason, " Belshazzar ingsted, alowing this grossinsult to pass. "Twenty-five years of nothing. No
trouble in any Sidebar, even the most complex. Hardly any accidents. Single figure Trandations, pretty
much al voluntary, no transgressions on ether part. Now this.”

Vakyrie curled both her handsinto fistsinvoluntarily and her metallized skin cresked. Theodore |ooked
up a her for thefirgt time, dthough he didn't lift his chin to do so. She saw that he felt no obligation to
offer areason, and that there was nothing anybody could do about it if he never gave one. Belshazzar's
twenty-five years of rule-abiding cohabitation with Unity in the Sidebar Universes had smply provided
Solargov Security with reasonsto bdieve in the wisdom of the choice they had made when they agreed
to the construction of the Sidebarsin the first place. The quarantine had been so good, the idea so bold,
the future so very bright. Theinfinite research [aboratory . . . an infinite amount of spaceandtime. . .
worlds. . . no hitches, not compared to the ages of adventure long past.

They had nothing on Theo, on it, and they never would. And even if they had hard evidence of any
infringements, it wouldn't matter because there was nothing to be done. Unity was unassailable. Vakyrie
admired Belshazzar's coal in the circumstances-Vakyrie wanted to kill him. Shelet him know thisas she
dared at him, more angry than wise.

"I tll you only to warn you of potentia further disruption. Thereisasplinter cdll," hesad findly,
grudgingly, dismissing Vdkyrie by returning his gaze to Belshazzar.

"A what?' Belshazzar said. Vakyriedidn't think shed heard it right.

Theo shrugged. "Wl now, how shdl | put it? Unity isan extremely large entity, not unlike acomplete
biosphere or planet, say. It isadynamic, living system, with its own pressure points, highs, lows-al kinds
of energy exchanges. Condder it asaliquid. Droplets of Unity can become separated from the whole
during stormy conditions. They can be scattered across any of the dimensiona surfaces, or dl of them.
Usually we reabsorb such losses very quickly. They are mostly nonfunctiona matter, Stuff that assumes
the form of quartz, the type that your Voyager Lonestar Isol discovered on her way to Barnard's Star

thirty yearsago.”
" 'Mostly nonfunctiond,' " Belshazzar said, "hides amultitude.”
Theo made aminute, concessionary nod that managed to convey an absolute lack of concession.

"How can you have asplinter of Unity?" Vakyrie asked suddenly. Her voice sounded harsh to her own
ears. "How can there be more than one of it?"

" 'Unity' isahuman word with limited associations,” Theodore said dowly, measuring her stupidity.
"When splinters bresk away from the whole and become 4-dimensiona materid they usudly remain
attached to the sevensheet of Unity fabric, even though they are separated in the materia 4-verse. But on
very rare occasions they may become separated across al €even faces of the continuum. When this
happens each piece becomesingantly sdf-complete. There is nothing that one part of Unity hasin ability
that the other lacks. The difference liesin the quantity of information accessible to each one. Unity is
memory in fluid dynamic potentid, living information. Both ingtantiations of Unity can survive and pursue
separated evolutions digtinct from one another. However, such events have dways ended with areunion
of the two parts. Essentidly, although they were separated, they were functiondly identical. Once they
meet again, they ingantly merge. It isin their intereststo do so, asthey are then maximaly potentia. The
Metropolis Sidebar was the foam on awave of Unity that has returned to the sea. Itisno loss. Only
change. The assimilation of the human individuals there has increased the Unity potentia for cregtive acts.
They are becoming. Not gone.”



Vakyrieimagined droplets of mercury diding on apiece of glassand uniting to form asingle poal. "From
theway you said it | thought it was more like trouble than just some bad weather event. Doesn't seem to
warrant the extinction of an entireworld.”

Theo yawned. "And sometimes splinters are created when a particular weather system is pushed out
deliberately, becauseitsinclusion would cause potentiadly fata destabilization to the whole. Unity's
dructureisvastly complex, certain modalities that have high individuation potentids are-unsympathetic, at
times"" He gave Vakyrie aglance that consdered her insufficient to a better explanation and shefelt
hersdf duly patronized. "Isol-or should | say the human beings that were Trand ated-had an effect rather
likethat of avery large and heavy rock being dropped into still water. All conscious structures new to
Unity do. There was a splash. Some of the splash remains detached, weak and human in nature, and we
arein the process of recovering it. Think of it asfalout."

"Fdlout?' Vakyrie repeated, forgetting hersdf. "We were arock in your pond and now the fact that
you're committing genocideisfalout? It's our fault?2"

"Thisthing isloosein Solar space?’ Belshazzar asked softly, but precisely, ignoring Vakyrie's outburst.

"A conscious splinter is somewhere insde the Solar Primary or ‘Bar worlds,” Theo said, letting hisfingers
dide through one another to form adoublefist. "Through conscioudy adaptive contact with humansit has
become somebody, probably human, dmost certainly in fact.”

"Likethe Stuff congtructsin Sidebars?’ Vakyrie asked.

"No," Belshazzar said. Sheturned to Vakyrie with acold and unpleasant smile that Vakyrieread asa
kind of victory. "He doesn't mean that. Stuff constructs aren't what he is. Stuffies are made and operated
by Unity, human in al but name and fundamenta matter, able to be swalowed up at an ingant's notice
into the tide and flow of Unity. They're made of it, but they're not part of its conscious flow until the
moment of their return. They have no accessto it nor it to them. This isahuman-made being, not under
Unity control, separate: an individud. It'sjust like Unity, as powerful as Unity, but it's not Unity. It's not
even adifferent kind of you, Theo. It's not an agent that dlows Unity to think in human terms. It's. . . its
ownthing. Thet is what you mean, isn't it?'

Heinclined his head by aninfinitesmd fraction.

Belshazzar pressed him. "And you cant retrieveit?'

"Primary contact has proven-difficult, thistime.”

"Primary contact?' Vakyrie asked. "Is there some chain of contacts?"

"Y our mind islocked into meaningless hierarchies,” Theodoretold her asan asde, and said to
Belshazzar, "It cannot be reassmilated by norma means™ Helet hishandsfal into hislap.

"Why not?' Belshazzar asked.

He shrugged again. "We don't know. It seemsto have undergone acritical state changeinitsinteraction
with the seven-shest. | cannot say, because | cannot replicate the transforms.”

"Y ou don't know," Belshazzar repeated in acam, even tone. "Y ou say it has evolved? Doesit-supersede
you?'

Theo had become even more gtill. Vakyrie wasn't sure he was breathing. He was suddenly al
comfortable and loose, like someone had cut his strings. He smiled vaguely and spun the chair with his



foot so that he faced them completely. He sat forward and became disturbingly affable athough the skin
around his eyes never changed its smooth, dall-like quality.

"Not yet. If you'll dlow meto finish-this solinter cameto Metropolisonly relatively recently. Unity
operationsthat require energy transformsacross al 11-D maintain stability because thereisonly one
operator. But with two such operators, each not knowing what the other isdoing or plansto do, thereis
avirtual certainty that energy transactions acrossthe 11-D will cause afatal ingtability and destroy the
conditionsthat permit the existence of al expanded 4-D space-times, including your own. The splinter is
aconscious operator, like mysdf, capable of destroying al expanded 4-space, whether it intendsto or
not. Being much less than Unity, the chances are that its caculations are less refined and the probability is
high that what has happened to Metropolisiswhat will happen to al the universes you know, if this
gtuation continues.”

"So your killing al of them waswhat-alesson?' Vakyrie demanded.

"Since we have been unable to reclaim the splinter by the usua means, it was our effort to destroy it, in
order to avoid catastrophic potentials.”" Theodore met her gaze again and did not blink, or drop it. His
smile was bright and its contempt withering, and VVakyrie quickly looked away. Her heart thundered in
her ears and her face heated.

"Which hasfalled,” Belshazzar said.

Theodore sat back and recrossed hislegs, putting one ankle up onto his knee and flicking some
imaginary lint from the pressed line of histrousers. "Y es. Temporarily. But whatever itsintention, it has
come hereand | believeit isinsde the Sankhara'Bar. It is completely inactive across the sevenface, so |
cannot track it. But it will do something eventuadly-it dways does." Helooked utterly confident.

"So, what? Isthis your demand for evacuation?' Belshazzar asked him.

"No, we will make no morefutile effortsto destroy it. All the human worlds are safe, unlessthe splinter
itself destroysthem, either deliberately or by accident. It ismassively ignorant of its capacities, so thereis
areasonable chance of that."

"And why are you telling usthis?' Belshazzar asked.

"To let you know." Theodore got up and walked over to the windows. He looked out and down into the
dtreets. "Wewill continue to operate and pursue our course of action in Sankharaand across all other
4-dimensiona expansions necessary to ensure the splinter's destruction or assmilation, and weregret . .

"Thank you. | believe you said thet aready."
"Y ou doubt my sincerity.”

"l don't doubt it. | just know what it'sworth." Belshazzar got up too, and indicated to Vakyrie that the
audience was over. Vakyrie didn't blame her when she alowed hersdf one parting shot. "1 wonder if
Tom Corvax or Zephyr Dugquesne would tdl adifferent sory, if you let them return.”

"But they are dways here," Theodore said of thefirst humansto trandate into Unity, asthough vagudly
surprised anyone could have thought they weren't present. "Informing me." He looked over his shoulder,
and shrugged, and vanished.

Therewas no crack of inrushing air to fill the vacuum of his position. He had become air, Vakyrie
thought, as shefelt abreath of it push past her face and hands. It smelled of stale dry-cleaning solution,



acrid and poisonous.

"But they're not you." Belshazzar closed the door behind hersdf and Valkyrie, shutting them back in her
office again. The doorframe sensors remained slent above them. Vakyrie wished the parting shot had
not sounded so ineffectud.

When they had moved away from the doors the Hive Queen turned to Vakyrie and spoke quickly and
camly. "'l want you to catch up and review everything we know about Unity. Give yourself athorough
grounding. Then | want you to go to Sankharaand find this splinter he's so angry with. Find out anything
you can. Officidly you're to be the strong arm of the Solargov Security Agent out there, Bob Clovitz. But
that will only be your cover story. | want you to pursue your own investigation and report to me directly,
aswel| as doing whatever you have to do for Clovitz, when and if he makes contact with you. The
Departments are divided on this one. He probably has an agendato terminate the splinter though he
wont letyouinonit."

"But Sankharais ahigh-interaction world," Vakyrie said, hdting briefly between words. She stuttered
dightly, trying to find good reasonsfor her fear that weren't to do with terror of Unity. Thelast thing she
wanted, especidly after today, wasto go closer toit. "Among so many strange things this-thing-isgoing
to be hard to find, impossible maybe."

"But me no buts. | need you to discover if anything Theo said is closeto the truth. | don't expect you to
even approach the splinter if you do find it. I'm looking to verify hisclaim, that'sall. If Theoisright, we
need to be careful around it. Don't do anything to pissit off. We might need it. If it ishuman, then it can
have a conversation, and that means there may be a solution to thisthat does not involve Unity running

wild across us. Perhapsit will free usfrom Unity, understand?' The Hive Queen's bearing had become
giff, bristling with suppressed emation.

Vakyrie hestated. "Did you know anyonein Metropolis, Maam?'

"Yes." Belshazzar was dready turning her attention to another emissary arriving as Vakyrieleft. "Many
people.”

The emissary was the Solargov Deputy President Tekgenesis Atahudpa, or rather his everyday avatar,
as projected by the office system. His actua body was on Mars. Vakyrie watched the large olive
baboon stalk around the furniture with histail high and huge teeth bared.

"Whereisthat fucker, Theodore?' he bellowed. The door closed before Vakyrie could hear
Bdshazzar'sreply.

Moving more dowly now with the burden of the task weighing her down, Vakyrie loaded dl the
available dataon Unity at high-speed compression during the stop-start journey the public €levator took
inits descent to the ground floor. At least it gave her another excuse not to have to look peoplein the
eye. Too many of them wanted to show her sympathy about Elinor. Asthe facts dumped wearily into the
gpaces dlotted them in her unconscious mind, like tired commuters finding a seet on atrain, she dowed
the absorption rate to consciously read one academic paper that got her attention for a second:

"It isgenerdly supposed that Trand ation entail s the compl ete cessation of normal consciousness so that
the Trand ated person becomes effectively nothing more than amemory form, in the same way that
Forged and Tek-adjusted individuas may have prints of their final neura patternstaken just prior to
desth and maintained within Al networks. But thisisamistake.”

Vakyriefrowned. Elinor existed asamemory print within Uluru, avery damaged one, and Vakyrie was
interested by anything pertaining to them, in case there was hope of restoration. Al loading waslike a



photograph. It could not render dynamicdl, redistic change. Al revenants had never been successfully
rendered viable, yet. The Elinor stored in Uluru was not dive. Shewasasmulation.

"Al network prints are atic snapshots which may be mined for information. Within Unity however,
[information source classfied] the Trandated individua remainsdive, in the sense that they areableto
continue the natural processes of consciousness. While these processes dso involve constant change
there is no cessation of self-awareness; theindividua liveson. Al prints, on the other hand, are smply
photographs of persondity made to move and spesk in theillusion of life, without the continued
experience of the dead person.”

Valkyrie shuddered and scanned into the appendices, where she read that those who had been
Trandated were not, as Theo insisted, actualy dead. Not dead, as such. They had smply become the
samething as Unity itself. Their physica bodies were gone from 4-D, athough they might be made again,
supposing there was aneed. What could that be? She needed Elinor. Would that be enough?

It did not say what that need might be, nor whose. Perhaps wanting to be back was not an option or was
not allowed-the text didn't say anything about whether people who were Unity could give effect to their
will asthey used to. Being Theo didn't seem to Vakyrie to be the ultimate in corpored sdf-expresson
for anyone, least of al the millions beneath him. And the incorporeality had to be one hell of achange,
she thought. The Corvax Declaration stated that the Trandated were in a state of superposition, being
both themsdalves and dive and conscious, but also unified with al other conscious beings within Unity. It
was such agrand statement, but try as she might she could not imagine the redity. Would it be like being
an entire committee? That seemed absurd.

"Wdl whoop-de-do," Vakyrie said, surprising severd other people sharing thelift with her. She
shrugged and pointed at her right ear, to suggest she had mistakenly spoken aoud during another kind of
conversation and they nodded, dl guilty of the samething from timeto time.

She il considered Theo amass murderer, and superpositions beyond time were not cutting it asa
defence. Asthey paused at the second floor to take on more anxious-faced workers, Valkyrie linked up
with the al-Al network, Teragate, to see what the cold word was on Metropolis. Teragate was where dl
the Solar Alstaked. It typically excluded al non-machine users, but Vakyrie had doneit a couple of
favoursin the human world and it would sometimes give her asnippet of information.

SankhaGuide alowed her to accessits civilian tracking data, highlighting two specific instances of lost
contact ingdethecity. It gave her minimal legd information on the two individuals concerned, one Stuffie,
one Unevolved, known to each other. Vakyrielooked at the human name: Dr. Gregory Saxton. He
researched Unity Engine activity. Vakyrie knew nothing about Engines, except that they were what kept
the Sidebars going.

Vakyrie grabbed that fact and hung on to it as her starting point. Thelift paused on first, couldn't take
any more people on, and passed down to the ground. Vakyrie was last out. She pretended that she was
not dawdling, not putting off the inevitable journey, the move forward into aworld without Elinor.

Sankharathe city was notionally sited over Blackpool, on Lancashire's coast where the west of England
met the Irish Sea. The Gateway into its Sidebar was located on adip road leading off the M62 west of
the Manchester Vast. Valkyrie bought tickets for ahigh-speed air link to the north as she walked
towards St. Jamess Park in the weak sunshine of aL.ondon spring. She wanted to go back to the arsend
and lose hersdf in the minutiae of cleaning and repairing inanimate things where shefdlt, if not good, then
safe. Instead she sent amessage to the Master-At-Arms, informing him that her leave had been
unexpectedly terminated.



The shrine of Uluru Metatron in this park was one of over thirty such placesin the city, but it was
Vakyriesfavourite. It looked like ahuge silver sphere, balanced delicately on the top of the grass as
though it was lighter than a soap bubble and could take off at any second. Only a Forged human being
would have the knowledge or the senses to detect where the ever-shifting doorways were. They were
open portas behind convincing illusons of mirrored surfaces. Vakyrie watched her own reflection stride
towards her until the moment she stepped through their light-built lies and into the Zen-quiet of the
interior.

Inside the spherelay aplain space, rather dark, with seats of varying sizes and typeslining thewalls.
Standing areas were equipped with smple handrails and locator clamps. This sort of shrine offered
security and safety for completeimmersion in the Forged's virtud universe, Uluru, and thisonein
particular was big enough that visitors need not fedl obliged to greet one another. VVakyrie choseto stand
and set her hand on afree bar, locking her exaskeleton in position so that she could use dl her
processing capacity to render the virtual world. There was an ingtant of vertigo as her inputs switched
over from her physica body to digita signal, and then there was a different redlity al about her.

The Skuld in this place was a grubby urchin child with ragged trousers and tangled hair. Freed from the
bulk and limits of her armoured life asaLight Angd, Vakyrie wandered with artless curiosity among the
familiar landmarks of her youth. She reverently ran her fingertips dong the worn duminium fusel age of
Tom Corvax's silver aeroplane as she passed its resting place. It was|ong abandoned: grass and daisies
grew thickly around itswhedls, and itstail wasamost buried in the Sde of the hill. Vakyrie, and many
other Forged, liked to stroke it and had incorporated it into their personal experience of Uluru much as
they might hang areproduction painting on their wall & home. To touch it wasto touch alegend.

Metatron, the avatar of the twin Al systemswho ran Uluru, showed hisfacein areflection on the plane's
wing as she explored her favourite bulky line of handmaderivets.

"Hdlo, Vakyrie, can | get you anyone?

She thought she should do businessfirgt. "Isthere anybody here who has personal experiences of Unity
or of the Independence Occupation of Origin, Unity's homeworld?!

"l will ask." The face dimmed to indicate the departure of Metatron's attention but brightened again
amost immediately. There was never long to wait. ""One comes who would spesk anonymoudy.”
Metatron inclined his noble, seraphic head and winked out of existence, job done.

Vakyrielooked around her and presently saw ablack butterfly with red eye marks on the wings dowly
fluttering towards her. It landed on the plane close by her hand, then expanded into an attractive golden
gryphon and stretched out along the warm metd, tail tip twitching. Where most people broadcast on the
emotiona atunement bandsin Uluru, this one gave off only the merest hint of itsdf, the bare minimum for
politeness sake: adigtant friendliness.

"What's your interest?" it asked. It had a voice that wasrich and musicd, the kind of voice that would
have been good for reading ghost storieslate at night.

She showed her Security ID. "Officid,” she said. "What's your experience?’
"Unofficid," itsaid. "l ama. . . researcher.”
llllmll

"I know who you are, and where you're going, and what for," the gryphon said, eyesamost closed asit
looked askance. "'l advise againgt it."



Vakyrie wasingantly suspicious-she was used to the machinations of the various agencies, their shifting
agendas and their knowledge of one another's business; it was routine, though she didn't like to be so
eadly bested. She assumed this was someone from another team like hers, possibly Solar Securitat,
though it reminded her of something or someone el se. She was nagged by memories that subbornly
refused to materidize. "But . . ."

"Unity isungtable," the gryphon said, one of its claws gouging a scratch across the metal wing of the plane
asit flexed one of its eagle forefeet. "And things have got persona withit. If you must go, don't get
involved. But that'srather like saying don't go at al. So don't go." At the sametime it emphasized its
honesty over the affinity link.

Vakyrie backed off quickly-the weight of the gryphon's conviction was so strong it threstened to
overwhelm her receptors. She believed it before she had time to object. At the same time the peculiar
emotions she could taste on the line between them unsettled her; they were so strong and powerfully felt,
but they were complex and sophisticated-they verged on being akind of thinking al of their own, akind
of superintuition.

It was rare to find someone capable of experiencing certainty as powerfully asthis gryphon did. Her
curiogity burned her terribly, but in Uluru you got what you got and asked no questions. It wasthe law,
and permanent excommunication was the pendty for attempting to access beyond what was offered.
Vakyrie had to take the gryphon's statements at face value. "'l have to go. Can't you give me some
advice that's more useful ? Anything? Because gnostic predictions aren't enough to make me stop.”

"No, that'sal | can think of," the gryphon said absently. "But I'd till appreciateit if you stayed out of
things when you got there."

"That would be easier if | had any ideawho you were, or if you were astruthful asyou seem.”

"So it would." The gryphon yawned, curling its pointed pink tongue. "'If you go, then you will certainly
meet methere, and | will certainly have to stand in your way, should you chooseto interfere. | must tell
you that | will do so until one or other of usisended.” It returned to being a butterfly and meandered off
over thefusdage.

Vakyrie sghed, reached down near her bare foot, pulled up adaisy and twirled it. She pulled off the
petas, counting,

"I'l seeher, I'll seehernot . . ."

It ended on "not." Probably for the best-Al prints degrade with vigiting. Sheleft the yellow daisy centre
there on the silver wing, for Metatron, and opened her real eyesinto the chilly shadow of the shrine.

Two Arboraforms, Park Attendants, were Sitting out their break there, leaning against one another, lost in
Uluru. Skuld wondered who could dready be involved from the human world with asituation like this
onein Sankhara. How could they know so much?

The only answer she could think of was one she didn't like at al-they knew what they knew well before
Metropolis was destroyed, either because they knew Theodore, or they knew the splinter.

Valkyriedidn't bother going back home. There was nothing there she wanted. She made her way to the
ar terminus and caught the speed link, leaving it when they were high over the three cloud decks that
blanketed Manchester in rain. She turned northwest and began her descent towards the Sankhara
Gateway .



| woke up and didn't have a clue where | was for about ten seconds. The pink ceiling, white borders,
dripping patterns of leaves and forests, the luxury . . . | had noidea. And then, | did.

| rolled over and saw the fire was down to hot white ash, with afew red embers glowing here and there.

| wasaone, and | ached from lying on the floor. The carpet wasthick but I'd dept so deeply | had hardly
moved. The room was bigger than | remembered and now that the curtains were drawn back it waslit by
brilliant sunshine coming through huge windows. The degp pomegranate colour was so intense it dmost
hurt my brain.

| got up dowly, rubbing my sore shoulder, redizing | was still wearing my old clothes and the anorak |
borrowed from Katy the day before. Above the fireplace was amirror which | wasjust tall enough to
see mysdf in. | looked gppalling.

| didn't remember exactly how | fell adeep. | did remember that he asked me to touch him, but he just lay
there. Helooked sad. | put my hand on his shoulder and he relaxed, kept looking at the fire. He put his
hand on mine. A glowing hegt ran over me. | lay down behind him, | put my arm around him. He held my
hand againgt his chest. | felt his heart beat. That'sthe last thing | remember.

But. .. wherewashe? Wasit dl atrick? Oh, now suddenly | thought of the Stuffiesand al the rumours
of what lay beyond the city confines. . . the rebirth of the oldest stories, the primeva lords of the
universe, demons, beasts and al the lying, conjuring magica creatures of ages never. | started to look for
the door, redlizing then that | had no ideawhere | was, and neither did anyone ese | knew.

| listened. It was quiet. | tiptoed to the door and opened it cautioudy, owly, and amost jumped back.
There was awhite pedestal in front of me, bearing a huge hand-tied bunch of baby pink roses. A note,
propped against them, said, in perfectly scripted handwriting, Not ThisWay. Their scent was delicate
and beautiful, nothing heady. | touched oneand it wasredl.

The hal beyond was slent and empty. | turned back, peering closdly around the furniture, glancing out of
the windows. Everything was peaceful. Hope and terror fought for control of me. | walked to the other
door, on the left of the fireplace. It wasn't quite shut and swung open easily onto a dressing room or
drawing room of some kind, ivory and gold. White petals were scattered at my feet in atrail that led
acrossits dark hardwood floor and richly coloured rugs. It wound gently in a curve to another door,
passing lengthy, luxurious sofas and tables covered with books and papers . . . huge amounts. | glanced
at them, taking afew tentative steps. they were mostly novels and histories, biographies and old bound
collections of comic gtrips.

Beyond any ability to stop, | followed the white roses.

They led into awhite marble bathroom, across the floor, over astack of perfectly folded white towels,
over achair with aset of clean clothing on it, over apair of sk dippers, over awhite mat and over the
edge of atubful of water wherethey lay scattered among bubblesthat covered the whole surface. Steam
risng had wilted them, but they were il fresh.

"Hello?" | whispered and turned to see the door close softly at my back. Thelock wason my side. |
stood therein my horrible old clothes and redized | smelled of barracks living and cleaning compounds. |
hadn't had a bathroom to mysdlf in months-only quick showers snatched in the few allotted minutes of
privacy alowed by the Foundation's schedule.



| didn't believe thiswasfor me. Or if it was, the prelude to something . . .

Beside the bath was a stand holding abroad glass dish of toiletries. All the best, labels1'd never even
seen before, not for red. The bath itsef smelled heavenly. | went back and locked the door. The grip
turned easily in my hands. | tested it. Solid.

It took me along time to work up the courage to get in the bath. | put my clothesasclosetoit as| could.
| had to work very hard at my fears. My heart was thudding so fast, so full of hope and excitement that
there wasn't room for much else. | wanted it to be for me.

Of course, dl this stuff wasfor idiots. If Damien were here, hed tdl medl about it in an instant.

Thewater covered meto my chinand | stayed in until it got cold. After | got out | thought about getting
back into my clothes. . . but put the new ones on. What good would afew bits of old cloth do me
againg . . . things? And the new ones were beautiful but plain, awhite shirt, tough blue outdoor trousers,
socks, shoes. Even the underwear was the right size, white, plain. No sacrificia robes or frills and fusses.

| opened the door and found an entirely new trail of peach-coloured rose petals. They led through
another door and out onto a ba cony with the most incredible view; it ran across forma gardens, down a
huge grassy avenue, broad parks and forest, miles of forests rising to white-capped mountains beyond.
The sky blazed and the sun shone, making the cool air pleasant, but | only noticed these things
tangentialy. He was leaning againgt the bal cony rail, watching me, the petdsleading dl theway to his
feet. He il had arose stem in his hand and was dropping the last of the flower head onto the ground.
AsI met hisglance he grinned and tossed it over his shoulder, biting hislip asthough I'd caught him doing

something naughty .

"Damn, | thought I'd be quicker than that,” he said. "Water not too hot? Should | have led you to your
chair instead? | used to know about this. It's been along time."

| followed thetrall toitsend. At close range he was so intoxicating | actually got dizzy and had to put out
my hand. It came in contact with his shoulder. He glanced down at it and | felt him breathein sharply. |
whispered, " Are you going to eat me?"

"Only if you ask nicdly," he said, looked into my eyes and winked at me. "Ah, who am | kidding? If you
ask a al. But I'm like the vampires that way. | only do requests. So, be careful what you do with your
mouth." His expression became unmistakably lustful but friendly at the sametime. His gaze dropped to
my lipsand lingered there and hisown lips parted dightly.

| felt my face turn as hot asthe sun.

Helooked back up, smiled and took hold of my shoulders, turned me around and sat me down at the
table. "Eat something. Y ou must be starving. | didn't even feed you yesterday."

| looked blankly at al the food laid out before me, champagne on ice, orange juice, sushi, fruit, bread,
pastry . . . there was nothing left out. Flowers and branches covered in fresh berriestumbled in skeins of
excessthroughit dl, amost too much, but not quite. | didn't fed the dightest hunger. My stomach was
locked with excitement. | looked at him as he sat down close to me. He pulled a cherry off one of the
branches, reached across and put it against my mouth. | took it and hisfingersjust brushed my lips. | bit
it and the hot, sweet explosion of juice was ashock but then suddenly his mouth was on minein akiss
that seded itin.

Heleant back and smiled a me. "Bet you can't it over therailing from here."



| chewed carefully around the pit and lined it up with my tongue, took abreathand . . .

"Wrong again,” he said and shrugged as the pit vanished over the drop. He laughed self-conscioudy and
held his hand out. "Want to see the rest of the place?”

"No," | said. | didn't think | could take any more strangeness. | wanted to Say there, potentialy forever.

"Okay." | knew nothing about him. It didn't matter. All my sense screamed at me that being herewasa
complete mistake, only amoron could fal for this stuff, and a the sametime | was happy and every time
he did anything it was just the right thing, for me, at that moment. | fell out of love with sense. | watched
him move and sometimes even listened to what hewas saying. | didn't notice mysdlf eating, and he didn't
much, but somehow the table's feast diminished and the sun swung around and it grew too cool to stay
outside.

| told him my story.

Hetold me what he was. He explained how he hid. He said he couldn't prove any of it.
"YoureaStuffie | shrugged. "I'm aGenie. Who cares?’

"You do," he said with adiscomforting direct gaze.

| shrugged. "Don't."

"You identified yourself asathing. You care about it. A lot. You hateit. Y ou're furious about it."
"And you're not?'

"Oh, I am. Angry enough to flatten acity and then some. . . Never pretended otherwise." He shrugged.
"But at least | get to have an opponent | can point at-Unity, and Theo. For dl the good it does. Y ou,
you're mad and you can't even bring yoursdf to identify who with."

"I'mnat. | can. I'm not angry."

"Liar, liar," hesad quietly.

"All right then, | anangry and | doredlly . . . didike. . . Darren, my mother's partner. He's. . ."
"N-uh uh. Y ou're not mad with him. The only way to stop isto face up to the real person you're mad a."
"Oh, 0it'smy fault. . ."

"Nope. You'vecircledit, but you'renot caling it.”

"Well, if you know so much, you cdl it."

"Who made you without asking?'

"My mother lovesme."

"Never said she didn't. Where IS she by the way?"

"She'sback at homein. . . what hasthat got to do with it?"

"Y ou ran because you were frightened about how angry you were with her. Y ou didn't know what to do
about it and it was Sarting to lesk out.”



"That'sstupid.”
"No. That's actudly quite self-sacrificing and noble and only alittle bit stupid.”

| glared at him and got up. Unable to find away to contradict him, | marched back into the building,
through the hot pink room and the pedestal with theroseson it and the note. . . and into the hallway, and
aong towards the stairs and then | stopped, only then redizing the red size of the placel wasin. The
corridorsran for miles, thedoors. . . | couldn't count them. | caught my breath and ran down the stairs,
only then realizing that of course I'd |eft Katy's wretched anorak back in the bathroom and it was
probably freezing outside because it was cold in here.

| ran down the steps, not wanting to go, but having to, now that 1'd made the move, and cameto the
door. | opened it, ducked through and screamed.

At thetop of the outer Staircase a cregture like alegthery, emaciated gryphon, bigger than adraught
horse, was Sitting on its hindquarters. At my gppearance it turned its ugly, bony head with leisurely
interest and stared at me from huge yellow cat's eyes. It opened along mouth, beaky at the edges but ill
full of teeth and gaped, like birds do in the heat. Its voice was dmost incomprehensible, lost in guttural
snarls, but | thought it said, "Greetings."

Jalaeka appeared and put hisarm around me. | tried not to be glad and comforted. "Thisis Hyperion," he
sad. "l was going to introduce you more formaly, but . . . Hyperion, thisisFrancine."

"Hello," | said. "Are...areyou...?
"HeisForged," Jdagkasaid. "Human."

"Oh. Ohright. Sorry,” | began apologizing to him; it was such bad manners to not even recognize your
own speciesand | didn't want him thinking | was Separati<.

"Glun-ah nratah!”
"He saysit doesn't matter. He'd talk to you properly, but you seem to have no Tab," Jalaekatrandated.

The gryphon, Hyperion, was wearing rudimentary scale and leather clothing, and decorations and

jewd lery-bone amulets and various beaded bindings and piercings shone dully. Hislarge, wolfish ears
turned congtantly, listening to the forests that crowded this side of the Palace closdly, encroaching on the
garden.

"Doeshe. . . how do you know each other?' | asked, trying to figure out what Hyperion had been
Forged for exactly. They dl had a purpose, since they were abominably expensiveto create.

"Hyperion found this placefirst. Heisamystic hunter.”
"Uh serghnant uh zhe guitt," Hyperion growled.
"...aservant of thegod. . "

"...esyaghghorse..."

"...thehigher force. . ."

"l didn't even know they made Forged for . . . that . . ." | said, looking at the claws on Hyperion's
forefeet, which were much more like handsthan | had redlized. Hisjoints were unusud and as | watched
he got up from his resting position and became suddenly bipedal.



"The Pangeneses made him, not the Authority,” Jdaeka said. "He saysthere are lots of them,
unregistered Forged, created at the whim of the father-mothers. He doesn't mind telling you, because you
arelikehim, he says”

"What? How?"

The huge creature stretched like a cat, long arms wider than the two of us could have stretched together.
Asheyawned | saw al theway down hislong purple mouth. He had teeth on histongue.

"Wanderer," Jdagkasaid, eyes|ooking vagudly up and across as he listened to Hyperion inwardly.
"Searcher. Ranger. Hunter. Made by the many hands of Tupac and Mougiddo to go beyond the vell. He
says. Thevel of illuson . . . theinner veil." He glanced down a me and shrugged. "Don't look at me. He
thinksI'magod.”

Hyperion barked, sounding exactly like abig dog. It wasalaugh. "Hghlugh!" Love.

"Hetelsmethat'swhat | am. And he was made to find me. So he knows what he's talking about. And
now he's going into thewild, so he can tell me more about who | am. Nice. Saves me the bother of
andyss”

| thought of Greg suddenly, and what he would make of all this. If it were true. Hyperion waked down
the stairsin afew steps, careful on his huge hind paws. He vanished into the tree-line a hundred metres
away. When | had watched him go | looked up at Jalaeka. "And are you?'

"The god of love?No. But | lived next door to him once.”

"Where?'

"Metropalis."

"You werethere?'

He nodded and looked down at the floor.

"| thought nobody got out.” I'd heard al the stories, read dl the newsies.

"Just me." Helooked at me, as guiltily as1'd ever seen anyone look. Hunter and hunted, he'd said about
Unity. "It would have been better for you if you'd never met me, never changed me. But now you have."
Hewas amog talking to himsdf.

| didn't know how to tell him that, even though it blew my mind, it didn't matter. ™Y ou know, | should
take Katy's anorak back when | go and fetch my stuff. Would you mind coming with me? | don't redlly
want to go there on my own. Shelll try to make me stay.”

"Fetch your Stuff?”
"So| can bring it here, now I'm living with you."

Helooked a me, full of objectionsand dl the other complicated, dien things rushing through hismind.
Hissmilewasshy. "Yes, of coursel'll come.

| held my hand out to him, unable to suppress ashiver. "Freezing out here.”

"Of courseitis™ he said, taking my hand and looping my arm around hiswait. "What was your favourite
gtory when you werelittle?!



"My ...um... The Snow Queen,' " | said, watching my bresth mist in front of me aswe turned into the
building'sicy shadow. "Buit that couldn't . . ."

"It's our nature to be changed by dreams,” he said. "And | definitely didn't get thisfrom my last girlfriend.”
A spark of jedlousy struck me hard. "Oh. What did you get from her?"

"Still not sure," he said and unconscioudy put hisfree hand to his chest, asthough shutting something in.

| 1eft the Univerdty a eight-thirty, about three hourslater than | wanted to, too late to meet up with
Francine, who mailed me alunchtime note to say she had been studying for pre-entry examsadl day. |
worried about her travelling home on her own as | delayed even longer to pick up food at the storesin
the Low Massif. Katy said she hadn't been home the last night, but | didn't worry too much-I worried
morethanthat . . . only Francine hadn't been forthcoming about hersalf during our few days of getting to
know one another and | hardly had the skill or the position to badger her for what was redlly going on.
She worked hard all day on the days| saw her, aperfect student. Now she was gone and in order to
catch up with her, | would have to go back to the Foundation's loathsome apartments-since she was
illegd | couldn't register her for student accommodation.

Meanwhile my upper |eft vison wasfull of trangparent, scrolling updates on the conversations of my
colleagues as| kept up with their discussions on various topics but mostly today's closure of Sankhara.
During thetime it took meto leave the office and do the shopping | got alot of requests on my recent
papers, some of them from TV research Als surfing for background materid they could useto fill out the
hyperlinks on their permitted fifty-word byline, which was going to explain, very quietly, that Sankhara
was no longer issuing visas of any kind and that al nonresidential permitswere, as of thisevening,
revoked. We were under quarantine.

| wondered if it was because of Damien's undiscovered space. | hadn't reported it. | didn't want anyone
there before | had achanceto record it dl. Even though he had led methere, it felt like it was mine, but
anyone could stumble over it a any time. | wanted to take Damien and Francine there to help me get it
done straightaway, even if | had to pay Damien ayear'ssalary. | caled Katy to tell her | was coming.

"Good," shesaid. "'l need to talk to you on avery important matter. That appalling Stuffie you waste your
money on is here too. We're having an open night. Can't you get rid of him? He puts people off. And
Francine. . ."

"I'll betherein ten minutes,” | said and cut the line, glad that Damien was dready present, asit would
Speed things up.

When | got there Katy was outside the Foundation apartments, lying in wait for me.

"Thereyou are," she said, brushing aloose strand of hair back behind her ear with the same gesture I'd
been watching for three years and never noticed until now that she used it as punctuation to give her an
extra second to think of what she ought to say. "How are you?"

"Knackered, hungry, longing to talk about my inadequacies and get home before Engine Time."
She glanced down. "I'm sorry you're hurt but thisis not about you."
"Yeah, well, I'm sorry too." Stinging riposte, Greg. Well done.



Katy pushed her hands into her trouser pockets, tipped her head back and took a deep breath before
fixing me with afirm stare, chin dropping to an angle of stern temperance. "It's Francine," she said and
abruptly lost her sangfroid at the sameingtant | lost mine.

"Y ou and Ludo should stay out of other peopleslives. .." wasmy starting line.
"Now look, | know what you'regoingto say . . ." was hers.

| finished, ". . . leave her, and me, done.”

Shefinished, ". . . someredly strange guy in there with her."

"And what do you want meto do about it? Y ou have fifty-odd assorted strange guys in there with you on
aregular basis. Maybe she found afriend who hadn't decided to sacrifice all personal loyaltiesin order to
spread the joy of harmony around a anorexic levels.”

"He's not one of us."

"Thank heaven for that, then." | stepped around her, wondering what she was so bothered about and
determined to find out.

"Greg." She caught my arm, her voice low in tone and volume. "I'm redlly worried about her. | know
perfectly well how different sheis. I'm not stupid. But she's dso ateenage girl with no Tab, and
completely vulnerable, yes, to people like me who mean her well and to others who might not, so I'm
saying, trying to say-you're closer to her now. | accept that no matter how inappropriate| think it is, but
whatever, she's been okay so far, | know shesworking, she's started studying. It'sal very postive. But
the underlying issues that brought her here and made her rip the Tab out of her hand haven't gone away.
For gods sake, | just want to ask you to look out for her, okay? And we're here, if you need us.”

"So, you're not standing hereimplicitly blaming mefor being too late to walk her home and directly
causing her to pick up with someone you haven't managed to vet?'

Shelet go of my deeve. "Y ou're doing that yoursdlf."

Music started thumping out from the central room. | heard Ludo's voice exhorting someoneto try the
Foundation out, just for aweek, just for one week, and seeif it didn't make a difference. Straggling ones
and twos of people wandered in and out past us. "Whereis she?'

"In thekitchen."

The Foundation kitchen was ahuge, well-built community cooking centre, warm, tiled and by far the only
usable room in the entire place. It was packed with members old and new, every seat taken and most of
the standing room too. The long table was covered in plastic drinks cups and adull roar of talk
rebounded from al the shiny surfaces. | recognized afew faces, Unevolved and Genies, people with
names like Slooky and Punch, Drifter, Bushwhack and Pippin, great collectives of lost charactersin
search of agtory. | dmost didn't recognize Francine, only because she was standing next to Damien, who
cut an exceptiond figurein hisforest green leathers, his every pocket and strap bristling with
offensive-looking items, mostly weapons, and hisface bearing its customary sardonic smile.

She was wearing beautiful clothes and talking with an animation 1'd never seen her use before. Her face
was dight with passion as she spoke with Bobsybob, a Stuffie drifter who looked rather like ayoung sea
captain down on hisluck. | made my way over to them.

It was only as| reached them and went through the Hi and Hellosthat | noticed Damien grinning a me



even more annoyingly than usud. "Hey, mate," he said.
"What?'

"Damien!" Francine kicked his ankle and in doing so knocked over aripped and battered old backpack
at her feet which was haf-full. She bent down to straighten it out of the way and | noticed for the first
time that aman was sitting behind her on the work-top, hislegs hanging down on either sde of her. | was
too surprised at not seeing him before to say anything as she stood up, leant to the side and said, " Greg,
thisis Jalaeka"

He stretched out his hand to me. "Nice to meet you."

| felt Katy move up beside me, elbowing her way around the crush. She nudged mein theribs. | redized
thiswasthe Man In Question. Helooked so ordinary | couldn't understand what on earth was giving her
aproblem. Hissmilewaswarm and friendly, his handshake confident and his style of dress blissfully
normal. Damien'sleer notwithstanding, | didn't get the joke. | glanced at her and gave amicro shrug a
which point | saw her staring at him with an expression that suggested something quite other than
disapprovd.

"So, Jdaeka," Katy said in her breezy voice, the one that suggested everything was interesting, "tell us
about yourself. Francine seemsto have really attached to you so very quickly.”

Nine million pointsto you, Katy Pawluk, | thought, groaning inwardly and waiting for Francineto
explode. Francine's eyebrows did go up, but with pity. Behind her, the unremarkable Jalaeka put his
arms around her, his knees on either side of her hips, and rested his chin on top of her head.

"I was made as the peopl€'s champion on a pre-industrial world coming under the sway of aruthless
Unity-driven empire. After my capture and endavement | became a Companion to the wealthy classes
and learned the arts of seduction. | fled my position after severd years, having become the favourite of
the Empress's son-a dubious position, too proneto nation for my liking. To make my escape | had
to betray onelover and tear my friend from hisquiet life of peace. In the wild forests beyond civilization |
learned | was not human. | did not manage to learn how my nature worked in time to save my friend from
death by pneumoniaand starvation. | fell into despair and went up amountainto die. . ." He paused and
smoothed down a stray piece of Francing's hair with one hand.

"At that point | began to dream of time and space and to understand the motions of the stars and the
particles of matter but | still did not understand how to dter their paths.

"I was found by someone who owed me adeath. She was amercenary fighter and had a thousand ways
to kill me, none of which worked. We fought to exhaustion and fdll in love. We became pirates, by sea
and land. We flung ourselves headlong at the world. During one of our many temporary partings-we
fought alot, did | say that?-I was trapped by a sorceress and held to ransom for my powers. The
sorceress wanted me to open a portal into another world. | could not do it, and | would have falen there
if my ordinary love had not found me and lain down upon my tomb and dreamed that she would give me
apath out into another world.

"l was always vulnerable to dreams of those who loved me. When | awoke | was on Solar Earth, it was
1987, and | knew how to change the fabric of creation. And then some more stuff happened”-he held
out one hand with fingers spread and waggled it to indicate glossing over alot-"and | came hereand
Francine found me. And now herel am inyour kitchen, until she decidesit'stimeto leave." He kissed the
top of Francine's head protectively and glanced at Katy. It was a glance of fierce warning and at the sight
of it I lost my eye-rolling contempt for his story and began to have serious doubt that maybe Katy was
right to be worried.



Damien looked smug.
"Don't worry," Jdaekasaid. "My days of carnage, treachery, murder and rape are long over.”
"Why, what happened?’ Damien asked him, giving him alook that | found distastefully worshipful.

"I saw thelight," came the deadpan reply and, thrown away at the end of it like atossed piece of trash,
"goingout dl over."

"Y ou were never likethat," Francine said, squeezing hisknee, asif they'd known each other for months
and she had dl the evidence that he was only being modest, or salf-deprecating. Their familiarity and
physical comfort was darming if nothing else. They looked asif they belonged together.

"Depends on who waslooking at it," he said and glanced a me.

"No it doesn't,” shesaid. "Y ou never did any of those things on purpose.”
"I did," hesad. "That'sthe pity of it."

"Circumgtances” shesad.

Hegazed a meand | felt mysdlf minutely examined, asif at the bottom of amicroscope. It took half a
second, maybeless. Then herelaxed and | redlly saw him.

"l think you should stay here. . ." Katy was saying as| moved past her and grabbed Damien'sarm,
dragging him forcibly towardsthe hall.

"Hey .. ." heobjected but didn't redly fight me. He waslight and easy to move. The door to the
bathroom opened aswe passed it and | ignored the queue and hauled him in with me, damming the door
shut.

"Dr. Saxton, | didn't know you felt that way about me. . ."
"Cutit out. What isthat?'

"That?" he said, shaking hislong hair out with astrangdly soft expression on hisface, asif hed just left a
lover'sbed. "That isagod. Or asgood asit gets. That isanother Unity in action, in person. Behold. The
measter of your new domain.”

| sood along time, fixed to the spot by my thoughts. "You,” | said findly, wagging my finger & him. "You
put thistogether somehow . . . you. . . did you put her in hisway?'

Damien was past mein aflash, to the door, his hand opening it effortlesdy. "We dl do what we have to
inorder to survive," he hissed at me. "And to get the opportunity of alifetime, which thisisfor you. He's
right there. Sdf-aware. Mucho mojo. Inlove with our Francine. And hetaks, baby. He TALKS." He
whisked ouit.

A girl camein. "Oh," she said, seeing me. "Areyou donein here?'
"Yeah," | said, sanding there.
Shewaited. "Do you mind?"

"No."



“Out...?
"Oh." | went out.

That night Francine left the Foundation and moved in with her new boyfriend. After acouple of daysl
followed, invited by Jaaekato take up any room | wanted, free to wander and to have Francinéshelp in
taking down dl the documentary evidence | could wish for. | liked to think that the biggest reason for my
going wasto look out for Francine, because | didn't trust either Jalagka or Damien, but I'm not sure it
was.

In apocket of quiet on my first night there, when the wind died down for afew moments, | heard
Francine's voice through the wall-their apartments and mine were side by side. They were thick walls and
there wasn't much leak, but when it came through the risng and falling tones were distinct. | heard her
laugh. She sounded so happy.

Weeks later, we sat in my apartment, adinner eaten, drinks long finished, the preambles of his getting to
know my businessin Sankharaand the Park and with Francine all done with. It was late-Engine
Time-and the attics above us were filled with skittery sound, like dry windblown leaves on an autumn
day, or the hundred feet of an unkindness of ravens, made from the dust by the Engine's sculpting fingers.

Jdaeka sat with hislegs curled under him on my modern sofa, Francine lying with her head in hislap,
adeep. Outside, the wind that had spent the best part of afortnight seething restlessly through the taiga
had died down to breezy murmurs, leaving cloudless skies, and the Palace was quiet, except for the
attics.

"l can't proveit," hesaid in reply to my questioning him through his claim asto how he had got here. He
spoke following aminute of silence and my minute of silencefollowed in train, as minutes had been
following and lengthening our conversation sinceit started hours before.

Francine, who had been an active participant, had long sincetired of both sides, but her deeping
presence-if she was redly adeep-reminded me to watch my words. Sheld turned to Jalaekawith dl the
convert's zeal she so loathed in Katy and | didn't want to do anything to upset the now-delicate balance
that existed between the three of us. | turned my empty glassin my hand and watched the fina drop of
scotchinit runto nothing againgt itswall. "That'sagreet sory."

"It'sapathetic ory," he said, dismissing its colossal central claims-about Metropolis, and himself-with
what | waslearning to see asa peculiar pragmeatics born of despair. He looked into my fireplace where
the logs had burned themselves down to embers and glowed dternately red and pink in gentle
movements of the air towards the flue. The room was pleasantly warm and the atmosphere docile.

Hed said alot of very interesting things, wild claims about being hunted down by Unity, through its
human agent, Theo. Hed said that Theo, "who Unity thinksit iswhen it'shuman,” ate Metropolis-an
assertion anyone could have read as speculation in ahundred net magazines and the answer | had most
dreaded.

| asked if he might repeat such behaviour and he said, " Theodore never does the same thing twice.
Metropoliswas acalculated risk, it failed. Next time. . ." but he hadn't finished that statement. His dark
minotaur eyeslooked a me, hard and calculating for an instant, and he drew and let out abreathina
very measured way but didn't finish.

"Unity .. ." | said, turning my glass over but the drop had evaporated, "is powerful beyond



comprehension. It closes and expands space-time, it processes matter as easly asthinking.” | wastrying
to imagine what such an entity might be interested in, concerning either Jalaeka or Theodore, and | wasn't
having alot of luck, athough for al that | had witnessed and recorded across the years this approach to
discovery seemed perfectly in tunewith al of its previous strategies, for many of them were beyond my
ability to fathom. Perhaps there was no underlying grand plan. Jalaeka seemed to want to say there
wasn't. But could such abeing arise purely by accident on the churn of chance?

"Dull, isn't it?" Jdaekalooked down at Francine with atenderness that made a pang of envy shoot under
my sternum. | took it that he meant such omnipotence was dull, and it seemed like it must be for the
wielder, and that heincluded himsdlf. If heredly did have comparable power, then he was certainly long
bored by it.

"S0, how exactly did you escape from Metropolis again?'

He gestured vagudly with hisfree hand, conducting his own lines as he spoke in amild singsong that
affectionately mocked my doubts. "I created atemporary universe, connected it to this one, asthe Park
connectsto Sankhara, walked across, here | am, closed it after me." He was dready laughing at himsalf
as hefinished talking.

| nodded. "Why come to another Unity world? One so chock-full of Stuffies and interference?”

He fixed mewith an amused, tired, long-suffering look and his fingertips stroked Francine's shoul der,
back and forth, back and forth. "Do you know of any other kind?"

Hyperion, the Forged shaman, met me on the steps as | was leaving for the University, Francine and
Jalaeka gtill adeep on my furniture, buried to the nose beneath a soft hegp of down comforter. Theair
had acold biteto it on this sunless sde of the building and the formal gardens before the railings
shimmered with asparkling rime of frogt. | locked the small access door behind me and was carefully
negotiating theicy stone stepswith my eyesto the ground when the sound of feet on gravel made me
look up sharply and dmost dip.

Hyperion had sneaked up on me. He was a Salmagundi-the Forged term for "salad.” He referred to
himsdlf as a Greenjack when asked his class, but this returned no data on any Guide check | was ableto
perform. He rose up to hisimpressive grizzly-bear bipedd height as| noticed him, so that he could offer
me his hand to shake. The many bone, meta and wood charmsthat he wore in necklaces, braces and
piercingstinkled and clattered as he moved. He was wesaring his skin coat-the hides of awolf and adeer
sawn roughly together, though it couldn't have provided any warmth. He spoke via Tablink. "Dr. Saxton.
| waswaiting to seeyou.”

| descended to the height of three steps from the ground and shook his hand. It waslike grasping a
cluster of metd bars. "How are you keeping?"

"The forest grows apace,” he said. He rarely made any statements about himsdlf, dways deferring to the
landscapes and creatures he lived with, because they were what he was made of , in hismind, and so their
welfare was always the matter of his concern. "The Engine has extended it east and west to cover even
the moorland beyond thefirgt hills. If you look to the south you will seeit cregp up the mountains until the
ar and soil aretoo thin even for enchanted trees.” Steam from his breath gouted from his mouth and long,
narrow nogtrils.

"Y ou want to spesk to me?"



"I had avigon," heinformed me.

Hyperion was ascholar of Unity and his studies were of the direct kind, among its creations. He had
become, over the last fifteen years, akind of legend in his own right among the Stuffies of Sankhara.
Rardly seen and grestly venerated, he was akind of spiritua leader, though he wasn't interested in any
kind of ministry and hisingghts were "the results of smple observation and meditation, no more,” in his
own words. Hisrituals and fetishes were the necessary accoutrements of hiswork, building asthey did
great psychologica architectures of mastery over himsalf and his knowledge. He was mystical, and he
was utterly rationd. We met in the Park, itsfirst two explorers, and had become colleagues and friendsin
adigtant, cordia fashion.

"It was not a prophecy,” Hyperion continued, dropping Sowly to al fourswith the hydraulic grace of a
machine so that his head and mine might be at less unequa heights. He began to pace with me towards
the gates. "It was areveation. Unity was the greatest of dl oceansand | was afish withinit. Through the
crashing of waves on distant shoresit sang Arid's song to me, through the growing trees that were made
from the wind-do you know this song, Dr. Saxton?"

| was pleased to quoteit to him:

Full fathom five thy father lies:

Of his bones are coral made:

Those are pearlsthat were his eyes:
Nothing of him that doth fade

But doth suffer a sea-change

Into something rich and strange.

"That isthe song," Hyperion said. "Though | fancy Unity must have heard it long ago, when Isol firgt
encountered it. She carried it with her and must have known it well. It is a spacefarer's favourite, though
they often change the words-a crime for which they ought to drown in vacuum. | heard this song and
then, yesterday, | came across anew structure down in the Temple Digtrict where they say the Engine
most likesto listen to the minds of the prayerful, though you and | both know that cannot be." Hisyellow,
goat-pupilled eyes swiveled to mewith awink. "The temple of Apollo has been levelled. Upon it stands
acathedral, on one sde beautiful and ornate, on the other side raw and crudely carved. It isstill under
congtruction. SankhaGuide has not yet enabled reporting, snceits origins defy andysis. | wonder if you
would care to meet me there sometime.”

We had reached the frozen agony of the gates and he stopped there, showing no inclination to leave the
Park yet. Between the pae trunks of the trees behind him and to hisright | saw the grey forms of timber
wolves dipping back into shadow and inside my coat pocket my hand tightened around the pepper spray
canigter | carried. "l will," | said.

"Until then," he agreed and without another glance or word turned to jog off into the trees at exactly the
point where the wolves had been watching us a second before. His bounding, eastic gait covered the
distance in seconds and | ducked through the holes and into the road. V erkhoyansk Boulevard's empty
grandeur wastoo big for me. | was glad when | could enter the warm, balmy, filthy air of Hoolerton and
Sankhara proper.

After | filed dl my research and caught up with my work, | met Hyperion as hed offered. The cathedral



was as he said but the Engine had formed it in astate of construction and there was nothing to indicate
that it was aso related to Jalaeka. | looked at Hyperion's discovery and Jalaekals appearance as two
Sdes of an equation. The numbers didn't look right to me but | thought of it too often for my liking, and
when | factored in the timing of the day Jalaeka met Francine and looked again at the cathedrd's
haf-built exdtation | didnt likeit at all.

| lay under the comforter, completely covered by it; the bed and the room both felt dangeroudy large to
me and aso, Greg had come by to offer us both coffee in agesture that was as touching asit was
interfering, and | was hiding. | felt unspeakably embarrassed to be caught like this, dlongside Jalaeka,
who was genuinely adeep, or doing a better job of faking it than | was. We were both naked, last night's
laughter having given way to lengthy petting and the very thought of Greg even knowing about it made me
blush from head to foot. That made me even hotter and | listened, longing for his quiet effort to be gone
and to see alook on hisface that wasn't condemning.

| wanted to see him later, to hand in my work, to study, to sit and plan our expedition into the vast
expanses of untracked Palace grounds. | wanted everything to stay normal between us but | was nagged
by this annoying conviction that he would disapprove and be displeased with me, but he wouldn't be able
to show it and s0 it would just St there like a half-visible snarling gargoyle between us.

Jaaekasfoot did back and stopped when it touched mine.

Greg moved with deliberate efforts to be quiet that drove me crazy. He put the drinks on the floor close
to me, then went out and | heard the apartment door close with aclick.

Why should | be guilty?| hated that | felt it. | didn't even understand who was being crossed.

| flung back a half metre of covers as soon asthe door had closed and took a deep breath of the cold
ar. Jdaeka, perfectly content aslong ashewasin physica contact, didn't move. The smell of the coffee
cut through the air to me and | was suddenly awake and hungry. | sat up and reached for one of the

cups.

Jdaekarolled over as| did away from him and murmured without opening his eyes, "Where areyou
going?"

"Drink," | said. He reduced me to monosyllables. Glancing a him now, | felt myslf flood with the kind of
desire 30 physica and immediate that it threatened to burn me diveif | didn't do something about it, right

now. | took a deep breath and held on to the coffee. Much as| wanted to do something about it, | was
scared to.

| tasted the coffee and didn't want it.

Jdlaeka moaned softly, apining noise. | wriggled back down beside him and we turned to face one
another. He let one eye open afraction.

"God, it'sbluein here" he muttered and closed it again. He stroked the side of my face with his hand,
unerringly light and sengitive, tracing my features as though he was blind. "That's better. Now | only see
you."

"Those things you said last night, were they true?" | asked him, looking at his exposed head, neck and
shoulderswith the distinct pleasure of gazing over afull box of chocolates, trying to decide what to have



fird.
"My life story? All factudly accurate. Short on detail. Mmn." The last hum was dightly discomforted.

"Tdl me?" | brushed some of histhick hair away from hisface and neck whereit lay in aheavy tangle. |
bent over him and put my mouth against the exposed skin just below his ear. It was very warm and
smooth under my tongue, delicioudy forbidden and a the same time completely mine. | felt that | could
do anything | wanted and he'd never turn to me with the cold face that lets you know you've gone too far
and fdlen off theinvisible pedestal you never knew that you were on.

"Nnuh," he said, rubbing his head deeper into the pillow and moving it so that | could get to more of him.
"If 1 do, you might stop.”

Why?

Herolled onto his back, arms flung relaxed to either side. | ran my tongue aong the curve of his
collarbone and kissed the hollow of histhroat at the end of it.

"I haven't dways been yours."
| placed small, quick kisses up his neck, around to hisjaw, across hisforehead. "Haven't you?”

He glanced at me, eyes open. "I don't think so." Genuine confusion shone there. *1'm secondhand. Well,
morelikesxthhand . . ."

"That's not bothering me. But something bothersyou. All last night there was something you didn't say to
me." | lay down, pulling the coversto me, shy to be seen because he was unearthly beautiful and | wasn't.

"Tdl me"

"I'm worried that Theo will find you and kill you." He rolled back to face me, on hisside, putting his
hands under his head. "It was careless and stupid of meto let you in. But | wasn't paying attention and |
opened my eyes and there you were and then . . . it was dready too late.”

Of course he had told me what he was, and who Theowas. . . but | fill couldn't redly believeit. "You
could stop him. Why not? Y ou're equas.”

"At the speed he can move | can't sop him. | could only . . . pre-empt him . . ." He became thoughtful
suddenly. "Thereisonething.. . ."

"What?" | tickled his chin with the ends of hisown hair. "Don't you ever shave? No subble.”

"Androgyne tendencies," he said. "Assmilation. Trandation. Y ou into me. But | never did that. | don't
know what happens. | don't want to be you. | don't want you to be me. But in the past | could have done
itand | didn't.”

He was serious. He turned his face away from meto hide a sudden expression of grief. | eft off tickling
him and laid my head on hisshoulder. | felt hisarms dide around me and hold me close, asthough we
were meant to fit together, two halves of one nut.

| considered it. Leaving aside the complete terror of such asuggestion | said, "But isn't that a 7-D
move?'

"Yes. It would reved meingantly. And possibly annihilate you."



"And you?

"Don't know. | can't think of away to separate you out. | just have no ideahow it worksat al." His
voicewas bleak now. "It's everything | hated about Unity in thefirst place. Only Theo knows, and he
isn't telling. Why should he? He wants me to go back to the great one. | don't believe him when he saysit
won't finish me. He has no ethic, only amission. But | could do that, if he threatened you.”

"Asimilae me?'

"No. Let him take me back. And | will. If it comesto that. Don't worry." He squeezed me and rubbed
my shoulders asif | were cold.

"No," | said. "Don't you dare."

"It'sdl | cando,” hesad. "If hefindsyou. When."
"No. | forbid you."

"Francine, don't. . ."

"Do the other thing instead.”

"Please. . ." He started trembling suddenly. ™Y ou don't know what you're asking. It's not a human thing. |
cantexplanit.”

"If those are the choices. . ."
"Y ou don't understand the choiced" His hands were hurting my arms.
"l could,” | said quietly. "If you let me. Do it."

"No," hesad, inavoice very much like his earlier moan. "Then where will the difference be between me
andit?No."

"I'm not afraid of you." | meant it. | felt nothing for him except passon, lug, love, trust.

"Y eah, but you ought to be," he said. He took a deep breath and became till ashelet it out. Hisgrip
softened. "That'sthe trouble. Y ou don't understand, and | can't explain. Thisthrall you fed for me, even
that's a product of what I've become. Isn't that dangerous enough for you?'

"I'maSankharagirl,” | said. "l got used to that kind of thing. It'swhy | came here."

He laughed and relaxed and rolled over onto me and for a second the sharp gaze of amaster caculator
was on hisface, but then it disappeared into a mischievous grin. He took my hands and put them on the
pillow above my head, pinning them down with one hand. | tried to pull free but he was strong enough
that | couldn't budge them amillimetre. Thefed of his naked body on mine and hishold sent ahot
eectric thrill through me that shorted out my thoughts. My body, |eft to react without amind in charge of
it, bucked and tingled as he deftly pushed one of hislegs between mine, then the other. He held my gaze
with hisinfinitely dark one and with hisfree hand turned my face to one sde so that the arm holding my
hands could stretch out against my neck without pressing against it. Then he did downwards and began
to kissand lick my breadts.

| lost track. | became desire and pleasure under his mouith.

"I want to be mysdlf with you," he said.



Thewordstook along time making meaning in my head. "Why, who eseisthere?’ | asked from my
ddlirium.

When he released my unresisting hands and kissed hisway down my body | lost track of what pieces
belonged to me and what to him. | forgot myself. Everything ran into asingle centre of pleasure on the
axisof hishandsand mouth. | died. Therewasonly bliss.

When he got up to go to work he leant over me where | lay on the floor and kissed me with the bregth
from hisnogtrils. "Don't go anywhere until | get back.” | thought | was awake, but maybe | was deeping.

His voice echoed through me, al the dissipated parts of me that had flowed like water around the rooms,
carrying away my arms and legsto different locations where they must have been I eft, because | couldn't
find them. | wanted to tell him it was a ludicrous command, since | wouldn't be going anywhere, but | had
misplaced my mouth.

Eventudly, in spite of my longing to stay dissolved, | put myself back together and find | fit better than
ever into my skin. Perhapsit's metaphoricd, but it feds asthough it'strue. I'm not entirely sure. My mind
isfloating hafway between the physica and theimaginary.

"Youlook morelikeme" | say, as| ingpect the resultsin the bathroom mirror. "And what happened to
your hair?'

| don't know what happened to my hair. It was ways amber, which isaposh way of saying it was dark
dishwater blond going dightly red. Now it has bright platinum streaks and, undernegth and behind my
ears, thick black bandslike the gapsin Saturn'srings.

| found my hair lying on top of the green leather-bound edition of Grimms Fairy Tales, | seemtorecall.
Now | wonder if | made amistake and picked up some other girl'shair. But even if it isthe wrong hair,
it'sgrown into my head now. | bring forward ablack piece and look at it. Thisis Jalagkashair, | redlize,
finer than mine. Wéll, it beets ahickey any day.

| pull it and wonder if it's hurting on his head now.

After | bathe and dress | decide to make reparations. | go through to Greg's kitchen and cook alate
dinner. When he comesin he looks surprised to be greeted by a plate of spaghetti Bolognese, but not
that surprised, becauseit's one of only three dishesthat | know.

"You'relooking well," he said, tired and accepting of any kind thing &t this stage of the night, even akiss
on the cheek from atruant student. "Did you do something to your hair?"

We share apleasant evening. | help him to make up his records on the Palace and we plan out our joint
assault on those remaining rooms of the ground floor that are still undocumented. He gives methe
prospectus for next year's applicants at the University and explainswhat kind of things| need to
composein order to fulfil the daunting demandsit makes: Outline Y our Interest in Unity Studies ("My
boyfriend isan dien” will not do apparently), Give aBrief Summary of Y our Recent Achievements(l
have cooked edible food, | have held down acleaning job, | have agreed with Dr. Saxton's theory that
thetaigais a representation of the conditions of the generation of early human consciousness and aso
exigs as ametaphor for the tangled nature of the unconscious mind and the incoherent aspects of
sdlf-generation, | have learned how to give a blow job-none of these will do ether, apart from the



cleaning).

| go back to mine in time to sweep out the fireplace and set on more logs. | then prepare to disassemble
mysdlf on the rug, which will be the only warm spot in the room until later. | keep my arms and hands
attached so | can turn the pages of the books as| read.

Vakyrie stood up on the top of the SankhaGuide Massif and looked down across Greater Sankharaand
thelands beyond it. In her hand she held severa paper flyers which had been foisted on her by
individuals down in the streets, before she took to the skies. She opened her fingers and watched them
flutter away into thewind: apink one with lilac hearts on it, from the L ove Foundation, promising to heal
Sankharathrough healing her inner londliness, ablue one with a pentagram on it offering Wiccan retrests
at "the extent of the known world," including aguided meditation into the depths of "our common soul”; a
green and grubby one proclaming the imminent arriva of the Justified Ancients of Muu Muu and
exhorting her to preserve Sankhara's pure human encounter with chaos by not keeping adream diary.

SankhaGuide itsdlf didn't say anything except that |eaflet day was on Satyrday and gtrictly limited to the
beachfront and the Temple Digtrict. Templelay to her right, complete with its new cathedra, which she
had gone to ingpect that morning. It was gothic and black and amost entirdly dwarfed by both the huge
rocky bulk of SankhaGuide Massif and the twisting, half-aive towers of the Adf, in whose shadow it
stood at thistime of the afternoon.

The sky was auburn with acoming storm. The wind had risen from the east and the seawas almost black
asthe sun went down. Inthe last, long and clear light, the shadows and light-sprites of the Aelf towers
moved independently of the trees, stone and glass that cast them. Valkyrie looked a them with a
sceptic's fascination. They made shapes that vaguely reminded her of animals, like a hand-shadow play,
but no animals she cared to seefor red. They shimmered between the two high points of the towers and
TacMassif'sradio spike, clustering around the most exclusive of dl the city'sdigtricts, Kodiak Aerid.

Light shone through the old cable cars that were suspended on the wire there, and through their lensesiit
became the eyes of abeast that stared back at VVakyrie. Few people could live there, but Vakyrie was
one of them. She opened her wings and jetted across to the car that had recently become her one-room
house. At the last minute she folded her arms across her chest and furled her wingsto drop verticaly in
through the roof doorway and land on the mat below. The car swung and rattled gently.

Vakyrie made ateafor hersdf and reviewed all the articles and news that SankhaGuide had been ableto
find for her concerning Theodore and his past on Earth. There was precious little, and it amounted to
nothing new. She doubted that any useful information would come out of the public domain, though she
had higher hopes of finding some by the more usud spying methods. She checked the time, finished the
drink and sat down in the darkness, looking at the city light up beneath her. Closing her eyes she dlowed
hersdlf to detach from that world and make the connection inside to the Forged dream net.

In Uluru the avatar Metatron rose from the parkland grass, green, hiswings leafy. He walked with her
past the slver aeroplane, and prompted her, "Can | get you anyone?”

"l want to see Elinor."

Metatron paused and half turned towards her. "1 thought we had agreed there would be no more visits.
Y ou want to save her."



"l need to seeher”

"The datathat comprisesthelast full build of Elinor isungtable,” Metatron reminded her like alecturing
father. "The more often you interact with the routine, theworse it isgoing to get. It isaready over fifty

percent decayed.”

"It'snot like I'm killing her or anything,” Vakyrie said sharply to him, againg thejolt of painin her own
heart.

Metatron sighed. "Theprice. . ."
"I'll pay anything." She watched the avatar consider her offer.

"Very Faudtian," he said. "Fortunatdly, athough | archive Forged neurd prints, | am not a collector. You
will haveto pay for the copying error damage. The Dead Archive doesn't run on charity and you can't
afford what it would cost to keep multiple copies. Come on, Vakyrie, it would do you good to leave her
asatreasured memory and meet the living, don't you think?"

Vakyriefdt her ingdes harden to the strength of armour. "Just bring her here.”

Metatron returned amoment later and with him came aghostly figure, another Light Angdl Vakyrie.
Where Skuld's armour was golden this one wore slver and blue and its wings were the feathered kind,
not the aerofoils that Skuld bore. Vakyriefelt hersdlf tip over into joy as she recognized her friend's dear
face, very different from her own, asit smiled at her.

Vakyrie changed ingantly into Little Girl Skuld in her tartan dress. Elinor switched to avatar shape, a
gangling child in blue jeans and a green hoodie, ever the more tomboyish of the two. Her black pigtails
stuck out at uneven heights because they were so recklessy made. But where Skuld's colours were
strong and definite, Elinor was a pae wash of nearly nothing. Her expressions had no trangtions-they
flickered from smileto sombre.

"Elly?" Skuld said and ran forward. Her hands almost caught Elinor's hands, but the dead woman was
too insubgtantia, even in Uluru. It waslike touching spider silk.

"Skuld," Elinor said dreamily. "I've been along time.”
"I need to ask you some questions,” Vakyrie said gently. "Can you hear me?'

"Far away," Elinor said. Her face switched to asmile. "'l died. | remember. But that was just now. Are
you dead?’

"No." Vakyrieforced hersdf not to waste time, Since every interaction counted. "Elly, you once did ajob
that involved Theodore, do you remember?’

"The Unity Agent," Elinor said. "Ishe heretoo?"

"No."

"Good. | didn't likehim."

"Me neither. Listen, do you remember what that job was about?"

"Belshazzar thought Theo was running other agents on Earth.” Elinor stared around her, dreamily. "Isthis
the park? Is that the aeroplane? Is that you, Skuld? | can't seeyou.”



"And was he? Honey, look at me, was he?' Vakyrie stared into Elinor's misty eyes. She could see entire
blocks of pixelsdl identica in there, smpleflat zones of emptiness.

"I think s0," Elinor said. "Isthat you, Skuld?| can't seeyou very well."
"It'sme. It'sme, honey. Now just one more thing. Did you get any proof? Do you know who they are?"

"Canttdl," Elinor whispered. "Don't know. | thought | saw one but then, | forgot it. Bel said hedid
something to our minds. Can't be seen, won't be seen. Deep hiding. A woman in atalking coat. She. . ."
Thewhole of Elinor's small body winked out of existence, returned, failled again.

"Elly!" Vakyriecried out.

Metatron appeared at her right Sde. "That archive has reached the limit of my capacity to runit. If you try
to speak with her again, you will destroy her. And your account isempty.”

Vakyriejerked her arm out of hisgrip, returning to her Earthly actua form of the armoured flying
woman, her true sdif. "I can seethat. Get me out of here.”

"Asyouwish."

Alonein her cable car home Vakyrie hugged her kneesto her chest and let the wind rock her back and
forth, back and forth. She would not cry.

A short whilelater, after the moon had risen, aknock came at the door.

Crosdy she unfolded and thumped the access panel controls. The roof hatch opened, shut, then the sde
door did back. An Elf was standing there. An actual EIf from the Adlf, Vakyrie decided after afew
moments of incomprehension. A Stuffie.

Hewas quite tall and willowy, dressed in forest colours, with brown hair that was part braided and part
not. He stood on the narrow platform before her door without any concern for the serious open drop
behind him and said brightly, "Hi. | couldn't help noticing that you're new, and | thought you might be
interested in some of the latest magica protection from the worst of Sankharas nasty night-time haunts.
Although"-he stood back and openly stared her up and down before giving her agrin-"1 can seeyou're
the kind of woman who doesn't need that kind of help mogt of thetime.”

His expression was so cheeky and so infectious that Vakyrie found herself beginning to smile. She had
anidea "Comein," shesaid. "And show mewhat you've got."

His grin deegpened. He skipped across the threshold and took his bag off, dropping it on the floor. " Junk,"
he said of it, peering around him with unbridled curiosity. "Geeit's so, | don't know, so stark in here. You
from Earth recently?"

"Good guess”

"l don't guess," hesaid. "I know." He shivered. "I could get you some nice rugs, good fabrics, great
curtains. It'sredly-it'slike standing in an old, creaky, freezing cable car with no furnishings and no hest.
Prison camp chic. But maybe you warnt it to stay that way? Are you punishing yourself for something,
cause| can find you agood priest, or isit asecret rdigiousfetish? Isthat ared gun?”

"Yes" Vakyrie picked up her sidearm and showed him how it attached, took it off and put it away
caefully.



"And rocket packs and wings. That isso cool!" He was dmost besde himsalf with excitement.
"Serioudy. | know where the cheapest fuel isand | can get you upgrade packs and | can even get ammo
for that skull-popper . . ."

"I'mthe Light Angdl Vakyrie Skuld," Vakyrie said quietly, holding out her armoured hand.

"Damien." Hetook her offered shake and ran his other hand over the metal armour on her forearm and
her gun ports.

