Only Forward - M chael Marshall Smith

Part One

THE PAPER OVER THE CRACKS

But what if |'m nmernmaid

In these jeans of his with

Her nanme still on them

Hey but | don't care 'cos sonetines
| said sonetines

| hear ny voice and it's been

Here, silent all these years.

Silent all these years
Tori Amos

The Begi nni ng

Once there was a boy in a house. He was al one because his father was out
at work, and his nother had run round the corner to the store. Although the
boy was only four, he was a reliable child who knew the difference between
toys and accidents waiting to happen, and his nother trusted himto be al one
for five mnutes.

The boy was sitting playing in the living roomwhen suddenly he had an
odd feeling. He | ooked around the room thinking maybe that the cat had wal ked
behind him gently nmoving the air. But he wasn't there, and nothing el se was
out of the ordinary, so the boy went back to what he was doi ng. He was
colouring a picture of a jungle in his colouring book, and he wanted to have
it finished before his father got home from work

Then there was a knock at the door

The boy stared at the door for a nonment. That's what the feeling had
been about. He had known there would be a knock at the door, just as he
someti nes knew that the phone was going to ring. He knew that it couldn't be
hi s nmother, because he'd seen her take the keys. He al so knew t hat he
shoul dn't open the door to strangers when he was in the house al one. But
somet hing made himfeel that this didn't count, that this tinme was different.
After all, he'd known about it beforehand. So he got up, and wal ked sl owy
over to the door. After a pause, he opened it.

At the time his famly were living high up in a block of flats. CQutside
their door was a bal coni ed wal kway which went right round the floor and led to
lifts round to the right. It was m d-norning, and bright spring sun streaned
into the room the sky a shining splash of white and bl ue.

On the bal cony stood a nan. He was a big man, wearing tired jeans and
nothing on his feet. H's torso was naked except for tiny whorls of hair, and
he didn't have a head.

The man stood there on the bal cony outside the boy's flat, |eaning
against the wall. His head and neck had been pulled fromhis body Iike a tooth
fromthe gum and his shoul ders had heal ed over snoothly, with a pronounced
dip in the mddl e where the roots had been

The boy did not feel afraid, but instead a kind of terrible conpassion
and |l oss. He didn't know what the feelings were in words of course. He just
felt bad for the man.

"Hell 0?' he said, timdly.

In his head the boy heard a voice.

"Help me/ it said.

" How?"

"Help me,' said the voice again, 'l can't find ny way hone.'

The boy heard a noise fromalong the bal cony and knew it was the lift



doors opening. Hi s nother was com ng back. The nan spoke once nore, spoke to
the boy as if he was the only one who could help him as if sonehow it was his
responsibility.

"I want to go back hone. Help ne.’

'\Where's your hone?

The voice inside his head said sonething, and the boy tried to repeat
it, but he was young, a child, and couldn't get the word right. He heard
foot steps comi ngs towards the nearest corner, and knew they were his nother's.

"I can't help you,' he said. | can't help you,' and he gently closed the
door, shutting out the light. He wal ked stiffly back towards his book and al
at once his legs gave way and left himon the floor

When his nother came in noments |ater she found the boy asleep on the
carpet, with tears on his face. He woke up when she hugged him and said that
not hi ng was wong. He didn't tell her about the dream and soon forgot al
about it.

But | ater he renmenbered, and realised it had not been a dream

1

| was tired.

| got up, crawl ed out of the mael strom of sheets, at 9.30 this norning.
| took a shower, | drank sone coffee. | sat on the floor with ny back to the

wal |l and felt nmy muscles creak as they carried a burning cigarette fromthe
ashtray to ny mouth, fromny nmouth to the ashtray. And when | first thought

seriously about taking a nap, | |ooked at the clock. It was 10.45.
a.m
| was still sitting there, waiting to die, waiting to fossilise, waiting

for the coffee in the kitchen to evolve enough to make a cup of itself and
bring it through to nme, when the phone rang.

It was touch and go whether | answered it. It was right on the other
side of the room for Christ's sake. | wasn't geared up for answering the
phone, not this norning. If | had ve been, |1'd have been dying quietly on the
ot her side of the room near where the phone is.

It rang for quite a while, and then stopped, which was nice. Then it
started again, and went on for what felt |ike days. Woever was on the other
end clearly didn't know how I felt, wasn't enpathising very well. At all, in
fact. | decided it would be worth getting to the other side of the roomjust
to tell whoever it was to go away.

So | let nyself sag gently to the floor and clinbed up it like a
mountai n. | established a base canp about a third of the way across, and had a
bit of a rest there. By now the phone had been ringing for so long I'd al nost
forgotten about it, and the sound wasn't bothering me so nuch. But once |'ve
made up ny mind about sonething | stick to it, so off | went again.

It was a |l ong and arduous journey, full of trials, setbacks and heroic

derring-do on ny part. | was alnost there, for exanple, when | ran out of
cigarettes, and had to go back to fetch another packet.
The phone was still ringing when | reached the other side, which was

useful, because now | was there | had to find the damm thing. Half a year ago
some client gave ne a Gravbenda® in part-paynent for a job I'd done them
Maybe you' ve got one: what they do is let you alter the gravity in sel ected
rooms in your apartment, change the direction, how heavy things are, that sort
of stuff. So for a while | had the gravity in the living roomgoing left to
right instead of downwards. Kind of fun. Then the batteries ran out and
everything just dropped in a pile down the far end of the room And frankly, |
couldn't be fucked to do anything about it.

It took ne a while to find the phone. The screen was cracked and the
ringi ng sound was nore of a warble than it used to be, though maybe it was
just tired: it'd been ringing for over two hours by then. | pressed to receive
and the screen flashed 'Incomng Call', blinked, and then showed a woman's



face. She | ooked pretty irritable, and also famliar

'"Ww, Stark: have a tough tine finding the phone, did you?

| peered at the screen, trying to remenber who it was. She was about ny
age, and very attractive.

'Yes, as it happens. Who are you?'

The woman si ghed heavily.

"It's Zenda, Stark. Get a grip.'

Wen | say I'mtired, you see, | don't just nean that I'mtired. | have
this disease. It's nothing new people have had it for centuries. You know
when you' ve got nothing in particular to do, nothing to stay awake for? Wen

your life is just routine and it doesn't feel like it belongs to you, how you
feel tired and listless and everything seens |like too nuch effort?
Wll it's like that, but it's nuch worse, because everything is much

wor se these days. Everything that's bad is worse, believe me. Everything is
accel erating, compacting and solidifying. There are whol e Nei ghbour hoods out

t here where no one has had anything to do all their lives. They're born, and
fromthe nonent they hit the table, there's nothing to do. They cl amber to
their feet occasionally, realise there's nothing to do, and sit down again.
They grow up, and there's nothing, they grow old and there's still nothing.
They spend their whole lives indoors, in arnchairs, in bed, wondering who they
are.

| grew up in a Neighbourhood like that, but | got out. | got a life. But
when that life slows down, the disease creeps up real fast. You've got to keep
on top of it.

'Zenda, shit. | mean H . How are you?

I"'mfine. How are you?

"Pretty tired."'

"I can tell. Look, | could have sonething for you here. How | ong woul d
it take you to get dressed?

"l am dressed."’

"Properly, Stark. For a neeting. How soon could you be down here?

"l don't know. Two, three nonths?

' You' ve got an hour.'

The screen went bl ank. She's a characterful person, Zenda, and doesn't
take any shit. She's nmy contact at Action Centre, the area where all the
peopl e who are into doing things hang out. It's a whol e Nei ghbourhood, with
of fices and buil di ngs and shops and sub-sections, all totally dedi cated and
geared up for people who al ways have to be doi ng sonet hing. Conpetition to get
inis pretty tough, obviously, because everyone is prepared to do what it
takes, to get things done, to work, all the fucking tine. A hundred per cent
can-do nentality. Once you're in you' ve got to work even harder, because
there's al ways sonebody on the outside striving twenty-five hours a day to
t ake your pl ace.

They're a pretty heavy bunch, the Actioneers: even when they're asleep
they're on the phone and working out with weights, and nost of them have had
the need to sleep surgically removed anyway. For ne, they're difficult to take
for nore than a few seconds at a stretch. But Zenda's okay. She's only been
there five years, and she's lasted pretty well. | just wi sh she'd take sone
shit occasionally.

| found some proper clothes quite easily. They were in another room one
where | haven't fucked about with the gravity. They were pretty screwed up,
but | have a CoazValet® that takes care of that, another part-paynent. It
somehow al so changed the col our of the trousers fromblack to enerald with
little turquoi se dianonds, but | thought what the hell, start a trend.

The walls in the bedroom were bright orange, which nmeant it was about
seven o' clock at night. It also meant |'d spent a whole day sitting with ny
back to the wall. | don't think I'Il ever make it into the Centre, sonmehow.

Getting to Zenda's building in Action Centre would take at |east half an
hour, probably nore, even assuming | could find it. They keep noving the
bui | di ngs around just for something to do in |unchbreaks, and if you don't



keep up with the pace you can walk into the Centre and not know where anyt hing
is. The Actioneers are always up with the pace, of course. |I'mnot.
| told the apartnent to behave and got out onto the streets.

The fact that Zenda had asked ne to change nmeant that | was al nost
certainly going to be neeting someone. | neet a |lot of people. Sone of them
need what | can do for them and don't care what | look like: by the time I'm
the only person who can help them they're prepared to put up with sartorial
vagueness.

But nmost of them just want something minor fixed, and only |ike giving
nmoney to people who'll dress up neatly for them They insist on value. |
hadn't been able to tell from Zenda's tone whether this was to be a speci al
thing, or just a run-of-the-mll one, but the request for tidiness inplied the
latter.

Al that stuff about the disease, by the way, it wasn't true. Well it
was, but it was an exaggeration. There are Nei ghbourhoods |ike | described,
but I'mnot fromthere. I'mnot fromanywhere, and that's why |I'm so good at
what | do. I'"'mnot stuck, I'mnot fixed, and | don't faze easily. To faze ne
you' d have to prove to ne that | was soneone else, and then |I'd probably just
ask to be properly introduced.

| was just tired. 1'd had three hours' sleep the night before, which
think you'll agree isn't nuch. |I'mnot asking for synpathy though: three hours
is pretty good for me. In ny terns, three hours makes me Rip van Wnkle. | was
tired because I'd only been back two days after nmy last job. 1'Il tell you
about it sonetine, if it's relevant.

The streets were pretty quiet, which was nice. They're always quiet here
at that tinme: you have to be wearing a black jacket to be out on the streets
bet ween seven and nine in the evening, and not many people in the area have
bl ack jackets. It's just one of those things. | currently live in Col our
Nei ghbour hood, which is for people who are heavily into colour. Al the
streets and buildings are set for instant col ourmatch: as you wal k down the
road they change hue to offset whatever you're wearing. Wien the streets are
busy it's kind of intense, and anyone prone to epileptic seizures isn't
allowed to live in the Nei ghbourhood, however much they're into col our

I"mnot into colour that deeply nyself, | just live here because it's
one of the milder weirdnesses in The City, one of the nore rel axed
Nei ghbour hoods. Al so you can tell the tine by the colour of the internal walls
of the residential apartments, which is kind of useful as | hate watches.

The streets thought about it for a while, then decided that matt bl ack
was the ideal conpliment for nmy outfit. Some of the streetlights were picked
out in the same turquoi se as the dianonds in ny trousers too, which | thought

was kind of a nice touch. | nmade a mental note to tell the next Street
Engi neer | net that they were doing a dam fine job. Sort of an enbarrassing
thing to think, but I knew | was safe: | always |ose my nmental notes.

Last time |'d ventured out of the apartment the nmonorail wasn't worKking,
but they'd obviously been busily busying away at it, because the New and
| mproved Service was in full swing. An attendant in a black jacket sold ne a

ticket, and | had a whole carriage to nyself. | took a leaflet fromthe pouch
on the wall and read that the nonorail had been shut tenporarily so they could
install nmood sensors in the walls of the carriages. | thought that was pretty

cool, and the walls picked that up and shone a smug bl ue.

Little Big Station, Pacific Hue, Zebra One, Rainbow North: the stations
zi pped by soundl essly, and | geared nyself up for whatever it was | had to
gear mnyself up for. | didn't have nuch to go on, so | just geared up
general ly.

| judged | was probably geared up enough when the walls were a piercing
magenta. 'Steady,' read a little sign that popped up from nowhere on the
opposite wall. 'That's pretty geared up, fella.' | took the hint and | ooked
out the wi ndow instead. Soon | could see the huge sweeping white wall that
demar cat ed the Col our Nei ghbourhood from Action Centre. The Actioneers aren't



the only people to have built a wall round themto keep everyone el se out, but
theirs is a hell of a lot bigger, whiter and nore bl oody-m nded than nost.

The nono stopped at Action Portal 1, and | got off and wal ked across to
the gate. The man in the booth was readi ng an advanced managenent theory text,
but he snapped his attention to ne instantly. They're like that, the
Actioneers. Ready for anything.

" Aut hori sati on?

| funmbled in ny wallet and produced my card. Zenda got it for ne a few
years ago, and w thout one they just don't let you in

' Destination?

' Departnent of Doing Things Especially 1 Quickly.'

' Cont act ?'

' Zenda Renn, Under-Supervisor of Really Hustling Things Al ong.'

He tapped on his console for a while, taking the chance to snap up a few
nore |ines of Total Quality Managenent at the sane tine. The conmputer flashed
a curt authorisation, not wasting any of its tine either, doubtless keen to
get back to redesigning the Centre's plunbing system or sonething.

"Wist.'

| put ny hand through the gap in the wi ndow and he snapped a Visitor
Bracel et round ny wrist.

"You are authorised one half hour this visit. Take the A line nono to

your destination. Your journey will be free, with no cash or credit
transaction involved.' They like to nake a big thing about the fact that they
don't use noney in the Centre, like it neans they' re sone big egalitarian

happy fanmily, yet there are 43 grades of nonorail attendant alone. 'May I
suggest that you nake productive use of your travel time by reading or
engagi ng i n some other constructive pass-tine?

| guessed ny attendant was at least a 10: he was pretty sharp

| got on the nono, and again had a carriage to nyself. Seven till eight
is conpul sory relaxation tinme in Action Centre, and all the zappy Actioneers
were off busily relaxing in the nost conplex, stressful and career-orientated
ways they could find. | was glad the carriage was enpty. It nmeant that no one
was using any of the phones built into each seat, there was no meeti ng going
on round any of the neeting tables, and no one was heading for a stroke on the
exerci se machi nes.

| sat in my seat, steadfastly ignoring the bookcases and the tutorial
vi discreens. Triggered by ny Visitor Bracelet, the carriage' s synthetic voice
assured me that my journey time would be at the nost four ninutes and
thirty-two seconds, and went on to suggest several constructive tasks | could
acconplish in that tine.

The deal with the bracelets is this. Wen you visit the Centre, they
want to nake damm sure you | eave again. They can't have just anyone sl ouching
around the place, diluting the activity pool. So they give you a bracelet,
whi ch has a read-out of how |l ong you've got. If the read-out gets down to zero

and you're still in the Centre, it blows up. Sinple, really. You' ve got
busi ness, you've got half an hour to do it in, and if you don't get it done
you get blown up. | guess it's what Actioneers feel like all the tine.

Peopl e from Nat sci Nei ghbourhood, which is to the south of the Centre,
can get two-day passes. The Natscis specialise in technology. It's their life.
They're sweet really, little men and wonen in white coats dashi ng about the
pl ace, twiddling dials and programm ng things. They have better conputers and
gadgets than everybody el se, and the Centre has to buy their mainfranes from
the Natscis, which pisses themoff no end.

As it happened, | did do sonething constructive during nmy four mnutes
and thirty-two seconds, which doubtless made the carriage very happy. | got ny
seat computer to print out a map of the current |layout of the area round the
Departnment. This week, | saw, they'd arranged the buildings to' nmake up the
anci ent synbol for Diligence when seen froma particular point in space.

When the doors opened at ny stop | stood politely to one side to let an
Actioneer get on first.



"Yep, yep, yep, yep, yep, yep, yep, yep,' he" was saying into his
portabl e phone, 'yep, yep, yep,-i yep, yep, yep.'
He struck nme as a can-do kind of guy.

"Stark. You're early. Congratul ations.'

Zenda was sitting behind her ridiculously |arge desk when | finally nade
it to her office. This time they'd rearranged the inside of the building too,
and used an industrial strength G avbenda® so they could have the floors at a
45° angle to the ground. They probably had a reason, but it nade finding your
way around sort of nentally strenuous. The el evator | took was clearly very
annoyed about the whole thing and spent the entire journey muttering to itself
instead of telling me the history of the Department in the way it was supposed

to. Zenda's desk is about forty feet square, literally. As well as her
conput er, pens, paperclips and stuff like that, it also has an aquariumon it,
and a nmeeting table with six chairs. | nade ny way round to her end of it and

ki ssed her hand. They; don't do that in the Centre, but they do in the
Nei ghbour hood where she grew up, and | know she kind of likes it.

'Good to see you, Zenda. You're | ooking very diligent today.'

"Why t hank you, Stark. Cool trousers.'

'Yeah, the streets |Ioved them Am| tidy enough?

"You're fine.'

She turned and baw ed a drinks instruction at the unit in the wall.

' Ckay, okay already,' the machine said huffily, |I'mnot deaf.’

| grinned. Zenda is very relaxed for an Actioneer. Being in the Centre
has changed her nuch less than it does nost of them | think the only reason
they keep her there is that she's so dammed good at Doi ng Things. The machi ne
burped the drinks onto the desk and slid shut, w thout even telling us to
enjoy them Zenda smiled, and handed ne one of them

"When did you get back?

"A few days ago. Went into extra time. Sorry about this afternoon.’

That's okay: | assumed you were tired.'

"I was.'

"Did it work out okay?

"It worked out fine. You going to tell ne what this is about?

"I can't. | don't know nyself. | got a call this afternoon froma couple
of rungs up the |l adder, saying there was an ultra-inmportant Thing that Needs
Doi ng, requiring a particular blend of skills and discretion. It sounded I|ike
your sort of thing, so | got you here.'

'"Is it a normal thing or a Sonething?

"A normal thing.'

Very few people woul d have known what the hell | was talking about.
Zenda is one of the very few who know ne well, and knows what | really do, but
we don't discuss it. There are things | have to sort out, and they often cone
to ne through her. | rely upon her, in fact, her and a couple of other people,

and yet I'mthe only person who can sort these things out, and they know that.
It's an odd kind of relationship, but then what isn't?
' Good. So. Wien can | buy you di nner?

"Next year, possibly. It's a busy tine: I'mon intravenous feeding for
the next three nonths.'
'"Ckay, so I'll bring a burger and we can watch the drips together,' |

draw ed with a grin.
"I"ll call you she said, lying sweetly. Actioneers don't date outside
the Centre. It's frowned on, it's not a good career nove, and having your date

bl ow up ni d-evening would be a bit of a downer too, | guess. | know that, but
it's kind of fun pretending to try. It's an in-joke between us, like the
private detective inpersonation. Contrary to appearances, | don't have a
frosted glass door with nmy name on it, and | didn't use to be a cop. | used to

be a nusician. Sort of.
At one minute to eight exactly the desk intercomrasped, 'Ms Renn, your
nmeeting participants are on their way up. Meeting time mnus one mnute and



counting."'

People in the Centre are never, never early for nmeetings. Being early
woul d suggest that you weren't busy enough, that you hadn't just immediately
flown in fromsonmething el se just as inportant. These people had tined it very
well. | tried hard to admire that.

' Ckay, Stark: shall we sit?

W clinbed onto the desk. Zenda arranged hersel f beautifully in the
chair at the head of the table, and | sat opposite, so that | could nonitor
her facial reactions during the neeting. Al so, so that | could just |ook at
her face, which has high cheekbones, green eyes and a wi de nouth. Yes, okay,
so | like Zenda a lot. Well spotted.

"Meeting time minus thirty seconds and counting.'

The doors at the end bounced open and two men and a worman entered in
formati on, wal king fast. The woman | recogni sed as Royn, one of Zenda's
assistants, and the man in front wore the distinctive violet cufflinks of the
Centre's Intelligence Agency, ACIA. He was thickset and | ooked pretty serious.
Not much of a dancer, | guessed.

"Hi, Royn | said.

"Hi, Stark. Hey, cool trousers.'

| made a mental note to use the CoazValet® incorrectly again sonetine.
As they arranged thenselves around the table | stole a | ook at the second man.
He was in his fifties, tall and thin, with a pale and bony face. That neant
that he was senior enough to disregard the conmpul sory tanning regulations in
the Centre, which made himpretty damm senior. | wondered who he was.

"And ... Meeting Tine!' sang the intercom s synthetic voice, 'On behalf
of the building | would like to wish you a productive and diligent neeting.
Here's hoping it will be deemed a success by all participants and by those
they work for, with and above in their respective Departnments. Go for it!’

Whi |l e Zenda introduced us all to each other, | lit a cigarette. Normally
that's strictly forbidden in the Centre, as all the Actioneers want to carry
on busily doing things for as long as they can, but | figured | ought to state
a presence sonmehow. The man from ACI A, whose nane was Darv, gave ne a |ong
stare but | gave it right back to him 1've net his type before. They hate ne.
Actual ly, they hate what they see, which isn't the same thing. |'ve been
playing this game for ten years now, and | know how to fit in. Curiously, what
they see and hate is what they want to see.

The thin man was referred to only as C, which meant he was the third
nost senior executive in the whole Department. That made him an al armi ngly
heavy hitter, and though he said nothing for the first ten mnutes of the
meeting, | could tell he was someone to take seriously. | saw now why Zenda
had suggested | nake an effort.

Darv kicked off the nmeeting by grassing on the el evator, which had noved
on to insinuating damagi ng things about the sexual proclivities of the
building' s interior designers. Royn made a call and somewhere in the basenent
a SWAT team of el evator engi neers and hydraul i c psychot herapi sts went into
action.

'"Now, M Stark he continued, swivelling his head on his thick neck to
face me, 'lI'msure you realise that soneone |ike you wouldn't be ny first
choice for a Thing That Needs Doing like this. | want it put on record that |
think this could be a mistake.'

| looked at himfor a while, and the others waited for me to say
somet hing. | blew out some snoke, and thought of sonething.

"Well | said, '"until you give me sone idea of what the job is, it's very
difficult for me to tell whether you have a point or if you're just being a
di ckhead."

Bot h Zenda and Royn rolled their eyes at this, and Darv clearly thought
very seriously about punching ne in the face. | detected the faintest whisper
of a smle on Cs face, however, and that was far nore inmportant. Though Darv
was apparently the designated tal ker, the power in the roomlay with C |
rai sed ny eyebrows at Darv and after a heavy pause, he continued.



'The situation is fundanentally quite sinple, and very serious. A senior
Actioneer, Fell Al kland by name, has disappeared. Al kland was a nuch-val ued
menber of the Central Planning Departnent, involved in ground-breaking work in
the furtherment of Really Getting to the Heart of Things.'

Darv stood up and started to pace round the perimeter of the desk, with
hi s hands behind his back. | couldn't be bothered to keep swivelling round to
keep himin vision, so | just listened to the drone of his voice and kept a
check on Zenda's facial reactions.

"Alkland |l eft his Departnment at 6.59 three days ago, and entered the
nearby Strive! nono station at 7.01 p.m W know this because a nono attendant
renenmbers himclearly. Al kland gave hima useful tip on howto keep used
ticket stubs really tidy. He then boarded the nono. As you may know, M Stark
seven until eight is leisure tinme here in the Centre, and Al kland's chosen
regul ar form of relaxation was to nake his way to the swimm ng baths in the
Results Are What Counts sub-section of the Nei ghbourhood. There he woul d work
extremely hard whilst wearing a bathing costune. On that day, however, he
never made it to the baths.'

He paused dramatically before concluding, 'No one has seen him since he
boarded that nono.'

"Uh-huh | said, reeling under the inpact of so nuch bad fil m dial ogue,
'"So put a trace on him

Darv sighed theatrically, as | knew he woul d. Every Actioneer has a
tracer conpound inserted into their left arm so that they can be | ocated
within the Centre at all tines and have their phone calls redirected. If AC A
were talking to ne, it nmeant they'd already tried that and come up a bl ank. |
knew that. But sonetines it doesn't pay to |l et everyone know everything you
know. See? | have hi dden depths.

"Cbviously we've tried that, Stark, obviously.'

"Ch/ | said, grinning. Zenda smirked covertly at me. 'So?'

"Attention! Attention!' Darv nearly fell off the desk as he junped at
the sound of the intercom s voice. 'Ms Renn, your Visitor is due to explode in
two mnutes.'

"Jesus wept,' muttered Darv, as he made his way under the table. Cearly

a cautious man. | held ny wist out to Zenda and she waved her Extender over
it, giving me another half hour. C renained calmat all tines.

"Darv?' | said gently, as he re-enmerged, 'Are you saying that you
suspect Al kl and has been taken to anot her Nei ghbourhood?'

"No, | don't suspect that,' he replied coldly, taking his seat again and
| eani ng across to be cutting directly to ny face, I knowit. Alkland is not in

the Centre, we're sure of that. He was involved in very inportant and highly
classified work. He has clearly been ki dnapped, and we want hi m back."

"Surely even a class 43 nono attendant at the Portals woul d have noticed
somet hi ng? How coul d anyone have got himout w thout his consent?

That,' said C, slowmy turning his inpassive face towards ne, 'is what we
want you to di scover.'

| left the Department ten minutes later, in plenty of tine to get out of
the Centre in one piece. Rather than go directly to the nmono | headed across
The Buck Stops Everywhere Park and Recreation Area, a little patch of green in
anongst the towers of excellence. The park was pretty packed, unfortunately,
full of people holding inpronptu al fresco neetings and starting affairs with
peopl e who m ght be useful to them so | cut out again and headed for the B
line nono on the other side. Remind me to take you to a Centre bar sonetine.
It'll be the least fun you' ve ever had.

There hadn't been much nore to the neeting. C had outlined the brief,
and it was pretty straightforward. Find out who'd snatched Al kland, find, out
where they'd taken him and bring himback alive. There was al so an unspoken
sub-brief: don't |et anyone know what you're up to. The Actioneers don't |ike
it to be known that they're not on top of absolutely everything, and ACI A has
no jurisdiction outside the Centre itself. Their thinking was that whoever the



guys in the black hats were, chances were they'd be holed up in Red
Nei ghbour hood, whi ch borders on the Centre's eastern side. | wasn't so sure,
but I had to go there anyway, so it would do as a place to start.

| had a CV cube on Alkland, with his |likeness and various other pieces
of information about him and | had twenty-four hours before | nade an initial
report back to Zenda. A standard, run-of-the-mill, normal thing. Something to
do.

| took the nobno to Action Portal 3, and as | had five mnutes to spare
found Hely, the attendant who'd | ast seen Al kland. He'd been reassigned from
the i nner nmono, and Royn told ne where to find him He was eager to hel p, but
couldn't tell me anything I didn't know al ready.

Before | boarded the mono Hely showed ne his used tickets. | could see
why they were so keen to get Al kland back. The pile really was very, very
tidy.
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| boarded Red Line One at 8.30 p.m, and as always imredi ately w shed
that | hadn't.

Red Nei ghbourhood isn't like the Centre. It isn't like Colour, either
It isn"t |ike anywhere. The chief reason the Centre has a fucking great wall
around it is to keep Red Nei ghbourhood out.

Let me explain a bit about the Nei ghbourhoods. A long, long tine ago,
the old deal about cities being divided by race and creed sinply went down the
pan. | think basically everybody got bored with the idea and |ost interest:
spending all day hating your neighbours was just too danmm tiring. At the sane
time, the whole concept of cities started to change. Wen a nation's main city
begi ns to cover over seventy per cent of the whole country, clearly things
need to be organised a little differently.

What happened i s that nei ghbourhoods becane Nei ghbourhoods,
sel f-governing and regul ating states, each free to do what the hell they
liked. The people that live in a given Nei ghbourhood are the people who |ike
what the Nei ghbourhood likes. If you don't |ike the Neighbourhood, you get the
hell out and find one that's nore your sort of thing.

Unl ess you cone from a bad Nei ghbourhood, in which case you're pretty
much stuck where you are. Some things change, sone things stay the sane. So
far, so what.

Wth time things began to get a little weird, and that's kind of how
t hey' ve stayed. Everything is conpacting, accelerating, solidifying, but not
all of it in the sanme direction. There's a | oose collection of Nei ghbourhoods
that are pretty nmuch on the sane planet, and if any country-w de deci sions
need to be made, they get together and have a crack at it. Everybody el se?
Wl |, who knows, basically. 1've seen a lot of The City, |'ve been around. But
there's a lot of places | haven't been, places where no one's been in a
hundred years, no one except the people who live there. Sonme places you don't
go because it's too dangerous, and some places don't let outsiders in. Believe
me: there are sone Nei ghbourhoods out there where there is sone very weird
shit going on.

Red Nei ghbourhood doesn't fall into that category. It's not that bad.
It's just kind of intense. | was in Red because | needed to buy a gun, and you
can't buy guns in the Centre or Colour. In Red you can buy what the hell you
i ke. At a discount.

There's no good or bad tine to get on a Red nono. They don't have hours
where you do certain things, or days even. You just pay your noney and take
your chances. Actually, by Red standards the carriage | boarded was fairly
civilised. True, there was both vonit and a human turd on the seat next to
m ne, but |I've seen worse. The prostitutes were mainly too stoned to be doi ng
serious business, the fight down the end was over very quickly, and there were
never nmore than two dead bodies in the carriage at any one tine.

Zenda thinks I'mvery brave for going into Red by myself. Partly, she's



right. But partly you just have to know howto fit in, how not to be fazed. If
Darv or any of those ACI A suits poked their head in here they'd get the crap
beaten out of them before they sat down, because they'd |ook like they didn't
bel ong.

Look at ne. Ckay, so |I'mwearing good clothes, but that's not the point.
Clothes are not an issue, Clothes cost nothing. It's in the face. | don't
| ook; like I"'mdying for this mono journey to end, like |I'm about to wet
nmyself in fear. | don't ook like I'mdisgusted with what | see. | ook Iike
the kind of guy who'd have a knife in your throat before you got hal fway
through giving hima hard tine. | |ook Iike the kind of guy whose nother died
in the street choking up Dopaz vomt. | look like the kind of guy who pinps
his sister not just for the noney, but because he hates her

I can look like a guy who bel ongs.

| got off at Fuck Station Zero and weaved down a few backstreets. In Red
they can't be bothered to nove the garbage around, never mnd the buil dings.
In the real depths of Red, places like Hu district, there is garbage that has
literally fossilised. Finding your way around is not a problem assum ng you
know your way to start off with: there aren't any maps. If you don't know
where you're going you want to get the hell out of Red immedi ately, before
somet hi ng denoral i sing and possibly fatal happens to you.

It had been a couple of nonths since | was last in Red, and | was
relieved to see that BarJi was still functioning. The turnover of recreationa
establishnents in Red is kind of high, what with gang war, arson and random
napal m ng. BarJi has been running for alnbst six years now, which | suspect
may be some kind of record. The reason is very sinmple. The reason is Ji.

It's always kind of a tense monent, sticking your head into a bar in Red
Nei ghbour hood. You can take it as a given that there'll be a fight in
progress, but it's less easy to predict what kind. WII it be fists, guns or
chemi cal weapons that are involved? Is it a personal battle or a conplete
free-for-all? The fight in Ji's was a very mnor one of the knife variety,
which made it feel like a church in spite of the grotesquely loud trash rock
expl odi ng out of the speakers.

The reason? Ji.

Ji is an old, well, friend, | guess. W nmet a long time ago when we were
both involved in sonmething. | may tell you about it sonetime, if it's
relevant. He wasn't living in Red then: he was living in Turn Again
Nei ghbour hood, which is the second weirdest Nei ghbourhood |I have ever set foot
in. | have been in Turn twice, and there is no fucking way | am ever going
t here agai n.

I'"mnot even going to tal k about the weirdest Nei ghbourhood |'ve seen

Ji was a hard bastard even by Turn standards: in Red he is a king.
Doped- up gangs in surroundi ng areas while away the hours tearing up and down
streets in arnoured cars, blasting the shit out of each other with anti-tank
weapons and fl amet hrowi ng the pedestrians. Wen they get to Ji's domain, they
put the guns down and observe the speed limt until they're safely out the
ot her side. Through a series of carefully planned and hi deously successf ul
atrocities Ji has firmy established hinself as soneone you under no
ci rcunmst ances even think about fucking with. This nakes himkind of a good
contact to have in Red, especially as he owes ne a few favours. | owe hima
few too, but the kind of favours we owe each other aren't conplenentary, and
so they don't cancel each other out. At least we don't think they do: we've
never really got to the bottom of the whol e thing.

| sat down at a table near the side and ordered sone al cohol. This
didn't go down well with the barman, but | coped with his disapproval. | knew
that Ji's assistants nonitored everyone who cane into the bar through cl osed
circuit vidiscreens, and that Ji would send word down as soon as he coul d be
bothered. |I took a sip of ny drink, set ny face for 'Reasonably Dangerous',
and soaked up the | ocal col our

The I ocal colour was predom nantly orange. The decor was orange, the



drinks were orange, the lights were orange, and the bodi es of the wonen
perform ng | anguor ous gynaecol ogi cal exani nati ons of each other on the
orange-lit stage were painted orange too. Ji's Bar is a Dopaz bar, and as any
Dopaz-drone will tell you, orange is like, the colour, of, like, orange is,
you know, orange, orange is, like, orange.

Dopaz is two things in Red Nei ghbourhood. It is the primary recreationa
drug. It is also the nbst conmon cause of death. |Is Dopaz strong? Let ne put
it this way. Drugs are often diluted or 'cut' with other substances, either to
swi ndl e buyers or just to |lower the dosage. A lot of drugs are cut with baking
powder. \Wen they cut Dopaz, they cut it with Crack.

Most of the drones in BarJi were out there in the main bar, watching the
bi ol ogy | esson and drinking very | ow dosage Dopaz drinks, about four of which
will |eave you unconscious for forty-eight hours. The heavy hitters woul d have
made their way to the roons at the back, and tomorrow would find half of them
in the piles of garbage in the street, their corpses waiting to fossilise |ike
everything el se. There's no safety net in Red Nei ghbourhood: if you fall, you
fall. You can't |leave Red for a better Neighbourhood: they've all got
standards, criteria, exanms or fees. If you were born Red, or end up in Red,
you're not going to make it out into the light. The only way out of Red is
down.

VWile | waited for Ji | worked nmy way through Al kland's cube. The
Actioneer was sixty-two years old, born and bred in the Centre. His father had
been B at the Department of Hauling Ass for seven years, and then A for a
record further thirteen. H s nother had revol utionised the theory and practice
of internal nenoranda. Alkland' s career leapt off the CV like an arrow or sone
other very straight thing: he wasn't just a man who was very good at doi ng
t hi ngs, but the perfect product of the Centre, a hundred per cent can-do
person. His work during the last five years was classified, and | didn't have
a high enough rating to break the code, but |I knew that it nust be very
diligent stuff. The Departnent of Really CGetting to the Heart of Things is the
core departrment in the Centre. Everybody reports to themin the end, and the A
there is effectively Chief Actioneer

The cube told you everything you needed to know about Al kl and unl ess you
weren't an Actioneer. To them what you did in office time was what you were.
But | needed to know why whoever had ki dnapped hi m had chosen him and not

someone else. | didn't want to know what Al kl and was: | needed to know who he
was. | had to understand the man.
Eventual ly, frustrated, | switched the setting to Portrait and a 10 x 8

x 8 hol ogram of Al kl and popped onto the table. It showed a bony face, with
grey thinning hair and a thinner nose. The eyes behind his gl asses were
intelligent but gentle, and the Iines round the nouth told a history of wy
snmles. He | ooked rather gentle for an Actioneer. That was all. There was
nothing else to learn fromthe cube, and I had no nore to go on

"Stark, you fuck, how the fuck are you, fucker?

Fuck you,"' | said, turning with a smle. | know ny | anguage is far from
i deal , but Ji makes me sound like a rather fey poet. |I stood and stuck my hand
out at himand he shook it violently and painfully, as is his wont. The two
seven-foot nmen on either side of himregarded nme dubiously.

"Who' s that fucker?' he asked, nodding at the holo.

That's one of the things | want to talk with you about,' | said, sitting
down agai n.

The main bar in Ji's is actually the nost private place to talk, as al
the patrons are so wasted you could set fire to their noses without them
noticing. Overhearing other people's conversations is not what they're there
for.

"Wll, he's got to be in deep shit of some kind, for you to be | ooking
for him' said Ji as he settled violently into one of the other chairs round
the table. Ji looks Iike he was hewn out of a very large rock by sonmeone who
was talented but on drugs all the time. There's a kind of rough rightness
about himthough, apart fromround his eyes. He has sonme big scars there.



H s bodyguards |urked round the next table, watching nmy every nove.

G ven that Ji could kill either of themw thout breaking sweat |I've always
t hought them ki nd of superfluous, but |I guess there's a protocol to being a
psychotic gangl ord.

Ji waved in the direction of the bar and a pitcher of al cohol was on the
tabl e before his hand stopped noving. He nodded at the stage. '\Wat do you
think of the show?'

' Cbscene,' | said, nodding in appreciation, 'genuinely obscene.’

'Yeah' he grunted, pleased. 'Bred for it, you know.' He wasn't joking:
they really are. Red tends not to be the Nei ghbourhood of choice for wonen. |
noticed that as usual all the girls had thick black hair. Ji has a thing for
t hat .

W chewed the rag for a while. | recapped the |ast few nonths, nentioned
a couple of nutual acquaintances I'd run into. Ji told ne his |land had
expanded another half mle to the northg which explained his bar's continued
exi stence, recounted a couple of especially horrific successes, and used the
word ' fuck' just over four hundred tines.

'So' he said in the end, waving and receiving another pitcher, 'what the
fuck do you want? | nean, obviously the joy of seeing ny face, but what el se?
Ni ce trousers, by the way.'

' Thanks. Two things' | said, |eaning over the table and dropping ny
voice, just in case. | have to find this guy. Hs name's Al kland. People who
are looking for himthink he mght be in the Red somewhere.'

" Actioneer?

'Yeah, and not just any old can-do smartarse. This is a golden boy.'

"What the fuck's he doing in here then?

That | don't know. |I'mnot even sure he is here. All | know is that he
isn't in the Centre. ACIA think he's been stolen and stashed in Red sonewhere:
| guess it's the logical first choice.'

| sat back and took a drink of alcohol. Ji knew what | was asking:
didn't have to spell it out for him On the stage the sweating and toiling
performers were joined by a new pair of girls, who i mediately proceeded to go
to the toilet over them That's entertainnent in Red for you.

" No.

| nodded and lit another cigarette. | think I forgot to nmention that 1'd
just had one. Well | had. |I finished it, put it out, and then | lit another
one. Use your imagi nation

"l guessed not.'

"I'l'l listen for him You still in Colour?

' Yeah.'

"I"ll pass word if | hear anything. Don't think I will, though.'

"No, me neither. | don't think there's a gang in Red with enough power

to kidnap an Actioneer right out of the Centre. It has to be soneone el se,
maybe a team out of Turn or somewhere. But they could be holding himhere.’

"What's the other thing?

"I need a gun. | lost mne.'

Ji grunted and waved at one of his bodyguards. Ji has a good line in
waves: the guard didn't even need to conme over to know what he was asking for
He just disappeared straight out the back

' Thanks.'

"No problem You going to | eave ne the cube?
"Can't. Zenda would kill ne.’

"You still working for her?

| pressed the cube, printed out a colour inmage of Al kland and gave it to
Ji .

"You know ne. 1'Il work for anyone.

"Especially her.'

"Especially her.'

By the time | got back to nmy apartnment it was late. You're not allowed



to enter the Centre nore than once in one day, so | had to go the | ong way
round, via two ot her Nei ghbourhoods. Luckily Ji, cunning old fox of a
psychotic that he is, had got hold of sone WeaponNegatorz® so | got the gun
back undet ect ed.

@Quns, actually. Ji gave me a @n, which is nmy weapon of choice, and al so
a Furt as an added bonus. The Furt is quite a flash | aser device, which
doubles as a cutting instrument and is therefore kind of useful. The GQun just
fires energy bullets. Crude, but effective, and as it generates the bullets
itself you never have to reload, which has saved nmy life eleven times. It was
the sane nake as ny last gun, which | lost on the recent job | still haven't
told you about, and it felt very confortable in nmy hand. Over a couple nore
pitchers Ji and | had tried to work out where this left us in the favour
stakes. W were both pretty boll ocksed by then, but the end result seens to be
that he now owes nme one nore favour than he did before.

As | sat with a jug of Jahavan coffee, each nmolecule of which is
programred to pelt round the body kicking the shit out of any al coho

nmol ecules it finds, | considered where to go fromhere. So far, | didn't have
very much to go on. | had established that Ji hadn't been involved in

Al kl and' s abduction, but 1'd known that anyway. Ji sinmply wanted to take over
as much of Red as he could and stay alive as long as he could whilst killing

as many ot her people as possible. He was a sinple nan, with sinple needs.
Whoever had Al kl and was into sonething much nore conpl ex. They coul dn't
be after noney, because the Centre didn't have any, but it was unlikely they'd
done it for the sheer fun of it. They had to want sonmething that only the
Centre could give them Wrking out what that m ght be was going to be
important, and | put a meno in nmy nental file to have a crack at it when
could be bothered. My nmental nenos are different to ny nental notes: | always
do somet hi ng about them eventually, and they're typed so | can read what they
say. For exanple:

Internal Meno: Who's got Al kl and?

1) Soneone with enough togetherness to get people into the Centre
to snatch him

2) Someone with enough togetherness to know about himin the first
pl ace. (The togetherness factor of these guys had to be pretty high
The Centre doesn't widely distribute lists of 'People Doing Really Inportant
Thi ngs Who You M ght Like To Consider Kidnapping' . |I'd never even
heard of Al kl and before tonight, and I know the Centre pretty well for an

out si der.)
3) Someone who wants sonething of a kind that only the Centre can

give them (When | knew what that mght be, 1'd know what ki nd of
people | was dealing with, which would make it easier to predict the way in
whi ch they'd operate.) And

4) Cet sone batteries for the G avbenda®,

See? Very diligent. Zenda would be inpressed. Well, not inpressed,
probably, because |I'm sure her mental menos run to 120 pages with graphs,

i ndexes and supporting audio visual material, but pleasantly surprised, naybe.
Sur pri sed, anyway.

| also made another note, which I"'mnot going to tell you about. It was
kind of a surprising idea, and very unlikely: but |I stored it away anyway.
"Il let you know if it turns out to be rel evant.

By the time | finished the jug | was conpletely sober. Mre sober than
wanted to be, in fact: 1'd drunk too nmuch coffee and was now too far in the
bl ack, sobriety-wise. It nmade me notice things |like that whenever | come back
to ny apartnent, it's enpty. It's a nice apartnent, fully col our coordi nated
and wi th happening furniture, but | use it just as sonewhere to store ny
stuff, and to crash when I'min the Nei ghbourhood. When | cone back to it,
it's always enpty. No people. O no person, to be nore precise.

| have an apartnent, | have nmore noney than | need, | have a job, of



sorts. But have | got a life?

See what | nean? Foolish, unhel pful thoughts. | took a | ook at the
packet of Jahavan and saw |'d picked up Extra Strength by m stake. 'Warning
it said in the blurb. 'Anyone except al coholics may find thensel ves
experienci ng foolish and unhel pful thoughts.'

I wasn't feeling tired, but decided to try to get some sleep anyway.
When | get inmrersed in a job | tend to have to go days w thout any, which is
one of the reasons | end up so tired. There was nothing nmore | could do
toni ght, so making a deposit in the sleep bank was the clever thing to do.

Before | turned in | checked ny nessage tray, on the off-chance that Ji
m ght have transfaxed sonething through. It was enpty apart froma note from
the council. The Street Col our Co-ordinator Conputer had sent ne a nmessage
sayi ng how much it had enjoyed working with ny trousers.
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At 4.45 a.m | woke up, instantly alive and alert. | turned over and
tried to get back to sleep, but it wasn't going to happen. | still had Jahavan
running wild round my bl oodstream shouting, carrying on, waking up all the
cells. 1 got up, had a shower, went into the kitchen and threw the coffee
away. | don't need that kind of shit froma beverage.

| made a cup of Debe, which is sinmlar to coffee except it has no
natural products in it and doesn't taste nmuch like it either, and sat by the

wall in the living room waiting for dawm to break. An amazingly, ridiculously
| arge spider ran across the floor in front of me. | stared at it for a while,
wondering how the hell it had got in. My apartnent is on the fourth floor:
couldn't believe the thing had scaled a hundred feet of wall just to hang out
with ne. It had to have a lair in the apartnent somewhere, though | coul dn't

i magi ne where. | found it hard to believe that there could be a crevice in

there big enough to hold an animal that size. Mre likely it just sat around
in the open all day, cunningly disguised as a piece of furniture, waiting for
night to fall so it could go zipping round the floor in that way they enjoy so
much. | might have sat on it w thout knowing, or rested a drink on it. Hell, |
could have stretched out and gone to sleep on it.

Hal fway across the fl oor the spider stopped, skittered round, and sat

and | ooked at me. | | ooked back at the spider. It was a tense nonent.
| take shit as and when necessary, but not fromthings as far down the
evolutionary | adder as spiders. | think it sensed this. After a | ong nonent it

pointed itself in a different direction and slowy and many-1| eggedl y anbl ed
towards the door. Then, probably realising this was the |last chance it was
going to get tonight to do any zipping about, it suddenly accelerated to warp
speed and zoonmed out into the hall, taking the corner on two |egs.

Unli ke a | ot of Neighbourhoods, Colour is open to the sky, and by 5.30
t he bl ack outside nmy wi ndow was tinged with a hint of pinky blue. It didn't

hel p nuch, because it was still too early to do anything, but it |ooked nice.
They al ways have nice skies in Colour: | think they fiddle about with themin
some way.

It was still too early to do anything useful, so | went shopping
i nst ead.

Early afternoon found ne back in the apartnment, sitting crosslegged on
the ceiling of the living room finishing a massive |unch

For long stretches | can't be bothered w th shopping, especially for
food. | try, but by the time | get to the stores either |'mbored with the
whol e idea or | get choice anxiety and it all gets too rmuch for ne. Today,
t hough, 1'd gone through with it. 1'd really shopped. Food, batteries for the
Gravbenda®, food, Normal Strength coffee, food and food. |'d made the fridge
really happy. Finally it had something to get its teeth into again, lots of
stuff it could keep nicely cold and fresh. Not all of the food was for nme: one
of the things | had on ny list of things to do was to get in touch with ny



cat, Spangle, and see if he wanted to conme and stay for a while.

First, though, | had sonme calls to nake. | nade them | called all of
the reliable contacts I have in Nei ghbourhoods around the Centre, and sone of
the unreliable ones too.

Not hi ng. Whoever had snatched Al kl and had done a truly tremendous j ob,
secrecy-wise. It was |looking nore and nore as if it had to be a gang from Turn
Nei ghbour hood, which was very bad news. | do this kind of thing, the normal
things, largely for sonething to do. | have to fill ny tine sonehow, now that
it's all | have: but I'd rather it didn't get too serious. |'ve calned a bit
in the last few years. Taking on a bunch of well-organi sed psychopat hs doesn't
appeal as nmuch as it woul d have done once.

| ate sone nore food. Things were not going particularly well yet, but
that's the way it always works. The City is a hell of a big place, split into
hundreds of places that have no idea what's going on in all the other places.
There's no point just skipping blithely round, hoping you'll run into what
you're |l ooking for on a street corner. You don't get handed a job conplete

with a little box full of clues and hel pful pointers. | don't, anyway. There's
alot of waiting involved in the initial stages. |'d put out feelers,
regi stered an interest, and that was all | could do.

Suddenly there was a | oud pharping noise fromthe nessage tray.
Unfortunately the tray is fixed to the wall near the floor, and | couldn't

reach it fromwhere | was sitting, i.e. on the ceiling. | flicked the switch
on the Gravbenda® to return things to nornmal.

It's not just the batteries on that thing, you know, | think the unit's
conpl etely dysfunctional. Instead of gradually reorientating the roomit just
swi tched over instantaneously, dunping me and the remains of ny lunch in a
large and nessy pile in the mddle of the floor. | made a nental note to go

stand outside ny ex-client's apartment sonetinme and shout, 'Be wary if this
gentl eman asks to pay you in kind, |lest the consumer goods he offers are
faulty in significant ways', or something equally cutting, and then craw ed
pai nfully through the debris towards the nmessage tray. | hadn't actually
cleared up the ness fromthe | ast Gavbenda® di saster before turning it on
agai n, and you haven't seen untidiness until you've seen a room where the
gravity has failed twice in different directions.

The nessage was fromJi. He was going to kick the shit out of an encl ave

in the Hu sub-section of Red, and would | like to conme along? | knew Ji well
enough to realise that this was not purely a social invitation. He was on to
sormet hi ng.

| quickly changed into attire suitable for gang warfare likely to stop
only just short of the deploynment of nucl ear weapons. Long bl ack coat, black
jacket, black trousers, black shirt. On inpulse | ran the C oazVal et® over the
shirt first: it stayed black, but gained a very intricate, alnpst fracta

pattern in very dark blues, purples and greens. |I found ny gun and
shoul der-hol stered it.
It's always difficult to predict howlong these things will go on, so

put a call through to Zenda to warn her | mght be a little late calling in.
This is me in full action node, you see: dynamic, vibrant but considerate too.
Royn answer ed the vidi phone.

"Hi, Stark. Like the shirt.’

Thanks. |s Zenda avail abl e?

"Sorry, Stark, she's too busy to talk to you right now Way, way too
busy.'

' She' s al ways busy.'

' Yeah, but she's busy to the max at this time. She's too busy to talk to
t he peopl e she's doing business with, |let alone anyone else. Can | give her a

message?'
"Just that | may be a little late checking in: I"mgoing to a gang war.'
"Ch wow. Well, have a good tine. I'Il let her know'

| looked for the Furt, but couldn't see any sign of it in all the nmess.
The food had all disappeared - it's set to do that, an hour after cooking -



but there was furniture, books, all kinds of crap all over the place, and
the Furt is a small weapon. My apartnent is equipped with a Search function
you have a little unit into which you type what you're | ooking for, and it

el ectronically searches the place and tells you where it is. Unfortunately
I'"ve lost the unit, so I'mpretty well fucked. Wiere | was going one little
Furt wasn't going to make rmuch of a difference, so | forgot about it and ran
for the nono instead.

| told you things would start happeni ng.

Two of Ji's bodyguards met nme at Fuck Station Zero, dressed in formal
evening wear with black tie. They were very polite and deferential. Being a
personal friend of a ganglord is kind of cool

W wal ked quickly to BarJi, a hulk on either side of me. The street life
got out of the way very rapidly when they saw us coming. One the the things
you learn quickly in Red is that if you see nmen dressed mainly in black
headi ng down the street you get the hell out of the way, before extrene
vi ol ence breaks out all around you

Ji was also in black tie, and seened cal mand col | ect ed.

"W're going to have to be quick,' he nmuttered, "word is that the
fuckers have heard we're coming.'

I found this worrying, and voiced my concern

'"So they're going to be waiting for us?" | said, wondering if ny
afternoon ni ght be better spent tidying up the apartnment.

"No, so they're getting the hell out. There's going to be no one left to
kill if we don't get a fucking nove on.'

In tight formation we strode out of the bar. The arnoured cars outside
took the signal and wheel spun away, thundering down the street in front of us
towards Hu. Ji and | wal ked down the street behind them flanked by
bodyguards, two nore cars rolling along behind us. Like the strippers, the
bodyguards in Red are bred specifically for what they do: they're all over
seven feet tall and built to withstand a direct hit by a neteor. In particular
they're selected for the size of their torsos. Ji, of course, had the very
best, and the six guards around us all had upper bodies that were about two
feet thick. A top bodyguard reckons on being able to shield his owner from
about thirty bullets or two small shells. I"monly six feet tall and coul dn't
see where the hell we were going, but | felt pretty safe.

Red is closed to the sky, and it's always night-time there. The streets
were dark but studded on all sides by the neon glare of lights in the Dopaz
bars and Fuckshops. The pavenents we passed were deserted, but lots of faces
peered out at us through the wi ndows. A couple of the bars had hand-made signs
saying, 'Go for it, sir,' strung outside.

A derelict staggered into sight fromround a corner and | w nced in
anticipation. Ji has no tinme for derelicts. It's not just that they aren't
consumers and so they're no good to him it's mainly that he can't stand
people with no drive. |'ve often thought that Ji would make a pretty fearsone
Acti oneer, though the Centre would have to nassively expand its ideas of what
were acceptable Things to be Doi ng. Sure enough, w thout breaking his stride
Ji squeezed off a shot and the derelict's head found itself spread along ten
feet of wall.. There was a small cheer from one of the bars.

Hu is a small sub-section pretty nmuch at the centre of Red, bordering on
the West side of Ji's territory. It's one of the ol dest parts of Red
Nei ghbour hood, and bad as Red is in general, Hu is worse. Hu is where the
really bad things happen. You never see anyone on the streets in Hu, and there
are no bars. There's no conmercial interest in Hu, because in Hu everyone
stays indoors. Hu is where you go if you're a serial killer and you want
somewhere to slice up your victims in peace. Hu is where you go to worship the
devil properly w thout being bothered by sane people. Hu is the very end of
the line. If you're in Hu you're either dead, about to be dead, or squatting
in a dark abandoned buil di ng, chewi ng on the bodies.

"What's the interest here, Ji?" | asked, slightly breathless after five



m nutes' solid striding. "Hu is no use to you.'

Ji rolled his head on his shoul ders, linbering up. T put the word around
| ast night. No one knew anything about your friend, but | heard a whisper of a
new gang holed up in Hu. Maybe they're your people, maybe not. Either way I
don't want the fuckers near ne.'

Up ahead of us the arnoured cars were slow ng down. W were nearing the
edge of Ji's territory. The transition zones in Red are the worst. Everybody
hat es everybody there. Suddenly a shot rang out froma third-fl oor wi ndow on
the right and one of the bodyguards twitched, a small red circle appearing on
the spotless white of his dress shirt.

' Good work, Fyd said Ji, clapping himon the shoul der. 'You okay?

' Feeling good, Ji,"' the guard grunted, using a biro to dig the bull et
out. He was pretty tough, | decided. One of the arnobured cars swi velled and
fired: the third floor of the building in question disappeared. W trotted
forward to the other car, the guards maintaining a perfect shield around us.
The door opened and Ji and | ducked in, followed; by three of the guards.

'Lone sniper, sir,' said the driver, 'but there's nore activity up
ahead."'

'Ckay,' said Ji, settling confortably into the gunner's seat. 'Here's
the plan. We go in there and kill everybody.'

"Wirks for me' the driver grinned, and floored the accel erator

Basically it took ten minutes. The four cars screamed into Hu, machine
guns sendi ng out a 360° spray of energy bullets and gunners punping shells
into anything that noved, or |ooked like it might. Shots and shells poured
back down at the cars fromw ndows and shop fronts, but you can't argue with a
man |ike Ji. Shooting at himjust makes himnore angry.

As whol e floors of buildings expl oded around us the hostile fire began
to thin out, and the cars concentrated on wasting the men who began appearing
in the streets, running like hell away fromus. One lunatic junmped onto our
car froma second-floor window and tried to fire his rocket |auncher through
the wi ndow. Fyd, who'd finished cal My digging the bullet out of his chest,
punched his fist through the one inch glass and the man's body flew gracefully
into the wall of the building we were screeching past. Mst, but not all, of
it then fell to the ground.

'Ckay,' said Ji calmy, "tell car four to turn around and head back out,
in case anyone's running that direction. Tell one and three to drop back in
formation to flank us.'

The three cars pelted down the street into the heart of Hu, nowi ng down
anything in their way. | would have hated to have been on the other side. To
be running through hell on earth, half deafened by the sound of three pursuing
arnmoured cars owned by the nost dangerous man in Red, that can't be nuch fun
That rmust be a dismal feeling. Luckily, the feeling would have been of short
duration as they were all put out of their msery very quickly.

"Stop,' said Ji quietly, and the cars halted instantaneously. There was
a nonent of quiet as Ji cocked his head and |istened to whatever jungle
instinct it is that men [ike himhave. Around us the streets were enpty but
for pieces of dead people and bl azing rubble, the stonework red with bl ood and
the flickering of burning debris. 'Ckay' he said finally, satisfied, '"let's
go.'

Fyd dealt out the weapons. He offered ne a Crunt Launcher but | patted
nmy hol ster, and he shrugged. \Wen everyone was armanent positive another guard
opened the door and we got out. The other three guards were already waiting
for us, and Ji and | stepped into their shadow. Ji took a quick | ook around,
then nodded at a building to our left.

There,' he said.

W wal ked sl oWy towards the building, the guards behind us facing
backwards, Crunt Launchers cocked. Just before we reached the door of the
buil ding there was a belt of noise fromone of the [aunchers, and the sound of
a screammngled with an expl osion on the other side of the street.

"Nice one, Bij,' said Ji, without even turning round.



' Thank you, sir.'

There was a small fire in the ground floor of the building, but it
didn't look like it was going to get out of hand. There was nothing to burn
Just stone walls, anything novable stol en decades ago. It |ooked like it nust
have been an office block a hundred years ago, back when people lived around
here. There was kind of a weird smell about the place, but otherwise it didn't
| ook that special. But Ji knows these things: | don't know how, he just does.

W headed for the stairs and nmoved slowy up them still in formation
The second floor was deserted. The snell was worse here and | raised ny
eyebrows at Ji

" Thi nk we' ve found sonebody's store cupboard' he said.

He was right. On the third fl oor the steps stopped, and we had to cross
the floor to get up any further. W walked quietly into the first office area,
and suddenly the guards noved with one m nd and we were crouched into a knot
behi nd the door, Ji and | surrounded on all sides. Then slowy the guards
st rai ght ened.

"Sorry about that, sir,' Fyd said. 'False alarm'

W | ooked around the office. It was dark, the only light coming fromthe

fires still raging outside. The floor was covered with human shapes, and the
snell was terrible.
That's okay,' said Ji. 'N ce noving, anyway.'

Forced to proceed in single file, we threaded our way across the floor
Sonet hi ng conbusti bl e caught outside and the fire flared up, throwi ng red and
orange |ight across the room

On the floor there were about forty bodies, mainly adults, though there
were a few babies too. Many were mssing their clothes, and each body had its
face cut off to reveal dry bone bel ow. Mst were nade up distinctively, with
blue lipstick sneared across the remains of the guns, and green eyeshadow
around t he decaying eyeballs. Al the wonmen had screwdrivers sticking out of
t heir abdomens, and all the nen had their hands power-stapl ed together.

| thought at first the babies had been set on fire, but as we neared the
other side of the roomI| noticed a change in the general condition of the
bodi es. They got ol der and nore rotted, and al so nore obvi ously chewed. This
particul ar humam bei ng was storing his kills and eating the ol dest ones first,

t he babi es cooked, the adults raw and seething with naggots. | wondered where
he was now. out in Red somewhere, trawling for nore, stocking up for the
winter. |I'ma broadm nded guy, but honestly, sonme people.

W made it to the steps and went up to the fourth floor. Al was quiet.
Just before we stepped onto the fifth Ji froze and |i stened.

' Ckay,' he whispered. 'End gane.'

Bij and anot her guard stepped out first. A rocket-shell zipped between
their heads and straight; through the wall behind them Rather than flinch
they sublimated their irritation into blasting the shit out of the roomwth
Crunts. Wen they judged it clean we joined them

What was left of the office showed signs of habitation, and of
preparations for an assault. Enpty gun cases lay piled around the room bits
of food, clothing. A dimlight shone fromthe office beyond, and Ji strode
towards the door, |eaving us behind. There was a tiny sound from behind sone
crates in one corner of the roomand acting purely instinctively | threw
nmyself into a roll and came up just in front of Ji, gun pointing into the
dar kness. The flicker of a laser sight appeared on Ji's chest and | fired five
bullets into the shadows. The | ast gang nenmber toppled slowy out onto the
floor. Ji |ooked down at nme and nodded.

Wth the guards behind us we kicked the door open. The office was enpty
apart froman arnchair, with a table beside it supporting a lanp that cast a
pool of lum nous |ight. Someone was sitting in the chair.

"Hello, Ji,' said a voice | recognised. '"Hi, Stark. Hey, nice shirt.’

"Jesus fucking Christ,' bellowed Ji, as we stepped closer to the chair.
| peered at the bulky figure |lounging aggressively in it, observing its air of



i nci pient violence and the green nunbers on its forehead.
"Jesus fucking Christ!' | shouted. 'What the fuck are you doi ng here?
"Jesus fucking Christ, Snedd!' yelled Ji, slightly nmore calmy. 'What
the fuck do you think you're playing at?

"Well,' said Snedd, clicking his fingers, '"that's sort of a greeting,
guess. Drinks?
"Jesus fucking Christ,' | said again. It was the only thing which seened

appropriate. | mght have gone on saying it for days if Ji hadn't changed the
subj ect. Abruptly he grinned, and shook his brother's hand.

'Yeah' he said. 'Alcohol. And you better have a good expl anation for
this.'

A small and very frightened-I| ooki ng man of about seventy appeared from
out of the shadows, bearing a tray with a pitcher of al cohol and severa
glasses on it. He set it down soundlessly on the table and di sappeared agai n.

"Snedd,' | said as Fyd poured the drinks, 'you could have killed us
all.’

"Ch crap,' said Snedd. 'They weren't supposed to be fighting you at all
As soon as | heard who was coming | told everyone to run for their own safety.
I only know one person nore dangerous than ne, and that's Ji. Thanks very
much, by the way: | spent two weeks building up that gang and you've wi ped
themout in five mnutes. Cheers.'

' Cheers yourself, bastard,' said Ji, and we drank

A word of explanation is probably in order here. Snedd is Ji's younger
brother. Apart fromthe fact that he swears slightly |l ess and has green
nunbers on his forehead, they are al nost exactly alike. | know Snedd from ny
time in Turn, when Ji and | were working together. | hadn't seen himin eight
years, and hadn't expected to ever again.

Snedd has numbers on his forehead because he was condemed to deat h.
Largely for the hell of it one night he broke into Stable Nei ghbourhood, and
unfortunately he was caught. Stable is one of the Nei ghbourhoods that
mai nt ai ns an absol ute bl ockade on the outside world. Nobody is allowed in, and
nobody is allowed out. Al information on the outside world is blocked, and
the inhabitants have no i dea what exists outside their world.

The authorities in Stable don't mess around. The penalty for incursion
into their Neighbourhood is death by DNA expiration. The culprit's DNAis
altered so that the body dies exactly one year fromthe date of sentence:
every physical function just stops and the chemnicals that nake up the body
fall apart. It's quite a comon method of execution in civilised
Nei ghbour hoods, and a few go the whol e hog and graft display tissue onto the
foreheads of executed crinminals in the shape of digital numbers, to give a
read- out of how many days the guy has left. Sonme people think this is
unnecessarily bl oody-ni nded, but the Forreheaders don't nmind too nmuch. Often
it gets them served quicker in restaurants because the staff can see the guy
doesn't have much tine to waste. Especially in the |ast week, when the nunbers
flash on and off in bright red.

Al so, you can work out what the time is by looking in the mrror, which
is kind of useful if you don't like to wear a watch

" Shoul dn't you have been dead for quite a while now?' | asked Snedd.

'Yeah' he | aughed. 'But you know nme. | work things out. | found out how
to get the clock to recycle, so at the end of each year | get another year
It's always kind of a tense nmonent when the read-out gets down to 00:00: 00: 01
but it's worked so far.'

"Did Ji know you were still alive?

'Yeah' nuttered Ji, 'but | was trying to forget. What the fuck are you
doi ng here, Snedd? And what the fuck are you doing buil ding up a gang?

"I got bored' he replied. Thought I'd come into business with you for a
while.'

'"Wth me?

"Yeah. | didn't want to just tag along: thought 1'd bring sonething of
my own to the party. And now you've killed themall.'



"Snedd' | asked, 'was it just the gang you were bringing, or did you
have anythi ng el se?

'What do you nean?'

"Stark's | ooking for soneone' said Ji, helping himself to nore al cohol
The old man circul ated, passing out nibbles to the bodyguards.

"An Actioneer called Al kland has been stolen' | said, |ooking Snedd in
the eyes. 'ACI A think the gang night be holed up in Red sonewhere.'

'"No' said Snedd, shaking his head. 'For a start, it isn't ne. A so, |
did a lot of digging in the |ast couple of weeks, trying to find an angle on
t hi s Nei ghbour hood, sonething to build on.. | cased everybody out, |earnt
where the power |ay. The only gang here who coul d have a hal fway decent stab
at a stunt like that belongs to ny brother.'

"There's no one here from Turn?' | said, puzzled.

"Only us two.'

"Shit. He isn't here then.'

"No. But | did hear something that might interest you.'

' What ?'

Snedd | ooked at his brother.

"Tell himwhatever you know Ji nodded. 'We can't do anything with this.
This is Stark's kind of problem

' Ckay.' Snedd took a piece of spicy chicken fromthe plate the old man
was handi ng round. | passed on that, but took another turn at the avocado dip.
"It's virtually nothing, anyway. | heard that someone fromthe Centre cane
t hrough here a couple of days ago. | don't know who had him there was no word
on that.'

'How coul d you have found that out?' Ji asked irritably. 'I put the word
round and there was nothing."'

"Ah, but that's just it,' said Snedd srmugly. 'l didn't put the word out.
The word cane to ne. Wioever had himwas | ooking for me. They tried in Turn
first, then sonehow traced ne here.'

Ji laughed. 'Wiy the fuck would they want you?

"Well, that's what | wondered. If they wanted the hardest nman around,
they'd go straight for you. The nost organi sed, straight for you. So that's
not what they wanted. They wanted sonmething | might be able to give them that
you couldn't.'

"And what's that?' | asked, beginning to suspect the answer.

I think they wanted to know how to get into Stable Nei ghbourhood."

Pretty soon afterwards we relocated to BarJi, and the apreés-fight party
was in full swing when | left. It's rare that the | eaders of both gangs are
i nvol ved, so the atnmosphere was unusually good. Once the news gets out that
there are now two of those lunatics, the other gang | eaders in Red are going
to very nervous indeed. Fyd shook my hand at the door, which, though it nearly
broke my fingers, was kind of nice. Being on the right side of himstruck ne
as a good pl ace to be.

| reached the Departnent of Doing Things Especially Quickly just before
9.00 p.m The elevator was now reciting the history of the Departnment the way

it was supposed to, which made me glumuntil | realised it was making up al
of the dates.
"Wy to go,' | whispered to it as | got out. 'Fight "emfromwthin.'