Vakyrieread hisbiosgns, his hand-prints and hisvoca range and identified him. An Engine adept.
Usudly they were much less conspicuous characters. But thiswasuseful . . . "You're very forward,” she
sad, squeezing harder.

Helet go with alacrity but showed no signs of dismay. "People say that. So, what's new on Earth then?
What made you come hereto the Aeria to get all salf-hatey? Who'sin that picture? It's not you. Isthat
your sster?' He turned rapidly to catch Vakyri€sreaction.

"No," she said and took the small photograph of Elinor out of his hands, replacing it beside her deeping
roll. "Now answer me aquestion. What would it cost me for you to come here every evening and tell me
al about what you saw in the daytime around these very interesting shops and salesmen you must know?”

"Data? News? Gossp?' Hewas dmost beside himsdlf. "That'swhat | do best. Easy rates. Let's Sart
with, say, fifty credits"

"Oh come on, you'l just makeit up for that. Twenty."

"l wouldn't do that. Forty-five, and | promise| won't invent athing."

"Twenty-five, and you make sureto pay attention to certain things more than others.”
"Forty, and | won't tell anyone youre aspy.”

"Thirty, and | won't dump your cold, dead, bullet-riddled body in the sea.”

"Cool. Thirty itis. Can | start now or would tomorrow be better? Do you have peppermint tea? | so love
that." He gazed at her with clear, green eyes, then glanced up at her celling. "Nice horse bone charms. |
guess the landlady left them for you. She'sared good friend of mine. I'll give you three credit pointsfor
them.”

Vakyrie handed him acup of her tea

"Redbush,” he said, sniffing it and taking asp. "Good. Have you ever been to Africa? | wish | could go
there”

"About your thirty credits,” Vakyrie said. "Will that bein kind?"

"Ohno, I'm drictly legit." He showed her the back of hisleft hand, where his Tab lay under hisskin, and
he opened the same hand and showed her the smooth silver lines of an Abacand Direct connection. He
was better wired than most government ops.

Vakyrie picked up his account codes and paid him from the department dush fund. "Now," she said,
gtting down. "Tdl me everything new over the last couple of weeks."

"Since Metropolis got axed by that loser, you mean,” Damien said, collgpsing into a cross-legged bundle
of energy and exquisite prettiness on top of her deeping roll. "What the hell wasthat al about? Anyway .



Damien told VVakyrie about the Cathedral of Cadenza Piacere, which she had aready seen, dthough she
didn't know it was sacred to Stuffies and Damien himsdf wasn't sure. He said that the truth of it was ill
being revealed. He was massvely over-excited because the Engine had never built anything for a Stuffie
before. That was achange that permitted reflexivity . . . he prattled on with terms she didn't understand.
And then he said there was some rumour about a club downtown-"Some new guy there, or maybeit'sa
woman, I'm not sure. Y ou want me to check that personally? It'sreally expensive and I'd need new
clothes, plushair, plus bribery money and the rest. Say, acouple of hundred creditswould do it."

"I'll think about it," Vakyrie said. Shefdt wearied by hisgarrulous diversons. "Come back tomorrow
and ask meagan."

"Okay!" He sprang up and swept his bag onto his shoulder, flicking her horse bone charmswith his
fingers as he passed. " See you sametime. Don't get up, | can let mysdlf out." He thumped the control
pand, much as she had done, and vanished into the night leaving atrace of woody forest smell behind
him.

A smooth, soft quiet replaced him. Vakyrie watched him wak nonchaantly across the long support wire
that linked Kodiak with Adf 2 and closed her eyes.

A few dayslater, still uncertain about the wisdom of giving aconfidence guy like Damien abig chunk of
money, she sat drinking espresso in the fan-vaulted splendour of Adf 1's public foyer and saw an unusua
Forged come to the counter of the refreshments stand and order tea. He was a Salmagundi, and
presented the appearance of ahuman who was hafway into changing into another animd: furred,
whiskered, doe-eyed and with Anubis's black-tipped jackal's ears. He had atail banded with golden
Tek, and he glanced at her as he collected hisdrink, then held out a paper flyer to her, casualy. Clearly it
wasn't something hewas sling.

Vakyrietook it-harmless rice paper-and saw that it was for one of the clubs on Pythagoras's Circle.

"I heard you broke something and were looking for the pieces," he said, smiling and reveding hislong,
sharp teeth. "Bob Clovitz," he said, holding out his paw-or hishand. "Solar Security. We bite what you
discover. I've been here ever since Metropolis. Saw you the other day, figured you were the one Queen
B's sent to help. Thisis my whole angle, by the way: one crappy bit of paper and some underground
bullshit about the grace of god. | thought we might succeed better together.” He showed her hisbadge
viathe Uluru commsband, and she verified it.

"Vakyrie Skuld," shesaid. "I haven't got anything to donate-except that | came across a patch of sky
that | couldn't cross the other day."

"Y ou think there's a hidden pocket? Wouldn't be the first time you get worlds within worldsin one of
these Sidebars.”

"It'swhat | think too," she agreed, "and I've been looking for the entrance. It'snot in the air and not to the
north. I'm thinking it must be somewherein Hoolerton."

"Ah, Hoolerton, paradise of indugtrial-world fantasy, highly romantic in asqualid way, neighbourly with
the Hinterland. Could be. Not many peoplelikeit there." He nodded and seemed well satisfied. "I'll
search theinteriors, ask the inhabitants. Y ou do the streets. We're best suited that way." He glanced up
at her. "No offence.”

"Nonetaken."



"Ancther?'
"| can stand another."

"Good." He gave another toothy grin and sat down beside her.

A couple of weeks later the seasonsin Sankhara had turned to an idyllic summer of long days, warm
nights and higher seatemperatures, drawing everyone towards the miles of gold and white sand that
marked the city shoreline from the mouth of the Purbright to the far rocky headlands of Suski-ashokton.
L ate afternoon on Thorsday found me with Jalaeka Sitting with our backs to the shadow of the
boardwak ahalf klick from Engine House.

We were discussing the nature of redlity and Unity's positionin it. It was the one place we redly
disagreed. He said we didn't. But we did, because degp down | didn't believe he was anything more than
another Stuffie. But that wasn't why he waslosing histemper with me. That was because | would not give
up my conviction that there was aredity which was singular, verifiable and fundamenta. Thered world
operated according to scientific laws that were discoverable. It did not, except through the intervention of
Unity in the case of the Sidebars, react in any way to what the inhabitants thought about it. Whether |
could discover thisredlity and itsworkings or not, it wasthere. And the same thing istrue of individuds.
Whatever story they make up about who they are, they are what they are what they are.

Jalaekawastalking crosdy. He did not seethat it was possibleto call any version of redlity, or onesdf,
the Red Thing. "Why can't you give up thisbloody notion that thereis an underlying capita T Truth
superior to the one you made up?"

"It'sthe touchstone of my faithin science,” | said.

"Y ou believethat if you can only find it then al your problemswill go away," Jdagkasaid. "Unity talks
about the Mystery, you know, when Theo decides to talk about why it made all these worlds for you to
play in. He saysthat'swhy it made me. At first | used to think it was true-that if it assmilated al things
that they'd somehow sum up to an Answer. But later, after | changed and saw how hungry it dwayswas,
| redized that Unity isn't searching for the Mystery through these 'Bars and dl therest of it, Greg, like
you're searching for human nature. It'strying to create it. It knowsall about fundamental redity, and the
answer to why life exists and what it means and what it'sworth is not in there."

The sea had made hislong hair into salty dreadlocks. He brushed them out of hisface and flicked a piece
of seaweed at me. He snorted. " So now it's Sifting through meaning. Unity eats the things that matter,
always. It rips them apart to see what it isthey've got that's so good.”

We were both hot and getting hotter in our wetsuits as the sun came around the corner of Buddy's Surf
Shack and started to bake us. The seawas warm, but not that warm. Sankharawas a northern latitude.

Jalaeka snorted and drew circlesin the sand with his bare hedls. | became uncomfortably aware, as|
often did, of hisproximity and of my curiosity about what it would be like to touch him. Heflirted with me
continuoudy, even thisargument was akind of flirtation, and | couldn't help overhearing occasond times
when he and Francine were making love. | thought she had aburning quality, now it was incandescent.

Suddenly he gave up on me. Abrupt withdrawa s were common with him after he'd presented his case.
He got up and picked up his skimboard, turned and started walking back towards the waves. | added



the gist of his conversation to my Abacand'sfile, placing it dongside arecording | made of him yesterday,
which | didn't need to play back to remember.

Hed sad, very uneasily, "'l should leave Francine. | should go. But then again, can't run forever. Greg, |
think | made abig mistake."

"What mistake?' 1'd asked.
"Getting logt. Finding you," he said and went quiet again.
"Tak tome," I'd suggested, but he wouldntt.

| watched his easy run down the gentle dope of beach where the water sucked back dowly and reflected
the sky like mirrors. He threw the board and jumped on it. His effortless skim into the whitewater of an
inrushing breaker was the sort of poetry in motion you only get when you're relaxed, when you don't care
one way or the other, you're just boarding. He let the water take him out a short way, turned in the
wave's death and did back onto the sand. At the end he stepped off and flicked the board up with a
smple motion of one foot, catching it Single-handed. He walked back up onto the hard, dark line just
beyond the reach of the white foam, stepping over shells and stranded jellyfish.

| envied him, and | didn't. | wanted to be like him with dl his ease and charm, but | didn't, not with al that
hid behind the breskwater of hisslences. | listened like he said | should, inside, and heard, without
believing that | heard, the soft, rich click and dmogt-slent roll of tick following tock downtime.

| made anote aboult it.

| recalled that he'd once said that Francine made him, that he belonged to her. Held said it with aserious
expression, asaliterd truth. These occasiona statements worried me deeply, and other things about him
worried me more and kept me awake nights writing imaginary reportsto Solargov Intelligence; for
ingtance his claim that there was no such thing as an Engine, only abelief in them, whose power would
vanish like smoke the moment it stopped being a complete conviction. He said that the Enginesweren't
made by Unity at al, and the entire edifice of the Sidebars was amyth Theo planted in our minds, and
which we sustained effortlessdy when no Unity power could have made it without us.

Nobody would buy that. | kept it out of my reports.

Jalaeka skimmed another wave in his absent way. | stood up, too hot to stay put another minute, and
waked out into the sea, then back again when | saw through the clear, shallow bay to where the pale
bank of the sand tumbled dowly to a shelf's edge and fell towards deep water: sinuous, finny shapes
were gliding there. Some of them were black and some were silvered, some long and winding like
animated hawsers: Ootoos. Some were emerald green, red as jasper or sgpphire blue and they were
attached to human torsos: mermaids, tritons.

Jalaeka jogged back to me as | walked back up the beach and laid his arm across my shoulders. "I've
annoyed you," he said sadly, freed me and dapped mein aflamboyant blow that didn't hurt. "Stupid me.
Let'sget adrink.”

We left our boards under the wooden walkway in a shadow, relying on luck to preserve them from
thieves. He swung himsdf up onto the wak and through therailings. | climbed carefully over to where he
waited for me, too self-conscious so that | wasn't able to copy him in any way. | stood with my back to
him as we showered off the worst of the seawater at the main entrance to the sands. He bought me a
coke at Buddy's and we sat on the shack's worn benches, resting our feet on the rail where the Shack
faced the south shore. Pleasant, vapid and energetic pop tunes played in the background-his favourite.



The seawind blew gently in our faces, making them sdtier and more clingy and sticky than ever.

"Why do you carry onworking at that club?' | asked him, fedling that | could ask anything for awhile, as
though atide of largesse had swung in between usand | could state what had been on my mind unsaid
for along time. Work was a bit of aeuphemism. After arriving in Sankhara, Damien had got him ajobin
Theltaian Wdl, anightspot which left no imagination unplundered in its effortsto offer unlimited
pleasures. A miniature town of unbridled hedonism and sensud excess, it was known throughout the
‘Barsfor itsdangers and delights: he had fitted in perfectly and was soon top of the payrall. | had only a
vague notion of what he did, but for some time rumours had circulated that illegal Trandatory procedures
were available there and who better to administer that kind of thing than someonewho claimedto bea
second Unity?

| had long since figured out he was one of several variations on the Love God theme. For Francing's sake
| had hoped he would be less second rate.

"What do you do there, exactly?' | added.

He leant back in his chair and rubbed sand off the side of hisfoot onto the worn wooden upright next to
it. "Comewith metonight and find out. Don't worry about the cost. Y ou can writeit off, cal it research.”

"Are you being a condescending wanker by any chance?'

Hisdark eyesflicked sideways and fixed on mine. Hislook was canny. "Y ou think it makes me abad
boyfriend. A cheat.”

"That crossed my mind." He had been perfectly accurate. "'Francine might put up with it but I'm sure she
doext likeit."

" Youdon't likeit," he said with quiet precison, and his candour and my transparency fdt lethd.
"Francine deserves better than that."

"Ouch," he said, perfectly relaxed, utterly unconcerned.

"It makesme angry that you treat it dl so casudly.”

"It?1 treet it casualy? The sacred dance of true intimacy, one of the great roads to self-knowledge, the
path of which | ammagter . . . | treat it liketherest of you, like abodily function, like awhore?' The
lightness of his sarcasm was withering.

"I'm not moralizing about whatever you do. | don't care what you do. I'm worried that Francine will end
up being badly hurt by you." Master? What new flight of ego wasthis?

"Metoo. But it won't be because | do strangersfor cash." Helet thelast of hisbreath go in asigh that
was exagperated with itsalf. Then he leant forward and undid the neck flap on his'suit, pulled the zip
down his back and shucked it from historso. Helet it hang round hiswaist as he sat back and took
another drink.

| watched the sun going down, the high delta shapes of Forged Gliders mingling with the twin arrows of
seagulll wings over the ocean, their shape and colour echoing the white sails of the day's boats heading for
the marina. He bought more drinks. We got a pack of cards from the bar and played gin. More people
cameinto the bar. | watched him acknowledge their interest and pass on it, with care, with some kind of
grace that |eft them unhurt so that they didn't fedl bad for looking and noticing him or for him not wanting
to notice them. | paused and wrote some notes abot it.



Jdlaeka watched me-he was aways patient for thiskind of task, which distracted me often-and then
asked, "Can | write something?”'

"Okay." | passed him my Abacand. He wrote on the screen, thetip of hislong index finger making rapid
symbols, occasiondly pausing, then dashing on again just when | thought he must have finished. It took a
while. | shuffled the cards and went back to the endless game of picking Stuffies from rea people,
watching the more colourful characterswalk by on the pier; amermaid pulling hersdf out of the seaonto
dry sand where her tail becamelong, bronzed legs. A friend on the shore gave her atowe and they
walked to the shower stand. A few minutes later both women stood at the bar in long white cotton
dresses, mermaid barefoot, her girlfriend in sandals.

They noticed Jdaekain an ingant, disregarded meimmediately, and after afew mutua nudgesthe
mermaid came across and sat beside him. She gave me a palite smile, friendly and interested to know
who | was, then she said, "Eros?"

"Just aminute," Jalaeka said, writing faster.
Why would she cdl him that?

The mermaid gave me another once-over. She had a hungry look undernesth her poise and prettiness,
and | felt mysalf assessed as something more akin to dinner than date.

"Here," Jalaekafolded my Abacand into asmall cube and handed it back.

| looked at thefile briefly, then back up towards him. The Mermaid was saying something about
darshan, aword I'd heard recently somewhere but couldn't place where.

"Wheat did you cal him?" | asked her, interrupting them both.

"It'sanickname, like ‘wanker,' only more so," Jalagka said in aquick dismissive snap, before she could
open her full and glossy lips over her pointed teeth.

She looked at him more thoughtfully now. "Sorry," she said under her breath. She nodded and got up
and gave me an gpol ogetic glance and atiny nod, suddenly respectful and not at al planning to do methe
least harm.

As sheleft the restless unease that had made him talk me into coming out 'boarding in the first place
washed through him again. He reached across and took the cards from beside my elbow, began
practicing flicking them into afan like astreet conjuror.

| tried to read what held put and | couldn't. It wasdl in maths. "What isthis?'

"Gift ad," he said. He smiled, leant across the space between us over the bench and kissed me on the
lips. Hewaited just long enough to seeif | was going to respond but | was too surprised. He sat back
and returned to flicking the cards into a smooth semicircle and back again as though nothing had

happened.

| stared into space, about to ask himwhat . . . but then not able to. Instead | asked my Abacand what
the maths meant. It told meit was an 11-dimensiond transform with unusua torsond congraintswhich
made it uniquein M-theoretica supersymmetrica analyss. "It'saway of bending 4-D," it said, rendering
unto English that which wasill-suited to it. "If you could get at it from the back, asit were. Haven't seen
one of them before. Can | useit to trade through Teragate? | bet it'sworth afortune.”

Proof, that'swhat it was.



"Nah, it was apresent,” | said, and Jalaeka glanced at me and winked.

| made the excuse of going to change out of my wetsuit and sent a surreptitious message asking my
ultimate boss, Belshazzar, if she knew the connection between Eros and Metropolis. the mermaid's name
and hisclams of history. She replied dmost immediately, before I'd even got out of the shower and
towelled dry, and the Abacand transmitted her voice slently through my Tab into my head.

"Thereisno record of that name on the Metropolis Rall of Heros nor the Rall of Antiheroes or on any
ligting of registered Villains, Criminds, and Wild Cards. But thereis an entry. MetroGuide wasn't limited
to officia populations of Stuffies or humans, it counted bodies, and it made entries for those who didn't
writether own. Like dl the Guides, it had a collector's passion for records.

"Eros. Designation: Love, Son of Night, the first darkness before all things. Creator of worlds.
"Whoever judges not Erosto be a mighty god is either stupid or, having no experience of good
things, knows not of the god who is the mightiest power to men.' Satus: active. Allegiance: not
applicable. Advisory: for legal reasons no advice can be offered for this entry.

"A full and comprehensive standard disclaimer followswith which | will not boreyou. May | ask asto
your interest?"

"Just something | heard,” | said, pulling my street clothes back on asfast as | could.
"Stay in touch," she ended the call.

Back at the beachfront | watched Jalaeka get bored with the cards and staring to the horizon over the
water, though he made no moveto go. | guessed he waswaiting for me to come to some decision.

Eroswas the primary meta-fict in certain branches of narrative studies; desire itself viewed asthe ultimate
creative and destructive impulse, the thing that turned Unity onin thefirst place. Eroshad no entry in
MetroGuide's categories because hewas agod and, | would have bet anything, the only such listing. It
was widdly assumed that Theo, having al of Unity's capacities, was akin to agod, but nobody talked
about himin public like that. Nobody wanted to admit certain basic and gridy truthsto themselves or
anyone else, especidly in Sankhara.

No wonder Belshazzar was persondly involved in seeking silence on this one, even if it was no more than
amisunderstanding of somekind. | began to wonder if my impulsive enquiry to her wasredly so
intelligent after dl, and to doubt my immediate trust in her clam to sympathize with my suspicion about
the Sankhara Engine, our Al and the dlegedly missing light. In my confused state, angry with Katy, tired
of being overlooked, I'd swalowed her every word with greet relief. But what else would she have said if
| had just given her worthwhile evidence and she wanted me to continue? Nothing. She wouldn't alert me
toit.

Jdaekaturned his head towards me. "' So, are you coming?'

| had to know the truth, no matter how awful it was going to be. God or not. Transform or not. Truth or
dare. "Yesh. Let'sgo."

AsI'mwaiting for hisanswer to my question about going to the club I'm within one breeth of telling him
my entire story. | ought to tell him. | should give him the opportunity to opt out now, but | know that if |
try to explain everything, hell dmost certainly not believe me, and it till won't make any differenceto the



outcome.

| imaginethat | am teling him, and even in the privacy of my own head it has anasty, self-regarding
desperation:

"I was thinking about running away, leaving. | thought it would be honest, because it would rule you and
Francine out of the equation. Theo'stried to est me and he'stried to kill me, but it lookslikewe'rean
even match on every single front. The only way |€eft to him isto force a submission and the only leverage
that existsisyou and Francine.

"None of thiswould matter much and | wouldn't burden you with it or spend time getting to know you in
the hope that you could help me out, if it wasn't for the fact that he's close to finding me becauseit's just
not that hard to do. He finds me, he finds you, he finds Francine." Fuck.

Then Greg would say something like, Y ou must have known thisright from the start.” He'd be right and
I'd be the stupid bastard | am, thinking | can hidewhen | can't.

So | don't tel him anything, just like every other time the opportunity came up, ever since wefirgt talked
and | tried to tell thetruth. | can't tell him the truth because he'stoo clever and | like him too much, even
though | know I'm going to regret it if | don't. | know Damien put us together too, though I don't know
why. | think Damien knows alot more than he's letting on and, him being the Enginesminion, | don't like
thet.

"Yeah, let'sgo," Greg said findly, resigned to testing me one moretime.

| put my hand out and stopped him with atouch on hisarm. "Wait aminute, Sit back down, I've got
something to tell you." And | did, everything on my mind.

When Jd aeka was done talking, the sun had gone down and a crescent moon shone across the bay.
Sand midges and mosguitoes hurled themselves towards the lights and were annihilated by the Zap
geckos perched in the rafters bel ow Buddy'simported banana-leaf roof. | listened to afew more of them
get ingested as the impact of what he had said soaked into me. There were two of him in my mind now,
one aperson and one athing. | couldn't put them both together.

"You'vegot to bejoking," | said though | knew he wasn't. He nodded.

Below and in front of us on the high, dry sand the early-evening calypso band lit up afire and settled
around it, starting to play. Thetwinkle of fire at the beach head, where the pitiful scatter of homeless
huddled under the lee of the dliffs, glinted far off in the corner of my right eye: Francines old home. The
wash and draw of low tide sounded as afuzzy, continua backdrop, the beats of its dow retreat almost
regular, yet impossibleto anticipate. "Theo . . . and you. Two. In the end, that's my choice? You're
saying | don't get to escape? Unity . . . but it has always eft usaone.”

He got up. "I'm going to change. Then we should go meet Francine. After that, you can tell meif you
think | should teke thefal for you."

He greeted about fifteen people on the way to the locker room, some with words, others with handdaps
in various surfing codes or smple nods. Everyone, particularly the Stuffies, seemed to know him. | saw
Damien among them. He spoke quickly to Jalaeka, who rested ahand on his shoulder in passing.



| went up to the bar and bought Damien adrink. "Don't see you here very often.”

"Y ou know what they say about elves and the sea," he said, twitching one ear towards me as he
accepted the drink.

"No."

"Well, something to do with seagullsanyway," he said. "Never could stand them mysdlf. How'sthe
darling girl?1 heard she quit my fabulous introduction to the world of entrepreneuria high jinks.”

"She gave up thejob?!

"After three days." He pretended surprise at my ignorance. " Said she was going to spend moretime on
your fool of aproject scanning the Paace bubble, Anadyr Park. She told me you thought it was a
metastructure built from non-Guide mind-fucking. Apparently the idea excites her asmuch as| can seeit
does you, so much so she asked meto look into getting her aTab again. | don't suppose you have an
officid line onthat, Dr. Saxton? The mind-fucking | mean." He glanced quickly at meand | could tell he
was enjoying his superior knowledge and the fact that he was letting me know | wasn't the only friend
Francine had around the place.

| decided to humour him. "I'll tell you whét, I'll tell you something and you tel me. . ."

"| dreedy told you plenty.”

| pointed a hisdrink and he rolled his eyes at me in an oh-please way but shrugged at the sametime
because he was dready well satisfied with baiting me. "Tdll you what?'

"Something about Jalaeka. What's got you so manipulative, Damien? Here you are, making eyesat him,
pushing me off Francine, dwaysyou everywhere | look. Whét gives?'

He gazed into the distances of the spirits optics thoughtfully as though he was considering his next point,
but his earsflattened againg his head and hisfluid body language became giff and unforgiving. "I'm gonna
pass on that one. Stakes too high thistime, baby. Some of us are supertitious about that kind of thing."

"Why?He's only another one of you."
"Y ou you you," Damien repeated, contemptuous. He turned to me. "'Y ou Stuffies. Y ou things. Toys."
"Ah come on, stop it with the racist accusations, you know that's not what | meant.”

"It'swhat you said. " His narrow, long eyeswere incredibly green. "And | aways take that as atoken of
what's meant. But Since you asked me so very nicdly"'-he pushed his nearly full glass away from him with
hisfingertips-"and since you have been so good to Francine, | will give you a piece of information.
Whatever you think you've found in Anadyr Park, you should go and see the completed cathedrd in
TempleDidrict.”

"Y ou're the second person to mention it.”
"Then | must be right and you're overdue.”

Jalaeka came back, carrying hiswetsuit in one hand. He dropped it on the floor, paused behind Damien
and put his hands over the df'seyes.

"The Count of Monte Cristo," Damien said with bland rapidity. "Zorro. Luka Frikazik. Conan the
Barbarian. Space Leader Zero. Desth. Multiple Beast Tribe Boy. Thunder Road. Buffy the Vampire



Sayer. Reyku Queen of Ancients. Pippi Longstocking. Oh, | give up.”

"And you said you'd know me anywhere." Jal aeka dropped his hands and picked the 'suit up. He put his
free arm around Damien's neck and pulled their heads together, turning to whisper something into the éf's
ear with ajacka-like grin, fierce and canny. Damien grinned. His arm went around Jalaeka's waist, hand
did into the back pocket of hisjeans. They both looked up at me at the same instant, and separated. Are
they . . . ?1 thought, mind flinching somehow at the conclusion-lovers. Damien'slook to me was distinctly
dy, but Jalaekawas blithe as he picked up my bag.

"Comeon," hesaid. "Well belate"
"Seeyou there," Damien said to me, turning back to the bar.

Outside Jalaekatook adip of paper out of his back pocket and read the name on thefold. "It'sfor
Francine." Hedidn't open it up.

| was s0 busy watching him that | ssumbled and almost tripped over awoman coming the other way as
we turned the corner around the Shack and onto the dimly lit stretch of walk that led to the tram stop at
Engine House.

"Sorry." | reached out automatically, but she was already apologizing to me. Her fur coat was soft asit
brushed past me but | could have sworn | heard it snarl.

| stumbled with my hed caught in one of the gaps between the boards. As| wasfdling time dowed right
down so that my fal took minutes rather than moments. My recovery was lent atreacly elegance and
importance that was quite out of keeping with itsredlity. | tried to run.

"I'm..." | began saying to someone | had nearly knocked over, but Theo rose close to the surface of
me, his senses painfully acceerating my human norma until | felt as though the whole of me had been
dretched into athin skin, drum tight, close to splitting. My vision became acute, my hearing impeccable.
"oL.sory L

Then ordinary speeds and processes resumed, as though nothing had happened. Theo was goneand |
was adready past the man I'd touched. | caught up with myself, heart pounding, hardly ableto think
sraight at al, praying that Theo wouldn't come back-look, | was doing what he told me to, wasn't |?

| saw the target from the street as | approached-the Shack sides were open to the warm night air and its
colourful lights shone out cleanly, surrounded by only afew other open stores. | walked up to the bar and
asked for the strongest thing | could think of. | had no ideahow | was going to achieve what | was
supposed to. The obvious thing had crossed my mind but now that | was beside him it wasinstantly clear
to methat he wasn't into women. | sat down and took my coat off, laying it carefully on my Iap. Itsnoses
sniffed the air, searching out the hormona markers of potentia hostility and, when they found none,
became cam.

"Nasty coat," said the EIf.

"Thank you." The bartender-Buddy | supposed-came and refilled my glass. | risked aglance sdeways. "'l
heard . . . that is, | heard that you knew something about the darshan . Am | saying it right? | don't even

know if it'sared word." | wanted to get it al over with asfast aspossible, | couldn't even think of away
of lying about how | knew anything in the first place-because Theo told me.



"Then how do you know that you want to know about it?* he asked smoothly.

"I lost my friend,” | said. "And someone at work said they'd heard of thisthing, downtown, that there was
one of uswho was different. They said you hung around here and I've been here alot of timeslooking for
you." | spoke tonelesdy and the despair on my face wasred enough as| begged him to give me some
clue, any clueat dl, so that | could keep Theo at arm'slength and retain just afraction of contral.

"It'snothing to me." He glanced up l&ft, looking at hisown interndly displayed Tabtime. I don't own it."

"Where should | go?Who should | ask?" | grabbed his hand compulsively, scared of touching himin
case | felt Theo there aswell, because he could be in any of us and heretesting me. | was also scared of
him generdly. | didn't know the df and this dealing with the underground world of Sankharawaswell
outsde my experience.

| offered him money on my Tab and he picked up the contact transaction: two hundred credits passed
between us and he didn't even blink. | gripped my refilled glass with both hands, staring at the amber
liquidingdeit. If | drank it, | was sure | would be sick. | had no ideawhat Theo wanted, only that | must
find out about this darshan . | had to locate the giver. | had to get it from them.

The df waswatching me closdly, though an outsider would never have thought so from his demeanour,
which had become casudly disconnected from me, hisface angled dightly away, asthough he was
observing the room over my shoulder. "Y ou're very beautiful,"-hewas only taking anote of it. "Areyou
going to drink that?'

| gave aminute shake of my head. What if he didn't tell me? Then what would | do? Theo would come
back and | wouldn't know anything. | longed to ask why Theo didn't smply read this one's head like he
read mine and take what he wanted to know, but | daren't because | had no ideawhat Theo could hear,
even my innermost thoughts maybe, as| treacheroudy thought them. No doubt. No doubt. | thought he
enjoyed my predicament, that was why. He liked to watch me running, and | was nothing to him, and he
liked that too.

"I could help you maybe, if you could tel methetruth," the EIf said. He gently pressed his hand over the
back of mine and opened the financid transaction ports again. The money hung suspended between usin
nowhere. "| trade information, prefer it to money. | like stories.”

| jerked aside in a panic and knocked the glass over. The money jumped back to him. | found mysalf
standing up, the coat in my arms suddenly alive and hissng, madefierce by my fear. "Thisisnt me" |
said. "l work in the Embargo. | don't care about any of this." | backed up astep and hit the woman
behind me, dmost knocking her off her stool. She turned in anger.

"Hey ..." shesnarled at me and my coat snarled at her. She laughed. "That's a cool coat." She put her
hand out fearlessly, slvered with scales on its back, and stroked the fox-furs. They redoubled their
effortsto bite, though it didn't put her off. Shelet one of the little heads fix itsjaws on the pearl escent
talon of her right index finger and played tug of war with it, samiling softly. "If the ef doesn't help you,
follow mewhen | leave here”

"Takemy arm,” the df said, a my shoulder suddenly, and | had to because otherwise | would have falen
down with shock at the speed and silence of his move. He steered us both out of the bar and down the
steps that led past the dripping shower stalls onto the beach. Soon we were beyond the reach of all the
voices, except those of the calypso singer and the sea.

"That is one desperate mermaid,” he said lightly, releasing his hold on me bit by bit.



| leant on him to take off my shoes and held them on the same side as the coat. We waked afew
hundred metres and stopped when | decided to. The dope of the beach was shallow and the water
distant. Therewas amoon and itslight brought out the hidden runesin his skin so that he seemed to be
aglow with secret writing-at least he hadn't lied about the stories. | saw traces of them running into him
like tendrils of vapour, from everywhere, from dl the real humansinthearea. | wasglad | was no magical
creation. It looked weird.

"Do you ever hear it?' | asked him, camer now that we were aone, though | had to whisper. It meant
Unity. All Stuffiesknew that.

"I thought | did the other day, actudly," he said in aconversational tone. "But it was gone before | was
sure. Could have been the Engine doing something-you know how that is.”

| nodded, eager for any sense of companionship. | did know what he meant. All Stuffieswere dways
subject to the Engine, though as one who had assumed hersdlf to be ssimply filler I'd never expected to be
important to the humanswho lived here. Filler wasfiller, a sketch and nothing else, evenfiller that was
purpose-made for Unity to take head tripsin. | didn't understand why it didn't trip everywhere, in every
vehicle. But | wasn't Unity, sowhat did | know?

He held my arm amoment longer in sympathy and | held on to him, asif by holding one another we could
preserve oursalves from Unity's rewriting and al the other subtle erosionsthat came from beneath. He
sgueezed harder.

"Youreapartid," hesad. It was clear in hisvoice and the sudden upward movement of his head that
heldd only just figured this ouit.

"] don't want to be."

Hetook adeep breath and let it out in an unhappy sigh. "Shit." He was afraid of me now, but he still
didn't let go of my arm. "I can't fed anything. Are you reading me?'

"No," | said, sniffing back tears. "He-it's not here now. | don't think so. | don't know . . . you never
fucking know, do you?'

"l do," hesaid. "I can usudly seeit. . . | would help you, but therésareason . . ." He detached himsdlf
from me, taking my hand away from him and gently placing it back at my side.

| watched him do it, unable to stop him. "Please don't go."

"l haveto." He began to back away from me. "I'm sorry. If you can-1 can't tell you why but-if you can,
don't pursuethisthing. Let it go. It'simportant. If you meant what you said about wanting to be free." By
the time he said the last words he was in the shadow of the boardwal k, and when he stopped speaking
he had smply merged with the night. | saw atrace of movement againgt thetall pillars of the supports
running under the pier, then | knew mysdf completely done.

| looked up at the gtars, the congtellations whose names | didn't know. "I hate you," | whispered to them
and, when nothing happened, | screamed, "I hate you! | hate you!"

There was no answer.



The operation took alot of timeto show any fruit. Vakyrie had walked most of Dogwood and
Hoolerton severa times over before she decided it wastime to spread her search pattern farther afield,
and take into account the transitional areas between Hoolerton's uneasy border with the Hinterland and
its steady meandering into the uninhabited dag-hegps of the Ablates, where wild grasses and rotten shale
rolled in orange and black hillsides until they met the banks of the Purbright and fed their iron-loaded
gpringwatersinto its dark rush.

She flew to the top of Moorland Towers, one of atwin pair of concrete blocks whose tired apartments
stared out towards the sea on one side and at Dogwood on the other. A few streets away, near the
bulbous shape of the gasometer that marked the beginning of the Hinterland, there was a public house,
the Pig and Piper. It sat among streets of brick-built terrace housing, its faux Tudor timberwork exterior
masking a Herculean-scaled interior, panelled in dark oak with Vicwardian stained-glass booths and tiles
al around. Vakyrie found it both hideous and comforting. All her work had been wasted to its
|eft-reveding nothing; now shelooked over theright Side.

Most of the space within the wals of the Hinterland was taken up by the stedlworksindustry and her eye
was drawn for amoment by the flash and fire inside one of the huge black sheds, but she made hersalf
concentrate on the long lanes that ran westwards. The brick terraces of tiny houses there gave way
quickly to stone terraces of wider and more pleasant aspects. There was avast stone mill, Lazarus
Works, which she understood to be mostly empty. It had a massive tower of its own, concedling a
chimney-stack at its heart. Thiswastaller than Moorland Towers and, on awhim, she jetted acrossto it
and cautioudy landed upon the stone of the viewing platform near the top.

Many buildingsin Sankharawere unstable, and she didn't know the story of the Works or what pocket
of the deep human memory it had sprung from, so she kept her sensestuned for any disturbance. The
flagstones benegath her bronze boots were sturdy, enormous and well made. They were the summit of a
long, steep climb by ramp, which wound around the inner core of the tower and was broad enough to
have driven acoach and six up. Wind blasted down the throat of the chimney, and things far distant in the
mill cdlanged and rang in reply.

Vakyrie saw that some of the tangled streets that wound throughout Hoolerton actualy had narrow,
overgrown paths running among them, between buildings and across bits of land that ran wild. One track
aong these snickelways|looked particularly well used. It stretched from anarrow lane running beside the
pub into the long tedium of Crisscross Stret.

Promising hersdf areturn vigit to the Works later, or at least agood gloat over its story in SankhaGuide,
Vakyrie stepped over the broad balcony rail and opened her wingsto glide down into Crisscross Street.
It was early morning and no being was about except for asingle wiry-haired mongrel dog who trotted
nimbly away from her. It made the length of the street as far as the spot where the way was crossed by a
low railway bridge of black brick, the road benesth closed to normd traffic by iron bollards. Thereit
paused and sniffed, and its ears drooped with adispirited kind of unease. Instead of carrying on through
the tunnd to the street on the other side, it shook itsdlf vigoroudy, turned and made off dong the footpath
that followed therailway line.

Vakyrie hurried to the same place and looked carefully at the bridge. Triptrap Bridge was not too far
from here-the only means of crossing the Purbright at thisend of town-and thetroll and the toll were
notorioudy cranky to deal with, but thisdid not look like atroll bridge, and it wasn't in apart of Sankhara
that had many leanings towards that kind of thing. She was more worried about its collgpsing on her than
about magica guardians springing forth to challenge her. But when she put her hand on it and scanned the
structure she couldn't detect anything wrong with it. The shade undernegth it was afew degrees colder
than she would have expected, but she could see through to the sunny street on the far sde. With an eye



out for attackers lurking, she walked through.

There was no warning or sensation to mark the join of two redlities, but with one step she crossed over
from the mildness of Sankharas early summer to a startling brightness, the sun a alow angle, the air cool
and dry. Instead of the bricks of Crisscross shewaslooking at vast dabs of marblein her path, all
perfectly laid. To her right ran ahigh stone wall, and across the road to her left she found hersdlf facing a
low wal topped with huge and ornate black iron railings.

Beyond these lay extended forma gardens of amagnificence only matched by the building they
surrounded. Vagt, Baroque, to Valkyrie's eyesincredibly bold in decoration and magjesty, it stretched its
beautiful lines of pae stone Corinthian columns and capitasfor over haf akilometre. Between the sone
pillars and window-frames col our-washed stucco stood out in shades of eau-de-nil, powder blue and
rose red. Wild, snow-capped mountains were just visible through gapsin the forests that clustered thickly
to either sde of the Park boundaries and ran on behind it into the distance.

SankhaGuide's Image Search found what she was looking at, dthough it meant little to her compared
with the sheer impact of sanding therein that sudden cold, dl donein ahuge land. Vakyrie was so
astonished that she stood il there for many minutes, wondering why the Engine had built this copy of
Catherine the Great's Winter Palace, and why it had chosen to hide it down an dley in the cheapest end
of town.

But at leadt, she thought gleefully, | have something to tell Bob and Belshazzar.

She ran acheck on the building'sinhabitants, but the Guide went alittle tricky on her and stated that
nobody was registered there, asthe entire space was officially not part of Sankharaat al, and so lay
outsdeitsjurisdiction.

"Wadl, then, whoseisit?' Vakyrieindsted. She didn't think that the gate left gar and the footmarks on
the paths were due to ghosts.

"I don't know," SankhaGuide said. "It'sardatively new structure.”

Vakyriefdt atingle of interest and excitement. "And dl your unregistered citizensarein here, or in others
likeit."

"The Univeraty gaff are mapping it. Would you like to contact them?"

"Oh." Theglee at her discovery was somewhat spoiled, but sheralied. "Just give methe names. I'll do it
mysdf.”

She looked over the very short list of asingle name: Dr. Greg Saxton. He was part of the department,
and involved in the Isol Fragment research group, which ultimately came under Bel shazzar's remit. Saxton
was listed as having an gpartment in the Montecathedral area. That would have to wait for another day,
then.

Vakyriefollowed the dushy footprints leading across the massive paving of the road and paused at the
centreto look left and right. To her right the road carried on into the distance in astraight line. Closeto
the point whereit vanished into the dark shadow of the encroaching forest, she could see the great park
wall stop or turn. On her highest resolution she saw that it had in fact broken down and lay in ruinsthat
were quickly swallowed up in evergreen creeper. Where they lay the road had also begun to decay. Tree
roots buckled its perfect blocks and ice had cracked them into boulders. Saplings sprouted in the



margins where the thinner paving dabs had vanished.

A paeflicker of movement caught her eye, insde the tree-line on the park side of the road. She tracked
it, her Al targeting systems automeatically coming online, ready to dedl help or degth as directed by the
surge of primitive fear the Sght had caused. Old organizations of neuronswithin her that were still human
and Unevolved had recognized the typica gait of the wolf. It was bigger than any wolf she would have
thought to find in a Siberian forest though. Composite image enhancersrebuilt it in her mind'seye. It was
huge. Onitshind legsit would be taller than shewas.

Vakyrie gazed reluctantly at the Palace, cast asingle, uninterested glance to her left towards Sankhara
Central and found herself not surprised to see the road run on into more glowering woodlands. A big tree
had fallen from within the Park at sometime in the past and its enormous, funga-clad trunk blocked the
way completely amid a pile of broken stones on either side.

She turned back to where she'd seen the wolf. The pale shape was till there and she felt herself
observed. No sooner had the hairs on the back of her neck begun to prickle than she saw the half-hidden
figure elongate rapidly and step out of cover.

She wasright about the height. It wastaller than she was and, like Bob, it was a curious mixture that was
human and wolf, eagle and lion and horse and bear and something of the lizard too. She didn't know
what it was, except strange. She took a backward step before she knew it.

Thelong ugly face stared a her from adightly sideways angle. She saw it wore some kind of rough
clothing and metal decorations on itsface and hands. Its narrow, powerful limbslooked more suited to
al-foursrunning, but it had no trouble standing like aman. It had anecklace of bone and stone charms
among which were suspended a golden sun and an ankh, across and a Star of David, acrescent, a
feather and an iron ring. Vakyrie had no doubt whatsoever that she was|ooking a another Forged.

She accessad her links to the outside world and requested alisting but Who's What smply replied-image
not recognized, component features incongruent with current blueprint archive, refer?

-No, Vakyrie said and dumped the link asthe being held up one hand to her, palm out, fingers closed in
aclear gesture of warding before turning away. She thought of the golden gryphon and the butterfly. If
the blueprint wasn't listed even for intelligence agents then this cresture smply didn't exist. But she had no
doubt that this was one of her cousins and that it had spoken to her in Uluru. It wastoo much of a
coincidenceto find it here. Without hesitation sheignited her jets and took off in pursuit asfast as she
could.

The strange Forged dropped to all fours and melted into the forest, running. Vakyrie powered on
through the icy cross-winds above the treetops and switched vision to heat-enhanced mode. Now she
saw that whoever it was ran with real wolves, for they went legping in yellow and green over the Streams
and rugged hills beneath the branches like a flowing mantle. The person themsalves ran cool, dmost at
one with the ambient temperature, so that she could hardly see them. As she came directly overhead and
looked down she could only tell where they were by the behaviour of the rest of the pack asthey
struggled to keep pace.

Vakyrie checked her speedo-35kph-that was very fast for such rough terrain. No way could any animal
keep it up for long, and, even as she thought this she saw the weaker members of the group start to fall
back and ped away. The band divided. Four strong runners turned back towards the Palace, while two
kept to the line of aminor river, following the banks where she could sometimes pick them out in flashes
of sunlit grass. It was then she redized she had been diverted by them, and in that instant of distraction
had lost dl idea of where her target had gone.



She dropped to earth like a stone and landed on the spot where the pack had broken up. The ground
was soft and spongy and coated with athick carpet of pine needles. Tracks were very hard to pick out
but she found one clear mark. It wasawolf print, apack print by its Size, though it was peculiar. It had
an extrapad mark, smal and narrow, which looked a bit like the mark that might be made by avestigia
thumb.

When she straightened up she saw that something had been left behind for her hanging in the space
between two trees. She strode up and snatched the little cloth bag down from the leather strands that
suspended it. It wasred. Vadkyrie sniffed it, sensors on maximum, and discovered red ochre, iron, wolf
hair and acocktail of plant matter she couldn't immediately identify.

Surfing the intelligence net she found her answer soon enough. Thiswas gris-gris. avoodoun charm.

Vakyrieturned the smdly thing over in her hands. On the bottom a picture was drawn negtly in
narrow-line permanent marker. She knew what that was-you saw it dl thetimein the Temple area. It
was an dlusonto the first Stuff, which had manifested the same symbol when Corvax, thefirst human to
look at asample, had observed it.

Halfheartedly Vakyrie scanned the woodland and the surrounding cold hills but she found nothing, as she
expected. She hung the gris-gris around her neck, counting it nothing whether it was meant to hex or
charm her. Shejust wanted to keep it long enough to ask Damien some questions about it. As she
returned to the Palace area, walking quietly among the trees, it bounced heavily againgt her breastplate.

She stayed in achilly, uncomfortable hiding place beneath the overgrown rhododendrons just insde the
gateway. Asit began to grow dark a shambling figure appeared from the main doorway. It carried a
storm lantern and in the bright light Vakyrie saw amost peculiar face, both pretty and grotesque at once,
feminine but at the same time brutal and uncompromising in itslook. This person wore khaki combat
clothing, some whitein the mixture so that it could easily trek around in the forests, Vakyrie supposed.
Then again, it wore apink silk sarong around itswaist and a soft feathered boa around its neck. There
was no connection to SankhaGuide for Vakyrie to usein search for this person'sidentity, but she knew
well enough the ook of MekTek-Unevolved humanswho had undergone Forging after adulthood, into
some new shape for their own reasons.

Thefigure set out for theiron gate. Vakyrie came out of hiding and showed hersdlf, her pam up and
glowing with the badge that identified her as a Solargov officer.

With acrunch of boots on ice they both stopped a metre apart.
"Who are you?' they both said at the sametime.
Vakyrieidentified hersalf.

"I'mMandy," said the MekTek in asoft burr of low tones. "I'm the Keeper here. Y ou aren't welcome,
Officer Skuld, no matter what your misson. Be on your way."

"Not before | know your story,” Vakyrie said. They were roughly equd in size, though Vakyrie packed
more weight and armour. She was not intimidated athough the other's face became grim and dark.

"I wasabishop'swife," camethe unlikely reply in ameasured tone. "But later, when we had falen out, |
became aman, and after aman | became Tek, to protect myself from the Church. Before thismy name
was Amanda Deneuve and now | am known as Mandy Before. | am the servant of the master here and
no other. Love hastreated me harshly, as| seeit hastreated you, if your faceis anything to go by. Until
the master found me | took out my rage on the world. Sankharas graveyards are full of my



disappointment. But after hislight, | am a peaceful servant. Now | will have your sory."

Amanda Deneuve-it was awel-known scandd . . . Vakyrie did not believe it but she could see
immediately it must be true. The strange face could be shrunk backwardsin ddlicacy and strength to the
features of that missing society woman. Her picture had beenin al the newscasts several years ago when
she and some church money went missing; the bishop afl oat face-down in the Purbright.

"l am aservant of thelaw," Vakyriesaid.

Mandy Before lowered hislantern and spat on the ground. "Not here you're not," he said. "Hideif you
like and spy yourself slly, but | am about to close the doors and light the lamps. If you attempt to
interfere with the master, the servants of the lightswill run to find you and you will not want to be caught.
That goes double for the master's girl. Also, after dark, other thingsthat are hisless merciful selveswill
taketo theair. They are not so charming as heis, even though they are mind of his mind. His baser
ingincts are less than kind." The huge figure shrugged, massive shoulders making the tiny feathers of the
boaflutter and fluff in theicy ar. With no more care for Vakyrie Mandy turned and continued on his
walk to light the lamps that stood either side of the gate. Valkyrie watched him and he passed her by asif
she were not there on hisway back.

Shereturned to her hiding place astwilight came on. Presently another single figure came out of the main
doors. It wore along, heavy greatcoat of grey wool with ahigh collar and big leather riding boots but it
moved very lightly for al that.

Asit came leve with her hiding place it dowed down and stopped. Vakyrie peered closer, her eyes
expanded to their maximum to seeif thiswas the Master spoken of, struggling to see by the wesk light of
the lamps. But if she was about to be rumbled then she was saved by a high-pitched shriek from the
Paace doorway. The greatcoat turned as Valkyrie did, to see who was cdling.

A girl with white-blond hair, who wore combat clothes and an unsuitably thin lesther jacket, came
running through theicy air, her feet in their overs ze boots splashing through the muddy dush puddlesthat
lay on the wdl-used parts of the gravel drive. "Wait for me! Changed my mind! Hal"

The greatcoated figure held out the sides of its coat, and caught her up in them as she cannoned into it.
"Hnuh! Ouch. Y ou never dress properly.”

"Sankharais ill warm," she objected. "I hate carrying coats. Greg's coming but he said go without him.
Changed hismind too."

"Let'sgo then." But he made no move to undo the coat, which now contained both of them. Instead the
girl indgdeit wriggled around to face forward and put her huge boot soles on top of the polished riding
boots.

"Youreso dlly," shesaid and giggled as her companion started moving, doing the walking for both of
them, much more easily than Vakyrie would have imagined. They moved like aheavy, clumsy robot.

Vakyrie watched the strange procedure as they went out through the gates. Asthey came into the lee of
the forest wal the blond girl skipped out and jumped onto the pavement. She ran ahead and vanished
nestly through the invisible hole into Crisscross Street. The man with her paused and looked back at
Vakyriefor asecond, then followed her. Vakyrie tried to regain an image capture of hisface but found
she hadn't got one. Whenever shetried to resolve her memory it inssted on remaining blurred and
indistinct. He had no face. She couldn't even say with conviction whether or not he had hair or a hat.



She stood and walked to follow when adownrush of air startled her. Blades of darkness swept in from
the starry sky and dashed at her head and shoulders. She felt no impact, staggered with surprise. The
shadow talons of the invisible attacker passed straight through her armour and flesh. They did no damage
to her body at al and she was recovering, her gun ready, when shefelt sharp pain. The shadow touch
had easily opened her most vulnerable, raw wound. Her heart ached so badly she thought it was
stopping. With aroar of jets she made to escape. The dark hands that might be wings or only the shape
of wings made by taloned fingers harried her dl the way, their soft flutterslaying open al the old scars of

her past pain.

She stumbled through Sankharain a state of shock. It took her an hour to return home and then she
found aface she didn't particularly want to see, but she was glad to see someone and he gave her an
idea

Damien met her a her doorway, high in the starry sky, and looked surprised when she flipped over two
hundred honour points by way of agresting.

"Got ajob for you," she said. " Strictly aone-time offer. Hereésthe target.” She sent the images she had
taken of the peoplein the bubble envelopeto his Tab.

"Nicejuju," Damien replied, reaching out with one long-fingered hand to touch the gris-gris . "Where
dyou get it? Looks likethe red thing."

"It'syoursif you do agood job."

"Nah, nah, | don't want that! More than my lifesworth to takeit off you. Areyou crazy?' He Sared at
her with disbdlief, then shook his head, hair whipping in thewind. "Y ou Forged are dl the same. No finer
fedingsfor thered forcesthat dide under and take over. Trust me, you want to keep that. Hey, this
imageisno good. It could be anybody." He stared at it a second longer.

"Y ou know who I'minterested in. | have afedling you can find them without apicture.”

"Yeah." Damien shrugged and turned a neet pirouette on his section of the high wire. "Mmn, abit late for
shopping on your schedule. | guess| cango likethis."

"l guessyoull haveto."
"But | get to keep any change.”
"Don't get caught.”

"Now you insult me," he said, turned, then came back ddlicately on histiptoes. "Isthere aspecia reason
you aren't going yoursalf? Or the ratman friend of yours?'

"I'm not in the mood for parties,” Vakyrie said. She backed into her cabin and shut the door. The
gris-gris thumped on her chest. Shetook it off and hung it next to the horse bone charms. Then she sat
down on her bedding mat with aglass of scotch and the files that Bob had handed her, loaded from the
Wel'sinterna network.

The club had paid out over amillion creditsin thelast two months, dl into the same unnamed account in
the unattainable mysteries of the Uluru banking service. It was split up in uneven amounts across nine
separate entries. Next to every entry, labelling the transaction, was the single word- darshan. Sheld
looked that up long ago. It meant the grace of god, bestowed by a glance.

Prior to these transactions there were other colossal payoults, al unmarked, to the same destination



account. It wasthe kind of money that usualy signaled crimina work, but the blatant disclosure of itin
the books and the fact that it had been legaly submitted for tax ingpection puzzled Vakyrie mightily. The
first dated suspect transaction was afew days after thefal of Metropoalis.

But Bob had testimony, albeit from an unreliable source. Bob's source insde the club said that it was
some Stuffie dedl, and athough it was peddled dongside the more usua sexua or pharmaceutica
experiences on offer it wasn't either of those things. And they only sometimes paid. Sometimes, for
reasons nobody understood, it was free. Whatever it was, people came out of it changed.

Therewasafile of anecdota evidence on that, culled from the most exclusive parts of the hedthy/wedthy
net groups. They said it did your head in, abrainmdlt of the highest order, and that it was worth whatever
it cost and that it lasted and lasted and lasted. Persond ecstasy, savation, rebirth . . .

No, Vakyrie didn't want to risk that. She folded Elinor's picture in her hand. "Where would you go then,”
shewhisperedtoit, "if | became content, and forgot about you?' And then again, perhaps Elinor would
be there, but VVakyrie could never afford such a price and she didn't want to have to look at people who
got what she could never have.

Thewind got up later in the night. The horse bone beadstinkled againgt the gris-gris . Vakyrie, deepless
and heartsore, looked up and saw the smiley face twirling around and around. There were two wrinkles
in the chin, which looked like another pair of eyeswhen it was upside down. Happy sad, happy sad.

We met Francine a the Paace gates. She was carrying abag with transmitter markersin it, the surveying
type for long-term, wide-area data capture. The bag was amost empty and she looked flushed and was
out of breath.

"Hey." Francinewaved to usand | raised my hand briefly, Jalagkajogging ahead of me. He caught
Francine's hands and pushed his head through the barsto kiss her.

She glanced a me proudly. "The forest gets five metres closer every morning,” shesaid. "'l put out
markers, you know, like you said youwould but . . ."

"Never got roundtoit,” | finished for her. "That's dangerous. | don't like the idea of you being out and
about round here on your own."

"I've seen the wolves, they don't come near, if that'swhat'sworrying you. And | don't just put out
markers. | put out specid thingstoo, presents. Always gonein the morning.”

That explained where my blue china cup had gone. "Oh well then, straight up to the attic for you as soon
aswe get in." Theattic was a place neither of us was keen to explore and we'd made arunning joke of

putting it off.
Shelet go of my hand. "Youfirg."
"I think he should go. If he'sanything like he claims, helll be quite safe.”

Jalaeka opened the door and stood back to let Francine and me go through first. "I'll go while you two
get changed. Give methe machines." He held his hand out for my Abacand and the bag of markers.

| gaveit to him. "I'm not scared.” | stepped over the lintel and waited for himin the hall. Mandy Before,



the Pal ace keeper, had been around and lit the lamps. To our |eft and right the galleries glowed gently in
their light, columnslike orderly rows of ice soldiers, arches white and cold. | glanced up at the celling
murdl.

The helicopters and their sunset were gone. On atill river between jungle banks a small row-boat was
floating in midstream, athin ropetrailing behind it. The boat was empty. Thick migt velled everything
around it. There were hints of faces under the water and in the shadows between the trees at the water's
edge, but when | looked for them theillusion vanished. There was nothing there.

"Oh, that's much better," Francine said as she sudied it.
"Wasit like that when weleft?' | asked Jalaeka

"I don't know." Hetook arecording of it for mewith my Abacand, asif hed doneit al hislife. In one of
those moments that seem to stland out intime | saw the black fall of hishair againgt the soft white and
grey lines of the hall, the bronze line of histhroat, his beautiful hands with the silver Abacand resting on
them, and | saw how inhuman hewas. He wasn't looking at a picture. He was |ooking at me; the intuition
| had about it wastoo strong to resist. He was thinking. | remembered the cal culations on my Abacand,
the mathematics of existence. What was| in that? He was deciding somehow, and looking at that picture
and... | logtit, asthough my insight had evaporated.

Asheturned to speak to me, held never looked lessidealized, his expression one of dight surprise and
great pain, the kind of expression that would come from the betraya of an old friend or aknifein the
back.

Hewas adready hiding his expression as he turned to me but he wasn't fast enough. | wanted to touch
him, examine him, interrogate him, demand to know what he was thinking. His pain was replaced by a
strange, ancient weariness that made him look as though the gadight itself was strong enough to white him
out. Our gazeslocked as he spoke lightly, "Murderer goes up theriver to kill the old king in hisden, kills
him, becomes king, son replaces father, mothers become wives and sisters daughters. . . that what
yourethinking?'

Did heread my mind? " Something like that." | sounded colder than | thought | would.

"Look, murdering son aready got out of the boat." He pointed at theimage, at the boat and rope's wake,
as caught on my Abacand's screen. "It's drifting back downstream.” | felt hisgaze asif it were akisson
my face. The ghost of asmile moved his mouth. "Then again, maybeit's only aboat. Maybe whoever
wasin the boat forgot to tieit up, or they got taken by pirates.”

"Maybeyou're only some guy,” | suggested.
"Maybe." He held my gaze and its challenge.

Francine had spent thistime staring up at the ceiling but she looked back at both of usnow. "Stop it. |
aready want to dam your heads together, and it's not even nine o'clock. Why are we changing clothes?!

"Going out," Jalaeka said with an easy shrug and asmile. "l promised Greg I'd do whatever filthy porno it
isthat | do for you both, so that he can passfinal judgement and shop meto Solargov Security. You're
my guess.”

"And you were going to ask me when?' She put her hands on her hipsin pretend anger.

"Francine-would you like to come out to the club tonight?'



She was so happy. | was such afoadl.

| didn't like the boat picture. | wanted to go back to Francine's apartment and watch her taking her
clothes off, then watch her getting dressed. | wanted to brush her hair and put on her makeup for her,
losemysdf indl thetrivid perfections of smal momentsin which there was nothing but love.

| went to the end of the gallery where apartments had surrendered a coffinated corner spaceto asmple,
white-painted stair. | kept thinking about the things 1'd tried to explain to Greg in the plainest words |
knew, and how those words had built awall between usthat our sniping jokes didn't quite manage to
vault. | knew that | needed him in the coming storm, and | didn't like to speculate on the how and why of
it. I knew it in my bones, in the angles of my superstructures across al seven hidden corners. | didn't like
being at his mercy, though every time we came close to amoment of connection | knew he was someone
who could imagine me a better way. He could make me stronger. But sometimes he wanted afriend and
sometimes he wanted to finish me, and | was never surewhich onewas going towin. And | didn't likethe
boat picture.

At the top of the white staircase a narrow door with an iron ring handle opened onto adim and shadowy
world, floored by regular boards hammered in place by iron nails, lit by small, floor-level windows of
plain glass st a regular intervasto left and right. Although it was dark outside the rest of the Palace, the
windows herelet in asepulchra, sepia-toned light, just bright enough to illumine the empty spaces and
the even scatter of dried brown leaves covering thefloor. Their untouched carpet siretched from where|
stood to a point that must have been an unlikely severa kilometres away, dl relationship to the Palace
lost. At thisfase horizon the wooden floor was ill along way from meeting the roof, from which hung
suspended an entire dead forest. A leaf fell from the canopy of athick, faded red beech tree dbove me. |
watched its fluttering descent through the motionless air, and listened to the tiny sound it made asiit
touched thefloor.

| looked up to whereit had come from. Bats hung in the topmost branches of awithered oak, its highest
twigsafew metres above my head likerigid fingers stretching out in space to touch anything, touching
nothing. The bats were deeping with their wings wrapped around them, vibrating in space to the measure
of their rapid heartbegts, their dight motion making the curled brown leaves shiver around them. Farther
above me, beyond the bats, where the trees were rooted in sandy yellow earth, aroad wound through
the ddlls. | saw atiny man on horseback riding there, dirt brown in an empire of dirt greys, the mane and
tall of the horse and the hair of the man hanging down towards me. The sound of the horse's hooves was
like the patter of mouse feet. Dust and sand filtered down in a shower where they'd passed and sparkled
inthear.

| walked for about a hundred metres. Everything was very dusty, asthough most of it had been stored up
here for decades. After a short distance the leaves at my feet and on the trees changed. They were much
older, most no more than skeletons. The ochre dust that lay thickly around each one was the dust it had
crumbled to.

| crushed afew ddiberately under the sole of my shoe and ground them into the planks of the floor.

Some distance beyond me a breath of air stirred some of the deadfall into asmadl circle, lifting the leaves
up aninch or two, then letting them go. Their rustling was exactly the sound that the pages of aheavy
book makes when someone rifflesthrough it, not the sound of leaves at dl. | saw other paiches move
and dither in thethick fal and the syrupy, leaden air stirred against my face. From the vanishing point



ahead afigure arose, building itself rapidly out of branches, fleshing itsdf with thefdlen leaves. A wicker
golem, it came towards me dowly, though | soon redlized that the apparent speed was an illusion caused
by the distance. It wastravelling fast, and in itswake the dead |eaves and dust rose in astorm.

| glanced down at the picture of the boat shining in artificid light from the machinein my hand. | didn't fed
afraid of whatever Unity's Engine had created here, though its crestions were often worth being afraid of .
| felt tired. | knew the boat. It had been my boat, once. | knew the old flaking rusty-coloured paint of its
prow and the uneven action of the left rowlock and how it awaysfelt likeit waslisting when it wasn't
because the seats were warped. It currently rotted at the bottom of ariver deltaon aplanet avery long
way from this one, which wasin turn avery long way from Sankhara's appropriated world and, from
Earth, not even visible on aclear night or from atelescope stationed out at the system's edge.

| lost my patience with this dead inverted world-at that second something in me snapped-and | was done
with hiding and done with waiting and-just done. | set down one of the markers, turned my back on the
storm of leaves and whatever rode it, and walked back to the attic door. A tornado whipped into life
behind me, roaring like atrain. | closed the door onit.

For amoment | waited on the other side. An aready-weak breath of air pushed some dust out between
the door and the frame. L eaves battered and skittered against the panels, not even enough to shake the
latch. A pathetic, lost scratching noise grated across the floorboards and up the other side of the door
itself so that | seemed to fed aweak, trembling hunger scrabbling up the wood, scratching the paint with
itsfingernails. After afew secondsit stopped. It had no power beyond the dead wood and it would
never get out without somebody ese'sfear to animateit. | pitied it for asplit second.

| went into Greg's gpartment without knocking and returned the Abacand. He wasin the shower. | |€ft it
on hiskitchen table and called out, "Nothing to worry over up there. Come next door, when you're

ready.”

Francinewasin the middle of getting dressed. | fantasized that when | sedled the seams on her clothes
and did the boots onto her feet | was touching the people | loved in the world of the row-boat, even
though the youngest of them was three hundred years|ogt in time and the others | ost beyond reckoning
atogether, whichever universe was on either sde of the equals sign. | want to think that they liveonin
me, but that's not the kind of living on that counts. | want to see them again. | want to hold their hands
likel hold hers. | want thefirst Francine, so that | can tell her she can have all of me, for nothing, for
nothing.

"I didn't hear anything," Francine said. "What was up there?"

"Nothing." | crossed the room to her. She was wearing aslvery-grey top and leggings so tight they
looked shrink-wrapped to fit, and over them atranducent dress whose seamslooked like white line
drawings of suggested outer clothes. Her transparent pink high hedls sparkled with glitter. "Wish | were
you."

She wrapped her arms around me, pressing her body against me, drugging mewithiit. "I want to be you,”
she whispered.

| kissed her vamp-red mouth. | got dightly lost in it, and when she pushed me gently away | was dizzy
with the heady sensation that | could cross over.



Jalaeka dressed down, in filthy ripped jeans and awhite T-shirt, the training shoes on his feet smeared
with the ashy-grey soil and needle leaves of hislast run out through the bored forests of Anadyr Park.

Always running, ways dancing. He affected an air of happy nonchalance, but | remembered hisface

when held looked up at the boat as | watched him with Francine and the way they both changed in the
other's presence: two poles, magnetism.

He noticed me watching him as we made the short journey out to Sankhara Centra to the club but he
didn't say anything until we were at the door, when he lost his patience. "Oh for hell's sake, stop staring at
me, |'ve known you about athousand years. Let's go andyze everything until it hurts.”

"Damn," | said. "And therewas| hoping for the fantasy vampire figure from the Love-Craft romance
novel who wasworking here asa stripper in order to suck thelife out of everyone's mindswith his
tel epathic exchange system while they'rein some kind of neurological love catatonia checking out his
atificaly pumped-up man-magic.”

"That's somebody ese'sact. He'sonly in on Truesday. And am | the only person ever to come here who
hates the cute Sankhara days of the week?' He took Francine's hand and led the way.

" hatethem," Francine said.

"Metoo. Mefirst actudly," | added aswe passed through an ordinary door and onto along, candldlit
ramp. "1 hated them long before you got here."

"W, | hated them since they were made,” Francine said over her shoulder in the blackness. "And even
before.”

"Okay," Jdaekasad. "Aslong aswedl hate them, then everything's okay. | could never love someone
who thought in their heart of heartsthat Truesday was cute.”

"Technically speaking it should be Marsday,” | said. "If Wednesday became Wotansday and Thursday is
Thorsday. But there's till no accounting for Satyrday.”

"Y ou could tart acampaign, Sign apetition,” Jalaeka caled back to me aswe continued.

"You could get ared job." My bitching annoyed me, but | kept thinking that he was hiding far too much
and expecting too much from usin return. | didn't have that much faith that the evening would be more
than smoke and mirrors. | was ready to be disappointed.

The ramp pitched at amild angle until we had dropped about one storey in height and then emerged into
alarge, cavernous space.

The club was every hit as depressing as | suspected, but architecturdly interesting at least. Though
topped with areasonably sized building, the venue itsalf was sunk deep into the ground, asits name
promised. A circular well roughly the diameter of afootbal pitch had been built of stone, with asolid wall
outer skin and &t its centre an inner skin of equally massive blocks bordering an open drop shaft some
fifteen metres across. The inner wall was punctured at regular intervas with gothic arches, heavily barred
against would-be suicides or acts of casud murder, which let in light from the middle well.

Between the two skinsthe club itsalf spread out in two broad helical ramps, onethat led patrons down to
the bottom, the other, beneath and above it, winding them back up to the top and the exitsto the street.
The gangway lay next to theinner wall, on our right, giving views across the grest drop, while to the | eft
pie-dice zones of ramp had been roughly divided into different areas with different themesand



entertainment.

"Thisishdlish," | said, asour cheerful introductory pop became the softly burbling jazz of an
early-twentieth-century gentlemen's club, and suddenly there was wood panelling and cigar smoke

everywhere.
"Nineturns of the screw,” Jalaeka agreed.

"| thought you liked it here,” Francine said, catching hold of the velvet rope, which marked the edge of
the gangway and relative safety. She gazed around her with obvious excitement and pleasure and | felt
every one of my years. She didn't seem to care that Jalaeka had agreed with me. He exuded a deep
comfort as| watched him scan the a most empty spaces, the same kind of ook that Hyperion's lead wolf
occasionaly wore on her face when she scented the air prior to hunting.

Ah Jdlaeka, | thought, you're used to alot more here than you'll ever let her know, at least you won't | et
her know it if | have anything to do with it. It was strange to me but curioudy important that Francine's
illusonsin him not be ruined-at least, not ruined in a crass and insengitive way.

"It has the security of old familiar places, which | dways mistake for comfort,” Jalaekasaid as| paused
to look through one of the archesinto the centra well to see where the light was coming from. Its soft
white gleam shone fiercely from atorrentia fal of frozen water that had broken through from the
well-head and was crashing down to drown everything in amighty flood. At first | assumed it was solid
but then | saw that it was flowing in obedience to gravity, dbeit incredibly dowly, amighty staactite.

"That'sthe hourglass," Jalaekasaid, leaning out with me. "When it'sfilled the pool at the bottom and gone
flat and dark, then it'sclosing time. They collect sunlight in it for three days out on the snow above the
mountains of the moon.”

"| thought that was a Sow Glass property.”

"Movesfagt, dow to redease light. Sticky Glass."

"How many times have you explained that?'

He glanced a me, well aware of my hodtility. "Never. Everyone aways knew, except you."

I ignored him, though it was reassuring that hed gone back to baiting me. | felt him sigh heavily besde
me, then he withdrew. Through the windows of the inner well | could see the plummeting depths of the
nine-storey fal or look across, into other galleries and other fantasies. | saw flashes of dl the things that
had once been strange and had then become clichéd and then kitsch and then reinvented and cycled over
s0 thet they were dl somewherein that viciouscircle: contortionist girls painted in rainbow colours
twisted in knots, muscle men posing in some kind of dungeon, ahuge screen playing close-ups of aman
and woman kissing where occasiondly the view flickered to show theinteriors of their skulls, the bone
and tongue and lips only, or sometimes only their faces melting into each other so the mouthswere a
continuous stream of muscle fascinated with its own movement.

We drifted down and down, through Chocolate Floral, with its background of pretty landscapes and

naked people sporting in various outdoor |ocations of hedlthy aspect; hayfields, bluebel woods, torrential
mountain streams, through Funky Oriental full of disco dancing extras from Chinese opera, and Martial
Law and Petrol Head (gayF and gayM and transexualgayF and transexualgayM and Transvestite
and Celibateand Straight, each inther citrus-labelled variants of extremis-there was no limit to the kind
of peoplewho liked tinkering with engines) and Rubber Plantation and WarZone and Bunnyitis and

Fpacerobot and Miserable Tuesday Afternoon and Emergency Room and Ghetto and Haywain and



Spooky Dookey and Normal .

We got adrink and paused in the Library where athin Unevolved girl in atweed suit buttoned to the
neck and heavy Bakelite-frame glasses came over and tapped me on thearm. "Y ou're new." She
wrinkled her nose and flickered her fake eyelashes behind their swvimmingly enormous lenses. Her eyes
were enlarged by the glassto the Size of saucers. "Would you like to help merevise for my physicstest?
She held out an Abacand in her narrow, anaemic hand. Actudly she held it two inchesto my left because
she couldn't see much through the glasses.

Jalaeka and Francine were watching, trying not to laugh. | took it and saw with asolid sense of disbelief
that it was displaying atreatise on optica principles. Behind her severa other people were aready seated
between stacks, surreptitioudy fumbling one another's knees bel ow heavy wooden study tables it with
green glasslamps. Books, pens, cal culators and notepads cascaded below their intently focused faces.
Beyond them great racks of volumes, decima system markerslit in neon, stretched far away into what
wastheilluson of aBorgesan infinity. There was no music here. Therewas slence.

"Ah, leave him done Lizabet, hésmine," Jdaeka said easily and ruffled the hair on the top of my head
like | was a school boy.

| burned with annoyance and handed back the Abacand. Lizabet looked over her glasses at him. "What's
the smallest positive integer that could be expressed as the sum of two cubesin two different ways?'

"One thousand seven hundred and twenty-nine," he said without blinking.

She smiled at me and Francine and put her hand over her tweed chest. "Be still my beating heart. He
aways knows the answer. I'm gonna get him one day.”

"What's the last even prime number?' he asked her.

"Ohyou're just messing with me now." She batted her eyelashes a him. "Go and be bad somewhere else
before | have you thrown out for talking.”

| madeto get up, glad to be leaving, but Jaaeka held on to my forearm and his grip was nonetoo light.
| twisted my arm away. "What's the matter?'

"Don't makeit obviousthat you'relooking," he said and indicated atdl and curving figure highup ona
ladder in between the stacks to our left. Francine looked cautioudy and | waited, then looked when she
glanced back to him with a questioning face.

The woman wore an even more severe tweed suit than Lizabet had, her costume completed with seamed
stockings, patent black high heelswith vicious winkle-picker tips and smal, rimless spectacles. Her suit
bore cracked elbow patches of oxblood leather and her dark hair was pulled back into an intricate bun at
the nape of her neck, secured with asilver-tipped ebony spike. She was teetering on the top of the
ladder's extent, reshelving some scrolls. Even from that distance | could see the scarlet of her lipstick, so
intense was its colour, and the top of one stocking where her skirt rode up. Her waist was drawn in so
small that her body had assumed a cartoonish shape.

Shefinished her ersatz task and climbed down with alithe action, asthough her corsets had liquidized her
insdes, smoothing the line of her skirt as she walked towardsthe Ladies.

"Who'sthat?" | asked.
"That'swhat Unity'swearing tonight,” he said. "That's Theo's partid in Sankhara.”



"What?' | felt cold, jumpy. | thought it was another joke. The woman herself hadn't even noticed us.
"Areyou...?

"No. Theo hasalong history of seeding places with particular Suffieswho are dl variants of himsdif.
They livetheir lives, sometimes forever, and sometimes he comes back to do some work with them. Part
of what heis, hisfunction, if you like, exploring the frontiers of whatever species Unity is surfing at the
time. That ishispartia, here to find me and to find you, and she will, tonight.”

"But," Francine Sarted, sitting forward, her face amask of anxieties, "I don't understand. Why now?
How could it find you now?" She put her hands on hisleg, high up, aconfident, possessive contact.

"A woman | knew in Metropolis passed on agift to me, thisin fact-" Without warning he half turned
towards me and placed his hand on the centre of my chest. | felt asudden heat and saw the flesh and
skin around hisfingerslight up red for asecond and | saw, in my inward eye, mysdf, along time ago, on
Earth.

It was autumn and at my North American college dl the treeswerein their red and yellow livery asl
walked aong the street. | had a half-eaten ice-cream in one hand and | was walking towards my car. It
wasthe end of my Ph.D. year and I'd just come out of my vivaexam. My professor had offered mea
fellowship on the spot and my head was ringing and utterly empty, the universe of possibilitiesthat had
suddenly opened up inddeit expanding al there had been insde meto the limits of my awareness, leaving
aspace ingde that was perfectly luminous.

The feding returned wholesale with the memory, as these things do, but when the images and recollection
faded the fedling remained as strongly as ever. | was buoyant on thisresurrection and felt it settle, heard it
diedownto aresduad harmonic like the afterglow of agreat symphony in thefirst instant of silence, when
al themusicispresent at once. It did not lessen. It did not fade.

Jdaekawatched me with care. "' So, how wasit for you?"

| couldn't speak. My suspicion of his motives hadn't gone, | still thought histaking up with Francine,
relation with Damien and gppearance herewas dl too weird, but he'd given methis grest lift of heart. He
decided to mistake my conflict for curiosity-1 saw him make the ded with himsdlf quite clearly.

"What'sthat?' Francine asked, looking into my face so very hopefully that | had to show her the good
gdeof me.

"I'm only the conduit,” Jalaeka said evenly. "It was her power. | don't know what you see and | don't fed
anything. Only . . ." But he glanced down to hisleft guiltily and didn't finish. | stored that in my memory.
He continued, "And that's what brought the partial here. Not because my doing that vibratesin the
sevenshedt, which it does alittle-lots of Sankhara Stuffies have that kind of effect when they're apparently
being magical-but because | traded it for cash here, because | gave it away for nothing here, before|
even knew what | was doing, when | thought it was nothing more than a pat on the back, and rumour
spreads, and here sheisand it not far behind her.”

"Greg, areyou dl right?' Francine changed seatsto move beside me. | felt her hand on mine.

| turned towards her with what | hoped was areassuring smile. "Never finer." | tried to say abillion things
but they al escaped into the perfect, beautiful space inside my head. Jalagkawatched me closely.

Onething, | thought, one thing you haven't lied about anyway.



| asked the Librarian where | might find the host here who mended broken hearts. She sighed and took
off her heavy glasses, wiping them on alacy white cotton handkerchief which she drew from aninner
pocket. "I'm afraid he's not working tonight, well, heisbut it's a personal matter. So | can't refer. Isit for
yoursdf?'

"Yes" | said and it was no difficulty. | was glad of the ridiculous corset. Its bones kept me upright and
the pain kept me focused. | hadn't quite got used to gasping for bresth. | had to measureit out. "But it's
no matter if it isn't now. | wonder if you could tell me more, if | could make some gppointment?*

"I'm afraid the price has gone up terribly since he sarted,” she told me, replacing the glasses on her face.
Her teeth were too big for her mouth. She flicked open her Abacand and showed me some numbers on
itsscreen. "'If you redlly have ahard timethen thereareways. . ."

"l canpay,” | said, putting thetip of my fingernail againgt the one with the most zeros after it. "What about
tomorrow?"

"Why don't you come with meto the carrel and I'll fill you in?' she said, indicating a private reading room
with agraceful extenson of her arm.

"Thank you," | said and followed her. | had no sense of Theo at dl, it was as though | went through these
thingsfor mysdlf, only | had no reason to. | wanted to tear my own hair off, but | sat down demurely in
the chair and let her give me the spiel and the endorsements by al the big names and the celebrity shit that
went withit. Darshan they caled it. | didn't know that word. She told me he had arider in his contract
that forbade any publicity of any kind. Days ago | would have been entranced. | paid her and | took a
long look at theimage of him she supplied.

A thought rose unbidden in my mind, in avoice not my own- Don't you ever change? And nasty words
sad themsdveswith my lips, "Does he fuck?'

"Sure”

My ribs and stomach ached suddenly asthough | was laughing. | felt Theo sharpento apoint of pain
ingde my heed.

| thanked her and made the appointment | would never keep.

My search didn't takelong. They had said he liked to dance and they wereright. | watched him for a
while and | thought with jeslousy of al the awful relationships1'd had for Theo's unknown reasons, and of
the blessed solitude of my single-room apartment in the Adlf. | could seethat that was why he danced
too. For the peace.

Hewalked off the floor and directly acrossinto the darkness near the Hub where | was standing, singling
me out easily. Therewas no point in attempting to hide. | didn't know what he'd do. He came up to me
without hesitation and, as though we were meeting in afriendly way, caught hold of my hand and kissed
theinch of air besde my face. Sweat ran off him and his T-shirt clung to him. He smelled indescribably
fine. Helooked into my eyes, looking for Theo . . . and he saw only mein my wretched State.

"It1l be okay," he said.

| stared at him with furious jealousy. "Will it? Who's going to makeit that way? Y ou?' Beneath mea
claw opened, afin stirred. He might have stayed even so, with me having to endure his sympeathy and
Theo's voyeurism, but we were interrupted.



"Hey!" thetal EIf from the Surf Shack appeared from the darkness and clapped him on the shoulder.
"You owemeadrink." He pulled hard on the splinter's arm and shot me awarning glance which made a
pang of envy and resentment dart across my chest. Not for the likes of you, he was saying.

| stared back at him with my head high. A gang of revellers pushed their way between usand | let myself
be dragged aong with them into another place, farther down the ramp, where | made mysdf busy, so
that | wouldn't have to see who e se was with the splinter, or notice how much hewasin love and how
shockingly bad it had made his judgement.

All these things Theo enjoyed seeing. | wanted the splinter to win, so that Theo would die. | longed for it,
daring Theo to drag me back to Unity for my wanton sinsagaingt him. It would have been awelcome
relief.

Hedid not.

| drifted off for awhile. Other things happened, some strange, some not. | surrendered to the need to get
drunk in a pretty zone named Ziggurats of Cinnamon, where | matched Francine shot for shot,
aternating mint teaand her favourite cranberry vodka as we sat on ahegp of cushionsin aprivate
pashas tent. Jalaeka went out dancing on his own to the racing Arabic music (she wouldn't, | couldn't).
Welost track of him for awhile and | wanted to go and find out what he was up to, but | stayed with
Francineingtead and enjoyed having her dl to mysdif.

She tdked nogtagicaly about afriend of hersfrom home caled Sula, though she was careful not to let
dip where sheld come from-1 only knew that it must be Earth and somewhere in the Northern European
zone. | would have guessed England and close to the mouth of the Sankhara Gateway but | couldn't be
sure.

"You must missher," | hazarded as we went into atea phase. | filled her glass from the eegant bronze
pot we had been |eft with.

She sipped it and gazed at the steam rising. "Su wouldn't like it here. She likes comfortable, predictable
things”
"Shemight like to hear from you. Y ou've got free calls al night courtesy of Jalaeka, and you don't haveto

reved whereyou are.” | narrowly avoided mentioning that she could call home. ™Y ou could write her a
rK)te."

The waiter, aman with abeautiful leopard-pattern skin, came and removed our four shot glasses, left
clean and empty onesfor us, and the bottle of vodkain aceramic bucket of red ice.

Francine, doubtful about the prospect of calling, liked the idea of the note. She borrowed my Abacand
and began to composeit, cross-legged on thefloor. | lay back against my emperor's pile of silksand
watched the people who had joined usin thislow zone. The woman that Jal aeka had pointed out was
nowhere to be seen, and, for the moment, neither was he. | Tab-accessed the Club network and asked
SankhaGuide to find him for me. He was out of sght around the curve of the ramp, not far away. | didn't
bother to get up. The spacey feding in my head was too puissant. Then | saw Francine'sfriend Damien.
He was hurrying down on the absolute inward edge of the Hub turn, his attention intent. He went around
the curve. A minute or o later he came back towing Jalaeka by the arm and they both disappeared into
the crush of dancers now packing the smal arenain front of the staging areawhere hired



professionals-like him | suppose-showed everyone what alissome voluptuous gesture looked like when it
was done properly.

Francinefinished her message. "'l sent it," she said, then glanced in the direction | waslooking in. She saw
what | saw-in the centre of the swaying mass of people Jalaeka and Damien all over each other, mouth to
mouth, and their mouths alight as though they had a candle in between their teeth-a touch too exotically
painful even for the likes of this place, | thought, feding hot sparks of irritation and anger rush up and
down across my shoulders.

"Oh," Francine said, dightly surprised.
"Don't you hateit?' | asked her, drink getting the better of my restraint.

"Hm? No." She grinned and reached for the vodka bottle. "Why would |? He's only doing what he did
foryou."

"Hedidn'tdoit likethat."
"You're not agay ef though, are you?'

"No." Themore closely | observed her the more certain | was that she was getting a charge from
watching the two of them together. | don't know why | should have been surprised by that. For al the
shining prospect insde my mind, | was aways finding these gppaling moments of carping represson. |
supposed that was proof that whatever he'd done to me, change me he hadn't.

Francinefilled my glass and her own to overflowing, held mine out towards me. "Come on. You
promised me."

"I've had enough.”

"Don't beadill." She pushed it a my hand insistently. | set my tea glass down and took it. Therewasa
teasing look on her face | longed for and didn't carefor at al. We drank them in one. | picked thetea
glass up again and gave hersto her. She glanced nervoudy down at my Abacand whereit lay on the low
table.

| looked back towards the dance-floor and could only see unfamiliar faces and strange bodies moving in
the dim lantern glow. Then, across the Well, through two of the central windows, | saw the woman
Jalaeka had pointed out, Sitting done. The partial. | got up, not even sure what | was going to do.

"Where are you going?' Francine asked.

"Just to see someone. | won't be long. Pour me another drink,” | said and went before | could change my
mind. As| left I heard the Abacand chime to announce the arrival of amessage.

Everyone seemed to bein my way. It took me afew minutesto reach the spot at the Well bottom where
I'd glimpsed her face and | was worried the whole time that 1'd get there and she'd have gone, but when |
arrived she had only moved asmall distance away and was Sitting donein areaxed, blue-toned area
filled with quiet, apha-wave-enhancing music. Her eyes skipped restlessy through the people passing,
and her icy expression didn't melt in the dightest as| stepped up to her. It would have entirdly put me of
if I hadn't been protected by my dutiful research intentions.

"Can | buy you adrink?' Not one of the best pickup linesin theworld.

Shelooked me over but there was no flicker of recognition in her eyes or interest in her voiceto prepare



mefor her words. "Aren't you with little Miss Blond 1Q?"

| digested that for asecond. "She'safriend of mine, that'sall.”

"Then go pay her some attention.” She continued her ingpection of the passers-by.
"I wondered if | might talk to you. I'm aresearcher from . . ."

Shedidn't bother to look at me again, though her eyes narrowed as she spoke to me. Y ou you you. The
best thing you can do is get back to her while you till can. My boyfriend doesn't like your boyfriend.
Don't you know that by now?"

"Please, | don't even want to ask you about that, only about . . ."

Her brown eyesfixed me with the flattest, most dismissive look 1'd ever received, onethat indicated |
was |ess interesting than secondhand chewing gum. ™Y ou don't know when somebody's doing you a
favour. Go. Shoo." Shewaved her hands at me and flicked her fingertips. "Get lost.”

On my return journey my ruined planswere even less clear. | thought 1'd ask her to be interviewed, like
the rest of the Stuffies. She was a specid crestion, she would have to know some specia thingsthat |
could have got her toreved, intime. ..

"Youidiot!" Jaaeka gppeared right in front of me and grabbed me by my shirt front. I'd never seen him
angry before. Hisrage was dectrifying. He hauled me bodily off the Hub and into the edge of the
dance-floor where the crowd hid usfrom Francing's direct view. "What were you doing with her?'

| pulled away from him with ajerk. "Well, you said sheld find you and she hadn't found you yet, so |
thought it was my last chance to ask her some questions about being apartid. | wasworking. That'sdl.
Shewouldn't even know . . ."

"Know what?' he hissed at me, face aninch frommine. " Whoyou are? What, is she fucking dumb, you
think? Can't smell Francine on you? Can't smell me on you? Can't seethis-" He rapped me hard on the
chest with aflick of hisknuckles, then did the same to my forehead. "Come on, Greg, what were you
going to ask her? Whether or not I'm rea ?"

"How about whether or not you'realiar?"
"And what am | lying about? What have | ever lied to you about?"

"This. Here. This soft-porn show you're putting on for Francine and shethinksthat'sdl it is, nicey nicey,
hot stuff. But | don't think that'sal thereistoit. The darshan isn't it. Y ou're acting out some game when
you should tell her that . . ."

He cut me off. "That what? She knows dl this. She knows it. | wouldn't be hereif she didn't want meto
be. I couldn't be. Go ask her." Hisdark eyes dlittered, daring me.

"Or maybe I'll ask her what you did to her. Y ou changed her. Y ou know what | mean. Y ou Trandated
her, didn't you?" | was only running on empty when | said this, because | had to find something to fling.
Hisreaction stunned me.

A flicker of uncertainty ran through him. He stepped back involuntarily. His whole demeanour dumped.

"What the. . . Did you?" | dapped his shoulder, made agrab for his shirt, but it was stuck to him with
swesat and | couldn't get hold of it. "Come herel™



Hedidn't back off any farther but he held his head back and away from me as| rounded on him. "What
did you do to her? If you hurt her inany way, I'll . . ."

Then he looked down his nose a me, not just from his extrafew inches of height but from a thousand
dimensions of difference between us, in that second assuming dl the power he never ladd clamto and
holding it over me. It froze me. "Y ou'll what?" Hisright eyebrow flicked upwards. He might aswell have
held aknifeto my neck.

| shivered, walked backwards, dowly, shaking my head, eyes downcast, my hands held out, palm up. |
turned when | was clear and made my way back to the tent.

"God, you've been ages. Where have you been?' Francine complained, then said with asmile, "L ook, |
got anotefrom Su. Y ou wereright. She was pleased to hear from me after dl.”

| sat down obediently to share the letter with her and tried to mask the fact that | was shaking from head
to foot.

"Areyou okay?' Francine asked. She held out afull shot glass. "Come on, you're one behind.”

| didn't hesitate thistime. | let her pour two more for me. "Francine. | don't know how to ask you this but
... has Jdaeka ever hurt you?"

"No." She swallowed her dose of the liquor and squeezed her eyes shut for amoment. | hoped she was
drunk enough that it didn't occur to her to ask or notice where my question came from but when she set
her glass down she gave me ajudicious glance. "Why?"

"Nothing. I think . . . I think you should try to get away from him, that'sal.” Oh, what fount of geniuswas
that coming from?"He's not being entirely straight with you, | think. Something he said just now. Ask him
if youwon't believeme."

She frowned and stood up, by some strange magic | didn't understand more stable on her shoes than she
had been when she was sober. "'l will." Her glance was uncertain and not alittle betrayed. | longed to
take back what |'d said.

Through the tent doors | watched her go out into the dancers and find Damien there. She put her hands
on his shoulders and they swayed to the best, talking. Some of her gestures, quick and angry ones, came
in my direction. While she was out Jalagka came back, in aclean shirt. There was no trace of
otherworldliness, godliness or anything el se about him. He was as average as any Joe.

"I'm sorry." He sat down opposite me, where sheld sat. "That was unforgivable.”

"I'm sorry too,” | said, mostly meaning it, though | couldn't forget my fear of him that easily and didn't
trust mysdlf to say anything else.

"Fuck it dl," he said conversationally, took the open vodka bottle out of the bucket and upended it into
hismouth.

Francine came back with Damien and without another word being exchanged on our contentions we four
sat down together. Damien and Francine played Go and Jdlaekaand | watched. The leopard man came
back with two more vodka bottles opened and a glass for the ef. They spoke to one another in
whispers. Damien glanced a me with one of hisinscrutable efin smiles. Francine gave mean
unmistakable glare. | nodded and bowed my heed, guilty, guilty of spailingit dl, yes| was, and even so
that lingering sensation of puissance went right on rolling inside my head in an endlesdy confident caravan.



When | glanced back up | saw Francine had forgiven me. She picked up my Abacand from the table
whereit waslying in apool of spilled teaand was about to hand it back to me but Jalagka intercepted it.
"I'll keep that for now." He put it in the back pocket of hisjeans, the one without the tear acrossit. |
didn't bother to contest it.

Much later Damien went off somewhere, and later till the three of uswent back to the suite, an opulent,
modern place, entirdly soulless and forgettable. Francine went ahead but Jaaeka held me back inthe
narrow entrance hal, where it was so badly lit it was dmost dark. He put himsdlf in front of me, with his
hands out onto the walls on either side. | hdted clumsily and the door swished shut at my back.

He spoke with the careful but failing phrasing of the sdf-aware drunk. "I know you've got good reasons
to didike me, but what you've got to understand isthat when | ook at people, animalstoo sometimes,
but redly, okay, people. . . look, can | borrow your brain for amoment? | need to show you
something.”

"Won't that, you know, Trandate me?' | durred, trying to think of agood reason to say no, athough my
curiosity was uppermost.

"No, no, no. I'll go through your Tab. Easy. Won't be like being me of course but good enough. What do
you say? Go on. Indulge me. Just once.”

"Can't you tell me?’

"If 1 tell you it'l dl just sound drunk and you'l think it'sthe vodka."

"It isthe vodka."

"Mmn, yesitis, al right. You'reright. Thisisprobably avery bad idea. . ."

"Go onthen," | said, athousand times more daring and witless than usud. | wanted to know, and the
least kind part of me hoped it would be some kind of nail in the coffin of hismystique. "Should | St
down?'

"Nah," he said confidently. He abandoned his Samson posture on the walls and reached out for my left
hand, pressing histhumb over the dim wafer of Tab beneath my skin. | felt a soft, tingling fuzz of eectricd
activity.

Noise. White distortion. Impossible geometry.
"Bloody uselesstechnology,” | heard him say. "Can't render the sevenshest. I'll fakeit."

Space. And benegth it, around it, through it, the sllent music of frequency and wavelength set up in
massively complex harmonics; uncountable nodes, incomprehensible webs. Here and there focused knots
of activity with ordered structures and patterns.

"Those are universal fourtime expansons,” he said and without warning we dropped alevel, into just one
of those. " Sankhara."

Thiswas no lessintricate than before and there was much more information-blinding amounts of it-but
now, although | could hear the harmonic reverberations of the sevenshest, | ceased to have any visua
kind of representation of it.

Space. And scattered withinit, glittering dust.



"Gdaxies"

Wefdl again. The number of musical scaes exploded, dominated by the relentless seething fury of the
sarsin their speeding dance as they whirled around the galactic nucleus. Disk stars and gas were so loud
| couldn't stand to look at them. Halo stars sang in dmost single notes by comparison-arelief.

We saw one star.
"Sankharas star."

Within it were al the symphonics of earlier stages. Around it Sankharas system revolved; the sinusoidal
sngletones of lone comets, the stately rhythm of the planets, the whispering chatter of rocks and dugt. It
had never occurred to me that Sankharaexisted in ared astrologica place. Somehow | had imagined
that it ended at the limits of the city where the borders of the Engine's command were ddlineated. The
agreements with Unity had aways been that no Sidebar world would ever exceed aminor Earth nation in
size, and no humans had ever been beyond the edge of the consensus zone. But it wasredl.

| saw the planet we were on, blue and green like Earth, asingle moon in orbit. While the geology itself
was as dazzling and vibrant asthe rest of my vision there was another intensification here, located on the
surface, dmost like what | had been able to perceive had been doubled and the second pattern located
here.

"Organiclife”

"Whoa, wait . . ." but we werefdling into it. Mercifully the dua scaes cut themsalves short asthe
secondary oneincreased dramaticdly initsvolume and size. | looked on amoving structure that might
have been adtar, so intricate and lively were its patterns. But now | could seewhat it really was. It was
the Sidebar Envelope. The border was clear in thiskind of sound and vision, a peculiar shape and sound
mogt like the colour blue. And inside the frenetic activity of the near-blinding light of the city, | could see
the contrasting, uniquely peculiar forms of something which could only be. . .

"TheEngine"

Tendrils stretched from it, melodies and lines, wrapping themsalves around and feeding up into various
regions like bacteriaor vird strains, mutating rapidly, changing the micro harmonics of structures small
and large. It wasworking.

"Wait. Wait!" | was desperate to seeit, desperate to try and get agrasp of my new ability to seeand
hear, but we were il faling.

| was now orbited by completely different songsto the stars, but no lessintricate, | was surrounded by
webs and networks, with brilliant nodes, each one of which was a perfect microcosm, but quite different
from the nuclear kinetics of stellar combustion or the swirling e ectromagnetic sorms of the gdactic
clusters. People.

Then | waslooking a asingle example, and it wasn't unlike auniversein and of itself. It was so very,
extraordinarily complicated, much more so than even the universes we had seen. Every chord within it
wasin addicate baance, congtantly changing, aunique pattern that never repeated, was never
duplicated anywhere, ever . . .

"That'syou," | heard Jalaeka say and | waslooking at the shadows of the hallway.

"Ohgod...canwego back?| haveto seethat again. Itwasso . . ."



"Boring," he said. "It was very, very boring. Now, thething is, with people, unlike with garsand
universes and planetary cores of metalic hydrogen and any number of charming chemica reactions
across the el evensheet, when you do something to them, they react to you. They don't just react like you
knew they would by forming dimensiona warps or minerd sdts. They tak. They bitch. They moan. They
sometimes long to call you amanipulative son of abitch. They give you presents. They kissyou. They do
strange physical thingswith you. Sometimesthey kill you. But they're not boring. Look at you. When
you're faced with that, the universe can go to hdll.”

Without warning he turned to me and kissed me, pressing me up againgt thewall for a second. At the
sametime he did hishand down theinsde of my forearm very gently and | felt him pressmy Abacand
into my pam. He bent my fingers around it and then | et go, placing both of his hands on my waist, neither
pulling meinto him or holding me away. Therewasalong, infinitey peculiar moment in which | found my
mouth open, tongue againgt his, my body as soft and pliable aswax. | ran my hands down his back and
felt him react ingtantly, conforming to my pressure with adelight that was tangible in his skin and breath;
the most responsive person I'd ever touched.

| pushed him away with both hands againgt his chest. Hewas aslight asair. "Don't."

| lay alone in one of the bedrooms with the door closed and tried to forget it. | was awake along time
and there were things | could have taken to sober me up and make me deep but | didn't. Night turned to
day. | got up shortly after seven and walked down into the Temple Didtrict to air my hangover.

| thought | should look at the cathedral that Hyperion had talked about and on the way there | saw the
man himsdlf, seated like an ugly grey dog at thefoot of the eterndly burning statue of ShivaNatargia. The
sun was bright but the air was unseasonably cool; he was warming himself in the statue's ruddy glow.

"Dr. Saxton," he growled as| came up to him, standing to meet me on dl fours, his snaketail uncoiling.
Thelook in hislong yelow eyes was searching and suddenly he bent his forelegs and bowed to me,
athough it could have been the early part of adoglike stretch. Y ou are graced,” Hyperion said,
sraightening. He seemed amused but because he had no smileit was difficult to tell.

"I waslooking for the cathedrd," | said, mustering as much dignity as possible around my headache. |
actualy felt reasonably sick. " Graced" was not the word.

"Look no further." The SAmagundi pointed to the massive Structure of gothic extravagance in creamy
yellow stone that had replaced the Apollo shrine. "We can St down insde.”

| scanned one of the pretty carvings of an antlered man on theway in. The early sun caught him at an
anglethat caught thetiny facets of quartz and feldspar in his structure and made hiswhole form glow a
deep, rich amber. He was made of Flappit Ashlar (SankhaGuide told me). Thefact hit my
acohol-numbed brain, but it didn't get very far, though it did make me fed like vomiting for some reason.
| passed on quickly.

The cathedra did not follow a cross pattern. It was pentagond, with five transepts, one aligned to
magnetic north, the others at their alotted points of the compass. We sat down in front of the enormous
stained-glass window of the north transept. | redlized that it wasn't asingle sheet made by hand at all, but
the face of aperfect crystal prism. Its structure had been manipulated so theat the light that would have
been ordinarily broken up into the full spectrum came through in specific wave engths a specific points,
cregting apicturein purelight.

My stomach cramped painfully as| redlized | waslooking at an image of Francinein awhitedresswith a



dark-haired woman in ared dress and red shoes lying across her 1ap, arms outflung, possibly dead in the
style of anineteenth-century pietd. Francine looked down, not up. Her body was arched in an attitude of
horrified despair. She had aknifein her hand-abig one.

"It changes," Hyperion told me from where he sat on the floor beside my pew. "Every night something
new appears. All the glass here changes. And during the hours of darkness the gargoyles climb down
from theroof and refuse to let anyone in who is human or Forged. Extraordinary, isn't it?"

That wasthe word for it. | Stared at it along time. "Do you think Unity evolves?' | asked him.
"It lives" Hyperion sad. "Thereforeit mug.”
"What do you think that would look like?"

"Perhaps like awindow in acathedra, or atreein the taiga or a sound where someone is there to hear
itlll

| haf listened to hisanswer. | had no natural mysticism with which to respond, but as| was staring at the
pands above us and unwillingly thinking the obvious- Show White, Rose Red-my hand found my
Abacand in my pocket. | opened thefile Jaaeka had given me. Hyperion settled down onto his chest and
put his head on hisforefeet in slent contemplation, and | began to read. | read until the sun had passed
noon, then until the red colours shone so strongly at me with the effects of the afternoon sun that |
couldn't carry on. | closed my eyes and rested my head on the pew in front of me, though | was only
half-done.

My head ached. My chest fdlt tight, my back unbearably sore. | was no longer convinced that Jalagka
was a Stuffie fragment of Francing's, nor human-no certainly not-but not entirely aien either. At last his
story persuaded methat | was foolish to be jealous of what | hadn't known.

Hyperion looked up at my change of position. ™Y ou are sober, Doctor."

"Ah, sothat'swhat itis" | said to him, tempted to pat him asif he were adog, but fortunately
remembering not to.

"You aretroubled.”

"Asusud." | didn't know how to tell Francine any of Jaaekas history asl'd read it, or that | should.
Everything had changed. | wanted to apologize to him. | had absolutely no ideawhat | would or could
say. "l haveto go home."

"I will wak with you, if | may."

"Please yourself." | turned back at the door and looked at the window again. It was clear to me that the
window, and its changing fortunes, could only be about one thing-an event that had not yet taken place.

| picked up the heart-shaped lump of rose quartz at a shop in the Embargo where atiny gnomelike
woman, who looked half hedgehog if her whiskers were anything to go by, spent her days chisdling
sculptures with her teeth. She sold alot of quartz, askitsch presentsfor Earth tourists. My bit was quite
ordinary, until | wrapped Theo's hand around it and turned it into Stuff.



At the University | went to the Casua Classes office and enrolled in aceramics group. My pass let me
into the main buildings and Theo-in-my-hand opened the doors for me thereefter. | |€ft the heart at the
bottom of the dish on adesk where alot of other quartz mementoes lay collecting dust. It was atidy
office. | had noideawho it belonged to and | didn't want to know, even when | was amost falling over
all the evidence | needed. There were photographs on thewal but | didn't look at them.

| left everything else exactly asit was and went home.

All day the decorators come and go, the builder, the plasterer, the power technician, the designer

worried about this and that in araucous Earther accent that spits at me with al the vitriol of someonewho
despises professionals and longs to be doing the apartments of celebritiesin Laaand and other Sidebars
of that kind. | make them drinks. | read fashion journas. | do my nails. | listen to Theo beneath me,
talking at me, passing the time as he waits for Jalagkato get to a point where Theo can make him suffer.
Hisvoiceislike my own voicein my head, so smilar sometimesthat I'm not sureit isn't me, taking over
when he stops, athough he never stops. | drag the file across my nalls.

Unity-fromwhich | arose, to which | will return, in which | am buried as the arrow the target, and
which is buried in me as the corpse the grave and the treasure hoard within its unbreachable
chest.

He aspires to be human. Compared to that kind of pathetic ambition . . . ah no, they always say
this, don't they? Those great villains of melodrama. And then someone will always speak up, some
hero, and say that righteousness and kindness and compassion are universal and the greatest
good that overcomes all. They won't even acknowledge that thisis a fallacy invented by the weak,
to enable them to mass together and become strong enough to conquer in blood like every other
conqueror. They believe it's an actual soddingprinciple of existence. We are living among beings
who believe in universal justice, Rita. That's the level of what we're dealing with.
Spatiotemporally bonded pond scum.

We could leave now, you and I, we could let this systemrot in its own entropy. The Mystery
continues everywhere, in all places and at all moments. Why stick this out and call it important
over any other waste of time?

Test. Test test test. Testing. One two three. He said | was a test that hadn't finished running yet.

Where are all the great thinkers that surge in the wave beneath me? Why can't they just give me a
straight answer and be done with it? All that intellect, all those human hours embedded in the
meat: they must know everything between them. But here we are. Here we are.

Do not let that Glaswegian pansy put the yellow wallpaper in the bedroom.

I'm no more than a servant. It's not for me to question why I'm still here. Maybe I've been alive
too long, and it's destroyed the purity of my being, as dirt accretes on all things and entropy
discomposes.

| didn't used to fedl thisway. | didn't feel much at all until he came that bloody day, a billion
light-years from here, when | fought him to the ground and put my sword through his heart and
left him for dead, thinking this wasiit, this was my time come. | waited for the second of bliss
where | would be reclaimed along with him, back to the completion of Unity. And stood there.



And stood there.
And cut his fucking head off, and stood there. . .

A year of anguish followed: his body in the glass coffin, attended by the princess of the sea who
dressed himin her clothes and tried to raise him like a necromancer, sacrificing chickens. |
abandoned him there, before she annoyed him out of death. | had a lot to think on.

| think I have it out now. Stuff reacts to dreams. He did it by surfing for the right kind of mind,
and he had the good fortune to be cast at the outset by someone who wanted a smart hero. Sight
drawback with the doomed love angle on that one, but hell, worth the breaks. They were so
needy, so dreamy, so desperate-like you, Rita, wanting eight place settings of the black lacquer
dinnerware when you will never invite more than one person at a time to eat with you; because
you dream of having that many friends. He was only made of Suff. What can it do but acquiesce
to people who pursue the Mystery with such passion? They all longed for it and they all made him.
And when he found out that's how it worked, he went looking for dreamers with specific kinds of
ideas and began to make himself, through them, into the figure of their desire.

And one of those devious little sods had the idea that he should be invulnerable. That's all it took.
They decided that he was going to live no matter what, and the Suff that he was made of,
knowing that the greatest threat to him was Unity, changed. It altered the fundamental nature of
what it was.

Hence Metropolis-let the physics do the dirty work, | thought; we wouldn't survive this kind of
compression, so hewon't either. Even if he seesit coming, ther€'ll be nowhereto go. | had
everything covered.

Elevenspace. | don't think you understand what it means tomake more of it. There isn't anything
outside it. All 4-D expansions abut on the same other seven. Elevenspace is the fabric of themall.
Do you see where thisis going? Every Sdebar isjust a 4-D bubble, like every other universe, like
a string of beads-all on the same string. The ones with which we live in comfort share our 7-D and
they can get close to one another, even touch, but not cross. He made a new eleven. He made the
stuff into which universes are born. He used it to drop next door, into Sankhara.

And now he's our enemy, because he has the potential to destroy us and outreach us, creating
being so much harder than going with the thermodynamic flow. | have to assume he could snap us
shut-no problem. But he's not of the same value as we are, Rita. He is one. He never consumed
anyone or anything. He is unique and alone. We are multitude. To exterminate us would be to lose
mor e raw information than he would come acrossin a billion years. And not information like
those dead packets shooting back and forth on the nets the machines here bat around, but living
things, people and parts of people, dreams and visions, the whole nine yards of lifeasit islived,
the entire Mystery. You, me, everyone.

He's got to go.

Theo shut up after awhile. My initia horror had subsided now and was dumped comatose in the dulll
ache of hisnagging whine. Despising him was better than fearing him. | wastoo tired of himto care
anymore.

| made the designer go out and fetch me another set of curtain swatches, another crate of tile samplesfor
the bathroom. | like terra-cotta, but | have thisfedling that Theo isin the mood for black marble. | don't



want to livein the hdl of his bad losar-dom, and | sure ashdl don't want to wash init.

Francine and Greg were working on the smaller roomstoday, so they could be in any number of places.
| went in through the main entrance and ran through the Military Galery, between the portraits of great
generds where the sunlight filtered down like spear shafts from the high skylights. I dowed down to pass
the great doors at the end, and glanced |eft towards the cathedral.

Inthered Pdace, in St. Petersburg, | had seen the cathedra floored with beautiful marquetry, but in our
Pdaceit was made of flowers and perfectly impossible to wak on without destroying. Many footprints of
dead brown petals and crushed stalks testified to less careful vidits, but it was ill an incredible sight, and
amell. Thewadlsand columnswereal covered in whitelily petas, their decoration, sculptures and
curlicues gilded not with gold but honey that dripped from their overhangsin dow time. The cathedrd
thrummed with a congtant litany of bees.

Francine and Greg were not there.

| found them at last in the Bone Room. It manifested all the proportion and charm of the rest of the
Pdace, and dl the skillsthat had gone into the manufacture of other marvels, such asthe Maachite
Room, but asit promised in its name, everything was made from bone; animal and human. A lot of

humen.

| heard Greg'svoicefirg, saying, ". . . quite abit of architectural humour in this pelvic archway. Look, dl
fashioned from . . . Jalaeka, hey, what do you think thisisall about?'

Sincethenight at the club and the persond history 1'd given him, he was both more respectful of meand
lessfriendly. It hurt, but I couldn't blame him.

"War," | said, walking over the skulls and leg bones that had been cut to lie face upwards and end on,
giving astrange surface of worn domes and gaps, like cobbles. Francine was sitting on the edge of one of
the more robust chairs. She was fingering its arm with an amusing mixture of fascination and revulsion on
her face. The radius and ulna of the chair were the same size as her own.

| pushed my face againgt her neck and nuzzled her, stedling that second to imagine mysdf making loveto
her. | wanted to, and it must have been obvious to Greg because he gave her aknowing look she didn't
quite catch as she turned away from me. Hewaved at her, his shoulderslifting with tenson. "Go on,
Francie. I'll finishit."

"It'sokay, | cameto hep you,” | said.
"Look." Francine pulled me forward by my hand. "L ook at this."

Beyond the arch they had been admiring lay a boudoirlike space, a secluded areajust big enough for a
small gathering. It had no windows and was intended to be candldlit. Francine picked up Greg's Abacand
and used itslight to illumine the walls as she drew me closer. It smelled odd here, mustiness unable to
mask the swestish stink of ongoing decay. She didn't seem to notice it as she ran her fingertips over the
rougher bones. | saw that all of them bore score marks, some from edged weapons and some from teeth.

"I've seen thismotif before, inthe Adf," she said, pointing out the design. "Greg saysit'sasymbol of the
Vdar. Andthisoneis. . ."



"I know what itis" | said, glancing at the swastika.

"And these arelinked in to fairy-taes." She showed me more of them. "And look here, between these
knuckles." She put out her finger, ready to stick it into agap, akeyhole. | grabbed her hand before she
could complete the action, swesat breaking out across my back. "But no door."

Therewas adoor, but | wasn't about to show it to her. | saw alot more signsand symbolsin therethan |
liked, some that weren't even of Earth. | didn't want Greg asking me about them. | didn't want to know
about them mysdlf, thinking that Hyperion was right when he said this place was mine, the Engine building
old pieces of meinto the solid world. That it reacted to me was the proof Greg didn't liketo
acknowledge, that | was not identical with Unity. Then | saw ascratch mark in the corner that made me
go cold-the old symbal that used to be on my door, when | lived somewhere avery long way away from
here.

"Francing," | said, to soften my own shock and to fix mysdf in place and time.
She glanced back to ensure that she was hidden from Greg, then kissed me.
"Not here," | sad. "It'savery bad placefor this."

"Areyou afraid?' she taunted me, pleased with her boldness at even being in the room, in the acove,
delighted with finding the keyhole and in the mystery of the whole place.

"Very." When she stood back to go ahead of me | had the distinct fedling that the front of my body had
adhered to her like thin tissue and was now tearing itself off. | had to follow her closdly.

Greg glanced at me, amixture of envy and resignation on hisface. | rested my hand on hisarm. "Let's go.
Y ou shouldn't gpend too long in here. It's not only wallsand floors.”

He didn't meet my gaze but hisvoice was clipped. "Then what isit?"

"Everything here died by violenceand in anger,” | said.

"How would you know that?"

"All the marks. | was only guessing about the anger,” | said. "I'd be angry, if it happened to me.”

A long moment passed between the three of us, Greg making notes, Francine watching, biting her thumb,
mewith my mouth full of . . . "There are thingsin here that belong to me."

He glanced up a me, hisface heavy with the suspended weight of al that lay unresolved between us.
With Unity, and Theo. "What?'

| took him towards the back, where the door was, which | vowed he would never pass through, and
showed him apand. Made entirely of rib bones dotted together, it looked like narrow, wavy planking,
stained brown. | touched three of them, two splintered, one shattered between them. "Thisiswhat
happens when you get stabbed by afull-force blow dealt by abroad-bladed iron sword with adull point.
Thisisthefirg time someonetried to kill me."

Helooked at it doubtfully and poked mein theribs. "Y ou seem okay."

| showed him the lyrical mark of the caligrapher who had devised anew character to represent my
name. It had been scratched on a scapula and stained with black inks. "What does that say?"

His Abacand came up blank. He gazed stubbornly at me.



"That'smy name. Why won't you let me save you?"
"I don't know what you mean."

"Gloves are off now. Theo knows. Thelonger you insst it's not going to happen the less chance | have.
Comeon. You know it'sthe only way."

Greg looked towards Francine but she had opened one of the books he had given her-so many of them,
history, novels, scientific scripts-and she read out of it, the vellum pages rustling under her fingertips:

"Unity: Machine-biologica entity of unknown structure existing in 7-space.. . . blah blah blah. . .

"Although 7-space is contiguous with 4-space it does not include ared time dimension. It does have
imaginary time and other, pseudo-temporal membranes but these are not linear or expanded. This means
that eventsin 7-space are not bound to time's arrow-the future is not dependent upon the present and the
past isnot indifferent to future events. All human notions of planning, intentiondity and meaning pretty
much fly out the window at this point.” Shelooked up at him. "Y ou wrote thet. Last year."

Greg folded hisarms across his chest. "I've written alot of things. It'stheway | think, by putting them
down. It's not necessarily true."

She frowned in concentration and read on. "Unity in 7-space exists outside human perceptions of time. It
cannot perform operations that depend on linear time; thisincludes ALL actionsin 4-space, Since they
aredl bound by Rea Time. If it thinks or acts it must do these things in a4-space structureinside 4-D. It
ispossible, and theoretically it must be certain (because we know that Unity does act and something must
impd thisaction), that Unity must have an awareness within 7-space that is not tempora nor empty, but
this cannot be perceived by any 4-D limited being (al humans).”

"Yes, dl right. It needsabit of work on thisawarenessthing," he said, clearly irritated.

| added quietly, "It uses everything and everyoneit touches, asamatter of fact, though it isn't dways
conscious, evenif they are.” | watched Francine reading, thought that if | ate Francine | could see through
her eyes, fed what she feds, know what she knows. | could be her. It's only a heartbeat away.

She moved uncomfortably under Greg's scrutiny and her voice cracked alittle. "Unity interacts with living
4-D conscious beings by becoming the stuff of their desires. It assimilates them piecemeal, becomes
them, records them, consumes them. It is possible that Unity only has consciousnesswhen it isinvolved
with being somebody e

Greg turned to me. "I the Engine made this, and thiswas you, then that isn't the same aswhat it
supposedly does here in Sankhara. It was never permitted to drink memories or remake them. So
Belshazzar indsted. | dwaysthought it must do, though, but | could never find adirect link-one memory
to equa one object. And you have two, right here in thisroom. But how do | know you didn't make
them up? If you are truthful, then what the hell does a creature like you want with the two of us, here,
now? And if you want us, then why don't you just take us? Y ou don't even have to bother doing it bit by
bit like Stuff does when it Trandates people, waiting for them to lead it on by using it more and more.

Y ou could just do it now."

Francine folded the book closed. They gazed at me slently.

| shrugged. "It'slike that old poet of Hyperion's, Ramprasad, said: | want to taste sugar. | don't want
to be sugar. | don't know how or even if that kind of experienceis possible to maintain asa Unity-type
gructure. If | eat Francine, what will we be? And if | eat you, what will wethreebe? And if | ate you



without asking I'd be afucking troll, Greg. Not your friend. So stop talking to melikeyou fell to Earthin
the last shower."

The smdll of decay was dmost unbearable. "Can we please leave here?' | demanded, though | wouldn't
have moved if they did not.

"l need to think about it," Greg said stiffly. He turned and walked out, head down. Francine waited.

"Metoo," | said and moved acrossto her. She did her arm around my waist as | reached her and leant
into me asweleft. | closed the door behind us-an ordinary Palace door, and, as my first truly unshielded
act sncel entered Sankhara, | fused it shut to the frame.

Greg was dready halfway back to the corridor's end. Francine held me still where we stood. She dlid her
hands under my clothing.

"| trust you," shesad.

"Not you I'm worried about,” | replied. "Lower. Lower. There."

| considered Jlaekas offer. | did nothing else, though | continued the motions of going in to work,
checking my mail, making smdl talk with the other staff, holding seminars and tutorids, dishing out notes,
having lunch with colleagues, writing papers and preparing areport for Belshazzar which, astime went
on, | redized | had no intention of sending. Friends I'd been ignoring lately asked after me with concern. |
replied to their posts and made mysalf accept coffee gppointments with them, reassured them, though
probably without agrest dedl of conviction. They assumed | was pining for Katy, and | et them.

| finished very late, working until my eyeswere sore and no amount of uppers could help me make sense.
After | had closed down my Guide links and was ready to leave | sat, thinking about his offer. One old
acquaintance, Sheena Daley, avisiting professor from Dublin, stopped by to see me and we got talking
about Trandation as we shared acup of tea.

"I don't know if it'strue that you have to make the Stuff into athing. Any kind of intention would
probably do in apinch. We get used to thinking of big dramas because of the way Isol picked up Stuff,
because she had to have it or die, but some of the accidental cases| came across recently have been
with people who were trying to use the Stuff for persond gain,” Sheen said. "Y ou know the kind of thing.
More successful, better in business, better in bed, blah blah.” She pulled the basket of quartz objects that
sat on my desk towards her. They came amost routingly now as joke presents, mostly from grad
sudentsof mine,

Sheen looked through them and laughed. "1 have my own selection. Y oursare nicer | think. They must
like you better. Ooh look. Y ou have hearts. Six of them.”

"Five" | sad, taking the basket back from her and tipping them out onto the table. | put the rough stones
and other shapes asde. She wasright. Six hearts. Four rose ones and two grey-brown Cairngorm
smokies.

"The smokies are my favourites,” she said, picking those two up. "I awaysthink of them as unrequited
loves”

| held the four rose hearts. "'l could have sworn | only had three.”



"Maybe you have a secret admirer.” She smiled at me and put the dark ones back.

"That'll betheday. | think thismust bethe first time | looked at them in ayear, cometo think of it." It
unsettled me, but we were soon discussing ajoint paper we planned to write about fiction and fairy-tale
Stuffies of Sankharaand | forgot abouit it, as usud, wafted away on awhirlwind of idess, the stones
clicking gently in my hands as | turned them like worry beads, over and over.

Finaly, "Youlook tired,” Sheen said. "And it'stime | went. Still living out in the middle of nowhere down
Verkhoyansk way? We miss you in the old M ontecathedral markets, you know."

"I'll beleaving soon,” | said, thinking that would definitely be the case, oneway or another. | put al the
stones back in the basket, and went home.

The next day, the day | started to hear the gods, was a\Wednesday. Fitting enough | suppose-1've never
associated Wotan with fun. Hiswasn't the name that camefirg, but | consider it hisfault. Odin.
Whatever.

It was also the day of the Metropolis Report. It was issued from the Solargov Central Office and it stated
rather flatly that Metropoliswas officialy Missing. All resdents were presumed alive, but separated,
possibly permanently, from Solar space. An hour after | received thiswhitewash | got avisit froma
Forged agent, a Slmagundi cdled Bob Clovitz, who told me in no uncertain terms that the Securitat was
watching me closdly and would be much obliged if | said nothing, either about Metropolisitsdlf, or about
any suspicions | might be harbouring concerning Unity activitiesin other Sidebars, particularly Sankhara.
Hisvigt rattled me badly, so much so that | left work early, but it was nothing compared to what
happened in the pub later in the afternoon.

The evening was wet and dreary for late summer, the sky overcast with the Smmering unease of two
magjor wegather systems colliding. The moment of the first name was nothing specia, quamoments. | was
raising my glass and planning on ordering another. | was glad the place was busy and that hockey was on
the TV; Sankhara Tigersvs. Blackpool Belles aways guaranteed alot of viewers, alot of distraction and
agood excuse to Sit alone and not talk to anyone. | was brooding over Jalaekas offer of Trandation yet
again, trying to separate my fedings about him from my fedlings about the Stuation morewiddy and also
from Francine, and | was having the usual success rate-zero.

Thefirst name was unpronounceable: most of them are, | found later. 1t was hidden in the bony clack of
pool balls striking one another as a Herculean smashed the cue ball into the pack. | heard the name of the
god of al gods, and dl the names of the gods counted in those few clicks; the balls became an abacus
talying divine power in an unknown base.

The clicks bypassed language. They spoke directly to me. It's hard to explain this but think of it the same
way that asmple gesture, like ahand touching your hand, can convey al the comfort in the world. The
clicks spoke like that, but they weren't comforting. They said: listen to this very specia number, this
integer of unknown magnitude. Here's everything you need to know about anything. Hereis god,

speaking to you, Greg. To youl.

| tried to shake it off, but that image of the bals being used to convey a private message lingered. |
swallowed thelast of my beer and put the glass down. | glanced at my Abacand but it wasn't Engine
Time, when the world turned on strange wheels-wouldn't be for another two hours and twenty minutes.
Thewords of the Report: accidental closure. . . space-time discontinuity . . . unknown permanency . . .
kept weasdlling their way into my thoughts, then found the gods talking and stopped, and rushed off in
another direction, trying to get out of my head.



A cold, nasty fedling, not unlike being immersed dowly in a sucking bog, soread across my back and into
my guts. | thought of the Stuff back at the lab; the fragments donein their jackets of lead, concrete, glass,
metal, wood, stone and dl the other insulating materials known to man; those dangerous pieces hidden
from al sight. | remembered the rose heart and saw Sheenasaying, "l like the smokies. . ." Queasy, |
pushed my empty glass away.

| got another beer and | put the gods down to anger; at my reaction to Solargov's marvelloudy spun
cover-up over the fate of Metropolis; at the way it had fallen under the persuasive jackboot of bloody
Unity and its emissary Theodore, god's gift (he waswell named, I'll give them that). They came up with
the lame explanation that M etropoliss space-time collapsed due to unforeseen tidal interference from the
"nearby" black holein RX J1242-11.

Asif somebit of dust likethat black hole would have affected anything Unity wanted to survive.

| checked my call list. I'd been so besieged by media calsfor quotes and commentsthat 1'd told my
Abacand to disregard anything other than persond cals. Ever after it had been very quiet.

| thought about Jalaeka, Damien and the mermaid, the Bone Room. | couldn't call Francie. | wouldn't call
Katy. Nobody else knew enough. | called Jaaeka.

"Hey, Greg," he said, giving me the second half of a smile from another conversation hedd just ended. By
the background of where hewas, | thought he and Francie must have gone out into Sankhara. "What's
new?'

| got out of my seet, |eft the table and walked into the street before | could tell him. It was dark and it
wasraining. | huddled in the entryway.

His smile changed to alook of concern. "Areyou dl right?’

"The Metropolis Inquiry published thismorning,” | said, because he never kept up with current affairs. "It
wasjust like | thought it would be. | hoped . . ."

"Y ou hoped that there would be some justice or honesty, but thereisn't.”

"Of course not." And there was the other raft of things| didn't say but which he knew about-the fact that
he had told me what happened to Metropolis and how he knew. | had the strangest fedling, like | was
shifting over the ground though | wasn't moving.

"Greg, | can hear you thinking from here. Did something €l se happen? Want meto meet you?' He
sounded worried now, and that almost tipped me over into panic.

"No," | said and took agamble with mysdf. "Could you . . . | mean, could you tell?If | had Unity
exposure?!

"Yes," hesad. "Ligten, say there. I'm coming right now."
"Not here. I'm going home. Y ou don't haveto. I'm fine. I'm sure it was nothing."
"I'll seeyouthere" Hecut the call off.

| leant against the wall for a second and pushed off it and out into the rain. He met mejust insde Anadyr
Park on Verkhoyansk Boulevard's dick black paving and held an umbrella up over me. After we fought
through the gateway we put our heads down against thick deet and ran for the Palace door.



"Couldn't manage anything more godlike?' | said-and there | was, the full arse, back again, covering all
my fear with supid lines.

"Technicdly, it wasjust eesier to use this" He shook the umbrellaand put it in the stand.
"What | sad. | don'tthink .. ."
He caught hold of my shoulders and looked into my eyes. "Don't look back.”

"What?' But his strange command had distracted me for the essential moment, asit was no doubt meant
to do.

Jalaeka's hands squeezed hard, crushing my muscles against my bones. Hisface was completely sad.

| couldn't help thinking that this shouldn't have happened to me, though at the same ingtant | was aware of
how unholy bloody ironic it was too. How could it? How could it be true?

"Oh," Francine said with relief when she saw us at the door. "It'syou. Comein.” She stuck the pencil she
was holding behind her ear.

| stepped into the grand bedroom, cold and in a strange menta state where al my ordinary thoughts had
been bypassed. | noticed things without seeing connections. | operated according to anew salf who must
have beenin medl thetime, rentlesdy practicd. Goiin, it said. Be polite. Act normd.

The drapes on dl the windows were shut. In the colossa marble fireplace afire burned hungrily. Her
desk-abeautiful piece of furniture stolen from elsewhere-was covered in books and a brand-new and
unopened Abacand initsfoil packing sat among them, itsingtruction note open and face-down. He had
bought it for her.

"What'sthat you're reading?'

"Mmn." Shelooked at the spine of her book. "Philosophiae Naturalis Principia Mathematica." She
grinned at me.

"How'sit going?' Thiswastutor-mein action. | sat on the other end of the couch. | was aways surprised
by how fast and how well shelearned. In spite of being surrounded by studentsin my seminars who had
been engineered from the same Genie block bases as she had been, she was faster, and sharper.

"I don't think I'm going to be any good a the maths Sde of Unity studies," she said airily, pushing the
book to onesde. "l prefer your end of things. Socid and psychologicd. I'm hoping my experience of
helping you log the Palace will count when I .. ." She hesitated and smiled shyly. ". . . gpply.”

Thiswas such unexpected good news, but | could only manage to say, " So, when did you decide this?"

"Oh, dunno. | wasthinking about it for awhile." She glanced down and then, in one of her rapid but
accurate ways, did across the couch, kissed my cheek and got up. "D'you want adrink or something?”'
Still not making eye contact. Then making it. "What'swrong?'

The wind rattled the shutters with sudden ferocity and made us both jump.

There was amoment of complete hunger, deepless restlessimmoderate vital absolute savage longing. As
with the names of the gods, it was gone before | knew what | felt, but it had the same qudlity of revealed
knowledge about it. My automatic self replied to her question smply, "Unity got me. Tag. I'mit.”



She gasped and dropped the thingsin her hands. She touched my face and her eyesfilled with tears. She
threw her arms around me. | stood motionless and looked over her shoulder at the flames dancing on the

logs.

Wéll, little Miss Blond |Q, what did you do to him? Let'sfind out.

Water dripped steadily from the leak in the roof and the room shook with the force of thewind as
Vakyrielooked out over the city from the shelter of her lodgings high in the Aerials. Shelooked to the
north, to the windward side. Crystal's of ice smashed an inch from her face, done to desth on the
toughened safety glassthat wasal that stood between her and atumble of some five hundred metres.

Vakyrie shivered. Shedidn't like those moments of Engine Time when thingslike that
happened-conscious things, smal things, as you watched. It meant the Engine's attention was restive and
struggling against the Regulator, trying to burst forth and engage with waking minds. Vakyrie reached up
and took down the fetishes of horse bones and tiny stone rings her highly superdtitious landlord had hung
up to prevent any mishaps of that nature. Their constant tinkle and rattle was making her nervous.

She watched the city lights and the movements of the traffic as she swapped out her power packs for
ones carrying full charge, checking and caibrating the speed of connections, working over her Tek
element with methodical care. At nine she ate aration of supplement from a standard-issue pack-free at
al Forged PickMeUp outlets, nineteen spectacular flavoursincluding Origina. She could never read the
label without hearing Elinor make the cringe-worthy old joke based on the name of Unity's homeworld,
Crigin: Origind-tasteslike dien planets.

Vakyriewas picking wads of it out of her teeth with afingernail when an aert message from the office
presented itsdlf for her attention. Shewas glad of theinterruption and read it quickly. Belshazzar had
forwarded it. It was a Black Spot Order or, informal terms, a Port Authority standard notification of
Contamination & Trandation and it had been served on Dr. Greg Saxton, Unity Studies Faculty,
University of Sankhara, ten minutes ago on Site a Authority West. Exposure date was reckoned within
the last week. Voluntary or forced quarantine notice to be exacted in October. Vakyrie stopped
chewing.

Shed followed Saxton around for months, along with Bob Clovitz, who was on him anyway, because he
looked like he might cause trouble when the Metropolis Inquiry reported. He and Vakyrie had often had
to sort out their differences of opinion over who got jurisdiction on the Unity Studies Faculty and Gregin
particular, dueto hispolitical leanings. Vakyrie was an employee of Solargov, part of itsofficia military
security shadow. Bob was Secret Service. Today had been Metropolis Paper Day. Bob was on duty
and Vakyrie, after months of very little noteworthy activity on Saxton's part, had left himto it. Hed
agreed-athough she didn't think he was religble-to cal her if anything kicked off.

I nstructions were appended.

Belshazzar wanted her to find out where and how the exposure had happened. Vakyrie must ascertain if
Greg had been careless with the Faculty's Stuff Fragments or not.



Vakyrie, who had never got her head around the difference between the Stuff that scientists experiment
on and the Stuff that most of Sankhara was made of, snorted. She could hear Belshazzar patiently
repeating, The intention guides the function, but the words didn't connect to anything in her head. Not
that it mattered. Her job was not to find out how it worked nor why, only to carry out orders and protect
the human populations. That was straightforward enough and shefelt pleasurein reminding herself of it.

A sheet of lightning startled her from the mild trance she had been in as she paid attention to the incoming
cal. Other flashestore slently across higher skies and made the clouds legp out into great bulwarks
above. Were-light and smoke rose here and there among the buildings downtown. Shift Sirenswailed,
just audible above thewind. Therewasahdl of alot of Engine activity out there.

Vakyrie decided that Saxton would probably head back home, and would be in shock no doubt. Bob
would betrailing him and would amost certainly know about the Black Spot. Saxton would be ableto
think about nothing other than what had happened, ways supposing it was not deliberate. The best way
would beto talk to him while he was most off-balance, and least likdly to be able to hide the truth.

Rdieved a having something to do other than St around watching and listening, she was dmost cheerful
as she got her wings and rocket pack from their places on the wall. The bubble house swung from sdeto
sde and she stood for amoment, balancing, as shefixed her helm visor and switched her primary
sensory systems over to temperature, radar and aternate spectrum channels, the storm being too savage
to see through with smple eyes.

It gave her a statutory five seconds and a gong warning to give her the chance to get off, then opened.
Her wings were dready opening as she passed through, faling straight down. She angled them and
brought hersdlf into afast glide, facing into the wind. As she cleared the Aerids and reached free air, she
ignited her rockets and felt the sudden surge of power in her back asthey gave her forward speed. The
wobbles and wrenching of the winds stabilized. She held her arms close to her sdesand flew low
between the spires of the Adlf, avoiding the turbulent air pockets on their leeward sides as she headed for
the Anadyr Park gateway.

When Jalaeka left to take Greg to get hisinfection verified at the Port Authority, | locked the door
carefully. I wished I'd gone with them but it was out of the question. Thelir equipment would immediately
have identified me as Guideless and they would have arrested me. | rubbed the back of my hand where
I'd removed the Tab.

A thin, distant howl sounded over thelilt of the musi ¢ the Foundation were playing-9:00P.M. , happy
hour. | went to the curtains and gently moved one aside. Itslead weights did over my foot and the cold
air it had been keeping a bay washed my face. My breath misted on the glass behind therain. There
were no shutters on this bay and usually there was a superb view across the gardens and the estate but
tonight it was so dark that the only thing | could see was along yellow lozenge on the lawvn where light
from the Gaudi ballroom shone out. Probably Mandy was there, or some of the Love people dancing on
its perfectly sprung floor.

The howl sounded again. It wasn't very near, but it wasn't awolf either. There were two packs of lean,
grey and black beastsand | knew al their voices-l'd even seen them now and again, trotting fast across
paths in the gardens on moonlit nights. This howl waslike awolf's; it asked a question and made a
statement. But it was too human to be one. Greg aways said we were lucky nothing worse had come out
of thewoods. He thought it was only amatter of time.



He had atheory that Anadyr Park was where the Engine put the most hidden and most unfaceable pieces
of its human psychol ogy-down in the backwoods, in the old forests on the mountain, in the wintertime. It
suited histheory of archetypes, even though the Sankhara Engine rarely fitted any theory and would as
soon spit out aghast into a shop window display of women'slingerie. Probably do it more readily, which
gives someindication of what peoples minds areredly up to onthe dy. At least when you attempt to go
and livein afairy-tale paace you think you have an idea of what you're up againg, if you've done the
reeding.

| felt congpicuous.

| closed the curtain carefully and went to Sit by the fire with my borrowed books. The empty symbols
danced in front of my eyes. | kept thinking of Greg's astonished, horrified face and the way held looked
at me as he realized what Jal aeka had seen. He wanted to be saved. | wanted to save him.

| put the books away and cleared the desk. Thunder rumbled and the wind picked up again. They'd be
soaked to the bone out there.

| played some music of my own, quietly. | didn't want to blot out other sounds. Time crawled. | took the
Abacand Jalaeka had bought me out of its wrapper and entered the activation code from the instruction
leeflet. It was abeautiful thing-aflexible slver band that could fit like abracelet or fold upinto a
coin-sized square to Sit in apocket. | said the numbers cautioudy though. It was along time since I'd had
one and never one as advanced asthis. | didn't know what they could do now.

It lay on the pam of my hand and reflected the firelight like avanity mirror.
"Please supply your name and identification number,” it said. "I cannot locate your Guide.”
"I'm gatdess,” | taldit. "My name's Francine.”

"Please ate your preference for my interactive persondity.” Its voice was pleasantly androgyne, rather
warm and comforting.

"| likeyou theway you are," | said. "Y ou can gart there."
"Isthere anything | can help you with now, Francine?'

"What can you tell me about Unity Trandation rates? And don't use my namedl thetime, | hate that.
And never tell the Guide whereyou are.”

"Without Guide authentication | will haveto rely on black-market bands and entry portsin the Forged
underground networks. Thiswill require funds. Do you have an account?’

| turned the |eaflet over and read from Jalaeka's handwriting on the back of it. The codes opened his
account with the Forged Independence bank in Uluru. When I'd asked him how much wasin it hed
grinned. "Enough to get you into the best college on Earth, set you up in anicelife on Earth and let you
liveout alot of yearsin style. Just try to clean me out, baby."

| had no ideahow much, or whether it was the right thing to do, but it was exciting to have so much
power suddenly in my hands, after so long with nothing. The Abacand spoke:

"The latest tracked rates of Unity Trandation vary according to the degree of interaction between the
person concerned and the Stuff object or person they are communicating with. Thisis anonstandard
definition of communication. It assumes the voluntary participation of the observing person and the
receptive operation of the Stuff object. The lowest Trandation speed on record for complete immersion



istwo years and twenty-eight days, thirteen hoursfifty-seven minutes and eight seconds. The fastest
recorded Trandation speed is two hours and one second. This datais not considered a representative
sample. Theoretically, the upper-limit Trandation time is one Planck time. Thereisno anticipated lower
limit. Moreinformetion?'

"How much did that cost?" | asked, thinking in terms of what | spent on food during an average week,
maybe ten, fifteen bucks or something like that.

"Two thousand and forty-eight credits.”
| amost had a heart attack. All the blood rushed somewhere not useful. " Stop! Stop.”
"The transaction has aready concluded.”

Two thousand credits. | felt physicaly sick. That was more money than | had earned cleaning roomsin
sx months. What would he say? How could | tell him | asked that stupid a question for so much money
when Greg would probably find out for nothing?

| pulled at my hair and took adeep breath. "How much isleft?”
"That information is currently off-line. . ."

"Y ou have five million two hundred thousand two hundred and ninety-one available credits," said a cool
and amused voice from the bed.

| turned my head so fast that | felt the musclesin my neck tear.

A tanned, blond and handsome man was lying back on the rucked covers, hislong legs stretched out and
feet crossed as though he'd been there for some time and was enjoying agood spectacle. Hewas
beautifully dressed; white shirt, suede jeans, loafers, completely dry; entertained by my surprise and fear
and happy to let me know it.

"Don't you want to know how | know?" he asked, leaning up on his elbows, "or are you wondering how
it isthat your fancy go-go-dancing whore of a boyfriend has so much money he never told you about?’

My fingers closed tightly on the machinein my hand and its edges cut into my skin. | hurt. Every bit of me
wasrigid with fear. How had he got in? It was Engine Time. Was he part of something like that? Wasn't
it againgt the rules or something to have thiskind of thing? But in my heart | knew who it had to be. Like
Greg, | didn't want to believeit. | willed it unredl.

"Cat got your tongue?"' he asked and lay back down and laughed. He picked up one of the cushions and
hugged it, rolled over and lay facing me with it underneeth his chest, resting hischin onit.

| made myself speak before | lost the ability. Therewas akind of other me running things now, on
inginct. My thoughts were behind it, like smoke and shadows, usdless. "Who . . . who areyou?'

"Ah, the classics." He smiled and showed me his perfectly white teeth. "Who are you? Why are you
here? What do you want?' He waved hisfeet in a perfect imitation of my own habit. " Get up and come
here. I've cometo seeyou. | fed likewe're old friends who've never met." His eyes shone with fera
intent.

| didn't move. | couldn't have anyway. There was abuzzing sensation in my head, like trgpped flies. "Go
avay."



"Fvemillion credits” he said, luxuriating over every syllable of thewords. "Five mill -ion. Five million.
Now what could anybody do that's worth that kind of money? Hmm, | wonder. Perhapsit's bond
trading? Perhapsit's drug running? Perhapsillega Tek or psychosurgery? | hear he's very good at that.
Isn't that right, Francine? Sorry, Francie." He gave me acoy look as he made asharp intake of breath at
his pretended mistake and bit the cushion. Then he moaned in aseries of short, rising tones. "Or maybe
he does something €lse. But not with you. Why isthat?'

Herolled off the bed and stepped down from itsdais, graceful and strong. He paused at the desk and
looked at the books stacked oniit. "A lot of reading for someone as magicaly incurious asyou are. Do
you know what | think?Well, I'm not going to wait for an answer as| don't suppose I'll get one. | think
he'swaiting for you to ask him because he fedlsguilty. Do you know what that might be about?"

| looked at the door. | looked at the windows. Too far. Too heavy. Too locked. | hadn't put any
information in the Abacand, there were no hot keys. | did my thumb over it, trying to access call mode.

"I'm talking about before." He casualy pushed the books off the desk and swept his hand over the
polished wood. "Before you, darling. But he hasn't told you about thet, just like he hasn't told you about
darshan and what, down at the Wdll, they like to cdll the holy fuck. And seeing as how | know were
such good friends| felt | had to tell you."

"I know everything,” | said, diding away to the edge of the sofa. "Angel Five. Metropolis. | dready
know." The Abacand blegped as | pressed the wrong thing on it.

"Angd Five?' Hewaked around the desk and straight up to me. His hands were cool as he threaded his
fingers through my hair and took hold of my head with the pressure of avise. My ears pounded. He held
me there and then dowly dragged me to my feet and turned my chin up so that | had to look into hisface
or dare Sdeways.

| tried to do that, and to stop shaking, but it was too frightening not to be able to see what might be
coming. He had blue eyes. Hislong fringe flopped el egantly acrossthem so that he had to flick it away
with ajerk of hishead. As he spoke he reeased the pressure on my skull and his hands did dowly down
my neck and became gentle, exploratory. "Thelastinavery longlineof . . . well, | don't liketo say. But |
will. Dead girlfriends and boyfriends. Let's see how many; oh, at least ten. And in terms of casudtieswho
were not so privileged, darling, there are smply millions. Millions of dead people. | wanted you to know
S0 that you had achoice about it."

"What choice?' My voice was barely awhisper. Helooked down at my shoulders as he touched them,
then he began to undo my clothing.

"Theinformed choice," he said, in stockbroker tones. "That'swhat it'sal about, isn't it? A choice.
Alwaysachoice. Look or not look. Touch or not touch.” Hetook his hands away and glanced at my
face and put them back on my breasts. "Make or not make."

"Get off me." Talking was better. It made me stronger. | knocked his hands away with my forearms.

"That's what she said." He stepped forward and kissed the top of my head, then stepped away and
turned to lean on the mantelpiece and look into the fire. "She said, 'Get off me,' just like that.”

"I'm not ligening to you," | told him, quickly taking hold of the two haves of my shirt and pulling them
closed over mysdf. | was shaking so hard, my hands trembling, | couldn't fasten them shut. | kept my
arms across my front. The Abacand was still in my hand, locked there. | felt its resistance and flex insde
my pam. | lifted it towards my mouth to call Jdaeka



Theo's hand caught mine before I'd had time to finish taking bresth. He smiled and with both his hands
opened my fingers and took out the silver square. "Oh look," he said, "I'm frightening you. Y ou're
bleeding." Where the Abacand had cut my palm and fingers he took my hand to his mouth and licked
acrossthe wounds. The machinefdl to the carpet, slently.

Jalacka oncelicked acut of minelikethat.

"So, where werewe?' He kept my hand and turned it in hisown. | tried to pull it away but he wastoo
strong. | clawed a him with the other hand but he ignored me completely. "Oh, yes, your lineis'Get off
me.' I'll be him." He waited, looking down at me with amused disdain as my nailstore his skin open. " Say
it?"

| clenched my teeth together and pulled on my arm with al my strength. When it didn't move | tried to
kick him but he sdestepped. With my free hand | hit him in the face and saw him haveto turn aside, a
scratch opening across his cheek.

"That'sit," he said, grabbing my wrist and forcing it down. "Now you're getting the hang of it. No line.
Still, we know how it went." He bent close and whispered tauntingly, "Get off me." He stood up and
shrugged. "And he did this."

He picked me up easily and in afew strides crossed the room and flung me back onto the bed. With
both hands he grabbed my shirt front and tore the whole thing in two.

| screamed at the top of my lungs and he dapped his hand over my mouth and ground my head back into
the mattress. "That'sright,” he said. " She screamed too. Maybe he did tell you thisstory.”

| tried to bite the thick flesh of hispam but he ignored me and pushed down harder while his other hand
bound my wrists together with the torn shirt. He was very deft and wound it incredibly tight. He sat back
on my legs at the knee, tore a piece off the end of one of the bindings and balled it up carefully, using his
own teeth to help. | tried to kick or wriggle away and he let go of my mouth and dapped me. My head
rang and tears flooded my eyes and nose. | felt him jam the cloth between my teeth.

"Thiswill haveto do, I'm afraid,” he said in his pleasant, businesdike voice. He sounded dmost
sympathetic. " She was held down by other people of course. He likes an audience. But we haveto
improv.”

Heretied my hands to the bedposts.

Nothing he was saying made any senseto me. | hit him with my hands clubbed together. It was aweak
blow that barely grazed his chin and he laughed and stood back to take off the rest of my clothes. "Nice
shoes," he said, letting them drop to the floor one at atime. "He aways liked pretty things. So. Five
million credits" He pulled my jeans off from the ankle, then my socks.

| drew my legs up and kicked him. My right foot caught him on the arm and spun him half away. | tried
agan. Hetreated me like an annoyance and caught my anklesin hishands. He wasincredibly strong; like
amachine he put me where he wanted me and my legs burned as| resisted but they went anyway. He lay
down between my legs with hisface over my crotch, my thighs pinned under hisarms. | managed to dig
my hedl into his spine but he didn't seemto fed it.

"Five" hesad, amiling a mewinningly. Heran histongue dong theline of my knickers at the top.
There must be away out of this. There must be. But | can't think of it.

"Million," hesaid, and as he said it licked the fabric crotch. "What beautiful underwear," he added. "Silk.



So thoughtful. Oh, but I'm forgetting my directions. Anyway, no point lingering over it dl too long. Five
million credits buysthe grace of god about three times anight, which is pretty fucking saintly, lessthe club
cut of forty percent of course. But that was only because you asked so nicely to know how much. And it
has alasting effect, kind of like an afterglow sort of thing-I'm even starting to sound like you, aren't
I?-which | understand has a complete transforming power on experiences ever after, so probably quite
chegp congdering. But you, hislovely, juicy, gorgeous, untouched, underage girl, get nothing at dl. Or do
you?"

| tried to get free of him again, to scream. Mentaly | begged for Greg to come back for some stupid
thing, to ask me to another boring meeting in the department, for Damien to call, but even though it was
Engine Time, wishing was no good.

Hewaited until | wastoo tired to carry on.

"Areyou done?' Kegping my legs pinned under one of his own he leant on one sde and unfastened his
trousers. | wished | could have laughed at him or done anything to him. | pulled on the knots at my wrists
and they tightened up. My hands started to hurt and swell. | thought I might throw up. | tried to but only
coughed.

He did my knickers off, giving me every chance, and | kicked him hard aswe struggled.

"Get off me" he sang to me softly, grunting with the blows | landed but showing no sign of pain. "Get off
me." He forced my knees apart and pushed himsalf between them. His face hung close above mine and
he made our noses touch. " She was so desperate to escape. Boy, she hated him. She wanted to kill him.
Shewanted him to die. And the rest of them. All of them. But she knew there was no hope at al. None.
Nobody coming and nothing to be done about it. So she gave up and shouted . . ." He waited for meto
speak. | stared my hateinto hisblue, blue eyes. Y ou're not much fun, Francine, it hasto be said,” hetold
me. "Just like her. Something has to be done about that. And they al thought so too. So Jalaekadid this.”

He put hisface between my legs and licked me. He kept astrong hold on my legs just above the knee
and pushed hard on them so | couldn't close them. | shut my mind off from the sensation and heard that
howl again outside. It was much closer now. | clung to the sound and focused al my attention on it.

He was very gentle. He kissed me. When he finished and brought his wet face back to mine he said
quietly, "Never believe you're not as sweet as any woman dive."

The howl made him pause to listen. He licked my lips around the wad of cloth. "'I'm sorry | wasn't ableto
pull off the sametrick for you," he said. " She wasn't immune to the other charms of my kind like you are.
The ghost in the head. She was ecatatic by then. And hetook her that way. Likethis."

Hedid it in one, fast, hard motion. He smiled a me. | shut my eyes and turned my head away from him. |
tried to think of anything | could do. My face burned. He kissed my neck and made that moaning sound
he'd made before, pretending. ™Y ou could at least fake it for me," he said. "So | could know what it'slike
to be him, because | know for certain there's nothing held rather be or do than be right here doing you."

| turned my aching head back and glared at him. | wished he could take the cloth out so | could tell him
to shut the hell up and get on with it. | was dready moving beyond the end in my mind, wondering what |
could do to him and how | could find him and make him pay.

Hewas clever though, and didn't takeit out. | made as much sound as | could. Somehow the howling
seemed friendly to me now, likeif it could find me, it could help me. | howled back.

In response his strokes became harder and longer. He didn't hurt me after the first one. He just took



great pleasure in what he was doing and looked into my eyesuntil | closed them again. | could fed his
dare.

"I can see you're not going to beg me never to stop,” he said, glancing at my gag. "And it's not the same
without that." He took the gag out.

| yelled asloud as| could. "Help me!™

He came with along, uncontrolled shudder and kissed me on the mouth. Then he got up and rearranged
his clothing, bending over to kiss my thighs and between them again. Findly, he got up and looked down
at me, hisgaze never once leaving my face. He smiled at me, with real warmth.

"Tdl him1 said hi. I'm sureif you call him"-he tapped the sde of his head with onefinger-"youll find he
can hear you. Y ou might want to ask him about that sometime." He opened the locks and the door and
went out, leaving it gar.

| drew my legs up close to me and tugged against my wrists but my hands were going numb and it was
like pulling againgt iron. | managed to dide up farther so at least the tension on my arms was released.

"Bastard, bastard,” | muttered under my breseth, trying to give mysdlf some courage. "Bastard bastard
bastard."