"Right on' it whispered back

Zenda's office was enpty, so | hung around for a while. Royn popped her
head in briefly, and said that she was on her way, but could be late. |
frowned to nyself. Zenda is never late, not even for nme. That's another of the

things | |ike about her
She arrived at 9.03. In the Centre that was |like turning up after
everyone el se had died of old age, and | let her get a drink before | said a

word. She sat heavily in her chair and stared strai ght ahead for a nonment, and
t hen | ooked up at ne.
Troubl e?' | asked.



'"No,"' she said, but she was lying. After a pause she stabbed the button
on her intercom and barked out an instruction to someone about a neeting in
four days' tinme. 'Okay,' she sighed, 'what do you have?

"Alkland is not in Red | said.

"Shit.'

"But | think I know where he might be.’

Zenda brightened considerably at this, and shone a snmile at ne.

' Good man. \Where?'

"It's not very good news, |I'mafraid. | think he m ght have been taken
into Stable.'

' Stabl e? What the hell are you tal ki ng about ?

Thi nk about it, Zenda. Woever snatched Al kland is al arm ngly together
Where's the cleverest place in the area to hide soneone?'

' Somewher e where no one can go. Shit.' She drummed her fingers on the
table for a nmonent. 'lI'mgoing to have to go higher on this.'

She picked up the phone. After a nonment she spoke to soneone, telling
t hem she needed to speak with C as soon as possible. She nodded at the reply,
and repl aced t he phone.

"I can't authorise an incursion into a forbidden Nei ghbourhood. Shit,
shit, shit.’

'Zenda,' | asked gently, 'what is going on?

"Not hi ng,' she said. 'Nothing.' She |ooked at me, and | |ooked at her
and coul d see she was troubl ed, and she could see that | saw. Professiona
rel ationships are difficult, especially if you knew the person before. The
better you know soneone the wi der the gap becomes between what you know and
what you can say. There are sone things you just can't discuss in an office,
not even huddl ed round the kettle in the kitchen area.

The intercom buzzed.

"I npronmptu Meeting tinme mnus twenty seconds and counting,' it barked.
"Your participants are on their way, Ms Renn.'

Zenda stood to be ready to greet them and then turned to ne.

'"OF course, | didn't ask if you'd be willing to try,' she said, |ooking
contrite. | smled at her, trying to say sonething with my eyes. | think it
got across, because she smled back

Thank you.'

The door banged open and C glided in, with Darv in close attendance.

The neeting didn't last very long. | told C what I'd found out, and he
agreed with ny conclusions. The fact that | was still in one piece after two
visits to Red and being in the front line of a gang war between two Turn
psychopat hs was not |ost on Darv, and though he was no nore polite, he seened
to accept that | was indeed the man for the job.

The job being, of course, risking alnost certain execution and/or
i nstant death, nelodramatic though that sounds. There was no question but that
the job was going to go ahead, and that nmade nme think a little. Forbidden
Nei ghbour hoods, particularly Stable, are very, very protective of their
privacy, and the Centre is supposed to respect that. If | was going to get top
| evel go-ahead for an incursion, sonething pretty major was at stake. | was
begi nning to wonder if | knew everything |I ought to, if this was just going to
be a nornal job after all

"Wll,' said C, leaning back in his chair. There does appear to be only
one option. Ms Renn suggested you for this job, M Stark. She said that not
only were you the best at what you did, but that you had never turned your
back on anything once you'd started. Does this set a precedent?

"No' | said, gazing levelly at himand sayi ng what he expected to hear
"and | take it this conversation never took place.’

He smled gently, and nodded.

'"Ms Renn is a good judge of character.'

He stood and |l eft the roomw thout another word. Darv, grunt that he
was, took the tine to spell out exactly how disinterested the Centre was goi ng
to be in any trouble I got nyself into, and then he left also. As | watched



himgo | felt unreal for a nonent, was aware of the world around nme. It
passed. It always does.

Zenda saw ne to the door

'"Be careful, Stark,' she said.

"I will," | said, kissing her hand, feeling for once a fragile pool of
intimacy in the adm nistrative desert. '"And if there's anything I can do,
shoul d whatever it is that isn't wong get any worse, call ne.’

She nodded quickly twice, and | left.

4

On the way back to nmy apartment | did what | could to come up with a
pl an of attack. For reasons of my own | was actually pretty excited at the

i dea of seeing the inside of Stable, but |ike everybody else, | knew next to
not hi ng about it. What little | did, including the only possible nethod of
entry, | knew from Snedd. | had the notes I'd got himto rmake after being

rel eased fromthere with nunbers on his forehead, but they were very patchy.
He didn't understand why | was so interested in the inside of a Nei ghbourhood
I could never go into, and he wasn't in the best of npbods at the tine.

There was no point going back into Red to talk to himnow after eight
years, many of them spent out of his head, there was little chance he was
going to remenber anything new. Al | could do was menorise what | had, and
try to replicate his entry.

| remenbered himbeing very insistent on one thing: if you're going to
try to break in, do it during the day. Most of the Nei ghbourhoods are geared
for twenty-four-hour living, though activity does thin out a lot at night.
It's only places like Red that go full on all the tinme. But Stable, Snedd had
said, shuts tight at 11.00 p.m That had been his mi stake. He'd broken in at
ni ght, because that's what you generally do, to find himself the only noving
per son.

Apart fromthe Stable police, that is. That's why he'd been caught, and
that's why he was a living time-bonmb. He'd been |ucky, too. By chance he'd
been caught in a built-up area: had it been possible the police would sinply
have shot himon sight.

By the time | was near nmy nono stop the walls of the carriage | ooked
like an explosion in a paint factory as they strove to nmeet the chall enge of

evoki ng my nood. In nost Nei ghbourhoods | have a contact, | have an angle, |
have sone way of protecting nyself, of keeping this just a dangerous game. In
the Centre | have Zenda. In Red | have Ji. In Natsci | have a guy called Brian

Di ode 1V, who can break the security code of just about any conputer in The
City, given the time and enough pizza. In Brandfield | know a girl called
Shel by who has a two-person heliporter, which has saved ny life nore than
once.

And so on, and so on. In Stable |I had nothing. Blending in was not going
to be easy, always assumng | could gain entry in the first place, and if |
didn't, I was going to die.

Al so, what the hell was going on in the Centre? |I've known Zenda a | ong
time, and |1'd never seen her |ooking the way she had tonight. Alittle
paranoi a was natural in a Neighbourhood where absolutely everybody was trying
to clanber over the top of everybody el se, but she hadn't been | ooking
paranoi d. She'd | ooked |ike something was worrying her, but she wasn't sure
what it was. | found that very worrying.

Al so, who the hell were we dealing with? Any gang who could not only
steal an inportant Actioneer but then sneak himinto a forbi dden Nei ghbourhood
and keep himthere undetected was a group of serious over-achievers. If they
found out | was |ooking for themthen the Stable police were going to be the
| east of ny problens, and | woul dn't have Ji or even Snedd around to hel p.

How do | get nyself into these positions? Wiy do | do this job? Wiy do
still need this safety net, this thing to be? Isn't it tine to say goodbye



now?

There was a qui et pinging sound, and | | ooked up to see that the walls
were fading to a uniformblack. |I'd broken the carriage's nood detector

Bugger this, | thought. |I had to wait till tonmorrow anyway. | was going
to take a break. | was going to find my cat.

| stayed on the nono to the far side of Colour, and then got off at the
transfer portal. | had to go through another Nei ghbourhood to get where | was
goi ng, whi ch meant buying another ticket. An attendant inspected ne at the
gate, checked that | was wearing quiet shoes, and nodded. | went over to the
ticket office and pointed on the nmap at where | wanted to go. The man behi nd
t he counter nodded, and held up three fingers. | handed himthree credits as
quietly as | could, and he passed ne a ticket. Then | tiptoed over to the
pl at f orm and wai t ed.

The next Nei ghbourhood al ong from Col our is Sound, so named because they
don't allow any. When the nono arrived it pulled up with barely a whisper, and
t he doors opened silently. | stepped into the carriage and sat carefully down
on the padded seat. My journey wasn't going to take that |ong: Sound isn't
very big, thank Christ. It gives ne the creeps.

The carriage was enpty. The Sounders have one hour every eveni ng where
they're allowed to go into a snall room and shout their heads off, and | was
bang in the mddle of that hour. | still couldn't make any noi se though, as
t he carriages have mi crophones all over the place. If you make any noise a
silent alarm goes off somewhere and they come and throw you silently off the
nmono, and you have to walk silently down the silent streets instead, which is
even worse

So | sat and thought, trying to cal mny nmood and al so to renmenber as
much as possi bl e of what Snedd had told ne about Stable.

There wasn't much. The Nei ghbour hood had been forbidden right fromthe
start. When The City reorganisation had started to take place, Stable had
sinmply built a wall all around itself, shut out the sky, severed al
connections with the outside world and pretended it didn't exist. The first
generation knew it did, of course, but they were forbidden to tell their
children. They were happy not to: the first generation stayed in Stable
because they liked it that way.

They were all |ong dead now, and the sixth and seventh generations had
no idea the outside world existed. As far as they knew, the whole planet apart
fromthe area they lived in had been destroyed in a nuclear war. They could
wal k up to the walls and see through wi ndows and sure enough, outside was just
a barren red plain blown with radi oactive sand. The wi ndows were in
fact-vidi screens maintained by the authorities whose job it was to keep things
goi ng on the way they were.

The very last thing those authorities want is for anyone to nmake it in
fromthe outside: it would blow the whole thing and trash hundreds of years of
desired deception. Desired, because |I'mnot tal king about repression here. The
Stablents aren't kept in ignorance against their will. It's all they know, and
it's all they want to know.

A couple got on the nmono and tried to engage nme in conversation, but as
my signing isn't too hot it was a rather stilted dose of social interaction
They' d clearly been shouting, and | ooked flushed; and excited, obviously keen
to get hone and make nmad, passionate, silent |love. After a while they left ne
to ny own silent devices, though they did both keep pointing at ny shirt,
giving ne the thunbs up and smling broadly. | couldn't work out what they
neant .

At the portal exit |I stood still for a nmonent, gearing myself up
flexing my weirdness-resilience nmuscles. Sound is a weird Nei ghbourhood, but
where | was going now was far weirder. | was going into the Cat Nei ghbourhood.

A long time ago, sone eccentric who' d gained control of a largely
di sused Nei ghbourhood decided to leave it to the cats. The place was a
conplete ness, falling down and strewn with rubbi sh and debris. He forced the



few remai ni ng people out, built a wall round it and then died, making it
irrevocably clear in his will that no one was to |live there henceforth except
cats.

Ho ho, thought everyone, what a nut. W'IlIl leave it a couple of years,
and then nmove in. A cat Nei ghbourhood, ha ha.

And then the cats started to arrive. Fromall over The City, one by one
at first, and then in their droves, the cats appeared. Cats who didn't have
owners, or had cruel ones, cats who weren't properly | ooked after, or just
want ed a change, cats in their hundreds, and then thousands and then hundreds
of thousands, noved into the Nei ghbourhood.

Interesting, everybody thought.

After a while a few people decided to visit the Nei ghbourhood, and they
di scovered two things. Firstly, if you don't love cats, they won't let you in.
They simply will not let you in. Secondly, that there was sonething very weird
goi ng on. The rubbish and debris had di sappeared. The buil di ngs had been
cl eaned. The grass in the parks was cut. The whol e Nei ghbourhood was
absol utely and i mmracul ately cl ean

Interesting, everybody thought, slightly uneasily.

The lights work. The pl unmbi ng works. People who go into the
Nei ghbourhood to visit their cats sleep in roons that are as clean as if room
service has just that mnute left. Each block has a small store on one corner
and there is food in that store, and it's always fresh. A cat sits on the
counter and watches you. You go in, choose what you need, and | eave.

Nobody knows how they do this. There are no humans living in the
Nei ghbour hood, absolutely none. | know, |'ve |ooked. There are just a hell of
a lot of cats. Sonme live there all year round, some just for a few nonths.
They chase things, roll around in the sun, sleep on top of things and
underneat h things and generally have a fantastic tinme. And the lights work,
and the pl unbi ng works, and the place is inmacul ately cl ean

| wal ked down the steps fromthe nono portal and towards the main gate.
A huge iron affair, it opens eerily as you approach, and then shuts silently
after you. On the other side lies the Path, a wi de cobbled street that |eads
into the heart of the Nei ghbourhood. The Path has streetlights all along-it,
ol d-fashi oned lantern types that spread pools of yellow |ight along the way.

Cat Nei ghbourhood is a perfectly peaceful place, particularly at night,
and | was in no hurry as | wal ked slowy between the tall old buildings. A
around everything was quiet, everything was calm Ilike a living snapshot from
a tinme |long past.

For a while the street was deserted, and then in the distance | saw a
pal e cat wal king casually towards ne. We drew cl oser and cl oser, and when we
were a few yards apart the cat sat down, and then rolled over to have his
stomach rubbed.

"Hell o, Spangle' | said, sitting dowmn to give hima serious tickling.
"How did you know? How do you guys al ways know?'

Next morning | was on the nmono at 7.00 a.m, hotwi red on coffee and
feeling tired but alert. | was carrying nmy gun, a few tricks of the trade and
not hi ng el se.

W' d got back to the apartment around m dni ght, and Spangle had a
brilliant time poking around the upturned furniture and bits and pieces while
| sorted through my nmessages. Most were fromthe contacts |I'd phoned that
nmorni ng, all saying they hadn't heard anything. There was al so a photo of nost
of someone's brain, transfaxed by Ji and Snedd, doubtless stoned out of their
m nds. Then with the aid of a Iot of coffee |I'd worked through the notes | had
on Stable, trying not so much to nmenorise it as assimlate it, nake it a part
of me. | got to bed about three o'clock

| made it to the far side of Red at nine-thirty, and cl anbered
gratefully off the nono. There'd been six fatalities during the Red section of
the journey, and the prostitutes had been doing heavy trade in a variety of
far fromstraightforward positions. One of their pinps started to give ne a



pretty hard time for no very good reason, but | showed himny gun, which has
Ji's mark on it. That did the trick, so nmuch so that he offered nme a freebie

instead. Wiich | declined, I'll have you know
The far portal in Red is always deserted: the next Nei ghbourhood is
enpty, and there's no reason for anyone to get off there. | ran a quick nental

check, making sure there was nothing 1'd forgotten, and then clinbed over the
barri cade.

When | poked ny head out the other side, | saw that the sun was shining
steadily and that the day was going to be rather nice. Not that the Stablents
woul d ever know that, of course: all they'd ever see was the everlasting swirl
of fake radioactive dust. | stepped out onto the metal bal cony and stared
across the Nei ghbourhood at the wall | was going to have to get past.

The wall round Stable is very, very high. Between it and ne was a
networ k of metal wal kways and bridges which interconnected clusters of neta
bui | di ngs. The whol e of the bottom of this narrow Nei ghbourhood is filled with
water, and today it was sluggishly stirring in the light breeze. Along tine
ago Royl e Nei ghbour hood was very popul ar, a rather bijou town-on-water affair.
Unfortunately Red, Stable and Fnaph Nei ghbourhoods all started punping their
waste into the water via pipes in their Neighbourhood walls, and it wasn't
| ong before the area was uni nhabitabl e and abandoned. One thing | was going to
be very careful to do in the next hour was to not fall in the water

Li ke Hu, the abandoned buildings in Royle are enmpty husks, and | wal ked
carefully to avoid making a clang which would echo round the town. If you step
too heavily in Royle it sets off a vibration which travels all the way round

t he Nei ghbour hood, getting nore and nore anplified till by the tine it gets
back it can plang you forty feet into the air. As | negotiated ny way across
the rusting wal kways, heading for the Main Square, | peered at the white wall

in the distance, gearing mnmyself up, trying hard to think Iike a Stablent.

By the time | reached the Square, which is the biggest open area in the
Nei ghbour hood, | was nmentally exhausted and beginning to think 1'd find it
easi er passing nyself off as an Fnaphette. They believe that each nan has a
soul shaped like a frisbee and spend their whole lives trying to throw
t hensel ves as high as possible, trying to get to heaven. | stopped for a
cigarette.

It nust have been quite a feat of engineering for its time, Royle: the
Square, which is about a quarter of a mle to a side, is made entirely out of
one sheet of steel. I'd been there once before, a few years ago, just to see
what it was like. It hadn't changed much, and was better preserved than the
bri dges and wal kways.

What | like to do in enpty Neighbourhoods is half close ny eyes and try
to i magi ne what they were |ike when they were still alive. As | sat | tried to
re-enter a tine when thousands of people wal ked across the Square every day,
when the wealthy and cultured had fl ocked to the netal opera house down the
ot her end, when the netal cafes and shops al ong the sides had thronged with
chattering life, when the Nei ghbourhood had been one taut scul pture of
gl eam ng steel poised above clear water. It nust have been pretty flash,
think, and now it was just a rather strange and alien scrapyard teetering
above a sewage tank.

As | sat there on the warmnetal, two of nmy senses suddenly sent up
nmessages at once. My hand registered the faintest of vibrations, and ny eyes
di scerned sone mnute nmovenent down the far end of the Square. | couldn't nake
out nore than that through the gl eam of the sun off steel, but the message was
cl ear: soneone el se was sightseeing this norning. | stood up and peered that
way again, shielding ny eyes, but was still unable to see anything. It could
just have been sonme vagrant from Red: Royle is occasionally used as a hide-out
by those who' ve run foul of someone like Ji. That was the nost probable
expl anati on. There was no reason for me to feel a little odd, as if sonme nerve
had been touched. Probably just a vagrant. Either way it was time to be going.

Wthin another fifteen mnutes | was about two hundred yards away from
the massive wall that penned in the half-mllion inhabitants of Stable, and



began to choose ny route anongst the interconnecting bridges nore carefully,
headi ng towards the area Snedd had told nme about eight years ago. After a few
monents | spotted the distinctive building he had nenti oned and headed for it,
taking a few risks on shaky wal kways but eventually getting there in one

pi ece.

The buil di ng was unm st akabl e from Snedd' s description. It |ooked as
t hough a borderline insane architect had bl oody-m ndedly set out to create the
nost alarming building of all tinme out of gleamng nmetal, and had succeeded
beyond his wildest dreans. Strange little towers and extrusions stuck out of
it at disturbing angles, all of themdifferent. Either the architect had | ost
his protractor before starting the job, or he'd deliberately broken it and
stuck it back together wongly.

Round t he other side was a peculiar balcony and, first testing it with
nmy hand, | braced nyself carefully and | eant over to peer at the base of the
wal | just above where it went down into the water. Still about fifty yards
away, the area was rather confused, covered in nmany generations of bracing
struts and twisted netal, and it took a while before | found what | was
| ooki ng for.

Then | sawit: a small hole, about three feet above the waterline. Using
it as a marker, | left the bal cony and headed down the wal kways that led in
the right direction towards the wall.

One of the reasons that Ji and Snedd make such a terrifying couple is
that they are not exactly the same. They're both primarily extrenely dangerous
psychopat hs, to be sure, but within that there are shades of difference that
make them a conplenentary pair. Ji favours a head-on approach to everything,
whereas Snedd will often think a little |longer, and sonetinmes finds a way of
slipping round the side. Ji will sinply destroy anything that's in his way,
but Snedd mi ght try asking it to nove first. Snedd al so has an ability to Find
Things Qut which is frankly extrenely inpressive even to ne, and | spend ny
life doing it. The fact that he was still alive after eight years of one-year
countdowns was testanent to that: to the best of nmy know edge no one el se has
ever managed to find a way round DNA expiration. Snedd had managed to get into
Stable as a result of one of those little pieces of information, and | was

relying on it still being true.
What he'd di scovered was that, over the years, the level of the water in
Royl e had dropped. Not by rmuch, it was still hundreds of feet deep, but enough

to reveal the earliest external wastepipe Stable had built over two centuries
ago. It had been replaced by a whol e system of outlets which were bel ow the
present water |evel, but the pipe had never been bl ocked up. It was used by
Stable police to gain access to the outside of the wall for naintenance work,
and in the old days to eject intruders once they'd had their biologica

ti me-bonb set. The pipe was guarded by a unit of three nen armed with machine
guns, but to the likes of Snedd that was as good as rolling a red carpet down
it and stringing up a neon sign saying 'Wlcone'. He'd crept in the hole that
ni ght ei ght years ago, annihilated the guards and gone running out into the
Nei ghbour hood | ooking for fun, unfortunately not having found out about the
el even o' cl ock shut down.

As | got closer to the wall the pipe entrance began to | ook bigger, but
it was still going to be a bastard to get to. Twenty yards away | stepped to
t he edge of the wal kway, sat on the edge, and then swung nyself under it. The
outer wall of Stable is unbreachable by anything short of nuclear weapons. It
hadn't used to be, and Snedd had gai ned nost of his information froma
survivor of the last tinme a group had got in through the wall. Now it was
i npassable, so | didn't expect Stable police to be wasting their tinme keeping
too strict a watch on the surroundi ng wal kways. But you never know, so | made
my way to the end of the wal kway by sw ngi ng al ong under neat h.

A few yards before it reached the wall the wal kway stopped, destroyed a
long tinme ago by Stable authorities. Just visible in the weathered rock ahead
of me was the dimoutline of where a | arge portal had once been. It was filled
intightly, and gave ne a bit of an eerie feeling, as if | was about to try to



break into a huge mausol eum a tomb whi ch had been bricked up with people
still alive inside it.

The next bit, | realised as | swung gently underneath the wal kway, was
going to be a bit of a challenge. The next bit was going to be pretty damed
intrepid. Wth nothing to push against, | had to generate the forward swing to

carry me over alnost two yards of water, with enough monentum |l eft to spare to
give me tinme to grab hold of sonething the other side. As | tensed and rel axed
nmy muscl es, linmbering up, | scanned the area below the hole, trying to spot
somet hing that | ooked |ike a handhold rather than a neans of killing myself.

I couldn't see anything. Underneath the pipe entrance was a | argi sh
sheet of rusting netal, the remants of some ancient brace or strut or other
construction-rel ated thing. The sheet had peeled away at the top to becone a
dangerous-looking Iip of jagged metal. If | tried to grab that | would sinmply
lose ny fingers before falling the ten feet into the water, from which there
was no hope of getting back up again. The pipe itself was only about a yard
across. | estimated ny chances of sw nging nyself neatly into it in a crouched
position, as the lunatic Snedd had done, at just less than nil

Bol | ocks, | thought, my arnms beginning to hurt. Boll ocks.

| mght have hung there all day, or as long as nmy arms held out, had
not suddenly been given a nassive incentive to nove. There was a rush of air
in front of nmy stomach, and a fraction of a second later | heard the soft phip
of an energy rifle shot. As | |ooked round wildly, the same thing happened
agai n.

Sone bastard was shooting at ne.

Intensely concerned at this devel opnent, | started to swi ng back and
forwards as hard as | could, simultaneously craning ny neck round to see where
the shot was coming from | couldn't see anything, but a whining ricochet off
the top of the wal kway thirty seconds |ater renoved the mninml chance that it
had been an acci dent.

Sonebody was actually shooting at ne. They really were. | couldn't get
over it. Gve nme a break, | thought. Surely |I have enough grief on my plate as
it is?

The Stable police nmust have posted someone to guard the hole fromthe
outside. That's who I'd seen in the Square. | stopped craning and sheltered ny
head behi nd one of my arnms, now sw ngi ng back and forth at quite sonme speed.
As | swung back another energy bullet slashed though the air where ny stonach
had been the nonent before, and | decided that | had to get the hell out of
this position.

Anot her shot spun behind me as | swung forward, and | realised that |
was going to have to go for it soon: the bullets were getting closer and
closer. As | swung back | braced ny wists and tensed ny arns: when | reached
t he highest point I was going to | whipped ny arns as hard as | could, waited
till I was speeding forwards, and |et go.

| came closer than | can say to screwing it up. |'d been so intent on
flinging nyself off as hard as possible that ny feet went too far ahead of ne,
and for a terrible noment it | ooked as though | was going to end up smacki ng

into the wall back first, smashing nmy skull in the process. | jacked ny |egs
down and thrust forward with nmy arns, achieving sem -upright flight just in
time to slampainfully into the wall just to the side of the pipe. As | fell |

scrabbl ed out with ny hands and the right one caught the |ip of the outlet. |
whi pped the left over to it and for a nonent ny fingers slipped dowmn the old
masonry, but then they held.

A bullet smacked into the rock a foot fromny head. Christ on a bike,
thought irritably, why not blindfold me and set nmy clothes on fire too?
Desperately, but carefully so | didn't slip, | hauled nyself up towards the
lip of the pipe. My right armwas in far enough to get a mininmal grip on a
groove in there when another bullet cracked into the wall, this one nmuch
cl oser.

Sod it, | thought, and just heaved. | was up over the lip and into the
pipe in one surprisingly fluid nmovenent, in time to see a |arge chunk of rock



di sappear out of the wall at the |level where nmy |Iungs had been seconds before.
| scooted up the tunnel a couple of yards, until | was safe, and then sat down
heavily, chest heaving. Things, | realised, had gone fromcrap to really,
traumatically crap. There was no further sound of gunfire, but the guard

out side woul d surely be radioing to the ones inside that an intrusion through
the pipe was in progress.

I"mpretty tough, actually, by nost people's standards, but |'m not
Snedd: if they knew | was com ng, then three nmachi ne-gun-toting guards were
going to be nore than | could handle. Unfortunately, there was nothing el se
could do. | couldn't go back, because the guard would be standing there, sight
steady on the entrance to the pipe. Even if | sped down he'd be able to get ne
as soon as | hit the water, and | didn't want to die by being shot full of
holes in a | ake of turd soup. It struck ne as undignified.

There was no point in rushing up the tunnel firing my gun: a bl anket
fire of energy would cut ne in half and quarters and ei ghths before I got
anywhere near them There was a bend in the pipe about five yards ahead, and
that seermed to be nmy only potential hope. If | waited, and they eventually
crept down to do ne in, there was a tiny, nminimal, infinitesiml chance that |
m ght be able to get one or nore of themfirst. My position would still be
absolutely terrible, but I wouldn't be dead. Soon afterwards, perhaps, but
when all you have is a few m nutes, each one of them seens fairly precious,

each coupl e of seconds worth having. | crouched down and waited, gun ready.

On inpulse | funbled the portable vidi phone out of mny jacket and called
my apartnment. | told the fridge to make sure that Spangle was fed regul arly,
and to alert the store if it ran out of cat food. | think it sensed | was in a
serious jam and it dispensed with the usual backchat and wi shed ne | uck
There was still no sound fromthe pipe up ahead, so | quickly called Zenda's

of fice and got Royn on the screen

"Ch hi, Stark. Hey, you're in a tunnel.’

'Yeah. |Is Zenda avail abl e?

"Christ, no way, Stark, I'mafraid. She's in neetings for the next
seventy-two hours solid. Any nessage?'

I thought for a nonment. Nothing canme, nothing big enough

"Just say | called. No, say this: say | said to renenber the waterfall.’

"Sure thing. Renenmber the waterfall. You got it.'

"Thanks, Royn.'

| heard a sound up ahead and cut the transm ssion, hugging the wall as
tight as | could. Each shot was going to be critical, and so | braced nmy arm
and held ny torso as steady as | could, waiting, | knew, for death.

After everything I'd done, everything I'd seen, the distance |I'd
travelled, it was going to end in being gunned down in an ancient sewage pipe
on an uninportant job. And | found | cared, strangely. A few years ago
woul dn't have done. Sonething had been changing in ne recently, stirring and
flexing beneath the surface. 1'd started to feel worse, but to care nore.
Sonet hi ng was happening, but | didn't know what. Now it | ooked like I'd never
find out.

Then the sound cane again, and ny armwavered slightly. It was very
faint, but | thought | recognised the kind of sound it was. | opened my nouth
slightly to et the noise get to ny eardrums through the eustachi an tubes as
well as ny ears, and strained every nerve to hear. It happened again, and ny
nmout h dropped open wi der of its own accord.

It was laughter. The sound was definitely |aughter

* * *

I've had a | ot of experience of macho people. In the last nine years
I've worked for, with and against a wi de spectrum of soldiers, policenen,
lunatics, hit men and gang nenbers, and |'ve net a lot of '"if it nmoves shoot
it, and if it doesn't shoot it until it does' kind of guys. Wen that kind of
person is on the hunt, when he's got a quarry in his sights and he's noving in



to blowit to little bloody pieces, sone of themw Il laugh. A few laugh with
nervousness, wWith a last-mnute realisation of the enormty of what they're
about to do. Sone will laugh heartily, desperately proud and strong, and somne
will laugh the thin giggle of the conpletely and utterly deranged as the

twi sted devil inside them peeks out to do its work.

None of them however, have ever |aughed with the guttural, |ewd good
hunour of the sound | could hear echoing down the tunnel. It wasn't a pretty
[ augh, but it was a genui ne one.

The concl usi on was obvi ous, but so unexpected that | took a while to
ook at it fromevery side. Men who are on their way to kill someone do not
laugh like that. At |least one of the guards was laughing like that. Therefore
they weren't comng to get me. They didn't know | was here.

That may sound like thin reasoning to you, but it's the kind that has
kept ne alive over the years, and |'ve learnt to trust it. | realised | was
still in with a chance, in the short termat |east. The guy who'd been
shooting at nme wasn't a guard. He couldn't be, because otherwi se he'd have
contacted the others and they wouldn't be l|aughing like that. So who was he?

He had to be a nmenber of the gang which had stol en Al kl and. There was no
reason for anyone else to try to kill an intruder. The cl ever bastards had
post ed sonmeone outside on the off-chance.

This was both good and bad news, of course. It neant | was on the right
track, which was good. It also meant the gang were even nore together than I'd
t hought, which was not so good. But as it meant | wasn't necessarily going to
die in the next two mnutes, | decided that on balance it qualified as good
news, absolutely top quality news, news out of the top fucking drawer.

| dissuaded myself with difficulty fromthrowing a street party, and
settled for re-evaluating my position. It was, | realised, just as if
everyt hing was goi ng according to plan. That wasn't as good as all that, but
it was okay. The gang was a problem | was going to have to deal w th anyway
when the tine cane. What | had to do now was just carry on as |'d intended. |
knew ny intrusion plan was only so good, but I felt so relieved that anything
seened possible, and | started to creep quietly up the pipe. | carefully made
my way round the first bend, and saw that there was at |east one nore to go. A
faint gl ow was comi ng down the w dening tunnel, and the sound of nore
| aughter. | reached the final bend and flowed round it like an oil ed shadow or
something simlarly quiet.

About twenty yards ahead of me was a desk, bul ky and bi g-boned in dark
wood. A guard was sitting at it, with his back to nme, and another was lolling
on a chair on the other side.

There were only two guards. Not only that, but they were paying no
attention to the outward end of the tunnel, but drinking out of plastic cups
and swappi ng tal es of unlikely sexual prowess.

These were not crack troops, wired up and itching for action. They were
just a couple of cops, bored but content with their lot, sipping coffee and
cheerfully telling each other fibs which both knew the other woul dn't believe.
The guns on the desk weren't machine guns, but just a pair of old-fashioned
revol vers. Maybe Snedd had been the |ast outsider to nake an intrusion, and
after eight years security had beconme a little |ax.

What | couldn't do was risk the chance of the sound of shots echoing up

the tunnel, and so | had something else in mnd. |I crept forward i nch by inch
until | was little nore than ten yards away, and then stopped. The tunnel was
becoming too light, and | didn't dare go any further forward. | felt in ny

j acket pocket for the device, steeled myself, and then snapped forward at a
sprint.

| got to within a couple of yards before either noticed ne, and that was
far enough. By the tinme they were rising to their feet 1 was vaulting onto the
desk, judging ny landing so that one foot kicked the guns off onto the floor
I spun round and kicked the lanp very firmy into the wall. It smashed,
pl unging the tunnel into utter darkness. Then | leapt off the desk and after a
few yards hurled the device back in their general direction.



It hit the desk and detonated with a barely audi ble crunmp, and the two
guards i medi ately started sneezing, coughing and sniffing.

Then | ran like hell. As | sprinted soundl essly up the tunnel | kept a
listen out for sounds of pursuit, but they soon faded into the distance. A
hacki ng cough reached nme every now and then, but that was all.

The device | threw was a Flu Bonb. Anyone within a two-yard range when
it detonates instantaneously goes down with a really dismal dose of flu. Runny
nose, headache, chesty cough, aching nuscles, the whole works. Not in the
| east fatal, but all you want to do is go honme, wap up warm and watch ol d
films while drinking gallons of hot | enon and honey. The absolute last thing
you feel like doing is pelting down a dark tunnel after some lunatic and
possi bly being shot in the process. It just doesn't appeal

| knew they'd be back there sonewhere, dutifully trudging up the pipe
and m serably conplaining to each other about the aches in their backs, but as
far as catching me went, they were out of the frane.

After a few hundred yards the tunnel opened into a dimy-lit room and
as | sped through | noticed an el evator in one corner. That was obviously the
way the guards got down here, but as it doubtless opened in a police station
it was no use to nme. After the roomthe tunnel returned to its previous size
and | raced up it, knowing | didn't have ruch tine.

After another quarter nmile | came to a junction. Followi ng Snedd' s route
| pelted up the left fork. The gradual upward sl ope of the pipe was levelling
out, and | guessed that | was now only about a few yards bel ow street level. |
ignored the first |adder | passed, and the second, but when | cane to the
third | leapt up at it and shinned quietly to the top. Above nme was a nanhol e,
and | paused for the briefest of nmonments, forgetting about the Centre, about
Red, about Sound and Natsci, and just thinking Stable, Stable, Stable.

The world is very small, | thought, and | like it that way. |I'mvery
| ucky and content to be here, because outside the wall is a |lethal wastel and.
| know, because |'ve seen it, heard about it, learnt about it in school. W
tried expansion, tried to go further than we should, and | ook what happened.
The whol e thing was a conplete disaster. No, |'mreally very happy where | am
Oh look, it's eleven o' clock: think I'Il go to bed.

Then | shoved the manhole up, noved it to the side and popped out onto
the street.
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"And finally, the main points again. The rate of inflation has fallen
for the third nonth running, to 4.5 per cent.

"Colette WIlis, gold nmedallist in the Stable Ganmes, has broken the 100
netres breaststroke record for the fourth tine.

"Scientists fromthe Principle Institute agree that estimtes on |levels
of external toxicity may have to be revised upwards again. It now appears that

the level of radiation outside Stable will remain at; fatal |evels for at
| east another two hundred years.

'The weather: tomorrow will be a bright day, with light rain between
9.00 and 10.05 a. m

That's it fromus: we'll |eave you with nore footage of Gerald the

tal ki ng duck. Goodni ght."'

Hal f an hour later | was sitting nonchalantly in a cafe about a mle
away, drinking a rather nice cup; of coffee, snmoking a relaxed cigarette and
readi ng the paper. Stable scientists had run yet nore tests, | read, and were
now sadly confident that it would be at |east three hundred years before it
was safe to go out. That story was on page six. Good news" about the econony
was on the cover, sports pages two and three, and some duck that could talk
took up nost of four. Sooner or later | was going to have to get on with the
job, but for the time being | felt | deserved a coffee. It was now twel ve
o' clock, after all, and | hadn't had one since |eaving the apartment. | was



in, I was alive, and everything was going according to plan

kay, | admit | was kind of lucky in the tunnel. Three guys with machine
guns woul d have been nore of a handful. The plan, if you're interested, was to
throw the Flu Bonmb so that it broke the light as it detonated, and then run

and j unp.

Wul d have been a bit touch and go, | admit, but there you are. What can
| say? | had a lucky break for once: do you begrudge me that? Well, shut up
t hen.

There were only three people in the backstreet into which | enmerged from
the tunnel, an old man with a dog and a young housew fe pushing a baby in a
pram At first they did ook mldly surprised to see ne, but | had a plan

"Well,' | said, dusting off ny hands, 'you don't need to worry about
that any nore!'’

They had no idea what | was tal king about, of course, but it sounded
reassuring so they forgot about the whole thing and went about their business.
| strode confidently up the street, head held high, quietly content that
everything was so nice in here when there was only a radioactive wastel and
outside. | turned the corner into a busy shopping street and sl owed ny pace to
an apparent dawdl e, |looking in the wi ndows and taking in the scenery.

| say 'apparent' because though | took care to | ook Iike just one of the
strolling masses out on a Saturday afternoon, | was actually making sure that
| got sone distance between the wall and nysel f.

Stable was actually rather nice, | decided. The ceiling of the
Nei ghbour hood was so high that there was enough at nosphere and haze to
partially obscure the fact that it was there at all. The w de streets had
trees dotted along either side, and every now and then there was a little
park. No one was using a portable phone or trying to one-up other people on
their knowl edge of staff notivation theory; they weren't using a prostitute or
casual ly disposing of a body. They were just lolling about on the grass or
wal ki ng their dogs.

The goods in the shop wi ndows were all very ol d-fashioned, but nicely
designed: the whole place was like a tine capsule, a living museumof life.
There are older places in The City, but none where life is still lived the way
it was. You can see fragnents, but not the whole picture, and it nmade nme fee
very nostal gic. Zany five-wheeled cars pulled slowy through the crowded
streets, and the phone kiosks clearly weren't built to allow you to see who
you were tal king to.

| hadn't realised how weird being in Stable would actually feel. This
was all they knew As far as they were concerned, this is how things were.
They still had nei ghbourhoods with a small n, and little houses with driveways
and gardens; they still had two-di nensional televisions; they still lived
together as fam lies and knew where their grandparents |lived. These people
didn't know about the planets, and they didn't know about the stars: they knew
about their jobs, their friends, their lives.

It wasn't perfect, as two nmen arguing over a parking space showed, but
as neither of themhad a gun, it could have been a | ot worse. The streets
weren't artificially pristine, as they were in Colour, or knee-deep in
everything fromrubbish to corpses the way they were in Red: they were just
streets. There were no alternatives here, no wildly different ways of being.
Everything was just the way it was, and that was the only way it could be.
This was their hone.

No one gave me a second gl ance, which was as expected but stil
reassuring. The police obviously couldn't announce that they were | ooking for
an intruder fromthe outside, but they could splatter nmy face across the
tel evi si ons and newspapers by claimng ne guilty of some heinous crine
designed to stir the blood of the Stablents.

To do that, however, they would have to know who | was. The only people
on the outside who knew | nmight be in here were the Centre, and Ji and Snedd.
The Stablent Authorities woul d be unaware of the existence of the latter, and
the former woul d deny knowl edge of mnmy existence to the death if they were ever



asked. The guards in the tunnel would have seen nothing nore than that | was a
man, possibly wearing a suit. The only other people who could possibly bl ow
the whistle on me were the gang inside Stable who were hol di ng Al kl and: but as
they were intruders too, their options were limted even if they had known who
I was. Al in all, things were | ooking pretty tight. So far

Accepting a refill fromthe smling waitress, | ran over ny as yet
enbryonic plans for the next bit. Cearly the first priority was finding out
where they were holding Al kland. Then | had to stake out the gang, and deci de

how the hell | was going to get himaway fromthemw th us both still in one
pi ece. Then, | had to sonehow find a way of getting us out of the
Nei ghbour hood, again, still in one piece.

Chri st.

| decided to concentrate initially on the first problem because unti
I'"d solved it | couldn't deal with the other even nore depressingly difficult
pr obl ens.

That's the way | work, you see. Doing what | do, there's no point trying
to come up with some kind of unified, start to finish, A-Z plan before you
begin. It isn't possible because you don't have the information, because you
don't have the tinme, and in ny case, because | sinply can't be bot hered.

| pulled out the map of the Nei ghbourhood |I'd bought earlier, and opened
it over the table. This was all | was going to know until | found Al kl and, and
seeing the interlocking grid of streets and nei ghbourhoods laid out in front
of me helped to concentrate ny mind a little. | had no contacts, no angle, and
ny vidi phone was turned off because | couldn't risk its transm ssions
bei ng detected: there was only me and these streets, streets which | didn't
know. And sonewhere in there, Al kland.

There were two main lines of thought | could follow A gang of outsiders
were not going to be able to just nmelt into the background. They woul dn't have
the history, the jobs, the houses. Therefore they were going to have to be
hol ed up somewhere: in a run-down area where people came and went, or in a
hotel, somewhere where itinerants were to be expected. The alternative was to
assune that the gang were actually from Stable itself, which a) struck ne as
extremely unlikely, and b) would take nme back to square one, because they
could be hiding out anywhere. The first task in front of me was therefore
actually relatively sinple, and one |I'd done countless times before, albeit in
easier circunstances. It was working out where you'd hide in a Nei ghbourhood.

Wthin a couple of minutes I'd narrowed it down to only two areas, which
cheered me up a bit. | wasn't going to have to slog ny way through every
street in the Neighbourhood. G ven that Stable was closed to the outside
world, they didn't have quite the call for hotels that parts of other
Nei ghbour hoods di d: what hotels there were seened to be concentrated in one
area on the North side, called Play. | got the inpression fromthe blurb on
the map that, in the absence of there being anywhere else to go, they'd turned
a quarter of a square mle into a sort of |owkey resort, the place to stay
when you had a holiday. It didn't |ook very spectacular fromthe photos: a
stretch of artificial beach by a river, mainly, but | guess that if there was
no alternative, then it was the best there was. The other area that | ooked
prom sing was a small enclave in the centre of the Neighbourhood, a few bl ocks
either side of the railway |ine. Something about its position, the way it
backed onto warehouses and railway depots, told ne that if there was anywhere
in Stable where derelicts went to do their thing, this was where it would be.

Quickly finishing up my coffee, | set off in the afternoon sun. It was
artificial, of course, but still rather nice. It took nme about half an hour to
wal k to the run-down area of the Nei ghbourhood, and as soon as | realised that
I'"d found it, | began to strongly suspect that this wasn't where they'd be.

It was too anaemnic, sonehow, too thin. I"'ma bit of a connoi sseur of
di saster areas in Nei ghbourhoods, and | can tell what they're |like
i mediately. This was not a place where you'd stash guns or run a
drug-peddl i ng concern. It was too clean, too flat. | can't describe exactly



what was m ssing, a sense of fear, or possibility, or sonething. There were a
few derelicts around, sure, and it wouldn't be ny first choice of a place to
hang out, but it was a nothing. It had no atnosphere, no sense of inwardness
or community. Somewhere had to be not quite as nice as everywhere el se, and
this happened to be it. That was all

O course to a really clever gang, that mght be just what they were
| ooking for, a nowhere |land that no one really cared about. Not nice enough to
want to live in, but not bad enough to keep buggi ng the council about.
dutifully trudged through a couple of hours' worth of abandoned buil di ngs, and
asked questions of a few tranps, but each one just confirmed ny suspicions.

There were no gangs here. According to the derelicts, there were no
gangs at all. The derelicts were like derelicts everywhere, but quieter. They
were the | ogical extension of sonething |I'd begun to notice about Stablents in
general : they seened to be a pretty placid people. It took me quite a while to
get themto understand what | was tal king about: organised crine clearly
wasn't a problemin Stable. They all pulled together

By five I'd had enough. They weren't here. | hadn't checked every
buil di ng, and of course it was possible that they'd keep on the nove in the
day, but | knew in ny bones that this was not the right place. That |eft about
five hotels on the other side of town. Finding Al kland was going to be easier
than 1'd thought.

If there's anything | really hate, it's things going better than
expected. It's a sure sign that sonething really very unpl easant is slouching
over the horizon in ny direction

That's not pessimism That's the way it works. Things turning out well
fills me with nanmel ess dread, and | was beginning to hope I1'd run into a few
probl ems sooner rather than |ater

Dressing for dinner consisted of standing in a dark corner of a park on
the outskirts of Play and waving the C oazVal et ® over nysel f. Poking about in
di sused buil dings had rendered ny suit and coat a little dusty for civilised
conpany, and if you're effectively on the run it never does any harmto change
your | ook every so often. The C oazVal et® was evidently in mninmalist nood: it
changed everything | had on to jet black, with the exception of two snall
squares, one on each kneecap, which it col oured magenta.

The plan was straightforward. Go to each of the five hotels in turn, and
hang out. I'd seen enough of Stablents during the day to get a sense of what
they were like, and thought | could probably spot an outsider |ike nyself
fairly quickly. It was unlikely they'd be marching up and down the pl ace,
wavi ng Crunt Launchers around and staring unconprehendingly at menus, and it
was nmore unlikely still that Al kland hinmself would be out and about. But if |
had no luck with the | aid-back approach, all | had to do was case the hotels a
little harder. Believe me, this is a wal k conpared with some searches 1've
done. | once had to find a particular rat (the rodent) in Red Nei ghbourhood.
Not only did | find him but | got himand his |over (also a rodent) on a
t hru-nmono back to Sniff Nei ghbourhood in under twenty-four hours. First class
seats, snoking section. Al true, apart fromthe last bit.

The plan also catered for my own personal needs in a rather |ovely way.

I was hungry, and intended to hang out in the first hotel in a

restaurant-orientated fashion. | left the park and headed up the pronenade.
Play was kind of weird, |I found. Not weird weird, but weird, well,
quiet. | guess when |I think of resorts |I think of the upmarket end of LonghMal

and the whol e of Yo! Neighbourhood, which are geared to providing visitors
with a full-on pleasure explosion. 'Jesus' people tend to feel when they' ve
spent a day or two in those places, 'that's enough fun. Mre than enough. Let
me out.'

Play had the hotels, it had the beach, and it had a fun fair. That was
it, and in the gathering darkness it had a forlorn air, |ike a Nei ghbourhood
on the coast out of season. The street overl ooking the beach was al npost
deserted, with just a few couples wandering slowly up and down, up and down.



| spent a couple of minutes leaning on a rail |ooking down at the river.
Probably it had originally been natural, but over the years the banks had been
renodelled with little twists and turns which were too attractive to be pure
geography. Little jetties poked out into the leisurely water, and there were a
few smal | beach huts dotted across the sandy areas. | could probably have
stayed there quite a while, listening to the gurgling, but I had only four
hours before el even, so | reluctantly turned away.

The first hotel on the strip was a hunk of faded deco grandeur called
the Powers. | geared nyself up a bit, recapping the standard stuff about
Stabl e being a super place to be and ad-1ibbing a few new t houghts about it
bei ng great to be on holiday, and wal ked in.

The | obby was deserted. | went up to the porter's desk, pinged the huge
bell, and pl anned out nost of the rest of ny life, in sone detail, before a
smal | and shrivelled man creaked out of a back room | established from him
where the restaurant was and headed for it. This was al so deserted, but |ooked
a fairly flash sort of place, so | shoul dered nmy m sgivings and hel ped nysel f
to a table, there being no one around. . No one continued to be around for
quite a while. After about fifteen minutes a slimgirl dressed entirely in
bl ack wandered by the table, apparently by accident, and on seeing | had a
menu in ny hands obviously decided to take ny order for the hell of it.

Feel i ng chi pper despite the desolate quiet, | asked her what she would
recommend. She shrugged. | waited, but that was it, so | went back to the menu
and selected a nmain course at random She didn't take out a pad or anything
else to wite this down on, and | was beginning to wonder if she really was
just sone passing art student, and was losing interest in the gane, when she
asked if | wanted anything to drink. | told her | did, and described it in
some detail. She didn't wite that down either. She just left.

| finished planning out the rest of my life. | toyed with severa
alternative careers, imagi ned what the person | could be happy with for ever
woul d be like, decided where we'd live and for how | ong, what col our we'd have
the walls in each roomof the apartment and the probable careers of our
children. Then | picked another career, and a different type of person, and
pl anned out the whole of my life that way too.

Then | thought of all the people I knew and pl anned their lives out for

them in even greater detail. | had a solid crack at predicting the fur col our
of Spangle's great-great-grandchildren, taking into account fifteen different
possi ble mating permutations. | went to the toilet tw ce, snoked nost of a

packet of cigarettes and fashioned a really quite realistic bird out of ny
paper napki n.

Then finally, like some optical illusion, the art student reappeared.
found nyself frankly incredul ous that she didn't now have grey hair and wal k
with a stoop, and decided it nust be her great-grand-daughter bringing ny
order, concluding an ancient and nystic hereditary task passed down the fanily
line. She swayed over to the table and plonked a gl ass of sonething that
clearly wasn't what |'d ordered in front of ne, followed by a plate. Then she
di sappear ed agai n.

| stared at the plate for a very long tine after she'd left, trying to
wor k out what the appropriate response to it was. Dark brown triangles of
substance lay on the plate, partially overlapping each other, with a few
strands of green substance spread over themin a net-like way. There was al so
a small pool of sonmething else. Everything put together would have a conbi ned
volunme, | estimated, of a little over a cubic inch

| leant over ny plate again and stared quite closely at the stuff on it.
It could have been whale brain, it could have been nodelling clay: wthout
recourse to the techniques of forensic science | sinply couldn't tell. The
overall effect was so entirely dissimlar to anything | had ever thought of as
food that for atime | felt conpelled to consider other possibilities; that it
was the art student's current coll age project perhaps, or a stylised plan of a
proposed shopping centre seen fromthe air, placed in front of ne as a
di scussion point while | waited yet |longer for the actual food. In the end



decided to try eating it: | couldn't really afford to waste any nore tine. |
cut off a mouthful of the triangular stuff, and dipped it in the pool of
what ever the hell it was. After one chew all ny previous confusion

di sappear ed.

It was definitely a nmodel of a shopping centre

Pushing the plate tiredly away fromme | took a sip of my drink. | don't
know what it was, but it had alcohol init, so | decided I'd finish it with
anot her cigarette before pushing on to the next hotel along.

When | | ooked up | immediately noticed that soneone el se had entered the
restaurant and was sitting about six tables away, gazing benignly at the menu.
For a long tinme | just stared at him ny cigarette burning closer and cl oser
to nmy fingers.

It was Al kl and.

Let me explain what | nean about the rough beast of unpl easantness |
mentioned earlier, the one for ever slouching towards nmy life to be born

There is a little god somewhere whose sole function is to nmake sure that
there's a lot of grief in my life. The rough beast doesn't just visit ne
occasionally: there's a regular fucking bus route. Mdst of the reason for this
is that | end up with the jobs that no one el se could handl e, but part of it
isthis little bastard god who sits there keeping a steady eye on the grief
meter, giving the lever a jog every now and then. What's happened, | suspect,
is that soneone on the other side of the universe has made a pact with the
guys in charge, selling his soul for a grief-free Iife. The grief has to get
used up sonehow otherwise it would just pile somewhere and make the place | ook
untidy, and so they give it all to ne.

And what is really weird is that it always cones in equal -sized packets.
Sone jobs are a bastard from m nute one, continue to be a bastard throughout,
and finish in a bastard way too. Qthers, however, start off alarmngly
snoot hly, full of unlikely coincidences and strange good fortune, and those
are the ones that | really hate. Because it neans that they' re saving all the
trouble for later, that all the dangerous, strange and unpl easant grief that I
know | have coming to me has coal esced in a pul sati ng nmountai n somewhere
further along the line, and is sitting there waiting for ne to run into it.

My cigarette eventually burnt ny fingers and | stubbed it out. There was
sinmply no question that it was Al kland who was sitting not five yards away
fromme. | didn't have to consult the cube in ny pocket to be sure of that.
Sitting there, taking his tine over the menu, he was |ike an advert for how
lifelike cube imges were. He looked a little tired, and his suit was rather
crunpl ed, but otherw se he was exactly as | had expected.

| picked my knife and fork back up and nmoved the crud on ny plate around

a bit, covertly glancing across the room The Actioneer, was, | suspected, a
little tenser than he | ooked, but all in all he was doing quite a good job of
it. No one else had entered the restaurant with him evidently his captors
were confident that he wouldn't nmake a break for it. After all, where could he
go?

After a few minutes he | ooked at his watch with a frowm, irritated as
only an Actioneer can be at being kept waiting. Then he went back to the nenu,
doubt | ess thinking up ways in which it could be inproved and nmade nore
efficient. | was surprised, actually, at how well-adapted he seemed, how
bl ended in. He al nost | ooked as if he was on holiday, which, for sonmeone who
was being forcibly kept fromdoing billions of things, showed fairly high
reserves of resignation. Wien the art student eventually appeared and wandered
wi t hi n shouting distance of his table, he |ooked up and snil ed vaguely.

"Hell o, my dear: how are you this evening?

' Fine thank you, M Al kland, and you?

"Ch, fine, fine. Relaxing nicely, thank you. So. |Is there anything worth
eating on this badly-designed nmenu this evening?

"No, not really. The chef said he thought the Chicken & la Turk with



strawberry yoghurt and brai sed sunfl ower seeds probably woul dn't do anyone any
actual harm but he didn't seemtoo confident.'

| was gobsmacked, | really was. I'd done ny very best to be charming to
the art student, which was probably nore charm ng than you' d expect, and
hadn't got a single word out of her. It just went to show what |ooking like a
harm ess professor does for you. | haven't described what | |ook |ike, have |?
Remind me later and | will: it's not that bad, but it's kind of
unconproni sing. Every face says sonething: the deal with mne is that though
you might not like what it's saying you have to admire the strength of its
convi cti ons.

"What does it look like? Alkland asked doubtfully. The waitress thought
for a nonent.

' Strange.'
"I can't say I'msurprised. Well, | suppose I'll have to risk it.'
"Anything to drink, sir?
"A glass of wine would be rather nice. Any idea howlong it'll be? To
t he nearest day?
"Wll, he's already cooked one thing this evening, so he'll probably be
a bit tired, but I'Il try and hurry it up for you, sir.'

Thank you, ny dear,' Al kland beamed endearingly, handing her his nenu
and settling back down to gaze benignly round the room

| flagged her down as she passed, and asked for the check, lighting a
cigarette and settling down for a long wait. She was back before I'd finished
it, however, with both ny check and a salad for Alkland, for God' s sake. He
hadn't even ordered one and there he was eating something within mnutes.

Qovi ously sone people have got it and some peopl e haven't.

| paid up and went straight to the | obby, where a uniforned flunky was
now standing, trying to | ook busy. Maybe this was the off season, or perhaps
this was the | east favoured of Play's hotels. It was certainly a good choice
for a gang to hole up in. Passing myself off as 'one of his party' | asked
whi ch room Al kl and had, and the flunky was glad to help. He told me twice, it
was such a novelty to have something to do, and when | asked hi m where the bar
was he practically carried me there.

For the next two hours | sat unobtrusively in the bar, flicking through
magazi nes and keeping an eye out. |'d decided to wait until after shutdown
before |I did anything, and the bar was conveniently placed for making sure
nobody | was interested in left the hotel wi thout ny know ng. A few couples
were dotted around the bar and a handful passed through on their way somewhere
el se, but no one who didn't look like they were Stable born and bred. Either
the gang were lying lowin their roons, or were out and about in Stable.
consi dered asking the lobby flunky for a list of registered guests, on the
of f-chance that | mnight recognise any of the nanes, but decided that it would
| ook too suspicious. Just before ten o'clock Al kland passed by the door
headi ng towards the stairs up to the roons, but | didn't follow him | knew
where he was goi ng.

By half past ten | was the only person left in the bar. One by one,

stifling yawns, everyone el se had sloped off. | wondered if the Authorities
put something in the water. Rebellion and sedition are night-time ideas, two
a.m thoughts, the stuff of tired eyes and bl ack coffee. | bet all those

revol utionaries and activists way back woul d never have got so grunpy if
they' d al ways been safely tucked up in bed by el even o' cl ock

| was feeling far fromtired. | was tense and geared up, ready for
action. If there had been a npod detector near ne it woul d have bl own up
taking three city blocks with it. But | faked a few yawns and | ooked at ny
watch a couple of times, in case anyone noticed. At five to el even, yawning
massi vely, | bid goodnight to the barman dozily w ping the counter down and
made for the | obby. The flunky had di sappeared and there was no one else in
sight. Casting a quick glance around | sidled out the front door

| saw why Snhedd had run into trouble the nonent | was outside. No one,
but no one, was around. The Stablents could have time-shared their



Nei ghbour hood with a race who only ever wanted to be out on the streets at

ni ght, and neither woul d have known the other existed. | snuck round the side
of the hotel and made ny way through the undergrowth towards the back, taking
care to keep close to the walls. Al kland was in room 301, which was on the
back right corner of the building on the third floor. Rather than risk getting
shot in two before | got anywhere near him the plan was to scale the wall and
slipinto his roomthat way. If they let himroamthe hotel by hinself it was
unlikely there'd be that many guards in his suite. A narrow alley ran behind
the hotel, and | crossed to the far side of it to | ook up and judge how hard
the clinb was going to be.

It didn't look too bad. There were plenty of sills and ornanental bits,
and with the pads | only really needed them as backup anyway. | wal ked
silently up to the wall and prepared myself for being intrepid. Again.

The pads were the |l atest InsectoSukz® nodel. They're not easy to use,
because you have to get the knack of turning the suction on and off at the
right times, but for all your wall-scaling needs, there's sinply no better
pr oduct .

I"mpretty flash with pads, and within a couple of strenuous mnutes |
was level with the third floor. Going sideways for a while |I negotiated nyself
until | was up next to the window to suite 301. The w ndow was open, | noticed
gloomly: | wasn't even going to have to force it. The |longer this kind of
luck went on, the worse things were going to get sooner or |ater

The curtains were drawn, which was a bit of a bumer. Cbviously | hadn't
been able to go up to the third floor and waltz around, checking exactly
where the roons were, and it woul d have been nice to have had sone

confirmation that this was the right one. | suspected glumy, however, that
t hi ngs were probably still going to be going my way for a while yet.
Bracing ny feet on the top sill of the wi ndow of room 201, | took off

the hand pads and rolled themup. 301's wi ndow slid open easily and |I hooked
one el bow inside while | took the pads off ny feet, hoping vaguely that if any
Stabl e policeman was going to take a shot at ne at any point it wouldn't be
now. They didn't, and | quickly and reasonably lithely |levered nyself up and
into the room
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Looki ng back, the next five mnutes were the |ast straightforward ones
of the whole job, the last tinme when | still thought it was going to be just a
run-of-the-mll, albeit rather intrepid, 'find-this-man-and-rescue-him kind
of job.

I know | still haven't explained what it is | do, exactly, but the
problemis, | can't really, not the inportant stuff. Mst of the tinme it's
just a sort of fixer, finder, deal-wth-a-small-problemkind of job. There are
a lot of people who do that kind of thing. Sonmetimes, as you may have
gathered, |'mprepared to go a little further and take a steal, cover-up
kill-sonmeone kind of job. There's quite a few who'll handl e those too.

And sonetimes it's sonmething el se again, sonething nobody el se can do,
and it's that 1'mgoing to find hard to explain to you. It's to do with ne,
and sormeone who died a while back. But mainly to do with ne.

Still, ny point is, nothing nuch happened in the next five minutes. |
stepped silently into the room and saw that Al kland was sl eeping in the bed.

My run of dismally good |uck was continuing: there was no one else in
the room not a single guard of any shape or description. A small suitcase |ay
on the floor in front of the wardrobe, which interested me. Presumably it and
its contents had been provided by Al kland' s captors. Woever they were, they
were going to sone |lengths to keep him happy. The suite, if you're interested,
was roomny and | ooked confortable, and though sonme of the upholstery was in
guestionable taste I'd say it represented reasonabl e val ue for noney.

Once 1'd established that there was no one who was going to | eap out at
me and spoil ny conposure, | |ocked the suite door and put the catch down. |



unwound a length of the nmicrocable | had with me and tied it round one | eg of
the bed, putting the dispenser on the windowsill ready for later. Then
pulled a chair up to beside the bed and |it a cigarette.

|'ve done this sort of thing before, you see, and | can tell you that
there are very, very few ways of waking someone up quietly. If you poke them
they make a noise. If you do that nonsense about whispering in their ear while
cl anmpi ng your hand over their mouth it scares the living shit out of them when
t hey wake up, not surprisingly, and sone of them nake a hell of a racket
t hrashing about. One guy | tried waking that way nade so nuch noise | had to
knock hi m unconscious, and then wait two and half hours for himto cone to.
Wien he did he made even nore noise, and in the end | had to knock hi m out
again and carry hi maway, which was not ideal. The best way |'ve found, and
there's no patent on this so you should feel absolutely free to use it, is to
sit by the bed and snoke.

There's a little bit of the brain that stays awake when you're asl eep
keepi ng hal f an eye open, nmaking sure everything' s ticking over nicely and
that your feet aren't on fire or anything. After you've been sitting a while a
few snmoke mol ecul es drift down into the guy's lungs. The brain doesn't notice
for a while, and then suddenly it thinks, 'Now hang on: |'m asleep. |I'm not
snoki ng. Bl oody hell, I'"mnot even a snmoker. Sonething's going on.'

There's nothing to panic about yet, so it just prods the rest of the
brain gently awake, giving it the option to react if it sees the need. The
person very quietly and confortably drifts to fifty per cent awakeness,
drowsily checks out the situation, and then goes back to sleep if there's
nothing wong. If there's a strange man dressed entirely in black holding a
gun sitting smoking by the bed, however, they wake up very quickly and
absolutely silently. Believe ne, it works every tine.

VWhile | waited | thought. | hadn't really had the tine in the |ast
coupl e of days to apply myself to nbst of the points on ny internal meno.
Sure, |'d bought batteries for the Gavbenda® usel ess bastard of a thing that
it is, but I hadn't sat down and worked out what it was that the Centre al one
could supply that would nove a gang to the lengths this one had gone to. | had
to hand it to them actually: not only had they snatched Al kl and and spirited
t hensel ves in here, but now they were here they were playing it pretty cool
Despite the fact that | was now sitting by the bed where nmy quarry was, | was
no cl oser to understandi ng what exactly was going on. If | could get us both
out and back to the Centre in one piece it didn't really matter of course, but
I like to know t hese things.

After a mnute or two Al kland began to stir in his sleep. | put ny
t houghts on hold and waited for himto drift awake, slipping the gun beneath
nmy jacket so he didn't have too nuch to deal with at once. Then | realised
that he wasn't waking at all, but dreaming, and | leant forward to watch his
face. Beneath the lids his eyes were rapidly noving back and forth, and his
body began to stir nmore frequently, his head slowy noving back and forth.

Suddenly he gasped in his sleep and whi pped his head over to one side,
face frowning, and then he quite clearly flinched, an arm groping up from
under the covers to cover his face. Wien it fell away again his eyes were
screwed tightly shut and his face was rigid with fear

As | watched himl felt the hairs on the back of ny neck rise, and ny
chest cooled as if ice water was dripping slowy through ny | ungs.

| know about nightrmares, you see. By that | don't just mean | have them
nmysel f: | nean | know about them | watched the twitching of his eyeballs and
the nmuscles in his face and | coul d al nost read what was happening to him |
knew t hat he was not having an ordinary bad dream and that's the point this
whol e thing changed, though | didn't really realise it then

A moment | ater his eyes flew open and saw ne. | sniled reassuringly,
waited for himto get to one hundred per cent awake, and then spoke quietly.
"It's all right. I'mone of the good guys. | guess.'

Al kl and bl inked, and raised hinself awkwardly up onto his el bows.
"What are you doi ng here?" he nmunbl ed, rubbing an eye.



"I"ve come to take you home,' | said quietly. 'Come on: tine to get up.'

He didn't have a chance to react to that before the next two things
happened. The first was that a thin bar of |ight shone under the door, meaning
that the light in the corridor had been turned on. Ch bollocks, | thought,
here cones Gief Instalment No.l: one of the gang has cone to check on Al kl and
at exactly the wong tine. It was the first bad coincidence so far, and | knew
it was well overdue, but what a tine for it to happen, eh?

'"Come on,' | hissed to Alkland. 'Dress very, very quickly.'

| slipped off the chair and stepped lightly over to the door, gun ready.
Then the second thing happened. | heard a murrmur of voices conming up the
stairs. There was sonething a little odd about them but | couldn't tell what
it was until | heard the hacking cough that i mmedi ately foll owed.

"Who' s com ng?' Al kl and whi spered, doing a fine unintentional slapstick
routine as he tried blearily to clinb into his trousers. H's hair was sticking
up at a variety of bizarre angles and his face cried out for his glasses.

'The police,' | said.

They m ght be run-of-the-m Il cops, and they sure as hell weren't
feeling at peak fitness, to judge fromthe sniffles and sneezes that were
becom ng increasingly audible as they made their weary way down the corridor
But they weren't stupid. Perhaps they'd even checked the railway area first,
as | had, and then nmade their way to Play. The gang had al nbst certainly
registered in their own nanes, just as Al kland had. No one suspected them of
anything, and a lie is always nore difficult to carry off than the truth. The
police woul d have access to a list of every Stablent: all they had to do was
patch the guest-list through and wait for a discrepancy. They'd found that the
guest called Al kland was an outsider, and thought they'd found ne. And of
course, they had, the lucky bastards.

| pressed ny ear close to the door, urging Alkland to get a nove on. He
had his glasses on by now, and was | ooking marginally nore together, though

still noving with maddeni ng sl owness. As soon as the gang heard the police
were here all hell was going to break | oose.
'Honey and lemon,' | heard a voice say huskily, 'honey and | enon.'

'Yeah,' his colleague replied wistfully, and then broke into a prol onged
fit of coughing.

"You all right?" sniffed the other, when the fit had subsided to
wheezi ng.
'That was the worst yet, | think.'

"Yeah. Tell you what though: first thing |'mgoing to do is breathe
gernms all over the bastard.'

"I"'mready.' This was from Al kl and, who was standi ng by the bed, | ooking
forlorn and lost. | felt for him Al he wanted to be doing was beetling round
the Centre, pushing back the frontiers of activity, and here he was, in
someone el se' s Nei ghbour hood, caught between his ki dnappers, the police, and
soneone he'd never net before.

'Ckay,' | said, and shepherded himtowards the wi ndow. | picked up the
nm crocabl e di spenser and dropped it out of the wi ndow, and then took out ny
pads. 'Gve me your hands.'

Al kl and held themup like a befuddled child and I rolled ny foot pads
onto his hands.

' Now what you're going to do' | said rapidly, '"is slide down that cable.
Don't say you can't do it, because we haven't got time to discuss it. Believe

me, you're going to do it. The cable will hold your weight: you could carry a
pi ano down with you if you wanted. The pads will stop it burning your hands.
Ckay?'

| didn't give himtime to respond, but urged himup onto the sill. He

sat with his legs out of the w ndow, peering dubiously down towards the
ground.

'Ch dear,' he said, and took his glasses off. | put the cable into his
hands.

"Hold tight," | told him 'and bend your knees when you hit the ground.’



Then | pushed him

H's quiet yelp was | ost outside the window As | clinbed onto the sil
there was a knock at the door. | quickly rolled the pads onto ny hands.

"Hell 0?' said one of the cops, and then sneezed violently. 'M Al kl and,
we'd like a word with you.'

'Yeah' said the other,' but we're going to cough at you first.'

| heard a soft thud outside and, clinging onto the sill with one hand,
reached out for the cable and pulled it in. The I ength snapped back, bringing
the dispenser with it, and I slipped it into nmy pocket before reaching out and

sl appi ng one of nmy hands onto the wall outside. I swung nmy body out,
supporting nyself for one extremely tiring noment with one hand, and swung the
wi ndow shut behind ne. Qickly, which is the only way to do it, | handed

nmysel f down the wall of the hotel, checking for obstacles with ny feet.

In about twenty seconds | was standing in the alley beside A kland, and
as | ripped the pads off our hands | heard a faint crash and saw the Iight of
room 301 go on. Wth luck the Iack of evident escape route woul d confuse them
W had a few nonents to get the hell out.

| grabbed Al kland by the arm and directed hi mdown the side of the
hotel, steering himthrough the undergrowth from behind. He tripped once, and
al nost fell, but he apol ogi sed, which was cool of him | once carried a wonan
eight mles through swanp and she conpl ai ned t he whol e way.

When we got to the front | slipped in front of himand darted gl ances up
and down the street.

There was no one there. Life is like a video gane: when you get to a new
screen, the thing to do is nmove as quickly as possible, before the situation
gets any worse. Wth Alkland trotting ganmely behind ne | ran across the road
casting a glance back at the hotel. The police were evidently still trying to
get their minds round an enpty room | ocked fromthe inside, and with heads
full of catarrh, that could take m nutes. Lights were beginning to appear in
some of the other w ndows, but for the tine being, things were going well.
Wth the police bunping around the gang nmenmbers would have to sit tight: what
had | ooked like grief had turned out to be a stroke of |uck

| vaulted over the-railing and dropped onto the pathway that |led down to
t he beach, and Al kl and cl anbered after me. Sticking close to the wall we
descended until there was sand beneath our feet, and then | stared wildly
round the beach, wondering what the hell we were going to do next.

That's what | nean about A-Z plans, you see. |I'd had no idea that things
were going to turn out like this, so there was no way | coul d have pl anned
things out. You just have to cope with what's happening, and deal with the
next bit when it cones.

The next bit was now here. The obvi ous inpul se was to hide, and that was
neither a terrible idea nor inpossible. Any of the beach houses woul d have
made an adequate bolt-hole. But though hiding s always appealing, it's not
very forward-thinking. You notice that in films when people get away fromthe
bogeynman, for sone reason they always go and hi de sonmewhere they can't get out
of : at the very top of the house, or in the basenment. Feels great for five
m nutes, until you realise you' ve trapped yourself nore effectively than
anyone el se ever could have done. Also, this was the farthest we were going to
get ahead of the people after us, and the thing to do was capitalise on that,
not waste it by staying put.

As Al kl and stood patiently beside me, | put the beach houses out of ny
m nd and thought laterally. Wat el se was there around? Sand. Didn't sound
prom sing. A couple of nediumsized nmetal barrels, |ooked |like they used to
hol d barbecue fluid or something. Not hel pful. A large body of water.

Motioning to Alkland to follow nme, | ran in a crouch up to the water. It
was flowng fairly swiftly.

"Can you swin?' | asked him

"No," he said.

'Geat.’

So much for that. | |ooked back at the hotel. Quite a lot of lights were



on now, and there was evident activity in the hallway, though it |ooked |ike
it was only hotel staff. My mind threw up a quick, barely relevant thought to
file away for worrying about later: once they talked to the staff the police
were going to realise that Alkland, though an outsider, was unlikely to be the
guy who'd vaulted over their desk that norning. The Authorities mght let a
coupl e of cops trace a single intruder, but once they realised there were two
i nside at once, nmatters would take a nore serious turn

| 1 ooked back at the water, thinking furiously.

"Being very, very careful to be as invisible as possible' | whispered,
"go look in those huts. Look for a dinghy, anything.'

Al kl and padded obediently over to them and di sappeared inside the first
one. | ran to the next row and went through them There were tables, chairs,
books, bits and pieces, but nothing even vaguely resenbling a dinghy. | wal ked
back out to the shoreline, feeling our advantage, such as it was, slipping
away.

Then, thank Christ, ny mnd went ping! | ran back up the beach to the
slipway and grabbed two of the barrels. They weren't perfect, but they stil
had their caps and they were going to have to do. Back at the shore Al kl and
hadn't found anything either, so |l told himto go and grab two nore cans. |
returned to the nearest hut. Inside was a | arge wooden table, and | manoeuvred
it out of the doorway and carried it down to the shore. Taking the
I nsect oSukz® out of my pocket, | set themfor suck both sides, and sl apped
them at equal intervals on the table-top. Then | positioned the four cans, one
on top of each of the pads, and pushed down hard. Flipping the table over,
indicated to Alkland to grab the other end and we carried it down to the

waterline. | checked the caps of the barrels were screwed tight and then
pushed the contraption out onto the water. It floated.

' Super,' | said.

"You're intending, | take it' nmuttered Alkland with a worried frown,

"that we sit on that, are you?

That's sort of what | had in mnd, yes.'

"Wn't it sink?

"That question,' | chirped encouragingly, steering himinto the water,
will be answered in the very near future.'

When the water was up to Alkland's waist | held the raft steady and he
cl anbered onto it. The end di pped, but the table-top renai ned several inches
above the water. | pushed the raft further out towards the centre of the
river, until the water was up to ny chest. Bracing nmy arns on the other end
heaved ny body up, slipped nmy | egs up and through them onto the underside of
the table.

'Did you used to be a gymmast?' Al kl and asked, peering at ne through his
gl asses.

"No. Musician.' | said, flapping nmy hands in the water to send the boat
out further still. 'You should try carrying anplifiers around.'
When we were safely clear of the banks | steered the raft round until it

was headi ng straight down the river. By now the current had got hold of us,
and we were already about fifty yards downstream of the Powers. The hotel was
a blaze of light, and one or two people were standing outside on the street.
rat her thought, given that the time was now nearly nidnight, that tonight's
events m ght push even Gerald the tal king duck off page four

Instructing Al kland to keep an eye on our direction and to flap his
hands in the water if corrections were needed, | got the map of Stable and ny
l[ighter out. After a glance round |I quickly snapped it alight and | ooked at
the map. Apart from a detour about a mile downstream the river ran through
undevel oped areas of Stable, which was very encouraging. What it did when it
hit the Nei ghbourhood wall was anyone's guess, but for the tine being, we had
an ideal node of transport.

| put the map away and tried to think about the next bit, but it
woul dn"t cone. The choice was between junping ship a mle further on and
nmelting into the town, or sticking to the river and dealing with the problem



when we couldn't go any further. My brain clearly felt it had done its bit for
the tine being, and | didn't push it. The raft was holding up well: the pads
work on nol ecul ar attraction rather than actual suction, so the water; had no
effect on them Wth the table legs to | ean back on, it was actually
surprisingly confortable, if not cosy, and | settled for sitting back and
admring the view Al kland was silent, and seened to be doing the sane.

I was a bit tense when buildings first began to rise on either side of
us, but the town was so clearly asleep that | soon rel axed again. There's
somet hing very strange about being on the water at night, especially inland.
You see the back of things, froman odd angle, with just a fewlights here and
there gl owing orange in the darkness, and feel as if you're slipping unseen
like a visiting ghost through an alien town.

When t he buil di ngs began to shade away again as the river headed back
out into the country I turned and | ooked at Al kl and, who was gazi ng peaceably
down at the water. | lit up a cigarette, cupping the glowing end in ny palmto
avoid showing a light, and he | ooked up

'Bad for you, you know.'

Strangely, | did. Al non-smokers seemto live in the belief that
snokers have wandered naively through life, bereft of the know edge that their
habit is extremely bad for them 1'Il tell themit's bad for them' they seem
to think, "and they' Il imediately throw all their cigarettes away.' Normally

it irritates ne, but | was tired, and he didn't nean any harmby it. He was an
Actioneer, after all.

"I know," | replied, soothingly.

He smiled, and | ooked round the raft, noddi ng approvingly.

"Very professional. Not bad at all in the time provided. Do you do this

of ten?

"Not this exactly, but this kind of thing.'

'What do you do, exactly?

"Don't you start,' | said, and then realised he woul dn't have a clue
what | was tal king about. 'l sort things out. Sonetinmes that means finding

t hi ngs, or people.’
" And now you' ve found ne.'
"Yes.'
"Was it hard?
"Not really, no, which worries me slightly."'

] W]y?l

"Nothing's ever easy. It'll catch up with ne sooner or later.'

He smiled, and seened to know what | neant.

'For exanple,' | said, addressing a question which was going to have to

be dealt with sooner rather than later, 'what kind of gang are we dealing with
here?'

He | ooked at ne for a noment.

' Gang?'

'Yes: the people who brought you here. \Wat do they want? How many of
them are there? Wiere are they fron? What are their nanmes?

'There is no gang,' he frowned. 'l cane here by nyself.'

In the distance there was the faint humand chirrup of insects, and the
sound of trees rustling in the wind. The river gurgled a | ow babbl e around us,
and the end of ny cigarette crackled very faintly, its glow cupped in ny
hand.

"Ch, 'l said.
Remenmber back when | wote ny internal meno, | said there was one nore
thing I thought of, that 1'd only mention if it was relevant? Well, it turns

out it was relevant. The thought was this.

For a gang to organise getting into the Centre, finding and snatching
Al kl and, pulling himout of the Neighbourhood, and all of this w thout being
detected or anyone knowi ng who they were, was a very conpl ex undertaki ng. \Wat



was the sinplest alternative? Alkland | eft under his own steam
Whi ch was all very well as a concept, but | had no evidence, no reason
to suppose he woul d have done that, and it would have nade no difference what

| did anyway: | still had to find out where he was, and get to him | don't
just put off thinking about things because |I'mlazy: there's a time and a
place for the truth. I'"'mnot as stupid as | |ook, you know, and |I'm not
necessarily going to tell you everything. So watch out.

But | nust admit | was surprised. | say 'surprised : | alnost fell off
the raft.

"Ch,' | said again. Al kland watched nme, eyebrows raised. | thought for a
nonent .

"You can explain that to me at sonme stage, if you like' | said
eventually, "in fact, you're probably going to have to. There's a |ot of

hi gh- power ed can-do people out there |ooking for you, and |I'm supposed to be
t aki ng you back to them'
Al kl and made as if to speak, but | held up nmy hand.

"For the time being it will only confuse matters, and |'ve got enough to
worry about already. The police back there were | ooking for me, not you. By
now they'll know that there's two intruders in the Nei ghbourhood, and they've

got your name. Nothing you can tell ne is going to change the issue. If we
don't get out of Stable as soon as possible, we're going to beconme dead
peopl e."'

| talked to Snedd, you see, and found out a bit nore about his DNA
expiration work-around. It involved a drug called Strim Way, way back Strim
was sort of |ike Dopaz in some areas, the popular heavy drug. Its effects are
far wilder than Dopaz's, and not everyone's idea of fun: it fucks around with
genetic material, tenporarily changing the brain's neural organisation
Perception is not just warped or distorted: it becones conpletely alien,
transporting the user into an utterly different universe, one that is by al
accounts a ni ghtmare.

Over the years people in Turn Nei ghbourhood, fun-loving violent l[unatics
that they are, used the drug so often and in such increasing quantities that
natural selection weeded out those who couldn't take it, and in tine strands
of the popul ation became inmune to its effects. Snedd's work-around invol ved
regul ar use of Strimin quantities that would kill one hundred normal people
stone dead instantly. Having to spend the rest of your life with a digita
cl ock on your forehead, branded as a crimnal, would have been a far from
ideal life, but it would have been a life. For Alkland and |, there was no
| et-out clause. If we were caught we would either die instantly, or in one
year's tinme

Nei t her appeal ed.

Al kI and nodded, which again put himwell above the ranks of ny normnal
rescuees. He saw the position

I"'msorry | screwed up the situation back there for you,' | said, 'but
t hey woul d have cracked on sooner or later.'

"I know he nodded. 'I wasn't thinking very clearly when | cane. At all
in fact.'

"How the hell did you get in? | asked, broaching what to ne was a bit
of a burning issue. | mean, you saw the grief | had, and |"'mbuilt for this

ki nd of thing.

"I had nyself delivered" he replied. "A friend of nmine left the Centre
many years ago, transferred to Natsci Nei ghbourhood. Computers were his thing,
you see. He's quite high up now Stable bought their inportant conputer from
Nat sci, the one they use to run the big vidiscreens and the atnosphere
controls. That was a long, long tine ago: it was just about their only inport.
No one knows about it apart fromthe Authorities, of course. A few days ago
they had a new one delivered, and |'msure they'll be so pleased with it that
they won't notice it isn't quite as powerful as prom sed.’

"And why isn't it?

' Because where the tertiary RAM units are supposed to be there's just a



space. It's not very large, but it was big enough.'

"Nice." | said. "A diplomatic pouch.'

He | aughed.

"Yes, in effect. One with a service panel in the back which, unusually,
opens fromthe inside too. | was prepared to sit inside for a few days,
waiting for the right tine. As it happened it was left in the street for ten
m nutes, and | popped out. | just wal ked away, and no one gave nme a second
gl ance.'

| shook ny head. Contacts of that sort | would give soneone else's right
armfor. Even Zenda can't pull strings like that. The thought of her held ne
for a noment, and | wondered how thi ngs were going back in can-do city. If
Royn had passed on ny nessage, and she was pretty good like that, then Zenda
woul d know both that | was in Stable, and that |1'd been in serious shit when |
sent it. | wondered if she was worried about nme. | sort of hoped she was: not
to a degree that would in any way inconveni ence her or distract her from being
t he hyper-powered dynano she was, but just a little bit would be nice.

"That,' | said, 'is reasonably flash. You get high marks for that.'

' Thank you,' he said, proudly. |I've never done anything like it before.
The idea just popped into ny head.'

' The downsi de being, sadly, that it's no use to us now | arrived
tourist class, leaping | arge distances, running like hell and al nost being
killed, and that's no use either. They'll have police wedged down that pipe

i ke sardines."'

"And there's no other way you know of ?'

"Nope,' | said, cheerfully, '"fromnow on we're into creative and
original thought.'

7

"A large police manhunt is underway today followi ng an incident in Play
area last night. Six policenen, three small children and a bunny rabbit were
killed when Fell Al kland, a fugitive fromjustice, escaped fromthe Powers
Hotel. Police have yet to release a picture of this |oathsone thief, child
nol ester, animal hurter and defiler of graves, but he is described as being in
his sixties and of mediumbuild, with thinning grey hair and a nasty nose. A
younger accomnplice, whomthe police describe sinply as "agile", is also being
sought. If you see anyone who neets either of these descriptions you should
report themto the police inmediately.

"Followi ng a heart attack brought on by overwork, Gerald the talking
duck is in hospital, where his condition is described as good. Does he think
his doctors are all "quacks"? We'll have that story after the break.'

Four o'clock in the norning, that deep, dead hour, found us stil
floating along on the crest of a table. Al kland dozed off after a while,
propped up agai nst one of the legs. He twitched occasionally, but for the nost
part his sleep seened untroubled. | stayed awake, trying to think of a way
out .

The problemwas that | sinply didn't know enough about Stable. Nobody
did. Fromwhat Al kland had told ne about his intrusion route, there nust be a
way in somewhere, but it was a dead cert that it would be guarded to the
gills, even if we could find out where it was. It was also a cert that cone
sunrise every Stablent with an ounce of public feeling in their hearts (which
meant all of then) would have been convinced that we had to be caught at al
costs. They woul dn't have photos, but the art student could have given them
quite a thorough description of Al kland, and sooner or |ater we'd give
ourselves away in public. W had to stay away from public areas: the river and
the strip of 'countryside' on either side of it was our only hope.

But | was tired, and nothing much came to nme. You have to remenber that
since I'd last slept 1'd travelled to Royle, got across it, undergone ny
rather trying intrusion experience, hacked round the derelict area, clinmbed up



and down wal |l s, fashioned nakeshift rafts and so on and so forth. 'Enough
already,' ny brain was saying. 'Tinme out.' It couldn't have one, as | had to
keep watch and make sure we didn't veer towards the bank, so it huffily

wi thdrew all thinking services and left ne with two blankly staring eyes.

| looked up fromlighting another cigarette to see that Al kland had
woken and was | ooking blearily at ne.

"Ah,' he said, 'it wasn't a dream then. How di sappointing.'

He tried to stretch his |legs, discovered that it couldn't really be done
wi t hout kicking ne in the face, and gave up. Shivering, he wapped his jacket
ti ghter round hi magainst the cold, and peered out across the water

'"So,' he said. 'Is it any less likely we're going to be dead by the end
of the day yet?

"Not significantly, no. Utimtely we're going to run out of river. W
could head for the bank and canp out in those trees, but | wouldn't advise it.

There's nowhere to go, and they'll search them sooner or later. | think our
best bet is staying put until we get to the wall, and then see what happens.'
| didn't add that what happened mi ght well involve bullets. He was a
smart guy: |I'msure he figured that for hinmself. Something had to happen to
the river when it got to the wall. | had no idea what, but | just had to hope
it was sonething helpful. It was our only chance.
' Do you think they'll know we're on the river?

'"No. Think about it. What they found was a | ocked and enpty room The
bed | ooked slept in: that's all they know You could have junped ship hours
before they got there. They don't know there was any urgency on our part, and
wi t hout that they won't think of the river. Wiy screw about with water when
you could just wal k? They'l|l probably just assume we're in Stable sonmewhere,
hiding out. They won't know for sure we're together, and the descriptions they
get of you won't make themleap to the conclusion you' re an old hand at
conmmando tactics like fashioning rafts out of tables. For the tinme being,
we' re noderately safe where we are.’

Al kl and nodded, seenming a little conforted. | was gl ad one of us was.

Things at the wall went badly at first. It sort of crept up on us, and
by the time | realised what was happening it was too late. 1'd kind of assuned
that we'd be able to junp ship before we got there: sadly not.

By five dawn was doing its thing, and a final bend in the river |led us
into a straight run to the Nei ghbourhood wall. The banks had wi dened over the
| ast hour, and getting to them would have been no nean feat against the
st rengt heni ng current.

Then about half a mile out, the gradually tapering banks were repl aced
by brick walls. For a while they were only six feet or so high, which we could
have handl ed, but by the time we were getting really close they had risen to

twenty feet. Worse still, they were no | onger sheer but bent back over the
water. CGetting the raft to themwoul dn't have been easy. Deconstructing the
raft while still standing on it to get the pads woul d have poked its head into

"Very Difficult' status. W would only have two pads each: Al kland handi ng
hi nsel f up one of those increasingly curved walls was firmy | abelled
"Inpossible', and cross-referenced to the 'Forget it' and | think Not'
categories as well. Ahead of us the river narrowed abruptly, feeding into a
hole in the wall which was about ten feet w de and four high

"W're going into that hole, aren't we? Al kland asked sadly.

"Yep.'

"Any idea what's on the other side?

' Nope. '

'"Right-o, 'he sighed.

About a hundred, yards away fromthe wall mnmy brain, sensing | was

inmperilling its safety yet again, called a tenporary truce. |1'Il deal with you
later,' it muttered, glaring at ne. '\Wat the hell are we going to do now
then?" | think it was secretly glad to be back in the team though, because

after a monent | came up with the first bit.



"Cone and sit next to nme at the back,' | said to Al kland, and he
conplied resignedly. 'Wien we get to the wall, we're going to stick both our
hands up, and we're going to grab it. The current's pretty fast, so it's going
to be hard, but what we have to do is try to hold on for |ong enough so that |
can | ook and see what happens inside. Ckay?'

Al kl and nodded, putting his glasses neatly into his pocket. | zipped up
t he inside pocket of mny jacket, which has a waterproof lining. | cone
pr epar ed.

In the last thirty yards the current increased dramatically. Ten yards
away we stuck our hands up and sat for a few nonents, probably |ooking like a
very dour pair of accountants dourly getting into the spirit of a water ride
in a thenme park. The hole was taller than it | ooked, and at the last mnute we
had to hoi ck oursel ves onto our knees to reach the wall. My hands smacked into
the slightly slippery stone and for a nonment | was sure they weren't going to
hol d: the current dragged us past for a second, giving me a glance of an
interior that was very noisy and strangely light, and then by straining arm
nmuscl es we managed to hold the raft steady. It was clear we couldn't hold on
for Iong, however, so | slipped ny head in and checked it out.

What | saw was so nmonunentally surprising that it took ne a while to
work out what it was, and then even longer to work out what it nmeant. The
narrow river of water continued in a concrete conduit for about five yards
past the wall, and then broadened into a pool about ten yards across, the
water whirling choppily around in a dishearteningly dangerous way.

At the centre of the pool there was sonething very strange. A channel of
wat er about six feet across shot straight up as far as the eye could see. Four
spotlights were trained on the spout, which seenmed to be contained within a
tube of thick glass.

"What can you see?' gasped Al kland, clinging onto the lip of the hole
with all his might, bless him

"I don't know. But it's very nicely lit.'

It clicked soon enough, of course. You probably think you were there
before nme, but of course you're not hanging onto a wall while crouched on a
raft. O if you are, you're doing it of your own free will and | bet the water
isn'"t flowi ng as quickly.

The river didn't flow out of the Nei ghbourhood and into the toil et
outside: water in that quantity woul d have been hard to cone by, and
constantly refining turd soup from Royle woul d have been a real pain for the
Authorities. So instead they'd set this up. The river was zapped up to sone
pipe up in the roof, sent over to the other side, and dropped back down to
join the start of the river. That was inpressive engi nheering by anyone's
standards. They had to have sone help from sonewhere: anti-gravity frolics of
that kind are pretty state-of-the-art stuff. That sort of technology is bloody
expensi ve and held very close by the people developing it. The Stable
Authorities had to have some pretty stunning contacts thenselves. | filed away
t he question of what exactly it was they had to offer in exchange for |ater
consi derati on

For i mmedi ate consideration was what this offered us. My arns were
getting very tired and Al kland's contribution had waned to negligible. There
was very little choice. We couldn't go back, and once we were inside there was
nowhere to go except into the pool. The current in there was fierce: there was
a very strong pull fromthe glass tube sucking the water up into the field.

"Al kl and?' | shouted, and he wearily ducked his head under the wall.
let himtake a second to take everything in. 'W're going up that tube.’

The prospect clearly alarned hima great deal, but there was nothing

could do about that. | wasn't regarding the experience in a wholly positive
[ight myself, but we weren't in a choice situation, and he realised that.
"Ch dear. | - oh dear.'’
'Yeah. | know what you nean. We're going to have to go down on the

table. W don't want it to get there first or it m ght block the tube, and
with that sort of suction we'll never get it off. So. W let go, and ride the



rapi ds. Ready?'
' Ch dear.'
| took that as a 'yes' and let go. The raft i mediately cannoned down
t he channel towards the pool and in about two seconds we were bounci ng around

a Jacuzzi fromhell. Alnpst imrediately two of the barrels sprang off the
bottom of the table, the pads unable to cope with the power of the current.
The raft tipped and turned over, dunping us into the churning water. | grabbed

Al kl and' s coat and pulled himtowards ne as best | could. W were set on
course now, spinning round the pool increasingly quickly, with the table and
two barrels in close pursuit. A kland | ooked deeply unhappy about the whol e

experience, and | grinned nmaniacally at himto try to cheer himup. | |ook
after nmy clients.

'"At the |last possible moment' | screamed, trying to comunicate above
the din, 'take the deepest breath you can. Breathe till you're full. Then take

anot her breath. It may have to last you a while.'

| didn't add that it mght be the |last one he took. In another couple of
seconds we were whi pped under the bottom end of the tube, hauled into the
col um of water and dropped towards the sky.

| mense speed, a rushing sound and a feeling of crushed and utter

hel pl essness. For the first few nonents, that was all | knew. Then | noticed
that | still had a handful of Al kland' s jacket and tightened my grip. If by
some chance | got out of this, | wanted himw th ne.

The el evator ride | asted about forty seconds, | suppose, but it seened

a, hell of a lot longer than that. The last third seemed to expand, swelling
until time al nbst stopped, with nothing but the sound of water and the glint
of the glass tube reflecting Iight fromthe spots bel ow. Though the inpact had
knocked a little out of me | still had enough breath left for a while, but I
had no idea how long there was still to go, or what woul d happen next. If the
chute reached roof |evel and was then diverted into a pipe to run across to
the other side, we were finished. There was no way | could hold ny breath that
long, and |I'm youngi sh and pretty damm fit. |1'd be holding on to a dead nman's
jacket before we got a tenth of the way across Stable.

| tried, but in the circunstances | couldn't quite get my head round the
physics of the whole thing. To keep the river cycle going, | hazarded vaguely,
simlar quantities of water would have to cross the ground in one direction
and the roof in the other. If the pipe was the same size as the river, the
wat er speed would be the sane. Probably. If it was thinner, it would have to
be quicker. Wwuldn't it? If so, howthin wuld it have to be to be quick
enough? | didn't have a pen, piece of paper, calculator and pitcher of alcoho
to hand, so | gave up trying to work it out, and al nost inmedi ately afterwards
t he next thing happened.

Suddenly the glass tube cane to an end. The colum of water spurted a
few feet above it and then broke up, falling round the sides. | heard Al kl and
gasp for breath as we fell back and were bounced by the water charging up
behind us. We slid painfully across a sort of conduit thing before Ianding in
a pair of bruised heaps on the ground. Wth one nind we flailed unseeingly to
the side, instinctively crawing out of the continual flow of water. Wthin
five yards we came to a ridge in the ground, and | heaved myself to ny knees
and, turned round to sit on it.

Al kl and joined nme a nonent |ater, chest heaving, and we | ooked at each
other Wearily. The Actioneer |ooked |ike an experinent in aquatic rat-breeding
and | doubt | appeared exactly dapper. After a noment we both |aughed, quietly
at first, and then |l ouder and | ouder, pointing at each other; with weak arns.
Each time it | ooked like we were going to get it under control one of us would
breakout again, and the other would follow. It was kind of hysterical,
guess, but it was a good thing all the sane.

When we eventually got a grip | unzipped ny inside pocket and got out a
cigarette. Al kland retrieved his glasses and put themon. Both thus-armed wth
our aids to thought, we gazed slowy; round the area we found ourselves in.

W were in a low dark roomthe size of the whole of Stable



Nei ghbour hood. The ceiling was about ten feet high, and tiny bulbs set into
the floor shed a little light at intervals, enough to give an inpression of
how t he thi ng worked.

In front of us and to the left was the end of the water colum. Water
punped out of it at a constant rate, and after a noment one of the barrels,
closely followed by the others, popped out like corks and fell with a drum
roll to the floor. The table came up in pieces, which was good. It could have
jamred round the bottom of the tube, which sooner or |ater would have alerted
whoever nmaintained this set-up. The water dropped into the wi de conduit we'd
scraped across.

This conduit was in two parts: one |led by our side and behind us, and
the other went off into the distance. Both were slightly angled to keep the

water nmoving. At intervals along the conduit's length were small |et-off
pi pes, which rel eased what was presumably a gauged amount of water onto the
floor. The room | saw, |ooking round, stretched as far as we could see to the

front and to the right. It was divided into channels about six feet across by
low ridges |ike the one we were perched on. Although it was too gentle to
sense, | realised that the floor nust slope very slightly fromwhere we were
to the other side of Stable.

In fact, it was the one pernutation | hadn't tried to work out in the
col um of water. Instead of punping the water back across in a narrow pipe, or
letting it flowat a river's width, they had the opposi te arrangenent .
Water fell into the conduits and was di spersed across the width of the
Nei ghbour hood, falling into the channels. There, at a depth of no nore than an
inch, it flowed across to the other side, where presunmably it was funnelled
into a chute that dropped it down at the source of the Stable river.

"Peculiar,' observed Alkland. It transpired that he'd gone through
simlar calculations in the tube, and, zappy can-do over-achi ever that he was,
had been able to work the thing out in his head. He'd known exactly how narrow
the pipe was going to have to be for us to survive, realised how unlikely that
was, and was pleasantly surprised to still be alive. | was too, | guess, and
t he mood, though subdued, was buoyant. Al kland shook his head briefly like a
venerabl e ol d dog, spraying sone of the water out of his hair and making him
| ook like he'd just been electrocuted. While taking off his squel chy shoes he
turned and | ooked up at nme. 'Wat now, M Stark?'

"Just call ne Stark," | said. | liked A kland, | decided. Fromthe
purely business point of view, he was good to work with. He did what he was
told, didn't endl essly pipe up with unwrkabl e suggestions and disturb ny flow
of thought, and didn't conplain much either. He was also pretty rel axed for
someone of his age and background. I'mused to finding nmyself in strange
places. It's the story of ny life. Most Actioneers, with a few honourable
exceptions, would have needed nmonths of therapy after this sort of thing, and
yet
here he was, just patiently waiting for the next bit. Liking himwas going to
conplicate the issue if and when we ever got back hone, of course, but that
probl em was sone way back in the queue.

'\What happens now | said, standing, 'is that we wal k.'

"\Where?' Al kland frowned, peering eloquently out into the gl oom

" Anywhere. There's no way out sitting here. Any nove in any direction
i ncreases the probability of us finding a solution.'

He nodded approvingly.

"You're not an Actioneer, are you?' he asked.

"No' | smiled. '"Not ny sort of thing.'

"Pity.'

Shoes in hand, we wal ked al ong the ridge, which was just w de enough not
to involve a major high-wire balancing act. It was still rather tiring, and
after a while we clinbed down and trai psed al ong the channel instead, feet
sl ushing through the shallow water. | was trying to decide whether it was
better to head back for the side of the room or keep going for the centre,
when Al kl and pointed at the floor.



" Look' he said.

Bendi ng down, | saw what he meant. A thin stream of tiny bubbles was
rising fromthe floor.

'Looks as if they've got a |eak.'

"I wonder' | replied, and crawmled a few feet up the channel, staring
down into the water. Sure enough, | soon found another stream of bubbles, and
within a minute had established that the channel was full of them at regular
one-yard intervals. 'l think they're having a little rain in Stable this
nor ni ng. "'

'How cl ever' said Al kland, getting it at once.

| guess it was, really. It hadn't occurred to ne at first, because nopst
Nei ghbour hoods with roofs put themon specifically to do away with the
weat her. The last thing they'd be doi ng was devel opi ng conpli cated
wor k- arounds so they could have it back again. In Stable, of course, things
were different. They still wanted weather, it was just the outside world
they'd renounced. So instead of pumping the water across in the quickest tine
possible, they killed two birds with one stone. Al kland wal ked over to the
next channel and peered down into the water there.

'"No bubbles in this one' he observed. That nust be how they control it.
For a sunny day they set the outlets out there to just send water down
channel s without the holes. For a downpour, they just send it down the ones
wi th hol es. Today rmust be a |light shower.'

'No wonder they need such a flash conputer' | said, shaking ny head. |
couldn't get my mind round so rmuch pointless ingenuity. If they could just get
a grip on the way the world was now and cone to ternms with things outside,
they could have normal rain without all this high-tech dicking around. It was
all very clever, but kind of stupid too. Then a thought struck ne.

"I have an idea' | said, and Alkland's face imedi ately brightened. It
was touching, really, to see his developing faith. |I like that in a client.
"W're going to separate and walk in different directions, |ooking up at the
ceiling.'

'l see' he said, sagely. 'Wy?

'"No systemis perfect. There's no perpetual notion. Wth condensation
spi |l |l age, evaporation, tiny amounts of water nust be |ost out of the cycle
either up here or down there. Over tinme, the whole thing would run dry, unless
there's water coming in too. Either they purify water out of Royle, or they
get it fromsomewhere else. I'mplunmping for the latter, because | can only
see one input tube.'

' Then where do you think they get it fron?

' Sanme place as everywhere else,' | said, pointing up at the ceiling.
"Rain falls on that roof, pure water falling fromthe sky. They'd be insane
not to make use of it. Maybe there's a way of getting out the way that it gets
in.'

W split up and wal ked quickly, staring up at the ceiling, which was
grey, featureless and intermttently covered with algae. Al kland tripped once
over a ridge and went splat down into the water, but | pretended | hadn't
noticed. | don't think you can find that kind of thing funny once you' ve
realised how fragile nost nen's dignity is. Take mine for instance. You can
al nost see through it.

When Al kl and shouted we were so far apart | couldn't even see him The
tiny bulbs attached to the ridges cast little pools of light across the water,
but the glow didn't reach very far. He shouted again out of the gl oom and
headed towards the sound, hoping that the systemup here ran itself and there
wasn't some engi neer nonitoring the whol e thing.

The Actioneer was standing on a ridge when | found him squinting
upwards. | joined himand foll owed his gaze. | saw light, and cl apped Al kl and
so hard on the back that | had to grab himto prevent himfrom ending face-up
in the water again. Wien he'd recovered his bal ance he grinned at ne, and then



we both stared upwards.

Above us was a hole, about three feet square and covered with a grille.
The nmesh was too fine ~to show what |ay beyond, but | could guess. The outside
wor | d.

| hoisted Al kland onto nmy shoulders with sone difficulty and he reached
up to poke the grille. It didn't nove i mediately, and | had time to wish I'd
found ny Furt before |leaving the apartnent two hundred years ago. Then he
shoved it harder, and one end noved. Another push sent it up like alittle
trapdoor, revealing what |ay beyond.

Life is sel domeasy. Despite the evidence of the | ast couple of days,
the gods of fate rarely go out of their way to help ne, and they certainly
hadn't here. The god in charge of 'giving Stark a break' was tied up in
nmeetings, or taking a | ong weekend. W were |looking up into a square well that
was at |least twelve feet deep. |1'd realised that the Stable wall would be
thick, but not that thick. The sides were absolutely featureless, with no
handhol ds, | adder or elevator to be seen. At the top was another grille.

I let Alkland back down again and stood for a noment, head drooping. The
pads were gone. Even if one of themhad nade it up here it would take hours to
find, and it was far nore likely that they were stuck fast to sonething down
bel ow. For a noment | felt very, very tired

'So,' said Al kland cheerily, "who's going up first?

| looked up slowy, and saw t hat he was j oking.

"You,' | sniled, and he | aughed, and that was enough

| got Alkland to stand with his feet a yard apart and angled slightly,
to make himas firma base as possible. He cupped his hands and | stepped into
them Placing ny left foot lightly on his shoul der | checked my bal ance, and
then quickly pulled the right up and planted it on his other shoul der
si mul t aneousl y strai ght eni ng.

So far, so good. | was standing with nmy torso up in the well. The next
bit was going to be a bastard, and know ng that Al kland wouldn't be able to
hold ne up indefinitely, | got to it.

"Hold nmy feet,' | said, and felt his hands clanp round ny ankles. | let
nmysel f sway back so that my shoul ders were | eaning against the wall. Then
very carefully raised ny right foot, pulling nmy knee as far into ny body as
possi bl e. Al kland stunbled slightly and for a heart-stoppi ng noment | thought
| was going to drop down onto the ridge back first, but he regained his
bal ance and altered his position so that he was bracing ne in the right
direction, ny left foot now pushing against the top of his chest.

| reached down and took ny right foot in ny hand, and then very slowy
pulled it up towards ne. It was a struggle, but | just managed to bring it
into the well. Once it was past the lip | planted it squarely onto the
opposite wall and pushed hard. When | was as sure as | was going to be that |
was adequately braced | pulled nmy other foot up. Carefully slipping that in
and planting it next to the other one, |I felt relatively secure for the first
time. Slowy, arching ny back, | wiggled nmy shoul ders while pushing hard with
my legs, trying to edge ny back up the wall. From below | heard the sound of
fai nt giggling.

" Shut the fuck up, will you?" | said, trying not to laugh. This isn't as
easy as it looks.'

The tide began to turn, and | could feel ny shoulders slowy raising
above the level of ny feet. After a while it became a little easier, and
within a mnute | was in a sort of sitting position, back straight against the
wall and legs rigid in front of ne. | negotiated nyself round until my back
was pressed into one of the corners, turning the well into a dianond, which
woul d be easier to clinb up. Wth one foot on each of the opposite walls, and
getting what purchase | could with my hands, | began to ease ny way up the
well an inch at a tine.

It took about half an hour. Twice | felt ny back slipping and was sure
was goi ng straight back down again, to land on top of Alkland' s anxiously
upturned face. By expanding nmy chest as far as possible | was able to halt the



slide and continue, but by the tine | got to the top nmy heart was beating at a
dangerous rate and ny | egs were shaking violently, the nuscles ready to give

out. Angling my back so as to jamnyself as best | could, | reached up and
shoved the grille. It didn't give. Not even a little bit.

"Bastard,' | wailed quietly.

"How s it going? ' Al kland called up

'Badly.'

'Good' he said optimstically. 'That's always been an encouragi ng sign
so far.'

| realised there was sonmething | could try, and reaching carefully into
my pocket | pulled out the gun. | set the energy output to maxi mum diffusion
covered nmy face, and fired at the grille. There was a phut and a few droplets
of nmolten netal sprinkled over ne.

Even before | opened ny eyes the increase in light told ne it had
wor ked. There was a hole in the grille about a foot in dianmeter through which
sunl i ght was stream ng, and a qui et whoop frombelow told me Al kland knew what
had happened. A couple nmore phuts expanded the hole and | reached out and put
one armout, scrabbling to get sone purchase. The other armwent out the other
way and | manfully hauled nmy head out, followed by ny shoul ders. The rest was
easy.

| rolled to one side and lay for a noment, panting. Around ne all |
could see was white stone and above ne was the sky, the real sky. After a
while | levered nyself to a sitting position and | ooked around, feeling
slightly dizzy. | was sitting at the bottomof a |arge and shal |l ow depression
obvi ously designed to funnel rainwater towards the grille. The stone stretched
for acres in every direction but one: behind me it came to an abrupt halt
about two hundred yards away.

Draggi ng nmyself wearily to the hole, | called down to Al kland, Take your
jacket off and wap it round your hands!’

Wiile he did so | took the mcrocable out and fed the end down to him |
wasn't terribly confident that this was going to work. The retractor in a
m crocabl e di spenser is strong enough to handle small |oads. Al kland, though
neither big nor fat, was a whol e human being, and they were not designed wth
that kind of thing in mnd.

"This is going to be touch and go' | said, and Al kl and nodded, as if he
had expected no less. 'As soon as you can, wedge yourself in.' He grabbed the
end of the cable and wapped it several tinmes round his heavily padded hands.

| positioned nyself over the hole, legs firmy planted either side, and
flicked the retractor switch. For a nonent it worked snoothly, pulling Al kland
swiftly up until his head and shoul ders were in the well. Then the soft
hunm ng started to veer towards a buzzing, and the rate of clinb decreased
markedly. Slowy Al kland spiralled higher until | could see one hand groping
up for the edge of the grille. As his fingers scrabbled against it the
retractor gave up the ghost with a fizzpt and | [unged down and grabbed the
Actioneer's hand, nearly joining himin a quick ride back down to the bottom
The jacket slipped but | grabbed his wist with my other hand and slowy
haul ed hi mup until his head and shoul ders were through the hole. | hel ped him
until he was out and then we both fell back in separate directions.

W |ay on our backs for quite some tinme. It seened to be the thing to
do.

8

You know t hose thoughts you get sonetines, the ones where you know
somet hing's not right, that there's sonething you ought to be thinking about;
that you can't quite put your finger on? And what happens is you forget about
it, and then a bit later on it comes back to haunt you in a very big way?

For one brief second | had one of those.

| forgot about it.



| dozed off for a few minutes, lulled by hot stone and extrene
tiredness, and when | canme to Al kland was sitting nearby, gazing at his hands.
Cinmbing to a nore upright position | |ooked at the Actioneer, rather
di sturbed by what | saw. This was the first time |I'd seen his face in
anyt hi ng; approachi ng normal light since the restaurant in the Powers twelve
hours ago, and the change in that time was renmarkable. It wasn't just that he
| ooked exhausted: he | ooked very ill as well. H's skin was extrenely pale
beneath the vestiges of his compul sory tan, and the patches under his eyes
were dark and sallow 1 coughed to signify that | was awake, and, startled, he
turned to | ook at nme, for a nonent |ooking |like a much younger and very
troubl ed man. Then he sm | ed vaguely, and becane just a worried person in his
si xti es.

"I"ve been to the edge' he said. 'It's a very |long way down, you know.
Are we going to have to dive off it, or something?

| nearly choked | aughing at this. Stable Nei ghbourhood is about eight
hundred yards high. He sniled tentatively, as if suspecting that | mnight say

of course we weren't going to dive, | was going to teach himhowto fly. To
put himout of his misery | pulled ny vidi phone out.
"No," | said. 'Hopefully we'll be leaving in confort.'

| called Shel by's nunber in Brandfield Nei ghbourhood and after no nore
than five rings was rewarded by her beam ng face.

' Chnygod, Stark! How are you?

"I"'mfine. How s tricks?

"They're good, Stark, they're like really ... where are you, Stark?
"I"'mon top of Stable Neighbourhood.'

"Ch ny Guwaud . '

"I know, | know. Listen, Shelby. | need a big favour.'

You' ve got it Stark, like, totally.'

"I need a lift.'

"Sure. Can do. That's affirmative. Conpletely.'

' One problem Shel by.'

"Uh-huh? Work with nme."'

"There's two of us.'

'"No big whoop. It'Il be way cosy, and | won't be able to take you so
far, but it'll happen.'

| felt nmy entire body sag to the floor with relief.

' Shel by? You're a good person, and | value your friendship and support.’

"It's a mutual thing, Stark, it's a nutual thing. You' re |ooking at a
hal f hour here. G ao!’

| put the vidi phone away. Al kland was | ooki ng consi derably nore rel axed.

"Who was that?

"Friend of mine. She has a heliporter.'

'She sounds a little . . . intense.’

"She's fine. She's fromBrandfield, that's all.’

Brandfield is a Nei ghbourhood for rich people, pure and sinple. Every
single adult in the Nei ghbourhood is either a doctor, |awer, orthodontist or
wi fe, and their beautifully poised daughters just float around, having
parties, power shopping and waiting for their turn to be a doctor, |awer or
orthodontist's wife. Just under a third of the Nei ghbourhood' s area consists
of golf courses, and the conpetition to be the nost exclusive club is
unbel i evably fierce. The top three won't let anyone at all be nenbers.

Shel by is a hundred per cent Brandfield girl, but she has another side.
Most of her friends would consider it outré to know how to work a watch, but
she bats around on her heliporter like a wild thing, and even has sone idea
how it works, | suspect. She didn't seemtotally convinced when | told her
once it was nmagic, anyway. Sonme doctor, |awyer or orthodontist is going to
find themselves with a bit nmore than they bargained for when the tinme cones.

The Actioneer shook his head.

'Never been there. Hardly been anywhere, in fact. Were is it?

' Coupl e of Nei ghbourhoods away. She said half an hour but she's al ways



just that little bit later than you' d expect.'

There was a pause before Al kl and spoke.

'So we are going to make it, after all?

' Looks that way. Bunmer, eh?

Thi ngs went silent again and | sat covertly watching the Actioneer, who
was swaying slightly and obviously very tired but trying to stay awake. It
| ooked |i ke something was on his mnd. After a nonment he roused hinself and
turned to face ne.

"Stark, when we do get off here, where will we go?

We hadn't discussed the situation at all since his revelation on the
raft, and this was a question |'d been expecting. For the first tinme it |ooked
reasonably definite that we were going to carry on living, which nmeant that
there were sone issues which had to be addressed.

"Well, that's sort of up to you. My job was to find you, and take you
back to the Centre.'

He nodded, sniling painfully.

' However,' | continued, 'l get the sense that you could maybe use a
little time to reorientate yourself, or whatever. Al so, there's sonething
think I should talk to you about. So there is an alternative, which is that we
go back to Col our.’

"I's that where you live?

"Yeah. Me and ny cat. Centre will have no way of knowi ng we're out yet.
A few hours either way won't make any difference. I'ma flexible person. It's
your call.’

"I'f you wouldn't mind, if you really don't, I would value a little tine

before | go back. If that's all right.'

He | ooked so forlorn at that noment, so nuch like a lost child, that I
nearly went ahead and asked him just what the hell was going on in his life.
But you get a lot nore sense out of people when they start tal king by
t hensel ves, because you don't have to badger them don't have to rely upon

asking the right questions. So | didn't. I'msurprisingly gentle with ny
clients. | wi sh sonmeone would be that nice to ne.

'"No problem Look. We got about forty minutes to wait, | would guess.
You | ook like you could do with sone sleep. Wiy not have a little?

"Yes Sleep is something | certainly do need. | don't think it will cone,
but 1'I'l try.'

'"Good.' It struck nme again how pal e he | ooked, how ow -like his tired
eyes. 'Don't worry: | won't |eave w thout you.'

He | ay back on the stone, using his jacket as a pillow, and in under a
mnute was away. | lit another cigarette and stared up into the sky, waiting

for the cavalry, considering the situation

It wasn't at all clear what was going to happen when we got back to
Colour. | was supposed to be taking Al kland back to the Centre: that was the
job I'd been given, and to sone guys, that woul d have been the job they were
going to finish. But the fact that Al kland hadn't been snatched at all, that
he'd nade his own way here, that changed things a little for ne.

| don't work for nmoney, you see. | do what | want to do, or what's
interesting, or what seens to be the right thing to do. That's what makes ne
good at this life. | followny instincts, and generally they lead ne in the

right direction. Sonmeone is usually grateful to ne at the end of a job: it's
just not always the people who asked ne to do it in the first place. Sonmebody
wi ns, sonebody |oses, and sonmetines | get to choose which is which. The only
person who never stands a chance of winning is nyself, because there can be no
victory for me, only future battles. Sonmetines | wi sh that weren't so. But it
is.

As it turned out Shel by was actually on tinme for once in her life, which
was & damm good thing for us. Early, but not a nmonent too soon.
As Al kland slept | got up and wal ked over to the edge to have a | ook



nmysel f. The view fromthere was, well, a viewreally. And then some. The

hi ghest wall in The Gty is round Babel Neighbourhood, but that's a different
sort of thing and it's a long way away. Babel is only three hundred yards
across in either direction, but it's over a mle high. It's where people who
love living in high buildings go to hang out. Sone floors are offices, sone
residential, sone hotels, some |eisure conplexes, there's a six-storey-high
park and they have the nost can-do elevators in the world.

Stable is next on the scale. W were on Royle side, and way down bel ow
that tw sted scrapheap was glinting in the sun. Beyond was the much | ower roof
of Red, and then, slightly higher, the roof of the Centre. Beyond, but hidden
in the distance, was Colour. To the left was Fnaph, to the right Natsci and, a
f ew Nei ghbour hoods away, Turn. Shel by would be flying in from behind ne,
travelling fromBrandfield over first Yo! and then G ai nger Nei ghbourhoods.

Enough of Geography 101 al ready, you may be saying, but you should be
i npressed. A lot of people only visit three or four Nei ghbourhoods in their
whole lives. | can't understand that, but it's true. The sky all around ne was
enpty: heliports were a fad that died over a hundred years ago. Shelby's is an
antique, passed down the famly and never used until she canme along. Travel to
ot her planets has alnbst ground to a halt, and the people out there have gone
pretty much the same way as down here

| guess there's not the same need to search any nore: sonewhere there'l
be a place that's right for you, and so you go there, and you stay. The
majority remain in the Nei ghbourhood where they were born, in fact. They're so
di stinct now, so specialised, that if you grow up in one nowhere el se ever
feels confortable. A few people still feel the need to roam to travel for its
own sake, to see new places and different things just because they exist, but
not many. If you've found the best, why try the rest? Mst have found their
own custom sed pasture by now, and they graze. | don't, but |I guess |I'm never
going to feel at home wherever | am

| stood | ooking out for a good fifteen mnutes. You don't often get a
chance to see sonething like this, and | was storing it up. Wen | was full
turned and went back to where Al kl and was sl eeping, and inmredi ately w shed
had conme back sooner.

The Actioneer was havi ng anot her nightmare, and this one | ooked even
worse than the one 1'd seen in the hotel room Wen we were back in Col our
was going to have to do a little probing of Al kland, for his own sake.
didn't have to have himaround to do it, but it would be easier that way.

Knowi ng from experience that it's not a good idea to wake soneone
forcibly fromthat kind of dreamif you can help it, | sat close to him lit a
cigarette, and held it where the snoke would drift close to his twtching
face.

It was sitting in that position | heard the sound. It was only a small
noi se, but it was pretty quiet sitting up there on top of the world, and it
jolted me to ny feet and over to the hole i nmedi ately. The sound repeat ed
itself, louder this time, and | knew instantly what it was. Swearing
vigorously | grabbed the jacket fromunder Al kland' s head and spread it over
the hole, trying to replicate the effect that a grille would have on the |ight
bel ow, and the other device |I'd brought with ne in the centre. Al kland hadn't
real ly woken up, so | prodded himand he cane to eventually.

For a nonent he stared round, w de-eyed, still wherever he had been in
his dream and then he began to reorientate.

'Wass matter?

"Police. Again.' The noises I'd heard were the dull puffs of sneezes.
"They're in the rain room It's the same two who cane to the hotel, but |'m
going to bet they' ve got some colleagues with themthis tine.'

'"Ch dear,' said Alkland, flustering to his feet. "How long till your
friend arrives?

It was only twenty five mnutes since I'd called which nmeant at |east
another fifteen, | reckoned.

'Long enough. | think we should move away fromthis hole. Quickly."'



| took Alkland's armand | ed him across the roof, nmoving as quickly as
possi bl e. Either sonme piece of debris fromthe raft must have cl ogged the
conduit and triggered an alarm or they were just being thorough in an
inspired way. | hoped it was the latter. If they actually knew we'd come up
here then as soon as they established we weren't in the rain roomthere was
only one place we could be. As we ran | scanned the sky for signs of the
hel i porter, but there weren't any yet.

"This isn't good, is it?

"No," | replied. 'They'll have security police with themthis time, and
they' Il shoot to kill. There's no one up here to see, and there's nowhere for
us to run.' For a nonment | renenbered my thoughts on hiding at the beach the
ni ght before, and sniled ruefully to nyself.

Then, amazingly, | saw a faint dot in the sky, heading our way over
Grai nger Nei ghbour hood. The cavalry was actually going to arrive nore or |ess
on schedul e for once. Seconds later | heard a very faint yelp behind us.

"Bol | ocks,"' | observed, urging Al kland to nove even faster, 'they've
found the chute we canme up.'

The heliporter was now a small shape in the distance, and getting cl oser
all the time, the tinny buzz of its engine increasingly audible. | felt
hopeful for a monment, then gl anced back to see that a head was poki ng out of
the hol e back there.

'l see them' cried the man, and as he scranmbled to get out | saw he was
dressed entirely in dark blue. | knew from Snedd that this meant security
police, and my heart sank.

"W have to run like hell now | told Al kland.

"Right-o0,' he gasped, and actually started noving a little quicker. Al
t hose hours spent sitting in a bathing costune nust have done hi m good. |
could still keep up with himrunning backwards to keep an eye on devel opnents,
but at |least he wasn't crawling. We had a couple of hundred yards head-start
on them and it takes a bl oody good shot to fire accurately when you're
runni ng.

The bad news was that the heliporter was still a good half nile away,
and that there were now five nmen dressed in blue on the roof, all running our
way and novi ng rmuch qui cker than we were. That neant the device had failed
which was terrible news. It was a Lethargy Bonmb, which would have increased
our chances massively.

Then | noticed the two stalwart cops craw ing out onto the roof, and saw
that it had worked after all. Those two guys could have been run over by a
glacier. So why the hell were the boys in blue still on forn? Maybe the two
cops had been given the job of going up the well first, and had caught the
brunt. Also, | realised, they still had flu. I was glad I wasn't them them
must be feeling pretty awful. On the other hand, they were in a rather better
position than we were. The security police were now gai ning ground, and
seconds later the first shot banged off the ground about five yards to the
si de of us.

'Ch dear,' panted Alkland, 'things are actually getting worse.'

"Hard to believe, isn't it?

The whine fromthe heliporter's engine clinbed in pitch, and | knew
Shel by had seen the situation and was putting her immcul ately shod foot down.
She was only a couple of hundred yards away, but the men in blue were a | ot
cl oser. Another shot rang out, fired by the man in the | ead, and this one cane
a lot nearer. Then suddenly the second security policeman stopped dead in his
tracks, put his hands on his hips, and frowned.

"You know,' | heard himsay, 'I really can't be bothered.’

He wandered slowy off to the side, |ooking for a place for a bit of a
lie dowmn. A noment | ater the one at the back of the pack said, 'No, ne
neither. Sod this,' and went off to join him The Bonb had worked, but these
wer e geared-up professionals, and the effects were weaker and taking
| onger to get hold. The heliporter was now within a hundred yards, and Shel by
was banking hard to cone straight to us. A shot whi ned past ny head and



realised that the time had cone to stop running.

"You go on!" | yelled at Alkland. 1'll catch you up.'

He hesitated for a noment, and then ploughed on. | pulled my gun out and
quickly flicked it back to maxi numintensity as another one of the police
skidded to a halt, stretched, and sat down. Still trotting backwards I

| evel l ed the gun and fired.

Shooti ng accurately while running backwards is a bit of an acquired
skill, and the first shell went wild, but the second was closer, and the nman
in front slowed to take better aimhinself. The buzzing of the heliporter was
much | ouder now, and | gl anced back to see that it was hovering a foot above
the roof, and that Al kland was within yards of it.

The second policeman was also firing and | ooked |ike he was going to
stay awake, but he was much sl ower than the one in front, who was com ng on
strongly in the closing stages. Either he'd been in the back of the queue when
t he device went off, or he was one notivated bastard. He fired again and
cane cl oser than ever before to |losing ny head. Wien | reached the heliporter
Al kl and was al ready perched on the passenger seat.

Hel i porters are basically a rotor unit, a stick that hangs down, and a

stick at right angles to that with a seat on either side. | was going to have
to sling one leg either side of the centre pole and hang on. Before that,
had to do somet hing about the first policeman. He was still com ng, now firing

at the heliporter instead of at me. If he hit it, we were stuffed.

| don't like this kind of thing, but if it has to be done, |I do it. |
had a clear shot to the guy's chest, and | took it.

The shell hit himsquare between the lungs and took his torso apart. As
he t oppl ed backwards his face | ooked al armed and pissed off, and |I'm not
surprised. It was the only chest he'd got. Things were going to be very
different for himfrom now on.

| ran the last few steps and junped on. Shelby did the aerial equival ent
of a wheel spin and the heliporter junped straight into the air, a bullet from
the last policeman's gun zi pping neatly underneath us.

"Full speed ahead, Shelby,' | gasped.

"Like, totally,' she said.

The ride back to Col our, buzzing back to freedomthrough the early
nmor ni ng sun, hi gh above the Nei ghbourhoods and | eaving Stable far behind, will
live long in ny nmenory as one of the nost straightforwardly positive things in
ny life.

The first hundred nmetres were kind of intense: Shel by slanmred the
hel i porter into maxi mumthrust and the accel erati on woul d have toppled Al kl and
backwards off his perch if | hadn't been hanging onto him | was clinging on
pretty precariously nyself, wapped round the centre stick with a | eg on each
side, and the bullets zipping past us fromthe | ast policeman's gun added a
certain sonething to the experience. Pretty soon we were out of range though
and when we | ooked back to see the policeman sitting |ethargically down on the
roof and taking out a book, we knew we were clear. Shelby had pulled off a
rescue that professional friends of mne would have been proud of, and Al kl and
and | had escaped fromcertain death, the first people in over fifty years to
get into Stable and conme out again wthout being caught. Did we holler and
whoop, shouting things like "Yo' and "All right'? | think we did.

| got Shelby to take us round the Centre instead of over it, on the
of f-chance that ACIA still had an automatic search on Al kland's tracer
i npl ant. Sailing high above Royle, |ooking down on the gleanm ng netal and
turgid waters, | nade nyself nore secure and checked that Al kland was hangi ng
on tightly. The Actioneer was completely zoned by the whole thing, but so
amazed to still be alive that he forgot to be terrified and just gazed
beatifically down, taking in the scenery. In his whole life he'd been to
Natsci twice and to Stable via Red, and nowhere el se, so busy Doi ng Things
that he'd never actually done anything at all.

Feeling like a parent who is happy to see his child enjoying sonething



special, | turned and | ooked at Shel by, who was inmacul ate in designer jeans,
desi gner white bl ouse, designer red sweater and designer pearls. She was

wat chi ng Al kl and too, and we sniled at each other. On inmpulse | put my arm
round her shoul ders and thanked her as best | could, with a small Kiss.

On we flew, over Fnapf, and |I explained to Al kland why the peopl e down
bel ow appeared to be jumping as high as they could and then falling to the
ground, tinme and tinme again. After Fnapf we passed over the corner of Shunt
Nei ghbour hood and then into Col our airspace. As Shel by took us slowy | ower,
heading in the direction of nmy apartment bl ock, Alkland' s nouth dropped open
and stayed that way for sone tine. | knew what he neant. Col our is sonething
special fromthe air. From high up you can see that the Street Col our
Co-ordi nator Conputers aren't just responding to the people wal ki ng around,
but that there's an overall structure to it as well, an enornous painting
continually in flux. Quite why they do that when there's no one up here to
appreciate it remains to be seen. Probably just because they can

Less than an hour after her |ast rooftop | anding, Shel by dropped the
hel i porter gently onto the top of ny building. W waited for the rotors to
stop, and then clinbed off.

' Shel by?' | said, holding her hands in mne. 'You earned extra lives.'

"Yes,' smiled Alkland tentatively. Thank you very nuch.'’

' Thank Stark' she grinned at him 'He taught ne.’

| asked her if she'd like to come in, but she shook her head
regretfully.

'Love to, but | have to go shopping. |'mway |ate already. But |isten
you' she added, poking nme in the chest, 'sone sort of one-to-one social event
is conpletely overdue.'

"When this is finished,' | promsed, 'let's have dinner.'

Totally,' she said. 'At Maxims. W'll get dressed.’

"It's a date.'

"But don't wait until you're finished,' she smled, slipping elegantly
back onto her perch and flicking the rotors into life. 'Nothing' s ever
finished with you.'

W waited until she was safely aloft and spinning back towards

Brandfield, and then |I led Al kland to the door which opens onto the stairs of
the building. The top three floors are enpty, and as we trudged sl owy down
Al kl and stunbl ed once and al most fell. Reaching out and grabbi ng hi mwas

getting to be a full-time job.

"Sorry,' he munbled. Tired.'

He | ooked it, too. Now that he was back on solid ground and not being
chased by gun-wi el ding fanatics, the Actioneer's face was qui ckly beginning to
| ook as unhealthy as it had on the roof of Stable. | nodded sympathetically
and kept one hand on his arm | was pretty exhausted nyself.

"No problem' | said. 'You can rest here. Then, we have to tal k. But for
the tine being, you' re safe.’

Al kland smled faintly and raised his chin at this, which | noticed and
stored away as an inpression. Whatever that neant, it didn't signa
whol ehearted confi dence.

W didn't pass anyone on the way down. The corridor of ny floor was
enpty too. Why am | telling you this? Because | noticed it, and when | notice
things, | pay attention to the fact 1've noticed them It wasn't surprising
that there was no one about. Colour is pretty quiet in the norning, as befits
a bohem an Nei ghbourhood, and ny building is nostly enpty anyway. So why was |
noti ci ng anyt hi ng?

As we headed down the corridor towards my turn | notioned to Alkland to
get behind me and wal k nore slowy. The Actioneer |ooked puzzled, but did as
he was indicated. The further we got, the nore | began to feel sonething
tickling at the back of my mind, and | started to hug the wall nore closely.
When we got to the end | stopped, holding a finger to ny lips to signal ny
desire for peace and tranquillity. Then, very carefully, | poked ny head round
t he corner.



The next stretch of corridor was deserted too. | pulled nmy head back in,
and cl osed ny eyes, ignoring Al kland' s questioning eyebrows. For a nonent |
kept them shut tight, trying to catch up with nmyself. My proper nind, the one
that pays attention to the things | don't notice and renenbers the things |
forget, was getting very nervous about sonething. It does that sonetines, and
it's always right. Unfortunately it was so far ahead of the rest of ne that
all 1 could do was be careful

Hol di ng out an armto keep Al kland back | slowy edged round the corner

keepi ng ny back very tight against the wall. Mving a foot at a tine | covered
the eight yards to the sub-corridor where my door is, listening very hard but
hearing nothing. A kland, still and quiet, watched me fromthe corner as |

pul l ed my gun out and prepared to go round.

There was no one there. For a noment | relaxed slightly, and then |
noticed that the paint round the | ock | ooked scratched. Flipping nyself across
to the door side | notioned down the corridor to Alkland, telling himto get
down on the ground. He gingerly |Iowered hinself onto his front, no i dea what
was going on but gratifyingly willing to take ny word for it. Very slowy I
reached across the door with ny left hand, resting ny right wist on ny |eft
upper armto keep the gun steadily trained on the door. | turned the knob as
quietly as | could, and it twi sted all the way.

The | ock had been forced. | backed up slightly and reached round the
corner to flick the corridor light off. If it was dark inside the apartnent |
didn't want a sudden shaft of light to give ne away. |'ve done this kind of
thi ng before, you see, and not always as the good guy.

I twi sted the knob again, and nudged the door open an inch. It was dark
i nside, and quiet. Mving very, very quickly I slipped in though the door and
slid it alnmst shut again.

There were no lights on at all in the apartment. No big surprises there:
it was nine o'clock in the norning. But it was darker than it should have
been. Soneone had set the wi ndows to opaque.

It was al so absolutely silent, which worried nme. |I'mpretty dam qui et
when | want to be, but not so quiet that Spangle couldn't hear nme. \Wen he's
visiting one of the nice things is that he always comes runni ng when | open
the door, meowing his little head off, soneone who's pleased to see ne.

Thi s had not happened. Either he wasn't here, or he wasn't all right. |
hoped for the sake of who-ever'd been in ny apartnment it was the former. |'m
not a malicious man, but |ike nost people, | have a small list of friends whom
I would revenge with extreme and irrevocabl e violence. Spangle is near the top
of that list. The nunber two spot, in fact.

Jaw set, | crept, along the inside wall towards the living room Wen I
was a foot away fromthe door | |leant out very slightly and gl anced across
into the room ducking back al most i mediately. Then | did the same thing
again, only nore slowy. Something was very wong with the living room It was
so bizarre that it took another glance for me to realise what it was.

It was tidy.

| leant tautly back against the wall for a nonment, gun held up agai nst
my chest, trying to get ny head round this. Spangle is a creature of nany and
nmyst eri ous ways. He has never yet, however, tidied up ny apartnent.

In ny experience, intruders tend not to tidy my apartnment either. It

just doesn't occur to them It doesn't occur to ne, and | live there.
It didn't make nmuch difference: | was going to have to be intrepid again
anyway. | listened for another noment, geared nyself up, and then threw nyself

into a silent roll which fetched me up hal fway across the |iving-roomfloor on
one knee, gun held very much at the ready.

| didn't fire it though. | just stared down the roomtowards the sofa.
Sitting there in the darkness, pointing the wong end of nmy Furt at me and
| ooking very frightened and al one, was Zenda.

Part Two
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W stared at each other for a couple of seconds, poised |like sone
strange scul pture entitled 'Stalemate', 'Detente' or ' Two Peopl e Pointing
Weapons At Each Ot her'.

The Spangl e question at |east had been answered. He was sitting between
me and the sofa, looking for all the world as if he was guarding the person on
it against intruders, and knowing him that's probably exactly what he was
doing. | tried very hard to find a manageabl e way of phrasing the other
guestion on ny mnd, a way that involved no bad | anguage and was at | east
reasonably cool, but drew a blank. Instead | slowy | owered my gun

' Zenda: are you all right?

She dropped her gun, and | ooked very, very pleased to see ne. Then she
nodded quickly twice, and burst into tears. Spangle slipped aside to let ne
nmove over on ny knees to the sofa. Wien | was there | opened ny arns and she
pul led me to, her.

After a noment | noved slightly to put my gun: down and Zenda nade a
smal | sound and hugged ne tighter

"It's okay,' | said gently. 'I'mnot going anywhere.' | mnoved us up onto
the sofa and took her head against nmy chest, holding her as tightly as she
want ed, which was pretty damm tight. Spangle | ooked up at us for a nonent,
washed behi nd one ear briefly and for no apparent reason, and then neandered
out of the room clearly judging that this was ny department and that he was
now of f - duty.

W stayed like that for quite some tinme. | rocked Zenda gently and
stroked the back of her head, her arnms round ny back and her face hot against
my neck. Spangle was right: this is my departnent.

| haven't told you everything about Zenda yet, and what | have may not
be the truth. For the tinme being, just this: I'"'mthe only person who knows the
girl who lives inside the Centre's Under-Supervisor of Really Hustling Things
Al ong, the only person who's ever allowed to see her. She doesn't cone out
very often, and | was very glad | was there. Because if there's one person |I'd
lay nmy life down for, it's her, and she knows it, and |I'm gl ad she does.

A few mnutes later she was sitting upright beside ne, red-eyed but
calmng. | didn't ask her any questions. | never do. | know she'll answer them
when she's ready.

After a while she breathed out heavily and smiled, |ooking up at ne.

"I got your nmessage,' she said.

"Things were looking a bit intense at the tine.'

There was a tiny cough fromthe doorway, and we di sengaged to see that
Al kl and was standing there somewhat diffidently in the darkness.

"Er, sorry to intrude' he said, 'but can | assune this neans everything
is all right?

W | aughed, the woman next to ne becane Zenda Renn again, fearsone
can-do dynano, and the little girl slipped back deep inside. But hidden
bet ween us she kept one of my fingers held tightly in her hand, as a rem nder
she'd been there. Spangle wandered into the room from behi nd Al kl and,
foll owi ng one of those weird curved paths that only cats can see.

"I's this your cat?" asked Alkland, taking a tentative step into the
room

'Yes. That's Spangle.'’

'"He came and fetched ne. | was |lying face-down in the corridor
wonderi ng what was happeni ng, and then suddenly there was a cat on ny head.
got up, and he shepherded ne in.' The Actioneer bent and tickled Spangle
behind the ear. 'He nust be a very clever cat.'