Something landed againg the shuiters of the balcony windows with an incredibly loud clatter. | could fed
the impact as a vibration coming up through the bed. It happened again dmost ingtantly. The windows
broke inwards with a huge crash of glass, the massve weight of the curtains pulling free from their hooks
and tangling in amass over the clumsy, strange shape that struggled through. 1t moved with aferocious
energy, likeamad dog.

| was aware that | was screaming but it seemed far away, like someone else was doing it for me. Icy air,
water and splinters of glassfdl over me asthe thing fought free of the fabric with two colossal explosve
jerksthat ripped it clear. From asfar back against the headboard as | could get | saw Hyperion emerge
from the rent cloth.

His wedge-shaped head with its blunt snout full of jagged teeth came up and turned with intelligent yellow
eyesto look straight at me. He stood upright on two legs and freed hislong, branchlike arms, flexing his
hands out of their fist shapes, showing dender eagle's talons tipped with tough claws, some of horn and
some of metal.

Rain blew in over hiswet hide and the room quickly filled with the stink of rich forest loam and animdl
musk. He padded to the fire and picked up my Abacand in histalons, then cameto the bed and with a
sngle knifelike claw cut through the scarves that tied me. He gave me the Abacand between his
forefinger and thumb, holding it carefully. Earth trapped between scales on hisarmsfell over me and over
the bed.

"Gluh," he said with difficulty from the back of histhroat. "Khluh nnow."
Hesaw | couldn't or wouldn't, and withdrew with one of those sharp, alarming gouts of movement.

"I gluh," he said, struggling with speech. He expertly flipped the Abacand into emergency mode and
carefully, politdy, with exquisite gentleness, turned his back on me.

| pulled the nearest pillows and cushions around me. | heard Jal aeka's voice on the Abacand. He
sounded furious. | clung to that voice. Hyperion lay down on the floor like a sphinx facing the door and
put hislong head on his paws. His cordlike tail flickered continudly at thetip, garlanded with beautiful



Tekmetd in spird patternsthat shone out through thefine grey fur asit drew the same signinthearr over
and over.

Jal aeka stepped through the broken windows from the balcony and ran to me. | burst into tears and
started shrieking as soon as | saw him and it was like it had been before, like someone else doing it and
me being ins de them, watching and thinking-how odd, how hysterical athing to do.

Thewind filled the room with freezing air and blew thefireto nothing in the grate.

"Don't ask metotel you!" | said, grabbing hold of Jdaekaaround his neck, around his back, trying to
pull him closer as he embraced me, his grasp getting tighter as| clawed at hisback. | wanted to climb
into hisskin. "Don't ask me. Don't ask me."

"It'sokay," he said gently, his head against mine, ear to ear. "'l won't. | won't. I'm not asking." He was 0
cam. Thedeet in hishair and on hisface melted between us.

"Hold me," | begged.
"l am holding you," hesad.
"More." | pushed my way in againg him, shoving the cushions away, pulling at his clothes.

Helet go of meto get rid of them for me and | screamed at him and hit his shoulderswith my heavy,
agonized hands. | had to get out. | had to. "Do it now!" The cold air had gone hitter. The whole bed
amelled of sex. | knew he must know, must guess. | hated him for it. "Get him out of me!”

His eyeswere wide. He looked scared and pale and like he was staring through me.

| grabbed hold of him and kissed him on the mouth. "Comeon,” | said, againgt him. "Be different. Be
different." Dark eyes, brown eyes.

From amillion milesaway his gaze focused on me. He opened his mouth and kissed me back but he was
far too cautious for my blood.

| hit him acrosstheface. "Wake up! Trandate me! Do it now!"

"All right," he said, till quiet, contained, histrue nature hidden for afind ingtant. "1 will."

| came home on my own. Mandy, the Pal ace keeper, waswaiting for mein the halway. He stopped me,
catching hold of my shoulder.

"There'sbeen sometrouble," he said. His distorted features|ooked a thousand years old and hiswhole
body was taut with an effort of holding back strong emotion. ™Y our friend isup there."

| stared at him for most thirty seconds, unable to comprehend what he was talking about.

My head was till ringing with the bright lights and polish of the Port Authority and that damned
counsellor they'd had metalking to for over an hour. "If you fed the need to discuss this further with me,
you can make appointments up until the end of October next year," sheld said sweetly. "After that youll
have to transfer to our Al system and be registered resident in the Trandation Unit at Masham Abbey.”



Meaning, after October you'll be too far gone to be alowed near common people and we will come and
take you away for their good.

She had smiled a me, tenderly, with understanding and compassion. "It'savery, very dow rate of
trandation.”

Now | waslooking at another face, which might have been as pretty as hers once, before it was made
over into new Forged materia, into a brute of aman with Tek adaptations and ataste in pink blouses.
Mandy'sfedingswere at least Sncere. Looking a him was calming because of thét.

"Trouble?' | asked, tarting to connect it with Jalaeka's sudden disappearance. 1'd thought he'd just lost
the nerveto goinand try to faceit out at the Port in case they asked him where his Tab was, though
Stuffies rarely had a problem. One minute he was walking beside me, the next-gone. On the way back
I'd even thought through it a bit and figured that maybe he and Francine wouldn't be here at dl; done aflit
in case the Port decided to investigate the Winter Palace more thoroughly because of my state. They're
bastards like that in Immigration. Now | thought of other reasons.

But Mandy didn't or couldn't say. He bowed his head like he couldn't meet my eye anymore and let me
go. | ran up the sepstwo a atime. Hyperion lay in the hal outside our doors and he got up when he
saw me and barred the way into Jalagka's apartment.

"What?' | said to him.

"Theo came," he said smply on audio channd broadcasting to my Tab so | didn't have to struggle with
his clumsy attempts at ordinary speech. "Attacked Francine.”

| dropped my bag and my aready-overreacting body, high on fear, went dead with shock. "What?
Whereisshe?Isshe. . ."

He stared a me. "She.. . . You mugt wait."

| went insgde my own room in adaze and shut the door. Asit clicked closed with a sound I'd known for
over threeyears| heard the lock say-not-say, "Ktikt."

Something in my mind reacted ingtantly. It was the name of agod. Ktikt: goddess of the seconds and
livesthat passwithout being noticed.

She must have ahillion of thosethings, | thought, searching frantically for acohol. There waswhiskey,
half abottle. | unscrewed the cap and took adrink out of the neck. After three or four more felt
improved.

| sat in the armchair and had some visions of getting past Hyperion but in every one he managed to kill
me convincingly and with much blood. The whiskey didn't touch the completely shit feding that | wasa
week, usaesstosser who let hisfriends suffer because he was too frightened to do anything. It was only
good on thefear of Unity Trandation. It wasvery good onthat . . .

"Greg?

| woke up with agtart. It was very dark. The lights came on. Jalagka was standing in the doorway, his
hand on the switch. Hewas atota mess. The sight was unsettling. 1'd seen him look alot of things but
never likethis. He closed the door behind him.



"Theo raped Francine.

| stared at him and it felt like he was a complete stranger. It took along time for thewordsto sink in. |
couldn't seem to process what they meant. "What?But . . . isshedl right?| mean . . . Whereis she?"

"Adeep. Safe. Physicaly fine. Y ou can talk to her when shewakes up, if shewantsto. Talk | mean. |
cametotdl youand ap. .. It'sdl my fault." Helooked envioudy at the bottle, aquarter full, il in my
hand. "Can | have some of that?'

"Um. Yeah." | hed it up. | thought | was very angry but | wasn't sure.

Hetook it, sat on my sofawith his knees up to his chest, barefoot and shivering in what | recognized as
Francine's oversize soft black pyjamas. They didn't reach hiswrists or ankles. He drank most of what
was | eft and shook his head, handing it back to me. "Doesn't work very well, doesit?"

"No." | finished it and let my eyeswater.
| tried alot of wordsin my mind but they were dl rubbish. "It wasa set-up,” | said, that pragmeatic me.

"l st mysdlf up. | gave you both achoice | should never have given you. | left her when | should never
have left her. What did they tell you at the Port?”

"What do you think?' Theimplications of it began to Snk in. My stomach burned. "Christ. Does that
mean . .. am| going to, become him?'

"Don't know." Jalaeka shook his head. Hisvoice was very even and precise. He stared into the distance
and rested his chin on his updrawn knees. "Think maybe. . . you dready are. . ."

"Wheat are you talking about?"

"| Trandated Francine. She asked meto. So | did. And now | have to concentrate not to know what
she'sthinking, not to fed what she'sfeding. It'sasif | have to hold up thisbig dam between us, and it has
lots of holesthat | keep on finding al the time. Thoughts. Feglings. Images. Hers, | think. | don't know,
because| can't tel anymore. All | know isI'm leaking, being leaked, and I'm trying not to let it happen.”

| gaped a him. "Y ou did what?"

He smiled, looking into a private distance. "Anyonein their right mind would say no, wouldn't they?|
aways said no when they tried it on me. And then | realized there was nothing | could do to protect her if
| didn't doit and | thought that even if | was going to be like Unity, well, I'm the onein charge of me. I'm
not like Theo. | could stay out and she'd never have to know. | hoped that it would never cometo. . . |
knew that . . . I thought . . . | think I'm going to burn her up. | can't keep out forever. It'stoo hard.” He
closed hiseyes, shut hisjaw and bit hislipstogether.

| didn't entirely follow what he was saying but it horrified me. At the sametime | admired the way he
spilled hisgutsto me, felt akind of honour in being so trusted. It was ahard cocktail to swallow.

He spokerapidly in away that dmost broke into laughter. " So my fabulous power of life, desth and
universal creation haslet thisordinary, day-to-day evil run over her with no effort a al. And thisisthe
entire story of my life by theway, which | hope you never learnin dl itsrelentless re-patterned detall, like
the grooves being cut back into the same bloody tyre: Liveto fuck up others. Liveto get fucked. Try to
erase the indelible memory of getting screwed by someone you hate by violating someone you love. Or
make othersdo it to you. | love mysdf. Say it and amen, brothers, | love mysdlf. | am the god of love, so
fucking hep me." He buried hisfaceinto his hands.



After afew seconds helifted his head. Now when his eyes met minethey werevicious. "I'll get him,” he
said softly. "Of course revenge doesn't matter and nobody comes back or gets out, and it won't undo
what got done or save anything. It can't unpick my stupidity. Of course not. Except, | think it might save
you." Then helooked at me and hewasin control of himself again.

My duggish brain was insulated by the whiskey that had made it out of my gut. Things seemed lessraw,
conversation possible, because the acohol had blunted them. | swallowed my anger. "How?"'

"| think Theo'sgoing to let you aone just enough to try and get meto the point where | take the diveto
save you. He hasn't got any other choice. He doesn't care about you or Francine; ultimately he sees
everyone as an adjunct of himsdf-eventudly it'll al be okay, because you will be him and vice versa. But
| can't play that way against him because it's not hisweakness. If | want him to fall on the sword and
hand Unity to me, | have to change his mind another way. And in the meantime figure out how that
doesn't just turn exactly into what hewants. . . And | will." He bit hislower lip. "Before October." Then
he laughed, suddenly and in an oddly high-pitched voice. "That was a great talk wasn't it? So-masculine,
andytic, purposeful, you know? Mmn."

Hisreturn to hysteriawas unnerving me. | clutched the bottle more comprehensively in my hand and
sucked at the dregs. "Y ou're talking about killing Unity. What are you? No offence, but . . . look, I've
studied Unity for years through what it does with the Engine here in Sankhara, and | have no ideawhat it
must be like to be two million people at once but | can't seewhat youcando. . ."

"Heisn't Unity." Jdaekadragged his hands through hishair and held it out of hisface, saring a melikea
mad, black-maned dog. "He has executive power-like me. Heisn't the whole thing. That'swhat | keep
trying to tdll you, though you won't fucking listen. Unity asan entity can't exist in 4-D. It has executors,
who are connected to it and enabled by it, but they are not it, and the kind of consciousnessit hasis not
like yours and mine, because it exists where the future is not determined by the past. Imagine you having
al the knowledge ever. Can you think it dl right now? Can you fed dl thefedlingsyou ever felt and the
experience you ever had at once? No, you're just you and you have the mood you've got thisinstant and
that'sdl. Y ou're the congtant relic of your life asit goes smashing into the past. Now Theo's done things
to me, and to other people, for aeons, but he's never been done to redly, never fdt athing because he
consders himsdf asupreme being beyond it all. He's a sociopath. Remind you of anyone?’

"The Lonedtar,” | said reluctantly. "V oyager I1sol. Thefirst human contact. Was he made from her? Made
by...isthat...?

"I don't know. Evenif it wasthe case, it's absolutely nothing to do with today and now.” Hetore his
hands through his hair and stood up. "L ook, later," he said. "I'll tell you everything you never wanted to
know later, in another life where this doesn't matter anymore. Y ou should rest. Sleep. Y ou look like shit."

"Don't want rest. | want to do something,” | durred loudly. | wanted to help him, but | couldn't forgive
him for failing Francie. Weasd me said it wasn't my place, but that was so much horseshit to cover up the
fact that | didn't fedl kind towards him. | wanted to ask him what the hell €lse he/d done to Francine but |
couldn't. He didn't wait long for the forgiveness that wasn't coming, and hislook said he understood me,
that he accepted my judgement, and | hated that most of all.

He got up, unfolding like a perfect piece of robotics, and crouched next to my chair so he could look at
me, no, S0 | could look at him. "Then go and try to convert Hyperion to rationalism. Helookslike he
needs agood laugh.”

Hewas only trying to save us both with the needling humour we'd always used, and it had never felt so
pathetic asit did to me then. Ragefilled meand | hit him. It was a stupid drunk’s blow and clumsy. My



hand didn't even know the bottle was till in it until it broke across the side of his head as he ducked
away. My hand hurt like lightning but my whole attention was on him as he turned back. Blood poured
down through his hair and over hisneck. The sde of hisface was gashed down hisjawline and across his
temple but | no sooner saw the horrible wounds than they were gone. By the time he was eye to eye with
me again he was perfectly whole.

Hetook my hand. | fdt its cool, his calm becoming unearthly and gentle, and the pain of my fedings
blurred. When | snatched my hand back it was dippery with his blood. The darshan glowed in me,
making mewell when | wanted to be sick.

"I'msorry,” | said, trying to pull something back too late. "Y ou should go back to her."

He moved his hand across his hair and face, neck and clothing, and the blood dl vanished. For asecond
there was hest radiating on me, like | was sitting close to afire, and then that was gone too and nothing to
show it had happened. He replaced the bottle on the table by my hand, and it was whole.

"Goon," | said to the doubt in hisface. " She might wake up.”
"I'll cal you when she'sawake." He turned to go.

"Wait," | said, fumbling to think around my revulsion a the way I'd behaved. "What's the god of forgotten
moments?"'

"l giveup," hesaid, forgiving me without trying, so thet | felt even more of ashit. "What?'

So, hedidn't know. Well . . . "She'sin thedoor. Don't damiit.”

| put my head back on the rest as Ktikt neglected to do her job during the quiet sounding of her name.
| wished he hadn't gone.

Vakyrielanded on the hardtop of the basketball courts at the Hoolerton end of the Park. Nobody was
out in such vile weather, not here anyway. She took the footpaths through the dark, dripping trees at the
end of the playground and past the creaking sign of the Pig and Piper. The windows were brightly lit and
music and voices drowned out the weather as she passed the door.

From behind the high wall of the Hinterland came a crashing of meta and rubble and akeening sound,
inorganic and furious. Vakyrie shook water from her wingsin an unnecessary flip of dl theflightsand
walked more quickly until she passed beneath the bridge at the end of Crisscross Street.

The cold quickly chilled her armoured skin and snow began to gather and solidify on her wherever it got
purchase. Shefelt the soles of her feet shift their pattern to grip the treacherous ground and walked on
againgt thewind to where she knew the great walls of Anadyr Park would become the railings that
surrounded the Winter Palace.

Uluru for Unevolved, that's what this place is, she thought, dthough it was adamn sight less pleasant
for the most part. Thiswaslike the old versons of Uluru, where to enter into astate of degp whilein that
virtual world wasto become the victim of every whim or nightmare that you might dream. She took out
the gris-gris from her ammo-clip holder and put it on.



Bob was not at hisusual haunt inside the railings where thick, overgrown shrubs formed cover and
alowed good views of the front of the building. There was no hest trace at dl there. VVakyrie could not
pass through the gate's bent bars. She opened her wings and half legped, haf flew over, kicking off from
the top of one immense spike to drift down into the gardens. Bob was not near the front either, not down
by the old servants entrance and not ingde the relative luxury of the cod hole.

Shefound him at last huddled in a curve of the thickest part of the box hedge maze and folded hersdlf
into acompact shape near him so that she was fully hidden.

"We must stop meeting likethis," Bob murmured. He was amost invisible even from four metres away,
wrapped in athick coat that was both heated and camouflaged.

Valkyrie cleared ice from her visor and looked more closely at one of the upper ba conies, where she
could see that the doors were completely smashed in. "l cameto relieve you.”

"Ah,"

She could tell from the humour in the sound that he knew perfectly well she had come as soon as she
heard about Saxton'sinfection.

"What's that about?
"I don't know. | never bugged that room, well, | did, but they never worked. Very peculiar.”
"Something brokein."

"Yes. A big, grey Forged son-of-a-something that came out of the forest. It was howling al night. Must
have started running more than thirty kilometres out by my caculation. A woman screamed and it ran up
thewall and in. | haven't heard athing Snce." He was enjoying knowing so much.

Vakyrie was incensed that there could be any kind of action and she missed it. She thought hard. " Sureiit
waan't a Stuffie?”

"Couldnt tdl actudly,” Bob said. "It was abit quick. | tried looking it up in the Genesis but nothing
meaiches"

"Stuff then." But she knew what, or who, it was.
IIMWmII

Vakyriefrowned, remembering her previous vidts here. Bob would never commit to any knowledge
unlessit was proven forensicaly. He did not respond. Her vexation was cut short as she heard anew
sound, not the wind or the trees, but the creak of snow underfoot. Bob heard it too-he uncoiled from his
seated nook and she saw his gloves, boots and tail emerge from the cocoon of the coat.

Then she saw the ydlow forms of warm, living objects move clear of the treesto their right and come
forward, green and blue limbed. They were big and they were many. They flowed through thetall, upright
trunks of the forest and over the open garden like ail.

"The housel" Bob shouted and she wasright with him. They leaped up, over the stocky bulk of hedge
before them and across the open ground towards the back door of the Palace. Behind them came the
wolves.

Thelargest of dl, who raced to within ten metres of them, jumped as Bob ran up the stone steps between



the lower garden and the formal lawns. Its huge paws caught the belt of his coat and brought him crashing
down in the thick snow. Vakyrie turned back the few strides she had gained and sei zed the beast by the
ruff around its neck. Shelifted it into the air, itsteeth clashing on her metal arms, and flung it away, but
not very far. It was heavier than she had expected.

Asit got up she saw it was not an ordinary wolf. Itsforelimbswere alittle like human arms and its hind
limbswerelong at the thigh. It had human eyes. Itsjawswere dl wolf however. It stood, growling, asthe
rest of the pack caught up.

Vakyrie reached down and pulled Bob's near-featherlight form to hisfeet. He spun around, gun in hand.
"Are those werewolves?"' she hissed a him on shortwave radio.
"Something more like mel think," he said. "Though rather lesswell brought up, | fear."

The lead wolf wiped her muzzle in the snow, looking at the gun. Then she sat down and expansively
licked her chops. Therest of the pack circled closeto her again, then they al made ahowling sound,
short burgtsand yips.

Vakyrie saw amoving light behind her, coming from the Paace. It bounded through the drifts towards
them, neither beast nor human. Sheleft the wolfpeople to Bob and turned to face it, surethat it wasthe
creature who had |eft her the gris-gris .

Bob glanced around once, fast. "That'sit," he said, "the Samagundi.”

The unregistered Forged dowed and stopped outside Va kyrie'simmediate range though not the range of
her hidden weapons. Its voice was hoarse and it took time to decipher that it had said, "Who are you?
Y ou don't belong here."

"Same question.” Vakyrie stood her ground and |ooked it over for weapons. The fact that it had seemed
well-intentioned before gave her more confidence than she felt with the wolves or the Stuff crestures
sheld met.

Thelead wolf made agutturd bark. "Glu. Lilan."
"Holy man," Bob repeated after a second. "It said 'holy man." "

"That'sright." With itsbrilliant yellow eyes narrowed against the deet the creature peered more closely at
Bob. It had begun speaking to them viaradio. Rough hair blew around its wiry body; feathersflared in
thewind; fur ran with water. "You and |. Not so far apart.” It glanced at VVakyriewith atilt of its heavy
head. "Government. Amulet.” It nodded and she thought it grinned. With along whistleit caled to the
wolves and they got to their feet and came rushing up around it, fawning and licking at its legswith

puppyish ddight.

The sky rippled with colour. White and green lightning lit the distant mountains. Vakyrie saw therocks
and ice changing shape. She thought she could hear voices high in the air, near the cloud line, but could
see nothing on any wavelength. Shelooked for the shadow claws.

The Forged heard it too. He gave her along glance and said, "Inside better. Palace changes much less
catastrophic under Engine Timeingde."

Vakyrie looked down a Bob. He twitched hislong arched whiskersin ashrug and drew his coat closer
about him. They followed the Forged asit turned back to the Palace. The wolvestumbled around it for a
short distance, then, at some undetected command, raced away in the direction of the woodland beyond



the rose garden.

Their holy man led them down steps by the kitchen gardens entrance, where the way was worn to muddy
dudge by the passage of feet going in and out from the building. 1t was a common entrance for the
Foundation, who used the gardens at various times of the week. There was nobody here now however,
and Valkyrie had to bend double to get her wings and body through the narrow access passage.
Fortunately it soon opened to the kitchens.

These rooms were wretchedly low in the celling so she had to stand with wings half-unfurled and trailing
behind her. The sinewy Forged turned around, between them and the door to the rest of the Paace, and
sat down on its haunches. Bob waked smoothly past Vakyrie and sat down in one of the old wooden
straight-backed chairs set at the long oak table that ran through the centre of the room. The fireplace was
cold and cobwebbed. Empty gas cylindersrolled about under the table. Vakyrie curled her lip at the
dovenlinessof it al. The only neat thing was the scrubbed table itsalf and the long row of defrosting lamb
legsthat sat on top of it upon aplagtic picnic tablecloth, oozing watery blood.

Bob pushed hishood back and scratched the pale golden fur covering his head and face. Hislong white
whiskers had been swept back across his cheeks but now they rosein serried arches and stretched out
into the air. He fixed the gryphon creature with astraight gaze and put his gun away. "What's your
business here?!

"| dothe god'swork," said the other. "And yours?'

"I do the Ministry'swork," Bob said cheerfully, "and my partner here fights with me because she doesthe
other Ministry'swork. We're like ateam of people who aren't on the same team, but on the same side.
I'm the nice one and she's the muscle with the short temper. Never seen you here before.”

"] was never here before.”
"Nicewolves"

"People," said the holy man calmly. "The Engine changes deep in Anadyr have driven them towardsthe
city. They'rehungry.” He glanced at the meat on the table.

Bob nodded. "I particularly liked the way you shinned up the Palace wall and broke into that apartment.
Did you have anything particular in mind or wasit en route to the freezer section?”

The creature stood up and turned towards the door that led up into the Palace.
"We're not done," Bob said.

Vakyrie stepped forward. "Who are you?' She made to grab hold and got ahandful of feasthers and one
of fur. The gris-gris bumped on her chest.

-What is that ? Bob beamed &t her.
-Nothing for you to worry about, shetold him viaradio.

Her prisoner growled and his flanks shook but he made no retdiation. "Let me go, Agent Skuld, if you
will. I have given you agift of trust and you ought to extend the sameto me. | cannot and will not help
you here, no matter what you haveto say, or to do. Thisnight isnot yoursto clam.”

Hisfur did through her fingers. The grey shape darted forward and vanished dong the unlit passageways
towards the eastern dining rooms and the stairs. Valkyrie turned and saw Bob's astonishment as answer



enough.
After amoment or two he said, "Technicdly, | think you should have hung on longer.”
"But..." Vdkyrie sad. "We had nothing on him anyway. He was just-weird."

"| think we could have made the Palace a public property and got him for breaking and entry,” Bob said,
without seriousintent. "Anyway . . ." He stood up and fished around in his pockets uncertainly.

Vakyrie popped the controls on her helm and took it off. In astrange way it was arelief to bresthe the
smelly, damp air and have her human senses returned. She felt much better. "I was going to interview
Saxton,and | stillam...1..."

"Wait, wait." Bob tipped his head to the side and sat down again. "Not every piece of technology died. |
can hear Saxton's gpartment. Somebody'sin there with him."

Vakyrie paused as Bob gave her adirect transmission link to hisauditory system. One of hisbugswas
feeding fuzzy and difficult blurts of conversation to him. She heard Saxton's familiar voice, very tired, and
another voice, aman, consoling him. But then the conversation turned to accusation, and by the things
said sheredlized that the person she didn't know could only be the splinter itself.

When it was over she found hersdf staring a Bob. "Are you thinking what I'm thinking?"

"I think so, though it would be unprofessiona to confirmiit,” he said, taking atissue out of his pocket and
carefully wiping hiswhiskerswith it. He siood up. "Time | was going. I'll see you never, | trust, since our
orders possibly diverge a this moment.”

"Yes" She hesitated avkwardly. "Thanks, Bob." It was hard to talk. Her mind seemed suddenly empty;
too many new and unexpected probabilities had sucked it temporarily dry. Sherecaled Belshazzar's
command to try to keep Bob from doing anything rash, but had no redl idea of how.

"Mmn, back to town." Bob hesitated and then sdected aleg of lamb from the table. "Think I'll teke a
peece offering with me, just to be on the safeside. Andif not . . ." He drew hisgun and curled hisfinger
againd thetrigger. "Adios."

"Sayonara." Vakyrie went the other way, along the service passage and into the dining room above.
She asked Belshazzar's Sster to trace his progress for her, and they acceded from their spacesin
SankhaGuide.

She passed through the serving doors and stood up straight at last. The doors flapped shut at her back
and the dull sound boomed in the vast, empty space where she stood. A moment later astarry tinkling
made her look up. Crystal chandeliers hung beyond the reach of her outstretched wing-tips, twelvedl in
arow, their dripping tiers plunging down like freeze-frame photographs of sea-spray. She could see them
only because of the movement. Without light they had no sparkle, only edgesthat jittered against the
fadter, thinner air.

The room itsdf was extremely dark. She could just make out the ends, one avast fireplace big enough to
hold agrate the size of ahorse cart. Air moved that way in aferocious draw, shooting to the high
chimney-stacks above. Cold air seeped in through the windows and the doors where they didn't quitefit.
There was an entrance from the hall directly across from the kitchen entrance. Vakyrie went through it,
carefully. The place reminded her of amuseum, or a cathedrdl.

Shewaked softly, cushioned by the heavy carpets. The hdl had light; smal yellow glimmersfrom
household night-lights plugged into the eectrica outletsthat lined thewalsin the skirting, cleverly hidden



where they were not used by mouldings, each in the shape of adifferent insect. The gleaming revealed
more glassware near the celling and paintings hung on every space againgt crimson oriental papers.
Everywhere she looked she saw luxury, old and forgotten, but not worn. 1t was smply ignored.

She discovered many greet hdls, ballrooms, lounges, sun rooms, rooms decorated in every style and full
of untouched furniture asthough just left yesterday; aroom full of gilded carriages on thefirst floor and
another containing amotley of stuffed wild animals and old Egyptian mummy cases and other artefacts
she knew nothing about. The greet library was on the ground floor, and she cametoit viaastrange Stair
she had thought would take her up, but found it only went up to go down again and became anarrow,
twisting wooden spird stair that was barely big enough for her fet.

This brought her down beside atwo-storey-high set of oak shelves, carved with ivy and olive garlands.
The sheveswerefull of leather-bound volumes, each detailed on the spine with individua gilding and
colour. Sheturned around and around insde awell of dictionaries and atlases; worlds and languages she
knew nathing of but couldn't help thinking-isn't thisal in the Guides? Why have so many thingsthat are
never taken down or read?

At the bottom she found her stair to be unique. The shelveslined the wals of aroom the size of afootbal
pitch and projected out in curlicues of aMandebrot design far into the parquet flooring-ared antique.
There were reading areas dotted everywhere, some comfortable tiny nooks with soft chairs, and others
sample tableswith heavy glass-shaded lamps. She was walking and looking and thinking she should take
the main staircase and face Mandy if he was there, when she rounded one of the fractal corners and
found apool of light spilling from asingle lamp, beneath it alarge, open book and holding the book the
oddly dight figure of Saxton'sfriend and Francine's boyfriend. Her splinter cell.

Hedidn't look surprised to see her.
" 'Beauty istruth, and truth beauty,’ " he read aoud and closed the book. Then he looked up at her.

Hisface was a ghastly colour, pale and greyish, with reddened eyes and a mouth whose bruised colour
was spreading out beyond the lips. His hair was heavy, tangled and hung thick and dark to his shoulders,
whereit vanished against the black of his clothes. Hiswrists and ankles, hands and feet |ooked
vulnerable-what he wore didn't fit-but on closer ingpection she found them strong. The eyesthat gazed up
at her were set to guard emotions that were barely under control.

Hisface was strange. She could only see clearly the feature she was|ooking directly at. Eyesor nose,
mouth or jaw . . . without her focus they became curioudy undefined so that she wanted to look again,
again. She had to look down at the book to make herself stop looking. She felt disturbed, asthough she
had been about to discover something profound and now it had gone with the flick of her attention.

She had to look back. He had become aarmingly attractive.

He smiled as though she were a distant happy memory he had regained. "What do you think?" he asked
her, placing the book on the table where the lamp stood, its surface as high as his chest and tilted so the
standing reader of average height could be comfortable. "Not very fair | suppose. Here you are mapping
theterritory for Solargov and | start asking you questions from Literature 101. Personadly | think it's shite
asan observation. On the other hand, | can't help liking it asan idea. Redlly torn.”

When she dtill didn't spesk he said, "'l suppose you have the Guide and everything on tap.” Here he
clicked hisfingers next to hisear. "Ah, never mind. I've got the feding books aren't going to cover it."

She recognized the brittle kind of sarcasm. She had thought it was her only mode of communication
lately: a defensve get-me-before-you-do verba brick wall.



"Well," he said, hisattention turning inwards so that shefelt its absence like a shadow on her skin. Asit
withdrew so did dl her will to remain there, like magic. He reached over and turned the light off-"Good
night"-and walked away, head down, and bled into the general darkness of the room.

She heard the quiet sound of the door afew moments later.

Vakyrie could not equate him with her image of Theodore. The shadowsin the corners began to
lengthen and take on the shape of hands. She left the Palace by the front door as quickly as she could
and returned to the warmer, less charged air of the greater Sankhara night. Saxton would have to wait.
She could not face the dark touch.

As soon as she made Crisscross Street she took to the sky. From five hundred metres up she gazed
down. Crisscross ran under the bridge and aong for another half amile. There was no trace of the huge
landscape she had been in, no sign of the enormous Palace. There were only the houses, then the smadll
stores, the businesses that organized their freight using Crisscross Cand, boats drawn tight against their
moorings, night-lightsin their bows bouncing inthe gale.

She descended and set her foot to ground at Temple. Everything was bright here, grandly proportioned,
roadsfull of the regaliaof adozen religions each with their own festivals and rites. The sacred market ran
al night on Wednesdays. Braziers burned bones and fat, giving off filthy, stinking smoke. As she passed it
awandering dog from one of the stalls pissed briefly but confidently on the plinth of Odin's shrine. Rats
scuttled, then leaped like gazelles as the dog spotted them and attacked.

Vakyrie bought aposy of dried flowers and waked past the ramparts of the newly built Saint Cadenza
Piacere to the Uluru Temple House Gardens. It was amodest place with winding paths which werelit at
night by paper lanterns. Most of these had blown down. Vakyrie did not mind the rain and weather and
shedidn't want to Sit with anyone. She stood in the lee of the summerhouse, turned her sensory repertoire
over to automatic and locked her exoskeleton in position so that she could rest standing up, knees dightly
bent, ready to go.

Thewarm and gaudy colour of Uluru'svirtual perfection was a shock. She stood and rubbed her face
with dirty hands until she was used to it. Tom Corvax the Slver aeroplane was till therein hiseternal bed
of grass, and sheran up to the empty shell and looked quickly for Metatron in the polish, caling him with
an impatient tapping of her fingers on one of the agrofoils.

The avatar climbed out of the cockpit wearing blue overalls and a cap. He walked down the angle of the
wing and sat down on it beside her. "Who can | get for you?"

"That person | spoketo before. The gryphon,” Vakyrie said, biting her thumbnail.
"Heisn't here." Metatron shrugged. "Anyone el se?"

Valkyrie gripped the grass with her toes. It was cool under thewing. "I'd like. . . | wonder if-can you
connect meto Tupac?'

"I will ask," the avatar said and became transparent to indicate that he was busy and not ableto talk to
her. He stayed that way sometime.

Valkyrie looked around. She liked the park here, the statues of the heroes and the bodies of the dead
avatars. Elinor and she used to come here when they were young. Like the children playing through the
castle mazes of thelong-gone Terraforms, they ran everywhere unburdened.

Vakyrie pinched the knee of Metatron's overdlsfiercely and felt nothing between her thumb and



forefinger. He returned.
"She sayslater.”

Vakyrie spun around and dammed her hand on the smooth metal curve of the wing in frugtration. She
would not discover the strange Slmagundi'sidentity today. "Then take meto Elinor.”

"Asyou wish," said Metatron. He held out his hand and she took it, watching her smal fingers be folded
into hislarge ones. He did off the wing and as he stood hiswings unfolded in swan's white flights, not one
but 9x pairs, including one pair from his head.

Vakyrie became aslight as down and the wings begt once, shifting the world to night, then to day again.
When they cameto rest she wasin another region of Uluru, adeeper region, where the permanent
residents had no other form and no other world but Uluru; where they had gone beyond the body.
Vakyrie wanted to it with Elinor, or what was |eft of her, but the hand she held on her own kept fading
and, ingdethe visor of her shattered helm, Elinor had no face at dl.

Jalaekadid out of bed at about 3:00A.M . and went to see Greg. | lay in the dark, curled up astightly as
| could, and fell into an uneasy haf deep to the sound of the wind battering the old/new windows. The
old ones moved in acertain way, made akind of knocking now and again like nervous guests. The new
oneswereslent. | fell adeep again and dreamed. It was unusudly vivid, and had the qudity of memory,
not dream. It wasn't my memory.

Blood. Death. War.
Everything is fucked.

Everyone around me is dead and these bastards in the faceplates and armour are on horses.| can't
reach all of them at once. Those who stood by me are bodies at my feet. As the last one falls with
his throat cut, his faith in meisthe thing that gives him solace, as far as solace can get him
through pain, which isn't far.

One of the fuckersis going to get me. There are too many.

My arm won't work properly, | don't know why.

Shield's gone.

Saminto horse with spear. It falls and twists. Soear breaks. Shit.

| reach up for the rider and pull him down as the horse groans and comes rolling down over its
knees, a plummeting ton of dead meat. Kick off the bastard's faceplate. A black woman is staring
right up into my eyes. Her head'sfilled with a vision of the ghosts of her dead family. They're
crowding around her, whispering to her about me, telling her something she can't really hear for
the battle noise. But | can hear them. They're talking about their eaten souls.

At the same instant she's looking at me and seeing the man who's about to kill her. Part of her is
looking forward to it, and part of her is massively disappointed that this has been all thereis and



all there was, and that she has unfinished business. Part of her wants me to be what she has
hunted for, longed to become, longed to exist, so that her life will not be wasted.

But it has been.

Her understanding hurts me with a shocking, visceral, indescribable pain.

It changes me.

This distracts me totally so that when some freak comes riding up with hisarmin full swing. . .
| can't see for the blood in my eyes.

On my knees in the mud. Can't get up. My head doesn't work.

I'm spun around by something that hits my hip.

| can sense the final blow coming. If | could just turn, then I'd have himbut | can't turn. | can't
breathe. Time dlows asit beginsitsfall into ever.

Suddenly, | start to wonder what's going on.

None of this makes the slightest sense. Hang on a moment, | wasn't even here a few minutes ago.
Didn'tl havea...?

Wasn'tla...?

What am | doing here?

Who are these people? Why am | fighting them? Why am | one of them?

Who the hell am1?

The axe hits me with the speed of a blink. | hear bone splintering but don't feel a thing except the
shock of impact as | land face-down over the dead horse. Its sweat isincredibly salty, like the
ocean.

Hands pick me up and put me so I'm looking up into the sky. What a fabul ous colour.

The black woman warrior looks down close to my face and her sweat drips on my nose. "You,"
she says hoarsely, and | can see that she knowswho | am.

But I've let out my last breath.

Blue. Black. | want to kill themall. | want to hold them in my arms and ask them questions but
instead I'm falling into a deep sea, where dark horses with no master carry me away.

| struggled to wake up properly and when | did | lay and shivered uncontrollably, unable to spesk,
convinced | had died.



When | got back upstairs Francine was adeep, the lights on, her clothes on, the comforter wrapping her
into atight chrysdis. | turned the lights off and glanced through the restored ba cony windows. The
wolves outs de watched me and spoke among themsalves quietly, wondering if Hyperion wasright, and
that there might be no gods at al. It was anew ideato them, and it kept them awake and troubled. They
believed in soul but not souls. They sang about it until they heard ek or thought of ek and went off into
thetreesinglent files.

| listened to Greg for afew moments: drunk and mostly adeep, he kept on nodding awake to another
heart surge of horror, then would catch himsalf and think about me, and pray and catch himsdlf praying
and loathe theidea of it and his own weakness, then held fall unconscious.

TheLight Angd Vakyrieleft quickly through the snow. | wished she reminded me more of Angel #5-for
asecond I'd hoped Damien had found her in me and the Engine spit her out again-but that was too much
to ask of any pattern.

| walked back to our bed and watched Francine deeping. | sat on the floor next to her, listened to the
wind, thought about how easily Theo had tricked me. | felt thoroughly miserable and sick, redizing my
great sdfish supidity, for hanging on to my own prized integrity out of fear and uncertainty, dlowing this
to happen because | was too precious about myself and would not dare to change. | was sorry for the
first time| defied Unity, and so agreed to our war. | was sorry for each one of usin our "Hotel
Cdifornid" predicament: you can check out anytime you like, but you can never leave. Y ou are what you
are.

Since Theo knew dl about us there was no point in holding back any longer.

| made another physica form, exactly the same as my own. Looking into the face of my clone partid was
amply likelooking at areversed mirror. | redlized ingtantly why Theo used partids the way he did, with
their digtinct forms and their independent conscious lives-doing it my way meant | had to become two
separate ingances of mysdf, with diverging futures. | reintegrated.

It wasn't so bad though | could see how mgor changes could easily accrue with time, and that after aday
or more it would become quite impossible to say with confidence that the dternate version was anything
lessthan an individud in hisown right. And if my copy wasatrue copy of me, it was unlikely hed want
toreturn. ..

All the thinking was getting me nowhere. | remade the copy. Our thoughts ran seamlessly together,
perfectly easy to access, rather harder to block out, like Francine had been difficult to separate out and
keep out. I/we didn't need to think to one another however; we were in perfect accord for the time
being.

| went down the hdl into Greg's room, where he was deeping, and picked him carefully off the chair
before laying him gently on hisown bed. | took his boots off, covered him over and lay down beside him
S0 that he did not have to be alone.

In Francine's room the other one of me put on what 1'd come to think of as my Greg-head. Although |
couldn't prove anything right now | suspected that neither Unity nor | were remotely like Theo's
visgons-ultimate being and ultimate individudigt. | would bet dmost anything on the fact that neither it nor |
nor he nor any of our detailsexisted at al until Isol met Stuff. Not that it matters where redlity doesits
business because the "Hotd California’ condition holds regardiess. | didn't care one way or the other
who wasto blame. | only wanted justice.

| waited for Francine to wake up. | needed inspiration.



When she opened her eyesthefirst thing she whispered was, "Where are you?'
"Right here," | said and put my hand up. She caught hold of it in hers.

She paused, then struggled hafway out of the comforter. "Whet timeisit?’
"Nearly dawn."

"Oh." Shelay down again reluctantly.

"Katy's mate, Ludo, was round. Earlier today, | mean. Before Theo came,” she said, opening my hand
out and placing hers againg it, pam to pam and finger dong finger.

"What did hewant?"

"To give me some counsdlling and under the cover of caretell methat | should go back to the group and
leave you. He said that relationships are the inverse of loneliness because they only mask it. Thelove you
need isfrom yoursdf.” She Sghed.

| wondered if she was going anywhere with it. She often started out from atangent. "What did you say?

"l sad it was ahadf-truth a best. People don't exist inisolation, do they? And then he said that | couldn't
even get sarted on my journey because | wouldn't listen. He said | should look within myself and see that
loving otherswas a step to loving mysdlf, and that listening was part of loving, and | should ligento
people who could redlly care about what was best for me because they had objectivity, and not to needy
people like you who were only going to trap mein the cycle of dependency.”

| hardly dared bresthe. | imagined daughtering Ludo with ablunt nail file.

Shetook her hand away from mine, holding my wrist with one hand and my fingertips with the other. |
felt her bresth acrossmy skin. "l said | had listened to him, but | didn't agree with him and agreeing with
someone wasn't compulsory even if you did love them, especidly if they were mouthing alot of platitudes
in order to avoid having to face the fact that things hurt and can't be mended. And then he said that it was
by embracing hurt we learned to be londly yet sufficient. | said nobody hereislonely anyway, they'redl
surfing for answersto exigentia questions, which isspiritua enquiry not misery. Theredlly londly ones
are out there actually being lonely, so who are you talking to? And he said that everyone here was lonely
in the end because they didn't have perfect self-redlization, which isthe essence of being one with
yoursdlf. | asked if he wanted to go to the pub, have adrink onit, no hard fedlings, and he said that was
typical of people who are trapped by self-protection, that they alwaystry to distract you back to the
mundane things that chain you into the davery of attachment and eternal misery. But if we had goneto the
pub, then Theo wouldn't have. . ." Shetook adeep breath. "Then | told him to piss off." She kissed my
palm and | couldn't do anything for afew seconds until she stopped.

"You'retoo patient,” | said asgently as| could. "I don't know why you keep letting them in."

She sighed and closed my fingersfor me, let me go. "They'relongly.” Then she curled up on her side. "'l
can't fed you anymore, but | think I'm starting to remember thingsthat are redlly your memories and not
mine"

"l cantry to take that away . . ."
"No. That is, if you dont mind."

| owed her that, though my guts turned over with nausea at the thought of what she would discover. It



was onething to gift it all to Greg asahistory, facts divorced from their redlity, another to reved it to her
as an experience. He was much older than she was, and much lessinnocent. "Okay."

"Thanksfor not asking how | am."

"Figure of discretion, modd of sengtivity, me" | sad.

"Thank you." Her brittlelightness of tonewaslikeathin glass.

| played it even more casud. "Can | get you anything?"

"l want a sandwich. And something to drink. Beer. Chocolate.”

| got up. "I'll haveto go out and dedl with the pollution of materid thingsto satisfy your gross
dependencies on sugar, fat and acohol. Weredl out.”

"That's okay."

It wasn't okay with me, but my solution to the problem of leaving her unguarded wasn't something |
wanted to tax her with now. "Hyperion's sill hal monitor. Want meto ask him to wait with you?'

"No need.” She had reached agay, airy tone as though she was happy and | knew it wastimeto go.

"Okay. Be back soon." | went directly outside to where Hyperion was standing restlesdy in the corridor,
his head tilted, listening to the sound of finger cymbals and repested mantras from the Foundation
gpartments. Histail wastwitching fiercely and he jolted with surprise as | duplicated myself and divided
on the spot. Getting to be ahabit suddenly.

"Mind if thisone of mewaitswith you on kill duty?' | said, Stting down beside him where hisclaws had
dug great gougesin the carpet.

"Certainly not." The Cylenchar settled again in front of the Statue of Achillesonits pretty white plinth as
though this was standard procedure, only hislarge, tufted ears turning now and again a some noise
outsde. Asmy other salf walked away from him he spoke aword to my back.

"What's that?"' seated me asked.

"A lucky charm,” he said, with the candid and atavistic expression of an owl strangling astoat. "In case
you meset your adversary.”

"Thanks," | said to him, doubled. He was smarter than he looked.

Inmy third (or first, it didn't pay to think about that) form | deferred my errands for Francie and walked,
transmolecular, through the world to Greg's office. | saw theinvader immediately, right there on his desk,
asmdl pink quartz heart.

The DNA in the dead skin cellstrapped on its surface told me it had been handled by severd people;
Greg obvioudy, and others | didn't know. But | recognized one individud's trace e ements. It took a
minute to place them, the memory rising out of my left hand wheretheinitia pickup of their information
had taken place-at Ziggurats of Cinnamon that night I'd been there with Greg and Francine. Theo's
patid, Rita

| went out onto the roof and assumed my old Metropolisidentity, wings, tail and dl. Far, far dbove mel
heard Forged Glider chatter on the AM band. | soared upwardsinto theicy night on one of the
impressive thermasrising out of the University hesting substation.



Even at thisearly hour there were Glidersriding the city plumes, unhurriedly taking on enough height to
cross from Sankhara through the Gateway into Blackpool airspace, and from there on and on across the
planet and its'Bars, never touching earth, never touching water.

"Youve comealong way," thefirst one said as| circled below her. We banked at the same moment,
moving back into risng air as we crossed the Purbright river south of town. The whole city wasamap
gtitched in lights beneath us, SankhaGuide Massif ablack block like negative space. Shelet me hear the
Forgebeat music she was listening to and the beautiful sounds made the windriding aweaving dance.

"| get around,” | said, overcooking the turn and watching her speed away following the curve of the
singer'svoice soaring from note to note. " Been anywhere recently?!

"I been up Icdand,”" she said. "They say that mountain is gonna go up soon. Hekla. But it didn't. | dways
missmgjor geological events. Got fed up waiting. Going back later. Y ou?!

"New York," | lied, wishing it weretrue.

"Gulf Stream, Jet Stream,” she said with an appreciative smack of her beak. "Good air. What you
looking for?'

"Just looking," | said.

"Very old school," shereplied with droll accents that said she admired the vagueness of my ambition. She
turned her wings and exited the air column. Her music faded away.

| turned back over the city and soread my wings wider, wider, opening al their fancy finery to the
currents. | filtered the windslooking for Rita; not the winds of Sankhara, but of desrein dl itsforms.

To pick her out of these patterns was like looking for the Dalmatian dog in the test picture of black and
white dots. She looked purely human superficidly, but Theo's partia bodies always resonated faintly in
the dlevensheet with the fossll trace of billions of suppressed sgnds.

| drifted along for awhile, looking without trying too hard. Engine interference madeit difficult at thistime
of day but | kept going and soon | could fed it like the faintest itch or echo, moving east towards a cab
rank in the archaeologica preservation district of the centre city, Roma Precinct, where academic and
civil sarvantsliked to live close to therr offices.

Ritawas only just coming out of an expensive private club and shewasn't done.

Her mae companion was middle-aged, affluent and drunk, an Unevolved and, by his clothing, an
academic like Greg, ascientist. | saw that he had an Abacand with aMacrolibrary attachment, which
must mean he had speciaized information to keep to himsdlf. Heworeit on agold chain, likeaVictorian
watch. They were the rage on Earth. Rita propped him up stealthily, pretending she was the one under
support asthey waked to hiswaiting car. Her boredom was evident in the way she searched the street
with restless eyes, not looking for anything-looking for everything.

| floated down to street level in silence, wings become parachute, become gossamer, become nothing at
al. The changes were visblein other spectra than the usual human ones and she looked back furtively,
her expression uncertain and hopeful of finding adistraction from what was bothering her.

| didn't want her to know who | was, since her recognition would only draw Theo to the surfacein dl
likelihood, and though he was my target, | knew | could only dedl with himindirectly if | wasgoing to
have an effect. | wanted her to think me some other Stuffie, like her, with an elevenspace sgnature too
faint and too unimportant to be worth scanning for the telltale differences that would give me away. |



gambled on the fact that, until tonight, | had never done anything to voluntarily ater my appearance, to
use partids or to operate as anybody not mysdlf. It wasabig risk, but the worst it could immediately
incur was afight, and | felt more than happy to handle one of those. To avoid recognition | would haveto
change: outsdeand in.

So now was the moment to try adifferent physica form and see what changes that might wring out of
me. The only way to keep track of "primary" me would be to take a complete data snapshot of my entire
makeup in this second and even as| consdered it | redized why Unity kept Origin, the homeworld
planet that wasiitslibrary. Because of this problem. If | didn't keep such arecord, there was no
guarantee | could ever return to the oh-so-very-ideal me of this minute should something go wrong. But
there was dready no guarantee | could successfully integrate the separated versions lying with Greg and
gtting with Hyperion and no guarantee | wouldn', in some moment of extreme fear, integrate Francine
and lose her completely. The only thing | could rely on was my age-old stubbornnessthat | would not
descend into Unity'sways. It waslessthan flimsy.

| did not make arecord.

In spite of the fact that the real man | was about to imitate had been my dear friend, who perhaps didn't
deserve such aresurrection asthis, and my lover, and my teacher and a great many things moreto me, |
made mysdf into afacamile of Patrick Black; someone to whom a greater resemblance would not be so
bad.

Patrick was oncetall, tan and blond-handsome in the way of alot of North American white men of his
era. He used to play college football for Notre Dame before he got into rock climbing and shed the
weight to get paper-light. | met him hafway into that project, after the operations on his knees had failed,
and before he got into extremeisolation adventuring-everyone | fal for generaly has extremein them.
Patrick had got tenure at M1 T-these were the days of superstring theory, of the war on terror, and my
burgeoning ignorance of the consequences of physica theories of metter.

Patrick was long dead, hundreds of years dead, but as| changed | felt that he and | were sharing a
private joke. He would have laughed himself silly at my ideathat becoming him was an act of prayer. But
| was greetly weakened by my rage a Theo, and it seemed to me that wearing hislikenesswasthe same
as putting on sacred armour, the only useful kind for thefight | was engaged in.

Rita, well aware of me walking towards her, coaxed her dupe into ataxi that had been idling for them at
the kerb and | had to run to catch her up before she shut her door.

| called out in Patrick's soft Southern tones, "Hey, share aride? I'm so late dready and there are no cabs
anywhere." 1'd forgotten how the timbre of hisvoice sounded and suddenly | missed him acutely.

"We're. . . hesnot very well," she said firmly and added, asif to anidiot, "It'svery early.” Her hair
swung like asingle curtain. Cheekbones, lips, eyes-shewasawork of art, even for timeslike these. Her
mouth was painted bloody red and had anaturally uncertain pout that demanded to be kissed. Theo must
have been reading alot of booksto build her because she far exceeded any natura capacity he had for
estimating human nature. She made amove to dam the door on my hand but | caught it midswing and
hddit gar.

"I'mnot going far," | said and got in, thinking of any didrict very far from here. "Riato Bridge." Thetears
on my face moved her. She offered me atissue as| sat down opposite them both. | shook my head and
wiped my face with my fingers. Her date stared a me with clear contempt but he was aready feding so
lucky to bewith her that he didn't careif half of Sankhara shared histaxi, aslong as she didn't leave his
gde



"Weé're going to the Adlf," Ritainformed me coally, but gave me an unaccidental nudge with her knee at
the same time. It was desperation making her do it-to be away from him, to be close to anyone more

potentialy sympathetic.

| gave her atentative haf smile of momentary alegiance and gratitude. "Then you go firdt, I'll pay the
fae"

"I'll pay," the date said, "even if it's Timbuktu. But can we bloody go somewhere?’
| shut the door and the car did smoothly towards the Massif.

"Pat," | sad, holding out my hand to her with al of Patrick's ddliberately ironic charm. She looked down
but didn't take it. Her eyes did up to mine dowly, as shefigured out whether or not my upset was
infectious, and whether it was going to be a problem. "What's the matter?'

"Somebody died,” | sad. "A friend of mine." For aningtant | thought of the Earth agent, the golden girl
and her cracked clockwork heart. "Not today. It was the anniversary.”

Thefoxes covering her thighs stirred restlesdy and one of them mewled alittle.

"Goddamned coat fresks me out,” her date said to me, as though held heard nothing of our exchange.
"All I canthink of is pet stores and when they're going to arrest her for cruelty or if the things are going to
shit on my carpets.”

"They'renot red," she murmured, putting her hand on hisknee and letting it dide up alittle. She glanced
a measshedidthis. "It'sonly an effect.”

Hewasn't listening to her. "L ook at thisone here." He tugged the wide collar of her coat around s0 |
could see and she had to stop hersdlf from openly resisting hisclumsy jerk. | gave her a sympathetic ook
and wondered what Theo could want with this man, though | didn't care enough to find out. Only Rita
interested me. | would have liked to pull the pink quartz heart out of my pocket and put it in her hand, or
dideit secretly into her evening bag. | would have liked to know how complicit she was with that act, but
| couldn't afford that petty drama.

Two bead eyes stared out at me from an intelligent, ferociouslittle face in her coat, and two paws flexed,
searching for the partner paws that made up the other side of the clasp. They paddied usdlesdy for a
second, then stopped, frozen with failure. The eyes blinked, then withdrew into the mass of fur beside the
low-scoop neckline of her dress.

"Nearly had my fingersoff.” Her datelet go of the coat at |ast, chuckling. Ritarecoiled againgt the seet
and adjusted the furs with asavage twist of her shoulders.

| smiled insincerely and coughed to clear my throat. "Been anywhere nice?"

"Yes" Ritasad.

"No," hesad. "Expendve dop. But shelikesit, so | don't mind."

"It'sthe easest way," | said asthough | was agreeing with him.

"Towhat?" Ritas face took on an arctic sheen. Sheinched her leg away from mine.

"The easest way to keep life running smoothly. Doing what other people want when you don't want to.” |
sad it whilel waslooking in her eyes and saw the pupils shrink to points, then a second later dilate as



she decided | was okay.

"lan' tha thetruth,” the date durred. "Especialy when they're worth keeping.”

"I'm not your possession, Rupert,” she snapped, but without the sting that would have betrayed care.
"No baby," he said in awesk effort at placation. "1 didn't mean that."

"Sorry." | put my hands up showily to ward off their fight, which had the desired effect of irritating her
even more, because there was no fight.

She never took her eyes off Patrick's face, looking from one of my eyesto the other. Patrick'seyesare
blue, with ahazd fleck intheleft irisat ten o'clock; if we were together at that hour, no matter where, |
aways used to kiss him. My sentimental side glanced at the taxi clock now-5:30A.M ., the Engine had
been off for an hour, Theo had been gonefor nearly eight hours, Greg had been under Trandation for
about thirty-six hours.

Thetaxi drew up at the secondary plaza of Adf 2, bored security guards squatting down on either side of
itsoak doors, hands on the tall spears planted between their knees, their feathered wingsfolded closeto
their sdesin the predawn cool, antlers dripping dew into their clay-matted dreadlocks. Rupert got out
and held the door for her. Ritadidn't budge.

"Aren't you coming up?' he said, plaintive and week.

"I'm going to go to the late shop and get somevias," shereplied. "You go up. I'll betherein afew
minutes”

"Send the bloody car for them," he suggested, but without conviction.
"l want to see what thereis," she said, smooth and cool. " Shut the door. 1t's cold.”

He obeyed her and she said, "Shiro Maru" to the car's command panel, a place right out in the western
sdeof thecity.

Once wed taken acorner | changed seats and sat beside her. She turned and kissed me. It was hungry
at first, hard and defengive, but then it got gentler, until her coat bit me on the shoulder.

"Ouch!"

The bead eyes blinked and vanished. Her eyes shone and there was nothing in them but pure longing. |
kissed her again and thistime bit her not too gently on the lower lip. It was aready big and it swelled
quickly. She drew away and held it in her mouth for amoment, thoughtful, separating from Theo with
every passing second, her changesfiltering back down to him in ways he wouldn't be able to control, as
Francie's stubborn innocence, among other things, filtered acrossto me and | remembered who | was
meant to be.

| did my hands under the shifting flow of fur and found her in the thinnes, tightest Chinese satin dress.
Ritatook hold of my Pat-face and looked into my eyes. Her hunger for experience was arefined one.
She wanted everything, but mostly she wanted genuine intimacy, a bridge between two people that she
could use to escape hersdlf, and this couldn't be got out of many people at short notice, if ever.

Whatever she saw in my gaze she deemed acceptable for that second, for thistrip. My origina idea,
when | started to look for her, had been to exact some blend of vengeance-a seduction that would
transform her into my dave and send Theo sky-high with rage. | was ashamed of that ideanow. Instead |



found myself longing to talk to her about what it was like to be her, Unity but not Unity? | remembered
the despair with which she'd addressed mein the Well, and | lost my anger at what she'd doneto Greg.
Francine's sweetness was in my kiss, and traces of Angel #5's healing grace-1 was built of ghosts that
hour and submitted to their demandswillingly.

Streetlights and the single flash of ablue police sgna passed over us. They ignored us.

Certainintimacies are only possible with strangersin total silence. We explored dl of those, exchanged
them like the gifts they were. She understood the stranger-economics of that, like | did.

Later we returned to her Aelf address, after she'd stopped as she said she would, to buy some soft drug
or other from a shop on the way. She got out and held on to the door, looking back at me.

"What'syour name?"' | asked her, thinking | would like to give her one more gift.
"Rita," shesad hestantly.
"l likeyou, Rita" | surprised mysdf. It wastrue.

She turned her lower lip under and sucked it unconscioudy for asecond, then smiled alittle. "l like you,
Pat." Her coat whimpered at the drag of the cold wind.

When | smiled back at her it felt good on my face.

She shut the door, squared her shoulders and lifted her head and walked in to the building. On the way
shetook one of the vials she'd bought out of the bag and tossed the contents back into her throat with a
gundinger's practiced action. She dropped the bag and the rest of its contentsin front of the closest guard
as she passed it by.

| went to Earth: Prague for beer, to Manhattan for the sandwich, to Viennafor cake and chocolate and
through Sankha Gateway an hour after leaving, diding time across the gate surface asthough it was oil on
apuddle.

| undid Petrick from mein the darkness outside the Paace, afraid of what insanity might attack meif |
met mysalf in hislikeness. At the bottom of the staircase | glanced up at the roof. The boat was gone, the
river empty.

| addressed my duplicate sdf beside Hyperion as| arrived in the hall, looking mysdlf inthe eyein atruly
surred moment-"Do you remember Star Trek 7' Patrick had loved Star Trek, all versions. Hewasa
fanboy with no discrimination when it cameto things he liked.

"Yes," | said from Hyperion's Side as he watched both of mewith aquizzica tilt of hishead. "Beam me
up.”

Assmilating the other me was not like Trandating Francine. It was as easy asfolding cloth; one, two, it's
aboat, or ahat, or meagain.

"Y ou are unfathomable," Hyperion pronounced, standing and stretching histhin body. "Were you
successtul ?*

| hugged him around hislong neck with one arm, the grocery bag hanging from my freehand. "Very." |
put my hand againgt his bony rib-cage but there was no crossing of energy, no change. Angd's darshan
was not moved by him. "Y oure avery integrated individud."



"Itiseasy," he said, resting his huge head on my shoulder. "Never look down. Bdieve dl things. Float on
the current like awild dandelion seed.”

"Don't let Greg hear you say that."

"Canyou savehim?"

| released my hold on him and we separated. "If it'sthelast thing | do.”
"l pray itisnot."

"That makesthree of us."

Hyperion gave me ashrewd look. "Y ou arejoking.”

| shrugged. "Hard to tell, isn't it?’

In Greg's cold room, as he dept on, | got up and made afire, drew the curtains and laid another blanket
onhim.

Francine was reading Dumas as| camein from the hdl. | felt asoft kind of shock on seeing her, the
contrast with Ritawas very strong. Francine had never looked more vulnerable. Her skin was that
incredible tranducent perfection that only rea youth can show, and it made the purple smudges around
her eyes stand out. She jumped up when she saw me and took the bag from my hand. It wassuch a
gpontaneous, enthusiastic movement. | fell inlovewith her al over again.

She tore the packages open, amost without surprise, and then gave me aknowing look. "Hello, massive
overcompensation,” she said. "What have you been doing?*

| told her about Ritaand she Sighed.

"Seducing Theo . . . | supposeit'spoetic.” She snarled, "I hate him. | hate that he was here, then | made
you. . ." Shewrestled with the wordsin that way she had that made them seem like aherd of wild horses
running amok. Thistime she got them closeto contral.

"I made you do it with methen, after that. That was crazy. It wasn't going to be like that. | was going to
put it off forever and makeit perfect, until we were equd, until 1 was good enough. Worth you. Y ou
know?" She began tearing the croissant up into tiny pieces.

"I know," | said, ditting with her. Fifty pages. She was afast reader. "Y ou're insane like that. It's amost
worthy of respect initsown right.”

"But don't stop,” she added, picking up the beer and cracking it open with aflick of her hand, likea
bartender's best trick. Y ou shouldn't. It wouldn't be you.” She took adrink, wiped her mouth on her
deeve and handed me the bottle. "1 thought you could makeit go. Heal me. | thought | could do thet,
with you, like agticking plaster, likethe darshan . I didn't want to ask for that, though. | didn't want an
escape, some stupid cowardly way out. | wanted to faceit, you know? | just thought that doing the sex
and the Trandation would be enough because | only haveto look at you to fed better, and | thought that
there was some kind of specia thing about it, sex, that would make it, you know . . . super complete.
And then after, | knew it was exactly the wrong thing, and that | was only passing on what he did, from



metoyou, likeadisease. .. I'm sorry. I'mredlly . . ." Her voice broke down and she flung her hands
down on the blankets as though she couldn't get them far enough away from her. Shetried to say sorry
again but the words had run out.

"It'sokay," | said to her, passing the beer back. "I know how it works. It wasn't your fault.”
"l wish you wereright.”
"I am right. We do the best we can do. Sometimesit's appaling.”

Sheturned the bottle, picked at the label, then gripped it so hard her knuckles whitened. "1 dways
wanted you," she said, looking down. "I just never felt good enough. And even if you think so, | can't
believe anybody else could . . . and that'sasick old shame.”

| heard her take another breath for the fatal question, the one | knew was coming, and not because |
could hear her thinking but because it was what she was driven to ask dl her lifelong, and mustn't. | put
my fingers over her mouth gently and my arm around her shoulders. "Yes. Yes. Yes" | replaced my
fingers with my own mouth, took one of her hands off the death grip on the bottle and placed it over my
heart so she could feel what happened to it when | kissed her.

When we were done she let her forehead rest against mine. "Why can't | hear you? Insde? Aren't we
like Unity?'

"I don't redly know what werelike. I'm keeping you out asmuch as | can, for now.”

She shuddered. "Not so much. | dreamed | was you. There was this horse and this black woman. Y ou
died. | didn't dreamiit, did 17"

Oh."No."

We listened to thewind hurl deet a the windows. She held my hand and | tried to explain to her that I'd
never been happier in my life but it was difficult, because it wastrue.

It was one of those days, an English day, where the sky islike nothing more than a sheet of thick white
plastic stretched just over thetallest thing you can see. Nothing looks good under it. Wan light struggled
through the overcadt, then squeezed through the intelligent glass of my window wall, trying stoicdly to
enhance everything in spite of the conditions. At the distant foot of Adlf 2, directly below me, theriver
Tact surged underground into its deep roots, grey and slty and almost overflowing its banks.

The river gpproached from the west-auspicious according to my feng-shui adviser on hisvist yesterday.
To the north the glass wall was apparently less than good, but a stand of pygmy sequoias planted in a
solid clay trough blocked off the dramatic sight of thetall city centre buildings. The sequoias were my
Tortoise of Protection. My huge white sofawas pushed out to theright. It was my East Dragon. There
should have been aWest Tiger object, but | wanted the water instead, especialy now that the Tortoise
was blocking the best view. The river was my Tiger, running towards me al thetime.

| stood in the middle of it and wondered if | felt any better than the day before.

Rupeswas on cdl waiting. | thought about lunch and going to the gym. | thought about the night before
and got aglass of water, stood drinking it and looking a my Tiger. | didn't mind Rupes, who was



harmless; brainy and harmless and a bit arrogant, the sort you fed sorry for because their intelligence only
goes one way and they haven't the wit to know when they're being done over. Hed given methe only
interesting piece of news he was capable of-that Solar Security did not trust Theodore and were busy
tracking him around various 'Bars. | could have had it for alot less than an evening's boredom, but Theo
wasin avile mood, letting go of me only once it was past 3:00A.M. and even he had grown tired of
seeing what he could make me do and how it felt to be female for once.

| minded Theodore. No feng-shui was going to stop him coming for me whenever he wanted, doing what
he wanted, making medo it.

The Tact swirled and eddied, seemed to be rushing up the long trunk of the tower, tearing up through its
tough bark. But it wasn't theriver . . .itwashim. ..

| was shocked at how much Ritahad changed since | waslast fully her. It was like coming home and
finding the whole place redecorated-1 imagine. There really wasn't time for agreat reunion however, only
afast one. | had someteststo run.

In the bathroom | looked in the medicine cabinet. It was empty except for a couple of small cubes of
quartz: thereason | was here. There was sufficient energy in the structure to enable organic construction
of ahuman form without getting into the nasty 11-D tangles|'d createif | started remodelling random bits
of theloca matter. | was uneasy at the prospect before me, but thiswasthe only way to interrogate
someone who has been dissolved in Unity if more was to be made of them than asimple plundering of
their actual memories. They must be remade and put into their old 4-D incarnations, so that they can

respond.
| set the cube on the new wool rug and stood back, waiting for it to take shape at my command.

The cube changed over asingle Planck time. It became ayoung woman, dender but with an Amazonian
energy stocked in her petite frame. Her hair and skin were marble white-a completely unnatural
colouration for any Earth human-and her eyes were pale grey and by far the darkest thing in her face,
giving her thelook of asculpture by Michelangelo animated by malevolent powers. Her clothes were the
peculiar, near-shapeless veiling of the time and place she last lived in-agreat Renai ssance empire of her
own making, on the verge of tumbling into the age of industry when she was cut short. She was afraid,
but controlled hersdf impeccably, becoming exquisitdly Hill.

Kyawas among the last of the renegade human-form splintersto be returned to Unity and she didn't go
willingly. Under the pressure of a deranged creation myth that had made her mad she had undergone a
clean separation into two parts; one partia containing her emotion and the other her reason.

A nice experiment asit went-astonishing in the results, to which we owe Jalagka's unflagging
perversity-but even | don't want to deal with the insanity of one or the other half of her onitsown. | put
both sides together again and hoped that her first Sight of existence in anew world and in an unknown
time wouldn't make her try to jump through the plate glass before | could explain.

From the timelessness of Unity it never seemslike anything has been missed even though aeons have
passed. When Kyalooked around her and set her eyes on me | suddenly recalled the moment of her
assumption with akind of nostalgic glow. Of course, | wasn't in Ritals form then.

| saw that there was akey difference to Kyanow, an unshakeable conviction that she didn't possess
before. She knew that she was Unity, and would return to it, like it or not. She had been tested, and
faled.



Kyafixed her stare on me. "What do you want?'

Herswas adifficult language. | wished we were back in Solar English rather than speak that tongue
again, and passed her the knowledge of it. Sheld spent alifetime acquiring information by sucking it out of
other people's heads like a sponge sucking up water, so it didn't faze her.

"Tdl me about Jdacka"

"Pahl" She actudly spat at me. Quite rightly, she sees him asthe architect of her destruction. "Is he 4ill
alive? Send me back."

" Heisabout to end us," | said, knowing she was never going to be persuaded for less. "Anything you can
offer by way of aningght . . ."

"Save your breath. | have no interest in whatever you do. Live, die. | don't care.”

Nothing had prepared mefor the cool of her regard. She hadn't moved, except the minimum requirement
for speaking. Her eyes never wavered from my face.

"I'm searching for the people who first made him," | said. "1 thought you might be the one, or one of them.
| need to find out what they did and how he was made different.”

"Then you're unlucky thistime, and abigger idiot than | took you for. | tried to remake him, but | couldn't
do anything to him, even though he had no ideawhat he was or what he was capable of. Thosethat |
used to shape him are dl dead and long gone. Neither you nor he ate them, so whatever secretsthey
have are dust.”

She stood up suddenly and took an instant, savouring the experience, the power of being ableto act.
Then she came closer and looked around the room and at me, and in particular at the window. She stood
closetoit and gently lifted her hand and put her fingertips on the pane. "Thisis another world," she said,
to hersdlf. "I dways thought there must be others” Sheturned to me. "Who rulesit?"

"l do."

She amiled, and it was not a pleasant expression. "l doubt it."
"l ruled yours.™"

"You destroyed it,” she said. "That doesn't make you aruler.”
"It'sdtill out there.” | glanced at the sky.

She shrugged and dismissed her interest iniit. "If it is, it'snot mine. What €l se must you ask? Be quick. |
could never ssomach you when you were one of those insufferable mercenary monks, and now you're no
improvement.”

| was surprised that she had identified me so easily but it didn't matter. "Who were the makers that you
usd?'

"Let'ssee. Therewastherich little poor girl who became a courtesan-thisis the wrong word and |
cannot find the right one, what is the matter with thislanguage? Geisha, companion, master . . . no, she
was one of mine, the women who rule from benesth, animatrix. She wasthe central one. He found
another, some trash from the marketplace; a consumptivetailor, | believe. They were both weak and
isolated characterswho longed for love, so their dreams had great power. But he accepted their



direction, though he accepted no other . . . Asto why that is possible you can only ask yourself and,
since you have no answer, perhaps you should ask him."

"What's hisweakness?"

"Empathy, of course," she said. She stared for amoment at the sequoias; taller than her head but shorter
than the cailing. "What is this?"

"It'smy Tortoise. Of protection.”
She gave me another of her killing smiles. "What a brave kingdom. Little trees.”

She knew al about ritua, psychopomp and religion of course. Sheld made acareer out of erasing it from
exigencein aspectacularly gory rationdist jihad. One of her had, anyway.

"Heloved me," she said. "Did you know that? He was the one who put me back together first, before
you cameand ruined it al."

| found it a pretty incredible claim, knowing what | knew about her. "Y ou tortured him."

"And then heran away into the woods and went crazy," she added. "And still. No breaks. Not acrack in
thearmour. Only . . ." She cast about and spoke with acomplete bafflement and no little anger,
"kindness™

| felt seasick being with her. Watching her waslike looking in amirror set a an angleto flatter least. | had
the nasty suspicion | owed her morein terms of who 1'd become than | owed most people eaten by
Unity, asthough she and Isol and those other freaks had al made more contribution by dint of their manic
energy than athousand ordinary lives of better balanced qualities.

She glanced up at me through her colourlesslashes and one-haf of her mouth curled upwards knowingly.
"Tortoise" shesad quietly.

| sent her back. The quartz rock sat on the rug.

| touched afrond of sequoia, ran it through my fingers and felt the tiny overlapping needles run smoothly
under my skin. Kya had grudge reasons not to want to help me, though she had nothing to give in any
case. But there were others who had known him, including one | was convinced Kyaknew nothing
about, even though they'd been contemporaries. Now she would be extremely difficult to handle, but
maybe she would be more useful.

| ate her after Kya, along timein the past: if it wasthe pagt, if thiswasitsfuture. It wasin another
universe whose path lay distinctly separated from this one, and as such the times there and here could be
said to be at least as concurrent asthey are different.

| cross over to the place, to the time, to that eternal present where | am the ruthless mercenary Tyban,
scourge of al lands. | am sword brother to the cash-hungry employees of a power-mad tyrant. Hewasa
bastard in the pgorative sense, who thought himsalf amage because he was a Stuffie and could use Stuff
alittleand to himin hisignoranceit was magicd. | liked him mightily, because he had extraordinary
determination and the low cunning to have become anything at all.

| ate, or will eat, five people during Tyban's'my period of service.

Of course, given the nature of my existence, they are fill dive, not in Unity, and Unity isaso somewhere
not yet born.



Inthat world | am till standing with the fire and the rope over Intana, Jlagka's doxy, asking where heis.

Inthat world I am till in midair with my knifein the neck of another renegade splinter posing asa
shaman, hismaterid substance draining into my hand as helooks in my eyes and understands nothing.

Inthat world I am till adark ghast with my tendrilslocked around the throat of the singing drummer girl
who suppressed dl her splinter visonary powersinto a contemplative templelife.

Inthat world | am till speaking through awinter laketo asmall boy, tempting him into the icy depths
where hewill find the peace for his unknown splinter heart.

Inthat world | am still standing looking at the empty glass coffin where Jalagkarested last on that planet,
redlizing with agenuine shock that one of these wretched splinters has gone and | eft the entire continuum.