That's nothing,' | said, |ooking at Zenda. 'He tidied up the apartnent
while | was away.' She grinned sheepishly, gripping my finger even tighter



and for a nonent all | wanted to do was hold her, and tell her the thing |I've
never said. But | didn't. The tine for that passed | ong ago, and that was ny
fault.

"This is Zenda Renn,' | said to Alkland. 'She's fromthe Centre too.'

"Very pleased to neet you' said Al kland, comng forward to shake her
hand. She had to let go of my finger to do so, which hurt, but I knew it had
to happen sooner or later. It was tine to nove on, to sort things out, get
onto the next bit. Sonmehow it always is. 'VWich departnent?

"Doi ng Things Especially Quickly,' replied Zenda. 'Under- Supervisor of
Real Iy Hustling Things Al ong.'

"Real ly?" Al kland said, respectfully, which I thought was kind of cool
of him Zenda is pretty senior, but A kland was about twenty grades higher
still, in the Centre's core departnment. 'I'mFell AlKkland."'

"I know, I"'mafraid said Zenda. 'It was me who sent Stark after you.'

"Ah' he said, and there the conversation rested a while.

M d-afternoon found us all sitting on the floor in the living room In
the neantime Al kland and | had taken a pair of tremendously |ong and
fulfilling showers. 1'd checked nmy mail, finding nothing except a press
rel ease fromJi announcing that he and Snedd were now in control of even nore
of Red Nei ghbourhood. W'd had sone |unch. W' d done everything we could, in
fact, to put off the noment of resuming the earlier conversation

"Well' | said eventually, knowing that it was going to have to be ne who
ki cked things off, 'l expect you' re both wondering why |'ve called you here.'
Weak, | know, but | don't have a scriptwiter to help me with these things.
have to nake them up nyself.

Both sniled painfully, but said nothing. I was gearing up to having to
ask some direct questions, but then Zenda spoke.

"I"'mhere for two reasons.' She paused for a long tine, and then
continued. 'Firstly, because | was afraid that you m ght not be com ng back

When | got your message |, well | got frightened, and | wanted to be here.’

| nodded.

"But there was another reason too. | needed to talk to you, Stark, and
knew | couldn't do it in the Centre.’

"What about ?

That's just it: | don't know Al | knowis that there is sonething

going on in the Centre, sonething weird."'

'Li ke when | was |ast there?

'Yes, but worse. When you asked me what was wong, | didn't know what to
say. There was nothing | could put ny finger on, just a feeling that things
were getting a bit flaky, somehow It's difficult to describe, but there's a
beat to the Centre, a rhythmto the busy-ness. Sonehow, that was beginning to
get choppy, out of sync. Meetings being cancelled and reschedul ed at the | ast
nmonent. Peopl e bei ng unavail abl e, and,' she stopped.

" And what ?'

"I found this in ny desk.' She dug in the packet of her jacket and
pull ed out a small netal box. She opened it and handed me a grey object about
the size of a small pea. 'Do you know what it is?

"Yes' | said, 'l do. Do you?

"I just know that | didn't put it there. But | think |I can guess, which
is why | brought it in the box.'

"You were right. It's a bug,' | said. Alkland imrediately went into a
conpl ex dunb show, nervously pointing at it. 'It's okay,' | reassured him
"This apartnment is screened |like you woul dn't believe. They could be in the
ki tchen and not pick us up.'

"I's that standard?' he asked, surprised.

"No. | do this kind of thing for a living, remenber? Zenda: you've no
i dea why they should want to bug your office?

'"There's only one job I'minvolved in that's renptely sensitive,' she
said, trying not to ook at Alkland. | keep seeing Darv in the Departnment,



hangi ng about. It has to be something to do with that. It has to be: I've not
done anything wong. | really haven't.'

She was upset. Getting into the Centre had neant the world to Zenda. |
t hought for a nonment, then got up and went to ny desk, where | keep ny
i nportant bits and pieces. That way they don't get |ost whenever the
Gravbenda® goes wonky. They just get |ost because | forget |I've put themthere
for saf ekeeping.

| located ny BugAnal y® eventually, put it on the desk, and dropped the
bug into it.

"Well hi there, Stark, long time no see.' The BugAnal y® tal ks,
unfortunately.

"Hi, Bug. Wat can you tell ne?

"TX77i audio surveillance device, hardware version 4.5, firmware 3.4,
software 5.1.°

"Yep, yep, yep. Anything el se?

"It's very small .’

"Bug...'
"I"mjoking of course. Well, oh, that's weird
"What is?

"Actually it's not 5.1, it's 5.1.3."

| sighed. The BugAnal y® wasn't a part-paynent, as it happens, but it
m ght just as well have been

"Gipping stuff, this' said, Zenda.

That's very interesting, actually,' snapped Bug.

"Why?' | asked, trying to sound patient.

"Imnot going to tell you now.'

"Bug...'

"No. It's obviously so boring, | won't take up any nmore of your tine.'
"Tell us'

" No'

"Bug, tell me or I'Il throw you out of the fucking w ndow. '

"You wouldn't.'

"Try me

"Ch all right. The software for this device has been custonised. It
doesn't transmt back to ACIA: it sends signals direct to a governnent
department. That is very unusual. Very, very unusual. Really, incredibly unusu

' Yes, okay.'

"Want to know whi ch departnent?' asked Bug smugly.

' Doi ng Thi ngs Especially Quickly?

There was a brief pause.

"If you knew all along' the little machine shouted, 'then why give ne
such a hard tinme?

' Sormeone in ny own Department's been buggi ng ne?" Zenda whi spered,
bewi | der ed.

"I don't have to stand for this kind of thing, you know ranted the
BugAnal y®, unheeded.

"I suspect' | said, turning to face Zenda and Al kland, '"that there's a
little flashing box somewhere on the top floor, in oh, Cs office, at a wild
guess. You've not done anything wong, Zenda: this is a very specific piece of
surveil |l ance."

"I could have been anything. | could have been ny own machine!'’

'But why?' asked Zenda plaintively. 'Wat's the big i ssue? And, now
think of it, why are you two here now, and not back at the Centre?

"l could have been a contender!’

"Bug' | said, rounding onit, "will you shut up?
' Make ne.'
"Belt up, machine!' yelled Zenda. 'O |I'Il throw you out the wi ndow.'

Ch great. That's real notivational managenent for you, isn't it’
nmuttered the BugAnaly® 'If that's how you run your Department |'m not



surprised they're bugging you.'

"Right!' shouted Zenda, stepping purposefully towards the desk.

"Didn't nmean it! Stark, help!’

| reached out and swept the machine back into the draw and closed it.

"I think, perhaps, that it's tine we all had a nice chat' | said,
| ooki ng at Al kl and. He dropped his eyes, and then nodded, and | noticed that
t he i nprovenent brought about by the shower had been tenporary. He | ooked
awf ul

"Stark?" said a nuffled voice fromthe drawer.

' Yes?'

"You forgot your bug.' | opened the drawer and the machi ne spat the
device up into the air. | funbled the catch and had to pick it up off the
floor, but I calmy shut the drawer on the machine's tinny cackling. |'m
saving up throwing the little bastard out of the wi ndow for when |I really need
a boost. ., W got coffee. We sat confortably. W began

"I was born in Centre, and have lived there all my life' Al kland began
"I saw nore Nei ghbourhoods on the way back today, albeit froma distance, than
|'ve ever been to. Every day of ny life I've striven, worked, applied nyself,
been diligent, for the Centre.'

He paused for a nonent after saying this, as if unsure where to go next.

"Stark knows the trouble | went to to get into Stable. He al so knows |
had no idea of how | was going to get out.'

"Wait, wait, wait' said Zenda. 'How nmuch trouble you went to?

' Yes'

' There was no gang, Zenda' | said.

'No gang?'

"No' said Alkland. 'It was all ny own work. | just left.'

Zenda | ooked absol utely stunned. People don't just |eave the Centre. If
you' ve spent your whole life fighting to keep ahead of the people who want to
take your place, you don't just |eave. Soneone else will be sitting in your
desk before you've been gone five mnutes. A lot of Actioneers actually sleep
at their desks to make sure no one sneaks in there during the night. Alkland
read her thoughts.

"Inconceivable to you, | know, and to just about every other Actioneer
So: | was kidnapped. That was the only explanation that nmade sense, and that's
what everyone believed."'

" Al nost everyone,' | suggested. | don't know what it is about

conversations like these, but they make everyone sit forward in their chair
and speak in conpact sentences.

'Yes' he sighed. 'There are those who will have known fromthe start
that I wasn't ki dnapped, and you were given this Thing to Do, Zenda, by one of
them C knew that 1'd gone by nyself, and he knew why, too.'

"Wait a minute' said Zenda. 'C knew you hadn't been ki dnapped? Then why
did he tell ne you had been? Why did he put me on the case?

' Because he didn't know where | was, and he wanted nme found. The
sinmplest thing to do was say |'d been kidnapped. That way it would be easy to
notivate people to go out and find ne.'

"It did occur to ne to wonder' | said, 'exactly why anyone woul d ki dnap
a senior Actioneer, what it was that only the Centre would have that could
make it worth soneone's while. Nothing came to mind, but | just assuned I

hadn't thought about it |ong enough."

"But C could have told ne that you'd just left' Zenda said, angrily.
"Way woul dn't he trust ne? It wouldn't have nade any difference to ne. | do ny
job: if soneone needed finding, then I'd have them found.'

' Because you might have asked questions. Look at the way you reacted
when | told you I'd just left. You m ght not have asked C what the issue was,
but you'd have thought it strange all the same. You've noticed sonething odd
inthe Centre as it is: you'd have noticed a |ot sooner if you' d been | ooking
for it.'



The Actioneer ground to a halt again, and | decided that it was time for
some focused di scussion, sonme agenda-building. The day was wearing on. |
didn't know what excuse Zenda had for being out of the Centre, but it wouldn't
| ast for ever.

"Ckay' | said, 'there are three questions that need answering. Wy did
you | eave? Wy are they |ooking for you? Quickly, Alkland.' | didn't like
pushi ng the ol der man, because he | ooked so ill, and | knew he was very nuch

on edge. But on the other hand | had to do it because of precisely those sane
things. It was nearly five hours since we'd left the roof, and it was al ready
getting dark outside. If I wasn't going to conplete the job I was asked to do,
| needed to know what el se was goi ng to happen, and soon

"That's only two questions,' said a nuffled voice fromthe drawer.
' Moron.'

"Shut up and turn yourself off' | suggested. 'In whatever order."'
"What is the third question? asked Al kl and.
"Later' | said.

'He hasn't thought of one yet' chipped in the BugAnal y® 'He's just
trying to sound clever.'

| got up, opened the drawer and turned the machine off by. whacking it
agai nst the desk not quite hard enough to break it. It does come in useful
sonmetines, and nmore inportantly | want it to be in full working order for when
it goes sailing out the w ndow.

Mich later | realised that there were four questions | should have
asked. If 1'd have realised that then, things mght have gone differently. But
| didn't.

"All right' said Alkland. "Wiy did | leave? |I left because | couldn't
continue to turn a blind eye to what has been going on in the Centre for a
nunber of years. Zenda, have you heard of a drug called D lligenz?

W both had. A few Actioneers, the nost nauseatingly can-do-at-all-costs
young guns intent on clawing their way up the | adder, allegedly make

occasi onal use of the drug. It's meant to be illegal, but then what isn't?
"Yes,' she replied, disdainfully. '"It's supposed to make you nore
diligent." | smiled to nyself. Zenda doesn't |ike cheating, never has.

"It does' said Alkland sadly. 'Not much, and not for very long, but a
little. It's been around for a long while, and some of the people who' ve
worked their way up to senior positions in Centre have been using it all their
l[ives. It's got themto where they are. There's a kind of inner circle now, a
networ k of people who use it and control it, getting it to the people they
want to succeed. The Centre isn't a meritocracy any nore, |'mafraid, and
hasn't been for quite sone tine.'

I wasn't hugely surprised to hear that, but | could see that Zenda
| ooked stunned. She's not naive, exactly, just focused. She worked hard to get
into the Centre, and |ike nost of them takes pride in her own capabilities. |
knew it would take her a while to assimlate this new picture of how the

Nei ghbour hood actual |y worked behind the scenes. | wondered if it would ever
be the same for her again.
"But it's worse than that' Al kland went on, nore passionately now 'It

was when | discovered how they make it that | finally decided that enough was
enough. Wiy are sone people nore diligent than others? Wat nakes sone people
desperate to succeed? It's in the nmnd, partly, but it's also physiol ogical

chemical. Dilligenz is nade froman extract of the human brain.'
Zenda breathed in sharply at this, and | was mldly shocked too. Not
very, but a bit. Like | said, |I've seen some harsh things.

"It's always been said that the drug is bought in fromRed, but that's
not true. The extract is brought in fromthe outside, but the drug is
manuf actured in the Centre.'

"Where do they get the extract?

"Stable.’

| put a tick against a question earlier filed for later consideration
Hence the Stable Authorities' purchasing power for conmputers and AG



technol ogy. Zenda was aghast.

'"They're taking stuff out of people's brains?

The process is quite straightforward, and does the "donor" no physica
harm It just |leaves them well, rather less diligent than they were before.
Placid.'

"Which is," | added, 'perfect for the Authorities.’

'"Exactly. A truly synbiotic arrangenment for those in power. A diligence
transpl ant. Those who don't want their people to have it sell it to those who
do. It's perfect.'

"It's disgusting,' Zenda nuttered furiously.

'But now the engi neers have made a new advance: Dilligenz Il. Mre
power ful , works for rmuch longer and requires a slightly different type of
extract. It still doesn't kill the donor, but |eaves them as vegetabl es. And

no one tends vegetables any nore, especially not in Stable. They can't afford
dead weight. Utimtely it's people-farm ng, and | couldn't condone it any
longer. So | left.'

"Whi ch answers question two,' | said. They think you' re going to bl ow
the whistle on them'

"Yes.' He shrugged.

"And are you?

The Actioneer sighed. Sitting in his chair he | ooked very old and tired.

To whon? The Chief Actioneer knows what's going on, but he's old, and he
wants to stay Chief Actioneer. C has enough of a power-base to topple himif
he causes any trouble. Qutside the Centre, who cares? No one has any authority
over the Centre or anyone else. C and those who work with himare already in
negotiation with Stable and a couple of other Neighbourhoods. There's no point
going to Stable, or Shan, or ldyll because the Authorities there know what's
goi ng on. They're part of it.'

"Idyll?" shouted Zenda, 'Idyll are part of this? No, no, no . .

| tried to cal mZenda, but didn't do very well: | was furious nyself.
I've seen a | ot of Neighbourhoods, |'ve been around. But Idyll is a special
pl ace, for a variety of reasons. It's not |ike anywhere else. Idyll is an old

Nei ghbour hood, where people cone and go quietly and peacefully. They don't
care about anyone el se, and they have no argunent wi th anyone. They just want
to be left alone to be kind and gentle to each other. | know that sounds ki nd
of weird, but it works for them

"Not yet,' said Alkland quickly. 'So far the Centre has just used Stable

and Shan. But Dilligenz Il will need nmore donors, and Idyll is in danger of
falling apart financially. I've never been there, | hear it's very nice, but
"Very nice? Zenda yelled. '"It's ny honme. It's where | grew up. It's,

Stark, tell him it's -'

"It's not supporting itself any longer' Al kland finished for her
"Centre is threatening to call in equipnent |loans it negotiated for them
through Natsci. Idyll will fall apart if they do. They don't have any choice.'

Zenda sat seething for a few monents. | waited. | knew what was coning
I'd suspected for a while, pretty nmuch since |'d discovered there was no gang,
that something like this was |unbering over the horizon towards me. | don't
| ook for jobs. They come and find ne, and that's why ny life is such a rich
pageant of strikingly grief-laden events. Zenda turned to ne eventually, as |
knew she woul d.

'Yes, they do. They do now.'

| looked at her and smiled. Like | said, sonetimes | get to choose,
sonmetines | don't. The odd thing is that fighting for the right side never
feels like a choice. You choose to do the bad things in your life: the good
ones cone and drag you along with them It's just a shane their goodness
doesn't rub off.

"Il do mnmy best.'

She smled radiantly, beautifully, and took nmy hand.

"I'l'l do whatever | can,' she said. Tell nme what to do, and I'Il do it.’



Al kl and | ooked at us bl ankly.

"What are you tal ki ng about ?

"W're tal king about stopping this.'

The Actioneer shook his head hopel essly.

"You can't. They're powerful, and they won't stop at anything. You don't
know what you're dealing with.'

"Neither do they,' said Zenda fiercely, nodding her head in ny
direction, which was kind of flattering. | did ny best to ook like a force to
be reckoned with, but it's not in the face, and | didn't expect to convince
him not yet. Al kland | ooked at us both gloomly for a while, and then shook
hi s head.

Alittle later the Actioneer fell asleep on the sofa, lulled by the
warnth and safety of the apartnent, and Zenda and | crept into the kitchen to
let himget on with it. | used the vidiphone in there to order sone pizza.
ordered a lot. The tel ephonist seened a little taken aback by how nuch
ordered, in fact, but I managed to convince her | was serious in the end.

'What happens now, Stark?' Zenda asked quietly when |'d finished.

"You have to go back to the Centre' | said, 'taking your bug with you.'
She | ooked glumat this, but resigned. In matters of this kind she al ways does
what | say. Nearly always, anyway. 'You've got to put it back where you found
it, and hope that no one's checked for it in the meantine.’

"What if they have?

"Play clever. Say you found it, and checked it out

"What? I's that w se?

' Sayi ng anything el se wouldn't be convincing. Just don't say you've seen
me, or even heard fromnme. That's what they're bugging you for in the first
pl ace. Departnent Security should be able to tell you if anyone's been in your
office: if anyone has, soneone |ike Darv, then go straight to C, and report
t he bug. Renenber: you don't know anything, and you haven't seen Al kl and and

me, so that's the nost natural thing to do. He'll pretend not to know anyt hi ng
about it, and apol ogi se, and they' |l hide the next one nore carefully.’

' Ckay. Then what do | do?'

"Sit tight, do your job, and pretend you haven't heard fromne. 1'll be

in touch as soon as | can.'

"\Where are you goi ng?

| 1 ooked at her for a I ong nonent, and she understood, and nodded.

"I wondered,' she said. 'So there's a Sonmething after all. Does he
know?"'

"I don't think so,'" |I said. 'He thinks they're just bad dreans, and
there's no reason he woul d know ot herwi se. But you've seen the way he | ooks:
that -has to be sorted out before anything else, or he's not going to make
it.'

'Be careful, Stark.'

"I will. One nore thing: on your way hone give Ji a call, and let him
know where |'m going.'

"WII he renenber who | anf’

'He renenbers.’

Suddenly there was a cry fromthe living room and | swing the door open
to see Alkland thrashing about on the sofa, still asleep. H's skin was nottl ed
and his breathing was coming in harsh irregular gasps. | hurried over to him
and shook his shoul der hard. The entry phone went and Zenda stabbed the button
to let the pizza delivery girl in. It took a couple of very hard shakes to
wake Al kl and. He jerked up, eyes staring, babbling something inconprehensible.
I shook him again and his eyes focused on ne, terrified and staring.

"Where were you?' | asked quickly. The Actioneer only munbl ed and
stuttered, and | shook himagain, hard. 'This is the third question. It's
i mportant. \Where? What were you dreani ng?

"I, inajungle. I was in a jungle.'

'Was anyone else with you? Cone on, think.'



"No, I, no, | was alone.' He was shaking, his hands trenbling with fear
but I pushed him You have to.

"Are you sure? Think.'

"Yes, but,' he shook his head vigorously and seened on the verge of
tears. It was hard, but | slapped himlightly across the face. Zenda didn't
interfere: she knows | know what |'m doi ng.

' But what ?'

A breath shuddered out of him

' Someone was com ng.'

There was a ring at the door and | nodded to Zenda. She opened it
cautiously and the pizza delivery girl came in, took an uninterested | ook at
Al kl and and me, and headed straight for the kitchen. Zenda came and crouched
down by us, doing her best to soothe the Actioneer. | don't know what it is
about women, but they can do that. They have the technol ogy. Even now, when no
one really gives a shit about the difference between men and wonen any nore,
even now that nmore wonmen work than nmen, even now that the sexes have stopped
gi ving each other such a hard time all the time, there are differences, as
t here al ways have been. Men and women are not the sane. |'msorry, but it's
true.

Al kl and cal ned marginally, but craned his neck to | ook towards the
ki tchen from which the sounds of culinary clattering were ringing.

"Who's she?' he asked querul ously.

"Pizza girl," | explained. They cone and cook it in your own nukoven.
Only takes a mnute, and it tastes fantastic. And you're going to eat a | ot of
it, because straight afterwards you and | have to go somewhere.'’

"\Where?' he asked, plaintively, but I didn't get the chance to answer,
because just then a massive expl osion blew the kitchen into about a mllion
pi eces.

10

There's a weird thing about explosions. No matter how much you know t hat
the sound they make is a dull crunp, followed by the whistling of debris and
the clang of shattering glass, there's only one word which sunms them up

Bang.

This one was nore of a BANG, in fact, and the inmediate aftermath was
kind of intense. Zenda was thrown on top of nme and | ended up spread across
the sofa over Al kland, covered in pieces of masonry and fl ashi ng, blinking
vi deowal | .

"Shit!'" | shouted intelligently, |eaping up when it seened safe. 'Fuck!'’
I quickly checked Zenda, who was all right apart froma few scratches. 'Stay
with him Shit, where's Spangl e? Were's the cat?

| found himsitting dozily in the bedroom |ooking mldly surprised but
alot nore relaxed than | felt. | ran back into the living room Sparks from
t he anni hil ated videowal | were arcing up and around the hole through to the
kitchen, and | kicked the power unit out as | stepped through

The kitchen | ooked like, well as if a bonb had hit it, actually. It was
full of snoke and small fires were burning in some of the corners. | stonped
them out as best | could, trying to avoid the splodges of red grunge all over
the floor and walls. It was inpossible to tell which was pizza, and which
wasn't.

'"lI's she dead?' called Zenda.

"Sort of!' | shouted. 'And the pizza's conpletely fucked too." Al kland
| ooked appalled at this until Zenda expl ained that the delivery girls are only
pseudofl esh droids. Pizza firns in sone of the seedier Nei ghbourhoods run a
service where a pseudofl esh pizza droid will conme round, have sex with you,
cook you a pizza and then leave, and all for twenty credits. It was voted
' Mbst Tremendous
Concept Ever' for four years running in Chauv Nei ghbourhood, and | know a few
busy wonmen who have the nunmber programed into their phone.



| knelt in front of the remains of the nukoven and peered cautiously
intoit. Deep in the mangled tw st of metal and covered with vaporised tomato
paste | found what | was looking for. A small nmetallic cube with a flashing
light on it.

It was an | npact device, which works like a bonb, but is nore
controllable as it destroys by artificial shock waves and can be set for
radi us. Luckily whoever had planted the bonb had left it at room di spersa
i ntensity, assum ng that would be enough. | didn't need the BugAnaly® to tel
me what the flashing light nmeant. It was transnmitting conpletion of its
m ssion back to base, and transmitting by shock sound di spl acenent. You can't
screen agai nst that.

"Fuck,' | said again, and hurried out into the living room 'W have to
get out of here, now'

' \Why 2"

' Because any mnute now we're going to have sonme visitors.'

Suddenly, with conplete and utter clarity, | realised what it was that

had tickled at the back of nmy mind on the roof of Stable, the disquieting
thought 1'd forgotten about. And | realised what it neant.

I ran around the living room grabbing a few bits and pi eces, while
Zenda gently hel ped Alkland to his feet. | dashed into the bedroom picked up
Spangl e, and then hurried everyone out into the hallway, where fire warning
lights were flashing.

"Ckay,' | said, 'Zenda, you have to get the hell back to the Centre.
Take Spangle with you, and be very, very careful.’

"What's goi ng on?

"Al kl and was right,' | said, shepherding theminto the el evator and
shooting it down towards the ground. These guys are deadly serious. \Wen
called you, when | was trying to get into Stable, I'd just been shot at. |

t hought it was one of the gang that had got Al kland, but of course there was
no gang.' The floor lights zipped past, and | willed the elevator to go faster
as | handed Spangl e over to Zenda.

"Wio was it then?

"Who knew | was going in? You, Ji, Snedd. the Centre. C, Darv, and
however many |unatics they have on their side. They tried to kill ne
yesterday, before |I'd even got to Al kland.'

The Centre don't try to kill people.’

"They do now.'

The el evator crashed to a halt at ground and | pushed the two of them
out in front of me, and then took a second to send the el evator back up to the
top floor. W hit the street at a run. A couple of twi sts and turns brought us
out onto Purple 34, which is a side street off Mauve, one of Colour's main
drags. | slowed us to a fast wal k and we headed up towards the intersection
keeping close into the wall. Wen we were twenty yards away, | stopped.

'Ckay, this is where we split. Zenda, go now. Take a right up Mauve. Hue
One nono station is about a block and a half. Keep your head down and wal k at
a normal pace. And you,' | said, bending forward to rub Spangl e's nose, 'keep
| ooking after her.'

Zenda hesitated, and then darted forward to peck ne on the cheek

' Good luck,' she said to Al kland. She | ooked ne straight in the eyes for
a nonent, and then she was gone. | grabbed the Actioneer's armand | ed him
down the alley which cut across to 35.

"Isn't this back the way we came?' he panted.

' Yeah. Chase Psychol ogy for Beginners.'

Head down but taking care to keep our speed near normal, we crossed the
road. We'd only just reached the other side when two open-top aircars whipped
into the street, taking the corner virtually on their sides. | pulled Al kland
gently back and we nmelted into shadow.

The cars slamed to an instantaneous halt outside the apartment
buil di ng. Too instantaneous, in fact: one of the passengers was nearly thrown
clear of the car. Two men got out of each car and ran into the building. They



all carried guns, and as they entered the | obby | caught the smallest flash of
lilac fromthe wist of one of them AC A

'Excuse me,' said a quiet, polite voice, causing us to junp about twenty
feet in the air. Wien we hit ground again | whirled round: there was no one
there.

"Sorry to startle you,' the voice apologised, and | realised it was
electronic, and conming froma tiny speaker set into the wall. '"It's just gone
seven,' the street conputer continued, 'and | couldn't help but notice that
only one of you is wearing the regul ation black jacket for this period.’

| 1 ooked at Al kland, who was of course wearing the only jacket he had
with him He | ooked back at me blankly, not even trying to come to terns with
sartorial hassle froman unseen conputer

"It's dark blue," | whispered. 'Wn't that do?

"Dark blue and black are entirely different things. Black is the absence
of col our, whereas blue, however interm xed with black it nmay be, retains a
definite spectroscopy."

"Look' | said. 'l live across the street there. For reasons |'d prefer
not to go into at this time, it wuld be great if we could just hang out here
for a few monents. Then we'll go in, okay?

There was a pause.

' Prom se?

"Yes.'

"You have a five-mnute dispensation. Nice shirt, by the way.'

Atiny click signalled the end of the comrunication, and we waited for a
couple of minutes, A kland fretfully. Then the nen reappeared, noving nore
slowy, but still with urgency, which depressed ne slightly. There had been a
di stant chance that the pseudofl esh ness in the kitchen m ght have convinced
them that the bonmb had done its work and they could go hone. That clearly
hadn' t happened.

The nen stood in an intense haggle in front of the |obby for a nonment,
and then vaulted back into the aircars. Mwving at a noderate pace one cruised
down the street to our right, and the other went the other way, all four nen
carefully scrutinising the pavenents. W watched them go, and then | turned to
Al kl and and | ed himquietly down the alley.

'Ckay,' | said, 'now we know which ways they're searching. So what do we
do? W go another way.'

"Ah," he said, nollified.

The only potential problemis if they've brought a tracer for your
i mplant with them

'What happens t hen?'

"Plan B."'

"Wich is?

"Unformed at this tine," | muttered, speeding us up a little.

Five mnutes later an alternative course of action was of rather nore
pressing interest, was indeed the primary thing on my mnd. Actually getting
out of Colour was not going to be difficult: it's not like Stable. Wth ny
upwar dl y-revi sed i npression of how bl oody-m nded the Centre was prepared to be
| realised that the nono ports woul d now be staked out, and hoped that Zenda
had made it out in tine. Spangle would at | east give her a legitinmate excuse
for being here, if not. For us, it didn't matter. The nmono ports are not the
only way out. That wasn't the problem

The problemwas that it | ooked as though the ACIA men had a tracer with
them We were about hal fway to the edge of Col our, scuttling quickly down the
deserted streets, when | caught sight of one of the aircars a few bl ocks down.
It was going the other way, but according to the direction they'd set off in,
it shouldn't have been there at all. | took us down yet another alley, this
one so narrow that it didn't even have a name, and we stopped.

"What ?' Al kl and npaned.

They' re tracing you.'



The Actioneer |eant back against the wall, panting heavily. He | ooked

pretty done in, and resigned. He wasn't expecting to nake it out, | realised.
He gl anced at ne wearily.
"I take it Plan Bis still in its enbryonic stages?

"Pre-fertilisation, in fact.'

"I don't suppose your other lady friend, the one with the flying thing
'No. Wy too far away.'

Excuse nme,' said a voice, and Al kland shrank to the side, revealing a

smal | matt bl ack speaker set into the matt black wall. "It is now 7.08. Your
di scretionary period has el apsed. Please go inside i mediately.'

"Christ,'" | said desperately. 'Gve us a break, will you?

"I"'msorry' the voice said politely, "it's out of ny hands now This is

your final warning. Get indoors.'

Abruptly | realised what Plan B was. W had to run like hell. |
conmuni cated this to Al kland and we set off down the alley. At the end we
dashed across the street and across into another side road. | cast a gl ance
si deways as we ducked into the shadows, and saw exactly what | was hopi ng
woul dn't. About two bl ocks down one of the air-cars was turning our way. The
tracer was homing in. | gave Al kland a shove and so nearly toppled himover
that he had to run faster to prevent hinself fromfalling flat on his face.
Crude, but effective. You pick these things up

Si de streets, black pavenment, darkness, the |light tapping of feet noving
as quickly as they can, blurred lights, the rush of air, the ache of |ungs
that don't need this kind of shit. Wiy do | know this so well? Wy do | spend
so nmuch of ny time escaping fromthings? As we pelted across anot her street
the other aircar turned into it, only one street away. A shout signalled the
fact that finally they'd spotted us in the flesh. | took us fifty yards down
the alley and then hung a left in the direction of the street the aircar had
cone from More chase psychol ogy, but desperate stuff: they had an el ectronic
device that renorselessly honed in on us. Breaking up patterns, doing the
unexpect ed, that works when people only have patterns to go on. These guys had
alittle flashing light.

W stopped one side street down fromthe main intersection. The annoyi ng
thing was that we were actually very close now the edge of Col our was only
about a hundred yards away. Across the intersection, down some steps, around a
corner, there was a gate, and beyond was Sound. They could follow us there,
sure, but only on foot, and on foot |I could | ose them

"Attention!' boomed an el ectronic voice fromthe wall. The polite
suggestions were no nore: the matter had been handed up the conputer | adder
' The i nmproperly-dressed person nust go indoors imediately.' And then
marvel l ously, a siren went off, to further ram home the Street Col our
Co- ordi nator Conputer's displ easure.

"Great' wailed Al kland.

The featurel ess black wall we were cowering agai nst abruptly changed
colour. Huge red arrows suddenly pointed down at us, flashing on and off. W
wal ked quickly up to the intersection and onto the street, but the arrows
foll owed us, as did the whooping siren

"Look' | hissed, turning to the wall, '"this is a guest, okay? He didn't
know t he regul ations.'

"You did" adnonished the wall sternly and distressingly loudly. 'You are
aware of the inportance of the colourless jacket period for allow ng
resi dents' hue-appreciation faculties to rest.'

"They're conming' said Al kland tonelessly. 'l can hear them shouting.'

"Look, wall, there are sonme people chasing us.'

"I amaware of that. They are all properly dressed."’

"Yes, but they're trying to kill wus.'

' Nonsense. '

'Yes, they are.'

' Col our people' said the wall with inperious pride, 'do not try to kil



one anot her.'

'These aren't fromColour: they're fromthe Centre.' There was a pause,
while the computer evaluated this claim 'Look at their wists' | added
plaintively, 'Lilac cufflinks. They're AC A.'

"I see/ the wall said eventually and nore quietly. 'Have you done
anyt hing wong?' 'No/ | said, and there was a |long pause. 'Well we can't have
that. Bl oody can-do snmartarses.'

| was a bit surprised, had not realised that anti-Actioneer sentinent
ran quite so hi gh anongst the Nei ghbourhood's conputers, but greatly relieved.
The siren cut out, and the wall faded instantly to black. A block away, both
aircars turned into the street, noving fast.

"Step close to ne' said the wall. Alkland was transfixed by the sight of
the cars, now only sixty yards away. | grabbed hi mand pi nned hi mup agai nst
the wall, and then stood cl ose nyself.

The two cars drew slowy down the street towards us, driving abreast. In
each car the two ACI A agents took one side of the street each, staring hard.

"W're going to die' opined the Actioneer quietly.

| didn't feel confident enough to contradict him Not having a | arge and
noi sy sign pointing at us was a start, but | didn't see howit was going to
tip the balance. C oser and closer the cars cane, until | could see the tiny
red flashing light on the dashboard of the one in front. It was flashing so
rapidly that it was al nost constantly lit. They nust have known that they were
virtually on top of us, and | couldn't understand how they couldn't see us.

The cars stopped when they were exactly level with where we stood,
flattened against the wall, and | held nyself tensed, ready to go for ny gun
I wouldn't have stood a chance, | knew, but what else can you do in situations
like that? Exactly. So you go for your gun

The nonent stretched, el ongated, burst, and then, amazingly, the cars
slowy started to nove on

'Maybe they're in the street behind.'

'"No way, look at the light, man.'

"Wll they're not here, are they?

"l guess not. Ckay, take us round. Kinip: do a U-turn and go round the

ot her way.'

' Got cha. '

The car in front cruised down to the end of the street, while the other
rotated on the spot and zi pped down to the corner. Al kland and | let out

st aggered breaths sinultaneously, and | stepped away fromthe wall and | ooked
at him

"How the -' | started, and then | saw. Fromtwo yards away | coul dn't
see Al kland. The street conputer had turned the wall we'd been up against into
a huge nural, a riot of pulsating colour. The swirl passing behind Al kland
exactly matched the colour of his jacket. A long splash at head height was the
same col our as his skin except at the top, where it shaded into the grey of
his hair. |I took another step back, shaking nmy head. W'd been as good as
invisible. "Wall?" | said admiringly. That was flash.'

"No problem' it said. 'Now nove'

| took Alkland' s arm and dragged hi macross the street.

' Gosh,' he said, staring back at the fading col ours.

' Yeah.'
W stunbl ed down the steps. At the bottomis a small dark courtyard, an
old, old place. I'ma bit of a connoisseur of places like that. There aren't

many like it in Colour, or anywhere in fact.

Unchanged in hundreds of years, and largely unvisited, it's like a path
back to the past.

Lyric crap aside, it's also a path to Sound. | got Alkland to take his
cl ompy shoes off, told himnot to make a sound until | said he could, and we
scanpered off into the darkness.

Flickering light, the soft humof electrics turning and running, the



steady rocking warnmt h of novenment, the quietness of a deserted public place at
ni ght and the dryness of tired eyes. Through and past and over and through
again, the outside just a dark tunnel flecked with blurred snears of
artificial light. | half sat and half lay on the nono's bristly seats keeping
hal f an eye on the fitfully sleeping Actioneer, and half an eye on nyself.

W lost them | don't know if they even nmade it into Sound, if they
realised that's where we went. | took a twi sted path through the silent
streets, doubling back, feinting, and |l eft the Nei ghbourhood at the | east
expected angle, also the angle that would take us where we were going.

To nmuted col ours and grey pebbl es endl essly nade cold by the ebb and
flow of heavy water. Seagulls, floating Ms of noise against watercol our clouds
and | ow di ffuse sunlight. To the coast, to the absolute graveyard of the past,
the place where it was nost clearly dead because it was still there, and you
could see how dead it was.

As | sat wearily, too tired to sleep, ny body warmwi th the carriage's
heati ng and the back of ny head cold against the window, | tried to take
stock, to assimlate. The thru-mono would take us all the way there. W didn't
have to change again, all we had to do was sit. By nmorning we woul d be near
the coast, near the next bit. Al | had to do was sit, and listen to ny aching
back.

| thought about the recent days, and trawl ed the hours for anything el se
I mght have forgotten, anything that nmight be inportant. | cane up with only
two things. Soneone had tried to get in touch with Snedd, alnost certainly to
find out about Stable. It might be ACIA, it night not. Al so, someone had tried
to kill me at the Stable wall. It mght be ACIA it mght not.

Not rapier-like precision analysis, but it would have to do. Wen
somet hing starts, you have to take things at face value for a while, because
you don't have any reason to do otherwi se. Catering for every eventuality al
the tine just slows you up. As tine goes on, you get a context, you come to
under stand how things are weighted, learn to predict and suspect nore
accurately. Things becone less |linear, nore fragnmented, and control becones a
fantasy. An all-inportant fantasy, but a fantasy all the sane.

| thought about Zenda. | knew she'd be able to play her part, so long as
t hi ngs stayed under control. Wen they get out of control, though, there's
not hi ng you can do but react, and | hoped |I'd be back by the tinme that
happened. Maybe you think |I haven't been too inpressive so far, and perhaps
you're right. | could defend nyself, say it isn't easy, reacting all the tine,
running all the tine,
but I won't, because that's not the point. The point is too deep, too
personal, and too small to explain. The point is not for spectators. Nothing
that's inmportant, really inmportant, |ooks inpressive, because it only neans
something to the person that does it. Staying alive, for exanple, not dying:
it | ooks so easy, but sonetimes it's alnmost too difficult to be borne.

| thought about Ji, and Shel by, and Snedd. Al one, awake in the cruising
carriage, surrounded by night and sleep, | thought of them and wi shed them
well. | wapped ny thoughts up neatly, finished them put themto bed. |
wanted themin order, for sleep, as they say, can be very like death. It can
be death itself, in fact.

I was not going to sleep tonight. Someone had to watch over AlKkland, and
wake him from such dreans as m ght come. Soneone had to play hero, had to know
that little bit nmore, had to be that tiny step ahead that keeps the story
nmovi ng. And always, in ny life, that someone is ne. 1'd like to sleep
sometines, watched over. 1'd like to feel that soneone guards ny dreanms and is
there ready to touch nmy hand and help ne. 1'd like to be the one who reaches
out to be conforted, to be loved, the child stretching for the enbrace of a
sun it knows will be for ever warm But it can't be like that. Wy? You'l
see, perhaps. If it's relevant.

So | wasn't going to sleep that night, nor the next day. But tonorrow I
woul d dream
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What you have to understand is that sonetines things are the way they
seem By that | don't nean that they aren't the way they m ght be thought to
be, beneath what you see, necessarily, what | nmean is that. . . Christ: I'lI
start this again.

Sonetimes, things are not the way they seem You | ook at sonething and
it seems straightforward, and you think you understand it, and it's only later
you realise that the truth is different.

kay: no prizes for observation so far

Sonetimes, on the other hand, you | ook at sonething and you know al r eady
it's not the way it seems. You know because you understand what you're seeing,
you're aware of the context and you realise that appearances are being
decepti ve.

But sonetimes, and this is the inportant sonetinmes, that's wong.

Soneti mes, when you think you're being deceived, you' re not. Sonetines
things are the way they | ook, however surprising that may be. And sonetimes
that can make all the difference in the world.

Let me put it another way. Wy does a journey always seem qui cker coning

back?
* * *

At eight o' clock the next nmorning we were standing on the front in
East edge Nei ghbour hood, | ooking out onto the sea. There was no one around, no
one but a few wheeling seabirds and us, and no sound apart fromthe gentle
crash of waves and, in the distance, soneone playing the piano.

Al kland flipped out. I've come here quite often down the years,
someti nes because | had to, |ike today, nore often just to be here. |I've seen
the sea before, really seen it. I've stood in front of it and conme to terns

with it, vast dark heaving bastard that it is. Al kland hadn't. Like npst
peopl e these days, he knew it existed, he knew what its chenical properties
were, but as to what it was ...

"It's, ah, it's very big, isn't it? he said, eventually. | nodded. |
don't know why, but | find it difficult to talk properly in front of the sea.
It nakes me go all epigranmatic and obli que.

It's partly being in Eastedge that does that, too. As we wal ked slowy
along the front, the strong breeze wappi ng our clothes round the front of our
bodi es, | saw that the Nei ghbourhood had changed not at all since I'd | ast
been there. It looks like a ghost town, which is what it is. Eastedge is big,
covering about fifty mles of coastland, yet only about twenty people live
there. No one comes here, and they haven't in over a hundred years. W've
turned our back on the sea, turned our back on that huge churning storm of
uncertainty: we don't need it any nore, have no use for it. The buil dings
along the front are still in a reasonable state of repair, because nobody has
the energy to conme this far to vandalise a dead town. What woul d be the point?
The shops and restaurants, genteel crunbling hotels and rotting jetties, they
wait out the decades by thensel ves, watching the tides and the passing years,
left well behind in time with nothing but dissolution in front of them the
fadi ng pal aces of yesterday's world.

See what | nmean? I'Il try to snap out of it.

"It's a bit spooky, actually,' Al kland said, dragging his eyes away from
the sea to take in the peeling storefronts and wi ndswept and deserted street.
' Doesn't anybody |ive here any nore?

"Avery few, mld cranks and lunatics for the nost part. W're going to
visit one of them now '

'"Are we?' The Actioneer sounded dubious. 'Why? And where's that piano
conmi ng fronP'

W were getting closer to the source of the nusic. It was actually
rather beautiful in an eerie way, small fragnments of a nel ody of calm
nmel ancholy. As we passed one of the bigger restaurants on the other side of



the street | thought | saw a flicker of nmovenent deep within, but didn't go to

check. The people here are easily frightened, and | |iked the nusic.
"W're going to visit himbecause he has a plane.’
"Ah. | wondered why we'd come all this way.' After an untroubled night's

sl eep the Actioneer didn't |ook any healthier, but he certainly seenmed nore
chipper, in atired sort of way. 'Are we | eaving the country or sonething?

"Yes' | said. 'And no. W're not going in the plane. He is.'

"I see' he replied, and then frowned. 'No, | don't. \Wat are we doing,
t hen?'

' Staying here.'

" What ?'

| knew that sooner or later I was going' to have to try to explain the
next bit to Al kland, but wanted to hold off for the time being. If he didn't
have much tine to think about it, it would be easier for me. O |ess
unbel i evably difficult, anyway.

"Trust ne.'

"Hmi he said, but he left it at that.

Two hours later we were sitting in the Done. The Dome used to be the big
hotel on the strip, the place where you cane if you had a trenendous anmpunt of
nmoney and wanted to make that fact absolutely clear to everyone el se. Short of
carrying a large sign, the best way of saying, 'Hey look: |I have nore cash
than | possibly know what to do with' was to check into the Dome for a couple
of weeks.

But rich people have becone very serious, it seems, and now t hose people
are hanging out in Brandfield and Cash Nei ghbour hoods, playing golf. Being
rich doesn't look like as nmuch fun as it used to be. In the old days you got
rich, and then stopped working and concentrated very hard on having a very
good tine in very expensive ways. Now people get rich, and then just work
harder to try to becone even richer

Sonetimes they play golf. That's it, apparently. Doesn't sound |like a
bundl e of |laughs to nme, but there you are.

W were sitting in the Done's dining room which is a room about a
hundred netres square still littered with the occasional chair and table
am dst the dust and debris. The roomis at the centre of the hotel, and has no
wi ndows. That's inportant.

Finding Villig had been easy. He lives in a kind of one-man shanty town
on the beach. He started off in the old changing hut there, but over the years
has added | ean-tos and extensions and bits and pieces until now it covers the
beach fromroad to sea in a strip about twenty yards wi de.

For reasons known only to hinself, and probably not even to him Villig
has built his 'house' in such a way that the roof is only about four feet off
the ground. Inside is a series of chanmbers and tunnels and dens, and you have
to get around by crawling on your hands and knees. Leaving the Actioneer
outside, to his relief, | found one of the several entrances and burrowed in
towards the centre

It took a while to find him but Villig was in. He's always in. If |
didn't conme and stir up his nest with a stick every now and then he woul d
probably have taken root by now. Once |I'd found himl craw ed towards what
serves as the kitchen and nmade a pot of Jahavan Stupidly H gh Strength Coffee.
Don't ever drink that stuff, by the way: it makes foolish and unhel pful
t houghts feel like a state of transcendental bliss. Drinking Jahavan Stupidly
H gh Strength makes you realise why al coholics drink so nuch. It's only in
Villig' s kitchen because |I put it there.

Fashi oni ng a rough funnel out of cardboard | tipped the stuff down
Villig's throat until he was a functioning human bei ng and then hustled him
out of a tunnel into the outside world. Al kland was down at the waterline,
staring benignly out at the nassive expanse of blue, letting the water lap up
close to his shoes, watching the waves, snelling the salt.

"Ww Villig said on re-entry, 'It's all still here. The sky, the earth



all that stuff. Cool. And no snakes.'

Al kl and joined us, regarding Villig with sone caution. The fact that
Villig dresses in rags and has hair down to his waist tends not to inspire
confidence, and | don't think Al kland had ever net a card-carrying | oony
before. Villig gazed vaguely back at the Actioneer for a while, and then
turned and punched nme on the shoul der

'So, Stark, Eh? Hn? Eh?' He stopped, |aboriously backtracked in his mnd
for what the point of his sentence was supposed to be, found it, and then
continued, 'Back into the fray, eh? Back into the twilight zone, aml right?
Eh?'

He then giggled for quite some tinme. Al kland raised his eyebrows at ne
and | shrugged. Villig is a conplete disaster of a human being in all but one
respect. There's one thing he's uniquely qualified to do, and | needed himto
do it now.

"Vill | said, waving a hand in front of his face to attract his
attention, 'l need to go soon.'

"Uh- huh," he grunted, and then whirled round to | ook at Al kland agai n,
who flinched. This the gentleman? This the plaintiff? "Yes,' | said

"He'll be going too.' 'Yeah, right on.' Villig peered closely at the
Actioneer's face for a while. 'Been having some bad dreanms, hey?

Al kl and stared at him startled. 'How do you know t hat ?'

"I can see it in your skin, man. It's witten all over.'

Al kland turned to nme, realising, for the first tinme | suspect, that
there mght be alittle nore to his sleeping problenms than he'd realised. That
was good. That was the reason |I'd brought himto nmeet Villig, rather than
| eave himto his own devices while | sorted things out.

'Ckay,' said Villig abruptly. He shut his eyes tight for a | ong nonent,
and then reopened them Though still bl oodshot, they | ooked suddenly
intelligent, the blue still piercing despite his best efforts to extinguish
it. He looked at his wist, tutted because there was no watch there, and asked
me the tine.

'"Right," he said. 'Right. Gve ne an hour.' He nodded at Al kl and who,
surprised by his new note of authority, nodded back. Then he strode off down
t he beach. W watched himgo for a monent and then Al kl and spoke.

"Stark,' he said, 'you have sonme very odd friends.'

And now, sitting at a table and surrounded by faded grandeur, | tried to
explain to himwhat was going to happen next.

You see, what it is, is this.

Thi ngs are sonetines the way they appear

That's the bottomline, the concentrate version, but you have to add it
to one other fact before you see where |I'm going.

| magi ne a road you know well, the one your apartment is on, or the road
to the stores or sonething. Now picture yourself wal king down it. Think of the
buil dings, the trees if there are any, the cracks in the pavenent, the way the
journey | ooks and feels.

Done that? Ckay, now do the sane, but comng up the road.

Feels different, doesn't it? | don't just nmean in the obvious way: the
road you're wal king up or down feels actually different, seens like a
different road. Sure, you knowit's the sane, but how does it actually | ook
how does it feel ?

Does it feel like you' re walking up and down the sane road, or does it
seema little bit like you' re wal king the sane way down di fferent roads?

You may have noticed this before, noticed that if you go a different way
down a road you use all the time you may not recognise it, may have noticed
that the journey back from somewhere al ways seens qui cker than the journey
out, even if you go the sanme way.

kay, so what, you're saying: perception, psychol ogy, subjectivity. What
di fference?

That's the point. It isn't perception, psychology or subjectivity. Roads
are different dependi ng which way you go down them That really is the way it



is. Not a lot of people realise that, are equipped to see it and believe it:
the fact that Villig does is why he can do what he does, and the fact that I
do is one of the reasons |I'mso good at what | do. It's a hell of a difficult
thing to cone to terms with, but that's the way it is. And once you realise
that, the gates are thrown w de open

"Al'l right,' said Alkland eventually. "All right. Even if | do accept
that intellectually, as a conceptual position, what difference does it nake?
And what does it have to do with us being here and with that odd man?'

I lit another cigarette. The last half hour had been very heavy-goi ng.
As | expected, the can-do, rational, reality-is-what-it-seens Actioneer had
put up a long and rigorous fight against what 1'd just tried to explain, and

he still wasn't buying it. | wouldn't care, but he had to be convinced, or at
| east ready to believe. Wthout that, this wasn't going to work.
"You' ve never been in a plane, have you?' | asked, by way of

preparation. 'O flown to a different country?

"No, of course | haven't.'

"Right." | said, and rubbed ny forehead. 'Wll, you're going to have to
take my word for the next bit then.'

Peopl e generally do have to. Nobody goes abroad these days, any nore
than they wander round seeing different Nei ghbourhoods.

"Well,' | started, and then changed ny m nd abruptly. He wasn't going to
beli eve what | was going to tell him sinply wasn't built to intuitively take
on board what some guy on a plane had realised a few hundred years back, and
what it neant. | was just going to have to hope that nmy belief, nmy know edge,
was enough to carry us both. It generally was, but | sensed that Al kland was
going to be a heavy | oad.

"Never mind. The point is this. You and | are going to walk out of this
hotel, and wal k down to the beach. Then we're going to keep on wal king for a
couple of mles.'

"Into the sea?" |aughed Al Kkl and.

Yes,' | said. Hi s face changed, and for the first tine |I saw how he'd
got as high up in the Centre as he had.

'Look, Stark, this is not a time for joking. You know | can't swim and
unl ess you're planning that we wal k on water '

"No, you look,' | said, irritably. I was tired, and | was a little fed
up at this point by continually having to wade through layers of rationality
to say what | had to say. 'W're not going to swm we are going to wal k.
don't expect you to understand that, but you have to keep an open nind. You
have to trust that | know what |'m doing. And do you ?'

"I don't know.'

"Let me put it to you in a way | know you'll understand. Del egation
di vision of responsibility, yes? You don't do everything in your Departnent,
don't do all the jobs. Sometines you have to let better qualified people do
bits of it, yes?

' Yes' he conceded, grudgingly. Actioneers are like that: the fact that
they can't do absolutely everything pisses themoff no end.

"When it comes to this, I'mnot just the better qualified person. I'm
the only qualified person. That's why Zenda gets ne in. That's why |'mhere. |
amthe only person who can do this. |I can probably do it wi thout your trust,
but it will make it a hell of a lot nore difficult for both of us, especially
you.'

Al kl and was silent for a noment, and then his face softened.

"Ckay. I"'msorry, Stark. | just don't know what to think, what to do.
I"mnot used to this kind of thing. I'mnot used to uncertainty.

"I know. I am It's ny job. My whole life is one great "Wat next?" |I'm

for ever using Plan B, or Cor Z That's the way these things work, Al kland.
Life is not a neno. It's strange, and it can turn on you, and it does what you
| east expect it to all the fucking tine. There are nore things in Heaven and
Earth, Al kland, and |I'm about to show you one of them'

Suddenly he smled, a what-the-hell grin that took thirty years off him



' Ckay, okay. What do | do?

"When we wal k out of here, things are going to be different outside.
Spend the next five mnutes thinking about that. Things are going to be
different, and strange. But what you see is what there is, okay? And trust
ne.'

"I do' he said. 'God knows why, but | do.'

He nust have done. Enough, at |east.

Five mnutes later | felt a very small tickle at the back of nmy mnd,
and knew it was time to go. | stood up, and Al kland rose with nme. The
Acti oneer had spent the |last few mnutes deep in thought, turned in on
hi nsel f, obviously trying as best he could to internalise what 1'd said to
him He | ooked at nme nervously.

"I's it working, whatever it is?

"Yes.' | knew it was, because | could feel it. It's difficult to
descri be, but everything | ooks and feels nore intense. Colours stand out the
way they do before a stormand you seemto see everything very clearly, in a
rather peculiar way. It's a bit |ike being drunk but staying absolutely
stone-col d sober at the same time. Maybe Al kland had actually begun to believe
what |'d told him Maybe seeing Villig had given hima sense that sonething
genuinely weird was in the offing. Whatever, it was working. So far. | led the
Acti oneer out of the dining roomand through into the foyer, and we paused for
a nonent in front of the huge wooden doors.

"Are you ready for this?

"l suppose so' he said, dubiously. 'What should |I expect?

"What you see. Nothing else.' He nodded, | swung the front door open and
we stepped out.

The bright early norning sun was gone. In its place was a ceiling of
| ow, unbroken grey cloud that made the world seemlike a lintless roomon a
wi nter afternoon. Cccasional pockets of wi nd rocketed down the street as we
crossed to the pronenade, whipping | eaves and ol d newspapers around us and
howl i ng t hrough doorways, and then di sappearing. A dustbin Iid blew off and
wheel ed across the road, clanking, though where we were was still. The piano
was silent, because the pianist wasn't here any nore. No one was here except
us.

When we reached the pronmenade | stopped, and let Alkland take it in. The
beach was different, as it always is. Instead of being yellow, it was now
m d-grey and wet-1ooking, as if packed down by decades of rain. It wasn't sand
at all any nore, but a kind of heavy nud. And there was sonething el se.

"Where's the sea gone?' Alkland wailed, clinging onto the rail. 'Were's
t he bl oody sea?

The ocean had di sappeared, and in its place the dark beach stretched out
as far as the horizon. The first fifty yards were featurel ess, but then it
reared and undul ated in small ridges and hillocks, stretching out to the
hori zon, stretching out for hundreds, thousands of niles.

The way was open

A long, long time ago, back when people still travelled between
countries fairly regularly, there was this guy, on a plane. The man, whose
nane was Krats, was bored, whiling away the hours, and for want of anything
better to do he I eant over and | ooked out of the w ndow. The pl ane was over
the ocean at the tine, way, high up, and he | ooked out and was struck by what
he saw.

It | ooked as though they were flying over sone weird limtless nud flat,
a featurel ess expanse of grey nottled by dips and | ow ridges. He knew t hey
weren't, of course, knew that it was just the ocean, but the |onger he stared
down, the harder that becane to believe. He knew that the ridges and di ps were
actually waves frozen into apparent notionl essness by the height, and that
their colour was dark netallic blue, but fromup there it didn't |ook |ike
that. It |ooked like a plain.

Then he fell asleep, which is kind of unromantic, but there you are, and



forgot about the whole thing until he was flying home again. \Wen he
renenbered, he | ooked out of the window and there it was again, the ocean, but
| ooking like this strange featurel ess expanse.

He stared out at it for hours, unable to tear his eyes away, and when he
got home he told a friend about it, tried to explain how weird the sensation
was, how it felt that if it were possible to drop a rope | adder down fromthe
pl ane and cl anber down the thirty thousand feet to the bottom you woul dn't
drop into water but would step out onto that strange dark plain.

By chance this friend had an inagi nation as strong as his, and, as she
was in love with himat the tine, was ready to take such an odd observation
nore seriously than it deserved. Krats lived by the sea, and they wal ked up
and down the beach the evening he got back, speculating wildly and
i ncreasingly drunkenly about it, in the way that |overs do.

Then they went to bed and forgot all about it, as lovers will also do.
That's actually a strange feature of this whole thing: it's very easy to
forget about. For a while you have a clear and urgent sensation of
under st andi ng, and then suddenly it will be gone, and you'll be groping around
in your mind, trying to renenber what it was you thought you' d known.
renmenber it always, but that's very unusual. There are only five people who
know about this in the world.

Anyway. A couple of nmonths later Krats' friend had to take the sane
flight herself. About four hours into the flight she glanced out of the w ndow
and remenbered the conversation i medi ately, because Krats had been right. It
really did ook like a plain.

This is where the coincidence comes in. It's a biggy, but you're just
going to have to accept it, because this is what happened.

At the nmoment Krats' friend was | ooking out of the wi ndow, Krats hinself
was in a store on the seafront. Suddenly he felt a strange sensation at the
back of his mind, a kind of tickling. Thinking some acquai ntance had snuck up
behi nd him he turned round, and he saw what Al kl and was seei ng now. The sea
had di sappear ed.

He wandered out of the shop, mouth hangi ng open, and wal ked across the
road to the beach. The ocean really had gone, and what was |l eft was what he'd

seen fromthe plane, a neasurel ess expanse of ... sonething, beneath a | ow,
storm|ike sky. Not even noticing that the beach and promenade were deserted,
that all the sumrer tourists who' d been milling about when he'd wal ked to the

store had vani shed, he vaulted over the wall and went down to the beach. He
wal ked out onto the plain, and he wal ked: and he found what he found.

Accounts differ as to what actually happened, but that doesn't matter
The inmportant thing was that the way was opened, a gate nobody even knew
exi sted had suddenly swung wi de.

Six hours later Krats woke up to find hinmself in his Iiving roomon the
sofa. He felt exhausted and thirsty and staggered into the kitchen to get sone
mlk. On the way he remenbered his dream suddenly, and wi th shocking clarity.
What a shame it wasn't true, he thought as he drank his mlk, that the ocean
hadn't di sappeared, that he'd just fallen asleep on the sofa. What a shane:

t hat woul d have been interesting.

Then he noticed that his shoes were covered in dark grey nud, and that
he'd left tracks into the kitchen fromthe Iiving room He foll owed them back
in there, and found sonething very strange. The prints started at the sofa.

That's how it started. | explained this to A kland as we stood | ooking
out onto the plain, our coats whirled round us by the strange occasi ona
crashes of wind that seemto be part of the whole thing. | explained that
Villig was up there now, high above the Earth in his plane, |ooking down at
the ocean and seeing it the way we were, that |'d needed himup there to be
able to take Alkland in. | explained once nore that sometines things are the
way they appear, and that if you know that, the world beconmes a different
pl ace. The Actioneer just stood there, nmouth open, shaking his head in mld
rejection of everything he could see.

But he didn't reject it, not really. If he had he woul dn't have been



seei ng what he was seeing. He couldn't reject it, not with ne standing there.
I"'ma very strong dreaner, you see

'\What happens now?' he asked eventually, |ooking up at ne earnestly |ike
an elderly child. '

"V wal k.

W took the steps down to the beach. Al kland hesitated for quite a while
before actually setting foot on it, as if frightened that the plain mght just
be an illusion, that his foot would slip right through and he'd fall into God
knows where. | didn't hurry him | knew that he was having to take quite a | ot
on board at the nmonent, and that his current state of acqui escence was
fragile. Steps you take by yourself are nmuch stronger: if you push someone
they'Il fall, but if you can get themto junp by thenselves they may | and
safely.

In end he took the step, and | followed himonto the plain.

'How far do we have to go?

"It varies. Probably a mile or two.'

The going's a bit, er, soft, isn't it? he nmuttered, peering down at the
mud. 'Is it going to rain?

'No. The clouds always |ook like that here.'

'y '

"I don't know. That's just the way it is,

He nodded.

'"Right-o0,' he said, and we wal ked.

It was absolutely silent out there on the plain, the only sound the
faint squel ching of our feet in the nud. The surface wasn't too bad, actually.
I've seen times when the nmud is ankl e-deep and vile, but this was relatively
sol i d.

Wthin ten mnutes we'd left the flat area behind, and were weavi ng our
way am dst the low ridges and occasional small dips that ruffled the surface.
For a long time we wal ked wi thout speaking, Alkland trudging by ny side,
somet i nes gl anci ng back the way we'd cone, sonetines |ooking over the terrain

with an air of slightly grunpy puzzlement. |'maccepting this for now, his
deneanour said, but I don't like it. If you want to be nud rather than sea,
fine. Just don't you dare do anything else, |ike change col our or anything.

' m wat chi ng you

After about an hour the ridges started to get a little higher, sone as
much as four or five feet, and the dips deeper. | |led us through them
followi ng the m ddl e ground, our course shaped and altered by the random
undul ati ons.

'"I's this a path?

"Yes and no. No, because it's different every tinme, and so there can't
really be a path. Yes, because it's |eading us where we're going.'

"I see.' Alkland glared at the ridge we were passing, as if feeling that

this qualified as the additional strange thing he had warned it about. 'If |
asked you where we're going, would | regret it?

"No," | said. 'Probably not.'

"Would | understand it?

"Not at first. You'll see when we get there. You've been there before.’

"I have?

"Yes.'

"My life,' the Actioneer said wistfully, 'has becone very strange
recently.' In the pale light his face | ooked tired and drawn, wth
unheal t hy-1 ooki ng pat ches of col our

"You should try mne' | smled at him

'No, thank you,' he said, with some force. 'No, thank you.'

Hal f an hour later | saw that we were getting close. The ridges were
bending in a certain way, a way |'ve learned to recogni se. Then a turn took us
into a sort of tiny valley, w de enough for four people to walk abreast, wth
the sides just over our heads. It was a dead end, and | knew we were there.

"Er, what now?'



'Have you ever had a general anaesthetic? | asked.

"Yes,' he replied. | had four wisdomteeth out. Wy?

'Because that's what this is going to be like. You know when they put
the butterfly into your hand, and injected the drug? The way it felt very cold
for a noment, cold and heavy and clear? That's what this feels like.'

"Stark,' he said, turning to look at ne, 'I'mafraid."’

"Don't be. It's okay: it will be all right. There's no need to be
afraid. Not yet, at least.' He didn't | ook very reassured. 'Don't worry about

what happens next. I'll find you, okay? | will be there.’
A deep breath shuddered out of him
" kay. '

We carried on wal king steadily, straight towards the dead end. About
five yards away Al kland timdly took nmy hand, and | held it. Another few steps
and the feeling cut in, cruel sharpness and a heavy chill that seens to soak
right through your body. | gripped the Actioneer's hand tightly and kept
goi ng.

"Stark-'

' Sweet dreans,' | said.

12

U ter darkness all around apart froma glow of light like a torch
spilling yellow to be swall owed up. A soft thunping sound grows nearer, and
then a creature |like a kangaroo bounds past, softly lit at the edge of the
glow for a nonment and then gone, bouncing quietly.

The corner of a school desk, the grain of the wood huge and deep
Soneone's illegible initials, and a patch of floor

A hand sw ns past.

Then, deeper.

It was | ate one Saturday night when we drew up in the town. W' d | oaded
up Rafe's pickup with nothing nmore than a couple of bags and driven out here,
| eavi ng our lives behind. Bored, unhappy, two misfits who wanted sonething
nore, sonething different, we |ooked around us at the ghost town's deserted
square and decided to call it home. | can still remenber it very clearly, that
ni ght, that nmoment, the pickup pulled up against the kerb and us standi ng one
foot on the bunper, Iooking round and thinking, Wat the heck, let's have our
own town. It was quiet and dark, just the sound of us dragging on cigarettes
and the haze of the pickup's headlights and | can renmenber realising that this
ni ght was special, that you don't get many like it in your life.

How often do you just get the hell up and do sonething? How often do you
have the courage or the strength to | eave everythi ng behind and | ook for
somet hing new, to search for something that you can be happy with? To do that,
to have taken that risk, and to have discovered sonmething: that felt very
special. Later that night we found an old piano in one of the roons off the
square, and we wote a nelody, a sweet and singing song. W wote the town.

Ten years later things were a little different. For a while it had been
just us, hanging out in the disused buildings, trying to wite our songs. W
were going to be stars in those days. W were going to wite tunes which
peopl e woul d weep to hear, which would turn hearts and heads and live for ever
in people's mnds. W weren't going to stay in the town for ever, no way. It
wasn't inportant in itself, it was just a synmbol of our freedom

Then sl owy, other people began to drift into some of the houses. At
first they were a bit like us, loners looking for a place to rest while they
recouped to rejoin the struggle which sone people's lives are always going to
be. They didn't join up with us as such - we didn't becone sone gang or
conmune. They just settled, and we'd see them around. And then we'd seen nore,
and nore.

Today there were a few hundred people living there, couples, whole
fam lies: the place had becone a town again, and Rafe and | were still there.



W hadn't got away, hadn't found what we were | ooking for and |l eft. Sonehow
we' d been sidetracked, and were now the founding fathers of the new town which
had risen fromthe ashes of the dead one we'd di scovered.

Thi ngs between Rafe and me had gone a little awy in the |ast couple of
years. Somehow sonet hing had got in the way of our friendship, and we'd noved
alittle apart. Wien we'd arrived on that dark and interesting night, our
concerns, our hopes, our selves, had been the same. W were two sides of the
same coin, we were each other's ol dest, best and only friend. Sonmehow things
had changed, our interests had diverged, as if the town itself had cone
between us. | hoped that today | mght be able to do something about that. A
big meeting was to be held in the square: sonething was threatening the town,
or was thought to be. | felt the issue had been bl own out of proportion and
couldn't get that excited about it, but as a founding father | had quite a | ot
of respect anongst the people, and | knew | ought to be there.

| turned up at the square quite early, and saw that four chairs had been

set out at the front. | was aware that one of themwas for ne, that Rafe and
were to be joined by a couple of others to sit up there and oversee the
debate, as if we were the government. |'d never really got my head round our

supposed status in the town, and suddenly | knew what | should do.

Instead of going and sitting in ny chair, instead of taking my rightful
pl ace up there, | wal ked over to the kerb, to the very spot where we'd stopped
the pickup all those years ago, and | bent and sat down on the warm stone.

| knew that people would be wondering what | was up to, why | wasn't
taking my place up there at the front, but it felt like the right thing to do.
When Rafe cane into the square he'd see nme sitting down there, renenber that
ni ght, remenber what we cane for and the way we were back then, and he'd cone
and sit beside ne and the years woul d di sappear. W'd be two friends again,
hunkered down on the kerb, facing the world together and thinking. Wat the
hell, it"lIl work out. Seeing us together l|ike that, seeing the founders side
by side once nore, would pull the town together and we could beat this issue,
face it as one and overcone it.

The square filled up quickly and |I |ooked round the gathering crowd,
marvel | i ng at how many people were here now, amazed at how a comunity had
grown up fromnothing and taken on a life of its own.

Then | | ooked back, and saw that Rafe had arrived. He was sitting in one
of the chairs.

| stared at him thinking that maybe he hadn't seen ne when he cane in.
He was sitting with arns folded, inpressive in a suit and tie, listening to
t he speeches. He | ooked across at ne and frowned, indicating the chair beside
him 1 shook ny head, smiling, thinking he'd know what | meant, and he
shrugged and turned back to the debate, watching with judicial weight and

authority, like a founding father should do.

| | ooked at him and realised that 1'd blown it. |1'd m sunderstood
everything. I'd thought that by a romantic gesture | could pull everything
back to the way | wanted it to be, but all 1'd done was pass up what little
authority and belonging | had. Rafe was part of the community, a centra
person in this collection of people. |I could have been, but | was losing it -

losing it because ny heart was in the wong place, because | was living in ny

own world on the periphery, in a world that was a filmwith me as the hero.
The debate continued but | couldn't hear it. My heart felt enpty as if |

was falling like a stone, and ny ears filled with a rushing sound, a dreadful

fear and loneliness. | got up and wal ked fromthe kerb, away fromthe debate.
A few heads turned curiously, but not nany. Not enough.
I went into the old bar where the wecked piano still stood. On top of

it lay a dusty cigarette packet, yellowwith age. It was Rafe's fromthe night
we arrived. We'd left it there as a monunent, back when we both thought the
same way and believed in the same gestures, and seeing it made ne realise how
long it was since I'd been in there. | stood in front of the piano and
prepared for one |ast chance. Through the dusty, dirty window | could see the
cromd out in the sunlight, still listening, still turning over the weight and



confusion of the issue, trapped in today with the past forgotten

| reached out to the keys and did what | coul d.

| played the nelody, the tune Rafe and I had witten the night we
arrived. When that nel ody drifted across the square, | hoped desperately, then
things would be all right. People would recognise it, Rafe would recognise it
and what |'d failed to do on the kerb woul d happen. Everything would cone
together, pulled by a nelody fromthe past, fromthe begi nning of everything.

Only when | started did | realise howlong it had been since 1'd | ast
pl ayed, how I'd lost touch, forgotten. My fingers groped over the dusty keys
but didn't know where to go.

| couldn't renenber the tune. | scranbled, | faked, | tried to find the
notes, but they weren't there any nore. The nel ody had gone. | |ooked up to
see that a couple of people were | ooking across, including Rafe, but they just
turned away, back towards the debate, towards their world. The world that they
had and | did not.

The nel ody was dead. | couldn't renenber the tune.

| realised then what | was; how deeply | had failed. Rafe had changed,
the world had changed, and yet | had stayed the same. | was still the sane
romantic, stupid boy who'd turned up ten years ago, with a head full of dreans
and belief in his own special nature. | hadn't changed: though I had sone
spurious standing here, | was still the same romantic | oser deep inside. Rafe
had moved on, had assumed his mantle and gone with it, becone serious, an
i mportant person. | could see himout there, concentrating hard on the

nmeeting, and | knew | should be doing the same, not trying to solve everything
with one nel odramatic nasterstroke.

Al 1'd done was to renove nyself froma spotlight |I hadn't deserved in
the first place, and suddenly | felt old and tired, weighed down with wasted
years. Until that moment | hadn't thought that anything had really changed,
but | realised then that time had flowed by, that the town and Rafe had gone

upwards and onwards and |l eft ne behind, still tied to the past, still full of
nmy feelings and nothing else, still the person | had been ten years ago. Al
that time, all those years, had been worth nothing. | was still just a

preserved boy, looking in at the present fromthe outside, an enpty space
obsessed with itself.
| turned away fromthe piano and left by the other door, the one facing

away fromthe square. | couldn't go back into the town, because | had no place
init any nore, and | had no other hone to go back to. The only place that
woul d ever feel |ike home was nysel f. However nuch |I hated living there, no
ot her door woul d open

Though it was still daylight in the square it was dark the side | left
by, dark and evening like the first night we came. | didn't bother to go back
for any of ny things. | just left, and knew that | would never return

* * *
| followed a dark path that ran along the side of a mountain until it

turned into a deserted supermarket carpark, the pavenent wet with recent rain.
A faint wind sent newspapers shuffling along the walls and sailed | eaves I|ike
boats across the black puddles. It was still night and there was nothing in
t he carpark except a broken guitar and a supermarket trolley. | started to
wal k on, but suddenly the trolley started to nove and | decided to follow it.
The trolley noved slowy because one of the back wheel s was broken and
whirled round. | wal ked beside it, smelling rain and fallen | eaves, and as |
wal ked | began to feel a little better. The nmoon was full above us, poking out
intermttently between thick and storny cloud, and the dark |land was utterly
silent except for the sound of ny feet on the path, and the occasi onal squeak
fromthe trolley's |inping wheel
Then we were in streets, a residential area from an ol d-fashi oned
Nei ghbour hood. Ancient streetlights towered above us, sheddi ng weak pool s of
green light on the mangl ed pavenents. It was extravagant and intense like a
moodi ly-1it novie set, but it was real, three-dinensional. W continued



forward bet ween banks of houses where the wi ndows were all dark and all the

curtains drawn. There was nobody there. | tried the locks on a few of the
ol d- f ashi oned wheel -cars, but | couldn't open them and the handl es were cold.
| wasn't surprised: | understood this place. The trolley cruised on in front,
and | followed.

W reached a dead end and cane to a brick wall, grey and high. | tried
toclinb it but there was nothing to get a hold on, and | just slithered back

to the ground. When | turned | saw that we were by a canal

The trolley set off down the path by the side of the water and | wal ked
behi nd, | ooking up at the ol d dark warehouses and hearing the soft |apping of
the water against the sides. One building was a little frightening, a huge
white old hulk that | ooked as if it had once been a hotel or a strangely
ornate factory, squatting nassively beside the sluggi sh water. There was
somet hi ng unpl easant about it, but | couldn't work out what it was. Nothing
happened as we passed it, so nmaybe it was just paranoia.

The trolley slowed and stopped and | saw that there was a pl ayground by
the canal. The swi ngs and roundabouts noved in the half light as if people
were on them and a large nmetal rocking horse with a rather odd head swayed
gently back and forth. A small sound was coming from sonewhere in the
pl ayground. Leaving the trolley by the canal, | went to investigate.

| wal ked carefully anmongst the swi ngs and roundabouts, through thick
| eaves and long grass. It was a small playground. It wouldn't take me long to
find whatever was making the noise. It was a sort of chittering sound, which
was good. Or not as bad as it could be, anyway. Once | went to find out what
was maeking a crying sound in a playground like this and round the base of a
tree | found a crop of evil babies. |'ve seen themsince, and they're getting
wor se.

| saw that on the other side one of the swings was rocking back and
forth as if soneone had just clinmbed off. I wal ked slowy along the wall,
peeri ng under seesaws and roundabouts, and as | progressed the sound got a
little louder. | hoped it wasn't going to be anything bad. The stuff in the
ghost town had been enough for the tinme being. Not frightening, but solidly
depressing. | hadn't thought properly about Rafe for a while, and I didn't
want to now.

There was a bench on that side, and a dark shape underneath. | went up
to it carefully and crouched down to see what it was. It was Al Kkl and.

The Actioneer was curled up tightly, and the sound |I'd heard was that of
his teeth chattering violently. Hs clothes were wet and his hands were
clasped rigidly over his face, shutting everything out. The knuckl es were
white and glaring, nuscles vibrating fromthe force of his grip. | reached out
and touched himgently on the shoulder. He flinched and curled into an even
smal | er ball

"Alkland,' | said quietly. '"It's me. It's Stark.'
Very slowy one of his hands began to nove, like that of a child who is
afraid to ook in case the bad thing is still waiting for him | guessed that

he must have had a pretty tough tine since we cane in. You always do, for sone
reason: it's a bit of a downer even for ne. The hand noved just enough for one
eye to peek out behind it.

"Stark?" he said, very, very softly.

'Yeah, | reached out ny hand. 'Cone on: let's go

More cautiously than | woul d have believed possible, like an
advertisenent for the whole concept of caution, Al kland slowy canme out from
under the bench. As | helped himto his feet he kept casting sl ow searching
| ooks around us, peering towards the corners of the playground.

'Have they gone?' he whispered, when he was finally upright.

' Vho?'

' The babies.'

"Ch shit. You saw them'

He nodded, rubbing his hand across his |ip.

' Have they gone?



"Yes' | said, 'they've gone. Listen.' The park was silent, apart from
rustling |l eaves. 'No crying.'

He |istened, rubbing back and forth. |I'd expected himnot to | ook good
here, but it was worse than |I'd banked on. Large patches of his face had a
variegated green tinge and in places it was a virulent shade of purple. Seeing
the babies was a terrible thing to have happened to himstraight off. He
st opped rubbing his lip.

"No crying' he said.

| led himout into the park towards the canal. Unfortunately the trolley
was spinning slowy round in a perfect circle, which was the last thing
Al kl and needed at that time. He cringed up against ne, whinpering. | nmade sure
his eyes were covered and cl osed ny own.

When | reopened themthe trolley had di sappeared. Al kland | ooked up and
stared at the enpty path.

"How did you do that? Look, Stark, where the hell are we? Wat is going
on? What is this? Wiere the fuck are we?

"Come on' | said. 'Let's get out of here. And steady on with the
| anguage. '

It |ooked as if we were stuck with night for the tine being, and al so

with the canal. It was quiet and fairly sane, so | was happy with that. | was
even happier to find that | had sone cigarettes. Al kland trailed al ongsi de ne,
still casting glances behind. Then he pointed in front of us.

"What' s that?

It was a gondola, actually, coming gracefully towards us down the canal
descri bi ng gradual arcing circles.

'"There's no one init, there's, oh God: it's full of bugs.'

"Ignore it' | said. "It'll be behind us soon.'

"\Where are we goi ng?'

"Wll, to a degree we'll have to wait and see. Ah.' Suddenly we were in
a forest, on a gravel path w de enough for us to wal k abreast. 'This | ooks
promni sing."'

"What's going on?' he wailed. Huge trees stood in ranks on either side
of us, nmassive branchl ess trunks that shot straight up to blend into the black
sky. Al kland put his hands on his hips and stood facing me petul antly.

"Tell me, Stark.'

| carried on wal king, and after a pause he foll owed.

"It's not a good idea to talk while you're on the nove' | said,
truthfully. "It's distracting, and we want to stay where we are for the tine
bei ng. Are you hungry?

The Actioneer frowned.

"Yes, | am actually' he said, as if surprised that his body could be
finding time for so nundane a sensation

' Good. Concentrate on that for the tine being.'

W wal ked for another fifteen mnutes along the forest path. Twi ce an
ow hooted in the trees, but apart fromthat it was quiet and very peaceful

"Hold on.'

| turned to see the Actioneer bending down to tie up his shoel ace. He
strai ghtened and stared at nme tiredly, |ooking forlorn and danp.

'"Are you okay?' | said.

'Yes and no, as you would say.' Then he twitched and peered into the
dark behind ne, frightened. 'Wat's that?

| turned and | ooked. At first there was nothing to see, only a faint
rustling sound, then | made out a di m pal e shape com ng towards us down the
pat h.

"Don't nake a sound' | whispered to Alkland. This is nothing to be
afraid of. Stand close to ne and be very quiet.’

He stepped quickly towards me and we waited.

Wthin a mnute the shape had taken on nore definition. It was a young
worman, aged about twenty, dressed in a neat skirt and white bl ouse. She wal ked



slowy towards us down the path.

" Stark'

" Shhh | sai d.

The wonman gl owed gently, a white light that encased her fromhead to
foot, nmuting the colour of her clothes and skin. She was | ooking straight
ahead, eyes focused on the middle distance. About three yards in front of us
she stopped. Al kland' s hand gripped ny armtightly, but he didn't nmake a
sound. The woman tal ked for a few monents, spoke as if to soneone standing by
her side, though no sound reached us. Then she | aughed and carried on wal ki ng.
She passed us and continued down the path into the darkness between the trees.
Before Al kland could ask me anything | started wal ki ng agai n, quickly, so that
he had to concentrate on keeping up

A few mnutes later the forest stopped, and we were on a high dark
hill si de whi ch shaded down into a wooded valley. | led the Actioneer along the
path down the steep hill side.

"Pretty' he observed, surprising ne.

It was, in fact. In the darkness the green of the steep hills boundi ng
the narrow valley was a rich dark enmerald, and though it was cold and rain was
hanging in the air, it felt safe, |like some elvish ki ngdom

'"Yeah' | said. 'This is okay.'

At the bottomof the valley the path ran by a stream whi ch gurgled
quietly and reassuringly. It led into a small village. Though all the houses
were dark it wasn't like the area |I'd passed through earlier. It wasn't about
alienation. It was just quiet and ol d.

"Right' | said cheerily. 'Sonewhere along here we may well find an inn
Look out for it.'
The village was very small, no nore than twenty cottages |ong, and we

were out the other side of it within a minute and without seeing any lights. |
was beginning to think that 1'd nmade a mi stake when | noticed that the | ast
house on the right, which stood slightly apart fromits nei ghbour, had a dim
[ight glowing fromone of the rear w ndows.

"Looks like it's not an inn, just a house,' | said.

"What is?

I motioned to himto be quiet and wal ked up to the house. 'Just go with
it," | said, and knocked on the heavy ol d oak door

There was a pause | ong enough for Al kland to say ny nane once nore with
a heavy, pendul ous question mark after it and then the door was flung w de,
spilling a yellow gl ow of warmlight out onto the path.

"Well | never.' The speaker was a m ddl e-aged woman, fat and jolly,
rosy-cheeked and whol esone. 'Don't just stand there! Conme in, cone in!'

| shepherded Al kl and, whose eyes were conpletely round wth
unarticul ated confusion, in front of ne. The woman bustl ed al ong ahead,
| eadi ng us though a dimcorridor to a roomat the back where the wel coning
light blazed. It turned out to be the kitchen, with a huge table in the niddle
and a few rough-hewn wooden chairs around it. In one of themwas the wonan's
husband, a huge rustic bear of a man. He rose when we entered and grinned at
us, rubbing his beard shyly.

"Wll who's this then?' he said in a voice that was gruff and rural, but
wel com ng.

"Visitors!' exclainmed his wife. 'Been out all evening, by the | ook of

you, eh?'

"Yes.'

"Nasty old night,' observed the man sagely, coming over to shake our
hands. Hi s hand was huge and warm the skin dry and conforting, like the

menory of your father's hand.
'Look at you' the wonman said to Al kland, poking himin the stomach.
' Soaki ng, you are. And hungry too, I'll be bound?
Al kl and, surprised into a smle, nodded at her
"I ama little' he said.
"Wll go on then, sit yourselves down there while | make us up sone tea.



Cone on, Henry, you go out and get sone nore logs for the fire.'

The man grinned at us, picked a battered old hat off the back of his
chair, and opened the back door

"Her wish is nmy conmand' he said, w nking, before going out into the
ni ght and cl osi ng the door behind him

Al kl and stared after him his eyebrows fighting hard to clinb off the
top of his face

' There you go' said the wonman, setting two enornous nugs of tea down in
front of us. 'Get those inside you while I find something for you to eat. Go
on now.'

| took a sip of the tea, which was wonderful, strong and sweetened with
honey. Al kl and drank too, and | could al nbost see the warnth stoking his body,
fading the colours in his face until they were barely noticeable. | knew the
bal m woul d only be tenporary, but it was good to see all the same. The woman
busi ed hersel f round the enornous old iron stove, clanging utensils and
singing loudly to herself as she happily set about rustling something up

| turned back to face Al kland, who was sitting |ooking at me with an
expression which clearly said that he had no intention of uttering a single
bl oody word until | explained somet hing.

'Ckay,' | said, leaning on the table. '\Were do you think you are?

"l have no idea. Not a clue.’

'What happened?’

"Well' he cradled the nmug agai nst his chest, savouring the warnth. "It
was as you said. | heard you say sonething and then suddenly it was cold and
felt as if | was nade of heavy water. Then | woke up, and it felt as if no
time had passed, but | knew it had. | was in that playground, and | coul dn't
see you anywhere. | was very frightened because everything started to nove
wi t hout anyone there, and then | heard the sound of crying and so | went to
find out what it was.' He stopped, and put the nug back on the table, his
hands trenbling violently.

'Bad break, running into them' | said.

"Stark, what were they?

| didn't answer, because the woman canme over to the table and set down
plates in front of each of us. From nowhere had appeared a massive nixed gril
af fair; sausages, thick rashers of bacon, eggs, fried bread and pot at oes.

Al kl and stared at it.

"My," | said to him 'You were hungry, weren't you.'

The wonman | aughed and went back to the stove, still singing. Al kland
dragged his eyes away fromthe food to watch her for a noment, and then | eant
across to whisper to ne.

"I know that song' he said. 'l don't know where from but |I knowit.'
| nodded, setting about the huge pile of food in front of ne.

"You woul d' | said. "Just like this is your idea of a feast.'

' What ?'

Now, this is probably going to come as no surprise to you, especially if
you' re one of the smart-arses who worked out there was no gang ahead of tine
and all that, but Al kland was obviously still well behind the pace, so | had
to make it clear.

"Where we are, Alkland, is Jeam and.'’

He stopped chewi ng and stared at ne.

' Come agai n?

This is Jeani and.'

" Are you sayi ng dream and?'

'No. Jeam and. Wen you wal k along that plain, if you can find it,
sooner or later you cone to a gate, and when you go through it you come into
here.’

"And it's |ike a dream you nean?'

"No. It is a dream This is where you cone to dream where everyone
cones to dream'’

"You nmean we're asleep.’



"No. We're not. You renenber that wonan in the forest?

' The gl owi ng one.'

'Yes. She was asl eep. Somewhere in the world, she was lying in bed, or
sprawl ed on a sofa, asleep. Wien she wakes up, if she remenbers her dream

she' Il renenber a forest, a deep dark forest with thick trunks, and she'l
renmenber wal ki ng al ong that path, and whatever happened to her after that.'’
' The canal .’

"Not necessarily. It doesn't work like that. It depends what track she
was on, what she was dream ng for.'

"Do we | ook like that to other people?

'No. Because we're not asleep. W' re awake.'

Al kl and finished his plate of food just in time to have another placed
in front of him On it was a thick sandwi ch, a hunk of steam ng hone-cooked
ham bet ween two wedges of fresh bread. Al kland' s nmouth dropped open

"I know what that's from' he said, pointing at his plate.

" What ?'

"When | was young,' he said, 'l used to read books by a wonan called Mg
Finda. They were really old, belonged to nmy grandnmot her when she was a girl.'
He stopped, struck by a sudden revel ation, and | ooked at the woman, who was
busy again over at the stove. 'That's where the tune's fromtoo. My
grandmot her used to sing that tune. Bloody hell."’

'CGo on.'

These books, which had been passed down the famly for generations, were
al |l about these children who used to have adventures.' He sniled, sheepishly.
"I don't think ny parents were very keen on them actually. Not required
reading for Centre children, as |I'msure you can inmagine.'

'"Not Janet and John Push Back the Frontiers of Managenent Accounting.'

'Exactly. Anyway, in these books, whenever there was a hiatus in the
story they'd sonmehow conme upon an aunt or sonething who'd take them back to
her cottage for high tea.' He smiled, his eyes mles away. 'Scones, tea, jam
thick creamy mlk. Stuff I'd never tasted.'

'More tea?' The woman stood next to us, red-faced and smiling from her
work over at the stove, proffering a huge old iron teapot. W nodded
gratefully and she topped up her cups, and plonked a jug of thick, creany nilk
on the table for us to help ourselves to. Al kland | ooked at it as he
conti nued.

"And one | particularly renenber. A farner's wife took themin and gave
t hem ham sandw ches. Exactly like this one.' He indicated the
fast-di sappearing remains of his. 'Exactly like this.'" He said nothing for a
while, and then smled painfully. 'I used to | ove those books.'

"Lots of people did | said. That's why it's like this. This is a rest
break, a pause. It's the Jeanl and equi val ent of Stuckeys: a stop along the
way. They're dotted all over, mainly in areas like this. You turn up, you're
wel coned and fed, and then you go on your way ready for your journey. In fact,
if you want you can conme in, be fed, go out, knock at the door again and cone
in and be fed again. The second tinme will be exactly like the first: they
won't recogni se you, won't know you've been here before. If we cane back in
again the old man would be sitting in that chair, and he'd stand up just the
way he did, and everything woul d happen exactly again.'

'"He's been a long time, actually.'

'He won't be coming back,' | said. 'He's not necessary. He isn't part of
what's going on. He was just a detail.’

Al kl and shook his head, nopping up the last of his sandw ch.

"What you find depends on what you need: that's why | asked if you were
hungry,' | added. 'If we'd been tired, it would have been a qui ck snack and
then we'd have been shown to a pair of high old brass beds with thick
mattresses and feather quilts.'

'Stark, how do you know t hese things?

"I'"ve been here before,' | shrugged.

He | ooked at me intently.



"Alot, | suspect.'’

' Yeah.'

"Wy is it called "Jeam and", and not "Dream and", which woul d appear at
| east to have sone sense behind it?

'"It's along story.'

Al kl and consi dered for a nonent.

'So,' he said, finally. I'mdream ng, and you're here with ne.'

"Hell0o?' | said, exasperated. 'Is there anybody in there? W are not
dream ng. W& are awake. That's the whol e fucking point.'

' Language!' scol ded the woman genially, as she sl apped sonme scones and
jamdown in front of Al kland and topped up our tea.

"Sorry. That's the whole point of the plain, Al kland. For those who can
find it, it's the way into here when you're awake. If I'd wanted us to dreaml
woul d just have let you fall asleep. But | couldn't, could |? Because when you
sl eep, and when you dream bad things happen to you, don't they?

Al kl and | ooked at ne, eyes wide.

"Yes,' he said quietly. They do.'

" And do you know why?'

He shook his head. | told him

' Because sonething's comng to get you.'

When Al kland was full to bursting point we took our |eave of the woman.
She showed us to the front door, chattering all the way. As we stood outside
she pressed a small bundle on the Actioneer, and he thanked her with a shy
graci ousness that nade her bl ush.

That's the best food |I've ever had in ny life,' he said, with patent
honesty.

' Ch hush, now,' she said, obviously pleased. 'You two take care, you
hear? There's nonsters out there tonight.'

"I know | said.

"Well, just take care,' she repeated, slowy closing the door. 'Lovely
shirt, by the way.'

The valley we found ourselves in was different to the one we'd left. The
same sort of thing, but different. W followed the path down the slope unti
we reached the bottom and then wal ked beneath the towering sides. It was

still night, and dark

"Something is coming to get you,' | said, picking up where we'd left
off. "W have to find out what, and stop it.'

" \Why 2

' Because otherwise you'll die," | said sinply.

Al kl and st opped wal ki ng.

"What are you tal ki ng about ?

"The first time | saw you, in the hotel roomin Stable, you were having
a nightmare. On the roof, when you dozed off for a few nonments, you had a
nightmare. In nmy apartnment, you had a ni ghtmare.’

' Peopl e get nightmares.' He knew what | was tal ki ng about, but was too
scared to admit it.

"Not like that, not |like the ones you're getting. And your skin,

Al kland, like Villig said: you can see it in your skin. You're getting ill.
You can't see it, but you're | ooking even worse now So far it's just
cosnmetic, but it won't stop at that. Sonething's getting at you fromwthin,
and if it reaches you, you will die.'

"Is this something to do with the Centre?

"No. This is a thing the Centre knows nothing about. It just happens
sonmetines. It's like a bug, a glitch.' That was being economical with the
truth in a big way, but this was neither the tine nor the place for a history
lesson. If | had my way, it would never be the tine.

'"So why did you bring us here?

'Because if this isn't sorted out, then you' ve got nowhere to go.
There's no point ne protecting you fromthe Centre if something' s screw ng you



up fromthe inside in the meantine, is there?
"No, | suppose not.'
'How | ong have you been having ni ghtmares? Not just the usual, this

kind.'

Al kl and consi der ed.

"A coupl e of weeks.'

About the same time he found out about Dilli-genz II, in fact, which was
possi bly but not necessarily interesting. Enotional trauma coul d have got the
ball rolling, | supposed, but it didn't make nuch difference either way. One

of the frustrating aspects of dealing with this kind of thing is that there
are very few rules. Sometines things nmean sonething, sonetimes they don't. It
doesn't make much difference in the end.

'So what can we do?' Al kland pronpted.

"I don't know. W'll have to wait and see.'
"Wait and see. You should have that tattooed on your forehead.'
"Alkland, that's the way it works. | was hired to find you and take you

back to the Centre. Sinple, straightforward. And yet now here | am di cking
around in here trying to help you stay alive. The life of soneone very
important to ne is at risk because of you. If you include mne, the lives of
two. Thi ngs happen, the job changes. Life's like that: it's linear and it
twists and turns and you just have to follow it and see what happens. There
are no cross-cuts, no hel pful hints, no subtextual clues. Things just happen
and all you can do is try to get the hell out of their way.'

"Yes, | know. Life is one great Plan B. Wnderful.' He turned away.

"Al kland. Don't piss nme off. So far I'mon your side in this.'

"And a lot of help that's been. |'ve been shot at, al nost bl own up and
now |' mrunning fromshadows in a place that doesn't even exist.'

"Wthout ne you're fucked,' | said, staring at him and left it there.
He stared back at nme, his anger fading, because it hadn't really been anger in
the first place, but fear.

"I know he said eventually. 'l hate that.'

W started noving again, and after a while he apologised. | told him
that he was a dream conpared to a |lot of the people |I've had to deal with, and
provided a few exanples that in the end even nade himlaugh. It was the fact
that the lady I'd carried through the swanp had soon after burnt down our
hi di ng pl ace by not properly stubbing out the cigarette 1'd told her not to
light in the first place that did it. The air cleared between us, and things
were all right again.

| didn't mind, wasn't at all surprised that he'd had to bl ow of f
eventual ly. They always do. People always find it so frustrating that there's
no structure they can see, that they just have to follow the river downstream
and see what they find. They want to know the plot so they can guess the end,
because they're afraid of what it mght be. | can understand that, even though
| know it's not the way things work. | never know what the hell's going to
happen next, but | can live with that.

"So,' he said after a while, 'where are we goi ng now?'

"W're trying to find a jungle,' | said.

"Ch.' He appeared to realise the significance of that. 'Like the one
dr eaned?'

'Yes. Somewhere around there will be your, stream and around there will
be where the action is.'

"My streanf’

' Everybody has a streamin Jeamand. It's where their dreans conme from'

'"Did you ever spend a long tinme, say six or seven years, taking drugs
twenty-four hours a day?' he asked, yawning nassively. The col ours were back

in his face, and he | ooked very tired. | made a decision

"Look' | said. This valley looks like it's going to go on for ever.
W've hit a set pattern, | think.'

' Meani ng?'

"Meaning it's going to stay this way however |ong we carry on wal ki ng.



The best thing for us to do is try to get sone sleep." | waited for himto say
something tiresonme like 'But we're asleep already', but he appeared to have
got a grip on the situation.

"Is it safe?

"I think so.'

"Wait and see, eh?' he said, and smled.

13

There are nonsters.
There really are.

| woke up to an odd mixture of noises. On the one hand there was the
rhythm c creak of insects and the cawi ng of birds, and on the other the
unm st akabl e sound of soneone being sick. As | opened nmy eyes | noticed that
it was daytinme, and also that it was alarm ngly hot.

Sitting up, | saw that all of mnmy observations except one could be
grouped under an unbrella observation. W were in a jungle, of a rather odd
ki nd. The remai ni ng observation proved sinply to be correct. About five yards
away, discreetly tucked behind a large frondy plant of some kind, Al kland was
having a bad tine. | stayed where | was and waited for him No one likes to be
the centre of attention while they're throwi ng up

A couple of minutes |later he made his way over and sat a few feet away.
Hs entire face was now green, apart fromthe patches of purple around the
eyes and nouth. His eyes were bl oodshot as he turned to me and smniled wanly.

"I don't suppose you can magic up a pot of coffee or anything, can you?

| shook ny head. You can't do that kind of thing. God knows |'ve tried.

'Did you sl eep?

'"Ch yes,' he said, 'I slept perfectly well. Then about half an hour ago
| woke up knowing | was within seconds of exploding, and |'ve been pretty busy
since then, as you probably heard."

' How do you feel now?

"Terrible. Stark, there's a pool of water over there. | used sone of the
water to wash ny face at half tine. I saw ny reflection.’
| nodded.

' Yeah. Good jungl e canoufl age."

"What's happening to ne?

"You're getting sick.'

'"No, really? Cone on, Stark, give out the information in slightly |arger
parcels for once.' His voice was steady, but he was scared.

"Stand up,' | said. He stood, and | rose to | ook nore closely at his
face. Underneath the discoloration the skin was actually hol ding up reasonably
wel |, largely because 1I'd managed to get himinto here before it got too far
advanced. It was still getting worse, but at a nuch |lower rate. There were a

couple of tiny patches where the skin felt a little infirm but that was all.
Al kl and wriggl ed unconfortably.

"If you weren't here,' | said, stepping back fromhim 'your face would
be the same col our as always. You' d sinmply ook as if you' d been very ill for
a long tine. The col our here doesn't mean anything in itself: it's just a
read-out, like an energy level indicator.'

'So what's actual ly happeni ng?'

"Let's wal k' I said.

"Stark.’

"Il explain, but let's wal k. W& have to go pl aces, renenber?

Al kl and grudgingly fell in with ne as | started to push nmy way past the
near est vegetati on.

"Weird jungle,' | said.

It was. It was like a jungle out of a children's book, huge picturesque
trees with vines strung between them nmassive ferns with broad | eaves at
ground |l evel and yet with a discernible path, patchily lit by shafts of hunid



glistening sunlight. Exotic birds cawed and hooted up in the panoply of I|eaves
far above our heads, playing lead to the insects' tidal rhythm section

The truly strange thing was the colours. | plucked a |l eaf froma nearby
fern and | ooked at it closely. The edges weren't snmooth, but slightly jagged.
The | eaf was made up of small squares of colour picked froma limted palette.
From a di stance the effect was of gradually shifting shades of green, but
cl ose up you could see that the hues were nmade up of a few distinct greens
interm xed with blues and yell ows. Fromwhat | could see by | ooking round
reckoned there were about two hundred and fifty-six col ours avail abl e.

The path was a m xture of browns with patches of black and a few spots
of white, and the quantised squares of colour were clearly visible wthout
even bendi ng down. Everything was the same: the shifting patches of intense
bl ue way up above the trees were made up of dark blue, cyan and white, and
when a cockat oo-1i ke bird swooped across our path a few yards in front, it too
was made up of interm xed squares of colour. The squares were the same size
no matter how far away the object was: the grain on the sky was no finer than
that on the path. The nearer objects were, in fact, the nore subtle the
col ouring, because the squares were smaller in relation to the size of the
obj ect .

The whol e thing was just |ike some three-dinensional conputer graphic,
and yet the | eaves were warm and the trunks solid, and the |loose dirt stirred
under our feet as we threaded our way along the path. Wird.

For a while we wandered along the path in silence, content to | ook
around. It didn't take long for the colours to cease to seem strange: the
jungle was after all realistically hot and sticky, and |I'm sure Al kland had
never been in a real jungle anyway. As we progressed, the vegetation becane
t hi cker and thicker, pressing in on the path, and the canopy above let shafts
of light through less and less frequently. Soon we were pushing our way
t hrough dense fronds in a dark green and oppressively humid gl oom There was a
chance that it was Al kland' s confusion that was maki ng the jungl e beconme nore
i npenetrable, so | decided to talk before things got any worse.

' How much do you know about dreans?' | asked him

"Not much,' he admitted reluctantly. Actioneers hate admitting they
don't know about sonething. In the Centre they never do. They just pretend
they're an expert and then hurry off and | earn as much as possible about it
before they get found out. Not really an option here.

' Nobody does, actually, particularly the people who think they do. A
long tinme ago peopl e thought they were visions. Then they thought they were
refl ections of the subconscious nmind churning away beneath the surface.' | had
to stop there for a while, to concentrate on shoving a particularly |arge
frond out of our way. The path didn't |ook much better once it was cl eared
t hough, and the vegetati on above us was now so thick that we were noving
through a murky twilight.

After a few nore yards we came to a standstill, unable to go on. |
turned to face Al kland and saw that the way we'd come was bl ocked too: the
vegetati on had grown over the path. W were stuck, standing facing each
other's sweating faces in about a square yard of space.

"M ght there not be a clearer path somewhere?' asked Alkland, irritably
swatting a small bug that had | anded on his face. Though the bug had been made
up of tiny squares of blacks and greys, the spot of blood that flowed fromit
was real

'"No. Pay attention.' | had to clear Al kland's mind up soon, or we'd have
a hell of a job ever getting out of this jungle. To a degree, they were right.
Dreanms are a reflection. But as you can see, they're also a reality. Wen you
dream you cone here: this is where they happen.'

"Wuld this place still be here if nobody dreaned?

'Yes. That's exactly the point,' | said, pleased. 'Jeam and persists.
It's the way it is partly because of the dreanms that take place here. But the
dreans peopl e have are shaped by the place too. They affect one another.'

' Ckay' he said, nodding. 'Wth you so far.'



| glanced behind me and saw that though the way was still blocked, it
seened to be slightly lighter up ahead.

"Dreanms aren't just in the mnd," | continued. They exist, and they're
part of you. Like nenories, they make up rmuch of what you are, whether you
renmenber them or not. Again, you affect each other.'

'Ri ght.

"If something goes wong with a part of your body, if some of the cells
go rabid or get screwed up by sonething, you get ill.'

"And i f sonmething goes wong with your dreamnms, you get ill too.

'"Gve that man a cigar.'

"Stark, sonmething peculiar is happening with all these frondy things.
There seens to be a path openi ng up behind you.'

| looked, and he was right. It was a pretty ragged path, overgrown and
tangled up to chest height, but it was there all the sane.

"You can't actually kill someone straight off in a dreaml | said,
backing slowy along the path. 'You can't do anything which will make themdie
intheir sleep.' Another lie, but he wasn't to know, and it was very nearly
the truth.

"That's a relief.’

"But you can cause themto die.'

Coh.
"You can get in anmongst their dreans and stir themround, tangle them
pervert them disease them The person becones ill, and they die.'
"And that's what's happening to ne?
"Yep.'
"Who's doing this to ne? | mean, who's actually doing it?
"No one' | said.

"Ch come on, Stark. It nust be soneone, and there can't be many people
who can do that kind of thing. The options nust be fairly few'
That's just it. There's no one left anynmore who can do that, apart from

nme. The other one was killed eight years ago. I'mthe only one left. This is
just a glitch, a random Sonet hi ng.'
Then a rare thing happened. | got enotional. | turned back the way we

were com ng and wal ked qui ckly. Now that Al kland was back on the team

conpr ehensi on-wi se the path was much easier, though we were passing through an
area that was obviously pretty dense at the best of times. | could see what

| ooked like a small clearing up ahead and | strode towards it. | was
unbearably hot, tired and fed up, and | wanted to sit by nmyself for a nonent.

| didn't want to have to explain anything, carry anyone or think about
anyt hi ng. Especial ly think about anything.

"Stark, wait!' Alkland called after ne, hurrying to try to catch up. The
problemw th ny bad noods is that they're over alnost as soon as they arrive.
By the time people realise that I"mangry |I'm already out the other side. Al
nmy moods these days are |like that, even the good ones.

| strode on anyway, letting myself calmdown a little nore. | realised
that 1'd been on a bit of a downer for the |last day or so, since the nono ride
out of Colour to Eastedge. The thing is, you don't know everything. Not even

you, M 'Qoviously there was no gang'. | haven't told you, so you can't.
will do, if it's relevant. | may do, anyway, but it's unlikely you'l
understand. It's even less likely that you'll care.

How many tines have you tried to talk to soneone about sonething that
matters to you, tried to get themto see it the way you do? And how many of
those times have ended with you feeling bitter, resenting them for making you
feel like your pain doesn't have any substance after all?

Li ke when you've split up with soneone, and you try to conmunicate the
way you feel, because you need to say the words, need to feel that sonmebody
under stands just how pissed off and frightened you feel. The problemis, they
never do. 'Plenty nore fish in the sea,' they'll say, or 'You're better off
wi thout them' or 'Do you want sonme of these potato chips? They never really
under st and,



because they haven't been there, every day, every hour. They don't know the
way things have been, the way that it's nade you, the way it has structured
your world. They'll never realise that sonmeone who nakes you feel bad nay be
t he person you need nost in the world. They don't understand the history, the
background, don't know the pillars of menory that hold you up. Utimately,
they don't know you well enough, and they never can. Everyone's alone in their
wor | d, because everybody's life is different. You can send people letters, and
show t hem phot os, but they can never cone to visit where you live.

Unl ess you | ove them And then they can burn it down.

As | sat in the clearing, waiting for Alkland to catch up, | heard a
sound in the distance. | couldn't be sure, but it sounded a little like a
tiger, and | was glad when the dishevelled Actioneer eventually nmade his way
to where | was sitting. He | ooked as hot as | felt, and regarded ne with sone
caution as he approached.

"I"'msorry if | said anything to upset you,' he said, |ooking contrite.

"Not your fault. You pressed an old button, that's all. How are you
feeling?

He pl onked hi msel f down on the ground next to ne.

"Tired. And hot. Do we have to stay in this jungle? Can't we find a nice
nmeadow or sonet hi ng?'

"Possibly. But |I don't think we should. The only way to find whatever's

giving you grief is to followits trail. This is what you dreanmed of in ny
apartment, and you haven't dreaned since then, have you?

' No.

Then this is the nearest to where it'll be.’

"\What are you | ooking for?

"Anything. Nothing.' | shrugged. '\Watever. Stop me if |'m being too

precise for you.'
"l understand' he said.' Wit and see.’
| clapped himon the back and stood up
"I think you're getting the hang of this.'

M d-afternoon found us still tranping through the jungle. Al kland was
bearing up pretty well, but | felt conpletely whacked and doubted he felt
anywhere near as good as that. The Actioneer had experinented with not wearing
his jacket for a while, but | explained to himthat the point about a jungle
was that it was hot, and that it would feel the sane whatever he was wearing.
The fact that he absorbed this i mediately seemed to show that he was finally
getting a grip on how the whol e thing worked.

W had broken for lunch at md-day, Alkland's parcel fromthe farner's

wi fe hol ding nore than enough to fill us both up. Apart fromthat it was solid
tranping though, so I'll spare you the details: we wal ked, then we wal ked sone
nore, after that we walked a bit, I'msure you get the general idea. The only

mldly different aspect of the wal king we were currently doing was that the
pat h was now

slightly lower, with gentle banks | eading up to the jungle on either side of
us. Different, but not exactly exciting.

| was beginning to think that the jungle was going to go on for ever,
featurel ess and unrelenting, when Al kland pointed in front of us.

"What's that?

At first | thought the answer was 'More bl oody fronds, what does it |ook
like?" but then on closer inspection | saw what he was tal king about. | went
up to the fronds in question and pushed a few of them aside.

"It's awall," |I said, factually, because it was. Built into the
right-hand side of the path was a piece of wall. It was fashioned out of grey
bl ocks of stone and | ooked very old, like a relic of some Inca civilisation.
say grey, though of course the bl ocks were a speckled m xture of black, grey,
bl ue and white.

"So it is," said Alkland, rubbing a griny hand across his danp forehead.
Thank God |'ve got an experienced guide with ne.'



"What can | say? It's a wall. Cone on.'

Alittle further we found anot her piece, and | ooking ahead we coul d see
that the vegetation seenmed to be breaking up in the distance, as if the jungle
was thinning out. Unless | was rmuch m staken, the next bit was on the horizon
and | told Al kland so.

"Good. I'mgetting a bit bored with this jungle' he said, swatting at
anot her bug. They seened to go for himin a big way. Bugs can take or |eave
me, it seens: the insect kingdomhas its Stark habit well under control
Al kl and was clearly a major attraction, the Dopaz of the bug world.

Suddenly there was a sound, and we both whirled round to stare back the
way we cane.

"What was that?

"I think it was probably a tiger' | replied. The sound cane again,
soundi ng about half a mle off. "Yep, it's a tiger.'

"That's, uh, not ideal, is it?

"No. Interesting though. Listen.' Wen the tiger roared again, it was
unm stakable. It was exactly the same sound each tine, like a digitised snatch
of noise. 'That fits, | guess. A digital tiger in a bitmap jungle.'

"Wuld its digital teeth be a good or a bad thing to have round one's
t hroat ?' asked Al kl and, peering anxiously in the direction of the sound.

"Probably bad. And | suggest that for once we don't wait and see.'’

W hurried along the path, and the next tinme we heard the roar it
sounded a good deal further away. The tiger appeared to be noving in a
different direction, which was good. It obviously wasn't tracking us, which
meant it didn't know we were here. Alkland was visibly relieved. | didn't
break out the chanpagne or anything, but | felt pretty positively about it
t 0o.

Wthin half an hour the thinning was beginning to happen in the trees
around us. There began to be as much sky as vegetati on above, and the wall had
becorme an unbroken stretch of grey on the right. The path itself had been on a
gradual incline for the last mle or so, slowy heading upwards. Looki ng back
the jungl e seened to be an enornpus basin of colour, a bow whose Iip we were
appr oachi ng.

The trees becane fewer still and suddenly it was if we were walking in a
danp forest rather than jungle. The ground was | ess covered too, red earth
showi ng through the creepers. There was an outcrop of rock about fifty yards
in front of us, seemngly the border at the edge of the jungle, and we headed
for that. The last stretch was pretty steep, and by the time we reached the
top we were both panting heavily.

It was worth it though. Before us lay a plain which was flat and
featurel ess apart froma regular sprinkling of shrubs and stunted trees. At
the far side, a mle or so away, a range of grey nountains took up half the
sky.

More inportantly, there was a building on the plain. R ght at the other
side, snug up against the mountains, a castle sat on top of a colum mnade
entirely out of red brick. The base | ooked about twenty yards across, a huge
pillar that went up about two hundred netres before w dening massively to
support the castle proper. Thinner columms, a couple of metres across, stood
at the four corners of the upper portion. Fromthe highest roof-top was flying
a white triangular flag. W stood shakily staring at it and grinning.

"Weird building,' panted Alkland. 'But | love it.'

"It's a good place' | said. 'W've lucked out. Again.'

'Do you know whose it is?

"No. But they'll know me. Cone on: let's go.'

There was a very loud roar fromright behind us.

"Shit' we said in unison, whirling round.

There was nothing there.

"Where is it?

"I don't know.'

Back to back, we slowy turned a circle, staring into the bushes.



"Stark.’

' Shhh.

W stopped rotating and listened. Only the faintest crackling of dried
| eaves told us that the tiger was there in the bushes sonewhere.

"How did it get here?

"Quietly. Now shh.'

The tiger roared again, the sound coning fromthe dense bank of fronds
to the left of the path. The jungle was growi ng up around us again, and
qui ckly: the edge was now ten yards away, and each tine we turned it got
t hi cker and thicker. Another roar and we both turned to face it, standing side
by si de.

"What are we going to do?'

"Dunno. Yes, | do: slowy back towards the edge of the jungle.'

At first | thought night was beginning to fall, because out of bright
sunlight we were once nore in an increasingly nurky green haze, but |ooking up
| saw that the sky was obscured with trees and vi nes again. W backed nore and
nmore qui ckly, but the jungle kept pace, thickening all around us. Although we
were making quite a |l ot of noise as we stepped through the fronds, the
rustling fromthe bushes in front of us was nore than | oud enough, and the
roar when it came agai n was deaf eni ng.

"Shit' | said. This isn't working. W may have to go for Plan B.'

"Wich is?

The usual . Runni ng away.'

' Sounds good to ne.'

W turned as one and started to run. W got two yards.

Standing rangily in front of us was the biggest tiger | have ever seen
kay, |'ve not seen that many, but | know the average proportions, the
standard package. This one was not average. This was the Mack Truck of the
tiger world, an eighteen-wheeler. Its back was about five feet off the ground
and its jaws were a foot wide and distressingly full of teeth. Its coat was a
vivid mat of orange, black and white stripes. The colours were stil
digitised, but that didn't feel as conforting as it sounds. This was not a
conputer graphic. W could hear it breathing.

'Ch dear' said Al kland, with commendabl e restraint.

The tiger grow ed, an extraordinary sound that filled the jungle, filled
the world. | put ny hand on Alkland's arm At first | thought he shrugged it
off, but then | realised it was just the fact that he was trenbling so
violently.

"Back up,' | said quietly, looking at the tiger, trying hard to gauge
what it was going to do. WIld animals, especially the horrendously carnivorous
kind, are a little unpredictable in their behaviour. They don't circul ate
agendas: they action things imrediately. W took a couple of small, slow,
careful steps backwards. The tiger took one rangy pace forward, grow ing
massi vel y agai n.

' Fuck. '

"I don't suppose there's a Plan C, is there?

"Not at this tine.'

"Pity.'
The tiger roared again, and took another pace forward. It was now about
three yards away, a distance it |ooked nore than capable of |eaping. | say

t hat because the tiger started to go down on its haunches, its nuscles
bunching as it prepared to pounce. How far it could | eap seened very rel evant
at that monent, nore relevant than anything else | could think of. Suddenly
Al kl and sai d sonet hi ng.

"Here, kitty, kitty.'

"I"'msorry? | said, turning to stare at him The Actioneer, stil
trenbling, was reaching out one shaking hand towards the tiger, his
predom nantly green face twitching occasionally with fear

"Here, kitty. Nice kitty.'

| 1 ooked back at the tiger, and was stunned to see that he | ooked as



fazed by this devel opnment as | was. He was still down, back swaying, ready for
action, but his body was tensed, in reserve.

"Here, kitty, kitty.'

The tiger stared at us for a nonment |onger, and then abruptly sat up
front paws neatly in front of him head on its side, |ooking at us.

"Nice one. What made you think of that? | asked, inpressed.

"It just popped into my head,' whispered Al kland. 'Now what, though?

| took a cautious and nicroscopically small step forward. The tiger
stayed where it was, regarding us curiously.

"The problemis,' | said, "we want to be on the other side of him And
rel axed t hough he | ooks . '
| stopped, and stared. The tiger wasn't just still. It was dead.

"Ch no,' said Alkland. "Ch no . . .'

The tiger's eyes were glazed over, unseeing, and its whol e body was
trenbling. The shaking got nore and nore violent and then its eyes popped, one
i mediately after the other, spilling jelly and bl ood out onto its nose. Red
bl eeding flesh started to string out of the sockets as if pulled on invisible
hooks, and gashes appeared all over its body, the skin bursting fromthe
pressure inside.

"He's coming-' wailed Alkland. '"It's going to split

Suddenly the tiger's pelt burst apart as a tower of solid neat pistoned
upwards, trenbling and shaking. It stopped when it was fifteen feet high
grotesquely large, a hundred tines too nuch matter to have been in the tiger
pul sating and dri ppi ng blood, withing and form ng sone shape in terrible
si | ence.

Ni ght fell instantaneously, total darkness everywhere except ahead,
where the met anorphosis shed a rancid orange gl ow for yards around. Not hi ng
was digitised any nore, | noticed unhel pfully. This was for real in every way.
Then the noi se started.

'Come on!' | shouted, and grabbed Al kland, who was transfixed in horror

"I can't, | can't.’

'Yes, you can. Quickly, before it gets any worse!’

By brute force | managed to pull his roots out and bundl ed himround the
side of the mound of flesh. A stray tendril of ropy neat flicked out at us as
we passed, and the heat, and snell of the thing pushed into ny nose like a
penci | hamered upwards. Al kland tripped and fell over a shrub in the darkness
and | yanked hi m back up again.

| shoved himin front of nme as a noise fromthe thing behind us began to
climb in pitch, a huge tw sting whine. W'd got about ten yards, stunbling and
careering across the plain, when the sound reached a peak and exploded into a
roar that nade the tiger's seemlike an effemi nate squeak, made the bones in
nmy head vibrate. Al kland noaned and rmunbl ed i ncoherently, feet tripping over
t hensel ves, body flopping |ike an unrelated set of parts loosely tied
t oget her.

He' d gone. The can-do Actioneer wasn't there any nore, had fled as if
he'd never been. A kland was a child again, a terrified five-year-old in a
sixty-year-old body. | grabbed one of his arns and strung it across ny
shoul ders. Gipping his hand with one of mine, my other arm behind his back, I
pul | ed hi monwards as quickly as | could, feeling the nmuscles in my back

strain and pull. The roar cane again, and this tine, unbelievably, it was
louder. It was everything: it was behind and around us, it was inside us. Bent
over with Alkland's weight, | wenched ny head up to | ook into the distance.

In the darkness | could see the castle, bizarrely spot-lit frombelow, wth
yel l ow points of light high up above the colum. It |ooked |ike sonme water
tower of architectural significance, an urban son et lumi ére, and | propelled
us towards it as fast as | could.

But it was far too slowy, and it was such a long way away. There was a
flash of light and the way in front of us was illum nated for about five yards
inavirulent red glow, a glow which I knew was pouring out of holes in the
body of the thing behind us.



"I couldn't help it," munbled Al kland, his head lolling, jerked up and
down as | ran. 'l couldn't stop it.'

He wasn't talking to nme. Behind I could hear the sound of the thing
approaching, a horrible noise: somehow the fact that it was a light rustle
when it shoul d have been earth-shaking thuds made it even worse. Dragging
Al kl and was getting harder and harder: he wasn't participating, just nmuttering
that it wasn't his fault over and over again. It was |like carrying a heavy
sack of bricks that didn't want to go with you, bricks that didn't even know
you were there. | didn't see the bush in front of us until it was too late. W
tripped straight over it and fell headl ong, faces crashing onto the hard
gravelly earth. | leapt to ny feet as quickly as | could, feeling bl ood
trickling down ny cheek, and | ooked behi nd.

You're not going to get it. There's not a hope in hell | can nmake you
see what | saw. Remenber what it was |ike when you were five, and you dreaned
a bad thing. Renenber what nmade you wake screaming for your nother, what made
you shriek your throat raw until the light in the hallway went on and you
heard her feet swi sh along the corridor towards your door. Renenber the way it
felt as if your heart would stop, as if your bowels would fail, as if your
whol e body woul d just seize and turn to stone, cold stone.

It was thirty feet high. It galloped like a horse in sickening slow
motion. It had no skin, just twi sted red nmuscles that rubbed agai nst each
other, pulling and stretching, breaking and knitting back together. It |ooked
like it had a rider, but it hadn't. There was just a dripping red shape on its
back, a shape that withed and spat, a shape that was the churning renmains of
everyone who hurt you when you were too young to renmenber. It was the man in
the park and the stepfather, the janitor and the sweating uncle, smashed into
one and dead, dead but still moving, growing and withing, grown insane wth
death, with a roar than burnt the inside of your head and torched what you'd
built to cover the renenbrance of msery.

It was a bad thing.

| bent and grabbed the back of Al kland' s jacket, yanking himto his feet
and then pulling himalong again, throwing everything | had left into a | ast
effort to get away. Bobbing in front of us were the lights of the castle,
still impossibly far away, and behind us was the rustling which wasn't getting
| ouder, although it was getting nearer. | tried to focus on the |ight ahead,
tried to feel it pulling us towards it, tried to pour nyself down that channe
and drag Alkland with me. Then it blinked and the castle junped back a hundred
yards. As we ran it blinked again, keeping pace and then gai ning on us,
junping further and further back each tinme until it was getting further away
no matter how fast | scranbled and pulled. The ground was now rmuddy and deep
nmy shoes caked in pounds of grey nmud. Wenching ny feet up out of the clinging
muck got harder and harder and still the castle Iights bounced back further
and further until they were a mle away, two nmiles, a hundred mles. - |
steel ed nyself and gl anced back again. The bad thing was getting closer, nmuch
cl oser, and we were goi ng nowhere. We'd had the sane bush to the side of us
for thirty seconds now. W weren't nmoving, no matter how fast | ran, and in
the castle a thousand miles away the lights were now goi ng out.

"Alkland!" | screaned into his ear, still dragging himforward. He
chuntered on, weighing nore and nore with every step, the purple in his face
spreading visibly, cell by cell. |I screamed at himagain and sl apped his face

as hard as | coul d.
"It wasn't ny fault!' he shrieked, the words suddenly cutting though his

munbling. 'l couldn't help her!'’
"Al kl and! We're going to turn round!'’
"NO
'Yes, we have to. Trust ne.’
"I can"t!'
'You have to. You have to face this, or it will get you.'
' No!

He was crying, tears streamng down his face, and | hated to do this to



him but | knew | had to.

"Yes!' | stopped dead in ny tracks, pulled his armoff ny shoul der and
turned round. The rustling grew | ouder suddenly, a scratching, scraping noise,
like netal on glass, or a zip being pulled down by shaki ng hands in desperate,
trenbling haste. | saw the nonster again and, barely aware | was doing it,
threwup. | tried to turn Al kland but he was strong in his terror, strong |like
a rock. The nonster roared and bl ood spurted out of ny nose, spattering onto
t he ground.

"Turn, Al kland, damm it!"' | screaned at him ' Turn.'

Everyone has a special strength in them a strength they can only find
when the alternative is unthinkable. | threw ny strength agai nst Al kland and
yanked himround, screamng at himto | ook, but his eyes were screwed tight
and his fists pushed deep into the sockets. | |unged behind himand slipped ny
arnms round fromthe back, wenching his fists away as the nonster burnt ny
face with its closeness and its snell. | closed ny eyes and jamred ny fingers
into Al kland' s sockets as hard as | could.

"LOOK AT IT!

Si |l ence

| opened ny eyes. It was gone.

In front of me stood Al kl and, hands over his face, weeping. | could
barely see hi m because there was no light any nore: the gl ow had gone with the
nonster.

Al kl and shook me off when | reached out to touch his shoul der, so
st epped back a yard and let ny head drop, panting, suddenly aware of how many
muscles 1'd torn, how drenched in sweat | was, how nuch |I was trenbling, how
much | wanted ny nother

| turned and | ooked at the castle. It was only about four hundred yards
away, and the spotlights were still on, sending beams up the brick col ums.
Letting ny head loll back | stared up into the night sky to where the lights
were up above.

Al kl and was as rigid as a statue, racked with sobs so small and so
i ntense you couldn't see them There was nothing | could do for himat the
nonent .

Say what you |ike about smoking, that it's bad for you, that it kills
people. | know these things. All | can say is sonetimes they don't seem very
inmportant. If | hadn't been a snmoker, that nonent would have been a great tine
to start. And where the hell could |I have bought some fronf

Five mnutes later, the worst of the storm had passed. Al kland still had
his back to me, but he was less rigid, and | ooked less as if he was trying to
hol d hinself together by pure force of will. He put his hands on his hips and
sagged slightly, head drooping. | lit another cigarette off the remains of the
last, wishing | had sonme that were about a yard | ong.

There was still nothing else | could do, not yet. You don't go up and
put your armround a guy's shoul der when he's been through sonething |ike
that. Saying, 'Hey, never mind,'" doesn't cut it. The nmonsters in Jeanl and are
personal . I'd just interpreted what was happening in the best way | could. It
didn't nean anything to nme, and may not have been related to what Al kland felt
either. It was Al kland's nonster, and you can never really understand
someone' s el se's pain. Wien soneone's seen sonething like that, felt their
youngest guts stirred around and trampled, they don't want confort froma
stranger. It doesn't nean anything. "

The mind is like a pool of water, and rain falls as you age. The water
gets deeper, and |l ooks so still: occasionally sonme stray thought or inpulse
betrays its depths, but seldom

But deep down underneath, right at the bottom there may be sonething
lying on the bottom Sonmething that died a long tine ago, sonething rotted and
foul that belies the pool's still surface. Al kland had just seen a bubble rise
fromthe bottom had snelt the stench of decay: and when that happens, you



don't want other people to come too close, in case they snell it too.

So instead | did ny job, and wearily dragged ny thoughts towards the
next bit. There's always a next bit, sonmehow, and |I'm always the one thinking
about it.

On any other day, at any other time, the castle in the m ddl e distance
woul d have | ooked pretty weird. Today, now, it just |ooked |like a quality
pl ace to be. The | ower portion shot up perpendicularly for a couple of hundred
feet, and though it was made of brick it | ooked hundreds, thousands of years
ol d.

Sat on top like a birdhouse was the castle conplex itself. It spread
wi de over the edges of the central support columm, which neant we were going
to have to go for one of the four much nore slender corner posts. They weren't
big, but | thought we could probably both nmake it up one at the sane tinme. The
plain was absolutely silent where we stood, with not a sliver of sound falling
down from above, but the lights were on, and that neant people were at hone. |
just hoped they wouldn't give us any grief. W were full up
Additional grief, a conplinmentary side-hel ping of grief, was not sonething we
needed at this tine.

There was a small sound from behind and | turned slowy. Al kland coughed
again, and he turned too. His eyes didn't quite nmeet mne and wouldn't for the
next half hour or so, and there was a shane he couldn't conmunicate in the
curve of his shoulders. H's face, though, actually | ooked slightly better
That came from facing the nonster, and would only be tenporary. He | ooked
tired, and he | ooked old. After a nonent he spoke.

' You do know what you're doing, don't you?

| didn't say anything.

"I always thought that stuff about facing things was just guff, arnchair
psychol ogy."'

| didn't say anything again, for a variety of reasons.

" Anyway,' he shrugged.' Thank you.'

"No problem Are you ready to go on?'

The Actioneer twi sted his hands together for a nonent, and then nearly
| ooked up at ne.

"Couldn't we, couldn't we wake up for a while?'

"Afraid not.

' \Why 2

"W just can't. If you come in the way we did, you have to go back out
there too, or somewhere like it.'

"Can't we go back the way we've cone? | knowit's a long way, but I
don't know how nuch nore of this | can take in one go.'

"No. That way isn't there any nore. Things shift. W could cone that way
because of what we are, who we are, what we were trying to do. There's no
goi ng back in Jeam and.'

He sighed heavily, and | noticed that his hands were still trenbling.

'So what do we do now?

"W're going up to the castle.'

Al kl and | ooked past me up at the slender brick pillars.

"Are there lifts in those things?

"No. We're going to clinb.’

"Stark, you're nmad!' Al kland shouted, suddenly hysterical. 'If you think
I"mgoing to be able to shin up hundreds of feet of sheer brick you re out of
your bloody mind.'" He ranted on in this vein for quite sone tine, getting nore
and nore heated. | let him People always feel better when they' ve had a
chance to bl ow off some steam about sonething that isn't the real problem

I cut himoff when he was beginning to repeat hinmself and his voice had
risen to a high squeak

"Shh' | said. 'Come with ne.’

An hour later we were three quarters of the way up one of the supporting
pillars. But was everything going well? Wat do you think?



| didn't try to explain to Al kland how we were going to clinmb. | just
got himto walk with me across the plain towards the castle. A m nimal anount
of moonlight seeped round the al nost constant cloud cover above, casting a
very dimglow across the plain and its regular sprinkling of ghostly bushes.
After the heat of the jungle it was cold, but we were too close to the castle
for it to be freezing. It didn't take us long to get to the base of the
col ums, though we had to stop halfway for a while to let a dreamer pass by in
front of us.

'Ckay,' | said, when we were standing by one of the slimsupport
colums. 'It's "trust Stark" time again.'

Al kl and just |ooked at me, an expression of glum pessimsmon his face.

I knew that the castle hadn't cone any too soon. He was right about one thing:
he couldn't just keep going indefinitely, not in the state he was in. H s face
| ooked as if it had been rendered by an inpressionist deternmned to push the
limts of his technique, sonme final extravaganza before the artist realised he
was just being silly and went back to painting properly.

"Stark,' he said, slowy and patiently. 'This columm is several hundred
feet high. I ama lowy human, and as such amforced to work within the
confines of the laws of physics. There is no way | can clinb this.'

"Vt ch. '

| held nmy hands out to himlike a mme artist, showing | had no pads.
wi shed | had, actually, but my only set was probably still circulating round
Stabl e's weather system Then | approached the colum and rel axed, putting
Al kl and' s scepticismout of my mind. | reached up and wedged ny fingertips
i nto gaps between bricks, and transferred ny weight to nmy hands. Then

carefully, | raised one foot off the ground and pushed the tip of ny shoe into
a crack. Pushing up, | took one hand off and reached up again for a higher
handhol d.

"Yes, | rather thought sonething like that m ght be involved nuttered
Al kland. "Which is why | say | can't do it.'

Ignoring him | raised nmy other foot and found a gap for it. | paused
for a noment, and then quickly shinned up fifteen feet of the colum. It did
nmy heart good to hear the small gasp that came down frombelow | turned ny

head and grinned down at him and then clinbed quickly backwards to the
ground. Al kland stared at ne as if 1'd just becone a bow of fruit.

"How the hell did you do that?

'Exactly, Alkland, exactly. I'mstrong, but I'mnot superhuman. Don't
you renenber anything about what dreans are |ike? Haven't you ever been faced
with something to clinb?

'Yes, but -'

"And did you have to kit yourself out with cranmpons and ropes and al
that shit?

" No.

'"Exactly. This is Jeam and, Al kland. We have to clinb, because clinbing
is what this bit is about. It's an atnosphere, a thought, not an activity.
It's not like real clinbing. Things work differently here. Once you' ve started

it's alnost as if you're crawing along a flat surface, though you still fee
as if you're going upwards.'
'"So, | can do that?

"If you let yourself, yes. Just accept.'’

He sighed heavily and stepped up to the colum. | guided his hands into
cracks and for a nonment he stood like that, caught in an upwards dive. Then he
rai sed his right foot and wedged the tip of his shoes into a gap. Tentatively
he tensed the nmuscles in that | eg and haul ed his body wei ght upwards, fingers
whitening with effort, a tight breath hissing out.

' Good. Now quickly find a hold for your other foot.'

He did, and hung there, nuscles vibrating with effort, and then tunbl ed
back to the floor to land in an irritable heap. | sighed inwardly. The Centre
has a lot to answer for. Ckay, so nost people find it a bit difficult to cone
to terns with the way things work here, but Al kland was havi ng an*



exceptionally hard tinme. No one who thinks nmenpos are inmportant will ever find
it easy to fly.

'Look. Let's do it together.'

"It's not going to work, Stark.'

"Yes, it is. Cone on.'

Maki ng him do exactly what | did, I followed the sane pattern as before.
When we were both hanging off the colum side by side, | turned ny head
towards him

This is very easy,' | said, soothingly, looking into his eyes. 'W're
not clinbing at all. W're just going sonewhere that happens to be upwards.'

'Ri ght.

'Feel how easy it is?" | continued, slowy raising nmy right foot. He

followed suit, and though it was clearly a strain, he managed it. 'Now the
right hand.' We reached up and | felt a flutter at the back of nmy mind, a
flicker, as if for a nonment we were crawling along a brick road, not climnbing
up a colum. He was getting there. W raised our left feet together, and our

| eft hands, and then for a nmonent rested, clinging on, and yet not clinging.

"I think I"mgetting the hang of this,' the Actioneer said, with a touch
of quiet pride.

' Good. Ready to go on?

He nodded, and up we went.

He'd got the hang of it.

W were about two thirds of the way up, over a hundred feet above the
ground, when | first thought | heard sonething. It wasn't the echo of distant
revelry from above, which we'd been hearing for a few nmnutes. It was
somet hing el se. A short swi shing sound. | peered over ny shoul der back down at
t he ground, but could see nothing. Shrugging, | carried on clinbing at the
same sl ow pace so that Al kland could keep up. A nonent later | heard the sane
sound agai n.

"What was that?' asked the Actioneer fretfully.

"l don't know,' | said. 'You heard it too?

'Yes,' he said, peering around. 'A sw shing sound.’

W made it a few nore yards and then we heard the sound again, twice in
qui ck succession. Then suddenly sonething slimand wooden ricocheted off the
col um next to ny hand.

'Bol l ocks. They're firing arrows at us.'

'"Great,' said Alkland wildly. 'Super. | nmean we're only clinging onto a
brick colum a hundred feet off the ground. By all neans fire pointy things at
us.' For a monent he wavered dangerously and | snapped out a hand and grabbed
hi s shoul der, pushing himback into the col um.

"Alkland, listen. We're not clinbing, remenber? You said yourself you
couldn't clinb this high, and yet | ook where we are. So we're not clinbing. If
anyt hi ng el se comes down, just dodge to the side. Try not to worry about
foot hol ds. Just duck out the way. You'll be okay. You won't fall unless you
think you will.'

H s strained face shone at ne in the faint light, but he nodded faintly.
Anot her arrow sw shed past us, and | urged himto clinmb faster. As we got
hi gher the arrows cane nore frequently, and we began to hear the sound of
excited voices up above. Then a spear dropped down, and woul d have neatly
kebabbed me had | not | ooked up to see it coming and quickly scooted round the
colum. Seeing that it was possible obviously hel ped Al kland to believe,
because he squirnmed out of the way of an arrow coming straight for hima
monent later. It was undignified, and he teetered for a nonent, but he made
it.

"Nice nmoving' | said, and he grinned at ne in the half light.

Soon afterwards the projectiles began to fall thick and fast and we both
scuttled round the back side of the colum. This was fine for another few
yards, but then a small trapdoor opened above and things began falling on that
si de too.

W crabbed our way back round to the front side of the colum and



continued clinbing, as quickly as we could. Suddenly there was an odd netallic
sound from above and | glanced up to see the lip of a large iron caul dron
"Shit, Al kland, round the back again.'
We got there just in tinme to avoid the cascade of boiling oil that shot
past towards the ground. W stayed where we were for a noment, trenbling.
'They don't seemvery pleased to see us,' observed Al kland, shakily. "I
t hought you said this was a good pl ace.’

"It is," | said. 'They're just taking precautions.'’
Cautiously | stuck my head round the front of the col um.
"Hey!"' | shouted. 'Hey!'

"What are you doi ng?' hissed Al kl and.

A head wearing a conical iron helmet stuck itself out over the
battl ements, now about thirty feet above.

"Hey!" | called again.

"What ?' shouted a voice. 'What do you want ?

"Coul d you stop firing at us, please? Things are difficult enough as it
is.'

"That's your problem You' re attacking us. Wiat d' you think we're going

to do, lay out a red carpet?

An arrow zi nged past my cheek.

'"W're not attacking you. Christ, there's only two of us!’

"It's the principle of the thing!'

"Look!" | shouted in exasperation. 'Don't you know who | an?'

'Nope,' he called. '"Should I'?

"Shit," | nuttered quietly, before going back to shouting. 'Is there
anyone in command up there?

"Yes.'

"Wio is it?

Y

"Ch.' | hung my head for a noment, then notioned Al kl and to recomrence
slowy clinmbing the colum. 1 clinbed too, shouting up as we went.