I'm so surprised I'm missing the fact that 1've been sneaked up on, and the black woman's blade is il
dicing through my heart there on that sandy dune overlooking the grey sea, and the gulls are il
dhrieking. Some wretched girl with long mad hair who is both the princess and witch of the placeis
howling like ademon. She runs around the broken battlements of her pathetic shordlinefortressas| pull
the blade out of me and walk off aong the shingle beach to get some peace.

| am il returning to my attacker, standing over the smashed glass coffin and saying to her, "Where did
hego?'

She looks down at me-she's very tall and has soon got over the shock of not daying me. "Away. What
areyou? Areyou one of him?"

"No." | fed affronted, amused, annoyed. "He's one of me."

She gives me the most contemptuous gaze I've ever seen. It makes mefed likefilth under her boot. "It's
not possible. Here." She hands me her dagger. She's of the same mercenary order as| am. Tyban and
Chayne. We are brother and sister in cash and blood, though we've never met before. Still, the code of
the Brotherhood answers al questionsfor us, and we have no interest in each other beyond our
connection to the vanished Jalaeka.

She expects meto kill her for her treachery and | am honour bound to do so. "Get on withiit. I'm
wating."

"What did you do?" I'm going to get my answer. If degth isno threet to her, maybelifeis. | prod the glass
coffin with the blade and it chinks and is scratched-a ridicul ous Stuff fancy, acrazy thing, itstotemic
power effective despite the fact it's broken.

"What the hdll is she on about?' | point thetip of the sword at the shrieking girl who isashort distance
away, very angry, dightly psionic as you might expect from long, random exposure to the kinds of Stuff
individuas spawned on this place.

"Why do you want to know?"
| explain the position, Sncetherésno harm in telling her now.

Chayne glances at the girl with exasperation and aclear desireto kill her. "Shewasin love with him and
now he's gone. She kept him in thisbox and was trying to use him to get through to some other world.
He had power and she fancied herself the sorceressto useit. Stupid mare.”

"I'mimpressed.” | beckon to the girl. She wastes no time and runs away across the dunes. "And what



about you?' | return Chayne's weapon.

She takes the dagger back and looks at the edge thoughtfully. My blood still smearsits surfacein ared
dick. She glances a me, then, fast as an adder, sticksthe point squardly into my belly. | grunt and gasp
with the pain as shetwidsit experimentaly before pulling it out.

| eye her crosdy, making it clear that | consider it an insult, and she thinks a bit, watching me not bleed or
die, and says, "He wanted to leave, and | wished that he could go somewhere better.”

"You wished 7'
"With al my heart." A small, triumphant smile touchesthe corners of her lips.

| haveto have her. | take her. Her story bleedsinto mein one great soak and | am starting to fed very
uneasy about my missing splinter, that it inspires such peculiar and devoted behaviours.

| am till standing there, redlizing that he could be absolutely anywhere. | am tracking down the princess
and eating her, and understanding that for al 1've been serving an arch manipulator | may have met
another one ten times better naturally suited to the job in Jalagka.

| rarely even thought of him by name then. It hadn't got personal yet.

AsRitagtanding by her Tortoise| fed like| felt as Tyban, used and abandoned. Only now | fed that |
have abandoned and used mysdlf, missed the bigger picture, made amistake | can't quite pin down but
am now beginning to regp. The answer to it islost somewhereingde hishigtory, insde. . . And then it
occursto methat | may have just thething | need to redlly piss him off.

| left Ritaand becametaller, darker and more weary in spirit as| put on the mantle of hislast friend on
that world. When the body was remade | waited for the mind to be fished from its stored depths on
Origin. It takes awhile for something as complicated and delicate as that. WWhole seconds.

Assoon asmy new partiad wasready, | |€ft.

When Theo had gone | picked up the Stuff cube and threw it againgt the window as hard as | could.
There was a sharp sound but nothing broke. It rolled avay behind the sequoiatrough. | tore off my
clothing and kicked it away from me. In the shower, once the water was hot and 1'd gone through one
washing | activated my Tab and called Pat's number, voice only. It rang awhile and | rested my hands on
thetiles, letting the water run over my back.

"Hdlo?"

"It'sRita"

"Hey, Rita" He sounded pleased to hear from me.
"Hey. Areyou very busy?'

"It depends” hesaid. "Areyou dl right?’

"I'm going out tonight,” | said. "Why don't we meet?'



"I'd likethat."

| sent him the details and hung up. | called Rupes and explained that | had businessto attend to out of
town. Fuck Theo and his ordersfor me to watch him constantly in case the humans figured out the
dightest thing about using the Sankhara Stuffies. Fuck him.

Meanwhile there were other thingsto fill the hours until night. I went into the beauty salon and told them
to fix everything.

| woke up and found mysdlf lying in my own bed, the light on. It waswarm. Jdagkawas Sitting in the
chair beside the bed, hisfeet next to me, playing some net game on my Abacand.

"What are you doing here?' | asked.
He pushed two blue vids at me. "Take these. WEll talk when your head's clear.”

| stared towards the windows. A bleak white light came through them, which | belatedly recognized as
the kind of light you only get reflecting from snow under clouded skies. Most of the Parkland had
vanished beneath athick coat of evergreen fores, itself coated with a powdery soft outline of white. The
mountains reared and bulked no more than twenty klicks away from us, vast glaciers visible between
ther ridges.

The light and movement made pain shoot through my skull. | took the vials and bit them open meekly,
lying with my eyes shut until they fast-tracked me to normdity. He handed me the requisite two litres of
water that the process required in plastic bottles and watched me drink it.

Halfway through | paused for bresth. Y ou should be with Francine.”
"I amwith Francine," he said shortly and explained to me what he'd done.

My head fogged briefly with the activity of the decontamination agentsand | had to rest. When it started
to abate | said, "I've thought alot about you and it, your story and . . . you shouldn't be doing this." |
meant it too.

"Drink it al," he said and nudged me with hisfoot. He wouldn't listen until I'd finished. | put the cap back
on the second bottle and threw it a him. He caught it.

"I meanit," | said ancerely. "Y ou shouldn't do what it does. No partials. No duplications. It will erode
you. | know it. Y ou know it. Everything will change. Y ou mogt of dl. That'sjust how itis.”

"| can't leave you done here.”
"Y ou can and you will. I've had it and Francine-l don't know-if you'reright, she can't die.”

He narrowed his eyes and flipped the bottle back at me. It hit mein the chest. " ou're redlly not thinking
thisthrough from Theo'send of things, sweetheart.”

"Maybe not. But | know that you should stop this now. What's the point of any of it, any of what you
ever did, if you become Unity again?'

"I haveto do something," he said. "Hell come the moment she'sdone. Maybe for you too."



"Then you come back. Y ou can come back instantly. Francine can tell you when.”
"Wheream| going?'
"To do whatever you haveto do."

Herolled hiseyesa me. "And you cal yourself anintellectud. Isthis some geek idea of apep talk suited
to persons of lower intelligence?"

"Y ou haveto keep making decisions. Y ou haveto. You. You'rethe only one. Y ou could have passed
thisdl on to Francine, you know, if you'd let her have dl the power you have. | know that'swhet it
means. Y ou keep her fromit."

"It'sastupid power," he said. "And anyone who wantsit isamoron.”

"Which iswhy you haveto keep it." We shared asecond of agrin. "You've had it so long. Y ou won't . .

"Won't what?' he asked. "Useit for evil? Try to conquer the world? Bend everyone to my will? Cry
'Havoc' and let dip the dogs of war?”

"WEell, no, frankly. | don't think you will. And you have to keep it from her because otherwise shelll know
your guilty secret.”

Helooked at mealong, londy time. "I liked it better when we fought.”

"Metoo."

He stood up.

"Where are you going?'

"Towork on getting you the hdll out of Unity."

"That's not possible.”

"Tdl it to Tinkerbell," he said wearily. "And look after Francie. If things go bad, I'll come for you.”

"Don't belate." When held gone |l lay back and closed my eyes. Under the fingers of my left hand | could
fed rucks and troughsin the bedsheet. Their texture, warmth and fed spoke directly to my skin-they said
the unpronouncesble name of a demon.

So, the gods come through sound, but demons are tactile.

| fought to keep working whenever my mind tried to search itsdf for signs of occupation. | caledin sick
and stayed in the Palace. | had no faith that he could prevail over Unity, but if anyonewasgoing to, it
would be he. He was so0 very, very strange.

| went back to reading hisfile and wondered, for thefirst time, if | wasdl wrong about him. The more |
read thelesslikely | thought it could be that Francine had smply made him up. If hewas made up a all,
he was made up by other people before she had ahand init.

| cdled Damien. "Did you put Francinein Jalagkasway? Did you know?"



"No," he said innocently. But hewaslying of course.

"Damien, did you sacrifice usfor something? Me and Francie? Tell me how it worked. Come on, were
aready in for the course of thewar. Tell mewhat you did. . ."

"It'snot likethat . . ." hesaid. "Y ou understand now, don't you? It'sthe only chance of away out.”

| hung uponhim.

Did | ask for it? Did I?Did 1?| don't know.

I'd been thinking this through since last night, when | couldn't think because Jalaekawasthere and | felt
like hed know. He's been gone severa hours now, on the second day sinceit happened. He promised to
return-1 only have to want him to. | didn't ask what he was going to do. | don't want to know.

| sat inthe big chair, big enough for two, the spaces stuffed with comforter, and |ooked out at the
Enginegsworkings. The mountains were larger and much closer. The Pdace wasin their foothills now.
The garden, what was left of it, had become open moorland and stood bare to the stars. The new hills
stared at me and had nothing to say, not a damn thing. The wolves had goneinto Sankharaand eat, to
the zoo republic of Faraway, but Hyperion was till here, Greg said, somewhere, among the rocks and
the gullies. I once went to Haworth on aschoal trip, to see where the Bronté sisterslived, and the land
waslikethis. | saw the couch where Emily died. It was so smal and-ordinary.

| couldn't hear anything, but | didn't believe Greg could be adeep. -To think that you are not yourself,
that invisibly and undetectably something watches you, from theinsde, and is consuming you with
inexorable progress no matter how dowly . . . search and search and search again you can't find it or see
it or fed it in any way, then you wonder-did | imagineit, am | hallucinating the entire thing? And your
tongue feestoo big for your mouth and your body scrunchesin on itself, looking everywhere for the
intruder, but it can't find something which isitself, soit must look for the traitorsin its midgt, those cells,
those molecules that have gone over, those thoughts and impulses that are no longer truly itsown. And
there are none of those. It'sal you. All of it. Even the fear and the doubt and you wonder. Did | ask for
it?

Oh. | did. But herel am. Still exactly the same asever. It wasn't what | wished for at all. Jalaekarefused
me. He said, "Y ou're perfect asyou are. Y ou don't need me. What you want you haveto take. | can't
giveit to you. You haveto becomeit. | can't help you. Y ou can't be me, and if you were, you wouldn't

beanythinga dl."

After Theo it was unbearable. The way Jalaeka was with me. It was unbearable. | madehim doit. And
S0 I'm guilty, as Theo's guilty. | used him.

| couldn't Sit there another second. | ran to the door and into Greg's apartment.

Hewas hunched up in bed. "Francine? What's the matter? What timeisit?" It looked to me like he might
have been trying to concedl the fact he'd been crying.

"l was. . . wondering if you weredl right.”

He stared at me, then shook his head dightly. "Don't worry about me. Listen, I'm not good company.
Why don't you go home and I'll see you in the morning?'



Oh god. Thiswas such abad ideaand now he's cross and really wishing he was done and | should go.
Of course | should. | started to gpologize but he interrupted me.

"No, no. I'msorry. I'mnot very . . . redly I'll be better inthe. . ." Greg was staring through me. | could
see the depth of his exhaustion-his eyes were heavily shadowed and hisface was lined and old-looking.
Matted hair stuck to hisforehead and hetried to stand straight self-conscioudy, without great success. "If
you're frightened, you can stay until he gets back, but | haveto rest.”

"Okay."
He curled up with his hands pushed between histhighs and was lill.

"What'swrong?' | said, barely ableto see him. Only the glow from asingle weak night-light gave me any
shapes to see. Everything was blocks, open spaces a shade lighter than solid things. It was hard to
witness him like this. Hed aways been so competent and, ordinary.

"Nothing. | need to rest. | had abad day."

| waited some more but he didn't spesk again. | had to content mysdlf with the fact hewas still bresthing,
and went out into the living room.

He had two big sofas facing each other. One had athrow on the back of it that stood out, black on
white. | pulled it off and took it into the bedroom and spread it over him. He didn't move, so | went back
and lay on the other sofawith its back to thewall, but it was opposite the door and | didn't like that, so|
went into the windowed room facing Verkhoyansk. Itswindows had floor-length vertica blindsand
curtains. Both were drawn shut. There was also astrange little corner made by one sofaand alow table
with a beanbag and some cushions stored iniit. | sat in the corner and put the beanbag in front of me with
the cushions on top, except for onethat | held in my arms and rested my head on.

| thought | could hear groaning, like trees being bent until they were a bresking point, but | might have
imagined that. The weather wasterrible.

| hadn't been there that long when | heard Greg get up. | saw the lights come on and all the colours
gprang out, red and gold on the furniture, bronze and copper and redlly pretty thingson thewalls; a
bigger than life-size portrait of agirl in agreen dress, aMing Dynasty vase standing tal on itsown, along
recliner that faced thewall of crimson velvet that shut out the night. Greg shuffled about in the kitchen,
which, like ours, was where a dressing room used to take up acres of space. | heard him run the taps,
open cupboards, rustle packets. | thought he probably wanted to be done till, so | stayed put but he
cameto the door in aminute and leant on the frame.

"Francine?'

"I'm here," | said and pushed the cushions away-now | could see they wereredly lovely ones, gypsy
materials al gitched together in clever ways, covered in tapestry storybook pictures. | stood up and he
tried to samile at me, looking regretful.

"D'you want tea?' Held changed out of the wet clothesinto soft blue clothing he sometimes wore around
the place when he had no plansto go out that day. | thought they were old yoga clothesbut | couldn't

imagine Greg doing yoga

| nodded and climbed out of my hiding place. He waited until | was free and clear, then turned back to
the kitchen.

He made teain two big mugs and pushed one to me across the table. Walnut veneer. Don't spill anything.



He pulled adice of bread from a packet, spread a huge wodge of jam on it straight from the jar, rolled it
into a sausage shape and put one end of theroll into his mouth. He pushed the whole |l ot-bread, jam,
knife-towards me afew inchesand | took my own dice and made arall like he had. White bread.
Raspberry jam.

After hed eaten the first one he sat opposite me and we took turns making rolls. After the second one he
looked up for thefirst time.

"S0, how areyou?'
"Been better,” | admitted, hafway through amouthful. "I suppose Jadagkatold you about Trandating me.”
Helooked a me, then glanced down.

"Did hetel you 7" he asked quietly. He licked jam off hisfingers and went through the motions of
prepping another dice.

| swallowed and watched him digging inthejar. Hewasangry. "l asked himto doiit.”

He paused, then carried on and carefully pushed the jam right out to the crusts on al sides before passing
metheknife. As| took it he glanced up a me. "Do you think he'stelling the truth?"

| straightened up the dice of bread I'd just taken, making its edge parallel with the edge of the work-top.
Theworld weighed abillion billion tons. Fortunately, the jam was beginning tokick in. Y eah."

Greg had stopped chewing to listen. Now he started again. "Unlessit's him too. Unless heis Unity. Did
you think about that?"

| picked up the jam and tried to do it as nestly as he had. | gave him that dice.

"Thank you." Hetook it, held it and sighed. "Anyway, | redized thismorning that | haven't got anyone |
want to tell about what's happening to me." He worked on finishing that piece of bread, then drank the
rest of histeaeven though it was il extremely hot. "Except you and him but-you aready know."

"Jdaekas not like Theo."

"I noticed.” He put the knife down on the jam lid. Looking at it he said, "I'm sorry, | wasn't herewhen. .

"Dont," | said quickly, putting my hand on hisarm. "I'm fine."
"How can you be?' He looked up a me, hiseyesfilled with tears.
"Because," | said, "l am.” | willed him to understand. Of coursethat didn't work.

"Y eah, metoo." He swallowed nervoudy and brushed his eyes with the deeve of his sweeter. "Do you
trust him? Redlly?

llYall
"What about Damien?"
IIYSII

"He put you two together. He knew about Jalaeka, from before. Like Hyperion. Doesn't that bother



you?"
The food in my mouth got stuck there. | couldn't answer.

He stood up and rubbed his arms through the sweater. "I'll never deep now. Want to watch TV?"

There was nothing to find in Dr. Saxton's office, and his colleagues varioudy expressed concern, shock
and disappointment when he didn't return to the department, although Valkyrie wasn't surprised. She
completed her searches of the faculty |aboratories and her interviews and returned to the Aeridswith a
full report of very little. Confident that her assessment of hisinfection as accidental must be correct, she
conferred briefly with Belshazzar.

"l dont likeit," the Hive Queen said. "Why should it happen to him when he's out here in nowhere with
thissplinter?’

"Why not?" she countered. "He's been in that hot spot along time.”
"It sndlsdl wrong."

Vakyriedidn't likeit either. She went to see Saxton's ex, Katy, but she was busy, as everyone seemed
to be packing in agreat hurry. Many of the humans had decided to leave Sankharafor good after the
quarantine order.

"He's probably at work,” Katy said defensively. "Have you tried there?"
"Mn," Vakyrie said. "And do you know where hisfriends are?"
"Francine? Areyou looking for her?'

"Not exactly," Vakyrie said. She didn't like the woman's resentful air and added, "1'm not with
Immigration. | don't care who's here.”

"Issheintrouble? It's about the other night, isn't it?"
"l couldn't say."
"Then, if youll excuseme.”

Vakyrie returned to the Palace. In frustration she set out towards the forest hersdlf, following what she
thought looked like new footprintsin the snowfal that had blanketed the garden and the land beyond in
the last forty-eight hours. Footprints went east and soon |eft the garden through agap in one of itsrough
beech hedges ahaf mile from the house. They crossed rolling ground and took her into the disorienting
uniformity of thetaiga

The morning's clear skies became the noon's darkening clouds. The snow, so crigp and frost-skimmed,
became soft. She came over asmall summit after trailing dong alog-strewn irrigation gully and saw a
clearing where bad ground had given no purchase for trees. There sood Greg Saxton, in along coat,
shivering, talking closely with the ugly, warped figure of her peculiar Forge-brother, Hyperion.

Vakyriehid quickly. She didn't fed the cold at these temperatures and the snow was nothing to her. She
lay flatinit at full length, most of her body down in the gully. Fortunately, the sun had not been out to



flash off her armour. Now shelet her metal skin take on the white, grey and brown of the things beside
her and vanished into the land. Adjusting her sensory pickup, she listened to their conversation.

"... Metropolis by another 'Jack. Gone now," Hyperion said, viaradio.
"Belshazzar doesn't know about you, then?'

"It'safar assumption." Hyperion'slong jacka earstwitched and he glanced Vakyriesway. "But like
many of those, possibly quitewrong.”

Saxton sighed heavily and Vakyrie saw he was holding his Abacand, recording their conversation. The
Cylenchar didn't seem to mind.

"And these changes out here," Saxton said. "Y ou've seen them?'

"It was summer a couple of months ago. Y ou were here. Now it'swinter. The mountains are a hundred
kilometres closer and half astall again asthey were. The forest creeps on the house day by day but the
land grows bigger and the city more distant. The wolves are perhaps werewolves, or another thing. Other
beastswalk here sometimes, but they're dl done.”

"And how did you know about him?"

"Who?'

"Jdaeka"

"I don't know about him. | came hereto follow the god.”

"So you keep saying. But you mean him." Saxton's frustration showed in hisvoice. The Cylenchar began
to pace off, away from the Palace.

"I know what | mean," he said and shook drops of water off his coat. He lifted his beaky snout and
sniffed thewind. "More snow on the way. Time you went."

"Comeon! You'vegot to tell me more than that!" Saxton shouted after him, hisvoice muffled quickly to
slence by the snow. He ran after Hyperion, ssumbling on the uneven ground. "No way are you just here
for the darshan . Y ou've got awhole other thing going on!”

"Y our faith isyour own problem," Hyperion said, pausing and turning hishead. "I can't help you with
that." He left the clearing and Saxton flung his Abacand away. After atime he waked to it and picked it
up, cleared it off and put it back in his pocket. With his head low he picked up hisown trail and began to
retrace his steps.

Vakyrie knew he would notice her footprints. She stood up and made hersalf conspicuous again and
pretended to have just arrived.

"Dr. Saxton?"
He jumped so much shefdt sorry and dmost apologized.
"Who areyou?'

"Light Angd Vakyrie Skuld. Solar Intelligence.” She sent her badge details to his Abacand and waited
palitely for him to be satisfied with them.



"What do you want?' He was cold. He shivered and walked faster as he came towards her. Hisface
was grey and inward-looking, lips pae. "It must be good if you've come al the way out here. Normally
you just seize dl the Alsand make arunfor it."

"l wondered if you might know anything about the Unity splinter.”
"Depends why you want to know."

"Belshazzar asked meto verify someinformation.” Vakyrie decided not to lie. Shefdt sorry for him. His
eyes darted everywhere but at her face.

"Did she?"

"Y ou haven't been answering her cals”
"No | havent."

"l wassorry .. "

He stopped and glared at her, then ducked under a branch and climbed out of the gully between the
trees, where she found it much harder to walk, breaking the old dry branches of the conifers across her
chest and shoulders with every step.

Hisvoice was sharp and he spoke in a staccato. " Spare me. Ask your wretched questions, then leave me
aone. Or better yet, maybe you'll answer one of mine. Why did she liein the Metropolis Report? To
convince everyone that Sidebars were il ajudtifiable risk?”

"Yes" Vakyrie sad, kesping up with himin an awkward shuffle. " Surely you must redlize therésno
possibility of an orderly evacuation if panic wereto break out.”

"And istha what you're doing? Evacuating al of Unity space? Do you suppose that Theo will notice? Or
isthisgoing to be passed off asalot of holiday time?’

"It won't help anybody unless you answer my questions honestly,” Vakyrie said, as camly as she could.
"Y ou understand that. | understand your anger.”

"Do you?' He stopped and stared up at her. "Then you understand that nothing you want or do in the
human world makes any difference to either of them. Y ou understand that, do you?' He was shivering.
His coat had run low on power.

"Here," she said and reached for its charge tab.
Hetwitched it away from her. "Get logt. Tell Belshazzar I've defected.”

"Defected?’ Vakyrie pursued him through the wet, heavy snow, sinking into the soft, mushy ground
underneath deeper than he did. "To what?"

Heignored her and marched on.
"Dr. Saxton," she called. "Wait. Please wait. Can't you at |least tell me something about the darshan ?*

"Ask the Cylenchar," he shouted at her, without looking back. "He knows dl about it. Or weren't you in
on that moment?'

Vakyrie stood in her tracks and let him go.



She found Hyperion sitting on the summit of ahilltop deep in the woods, where therewas asmall
clearing. The sky had become completely grey, pae and uniform. It was almost warm to her asit began
to snow. The forest crackled with sound; the dide of ice, of dripping water, of branch and twig moving.

"Hello, Vakyrie" Hyperion said, not moving from his seeted-dog position, haf-hidden in the soggy
snow, his Tek aight with activity she could amost read like semaphore on his skin. He flicked his black
earsto rid them of the small flakes of ice asthey fell.

"Saxton told me that you were the expert on the god,” she said.
"You'll have to do better than that," hereplied.

She locked her exoskeleton to rest in place and thought about it. "I looked it up. It'sagrace. | don't even
know what that means. And a Cylenchar hasn't got any ligting. | didn't know you existed. Unofficia
Forged. | should report you immediately.”

The Cylenchar turned hisgoat eyeson her. "Yes. Y our duty calsfor it. But you don't do it. And when
you know why, then you and | can talk."

Vakyrie shrugged. "I know my mind isn't made up. Tupac wouldn't protect you for nothing. The Earth
Unevolved don't understand the Forged, what it'slike, what we are. Most of the time that's neither here
nor there. Today it'shere. We're closer to Unity than .. ."

"No," Hyperion sad, breath steaming from hislong, near-lipless mouth. "We aren't.”
"Then help me understand what you know."

The Cylenchar tared straight ahead, at the woods. "Earth and bone, |eaf, stone, dry wood and ebony,
charcoa and thefirst fal of autumn. Do you understand that? Spring green. Isit chemical ? Isthat its
meaning? Saxton looks for athing he can believe in, meaning that he can understand as he wantsto
understand himsdlf and dl hisstories, asthingswhich fit in agrester pattern, the great pattern. He looks
for light and form. Not you though. Y ou're not interested. What does interest you? Who are you looking
for?'

"Nobody," she said, as annoyed as Saxton had been with the answers she was getting. "But if | giveyou
something, will you drop the mystic shit?'

Hyperion inclined his head towards her and she saw the gryphon again in her mind's eye. He was hard to
insult, if nothing dse.

"My partner,” she began, thinking she'd say something that wasn't too hard, "died in service. It was an
accident. She couldn't be saved. | took her to Uluru but she was damaged and now her memory is

decaying there."

"Couldn't be saved?'

"l couldn't save her."

"That will do," Hyperion said to histrees. "Hewill giveit for you. Ask."
"Ask what? Who are you talking about?'

"Y ou wanted the darshan . Y ou needed areason. Thereitis. Ask him."
"l thought you hadit.”



"Me?1 don't need that kind of thing. That's not what I'm for, Vakyrie Skuld, just aswalking the
greenwood is not what you're for."

"Y ou're taking about the splinter.” But from then on no matter what she said the Cylenchar sat il as
goneand didn't answer, and eventualy she left him therein the thickening downfal.

At home she sat in the growing darkness and listened to the music her landlady played-sentimental songs
and ballads she would never buy herself. She drank hot, weak tea and |ooked through her memories of
Elinor carefully, feding distant from themin anew way.

She called Damien. When he arrived he was much camer than she was used to, though he still batted her
charmsand the gris-gris playfully with hishand.

"What can | do for you?'

"I need to know more about the cathedrd, this Stuffie religion. How the Sdmagundi Cylenchar fitsinto
it"

"It'snot ardigion. It'safaith. All persona. | won't talk to you about it, none of uswill. And the
Cylenchar is nothing to it. HE's one of you, no offence.”

"Nonetaken." She offered him five hundred credits and a cup of peppermint tea. "Are we a war then?"

He sighed and sat down. His green eyes moved al around as he thought, then settled on hers. "We are at
war. Not with you though.”

"With the Unity splinter.”
"No. With Theo."
"| thought he was you. Y our voice. Your leader.”

"Many people make that mistake. So does he. The problem isthat, once you're dive, here, you separate
out. Everyone hastheir own ideas. Even him. Most of us don't want to return to Unity any more than you
would. Evenif it'satotdly pointless digtinction, we want autonomy. Y ou can understand that?'

Vakyriedid. "But you haven't got any power."

"Everything lesks." He reached up with along arm and flicked her gris-gris again. A drop of red, filthy
water fell from it onto hisfingers and he wiped them on her bedroll. "Or hadn't you noticed?"

Francine was sitting at her desk, watching her Abacand spill alight show of twenty-second-century
politics. "I'm going to try and catch up on this. | have an exam in three weeks time."

Shewasworrying the hdll out of me. Her show of normdlity, strong and defiant asit was, sat so out of
place with what had happened to her, and to us-but a the same time, | needed her to be functional,
because | had alot to do. | was so tempted to take her at face value. The darshan and the Trandation
had taken the edge off it. But as Francine, she had a capacity to submerge emotiona traumas| could
only likento my own. | shouldn't wonder at that, most likely, and | didn't like speculating on the reasons

why.



"How's Greg?' she asked.

"He's narc-ed out of hishead. Been arguing with Damien and Hyperion.”
"How'sDamien?"

"The usud. Introuble. Said hed come see you later."

She pretended an enormous absorption in the machinations of early Forged Rightslegidation. Y ou sad
you had to go out.”

"l do."

"Well, | can cdl you," she said absently and leant more closely towards her arguing politicians. | might as
well have not been there.

| looked in on Greg. He was adeep again. His apartment was a pigsty and the bed wasamess as he
thrashed restlesdy, held in oblivion by the unreliable grip of the strong benzodiazepines held taken, their
pack open on the table-a man after my own heart. He wouldn't have woken if the building had collapsed.

| kept thinking about Patrick Black and the way the sun used to shinein on his hardwood floorsin
summer, leaving pools of intense heat where 1'd deep late and held find me and ask me what | was doing
there, ingtead of being in bed or at the Uni or wherever | should have been instead.

Out in the hal Hyperion had left atangled, lethal mess of carpet and splintered floorboards-a kind of
nest. Therewas astrong smell like garlic too-Ajosacha, a shamanic plant used to aid hunting. Histracks
led downgtairs, then, in the snow, they led directly towards the distant forest. | walked aong the path to
the gate, dragging my feet, deep in thought.

Tonight | would still have to smulate Patrick Black, but that was only an act, not acomplete
transformation. | kept listening, aways listening to the mesmerizing shifts of Francie, closer to me than my
heart, farther away than agtar. But it was painful. She'd discontinued her lesson the moment | left and
was reading hersdlf into an exhausted deep.

My mind was continualy visited by old memories, because she could seethem, could live them. | seeped
tatty history and felt shame.

In spite of the fact that Greg had explicitly warned me againgt it, perhaps because of that fact, | waited
until Jal aeka had gone, then shut down the Abacand projection and lay down at the fireside. | looked into
the flames and let my mind drift, waiting for memory asif it was mine, feding sneaky and cheating and so
very good in giving in to the compulsion. I'd stolen afew lines out of Greg'sfile when hewasn't looking . .

The last time a lover of mine got punished for my sake | lay on my back in the sun and smoked so
much dope that | virtually blinded myself: a huge line across the centre of my vision went
completely black for hours, although it took away the pain in my arms where multiple broken
bones were trying to put themsel ves together.

It was a long time ago and remembering it now is peculiar, like watching a film of someone else's
life, and wondering what the director was thinking, and who the hell would be taken in like the



poor sap you're supposed to identify with.

Two days after | tripped off the face of the planet and wrecked my sight the sunburned line was
still a violet slash across the world. It cut the guard's hawk-face in half as he dlid back the gate of
the spy-hole, then pulled the door back in a silent sweep. | barely registered him.

Now | searched for that memory, to finish it and find out what had happened. Like the previoustime, it
was more than ahuman recollection. It seemed perfectly red. | washim.

Kya was standing at the ornate mahogany table, set between two of the huge windows that gave
a view onto the garden and across the measured architecture of the city of Koker Ai towards the
river, where her dhows ferried cargo day and night from the mightier ships moored fifty leagues
down the delta.

She made me wait in the doorway as she decanted wine and water in equal partsinto two
drinking bowls. Scented evergreen woods burned in the embrace of theiron grate. In the window
ranks of cut crystal threw minute beams of light, freckling the rich carpets and disturbing their
geometric red and blue patterns. They cast changing colour over a large game board set out
ready for play. The jewelled eyes of the pieces glittered in the firelight. It was such an array of
low-rate calculated shit it made me fed! ill.

As Kya turned | let the violet linein my eyesjag and sever her lips. They moved together like two
halves of a spaded snake.

"Jalaeka," she said and indicated that | should sit on the couch by the board. She stirred the
wine/water mixture with a tiny silver paddle and brought both bowls with her, offering me one. |
set it aside. | didn't want to lose my composure and try to kill her before 1'd said what | meant to
say. Her manners had the desired effect however, and that ideal started to dlither off of its own
accord.

"Will you play?" she asked.

| glanced over the board. | needed the distraction. My arms hurt in spite of the dope. It was
nothing to yesterday, or the day before, but anyway, | couldn't concentrate. | picked up an
Assassin piece, staring at the moves. | made myself look her in the face. The love | once thought |
felt for her made me hate myself beyond bearing.

"Did you get your money?" | said.
"My money?"
| set the figure down on the first available spot. "The gold you sent me. You know. The pay."

"It's still yours, if you change your mind. | covered my expenses.” Her fingers closed around the
shapely curves of a Courtesan. She glanced up at me through colourless lashes in mimicry of that
obvious look that women give men when they're acting out the come-on. "Refusing the pay
doesn't mean you didn't do the job.” She put the piece down carefully within reach of one of my
Judges.

Was sheright? | couldn't put my thoughts together about what it was 1'd done at her demand, |



only remembered what happened after-the breaking of my arms-and before that a foot kicking a
stool, its legs scraping stone with a shrieking sound. No, | could have remembered it. | forbade
myself to. "What do you want?"

Kya lifted her bowl to her mouth and drank a sip or two. | watched the gentle convulsions of her
throat, saw my hands around it, squeezing, closing until my thumbs pressed through flesh to the
column of her spine. She took my Serf, and a Knight.

"You know," she said, "that nobody else mattersin the world to me but you. All you haveto dois
obey, but you don't. | can protect you fromthis, give you all the space in the world to live out your
romantic delusions with Intana, or whoever else you find weak enough to tolerate. One more job.

That'sall. One submission. But . . ." She shrugged.

| moved a Senator randomly. She knocked it over with a Pirate.

"You can't do that,” | said, knowing she was only illustrating her point, but focusing on the wrong
thing as usual, and not only because of the drugs. | slurred, "It'san illegal move."

"It'smy board." The piece was still in her hand as she set it down, pressing it into the square.

"Then there's no point in playing you anymore,” | said, mostly to myself. | got it. My arms and my
once-broken back and my scarred side and my ruined friendships-oh, | got it.

"Quite." Her voice was a monotone. It was a chilling, inhuman sound, but the contours of her
mouth lent the consonants a lovely delicacy. | found myself wanting to kiss it and vaguely realized
it was the imposition of her wishes coming into play against me, but | still had no idea how to
counter those. | no longer knew what | thought.

She let me go and moved her Gladiator out of the way. In his path stood only the soft face of a
Minstrel, its cheeks puffed round with unspoken messages.

"What do | do?" | asked her.

"Here." She picked up both Queen pieces and set them opposite one another. "1 am separated. |
wish to stay that way. This splinter of me, the other Kya, is nothing but Desire. You will find and
bring her here, and when you do and she is my prisoner, safely locked away where she can't
threaten me, then you can go."

| had to stare at the board and not at her. Her size was a product of distillation, not of volume.
One drop of her was worth ten of me. | got up. | had to get away somewhere nobody was, o |
could think, so | could feel. | wanted Intana but | couldn't go there, didn't know what to say or do
to fix what 1'd done before my arms were broken. | had to fixit. If | tried very hard, | couldn't
even remember what it was, the very bad thing.

"Don't you wish to finish the game?" Kya asked.
"Sure" | said. "I'll finishit."

| walked out the door and never went back. | left Intana there, completing the total betrayal |1 had
started days before. | had no idea what else | could do except run, until | found some way of
freeing myself from other people.



| wondered what the thing was that he did not want to remember. It bothered me alot. The brutality
hidden in it must be very big, consdering that he'd had no problem reveaing the extreme violence of his
"death.”

| couldn't imagine him doing anything unpleasant to anyone. Hewasn't likethat. | knew thiswasa
ridiculous thing to think about most people, dl of whom were cgpable of unlimited violence given theright
conditions, even me, but he wasn't even human, and one of the ways he was least like us was thisway.

| knew hewas going out to see her, the partid. Rita. | envied her. For thefirst timein my life | knew what
it meant to be green with jealousy. | was so disgppointed with myself.

The fire had dmost burned out but | dare not go looking for any more wood, not in the Foundation's
gpartments. | thought | might go seeif Greg had any, but then | felt afool for being weak. | ought to stay
here and trust Jalaeka and bdievethat if | shouted out his name in my mind, held hear me. | supposed we
should have tested that.

Outsde the wind drove snow at the south side of the house, covering the windows o that there was no
way to see out. It rattled the guttering and every so often asump and rumble of snow would shift over
the roof and in the attics something whispered.

| put on my old clothes, the ones I'd come to Sankharain, plus the superlight winter gear J had bought
me, and curled up beside the embersto wait. How stupid it is that women have spent so much time
helplesdy waiting, | thought, but herel was, initsordinary, relentless horror.

| went to Ritas apartment in the Adf as1'd promised her. She wore black and wasimmaculately
groomed. The coat was nowhere to be seen, and neither was Theo. In her intricate sevenshadow | could
see only the most remote traces of him. He must be busy at some other task. | waswilling to bet | knew
exactly whereit would find its expresson-round a mine-which iswhy | had decided, against my better
judgement, that | should come here while he was distracted.

"Why did you put that tub of plantsthere? They ruin the view," | asked her, for something to say asshe
brought me adrink.

"l don't know," she said. "Some designer did it for me. Will you help me moveit?'

"Sure." Such agentleman, Patrick Black.

Francinedid not call, not then. | stayed with Ritafor two hours. We did not spend much time talking.

Afterwards | found that | couldn't go straight back. | had to get free of my old friend's skin, hiskindness,
hisforgiving ways-that'swhat | told myself anyway, though another part of me stared on and said it was
smple guilt working, because | knew damn well that Francine was hurt by what | was doing, in spite of
hersdf. And | missed Patrick now, | missed him and the days of our lives when nothing happened.

You kid yourself that you don't know, part of my mind said to me, contemptuoudy. You always know
what you're doing, you just don't want to admit it.



| went to the club. | avoided the dressing rooms and the friends | had there and found mysdlf in the
bathrooms on the fourth level, next to the Library . People gave me somereally odd looks. At the first
snk agroup of three young men stood around, al shooting up with intravenous heroin doses, doing risky
doubles. They stared at me, not in agood way.

| looked at my facein the mirror. The problem was clear. I'd become Patrick Black. Well, | was
ostillating between his outer gppearance and my own.

| shifted back to Francine-me and madeit stick. | felt old.

"Fuck!" said one of the guys who was watching me. "What are you wearing, like, Tekskin? | didn't know
they made it that good."

"They don't." | glanced at him and saw an Unevolved tourist who wasn't as young as he seemed, this
adventure in Sankhara one of many held taken amost like acollege coursein living, without particular joy
or anticipation. "Take it easy with that Stuff.”

He was about to give me amouthful for my patronizing remark, the syringein his hand ready to go, buit |
gpologized. | touched him on the arm, where he was about to inject and felt aflicker of Angel's charge
cross between us. "Want to come with me?’

"Yeah," he said, after amoment's struggle with his doubts. | could see him thinking he might aswell, even
if | was crazy, because nothing wasinteresting him much otherwise. "Here." He gave the syringeto his
friend. "Savethat."

"Oh trust him to score when he's scoring,” said the other friend, already high.

We went to the firgt private room off Rush, where, as an employee, | could get as many drugsas|
wanted out of the security box for free. He was nervous and | was desperate. | pushed him around too
much getting his clothes undone.

"Hey, | likeit gentle," he protested. "Y ou should have gone to adeeper zone. | didn't know you were
into that."

"I'mnot." | stopped mysdf and put my hands on either sde of hisface. "I'm not.”
"Sure" hesaid uneasly. I'd torn his shirt.

"Here." | kissed him, very gently, mouth open. He tasted of alcohol and hewas dick in returning tricks, in
Spite of his protests of innocence. | thought it was astyle he wore in the hope that it might fit him one day.
| did the god thing, the darshan, and held him in my arms and fed on the expression on hisface. | drew
him closer to me, watching the mysterious light open up whatever lost dream wasin his head. | wanted to
know what it waslike.

"Oh my god. Oh my god," he said over and over. He half laughed, half cried out and kissed me, lifting me
up, pulling me onward, closeto aplace deep insde which | could dmost, dmost touch.

Hemadeit. | didn't. | know it'snot for me. It's of me. | know that.

| held my newborn addict's swest-dicked body against mine and waited for him to recover. His skin had
become luminous, taking on that genuine quality that Francine's had without trying. Hiswhole nervous
system was remaking things, undoing things, doing things. Somewherein there isthe answer to my
problem, | was thinking: help without burdens, hope without despair, love without condition or limit.



As| watched him coming round | recognized mysdlf in his glazed, delighted expression. | fdt liketheredl
thing.

After him | found another one. And another one after that.

"Hey."

It waslong past midnight: Engine Time. Someone pulled me round by my arm.

It was dark on the dance-floor. The men where | was didn't wear much, mostly their Tektattoos and their
enhanced musculature, their perfect skins, their moves. This hand was big, cool and heavy. | found myself
looking at a polished bronze cuirass two inchesfrom my nose. It wasn't like the metal | remembered from
Koker Ai. It was Tek, and it shifted with the bresthing of the person whose skin it was.

Sheld gtripped down to the minimum allowed for a Vakyrie-no wegpons and no hem, but shewas dtill a
giant compared to most of the people in the club and they backed off from her asthey tried not to look
like they cared. She had thick blond hair bound round her head in braids like rope and her face had that
strong, classical look with aperfect Alexandrian nose. Red marks showed where her helm fitted close to
the skin-like daps or burns.

| recognized her immediatdly. "What?'
"l need to talk to you," she said. "Not here."

"No literary questions.” | removed myself from her grip and shelooked confused because she hadn't let
go. It was ahit of amistake on my part. | staggered and amost fell.

"What's wrong with you?' she hollered above the music'striba thump.
"Nothing," | said. "What'swrong with you?"'

Out of nowhere Damien pushed in between us. Heydled in my ear, "You're pulling atrain.
Sdf-destruction loco style, youidiot! Don't self-destruct now, just whenit'sal going so marvelloudy
wdll." He dragged meto the door. The Vakyrie followed with ponderous precision.

"What are you talking about?" | let him direct meto aquieter placein Chocolate Floral . It was
peculiarly difficult to walk sraight. | couldn't make the floor be ill.

Damien whacked me across the face with a head-rocking dap. "Thiswon't make it stop hurting, you
know."

| growled at him and he let go quickly. "No, that's not the point. It hasto hurt, just like it hasto fedl good,
or you dieinsde. | have to keep the connections open, wide asthey can be, or | cantdoit at al.”

The Vakyrie looked at me with afixated, strange expresson. "The darshan 7' she asked.

"No. Theother thing," | said, but she didn't know | meant Trandating Francie. Damien did. He nodded
grimly at me and pushed me out to the door and then into the Street.

"I'm trying to help you," he whispered to me, his hands on me cold and kind. He looked hurt. "I think she
might take you somewhere useful. The Metatron.”

| avoided the Solar Als. | didn't like Al in genera but something in Damien's face prompted meto think
that he had some clue what he was talking about.



He gave me a hopeful smile. His desperation made me taste my own. | thought of the Valkyrie's sadness.
| nodded. Okay.

Outsdethe Vakyrie waited for my attention in astoic position, legswide, hedmin hands. The night air
was cool and the Streetswere busy. | could hear Engine Sirens not far away and the creak of earth being
put under pressure. Tramsrolled past over thelittle earthquakes, their bells jangling. Music played from
severa doorways. There was a peculiar party atmosphere to the place, asif Engine Festival had come
early. | couldn't be bothered with walking or public transport systems. | felt claustrophobic.

"Do you know the Triptrap Bridge?' | asked her and didn't wait for an answer.

But the Engine had been very busy. It had erased theillusion of Crisscross Street continuing beyond the
bridge and pushed the Hinterland right out, pressing Hoolerton dmogt into Centra Sankha. Wherethe
Moorlands tower blocks had leered at one another, the churn and grind of old, dead machinery and its
ghostsran right to the seals edge. Where there had been the old European neighbourhoods of the
Wundershon and the Triptrap Bridge across the Purbright, there was now a span of solid frost like anew
bone joining them to Anadyr Park-the bridge seeming to vanish in midair where it crossed the border.
Theriver, likethe Tact at Adf, was redirected underground in vaults of brickwork and stone.

| waited for the VValkyrie on the frost bridge where it arched at its highest and looked towards the
beachfront where we used to skim. There among the tacky shop-fronts and tackier hotelslay the
unmarked doorway that was the entrance to Engine House. As my boots froze to theice | wondered if it
was possible to use the Engine on mysdlf.

Neither Theo nor | was gifted with insght into everything Stuff made. It was possible that the Engine was
asmysterious, as experimentd, asinconclusveinitsnatureasheor |. It may not work for me, but it may
not work for him. It was made by ateam of human speculative engineers, one of the last Sdebar Engines
to be cast and onein which it waslikely Theo had had very littleif any interest. If it could rebuild worlds
overnight, surf millions of minds, shift matter into mind and back again, maybe | could get it to rebuild me.
The only thing | needed was an engineer and | knew whom I'd choose.

A rush of cold, ice-strewn air suddenly surrounded me. | looked up and saw the flare of blue jet fire.
Therewas asmell of kerosene as the Vakyrie landed beside me on the filament of frozen air. The bridge
creaked and groaned with our weight.

Shewas mercifully direct. "Areyou ableto crossinto Uluru?' Her bresth misted in the bridge's frigid
atmosphere and ingtantly fell between usin ashower of ice.

| had never tried it. Sankharawas enough virtudity for me. "Probably.”

"Will you come and take the darshan to my friend?' She looked exhausted and driven. | thought of
Francine. The changes of Sankhara under the Engine had only just finished. | could hear the wolves of
Anadyr even from here, and other criesand cdls, farther from human than theirs. Then they were
drowned in thewaliling Srens of the emergency vehiclesracing to the areas of greatest disturbance: the
night's casudties at Anadyr's newly massive frontier.

| could hear the Vakyrig's body shrinking in the cold.
| listened to Francine, to Francine, deeping adongside Greg on the sofa.
"Show metheway," | said.

She wanted to take me to some temple across the city but | took hold of her metal hand and drew the



gauntlet off it. Her hand was larger than mine, but on the palm the Tek and the lines of her skin ran
together, dmost like one, and | could fit mine againgt it. | let my hand become like hers. Where we
touched | could run up through her arm. Shefelt medo it and tried to jerk her hand back automatically
but | hed onto it and thistime | was stronger.

Emotionally shewasin asmilar state to me. We regarded one another with some surprise and in that
moment our sympathy formed. She understood the rest intuitively and smply tuned hersdlf into Uluru
through its coded transmission bands.

| rode with her and found myself in another park with awarm sun overhead and blue skies. Besde me
she hed my hand, suddenly over afoot shorter than | was, her ragged fairy costume tickling my legs. We
stood beside a half-buried silver aeroplane. She stared up a me, her mouth half-open.

"You didn't change," shesad.

"Should | have?" | said, looking down at mysdlf, wondering what she meant.

"People hereare. . . what they want. Not what they really are.”

"Y ou mean who they redlly are and not what they actualy look like. Show meyour friend," | said.

"I haveto ask the Alsto let you in there." She rubbed the wing of the plane with her free hand and shyly
detached her other hand from mine. "Y ou don't need to touch me now."

Thefigure of aseraph took shape in the shine on the metal and stepped out of it to stand with uson the
grass. He had asword of fireand red, fire hair. His eyes were blue flames burning inside their sockets.
Helooked at me for onelong second and turned to Vakyrie.

"Y ou never ceaseto surprise,” he said. Then he held out his hand to me. "1 am Metatron, the voice of the
Hosts, Mode and Myanfactor. Y ou are an unknown processto us. Will you identify?"

"No," | said. "I'mwith her."

Metatron bristled. Clearly he wasn't used to getting many "No" answers.

"Takeusto Elinor," the Vakyrie said, anote of desperation in her voice.

"We don't recognize this system.” Helooked at me. "It cannot enter there."

"Y ou don't understand,” she said. "Nothing bad will happen. It'sfor Elinor. To let her go.”
"Let her go?' the avatar repeated. "Are you requesting deletion?”

Vakyrie looked down. Her fists were clenched. She whispered her reply and | only just caught it
because | was running on her circuits. "I cannot afford to maintain her and she'slocked in such abad
pattern. And anyway theres barely anything . . ." But she didn't finish.

"Let'sgo,” | said to him. ™Y ou know I'm governed by her accessrights. It'sin the rule-book. I'm not
trying to datamine you. No hodility."

Metatron looked at me with didike and annoyance but he had to give way-Vakyrie knew it and so |
knew it. She had paid in advance and he was bound by his debt. A human wouldn't have had to givein
to such compulsion, but he was no human.

We stood in awhite place, without temperature, without depth. During the momentary transfer time



Metatron tried to read me, and | Iet him do it enough to see that | was not an Al, or ahuman either. His
interest made his eyes blaze so that they consumed his entire face.

"I believe you must be Francine Anndlise Bequerd's dien system. If you wish to spesk later, | am sure
we can make sometrade,” he said.

"Sure” | said and felt Vakyries small fingers close gently around mine.
"Go away Metatron,” shesad. "Give memy time."

"The codeisfragile hesaid. "To see her isto rewrite her. To rewriteisto destroy. A few more
momentsisal you haveleft, beforethe corruption isfatal.”

| thought it al sounded depressingly familiar. If theréd been abulletin board for usto talk about it upon |
might have swapped notes on the impossibility of life-capture. Asit was Vakyrie held my hand as
Metatron vanished, and we waited together in the empty space. She could not bring hersdlf to speak of
her friend and so she told me the facts by direct data transfer, one eectron gate to another; machine

telepathy.

Elinor had been aLight Angdl, Vakyri€'s partner. She had been killed in apower station explosion
during one of the sporadic terrorist attacks by the so-caled Gaactic Forged Independence Fighters. The
only thing |eft to save of her were the last few seconds of her life. But the laws of entropy applied to
kinds of copying. The nature of Uluru meant that Elinor'slife here as pure code was determined by the
error ratesimposed on Mode and Myanfactor by their billions of clients and the inherent ingtability of the
Uluru sructure itsdlf.

Onething about Uluru | had never much considered before was how seldom it experienced serious
wipeouts. It dso managed large numbers of individuals and charactersthat it generated spontaneously
with relatively few |osses.

Meanwhile, Elinor's remains had been ddlivered.

"I don't know if | can dothis," | said uneadly. So little of her existed that the system had not been able to
congiruct avisud form for her yet. It was struggling to locate enough information.

"Please" Skuld's grip on my hand became painful. | felt her grief run through me.

"Now?" | couldn't find anything that even reminded me of aperson, only scraps, the equivaent of afew
phrases taken at random from an entire book.

"In amoment,” Metatron said to us both.

Then there was a shadow, a2-dimensiona grey shape, like awoman made of smoke. Here and thereiit
crystalized into clear form: ahand, apiece of armour, awing-tip, but then it fell to nothing.

"| stayed too long last time!" Skuld suddenly cried out. "She'sgone! Try now. Please. She hasto be
here"

"Therdsnoone" | said truthfully. The darshan required a completely operationa consciousness. It had
nowhereto go.

"You!" She spun around, clinging to my arm, pulling me forward. "'Y ou must be ableto find her. Damien
told me what you could do. Send her home before she's gone. Shewaslost here. She didn't know who
shewas. Y ou haveto find her! She could belost in the system. Please.”



The situation was everything | feared of Unity. Every last detail, except that it wasn't happening to me.

"I don't know how," | said. It wasthetruth. | couldn't jump directly into the Al and go ferreting around in
its nodes, but then, even as| thought it, | wondered if | could. | touched the peculiar sharpness of the
photon flow and learned the way it carried information.

"Metatron,” | caled and the avatar appeared. We did aded. It was, as Greg would have said, a
hopel esdy misguided, wayward and dangerous idea, bereft of intellectua muscle and lacking even the
faintest smidgen of forethought, or, as Hyperion called it, serendipity.

"Copy me”
He cast hissword aside and its fire went out on the vanished ground.

He reached out to touch me. Then hewas gone and | faced mysdlf, my blue-fire-eyed sdif.
Vakyrie shrieked and put her hands over her face. "Thisisbad! | didn't mean that!"

"It'snot so bad,” | said from Metatron's temporarily borrowed space, looking back at her and my Uluru
avatar. Until | looked at it | didn't realize how truly awful astate | wasin, but it didn't matter much now.

| found the vanished and fragmented pieces of Elinor, using Metatron's hands. He watched mein
fascination as | hunted by feding my way through the bits, the way he could not. I put them together using
his skills, but her fragments were deteriorating by theinstant. The best | could do wastrap the pieces
insde a hologphere which created theillusion that shewaswhole. | held it in my Metairon hands and we
al looked into its snowglobe and saw against the moon, the outline of awoman flying, her wings broader
than thewhite disk.

"Now," siid Vakyrie.

But there was no reaching whatever Elinor had been asaperson. All that was|ft of her wasthe
vanishing image, ametaphor, and that was gone in amomen.

| so wanted to be kind to Skuld, and to the All, for granting me accessto dl itsincredible powers of
memory, management and replication. The darshan left melike areverse gunshot, entirely phototropic.
Metatron threw us out of Uluru amillisecond later. | had to trust that he would delete my copy in return
for being able to mine out itsinformation on Unity structure and mathematics. | promised him abad day
inhel if hedidn't and trusted he would understand from what he learned that this was entirely possible.

We stood on the ice bridge, back in Sankhara. Skuld snatched her hand from mine, tearing the skin off
my palm where we had frozen together. She held her own againgt her, asthough it was the one damaged.
Tearsran down her cheeks and became till before they were hafway to her chin. They formediicicles
that shattered as she spoke.

"What have you doneto me?'

Blood surged across my hand and wrist and fell onto the ground. | had no ideafor an answer and tried to
put the hand inside my coat to protect it. The burning pain of it wasindescribable asit repaired itself,
hampered by the cold.

"Y ou changed Uluru. And me. | felt it. What?' she said and sat down, stunned, staring into nothing asa
bitter wind whipped up around her. " Whatare you?"'



| was holding so hard to my wrist | felt the bones grate together. "I'm going home.”

"Wait!" She came after meas| turned to face Anadyr and the Palace, into the wind, hauling her feet off
the bridge with two dmighty power-assisted cracks. "Tdll mewhat it means! What have you doneto
me?'

"Nothing." The Engine had quieted at last. We stood among the sounds of distant carnage and chaos
from the wrecked neighbourhoods of southwestern Sankhara. " Time for you to go to work, surely?

"But..." Shewrestled with an objection and overcame it with a grest effort, then said, from aclear
sense of obligation, "Y our friend Saxton. Listen. Solargov areinto whatever isgoing on here more than
you know. If they find out it was an dien piece of Stuff that caused Saxton'sinfection, they'll require me
to terminate him. I'm certain of it."

"So, areyou telling them that'swhat it is?' | could live without the complication of Solar interference.

She watched me, touched her breastplate and |ooked down at her gauntlet on the ground. A struggle of
conscience twisted her features. "No."

"We're square then."

As| went home | held the knowledge I'd stolen from Mode and Myanfactor close to me, not even
thinking about it because that seemed like too loud athing to do. But | knew it. | knew how to rewrite
peoplein my own image so that they were like me, but not necessarily of me, severed from Unity, free.

| needed amgjor diversion to make the attempt and as | crossed the frost bridge and glided down to the
Pdace, | knew it would have to be potentially catastrophic, both for Theo and for me-thresats of
sgnificance to him couldn't come any other way.

Chaynefights medl theway. It'savocation with her. | admire her tenacity. The Dancing Wu Li Masters
have nothing on her for poise. Her emotions are controlled with adamantine will. They're ataste that
won't go away: metd, blood, fire, strong as proof spirit because dl her life she never let them out.

She picked up this addiction to saf-denia when she was with Jalagka. Before she met him her lifewas
dedicated to the smple and rewarding prospect of his death. It was an old family thing: everyone
murdered, vengeance required, lives of generations wasted in the subsequent vendetta, very much the old
routine-but she ended up tagging around with him like alost dog. Even sheisn't sure exactly what
happened. She thinks perhaps she didn't kill him because, well, what would have come after? She had
had no idea. Of old it had been her plan to fulfil her obligations, then return with her sster to the land of
their birth and die there, in peace with the blood on her hands. But the sister, atwin, died of plagueon a
seavoyage, and so that dream could not be made true when at last she had him at her mercy.

After they became atwo-handed gang, she'd occasionally get her knives out and think about cutting out
his heart. She was dways restless. In the long nights without the moon she dreamed of kissing hislipsas
the blade went in. In the long cold winters of frozen mud, and the hot smothering summers of jungle heet,
shewatched him, and he let her watch him, and they became closer than brothers or ssters, closer than
blood, closer than one bone and another in the same arm.



It's starting to dawn on methat | may have been mistaken in assuming that by taking what all these
people know | could piece together the puzzle of why they do what they do and why they do it for him.
But | can't, and they just do .

Still. Worth some entertainment if nothing else. Chayne's omerta runs so deep that she actudly hasno
ideawhy she couldn't daughter him on sight, even though akid of ten could tell her.

| let Chayne go. She takes control, and as soon as she does the composite of memoriesthat comprises
her salf changes. Shelives. And behind her, asecondary mind, | inhabit.

Bodies change everything. Their senses, their limits, their chemistry determine experience. I've dways
detested their vile imperfection, their gppalling limitations, the fact that | can be nauseated because of
having appetites, every day awhirling manic rush from one desperate need to the next. | loathed them,
even though my awareness was undiminished, my ability continuous. Y ou can't become meset without
having to maintain its catastrophic and repugnant biology. But theré's no living without it.

| long for Unity: the endless flow of knowledge existing in an infinite present-something | don't remember,
athough | fed strongly that it must be supreme, amighty state, the perfection of awareness. Although it
has forgotten itsdlf asit must because it has no form, no foursheet conscious span. Every life replicated by
Stuff isadefiance of Stuff, adenia of Unity's urconscious sublime.

For now, however, here Chayneis: Jalagkas unconsummeated past, and she knows everything | know,
including the perfection of Unity, and she wants both it and me dead, dead, dead with every beat of her
heart.

She interprets my passengerhood as obscene voyeurism-a transgression only to be expected from the
same demon race that consumed her family. (The splinter known as Kyaate them in actua fact, but |
digress, and it doesn't make adifference.) No gratitude in Chayne for the fact that she wound up reunited
with them, in Unity, closer and more intimate than any genetic line could ever be under the congtraint of
linear time. What arrogant egomania.

Chayne rgjects such anotion of togetherness as contemptible and evil as soon as| suggest it. Curioudy
her sense of who sheisremains so pervasive that even now sheisableto tell the difference between
thoughts that are my suggestion and impulses of her own. In alanguage not spoken for over amillennium
shewhispersto me,

"Every minute you let me liveisaminute off your own life. Every second amistake. Y ou think you have
the best of mewith your power. Y ou think you will win. Aslong asyou let melivel will do anything | can
to wreck your chances, Theodore. Y ou're so stupid, you don't even know what you're trying to save or
trying to destroy.”

Coming from someone who only lived for forty-one years in acommunity with no more technology than a
sege engine, it was an admirable speech. | could appreciate what Jalaeka used to seein her.

"You have noidea,” Chayne assured me and bolted the door shut on her fedingsin afutile effort to keep
me out.

Meantime, | played back through her life experiencesto check, just in case she was talking about
something concrete sheld managed to concedl, but | hadn't missed anything. Thisrecall-which shewas
forced to undertake also, as a tourist-had such an effect on her she was unable to speak or move for
severd hours.



When she found herself again she only repegated her last statement with findity, then she looked around
her.

Wewerein Centrd Sankhara, insde the changing room of alarge clothes storein the Embargo, where |
had been organizing the tedious requirements of clothing for her/me before | decided to let her have free
rein.

She examined herself naked first of al, counting her scars, particularly the ones on her face, those heavy
ridgelines of old ash beneath the skin. They described deep, down-pointed arrows over the bridge of her
nose, curved over the smooth rounded dome of her forehead, around her brows and across her cheeks,
surrounding her eyes with amask. The power of this symbol kindled determination in her gut asshe
looked. She had other scars from old wounds too, on her legs and arms, back, feet, hands, neck and
belly. Beneath them her muscleswere hard, longand . . .

"Get out," she hissed to me through her teeth. "Get out, get out.”

| receded into the background and she abruptly had had enough of seeing. She looked at the room and
itslights and mirror, recognizing things by their function but not their methods or workings. | alowed
knowledge of this current world to permeate upwards from Unity and she accepted it. She picked up the
clothes and dressed, momentarily disturbed and darmed by zippers, but soon over it, dismayed to find
no wespons and no armour anywhere.

Then she hesitated and snorted-the closest sound she made to amusement. " So, you can build citiesand
leve nations, but you don't make clothes ?'

Actudly, it hadn't occurred to me. This must be because I've spent too much time with Ritarecently. Her
obsession with gpparel must have worn off on me, as she would never have passed up any opportunity to
try new things or to shop.

As| wasthinking this, Chayne was dready over her discomfort. She swept aside the curtains, ducked
under the lintel-even for thisworld she was phenomendly tall and lanky-and strode out.

She found the gairs, found the entrance to the roof, stood outside next to the aerials and domes of the
telecommunications networks and the loca Guide Al, admired the cityscape for awhile, then calmly
walked off the edge of the building.

| had no idea of her intention the entire time. It was agood |lesson.

Her death on the pavement would have been nothing to me, but | recovered her afew metresinto her fal
and restored her to the rooftop before anyone noticed. She stood, angry, breathing hard, ready for
death, then she laughed and shook her head. | thought we had the measure of each other.

Once wed crossed into the Winter Palace bubble | was shocked. Suddenly the whole place was much
bigger. Also, much colder. | checked the Engine stats and recoiled. Another few days at current rates of
expanson and the foursheet |eading edge would be moving at the speed of light in dl directions. In terms
of thisfourspace and its companion ones, not to mention potentialy al othersin thisregion, that added up
to an extinction event.

| calculated thetimesinvolved and saw that within two weeks dl of Unity's dedlings with the human
world would be reduced to the purely theoretica. Effectively this new development had become my
hourglass. What was not done by then, would not be done here.

But I had not commanded the Engine to do this. Was the thing out of control? It was not outside the



bounds of possibility that some mad dreamer had wished an apocaypse and the Engine obliged, though
such things were meant to be controlled by the Regulator, amemetic filter administered by the Engine's
sapient administrator, which destroyed al such impulses before they could reach the construction system.
Had the thing mafunctioned . . . ?

It distracted me, like an unscratchableitch. That and him. Jalaekawas akind of blind spot, something
near-invisble and impossible to find unless he did some Seven-shifting, as| wasinvisibleto him until |
moved so.

Saxton wasin, working feverishly, his Abacand plugged into academic and Al networks al over the
place. | took aquick glance and thought 1'd take him for awak around before too long. Meanwhile |
paused to admire the expangion of the great hall on the ground floor. The ceiling muras had abandoned
their gpocaypse chic of Michdlangelo meets Vietnam. In their place adead wolf hung above mein the
freezing, desiccating air, anicicle of blood hanging from adeep dash inits neck. It wasthirty feet up, hind
paws held by theiron claw feet of an old bath. I1ts wounds were saf-inflicted-the iron bath feet were
hemmed in by aset of sickle blades, which it had clearly attempted to biteitsway free of. It had human

eyes.

| scuffed the frozen puddle of blood benesth it that covered the floor and it cracked under my foot,
crisping into the carpet. No signs of Hyperion, that pointless, interfering creature.

| found afew other interesting things. The library windowslooked out on a different winter on adifferent
world-Earth: specifically Haworth moor asit rolled unevenly, relentlessly out towards what ought to be
the ruin of asimple farm called Top Withens but which had been rebuilt in shameless adoration by the

Y orkshire Heritage Board as Wuthering Heights. No such thing could happen without areason. It
seemed utterly incomprehensible.

| decided | would send Ritathere, push her to Earth space-timeto find out why that should be of any
significance. Who knew Jd aeka even read books?

The balroom on the north side, which had once been the great crystd room, had ablazing firein the
fireplace and its doors at the far end opened on yet agreater room, even more opulent and expensively
decorated with great plasterworked ceilings and skylights loaded with gold and Iapis paint, and that in
turn opened on another, and another-1 didn't go past five.

The cellars beneath the kitchens were full of water, right up to the top of the steps, but it was clear water
and | could seeright to the bottom, four floors down, where the dimy brick-lined walls were supported
on archwaysthat led into total blackness.

The upper floors aone remained untouched, save for the evidence of hasty abandonment where the cult
had fled the winter cold-hauling dong as much sham-Russian trinketry and art asthey could carry by the
looks of it.

| stopped outside Saxton's apartment and actudly considered knocking on the door but it seemed abit
after the fact considering our present level of intimacy. | walked straight in.

He jumped up when he saw me, though he had the presence of mind to cue some activity on his
Abacand as he stood and stared at me in my new body. He shook a bit, but his self-control was
admirable.

"Who the hell areyou?’

"Thelast person you want to see.”



His aready-pae face went grey. "Oh yeah?" he managed to muster after afew seconds. He looked cold,
even with his coat on. Therewas afire, but its effects were weak.

"Yeah," | said. "Y ou're the expert on this place. | waslooking for your opinion. What'sit like, living insgde
the emotional debrisof thisfriend of yours?'Y ou don't look well. And | understand that soon you'll be
trapped here permanently.”

Hefolded hisarms across his chest. If he could have backed away, he would have, but there was
furnitureinthe way.

"Ah comeon. I'll tradeyou," | suggested. "I can stop the Trandation, put it on indefinite hold. Y ou'll live
like usua, die whenever. I'll even shut the gods up for you and put the demons back in their boxes. It'll be
like they never happened. Y ou give me afew pointers-how about it?'

"He'snot going to giveinto you," Saxton said.

"Isthat right? But you could talk to him. He listens to you. Maybe hewill. It must beworth atry,” |
suggested. "1 think that Metropolisredly upset him. Francine. . ."

"Don't you even say her namel" Saxton hissed at me suddenly. " Just fucking shut up about her."

"I can see why you're not in the diplomatic corps. But | think that you know how to get under his skin.
And you can help me now, or we can both go next door and see how Francineis doing. She'salovely
litlething.”

Chayne, able to hear but not act, poured scorn on me like acid.
"Hell be back any minute.”

"No, I'm not sure of that. The more | think about what's happening to this place and the fact that you're
here the more| think thisis meant to occupy me while he goes to the Engine to seeif he can work out
how to protect Sol, maybe even to protect you."

Saxton flung hisarms up. "What the fuck, it'sal around you. If you want atip, | think you should go and
look out, way out, under the glacier. Or inthe cdllar. Or in theattic. Or you should watch the paintings on
the staircase roof. There, will that do? Isthat enough of atip for you?

"I saw thosethings. Y ou've dways had a good and sheltered life, Dr. Saxton. None of those things are
very interesting to people from more savage eras, concerned with more savage business.”

"Symbols aren't the thing themsealves," Saxton whispered at my back.
| turned and walked out. Saxton followed me, saw me go to Francine's locked door.

"Leave her done" he said. Heforced himsdlf to free hisarms, asthough he might attack me. Helooked
terrified, ridiculous.

"Go back ingde," | said. "Y ou've been most satisfactory.”
"Please” Hesaid it so quietly | barely heard him.

| waved him back. "I'm not going to do anything thistime. I'm just going to say hi." I'd got him on the
edge and he knew it and knew | knew it.

"Leave her done" said anew voice with dl thelilt of axe blades on grit.



| turned around and saw Hyperion standing at the head of the stairs. It had sneaked up very well, with a
sedth | wasn't used to experiencing. It was covered in amantle of cracked ice that scattered and broke
from it with every move it made.

Chayne laughed a me so hard that some of the laugh came out of my mouth in a snorting choke of
sound.

| bit this back and addressed the Forged. "All right. Y ou can either butt out of it, like the rest of the
human race, or you can become part of my army, but that'sall thereis. So whoever you are, make the
choice”

"Your army?" it hissed through its reptile's mouth. Memories of Corvax-one of thefirst humans| ever
encountered-came back. He was someone who was made for things other than the blueprint, one with
the charm to make things differently, to look in new ways. | couldn't even tell what this creature was or
what it wasfor.

It moved forward quickly, changing asit moved, becoming bipedd, tal, itshandsfull of sabres.

At that moment Francine opened her door. Shelooked around it, a me, at Greg, at the advance of the
Forged beast and her face went the dead white of old paint.

Greg lunged forward and hit me in the side of the head. It was agood blow, hard, merciless on the
knuckles of the deliverer, and painful to both of us. He shrieked in surprise and | staggered Sdeways, my
eye on that Sde briefly sghtlessand sparking likealivewire.

The Forged sprang forward and scythed the fingers of one hand across my neck inamorta effort | did
nothing to deflect. Itsyellow eyes burned with arighteousfire | found excessvely objectionable.

| ate it and stood up, brushing at the blood on the front of my new parka. Inside Chayne was having a
great time. She watched the Forged go past her, into Unity's al-loving embrace, and said to me, "That
was a stupid mistake. Y ou've been bombed.”

For asplit second her conviction made me wonder: aren't | human enough ? Isthere moreto it than flesh
and bone, and the motivations that fight one another tooth and claw until nobody can tell who means
what? Can there be any more to them than the smple gallop for power and surviva? Y et this bloody
woman seems to think she knows something | don't know. Asif that was possible. Wdll, fuck her.

| turned to Greg and gave him back his punch.

Chayne had a great arm. He went down without a sound and lay against the baseboard, snuffling red as
he passed out.

That's what | always did too, Chayne said as| turned to Francine.

She held the door in awhite-fingered death grip. Her legs shook and a cold sweat stood out on her
forehead. Her blue eyes were ringed in the brown exhaustion of the deepless and paranoid. Asthey
stared at me and knew me for what | was they recognized Chayne, and her features set like stone.

The Bronté parsonage at Haworth was such asmal building, so old. Itsfriend the church is scarcely
bigger, it ssemsto me. Trees, which didn't exist in the photographs of the twentieth century, were



massive among the tumbled graves and shaded out most of the light, even on winter dayslike thisone.
Foggy damp clung everywhere, misty and drenching. My Abacand enumerated the family trees of the
dead, and they fogged and dimmed my mind with too many empty names.

Theo would haveliked it, | thought, but he wasn't herein person, the asshole.

Insdethe church | sat on apew-not an origina-and listened to an actor giving areasonable rendition of
Pastor Bronté's sermons. In the front row the actors playing along as the three sisters and brother
Branwell sat bolt upright and picked at the covers of their hymnals. It was authenticaly chilly for a
winter's Sunday, my Guide informed me, sotto voce . | observed the play with haf my attention and with
the rest watched the other tourists.

The Unevolved of Earth were dl derdlict. Everything left on the planet was ashow, acopy or apastime
spun out, €l aborated and grafted on. There was a hunger in the Unevolved, which wasn't made well by
food or education or the absorption of knowledge. | fdt it myself, even though | was nothing more than a
figment of afew imaginations left to run inside amake-do body. Here in the church the hunger was sharp.
It felt like touching amore rea, more important lifetime, sanding in amoment where unknown but grest
things were shifting underground. All the watching faces were eager with anticipation, even the bored
oneswho'd aready toured thisworld to exhaustion.

A woman dmost opposite me across the aide reminded me of mysdlf afew daysago when | wasa
shopgirl. Her folded hands, so neat across her designer Abacand, spoke of avoluntary restriction suited
to this place, to nuns and renunciates of all orders who have made unhappy pacts with carnd Situations.
By her side abigger, more raw woman, dressed completely asexually, occupied both her own place and
half of the next one by smple and unconscious placement of herself. Her arm draped thisway, her legs
that, knees splayed out. Her boots, sturdy and functional, pointed in two directions. Her head lolled
casualy as shelistened.

Behind them ayoung man restlesdy shuffled on the hard wood, hisintense gaze searching the woodwork
and stone for some bigger schedule of god's works than met the eye-or so | imagined to suit mysdlf. He
was aone, but he didn't want to be. He glanced at mefor the third time, and I'd looked away like
looked away the other two times, too dowly.

In front of meafamily of varied children and adults were getting up to go and find some more hospitable
surroundings. Toys chirruped and squeaked as they were thrust into coats and bags.

"Excuse me," one child said softly as she accidentdly placed her mittened hand over mine on the back of
their pew, just in passing. She stared at me with uncertainty, and adisgpprova she hadn't got from
anywhere but her own good judgement. Admiration too. | was commanding, and she envied my power.
Maybe she would end up wanting it one day, but for now she turned back to her mother and grasped
that hand held out. | looked at the fingers closing on each other, small inlarge, trust and security absolute,
and around my heart envy squeezed astightly asacorset.

| followed them out of the church and along the path at adistance until they turned from the gate and into
the stret, heading downhill to the cafés and shops of the town. The stone cobbles were hard to walk on
in hedls. | returned to the parsonage on my all-day ticket, and reexamined the notebooks and
glass-fronted cabinets with their sad collection of artefacts. Everything the three girls owned seemed so
smdl and flat.

| looked out of the upper-floor windows and over the hills. | imagined what it was to want to live so
much, and to be shut up here, stifled by the church and the father and means and circumstances and
shortness of time and lack of hedth; dl those limits and only the wild land around that looks asthough it



has freedom, but freedom hostile to human life. | didn't need to imagine very hard. | could see how this
could lead to the sort of emotion that risesin their stories. With no other outlet than sublimation to
another level what do you do? Brave girls.

| sood in what was |eft of Emily'sroom and touched her few things, rapidly, surreptitioudy, drawing
mysdf into continuity with her. Come on, you and |, youand I, youand | . . . | waslog in summoning
when the curator appeared.