'"I's the King there?" | hazarded.

'"OfF course he is. This is a sodding castle.'

'"Could I speak to hin®

"Nope. He's in a neeting.'

An arrow bounced off the colum above ne and t hwacked ne si deways across
t he cheek.

"Sorry about this,' the voice called down, "but it's boiling oil tine
again."'

Looki ng up | saw the bl ack caul dron peepi ng over the edge. Al kland
scuttl ed back round the other side.

"No, don't!" | called up. 'Hang on a nonent. |'ve got an idea.'

"This had better be interesting.'

"It is. Look, go to the King, and tell himthat it's Stark, okay?

"Tell himwhat?

"It's Stark.'

"Sorry, you'll have to speak up. The oil's bubbling right next to ne.'
"It's Stark!' | shouted.

"What is?

"Me! |'m Stark!

P

"Just tell him would you?

Anot her spear whistled past.

"Well, | don't know,' said the voice. 'How do | know that while |I'm away
you won't turn into a ravening hoard of twenty thousand barbarians, or a
pillaging tribe of Mngol warriors?

"Take it fromme!' | shouted in a strangled tone of voice. "It won't
happen.

"Him ' The head di sappeared for a nonent, and | heard the sound of
heat ed deli beration. By coincidence, both Al kland and | took that nonment to



gl ance down at the ground. It was now a very |long way down. Then the head
r eappear ed.

'Ckay,' the soldier said, This is what we'll do. I'Il go and see if |
can speak to the King, see what he has to say. In the meantine, I'mafraid ny
col l eagues will have to keep firing at you, just in case. Al right?

"Christ, all right, but hurry, yes? And can you put the oil on hol d?

"BEr . . . yes, okay. But only till | get back. That's my favourite bit."’

The head di sappeared back over the ranpart. There was a brief pause, and
then the barrage of arrows continued. | went round the back of the col um,

where Al kl and was clinging on with increasi ng desperation

'"W'd better keep clinbing.'

"I thought you said they'd know you' Al kland panted, wearily reaching
for another hold.

They do, generally.' A shadow fell fromthe trapdoor above and we
scoot ed back round the front again, in tine to watch a hail of small rocks
fall past. 'Christ.'

Upwar ds we went, swi nging round and round the col um dependi ng on where
t he nobst dangerous missiles were coming from As we got closer to the top the
front became increasingly the safer of the two, because the way the ranpart
jutted out over the support made it difficult for the archers to get a proper
angle on us. Unfortunately there was no way we would be able to negotiate the
over hang, and the trapdoor was well| guarded.

W got closer and closer until we were nestled under the base, nearly as
hi gh as we could go, and Stray arrows began to zip alarmingly close to us
again, fired by soldiers who were hanging right off the ranpart, their feet
hel d by other men. The barrage began to intensify as the others started using
this tactic, and the stones began to hit their mark nore often. Al kland's grip
became | ooser, and | was finding it difficult to hang on nyself when | heard a
| oud grating fromabove. W were being forced round the colum towards the
trapdoor, and suddenly | realised what they were going to do. They were going
to pour the oil anyway, the bastards.

"Stark, I'mgoing to fall," wailed A kland, and | ooking at him | could
see he was right. The grating turned into a scraping as the soldiers slowy
ti pped the cauldron on its side, and | lunged out and grabbed the Actioneer
just as he was about to fall. Unfortunately | had to swi ng round the back of
the colum to get himand | | ooked up to see the enormous black lip of the
cauldron tipping further over and for a nmonent really thought that finally,
we'd had it.

Then suddenly there was the sound of shouting, the |lip edged backwards
and after a noment, hands reached down through the trapdoor to haul us up

"Stark, greetings. It is beyond nmy linited, though regal, powers of
expression to evoke ny pleasure at nmeeting you once nore.'

'Yeah, er, hi,' | said, and bowed slightly. , The room Al kl and and | had
been led to by the soldiers, now hushed and deferential, was a huge marbl ed
chanmber strung with panels of multicoloured silks. Rows of liveried soldiers
and servants lined the corridor we'd been | ed down, and the |lines continued
into the King's reception. W wal ked al ong a deep blue carpet into the centre
of the room

The King sat in a large gold throne at the end, flanked on either side
by a pair of crowned wonen wearing white gowns, each holding a | arge
greyhound-li ke dog on a jewelled | eash. One of the wonen | ooked rather |ike
Zoe, a wonman who lives in mmy building, but that didn't necessarily mean
anything. Sonetimes it does, sonetinmes it doesn't. It's not inportant. O
maybe it is: | don't know If | tried to get ny head too tightly round these
things 1'd end up out on the streets, collecting string and shouting at
traffic. Behind them stood nobl e-1ooking nen, all with twirly nmoustaches and
dressed in tight-fitting silk jackets and vol um nous short trousers. The King,
a charismatic md-forties with tidy brown beard, regarded us in smling
silence for a noment, tapping his cigar ash into an object that appeared to be



one of those free-standing ashtrays you find in hotel |obbies.

I'd never seen himbefore, of course, but he knew nme. You know t he way
how i n dreams you can be with peopl e whose faces you' ve never seen before, and
yet know that they're friends of yours? It works sort of like that. It's
actually a little nore conplex, and to do with ne, but basically, it's like
t hat .

"I must apol ogise,' continued the King, 'for the vigilance of ny
sol diers. They assuned that you were scouts of the Bastard Usurper Quentor
vile bespoiler of purity, and scourge, these last; twenty years, of the
ki ngdom and its peace. Backed by the evil witch Illeriamit he has grown
strong, and ny honoured men nust at all times be careful, for he has the
gl amour and oftentinmes changes his shape to appear as a raven, or a fair maid.
But he shall never win,' he concluded convol utedly, voice raised in an
i rperious bellow, 'for we, nobles and stout yeonen alike, shall stand firmin
t he defence of the nenory of ny dear nother the good Queen Twanbo, and never,
never falll’

Everyone, servants, soldiers and nobles alike, burst into spontaneous
twittering appl ause.

Ch Christ, | thought: what a bunch of drongos. Uncharitable, | know, but
| hate these sword and sorcery things. They're like fairy tales nmade up by
conput er progranmers. Still, | know how to behave, so | bowed nore deeply this
time, nudging Al kland to follow suit.

"Absolutely,' | said earnestly. Al kland muttered sonething too, a broad,
zoned snile on his face. | think it was all getting a bit nmuch for him

"\What brings you, therefore, once nore to our hallowed ki ngdom O Stark
| one swordsman of the path of righteousness?

Ignoring Alkland's quiet giggling, | took a pace forward.

"Wll, OKing, it's like this. |I come not on ny own account, but as a
gui de, an escort, for the Lord Fell of Al kland.' | gestured towards the
Acti oneer, who bowed again, quaking with suppressed |laughter. '"H s lordship's
in a spot of grief at this tine, and we are travelling long in search of a
solution to his troubles."'

"I see,' said the King sagely. '| perceive indeed that he has the nmark
of evil on him' This, |I assunmed, was a reference to Al kland s faci al
col ouring, though who knows. Maybe he didn't like his jacket. '\Were does the
source of this evil lie?

"I fear our quest lies far fromhere, over the nountains and through
the, er, through the realns of Spangle, probably.’

' Spangl e. Were is that, Owarrior?

| pressed on, inprovising wildly.

' Many, nmany | eagues hence, ny liege. MIles away. Through the Corridor of
Yoper and the constellation of Everlasting Sound.'

Finally it got too nuch for Alkland, and a burst of |aughter escaped.
The King swi velled his gaze towards him

"His lordship finds sonething anusi ng?

"No, no," | said quickly, "tis but a part of the curse laid upon him
Sonetimes, such is the evil hex laid upon himby the warl ock Tel ephone, he
| aughs at conpletely inappropriate tines.'

Al kl and got the nessage and sobered up enough to keep a straight face.
The Ki ng nodded, and turned to ne again.

"Well, O Stark, if you will accept ny counsel, | ordain that you rest
here a while. Dragons are abroad this night, and the travel of many nmiles is
upon you."'

' That woul d be super, actually,' | said.

"It is agreed then. At nine we shall feast, but first | offer up unto
you the facilities of our castle. A shower perhaps, a chance to freshen up?

"Perfect.’

'"Good. Qbyrk will show you to your roons, and your BufPuffs will be
there presently. We look forward to conferring with you further. There is much
we nust speak of .’



The soldier 1'd engaged in shouted diplonmacy with appeared at ny side,
and we bowed towards the King once nore before being | ed back down the car pet
and out into the corridor

"Sorry about all the shooting earlier,' said Obyrk cheerfully, as he |ed
us through a bewi ldering array of high-ceilinged stone roons and corridors.
"You know how it is.'

"What are Buf Puffs?' asked Al kland, struggling to keep up

' Shower attendants' replied the soldier. They shower with you to nmute
the sound of falling water and stop there being too nuch space in the
cubicle.’

"Ch,' said Alkland, baffled, and | sniled. Buf Puffs sounded |ike a
euphem smif 1'd ever heard one. The King's hospitality obviously extended
beyond that of nost hosts.

Then for a nonment | felt slightly odd. Nothing major, just a tiny
strange feeling, as if 1'd forgotten sonething. It passed.

W were shown into a large, bare room The stone walls had been covered
with light brown tiles. A stone table stood to one side, on which was laid a
wi de variety of fruit and canapés. Obyrk left, telling us to wait, and Al kland
i mredi ately made a lunge for the food. He'd stuffed several of the canapés
into his mouth before he noticed what 1'd seen immedi ately. Hi s hands were now
changi ng col our too.

"Let me look' | said, and he held themout to nme. '"It's not too bad'
told him after a close inspection. 'They're colouring on the backs, but the
palms are still healthy. It's the palns that matter.'

"It's not good, though, is it?

"No.' The back of ny mind was itching, tickling. Something was
happeni ng, though | couldn't tell what.

"What are we doing here?" Unbeknownst to him the Actioneer's hand had
crept back to the snacks, and he | ook surprised to find another canapé in

front of his nmouth. He continued with his nmouth full. | mean, is this near ny
stream or whatever, or what? And don't say "wait and see".'

'"W're resting' | said. 'You have to, or -' | forgot what | was going to
say next. 'Or -' shaking ny head vigorously, | tried to renmenber. 1'd

forgotten because sone ot her thought was trying to push its way up. \Wat the
hell was it?

"Stark, are you all right?

"I"'mfine. You have to, or -' suddenly the block faded, and | renenbered
what | was saying. 'You have to rest, or you get strained. It's |like when you
go wi thout sleep back home. For a while it's okay, then you get very tired,
and eventually you'll actually start hallucinating. It's the sane here, even
nore so, because you can't dream

"And this is a five-star version of the honely kitchen we saw | ast
ni ght ?'

"Sort of, but nmore than that. We should be safe here as well. Nerds
t hough they are, these people are on the right side.’

"And which side is that?

' The side of whoever gets here first. And that's us.'

"That' said Alkland with feeling, 'qualifies as good news.'

"Tormorrow we' Il find your stream You'll be stronger there, and we can
have a crack at diffusing your Something together. For the nonent, it's a tine
out.'

Soneone pushed aside the thick velvet curtain that served as a door, and
two wonen entered the room

' Good evening, sires,' they said in unison, smling.

Al kland and | stared at them Both wonen were identical, wth beautiful
pert faces and i nmacul ately bobbed honey bl onde hair. (They rem nded ne
slightly of a teacher |I had when | was about seven, for whom|'d nurtured a
bit of a crush. Mss Taylor, that was her nanme. The menmory was conpl ex, warm
with the feeling of childish infatuation, but streaked with enbarrassnment. One
of nmy classmates had left a note on her desk on Valentine's Day, signhed with



nmy nane and saying that | loved her.) Their eyes were large and bright, smiles
white with perfect teeth, and both were clad only in |uxurious brown towelling
bat h robes.

"Er, hi," | said. 'Sorry, are we in your roonf'

"Ch no,' they laughed, again in unison. 'W're your BufPuffs.'

Suddenly | realised that 'Buf Puff' wasn't a euphem sm These wonen
really did cone into your shower just to nmute the sound of falling water and
prevent there being too nuch space, whatever that nmeant. Weird way to earn a
[iving.

"Right' | said, slightly bew | dered. 'Shower tinme then, | guess.'

"Stark,' Alkland nuttered quietly, 'are these people really coming in
our showers with us?

"Yes, | think they probably are.’

| see.'

What was that? It's there again, whatever is pulling at nme. Christ,
wish I could work out what it is. There's sonmething |I've got to do, sonething
| need to find .

The two woren slipped off their bath robes sinmultaneously. Both had
i dentical bodies, perfect, white, and very, very clean. They knelt down and
started to chatter anobngst thenselves, waiting for us to get ready for our
shower s.

"Ch shit' | said, suddenly. 'Shit.'

"What ?' said Al kland, startled.

"I"ve forgotten sonething' | said hurriedly, grabbing ny coat.

' What ?'

"I don't know. |I've just forgotten sonething, |'ve left sonething
behi nd."

"Stark, what are you tal king about ?

"I"ve got to go back. 1've got to go back now

'Where? Go back where, Stark?

"Wherever | left it. Look' | said urgently, |I've got to go. You have
your shower. I'Il be back in time for dinner.'

"\Where are you goi ng?

"I don't know. |'ve just got to go. I'lIl be back.' | ran to the door
| eaving Al kland's staring face behind me, threw aside the curtain and pelted
into the corridor. | ran down the w de stone wal kways, passing gaggl es of
nobl es. Servants hurried around, crossing ny path, wal king the other way,
carrying trays of food and baskets of flowers. | dodged them and ran as

quickly as | could to the main door, the guttering torches on the walls turned
into streaks of yellow light. The huge wooden doors were slightly ajar and
slipped out. No one tried to stop me, or even seened to see ne as | nade ny
way across the main courtyard.

The battlements were strangely deserted and | vaulted up onto them at
one of the corners. Then | renmenbered the trapdoors, clinbed back down and

opened one of theminstead. Before | |owered nyself through |I |ooked down: it
was a long way. But | had to go. | had to go back and find what I'd left
behind. 1'd be back for dinner though, | was sure of it.

| dangled ny legs through the hole, feeling with ny toes for a foothold
on the colum. | found one and slid quickly down until ny shoul ders were

t hr ough, scrabbling for handhol ds. Then | was clinging to the col um,
scuttling down as quickly as | could.

| had to go. | had to go back. | had to find it, and once I'd found it |
could come back again. 1'd find it and cone back, and |I'd be back in tine for
dinner. 1'd hardly be gone at all. 1'd be back in tine for dinner. The col um
was much taller than it had been before and it wasn't going down to the plain
we'd crossed any nore. It just kept going down and down and | wondered
desperately where it stopped because | had to get to the bottomand find ny
way back to wherever it was |1'd |l eft whatever 1'd left behind behind. |I had to
find it,; and bring it back

My hand started to slip and before I'd noticed It was hangi ng on only by



my feet, nmy weight' toppled gently backwards, pulled by nmld gravity.” | waved
my arns, trying to regain nmy bal ance.

["lI'l hardly be gone at all. 1'll be back in tine for dinner

| fell away fromthe colum and felt nyself tunbling downwards, falling
qui cker and qui cker, falling down towards the bottom and all that mattered
was that | had to find it and | had to be back in time for dinner and I fel
and fell and fell and just as | thought | nust surely hit the bottom soon I
cane to with a massive jolt to find nyself sitting bolt upright on the sofa in
nmy apartnent in Col our Nei ghbourhood.
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For a nonent | sat there, tensed rigid, not really knowi ng where the
hell | was. Wien | realised | leapt to ny feet and swore viciously,
shocki ngly, stanmping round the living roomand waving ny fists.

The gist of ny drift was that | couldn't believe it. | said so a nunber
of times, couched in term nol ogy that woul d have made Ji shake his head in
stunned disapproval. | really just couldn't believe it.

When |'d cal nred down very slightly | quickly checked round the
apartment. The front door wasn't sealed, and there was no one out in the
corridor. The Centre had obviously decided that it wasn't worth staking out
t he apartnent when they could have soneone at all the npbno stations. It was
possi bl e they mi ght have soneone down in the | obby just in case, but that was
a problem| could deal with later

| fished the BugAnal y® out of the desk and had it do a quick scan of the
apartment. It was clean. The machi ne sensibly remained very polite and
deferential throughout the procedure, calling nme 'sir' in a hushed tone.
think it sensed that this was a time when | night very well carry out ny
| ongstanding threat of teaching it to fly the hard way. In the remains of the
kitchen I nuked sone water and made nyself a cup of Jahavan and then stonped
furiously back put into the living room snoking heavily.

| couldn't fucking believe it.

You have to understand that | know Jeam and very well, and for ne to get
caught out like that never happens. That's the kind of thing that happens in
real dreans, or to people the first time they go there. It shouldn't have

happened to me. | knew damm wel |l that the inpulse to go back and get
somet hing, and the belief that you'll return and everything will be all right,
is conplete nonsense. It's Jeam and playing a trick on you. Even if you do get
back, the people you were with and the situation you left will have
di sappeared. Worse still, you may never get back, or you may fall awake. I'd
woken up and left Al kland in there by hinmself.

What's nmore, he was stuck there. 1'd told himthe truth when he'd asked

about taking a break. Normally you can't just wake yourself up, or nost people
can't. You have to be a conplete noron and get caught out by a random flicker
like | had. Al kland was there for the duration, and | was here. Wat a

conpl ete di saster.

It could have been worse, of course. It could have happened in the
jungl e, or sonewhere even nore dangerous. As it was, Alkland should be fairly
safe where he was, for a while at |east.

Wthout me there to direct him however, he could end up on a conpletely
different dreamline, one that could be dangerous to hi mand nake hi m nore
difficult to track down once | got back in. Al it would take woul d be anot her
bubble rising to the surface and he could find hinself in a |lot of trouble.

Getting back in was something | had to do as soon as possible. The deal
with Jeamiand is this: the first tine you go in, you have to go via the plain,
you have to do things properly. After that, if you happen to wake up, you can
only rejoin the track you were on by falling asl eep and dream ng. The probl em
of course, is that the nore you want to go to sleep, the nore difficult it
becomes. You can't use drugs to get you off, because they screw up your dreans



and you end up having a spectacularly bad tine.

| closed my eyes speculatively and had a go at concentrating on nothing
for a while, just letting my thoughts pass in front of me. It clearly wasn't
going to work. | wasn't going to sleep

So | mght as well do something constructive. | had a quick and
much- needed shower, and even found nyself grinning slightly at the realisation
that Al kl and woul d be doing the same thing, with a Buf Puff in attendance.
was sorry to have missed out on that. The nore | thought about it, the idea of
havi ng sonmeone el se, however platonically, share your shower sounded |ike
quite a nice idea. Taking a shower gets boring after the first thousand or so
times, don't you find? There you are, alone with the water, trying to avoid
getting scal ded or frozen, spreading the soap around and, that's it, really.
Not very exciting, interesting or sociable. Maybe they hadn't been such a
bunch of berks after all.

I ran the clothes |I'd been using through the C oazValet™ but the thing
seened to be working properly again, as nothing changed col our or anything.

Then | constructively paced up and down the living roomfor a while,
still seething in a mld sort of way, trying to work out what to do next.

t hought | heard a sound out in the corridor at one point and took up station
behi nd the door with the gun, but it was only another resident. It was Zoe, in
fact, the woman who lives a few doors down. She's a two-di nensional nale
fantasy figure. I'mnot being sexist. It's her job. It's on her passport and
everything. | suddenly remenbered that one of the King's consorts had | ooked a
little like her,. and for a noment that part of the dreamflared up in ny
menory and then faded.

In case you're wondering, pulling the gun on Al kland's nmonster woul d
have been a conplete waste of tine, and a dangerous one at that. Again,
know, |1've tried. It went badly wong. The nmind is Iike a troubled community,
with different races and creeds jostling up agai nst each other and having
occasional fist fights. If you try charging in to sort things out you end up
with a riot on your hands. And nental riots are the worst: they don't nake
much noi se but boy do they | eave a ness.

| checked ny in-tray and found a note fromJi, telling me to get in
touch. | rang the bar but he wasn't in, so | left a nessage saying | was back
for the time being. | thought briefly about calling Zenda but knew I couldn't.
Her |ine would be bugged to hell and | didn't want to connect her with nme any
nore than she al ready was.

| paced fretfully up and down a bit nore, then made nyself sit down at
the desk and apply a little nethod. The thing to do was turn the probleminto
an advantage, use the time to check through what had happened and see if there
was anyt hing worth thinking about. That way |'d be better prepared when I
finally managed to get back in again. Checking ny watch | saw that |1'd only
been out half an hour. Not much coul d have happened to Alkland in that time, |
hoped, so | sat down and concentrat ed.

He' d seen the babies. The first thing he'd run into was the babies. That
was not good. 1'd known fromthat nmoment on, really, that he was in deeper
trouble than we'd realised. The babies are a very bad thing, and nore than
that, they're not a natural part of Jeanl and.

The fact that he had Meg Fi nda-styl e associations, on the other hand,
was mldly encouraging. People who read that kind of thing as a child, who had
their psyches rounded out with confortable stories where things turned out al
right in the end, those people tend to fare a little better in Jeanl and. Mre
and nore children aren't seeing that kind of thing when they' re young, and
they have a pretty tough time. Nowadays everybody thinks realismis better for
children, that they shouldn't be deceived about the way the world works. | can
see their point, but actually it's a crock of shit. Wen your mind is as wide
open as a child's, realismis the absolute last thing you need. To a degree,
the world works the way you think it does, no nore so than in Jeanland. | once
escorted someone who grew up in one of the harsher districts of Turn through
Jeam and: boy was that a bad tine.



The nost significant thing was the nonster. Mnsters are al ways the nost
significant thing. | knew what 1'd picked up fromit, but there was no way of
telling how cl ose that was to what Al kland had felt, what it nmeant to him One
thing was cl ear though: there was sonething rotting away underneath the
Actioneer's still waters. Whatever was after himknew about it. | thought 1'd
better find out about it too.

My nenories of the chase were pretty fragnmentary. Believe ne, when
something like that is after you all the clever bits of your head, the storage
banks, the rationalising facilities, they all go on hold. They send all the
energy they' ve got to the 'Let's-get-the-hell-out-of-here' centres, and | et
themget on with it. Al | could remenber was Al kl and sayi ng that sonething
wasn't his fault, and saying it over and over again.

Sonet hi ng bad had happened to him sonething that he hadn't faced in a
long tinme. Chances were he mght not even renmenber it hinself. As it was, he
wasn't around to ask, which felt a bit weird. Wen you' ve spent seventy-two
hours shepherdi ng someone about the place it feels strange to be back on your
own again, wthout anyone to | ook after

| activated my desk term nal and patched through to the Centre's Cuest
Data Mainframe. | have a couple of |ogon aliases, courtesy of Brian Diode |V,
but I worked quickly in case the one | was using had been discovered. The
Centre's GDM hol ds the information on the Nei ghbourhood that outsiders are
allowed to access: it's only a fraction of the stuff on their main network,
but it does hold a ot of information on the Actioneers thensel ves. Boasting,
mai nly.

| found Alkland's famly tree and went back a generation. H's parents
were both dead. They'd died of heart attacks over twenty years ago. Most
Actioneers do, as it happens - that or gastric ulcers. They couldn't help ne,
but | found something else interesting. Al kland had a sister

O did have. Her nane was, or had been, Suzanna, and she'd been born two
years after Al kland, making her sixty now Wen | called up the nost recent
pi cture the GDM had, however, what cane on-screen was a little bizarre. It was
a picture of a three-year-old. A pretty, laughing little girl, straw bl onde
hair thrown across her face by a breeze which had | ong ago faded to not hing.
She was standing in a park in front of a playground, clutching a teddy bear
tightly, and in the background knelt her nother, dressed in the fashion of
sixty years ago, smiling proudly at her daughter. There was sonething a little
odd about the picture, though | couldn't work out what. Sonething about it
made nme feel a little sad.

Suzanna was a dead end, however. After the photo, there were no nore
records on her. Cautious man that | am | |ogged out and then on agai n under
anot her alias, and negotiated ny way back towards Al kland's tree via a
conpletely different route. He had no cousins, it appeared, or any other
famly

| sat back fromthe screen, closed ny eyes, and tried to renmenber as
much as possible of a poem | once nenorised as a kid. It took me a while, and
| was saddened to see how little of it | could get, but it did the job.

When nmy mind was clearer, | turned it back to Al kland, and tried to
renmenmber everything | could about him | knew he'd worked in the Departnent of
Really Getting to the Heart of Things. It was possible that sone of the people
there m ght know sonething about him but there was no way | could get in
touch with them If | tried | mght get the wong person, and AClI A woul d be on
top of me like a ton of heavy things. | couldn't go into the Centre and try to
approach themindividually. If I tried to use nmy Authorisation I'd get
nowhere. Well | would, but it wouldn't be anywhere that | wanted to be. The
Centre was off-limts to me for the time being.

Then | got it. | navigated back to Al kland hinself again, and scrolled
down a few years, searching through his early school days. Apart froma slight
unexpl ai ned hi ccup when he was six, the records were as good as one woul d
expect, but that wasn't what | was |ooking for. Children in the Centre have
two classes during their school days. Until they're ten they're taught in



cl asses of sixteen. Then the class is split into four groups of four, and they
stay together until school shades into work at sixteen. They're stil
technically students until age eighteen, but as nost of them are already
clawing their way up Departmental |adders by then, it doesn't mean mnuch.

| captured the names of everyone who'd been in Al kland' s original class.
It was probable the person | was | ooking for would have been in the smaller
| ater class, but setting a search for sixteen wouldn't take appreciably |onger
than four, and it was better to cover all options.

Havi ng clipped all the nanmes | set the conputer on a basic biog search
getting it to provide nme with summary information on all the nanes. By the
time 1'd got back in with a new cup of coffee, it was finished.

O A kland's original classmates, three were dead. Two of old age and
one killed by a falling dog, which sounded intriguing. O the remaining
thirteen, all but two were still in the Centre. Two had transferred to Natsci
| cross-referenced to Alkland's later class and saw that only one of the
transfers had stayed in the sane class. Spock Bellrip had to be the man | was
| ooki ng for.

| grabbed ny coat. My hunch was that Bellrip was the man who had
arranged for Alkland to get into Stable, tucked away in a state-of-the-art
conputer. For himto have done that, they had to have been pretty good
friends. If anyone was going to be able to help me find out nore about
Al kl and, he had to be the guy.

It took ne five hours to get to the Natsci entrance portal. 1'll spare
you the details: as | couldn't risk the chance that there m ght be ACI A nen at
the Col our portals, | had to get off a stop early and get into Fat
Nei ghbour hood by anot her neans. | even took the precaution of |eaving ny
apartment building via the roof, clanbering intrepidly across a couple of
ot her buil dings before surreptitiously stepping off a fire escape into the
| ate norning crowds. Fat Nei ghbourhood is a new sh Nei ghbour hood where peopl e
go to escape shapi st conditioning. People who don't conformto culture's
stereotypes of how slimor attractive you should be go there and hang out,
free frompressure to feel bad about thenselves. It's a great idea, but as
everyone who lives there seens to be on a diet, | don't think it can be
working terribly well. Their nono was functionally challenged, as usual:
suspect they think fixing it would constitute forcing it to conformto
culture's stereotypes of a useful; neans of transport. CGetting into
Natsci is a relative formality. It's-not a conplete free-for-all |ike Col our
or the really rel axed Nei ghbourhoods, but it's not tough. You just have to be
able to nane five fanous conputer programrers and four basic sub-atomc

particles and denonstrate a mld interest in nonorail-spotting. |I have no
interest at all in the latter, but I know what to say. | can fit in.

| was presented with a map and told to enjoy nmy tinme in the
Nei ghbour hood. Once | was out of the portal | switched the map on and searched

for Bellrip's address. It was only about half a mle away, so | decided to
wal k. The nost popul ar leisure pursuit in Natsci is standing by the nono and
noti ng down the serial nunber of the carriages. Never nmind the terrifying
dul I ness of such an activity, | personally find it a bit unnerving to keep
passi ng knots of little nen and wonen in white coats staring into your
carriage and taking notes.

The maps are cool, actually: | think they should have them everywhere.
What they are is a small tablet about six inches square, which has a screen in
it. As you walk it shows a scrolling digital map of the area you're in,
telling you what each store you pass sells, who lives in what bl ock, the whole
wor ks, updated by snmall beacons on every street corner. If you tap in a
destination the screen shows you a red line to follow, and the tabl et whispers
at you to tell you when to make a turn. | configured it for Bellrip's house
and set off down the spotless street. Natsci is a very tidy Nei ghbourhood.
They have all manner of little droids which scuttle round the place
per petual Iy cl eani ng everythi ng up.



Assumi ng not hi ng untoward had happened, Al kl and shoul d be asl eep by now,
unl ess he was sitting up awake and wondering where the hell 1'd got to. 1'd
told himl'd be back, and | thought he trusted ne enough to know that | would
be. But on the other hand 1'd said |I'd be back for dinner, and | hadn't been

Ever since I'd left the apartment |1'd been trying to relax ny mnd, ease
out the tenseness which would make it harder for me to sleep. It wasn't

working: | still felt irritatingly alert. Not being able to get in touch with
Zenda to check she was all right was getting on nmy nerves too. | wished I'd
t hought to check her biog when | was online, to check she was still listed as
Under - Supervi sor of Really Hustling Things Along. But | hadn't.

Al inall, I was a stressful little bundle of fun as | tranped down a
variety of streets to one of the Nei ghbourhood' s residential areas, guided by
qui et pronptings fromthe map. | stopped off at a newsagents to pick up sone

nore cigarettes and scanned a copy of Centre News to see if there was any
mention of Al kland s di sappearance, but the whole thing was clearly stil
under wraps. Back on the streets | tossed ny old packet away and a near by
catcher droid made an astounding leap to take the catch three inches off the
ground.

"Nice one' | said.

' Got any nore?' asked the machine enthusiastically, scooting up close to
my feet. It was a little nmetal cylinder with a flashing red light on the top
and had a spindly netal armwith a tiny mtt at the end.

| rootled in my pockets.

"Don't think so.’

"Boo hiss.' |

'Go away, droid,' said the map, irritably.

| found an old matchbox and held it out.

"Brilliant! Go on, chuck it really hard,' the droid said, poised for
action.

| spun the nmatchbox down the street and the droid zipped after it. It
was touch and go, but with another full-length dive the nmachi ne nanaged to get
its mtt toit. It waved and then sped off down the street towards a | eaf
falling about a hundred yards away. Two others got there at the sane tine and
there was an audi bl e cl ang as they made contact, but one of themgot it and
went bounci ng off down the street, waving the leaf triunmphantly above its
head.

Ten mnutes later | turned into Res205M and found Bellrip's block. | was
saved from having to case the security door by a gaggle of white-coated nen
chattering happily about machi ne code, who held it open for ne as they left.
For sone reason the Natscis all live in single-sex blocks, |ike huge halls of
resi dence. They marry and stuff, but even then it's a case of sleeping over in
the other person's dorm Seens kind of weird to me, but they're obviously al
happy with it. There was a noticeboard in the reception area, covered with
| eafl ets about societies and clubs and a sign pointing to the refectory. | was
pretty hungry by then but decided to wait: maybe | could buy Bellrip |unch

Depressingly, there was no lift, and | had to clinb six flights to get
up to Bellrip's floor. Wen | got to his door | pushed the buzzer on the wall
for quite a while, but there was no reply. The bastard wasn't in.

Sighing, and trying to work out what to do next, | fished a piece of
paper out of ny pocket and wote a note asking Bellrip to get in touch with
me. | left my address, ny home vidi phone nunber, my portabl e vidi phone nunber,
nmy transfax number, | even left ny star sign. | really had to talk to the guy,
and soon: | wanted to be asleep as soon as possible and with all this stress |
was going to be awake for days.

| folded the note and bent down to slip it under the door. As | pushed
it under, something | hadn't expected happened. The door npved.

| stood up quickly, watching the door as it slowy swing open a couple
of inches.

"Er, M Bellrip?

There was no reply. | hadn't been expecting one, really. If he'd been



going to respond, he woul d have done so to forty seconds of doorbell. He
wasn't there, clearly.

Casting a glance behind me | nudged the door open a little further and
slipped inside, closing it behind me. Fromthe short corridor | was standing
in, the apartnent |ooked pretty nuch the sanme as Reg Di ode's, and was conpact
to say the least. | coughed loudly, got no response, and took a coupl e of
stealthy steps towards the living-roomdoor. It was slightly ajar and
listened behind it for a nonment, but heard nothing. Preparing myself for sone
top quality apologising if the guy turned out to be deaf, | pushed the door
open.

The quality of the light in the roomwas strange, and it took ne a
nmonent to realise why. Bellrip was sitting in an arnchair in the centre of the
room his hair sticking up at a crazy angle.

As it turns out, he was deaf. He was deaf because he was dead. He was
al so blind, because his eyeballs had been burnt out. One leg lay two yards
away fromthe chair. H's arnms were both still attached to the body, but only
by bone. The nuscl es had been peel ed back in strips which hung like |inp
tentacles fromhis el bows. The area between his neck and his pelvis was barely
there any nmore. It |ooked |ike his body had exploded fromthe inside, and the
wal I s and wi ndows were painted in blood, dinmming the light which filtered into
the room A foot-long portion of intestine lay on the floor in front of him
like a tired snake, and the roomwas liberally sprinkled with bl ood, small
pi eces of his insides, fragnents of bone and specks of partially digested
food. The roomsnelt |ike sone dark corner of an abattoir which they don't
clean up properly, as if someone had staggered in there and vonmited blood on a
war m day.

| didn't bother to get my gun out. The blood on the walls and w ndows
was dry, and what was left of Bellrip' s detached | eg was beginning to stain
with progressive rot. Even in this heat that nmeant he'd been dead at |east
five or six hours.

Carefully picking ny way through the visceral debris | nade ny way round
to the back of the chair. Bellrip's hair was sticking up at the back because
the bits of skull it was attached to weren't where they were supposed to be.
The back of the top of his head | ooked Iike a shell three inches across had
smashed its way out of it fromthe inside.

But it wasn't a shell that had done this, it was a hand, and | realised
what | shoul d have known sone tine ago. What had been there, all the ting,

i gnored by me because | wanted to. Suddenly, horribly, pieces started to fal
into place like a filmof glass shattering shown backwards. | knew whose hand
had done this, and I knew who was after Al kland. It couldn't be denied any
nore, however inpossible it was.

It was Rafe.

Part Three

REQUI EM
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| got to Ji's Bar just after four. | was noving as quickly as | could,
but it was a hell of a long way round because | couldn't go through the
Centre, and the Red nono was fucked. | wal ked qui ckly down the disaster

streets, glad that | was wearing black. The street life got the hell out of
t he way, which was good. | would have had to shoot themif they hadn't.

| started seeing Ji's enblemon walls about a third of a nile earlier
than the last time |I'd been in Red. Clearly the two brothers were proving a
bit too much for the other gangs to handle. Alot of the newterritory was
heavi |y danmaged, the street in places all but inpassable with shell craters



and the street |ighting even patchier than nornmal.

Once | was definitely in Ji's patch I got ny Gun out and carried it
| oosely, making sure that the enblemon it was visible. The streets were nore
crowded here, and noisy with the sound of fighting and occasi onal recreationa
gunfire. Prostitutes lined the pavenents so thickly I had to walk in the road.
The area | ooked like a perverted boomtown, which | guess it was: the
stronghol d of the nost dangerous bastards in a dangerous Nei ghbourhood.

BarJi was thunmping with life, the rock music punping out of it deafening
froma hundred yards away. The street outside was the nost crowded yet, and
had to shoul der ny way through it, waving the Gun at anyone who got uppity.
The conbi nation of that and the set of nmy face, which was probably pretty
grim got ne through

| pushed my way into the bar and | ooked around for signs of Ji or Snedd.
| couldn't see themat first because the bar was packed wall-to-wall with
ranks of sweating Dopaz-drones swaying in the orange |ight, goading the stage
performers on with guttural obscenities. Sonmeone threw a broken bottle at the
stage and it caught one of the girls across the face. As always, the girl had
I ong black hair, black hair like a flood. She staggered and fell, but then got
up again, blood streanmi ng out of a cut on her forehead. The crowd cheered.

Then | saw them sitting bulkily at a table across the other side. Fyd
and anot her bodyguard sat at a table behind the two brothers. They were
keeping a careful eye on the proceedings. Crunt |aunchers within reach just in

case things got even further out of hand. | edged round the walls of the room
towards the table. A drone snarled at ne as | obscured his view of the stage,
and shoved nme hard against the wall, but | pushed the rmuzzle of the gun into

his neck hard, finger squeezing the trigger, and he got the nessage.

"Stark, hey, what the fuck are you doi ng here?' shouted Snedd cheerily.

"What's wong?' asked Ji, getting the picture instantly.

'Can we go upstairs?

Ji waved at Fyd to stay where he was, and | followed Ji and Snedd to the
back of the room the two brothers cutting through the crowd |ike a chai nsaw
t hrough butter.

It was a little quieter upstairs, but not rmuch. A good deal of the nusic
fromdownstairs filtered up through the floor, and the volune was topped up by
t he regul ar screans of people having bad Dopaz; rides in the roons down the
corridor. One of the screaners got |ouder and | ouder and when he reached a
pitch there was the sound of a shot and then the noise cut off with a gurgle.
A menber of; Ji's staff came out of the rooma nonent |ater carrying the body
and tossed it down the chute which would dunp it in the street round the back
of the bar. The screans continued fromthe roomhe'd [ eft and he went back in,
rai sing his eyebrows at us in passing.

Snedd shut the door behind us and Ji passed ne a jug of alcohol. | took
a long, long drink and passed it back

"So,' Ji said, seriously. 'Wat's happening?

"Before | get into that, what did you try to talk to ne about?

To warn you. Soneone's |ooking for you.'

' Vho?'

"W don't know,' said Snedd. 'That babe you worked for called Ji a
coupl e of days ago, after you'd got Al kland out.'

"\Where was she calling fron?'

'The Centre.'’

'Did she sound all right?

'Yeah, in a can-do kind of way. Said you guys had kind of an exciting
tinme in Col our.’

"W did." | grinned, relieved to hear that at |east Zenda had got hone
safely.

"She told us the deal with Al kland. Heavy'

' Yeah.'

"Where's he now?' asked Ji.

"Wait: what's this about someone | ooking for ne?



That's it. Just that. Wien we |levelled Shen Chryz's territory we brought
hi m back here, in case he had any stray information we should know about.'

'"Did he?

"Nan. Just that soneone had been trying to find out where you were.'

' Somet hing el se, Stark' said Snedd. 'You renmenber when | saw you | ast,
sai d someone had been trying to find out how to get back into Stable?

' Yeah'
"Can't have been Al kland, can it?
"No," | said. I1'd already realised that. Wth his conmputer trick up his

sl eeve there was no reason for Alkland to have kicked around in Red trying to
find a way in.

'So somneone else is |ooking for both of you'

' Yeah'

'"Do you know who it is?

'Yeah. That's why |'m here

"Well who the fuck is it? Ji barked inpatiently.

'Rafe.’

Ji stared at nme incredulously for a | ong nmoment.

"Don't be a noron, Stark. Rafe's dead'

"I know,' | said.

The room was very quiet for at least a mnute. The nusic still filtered
up fromdownstairs, but it seemed distant, dry and faded. | lit a cigarette in
t he pause and took a long pull on it, feeling it burn in what was left of ny
lungs. | was smoking too much. | didn't blane ne.

Ji and Snedd just carried on |ooking at nme, eyes wi de, both
unconsci ously rubbing their upper lips in exactly the sane way. It woul d have
been funny if the whole thing weren't so terrible. But it wasn't funny. It
wasn't funny at all.

Ji broken the silence first.

Tell us,' he said.

"Alkland's in Jeam and,' | said. 'Do you know what happened? | fel
awake

Ji stared.

"You did what?

"Exactly. | was in a castle. W were about to take a rest after having a
pretty bad tine, and then I just went. | had the whole "l eft something behind"
thing, "I'Il be back in time", the works. | should have known then, really.
Shit, | should have known days ago. | think I did know, really, but I kept

letting nyself explain it away.'

" Knew what?' Ji took one of ny cigarettes and lit it absently.

"I took Alkland in because he was having nightrmares. Bad ones. At first
I just clocked the fact, assumed it was just random that a Sonethi ng was
runni ng around in Jeam and | ooking for someone to fuck up, and found him

"When | found out that Al kland hadn't been stolen, that he'd run on his
own, and why, | took it a bit nore seriously. He was starting to | ook pretty
ill by then, getting worse nore quickly than he should have done. It also
struck me as kind of a coincidence that he should go on the run fromthe
Centre and start having Sonething trouble at the same tine.

"So | took himin. We did not have a fun tinme on the way. | dreaned
about Rafe, and Al kl and saw t he babies.’

"Shit.'

' Yeah. That shoul d have been a pointer, but on the other hand, what the
hell, sonetimes it happens. Anyway, at first it was okay. W got fed, we

slept, we got to where we were going - which was a jungle. By that tine

Al kl and was starting to look like shit, and I was starting to wonder exactly
what was going on. It was beginning to | ook alnbpst as if soneone had set a
Sonet hi ng on himdeliberately. Apart fromne, there shoul dn't have been anyone
who could do that. Then we saw a tiger.'



"W saw one once, d'you renenber that?' Ji asked, his tone w stful

"Yes,' | said, remenbering. It was a long tinme ago

"It was cool. It turned into a kitten.'

"This one didn't,' | said. 'It exploded. And then it turned into a
nonster.'

' Whose?'

"A kland's.'

' Bad?'

"I"ve seen worse. But not often, and not recently. Not for eight years,
in fact." | looked at Ji. He | ooked back at nme, face tense. Nothing in this

world frightens Ji. But we were tal king about Jeanl and, and things are
different there. He renmenbers how.

"W got to the castle. Standard stuff, people dressed in silk banging on
about witches and dead queens and all that shit. W were just about to get
showers when it happened. | had no idea what | was goi ng back for, or where
was going. But | went, and | fell awake. Wbke up in Colour, and boy was I
pi ssed."

| paused and lit another cigarette. Between the three of us we | ooked
like a crack squad of snoke-signallers on an inportant mssion. Snedd passed

t he al cohol and | took another long pull. | wasn't surprised to find that ny
hands were shaki ng.
"Now | think I should have realised for sure then. | nean, cone on

falling awake? Falling for that? But | didn't.

"I did sonme digging on Alkland, tried to find out what his nmonster m ght
be. I couldn't find rmuch, but | got a | ead on soneone who m ght know. So
went to Natsci to talk to him

"Wio was he?

H s nane was Spock Bellrip. He went straight through school with
Al kl and. He's dead. That's why | cane here.’

' Dead how?' shrugged Snedd. As you may have gathered, death per se is no
huge deal to him

"Dead in pieces. Dead all over the walls. Dead with a punch-hole out the
back of his skull.’

"Ch shit, no' said Ji, standing up. 'Ch fuck. Shit on that.'

Snedd, startled, |ooked at his brother for a nonment, then turned to ne.

"What ?' he said.

| have to do a tiny bit of backtracking here. It's overdue, | suspect.
Ji and | have known each other pretty well for a long while. He's been
to Jeamland. | took himthere to help himout, pulled a thorn fromhis lion's

paw. In return he hel ped nme in sonmething very big. He understands what | do
better than anyone, better even than Zenda. He knows about the babies, he
knows about the Sonethings, and he knows about the nobnsters, too. Does he
ever.

Snedd has never been there. | met himjust after the last tine Ji cane
into Jeanl and, but he wasn't part of the mmin action, and he wasn't really
told what went on. Only three people know Ji and Zenda and ne. So though what
I'd been saying neant sonething to him he didn't understand the inpact of it.
He didn't understand how t he t hought of someone with a punch-hole in his skul
could make his brother, make Ji, reel round the room swearing and trenbling
hel pl essly.

Like | said, Jeaml and is what you nmeke it, and Ji grew up in the
bl ackest hole in Turn Nei ghbourhood. Ji is a hard bastard now, a very
dangerous man, a gangl ord who scares the shit out of other ganglords. But I|ike
everyone else, Ji was a child-once. Before they were a good nan or a bad one,
before they were a saint or a psychotic, before they; were the person people
t hi nk they know, everyone? was a child.

Take me, for exanple. | take things as they cone. | try to be laid back
and | go round doing things which | probably still haven't made very clear
But before all that, before | spoke the way | do, thought the way | do, before



| had all nmy scars | was a child too. Hard to believe, but true.

Do you remenber that? Do you remenber being a child?

The answer is no, I'mafraid. You may think you can. But you can't. Al
you can renenber of those dimintense days are the bits that have helped to
make you what you are now. You remenber the tinmes when you felt alive, a few
snapshots of special days and chance inpressions: but those are a part of you
anyway. You can't renenber the rest. You can't renmenber actually being a
child, when that was all you knew.

Except in Jeam and.

In Jeanml and you can renenber what it was like to be stupidly happy, when
happi ness wasn't sonet hing you had to search for, when it knew where to find
you by itself. You can remenber how an object can be a talisman that you
needed to hold close, how that new toy had to be kept on the bedside table so
that it would be there when you awoke. You can renenber how it felt to have
your nother's arns around you when she was huggi ng you just because she | oved
you, and you weren't too old to be enmbarrassed. You can renmenber why you used
to run just for the sake of it, howit felt to have all the energy in the
world, howit was to know that you would do the sanme things tonorrow, and the
same the day after that, that nothing would ever change except for the better
and that there was nothing that couldn't be put right. For alittle while you
can feel yourself whole, feel all of your years, feel the child and the adult
in you suddenly join hands and stand together, gripping each other so tightly
that they nmelt into one.

And that feels so very good because the child is always there inside in
you: but it's locked away in some deep dark cell where it can't see any light,
where it has nothing to do and no one to talk to. This isn't some 'inner
child" psychobabble I'"'mgiving you. This is literally the way it is. The child
sits there alone, in the danp and the cold, thousands of mles away inside
you, still hoping that one day you'll cone for it, take its hand and lead it
out into the light, out to some stream where you can play together. And you
never do.

What do you think the inmportant things in your life are about, the
t hi ngs that make you happy? Like |oving someone, |oving themso nmuch that you
reach out your arnms to hold and be held. Like eating good food, and savouring
every mout hful. Those aren't biol ogical inperatives. You don't have to love to
fuck, and you can eat anything that isn't nmade of netal. Biol ogica
i nperatives are yesterday's cattle prods, were obsol ete once we stopped
climbing trees and learnt how to swivel gravity round instead. Nature knows
we're out of its hands now, and | eaves us pretty well alone. It potters around
with the bugs and plants, contenting itself with flicking a virus across every
now and then, just to remind us it's still around.

You | ove because you want to need soneone the way you did when you were
a child, and have them need you too. You eat well because the intensity of
taste rem nds you of a need satisfied, a pain relieved. The finest paintings
are nothing nore than the red head of a flower, nodding in the breeze when you
were two years old; the nost exciting filmis just the way everythi ng was,
back in the days when you stared goggl e-eyed at the whirling chaos all around
you. Al these things do is get the adult to shut up for a while, to open for
just a nonment a tiny sliding window in the cell deep inside, letting the
pallid child peep hungrily out and drink the world in before darkness falls
in.

Jeam and hol ds that wi ndow open, jams it wide, and lets the child
escape. That's where it got its nane. |nagine you were four years old, and
trying to say the word ' Dreanl and’

But that isn't all you can remenber there. Being a child was not al
wonderful, not all |ight and sweetness. Sonme of it was dull, some of it was
confusing. And some of it was terrifying.

Maybe you woke in the night and knew t hat sonmeone was | eani ng over you,
and knew what they were going to do. Maybe, like Ji, you grew up in a
ni ght mare where your psychotic nother killed your father in front of you and



kept the body in the roomuntil it was little nore than a bulky stain on the
floor. Maybe everything you do, everything you feel, is touched by sonethi ng
terrible that you don't want to remenber. Qut of things said or not said,
things that did or didn't happen, out-of all those tiny fragnents sonething
coal esces for a Bad Thing to breathe dark life into. That's what nonsters are,
and why they can never really die: because they are the distinctive part of
you, the shadows behi nd your eyes that make you different to other people.
When you're born a light is switched on, a light which shines up through

your life. As you get older the light still reaches you, sparkling as it cones
up through your nmenories. And if you're lucky as you travel forward through
time, you'll bring the whole of yourself along with you, gathering your skirts

and | eavi ng not hi ng behind, nothing to obscure the light. But if a Bad Thing
happens part of you is seared into place, and trapped for ever at that tine.
The rest of you noves onwards, dealing with all the today's and tonorrows, but
somet hi ng, some part of you, is left behind. That part blocks the Iight,
colours the rest of your life, but worse than that, it's alive. Trapped for

ever at that monent, and alone in the dark, that part of you is still alive.
In Jeanm and, you may renmenber, and things nmay never be the sanme again.
You' || neet that younger person, and realise how angry they were at being

abandoned, how nuch hatred they have for you now It's no use telling themit
wasn't your fault. They hurt too nuch to hear

| was quite lucky as a child. | saved nost of ny fuckups for later
Maybe you did too. But perhaps you saw sonething el se. Maybe when you were
smal | you saw somret hi ng whi ch you couldn't tell anyone about, because they
woul dn't believe you. Sonething that was inpossible. Something you would never
renmenber when you grew up because it sinply didn't fit into the world, and yet
somet hi ng whi ch woul d be part of you for ever

Did sonething Iike that happen to you? You'll never know, because you'l
never renenber. Mst people don't.
| did.

Ji cal ned down slowy, stopped shaking so violently. He waved his hand
and the door al nost inmmedi ately opened. Fyd entered carrying nore al cohol.

t hought that was kind of spooky until | realised the roomwas probably on
closed circuit video

' Ckay' said Snedd, when he'd got the picture. 'But what's the deal with
t he punched skull? Wy is that such big news?

' Because' | said, 'we know someone who used to kill like that, don't we,
Ji ?

Ji nodded, but didn't seem di sposed to speak

"Jeam and has a history' | continued, 'and that person is part of it.
That person can do nore harmthan a thousand Sonethi ngs put together.'

"And this is Rafe?

"Was' | said. 'Rafe is dead.’

' How do you know?'

Ji looked up at me, and we stared into each other's eyes as he answered
hi s brother.

' Because we killed him he said.

"What are we going to do?

| looked at Ji, and thought for a monent.

"I"'mnot sure' | said. There was another pause, while | tried to think
what we shoul d do, how we could cope with this. The two brothers sat and
wai ted. Snedd knew that for once he was out of his depth, and Ji has al ways
deferred to ne on matters concerning Jeam and. He has to, really.

"First thing, Ji, | want you to get in touch with Zenda. | can't,
because the Centre are | ooking for ne because they know I've got Al Kkl and.
Well, sort of got him anyway' | added ruefully. I'mgoing to be very high on
the Centre's shit list at the nonent.'

This Dilligenz thing' said Ji. "It's kind of weird, isn't it?

"Yeah' | said. It was. It had struck me as weird fromthe start, in



fact, and knowi ng what | appeared to know now, it | ooked weirder still. Pieces
were beginning to fall if not into place, then at |east onto the sane square
yard.

The Centre doesn't need that kind of shit. | mean, there's always going
to be a few people who have to bend the rules, try to gain advantage through
unaccept abl e neans. But the Centre generally isn't like that. The whol e point
about the Centre is that you do things yourself. They're not necessarily
absolutely noral things, no one there is above a bit of back-stabbing and
machi nating and lying in the furtherance of their careers, but farmng
peopl e's brains had a sort of strange flavour to it. To be that desperate to
succeed, to dom nate the decision-making of a nmjor Nei ghbourhood, smacked of
some kind of corny 'taking-over-the-world scenario, and things aren't really
like that any nore.

Peopl e have turned inwards, set up their own little canps where they can
be the way they want to be. In a time when hardly anyone bothers to visit
Nei ghbour hoods nore than ten mles away, the enotional support for world
dom nation just isn't there any nore. There was sonething atavistic about the
whol e thing, a resonance that didn't quite ring true

"What do | tell Zenda?

"Don't just tell her. Get her out. She's in danger, and so are you.'

"Do you really think this is what it |ooks Iike?

| sighed shakily, and tried to smle at him | could see fromhis eyes
that the smle didn't come out very well, so | lost it.

Ji nodded slowy and gluny.

" Fuck' he said.

' Then the three of you have got to find sonewhere to go. Somewhere
safe.’

Ji's fear overflowed into undirected anger

' Come on, Stark, you know that's inpossible. If, if," he struggled to
bring hinmself to say the name, and once nore Snedd stared at his brother. Mre
than anything else |I think the effect this was having on Ji nmade Snedd realise

something truly bad was going on. 'If Rafe is behind this, fucking nowhere is
safe.’

"I know,' | snapped. 'But what else can | tell you? You and Zenda are in
deep shit: you know that. I"'mtrying to keep an open nind on who's behind

this, because the answer | know is true is inpossible.’

"Cone on, it's Rafe. It has to be. Jesus.' Ji stood and wal ked to the
ot her side of the room shaking violently.

'So you have to hide. You have to get your arses out of here and buried

somewhere deep. He will know where you live.'
'"But where? W can't go to ldyll.'
"No," | said quickly. '"Don't go there, not now.'

'\Where then? Cone on, Stark, this is your Department. This is your
fucki ng nightmare: what the fuck do we do?

Suddenly | got a bad feeling. Ji saw the look on nmy face. | stood up
and Snedd rose with ne, an odd expression on his powerful features.

"What? What is it?

"I can't tell you where to go!' | shouted.
] W]y?l
"I just can't. If | do he'll know.' Snedd and Ji were staring at me, and

| could see fromtheir faces that somethi ng was happening. They started to
back away from ne, Snedd careering into a chair. 'Just go. Sonewhere safe:
somewhere no one will see you. Sonewhere that's on our side. Come on, go! Fuck
of f1 NOW'

Snedd was at the door by then, and threw it open. He stared back at ne
for a noment, and | realised that his face | ooked strange because it was the

first time |I'd ever seen fear on it. | knew what he was seeing, and | wasn't
surprised he | ooked the way he did. He was seei ng soneone he thought he knew
in an entirely different light. | knew that to himl would appear to be

standi ng out from what was behind me, outlined with an unnatural intensity



like trees in front of storm clouds.

Ji ran to the door and shoved his brother through it. Before he left he
turned and | ooked at nme, and his face made nme feel better for a tiny nonent.
By then I could feel the wind rising up behind me and knew I woul d be gl ow ng
with a pale light like some evangelist's vision. But Ji was there. He was
terrified, but he was there. Ji is a rock, and beneath the fear, an old anger
was already stirring in him He nodded at ne.

"I"ll get her out' he said. '"And we'll wait. Good luck.' Then he ran
after his brother. | waited for what was coming. It didn't take |ong.

| turned over and pushed ny hand under the pillow, savouring the
coolness there. | could hear the twitter of birds outside the window, and knew
it was well past time to get up. For a nonment |onger | basked in the feeling
of warmh, the confort of the heavy bedcl othes over ne in the norning chill
and then | opened ny eyes. The rough glass in the arch-shaped stone w ndow set
into the wall opposite had a slight prismatic effect on the norning light,
scattering lines of colour onto the flagstones of the floor. From sonewhere
below in the castle | heard the sound of a trunpet, and the sound of soldiers
shouting cheerfully in the courtyard outside.

Then | realised. | was back in Jeam and, and | was |ate.

17

A long time ago, back when I was young, when | still hoped | was goi ng
to be a rmusician, | woke one nmorning in a hotel room | gazed blearily at the
digital clock on the bedside table, seeing it through a thick gauze of aching
tiredness and shattering hangover, and realised it was after ten o' clock. 1'd

set the alarmfor seven, and dimy renmenbered fielding an alarmcall as well.

Suddenly terribly awake | npaned al oud with despair and swung mnysel f out
of bed as quickly as | could. My head reeled and pul sed as | staggered into
the bathroomlike a wounded giraffe. I showered at warp speed with ny head
t hrobbing in a thundercl oud of distress, threw ny things together and then
grabbed the phone and rang the bus station.

They kept me on hold for twenty minutes as | filled a glass ashtray with
mangl ed butts. When | got through they told me what | already knew, what 1'd
known the mnute | woke up. |I'd m ssed the bus.

Doesn't seemlike any big deal, does it, missing a bus? Ckay, so it
meant | was stuck in a town where |I didn't know anyone, w thout enough noney
to get another roomfor the night. But no big deal, right? It also nmeant that
| wasn't going to be arriving where I was supposed to go, which was
enbarrassi ng, because | was due to crash with some people I'd never net before

who'd kindly offered nme their floor. | wasn't even sure | had their tel ephone
nunber to let themknow | wouldn't be showing. Still, worse things happen
The thing was, | wasn't in nmy own country. | was on holiday, the first

one | took completely by nyself. For the first time, there was no one | ooking
after me, no one who gave a toss either way what happened to ne. But even that
wasn't the issue.

I'd spent the week before with sonme friends who had now |l eft town, and
felt very confused and pretty bad about sonething that had taken f place with
one of them She was gone now, |eaving ne to wonder about what had happened,
and what it signified. One thing | knew it meant was that there was someone
t housands of niles away who was going to be justifiably very pissed at ne.
Soneone who, despite everything, was the last person in the world | wanted to
hurt.

As it turned out, things sorted thenselves. They do that sonetines.
rang the people |I was supposed to be staying with, and let them know | was an
utter moron. | found somewhere to stay for the night, and | made it to ny
destination the next day. A relationship with someone | cared very mnmuch about
swung off the rails for good, but | kept in touch with her, and we were able



to be friends for the little tine | had left.

But that morning, as | sat shaking by the phone, | experienced a
terrible dismay, felt irrevocably alone and di straught. That feeling has never
left nme. It's always there, deep under the surface banter and snappy thoughts.
When | woke up to find that 1'd been yanked back to Jeam and, when | knew
i Mmediately and intuitively that Al kland was gone, those feelings punched to
the surface and for a noment | was twenty-two again, a boy by hinmself, a young
man who was | ong since dead.

I ran out of the bedroom The other double bed in the room had been
slept in, and | didn't need to ask anyone to know that Al kl and had been
sleeping in it, and that he was gone. In Jeanl and one just knows those things.
You understand what | mean: you' ve been there.

A servant dressed in white called out to ne as | pelted down the
corridor towards the stairs. Anything he had to say would only have been a
distraction, and | ignored him | had to find Al kland, and find himas quickly
as possible. If | didn't, he would die.

That Rafe was sonehow active again was sonething | could no | onger deny,
however much | wanted to, however difficult it was to accept or understand. No
one and not hing el se coul d have dragged me back into Jeam and. Only one person
coul d have possessed a hundredth of the strength and hatred required for that.
Just before it had happened 1'd felt the faintest tickle in ny mind, a tiny
war ni ng that someone was trying to get in there, soneone who knew ne very,
very well. There's only one person who knows nme |ike that, who knew nme before
all this. I"'msorry, but I haven't been terribly straight with you. There's a
| ot you don't know about nme, and | don't have tine to go through it now

As | reached the ground fl oor and skidded round a corner towards the
King's reception | tried to find confort in the fact that at least Ji would

now be convi nced that Rafe had somehow risen again. | just had to hope to hel
that he got to Zenda in time, and that he'd realised where | was tal king
about, the safest place for themto go. | wished I'd had nore tinme, time to

make sure they got there, time to be ready for this. But no amobunt of tine
woul d have been enough.

I ran into the reception and skidded to a halt. The King was sitting on
his throne and again he was snoking, once nore tapping his ash into a
free-standi ng | obby ashtray. There was no one else in the room and the King

gazed at ne beneficently as | stood panting there in front of him | noticed
that the ashtray had an enblemon it that | al nobst recogni sed, sonething that
stirred a deep nmenory. Distracted, | wal ked cl oser, stooping, trying to
renmenber. Sonething about a hotel, guilt, a souvenir

Vel ?

| straightened abruptly, confused. The King was staring down at me. He
| ooked inordinately pleased about something.

"Er, good norning, your mpjesty' | stammered, feeling very hot. A small
gl ass ashtray with a synbol on it. Quilt. A woman . .

'Do you have any idea what tinme it is? asked the King, with silky
snmugness. | didn't. | hate to wear watches. 'It's eleven o' clock, Stark
El even o' cl ock! Do you know what that neans?'

| shook ny head, as much to try to clear it as in answer to his
guesti on.

"You' ve mi ssed your bus!' the King crowed triunphantly. "It's gone!l It's
outa here! It's history!’
Suddenl y hundreds of people started singing. | whirled round and saw

that all around the room people had been hiding, pressed up against the walls,
hi dden behind curtains. Obyrk was there, the wonmen in white gowns, a group of
Buf Puf fs, nobl es, ranks of servants, soldiers. They were singing, 'Bye bye,
bus, bye bye.'

When | turned they all stepped out and doubled up with | aughter
pointing at me. Dismayed, | turned back to the King, but he was | aughing too.
I whirled back to face the crowd again and they were still pointing and



| aughi ng, and then suddenly they were all chanting 'W can see your bottom we
can see your bottom' and | | ooked down to see | was naked. | put ny hands in
front of ne and turned once nore to the King. He was still |aughing, |aughing
harder and harder, his upper body whi pping up and down so fast his head was a
bl ur.

One of the BufPuffs pulled off her gown and threwit in ny direction
but it never reached ne. It just ceased to be, in md-air, and everybody
| aughed. Staring at her body | saw that a synbol had been cut in her stonach

with a knife. The blood was still dripping, obscuring the lines, but | could
see that it was the same enbl em as on the ashtray.

Quilt.

Random shouts cane out of the crowd, dancing above the chanting.

"Mss, | can see Stark's willy!"’

The Buf Puff took a pace forward and stood a couple of yards from ne,
crying and screanming at nme, her face ugly with hurt, and | felt the years 1'd
spent with her collapse round ne to lie nakedly on the floor in a small rented
room A greyhound on a jewelled | eash cane out of the crowd and crouched next
to her, licking drops of her blood off the floor

"You've mi ssed the exanms, Stark. They started at nine, didn't you know?
Didn't we tell you? You've m ssed them

There was a pattering sound as several small white things bounced cl ose
to the dog's head: the King's teeth were flying out of his nouth as he whipped
and withed, shouting laughter, |aughter that was tearing his throat and |ungs
apart.

"Stark fancies you, Mss!'

Abruptly the Buf Puff stopped screeching and fell horribly silent,
staring at ne with a | ook of deformed, subnormal stupidity. One hand scratched
at her leg, her longs nails raking into the flesh, carving deeper and deeper
as they scratched again and again at the same place. Her other hand went to
t he gashes on her stomach. She took the edge of one of the cuts between two of
her nails and pulled, slowy peeling a strip of dripping skin away. The strip
was thick, all of the layers of skin in one, and she held it out to the dog,
who qui ckly snapped it up. She started peeling again, revealing a patchy |ayer
of glistening subcutaneous fat clinging to striped nmuscle. The King' s |aughter
was now i ndi scernible fromscream ng, and the nore | tried to cover nyself the
nore exposed | felt. Suddenly the BufPuff shrieked at nme again.

"You little shit! You fucking little shit!' | took a terrified step
backwards, feeling a tooth cut into one of the soles of ny feet. '"You little
pervert! How dare you think about ne naked! |'ve a good nmind to nake you wal k
naked in front of all the other teachers, in front of the whole school! In
front of the girls! How about that, you little shit?

Qoyrk stepped out of the crowd wearing a tweed jacket. He pulled a strip
of f the Buf Puff's stomach and dropped it into her open nouth. He was M ss
Tayl or' s boyfriend, and swng the keys to an open-top M5 sports car
nonchal antly from one hand. He cast a disinterested glance towards ne, a man
with a car |ooking at a | ove-sick seven-year-old. The Buf Puff chewed the strip
hungrily and then pulled Qoyrk's head towards hers, stretching her
bl ood- soaked tongue out to him Then they turned towards ne, bending over ne
and screaming, 'He's got a car!' at ny face over and over again. There was a
smal | novement in the Buf Puff's stomach and | felt saliva flooding into
my mouth and ny gorge rise before | even realised what I'd seen. A tiny hand
was reaching out of the tear in her stomach, reaching out and wavi ng at ne.

And still the King | aughed, his whole body twitching and rotating with
i nhuman speed, blurred arnms and legs whirling |like the wings of an insect. The
Buf Puff's other hand still raked at her |leg, her fingers now bl oody and
covered with flecks of neat as her nails scraped audi bly agai nst naked bone.

When she shoved her hand into the hole and pulled the head of her fenur
out of the hip joint with a wet popping noise, | fainted.

And canme to immediately to find nyself standing on grass. | was



trenbling so violently I could hear the bones in ny wists cracking, but at

least | was clothed. |I reached into ny jacket w thout |ooking up to see where
| was. Until | had a cigarette lit, | didn't want to know.
I was standing on a small island, about ten feet across. The island was

flat, and covered with thick grass that was a deep rich green. About ten yards
away there was another island, this one slightly snmaller. There were others
behind me and to the side. | walked to the edge and | ooked across. There was
no water between the islands. There was nothing at all between them in fact.
The islands were just the tops of ragged col uims of stone, huge natura
pillars which plunged thousands of feet down into mst. The sky above was
opaque, with the texture of frosted glass: a sky that prom sed snow.

| stood and stared wildly around for a few nonents. There was nowhere to
go. The islands stretched out as far as | could see in all directions, varying

in size and distance, but | couldn't even reach the nearest ones. | knewI'd
been here before, been here in very early dreams, but | couldn't work out what
the hell | could do. | felt Iike a |l egendary racing driver tenpted out of

retirement, clinmbing nonchalantly into a car and finding he couldn't even
renmenber how to start the engine.

| paced restlessly round the island for a while, flapping ny arnms to
keep warm a cloud of condensation shrouding ny face. | couldn't remenber.
couldn't renenber the tune.

The worst of it was | knew the castle had only been a warmup. It had
been no fun, no fun at all, but by Rafe's standards it was a wet dream It had
been ei ght years since I'd had to face nyself, eight years in which |'d been
able to |l ead the occasional sufferer safely through Jeam and, secure in the
know edge that | was relatively safe, at risk only from other people's
nonsters.

| wasn't any longer. | wasn't safe at all. The person I'd been for so
long wasn't there any nore. It was undercut, pre-dated, its veils torn
asunder. | was just ne again, and | was afraid. | was out of practice at being
me, and as | wal ked fretfully round the island, waiting for whatever the hel
was goi ng to happen next | worked ny nenory. | had to go back a | ong way,
renenber a person |'d once been. Paradi se Lost, or Paradi se Regai ned? You tel
ne.

Then with sudden intuition | turned and | ooked behind nme. There was
not hi ng there.

Three mnutes later, there was sonething there. Not on the island | was
standing on, but in the distance. About twenty islands away, front-runner of a
stormand conming in nmy direction, was a Sonmething. | still couldn't see what
it was yet, but | felt confident about one thing. |I didn't want to neet it,
had no desire to nmake its acquai ntance, and no wish to interact with it on any
level at all.

What are Sonet hings? Well, fucked if | know, actually, hence the nane.
They're just bad things. They're like vicious little powerboats, stirring up
the water and creating waves in Jeam and. You don't see them so nmuch as
experience their effects. They' ve always been there, though I think there are
nore now than there used to be, and they're certainly much nore virulent. Most
of the people |I've led through Jeanl and have been suffering the effects of a
Sonet hi ng which has randomy | atched onto their streamand started stirring
them round. There have been cases where a Sonet hi ng has been pushed in
someone's direction, but not often, and not recently. Not for eight years, in
fact.

In the normal run of things | can deal with Sonethings fairly
effectively, though it's by no neans an exact science. It's also far from
easy, and |eaves you unbelievably tired: that's why I'mfit for nothing for a
few days after each job. They're like invisible sticky spheres, rolling
through a room full of dust. The further they go, the nore dust they pick up
the heavier they get and the faster they roll. The trick is knowing how to
stop them from chasing your client, fromrolling through his dust in



particular. |'ve got better over the years, nore skilled at deflecting them
whil e they' ve stayed nore or |ess the sane.
But now things would be different. Now they would be stronger, and

stickier, and bigger and faster. | would have to face one sooner or later, but
| didn't want it to be now | was still feeling at a very |low ebb after the
castle, still nervously | ooking down every now and then to check | was wearing

some trousers. Facing a Something takes a good deal of nental strength and
resol ve, and though | was recovering fromthe castle a dam sight quicker than
anyone el se, could have done, | didn't want to risk taking on nore than

could deal with. | don't own Jeam and any nore than anyone el se does. There
are no speci al dispensations.

More to establish that it wasn't a viable option than through any sense
of hope, | lay on ny front at the edge of the island and | ooked down. The
colum of stone | was on top of was heavily weathered and worn, with a few
adequate and tenpting niches. The imediate feeling of vertigo that | felt,
however, told me what |1'd already known. This wasn't |ike the colum up to the
castle. Here, clinmbing was the issue, and | knew that if | tried clanbering
down 1'd find that the gravity would be working just fine. The footholds I
could see were a trick, an attenpt to lure nme into clinbing down. That neant
two things. Firstly that whatever was down there was not going to be good
news. Secondly, and worse, that Jeam and was begi nning to distort as someone
tried to bend it to his own ends once nore.

| stood up again and | ooked into the distance. The Sonet hing was now
much cl oser, only about five islands away. There was still nothing to see, but
I knew it was com ng. There's sonething about the air when one is close,
somet hi ng about the way the back of your neck feels. It's like | ooking at a
haunt ed spot or watching a graveyard at night: by the pricking of your thunbs
you know t hat sonething wi cked this way comnes.

Shutting ny eyes, | concentrated hard and tried to imgi ne nmysel f
somewhere else. It isn't easy, particularly under pressure, but it can be
done, if you dredge up the right nmenories, press the correct internal buttons.

When | opened ny eyes, | was still on the island, and the patch of bad was
closer still. | tried again, but knew it was useless. It felt like | was
trying to junp with ny feet tied to the floor

In away it was just as well. There was a chance | was not too far

behi nd Al kl and, and it was himl| had to | ook after. Suddenly |I felt cold.

"Is this your island, sir?

"I turned round to see two policenen standing behind ne. They were both
tall and dressed in dark blue unifornms and bl ack boots, and had tal
hel mets capped with chrone. They didn't look in the | east endearing. Wth
their identical nmoustaches and piercing black eyes, they | ooked like trouble,
and | inmmediately began to feel guilty again.

"Er, no. . .'l stamered, cursing nyself for not getting away before
t he Somet hing arrived.

One of the cops raised his eyebrows. "No, sir?" he said, somehow getting
the "sir' to positively drip with derision

"Er, no.' Wat were they tal king about? How could it be my island? The
policeman turned to his coll eague, whose eyebrows were al so fl anboyantly
rai sed. They | ooked like a pair of sarcastic ows.

"Well well well, Constable Perkins,' he said. 'Wat about that then, eh?
Gent | eman stands here on an island, clear as day, and says it's not his.' He
folded his arnms and | ooked at ne sardonically as Constable Perkins snorted and
took out a small notebook, shaking his head.

"It's not' | said. 'l nmean, | don't own it, do |?

"You tell us, sir,' said Constable Perkins, taking a pace forward and
staring hard at me. 'Are you standing on it, or not?

"Well, yes,' | said, trying not to sound guilty, and failing. 'In that
sense it's mne, yes.'

"Ch, sonowit is yours, is it? said the first policeman woundi ngly,
taking a step forward of his own. "Mnd if we see your |icence?



"What |icence? What are you tal king about?

"Are you refusing to co-operate with us, sir?

"No! | don't have any licence."'

' Ah-ha' said the policeman snugly, and Constabl e Perkins nodded
knowi ngly in the background, as if this was what they'd suspected all al ong.
"Note that down, Constable.’

'"Right you are,' Perkins said, wetting the tip of his pencil with his
tongue and starting to take notes. 'W were proceedi ng al ong our beat in the
usual fashion when we cane upon the suspect, who was, w thout the slightest
shadow of a doubt, absolutely definitely, standing on an island. Suspect at
first claimed the island was not his, but then confessed under the telling
i nterrogati on of Constable Jenkins.'

Thank you, Constable Perkins.'

"Not at all, Constable Jenkins: your line of questioning was both
apposite and effective.'

"Look' | said. 'It's not ny sodding island, all right?

The policemen | ooked at each other with nock astoni shnment and then took
a sinultaneous step closer to me. | took a pace back to keep themat arm s
| engt h, conscious that the edge of the island could only be a couple of yards
behi nd ne.

' Suspect used foul and intimdating | anguage towards an officer in the
pursuance of his duties,' nuttered Constable Jenkins to his colleague, and
Perkins noted it down. 'Right,' he continued, turning to face ne. Think we'd
better take down a few details. 1'd advise you to tell the truth, sir. Save a
ot of trouble later on.'

| sighed, trying to stay relaxed, trying not to let the guilt get to ne.
Sonet hings are gluttons for guilt.

"Right,' said Constable Perkins. 'Let's take it fromthe top again. How
big is your nose?

' What ?'

' Deaf, are you, sir?

'No, but-'

"How big is it then?

"You can see how big it is.'

I"'d like to hear it fromyou, sir.'

'Look, what do you want from me?' | asked, uselessly. | knew what they
want ed. They were a Sonething, and they wanted to screw ne up. But | had to
play the game, keep things at this level. If I called its bluff, it would

change into something far worse. Jeam and was different now, and | have ny bad
menories too. There are nonsters in here which are mne, you see, and | have
nmy own bubbl es which rise sometines frombeneath still waters. They're not
your concern, so don't expect to hear about them But they're there. '

"What do we want ?' asked Constabl e Jenkins of his colleague, revelling
in his rhetoric. 'What do we want?' He turned viciously towards ne and when he
thrust his face towards mine | had to take another hurried step backwards to
avoi d bei ng: headbutted. 'Look, sir, either it's your island, in which case
you have to show us your |icence, which you say you don't have . '

"Don't have,' intoned Constable Perkins contrapuntally.

'"QOr it's not your island, in which case you've nicked it."'

"Nicked it.'

'Ei ther way, we've got you bang to rights, haven't we, sonny?

"Well, I -" | took another step back as the policeman noved in for the

kill.

"Not to mention using bad | anguage to an officer in the line of his
duty,' he continued, counting off on his fingers ostentatiously, 'refusing to
describe the size of your nose, and socialising with the opposite sex w thout
due care and attention.'

"What are you tal ki ng about ?

"I think you'd better come with us,' said Constable Perkins gravely,
pocketing his notebook. He took a step towards me, hand out to take my arm



and | took the | ast possible step backwards.

'"Resisting arrest,' tutted Constable Jenkins, shaking his head. 'You're
in very deep shit now, sonny.'

"Up to your neck init.' Both policenmen started to | ean towards ne.

"M ght have to tell your parents about this.'

"It'll break their hearts.'

They don't deserve this.'

"Still, they' ve got to know.'

"But wait a mnute,' said Constable Jenkins suddenly, his face no nore
than a few inches frommne. The pores in his face seemed huge, like a nyriad

of little wells, and a wisp of minty breath curled up fromhis dark nouth.
want ed desperately to nove back but there was no nore room nowhere to go. 'We
can't tell his parents, can we?

"That's right' agreed Constable Perkins, 'we can't.'

'Do you know why?' demanded Constabl e Jenkins with vicious glee. 'Do you
know why we can't tell thent

"No' | said, in a small, frightened voice, hoping to placate them
' Because they're dead!' he shouted at me. They're DEAD''

"No!" | said. "They're not. They're still alive.'

'Seen themrecently, have you?

'No, but-'

' Conpl etely dead, they are'-
"Crawling with maggots.'
"Fl esh hanging off their bones.'
"And you didn't even know Well well well.’
And suddenly | knew they were telling the truth. My parents were dead.
I felt nmy neck spasnming, and a sudden terrible feeling of vertigo.
conmanded nyself to block it, forget it. Deal with it later. But it didn't
work, and | saw ny parent's faces in front of ne, their features running |ike
burni ng candl es. The policenen knew they'd hit the mark, and pressed on
| eaning further and further towards ne.
'Must be, oh, three years since.'
At |east.'
Be in pretty bad shape by now.'
Piles of rot, really.’
And you didn't even know.'
Never called.’
Never wrote.'
Never said where you were.'
D dn't say goodbye.'’
Didn't go to the funeral.'
Didn't tell themthat you | oved them
Too | ate now.'
Far too late.'
Dear oh dear.’
Fuck off you, bastards' | shouted suddenly, tearing my throat. They
took a step backwards, surprised, and the ook that flitted across their hard
faces did ne good.

The Sonething hesitated for a nonment, realising that | still had sone
strength, that the power that Rafe had given it m ght not be enough. That
monent was all | needed. The information they'd been so happy to divulge, to

throwin ny face, had actually turned against them Rafe had been hoping to
capitalise on the guilt he knew | felt about so many things, but he'd done the
opposite. Later I would feel guilty, even nore guilty than | already did, but
for now the pain succeeded when brute nental effort had failed before. It
opened a small channel back to a younger me, a ne that was harder and rnuch
nor e danger ous.

Looki ng over their shoulder | could see that on the far side of the
i sland a narrow bridge, foot-long | engths of wood strung | oosely together with
rope, stretched precariously to the next island. | can't help it if that



sounds fortuitous, |like an escape route from nowhere: that's the way these

t hi ngs work. You have to forget all this detection, followthe-clues stuff.
Remenber | said a long tinme ago that A-Z plans aren't possible, that you have
to take what you get when you get it? | knew what | was talking about.

usual ly do. You would do well to take me a bit nore seriously.

The indecision on their faces |asted only a second, but by the tine they
lunged towards ne it was too late. | dodged to the left as a feint, bal anced
| ong enough to see the policenen lurch that way, and then slipped round to the
right. Constabl e Perkins skidded right to the edge of the island and stood
poi sed there for a nmonent, arns pi nwheeling. Constable Jenkins reached out and
grabbed him and by the tinme they were after me again | was hal fway across the
i sl and, careering towards the bridge.

It |ooked terribly unsafe, as if held together by chance nore than
physics, but it was the best | could hope for in the circunstances and | ran
onto it, hands loosely circling the guide ropes. The planks pitched and swayed
as | pelted across them and nmy heart gave a lurch as | felt one of the

supporting ropes snap. | covered the last fewyards in two |arge strides, and
the nonent ny foot touched the next island a sinilar bridge appeared on the
other side. |I ran towards it, casting a quick glance back. The two policenen

were on the bridge now, running after me with nightmarishly small steps, paces
whi ch were about nine inches |ong but so quick that they covered the ground as
fast as mine. | slipped on the wet grass of the island and spilled over onto
nmy knees for a nonent.

"W'| | get you, you bastard!'’

| scranbled to ny feet again, hearing the squeak of shoes on danp
vegetation and feeling a veneer of water on my stinging hands. For a nonment |
had a sudden, randomtw st of thought, somnething about being late. | ran on
concentrating on that thought, soaking it up. | don't have a huge | ateness
problem it's never been one of ny big neuroses. There was that one tinme in
the hotel room but that's old news now, old, irrelevant news. The nightmare
in the castle was worse than it should have been. The feelings | was getting
didn't feel like they were all mine

| leapt onto the bridge and scanpered along it, trying to place ny feet
near the sides where it should be stronger. The bridge began to sway narkedly
fromside to side, rocking so violently it nearly pitched me off, but | made
it to the next island and saw anot her bridge appear. Seeing that | was stil
an island ahead of the police, | ran for the other side. Islands stretched out
into the distance in front of me, and | wondered how nmany | was going to have
to cross, how nmany bridges were going to appear

Suddenly | felt that in the far distance, just beyond the furthest
island in the infinite distance, there was a neeting | was supposed to be at.
It wasn't nmy fault | was | ate. Sonething bad had happened, something | should
have stopped. | shook nmy head to try to dislodge the feeling, because it
wasn't mne. Then | got the merest splinter of a nenory, a |l ess than a second
glinpse of blonde hair in the sunshine, a little girl's laugh and an iron
rocking horse with an odd face and I knew for sure what | had begun to
suspect. | was heading in the right direction. Qur dreans had intermngled,
and | was being cross-patched, m xed up, nessed around by dying vestiges of
Al kl and' s dreanms, which were lingering on the air like snoke in a hazy room

As soon as | stepped on the next bridge | knew it was in worse shape
than the others. The planks were a mxture of dark, rotten branches and pal e
dri ed-out husks. Each careful step was a noise, a wet crunp or a tw sted
crack, and | had to slow down to find a rhythmto carry me over the breaking
footsteps. The light, never bright, was failing quickly and the huffing of the
red-faced policenen pursued nme like a runaway train.

A branch gave out of rhythmand I had to swing to one side to avoid
pl umreti ng through the gap it created, then rotate swiftly to the other side
as the breaking spread. The policenen, faces glowing with fury in the
dar kness, were hal fway across the island now, getting closer. Another crack
beneath ny feet and the rhythmwas lost, and all | could do was pull nyself



al ong the reducing remains of the bridge by ny hands, clutching the rope and
trying to pull the island closer. | was still yards away when a tall man
appeared in front of me, standing at the end of the bridge in a black coat. He
was bendi ng down slightly, as if talking to soneone only a few feet high.
heard a snatch of huddl ed conversation and halted a nmoment too |ong, not
knowi ng what was me and what wasn't.

'No, please don't.’

"\Which one of you first, | wonder?
"1 tell.!
"No, you won't, or I'Il kill you both.'

The noi se of the policenmen pounded in ny ears and | felt the bridge
finally forget the prayer it was held together by. As what had been substance
became nothing and left nme spinning in the air, | thought | heard the sound of
a sneeze.

Everything was blue and out of focus. Not out of focus, exactly, but
doubl e-i maged. Hazy |ight streaned through the wi ndows, but the |ight was
com ng fromnowhere, and it was not maki ng anything | ess dark

| staggered vaguely to nmy feet, on an arbitrary assunption as to which
way was up. Thick mi st covered the floor, swirling and clinmbing of its own
volition in a breezeless crypt. My | eg gave way tenporarily, sw nging ne round
to face a man standi ng | ooking at me. For a nonent | was sure he was going to

have no head, but then | sawthat it was only me. The mirror was tall, at

| east door height and as | stared at it | saw a flicker of novenment from
behind. | turned and caught a glinpse of someone di sappearing round a corner
atall woman in a white gown tinged blue, a volley of hair and no face, her
steps tiny and spastic. | lunged towards the corner but it |led into darkness,
a dead end of wall. Feeling an unpl aceable grief | pushed against the wall,

but it would not give.

Turni ng back | saw that beyond the mirror on the wall was an archway. |
lurched towards it and stepped out.

Into a meadow, a rolling blue neadow of high grass with pinpoints of
whi t e rounded beneath a bl ue-bl ack sky. The nmeadow was beautiful but dead, and
no birds sang there. | cut nmy way into the high grass, reeling and staggering,
carving a ragged path out into the dark afternoon

After a hundred yards | stopped and turned: there was no buil ding behind
me. As | stood fighting away di zzi ness in the heavy air, snow began to fall,
huge fl akes of perfect white cutting channels down the | eaden sky. Wth the
snow came a little nore clarity in the air, and | felt together enough to

fumble in my pockets and dig out a cigarette. Sonetines | feel like ny life is
just a way of filling tinme between lighting the dam things.
As | lit it shakily, shivering alittle, | remenbered how at first I'd

felt bad about snmoking in here, throwing down man-made butts onto an earth
made of dreams. Then | dropped sonme coins once, while trying to barter a
client's favourite jacket back, and when | |ooked down at the floor the coins
weren't there. They were real coins, Cty coins, and where they went | have no
i dea.

After that | didn't think so much about cigarettes or matches: if netal
could find no hold here, then surely they wouldn't either. Over the years |
cane to feel that it didn't matter rnmuch, that whatever was dropped passed
t hrough the insubstantial ground and fell down into sonewhere el se. And
couldn't pretend by then that Jeam and hadn't been changed by our presence
anyway, that it would ever be the sanme again.

"No! Pl ease don't!’

"If you make another sound |I'Il cut your throat open and put spiders in
it.'

| turned back to face the way | was going, feeling a pull. The voice
fl oated past, dropped down with the snowfl akes, as clear as if the speaker was
on ny shoulder. But there was no one there. For a second a feeling of utter
revul sion ran through nme, oiled and slick in the crisp air, a sensation of



warm dark terror stirred round with shame. Then the feeling was gone, rolling
sickly over itself into the distance, leaving ne soiled and dirty, the world's
bright lights all pissed on at once. Taking a deep drag on my cigarette, |
foll oned the feeling.

The flakes fell heavily as | wal ked, feet sw shing agai nst the bow ng
grass. | wal ked for about an hour, | think, following nmy instinct, follow ng
i naudi bl e sni ggers beyond the curtain of tunmbling white. | could not be far
behi nd Al kl and now. The threads of his dreans were too thick to have been [|eft
there | ong.

|'ve | ost people before in here, and | know how little | have to do to
find them How little, because finding themis not such a good thing, for ne.
It's not like everything is com ng out surprisingly and suspiciously well when
| come upon them agai n, because each bad dreamthey have beconmes a part of ne.
I can find people, |ead people, because | can share their dreans. |f that
sounds |like so much hippy bullshit, then too bad. And if |osing people nmakes
me sound inconpetent, then you don't know what you're tal ki ng about. Next tinme

you dream try doing anything of your own free will, never m nd taking soneone
with you, never mnd reaching into their dreams and pulling out fistfuls
until, you get the right one, never mnd doing that when guilt is stabbing at
you fromevery corner and all you want to do is just go home again. There's
nobody el se who can do this, and | do it as well as | can. | didn't ask for
this. All I wanted was sonething different. |I found it. And | |ost everything

el se, absolutely everything, apart fromwhat | really wanted to | ose.

| came upon a car. It was an ol d-fashi oned nodel, with generous curves
and hunps, |ong dead and covered with nine inches of snow. | walked slowy
round it, trying to prise open the feeling of recognition it gave ne. Flickers
of menmory began to darken the air around ne, because Menory is very close to
Jeam and, and you can get there too if you know how.

| tugged one of the doors and with a wenching squeal it opened,
releasing a snell of old leather out into the snow. There was sonething el se
too, a light scent that seened sonehow brown and exciting, and | poked my head
into the car, leaning on one of the red | eather seats, trying to catch the
remenbr ance.

It came soon enough. This was ny grandfather's car, the first and only
car | owned. The snell was the smell of cigarettes on cold air, early
cigarettes. Youth, and foolishness, and famly. | ducked back out of the car
quickly, intime to see it fall in upon itself. It had never been there, just
a pile of snowand icicles in a chance formation. In falling the snow assuned
a shape, the shape of a man sitting as if in a car, the head turned towards
me. The face was old and lined, a face | barely renenbered. Then the snow
slipped and the inmage dissolved and slid apart.

"Do it!'

"No,' and the sound of desperate, hitching sobs followed by a slap

| pulled myself away fromthe pile of snow and stunbl ed through the
drifts as quickly as | could towards the sound.

| found him

| tripped over him in fact. Wien | heard the sound of the cry it was
close, and | hurried towards it, even though it was the sound of a little girl
and not a grown man. | ran for twenty yards, fifty, ny cold breath aching in
my lungs, ran as quickly as | could before sonething el se happened and we were
ri pped apart again. Normally keeping track of people isn't that difficult. But
things were different now. Now Jeam and was not itself any nore, but
structured, reforned, mangl ed by someone | knew. Someone | thought was dead.
No, damm it, someone | knew was dead.

I knew that | had to do everything I could as quickly and well as
possi ble. The time for second chances was running out. Rafe was a bad man when
he was alive. Now that he was dead there was no telling what he would be Iike.

After a hundred yards | was beginning to doubt my intuition and was
wal king nore slowy, turning as | went, peering into the snow falling al



around ne. Then suddenly | saw a snowdrift that | ooked |ike a playground
roundabout and ran to it. The snow flicked and swirled and t he shape

di sappeared. My feet caught on sonething as | backed away fromit and
stunbl ed and alnmost fell flat on ny back. It was a figure curled in a foetal
position, heavily dusted with snow and slipping deeper all the time. It was
Al kI and

Casting a quick glance around | knelt down by himand touched his
shoul der. Cold though ny fingers were | could tell that he was colder still.

"Al kland" | said, and jogged his shoulder. He didn't respond. The folds
of his jacket were creased hard with ice, and he chined as | turned hi mover.
One side of his face was burnt, and the other had a | ong gash on it. The skin
was a bl otchy dark green, the colour of something that is about to burst.
| ooked at his palnms and saw that they too were green now.

Suddenly | heard sonet hing and | ooked up. There was nothing to be seen
nothing in the few dozen yards of sparkling visibility the snow allowed ne. It
looked a little like a waterfall, and for a noment | alnost smiled, and then
heard the sound again. It was the sound of a sneeze. It was quickly followed
by a cough, too quickly for it to have come fromthe sanme person

"Come on, Alkland, it's the sneezing policenen again' | said urgently,
shaking him Time to wake up.' There was no response. | placed ny hand over his
nmout h and squeezed his nostrils together tightly. For a | ong nonment not hing
happened and then |I thought | felt the tiniest hint of movenment from one of
hi s hands.

But he wasn't going to wake up. | wasn't even sure he was going to
survive. | heard the sound of another sneeze and knew that | was going to have
to do something | swore |'d never do again. It was sonmething |'d done without
t hi nking back in the old days, before |I knew the damage it was doi ng.

I lay down next to Alkland in the snow and w apped ny arns around him
shuddering as his cold seeped into ne. | could feel no breath fromhis face so
close to mne, and for a moment | felt despair settle into me. A gurgling
laugh in the distance told nme this had been picked up and I slamed a lid on
it quickly, closed nmy eyes and kicked nmy mind, took a sledgehanmer to it,
pushed a glowing netal spike into it until it hurt enough to give nme the
strength | needed. It was a long time since 1'd tried to do this, and it
al nrost didn't happen. But then | felt a sensation Iike falling slowy out of
bed, and I woke up on ny sofa.

18

| lied about not being able to wake up at will. | can do it.

| lied about the two |lovers tal king fond nonsense as they wal ked al ong a
beach. There were |overs, but they never wal ked al ong a beach. Al they had
was a couple of nights, and all they left behind them was unhappi ness.

| lied about nost things, by om ssion

Most of all, 1've lied about myself.

| hoped I'd be able to keep this together, but |ife doesn't always work
out the way you want it to.

Have you noticed that? It really doesn't.

The apartnent felt warm unbelievably tropical and wel comng. After
opening my eyes to check where | was | shut themagain for a bl essed nonent,

Al kl and' s wei ght enough to reassure me that 1'd brought himalong. | lay there
for a while, listening to the soft drip of nelting ice.

Eventual ly | struggled upright, spilling Al kland onto the sofa. He
spraw ed at an awkward angl e, |ooking so dead that for a noment | thought that
battle was already lost. H s face, though no | onger green, was horribly
stretched and degraded, and the right side was bright red. Hi s hands were
covered in liver spots that had not been there before, and the gash on his
ot her cheek had been replaced by an open sore. | |eaned close to himuntil |



felt a wisp of pale breath, and then relaxed. Alittle bit, for a short while.
The clock told me I'd been in Jeam and | ess than three hours, and that it was
just after seven o' cl ock.

ACl A had obvi ously been here this tinme. The walls were all black, which
meant the power to them had been shut off and the apartnment wasn't screened
any nore. Maybe they'd told the Nei ghbourhood | was dead. Books were spread
all over the floor, and the bookcase lay broken in a corner. It |ooked like

the debris after a GavBenda® fuckup, and didn't really bother me much. | felt
like an intruder nyself.
When | stood up, | felt the unreality of the apartnment shouting at ne

fromevery corner. What is all this? it said. Do you know where you are? Is
this where you live? It was the kind of feeling you get when you conme back
hone after a tine away, and see the objects and space you surround yourself
with in a newlight, stripped of their arbitrary famliarity.

But it was nuch, much nore than that. For a second the whole thing
threatened to shade away, at last to rebel and | eave me to face nyself and
where | was. Then it settled, but grudgingly, and as | wal ked to the desk
felt I did so on sufferance. The world will only take so nuch screw ng about,
and |'ve been walking a fine line for too |ong.

The door had been nailed shut fromthe outside. Due to ny sonewhat
unusual nethod of re-entry, that actually nmade me reasonably secure for a

while. Unless ... | opened the drawer and got out the BugAnal y®

"Hi, Stark. Ww. You look like shit.'

' Shh. '

"What ? On.'

The machine fell silent for a nonment, and then a nessage flashed up on
its panel of lights. 'No bugs,' it said, then, 'Ch, hang on . . .' After a

pause it flashed up, 'Let's have a bit of a shufti at the vidiphone.'

| carried the machine to the vidi phone and waved it over it. 'You don't
have to do that,' the message panel said. 'Just hold me still."’

'Yep, the videophone's bugged' it said, eventually. 'Standard
wave-tappi ng, audi o and vi deo. Voice-activated. You want me to kill it? It's
not a problemunless you want to make a call.’

"WIl they know it's been tanpered with?' | said.

"Er, yes. It has self-checking. Bit of a downer.'

"Can you scranble it tenporarily?

"Hang on ... yes, | can white-noise-coat it. Longer than twenty seconds
will cause an alert signal though.'
"Twenty seconds is all | need.' | punched a code in and waited. After a

nmonent the screen flicked on and Shel by appeared.

"Stark, hi, wow'

"I know. Deep shit, Shelby. Way, way deep.’

"Lift?

' Coul d you?

"Your wish, Stark, is like, totally. Were?

"My apartment roof. CGot to go.'

Twenty mnutes.' The screen went bl ank

Time to spare,' said the BugAnal y® approvingly. | think it rmust have
done a personality transplant on itself. It wasn't irritating me half as much
as usual

"You're sure there's nothing el se?

"Zip.'

| left the machine on the desk and went back to Al kland. Now that nost
of the ice on his clothes and hair had nelted he was sitting in a small poo
of water. Alittle colour had come back to his face, but he still |ooked very,
very ill. The sore | ooked angry and | noticed that another one was on its way
beneath his eye. He was, it had to be said, in terrible shape.

But he was still alive, which neant he hadn't net Rafe. It was possible
that Rafe had |l et himbe to draw ne on, but such restraint seened unlikely. He
coul d have dismantled his head and the faint strands of Al kland' s dreanms woul d



still have been enough to attract my attention. What was goi ng on? \What was
Rafe pl aying at?

| rubbed Alkland's hands for a while, trying to will warnth into them
and was rewarded with a small nmpan. He was not going to surface for a while,
but he wasn't going to die. Not yet, anyway.

| covered himw th a blanket and then rummaged round the apartnent for a
whi | e, changing out of nmy own wet clothes into identical dry ones, |ocating
some nore cigarettes, that sort of thing. It didn't take very |ong, and
started to feel that type of tense nervousness you get when you're in a hurry
and suddenly have a bl ock of tine you' ve no use for

For sonething to do | headed towards the kitchen to nuke sone water for
a couple of cups of coffee. | never got there.

| was hal fway across the living roomwhen | heard the distinctive sound
of aircars decelerating rapidly. A dread inpulse took nme to the wi ndow. |
lifted the shade and | ooked down at the dark street bel ow

Three ACIA cars had pulled to an untidy halt down by the side of the
buil ding, and a pair of nen energed from each one. They gl anced about with the
ti me- honoured smugness of those who are above the | aw and carrying guns, and
then headed for the entrance to the buil di ng.

"Bug, you shit' | hissed, turning towards it. 'You said the place was
cl ean!"

The machine said nothing. | picked it up and shook it, usel essly.

"G ve yourself up, Stark,' it said tersely. 'Gane's over. It's a wap.
Finito.'

| realised why the nachi ne had sounded different. The only bug in the
apartment was the one | was holding. They'd found the BugAnal y® and
reprogranmed it. The bastard nachi ne had changed si des.

Furiously, not caring that | had far nore inportant things to worry
about, | strode back to the wi ndow and prepared to send the machi ne sailing
out into the night. Then I had anot her thought, and slamred it back on the
tabl e before running over to the sofa. | called Al kland' s nane several tines
and received only another |ow, unconscious nmpan in response.

Swearing heavily, | grabbed the desk and pulled it into the corner of
the room The BugAnaly® slid off and |anded hard on the floor, but | found
didn't mnd that very much. Wen the desk was in position | slipped ny arms
under Al kland's and hoi cked himup. | steered himover towards the desk and
let himfall gently onto it, back first. Then | picked up his legs and slid
himforwards so he was |lying on the desk

| picked the BugAnal y® up and ran to the bedroom where | grabbed a
M ni Crunt fromthe bedside table. Carrying themboth | took up a position
behi nd the door. | |evered the BugAnal y® s back panel off and slipped the
M ni Crunt inside, first setting it for maxi numsensitivity. Then | bal anced
t he machi ne on the doorknob

'Hang on, Stark,' the machine said. 'Wat's that? Wat have you put
i nsi de nme?'

"MniCrunt' | said. 'Have a nice day.'

I gnoring the machine's wails | ran back to the desk and junped on.
| ocated ny Furt and set it for cutting, neanwhile cocking an ear towards the
corridor. There was no sound yet, and | hadn't heard the el evator doors ping.
| hoped it would take themat least half a minute to get through their own
handi work on the other side of the door. It wasn't much tine, but it was all
had.

Shielding ny face with ny hand | held the Furt up to the ceiling and
flicked the switch. A green needle of |ight poked straight into the
pl exi pl aster, which was a relief. Never having tried to cut holes in ny roof
before, | hadn't been sure it could be done.

I knew |'d got through when | heard a startled yelp fromthe apartnent
above. As quickly as | could, hoping that the occupants above woul d have the
sense to keep out of the way, | described a circle about two feet in dianeter



in the plexiplaster. |I left the last couple of inches in place and shoved
upwards hard. The disc of floor popped up and into the apartnment above.

Two faces of different sexes but simlarly advanced years i mediately
took its place.

"What on earth do you think you' re doing? the old man asked petul antly.
He wore gl asses and had a deeply lined face sparsely capped with yell ow-white

hair. He looked like a dictionary illustration of the word 'old'.

"Cutting a hole in your floor,' | said. These opportunities happen so
sel dom You have to take advantage of them when they conme. | do, anyway.

"Don't get smart with me, young man. You just stop that cutting right
now. '

"I already have,' | quipped with manic joy. Hi s feedlines were too good
to be true. | could have stood and chatted with the old twonk all day. 'And
now |'mafraid | have to | eave ny apartnment via your apartnent.'’

"You'll do no such thing!'

"Ch yes, | will, and what's nore, | need your help.' | ducked down,

sl i pped nmy hands under Al kl and and manhandl ed himinto a standing position. A
slunping position, to be nore accurate: unconsci ous bodi es are soddi ng heavy.
| lifted Alkland' s hands so that they stuck up through the hole in the floor
The old man pushed them back again. | stuck themthrough again. The old man
pushed t hem back agai n.

"Ch, Neville,' said the old woman crossly. 'Don't be such an old turd.
Grab the gentleman's arns.'’

"Nora,' hissed the old guy, scandalised by this subversion fromwthin.
The wonman ignored him reached one of her hands into the hole and grabbed
Al kl and" s arm

"You'll have to excuse ny husband,' she said, 'He's very old."'

Neville dithered for a nonment, and then, making it absolutely clear that
it was against his better judgenent, grabbed hold of Alkland s other hand.

"It'll all end in tears,' he said, sourly. | didn't tell himthat
t hought he was al nbst certainly right. Bending nmy back, | grabbed Al kl and
round the wai st and shoved hi mupwards as hard as | could. The hauling power
of the couple above was not Hercul ean, but another shove sent Al kland clear
just as | heard the sound of footsteps thundering down the corridor

| leapt off the desk, swung it as close to the corner of the roomas |
could, and then leapt up to grab the sides of the hole. | pulled nyself up
through it to the sound of shouted warnings from outside the door of ny
apartment. As soon as | was in the old couple's living room| placed the disc
of ceiling material back into its hole. The jagged spur fromthe part that 1'd
br oken was just enough to stop it fromdropping straight through. OCkay, that
was just plain lucky, | admt it.

| flipped A kland onto nmy shoul der, alnost fell over, and then got ny
bal ance. Thanki ng the old woman, and agreeing to reinmburse Neville for any
costs involved in the fixing of their floor, | pulled open the front door as a
loud crunp frombelow told nme that the BugAnal y® had finally got what was
coming to it. Some rather distressing screans suggested that a couple of the
ACLA agents had been standing a bit too close. Still, never mnd, eh? For one,
you think Al kland and I would have | eft ny apartnent under our own steamif
t hey'd caught us? For two, | don't give a fuck. |I'mwhere | am now because
when | was young | wanted nmore. | wanted to live in a film | |ooked, and
found. Now | live in that film and here the bad guys are everyone who isn't
you and if they die you don't have to give a damm.

Now | don't care much for that younger nme, and I wish to God | could
take back what he did, unfind what he found. But | can't. | did what | did and
I was who | was. That was me once, just |like the teenager who wanted to be a

rock star was nme, like the child who'd never had soneone's brains splashed
over his face, and whose fingers were snall and warm and safe in his father's
hand. They were all me, and they're all in there sonewhere, standing al one and
lost in twilight. But | can't find them | can't find them because they hide

when | try to ook for them They hide fromme. They don't want to know ne,



because they know nobody's really there.

Oh fuck, ignore everything | say fromnow on. I'mnot nyself. O maybe
am It's been so long | can't remenber. The nore you get to know soneone, the
nore there is to dislike. If you get to know themwell enough, you hate them

And who knows ne better than anyone el se? Rafe does.

| didn't hold out rmuch hope of the ACI A nen being confused by the old
"hol e-in-the-ceiling'" ruse for long. As | trudged up three flights of steps as
quickly as | could, |I hoped to hell that Shelby was going to be early for the
second tinme in her life.

May Shel by marry the | east boring and stupid doctor, |awer or
ort hodonti st of her generation. May their dinner parties be the npst
cel ebrated and excl usi ve soirées Brandfield has ever known, and may they have
a golf club specially formed for themto be the sole nenbers of. She was
there, is what |'m saying.

As | took the last flight of steps two at a tine, feeling my back pul
and twist with the weight of an unconscious administrator, | heard the stair
door bang down on ny floor. They'd seen the circle in the ceiling. O Neville
had grassed on ne, which is probably nore likely. I kind of hoped he had, in
fact: that way he and his w fe woul d have been less likely to have harm done
to them

When | crashed out of the access door on the roof and saw Shel by perched
on her heliporter |ooking poised and cool in the glow of light from her
instrument panel, | felt relief wash over ne like a kiss of flowers. |
stunbl ed over to within ten feet and then slipped Al kland forward of f ny
shoul ders as gently as | could. It wasn't terribly gentle, and he made a qui et
groani ng noise, the first sound since we'd left the apartnment. | dragged him
over to the heliporter and ki ssed Shel by resoundi ngly on the cheek. She
bl ushed and | ooked at ne si deways.

"Well, hi,' she said.

" Shel by?' | said. |I'malways happy to see you. It's always a pl easure,
al ways, today, however, and I'mreferring for the nonent solely to the times
when |'ve seen you in a, shall we say, professional capacity, |'mnore pleased
than ever before.'

"Stark.’

'There are no words to express ny joy. None at all. | have a dictionary,
and |'ve |l ooked. |I'd have to paint you a picture, sculpt a scul pture or maybe

try to express it through free-forminprovisational, dance.'

"Stark, you're babbling' she said. 'It's conpletely charm ng babbling,
and | don't want you to stop necessarily, but perhaps you should babble in the
air?

"You're absolutely right' | said, and in nmy head went through fifty
di fferent ways of getting nyself and an unconsci ous Actioneer onto one seat. |
found one that wasn't blatant suicide and went for it. It involved hanging on
to the centre pole with one hand, one |eg next to Shelby's and the ot her
hel pi ng brace Alkland on nmy side. | was tired; before | was even fully in
position, but it was the only way.

The second | was settled the access door opened and three ACI A nen bur st
out at once. One had blood on his suit. Another man came out imediately after
them They all shouted at me sinultaneously, and two of them dropped to their
knees to take aim The other seened to try to stop them for some reason, but
he was pissing into the w nd.

"Ecu' said Shel by, winkling her perfect little nose, 'they | ook way
aggressive. | think we should go.' She slammed the |lever gracefully and once
nore we were treated to the gratifying sight of bullets passing i mediately
underneath us as we rocketed up in the air. If anyone needs an extrenely
conpetent getaway driver who is also on first-name terns with the nost
prestigious maitre d's in Brandfield and the surrounding district, | can
recommend Shel by w t hout hesitation



Al kl and sl unped dangerously under the accel eration and once nore | had
to do ny reaching out and grabbing himthing. As Shel by took the heliporter up
to fifty feet above the roof | wapped nmy left Ieg round Al kland's and cl anped
my armaround his chest. The heliporter swng into forward notion and we
streamed forward through a hail of bullets, hail that was, unusually,
travel l i ng upwards very quickly. Wth small and preci se novenents of her
mani cur ed hands Shel by sl al omed t hrough the air, obviously not actually
dodgi ng shells but just making us harder to sight on. Al kland grunted suddenly
and | concentrated on clinging on to him ny head hunched agai nst the sound of
rushing wi nd and passi ng bull ets.

The hel i porter picked up speed and within a few |l ong seconds we were out
of range, pelting forwards through the cold air. | |ooked back to see that
they were still firing at us, tiny flashes of light in the darkness.

To where?' asked Shel by intently.

'Head for Sound' | said, panting. 'And keep high. How rmuch charge do you
have?

'Bags' she said, grinning. 'Something made nme think | mght be hearing
fromyou again way soon. The batteries are all full to the max.'

"Shel by, I" | looked at her, wanting to thank her, wanting to say how
nice it was to have sonmeone who was al ways there, who was ny friend. Wo |iked
me. Not that nmany people do, you know. Not enough, anyway. | couldn't get ny
mouth to work, and the sight of the kindness on her face was nore than | could
take. After a quick glance forward Shel by reached out one armand pulled it
round my shoul ders, and | cried.

My father owned a bookshop. Not at first: when | was very young he just
worked in one. Then finally he took the plunge and got some noney toget her
and opened his own. | was about six by then, and |I can renenber very clearly
the first time | walked into his new shop. It's the best nenory | have, the
menory | woul d keep above all others.

My father believed strongly in there being a right time for everything,
and in doing everything at the right tine. Wen he picked up sone holiday
phot ographs, he wouldn't stand out in the street and flick through them
throwi ng away the nmonent of seeing themfor the first time. He'd keep themin
their folder until he was honme, until he'd made a cup of tea and settled
confortably in his chair, and then he'd slowy unpack the photos and | ook
t hrough them one by one, savouring them

Li kewi se with the shop. He didn't let us cone and | ook as soon as the
| ease was signed, but made us wait until he'd redecorated it and got in al
t he books, built up his opening stock and arranged them carefully on the
shel ves. Then, the night before it was due to open, he cane and collected ny
not her and me and we went down to the shop together, wal king slowy through
the town as a family, walking to the shop |ike the custonmers woul d.

When we reached the dark green door he smiled and pointed up at the sign

above the window 'Stark', it said on the top line in gold on green, and then
' Books' beneath. Qur nane was nuch snmaller than the 'Books', and | didn't
understand why, not then. | thought he was just being nodest, as always. It

wasn't until nmuch later that | realised why he'd had the sign painted that
way, and when | realised it was too late, and | felt a bitter tw st of sadness
that will never go away. He'd had 'Stark' painted small so that there was
enough roomfor '& Son' to be added later, if | wanted it to be. But | never
realised, and it never was.

W waited while he sorted through the unfamliar keys, and though | was
several feet below their level | caught the | ook of quiet pride and love in ny
not her's face as she watched hi mopen the door. It swung wi de and ny father
shepherded us in, into the pools of soft yellow light.

Stark Books was a beautiful store. | don't suppose there have been many
bookshops |i ke that, and there are certainly none here. My father |oved books,
|l oved themwith a passion that so few peopl e understand, and he taught me to
| ove themtoo. My nother taught ne what little | know of kindness, and ny



father showed ne that there is magic in a book, that anything can lie between
the covers, that though they are so quiet and still every one is like a gate.

H s shop was not so much a place to sell books as a place for themto
be. The carpet was thick green and the bookshelves rich brown, and as we
wal ked quietly anong themit was as if we were visiting the place where the
books lived. As we | ooked in every corner and saw how every inch was ny
father, my nother and | gripped each other's hand nore and nore tightly, and
the nore we saw the less sure | was that the gl ow we wal ked in was due to any
| anps. The gl ow was mny parents

We finished the tour at the back of the shop, in front of a door
W thout any cerenony ny father reached forward and opened it, and we wal ked
into the back office. It was cosy and warmlike the shop, and as my not her
wal ked around her steps faltered and her nmouth hung open. For this was to be
her pl ace.

My not her was an accountant. Before she had me she worked for a big
firm and while | was growing up she did little bits of work for people. Now
was ol d enough to be at school | knew she fancied working full time again, but
she hadn't been able to find a way back in.

There were two desks in the back office. One had a picture of mny nother
onit, as ny father's desks always did. On the other was a big red | edger, and
a poster hung on the wall beside it. The poster was of a Tiffany stained gl ass
wi ndow, and was ny nother's favourite. The desk also had a little china pot on
it, and held a black biro, a red biro and a green biro. My nmother's col ours,

t he col ours she used when she prepared people's accounts for themw th her
br eat ht aki ng neat ness.

She reached out and ran her hand across the back of the chair that was
to be hers, and then dipped her hand into her pocket. She pulled out a small
pi ece of soapstone, a tiny polished figure, and placed it on ny father's desk.
Then she and ny father fell together and hugged each other so tightly I
t hought bones m ght break.

| wish I'd died then. That woul d have been enough

But now | was still alive, and they were dead, and as Shel by piloted us
over Col our towards Sound, one armon the wheel and the other tight around ne,
| cried, cried until | thought my heart would stop

W canme so close to dying half an hour later that thoughts of ny parents
had to be pushed to the side for a while. That hurt, felt |like a betrayal of
them but in all that happened afterwards they were there, and | saw
everything through a filmof green and gol d.

The first thing | noticed when | finally got myself under control was
that Al kl and's breat hing, which had been obscured by the viol ence of my own,
was shal | ow and uneven. | wi ped the back of my hand across ny eyes and turned
his face so that | could look at it. It was deathly pale.

"What's wong with hin?', asked Shel by, gripping my armto | eave ne free
to exam ne Al kl and nore cl osely.

"I don't know,' | said, and then | saw | felt it first, in fact, felt
that nmy leg, the one | had wapped round Al kland's, felt slightly col der than
the rest of nme. Looking down | saw that there was a dark stain on it.

"Ch no. Oh shit.' | noved ny leg and bent round to | ook at Al kland's.
He' d been shot.

| reached down and twisted his leg gently. There was no exit wound: the
bull et was still in his thigh. Fromwhere it had gone in it had to be
somewhere near the fenoral artery, and bl ood was coursing in a steady stream
out of the ragged entry wound.

Shel by pal ed when she saw the dark smear of blood on ny fingers, and
snapped her eyes back to the front, swallowing tightly.

' How bad?' she asked.

"Terrible | said.

"He didn't look terrifically well beforehand."'

'"He wasn't. Shit.'



"Where am | headed, Stark?

"Cat' | said. She turned and | ooked at ne.

| nodded. 'It's the only place we're even slightly safe.’

"Stark' she said, 'far be it fromne to question your call, but how are
a bunch of cats going to protect you from ACl A?

"ACI A are the least of our problenms' | said, noving into a position

where | could get ny jacket off.' Soneone else is after us.'

"And, like, he has this phobia of cats?

"No.' | wrapped one armof my jacket round Al kland' s thin | eg and
knotted it tightly. Shel by nmade a small adjustment and the heliporter banked
to the right slightly, heading towards Cat Nei ghbourhood. 'But the cats are on
ny side.'

Shel by | ooked at ne for a nonent, |ong enough to see | wasn't joking,
and then shook her head.

"Stark' she said, 'you're an odd person.'

Al kl and shuddered deeply and | tightened ny grip on him |ooking closely
at his face. If you ever get shot in the leg, take nmy advice: make sure you're
in the best of health beforehand, and try to ensure it doesn't happen when
you're freezing cold, in the dark, hundreds of feet above the ground. In fact,
you m ght want to give the whole thing a mss. If s not as nuch fun as it
sounds, and it's bad for you. Even worse than snoking probably.

Al kl and's skin was deteriorating ever nore quickly, its cohesion
breaki ng down. The parts stretched over his increasingly prom nent cheekbones
| ooked taut, but his cheeks felt spongy and ny fingers left ripples in the
skin that didn't fade

'"I's he going to die?

"I manazed he's still alive' 1 said.

I was. The condition he was in from Jeam and al one woul d have put him
near the edge. The amount of bl ood he was |osing froma major gunshot wound
shoul d have finished himoff. Somewhere deep inside his failing body the
Acti oneer must be holding onto life pretty dam tightly. | slacked the
tourniquet for a nonent to freshen up the blood running round his | eg, and
then tightened it again.

This done, | stared unseeingly towards the ground for a while, trying to
anticipate all the ways in which this was going to make things even nore
difficult.

"Stark,' said Shelby, and the eerie calmin her voice made nme | ook up
i mediately, 'l think we may have a situation.'

"What ?' | said, but she didn't answer inmediately. |Instead she turned
round at the waist and | eant over to | ook at her feet. \When she cane back up
again her face was flushed slightly fromthe run of blood, and | noticed for
the first time in quite a while how pretty she was.

As if to answer ny question a tiny red light on the heliporter's mnnimal
i nstrument panel began to flash. Shelby |ooked at it, and then at nme, and
snmled a terrible small snile, as if she was realising for the first tinme that
the kind of thing | do isn't a gane, and that bad things really can happen

"No juice,' she said. 'Next stop, the ground.'

"\What are you tal king about?' | asked, gently. .'You said you were
| oaded. "

"I was. Hs leg wasn't the only thing that stopped a bullet.' The bl ades
of the heliporter nmissed a beat and we dropped a yard, but then they cut
choppily back in. As best | could without [osing Al kland, | |eant over to have
a | ook nysel f.

She was right. The second battery had a large hole in it, and the third
was nowhere to be seen. W were a couple of hundred feet above the ground,
half a mle fromCat, and we had no gas.

"Start heading down,' | said. 'As quickly as possible.' Shel by was
already onto it. The bl ades m ssed a beat again and we dropped heartl essly for
anot her coupl e of yards.

"I can't see the ground,' she said. 'Were do | head for?



I glanced quickly around bel ow us. The gate to Cat was slightly to our
right and still about six hundred yards away. It didn't seemlikely that we
woul d get that far, never mind clear the wall. Sound doesn't go a bundle on
streetlights, and the area beneath us was very dark, dotted with only the
occasi onal unhel pful point of light.

'Head towards the gate,' | said. 'W won't make it, but there's open
spaces around there.’

"Stark,' she said suddenly, 'if we don't make it '

'Forget that,' | said. | owe you dinner.'

Al kl and noaned slightly, his armtwitched and | nearly lost hold of him
"Il be honest and admit that for a second I thought it m ght al nost have been
better if |I had. H s chances of com ng through this were getting snaller by
the m nute, and his weight was dangerously overloading the failing heliporter.

But it was only for a second, and if you think badly of me for thinking
that, it just shows you've never been in a simlar position. You'd be
surprised how you might react in certain situations, what you'd find out about
yoursel f and your instinct for self-preservation at all costs.

As we cruised lower and | ower towards Sound, the blades cutting out nore
and nore frequently, streets becane discernible. There were a fair anount of
peopl e around. Shouting hour had just finished, and the normally sparse
sprinkling of pedestrians was augnented with pairs of flushed shouters
hurrying home. | hoped that if we crashed, we at least did it quietly. Gief
fromthe people of Sound we could do without.

W passed over the nmono track with less than five feet to spare, and
Shel by banged the I ever hard right to head us towards a patch of open ground.

The bl ades cut out for good when we were still ten feet above the grass and
suddenly all seened very quiet as we sailed towards the ground.
'Lean backwards' | said quickly. Tuck up and roll to the side.' But she

froze, staring with a horrified expression at the ground as it rushed towards
us. When we were within a couple of feet | shoved her and rolled off nyself,
pul ling Al kland with mne.

W hit the ground hard. Boy did we hit that ground. Al the air was
ki cked out of my chest and nmy entire body jolted with the inpact as ny

shoul der whanmmed into the earth. | heard a dull crack foll owed by a | ouder
splintering one, and then | blacked out.

| was out for less than thirty seconds, thankfully: | think it was
oxygen |l oss rather than concussion. | pushed nmyself painfully into a sitting

position, and | ooked quickly round.

The heliporter lay |like a mangl ed grasshopper about ten feet away. Two
of the bl ades were broken, but apart fromthat it |ooked | ess destroyed than I
woul d have expected. Shelby lay in a slightly tidier heap on the other side of
me, and | crawl ed towards her, panting. She was curled up into a ball and
huggi ng her shoul der tightly, eyes screwed shut. | surrounded her with ny
arms, marvelling as always at how bulky slimgirls feel, and put ny face close
to hers. She opened her eyes.

' Shel by?' | said. 'Are you okay?

"I don't know,' she said, painfully. 'How does ny hair | ook?

"Fine," | said, overjoyed that at least | hadn't got her killed.

"Runpl ed, but it suits you.'

"I bet,' she said, hauling herself into a sitting position. 'On'

"Move it' | said, rubbing her shoulder, and she tentatively held out her
arm She winced, but then rotated the joint gently.

"What do you know she said, '"it works.' Seeing the look of relief
draped openly across nmy face she sniled and patted my cheek. |'m okay' she
said. 'I'mrevising upwardly the cost and extravagance of the neal you owe ne,
t hough. "'

' Shel by, we'll book Maxi mMis every night for a week.'

"If' she said, as | helped her to her feet. |I |ooked puzzled. 'The "if"
was there' she said, looking at ne, 'even if you didn't say it.'



Al kland was lying in a heap a few yards away. In nmy hurry to check
Shel by was all right | hadn't even thought of him Now | did, and | renenbered
the dull snap I'd heard too, because his left leg twisted outwards in a way it
clearly wasn't designed for

"Ch fuck,' | noaned, dropping to one knee beside him The Actioneer's
breat hi ng rem nded nme unpl easantly of the sound of the heliporter's bl ades
just before they gave out for good.

'CGod,"' said Shelby. This guy is having a brutal evening,'

| laid nmy fingers under Al kland's jaw. The pul se was there, but uneven

and weak. 'I hate to be material at a tine like this,' she added, 'but can we
do anyt hi ng about the 'porter?

"It'll be taken in' | said, trying to bend Alkland's leg into a | ess
baroque position. 'You can claimit later and they'll nobno it to you.'

'"Cool' she said. '"It's just I'd hate to lose it.' Sonething in her voice
made ne | ook up, and | nodded and snil ed.

'Yeah' | said. Then | swore, because | heard the sound of shouting

comng fromthe other side of the patch of ground, some di stance away. ' Cone
on. Time to go.'

"Are they bad guys?' she asked, bending to help me lift AlKkland.

"No, | shouldn't think so. But we don't have tinme to talk with them
Also ACA will be on their way. W should go.'

Once Al kl and was upright | heaved hi mover my shoul der and started
i medi ately towards the | oom ng bul k of the Cat gateway which towered out of
the dark | ess than forty yards away. Shel by strode gamely beside ne,
occasionally breaking into a trot to keep up. | tried to brace Alkland's | eg
so that it didn't jolt around too much, but |I'msure that it was just as well
that he was al ready unconsci ous.

"Er, they're running now Shel by observed breathl essly, having gl anced
behind. 'Are you sure they're okay?

"As far as | know | panted, and then realised something. They'd
shout ed. The peopl e running towards us had shouted. 'Second thoughts, they may
be bad guys after all. Hurry.'

When we reached the gateway conplex | took a quick glance back before we
ducked into the entrance passage. Four nen in suits were running towards us
with an air of alarm ng dedication. It was too dark to be sure, but they
| ooked dishearteningly like ACIA. One of themnoticed ne turn and shout ed
somet hing, but | grabbed Shelby's armand hurried her into the tunnel. At the
bottom we reached the steps up to the gate itself, and vaulted up themtwo at
atine. At the top we wal ked straight up to the huge old iron gate.

It didn't open.

19

I got intoin a fight over a cat once, when | was a kid. Two ol der boys
were chasing it. At first | didn't pay it nmuch attention: a cat on the run is
a match for a boy or two. Then | noticed that the cat was |inping, and that
one of the boys had a can of lighter fluid.

| ran after them ran as fast as | could, and threw nmyself at the one
with the can. | wasn't thinking at all. They took so | ong beating nme up that
the cat got away. At the time | have to admit | wondered if it had been worth
it, but they've | ooked after me since.

So far.

"Hell 0o?' | said, bewldered, as we stared up at the gate. |1've been to
Cat a lot of tines, and the gate had al ways opened before. 'Hello?'" The gate
continued to not open

"You like cats, don't you?' | asked eventually, turning desperately to
Shel by.



Adore them she said indignantly. 'Wy?
It's not letting us in. It won't let anyone in if they don't |ike

cats.'

' Maybe Al kl and doesn't |ike them'

'No, he does. He tickled Spangle's ear.' | heard the sound of running
steps echoing fromthe entrance tunnel, and | ooked up at the gate.

"Cone on, for fuck's sake,' | hissed. 'Let us in." | didn't know who or
what | was talking to. There's no computer there, as far as | can tell, but

somet hi ng nust work it.
'"I's there any other way in?
"No. This is it. And the walls are very high and very thick.' The sound

of the footsteps behind us changed. They'd reached the nearest runnel. 'Cone
on, gate: those people are going to kill us.'
There was a pause, and then the gate swung open noi sel essly. | shoved

Shel by through it in front of me and we darted round to the side as soon as we
were through, the gate closing i medi ately behind us.

| motioned to Shelby to follow nme, and pressed mysel f up agai nst the
wall a few yards to the side of the entrance, just in tinme to hear the sound
of several people clanging into the gate.

"Where' d they go?' asked a trucul ent voice.

' Dunno. They gotta've gone here.'

'Bel ag, the sodding gate is |ocked. They can't be through there.'

'\Were, then? W came up the sanme passage.'’

"He's right,' said a new voi ce, which sounded famliar. 'They're in
t here somewhere.'

"Look, sir: gate's |ocked.’

"I can see that' grated the voice, and | recognised it. It was Darv.
This time it wasn't just foot soldiers after us. The big wheel s were turning

out. 'It's said that the gates only open if you like cats. |I've always assuned
that was so nmuch hi ppy crap. Maybe not. Does anyone here |ike cats?

" No.

"Shit no.'

"Hate the little bastards.'

'"So do |I. Right. Znex, you stay here with ne. You two get back out into

Sound, and find sonmeone who |ikes cats. Mve it.'

| breathed out heavily and bitterly. Darv was obviously | ess stupid when
out in the field, altogether nore can-do. It wouldn't take long to find
someone the gate should open for, and all they had to do was slip in with him
The gate seened to be behaving a little oddly though, judging by the trouble
we'd had getting in. Maybe that would hel p us. Maybe not.

"Stark, |ook,' Shel by whispered. Ten yards away, sitting upright in the
shadow of the wall, was a black cat. It was regarding us gravely. | peered at
it. It held nmy eyes for a noment, and then stood up and wal ked away, keeping
within a few yards of the wall

"Follow that cat,' | said.
Feeling nore foolish than | had in quite a while, we followed the cat.
After fifty yards it started to curve away fromthe wall. | | ooked back a

little nervously, expecting to beconme visible to Darv and his cohort back at
the gate, but the cat was carefully gauging his path, or appeared to be. The
further we got to the side, the further away we could get fromthe wall
wi t hout being seen fromthe gate.

| pointed this out to Shel by, who nodded, thought about what t hat
i mplied, and then shook her head with a fazed expression. The cat appeared to
be | eadi ng us across the large park which surrounds the interior of the.
gateway towards the first main bl ock of buildings.

"Where's it taking us?' whispered Shel by.

'To Spangle, | assune.'

"Stark, it's, | mean, it's like, just a cat though, isn't it?

'Haven't you been here before?

" No.



Coh.

| filled her in on the interesting world of Cat Nei ghbourhood as the cat
led us into Tabby 5. The streets were deserted, which is unusual. Normally
there's a constant trickle of furry bodies sliding round the streets of Cat at
ni ght. Toni ght the cobbl ed stones were covered in nothing but vestiges of rain
and reflections fromthe streetlights. It was very quiet.

To ny surprise we passed straight through Tabby, which is where Spangle
usual | y hangs out when he's here, and into Persian 1. My back was beginning to
really ache from Al kl and's weight, and | stopped nyself several tines from
taking a look at his face. There would only be bad news there.

As we walked | realised that the streets here were very sinmilar to the
ones |'d wal ked through when he and I first went into Jeam and, when |'d been
follow ng a shopping trolley. It probably didn't nean anything, and | didn't
try to make it. Like I've said, 1'd go mad if | tried to tie up all the | oose
ends in my life. | have enough trouble tying up the ends that fit together

About twenty yards in front of us the cat stopped, and sat on the
paverent. Wen we caught up it stood again and led us to a doorway on one side
of the street. A set of worn stone steps led up to a | arge wooden door
nmottled with age. At the top the cat sat down again, |ooking up at the door
W stood still for a nonment, wondering what was com ng next, and then Shel by
| aughed.

"I was sort of expecting himto open it,' she admtted shakily, reaching
for the knob.

The door opened, and it took a nmonent before | worked out what | was
seeing. At first |I thought the place was full of wool of different col ours,
sprinkled liberally with green buttons. But it wasn't.

In front of us was an entrance hall. At the back of the hall was a
staircase, a wide and stately affair that led up to a large foyer. The fl oor
of the entrance hallway, and every available inch of the stairs, was covered
in cats. Cats of every possible description and variety sat in ordered ranks,
| ooking at us, and there was not a sound.

| heard the sound of Shel by swallow ng, and turned to | ook at her

"Intense,' she said. The cat who had | ed us stepped over the threshold

and di sappeared into the norass of fur and whiskers. | took the small step
whi ch put me on the doorstep. The cats didn't nove. | noved forward another
six inches. They still didn't nove. 'Wat is this?

"I don't know,' | nuttered, disturbed. |I get on spectacularly well wth

cats. It's one of ny chief acconplishnments. But today, first the entrance
gate, and now t his.

Then all at once the cats in the entrance hallway nmoved apart, and a
narrow path opened. | stepped into the space, shifting Al kland yet again over
nmy shoul der so that a different part of ne got a turn to ache. Shel by foll owed
me over the threshold. W got hal fway across, and then the cats stopped
separ ati ng.

' Now what ?

"The door,' | suggested. She shut it, and sure enough the cats sitting
on the | ower steps began to nove apart. Then, for no reason | could see, they
all suddenly got up and started mlling around, easily two hundred or nore of
them wal ki ng up and down the steps, padding round the entrance hall, swirling
like a river in slow rapids.

When we got to the top of the stairs our guide appeared out of the nelee
and led us into the large foyer. About thirty yards square, with a recessed
area fronted by ol d wooden desks over on one side, it was clearly the | obby of
what had once been a hotel. The whol e of the open area was a mass of hundreds,
maybe a thousand, rapidly circulating cats. They didn't seemto pay any
special attention to us as we wal ked through, but just kept paddi ng around,
rubbi ng agai nst our | egs.

Shel by held ny armas we made sl ow progress through the weavi ng bodi es.
| was al nost glad that Al kland wasn't awake to see this. He woul d have wanted
an explanation. | didn't have one.



W noved across the | obby towards a staircase on the far side, which was
as wide as the first and just as covered in mlling cats. When we were hal fway
up the stairs | turned for a noment and | ooked back down at the |obby, trying
to see if there was any pattern in their novenments, any discernible sense.

But they weren't noving any nmore. They were all sitting down again, al
facing the way we'd cone, |ooking at the door to the street. Al | could see
was the back of about a thousand cats. The sanme thing happened as we continued
up the stairs. Once we were a few steps above them the cats stopped noving
and sat down again, facing the front in ordered ranks.

| should have been ready for the first floor of the hotel, but | wasn't.
Near the top of the flight the staircase divided elegantly into twd, each half
going to join different sides of the first floor. As our heads rose above the
level of the floor | saw that it reached sonme distance in front of us, and as
far as the street behind. The area to the side of the stairs was about ten
feet wi de, a generous corridor between the stairs and the door-studded wal |
behi nd which the hotel suites presunably Iay.

This corridor, |anding, mezzanine, whatever sort of architectural thing
it was, was also covered in cats. Hundreds and hundreds of square feet of
them They weren't mlling, but sitting silently watching us as we were led to
t he door of suite 102. | paused for a nonment at the door, |ooking out over the
cats and wondering what was up with them It wasn't even the fact that they
were all here that bothered me, so nuch as the fact they all |ooked so
serious. The cats in Cat are always friendly: it's their place, and they have
nothing to fear from anyone who cones there. Thousands of eyes stared back at
me i nmpassively. | knocked on the door

Ever since |I'd conme back from Jeam and, through the flight from Col our
and our strange entry into Cat, 1'd had a feeling. It's difficult to describe,
except that it felt like structure. It felt as if things were comi ng together
in sone way, as if sonething that had been on the horizon for sone tine was
finally getting closer. | didn't like the feeling. |I didn't like it all. I've
learnt to dislike structure, because it generally neans that there's sonething
goi ng on which you don't know about. | particularly disliked this one, because
it felt like it was conming frominside

When the door opened and Ji stood massively in front of me, | was
inarticulately glad to see him W both were, and for a nonent stood just
staring at each other. Then he noved forward quickly and grabbed Al kl and of f
nmy shoulder, rolling himinto his grasp in a strangely delicate nove that made
me realise that a baby mght actually be safe in his arnmns.

He turned and wal ked up the short corridor towards the roomat the end.
| followed him slunping nowthat | only had ny own weight to carry, and
behi nd nme Shel by reached up and pummel |l ed ny shoul ders gently.

As we entered the main roomof the suite Zenda and Snedd stood up. Like
Ji, Snedd still managed to |l ook resolutely primtive and dangerous, even when
ensconced in the ghost of a five-star suite. He nodded at ne.

'Quess you got the right place then, Ji," he said.

Ji grunted and deposited Al kland gently on the sofa. He ripped the
bottom hal f of the Actioneer's trouser leg off, and bent over himto exani ne
t he damage.

| was | ooking at Zenda, and she was | ooking at me. Instead of the rich
skirts she's worn in recent years, instead of the power suits, she was wearing
a pair of battered black trousers and a long coat in very deep green. Her hair
was pulled back | oosely with a rubber band, and she | ooked young and tall
just like she always did.

She smled and wal ked towards nme, and | guess | looked like | used to as
wel |, because |'ve always dressed the sane. Wen she reached out and hugged ne
ten years fell away, and | felt the structure again, and knew that it had to
be. It only lasted a nonent, but that was | ong enough for ne to know that
things had to change. That finally, it had to be.

' Broken?' asked Snedd in the background.



'Yeah,' | said. Zenda's hand slid down ny armas we noved apart. 'And
shot.' | went over to crouch by Ji at the sofa, as Shel by and Zenda exchanged
polite greetings. They've net before, but not often. |I don't understand why,
but there always seenms to be some undercurrent between them 'How bad is it,
Ji ?

'"Bad. He's going to die.'

"No, don't hold back. Gve it to nme straight.

"What can | tell you, Stark? He's going to fucking, die. Look at your
front." | did. It was covered in blood. "He's lost a shitload, and he's sick
If this was a nedi Centre, he might stand a chance. It's-, not, and he won't
make it to one.'

| sagged, face in nmy hands. |I've lost clients before, and | guess it's
simlar to a doctor making a bad call, not doing exactly the right thing at
exactly the right tine every bloody time. Soneone dies. No matter how rmuch you
tell yourself you did all you could, that you made the best decisions you
could make at the tine, it still feels like shit. It's not your fault, but it
is. It is.

| wal ked back to the centre of the room Zenda, Shel by and Snedd wat ched
me, and | felt unwel conely at the centre of attention. This felt bad. This was
not just any client. This was not just any job. The suite felt like a
dimy-lit stage and ny friends | ooked like actors left adrift on it. There was
no audi ence and no script. As | stood there, watched by the eyes of the people
who knew what | was, | realised finally that it was all com ng down, that I
was going to have to find nyself again, and do sonething about it.

The nonent stretched and burst, and | reached out for the coffee pot at
the sane tine as Shel by asked conversationally, 'Are you guys aware that it's
like floor-to-ceiling cats out there?

Everyone turned slightly, noved, and the roomwas just a room agai n.

'Yeah,' said Snedd, maybe a little uneasily. '"It's been filling up for
the I ast couple hours. Stark's cat is out there somewhere too.' He paused, and
then | ooked at her. 'Who are you exactly?

Zenda canme and got sone coffee too.