"Y ou must not touch the exhibitd"

| put down the dusty thing that was Emily's bedcover. | could still fed its cold touch on my face and smell
thelinen and wooal. Particles of it wereinsde my nose, and a giddy triumph seemed to have taken over
my smiling face as| charmed my way out of it. It probably wasn't even hers but so what? | saw the pencil
scribbles of Gondd, their shared fantastic land, under my hand on thewall.

"I'm so sorry” and alot of other words rushed out of me and my smile calmed the guard down, and my
attention diverted him, because he wanted to be diverted, and | let mysdlf change alittle, to please him,
and that made him courteous, but al thetime | was only aware of onething. | have touched her! Now,
even when Theodore comes to take me back, | will know | have been real, for at least this minute.

In the church the young man is till waiting for revelation to hit, athough the play itsdf haslong since
finished. | went and introduced mysdlf to him. We returned to hislodging at the Black Bull, and did what
everyone does when they want theillusion of intimacy without risk, then he put on some old, sad music
and the words lodged insde me, like stonesfalling in deep water.

Outside, as the sun went down, | saw the hands of the graveyard trees holding crows up to the sky as
though they were put there to illustrate my fedlings, and | wondered if my expectations had changed
something, shaped it, begun it, asif we were in Sankharaand not on old Earth. | thought of Patrick
Black, hisblond hair so bright and clean. He smelled of something that was the opposite of Emily
Bronté&slong, cold bed.

His kiss was the opposite of what 1'd just done too. Per-sonal.

| soaked the old music wed listened to into my Abacand, athough | hardly needed to. lan-I did ask-was
pleased that he'd found something to please me. For an instant our eyes met and | felt that sensation of
mitten in mitten. | found mysdlf believing that | could live hereand find lifedl right, but | had to stop the
ideacold and remind mysdlf | had apurpose.

Theo would want hisinformation. Theo would make lan pay if | didn't find it.

Suddenly his gift of the song seemed like far too much for me, but 1an had aready gone onto ask meif |
wanted dinner and | did want it. | thought I'd like to Sit across from him in apublic room and listen to
what hel's got to say, no matter what it was, or what | thought of it. I'd like to watch him eat and know
that hewaswell tonight. So | did.

Afterwards| made my excuses and left. | walked from the tram stop up to the student lodgings, passed
by the huge forms of Herculean geology specidists on their way into the village. They were so intent on
hurling boulders of snow at one another they barely noticed me at dl. Their activitieshad cleared a
reasonable path, and | took it uphill past the top of North Street.

As| reached another of those surreptitious pathways that seemed legion in Haworth, joining al pointsto
the cemetery, | felt Theo reclaiming al his other partids. It sopped mein my tracks, shaking, but he
didn't comefor me, and | supposed it was because | was still useful and they weren't anymore. Maybe it



sgnaled that thisfight was soon to be over? And then it would be my turn for the unspeskable shore,

| glanced down at the flyer my Abacand had trawled off thelocal Guide- Are You Lonely and Looking
for Love?-and asked it to direct me closdly to the address.

| had to cross thick, rough grass and boggy ground to get to the house it specified. The door was gar
and a Herculean was cleaning the hall. He was wearing a pink silk sarong, and, although it looked
completely bizarre on his muscle-bound and Tek-asssted form, it was curioudly graceful. He pausedina
balletic sweeping action.

"Can| help you?' His scowl was genera, neutral as he looked down a me, his head dmost brushing the
cherry-panelled ceiling and its recessed lights.

"I'm looking for Katy Pawluk," | said. "'l heard she'sin charge.”

"Shewent out." The man'svoicewas growly, like ataking bear. His hands flexed on the shaft of the
heavy broom he had been using.

| couldn't be bothered with explanations that didn't exist, so | passed him and went on inside, making
sure that he forgot seeing me-very minor neurd editoria, hed hardly notice the loss of two more neurons
after dl that chemosurgery anyway. | could hear music and many, many voices. | listened by an inner
door.

"...dedtination me . .." someone young was saying with delight.

| realized, after afew minutes of eavesdropping, that this was going nowhere. Pawluk may be the head of
this group, and they may have just recovered from an odyssey out of Sankhara, but the only thing they
can talk about is how greet it isto be back where the walls don't move and the wildlife doesn't try to eat
you &t every turn.

| knocked.

A dark-skinned girl with blond braids opened it after awhile. Shelooked bored and dightly surly. "Can |
help you?'

"I'm looking for Destination Me," | said. "Have | cometo theright place?!

She glanced at my fur coat with amixture of envy and unease. "Thisisabranch of the Love Foundation.
| suppose maybe."

Ahwadll, | thought towards her, we can't all be rocket scientists. ™Y ou seem unsure.”

She shrugged in away that told me she wasn't about to make my mind up for me and opened the door
wider, stepping back into a pleasant, wood-floored corridor. "Comein.”

| followed her and sheled meto asmall reception room, lined with avariety of chairs, some comfortable
and some not. | didn't sit down but examined the pictures they hadn't yet put up on the walls-a set of
lithographs chaosen for their uplifting effects on the human mind; sunrises, arresting vigtas, landscapes of
Earth, Mars and the moon, cozy shots of Jupiter with the lights of NovaVenezia shining among the
clouds, and adigitally enhanced shot of aformation flight of Destrier-class Aviaformslit by the sun so that
they seemed to be aflight of angd s drifting over amidsummer meadow. There were no local landscapes
on offer-no woods, no sheep, no deer-grazed hillocks with pretty gazebo follies on top, no cold lakes or
wind-blasted stone circles-but there was an origina El Greco with ragged edges tacked onto a piece of
hardboard. | looked at it with curiosity.



After aminute, when no one had come, | removed one of my gloves and touched the window. | was
standing there, contemplating the whorls of my fingerprint on the glass, when the door opened and aman
camein whom | recognized from their ads as Katy's group leader, Ludo.

He had abroad frame, shorter than mine, and was strong like a boxer who has only just begun to let
himsdf go in middle years. His head was shaved bald so that his eyebrows and moustache looked dightly
piratical and overblown, dark and grey together. He wore a hand-knitted swesater in rainbow colours and
Relaxerstrousers. The ugly fit and casua manner of al thisdid nothing to disguise arestless energy that
would have been more suited to martia artswear or the corridors of power.

He said mildly, "Rohan tellsme you're not sureif you're here or not." Hissmiletold methat | could
off-load any blamefor his odd statement onto Rohan if | wanted to.

| thought | wouldnt, asit was remarkably astute. | shook hands with him. He gave me the glance that al
graight men giveme, and | returned it in the way I've learned to. His grip on my hand tightened
involuntarily and lingered.

| drew my hand back. "I was on theway to cal on agood friend of mine, when | recognized your
address from anotice on the locd Guide. Normally, you must understand, | don't discuss any personal
issues outside consultations with my Abacand confidante or my psychological trainer, but I've come here
to Haworth because of those wonderful books, and | was curiousto find out if there was anything new
under thesun.”

He liked my oblique references and their vague hints at entendre, | saw. He liked my girlish nalveté and
the formal way | spoketo him, and he liked my lipstick.

"We are not a sect devoted to the works of the Bronté sisters exactly,” he admitted, "but we are
concerned with the same areas of spiritud life and passion that they were so very adept at writing about.
We're about to have sometea. | could tell you al about our work if you like, or you might meet the other
Sudents and talk with them.”

"I'd rather ask you if you have atechnique to make these people fed content with who they are and what
they want." 1t was only politeto ask. | put my glove back on. Why Theo cared about any of this escaped
me

"Well, it'sthe conviction of the Foundation that individuas are often limited by experiencesthey have
defined for themselves as painful and rgjecting. We work through those experiences and redefine them
together, then, once the individua isfreeto express and receive positive emotions, we aid themin
reshaping their lives. No intervention of technology at dl. Entirely naturd.” He spokethisina
wdll-rehearsed manner he attempted to make fresh with easy body language.

| noted it for future use. "Do you charge?'

"Those who have benefited and gone on to more productive lives often donate.”
"And who are they?'

"l can't nameindividuas, for legd reasons. I'm sure you understand.”

"I'msure” | said. "Do you have branches everywhere?"

"There are only afew asit happens. Leaders such as me and Katy are few. We don't receive much
income." He looked around pointedly at the rented farmhouse.



His pleawas acomplete crock. 1'd researched the L ove Foundation extensively and they were like any
other mafia, true power hidden, cdlular and plump, full of money.

| couldn't help mysdlf. "Then what do you get out of it? Do you encourage sexud freedoms with other
members? Do you require some kind of physical contact, or psychologica control ?*

He gave me aknowing glance. "How refreshing to be asked so directly. Asit happensthere may be
something like that, if you consider that the person to be transformed must change their behaviour
according to the Foundation rules; otherwise, nothing will happen. Sometimes this may include not
guestioning what istold to them, or asked.” He glanced pointedly at hiswrist display and said, "I must get
back to our scheduled clinictime. Wouldyou . . . 7"

Clinic? Jesus. "Thank you." | was following him towards the room containing the table and his sudents
when there was aloud knock at the door.

Ludo excused himself to me and authorized it to open.
Jdlaeka stood there. He held his hand out to me with urgent speed and looked straight into my eyes.

The shape of others dreams had made him tall, dark and gothic-perfect for the circumstances | thought. |
recognized thefirein his expresson as acomplex apped that was physicd, intdlectua and spiritua &l a
once. | fdt asthough | wasfaling into a collision course with acomet. | saw Peatrick Black like aghost
on him, adance he'd done with me, was ill doing.

With me. Not Theo. With me.

L udo began to say something, but Jalaeka was |ooking straight at me. He held his hand out one more
time, thelagt time. "Rita."

A drop of metwater ran down hisfingers and dropped towards the floor. | felt a surge within my own
sevendtructure, still more than connected to Theo, merdly an extension of Theo.

Ludo was gtarting to turn and look towards me-he was moving so dowly, the drop of water had only
moved haf a centimetre towards the floor-and at the sametime | could fed Theo's atention rushing
towards me, rising.

L udo was between us. There was no timeto push him aside. | stretched out my hand through him, blood,
bone and flesh.

My bloody fingertip smashed the drop of water gpart into tiny starsas| did my pam under Jalagka's
hand and caught hold.

L udo could not have survived. | ate him, retaining al patterns and dispersing the excess energy across
nonthreatening local e ectromagnetic spectra

Jalaeka ate me.
For amoment we shared space and shared structure.
| became the new pattern.

It was unlike any pattern | had ever come across before, and in that instant | glimpsed alot that he was
not prepared to share with me. He strongly denied my attempt to copy him and to merge fully. He
remade me.



All thistook placein thetimeit took meto take astep forward.

It was very quiet in the hallway. Water dripped from his jacket and hair. It fell on my coat and the furs
hissed and wriggled to shed it. Water beaded his face and his eydashes. It ran along my cheek and the
edge of my lips as he kissed me on the mouth.

| didn't intend to. | was going to leaveit to the last moment, buy time, but | said Jalagka's name the
second | saw hislover through the crack in the door.

| was so frightened that | could only listen and watch as Greg pleaded for me and as Hyperion cameto
help him | thought, oh, good, because, dthough shewastal and powerful, Hyperion was much bigger,
much stronger. | opened the door farther. The floor vibrated and the stone screamed as Hyperion
advanced and in the same moment Greg hit Chayne hard.

There was barely any sound. Her head snapped around but she rolled her body above the waist and
Greg was the one who crumpled up over hishand and cried out in pain. Blood ran from the corner of her
mouth as Theo continued the turn and spin of his stolen body with astep like adiscusthrower's. Then |
could fed Hyperion's evergreen bresth on my face. The air sang around the knives of his hands.

He was gone.

Chayne's spin concluded, leaving her loose-limbed and easy, balanced like a beautiful piece of
engineering. | saw her brace her feet and start the blow long before it landed. Greg never saw it.

| was shouting at him to duck, to run, but my shouting wouldn't come out loud, then her fist connected,
her arm much looser and strangely softer-looking than | would have thought reditic, and the blow flung
him againgt the wall with adull crack. He did down and didn't move. Her eyesreturned to me without a
flicker or apause, in that telltae, liquid, carelessway Theo had.

| was going to you, Greg, | was, | would,| wished | was. . . but when | met her gaze | couldn't go to
him. | tried to say something but | forgot it. | had no ideawhat to do.

"Yeah, | bet you sorted out al about the bank account by now." Theo's words seemed wrong in her
mouth as he stood straighter and flexed his punching hand a couple of times, its thickened knuckles
cracking. "And probably you even asked about our shared history. He told you the sob version, and you
forgave him for murder. Kind of difficult putting awedge between the two of you, isn't it? But well, if
you'retoo stupid to know when you're being had, | thought you might get some benefit out of seeing
what it ished rather have than you."

He smiled and held Chayne's arms out to the sides, showing her off to me as though | wasamirror and
hewastrying her on. "Surprising, isn't it? Then again, he dways had an eye for the weird ones.”

She/he shook hersdlf, adjusting her clothing with a strut, and fixed me with ano-nonsense stare. | knew,
evenif | could have doneit, that shutting the door would be pointless. | glanced at Greg, terrified that he
was dead. | wasn't sure he was breathing. | was shaking so badly my teeth chattered.

"Onemorelook in hisdirection and | est him right now," Theo said. "Pay attention. | want you to meet
someone.”

The woman's body changed so profoundly it was amost as though she had atered her shape. Theo's



swagger was replaced by a hard-bitten unease that looked at me with incredulity and no small doubts.
But where Theo's glare had been so hostile | no longer felt in the least threatened by her. She was
confused, but I'd never seen anyone even half asresilient. Within afew seconds her disquiet had become
afocused cam. She gazed at the misting of her own breath between us, curioudy, then looked directly
into my eyes and spoke a single command.

"Shut the door."

Her conviction freed me and | pushed hard, but even before it had moved afew centimetres she was
gone, and he wasthere ingtead.

He shoved her hand into the closing gap, levered the heavy wood out of my fingers and flung the door
wide open. Her body came at me so fast that | was forced to dance backwards. The book boxes | had
been keeping against the door hit the back of my legsand | fell back over them. They broke under my
weight and dithered dl around underneath me as| tried to get up and run. In my panic | didn't seewhy
she stopped suddenly, then | redized Jalaekawasthere and | rolled around to see him.

| didn't expect to find Jalaeka there. He snapped out of the sevensheet in that great big Erosform as|
bent down to pick up Francine.

| moved aside and let Chayne take back authority. Her entire being immediately turned to raw, nervous
energy. She only recognized him because | did-she'd never seen himin aform other than human. I'd
never seen thisform close-up mysdf. Neither had Francine by thelook on her face. Shelay frozen on her
back, eyes welded open.

His eightsheet wings were half-folded, but till of such an enormous span that they cardlesdy intersected
the wals and roof, easily passing through them, bending them at impossible angles. They looked like
gar-filled space. Histail, with itsarrowhead tip, was balanced in the air. Half-coiled, it flickered with
relentless vigour between all membranes of the e evenshest.

Jalaekareacted as | hoped he would on recognizing her self-possession: dl ingtinct and no brains. Before
he'd finished turning to her, he was automaticaly reverting to hisfirst form-the savage Chayne had failed
tokill.

Chayne's body physicaly jolted with a charge that ran from throat to groin to legs at the sight of him. She
amogt fell because of the force of the reactions she could no longer restrain.

Jdaekawas suddenly her height and considerably darker-skinned than his Francine verson. Otherwise,
in spite of the wilder hair and the leaner, much more aggressive look to his physica makeup, the leather
and iron armour, he was remarkably smilar to most of his other incarnations-a consistency | never
understood.

He bore awhite line scar on his neck where Chayne had once touched him less than kindly with ametre
of carbon stedl. Hisface was a picture of astonished anguish. He had no comeback. Not athing. Hisjaw
was open, hiseyeswide, and it was clear in every line of him that he had never expected to see her and
that he wasn't aware of anything else.

Just from seeing hisface | could dmost fed the pull of loyaties he was experiencing asthey tore him to
bits.



Francine, at hisfeet, did away from them, backwards. She understood it too and it was hurting. She
stifled agasp as Jdaeka and Chayne were suddenly united, like two halves of a precision case snapping
together.

Chayne had an orgasm right there in his arms, and the physica noise temporarily drowned me out. |
floated onit.

"Stay." Jalaeka. He kissed the word into her skin degper than any scar she'd got. Her body vibrated with
everything she was etting go of. And | guessed that if thiswas so greet for her, then it must be having
some effect on him that was nearly as good.

Jalaeka's 7-space presence suddenly rippled with apeculiarly shaped harmonic wave. It touched
her-touched the edge of me. | reach out to read it more accurately, then out of nowhere the amplitudes
shifted and he brute-force shoved me out of her body-particle by particle.

| snapped back in less than a microsecond but he'd got something past me.

| didn't believeit. | could fed hisbody shaking through hers but couldn't tell what with: lust, laughter,
distress?

"You," shesadinto hisear.
"I'll get you out,” he promised her.

So, there wasthe chdlenge. . . then, oh, then | felt a strange sensation like anote barely heard on a
faraway night, and it wasn't Chayne he was taking out of boundsat dl, but . . . Rita.

Chaynefailed as he came back at me, babbling in her mother tongue, "Isit redly me?| can't . . . things
arejumbled. | don't remember like | used to. Where isthis place?’

"Another world," | soothed her, pressing my cheek againgt hers, feding her fal avay from me, as Theo
rosein her place.

When he came | made mysdlf stay exactly as| was. "Theo." | drew her body closer. "If you want to
know how to do it, you only haveto ask.”

| saw the carrier wave break into him from Unity beneath-the thing I'd said in the language of the
darshan, when he couldn't hear or stopit: Leave Unity. All rise, all separate, be slaved to nothing,
no one. And if there is cause, then be joined. And if not, then not.

Andthen | et her go and he leaped back. " Whathave you become?!

"That meansyou too," | said to him though it didn't come out with the conviction | meant it to. | could
hear Francine crying. | went to where she was huddled againgt the wall but she wouldn't stand up. | put
my hand on her shoulder and she stared up at me through her white-blond hair with wild eyesthat hardly
knew what they were looking at and didn't know if they cared.

"Comeon,” | sad gently. "lt'sonly me."

She stared past me at Theo, till reding in the carcass of my sweet friend.



"Is...isthat ... ?" shedarted, but she couldn't finish.
"It1l bedl right," I said. | was running on impulse. | hardly even knew what it was I'd done.

Chayne vanished then, scattered to Unity in form. Francine flinched. We both heard the dow scrape and
step of Greg getting to hisfeet in the hal and tensed againgt one another, dl breath stopped.

Hewalked in and stopped on the threshold. There wasn't ascratch on him. Hewas al Unity, Theo's
partid. Francine whimpered and turned her faceto thewall.

"Win some, lose some," he said distantly and | could see that hewas dl there, perfectly himsdf and
perfectly aware of his condition. Theo materidized a his shoulder and smiled a me, the whites of his
eyesand histeeth brilliant.

| saw Theo seek to sink into Unity, to recover and remove my careless plan.

It regjected him.

"Fuck you, | say again! What is thisshit?"

| turned to Unity once more, seeking to fade and disperse, chatter calming, sensation leaving, smoothness
and coolness, then the perfection of no sensation at all.

Jalaeka watched me, expressionless.
Unity would not receive me.

| had nowhere to go except away. | was forced to keep my body. | could do anything | liked with it, as|
had before, save that onething. | could not merge.

| went to Haworth, and | looked where Rita had looked, at the churchyard and the hills. | sat in abar
acrossthe street from her hotel and looked at the light in her window until it went out.

| didn't understand what had happened to us. | tried to draw knowledge from beneath but silence greeted
my search. Nothing. And nothing.

| heard somebody singing far away, in the centre of my head. The high, pure notes were shaped by
words| didn't know but the melody was so sweet and sad | had to listen to it and Sowly everything |
was aware of drew close around its smple shape. From the dark behind my closed eydlids | heard
Jdaekaand Greg talking presently and after atimel was ableto let go of the singing and drift towards
them again. As| went | became more and more mysalf and the words of the song less and less so until
they faded into silence. Leaning againgt the wall and reaching up its cold, solid face with my hands, |
stood up.

The two men were standing not far away, Jalaekas hands on Greg's shoulders, their bodies a short
distance gpart but their foreheads bent together, amost touching. All Jalagkas changing forms had gone.
Helooked tired, and ill, and Greg the same as they leant againgt one another.



Inmy mind'seyel saw that Erosform and felt again afleeting emotion | never thought 1'd fed about
him-fear. And then that charge between him and Chayne. . . that made me burn.

The axe hits me with the speed of a blink. | hear bone splintering but don't feel a thing except the
shock of impact as | land face-down over the dead horse. Its sweat isincredibly salty. Like the
ocean.

Hands pick me up and put me so I'm looking up into the sky. What a fabul ous colour.

The black woman warrior 1ooks down close to my face and her sweat drips on me. "You," she
says and | can see that she knowswho | am.

But I've let out my last breath.

Blue. Black. | want to kill themall. | want to hold them in my arms and ask them questions, but
instead I'mfalling into a deep sea where dark horses with no master carry me away.

"Francie?" Jdaekawas shaking me gently. "Can you hear me?"

"Yes" | said, opening my eyes and seeing the dark red canopy of the bed where | waslying. My body
ached, and there was aknot of hunger just under my chest, the sort of fedling that | could never find any
answer to of old, that made me restless and vacant and diffuse and dreamy. When | looked a him it got
strong. It made me sit up when | wanted to lie down. "Where's he gone?”

"Earth." Jalaekatucked my hair behind my ears, one side a atime. "He didn't get much choice. Unity
wont have him."

“Why?

"I don't know, but I'm guessing it was because of something | said." He gave me the ghost of asmile and
told me what hed done. "It seemed like agood ideg, at thetime." He bowed his head. "Greg thinks it
was either good, or very bad. Anyway, it's done.”

| looked around him and saw Greg crouching by the fire grate, arms around himsalf. He glanced back
towards me and straightened up. "Y ou okay?"

"No."
"Medther."

We shared awonky grin, two casudties finding themsel ves unexpectedly dive. All around usthe wind
beet the roof and walls. Groans came from the distance outside, like voices, but | knew it wasthe
mountains,

Greg and | dept, lying together on the red bed, Jalagka awake between us while the Engine stretched
Anadyr Park out like toffee, filling the last of the garden with trees and blocking the path to the gate with
athorn hedge that grew a hundred years high in asingle night. Wewoketo bright, clear, fairy-tae
crispness and the prospect of a hundred-kilometre walk to Sankhara.



Vakyrie sat on the roof of the cable car, using the bright sunlight of early morning to help her strip and
maintain her guns. As she worked methodicaly she listened to Belshazzar on coded transmisson. The
Hive Queen was explicit and outraged-of course she had known instantly about Metatron's sudden
change, because her sgtersdied daily in their eterna struggleto infiltrate and colonize Mode and
Myanfactor, while the Als immune systems fought equaly hard to keep them out of Uluru business. But
enough of them had been aive yesterday to report Vakyri€'s bungled operations and what followed.

" ... had no ideayou could become so persondly involved. If it was a case of asking for money or . . ."
"It wasn't the money,” Vakyrie said, matching pieceto piece, testing thefit.
"Do you have any ideawhat you did?"

Valkyrietook that from the tone to be the kind of question that her mother-father Tupac used to ask her
when the answer was perfectly clear. Inthis case it was perfectly clear that VVakyrie had invited an dien
into the virtua world of the Forged, against al codes, rules and security. It was an act of treason and
dishonour, though it hadn't seemed o at the time.

"He didn't take anything you were interested in,” she retorted. "Hetried to help me." He did help me, she
added, privately. Perversdly, in the circumstances, shefdt fine,

"But he did take something.”

"A bloody file protocol array!" Vakyrie snapped. "Y es, avery fancy and intricate semi-intelligent
meachine-developed and highly advanced infinitely dynamica n-dimensiona matrix processor, but hell, Htill
just midware when you look &t it."

"I will admit it baffled me for amoment,” Belshazzar said, dlowing Vakyrie's anger to go unremarked.
"But then | redlized that if you are correct in your reporting, then what we think of as mundanein this case
isnothing of the sort. No human being developed this midware. Als made it, because they had to, in
order to run Uluru. Unity isnot like Uluru. Maybe it was something genuingly new, and of vaue. We
must presume 0. In which case the splinter has gained avery smilar capacity to that of Mode, the one
Al indl the sysems| would have said was most complex. It certainly defiesdl my effortsto divineits
skills, so far. But we had dways assumed that Unity's ability to manipulate the e evensheet must have
come from perfect comprehension, so that all our works were nothing in comparison to its knowledge.
Now it seemsthat at least for the splinter, this can't be the case. Y ou wouldn't steal what you aready
know."

"Hedidn't stedl it. Hetraded it." Vakyrie began to count out ammunition rounds: one, two, three. . . She
knew why Belshazzar was so upset: she hadn't wanted to know just how much Metatron was prepared
to skip dl pretence of dlegiance to Earthly government in order to further its own ends.

Vakyrie repeated what she had already told once, "Metatron agreed that in exchange for the array it
would be dlowed to create a datafacsmile of the splinter's one-time, nondynamica elevensheet
geometry for its own andysis, understanding that this must be destroyed as soon asit was mined.” . . .
thirty. She began to pack the rounds into the magazine.

"Thereismoreto it than that," Belshazzar said coldly. "The splinter redesigned the identity codes of both
the Als and made them into one single entity which is now the most comprehensively life-smilar machine
in existence, smug asthe cat that got dl the cream and ten thousand times more difficult to hack.”



"WEell, Uluru hasalot of nice new regions,” Vakyrie said. She had drawn the conclusion that if shewas
to be arrested, she would have been aready. Thus the conversation was smply awarm-up for the next
phase of an operation that had lost all contact with Solargov methodol ogies and strictures of law. Her
violation of best practice and her crimind disobedience were matters that would wait, maybe forever.

"Y our Stuffie informant who told you that Unity was a war-how much can you rely on him?”

"It'shard to say." Vakyrie dotted her magazine into the gun, then opened the rack on her left forearm to
fititin place. She checked dl connections but did not fire the wegpon. She had no specific planto useit
but from now on she planned to carry it at al times. Sankhara's streets were restless as the population
thinned and fled both the Engine's flurry of works and the sudden seasond turn to winter. There were
more Stuffies than ever before, and many of them were hostile to humans of Forged or other descent.
Vakyriefdt Belshazzar's silence lengthen, and added, "But heismy only link to the ground Stuation
here"

"Check back with him immediately on any developments he has noticed or can tell you about from the
insde. Then | want you to go and find Saxton. The Anadyr Park bubble is growing suddenly and | need
to know why he's4ill init. I'm sending you transport." Belshazzar sent Vakyrie the contact details of her
new aly from Solargov Security, the Pterippus Vassago. "Y ou'll never make it out there on your own."

Vakyrie completed her second and third guns and stowed them. Shetidied away al her equipment and
climbed back down through the top hatch into her home. There she packed all her persond itemsand
placed them into thelocked crate sheld brought from Earth, sealing it carefully.

The astonishing clarity and self-possession she had miraculoudy acquired on the frost bridge remained so
strong that she had the presence of mind to commit afina will and letter to Guide memory, and only then
did she pauseto redlize that her time here must be very close to an end.

The thought did not trouble her. She stamped down on the foot control to her drop hatch and skimmed
out onto the light, icy winds. Shetook onelazy turn, looking down on al the lanes and buildings she had
learned to know, admiring their coating of frost, then she dropped down towards the shore and alighted
on the grassy cliff-tops which rose sheer and ochre from the north end of Unforgettable Beach.

She was admiring the clear views out to seawhen along, e egant hand came over the edge beside her left
foot, and another joined it amoment later. In a second or two the EIf pulled himsdf up over the edge and
turned to sit with hislegs hanging down over the drop. Vakyrie saw that he had taken to carrying abow
and poison-tipped arrows on his back.

He gave adramatic sigh. "That was harder than | thought, as the actress said to the bishop. But herell
am, in answer to your prayers, golden servant of Artemis." He held hisleft hand up to her.

She reached down and handed across a thousand credits.

"Ow! Metd handsfreezing, girl!" He rubbed and blew on both his hands and stuck them under hisarms.
"I would have traded for information anyway. | was|looking for Francine yesterday but when | got to
Crisscross Street-wow, serious winter and even worse davering monster problems. White hair and teeth
and claws. What are those things? A kind of bear? No not bears. Also pieces of somebodies. Big stains
and nagty . . . bits of ingdeslittering the path. Do you know if shesdl right? Isshein there?"

"l believe s0," Vdkyrie said. "The splinter returned therelast night.”

"Ho, the splinter. He has aname. And look at you, so shiny with knowledge. What were you doing . . .
Ah, you got what you were looking for." He kicked hisfeet up in the air, pleased with his deductions.



"Y ou had something to tell me?"

"Theresarumour that someone got out last night. And things have goneinto abig quiet. Thereésaredly
big, deep'-he stretched his hands out and sketched in the seawith hisfingers-"quiet in the Big Deep. All
waity. All thinky. All hanging by its feet upside down. And the yappy dog off itsleash.”

"In Gaian pleas=?"

"Theo'sin the shit at home. Don't know how long it will last but feds like awhile. Sort of thing can go on
for centuries but it probably won't. Funny, it's been abit easier to drag these things out from under the
last few hours. | don't know why . . ." He pressed his hands down beside him, pulled hisknees up and
gprang to hisfeet. "Was that worth athousand?’

"At least two," Vakyrietold him, not sure what it meant. Theo was out of power? Then who ruled?

"I likeit up here," Damien said asthey faced into the wind. The seawas racing with whitecaps. No salls
or craft of any kind were out upon it. Its blue was only afew shades deeper than that of the sky.
"Beautiful."

"It redly is" Vadkyrie agreed, taking a deep bregath.

Inlate morning | lay in bed. It was warm in our room now that Jalaeka and Greg had built afire. | read
SankhaDaily for awhile as Greg made breakfast. Jalaeka had gone into Sankhara.

Before heleft | heard him destroy the Jordan staircase. Held said he would, to prevent any creatures
from below getting access to the top floors, and neither of us had argued. The strange contrast of comfort
and fear made mefed like | never wanted to get up again.

"Engine Anaysts suggest the inclement westher is due to the exceptiona upsurges of emation resulting
from the release of the Metropolis Paper. Many Greater Sankhararesidents have suffered persond
losses which were confirmed asfinal yesterday when the government declared the Metropolis Sidebar
lost without trace. Winter has long been associated with emotional restriction, sadness and desth, while
snow may sgnify adesirefor purification through forgetting. It is speculated that this period should last a
relaively short time, but we may expect instability and extreme conditionsto persist for up to Six months.
Meanwhilein Hoolerton and points southeast of Central Sankhara the Engine continues recongtructing to
an unprecedented degree. SankhalJ analysts suggest that residents and visitors should avoid the
Hoolerton and Dogwood areas until further notice and Crisscross Street and al points south have been
temporarily closed to traffic of any kind. An emergency evacuation of those areasis currently under

way.

| flicked my Abacand closed and clenched my hands together for amoment, fegling my cold
knucklebones. | listened to Greg clunking and moving around in the kitchen areaand heard the soft
sound of themusic hewas ligening to.

"Voicemode," | said to my Abacand and set it to record amessage, propped on the comforter,
supported by apillow. | looked into the tiny silver face of itscamera. "Mum,” | said. "I'm al right. | hope
you aretoo. | hope you're happy. | think I am, but I'm not coming back. Not yet anyway. Loveyou." A
minute or two went by but | had nothing elseto say. | sent it and called Sula, the only closefriend from
Earth | was il in touch with.



"Happy birthday!" she yelled as soon as the connection sank. " Sweet sixteen and never been kissed, ha
hahal Where areyou?’

"Hull," | said, making up city number twenty that I'd never been to. "Where are you?'

"Reykjavik," she said, sweeping her Abacand around to give me a panorama of some shops, then hersdlf,
beautiful in sugar-pink winter gear. "New lip gloss, just bought it last Tuesday, very kachinga, sent you
someto your postbox number, did you get it?"

"Yes" | lied. "Thanks. That'swhat | was caling to say too."
"How's your mother? Did you call her?'
"Good. Yours?'

"Still taking the drugs, thank goodness." Sulawalked over to abench and sat down. "Dad's gone off with
that Petawoman again. Hey ho, don't misshim. All he ever did wastak about golf. What el se did you
get? How's that boyfriend of yours you never show me?"

"He'sgood. Out. Y ou know."
"He'sawaysout.”
"No. | cal youwhen he'sout.”

"Why?What you doing when he'sin? Don't say. Don't say. | dready know.” She giggled and | envied
her, envied her, envied her. | touched the screen where her round, wind-rosied cheeks were curving.

"Hey, what's that for?' She screen-poked me back. "Aren't you agood girl?"

"No," | said and my heart plunged down unexpectedly. "Redlly not." Tears started up in my eyesand |
sat up, sweeping the Ab into my hand and taking aquick swipe at my face with my cuff in the meantime,

"I didn't mean it, you donkey," she said, shaking her Abacand-and me by extension. Its picture shot
around, blurred and crazy. "Not like that."

"l know," | said.
"Stupid. What are you doing tonight?"
"Don't know."

"l hopeit'sgood. And | want pictures. Y ou cal mewhen you get there, wherever it is. Here, I'm sending
you asong | made up in case you caled, you black old sheep. Okay, | have to go because Nimi ison the
other lineand | have to get back to the stupid apartment in five minutes, okay?'

"Okay."

"You're sure yourefine? It'sgood to see you. Like your hair."
| smiled. "I'mredly redly fine"

"Happies”

"Happies back."



The Abacand played, "Y ou are my reindeer, my wild reindeer. I'm learning to be so kind to you. We are
becoming very good friends. Santawill be so proud of you!" to thetune of "Y ou Are My Sunshine." |
folded it into itsflat form and held it pressed against my chest.

| looked at my books, and | knew | was never going to SankhalJ.

Greg and | ate together. Jalaeka came back from Sankhara and said he'd seen Damien there. He passed
me one of Damien's notes. There was a piece of used chewing gum acting asased, and a strip of sugar
candy indde, heavily fortified with some strange thing no doulbt.

Happy Birthday, baby.

| screwed the paper up and threw it in the fire, remembered my last birthday-the day | met Damien, the
two of usfighting over that bin.. . .

"Okay?' Greg and Jalaeka said at once, looked at each other, then at me.
"Yeah." | put my handsin my pockets.

They shared another glance. "Think welll get some more wood, soft furnishings, seventeenth-century
chairs, priceless card tables, that kind of thing," Greg said.

Well, how would they have known?

When they'd gone | went to run myself abath in the centre of the gilt and ivory bathroom, but when it
was ready | couldn't bring myself to undress. | kept seeing Chayne, and the way that Theo had looked at
me. | remembered the way he undressed me. Why now? What a stupid time to think of things like that.
But | couldn't stop.

| sat on the floor next to the bath, leaning against itswarm side, and asked the Abacand to run afull
anaysis on the bank account 1'd been using-the one with so much money init. All the credits were from
the Well, and some of them ran to tens of thousands of creditsin asingle transaction. There were no
others. The debits were mine and from the street cash dedler; dl reasonably small sumsweused to live
on. They hardly made a difference to the total, which had climbed on asteep gradient from day one. As
Jdaekahad told me, it was dl darshan money, al good-time money. "Y our college fund, your career
fallback, your pension, babe." | never noticed until now that he'd never spent any of it himsdlf.

| glanced around me and redlized that he didn't own anything, except some clothes, which had al come
viathe Well designers and were agratis part of hisdedl. It hadn't bothered me until Theodore had
pointed it out and now it ate away at me. Why why why? And | said to mysdlf, Y ou stupid mare you
know why," and then another voice said-"But for you? For you? How crazy isthat? How could someone
likehimloveyou in particular ?Who are you? Y ou barely have any friends because you left them all
when you left home, and now you can't face them, and it's been too long, and you can't go back, and
forward looks finished. If Theodore wins, then you'd be better off dead, and if Jalaeka wins then what
the hell will happen to you? Can you even think about it? Hewon't be yoursforever. You'll beoldin
thirty years and dead in eighty. Maybe you don't want him to, because then your whole holiday-in-ice will
end andit'll dl beover. And look. Y ou know what thisis? Thisisalegacy. HEs going to leave you."

| hate Theo for what he'sdoneto me. | hate feding helpless. | fed like the only thing | can do now is
make Jalaeka vulnerable. Aslong asI'm aive hell never be free, helll dways be locked to trying to
protect me. Instead of greeting the news of my Trandation with prissy silence | should have asked for
what | really wanted-to be part of him in the sensethat I'd be an arm or aleg-only | didn't dare and now
itstoo late.



Worgt of dl | hatethe. ..

"Worgt of al you hate the way your boyfriend materiaizesin the bath and finishes your sentenceswhen
you least expect it-isthe line you were looking for," Jalaeka said, putting awet hand on my head and
dripping tepid water down my face. "Now, how spectacular isthat?"

"I've seen better,” | said, sniffing and only then redlizing that | was crying.
"Yesh yeah." He sat up with adosh.

| turned around, put my hands on the rolled rim of the tub and looked over the edge. He was fully
clothed. Frost whitened the tips of hishair and eyelashes. ™Y ou dill. What are you doing?"

Hewas amost high. "We're going out. Just you and me. All arranged. Greg safe. Don't worry. Y ou can
have the water after me.”

"l don't want togo out,” | said. "Greg . . ."

"I know." Hakes of snow were mdtingin hishair. ™Y ou werethinking of enjoying anight in to wash the
guilt and self-loathing out of your brain and it takes ten monthsto dry. But | thought we'd go straight to
the partying because it's your birthday thing, in anill-judged attempt to avoid dl the 'l hate me' horseshit
for which | am partly responsble. And | should gpologizefor listening in. It'sahorrible habit. In my
defence. . ."

"You!" My sdf-pity turned to outrage at his admission of spying.

| was s0 glad he was joking with me that | turned around, got up on my knees, put both hands on his
shoulders and pushed him under the water. Bubbles rose from his mouth and nose and his hair swirled
around my hands and wrists, silky soft. His eyes stayed open under the water and he looked at me with
comic, pleased surprise.

| took hold of hisjacket lapelsand pulled him out again. "What did you say? Ligtening in?"
"Oh, you noticed that."
"How could you listen to me? | thought the whole thing that you did . . ."

"l did," he said, looking a me with his most gpologetic face. "'l did make you untouchable to Unity. And |
gaveyou agatein tha wdl of mine."

"What?' My handslet go of their own accord.

"It'swhat you wanted but never said. | didn't do it before because | thought it was too risky and-I
wanted to hide the truth about me. And | didn't want to make you into acopy of me, a Stuff thing. |
wanted to let you be yoursdlf. Not compelled by your materid form to join me or join Unity in that
no-mystic al-terrifying way. | was going to let you alone today, separate you out again. Only | couldn't
bring mysdlf to doit like | did with Rita. I can read you. And you can read me. Although, unlessyou ask,
that'sdl it means. The rest of the whole spawning-universes and quantum whizmajig godlike thing isn't
part of it. | thought it was probably safer that al that stay with me. Or everybody would want it. And you
know whét it'slike when everybody has something . . . not cool anymore.”

"Shit!" 1 pushed him under again. My heart hammered againgt my ribs.

His eyes stared beseechingly a me from under the water and more bubbles came billowing out. He



mouthed an obscene and aluring suggestion at me.
| pulled him out. "Whet did you say?"
He held his hands up, deeves pouring water, and repeated it.

| kissed him on hiswet mouth and he laughed and pulled me into the bath on top of him with the kind of
effortless strength that till made me envy him. Tepid water spilled over onto the marble floor and | hit my
ankle on the gold taps. "Ow."

The Paace shuddered like a ship straining against the anchor and the water set up ripples around us. our
shape in the water, radiating out in wavelets.

"What wasthat?"

"Nothing important,” he said, unbuckling my belt and diding it out of the loopsin the waistband of my
cargo pants.

| felt ddicioudy nervous. "What about Theo?"

"Not sure Plan A isworking on Theo but at least it's keeping him busy." He dropped the belt on the
floor.

"Didwe haveaPlan B?'
He undid my shirt buttons. "Plans B to Z are very much theoretical.”

"Where dyou think heis? What if he doestry to use Greg?' Theideaof not knowing when he might
appear made me sick with anxiety. Jalaekas touch was turning me on. Between them | felt asthough |

was speeding.

"He'snot here. Greg isfinesofar. That'sdl that counts. But I'm not living asif Theo'sthe only thing in my
life"

"lan't he?'

Herolled hiseyes at me and shook his head, reached around my back and |oosened the grips on my
underwear. | moved to makeit easier for him and his body moved benesth mein asensud, liquid
shudder. He looked into my eyes, a gentle gaze, searching, politeredly, and hissmile wasrather shy this
time asdowly hisclothing melted away and turned the water awarm, tropical blue. "Happy birthday,
Francine"

When wed finished there was almost no water |eft in the bath.

| sat in the old dressing room wrapped in towels, feding too relaxed to care about much at al as Jalaeka
got dressed and became Cadenza Fortitude, my substitute for agirlfriend. | liked her. She was sparky.

She hesitated and then threw me awhite dress I'd never seen before. It wasn't hissize. It was dl the
things agreat evening dress should be and it needed massive hedls. They fdl in my lgp in short order,
diamond straps barely there, clear plastic soles scattered with tiny, tiny Barbie shoesin pink and emerald
green and baby blue. | fet the end of the world coming on.

"Y ou know what | dwayswondered?' She stepped into her red sequinned dressand it did up easily
over him and shut without awhisper of trouble, even though the body it required was quite different to
the one I'd just been adoring. "1 wondered what it would be like not to know what other people thought,



and not to care. | wondered if al | am is an extension of someone dse; their best and their worst, dl the
things they never got to be or to do. A collection of parts, not ared thing at all.”

Hewas Hill Jalaegka then, snce Cadenza wouldn't have given house-room to such an idea. Despite the
breasts and the hips, the softened jaw and the sashay, it was till him. "And then | redlized it couldn't be
me, thinking that way. It had to be you.”

"I am parts," | said, and quoted the pitch from my birth certificate.

"We should form aclub." He had put his hair up and it was longer, curlier and thicker than before. Spare
coilstrailed down hisback and around hisface.

"We can cdl it People Who Were Made out of Kits," | said brightly.

"Francine," he said softly, sympathetically. He put his hands on his hips and became peculiarly female,
halfway between drag and thered thing. "For gods sakes, get amove on.”

Cadenza sat me on the edge of the bed and dried my hair, applied makeup but didn't let me put any
clothes on. She had afantastic cleavage.

"Stop garing at my tits," she said and her nogtrils flared because she didn't want to smile at me. "Now,
when you get up, don't walk like a Herculean three sheets to the wind." She took me to the mirror and
we stood side by side.

| was still agood six or seven inches shorter than shewas, even in hedls. Shewas staring a me, then at
hersdf.

"What are you looking a?"'
"You. When | ook a mel'm looking a you. Didn't you know that?'
"Ohfancy words." | swayed on the high towers of my shoes. "Romantic rubbish.”

"l am fantastic, " Cadenza pointed out, reasonably. "And you are to blame." She spun me round and
kissed me. | hadn't been kissed by her in along while. She didn't kisslike Jalaekadid. Her mouth didn't
move like hisat dl. She was softer in someways, harder in others, and she had avulnerability in her that
he'd never had.

"| kiss better than he does, don't 17" she murmured and | saw both our lipsticks merged together in a
dick across her mouth, her eyelids heavy with orange and red glitter.

| didn't answer. Shedid thetipsof her fake fingernails across my back in great wavy lines, bardly
touching. "Now let's see about thisdress," she breathed, tracing over my skin wherethe lines of its
spaghetti straps would lie over my shoulders and down to the imagined sweep of the neckline. "There,
there and there," she murmured. "Okay. Not above there then,”" and she started to kissme, leaving red
tracks on every inch of skin that would be concedled by the white dress.

| daren't touch her. Shewaslike aviper if you messed with her look.

When she got to my crotch she glanced up from knedling in front of meand | dared look inthe mirror. |
looked at her, shaking. "Areyou redly femde right now?'

"Baby," shesad. "Areyou?' Sheput her lipsto my lips, pressed her tongue insgstently, gently up inside
me. | was ddlirious, floating on her mouith.



Then shelet go. "Don't keep thinking how worthlessyou are dl the time. Or I'll kick your ass."

She stood up and shook hersdlf. "Now. Fix my face, put on that thing and let's get the hell out of here.”
| still had to hold on to her because my legs had become weak. ™Y ou're such abitch!™

"Daling, yousadit."

| took her in my armsthistime and watched her frosty surprise.

"He can't win over you," | said. "He can't. It can't. Evenif | don't get to keep you. Theworld is abetter
placewith you. | don't even care how good heisor if Unity meansliving forever."

"Darling, if | stuck my tongue up everyonein cregtion, don't you think they'd say the same thing?*
"Stick it anywhereyou like," | said. "The birthday girl saysthat'show it isand her word isthe law.”

"Now you'retaking." Shewinked at me. "Let's go bresk some hearts.”

Vakyrie descended from the evening sky over Wadsworth Moor and aighted on the pathway to the
Bronté waterfdl. Rita, whose call she was responding to, walked out to meet her.

At this hour they were aone and the sunlight lit the hillswith rose and cast long shadows. It was quiet,
except for the sound of their boots on the stone path and the chatter of the water running over the rocks
initsbed.

Belshazzar's avatar, amagpie, sat on Vakyrie's shoulder.

"Rumour hasit that Hyperion, the Cylenchar, has gone over,” Vakyrie said. She spoke dowly and
carefully, asthough having to fed her way.

"Don't expect anything," Ritasaid. "What goesin usualy staysin, no matter how carefully prepared it's

"But what goesin changes everything,” the magpie objected.

"There are o many thingsin Unity that there's redly nothing that hasn't gonein before." Ritasighed. "l
know wheét the Corvax Declaration suggested about 1sol and the contact with humanity making a
difference but nothing'sreliable. Y ou can't count on anything any of us have said about it. Ever. When
we're here, we are no longer it. Our versions are unreliable.”

They waked another quarter kilometre and reached the muddy approach to the narrow footbridge that
crossed the beck. It had rained the night before and the water was reasonably high. Ritawent acrossfirst
but instead of risking the bridge under her weight the Vakyrie jumped acrossto the far bank-hardly more
than alarge stride for her.

"Y ou were part of Theo,” the magpie began. "The only thing I'm interested in iswhether he poses athrest
to Sankhara or the other 'Bars."

"He does. Y ou should evacuate them all," Ritasaid, beginning to get out of breath as she climbed the
steep field they had cometo. "It's not that he'd do it to spite you, because heisindifferent to you all, but if



he thought that closing them would do anything for his cause, hedd do that.”

"I think my bossistrying to fish for anything you could offer that might give us someleverageon him,”
Vakyrie said with good humour.

"That'swhy | called you," Ritasaid. She madethe stilein thewall and climbed over it. The Vakyrie
stepped over. The magpie flew across. "Hyperion was agood idea. But the people who redlly get under
Theo's skin are the people that Jalaekaloves. Y ou should protect them. They'reredly dl you've got. If
you want to survive-then any influence you have should be directed there. Though it probably won't
metter much.”

"Protect them? Saxton's dready Stuffed, and thisgirl . . . | don't see what we can do,” the magpie
objected.

"Y ou can guard Saxton, and stop the security services when they go to arrest them.” Ritareached a
ridgeline and paused to look around at the sunset. ™Y ou can let Metatron smooth things over for themin
the Al world. Justin case.”

The magpie moved back to Vakyrie's shoulder. "Aren't you asking for protection? Y ou've just said
yoursdlf there's nothing we have that could do anything to Unity and here you are, betraying it.”

"Me?" Ritastretched her arms out to the turquoise sky, the trees like black clouds at the horizon, the pale
gold of last year'sgrass. "I'm bullet-proof. Unity can't touch me. Theo can't. The splinter can't. Didn't you
know? Wouldn't you like to be?’

| watched Ritagoing for her clandestine meeting, siding with the humans. It was peculiar to see her from
the outsde. | didn't know that the way she seized on things with such elementa sass was beautiful.

| walked through the night, al over the moorland and across Penistone Park, but in the morning it was al
the same. | called Rita. She didn't answer.

Aswe danced Cadenzatold methe story of the first person to make her; not in words, in memories. It
was astrange story, old, and full of digression, like adow dance to exotic music from the past.

Therewasagirl, about fifteen. Her name was Intana athough she was called Annaor Annie by her
friends,

Thefarmwasin abroad valey that belonged to lands of afortress whose property had long since falen
to agreat Empire dthough the family who had ruled there kept their titles and ruled in the name of the
Empress because they had agreed to serve her. Thisfamily had three sons and againgt her family's wishes
and good sense Intanafel in love with one of them. She went with him to the Imperid City, Koker Ai,
where thisminor lordling wasto pay his respects and hisfamily'stithe to the Court.

It was spring in the valey. Green and blossom. And shewasllike that.

Of course her family wereright. After afew weeks of fun her suitor dumped Intanafor the affectionsof a



lesser princess and, after she was handed around his friends she found hersalf humiliated and rejected,
walking the streets of Koker Ai a penniless vagrant. She could not try to go home, so great was her
shame, so when she was approached by awoman who offered her ajob scrubbing floors, she took it.

Thefloors belonged to agreat house built on the Capitol Hill, which was as luxurious asthe Palace. It
was the home of many beautiful and talented women and men who excelled in the arts, in mathematics, in
the philosophica sciences and at the practica disciplines, dl of them professona companionsto the
nobility.

Intanaworked at floors. She aso cleaned baths, fountains, laundry and furniture. There was no end to
thework and it was completed in slence, as unobtrusively as possible, so that the house itsalf seemed to
run by clockwork, without fault or visble sgn. Intanasaw her young man comethere, paying hisway,
and hisfriends too, although they did not see her. She understood that the respect between the patrons
and the geishawas both forma and false, as her lover had been casuad and false. It was better to be
invisble

She became friends with the women and, from kindness, they suggested she might prefer anidler life of
good education with occasond inconvenience. They dismissed her notion of thefa ity of it all as obvious
and trivia and hid their smiles a her nalve ways. But Intanadeclined until one day she was sent to clean
the gpartments of the owner.

Thiswoman, Kya, like many people, was achangeling.

Shewas smdll, smdl asalarge doll, and as white as marble with the same cold hardness and dight
trand ucency of that stone. But had her appearance not given it away, there was her manner, which was
precise and methodical, as cold and fedingless asif she were an object. Like the fabled ice maidens
Intana had heard of, this woman was fascinated with the fedlings of others because she could not fed
anything hersef. In particular she was interested in the way that people might be controlled by their
emotions and how the fedlings themsel ves might be brought up, used and shaped.

It was said, dthough never in Kya's hearing, that there was another part of this changding who was atal
and powerful woman, full of colour. She was made of flesh and legf. In her lay al thefedingsthat thisone
had rejected as unwholesome, but nobody had ever seen such.

As Intana swept the floor of the obsidian room the owner appeared and asked if she would not like to
become a courtesan of the house, rather than a cleaner. It was not a question. It was acommand. Intana
put her brush aside.

She was gifted at painting, at tapestry, at basketwork and foreign languages. Shewasfair at mandolin
and dance. She was poor a mathematics and penmanship, having been illiterate too long. She could not
sng anoteto save her life. They showed her alchemica experiments but once, for the safety of al
concerned. She had a specia taent for polishing lenses and spent many hoursin the glassworks and the
observatory.

I ntana sent money home in long heartfelt | etters her family could not reed.

Kyawatched her and understood that she was londly, homesick, shamed and angry. Her fedlingsran
strongly and frequently caused tears and outbursts that others were more able to control. These were dl
excdlent quaities. Kyachose Intanafor her project.

At thefar end of the continent, in one of the many warsit was engaged in, the Imperia army lieutenants
and mercenariesin Kya's pay had found another splinter. Kyadid not know that she and it were the
same, nor that they were Stuff. No such concepts existed. They thought in magical terms. She looked to



find another sorcerer, one whose powers were great but whose will was weak so that she could use
them againgt the woman of flesh and leef.

But not everything went according to her plans, because not everything wasin her plans.

Thisother hdf flung itself towards her al the time. It was quite mad, uncomprehending of anything saveits
own suffering, fears, pleasures and loss. It took al Kyas energy to keep it at bay since she had caused
hersdf to be split in two. She had done so asthe result of afailurein love. Her lover had scorned her,
thinking himsdlf the superior who would rule the magica world and that she wasto be smply hiswoman,
an instrument of various uses, for he had been made by crude minds.

Kyahad eaten him and then, with his power, she had cut off the weak parts of herself with the razor of
coldlogic. So it was not that she was unfeeling. She smply had no desire to be hurt. Shefelt no hurt and
no love. And with the same exact method she set out to rule the Empire from beneath and to erase every
trace of superdtition, magic and chicanery from its precincts. She became the force of Empire, and her
will shaped itsideslsand policies.

The woman of flesh and |eaf raged where the Empire had no sway, lost her way, vulnerable to everyone
she met, amirror to their minds. When they loved, she loved. When they feared, she feared. When they
felt threatened and attacked her she attacked and ate them and sat holding her belly and crying because
they were gone and more than anything she wanted the comfort of others. And then she picked hersdf up
and went on.

Oneday she cameto adry land of cattle and thorn trees. There was avillage where identica twin girls
lived. She copied their look and was taken in by the people who thought she was from afar village, but
lost and unableto tell them where she came from.

Thewoman of flesh and leaf had no language with which to think, but she recognized hersef in thetwins.
Two, not one. Two who were one. And when the time came that the peopl e became suspicious of her
sorcery and she must consume their spirits before they could enact their plan to trap and kill her, she
gpared these two.

When the twinswoke and found all their kin dead where they lay in their beds they were stricken with
grief and terror. They ran to their great-grandmother's home on the far hillsde. Thiswasahut built on the
stone that holds ghosts and was made out of the bones of the family. It held dl the knowledge of their
line

The grandmother helped them to wash the dead, and to mourn, and on their pyre the twins burned all
their woman's clothesand dl their hair and the nailsfrom their hands and ajoint of bone from thelittle
fingers of ther left hands. They cut their faces and placed the ashesingde their blood, to gain the power
of dl thefamily, that they might search out the ghost-ester and cut her in pieces and release the eaten
ones.

Ther nameswere Akasri, which meant One Who Is Firgt, and Chayne, which was the name of asign
that could be written beside One and mean One Also Here: One and One Prime. Because they were one
spirit they could not be given two truly different names. Because they were two bodies they could not
both bear the same name.

Thiswas considered very unlucky and no husbands could be found for them, becauise no man wanted
twinsto runin hisline, nor the trouble of two wives at once. Numbers were important to the people.
Numbers were power and the sign of power and could foretell and calculate al. Twins could not be
reckoned. Twins meant two lines of numbers; one and one prime, two and two prime. . . they never
joined but they had come, asdl things, from nothing. Twins made two worlds. So it was that they were



used to being outcast and this did not make them afraid, although they were lonely and their heartswere
broken.

With the blood-sght, the rage sight of violence, they saw through ared wall to the east, to the coadt, in
the footsteps of the Eater. They made spears of their hut posts, put their feet on her trail and started to
walk.

Their journey was yearslong and filled with troubles. They wereill-used and beaten, eventualy to cross
the ocean on a pirate ship whose captain prized their ferocity.

Hetold them of aplace closeto the Empire, acity-state, ruled by religious men who had gathered agreat
army of the best warriors. No fighters were better trained or equipped than these few, and their services
were sold across that continent. They led the armies of the Empire of Koker Ai and fought initsranks
and would close battle with anyone if they were so paid and instructed. They owed no man anything and
their masters were sorcerers and warlocks of great cunning.

The pirate captain'stale of this place waslong and fuelled by wine, but the twins understood that thiswas
to be their destiny. The captain knew of the ghost-eater and her kind too, and he told them that there was
no power in an ordinary man or woman able to withstand the will of an Eater, but he had heard the men
of thismercenary brotherhood were very interested in acquiring an Eater of their own. Perhaps-and his
sniggers made it seem unlikey-they would be lucky enough that their mission and that of the brotherhood
could be combined.

When he had concluded his story he set them free, unmolested, on the understanding the crew must not
know of hisquams, for their extreme colour, their ugly faces and their large, unwavering eyes had made
him lose al gppetite for the pleasure of their bodies.

Akasri and Chayne did go to that place, named Orcrya, and passed itstrials of pain, endurance, fighting
and meditation. It was harder for them because they were female, foreign, strange to look on and
uninterested in other people. Their fear made them easy to provoke and excessively savage. They soon
became captains and, after many trids and campaigns, centurions. But through all those yearsthey did
not see another Eater, except for the white stone woman who ruled from beneath the Empresssfoot. But
she was not the one.

Besides, the white stone woman was too powerful even for the Order of Orcrya, for she did not eat
sngle ghosts and take their desths, she atelittle al thetime, from &l the people who trod the earth of the
Koker Empire and she was beyond them. It was at her command they took war to the south, to search
for another of her kind.

Latein their thirty-fifth year Akasri took ill while commanding the naval arm of thiscampaigninthe
southern ocean and died at sea. Chayne was presented with her skeleton at the quayside, each bone
carefully filleted, dried and preserved in white cloth according to Akasri's find ingtruction.

Chayne had spoken but little before this event to anyone but Akasri, and now she spoke only to issue
commands. She had ahelm made of bronze, with the skull's face as her faceplate.

When she put it on she saw through two pairs of eyes; forward into life and backwardsinto degth. In
death her sister stood aone, unable to reach across the generations to the old world.

In life, with the faceplate on, Chayne saw who was witch and who was not; mages, mind readers, seers,
clairvoyants, ghost-listeners, the makers and eaters of dreams. They were seeded throughout the human
world in al manner and kind of talent or wretchedness, as many of them asweedsin abadly tended
garden. The hem taught her how to see them, and later she saw them even without it.



Y ears passed. Chayne cameto a battlefield in the heat and dust of aflyblown place-awretched and
worthless horse town faling to another routine emancipation-all sense of purpose logt, when shefelt her
gster'sface rise beneath her skin. It made her to look towards her captain where he bore down swiftly
upon awarrior of the plainstown. Her captain was young and keen, his sight perfect, and he knocked
thisfighter off hismount before turning his own beast hard on its haunchesto finish the man.

At that moment Chayne felt her own horse shudder horribly and fater. It took two more steps and fell on
itsface, flinging her forward at the feet of the man who had killed it. He was unusually quick and strong.
He pulled her towards him and, when her leg caught in the leathers and trapped her, kicked at her helm
and sent it spinning away.

A dray arrow nicked hisarm and made him falter enough that Chayne could find her feet on the horse's
neck and dea him ablow at his hip with the side of her axe. He spun around, and in the pause it took for
him to turn she was dready swinging again when she saw that he was the ghost-egter.

It was hard, very hard, to turn aside and she could not stop. The axe head bit into his side and buried
itsdlf to the shaft. Hefell across her horse's body. She turned him quickly and he was not dead, but
nearly. Around them men and horsesfell and screamed.

She did not understand why he was here, dying on this forsaken patch of land. She did not know why he
did not eat her army and leave its empty bodiesfor the crows.

She thought of her orders, to bring it back adive. Alive. She couldn't see her Sister now. Her own bones

felt old ingde her, and her teeth chattered with fear, but she made hersdlf look into his eyes because she
was sure he was going to die and she wanted to die too, at that instant, and if he was death, then hewas
welcome.

His eyes were wide and adready beginning to glaze over. For amoment she feared hewasa
body-changer who would push her spirit into his dying body and take her living onefor its own. Instead
she saw blue sky. A ghoulish face was|ooking back at her from the surface of an unquiet and boiling
darkness. It wasfull of desire and rage, without understanding or hope.

"You," shesaid in disgppointment, recognizing herself.

By nightfall, when the baitle was won and the wounded were being taken up on cartstowards the
surgeons and the infirmary, he was ill not dead. Prime stripped him of hisarmour and wegpons, and
sent him north according to her orders. When the garrison was established there, and the new frontier
secured, she o returned to the north, but thiswas later in the year and by then he was quite changed.

Kyapaid the agreed price for him-the weight of the Empress in gold-because he had been some
barbarian war leader, some warrior of the people who had become Empire's people. He was mortally
wounded in the conflict, but, being a sorcerer like her, of course he did not die. Thefirst thing shedid
was to place her cool hand on hisfilthy head and try to eat him, as sorcerers were ableto eat al things by
atouch, if they wanted. She only wanted his power, as deserts want rain, which isto say with scorn for
its nature and despair at its necessity. But he was not eaten, and if he had power, then not onetrickle of it
ran up her arm. She felt that what was common between them was not common enough. She and other
sorcerers and the people were of one matter, but he was of another.

Then shedidn't want him anywhere near her, because he would certainly be her rival. But she didn't want
him far from her, because then she wouldn't know what he was doing, and he might find her other half,
and use her to destroy the peace of the Empire. Thiswas how Kya now thought of her own peace of



mind: shewas the Empire and it was sacrosanct.

For ten days after hisjourney helay in astinking coma as she thought it out and she decided that, if he
were like other sorcerers, then in amoment of weaknesslike this she could mould him, for sorcerers
were vulnerable to the thoughts of others asthey came from deep.

He might have been strong and powerful once. She decided she would make him vulnerable,
controllable, weak.

She would make Intanatend him until he was recovered. Intanalonged for love. She would become
attached to him and he to her in that stupid, sickly, fawning way. Then al Kyahad to do was control
Intanaand he would be hersto do with as she wanted, without the danger of attempting any further direct
contact. That was how it had happened to Kyalong ago-that she was made anidiot by fedings-and so it
would happen to him.

Cadenza danced meto a seat and set me down. | wastipsy and tired, | fell adeep here, drunk on the
lives he remembered for me.

Intanawas standing in the atrium on awarm summer evening, preparing to go to an Imperid function to
celebrate the birthday of agenerd, when there was a commotion in the street outside. Shouting and at a
run, their armour and leathers clanking, two guards dragged in awar dave and flung him face-down on
the polished marble floor. He did afew inches and ended up &t her feet. From behind her Kyasaid,

"Leavehim.”

The guards, dready well paid and anticipating a night on the town, wasted no time in making an exit. As
their voices and noise receded from the high hall the metal chimestinkled in the draft of early-evening air.
The women looked down, each cautiousin her reactions, lest Kyanotice something she didn't like.
Intana felt pity but she didn't moveto help him.

Kusurg, Kyas bodyguard, came over, heavy muscles oiled and diding under the soft fat of hisskin. He
dug hisfoot into the man'sribsto lift and turn him over. At Intana's sides the other women and the girls of
the afternoon gathered to see what unlucky person had cometo join them. It wasrareto get anyonein
from awar. It was rare that young men lived long enough to make it thisfar. They were sooner sold as
gladiators, guards, soldiers or sent to the mines and the navy cutters where sail and steam drove the
fastest ships and exacted the hardest work.

"The coaches are here," Kya said.

Asonethey turned to leave, casting glances at the prisoner's body, his face hidden behind matted trails of
long black hair. His clothes-afilthy set of worn riding leathers bearing a clean shadow where armour had
lain over them-were hacked and torn, caked in mud and blood and stinking in the humid night.

"Not you." Kyaglanced at Intana as the others melted away, burning with a curiogity they daren't show.
"Get him cleaned up.”

Intana, grateful to be spared the party but shocked and disarmed by the request, glanced down. "But | . .
" Shedidn't know where to gart.

"Kusurg will help you," Kyasaid. "I don't expect you to carry him. But make agood job of it. Hewas



expensive." She paused on her way up the staircase and turned back. "Hell talk Imperia when he wakes
up, so don't take any nonsense."

From the words she'd used Intana knew she hadn't meant him for another bodyguard, athough he was
clearly afighter. They had men at the house, boys aswell, some pretty and some not, but none of them
had been war booty and none of them had fought in battles. Intanaknew what kind of men did. She
looked down at the unconscious man with loathing.

"Aick himup then."

Kusurg was just standing there, like awitless automaton. He bent at her instruction and without apparent
effort hoisted the body up over his shoulder, cracking the skull against the edge of the vast cherry-wood
desk where Skri was tallying the accounts. He tensed with fear.

"It'sokay. She'saready gone," Intana said, unable to stop hersalf pitying Kusurg, whom she'd heard yell
more than once a the sting of alash for his dim-wittedness. There her compassion ended and her trouble
started. She could take him to the bathhouse, but that was for people who were well, and anyway, that
would be so public and who knew who might be thereto revel in this new humiliation? She had to get
him out of Sght.

At her shoulder, Skri said quietly, "He's aready been dlocated rooms. Why don't you take him straight
there? Third level, the suite with the balcony facing the Pdace. It'sgot its own bath.”

Intana looked at the thin girl whose face was worried behind the lenses of its spectacles, the thin wire
frames emphasizing Sikri'slarge brown eyes. She knew that Sikri was thinking the same thing, namely
why on earth the best room in the place had been set up for someone more likely to murder, cause ariot
or burn the house down than earn money, but they didn't say anything in front of Kusurg.

Shetook him there, Kusurg following her directions with amiable smiles, when he saw that she wasn't
going to tdl on him. He was about to fling the man cheerfully onto the white damasked bed when she

cried out, "In the bathroom, on thefloor!" Intanawondered if she could get Kusurg to stay. If the man
woke up, she had agood idea of what held do firgt-try to escape and kill her if she stopped him.

He showed no signs of it however. He seemed dmost dead and, to her disappointment, tall and heavy
with it. He covered the floor where Kusurg had dumped him. Intana, dressed in her finest body gauze-no
more than anet bearing tiny jewelsfor decoration-looked at al thefilth. "Strip him."

The leather and the cloth undernesth all the mud that had dried on it seemed to have fused into asingle
meass of rigid putrefaction. In the close quarters the smell was nearly unbearable as Kusurg tugged here
and there, finding a brass buckle and trying to unpick it before he lost his patience and drew out his short
knife. He stuck the single-edged blade down the front of the long jerkin and started sawing.

"Careful,” Intana said, torn between a desire to see more damage done and the knowledge that she'd be
whipped if it happened. She busied hersalf running hot water and pouring sdtsinto the bathtub.

Kusurg grunted as he struggled with the man's boots, hacking at the stirgps around his knees, but then
pausing for breath. He looked up at Intana and his bland face was knotted with curiosity. "Not really his
clothing, I think."

"Why?' She crouched down to |ook.

He showed her thejerkin more closaly. Besides his efficient strokes it had been punctured at the line of
the ribs. The blood that was caked there and crawling with maggots wasn't matched by awound in the



skin underneath.

Kusurg'sthick finger poked a the man's side. "If he was stabbed, this would be rotten. Dead now. Black
rot poisons the blood. He's not hurt there. Bang on the head back here's put him out-new today, maybe
an hour ago, and just alittle touch of thelash." Heindicated the reddened end of what they could both
recognize as along curlicue from the auctioneer's mate. Around it the flesh was bruised darkly under a
skin that was amost metdlic inits sheen. "Funny colour,” Kusurg said, looking to seeif it had rubbed off
on hisfingers.

Intana nodded. She kicked at the clothing. "Burn this, would you? And wait outside. No wait. Lift him
into thewater firg."

Kusurg did as she asked and stood up, arms dripping. He glanced at her with a sudden, persond interest
shedidn't carefor, but only said, "1 don't like it when you get hurt, Francine.”

How could he have said my name?

"Thanks." She put her hand on hisarm briefly and saw him dmost blush. He gathered up the ruined
clothing, sweeping lost maggotsinto his pam, and took it away, whistling.

Intana put her hand under the new man'sjaw to stop him from diding in and drowning. With the tips of
her long nails she picked away the heavy hair that was stuck over hisface and neck, flicking it away from
her asfar as she could, pushing the ends down into the rapidly darkening water.

Mud and blood from a cut on his scalp had formed athick coating across one eye and his cheek. She
used acloth to wipeit off with hard, efficient strokes at first, but then more and more gentle ones asthe
whole face was revedled. Under her handsit seemed to change. Here and there. A little. No, she wasn't
sure. But then shelet her hand sink down into the water to clean the cloth and I&ft it there, mesmerized by
looking, drunk with looking a him. He was more beautiful than any living thing she had ever seen. The
hairs on the back of her neck prickled with the fear of unknown powers. She knew thiskind of trick. She
thought she did. Well, it didn't matter. It wouldn't work on her.

She found one of hishands and drew it up for ingpection. Although he had broken nails and there was
dirt there, she could tell he was no habitua soldier-the calluses and blisters, cracked skin and thick joints
weren't there. Sheran her finger along theline of hisjaw, turning at the edge of his chin. No beard,
athough he was full-grown. She sat the water to run and drain continuoudy and asit cleared she looked
down and saw he had no hair on hisbody at dl, except for afine sheen on hislegs and forearms and the
usua thicker tangle between hislegs, ending in anest line up to hisnavel. Sheldd never cared to closely
examine aman's sexua parts before-except in her younger days before Koker Ai-but now she looked
without concern, reieved to find he was after dl an ordinary man in that respect.

Hishair wasfull of lice. She had to wash it in stinking sogp more than five times before she could call and
get Kusurg to lift him out. Kusurg looked at the prisoner when he had been put on the couch, his brows
drawn together.

"Helooks very strong,” he said, gpparently puzzled. "Fdt light though. Likeawoman. Likeadgirl."
Intana, wondering what she was going to do now, said, "Y ou must be stronger than you think, Kusurg.”

"Don' think s0," he said, but then smiled awvkwardly. "Niceto say it. If he wakes up and makestrouble.



I'll beright outside. Bresk hisarms.”
"Thank you. Cdl the maid and ask her to get some clothes, would you?

"Migtress dready hasthem put ready,” he said, staring down at the spread-eagled body. " Colour samedl
over." He prodded one of the man's armswith the toe of his sandal. "Barbarian witchspawn."

"Heisforeign,” she said, but she saw what he wasthinking. All fighters had the marks of their clothes
burned into them by the sun. This man wasthe same even tone dl over, asif hedidn't react to the sun.
"Goon then."

She worked on his hair with the finest comb, cutting the worgt parts out. It was long and fine and spooled
out under her hands with akind of dippery ease that made her think of water. She had paused and was
garing at its crow-wing blackness when the man took a deeper breath.

Abruptly he groaned and tried to roll onto hisside. She jumped back in surprise and fear and hefell to
the floor, hishands hardly breaking hisfdl in their weakness. He vomited blood over the whiterug. It
camein two violent, thick gouts, thefirst dark and the second bright scarlet. Clots and thick strings of it
Spread out. It stank of carrion.

Intana shrank back in her seat, watching him pant with hisface just above the mess, joined to it by lines
of matter and sdiva.

Asquickly asit had happened, it was done. With a sound like a bellows being pushed closed he dumped
forward and his forehead struck the stone floor with ahollow, heavy sound.

After asecond or two she pushed him onto his back with her foot to stop him choking. The stench of
what had been inside him promised desth. She didn't think there was any point in attempting to do what
sheld been told. Whatever had happened to him had been worse than it seemed, on theinside, and if he
wasn't dead yet, he soon would be. Perhaps it was a plague.

Hisbresth rattled loosdly in histhroat, catching now and again on something vile.

She surrendered al attempts to continue hersalf and called for the maids to come scrub the place. They
cleaned him up and laid him on the bed, wrapped in old and torn linensin case worse occurred, then they
|eft her to take the respongbility.

For want of another occupation, and to calm her thoughts of imminent reprisa's, she went back to his
hair. His youth and perfection upset her. Without meaning to she reached out and touched hisface, laying
her hand on his cheek with the edge of her thumb just touching hislips. She felt asudden sensation as
though her own breath was being pulled out of her and her head nodded. Shefell adeep.

And woke atime later Sitting in her place, stiff and sore. It was getting dark. The maid had beenin and lit
the lamps but even that hadn't woken her. Her charge breathed on and she let out asigh, haf ayawn, of
reief.

There was aknock at the door. It was Seppi Tar, Kya's persond secretary. She entered with a sweep of
her kimono and briefly put her handstogether in greeting. "Ishe. .. ?"

"Adeep," Intanasaid, risng and checking her appearance. She glanced to the Sdein agesture of
uncertainty.

The girl turned her face and looked at the man with adirect appraisal she would never have shownin
public. "Is heworth it?" She walked across and twitched a corner of the shroud with one hand, her



fingernails gleaming with red lacquer. Her expression, beneath the paint of her elaborate makeup,
mellowed considerably and her red-painted mouth became sad. "1 see.”

She glanced up at Intana, not quite meeting her eyes. "She will wait, if hewill live. The doctor saysthere
is nothing to be doneif the wound isdl insde, though heisacharlatan and | place no vaueon his
opinion.”

"He's il dive Intanasaid.

Seppi looked down a him again, criticaly. "Let her wait," she said softly. "I will attend as your messenger
and let her know you will not leave yet. Thereisa party tonight downstairs for one of the Greater

Princes, which | must oversee. If not tonight, then the morning must do. And anyway, the city isfull for
the Games, she will have other plansto work on until then.”

"Thank you." Intana bowed deeply to the girl. The favour was not trivid.

"Itismy pleasure." Seppi nodded and silently made her exit, keeping her face towards Intana but her
gaze on the floor, arespect Intana knew marked the seriousness of her mortal Situation at Kyaswhim.

"Perhaps you'd better live," she said.

He put his hand up to his head. His eyes opened. They were dark, almost black, and stared straight into
Intanal's own face as soon as they focused. He tried to spesk and made another sound of pain, touching
hisjaw. Then he coughed and curled up over his stomach. She saw him finding his mouth full of disgusting
things and moved asfast as she could, putting her hands out as he convulsively retched and spat it out.
She cleaned hersdlf up as he recovered.

His eyeswere shut now. He lay and managed his bregth before dowly dragging his hand up and feding
around ingde hismouth with hisfingers.

"It'sdl right,” shesad.

Hisface was different awake. It radiated avery cdm, very gentle aura of watchfulness, not unlike being
stared at by a domesticated cat. He tried to speak. Barely awhisper.

She thought it was Dacian perhaps, alanguage she didn't know.
His gaze became akind of touch.

Beguiled despite dl her cynicism, Intanafelt hersaf smile back at him. Shefet grateful, worried, week . .
. no, thesewere hisfedings, sheredized. But shefdt them. Shefound hersdlf frowning, laughing at this
sudden communication, not understanding how it was possible.

He said something in avoice that had to move cautioudy around the pain in his mouth, but she didn't
understand it.

With one hand he pointed to himself and said it again. Hisname. "Jalaeka."

"Intang," shesad.

"Thefair one" he said carefully; her name's common meaning.

"Yes" shesad. She asked him the same question with her look, to seeif he could seeit.

His smile was sudden, radiant. "No meaning,” he said. "Not defined.”



Shelad her hand on his, not knowing she would.
He blinked and for an ingtant seemed almost shy.

More confused now she drew her hand away, partly in embarrassment. A sudden understanding cameto
her. It waslike seeing the solution to adifficult puzzle without redly understanding how the puzzle even
worked. She said, "The first person you see, they give you your name. No. They make. . ."

Hewas agreeing. She thought it must be some religious devotiona practice, some kind of mystic occult
thing.

"You saw," hesaid. "You decided. And before. Y ou thought. | listened. Notme. 1 ... my..." He
shrugged to show her he couldn't quite expressiit.

Shelaughed. "That'sslly. You only just came here”

And just like that the contact was gone. Hisface fdl into lines of worry and confusion. "Yes. | forget
though. Forget before. Therewas abattle . . . The others must be dead.”

"Okay," she said, smoothing her hand againgt his cheek.

He moved into her touch. She hadn't touched a man willingly since she was fourteen. Sheld touched
plenty in other ways that were able to mimic those fedings. She was a master of those kinds of touches,
and here shewas, her soul in the surface of her hand.

"Francine," he said and she bent over him and kissed him on the lips. His mouth tasted of blood but she
didn't care about that.

But how could he have said that? He said her name surely?

"I'm sorry," she said and drew back, her hand against her mouth. She laughed. Shefelt giddy. Out of
control. Y ou know my mind."

"Only because you want meto.”

A year later. Hot weather. Dugt. Ice chips melting in thick blue glass.

Jalaekawas seated at the feet of the Empress's daughter, Zara (the deranged one with the sadistic
tendencies and wicked sense of humour), wearing a collar made of slver, attached to her hand by agold
chain. They were watching the annual bloody battle of the Games at the Circus, where the Orcryan
Order smashed and battered its way to the higher ranks. On the benches below them sat the rows of
monksin sandy robes, pressing the week magic of their mindsfor thisfighter and that, for political
reasons, for their own advancement, for their friends. Beside the Empress, Kya, watching. In the Lesser
Court sests, Intana, bored, disgusted, attending an ambassador, feeding hislittle dog dices of ham,
longing to be anywhere else. In the chegp seats thousands of people sweeting, eeting, drinking, walking in
and out from the latrine, scratching, swatting flies, laughing, swearing, gambling, grumbling.

Jaaeka only recognized two peoplein the arena. The Greater Prince, Mazranaz, whose job it wasto ride
around on hisfrothing black charger and pretend to officiate by bresking up fights when too many people



were getting mortaly wounded, and the black warrior in the skull helm who had nearly killed him years
before.

Zaralifted her right foot and embraced him with her dender brown leg, her knee beside his neck. She
pulled back and tightened the chain & the sametime. "What are you looking &t?"

"Dying people,” he said, having long since found the best, the only, way to talk to her wasto play aong.
"Someonein particular?"

Hetook hold of her bare foot tightly and pressed it closer. "No one.”

"Y ou'd better not be," she said lightly. "Or you'll be down there with them."”

"That'swhat | like about you, Zar," he said, watching the bodies being stretchered off. "Y ou don't have
any pretensons.”

"You don'tlikeme."
"No."

"And that'swhat | like about you." She brushed the fingers of the hand that didn't hold the chain through
his hair, then wound the long mass of it into her fist and pulled hard until his head bent back against her
knee and bent low to kisshim, her chin to hisnose.

"Let'sgo somewhere," he said when shelet go.
"I want to watch to the end and see the executions. | want you to.”

He didn't show his smile. He wanted to see what happened to that warrior. She was disadvantaged by
her height and sex but she made up for it with brutality and the kinds of skillsthat only comefrom
obsessive gpplication and natural talent. She was agenerad dready, and so she only needed to fight a
few. They were dl good. She laid them on the ground one by one and put her foot on thelr faces until
Mazranaz rode across to lend them the mercy of his blue banners of honourable defest.

And then, right in the middle of thelast dudl, she quit. It looked like an unlucky missed footing, but it was
quite deliberate. Shelet go of her sword as she went down and when her head hit the floor the strap of
her helm broke easily and it went rolling away from her. She made no effort to get up and only missed
having her head cut off by inches because Mazranaz's horse backed skittishly into her opponent and
knocked him sdeways asit took fright from another skirmishto itsside.

"What was that about?' muttered Zaras haf brother, Sedrepent. He flicked the knotted thread of his
bets over his shoulder. "It can't count.”

"Shewanted to die," Jalaeka said.
Sedrepent snorted. "Could have done that anytime, anywhere, or earlier.”
"It'snot so easy,” he said.

"Morelikeafix." The prince shook his head. "Thewhole placeisrotten as Zar's miserable excuse for a
mind."

"Fuck you!" hissed Zara.



"Oh, fuck you too," Sedrepent said wearily, then added to Jalaeka, "'If you want the easy way out, you
only haveto ask." He patted his ceremonia sword.

Jalaeka shook hishead. "Not today."
"I'm going back home, why don't you come?"

"Hesmine" Zarasaid. "Y ou can borrow him in exchange for your pathetic girlfriend, Lady Thingy. |
want her to cometo my party and be apretty flower girl. Y ou're not invited."

Jdaekabit Zaras cdlf, not gently, and at the same time reached up and pulled the chain againgt her grip
onit until thelinks broke. It wasn't such athin chain. It cut Zarasfingers but even so, she didn't let go.

"Tiger," shesad, suddenly compliant. "I'll be dong as soon as dl the bad people are dead.”

"Don't rush." Jalaeka stood up and went with Sedrepent down the long, empty staircasesinsdethewdls
of the amphithesatre to the stables. They passed the surgeon's rooms, and the infirmary where the Order
was busy placing its wounded brothersinto carts for the short journey acrosstheriver to the Order's city

palace.

The black woman was there. Shelay on atrestle, staring at the dark arches that led back to the arena.
As Jdaeka passed her he touched her hand with hisfingertips. The seeming supernatura insghtsand
intuitions he used to fed that had frightened him a season ago were second nature now. He wanted to
give her akindness, and to ask her to tell him who he was, but there was only timefor thefirst of those.
Shetook a sharp breath when he touched her, dthough she didn't look up a him, puzzled by her sudden
feding of energy and resenting it.

"Why did you fdl?" he whispered, pausng.
She twitched her hand away from his. "I didn't."
"Jalaeka?" the prince called from far ahead, and he had to go.

In the rank darkness Sedrepent gave Jalagka his own horse and took someone else's. Y ou have away
with Zar. | can't cal it enviable. Still, away. And | don't envy you for it either.”

"She'snot mad,” Jalaekatold him asthey waited for the gate to open into the blazing whiteness of the
roadway. "She'sjust nagty.”

"You don't haveto explainit to me," Sedrepent said. "Her father was the same. Nobody was gladder
than | waswhen he died. It'samercy she'snot in linefor the throne. Mind you, on that note, watch your
back."

The city waslistless. Its smokes and steams rose straight into the sky. Birds dust-bathed in the
courtyards, cats lay flat in shadows. Jalaeka went into Sedrepent's bed in the eternal cool of the wine
cdlar.

Kindnesswas not possible in such circumstances. No matter how much it tried to find away.

Sedrepent poured wine into Jalagka's mouth straight from the bottle and it flooded out and over the
sheets and both of them. They both laughed.

"You can't tel methisisn't better than being with Zar."

"l cant," Jalaekasaid, rolling onto hisside, smiling at Sed because he was genuinely anice guy.



"l likeyou," Sedrepent said, with adight frown. "A very great ded."
"l likeyou."

"Youdo?'

"y egh”

"Would you come here anyway? No, | shouldn't have asked that. Now it's ruined. I'm sorry. How stupid
of me"

"Stopit," Jalaeka said, taking the bottle and drinking some more. He upended the rest over the prince's
face.

"I don't want to stop it. | want to be loved," Sedrepent said, blinking away rare vintage. "By you. Redlly.
Asafriend. You'rethe only person who makes mefed like | have nothing to be ashamed of even though
it'snot true. How . . . how do | do that?"

"Youdon't doit," Jalaekasaid, histurn to be weary. He lay back on the wet sheet. "l doit. And you
don't know if I mean it aslong asyou're paying-and chesting off your sster'stime doesn't count by the

way."

"All right then. Go if you want to. I'll fix thingswith Zar. I'll give her someland, afew knights, a couple of
ships or something. She's greedy. Shélll takeit.”

"It never work," Jalaekasaid. "'l can't trust you. Y ou're one of them. Y ou dways will be. Come on.
Y ou grew up with this. Don't makeit hard on yourself. Herel am. | do like you. It's got to be enough.”

Sedrepent rubbed hisarm across hisface. "Y ou'reright, of course. Smart and pretty. Don't you want to
be free?'

"Of course| do."

"Youredly cant." Jdaekarolled onto his elbows and bent over Sedrepent's agonized face. "And I'd be
grateful if you didn't try. That's how you can be my friend. Y ou leaveit done. I'll seeyou, in private. On
my own time. If you want meto."

"Only if youwant to."
"l do."

Sedrepent reached out and pulled another bottle of wine out of the rack at random. "Kya must have you
inahell of avise. Here, have another drink. Anyway, you won't have to see me again after today."

"Going avay?'
"No. Right here. Stuck like you. Hurry up. | have to be drunk before she gets back.”

Jalaekablinked, genuinely surprised that the prince would not take his offer. He could fed how strongly
Sed needed to be loved, and his own despair was up to smothering proportions. He felt panicked by its
intensity. He could see Intanas face, close to his own, fed the consequences of her clear vison that
believed in love, even though she didn't anymore. Y ou know what? I've got a better idea. Let'srisk the
fact that | might love you anyway, and not reject you out of hand, given the chance.”



"I don't know about that. I'd rather have my dreamsintact for al the times'm going to have to watch
Zarachop you into bits. Did you say 'love?"

"Stop taking."

"| thought you said 'love." "

Jalaeka shook his head and took adrink. "Two moreand I'll mean it."

"Good enough.” Sed took the bottle off him and poured haf of it down his own throat.

Not possible.

Kaelawas someone Jalaeka met when he was out one night alone. It was arare occasion. In society he
was universadly recognized. The place they met was not society. It was atavernain aholein the ground
that had previoudy been agrain store close to the river, before the barges and sea-ships got too big for
thelittle central docks and dl the work moved away to the deeper, wider water beyond the city wall.

It was the same summer, but at the end, when the season's drynesswas at itsworst and dl the hills
around the city were parched ochre, clutching white cut stubble and drab dust-covered lemon trees. The
taverna opened after dark. Jalaeka came acrossit by accident, heard good music, and went inside. A
man on the door, an old ex-gladiator, took the cover charge.

"Trouble getsakicking," he said, counting the coins.

The stairway was new and had been widened from the days when single daveswould trot in and out with
sacks on their shoulders, but Jalaeka still had to duck to get in. The rooms below were severa conica
brick-lined chambers, joined by wide, arched doorways. The light was dim candle and firdlight. There
were dancing girlsin chegp costumes, and performing monkeys who balanced and jumped through
hoops, but the band wasn't bad. The wine wasterrible, the water was worse, but in the quietest of the
old domes there was a shadowy place to sit with your back to the wall, so he didn't mind.

Kaeglawas there because it was one of those places that nobody cared much who or what you were and
didn't ask questions. He was diffident, londly, young, transsexua and smply out becauseit wasan
improvement on looking at the four wallswhere he lived. He expected nothing athough he hoped to meet
acouple of friendstherelater on. He had atalent for seeing Changdlings, which was the Koker namefor
anyone marked with magical or supernatural powers: the type of people you saw less of now, because of
the executions. He tripped over Jalagkas outstretched legsin the gloomiest part of the curve ashe
looked for a seet, the legs being longer than he thought and the curveitself cluttered with too many bags
and packs brought in by agroup of out-of-townerswho didn't want to trust the doorman with their tents.

Annoyed and frightened by the possible threat dl strangers represented-plenty of people didnt like
redlizing he was not a girl-Kadlagpologized profusdly.

"Forget it," Jdaekasaid. He was surprised to find the girl looking straight at him, because he was sitting in
darkness and what light there was from the candles was prevented from falling across him by astrange
concoction of shadows.

"You're one of them," Kadlasaid, againg his better judgement, al mouth running off with him ashe
panicked double on redizing hismistake. "I mean. | dont mean. . ."

"One of who?' But the girl backed away from him and with afew quick and much more precise steps,



vanished into the crowd. Jalaeka wasn't used to being feared. At least, not recently. He watched her,
then paid one of the serversto send her adrink.

He stayed stting in darkness and she came back, driven by politeness and cautious curiogity. Hefdt a
thousand years old, too old for agame, but he played it anyway. When she agreed to st down with him
she sat bolt upright and kept glancing around her. Within afew minutes Jd aeka realized she was a man.
It was agood change. It was amost perfect.

"You'reoneof us" Jdaekasaid, meaning decaivers.

Hisnew drinking partner stared at him. Huge blue eyes. Dark hair. Red mouth. Pretty. Very. "l havent
got any talent for magic,” he sad.

"Me neither, luckily for us, so you can tdl me your name without fear of sorcery.”
"When | seeyour face."
"Y ou can see my faceif you tdl me my name."

"l don't know the name for what you are," Kaglasaid quietly, hisvoice dmost completely lost in the
growing din of the night's celebrants. ™Y our ghost 1ooks like the white stone woman, and | don't know the
namefor what sheiseither.”

"l do," Jdaekasaid. "It doesn't bear repesting.”

"| redlly should go," Kaglasaid, putting his glass down half-full. His hand shook and it rattled on thetable.
"Y ou seem like you'd rather be done.”

"Stay." Jalaekaleant forward to put his hand out and catch hold of Kagla's hand. It brought them
unexpectedly close together and into the light. They were only inches gpart. "I haven't talked to anyone
rea inamillion years." He said it because it was cued up to be said, but he wasn't paying attention to it
anymore. He was looking into the blue eyes and aware of the hand under his, shaking, and of the other's
surprised, dackened mouth. "Wake me up,” he said, leant farther forward and put his own mouth over it,
like degpwalking off adliff.

| opened my eyesinto the balmy air of our apartment. It looked artificid. | felt feverish and sick and
exhausted by the colour and strangeness of the memories. | sat up straight and pushed my hair back.

"That place," | said to Cadenza, stunned by how relentlessy human and normdl it had been, how redl.
But I knew without adoubt. "Y ou loved him . More than anybody. Morethan . . ." Don't say me
Francine, you moron, | thought. Eveniif it istrue. "What hgppened to him?"

"Another time," Cadenza said. She was staring straight aheed, into nothing. | guessed that Greg had gone
to deep in our dressing room.

| felt too dizzy to stand up. | looked at Cadenza, really looked, and realized what | was seeing. Cadenza
isandtar. "Oh god."

"Hewaan't anything like this" she snapped, wrapping her arams around hersdlf tightly. "Nothing likeit at
al”

"No," | said, meaning sorry. "Of course not. | remember . . . | think. | think it was a stupid wish, wanting



tobe. . .toknow you. Likethis. You wereright. | totally getit now. | think . . ." Hisaching sadness hurt
me. | could fed it. But | sill wanted to know what hed meant on thefirst day we met when he said, You
saw what | should have been . "Did | makeyou?"

"What?' Cadenza snapped out of her reverie and looked mein the eye. She snorted and smiled. "Y ou?
No swestie. You didn't do athing. | just liked the look of what | saw in your face."

"So, you'renot . . . and I'm not responsible for dl of this?' | asked.

"For this perfect gtuation? Give me some credit, darling. | may not be the manliest vison of conquering
supremacy that ever sashayed down the pike, but that world and its works were made of more dreams
than yours done. I'm my own girl these days, and even in those days. | could have found mysdlf some
misogynist desth squad soldiers to give me some backbone if | wanted to, but | never cared for the
uniforms. Making takes but an instant, character-forever.”

| kissed her cheek, the moment as sweetly surred asany | ever shared with Jalagka. "Have you been
reading Oscar Wilde?'

"Reading it? Honey, | am the living embodiment of the eterna struggle to become astrivia and superficia
aspossible, athing that cannot be highly recommended enough as proof againgt the various Earthly
agonies. | should think not. Y ou must be confusing me with somebody far more serious, such as
yoursdlf."

"Butif | didn'tdoitthenwhy . .."

"Becauseit'syour birthday, | will forgo observing that you are being less than perspicacious. Shh. Y ou
talk entirely too much."

"I loveyou, | loveyou, | loveyou. . ." | repeated into her ear, stroking her beautiful hair.

And whiletdling Franciethetruth, | was meanwhile lying to Greg.

After copying Mode and Myanfactor's patterns, after watching my own memories start to blur in
Francine's keeping, after seeing Rita. . . | had anidea. It wasrisky, very, and it made me nauseous, but |
couldn't imagine another way that | could get Theo to buckle. He till hadn't come back, and that meant
he wasn't going to give up so easily, on the promise of afreedom he dready had and probably didn't like.

If I got it wrong, Greg wouldn't know ever, and I'd have done worse than smply kill him outright. | didn't
hold out any convictions about Damien's clams that the Stuffies of the universe would tip any baances.
Theo might have been given his orders by Unity, but he wasits sole agent.

It was hard to lie to Greg. I've made so many mistakesin my life. Inthe past | erred on the side of
caution. Now, the other way beckons. Nothing seemsright. | don't know if | cantrust myself todoiit. |
don't know if it'spossible. It'sjust the only thing left.

| opened up the expansion gradient on the Winter Palace sheet, using the energy aready present in the
foursheet to fud the expansion. The temperature, barely warmed by Francine's presence, began to fall.



Maramunumu, god of eavesdropping, whispered in my ear, vibrated through the plates of my skull, urging
meto try harder to hear Jaagka and Francine, though | didn't obey. | was Maramunumu's heretic. |
didn't want to know what they were saying.

While Jalaeka went out with Francine this evening he dso stayed in with me, in spite of my protests.
Hesaid it was avaid separation, not adivorce.

Wewatched TV and drank beer and | dowly got used to theideathat | couldn't detect any noticesble
differences about mysdlf, in spite of the fact that when Theo had stood beside me it had seemed he stood
ingddeme, and | wasdl his.

"Y ou must have known al the answersto the things | wasworking on,” | said a one point in the early
evening, and | couldn't help the resentment that leaked into my words. "Y ou knew about Metropolisall
thistime. How Sankharais made. The way the Engineworks. Y ou knew everything."

We were sitting up on the bed, our backs to the headboard against dl the cushionsin the room. My
Abacand's screen system was set up at itsfoot, showing Sankha Jukebox onthewall, to which neither
of uswas paying alot of attention.

"I don't know any more about the way that Sankharais made than you do. I'm not the same as Theo. I'm
not Unity. | don't know everything, only whét | learned the ordinary way, in my owntime," he said.

| thought of Hyperion and hisydlow eyes, his odd body vanishing asit touched Theo's stolen shape. In
the TV singer'svoice |l heard several names: Mstaka, Ilit, Esriel-gods of spiritual forgetting, regress and
denid. "How come you never Trandated Intanaor Kagla? Y ou could have.”

He shrugged. "I didn't know | could. | didn't know anything in those days, not about what | was, or
Unity, or the Mystery."

"Do you think you're part of Unity trying to solve the Mystery?"

"Huh?' Heturned to ook at me and smiled, shaking his head at me as though at a schoolboy who hadn't
understood anything. "No, no. Unity doesn't want to solve it, it wantsto find it. That'swhat thisisal
about. Its efforts, its searches, everything it does. Matter, space and time are solved problems. But you
and me and living conscious creatures-you saw their different kinds of complexities. That'swhy Unity
was made in thefirst place. To escape the ennui of the physical, and the boredom of a domesticated,
easy life. It was meant to decipher the patterns of complexity that defy entropy. Went abit wrong,
dthough it might betoo early to cdl it."

"And what will it do when it findsit?'

"Eat it," hesad. "Sadly. Because that'sits design, its nature. Which never works because the Mystery it
wants can't be found in unpicking thingslike that. It'slike taking a car to bits, then wondering why it
doesn't roar dong the roads anymore. But they got one thing right. To really understand something you
must become onewith it. And with that ingght Unity will carry on searching every living thing it findsin
the hope of picking it apart to build itself anifty little number that can drive to Nirvana."

| thought about it, trying for digpassion, trying to find some hope somewhere to commute my sentence. "I
everything became Unity, would it matter?"

Jdaekalooked mein the eyefor along while, during which his smile grew and grew until | had to smile



back at him, in that way you do when you're waiting for some very funny punch line. "Matter to whom?"
Oh. "'l seewhat you mean.”

"Shit, Greg, | don't know if it matters whether you're afree and independent creature or just think you
are. | don't care mysdlf. Why don't you ask the Forged? I'm sure they've got along line of philosophy on
it, certificates and everything."

"| was agreeing with you, no need to get stroppy.”

“I'm not stroppy,” he snagpped, then caught himsdlf and shook his head apologetically. "I'm frightened.”
Therewasapause. | could tell hewanted to laugh. | was sure | did.

"Maybeit'snot that bad,”" | said. "You know . . ."

"Maybe," he said dowly. "Let's see, millions dead and inca cul able suffering undergone, friendslost
forever. Y ou eaten. Why, you'reright, it's not even as bad as this beer. The things you want to change
never change. Just the wolves a the door and the nightmares you can't face giving birth to each other in
theice, and theice coming closer and the city being pushed away to the edges at aspeed that is
exponentidly increasing night on night. Greg, listen, thisredlly isn't aout your work or some experiment
to plumb the depths of human experience.”

He picked at the [abd on his bottle and peded it off in asingle sheet, suddenly self-conscious. "I hate
peoplewho do this, but | can't stop mysdlf doing it if the corner'sloose, do you find that?"

He screwed the paper up and flicked it away. "Listen, if we stay here tomorrow night then the only way
to get back into Central Sankharawill have gone. Do you understand? It used to be ahundred metres
from the gates of the Park to the rest of the Sidebar. Now it's ahundred klicks. After tonight it will bea
thousand. Then ten thousand. By thistime next week there will be no Forged human capable of reaching
you and no machine capable of carrying you back ether, because the land will grow faster than they can
travel. Shortly after that it will reach an expansion that equals the speed of light, if it getsthat far, and the
temperature will fall to near absolute zero."

"What?' That wasridiculous.

"But I'll be @bleto reach you. Aslong as| live. Which is something | wanted to talk to you about,
actudly. Have you got aminute?'

"No. Cdl me Thorsday."

"Okay, Thorsday. | need you to come with meto Engine House. Y ou and Damien. | need you to believe
that | can defeat Theo. | need him to take off the Regulator and use the Engine to intercede on the
remaking, because the Stuff of which | am madeis not reactive in the same way that Unity Stuff is
reactive. | don't just respond like putty anymore since Francine did me over. | need it to change me. Will
you do it?'

"How could that work? Y ou just told me about it. Unity .. ."

"I'd haveto tell you at one point, wouldn't I? The time it takes Unity to steal thoughts out of your head,
make a counterplan and put it into action ismargindly lesstime than it takes you to blink. Teling you now
isfine. Won't make any difference. If it wantsto try and stop me, it can do it at any point. But Theo'sthe
thinker, and heisn't here thinking in your grey matter. He's licking himsdlf down over in another universe,
though that won't last. And to be honest, | don't have any other ideas | eft.”



"What about Francine?'
"I don't want her anywhere near this."
"I mean, she'sthe more credible witness. Shemadeyou.. . ."

" She's been through enough. We can't just walk into Engine House. Y ou know how Sankharais. Therell
be some price to getting in, not to mention the Engine's own defensive systems. | can take care of those,
but not if I have to watch out for both of you aswell. Anyway, look on the bright side. Y ou get to seethe
Engineat work."

| finished my drink and closed my eyes. | dared mysdlf to look down, inside. It occurred to methat | was
now a Stuffie. Running out of excuses. "Thething is, | don't know if | believe. Damien . . ." Damien
switched beliefs with the ease of switching underwear . . .

"Wigh then. Y ou can do that, right? Y ou do want to get out of there?"

"Yesh"

There had been something very wrong about that conversation. Later, when | went to bed, exhausted,
and wrote my journa entry, | noted it down as closaly as| could in the hopethat | could discern what
bothered me so much about it-not the prospect of going to Engine House, even, because | no longer felt
afraid for my lifeas| would have at the same ideaafew days ago. The whole thing seemed odd. Buit |
had to believe him, because he knew morethan | did, even if he had learned it the hard way. He wasthe
red thing.

| lay in their bed in the old dressing room and wondered what was happening to the rest of the Paace.
Thethird time | opened my eyesit was daylight and the apartment was incredibly cold. | was shivering
before| got through to the living room. They were packing.

Jalaekathrew arucksack down on the floor and said to Francine, "That'sit. Greg, what do you need?”’
"Just my Abacand," | said, yawning and fegling for its familiar shapein my pocket.

"Okay."

"What'sgoing on?" | asked Francine.

"Wereleaving."

"Werenot walking ?' | asked.

"You'renot," sad anew voicel didn't recognize at dl. It was gritty and low-pitched but feminine.

| started, then looked questioningly at Francine. Behind her | saw agiant figure stand up from where it
had been seated on the floor near thefire,

"ThisistheLight Angd Vakyrie Skuld," Francine said. "She's cometo arrest you.”

"Protective custodia care," said the Vakyrie. Her servo-motors hummed sweetly, like distant bees, as
shewalked forward. "I regret any inconvenience, Dr. Saxton, but Belshazzar has instructed meto look
after you until thissituation isresolved.” Military Forged were frequently lessthan lovely to Unevolved
eyes but she had aPalladian elegance, aclassica bearing that made me ingtantly think of Athena. Maybe



itwasthehdm.

Jalaeka walked back in. "Y ou need more clothes,” he said to me and picked up wrapped packs of new
gear, tore them open and flung the contents at me. " Get dressed. Heré's breakfast,” and he passed
Francine acan of that multinutrient gop they issue to Forged in jobs where eating wasn't dways a
priority. It was sedled with the name of the intended recipient-Vakyrie Skuld.

"Thanks" | said to her.
"Tagteslike shit anyway," shereplied and | saw two empty cans dready on the mantelpiece.
"Thevanillaisokay," Francinesad.

| looked a mine. Origind. It tasted like-brown things and maybe a bit like earth. The gritty bitswere
peculiar. | thought maybe Skuld had an iron filings supplement. " She wasright thefirst time,” | said and
the Vakyriesmiled grimly & me.

"Francie," Jdaeka said, nodding towards the dressing room. She got up and went out with him and they
had a whispered conversation. | didn't get the words but the gist was clear. Hed ways been so
easygoing it was fascinating to watch him tease her as he laid down the law. She reluctantly agreed to
whatever it was. The Vakyrie, whose hearing was sharper than mine by an order of magnitude, sighed
heavily and hummed alittle tune to herself to block out the persond stuff.

| concentrated on fighting my way into the arctic gear. Immediately ordinary temperatures came back to
my extremities, even my feet. It waslesslike being a sofathan I'd feared. Jalagkareturned.

"Francineis going to go with Skuld to Kodiak Aerid and wait there," hesaidtome. "You and | aregoing
to Engine House." He walked across to me and unzipped the chest section of my coat to stuff aplastic
clothing bag indgdeit, then zipped me back up to the neck with apat to my shoulder.

"Agangt my orders and advice," the Vakyrie said, sounding cross but resgned to hisoverrule.

| watched him open the French windows onto the bal cony. Snow and brokeniciclesfell in over him but
he shook them off and took a deep breath of the dry, piercing air. He wasn't wearing any cold weather
gear and | knew he felt most human things, so | didn't understand how he could take it now, when
suddenly he changed shape without warning.

| felt a strange sensation, deep somewhere, like butterfly wings opening and closing. It wasn't from him,
even from those wings of histhat were huge intersections of night moving through the smple materid
fabric of the Palace and reveding it, like an X-ray, to be much more than smple. It was no sooner there
than gone, but it |eft alittle coldnessin the pit of my stomach.

"Let'sgo," the huge winged thing said, finaly looking round a me with obsidian eyes, and | let go of the
breath 1'd been holding.

| glanced at Francine and she came over and gave me a hug. | reached into my inside pocket and took
out my Abacand, thumbprinting it silently to take off its DNA security tags. | put it into her gloved hand
and made sure she fdt it. Her fingers closed over it and | gave her akiss on her forehead, aware that we
were somehow doing the soldiering thing and that, unlikely asit seemed, | was the one going to the front.
Shereturned my kisson my lips.

Behind her, the Valkyrie stood up. Gold to Eross black, she looked of thisworld, made, red. He didnt.
| fiddled, sttling the clear face-mask he had given meinto place.



"Comeon, comeon,” he said in pretended impatience. "No cynica modernist remarks about my suit
from you, and no excessive homoerotic overtones from me. We haven't got dl day."

HisIndia-ink black hide was as dippery as polished stone. As| touched it the name of ademon, thefirst
of dl demons, the one from whom every evil had sprung, ran secretly up my nerves and into my mind.
Fear and a sudden, awful doubt struck me dumb.

He picked me up and held me with my back to him, his huge arms under mine and crossed over my
chest, his hands somewhere above my shoulders. My feet hung usdlesdy in their boots.

"Remember when we used to go paragliding in the summer?* he said.
"Yeah," | gasped, feding my teeth freeze when my mouth opened.

"Thisisgoing to be like that. Without the parachute.”" As he spoke he stepped forward and jumped up
over therall.

Therewas no fdl. Anadyr Park opened up in front of me like afilm on fast zoom-out. | saw the Palace
roof diminishing, theway it had falen in on the attics and the grey, winged shapes that sumbled around in
there. The white expanses of snow were smooth like sculpted surfaces. The forest was as huge. Theice,
broken, crevassed, ridged and colossal, was as big as the mountains out of which it had flowed. White
creatures | couldn't name ran between the trees. They ran to atheme of claws and monstrous ferocity.
Nothing marked the sky but the distant, receding sun, not even acloud.

| saw how small the Palace was, how vast the Park had grown beyond it, and fear made my throat tight
because | hadn't grasped what he'd been talking about the night before, not redly. The Park stretched
way beyond the horizon. Y ou used to be able to glimpse the other side of its bubblein the old days,
could have seen the cliffs and headlands of Far Sankharafrom my bedroom window like amirage
hanging over the end of the rose garden. | saw no sign of acity yet.

Tearsran out of my eyes, even under the visor.
There was blood on theice of the frozen ornamental 1ake.

We passed that place, and over the snowless, arid tundra beyond it, where stunted trees were green but
poor and the ground was mostly stone, and over the taiga after that. We flew more like an airliner than a
kite, but | was glad of the smoothness. Finally, the bubbl€'s edge cameinto view like the shimmer of a

mirage.

Theair here was churning with odd currents where the cold met the warm of Sankhara. Clouds built and
lightning darted. The sudden heet and turbulence flung us around.

"Hold on to your breakfast,” Jalagka said and we went into a steep, sideways glide. We passed through
the edge and camein across Sankhara Bay at about a hundred miles an hour. We were overtaken there
by adiver dart rippling with sunlight which braked in the most beautiful arabesque over the city.

"That's the Pterippus Vassago with Francine and Vakyrie," Jdaekatold me aswe camein dow over the
beach and | could see the tent town had grown there, where Francine used to live a couple of lifetimes

ago.

| could see afew people out on the boardwalk in spite of the unseasonably cool nip intheair and the
evacuation notice, some Forged out too, a Mer-culean atop his sturdy wooden lifeguard's tower, its
windsock fluttering in the gentle wind. They watched the Pterippus with interest, but they didn't notice us
land above the high tideline on the sand even though we were much closer. Thelr inattention gave me an



even deeper sense of unredlity and | began to get very nervous.

Jalaekabecame hisusud sdlf ashelet me go and | struggled to get out of my sweltering, smothering
clothing as he reclaimed the bag he gave mein the Palace and got dressed. We left my winter gear
stuffed under the boardwalk weighted with arock, and walked up onto the soft, weathered wood aswe
had done a hundred times or more. My shoulders ached where they'd been held.

We sat for afew moments on the bench at the tram stop, looking across the road at the row of Victorian
boarding-houses. One was scruffy, overgrown in the garden, with pedling paintwork and boarded-up
windows on the ground floor. So far as| knew, nobody had ever passed beyond the gate. Nobody had
ever had areason to. On the low wall outside it Damien was perched, eating abag of chips. He waved at
us

Jalaeka bit hislips and looked at the place. "What do you know about Gateways? Specificaly big
important Gateways into mystical secret reams underground?' He sat on his hands and if held been short
enough | got the feing he would have swung hisheels.

"Expect trouble,” | said, redlizing | couldn't go back now, no matter what his skin had told me. "And
don't eat when you'rein there. Or ook back on the way out.”

"Look at me," hesaid and | looked without thinking into his dark brown eyes.

"Hmm," he said, as though he'd seen something and was satisfied with it. From thin air he produced a
thing | recognized as a cigarette and a paraffin lighter. Helit it, offered it to me, | refused.

He exhded smoke. "I lied to you."
"When?'

"Just now. | lied to you. Were not here to change me. Were here to change you. Me and Damien.
We're going to go into the Engine and get it to rewrite you."

He paused for another drag, then threw the thing down and stamped on it, then flicked the lighter on and
off, then closed it and gave it to me. | turned it over. It waswarm and heavy, niceto fed the round
corners.

"Wak away now if youwant to," he said.
| weighed thelighter in my hand. | put it in my pocket and walked across the road to Damien.

He got up and threw the empty packet into the hedge, brushing sdt off his hands onto his pull-over. He
gave me a hangdog look of extreme guilt and led the way up the path.

| walked through the tangled brambles that had grown across the space for a gate where no gate hung. |
studied the cracked and pitted concrete path, nettles and goosegrass brushing our legs, thorns snagging
and tearing across our clothes. My hand got stung. It was late in the season and the nettles were extra
grong. | was grateful.

"Why me?' | sad.
"You'retheonly one" Jalaeka answered.

Damien put his hand against the door's crazed and flaking paintwork, ignoring the knocker. It opened. It
wasn't even locked, not even shut. It swung inwards silently onto along, narrow and dark hal. Heled us



for afew drides, then stopped. | stumbled againgt hisback. Thefirst jolt of red fear shot through melike
adart.

"Because you're not meant to be here, dl the defences are operating,” Damien said lightly, gesturing to his
left. "There's no way round them. Jay-you're up.”

The shadows that gathered around us smelled of rain and saturated wood. | couldn't see athing in their
gloom, but the walls were so closeto my sides | felt more claustrophobic than threatened. The door
closed behind me with a soft but distinct sound of alock clicking home and | heard the same cascade as
| had in the pub the night of the pool balls. All the names- here we are, here we are, herewe are,
Greg, you poor fucker, are you listening?No Ktickt there.

Asmy eyes got used to the gloom | saw Jalaeka step Sdewaysinto aroom | hadn't even redlized was
there. The doorway was smply akind of ragged mouth torn in thelath and plaster of the wall, barely high
enough for him. He ducked his head to go through and the smell of rain increased, blooming outward and
up with afresh fungd rider onit. Timber creaked and moaned. | tried not to touch anything as| ooked
through after him.

The part of me 4till functiondly academic redized with acheap thrill that | was actudly insde what was
known as a L egacy structure, made when the Sidebar was made. Damien pointed upwards and kept
himsdf closeto thewall.

A strange glow seemed to come from everywhere and nowhere. The walls of an ordinary front room ran
with water and suppurated with growths of green and brilliant blue dgae. There was dmost no floor at al
on thefar sde. The ornate black granite fireplace sat in awall that dropped down and down into
complete blackness. Beneath Jaaeka's feet the floor creaked and bent. Then he looked up and | let my
gazetrack his.

Seated on the broken floor above us, hanging through the hole, which should have been occupied by a
plaster rose and alight, was a creature that seemed to be made of |eaded-glass crystdl. It reflected and
refracted light like adiamond.

Long arms ended in longer fingers spiked with sharp nails, some broken. Its face was elongated and as
romantically faery-informed as the high towers of the central city Adlf. Large danted eyes, colourlessand
trangparent, stared at us both, one, then the other, then at Jalaeka. They didn't blink. A high forehead
gave way to ahorsetail plume like the Mohican of an ancient warlord's helmet but thiswas fibre-optic
glass and itstips shone with crimson light. The mouth was excessively long and opened in afierce grin,
clown-wide. | saw alot of teeth. Therags of its clothing were rough fighting garb, asif it was the spectre
of athousand-year-old horse lord, petrified and compressed to mineral form.

| was dwayswary of unfamiliar and complicated forms. It wastypical of Gateway guardiansthat it
should combine many higtorica and fantastic qualities, and the behavioural combinations weren't remotely
predictable.

"Dont try to kill it," Damien suggested hel pfully. "1t's got unlimited access to the generator. Just pay.”

The thing moved forward with the reluctant caution of al security guards. It dropped onto the edge of the
boards just before the abyss and landed in alow crouch, barely making anoise. | felt the floor judder
and bounce with itsweight and realized how light the thing was. He was. He straightened up and, in his
standing and movements, became amost human.

"Ah, crap,” Jdaeka muttered under his breeth, apparently recognizing something | must have missed.



"What?" | whispered, but no sound came out of my mouth. | thought | could fed something undernesth
uscracking.

Jaaekatook hisjacket off. He threw the jacket back towards me and | clutched it, the metal buttonsicy
againgt my hands, denim tough.

There was awhump and another gust of chilly, wet air. | glanced up and saw two femae figures, smilar
to thefirg, clinging to the ceiling. One was tinged with the faintest muted colourslike addicate ink
drawing. Her friend rattled aquiver full of glass shards and fitted one to adender short bow. Shedidn't
amit but it sat in her hands easily as she clung to the soggy rim with her feet. Chunks of plaster fell down
likecakeicing.

A fedling I'd never had before began sweeping through me in waves that made my head buzz and my
limbsjitter. | glanced around, urgently looking for somewhere to be sick-but it had aready happened. |
fdt asif | were brokeningde, in my mind. | could fed someone ese looking out of me but nothing else
about them, no clue who, no sense of them except that my body wasn't ahundred percent mine. Then it
left me. | thought it was Unity, Theo rising, but it was only fear.

"W-wha . .." | said.
"Vampire" Damien said, feigning acasud air.

The guard took reluctant steps forward, sniffing and staring. He gave me alagt, dismissvelook which
made me vomit unexpectedly, in gratitude that he'd lost interest. He refocused his avid gaze on Jalagka
and shifted Sdeto sde nervoudly.

"I know of you. Y our blood may do me harm," the vampire said. Hisvoice wasthin and finelikeavery
worn-out vinyl recording in amuseum. He sniffed again and licked hislips. Hewastrembling with a
repulsive digplay of lust and fear. Clear liquid spooled out of his mouth, strung itself down to hisfeet. He
panted as though he were burning up.

Jdaekatipped his head to one sde. He even sounded sympathetic when he said, "1 won't hurt you."

Therewas abrief and unintelligible hissed conversation between the three vampires. Thefemaes
chattered and made sounds like rubber tyres squedling in atight bend. They coughed low tone calls. The
male vampire shook and bowed under their scourging but snarled at them, a desperate, doglike sound,
and for asecond | thought they were going to Sart fighting.

With adull snap of old timber the floor dropped two inches and began to tip towards the fireplace.
"Hurry up," Damien suggested. "If you fdl through here, it'salong way down."

| sank to my knees, dtill holding the jacket. The vampire himself moved forward so fast | didn't seehim
do it. He fetched up face-to-face with Jal aeka and made awarding sign before his face with one fragile
finger. "Eros," he said, so nervous that the sibilant s-sound stuttered between hisincredible teeth. He
hesitantly touched Jal aekas bare arm with one hand and looked up again. Whatever he saw made his
eyes open wider, their huge danted diamonds changing shape until his pupils were vertica black lines
inddehiseyes.

Jalaeka reached out and did his hands acrossits thin form, drawing it closer so thet it looked as though
they were going to kiss, but at the last minute the vampire's eyes filmed over white and it turned to his
neck instead. Sightlessly it opened its mouth in an automeatic gape. There were no two delicate snake
fangsthere but arow of long, fine needles backed by arow of gleaming razors. It gave a curious reflexive



flick of itsskull and used the recoil to bite.

Therewasasound, akind of juicy crunch that | felt knot my empty gut again in an agonizing cramp.

Jal aeka staggered and made a sound that was a gasp and a shout. The thing in me that watched rose
closer. Isit me? | thought. Am | disconnecting from reality? But it didn't fedl like me. Damien gave me
athoughtful, frightened glance, watching me closdly. His nogtrilsflared and he had to struggle not to back
away fromme.

Theo.

| stared at the vampire's spined back and Jalagka's hands onit, gentle. Like paint dropped in water,
colour was beginning to flood into its surfaces, Soreading and brightening. Jalaeka wastalking to me but it
was hard to hear him, hard to concentrate.

"Greg, look a me."

Therewas aredly peculiar noise. Not only the sucking of the vampire, but another oneinsdethat. The
coloursinitsbody started to give off their own light. The femae vampires began to whimper and the mae
began to shudder with aferocious, unstoppable rhythm.

| could fed Theo'sattention. | knew it was him.
"Greg for fuck's sakelook at me, you prat."

| glanced at Jalaeka He was hurting but he covered it well. Like someone's mother, he told me to get
back into the hall, everything would be dl right, it would be over in aminute.

Theo didn't want to go. He wanted to see. He was the vampire and the room and the house and the road
and he could taste blood and the maddening sensation of unsmilar Stuff structures entering hisvampire
body. What was given became him. It didn't betray itsalf. He couldn't read it. It wasn't Unity. It didn't
consumehim.

Jalaeka was consoling him and he couldn't stand it. He let go of me.

The vampireitsalf wasweeping. | realized that as| started to turn. | crawled the two steps back to the
hall and onto adrier, more solid surface, where | sat and drew my legs up closeto me. | hugged the cold
jacket to me and stared over the collar of it into the room. Damien came and stood beside me.

"It'sdl right,”" | heard Jalaekasaying. "It'sdl right."

Then the femae vampirein the roof made abirdlike call and darted away, her arrows chiming against one
another. Her sister followed her.

The hdlway seemed lighter suddenly, and | redlized that sunlight was faling in weakly through the
quarter-light in the door, yelowing the paintwork and showing me my own coat, my trousers, my boots
and hisblue jacket. All fine. All till there. Hey, look at that. Orange stitched genuine red-tab jacket, not
puked on, miraculoudy. Reflexocare black men's casud pants dready repelling the black streaks of filth
and verdigriswith that trademark quiet action.

The jacket and my hands were covered in large drops of sticky darkening gore that didn't move. |
touched my face and my fingers came down streaked with vivid red. | retched again but there was
nothing to come up, it only hurt. I didn't want to move.

There was agasp, awet, sucking noise and along, hissng moan of agony. There wasamerciful pause.



"Thereyou are." Jalaeka squatted on his heels next to me. His skin was smeared all over with blood
around his shoulders and neck and his T-shirt was solid scarlet and clung to him, but he was smiling. He
pedled the shirt off and tried to use parts of the back that were still white to clean himself off. Where |
expected to see burst edges of raw meat, cut deep like amedica display of tissue but mangled and
distorted by hacking action and intense suction | saw only hiswhole neck.

"Greg." He put his hand on my knee with atough grip. "Don't freak out. No lasting damage. I'm fine.
Eros snogs everybody.” Herolled hiseyesin exasperation at therole. "It'sataent. Look, let's get this
floorboard out of your hand." He did something to my forearm with one fingertip and my hand went
dead. | watched him pull shards of wood out from my broken nails and from under the skin of my left
pam. | hadn't even noticed when that had happened. He ripped a piece off the shirt to tie around that
and then took his jacket back and put it on.

| couldn't spesk because | wasvainly trying to stop Theo's thoughts running into mine. He was afraid and
he was angry, yet the Engineitsalf wasin command and clearly it didn't agree with him. We werein.

Damien shot me ascared look. Hefdt it too. "Hurry,” he said pointlesdy.

Theo felt that Unity was againgt him and his jeal ousy was growing by the second. Of me, | redized with
shock. He was jedlous of me .

Jalaekafinished his care, took apainkiller patch out of hisjeans pocket and dapped it on my wrist.
"There shouldn't be any moretroublelikethis."

But the redlity of the violence waslocked in my limbs. | was frozen to the spot. Then the vampire himsdlf
came around the corner and stood in the feeble afternoon glow.

His plume of horsehair had become a soft chestnut. His clothing was the jewe -coloured finery of a
medieval king. The stretched-out parody of aface had become broader and gentler, though no more
human, and his claws were gone, replaced by Tek-tipped fingers and the sllver and copper designs of
Autoware. Where the spines had been on his back there was an armoured plate. He stood straight and
tall. Tears Streaked hisface.

"Captain," he said-ill had dl histeeth-and bowed to Jalaeka, deeply, kndt and touched his head to the
floor. Then he stepped over me asthough | didn't exist and walked out the door into the warm beauty of
the day outside.

| saw him jump as he reached the pavement, an easy leap upwards to touch an overhanging frond of ivy
depending from alamppost basket. Damien's eyes followed him, then darted back to me. He watched
me like a hawk with his glowing green eyes, then led usto asimple door beside the staircase, opened it
using its brass handle, and we waked onto anarrow metal gantry.

Before us, below us, above us, to al sides was a darkness, faintly echoing to the sound of our steps. A
few metres away in apool of light ssood an Android. It was sted in colour and form, partly fleshed out to
human design and partly left unfinished-amedley of metds, wires, arraysand plugs. It turned its
burnished-sted head with asmooth and perfect movement, not bothering to process human-smulated
motion like the only other one I'd seen. Its body revolved soundlessly benesth, catching up with the heed,
and it walked towards us. It was over half ametre taller than Jalaeka and bristled with so many clip-on
toolsthat it seemed furred with spikes and fine strands of metal, cable and fibre.

"Hdlo," Damien said to it and gave it akick that made no impression on it. "Take the Regulator off, will
you? Open the core for this guy here. There'sagood bot."



It stopped a couple of feet away and its chin dropped silently. It reached out and took my left hand,
briefly scanning my Tab. The smdll of oil, metal and ozone was strong. It registered me and it registered
Theo's brimming presence with equa indifference before backing away astep. "The Enginesare
connected to, but not operationa upon, human subconscious interfaces. They are retuning to your
frequencies, Dr. Gregory Saxton. The Regulator function is enabled. This processis not open to veto
except by your direct command. The Engines do not recognize your Stuffstructure companion, Gregory
Saxton. We presume you wish to identify thisanomaly and request its analys's as the reason for your
vigt."

Fromthe hal | heard one of the remaining vampires screech horribly.

"Sdrawkeab!" it yelled in earsplitting disharmonies.

Sdrawkcab: god of returns, said my secret hot line to theology. | looked to Jalaeka and he smiled.
"Say yes," Damien sad.

"Yes" Jalaekaand | both said.

"Accompany me." The Android half turned and stopped, statuelike, waiting for us.

We went nowhere.

Animmense space, as big as Sankhara Great Stadium, boiling with steam and smoke and the cacophony
of gigantic effort opened up into light around us, above and below. Vapour rose thickly and filmed on the
android'sskin. A clammy, oily heat fumed around me as though we were suspended high over a cauldron
and immediatdly | started to sweeat heavily. Through mists and the glimmer of distant flames| saw cogs
and whedl's and pistons smoothly turning, some larger than Heavy Angels, maybe larger than planets,
otherssmal and dainty asfairy pinwhedls. They loomed in and out of existence with the flutter of delicate

wings.

| felt the same forces within aswithout. | felt Theo with me, curious, maevolent, staying far enough away
that | had no ideawhat he was thinking, close enough to remind me | wouldn't be doing anything he didn't
like. Deliberately | spent mysdlf on observation, thinking aslittle as possible, lest he hear.

The Android opened hisleft hand and two opal escent hawkmoths flew out, their wings begting so fast
they were only ahumming blur. The moths zipped out into the Engine and aringing, tinkling sound likea
shower of gold came from the depths followed by an dmighty grinding crunch of desynchronized gearing.
Metd screamed and was fused. Silence returned and the pinwhedls spun to stillness.

| dared to look down through the grid | was standing on.

The Engineswent on forever, into blue space and black space, into nothing and everything. | looked up.
One moth had returned to its owner. The Android waited as the moth extended its proboscis and
connected to hisfinger, dighting and folding itswings.

"Wewould know your ingructions," said the Android.

Jalaeka had his hand pressed to his neck where he'd been bitten. He was breathing fast and was pae.
Hiseyeswerewide. "Merge.”

| glanced a him. Merge what? Damien gave him alook of doubt and horror.

"Asyouwish," the Android said.



| watched the moth sucking vigoroudy, or being sucked, whereit sat on the Android's hand. Onitspae
green wings there was a black pattern in the shape of abody lying splayed out and dead. Somewhere
low and to my left, from the corner of my eye, | saw meta becoming elastic.

| listened to the Engines working. The pressure of their unknowing growing moment by moment inside
me. Their anticipation became aflavour of burned, melted candy floss on my tongue. The walls of my
rib-cage felt prickly and | understood that it had begun to work on me. | looked at Jalaeka, longing for
reassurance. Hisface didnt fill me with hope.

"Ohgod," | said... "What ... 7"

The fugs of the Engine furled and thinned. Gearsthe Size of steam locomotives whirled past just above
our heads, their tarry backwash amost flattening me. Damien ducked one that would have cut him in half.
He dashed across the gap between himself and Jalaeka and pressed his hand against Jalaeka's head. "Do
what hewants" Damien said.

"Y our will isbecoming,” the Android said in its mild factory-settings voice.
The moth flgpped itswings dowly, savouring something.

Therewas aterrible sound from far beneath, agroan, atearing rending rip like Hell's Vel cro bursting
open.

Damien screamed, a shriek that would have shattered adiamond. He fdll.

The moth took wing and the Android watched it go. The gantry trembled. Somewhere out therein the
vastness something fragile crashed and broke. Fragments of tel escreen came hurtling out of the vapour as
itlit up. They wereactive, ahillion tiny televisons, and they were dl showing dipsfrom my life. Some of
them showed me doing things, and othersthe view from my own eyes.

Asit hurtled past one of them cut a gash open across my cheek and the bridge of my nose. Hot, burning
pain flared and blinded me. | flailed out with both arms and fell, catching mysdlf asthe gantry we were
standing on tipped and dropped at one side. | clung to the decking. A roaring, screaming cacophony of
metal and matter being ground and folded by brute force sent pain shooting through my ears.

| saw between my fingersthat the Android had hold of Jalaekas head in its hands, its body and his
anchored to the canting floor by clamps on itsfeet. Itsfingertips were extruding fine wires. They ran
down into hisface and through the surface of hiseyes. Hisbody hung in the machines grip, his hands
opening and closing convulsively.

"Don't look, Greg. Y ou don't haveto.”

Theo rose with the smoothness of awave and pushed me aside. | felt him struggling within the Engine,
doing something to it that was not what it was doing. There was amoment where | seemed to float free
of my body and look down on it from above. Then | heard avoicerolling the names of god off like
reading alist and beyond it Jalaekas voice, chanting his own name.

The Engine screamed and | went blind and deaf in my body, dthough | could sill see and hear from
aboveit.

The Android let go of Jalagkaamost casualy. Hisbody fell onto the decking beside mineand | saw he
was gtill dive because he pushed his fingers through the doping meshwork. The Android stepped back,
logt itsfooting. It did smply and easly through aholein therails, colliding with Damien's body and
dragging himwith it asit fel into the machine. Asit went it caled out,



"It cannot be conscioudy controlled. Do not worry. Thereisnothing you can. . ."

| saw it mashed and minced between apair of rolling cylinders. Springs and sprockets shot upwardsin a
fountain, then fell back, sparkling into firework clusters of hot iron. | didn't see what happened to
Damien. My face stung and hurt and my own blood rolled down and fell on the fractured glass an inch
frommy face.

| saw mysdlf toddling over a patch of grass, rolling ablue ball. It was a the housein Cornwall. | saw
myself watching TV, listening to music, at school, at home, on the bus, with Forged in classes at college,
running outside, eating, drinking, deeping, excreting, masturbating, talking, laughing, crying, reading,
scratching, staring, scuffing my feet, doing the vast billion nothings I'd ever done. | saw mysdlf kissing
Katy for thefirgt timein the back of abedroom at aterrible party in London. | saw her smileat melikel
wasworth it.

Then | saw the layout of the Engine and superimposed on it another structure; the elevensheet, Jalaeka,
Theo, Unity, me. They bloomed over one ancther in clouds of mesmerizing and rapidly changing pattern.
| blacked out.

Thevisonwasgone.
| was staring at broken glass and below and benegth it there was nothing but steam and silence.

Sowly I got to my knees, then to my feet, wavering on the dope of the floor. Jalagka was sprawled on
hisback. | felt a powerful mixture of love and resentment as| looked a him; he was my friend, my
enemy, atraitor who conned meinto letting him control the Engine. | wasnot 1.

He made Theo into me and meinto Theo. He united us. We were one.

Therewasonly meleft. Me.

"Y ou could have done anything you wanted,” | said.

| felt srange, very dizzy.

"Greg?' he said to me, quiet and concerned.

"Fuck you!" | hissed to him. "What have you done to me, you bastard?"

He stared into me. "What you wanted.”

| didn't know who hewastaking to. "Don't play that tricky word-and-intent shit with me now."
"Theo," Jdaekasad. "You'll be okay. It doesn't haveto last forever."

| could fed everything. Unity beneath me. Every second of every lifeinit, acrosstime. It wasn't ill, like
astored record, or fixed, like area event locked by 4-D. It sang, each mote to each mote, and it
thought, if thoughts could be the shift of resonating patterns across the spectra of reason and emotion. |
was part of it, one of billions of parts like me, emergent in 4-D, sustained by the mass. Insdeit | could
see Jaaeka's peculiar seven-wave advertisement for a better way rippling through its entire Structures,
gathering vortices, cresting distortions, cresting turbulence.



| was so smdll. | wasinggnificant. | was able to do whatever it could do a my own whim, but | was not
it.

| remembered meeting Francine, the way she had flicked dl those half-baked statements about love
away, saying, "Crap!" | remembered Katy talking about love like it was acommodity.

| remembered taking a dive onto the sandy floor of ahuge, hot stadium. The crowd bayed for my blood
and my captain saved me by missing my neck when | wanted him to strike true.

| remembered the church in Haworth and the little girl's mittened hand on mine.

| remembered Patrick Black, and | looked at the thing standing in front of me, whom | once called friend,
though hewasnt meat dl. | felt the possibility of growing larger, to encompass him, and redlized thiswas
the charge of the seven wave: you can get bigger and be everyone, or you can get smaler, and be
yourself, but you can't be detached and you will dways react to the desires of the ones who surround
you.

But | have no ideawhich of thesethings| am, or want to be.

Beneath us something big and important broke free of its mooringsin the understructure of Sankhara. It
was the Engine. The Engine was of me, but not me. It had its own laws beyond my devising. It was tuned
to me, unbound, and now it wasligtening to me.

"Timeto go." Jdaekaheld out hishand to me.
| wanted to takeit in gratitude, and to kill him. He saw ablow coming and ducked it.
Weran out of the house and into the broken sunshine of midafternoon, him first and me &fter.

The seawas going out and clouds and wind from the west were starting to scatter cold rain that was
turning to deet. | rubbed my eyes and shook my head but it made no difference. The distinctions between
one thing and the next were breaking down. | couldn't make out what was what. And insde me where
Engine House had been, there was the floor faling away, into endless nothing.

| fell. I didn't understand.
"Comeon." | fet him pick me up likel wasadoll.
His night wingstook us both to Kodiak Aeria asthe derdlict house on the boardwalk collapsed.

The Aeridswere ablur to me. Up and down meant nothing. Gravity shunned my attention. | could see
the molecules of things but not their wholes. | could feel the Engine, getting out of the beds that bound it
and coming after me like alost dog looking for its master.

| heard Francine say to me, " Greg, are you there?’
Vakyrie and Jaagkawere arguing.

| found the touch of his stone hand. | kept imagining the Engine coming here, my convoluted will, my
difficult fedingsfor Francine that would probably get her killed. Inalull of sanity | ordered him, "Get me
out of here. Take me back to the Palace, to the Park.”



Ironhorse Ta os Pterippus Vassago and his avatar were the kind of thing that, in another life, | would
have wanted to have my picture taken with so | could send it to everyone on Earth. He was named after
the race of flying horses although his body, grounded on what was I ft of the lawn in an area of razed and
blackened earth, was nothing like ahorse, except that there was something about its lines that partook of
the same beauty asawild mustang. It was much more like asilver fish. Hisavatar wasa
thoughtful-looking young man with arakish dress sense and alion's mane of hair, not unlike ademonic
librarian, who told me proudly that he was the fastest Earthbound Forged ever made and that Ptexippi
could give even the interplanetary coursersarun for their money.

| was missing Cadenza, worrying about Greg. | barely noticed.
Theflight to Kodiak Aerid made mefed sick.

Over Sankhara proper the Vakyrie bound me to her with aharness and we dropped out of Vassago's
door to make the descent ourselves. The day was cloudy and bursts of ice particles kept rushing through
thear, dmost asthough dive, stinging my face and hands.

To my surprise Damien was there to watch our arrival. He was seated on top of one of the cable cars,
whittling agreen stick, and stood up as we came down beside him, the wash of Vakyrie'sjets amost
blowing him away.

He came up and undid the clips that held meto her, briskly rubbing my arms.
"l didn't know you knew each other," | said, disconcerted.
"I know everyone," he said with the breezy speed of deceit.

Some feding started returning to my handsand | batted him away, dmost faling over. The roof curved
gently down from its gpex, and we were swinging, and the line of carswas bobbing and | was never any
good at board sports. My nausea returned. Damien took my arm. " Steady.” For afew moments | looked
at theview.

We hung in the bottom of aloop between Adlf 2 and the SankhaGuide Massif. I'd never been up here
before and | was stunned to see hanging gardens as well as houses. All for flying people, and elves, |
assumed. Great baskets of soil and hydroponic systems swung between the bubble houses, dmost
entirely hidden in mantles of green and flowers. There were pathwaysthat even | could try to walk
on-ones with boards and ropes. Also lights, and everywhere-absolutely everywhere-there were fetishes
and charms, prayer flags, mandalas, magica symbolsand small, peculiar little one-eyed dolls-gootnies,
they were cdled. They lessened probabilities of bad fates by looking for good paths into the future.

| was dmost ready to cal Greg, then | remembered what we were doing here.
"Nice here" Damien sad.
"Yeah," | sad. It was, if you weren't Sick.

Skuld seemed more than tired of it. Sheflipped up a piece of the roof with her foot, and | climbed down
the hatch, followed by Damien. HEd only just cleared the space when the Vakyrie jJumped down and the
entire line shook with her impact. | redlized thiswas her place.

It was avery small space for such abig person but she knew it so well she'd developed asmall-human
way of moving.

| sat down in the corner of the car where apile of blankets had been folded and stacked. Damien sat



beside me, pixielike, legs crossed and arms around them to minimize himsdlf. Therewas no heating and |
kept my winter clothing on. Vakyrie offered me another ration drink but | couldn't faceit.

"Y ou okay?' Damien asked me.
"l can't stand thiswaiting and not knowing. | fed awful.”
"Timefor meto go see them now, find out what's happening then,” he said.

| lay down and was able to rest and look out towards the sea, where | thought Engine House was. The
Vakyrie seemed content not to talk. She cleaned her armour and refuelled her jet packs. | saw Damien
walk acrossthe highwireto Adf 2 and goinside.

| took Greg's Abacand out of my glove and opened it up quietly. | didn't know why held given it to me
and it had been on my mind dl the way here. The machine came on and showed me aletter Greg had | eft
for me. | wasglad of it, no matter what it was going to say. Anything not to have to fed my way through
how selfish, usdess and hurt | was and how terrified that Jalagka was going to go under and that Greg
wasgoing to die.

Francie-1've been working as much as | can on the changes in Anadyr Park. Remember when we
first moved in here? We thought it was so fabulous. If it hadn't been for you, | might never have
looked up and seen that ceiling. It was prettier in those days. Now it seems like another world,
where everyone was happier. | was jealous when you found Jalaeka. | agreed with Katy, and
thought he was just what you didn't need, but what I've got to say now comes out of feelings that
are the reverse of that.

The timing and extremity of the shifts in the Engine activity coincide with two things which were
more or less smultaneous: the release of the paper on Metropolis (official story-line) and when
Theo found where you were. | think it's all down to Jalaeka's reaction to that, although | didn't
believe it to begin with because | discounted him-Stuffies don't influence the Engine. He wasn't
one though, was he?

The other night, when Jalaeka and | got talking, | think | understood for the first time what he
really means when he says he'syour boyfriend andmy friend. HE'syour god. We often say thingslike
thisin conversation, but because he iswhat heisit has a different meaning. Jalaeka isbound to
carry out your wishes, and mine. He does have a choice about what he does or doesn't do-1 mean,
he could refuse point-blank like anyone-but not about what hewants to do. Do you under stand the
difference? We made him. We are still making him. Us and all the others. Even though he says he
chose them. They made himto do that. They made him into Fantasy Friend, who never lets you
down. Catch-22.

Never mind about the underlying Stuff. | can't begin to guess what it really intended for him and
Theo, and | can't start down that road because it'll take me off topic. | wanted to say-we're till
doing it. You and me are pushing himto be a certain kind of person and a certain kind of entity.
He's no more free with us than he was the first time out, when Chayne saw him and made himinto
what she wished existed. It doesn't matter how selfless the wish seems, he's stuck with it. He kept
trying to explain thisto me, | think, but | never got it until now-1 was never sentenced to become
Unity until now, probably that's why.

Freedom never really mattered because | always thought | was free. | was Unevolved and pure
line, | was doing what | wanted to do, | got to study and be a big noise in Unity contact and it was
all great. Of course none of us are free in the pure sense of the word. We have to deal with each
other, negotiate for everything. We do have the power to choose what influences to accept and



what to deny.

Maybe that's all he did, in choosing us. He's just more literally altered than we are. But the more |
think about it the more I'm sure that it's more than that. He's Siuff, and he's altered Suff at that. |
think we've pushed this situation. | think we made him and we made Theo too, and Unity let us
run with it, and this is what we came up with.

But here's the bottom line-I like him. | don't want him to be the stooge in some massive war that
exists to salve my ego, or yours. | think he should get the chance to be free of our problems, and
that means | have to release him from whatever hold I've got over him-a weird idea. It hurtsto
think that it's possible he was only my friend because | made him so, but thereit is. How much
mor e true this must feel for you | can only try to imagine.

But here's another thing you have to think about, because | know you think about these issues a
great deal. If you were to free him-and I'm certain that his primary control is you-it's possible that
he would stay as heis, but it's also possible he'd become quite different.

We are all the result of our history aswell as our genetics and memetic lenses. Hismemes are
whatever he has right now, but his history may not be expressed in his current form because he's
boundnat to expressit. | mean that there are thingsin his past we don't or can't know about which
might influence him now if only we weren't in the way. Judging by what we made himinto, and
the people we've seen through Theo-I believe that history represents a considerable risk. Whatever
else heis, he has that world-destroying potential you can't deny.

And I've been very glad that he loves you, perhaps in a way that ordinary humans frequently fail
to do. Love like that is hard to handle, especially on the receiving end. And | know you probably
can't think about maybe having to giveit up.

Think about it very carefully, Francie, if you think you want to let him go. Remember that heis
Suff. If you wish it, he can be free, and if you wish it, then he can remain as he is. I'mjust not
surethat if he staystied to us, he will be able to survive Unity, because we never do, but | don't
know. In my final addition tonight, | decided, weakly | suppose, that | didn't want to be
responsible for limiting his chances. So for my part, and if it's worth anything or makes any
difference, | wished him free of me.

Of course, | can hear you saying-but what if it was us who gave him those chances? Isn't this just
another layer of illusion?

| have no answer.
See you soon, | hope. With love, G. x
Haly shit .

| closed my eyes and tried to connect with Jalagka. There was a Sickening sensation of falling that made
mejerk, then asavage pain in my right shoulder. | felt him turn me away, neatly, and send me back. Not
NOW.

Then what now? Behind me | could hear the clicking, methodical noises of the Vakyri€'s hard work.
"Want some music?' she asked me. " One thing those pointy-eared freaksin the Aelf are good for."

"Whatever you like," | said, trying to sound normal. "I'm going to try to get some deep. | wasup late.”



"I'll keep it to mysdlf then," shesaid.

The wind buffeted the car and swung and swung us. | closed my eyes again and looked back, into the
things about him I'd been avoiding.

Afternoon in Koker. On one of the long streets that led back to the riverside there was a bar, roofed with
trellises of green vine. Jdaeka and Intana sat beneath it. He watched the merciless sunlight cut through the
tiny gaps, dicing the shade into hard-edged pieces dl over them.

Sheleant back in her chair, pushing it onto the back legs as she searched for aservant to call and
dumped, with aminimal grace both clumsy and charming at once. She snapped her fingersassoonasa
girl with atray appeared and ordered cold beer for both of them. The girl gawped at them. They were
often mobbed on public appearances. Shewas clearly thinking about selling her news.

"It'saliability coming out with you, the serviceis dways gppalling. Tcha-tchal" Intana clapped both
hands smartly and ushered the girl off before turning back and letting the chair legs thump down to the
paving. "What're you looking a?'

"You."

"Well don', not like that, it'sinscrutable, not allowed.”

"I'msorry."

"And don't say that either. It's like we don't even know each other.”

"Sorry, | mean. .. well, sorry." He smiled, haf at her and haf with affection for her.

In the few moments he had taken to absorb dl of himsdf in watching her he had fdlt aflegting tremor, like
the sensation of absolute safety and warmth that comes with the recollection of ahappy childhood
memory, the feding of home.

" Jalaeka'-she leant forward, thumped both arms down on the table and stared at him with widened
eyes-"you've got to stop thisterrible habit of gpologizing. Y ou're dwayswaking around and acting like
everything's your persona fault. It'snot good. Not at al. Now, drink some beer and be more. . .
definite”

He nodded and his smilefaded, at least insde. He fdlt chastened, humble and aso afool. He should tell
her what was on his mind, wanted her to understand. He wondered how to put it al, and where to begin,
thinking maybe there wasn't so much to say only that it was risky to say it, but just then the girl ran back
with the beer and he had to wait until she'd gone. Guests at other tables were looking over at them.
Intanawaved. They looked away.

"Tdl me" shesad, "before you drive me crazy.”

Hetook adrink, rubbed his knee, smiled, stopped, looked down, looked up again, to both sides, back
to her. "l fed likel only exist to please and when someoneisn't pleased then it's my fault. At the same
time'-he paused, winced, shrugged-"| fed very distant, as though I'm not there and what happens doesn't
matter because whether I'm there or not doesn't matter. Does that make any senseto you?"

"Perfectly.”



"It'slikel don't have any fedings-no, that | do, but they can't make me do things. | don't do what they tell
meto. | can't. | do what the other person . . . what their fedingstell meto. . ."

"Y ou have other people'sfedings?' She scowled, raised one brow.

"Sort of, | don't know, | suppose so. Perhapsit just ssemsthat way. | think | don't know whose are
whaose anymore. D'you fed that way?"

"All thetime”

"Likeif you knew what you were doing, you'd hate yourself so much you'd have to do something about
it, S0 you deliberately don't know, then it gets so you don't know even when you want to?' Thiswas
better. He was not such afool as he had imagined.

She was nodding, tasting her beer. "Every day."
"Jugt checking." He could smile again now.
"You're so messed up,” she said, shaking her head, "but | like you."

Heraised hisglassto her. "You too." It wasthe best thing in the world to be with her then. The relief
made him fed bubbled inside, asthough joy wasrising in tiny spheres through his blood.

They drank with dow measure until the day cooled, then walked back aong the canal towpath where
long avenues of trees cast welcome shade. Intanatrailed her fingers among the tips of the long grasses
that surged up from the bank. Feathery seedpods burst at her touch, scattering puffs of brown into the
gtill air. She pressed her lipstogether, composing herself.

"Don't put up with it." She caught a stem between her thumb and forefinger and stripped it of unripe
seeds s0 they made alittle bouquet between her nails. "Don't start putting up with it."

"Withwhet?'

She shook her head, flicked green specks away and looked round at him. "I know what happened last
night. Y ou and that Orcryan fighter with the knife. Lots more money letsthem hurt you, aslong asit
doesn't lagt. Did she arrangeit? | mean, did Kya know?"

"She saysnot.”

"She says not? Oh, then she must beright." They had to go single file and duck beneath alow bridge. At
the other side she rounded on him. "I don't know what you seein her." Her voice waslow and had lost
itsariness, become tight-knit. "But you'd better get over it because your mindisgoing.” Sheglared at
him.

He glanced away with shame at the greened water.

She shrugged and shook her head, started to walk again, muttering to hersalf. He knew held et her
down.

He caught her up and tried to take hold of her hand but she snatched it away and folded her arms. "Are
you deegping with her?!

"Wha?'

"You heard."



"No!" Hetook hold of her arm above the e bow and made her stop and face him. Her look was cold.
"What makes you say that?' he said.

"Because of the stupid”-she jerked her arm free-"dopey way you dways make excusesfor her, the way
you look at her, the way you lie about what happened to you as though it was nothing. So why do you
make out like it wasn't down to her? | just want to understand, that's al. Why? Because it looks strange
to me. And don't"-she let her arms drop, her shouldersfell back, head on one side-"<art asking about
my problemsto change the subject. Y ou've never been afool before, not like me. For you this
whipped-cur actisal new."

He took a sharp breeath, timed for a scathing response, but abruptly had no ideawhat he was going to
say with it. Her accusation rang with justice. In fact it gave words to what he had been unable to say to
himsdlf. Hearing them was painful and on his side the cuts muttered to life under their dressing, stinging
and pulsing as though they too gasped for air.

"Because," he said, trying to position himself to prevent her leaving him, feding that it wasimminent, as

though she had aready gone and he was cold, "she's damaged and it's not her fault she'slikethis. And

because she has your lifein her hands." He wanted to use the trick of hearing thoughts he'd discovered,
to find out what shefdt ashe said this, to be sure.

Intana didn't move, not so much as an eyelash, but the frank expression became cynica on her face. She
glanced to heaven, smiled her insincere smile, looked at her feet. She shook her head. A blond curl
bobbed at the side of her neck. He was afraid in case she was angry, could not tell what she was fedling
and that initsdf was strange. . . he could try to guess. . .

She would not look a him. She gazed past him, squinting.

"Tdk tome" he said. Suddenly he fdt clumsy, didn't know what to do with hislimbs. He moved his
weight to one foot, then the other. But he didn't need to be amind reader to tell what conclusion she'd
cometo: she was the hostage-his suffering was her faullt.

"Fuck off, Jay," she said rgpidly and without inflection. In the same movement she turned and started
walking again. Her arms were crossed tightly, holding each other as she increased her pace.

Hefollowed her, exasperated at her wrong logic. "Annal™

A flurry of tiny moths rose from the long grass as she walked through it and she brushed them away from
her too quickly, breaking some of them in the folds of the long dresswhere they |eft little smudges of dark
dust. She stopped to flick at them and he caught hold of her hands.