"Way this suite?' | asked. She shrugged. | found that | was searching
for my lighter, studying ny coffee, doing anything except |ook directly at

her. | wondered if she noticed, and if she felt anything. | w shed |I could
tell if it was just ne this was happening to.

"W went to Tabby 5,' she said. 'But Spangle | eapt out of ny arns and
ran here. W followed.' She shrugged again, nore flanmboyantly. | nodded.
'Li sten though,' she added seriously. 'Something weird is going on.'

"No shit.'

"Yes, but listen. Ccane to talk to ne about five minutes before Ji
called.' Hearing this rem nded ne that Darv and three other agents were
prow i ng outside the gate. Maybe inside by now.

" And?'

"He | ooked tired. He | ooked very tired."'

"What did he want?'

"I"'mnot sure. That was what was so weird about it. He canme into ny
office, said hello. Asked how | was. After that he didn't really have anything
to say, but he stayed. It's as if-' She cane to a halt.

"As if what? Tell ne.’

'"It's as if he wanted to say sonething to ne, but he didn't know what it
was. He hung around for a couple of mnutes, and then he left. Just before he
shut the door he did say something. He said "There's sonething very strange
happeni ng, and I don't know what it is. Tell your friend to be careful."'

Before | could react Ji spoke.

"Stark, Alkland's in trouble.’

| wal ked quickly over to the sofa and | ooked down at the Actioneer. Hs
breathing was very irregular, conmng in harsh but shall ow bursts, and his face
rem nded me of ny grandfather's face in the snow. The next thirty seconds
happened as if driven by a nmetronone. Snedd suddenly cocked his head.



"Stark, | hear sound.'

" Wher e?

" Next bl ock.'

"Are we arnmed?

"Two guns.'

"Kill the lights.'

Snedd bounded accurately and soundl essly towards the switches and the
second before the lights went out froze in ny head like a still photo. Ji,
straightening up and turning, his eyes still on Al kland' s dying face. Shel by,
wr appi ng her coat around her, |ooking frightened and al one. Zenda crouchi ng
down near the wi ndow, and Snedd poi sed over the swtches.

| moved towards Zenda and the |ights went out.

It was very dark. Alittle light crept under the door fromlanps in the
corridor outside, but there were no wi ndows out there. The curtains behind nme
were drawn, and gl owed barely perceptibly froma [ight down in the street. In
the roomthere were a few soft glints, silhouettes of faces and edges of
furniture. That was all.

W |istened. Snedd's hearing is supernatural: | knew that from
experience. It was several minutes before | heard the faintest w sp of sound.
It was coming fromseveral streets away.

"Can they track us?' | asked in a | ow tone.

"Possible' said Ji. 'Wet pavenents. |Is the door |ocked downstairs?
'"No' said Shel by tonelessly. 'Just shut. \What are we going to do?
"Vait.'

"Wait for what?

There was a noi se from behind a door on one side of the suite. The
nmoverrent of five heads snapping towards it was al nost audi bl e.

"What's through there?' | hissed.

' Bat hroom '

"What the hell's that sound?

It came again, and this time | realised that it was a note. It was a
voi ce singing a note, singing 'la" so quietly you could barely hear it.

The 'la' cane again, on the sane note, and then again. In the dark
felt the hair on ny scalp and neck ripple, felt moisture pricking in ny eyes.
| couldn't blink. Zenda clutched my armtightly, so tightly I thought she'd
cut ne, and her armwas shaking wildly. None of us were breathing.

"La, la la.’

It sounded |ike the unsel fconscious singing of a child, a child who is
absorbed in something el se and probably isn't even aware they're making a
sound.

There was a soft sw shing sound, |like a mat noving across a tiled floor
and slowy the door to the bathroombegan to open. | had to blink to clear ny
eyes, and | had to breathe, but not yet. | couldn't.

The door swung quietly inwards, opening into a roomthat was even darker
than our own. The pool of darkness inside was still for a monent, and then a
glint nmoved across it. | thought | heard a soft sound fromthe sofa, a

deepening in Al kland' s breathing. The glint noved out of the doorway, and the
dar kness underneath it took shape as it walked into the centre of the suite.

It was a little girl. It was a little girl with a pretty, chubby face
and bl onde hair that stuck out cutely every which way, hair that a nother
woul d want to cluck over, but which | ooked beautiful as it was. Under her arm
was a battered teddy bear

'Lalalathe girl sang quietly, 'lala la.' A kland s breathing hitched
again, and the girl took a wobbly baby stride towards him grinning as if

she'd seen a doggy wagging its tail. She reached out towards Al kland' s arm and
patted her hand on it, pal mopen. She waited a nmonment, and then patted his arm
again, alittle harder, but still gently, still with love, still like alittle

girl trying to attract her brother's attention, and then | knew.
Slowy the girl began to cry, soundlessly, and her face stretched as her



mout h opened in nmisery, a msery that couldn't find any sounds. She patted
Al kl and' s arm agai n desperately, her face turning unseeingly towards us,
| ooking not for us but for a nother that wasn't there, a father who had died
years ago. Her breath hitched in tine with Alkland's as the pain tried to get
out, as the hurt and terrible inconprehension cut up her heart as it had sixty
years before. Her brother couldn't help her now either, was danaged as badly
as she, still suffering fromthe same pain and fromthe guilt of not being
able to protect his sister, of seeing the shock settle behind her face so that
a smle wuld never fit there again, of knowi ng that a hand had pulled her
straw hair and brui sed her baby's |l egs. They'd died together that day in the
park, that day when sonmeone had taken the little girl's laughter and smashed
it against a wall, smashed it until it bled, smashed it until there was
nothing left in his filthy hand but silence, a silence that grew between
Al kl and and Suzanna because of all the things they couldn't say to anyone,
because of all the ways they never felt again.

| heard Zenda sobbing into ny jacket behind me and blinked ny eyes
rapidly. | renenbered the photo I'd seen, and the feeling, and as the little
girl howed with silent horror behind a pane of glass | snmelt the pain beneath
Al kland's still waters.

You never think it will happen to you, never understand how it could
When a smiling father watches his daughter playing in the garden, |aughing and
spi nni ng beneath the sky, how can he tell that his little princess will end up

i nsane and j abbering, a flea-ridden bundle of piss-soaked rags in a cardboard
box under a bridge? If you | ooked at all the famly al buns and saw all the
little girls clapping their plunp hands together in delight, dressed in their
best frocks, happy beneath the sun and watched by nothers who | ook absurdly
young, how could you tell which of themwould end up scrabbling at their
faces, scratching and gouging as they try to tear off spiders that aren't

t here?

And if you were that little girl's brother, and you coul dn't protect
her, and you couldn't heal her, and you couldn't make her smile, could you
ever forgive yoursel f?

Al kl and coughed violently, his chest arching up as if punched from
wi thin, and suddenly the room was freezing. There was a splitting sound and a
line of intense yellow light appeared on the ceiling, a line that streaned
froma crack in Al kland' s chest.

"Stark!' screanmed Shel by, backing sobbing towards the wall.

| stood up, feeling my teeth shifting as they clanped together in fury.
| heard a cry fromthe street outside but it was conpletely uninportant and
shout ed nysel f, shouted at the grow ng crack

"I'"'mcomng.'

I wal ked stiffly towards the sofa, past the sobbing child, and Al kland's
eyes flew open in horror as he saw death reach out, and as he felt the evil
whi ch had possessed himfor weeks or nmonths drop himto the ground to break
used up and finished. Ji stood up too and threw his gun to Snedd.

The two of us wal ked together, as we had before, towards the worst of
everything, Ji in step beside me for the last time. A kland s chest burst open
and we strode into the light.

20

A ghost once said, 'l'mnot a heaven person.
I'"mnot a heaven person either

| killed my best friend. | saw the front of his head burst out, saw his bright
green eyes shredded by splintering skull as it threw his brain over the room
There was not hing heroic about it, no big climx, no romantic clash of the
titanic forces of good and evil with a cast of thousands. Ji and | tracked him
down, hounded hi mthrough Jeam and and The City and backed himinto a corner
in Turn Nei ghbourhood. Rafe tried to flip back, tried to tear his way back



into Jeaml and but | held himfast and | was stronger then, nuch stronger. That
was back in the good old days, when | was still me occasionally, when I was
still nore or |ess awake.

| pushed himdown onto his knees and he didn't plead, didn't ask for
mercy. He just stared up at me with chips of green ice as Ji took out his gun
and held it against his skull. Then Ji pulled the trigger and spread Rafe's
face over three square yards of rotting concrete in a dark roomthat snelt of
shit.

O course it was the town, the dusty ghost town. Ji and | stood in the
m ddl e of the deserted square, bathed in the weak afternoon sun. Wnd how ed
t hrough a broken door and tunbl eweed strolled listlessly past our feet. The
sun glinted off broken panes in the windows of the buildings round the sides,
and out of sight beyond the remains of the town was the desert.

'"Here again,' said Ji. Here again, after eight years, eight years which
had not made either of us any older. Eight years in which we'd changed but
stayed the sane.

W turned at the sound of a crack but it was only a shutter falling open
in the wind and smacki ng against the wall. If we stayed still, if we just
stood there in the mddle of the old square, nothing would happen. W had to
wal k towards it. This was our doing, and we had to do it again.

| looked at Ji and he knew it too. He was not a strong dreaner before
someone came to stay in his dreans, but he understands. W could just stand
there, feeling young, feeling as if the years had not passed, and the square
woul d stay as it was, trapped in a golden noment. | felt nmy neck twitch and
held it firm wlling nmyself to keep it together. Ji just stood, know ng he
woul d never understand, never know how this place had been before it all went
wrong, never know how it had felt.

It didn't last long. | swallowed and then nodded. W started to wal k
across the square and Ji | ooked across at nme suddenly and | saw sonething in
his eyes. He had sone idea of what he was wal ki ng towards, knew sonet hi ng
about what was going to happen. It can only have been an intuition, but he
reached out and gripped ny hand hard for a nmonent, |ooking me in the eyes.
Then he let go, with the faintest of smles, and we wal ked on

The wi nd picked up as we wal ked and the dust began to swirl around our
feet, whirling up until we could no | onger see the sun, until the sky began to
darken with it. W couldn't see the corner of the square we were heading
towards any nore but that wasn't inmportant, because it was not the corner that
mattered. The wal k we were on was not in space, would not even all be in
Jeam and. The darkness grew and while the whirling dust still dulled the |ight
now it was noonlight shining in the afternoon

| felt the hair on the back of my neck begin to rise and for one brief,
nmeani ngl ess nmoment wi shed we had not noved, that we had just stood in the sun
But we could not have done. Today, finally, it had to all come down, and this
time it had to be for good.

The dust flew and spun in front of us and the square was al nost gone,
just the faintest hint of structure off to the sides. The light cane fromthe
dust now, a black and beating red, and all around us soft sounds began to

turn. | could feel the tension rising off Ji, and knew that he could not stand
this for nuch | onger. He knew some of what was going to happen, and he woul d
not be able to wait. | didn't think he' d have to.

I met Ji after 1'd been in The City a couple of years. |'d wandered
around, trying to work out what | was going to do, how | was going to use up
my life. I was running jobs in Jeam and by then, sorting out the nmess I'd
hel ped to create, and through that | net sone odd people. | gravitated

downwar ds, you m ght say.

| didn't have an office with ny name on frosted glass, but |I mght just
as well have done. | was a noron. |'ve always been a noron, but | was at ny
worst then. 1'd found what | wanted and been |l eft high and dry by it, and



had no reserves of character to fall back on. | was just a hurt little boy,
wanderi ng round | ooking for nore excuses to feel sorry for nyself. If you know
someone well you learn to hate them and | knew nyself far too well. 1'd

| ooked inside, pulled nmyself apart and run hunting through the shreds hoping
to find something left in there that | could hold onto, and there was not hi ng.
| wasn't there any nore. All that was left was nmenories, and the space between
was filled with bitter sludge.

| used to hope to God that | would take sone little job, sone nornal
thing, and find nyself in a back room one day, out-manned and out-gunned, that
I'd feel my face smash apart as someone put nme down, not knowi ng what | was
and not caring. That was all | wanted for such a long time, just for soneone
to hurt me. | used to fantasize about it, about cutting nyself or being
smashed up. And then | stopped, because | didn't care about anything enough
even to hate nyself that rmnuch.

Al I had to make nme feel good in those days was what Rafe was doing,
because he was the designated bad guy. Wth himaround | could pretend to
nmysel f that | was on the right side, could magic up a white charger to ride
on. Everybody needs to be a hero in their own life. Everybody needs to be the
good guy, however many lies that takes. And the truth is you just do what you
want to do, you protect yourself, and you kill the people who try to screw up
what you want .

| never said that | was the good guy. There are no good guys.

It was just bad luck for Ji that | was working with himwhen it all hit
crisis point, when Rafe decided to try to tear down the veils. Rafe stirred
himup really badly, and so Ji had to be on ny side, had to help me if he
wanted to live. | saved Ji's life, and he saved m ne. And now Rafe wanted them
bot h.

As we wal ked | heard a car starting in the distance, a dog barking, the
sound of a bottle smashing. All meaningless, all just fragments, like the
sound of boots on stones. W heard a wet sound and | ooked to the side. A nman
wi th green eyeshadow and blue |ipstick was squatting by the remains of a body,
chewi ng, his jaws chanpi ng up and down.

" A Sonet hi ng?' asked Ji.

'Yeah, 'l said.' They're gathering.'

Sonet hi ng el se scanpered by in the darkness just beyond where we could
see, and Ji's face twtched.

There was no fucking Dilligenz Il, was there?

"No' | said. There wasn't.'

'"Do you think Al kland knew t hat ?'

'"No. He was just an innocent bystander with enough pain to work on. He

had no i dea what was going on. | had no idea. | carried himinto Cat,
renenmber. | carried Rafe in. That's why the gate wouldn't open. \Wen Al kl and
told me about Dilligenz Il, there was a question |I should have asked him |

shoul d have asked how he found out about it.'

"Way didn't Rafe conme out before? | nmean if he's been in A kland for
weeks, why didn't he come out and get you inmmredi ately?

"I don't think he has been. | think he went in just |ong enough to plant
the Dilligenz Il idea, and to push Al kland out as bait. Then | think he got
back in while Al kland was stranded in Jeam and by hinmsel f. Wiy he waited then
| don't know. Maybe he wasn't strong enough. Maybe he wanted you and ne
together. | just don't know, Ji.'

"What happened in the hotel room back there?

'That was a Sonething too. It nust have been.'

"In The City? How the fuck did it get there?

"I don't know. Rafe, | guess. That was what he was trying to do | ast
time, remenber? Tear down the wall .’

"Waere's he now?

"Ji, | really don't-'

Suddenl y everythi ng was noi se, a smashing, scream ng expl osi on of sound.



The darkness di sappeared instantly in a blaze of cruel red light. Hundreds of
faces surrounded us, layer on layer in a circle forty yards across, and every
face was an identical w de-nmouthed scream of recrimnation. For a stroboscopic
flash of image and sound these faces towered over us in shrieking nisery, and
then we were in dark silence again. 'Shit' said Ji shakily. | had to agree. W
wal ked on nmore slowy for a monent, and then the Iight crashed on again and
the screans poured down, |ouder, nore terrible. Then they di sappeared. W

gl anced nervously around us in the darkness and then just as we were about to
step forward the light belted on again and this time the shriek was | ouder
still, clubbing down into our skulls like fists of ice. Blood spattered out of
Ji's nose and onto the fl agstones.

Dark silence snapped down again but we barely had time to nove before
the faces were back. The stroboscope qui ckened, crashing on and off,
surroundi ng us with darkness and ni ghtmare, flashing qui cker and qui cker unti
it was a perpetual flicker of sound and fury. As the flickers got closer and
cl oser to- each other nmy own nose went and bl ood fl ooded down ny shirt and we
cl anped our hands to our ears even though we knew that woul d nake no
difference. Still the stroboscope quickened until it was nore |ight than dark
and as we bent under the weight of noise and pain it becane possible to see
beyond the ring of faces to see that tall dark towers | oomed behind them The
towers were facel ess, featureless, and stood in front of a sky that was
swirling black, a sky that didn't stay behind the buil dings but whirled and
ran in front |ike shadows out of huge corners.

As the flickers got brighter the ring of faces started to glide in
towards us and all the light was in them a sickly red glow strung with
t hreads of sallow yellow Beyond was murky rich twilight, a twilight that ran
with oily colours and spiralled up to join with the sky.

It was Turn, Turn Nei ghbourhood in a nightrmare, and as we staggered and
flailed | tried to push Ji down so he wouldn't see.

The circle got smaller and the faces canme cl oser and every set of eyes
was one | knew. Zenda's were there, and Shelby's, and ny father and nother's,
and they flicked fromone interchangeable enpty face to the other, stretched
out of shape by the skin-tearing violence of the shrieks.

Suddenly there was a baby on the floor. It didn't have a lower jaw. Its
face was running with brown sores and bl ood dripped out of its nouth onto the
stones as it crawl ed towards us, |leaving stains of falling flesh sneared in
its wake.

Ji and | shouted hel plessly, ripping shrieks of horror that were al nost
intinme with the flashing of the light. Unthinking, uncontroll able screans,
bodi es wi thout m nds beating out a nmetronom c beat of helpless terror. The top
of the baby's jaw caved in and dropped out as it reached for Ji's hand and he
leapt to his feet away fromit in a nmuscle spasmhis mnd had no part in.

W didn't really know each other was there by then, perceived each ot her
only as a shape that shared this darkness. Ji's eyes flicked unseeingly past
m ne and up to the sky and his mouth wi dened in a how as he saw where he was.
He how ed again and the tendons in his neck tightened to snapping point as
every muscle in his body clanped at once, as his body tried to run in every
single direction at the sanme time. Hi s face whi pped past m ne again and he had
no i dea who I was, none at all

He lurched forward towards the wall of faces and his foot crashed
t hrough the baby's back, punched through with his weight. He struck out
blindly at the faces and they split on his hands, iridescent nuck slipping out
fromunder their snmooth skins. Ji charged through the curtain and as he raised
his foot again to run the baby went with it, inpaled by his leg, caught on his
foot. As | fell towards the wall, stunbling to follow Ji, the baby | ooked at
me and gurgl ed.

"I woul d have been a daughter, Stark,' it sang thickly. 'l would have
been a daughter.’
I swng a kick at it and the head ripped off and split on the wall, and

as the ness dripped down it |ooked like a pattern, a pattern of a cotton dress



fromlong ago

At first Rafe and | were partners. W were the only peopl e who knew how
the thing worked, the only people who could share people's dreans. Jeam and
was ours, and we revelled init, getting to know it, finding out how it
wor ked. It was marvel |l ous, a playground, a sumer. W were young agai n, and we
renenmbered how it felt, basked again in the kind of suns you used to know when
tomorrow was just a nore exciting version of today, when sumers seened to
| ast for ever.

Until we found our way out of it, we didn't really know what it was, of
course. It seened |like a dreamworld, and worked Iike one, but we didn't
really know. Then Rafe found that we could punch through the wall. It was
al ways Rafe who found out things, apart fromthe very first time. He led, and
| followed, as | always did. When | renenber Rafe fromthose days | renenber
hi s back, and the panting of ny breath as |I tried to keep up with him

As time went on | spent nore of ny time in The City. I'd run on wild
enpty for too long, and 1'd burnt nyself out. | needed a base, needed sone
sort of structure. | couldn't get it fromhone any nore, | knew that by then
but | needed it from sonmewhere. | think that's when Rafe started to go off ne,
when | turned ny back on everything we'd found, when | |ost ny courage, |ost
nmy need for adventure at all costs. And then | met Zenda.

| met Zenda, and | lost her. | never had her, in fact, and it was that
which made ne realise that | was still the same person inside, that fleeing
and finding had not changed nme at all

That hurt me. That hurt me so badly. She was all | had ever wanted and

never reached out and tried to have it, never let her see what | felt, except
once.

| suppose she was sad: after a while she stopped standing beside ne,
st opped wondering if we were supposed to be | ooking forward together, and she
turned to the side and carried on with her life. She got on, noved forward but
not away, and left me there standing in the coffin I'd built for nyself. To
have cone all this way and to have stayed in the sane place was nore than

could take, and when | learnt what Rafe had to tell ne, | snapped. Al | had
done was shred nyself up, cut nyself off at the roots. There was not hing
com ng up any nore, and all I'd discovered was how long a tree can | ook strong

after it's dead and dried inside.
Rafe, neanwhile, had progressed. He wasn't the sane person, hadn't hung

around. He'd gone on, changed, |ike everyone does. Everyone except me, and
when | | ooked at himl found |I didn't even know himany nore, didn't know the
only person in the world who knew who | was.

| don't know what his notivations were then. | didn't see himoften

enough, and after a while we only ever saw each other in dreanms. By then it

had all fallen apart and we hated each other so badly that we al nost ri pped

the world apart in our need to kill each other. | swear | thought that | was
the one who was in the right, and | still believe it.

But it's so difficult to tell, and when it came right down to it, who
was right wasn't the issue. W' d changed Jeam and, and Jeam and had changed
us.

| killed Rafe to save Jeanm and, to save the nmenory of chil dhoods past.
al so killed himbecause | wanted himto be dead. But we were strong dreaners,
Rafe and I, and so | didn't kill himat all

He was al ways faster than nme, always one step ahead, and he still was.
There was |, still padding around The City like sone poor man's Philip
Marlowe, trying to be hip, trying to be funny, trying to be sonething,
anyt hing. And he just played ne along like a fool

Yeah, pick someone fromthe Centre so that Zenda gets involved and calls
Stark in. Yeah, say there's a threat to Idyll so he'll go all the way, for
her. Yeah, give Alkland nightnmares so Stark sets hinmself up to remenber things
he would die to forget. Stark won't notice: he's too fucking stupid.

And why was he able to do all this? Because | let him



| fell on ny face al nost as soon as | got out of the circle, cracking ny

cheek on the hot cobbl estones. The baby on Ji's foot was still trying to sing
at me even though it had no head, and the rasping buzz of its breath anplified
the rushing in nmy ears. | scrabbled up onto ny feet and followed Ji, shouting

at him screamng at himto stop. But he couldn't hear ne, and probably didn't
even renenber | was there

I ran slithering down the road, slipping on the oily stone, only really
followi ng the sound of footsteps. The air was too thick for ne to see through
it any nore, thick with rotten green. It was also hot, far hotter than it is
in Turn, and as | ran it coagul ated slowy, slipped into shapes that buffeted
me, thickened until | was pushing through a | oose nountain of meat that noved
and fl exed and smothered. It was like trying to run through a sea of
di smenbered arnms in the dark, through arnms and legs that filled every inch

around ne and slipped and squirted as | fell forward through them | coul dn't
hear anything, and all | could see was black green, as if ny eyes were shut,
but | pushed and | ran to be with Ji, though in a sense | was with him

al ready. | snmacked up agai nst something very hard and realised it was a wall.
Groping to either side | found a door and yanked it open agai nst the weight of
the falling air. | ran through the doorway and tripped again, fell onto sone
stairs. | crawmed up themas quickly as | could, feeling as if part of my mnd

had been nailed to the bottomand the flesh was pulled with every yard | made.
It pulled like tendons, hard, taut and ready to tear

At the top | got to nmy feet again and padded down greasy flagstones, the
treacly air getting hotter and hotter as |I caught up with Ji. He was stil
yards ahead, but | could feel himpulling, could sense that all of Jeanl and
was funnelling into the rotted corridor of this dead building. It pushed ne
forward and | fell with it, every step like the news that soneone you | ove has
di ed, every breath a nmonent when the world shoves a hot iron in your face.
heard a cry and pushed even harder through the greased slickness of the air

that was now flesh. | had no sense of tinme, no idea of space. | could have
pushed for mnutes or for hours. | could have pushed for years.
Then suddenly | crunched into something hard again. | felt around for a

door but couldn't find one, could only feel rough grooves of stone.

| pulled my head back and | ooked up. A few yards above me the baby's
wi ndpi pe rattled and buzzed, and then it smacked down into the wall. Except it
wasn't a wall. It was the floor, and Ji was crawing just in front of ne,
crawl i ng towards sonething that howed in the corner of the room | broke
nails on the grooves between flagstones as | pulled nyself after him There
was no question of standing up, none at all. Even pulling forward was |ike
pushi ng your head through rock.

| felt a warmdry hand on mne and pulled nmy hand back with a how
before |I even recognised the feeling. As | stared at the muck on ny fingers |
knew |'d felt a father's hand, and as | snelt the stink fromthe snear | was

craw i ng through I knew what it had to be, and knew where | was. |'d been here
once before and been able to pull Ji back. But | had been stronger then
"Ji, no!" | screaned. | flicked the decayed flesh off nmy hand and bent

nmy back up against the weight in my head. | couldn't get up, but | noved
slightly quicker, quick enough to see Ji hauling hinmself to his knees at the
feet of a woman. She had long black hair like a flood and vibrated with
somet hing curdl ed, and her eyes were black too because her head was full of
spi ders.

She smled at Ji as he groped for her lap, pulling hinmself up, and her
smle was the worst thing | have ever, ever seen. Ji's face turned up towards
her, full of all the hurts he'd had since she'd died, twisted with all the
adult things she hadn't been there to make go away for him She reached out
for him reached her hand to caress his face and | knew that this tine | would
not be able to save him

Because instead of stroking she ran her nails across his cheekbones near
t he eyes, scratching, cutting, and when the cuts were deep enough she pushed



her fingers deep into them rubbing them up agai nst the bone and tearing the
skin as she pushed. Ji screaned but didn't try to get away. He didn't want to
escape. He wanted to be with his nother

When her fingers were pushed in deeply enough she jerked to her feet,

l egs planted sturdily apart, and she twi sted and pulled and Ji's head broke
off his body trailing his neck like the root of a tooth. As she raised it
above her head and then hurled it towards the floor his |ips were still moving
and the last thing he shrieked was to ne.

"This is you, Stark. You did this!’

It split open on the floor in front of me and suddenly | coul d stand.
could stand because finally I understood. It wasn't Ji tal king, but he was
right. I'd done this. 1'd done it all

| ran for Ji's nmother and threw nyself at her

She di sappeared before | got there and | tripped over Ji's body and fel
spraming. As | tunmbled | saw a flick of black, the black of a coat that |

used to follow, the coat of a man who was always there in front of ne. | saw
the texture of the cloth, the seamthat ran down the back, the flow of the
material as it sailed behind someone who was forever noving forward. | heard

his breath and the sound of his boots on stone, and | renenbered how then it
had been a heroic sound, back when we had both been heroes, when we had been
friends. And | renenbered how | had | oved that sound, that coat, and the | ast
of the sludge drained out of me into the air and all that was |left was nenory.
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| met Robert Afeld when | was eight. By then Stark's Books was doi ng
well, flourishing in the quiet way that ny father wanted, and we'd noved into
a detached house in suburbia. | was a quiet boy, serious and booki sh, someone

who could be relied upon to keep his roomtidy and be polite to visitors.

By the time Rafe joined the school I'd settled into my own life there.
was the quiet one, the one who worked hard. That was all npbst of them saw, and
few of themwanted to know any nore.

Rafe was very different. Rafe was the bad boy, the one who al ways seened
to be standing out in the corridor, the boy who couldn't seemto nake it
t hrough a | esson without saying something the teacher woul d take exception to.
He wasn't stupid - just restless - but schools don't like restless children

W became friends by chance and agai nst the odds. | was playing marbles
out in the playground with nmy set of acquai ntances, and Rafe was in a separate
gane a couple of yards away. The groups were |like sovereign states in the | and
of the playground, each denying the other's existence. |I'd never spoken to
Rafe then, not exchanged a single word. Though we'd been in the sane class for
a couple of nonths our paths sinply hadn't crossed: we were two bits of
jetsam being carried downstreamon different sides of the river. The funny
thing is that, but for a bump in a playground' s tarmac, we woul d have stayed
that way, and none of this would ever have happened.

I can't even renmenber how you play marbles now, haven't the faintest
recol | ection of whatever rules seened so inportant then. Al | remenber is
that a shot of mne took an odd bounce off that lunp in the tarnmac and
careered across into the nei ghbouring ganme, scattering their marbles.

I was on nmy feet to apologise i mediately, good little boy that | was,
but Rafe was having none of it. He grabbed nmy marbl e out of the confusion and
hurled it through the fence. It was stupid, and childish, but Rafe had had a
rough few nonths at the school, and was gravitating towards being a bad boy

for Iife. | discovered it was an understandabl e i npul se too, because before
knew what | was doing | furiously grabbed one of his marbles and hurled it the
same way.

Rafe | ooked at nme for a nonent, baffled. Then he snatched a handful of
the marbles fromour ganme and out they went. By this tine the boys we'd been
playing with had scattered to a safe distance, |eaving just the two of us
there by the fence, alternately flinging each other's hard-won marbl es out of



the playground with the stern fury of gods.

"What the hell do you think you' re doing?

Wien we heard the shout we both whirled at once, to see M Marchant
striding towards us |ike an angular hurricane. Suddenly we were just two
little boys who'd been caught, and as the teacher shouted at us, demanded to
know what woul d have happened if soneone had been wal king by, we felt the hot
enbarrassnment of the stupid. We were marched back into the school and made to
sit on the bench outside the headmaster's office.

It was there that the bond was struck. The good boy and the bad boy, on
t he sane bench for the sane crinme. W had nothing to say to each other, no
common ground, but as we sat there we were in it together, and Rafe snil ed at
me when | was called into the study. He had a good snile

After that we nodded at each other in corridors, and in tinme found
ourselves talking to each other. By the tine we were ten we were best friends.

I'd been to Menory once before, long ago. It's not so different from
Jeam and really. Sinpler, nmore stark. Mre Stark, in fact, because this is
where | conme from really. This is ne.

Tall trees like giant redwoods stood either side of the path, in random
ranks as far as | could see into the darkness. It was a little |like the forest
Al kl and and | had wal ked t hrough, but nore nmjestic, nore el enental

| love redwoods. The trunks were netres across, and leapt up into the
sky, not even starting to branch out until they were thirty yards above ny
head. Way, way up above the foliage was thick, inpenetrable, and no |ight
filtered down fromthere. | wal ked the path in front of me, not bothering to
turn to see what |ay behind. There was no other way.

| like to think that | saved Rafe from sonething, that if he hadn't
becorme ny friend he woul d have carried on headi ng downwards, woul d have
flunked out, been expelled. That's probably true, in fact. But what is also
true is that Rafe saved ne too

What | had was thought, and reflection, an interest in things that went

beyond the here and now. |1'd always been an avid reader, couldn't help but to
have been, with ny parents. | knew that there were worl ds beyond the one we
lived in, worlds that you could find on paper

But | had no drive. | was an arnchair romantic, sonmeone who sat and
t hought and ni ght have done so with increasing pointlessness until the end of
his days. Rafe was the opposite: he was a nael stromof activity, of will. He

was al ways on the nove, going somewhere, doing sonething.

What happened as we grew up was that we grew together, interneshed unti
the two of us were really a one and a half. Rafe taught me to act, and
taught himto think. I was sonmeone he could drag along with him and he was
someone | could bounce ideas off, and in time | learnt to do the draggi ng
occasional ly, and he sonetinmes had the ideas.

It was Rate's idea that we start playing nusic, in fact. He badgered his
parents into buying hima guitar when he was fourteen, and ny parents soon
found thensel ves doing the sanme. It nmakes nme smle nowto think of their
forbearance in those days. \Were in your contract for being a parent does it
say you have to put up with grotesquely |oud and hi deously inconpetent
electric guitar as well as everything el se?

W di scovered the sane bands, |earnt the same chords and groped towards
the sane nel odies, and by the time we were sixteen, that was what we were
going to do. W were going to be in a band, and we were going to be fanous. W
believed in ourselves, and with belief that strong, what can stand in your

way? We had a conmon will, and we were going to bend the world to fit it.
It didn't happen, of course. After all the shared tinme, all the
simlarities, we were still different. My girlfriends were articulate, his

nmonosyl | abi ¢, and our exam papers followed suit. Wen school finished |I had a
pl ace at college, and Rafe didn't.
And so | went away, and we only saw each other during the holidays and



on occasi onal drunken weekends, when Rafe would haul hinself up to ny college
town and we woul d get bollocksed and tal k through the night. We couldn't
practice any nore, and gradually the reality of being a band together began to
fade, though time and again we said we'd do it, lying full length on the floor
of my room too stoned to sit upright.

So instead of nusic, we began to share sonething el se. An idea

What is it that makes some peopl e obsessed with the idea of other
worl ds, of a reality beyond the one everybody sees? It can't be just reading,

because many people read, but few come to believe and feel what | did. | think
somet hi ng nmust happen to certain people, like it did to me, sone chance
perception or inexplicable event, something which enbeds in thema faith which
will be with themfor the rest of their lives even if they don't renenber what
the original catalyst was. | shouldn't think many of them nmet a headl ess man
on the bal cony when they were snmall, but sonething el se happened to them

somet hing that made themgrow up with the faith. This itch will |ead sone
people to foll ow obscure and confused religions, will see others sitting in a

| otus position in darkened rooms, stretching yearningly out towards sonething
they want to believe is out there. For me it worked differently, and | took
Rafe along with ne.

| realised that the mind which you used during the day was the sane one
you had at night. That may not sound like a towering and sophisticated body of
t hought, but in fact it left everybody else's standing, as events were |ater
to prove. The m nd which conjures up scenes and events apparently from nowhere
in your dreans is the sane nind that can only visualise in the vaguest way
when you are awake, a nmind that slips and turns. It struck ne that if you
could train your mind to operate when awake as it does in your sleep, then
you could dream whil e you were awake, and see a different world.

Rafe and | tried this, in fits and starts, over the years. W tried
concentration exercises, we tried to visualise. It didn't work, we |ost
i nterest, and bang went anot her New Age i nsight.

| realise nowthat we were noving apart even then, that before it al
happened the ties which had bound us seanl essly together were already
begi nning to unravel. Shared experience and boyish friendship can take you a
l ong way, but it cannot conpete against the rest of the world, or even agai nst
your sel ves.

By the time | left college | was an ol der boy, and sadder. | went back
tolive with ny parents for a time, while | tried to sort out what | was goi ng
to do with ny life. Rachel stayed on at college, to do a further degree.

I met Rachel in ny first termat college, and we fell in love. It was as
sinmple, and as wonderful, as that. W took our tine, getting to know each
other slowy, as if by sonme strange intuition we knew that woul d be the best
way. It was nmonths before the inevitabl e happened, but when it did we dunped
our old partners like a shot.

When you want to say you | ove someone, how do you do it? | can renmenber
so many times, so many little flickers of images. Sitting on the top deck of a
bus and turning to grin at each other, speechless with the force of feeling. A
warmroomon a dark winter afternoon, a glow fromthe green; lights on the
stereo in the corner and points of white fromthe lights outside the w ndow
Wal king with nmy armround her and feeling the solidity of her body agai nst
mne as we turned a corner. Sitting at different desks, and then turning at
the sane time to snmile at each other, to show each other that we were stil
there. Lying in bed behind her, nmy armclasped tight against her chest by

hers, listening to the cadence of her sleeping breaths.

Anyone can catal ogue the bad tinmes, but how do you tell the good? | can
tell you these things but | can't make you see them | can send you a
postcard, but you can't come to stay.

I loved her. | still do. I always wll.

It went wong in our |ast year at college. Rachel was a very attractive
girl, by far the nost beautiful 1'd ever been with. Unfortunately, other

peopl e noticed her too. | was insecure, and | was busy. W didn't glance at



each other very often any nore, and our arns lay only |oosely around each
ot her's shoul ders.

W both made mi stakes, both had our nights when someone el se cane to
take control of our bodies, soneone who took what was there in front of them
and didn't remenber what it would be like in the norning. We | oved each ot her
so nmuch still, and stayed together, patching and nendi ng, bandagi ng and
shoring up, but you can't do that, you know, not really. You can cover up the
breaks with tal k and proni ses, resolve and apol ogies, all the argunents and
tears, but however transparent the glue is, however strong, it's still there.
Underneath it all, the breakage remains.

It was worse when | left. By that time | was so insecure, so full of
bitterness and distrust that | foresaw the worst in everything. |I'd created ny
own world to live in, a world that was wal | papered with the col ours of
unf ai t hful ness and hurt. | was obsessed with Rachel by then, | think, obsessed
with our relationship. | couldn't inagine nyself wthout her, couldn't
under stand what that night be Iike. Whatever happened, | coped with it, tried
to forgive it, tried to see the mtigating circumstances. | fought an endl ess,
damagi ng battl e against the inevitable, and she did too: | wasn't perfect
either. And still we stayed together, weaving our sad world, filling each
other up with curdling love and tottering on the stilts of our nenories.

Increasingly desperately | needed sonething el se, needed sonewhere to
go, something to believe in. | needed sonmeone to come and whi sk nme off ny
feet, but no one could, because | was far too heavy inside. | was trapped,
nailed to the earth, and | knew that Rafe felt the sane. No wonman had hurt him
or let himhurt her, but the world had, had tried so hard to hanmmer hi m down.
It had a little box waiting for him and as everything he tried seened to

fail, he was shoe-horned a little closer into his slot.
I remenber the tinmes we spent together then, the dark nights spent
searching for something within ourselves. Still we talked, and still sonetimes

we nentioned the band we now knew woul d never exist. The guitars which were
once going to be the talismns of our success now became synbols of failure,
as we realised how things were really going to be, realised that in twenty
years tine we would be clearing out our attics one day and cone upon them

| ying dusty and forgotten under dry years.

It may sound like a little thing, and we never articulated it to each
other, but knowing this was a bitter twist in our friendship, a betrayal of
the dreams we'd had together. W were each other's living proof that life
wasn't working out the way we'd thought it would. When you're a child the
worl d forbears you, allows you your flights of imagination, your feelings of
speci al ness. But sooner or later the privileges are withdrawn, and all you're
left with is a stunned bitterness at the realisation that you' re just the sane
as everybody el se.

W shared a need, a rejection of everything around us. W needed a film
to star in, needed Sigourney Weavers to fight by our sides as we backed down
tunmbling bridges in an everlasting final reel. It was a need anplified by
years of understanding, by the torque of a friendship that was pulling itself
apart under the weight of disappointnent, and in the end | think it was the
need whi ch enabled us to achieve what we'd failed to pull off before.

That, and sonet hi ng el se.

The wat ershed happened while | was on holiday, or just afterwards. A
college friend of mne was getting married in New York, and | went across the
Atlantic to see himoff into connubial bliss.

It was a good tine, actually. | really let nyself go, somnething
couldn't seemto do in England. At home | felt for ever trapped in a web of
facts and ways of being, wal king the same tracks, thinking the sane thoughts,
endl essly patching and tearing the same | ove, again, and again, and again. At
the wedding | escaped fromthat for a while, and despite what happened, |'m
glad I did, because it was the last real tine.

On the way over in the plane, | happened to | ook out over the ocean
while waiting for one of the toilets to become free. | peered down at the sea,



and | noticed that it |ooked alnpst as if it were one giant nud flat, rippled

and hunped, stretching out for ever. | was entranced, and found mnysel f
wonderi ng what woul d happen if you | owered someone down on a rope towards it.
Wuld they just fall into the sea, or would they find thensel ves on that

plain, a land from anot her worl d?
| had to call Rafe about sonething while |I was there, and | nentioned

this to him He was interested init, as | knew he would be. | told himwhen I
was flying back, and he joked that he'd head for the coast and see what
happened, see if nmy mind could affect the world. | never thought he'd actually
do it.

What happened at the wedding was that | nmet someone, soneone who stood
out, whom | noticed.

In all the time Rachel and | had been rocking back and forth, that had
never happened before. I'd slept with ghosts and phantons, girls who passed
t hrough me without ever touching the sides, though that was ny fault, not
theirs. Some |I'd net through a drunken collision of bodies, the kind of
traumati c sexual accident that makes you wi sh you'd taken out sone form of
enotional insurance. The rest were just events waiting to happen and needi ng
some participants, and my contribution had never been nore than the whirling
part of ny soul that never knew what it wanted and | et everything slip through
its hands, because it didn't knowitself well enough to know what it should be
gr aspi ng.

When you don't know what you want you clutch at everything, thinking
that because it's newit will be better, and not realising that a nobody won't
be happy with anything. But at the wedding it was different. This tinme it
meant sonet hi ng. What happened wasn't just the invasion of ny mnd by whatever
poltergeist it is that revels in one-night stands. It was me who did it.

And it was ne who found hinmself in a hotel room afterwards, having
m ssed ny bus, wondering what the hell | was going to do about it. Rachel and
| were still together, technically. The last time we'd spoken, in fact, she'd
sounded warner towards nme than in a long tinme. Love had sounded as if it was
comng at nme for once, instead of just sitting bleakly in front of me. I'd
screwed it up now, and I didn't seemto have nmuch to show for it. | had no
i dea what | was going to do.

I went home when the weddi ng was over. On the way back | went and stood
by the wi ndow at the back of the plane again, and | was pleased to see that
the ocean still |ooked the way it had on the way over. | even wondered what
m ght actually have happened if Rafe had gone to the coast, if we'd nmanaged to
be | ooking out onto the water at the sane time, ne fromup there, himfrom
bel ow.

The first thing | did when | got back was visit Rachel. | had to. |
couldn't keep secrets then, not the way | can now. | turned up at the tiny
flat she rented and she | ooked so well and happy, glowing in a white cotton
dress with a pattern of red and blue stripes. She was so pleased to see ne.

An hour later | left, and we never saw each other again. There was no
friendship afterwards. | |ied about that.

That was the watershed, or the beginning of it.

When | got back home | found el even nessages from Rafe, alternately

asking ne to call himurgently and enquiring where the fuck I was. Al | could
see that afternoon was Rachel's face, the way it had reddened with her crying,
and | couldn't face calling himback. | didn't want to talk to anyone.

didn't have anything to say. Finally the thread which had al ways hel d Rache
and ne together despite what happened had snapped, had been brutally cut. It
had been severed by me, and now it was gone, | really didn't know what, if
anyt hing, was left inside ne.

An hour later Rafe arrived at the house. He ran straight past ny father
when he let himin, and came pounding up the stairs to my room | had only a
nmonent to realise howlong it had been since he'd been in there, to notice
that nmy friend was now a nan, not a boy, and then he told ne.

He' d done what he said he was going to do. He'd gone to the coast, and



he'd stood with his back to it for three hours, turning every now and then to
| ook at the sea. He was beginning to feel a bit of an idiot, and attracting
some strange gl ances, when suddenly he felt a tingling, an itch sonmewhere in
his head. He closed his eyes for a nonent, trying to work out what the feeling
was. \When he opened themthe front was deserted, the sky was charcoal grey,
and an odd wi nd was slipping past his ankles. Slowy, so slowy, he had turned
to l ook at the sea.

That was the way it was, the beginning of it. |I lied earlier, another
one. There were no lovers, just me and Rafe. The |lovers version is for
cust oners.

That's not true either. The lovers version is the way | wish it had

happened. | wish it had been ne and Rachel. But it wasn't.
Rafe and | stood staring at each other in nmy room and deep inside
felt something shift. |I knew he wasn't |ying. There was no reason for himto.

What |'d al ways believed, always known, was true.

Can you i magi ne what that felt |ike? Can you picture the two of us,
standi ng there, not knowi ng what to do, not even able to nove? The world had
tilted on its axis, and we were the only ones who knew

We'd found our film

As | wal ked along the path I knew it would not |ast for ever. | was
wal ki ng towards a neeting, wal king back in time, and the end of recollection
was not too far in the distance. The dark columms | wal ked t hrough were parts
of me, the edificial struts of nenory. Far above was ny face, the outside, the
| eaves ny past supported. Between the trees was nothing, enptiness.

It took us a couple of days to get things together. W bought rucksacks,
some food, boots for walking in, and we told our parents we were going off for
a couple of days. | told mne, anyway. We didn't want to tell anyone about
what we'd found yet. Partly we woul d have sounded deranged without any proof,
and partly, | think we just wanted to keep it to ourselves for the tine beings
W didn't know what it was yet, but it was going to be ours.

W didn't give much thought to how we were going to get it to happen
again. This time there would be no other person in a plane high above, hel ping
us to see what was there, helping us to open the gate. | think we believed
t hat because the two of us knew, that woul d be enough

Maybe we were right. As it happened, sonething el se took place which
conpl eted the watershed for ne. Sonething which cut ne off fromwhat |1'd been
bef ore, and shoved ne out into the world with a 'W are closed sign on ny
heart.

The night before we went | was at hone, thinking about what we were
trying to do, checking I'd got everything | night need, putting filmin ny
canera. Rafe thought that it probably wouldn't come out on a canera, even if
we did manage to get it to happen again, but | thought it was worth a try. The
phone went, but | didn't go for it. My parents were nearer, and hardly anyone
knew | was hone anyway. Then Dad called up. It was for ne.

It was Rachel. When | heard her voice | was i mediately flooded with a
confusing mixture of enotions. Wth Rafe's revelation, and our plans, 1'd
tried to push thoughts of Rachel to the back of my mind, and to hear her voice
was to feel the opening of a container ship of worms. | wondered what she was
goi ng to say, whether she was going to go back on her request that | go to
hell, and how |'d react if she did. Rachel always had that effect on ne: |
seened always to be able to find another straw after the | ast one, even when |
was the one in the wong.

She didn't go back on her request. She just asked how !l was in a
tight-1ipped voice that made the hair on the back of my neck rise. |I'd never
heard her speak like that before. |I said | was okay, and asked the sane of
her. Wthout any |lead-up she told ne that there was something | ought to know.

She told ne that when |I'd seen her she'd been pregnant, and that she'd
now had an abortion. She left a pause, and | put the phone down in it. |
didn't do it to be hurtful. | just couldn't hear any nore.



| sat in my roomand cried, cried until | thought my head would split.
After a few hours ny parents came up to bed, and ny father knocked on the door
and said goodni ght w thout opening it, as he usually did. If he'd waited a
second | onger outsider or if he'd opened the door for a change, | would have
told him

| would have tried to tell himhowit felt to know that the girl 1'd
| oved for four years had been pregnant, and that because of something |I'd done
she' d had an abortion. | would have tried to tell himthat | hadn't realised
until tonight that | was ready to be a father, and that | would have hoped for
a daughter. Or | would have told himnothing, but would just have held his
warm dry hand, and that would have been sonet hi ng.

But he didn't, and as | heard his footsteps going down the corridor ny
heart | ocked, and I turned to | ook out the window into a night which is stil
there inside ny head.

When Rafe arrived the next nmorning at ten, he inmmedi ately asked ne what
was wong. | didn't tell himthen, but | told himlater in the day, when we
were nearly at the coast. He seened shocked, and that neant a lot to ne. It
was good to have soneone know how | felt.

That day, sitting on the train, heading for the coast, that was a
strange day. It seened |like everything had conme to a halt, as if the chapter
was finished, the whole book. | think it was nmy enptiness which enabled us to
do what we did. But I think it changed things too, changed the place we found.

W were so tense, sparkling with excitenment, and people stared at us as
we strode down fromthe station to the seafront. W mnust have stood out |ike
actors in front of a set, nust have | ooked so alive.

After the build-up it was al nost absurdly easy in the end. Rafe showed
me where he'd stood. W didn't know what was goi ng to happen, but we knew it
was going to be an adventure, our adventure, and we held hands and cl osed our
eyes at 4.05 p.m, on Saturday, 19 Septenber 1994.
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After a few mnutes | saw a |ight ahead. Not a light as such, but a
lightness. Menory was conming to an end, and the nenbrane was only a few
hundred yards in front of ne. The path between the trees led straight in
front, and as | peered into the distance | thought |I saw a flash of darkness,
i ke a black coat on the nove.

When we opened our eyes the plain was in front of us and for a mnute

all we could do was stand and stare at it. | didn't even think of taking ny
canera out. It didn't seem appropriate sonmehow. |'ve still got that canera
sonewhere. It still has the same filmin it.

And then we whooped, and hollered, and | eapt and shouted, and ran down
onto the beach. We wal ked until the bunps seened to be | eadi ng us somewhere
and then everything went cold and heavy and we woke up in a dusty square at
twilight, in a ghost town in the mddle of a desert.

For a few days we just rootled around, wal ki ng, sleeping, finding out
how t he place worked. It didn't take us long to realise that it worked |ike
dreans did, and we renmenbered wild ramblings on drunken floors and marvel |l ed
at how right we'd been, and fromdeep in ny nenory | dredged up the right nane
for this place. Those few days were the | ast days of sumrer, the last times we
had when we were really friends, when we were together as one and a half. |
could go on for weeks about the things we found, and how it felt, but |I'm not
going to. | couldn't nake you see it.

It was another world, and it was ours.

It didn't take us long to discover that this world was not one of pure
sweet ness and light, either. On the second day, when we were wal king towards a
castle like the one Alkland and | saw, | noticed sonething out of the corner
of nmy eye and went to take a cl oser | ook

It was a baby, a little baby girl, and it sat gurgling merrily under a



bush, alone on a plain the size of Denmark. It was scary, and it hurt a
little, but the babies were | ess unpl easant then, nore manageable. It was only
later that they changed. |'ve often wondered if there were babies in Jeanl and
before we found the way in. I'mnot sure there were. | think we changed

Jeam and right fromthe begi nning, even before Rafe started to do it on

pur pose.

Two days | ater we saw our first Something, and saw it turn into a
nmonster. It was Rafe's, and it | ooked very much like his father. | never
really got to the bottomof that, but | think |I can guess. Rafe's old nman was
not a very nice guy. He wasn't a patch on Ji's nother, but by normal standards
he was certainly a bit of a bastard.

That changed Rafe, | think. After the nonster he felt differently about
Jeanm and, and nmaybe Jeam and felt differently about him | don't believe
t hi ngs between us woul d have gone the way they did if we hadn't discovered
Jeam and. Jeam and changed us as nuch as we changed it. Rafe changed it far

nmore than I, and | think that's why he went insane, and | only becane what |
am today. | have no idea who got the better deal

By the evening after the nonster | was beginning to think about going
back hone. 1'd told nmy folks we were only going to be gone a couple of days,

and like Al kland on his first trip, |I felt | could do with a reality top-up

Rafe had been acting a little oddly for the I ast couple of hours,
occasi onal Iy stopping and cocking his head, and then wal ki ng on and saying it
was nothing. He finally explained what it was when |I nentioned the idea of
goi ng hone.

Raf e had begun to feel there was sonething el se, sone other |ayer. The
feeling that 1'd always had in the normal world he felt about Jeanml and: there
was sonething el se out there, and he wanted to know what it was.

So we concentrated, and opened our nminds, and felt around for something
el se, for sonething nore. W were the original never-satisfied

When we opened them again we were in The City. It took us a while to
establish it wasn't just another part of Jeam and, and then it was |ike
di scovering a whol e other roonful of presents on Christnmas Day, and al
t hought s of going hone slipped ny mind. Wthin hours | knew | was going to be
happi er there than in Jeam and, that this was the place that | would keep
com ng back to over the years. It was like having a science fiction film al
to yourself, a strange other world where you knew enough of the rules to get
by. It was the kind of world I'd al ways wanted: interesting, but manageable, a
pl ace to be a mysterious outsider in.

Rafe got bored after a couple of days, and wanted to go back into
Jeam and. | knewthat |I really had to go home, and so | went with him Rafe
was irritated that | felt I had to show ny face back at the suburban
honestead, at least to let my fol ks know | was okay, but he was nollified by
the fact that | was determ ned to cone straight back in.

W punched our way back into Jeam and and found somewhere quiet to sit.
Then, followi ng the way we'd cone in, we closed our eyes and thought, pool ed
our friendship and our know edge, renenbered hone and reached out towards it.

When we opened our eyes, we were still in Jeam and.

W tried again. And again. W wal ked to somewhere else and tried. W
punched back into The City and tried again, but only ended up back in
Jeam and. For a day and a half we tried at hourly intervals, until our heads
ached and we stared wildly into each other's bl oodshot eyes.

W couldn't do it. W couldn't get back.

W told ourselves that it was just a tenporary problem that we were
tired, weirded out. | went back to The City to find somewhere fairly sane to
rest for a couple of days, leaving Rafe in Jeanl and.

It was the first tine we'd been separated since coming in, but 1'd had

enough. | needed sonething stable for a while. | can renenber the | ook Rafe
gave me just before |I punched through. He nodded, and it was a nod |I'd seen
countless tines, in school, in the street, in bars. But the eyes were

different, the eyes were sonmewhere el se. The eyes were beginning to turn



i nsi de.

Over the next couple of weeks we tried again. | told Rafe where he could
find me in The City, and every couple of days he'd pop through and fetch ne.
It didn't work.

As weeks stretched into nonths we tried less often. At night | dreaned
of nmy parents, and | ost weight with the msery of how worried they would be. |
tried to be calm to relax. After all, there was no | ogical reason why we
shoul dn't be able to go back the way we'd cone. So why did each day that
passed make it feel less |ikely? Perhaps because each tine | saw Rafe | felt
less close to him realised that he was goi ng away.

I met Zenda conpletely by chance. 1'd just discovered Cat Nei ghbourhood,
and had taken to spending ny weekends there. They didn't seemto mind ne
hangi ng around, and |'ve always | oved cats.

One weekend | was sitting out on the | awn near Tabby 5, providing sone
kittens with an exciting new thing to clanber all over, when | saw a tall slim
girl wal king up the path. For one heart-stopping nmoment | thought it was

Anjali, the girl 1'd net in New York, but as she got closer | saw that she was
very different. In fact | realised later that the only sinmlarity between her
and Anjali was the nost inportant one of all, and that it nmade her |ook |ike
Rachel too. | noticed her. She stood out.

She saw me, and hailed ne, and we got to talking. Over the next few
weeks we went out a couple of tines, taking our time. By then it was siXx
nmont hs since Rafe and | had come into Jeaml and. A Christnas had cone and gone,
a Christmas | spent alone in my apartment in a tight ball of msery, thinking

of my parents at honme. | was not yet over Rachel, but | was ready to start
trying to be.

Then one day | went to visit Zenda's hone Nei ghbourhood. |'d heard of
Idyll, but hadn't got round to exploring it yet, and | liked it as soon as |
set foot inside the wall. There was sonething so old about it, so gentle.

| picked Zenda up from her bl ock and we wal ked a while, taking in the
sights, and then she touched my armand |l ed ne down a narrow all eyway. At the
end was a huge square, overgrown alnost to jungle proportions. This was the
ol dest square in Idyll, Zenda said proudly, the |east changed. The mi ddl e of
it was fenced off, and inside the fence lay a huge broken columm of stone. W
wal ked al ong the side, marvelling at it, trying to imagine it when it had been

st andi ng.
When we reached the far end | stood and stared at it. | stared and
stared until | thought | was going to faint. Fixed to the end of the | ast

pi ece of columm was an acid-eaten statue. It was Nel son's Col um.

As | got closer to the light, I saw | hadn't been m staken. There was
someone in a black coat standing down there at the end. | guess if |'d thought
about how |I'd feel at such a nmonent, if 1'd believed it could ever happen,
woul d have expected to feel fear, or anger, or hatred. But | quickened ny
step, and wal ked towards him

Zenda led me to a cafe. She virtually had to carry ne.

| told her. | had to. | had to tell soneone.

At first she thought | was stark raving mad, of course. And so | took
her to Jeamland. | had to find Rafe anyway, to tell himwhat I'd found. It
took nme a few weeks to work out howto do it, but | took her there. She didn't
share what Rafe and | did, so | had to work out a way of naking her see. |
went to the coast, and | found Villig. | worked it out, and | got her in
there. She saw

W wal ked for an hour through a forest of slender trees, until we cane
upon a waterfall. It was Zenda's waterfall. She had dreaned about it as a
child, and her delight in seeing it again nmade ne feel so happy, made nme fee
proud of Jeam and agai n.

That was a wonderful afternoon, the last really good one. W sat on the
grassy bank in the shafts of sunlight and tal ked, and | knew finally that this



was the other half of nme, the one |I'd always been | ooking for. She shone in
the light |like an angel, and | worked up the courage to reach out and take her
hand.

That was it. That was the nearest | ever got to telling her how ! felt.

Because there was the sound of |aughter behind us, and | turned to see
Rafe standing at the edge of the trees. It was not a nice |augh, and as |
stood up to introduce himl had a strange sideslipping feeling.

For a nonent | didn't know him | just saw a man, a man who didn't | ook
as if he liked me very nuch.

I've never understood Jeanl and as well as Rafe did, because as tinme went
on, there was nmore of it in him Mybe it was an acci dent he happened to turn
up in the place where we were, maybe not.

| told himabout Idyll, and about the col um of broken stone. He
understood what it nmeant. There were no two ways about it, really.
The City wasn't another realmafter all. It wasn't a second alternative

reality. It was the reality we'd cone fromin the first place. It was the rea
world, but later, so nuch later.

W | ooked at each other for a long time and |I think we understood then
that it was all over, that we really couldn't go back honme. It's kind of
difficult to accept something as the future unless you got there the | ong way
round, but that's what we'd found, and once you' ve gone forward, you can't
go home again. W& were cut off for good from our chil dhood, and the bond
bet ween us snapped there and then. The shafts of sunlight faded, and Zenda
pul | ed her coat around her, suddenly cold.

As we stood facing each other as strangers, Rafe sniggered, and jerked
hi s head towards Zenda.

' Found a new one, eh?' he said, in a |low suggestive tone. | didn't say
anything. 'Don't fancy her much' he added, and |I kept silent. | could sense
that he was building up to sonmething. It didn't surprise ne that Zenda didn't
appeal to him She |ooked Iike she m ght have too nmany opinions of her own.
She didn't take any shit from anyone, even then. 'No, you can keep this one
he said finally and w nked.

"What are you tal king about?" | asked quietly, feeling very cold. Rafe
stared at ne, and then turned to include Zenda in the conversation. The
noverent was jerky, barely under control

"You know, he actually told nme about her baby? Wanted me to tell him
everything was all right?

Zenda recoiled as if slapped in the face, and he grinned savagely. Then
he whi pped his face back to mne and screaned at ny face. 'How do you think I
fucking felt?

You know how sonetinmes you get a glinpse of what someone's going to say
before they've said it, an intuitive feeling about what's coming up next?
had one, but he finished it for ne before | realised what it was.

' That was ny baby, Stark. Not yours. Mne.'

Rafe had an affair with Rachel. It lasted six weeks. Four weekends,
really. They slept with each other eight tinmes. She told himabout the baby
first. She wasn't sure whose it was, but she'd decided she wanted nme and so
she was going to tell ne it was mne. Rafe believed it was his. Maybe he was
right. Maybe he cared for her. Maybe she was going to tell me in that |ast

call. Maybe she'd started as | put the phone down. Who knows.
Rafe screamed this at ne in front of Zenda. He punched me in the face
and stomach and | fell down. | gave no defence. | had none. | had nothing. He

ki cked me twi ce, and then he went away.

| took Zenda back to The City. We continued to see each other every now
and then, but something had died in ne. | thought at least |I'd known ny world,
the one I'd grown up in. But | hadn't. | hadn't known it at all. I'd thought
that lies had a different sound, that you could tell what the truth was by
[ i stening.

| was wrong. Mdre than Jeam and, nore than The City, Rachel's baby
proved sonmething to nme. You don't know anything about the world, not the rea



worl d, not the one that matters. | couldn't understand how they'd been able to
doit. | don't even nean enotionally; | mean practically. | couldn't

under stand how they'd been able to work it, to find the time w thout ny

knowi ng. You think you see the world as it really is, think the gaps you see,
the tine you understand, is the way it is. But there are other gaps, ones you
don't know about, and in those gaps the devils are playing. You don't know
anyt hi ng about the world. You just don't fucking know.

Sol withdrew fromit. |I didn't kill mnyself, though | stood shaking with
a broken bottle in nmy hand nore than once. | just closed dowmn for a while, and
when | reopened for business | wasn't the same. | found sonmeone el se to be.

You net him

A year passed before I went back into Jeam and, and when | went, it was
for a reason. A friend of a friend had starting having very bad ni ght mares,
ni ght mares which were slowy killing her. In her nightmares she kept seeing a
man who sounded very nuch |ike Rafe.

That's how it started. | spent another year trying to patch up what Rafe
was doing to Jeam and, but | couldn't keep up. He was insane by then, stirring
up the Somethings and maki ng them stronger, pissing in people's streans and
finally actually killing them For the hell of it. For sonething to do.

He was as lost as | was, but he was full of Jeamland and it had killed
my friend just as surely as Rachel's baby had killed his. The Rafe | knew
woul d never have cone to specialise in smashing his fist up through people's
skulls fromthe inside. The nore time | spent in Jeaml and, trying to fight
him the worse | got, the nore | hated him and when he decided to try to
bring the whol e thing crashing down, to break down the wall between Jeam and
and The City, | got on ny steed and rode.

Ji and | found him and we killed him The difference between worlds,

t he concl usion of twenty shared years, the end of it all canme down to a filthy
roomin the future and the sordid hatred of two nmen who hurt too nmuch to live
Ji pulled the trigger, but that was a technicality. | pulled it really, and
felt a savage rip of joy.

And after years of wandering around The City, rounding up Sonethi ngs who
were still running wild eight years after Rafe was dead, |1'd come down a path
in a forest to find that they were not the only ones for whom he'd never died.

The tw st of Jeaml and that had pushed Al kl and, the Something that had
killed Bellrip in Rafe's distinctive way, the shadowy figure that asked
guestions in Red and shot at me in Royle, the whole nightmare: that was nme. |
didit.

When | was a few yards away fromthe figure | stopped for a nonent, and
then took one nore cautious step forward. The coat was exactly as | renenbered
it, the hair, the stance, everything. It was Rafe.

Slowy he turned. A lock of dark hair fell over his tanned forehead, and
his face |l ooked tired. His eyes |looked tired too, tired but alive, just as
they always had, and this tine | had no way of stopping the tears that pushed
up frominside. | ran nmy sleeve across ny eyes, not wanting nmy vision to be
blurred, wanting to be able to see ny friend properly. That face.

| tried to smle, and he smled back, and his snmle was the sanme. It was
the smle he'd always had, since we were two snall boys on a bench outside a
headmaster's office four hundred years ago. It was exactly as | renmenbered it

It was bound to be. Because that was all it was: how | renenbered it. In
the end |I'd dreaned stronger than anyone, strongly enough to bring ny nonster
tolife again so | could finally face him

Still grinning softly Rafe jerked his head towards the wall and
stepped tentatively forward to stand beside him Side by side we stood, and
wat ched t hrough that dear menbrane, |ooked out at a September day in 1994, at
a house in a leafy street. The door opened and we cane out together, | ooking
so young but so much nore |ike ourselves. W stood on the path and Mum and Dad
stepped out to wave us goodbye, not know ng that they would never see ne
agai n.

| could see their faces so clearly as they stood armin armon the



doorstep, hands waving in tine, and as ny chest hitched | raised ny hand and
waved back. Rafe waved to themtoo, and as we did | whispered to nyself al

the things | never had the chance to tell them It wasn't the same, but it was
the best | could do.

They stopped waving, and Dad turned to Mum and sai d sonet hi ng whi ch nade
her | augh before they went back inside. And that's the menory | always have of
them now, that picture. It's a good picture, a glinpse of the last day | had
with them and I'mglad that on that day they were happy.

When the door was shut | turned to Rafe, and we took a | ong | ook at each
other, seizing a |last ever chance.

Because Rafe was dead, dead everywhere except inside nme. 1'd kept him
alive these years, condeming him hating himuntil the colums of ny menory
were so diseased that all they could support was a nothing. The light of life
shines up fromyour birth, and 1'd left so much in the way that | had stood
for years in twilight, isolated and al one while the person |'d once been stil
stanped and raved, blocking the light and poisoning the sun. The world could
no | onger reach ne, and ny past had becone all | had, a past | could do
not hi ng about, could never go back and change.

Everyt hi ng you' ve done, everything you've seen, everything you' ve
becorme, remains. You never can go back, only forward, and if you don't bring

t he whol e of yourself with you, you'll never see the sun again.

| reached clunmsily forward and put ny arms round him and | felt his
cone up to hold me too. One time was going to have to pay for all, and we knew
it, and we hugged each other by the wall, our heads on each other's shoul ders,

soaki ng each other's coats. W hugged each other for the friends we had been
for the friends we should have remained, for tinme spent and tine |lost. W

| eant back for a nonment and | aughed shakily, just happy to see each other's
faces once nore, and then we hugged one last tinme. And when | opened ny eyes,

he was gone.
* * *

After a while | wal ked sl owy back al ong the path between the trees.
was never going to cone here again, and so | took ny time, rem nding nyself
who this person was. There was still nothing between the trees, but it felt
different now It wasn't enptiness any nore, but a space, and spaces can be
filled.

Eventually | was back in Jeam and. |I didn't bother to |look for Ji's
body. | knew | would never find it, and | wondered how long it would have to
wal k before it found the block of flats |I lived in as a child, and what
happened to it after he'd spoken to me. | canme back into the old square and

again | stood a monent, renenbering, and for the first time it felt good to
t hi nk about those days.

| sensed that | would not be back in Jeam and very often, that as the
years went by | would cone back | ess and less frequently, that maybe one day |
woul d | eave and never return. That felt okay.

Then | closed ny eyes and woke up

"Christ, Stark, are you all right?
"Yes' | said.

The End

They filled ne in on what happened.

ACl A had turned up eventually. Spangle let themthrough, but cats filled
the suite to bursting point in case there was any trouble. There wasn't. ACIA
had not hi ng agai nst nme any nore.

Creally had thought Al kland had been ki dnapped, first by sonebody el se,
and then by ne. The guy who'd planted the bonb had been acting on his own,
trying to clinb up the ACIA [ adder in true over-achiever style. He was now a



grade 43 nono attendant, which served himright. C was just trying to protect
Al kl and. He wasn't a bad guy after all

It turns out that Dilligenz is a plant extract. Nobody uses it any nore,
apparently: it doesn't do anything.

| told Snedd about Ji, and he nodded. He'd known before |I got back, |
think. | tried to say something, but he stopped nme. He understood.

W wal ked back out of Cat, the ACIA nen carrying Al kland' s body. He was
buried in the Centre, next to his sister. Snedd went back to Red. He controls
just about all of it now, and keeps sending me hideously detail ed press
rel eases.

Shel by got her heliporter back to Brandfield, and | fixed it up for her

during the week we spent going to Maxim s every night. I'mstill paying the
bill.

And Zenda? She still works in the Centre, is still a zappy, can-do kind
of girl. But she got a dispensation fromC, and she lives in Colour with ne.
It's been a year now, and it's working out very well. | think it will stay
that way. | hope so. Everyone deserves a happy ending.

Even nme.