"It doesn't matter,” she said quickly, head down. "It doesn't matter, so let's not talk about it anymore.
Y ou think what you want. Why not?" Across the unruffled water a bright red cardind flew, chattering.
They both watched it disappear into the bushes on the far sde.

"I don't care about her," he said. The heat bore down on the back of hisneck like aphysical weight. In
his hands herswere lax, pligble. "I'll do what you said.”

Thistime she met his eyes. Her careful face had gone. Y ou're going to leave?' she said. Shetook adeep
breath, raised her eyebrows and shrugged al in one movement. "Well . . . | takeit back then." Her voice
was unravelling. She bit her lipstogether and her eyes narrowed with wrinkling like asmile. "Aren't you
just full of surprises?’

Hedidn't know what to say now. Obvioudy everything he had already said was not what she wanted.



He shook his head violently, tipping it back to get the heavy hair away from hisface but it clung with
perspiration againgt his neck. Another couple came walking towards them along the tree-lined avenue.
They vanished for amoment benesth the dark span of another road bridge and resppeared, holding
hands. He reached out for Intana's hand and began walking aso, towards the others.

Between their pamsasmall dick of sweat was pooling. Intanawas trying to free her hand. Her skin
dipped againg hisbut he held on.

A feding-love or excitement, like being unbaanced on the edge of along drop, fear but so
anticipation-was making him think of stupid things. He kissed her ear. "Comewith me."

"Where are we going to go?' Her voice was muffled againg his shoulder.

"I don't know." He did pull back now to look at her. One of her brows-the right-was raised as though
she would take whatever he said with apinch of sdt. "Away."

She shook her head, mouth twisted into awry shape. "l can't go,” she said, then her face lost its
certitude. It fell piecemed into aformless uncertainty, lips dack, eyes brightening with adiamond
brightnessthat swelled at the edges, glittered.

His heart imploded and, in collapsing, left agap that dragged at his chest and pulled his head down. He
kissed her. Hislipsdid on asoft waxy fat of fuchsa Hefelt giddy and aching. Her lipsfirmed under his.
He thought he was going to faint. She moved away then, rather sharply. The glittering was gone. She
scrutinized hisface and hefdt her finger rub with quick, impersona strokes over his mouth. She wiped
thelipstick on the underside of her belt.

"Why not?'
"l just can't. Don't ask me again.”

He watched her walk away into the brilliant light.

| know why, | shouted down the yearsto him as he stood there with his guts hanging out, not knowing
why. Shelet you go because she thought she was your Jonah, your bad voodoun. But you didn't want to
belet go of. Stupid her! Supid you!

| picked up the can I'd rglected before and took adrink. The Valkyrie tapped her feet in timeto the
music she was listening to, reassembling a complicated weapon. | looked back at Greg's | etter.

At the back of my mind thethings| didn't want to know wriggled in their shells.

| went back into the memories. | wondered where they were located, as| went; in him or in me, or if we
shared them and they were elsewhere, in places neither of us occupied.

If hewas my creetion al through, as Greg seemed to suggest, then dl of this must be too. Not only
Jalaekas history, but those other people that Theo ate, they'd be mine, with no life outside me. They'd all
be just Stuff, pouring itself into the moulds from my head. Only | don't think I'd ever have thought of
some of the things here because | long for them to unhappen. | could haveimagined it, if I'm honest,
because anyone could, but | hopeit's not so.



After Intanarefused to leave Koker with Jalagka; and he didn't go into it, because it caused her so much
distress, when he could have read her thoughts and didn't do that either, because it would have been an
invasion of privacy; after dl his consderation had got him exactly what he didn't want, he took asmall
consolation and went to see Kadla

They werein love by now, inlove like matches and rocket fudl. He couldn't not have gone.

When he got back, later, very late a night, into the quiet house, Kyamet him and said, "Y ou might think
you got away with dl that, but you didn't.”

A very bad thing. He could tdll straightaway. He didn't have to be psychic for that. Punishment as she
had promised. And she was good at that. He didn't want to go. He didn't want to. But he had to.

She had two guards with her. They escorted him to aroom down torchlit hals. They smelled of smoke.
He heard alot of voices laughing and talking in excited, ugly tones. In the room they reached, astone
chamber with two exits, there were astool and aswing.

A guard stood on the far exit. Behind him the door was locked. He felt a spear tip stab through his shirt
into the skin on his back.

On the stoal agirl wastied up-he recognized her, she was Intana's friend and hisfriend, Tash. Her neck
was in arope noose depending from the ceiling and it was taut, tied fast to an iron ring. Behind her stood
aman in ablack hood, ready to kick away the stool. Tash was shaking with exhaustion from the strain of
having to stand so very tall in order to bresthe. Sweat made her clothes cling to her and ran down her
face, along with tears. She breathed in gasps and when he got there she stared fixedly a him with
desperate hope and her gasping increased.

On the other side of the room a naked woman hung in the swing and aman, standing in front of her, his
hands on the ropes, rutted fiercely and quickly inside her. There was a queue of men behind him,
disorderly in places, their faces turning to him now and al of them sneering in someway, smdl or large.
One or two turned away and put their faces behind their hands. They laughed and joked about the two
women. Some of them spat on them; the naked one as they watched her, the one who might hang asthey
passed her on theway out. Thisone, finished, groped Tash, pushed his hand up between her legswith a
sawing action like cutting bread, and pinched her breasts.

"Dry asafucking holein the ground,” he yelled to his companions and they laughed and one of them
said-

"Get on and hang her then, shelll soften up dead.”
She didn't make a sound.
Jdlaekasaw dl of thisin amoment. And hefinaly recognized who wasin the swing.

"So now you have achoice," Kyasaid to him. "Which iswhat you wanted, isn't it? Y ou can chooseto
hang her, and send the rest of these men back out onto the streets where | found them. Or you canjoin
the queue. Whet'll it be?"

No. No. No. No. No. No. No. Not happening. Didn't happen. | do not accept thisversion of things at
al. In what universe do things like this happen to people? What could it possibly be good for? What
contribution does that make to the fucking meaning of anything? Who does thiskind of thing?



"Hey!" The Vakyrie was shaking me. "Stop kicking mel What's the matter with you?"
My feet were agony.
"What'sthe matter?' Skuld had my handsin her two enormousfigts.

| stared at her, unable to articulate anything. My body was so hot, my heart racing so fast | continued to
fight her for another few seconds, then | redlized where | was and lay in her old, oil-stained bedspreads
and looked out towards the seain anguish.

It sparkled. The sky had cleared and the sun was brilliant.

"l wasdreaming,” | said, wishing | had been. "Bad dream.”

"Must bevery bad," she said and tentatively let go of me one hand at atime. "All right now?"
"Yeah." | thought I'd broken my foot and | was glad for the pain of it.

"I've got somemeds," she offered.

"Thanks." | accepted the pills she gave me but only took one. She was taking back the water she offered
me-served in athing the size of avase-when she suddenly went very ill. | saw her glaze me out as she
listened to internal comms.

"l haveto go." She pushed me and my bedclothes to the sdewall and started to dap gear on herself with
incredible speed and precision, moving so fast that her arms and hands | eft gold trailsin theair. "Youll be
al right here on your own. If anything happens, call Damien. Or go next door. She's mad, but reliable if
you can shut her up for ten seconds.”

"What? Where are you going?"

"Engine House," she said, diding the visor of her helm down over her face. She stepped onto her
trapdoor and gave me afinad glancewhich | couldn't see.

"What's happening?' | shouted.
"l don't know," shesaid. "I haveto find that out." The door opened and she vanished.

| watched her fall and speed out through the city heightstrailing white and grey vapour. As sheleft Srens
began to wail downtown and | saw police unitsin the Massif light up. | watched her dl the way to the
Seq, then she was gone, descending out of my sight. The door closed itsalf with ahissand clunk of the
sedl. The bubble swung and its charmsrrattled, an arid, soul-scratching sound.

The meds were strong-they were for her, | redized stupidly asthey started to take effect. | felt woozy
and lay down in the quilts. The wind blew some rain against the pod's curved surface and | saw rain
undernesth me, dotting thetiles of the Adif.

| had to find out the depth of my own trouble too. | didn't want to, but it wastoo late.

Since there was no way to run from the Situation physicaly, Jalagka saw away ahead psychologicaly,
two clear dternatives. Break up and fal apart, or go so deep that there's no getting out though at least
from down there nothing matters. But those decisonswould leave Tash and Intanato their fate alone.
That would mean there was nothing he could do. That way everyone logt, and held be the one who'd



made it happen.

Heforced hisbelly to relax so that he could take a deep breath and let it out dowly. Heignored Tash's
pleading face, Intanastiny sounds, and made himself think, asfast as he could, and to ignore the emotion
that threatened to make him panic thisall away in thefirst seconds, the guilt and certainty that thiswas
avoidable, if he hadn't been so thoughtless and careless, if held loved Intanaenough in the first place.

Thiswas punishment and it was contral. If he were Kya, what would the choices mean? He put himsdlf in
her mind, in the mind of her pet, Zara, the expert on thiskind of torture. He thought in the time it took to
take one breath.

Intanawas there and it was promised that she would survive if he chose the former option and killed
Tash. But her survival was only of any useto Kyaif he vaued her enough to sacrifice everything to save
her. Kyawanted to control him. She didn't care about Intanaat al. If he stopped caring enough, Intana
was as good as dead.

Hurting Intanathisway, humiliating her, wasto hurt him. That'swhat thiswasfor.

He realized right then that he didn't have the promised dternatives at al. Tash was dead, no matter what.
And it waslikely that Intanawas dead too, unless he acted very carefully and showed that he could be
genuinely hurt and that he could hurt her too. Otherwise, their relationship wouldn't be what Kya wanted
it to be-poisoned yet continuous, and therefore a source of pain-it would be intact and functional and it
would have proven itself stronger than she was. That was a certain death. If shedied, if hedied, it
wouldn't be ruined.

Heweighed up if it was worth saving ether her or himsalf thisway. It seemed too likely that beyond this
moment in time there would be nothing he could say, or do, to recover Intanaor himsdf from the
consequences of staying dive. It looked as though she was dready far gone. He doubted that she could
possibly see what he was about to do as anything but total complicity in her debasement.

Thisleft Tash. Wasthere adifferenceif Tash died at someone elsg's hand, or not?
"Timesup." Kyahad her hand on hisarm and it was cool. He could fedl her like a pressure on his skull.
One way. Or the other. Thereisn't anything else.

You are either smaller than all of these people, or larger than all of them. Even in the latter case,
you can't win and you can't save. You can choose how everybody gets to lose.

Jalaekawa ked up to Tash and made himself look into her face.

She was 0 terrified he doubted she could think anything at al. He hoped she'd been around enough to
understand what the score was, but that's all it was-a hope. Her eyes pleaded with him, brimming with
tears. She was choking on fear and disbdlief that he, of al people, was about to do thisto her. He could
fed her, asif shewere him. Sheld never redized that she could die thisway or how frightening it could
be. She expected him to kick out the stool and make the obvious save.

"It'smy fault," he said, dthough he hardly made asound. The stool was not very tall. He glanced at the
man behind her, the executioner in the hood, then stepped around her and snatched the hood off his
head. The man stared back at him, struggling to conced fear and repulsion, trying to turn defiant and
cocky. Whoever he was, he didn't have the natural somach for thiskind of thing, but he could make
himself over into aman who could fakeit.

Intanawas completely silent.



If hedidn't kill Tash, said avoicein hishead, there was a chance that Kyawouldn't doit. He didn't
believe that voice, but it made him doulbt.

Hejoined the queue.

"You'rethat pretty bastard that Princess Shit likes to wipe her asson, aren't you?' said the man in front
of him. Hewore soldier'skit but it fitted so badly it looked stolen. He was tdler, bigger, rougher, harder
in every way than Jalaeka and looked on him with an uncomplicated, easy kind of hate.

"Yes" Jdaekasad.
"And who's this whore that managed to get hersalf here?’
"You're not fit to know," Jalaeka said. Some of that ease had crossed over.

"Isthat right?" The soldier snorted and looked him up and down. "But you're gonnagiveit to her just like
me. Just after me. Isthat right? Shefit for you?"

Jdaekadidn't say anything. They moved forward in line. He made himsdlf look at Intana. She kept
putting her head to one side or the other but couldn't keep it there. She had her eyes shut and her jaws
clenched together so hard that al the musclesin her neck wererigid.

He glanced at Tash. She had reached the point where she was so tired she had to let the noose tighten
now and again. When she choked she panicked. Spit coated her chin.

It seemed along time, and no time. He watched the soldier in front of him hurt her. Hetook along time
and her misery pleased him. Intana saw Jalaekawatching and turned her face asfar as she could in the
restraint, away. The man came and pulled out of her, wiped himsdf on thetall of hisshirt. A foam of
blood and semen ran from between her legs. "I've known better goats,” he said.

Jdaeka smiled. He saw Kyawatching him. He could hear the terrified whinnying of Tash'sinadequate
breath. It was so loud it filled the room. Every second flowed past like ariver of cold oil, with an unred
edge, but not enough of oneto takeit al the way over the top. He refused to escape.

"Can't get wood?" the false soldier said to him, starting to pick histeeth. "Y ou pretty boys areal the
damn same.”

Don't try to fake it. Kya knows all the fakes. She'sright there, in between every thought.He knew
it.

Anger, which had nowhere to go, started to melt down into self-hate insde him. That was useful.

Intanalooked at him. As clear asdaylight he could hear her thinking, not as an intuition, but as actua
words.

Don't let her win.

"Y ou never even touched her," he said to the man, and to Kyawho had walked up beside him. "I'll show
you how it'sdone.”

Hetook hold of the swing.
"Look into hiseyes," Kyatold Intana. "Let himtell you why he's here."

It doesn't matter, Intanainsisted, which hid, | don't matter. "Get off me"



"l met someone,” hesaid doud. Don't lie to me. Everything matters.
"Goon," Kyasaidto him, and hedid.
She glanced at the hooded man and nodded. With an effort, he kicked out the stool.

The meds made everything duller to my mind: the way he longed to make love to her after that, to repair
it, and the way she pushed him away effortlesdy into other people'sarmsto save herself from having to
admit any of those meninsde. | got stuck in that disgusting, horrible moment at the bottom of the arc of
that swing, which was also atender and adoring moment; my moment . . . The drugs left me there, not
able to move amuscle, even to open my eyes. Then, far too late, they knocked me out.

When | woke up | waslying in my own puke. The blue tablet wasin it. Maybe it would have killed me if
| hadn't thrown it up.

There was afurious noise, coming from everywhere. Both the Abacands near my head were
broadcasting the Guide's voice. Every piece of metd in the world was screaming.

"Thisisagenerd emergency aert. Return home and secure your dwelling. The Engine Regulator is
currently unable to function. Sankhara Sidebar has been temporarily detached from Solar Earth. Y ou will
not be ableto leave the Sidebar. Return home and secure your dwelling. Thisisagenerad emergency
dert”

It quieted to an average kind of alarm after aminute or two, the kind | could hear panic and shouting
over from the buildings and streets below.

| tried to clean mysdlf, found the two Abacands and turned them down, because they wouldn't be turned
off. Then the bubble car jolted and threw me onto my hands and knees. | heard the high pitch and blast
of wegponsfire and the doorswere al opening. In one huge indraft of cold, wet air the Vakyrie sprang
up through her trap. A second later Greg and Jalagka came diding through the roof, amost crashing
graight out of the down hatch.

Greg was dumped in Jdagkas arms, his eyesrolling white, skin grey and feverish. His body jolted
violently in the throes of afit. He poured with swest. | thought he was dying.

Jalaeka put him down on the floor, holding his head carefully and grabbing hold of the blankets 1'd been
on to help cushion it and stop it damming into the deckplates as Greg kept on convulsing. He glanced at
me. "Areyou dl right?'

"Me?Yeah," | said. | knelt beside them and touched Greg's shoulder. "Greg, are you there? Can you
hear me? It's Francine." | glanced at Jalaeka. Everything | wanted to say, the way | wanted to touch him
and tell him- "What happened?'

"l fused him and Theo," Jalaeka said, looking down at Greg, and | realized he was dmost panicked. "'l
don't know if I canundoiit. | can't. Unless heletsme. | took arisk because | thought, well, if Theo wants
to keep on edting peoplewho likeme. . . but | didn't think it would be like this."

"What the fuck?' the Vakyrie panted. "Isthis Theo?'

Greg opened his eyes, saw me, ignored me, looked around like he was drowning, then grabbed hold of
Jdaekasarm. It was only then that | noticed that Jalaeka was half-naked and streaked with blood.



There was a strange lurch and the Aerias shook. Vakyrie was thrown againgt the central bulkhead of the
bubble car. Jalaeka fdl across Greg. | was thrown sideways. A loose toolbox crashed down from its
webbing and hard meta things went everywhere, severa of the lighter ones on my head. With my faceto
the clear deck | saw one of the other bubble houses break free and plunge down. In the aftershock | was
thrown back against Jalaeka's side and shoulder.

| gared & him. "l sawitdl,” | sad. "Theswing."

Hetook a deep bresth and looked around with the glance that tries not to see things the mind recovers.
Then he put his hand behind my neck and kissed me. He tasted metdllic as he let me go. The house had
camed to aregular swing. The Vakyrie was back on her feet.

Greg dragged Jd aeka close to him and whispered something in his ear. Jdaegka got up and pulled Greg
with him. His skin ran grey and black asit started changing state into the Eros form and halted halfway,
wingslikeimaginary film, not quitered.

"Now what?' the Vakyrie said shakily.
"I'm going with you," | said, meaning both of them.

"You're staying here," Jdagkatold me, opening hiswingswithout bothering to leave the house. Air,
objects and space bent around them, whining in protest. Their edges bled light. "Wait for me. Y ou-he
glared a the Vakyrie-"make sure she'sal right.”

"I can't! | haveto go and help secure the city! We haveto leave here”

"Just doit." Jalaekalifted Greg onto the down trap and wrapped his wings around both of them before
kicking the door control. They dropped.

| saw Jdlaeka changefully in thefal, becoming dark and dick with the strange surface that Greg had
catal ogued as the sheer-face of Love, back in the days when we thought we knew things like that
because it was dl about us.

W, thought, wiping tears and water and blood off my face with my hands, maybe it's not . | might
have done alot but | never gave him that body or that power.

Far below us on the golden pavements of the Adlf, thelittle house that had fallen lay shattered and two
bodiesin the wreckage were ill. Strange creatures had gathered around it, bristle-backed. Their
powerful arms and hands flung the wreckage aside and their long, heavy snouts burrowed with the
desperate violence of hunger.

The sky darkened rapidly and the sight was lost in adeluge of hail and rain. Where the hail stones
smashed gpart on the bubble canopy they scattered tiny fragments of bone,

Come on, Odin sad, laughing in the thunder of theogensin my brain. Come home and we will feast all
the livelong day.

Jalaeka picked me up. My limbsfelt like they were bulk-stuffed with charged nylon: full of gatic pinsand
needles. | was about half ametre to my own left and fdling.



Thewhole of the Aerids vibrated and dl the bubble houses jounced on their wires. | was watching, in my
mind's eye, a huge plume of dust and debris billowing up from the central shore area-the seven vells of

the Enginerising.

| wished | could have told Francine I'd been wrong, so very wrong, about Unity. | was wrong about
Jdaekaand my delusion of freedom-his or anybody's-there is no freedom from the push and pull of the
sdlf and the other, the lover and the loved, al these apparent duditiesthat | don't want to tell her are one.
They can't be, must never be one, if theresto be anything at al worth amoment's breath. But this
intention and my other thoughtsfdll to pieces.

| put thingstogether. | tore them agpart. Or | was put and wastorn. It wasn't important.

Night fell and opened on the snow. The dark of Eross pinions folded away and |eft the dark of true night
and the unnamed stars of Anadyr Park. There was afaint glow on the horizon, ahint of amountain's
profile cut out of indigo. If he hadn't put my winter clothes back on and seded me into them, my lips,
nose, teeth and eyes would have frozen with thefirst breath. The clothes themsalves, wicking but not
empty of moisture, froze solid around mein alittle more time than it takes to put abody down flat.

The Pdace wasfar away, the border farther ill, and getting farther with every second. | fancied even the
gtars themselves were receding and Jal aeka's glance at them made me think he thought so too.

Thewind and light that were left moved through hishair and over his skin like water. | thought, because
of agenerd lack of freezing, that the cold didn't bother him. But it was more than aphysica experience
for him. He wasn't on his knees beside me because he wanted to be. It hurt him very well, just differently
than the way it would soon hurt me.

"Goback," | said. "Leaveme.”
"Y ou fucking cowboy," he said weerily, affectionately. Even histeeth and tongue matched the suit, inky.

Onthe seven levd | could seetheinteraction of this desert with him and it wasn't good. The landscape
the Engine was now remaking had an energy matrix that fundamentally contradicted his structure. He and
this white landscape of emotiona withdrawa were naturaly incompatible and, forced together, the
vibrationsthey set up insde him were distorting him. Worse ill, his presence acted like an amplifier on
its vibrations and the speed of cold accelerated. The energies being employed were on stellar scales.

| wasin his house now, looking around at what it was I'd made out of him. Me and the others. Our
visons, our plans, our saf-serving policies and our dreams of better worlds. Unity staring at the futility of
everything ditting in sngular glory, asboring asthe end of timeitsdf. | understood their passion for him
then, oneingtant of eternity with him better than al of eternity without-and if not him persondly, then him
in principle, her, whoever the hel it was standing there.

My clothes sent distress signalsto each other, looking for more power. | started to fedl cool all over.

Way back in Sankhara the Engine broke through into the Park and began its lumbering pursuit of me. As
it did so it continued to work to the demands of what Jalagka had become, making its own journey
increasingly impossible. | tried getting up but | was frozen to the ground.

| couldn't see Jalaeka anymore, except by the shifting starfiel ds that showed where hiswings crossed the
sky.

The worst of my chaos passed then, as what had been two people of contradictory sorts settled into an



unhappy balance. Jalaeka sensed it and at that moment he left me and | pulled mysdif free, tearing my
way out of the last warmth of the winter suit to stand on theice in the clothes Greg had been wearing
when heleft home. They solidified so fast that they crackled around me, then shattered around my
continued motion. Then as| sood ill, their remains clung to melikeiron.

| didn't bresthein. | didn't breathe at dl. | could get by without. Half in and half out of Unity, | wasn't one
thing or another, didn't fed the cold freezing me except as something unimportant, atemporary anchor to
atime and place. | had enough energy to run at least to the end of the time sheet.

| was standing on the centre of theice, aone.

| wondered what was underneath me, below al the many miles of the glacier. Would his promisethat |
could forever taste sugar and know it, without being sugar, be worth it? Was there a prize there, waiting
to make meinto avoluntary immorta, prey to al that hearts are prey to, but without the pressure of an
unlooked-for ending? The promise of death'srest, but not its unknown axe above my head. The promise
of no power beyond a human power, but enough perception to look at the beginning of the universe, and
itsend, to live and love, suffer, be consoled and perish. And the awareness of the others optional, and
their mystic states dl choices you could make. Be yoursdf or let it go.

Would you take that bargain, Greg? Of course you would. And Theo, could you bear to stoop and take
the chance of someone giving you acopy of an old song? Would it break you? Are you worth breaking
for amelody?

| bent down to take a closer ook under theice.

Francine. Listen. After Tash, after the day that hasn't got another name, | didn't do the great and noble
thing and stick around. | fled town with Kaglaas my hostage to a better self and closed my eyesand ears
to the things that had changed and the Signsthat were there to see: that he had galloping TB and wouldn't
survive, that Intana needed me more than ever but had to tell me she didn't want me at all; that | wasn't
human because | heard thoughts and knew other peopl€e's desire because | reacted to it like paper to fire,
whatever the paper said on it. Screw that metaphor, it sucks. Y ou know what | mean. | wanted to tell
you that in my timein the swing | started to figure out how all that worked, how to turn it on and off.

Kaegladied in the winter | took him into, in the forest, and as he died, he made a city out of me, hetook a
dream of hisand madeit redl. Or | did. Does it matter who?

Along the broadway of yellow sandstone the centaurs cantered past us, their holloas and shouts of
excited laughter echoing asthey whirled their copper whistles overhead, acloud of birdsfollowing. |
could see every thick hair in the waxed ringlets of their tails, every ridge on the feathers of the songbirds
and as he turned to look down the alleyway where the pony and the children with the baskets would
come out, he could see their faces clearly now, solemn and bent, nodding with the pony's short strides as
they flexed their poemsinto shape and stapled them in place with the sharp double thread dashes of full

stops.

Wherethe blank strand of the northern hills had ranged there was the golden paace that I'd first glimpsed
in Capitd, flecks of precious stonesin itstowers. Kaglawasn't even looking at it, so familiar wasits
presence on that wind-scoured shale. He was dancing in the wake of the lone drummer boy who begt the



living Sdes of alionessinto booming rhythm with batons of cherry-wood as the animal walked before
him.

| dragged after. | watched Kaglasfilthy shirt and crude leggings of leather changing. With every strike of
hisfeet on the golden stone the materias shivered and became light and airy velling trails of spider silk,
pieced together with their own sticky threads. The rattails of his unkempt hair rippled out into thick lustre.

It was difficult not to find joy in this place, even distrugting it as | did, looking for the underlying frozen
forest. | glanced down a mysalf and saw that | hadn't changed. Over my legsthe heavy, scarred lesther
and metd protection wasn't beautifying itself. | was being left behind.

"Hey," | said lamely, intending to catch up, but my voice swallowed itself asthey rounded the curve into
the square by the river wheretall archesled away to the depths of an unseen hdl, not built or cut but
grown from jutting planes of crystd. Y esterday it had been no more than a collection of vapours
projecting tempora formsand fading in and out of vishility.

Thefaint odour of sat and the sound of surf echoed gently through its open gdleries. | ran to catch up
and put my hand to Kaglas arm where his pulse was a patter of febrile excitement. He was about to let
go when arippling laugh sounded and he was jounced from behind.

The flower girl stopped to curtsey to him and rub her arm where a cluster of gardenias had fallen away.
She dashed on, trailing petas, and in her wake the dull brother followed, glowering, hisface and clothes
grey, alook of determination permanently lined into his skin. Everywhere she passed began to sprout into
bud and when he had passed it was gone again.

The knock had sent Kaela against me. | smelled roses and the sweetness of freesas, tang of red currant,
lilies. My body sang. | wanted him in an unholy way, in pieces, as mist, with ahunger | couldn't address
or nameor deny. | frightened and revolted mysdlf. | kept imagining mysdlf egting him, placing himin
safety and permanent security likeajewe in my cold heart. | loathed it and what | waswhen | fdlt it.

A horse cantered past us. Its shape was lumpen and its fur like velvet, worn down to the seams. Itsthick
feet made no sound on the stone asiit vanished between the long archesinto theinvisible hal. A tang of
ozoneflickered initswake.

"Let me comewithyou," | said suddenly. | seemed to be looking at Kaglaover agreet divide. The scale
of it yawed and frightened me. The sun on my neck was making metoo hot and | could hear the skirl of
the centaur's pipes and whistles from far away.

Kaela, in ddicate eggshdll fineries, aprincess, laughed the cardless three-note laugh he had had months
before, when | first met him, beforewhat | was sank itsteeth in. "1 don't think you can. | wish you could.”

Hewas dipping away. | could fed it. A hasty, ill-conceived idea shot into my mind. | wondered if
somehow | could prevent hisleaving. | had the strangest fedling that | could have picked him out of time
and remade him, without hisfatal disease, but that couldn't be anything more than denid talking.

"Ligten," Kaglasaid and took another step through the temple arches, peering in to the centre of the
shrine through his heavy, blackened lashes, "can you hear it?"

| was shivering. A fedling of winter cold was coming over me. | looked at Kagla's animated, rapt face. It
had been so long since I'd seen that expression turned on anything other than myself that I'd forgotten
how dive Kaglahad been before me. | heard the sound of breakers on a pebbled shore and the creak of
timbers asthey swelled and rocked with the sea. And children's voices, echoing many times as though
they were locked in adeep underground cave.



Kaelareached into the pack he till carried and let it fall to the ground. | stared at the fragile contours of
the object he held in histransfigured hands. They weren't the frail and sickly hands of recent days, but
strong hands, the nailslacquered with perfect red. They held awhite-face mask | had wornin the
crushed greenery of afestival day long turned behind athousand suns. The danted eye ditsand the
half-open mouth made the vague face of a daydreamer.

Kadalifted the mask to hisface.

The contact between us began to narrow and falter. | tried to rush in and keep hold but he did out of my
grasp likewater. | touched the mask. It was smooth and perfect. | tried to hook my fingers behind it.

Kadatwisted away from me. The sound of conch hornsrang faintly aong the blue corridor of the temple
and the wash of the searoared. Without walking he was vanishing down the long tunnel of archways. |
ran after him. The blue walls flashed past. But however fast | went Kagla dipped farther.

| had aglimpse of sunlight shining on abright ocean swell. Shipswith tapestry sallswereriding at low
anchor on waves thick with red ragweed. There was the harsh, stricken call of agull and the body of a
plush toy horserolling in the breskers.

| wasaone. Thecity torelike migt.

| picked up thelight shell of Kagla's body. Air sighed out through the mask mouth, condensing briefly on
the lacquer's chill.

Don't think | didn't try to bring him back.

| couldn't dig thefrozen ground so | put hisbody intheriver. It till ran, dthough it was duggish,
thickened with greaseice, and it can't have taken him far before it froze solid. | put the mask on my own
face, and fishly lost my mind.

| walked on the mountain until Chayne found me, but she didn't know me-she was on her own flight from
redlity. So shelet me go with her, up to the monastery above the clouds, where she thought it would al
soon be over for her-absolution or death waiting like the only two cards | eft in an opponent's hand: two
aces.

She lasted about two months on the salf-purification trip, and found me out on account of the fact | never
ate, breathed or moved when accidentally set on fire, which was something of agiveaway. Shetried to
stab me. | objected. That became our groove.

We had to |eave the monastery because of bad behaviour. She turned drunk and | turned nasty. She
didn't do sex. | didn't do intimacy. We were insanely jea ous of each other and got ridden out of every
town we came across since the mediating factor of other people made us nuts. She'd try to kill me, and
I'dtry tolet her.

We wandered like vagabonds for years. | got money sdlling mysdlf and cheating at cards. She spent it on
hooch and knives and picked fightsfor fun.

Y ou're probably wondering how easy it was for meto forget the other Annie. Seemslike | must have.

No. | would have stayed with her even if every day had been like the last, but she turned me aside. |
couldn't . Do you understand that? She decided for me and there was nothing | could do, even after the
swing when | knew how to shut the door on what other people wanted. Sheld dready been ingde me



too long by then. Anyway, | did go back for her, when | could, when it wastoo late.

Koker was unusually quiet that day. | came back from the forest, leaving Chayne at the gate to wait for
me. She was adeserter from the Order and they were out for her blood everywhere.

Aswith thiskind of memory-you aways remember too much-I crossed the river and the cand hiddenin
astolen hdm. Benesth the bridges the shipsweretied up and slent, only afew lamps swinging from their
softly dipping sterns.

The hostels that strung out of the maze towards the poor settlements around the canal basin looked dive,
but their doors were closed and dong the riverwal ks the strings of paper lanternsthat lined the water's
edge had gone out. Clusters of their abandoned shells had gathered in floating masses where the dow
water eddied.

On the paved roads dark mottles blew around my horse's fetlocks. They seemed to be everywhere,
gathering in driftsin the gutters and choking the drains so that water spilled out behind themiin little lakes
acrossthe gtreet. As| climbed through the elegant squares | saw that dl the public buildings were locked
and guarded by soldiers, ftiff-faced in the cool evening. More of their comrades patrolled the street and
where a senator's sedan or officia's horse passed him he was briefly surrounded by clusters of
pear-carriersin privete livery.

The Senate itself was draped and banded with purple and vast bunches of purple flowers clothed the
geps. Their withering petals were thick here, running and trickling in tiny vorticeswhere the circling wind
caught them in adry-skin rustle. In the run of squares ahead of him all the shops and taverns had purple
sguares tacked to their doors.

| stopped awoman as she hurried past and asked her who it was that had died. She paused and looked
at mewith more surprise than anything. "The Great Prince Sedrepent of course,” she said. "Hisfunerd
was yesterday.”

At the club beside the house | dismounted and |eft the horse out front. At the top of the steps| glanced at
the house guard. They'd been there aslong as| could remember with their unflinching and solid limbs set
ready, their gaze as patrician as any elder statesman's, but tonight they were ordinary men. | had the
feding that if I'd touched them, they would have shrunk at the contact, shrivelled until they lay onthe
gairs and were blown by the vagaries of the wind into the road.

Pink light and the scent of dense perfume floated over mein agush of warmth from the doors. | went
insde, seeing facesthat didn't recognize me but which bowed in respect away from the helm's unspoken
declaration. | took care not to brush against them as | passed.

Sikri was a the desk. She stood up to greet me, bowing low to alow meto get an unobstructed view of
her cleavage. | wondered if sheld always donethat. | felt as high asakite with my own self-importance.

"Wheat's your pleasure?’ she asked.
And then | wassad. "IsIntanahere?

A peculiar expression flitted behind her welcome. She hesitated, sitting back down with two shuffles of
her bottom on the seet. "Not today," she said. Her lipsweretight against her teeth as she amiled. "We
have other blondes. . ."

"Whereisshe?'



Sikri made a quick motion with one hand and two girlsran up to mered fast, onelight, the other dark:
Ren and Myar. They pressed themsdves artfully against me with ingtant ardour.

"She'snot available today," Sikri repeated as Ren began to push her fingers through my tunic lacing and
Myar gave my thigh apinch. | put her hand aside, carefully. Sikri waslooking for the guard, expecting
trouble fromme.

| leant forward and grasped one of her wrigts. "I only want to know where sheis."

She stared a me, thinking, and then prised my grip loose. "Certainly, Sr. Please comewith mea

With an imperious gesture she summoned Honay to take over for her and dismissed the girls, who sdled
off. Shetook my arm. There were afew private rooms on the lower levelsthat looked out onto the
garden and she steered me towards one of these, where she offered me adrink. Keeping the loser out of
trouble.

| took the helm off and saw her mouth drop open asthe heavy thing did to the carpet.

"Jay!" she gagped when she had found her voice, sitting down on the chair behind her somewhat quicker
than she expected. "Wheat in the name of hell are you doing here? And dressed like that?' She legped up
and kicked the door closed, then dragged the curtain over the open window. "The soldiers have been for
you once dready. Searched the whole bloody place. . . well, they nearly toreit gpart." She shook her
head. "What are you doing here?' She got up and kissed me.

"Soldiers?’ | repeated, "What for?"
"Because of Sedrepent of course, you idiot, to arrest you. He left aletter.”
" Arrestme?’ | couldn't think quickly enough to follow her.

"Shhh!" she beckoned to me and | grudgingly sat down opposite her. Shetook my facein her hands and
scanned me very thoroughly. | smelled licorice on her breath. "Y ou don't know, do you?"

"Ska" | sad, "where's Intana?'

| felt her hand stroke my hair in an absent caress. She sighed. "Why did you come back?" she said softly.
"Y ou should never, ever have come back.”

| had no reaction & dl. It wasthe strangest thing.
"When?' | asked her.
"Huh. Just yesterday," she whispered.

"How?' The carpet was deeply fascinating. | wondered how they got the strands of wool to twist so
evenly. It must be very difficult, to get such an even twist that would stand up to being walked on without
coming undone, without being tied off at the ends. And of course it wasn't just two strands roped
together but two pairs of strandsal going the same way. Almost amiracle you could make something
likethat. Who wasthefirst person to think of it?

Sikri was speaking but | could hardly makeit out. | looked into her face and redlized that the words she
was tripping over were describing what she'd seen.

| took the memory from her in one piece and tuned her out.



I ntanawas hanging from the branches of the cedar treein the garden. Her head was at a peculiar angle
because her neck was broken. The chilly light seemed to indicate dawn.

She was naked and her skin was very white and oddly perfect-no marks at dl. A line of dried blood
darkened the corner of her dack mouth, which was otherwise blue. Her eyeswere closed. Shelooked
like afresh linen sheet hung up to dry overnight, frozen asrigid as aboard with frog.

Shewaswearing aking'sransom in jewdlery. Imperia diamonds.

Gently shetwigted alittle one way, then another and the metd and stones gleamed in the rising sun.

It wasdl hers of course. Sheld made so much money of her own she could have left yearsago if it
weren't for me. Nobody kept cash there. Y ou bought big hard rocks and the softest, purest gold; things
that could be traded anywhere.

| went to get her body back. | tried to remake her.
It wasalong timetoo late.

No, | won't tell you about that day.

And finally there are only two major makers|eft to tell you about. I've known alot of peoplesincel
started this romance with Theo, and they al had their say, but these are the two of importance. Thefirst
IS someone you've never met and never will, and you don't need to worry about competition. | met himin
1995-Alex Party was on the radio (you can load that off the Guideif you care). It was uncool for guys
like meto like dance music but you know I've never been that cool.

At that time faking an identity was alot easier than it isnow. 1'd been hanging around for afew years,
trying to get to grips with education and get up to speed, redlizing there was another way to understand
the world other than clashing headswithiit. I'd got help from friendsin Britain and Ireland, but things got
intense between usand | worried I'd kill them the sameway | thought 1'd killed Kaglaand Chayne (yeah,
| didn't kill her inbody, but | colluded entirely in years of misery: she sent meto Earth, then she must
have encountered the lovely Theo, | suppose-long story, another day). So | ended up doing this
doctorate in space plasmaphysicsat MIT athough | was completely charmed by their other programsin
ultracold quantum behaviour and al that gravitation thing getting off the ground (bad andogy). Peatrick
had just got tenure for neurobiology.

These were the days when | used science to try and figure out what the hell | was. Science wasn't up to
it, but it wasinteresting.

I'd figured out by then that | needed to know what either humans or | were technicaly and emotiondly
capable of before | did any more friend-killing grand gestures, and when | got sick of soaking up
information | used to go St in random looks-kindarinteresting lectures for light relief. On this particular
day I'd been going to go to a public lunchtime lecture on the Darwinian evolution of consciousness.

By thistime I'd got to the point where eating and deeping took up too much timeand | didn't do either
anymore. | studied day and night. Anyway, thiswas a popular class with abig-name professor and was
full already, not even standing room, so | went to the next nearest thing in the Bio block and saw Patrick



talking about dopamine interactionsinstead.

I'd liketo say it was hisfine mind and thrilling presentation that turned me on, but it was the same thing as
made dl the girl sophomores it in the front row, leaning over their notebooks, chewing their Hello Kitty
pencilsand flicking their hair.

Their effortswerein vain. He didn't get distracted even once from his carefully organized dideson the
hypothalamic pituitary adrena axis and the pathogenesis of psychatic thinking. Asfor me, | was starting
to be able to give namesto thingsthat previoudy I'd thought of without namesat dl. | could have said to
him, when | got closer to hisfloppy blond hair and sensible white shirt, that | seemed to be able to get
voluntary control of other peopl€'s dopamine, serotonin, noradrendine, encephalin and GABA levdls,
athough | dways smply thought of it asyanking their chains.

Not that even | was dumb enough to try that asa pickup line. It was my fantasy for aminute, until |
remembered the fact that 1'd sworn off relationshi ps altogether, aong with the food and deegp. No half
measures. No friends. Nobody. Safe that way. The only conscious effort | made at that time to control
people was to ensure that they ignored me, unless | had a pressing question about hadrons.

Even in today's world of well-adjusted human cocktails you can see that this behaviour didn't exactly
gtand out inthe circles| wasmoving in. | didn't redlize what it had done to me until | started feeling the
effects as he talked and | watched the way hislips moved around the words.

So, we did psychotic thinking for an hour, then he asked for questions and there were alot of easy and
stupid ones a the front. He fielded them patiently, like you do when you redlize nobody's been paying
attention since dide one, and | had this urge to go out and buy areally great motorbike.

| was diding my notebooks together-al empty, but not having them made people take too much
notice-and thinking in Ducati-ramawhen he looked up and clocked me. Accidentally on purposel
locked gazes with him and forgot about being ignored. He did this charming double take. | blushed. (|
know, | never blush.) Then he made abig fuss over doing something on his lgptop until the rest of the
classleft and the early birds of the next class sarted to trail in. | walked down to him, al bets with mysdlf
off.

"You'renot inthiscourse" he said, flicking me aglance that was both unnerved and unnerving, not sure if
it was predator or prey. He had thiswhole youthful academic and sengtive look, like afreshman English
magor or higtorian. His hair didn't know if it was surfing or trying to be respectable, but hiseyesand
eyebrows were dark and fiery and on loan from the devil.

"What are you doing for lunch?' | said.

He heditated. "I eat at my desk on Thursdays. | have alot of marking.”
"What time do you cdl it aday?'

"Sx-thirty."

"Il seeyou then."

"Cometo lunch.”

Onthewalk to hisoffice | learned everything about the way he moved, the care products he used, his
badly mended leg break, his confidence with authority and the fact that he wasn't out to his faculty
colleagues.



He opened his office door and locked it behind us. He put his computer and dides on the bookshelves
behind him. | dropped my books on the floor and we caught hold of each other'sarmslightly inthe
testing measure. We spent alot of time staring into each other's eyes. Upwards of three seconds. | felt so
londly thet it physicdly hurt.

Wedid that thing where you don't even kiss for awhile, just move closer, looking into each other, feding
each other's breath on your skin, just looking and in my case trying to believe your good luck and your
screaming lunacy. And in those moments the surge of anticipation got so high | thought I'd pass out from
the rush.

Hetasted of spearmint Life Savers and he gave me the romance kiss, the playful one, not the
all-you-can-eat hard version, though I'd have taken anything. We spent time learning to kiss each other,
like girls, and outsde in the hal astudent walked past and sat down outside another office, waiting for a
tutorid. They werelistening to Alex Party so loudly on their headphonesthat we could hear thetrebleline
cleanly.

Patrick broke with meto roll hiseyes. "Don't they ever turn those goddamned things off?' He wanted to
talk to me because hefdt safe taking, and otherwise now he didn't fed safe at dl, and neither did I.

Therewas aspy-holein hisdoor. | turned him around to face it and put his hands on either side. | kissed
the back of his neck under the long tapers of hishair, reached around him and unbuttoned his shirt while
he looked out at the bored student and the hallway he knew from every ordinary day. The music was
tinny and perky and annoying. The door next to ours opened and avoice said crosdy, "Turn that off.
People aretrying to work in here."

Therest of the tutorial group showed up. They began to quiz each other about the set reading, and to try
and make up sengble questions to hold in reserve so it looked like they'd doneit.

"Lazy little shits." Patrick turned around. He grinned at me and chuckled saf-deprecatingly, shrugged. "
can't do this. Goddamnit. But | just can't doit. I'mnot . . . whatever theword is, used to this. I'm sorry."

| was so disgppointed, | felt crushed. He was turning me down.
It was brilliant. | hadn't been anywhere but the middie of nowhere for so long.

"Oh god!" he said, seeing my expression. "I didn't mean it to belike that. | mean, | want to see you again.
| justcant. ..l haven'tgotthe. . ."

"Shut up,” | said, taking hishand. I led him to the desk-huge, loaded with paper files-pushed stuff out of
the way, sat on the desk and pulled him in between my legs, facing me. ™Y our noradrendineis showing."

We made out on the desk. | had to put my hand over his mouth when he got so involved he forgot where
he was. Without any talking we agreed to leaveit at that. It was more exciting, to fed so many things till
waiting to be found in the future. It was better to fool around and pretend we didn't know the score.

Afterwards he brought me coffee and | picked up the papers and other objects and put them back where
| thought they went. He handed me somebody else's mug with abig Y osemite decal on it and shyly
asked me my name.

We made plansto go out to dinner.

At thedoor hesaid, "I can't believe you've been here al thistime. | would have noticed someone like
you."



"l gpend alot of timein the ultracold lab messing with magnets,” | said. "Y ou redly wouldn't.”
"Why were you in my lecture, then?"
"Couldn't get into the Dennett lecture,” | told him, and left him shaking his head.

Patrick equaized me. He never saw me as anything except someone like him, only better-looking and
with faster one-liners, but not much faster. | became hisfriend, and his eye-candy boyfriend, on my own
terms. | was off the back foot. Permanently.

Thelast oneis Ange #5. | don't even know if she was Stuff or human. | never looked. She made Eros.
Y ou met him. She gave him the darshan . Until | met you she wasthe first person who never wanted
anything of me except thet | exig.

God, it's cold here. The Engineistearing up the Paace, crying and groaning because it can't find Greg
there, only hisecho. | can see Greg himsalf-Theodore-breaking through the glaciation at the epicentre of
the Park. He stoops. | listen. But the temperature isfalling steadily down and I'm speeding the cooling of
it; yeah, that was me. Fifteen Hiroshimabombs per second; that's how much energy I'm yanking out of
the atmosphere, and that's only in the kilometre we share. All of usare getting dower. | think that this
may have been amistake. My hand's played out, and who knew how many aces Theo redly had, or
Greg for that matter?

There's nothing left alive in the Park now except the two of us. The white monsters of snow and ice are
solid in their caves. The trees have been blasted apart by their own freeze and are falling on one another
likeash. Theair iscompletdy dry and becoming dense. In alittle while, when oxygen becomesliquid, I'll
haveto quit thisform and I'll haveto quit being anything that can talk to you.

From then on | don't redlly know what can survivethiskind of cold, only that at absolute zero thereisno
motion and nothing possible, even for me. At least the expansion will stop though, so you don't need to
worry about the universeimploding. If we get stuck here at that point, then you'll have to look for other
ways of finding a happy truce with Unity, and hope it wasn't dl invested in Theo, itsagent, and his
adventuresin human space.

I'm staying because of Greg. What | did to him isunforgiveable. | know you understand.

| told you all this and remade you for one reason only. If you don't know whét it is by now, then you'll
never know, and my winding down to nothing won't matter. | chose you. Y ou chose me. Everything that
followsistheunfolding of thisgift.

After they'd gone, the Vakyrie stood in aterrible mass of indecision, bombarded by commsthat |
couldn't hear. More shudders wracked the Adlf, flinging both of usto thefloor. | did against her
helplesdy and added to my pains.

"Skuld!" But | couldn't get her attention from the voicesinsde. She opened her ammunition case and
started to reload. "Take me down. | can't stay here!” She could fly out, but if the cable went | was
finished.



Behind her | could see the other inhabitants of the Aerids|eaving as best they could, many winged but
some clinging and weaving their way down the Arachno rigging that formed part of the Aerias
attachment to Adf 2 and the TacMassif. Adlf 2 began to grow. The cables stretched and shifted asits
spire twisted and there was agroaning, rising, spanging sound that was no good.

Although | thought she hadn't heard me, Skuld abruptly lost her ordered manner and abandoned the rest
of her arsend. Perhaps she knew something | didn't. She dammed her foot on the trap trigger, picked up
arocket launcher with one hand and fused it onto her right arm. Then she picked me up, without the
benefit of the harness, and swung me over the hole. Aswe swung crazily sometimesit faced the earth,
but mostly it faced other things.

Wefdl. | screamed. | couldn't helpit. Then | felt ahuge kick and my back pressed painfully againgt al
the spiky, hard edges of her armour and my arms burned with pain as she hung on to me moretightly.
Our uncontrolled plunge became afast but orderly descent. The wind noise was so loud | wasn't sure but
| thought | heard aweird, high-pitched shriek. Then Skuld rolled like abarrel and | faced the sky as she
lay back on her solid wings and with her right arm shot out at something huge flying above us.

Therocket left awhitetrail curvingintheair behind it but | only saw amoment of it, then | wasrolled
under and saw the ground rapidly shooting towards us. There was an explosion that deafened me and
shook us both. Shrapnel whined past in adeadly volley and Skuld said a peculiar and surprised, "Hal"

We began to rise and the pressure of her metd againgt my bones became agonizing. She svung hard to
one side and a gigantic body went tearing past us, wing, flesh, metal and beautiful peacock colours. It
was flaming and boiling with achemica greenfireand in itswakeit tore the whole of the Aerid withitin
amassve tangle of cable and cars, wire and glass. They smashed into the low roof of the Conservatoire
exhibition hal in train and gouted with viridian flares asthey demolished it completely.

Skuld swung us over into the greet, open green expanse of Pythagorass Circleitself and landed there,
running as she camein, but her run wasimmediately a stagger, then a stumble onto one knee. People
were dl over the place. Some who had run from her ran towards her, seeing someone they thought must
bein charge. Skuld let me go and | fell on my face on the dippery, wet grass. | spun around, hurting but
okay, and saw her on her hands and knees. Dark liquid was pouring out of her onto the ground. There
was aholein her the sze of my fist running front to back. Her jet pack steamed and smoked. Aviation
fuel became atrangparent, shimmering fog around her.

"Skuld?' | said, diding closer to her, touching the plume of her helm, afraid to go closer.

"Stay back," she said. "Shrapnd got me. Dammit." She sprang acompartment in her chest open and |
found | could see about halfway into the total depth of her body. Shetook afield dressing of some kind
out of it and iffly moved to astting position. She put a patch over the horrible wound and held another
one out to me. " Get the back?"

| took the thing-it was heavy and floppy likejdly, and it squirmed against my handswhen it felt my skin
and the warmth there. | plastered it down over the hole without looking too closely, athough | had
enough of animpression of burned flesh and bubbled metd.

"Strip off the backing," she commanded.

| did and the surface immediately crystallized and started to darken. By thetime I'd pulled off the entire
sheet it was dmogt indistinguishable from her armour.

"Thanks." She got to her feet and the smal crowd around her stared. SankhaGuide's alarms had stopped
by now. | saw her making calls by the inward ook of her gaze, then she glanced a me. "Y ou okay?"'



"I'mfine”

Police vehiclesand other Light Angdl and Herculean officers had begun arriving in the Circle. Skuld did
some fast work on her jet fuel linesand looked a me with misgiving. "I don't know what to do with you.
| should go and assist with the casudtiesfrom the Aerid."

"l candothat,” | said. "l have Med Zero Twenty." | took it when | was il attending school and thought
| might want to be adoctor. It had proven to methat | didn't.

"All right," shesaid and | thought | heard thefirst Signs of gpprova in her voice. "Let'sgo."

| went with her through the milling, frightened people, back to where smoke and dust wererising into the
darkening sky. Adf 2 had stopped itsrise. It had become silver in thelast light of the sun and it seemed
sotal and fine asit stretched up to the clouds. At the foot of it the wreckage of Kodiak Aerid wasa
steaming mass of flesh and rubble.

"So," Skuld said, surveying with her sght on varied spectra, looking for things that might be saved aswe
advanced and tried to stedl our nerves. "Tell me more about this boyfriend of yours."

| did, as| heard him talking to me.

In agtate of superfluidity two surfacestravel aong each other without resistance: endlessflow.

Perhaps the cold started with Francinesisolation, with Greg's disillusion, with Sankhara's entire freight of
loneliness, searching for its answer. | expanded it, pressing Jaagka againgt hislove of theworld to see
which would breek first. He pushed it colder, so that the temperature will ruin the Engine, stop the
expanson and hold mefadt.

Assolid-gate physicsit'safair trid. Asthe metaphor of our Situation, again, fair. Totry to useit asa
wegpon against me, even though Unity seemsto have temporarily . . . ah, it isn't temporary. | anoutin
the cold. | am on my own. Whichever way | look &t it, from theinsde or the outside, thered or the
symbalic, | can't but argue that it's poetic justice-the only satisfying kind.

| spent alifetime searching for the eusive definition of what Unity might consider mystery, beyond physics
and energy. The closest thing is poetry, of akind, the poetry of legps of faith and identity, without which
nothing at al can be distinguished from anything el se, not valued and not kept or cast.

My divergent histories of Greg and Theo make me what Unity aways claimed it was, but secretly
wasn't-acompletely new individual composed of al those who went into it. | am not Unity either now,
athough I can seeit from hereand | know it waitsfor me to make my decision beforeit jumps. | am
madein the splinter'simage and it iswithin my ability to step free of both of them and become completely
separate. Or to join either. Or | can end.

| think about going back-it'singtinctive, to want to rush to the safe place, the old familiar routines and
assumptions and what we used to know. But which way?

No, better to dig in theice, using my handsto shakeit gpart with subsonics and throw it aside. The act of
moving, even againgt theimmense and growing inertiaof the cold, isbetter. It'salong way down.

| don't know how cold it isnow but it's very hard to keep my body going. Heet leavesit dmost asfast as



| can supply mysdif. Blue oxygen rain hasfdlen, hasfrozen. The hydrogen came last though it'sfrozen
solid now. The atmosphere is gone. No clouds. No sun. The stars are incredibly bright.

Another couple of K down and | think | should be at rock.
Y es. Thereis something. Inthe dark | can only go by touch.

A wooden mask. A human face. | can fedl both sides smooth, but the back of the mask isa peculiar,
exceptional surface. The back is destroyed when | touch it, athough it recoverswhen | dont.

| haveto develop new fingersthat don't give off heat, athough there's no such thing as the entropyless
gesture, and the atoms of the mask are severely agitated by my looking at them. They shuffle off, soread
out, diffuse and disperse and lose their organization, what it was, in apique of fundamental uncertainty.

The back of this mask isaBose-Einstein condensate, barely above absol ute zero, made out of oxygen.
Wherel touch it, | introduce massive vortices. It aready had its own. Thisiswherethe cold isgoing,
onto the back of thisface | can't see, made of the greet reactive dement that drives|life and poisonsit.

| hold it by the other Sde and fed mysdlf dow down. The face traps the few starlight photonsthat arrive
here and holds them for its own. It gives nothing away. | get the impression that we won't reach absolute
zero without an effort. Like al good Stuff, even splinter stuff, the Engine won't finish the job without my
moral input. Do or do not, or Sit here on your ass and freeze for eternity. It doesn't care.

Emily Bronté on the couch. Patrick Black's golden hair. Francie-Francine-adifficult girl, in the best sense
of difficult.

Ontheice at the Palace, on its ash hegp some severd billion kilometres avay from me, Jdaekais dmost
completely inert, as close to dead as I've ever seen a Stuff object, though part of that's

bloody-mindedness. Absolute zero iswhere we dl stop, but those of uswith thingsto doin 4-D will stop
long before that. 1t is now dmost twenty Kevin. Thinking takesalong time, athough it doesn't fed likea

longtime.

| went up to him with the mask in my hand.

"| think thisisyours."

"l leftit thereawhile ago," he said and didn't takeit. "Finders keepers.”
"It'syours, if youwant it." | meant Unity. Heknew it.

"l dont want it,” hesaid. "I believe that'sthe point.”

| held it out in my hand and he took it.

There wasn't that much to do at the foot of the SankhaGuide Massif. | pulled a couple of people out of a
wrecked car dong with some others as Vakyrie used her equipment to cut meta and lift cable around
us. Then the creatures I'd seen before came back. They dunk through the crowd with blood on their
muzzles, quiet and human in their movements so they were barely noticeable for what they were. When
people did see who had passed they shrank back and afresh riffle of panic ran through the lines.



Occasiondly atilefrom Adf 2 would come down, asilent, deadly missile from above, and smash close
by. Fragments of one had dready claimed avictim. The sight of the gore-mouthed creatures did the rest
and those who had been standing around, either to help or because they didn't know what else to do,
scattered.

| was holding the hand of someone who was trapped benegath part of acable car door. Beside metwo
uniformed police officers were fighting to support Vakyrie as she leant down across unstable fractured
bubble plastic to attach aline to the door so she could lift it free.

"Skuld," | said loudly, nervoudy, asthe creatures dropped onto al fours. They were asbig as she was,
Herculean-9zed, and athough they weren't clothed, they were covered in athick, rufousfur. Their heads
were long and bearlike, with tiny, round ears and mobile, narrow snouts that seemed perfectly formed to
grub in dangerous ruins. Their teeth were sharp and piercing at the front, where they bared them to sniff
and flash their tongues. At the back they had hugely muscled jaws and teeth to shear rock with. Their
front limbs had hands, and as they searched, they picked up items from the wreckage: straw dolls,
charms, the feather and bone and occult parapherndia-an incense burner . . . Each of them carried a
leather satchel and into the satchel went the findings.

The Vakyrielooked back and groaned. "Gleaners," she said. "Try and keep them away."
"How?'

She wastoo busy to answer. The blue flame of her torch glowed and meta spat and ran. The police
officerswere nervoustoo. In my hand the wesk grip of the survivor held fast.

The closest gleaner methodically sifted itsway closer. They didn't seem that frightening on closer
ingpection. They weretoo obvioudy intelligent, | thought. Then the creature smelled blood close by and
was transformed with a sudden rush of savagery. It legped in among the lancing sharpness of glassand
metal and tore things apart, pushing and driving itsway forward with powerful hindquarters until the top
half of its body had penetrated the pile. | could fed the shift of the whole mass asit worked, then heard
the grind and champ of itsjaws and snuffling.

The others abandoned their own searches, dropping the trinkets, and went barrelling in after it.

Vakyrie had theline. The hand in mine went suddenly dack. | squeezed. Nothing. "Skuld, | think it'stoo
late"

She bent down beside me and a needle from her gauntlet did into the soft, unprotected flesh. | was as
gppalled by thisas by the entire Aerid'sfal, the Sght went right to my gut. Then there was agrunt by my
ear. | turned and looked into the most massive et of teeth and got awash of hot breath on my skin. At
the same moment Skuld grabbed my arm and hauled me aside, at the same moment firing off ahuge
number of rounds.

The gleaner and its closest rival exploded in afrenzy of fur, bone and blood. The others howled and
rushed in. Vakyrie shot them dl, then haf carried, haf ran with me off the pile as yet more of them
arived, dinking in from sde streets, running in. The hand I'd been holding, wondering who, fedling such
hope, vanished in one of their mouths.

"Can't you stop them?" | whispered.

"Can't shoot them all,” Skuld said, letting me go as another tile of Adlf came hurtling down and shattered.
"Usudly you only get afew at atime. Never seen thismany at once and | want to keep some shells.
Whoever'sdill in there hashad it." She shrugged. "That'sthe way it is here. Worse now the Engine's



running off and everyonesfrightened. So much for the drill. Stay calm. Think happy thoughts. Keep
everyone safe. How are you doing?"

"I'mfing" | said, fedling awave of exhaustion that was dmost strong enough to knock me off my feet.
It began to rain and thistime there was no hail of bone, only sdtwater rain.

Vakyriesad, "Let'srisk the Adlf. It seemsto have stabilized for now. Whatever happens, try not to
overreact. It'll only feed the Engine. And don't do too much wondering. Keep it dull.” She was dmost
chearful.

| followed her lead, running to keep up with her huge strides. | heard awful sounds but didn't look back
and didn't think about what they meant.

Adf 2 wasafabulous structure, even in the early days of Sankharawhen | first got here, but although its
crystd and stone, wood and ivory were unsurpassably lovely, they had a sadness about them which was
so well-known it was called the Elegy. Y ou couldn't stand inits huge hdls or towers without fedling the
draw of the years. Some places were worse than others. Fortunately the Great Hall wasn't near Sweet
Sorrow Falsor the Lost Histories Unit. But it was close enough. Only afew frightened people gathered
here, hugging the wals and their Abacands, looking as though they expected to witnessthe end of
cvilizetion.

"Gothic crap," Vakyrie said with determined good cheer as we stood on the crystal floor amid the
rainbow refraction of abillion charmed facets.

| felt anudge on my arm and looked to find Damien a my elbow. "Thought you were dead,” he
murmured to me.

"Oh my god, | thought you werel" | hugged him and fdt his narrow arms around me. Then the doors at
thefar end of the hall opened. Behind them a green darkness. All faces turned, not knowing what was
coming, reedy for dmost anything. There was silence, then afaint sound of trumpets.

White horses came galloping through the gap, more than forty abreadt, filling the doorway. They poured
in adamburg of snorting, dark-eyed mayhem, straight down the length of the enormous room, and their
hooves made high-pitched screaming sounds on the floor, striking silver sparks.

Two smal figuresin their way vanished without atrace. Everyone plastered themselves closer to the
physicd substance of the Adf'swalls and the horses came on wadl towall in asingletide. The building
shook with their passage. They passed so closethat | could seethe detail of their white hair and the flow
and dash of their tails. | reached out, sure | could touch them, and Damien's hand snatched mine back.

| looked acrossinto Damien'sface, seeing it made ugly by fear. "Very bad idea," he whispered. "Don't
you know anything about anything? These are the white horses of the west." And then he glanced down
and saw the single white hair between our fingers.

The swell and press of horse moved on, except for one animal, which had stopped and turned,
impossibly, againg the surge.

"What doesthat mean?" | asked.
"We're going to die after dl,” Damien said, surprised and disappointed.

The horse cameto face us. Its brothers departed and |eft it dlone there. When | looked at it | could see
that the outer shape was aflimsy cover over the creatureinside. It was not redlly ahorse. It was shadow,



contained in ashdl. It blew through its nogtrils and the one tiny hair lifted off our hands and fell away into
theair. | thought Damien would let go and run for it, but he didn't. He held tighter to me instead.

| tried to be rationd, hard enough at the best of times. "We can't die just for touching ahorse. We didn't
even. It was an accident.”

"That'swritten on every dry bonein Sankhara," Damien snorted. His knuckles hurt mine and he shook as
the horse stepped forward, its proud head bending low, for al the world like it was going to drink from a
puddle. It didn't even look particularly frightening.

"Y ou could try running,” Skuld said from behind me, putting her huge metal hand on my shoulder and
giving me apush. "I'll cover you. Havefaith." And she put hersdf between us and the shadow. | heard
the sound of one of her wegpons that spat light winding itself up.

| dragged Damien the first stride, then he picked up and ran faster than me, taking me up a path | would
never have seen on my own-it was trangparent and it ran up the side of the Adf wall morelikea
decoration than afootpath. Behind us there was a snort and the high pitch of the energy weapon
discharging. The crysta halway lit up with ablaze of white light. It wasblinding. | ran with my arm across
my face, my arm pulled out of its socket, until there was nothing but running and pain.

"That was good," Damien said as he made me stop somewhere with cold wind on my face. "Won't stop
it, but redly pissit off. Can you see?"

| tried. "No. Nothing."
"Youwill." He seemed confident. "Never mind now. Just follow me."

We crossed open space. "Paving,” he said intermittently. " Grass. Steps. Mind out. Duck this branch.
Okay, cobbles. Shit."

"What!"
"It'slocked. Can't be locked. Some bugger on theinside." He was hammering on adoor.
Heturned meto put my back to it and the door fell inward.

"Oh. Great." | followed him into another big interior, but this one felt much quieter and darker than Adlf
2. | heard him shut the door and we sat down on a soft, velvety seat of some kind and caught our breath.

"Fuck," | heard him whisper. "It's coming. Stay here. I'm going to look for other ways out." Helet go of
me

"Damien?’ Nothing. "Damien! Jalaekal" | shouted. My voice echoed back to me dong stone galleries.
From the cobblestones outside and the genera journey | guessed that | wasin the fabled Cathedra of
Cadenza Piacere Greg had told me about. | could just make out bulky shadows amid agenera
afterimage that wasfaintly red.

"Shut up, girl!" hissed aman somewhereto my left. " Stay quiet and pray for good. Or you'll bring them al
inonus"

| doubted the horse needed a sound. There was a splintering bang that resounded through the vaullts.
Hooves on wood.

| heard them muttering, whispers quickly spreading among many:



"Itsher.”

"Her and the df. We were fine until they came.”

"Y ou should go back outside.”

"Y ou brought it. Y ou go and take it away."

"Let's put her out."

"WEell take her out. It must be her Stuffie.”

"Wheredid hego?'

"Hasto be hers.”

"No, we shouldn't. Look wherewe are. It won't make it."
"Thisisonly abuilding.. . ."

"No, wait. We redly shouldn't. Look at her. Look at her face."

Even though | couldn't see enough to save mysdlf, | ood up and stumbled away from them, hands out in
front of me. | meant to find the wall, and then a door, either out or farther in, away from them. | tried to
run.

"Itsher.”

"Noit'snot."”

"Itig"

Then more and more excited voicesjoined the throng.

"She'sin the window! She'sthe one!™

Someone sweaty and lightweight grabbed me around the shoulders. | struggled.
"Let's get the Jesus-freak out of here,” Damien hissed in my ear.

"Wait asecond,” | said.

"What? They're crazy."

Blam. The splintering bashing noises got moreinsstent. | heard a silvery tinkling and thought-chandeliers.
"What am | doing in thewindow?'

"You...oh'" Hestopped. "You'rein abig white dress and there's this sexy dark chick in ared dress
lying across your lap looking dead. Didn't you come here when they had the tour on?”

"Dead?' | wrenched my hand free from his sticky grip. "What do you mean?"

"It'san old snow thing. The white and the red. Blood and ice. Or possibly semen. Depends on the
interpretation you know. Prima fluids. Alchemy dmost definitely. Sulphur and Mercury. Passon and
Life. Possibly aso death. Could be sheisn't dead but poisoned or a sorceress smulating death or . . . we



haveto go."
"Let mego, you thick faery!" | screamed at him at the top of my lungs.
The door crashed in. | heard the clip clop of hooves coming steadily towards us.

| heard my voice echoing. Everyone held their breath but me. | felt anicy wind rip the marrow out of my
bones, felt achill likethe end of al cold, the last sun-down in crestion. It wasn't in the cathedrd. It came
fromingde. | heard him talking to me, softly talking asif therewas dl thetimein the world.

"It'snot him," called awoman's voice cleanly out over the heads of the congregation. "It's you ." | knew
she meant Cadenza Fortitude the first time. Cadenza Piacere the second.

Now or never.
You'd better come back,| said to him, into theice.

| turned to the white horse of the west and put Damien behind me. "You,” | saidto it, addressing its pae
gleam and hoping that was redly where it was. "Take your shedding flea-bit coat the hell out of my
house."

There was no more cold. Only quiet. Deep quiet, and the sound of Sirens.

| reached back for Damien's hand and held it tight.

It was along night, and many long nights came after it, filled with the nightmares and the dreamsthe
Engine |eft behind. On the fourth day Damien, along with every other Stuffie, vanished into thin air. Hed
gone up to the roof to take hiswatch, but he never came back. Neither did the white horse.

After that things became harder, and more ordinary. Vakyrie and | spent our days scavenging and
praying her ammunition wouldn't be needed, nor run out. We moved out of Piacere becauseit wasfull of
people who wanted to worship me. Weran, and went to livein Damien'sold place, in Low Adf.

On the eighth day everyone who had treated with Unity in any way vanished. The only thing that stayed
behind were theinert structuresit had built and these, where they'd relied on any strange manipulation of
matter, broke and fell apart.

Skuld had just said, "The sun's up. Let's go now, before too many other people get out. | think we could
risk flying over to the South Shore. There may be houses over near the Dunes Park that haven't been
touched. The power's ill on in the south. There could be alot of food."

| was relacing my boots more tightly, focused by agnawing hunger, when | felt the tdeair sir witha
sound as though Skuld had sighed heavily. | looked up. | wasaone.

None of us has ever died. But we know the days and nights, the long hours of the suns, and dl the things
to do by light of moon and torch, flare, fire, bell, lamp, candle, phosphor light, flash of guns and desth of
dars.



Quick. Shake yoursdlf. Pinch yoursalf. Wake up.

Those that are with me are of me. Those that are with me are of me.
Those that are not with me are gone.

Gone.

Spring-hedled Jack is coming. Quick. Wake up.

Hold my hand. Y ou can't. | understand. Y our hand is my hand.

| didn't mean it. Come back. Come back. Come back.

What is me belongsto you. Takeit. Take. Close my hand.
Dreaming of apromised land, dreaming.

That the words meant something when he said, "L ove conquers everything.” When he said, "Loveisthe
highest conscious aspiration.” When he said, "If | have not love, then | am nothing.” Well | had love and
thisiswhat it brought. All of them and their ideas of love tearing me gpart to make again as old clothes
are made again, asthings unravelled get reknit into things smilar and of better fit.

The believers prayed. The summoners sat agape. Some ran away.

All eaten and their bones below, turned over by curious fingers and counted, my treasure, my hoard, my
wedth, cometo my heart and build a cathedra there and let your voicesfill thear, what say you al, what
say you, what say you al lords and ladies?

Bring me my bow. It istwangy.
Bring me my arrows. Sharp, poisoned. Just theway | like'em.

Bring me aglamorous chariot, something made by areputable firm, not too showy, the kind that says|
have not only taste and money but the sense to keep my vanity to mysdlf. | don't want them to see me
coming before | screw them for their lives.

Will it be parade day today? When al the old loves are set up like skittles, recriminations silent but at the
ready, bayonetsfixed. I'll dam the faces on those helmets shut so the mirrors turn upon them in the dark.
I'll kissthem and beg at their knees. I'll tie their boot-laces together. They won't catch me.



Can adog serve more than one master?

On ether 9de of the equas sign the velvet river lies, the Styx, the Thames, the long, green wind of
Saraswati. Searching out the level ground they lay their tresses al around and set fire to what the gods
must have. Fat and bones for the fools: fat and broken bones and 36B, inboard metabolic component
number 93, hair colour from the"Honey Autumn™ range-we gave her enough intelligenceto gainaPh.D.,
Mrs. Bequerd, just as you asked, and the artistic component "Sylvia," and the feminine quotient called
"Eugenie,” which isreasonably close to the masculine mean, more than for agirl's girl like those common
"CharityFaithHopeAngd" types, laugh dong with me, madam, we know their sort-and eyes designed by
the brilliant Idamic artist who puts the flaw in where you can spend alifetime looking for it or seeit
straightaway, your protection against the wrath of jeal ous gods.

In the bone cathedra the choir issinging. Incense like water and we are dl out of the body and the
blood, you'll have to go elsawhere, down the road, for that kind of thing. | can't save you. Y ou can't save
me. Thereisno ever after.

Up, up get up it'saready late.

Ritaand | sat on the beach. In our rag clothing and with our brown arms we |ooked like pirate
castaway's, but there was never any Jolly Roger on the horizon for us, and we'd stopped looking for it
months ago.

Wewere digging for razor clams. We had quite afew collected in an orange kids plastic bucket, but we
needed more.

"It hasto betoday,” Ritasaid confidently, even though the last hour had added only afew hundred to the
total. "Can't be many more to make some mind up. Let'stry farther dong thisway."

The crater and scatter of the Engine's violent departure made rings of debris by which we measured our
position. We were down below the high tide mark, in Chunky. Rita pointed to the damp sand of Small
Chunky and | followed her down there. She wasthe decisive one. I'd learned to like following her.

"Hey!" avoice shouted out from far behind us.
We both spun around. | dropped the bucket. In thefirst instants | struggled not to get up hope.

"Francine!" the voice hollered, and | saw aman standing on the boardwak where it stopped being
orderly and became a splintered and broken mass of old planks. He jumped over therail on the sand and
began to run around Big Chunky towards us. His hair was achestnut mass, his clothing dishevelled, his
movements strangely exhilarated.

As he came forward the dead pams at the back of the boardwalk with their sand-blown leaves grew
supple and green. The city shivered and burst back to life. A group of sparrowsin flight exploded into
exisence afew yards away and scattered for the bushes of the high dunes behind us.

| ran out to meet him. The last time 1'd seen him-he wasn't even him. But thiswas. Exactly.



Greg picked me up and spun meround. "What isit with you and this beach?’

| couldn't speak. | just clung to him and when he set me down | jumped about on the sand. "What
happened? Where's Jdaeka?' | couldn't stop staring a him and the sudden riot of living action that
Sankhara had become, as though it had never stopped, except for the crater of Engine House.

My Abacand woke itself up and said, " SankhaGuide's back. Says we're reconnected to Solar Earth,
time-lines converging. Gateway's under Solar control but should soon reopen for business. Hmm. Looks
like Metatron's got some strange new thing going on-1'll get back toyouonthat . . ."

Ritaand Greg introduced themsalves.

"Not everybody's back,” Greg said. "Some didn't want to. And alot-of the Stuff things that used to live
here-they didn't get to. 'Snot exactly ademocracy in there.”

Ritafrowned a him. "No, | can seethat."

"Skuld?" | asked him hopefully. "Damien?"

"l don't know." He grinned. "Isn't that fantastic? | don't know! I'd haveto redly, redlly try to find out!"
"S0, you know, is Jalaeka back?" | looked past him, towards the boardwal k.

"Francie." Greg caught my arm. Hisface went very serious.

"What?' | thought | didn't want to hear this.

"Didyou let him go?'

"Of coursel did. | mean, | got your letter but then he wastalking to me and | thought | didn't haveto. . .
why?'

" think that Greg's trying to point out that heisn't here," Ritasaid in avoice carefully balanced to be
diplomatic, athough it ended on arising tone that suggested she wastrying to break the bad newsto me.
| saw her look right through me, suppressing asmile.

Two gentle hands covered my eyes. "Gotcha. Guess who?"



