BOLD ASLOVE

Gwyneth Jones PROL OGUE

THE sunwas setting in aflood of scarlet and gold, asasmall white van
cruised to ahdt on the Caversham Road. Heradic colour arced magjesticaly
over the Thamesvdley, glowing in the edging windscreens and blanking

out thevisors of the traffic cops. The van, Anansi's Jamaica Kitchen, was
driven by acam, amiable Rastawho seemed to have been training himsdlf
from birth for trids like this: the impatience of atailback, the heavy hand of
Ste security, the uncertainties of arrival. 'Rare pretty sunset,' he remarked,
amiling like agentle god at the motorcyle cop who had come snarling up
beside them. "Y ou interested in politics, Fio?

His passenger was a young white woman —avery young woman, no

more than fifteen or sixteen, he guessed— dressed in green, with a stubborn
face and amass of dark red hair knotted back under her scarf. Shewore a
yellow ribbon tied round one deeve, indicating that she was not up for sex,
and abroken chain—it looked like afew slver linksfrom an identity
bracelet— pinned to her breast, saying that she gpproved of the Dissolution
of the Act of Union. Sheld dung her bedrall into the back, with the kitchen
and cooking supplies; she held an acoustic guitar in a battered casein her
arms. She wasn't talkative. HEd learned very little about her, except for those two signs and the name
Forinda. He seemed to remember that name

on the programme, but he wasn't going to ask her was she a performer.
That's never acool question. Maybe she was, maybe she was one of
thousands, roadworn rags—and—featherskind of white girl.

‘Not intheleast, she said.

He amiled at her cut—glass vowels. 'Nor me. I'm here to cook my food
and sdl my food, meet my friends, avoid my enemies’ The van eased dong
another car—Ilength, and stopped again. There certainly were ashocking
number of private transport hypocrites, turning up for this organic—holistic
poltically—engaged countercultura rock fest. White Van Man did aglance
at the young woman's breast. 'But you' wearin' the broken chain?

"Y ou can gpprove of something without being interested iniit,’ said

Fiorinda. 'l dothat al thetime." She lifted her chin, roused from the
forbidding abstraction into which she'd retreated dmost as soon as she
climbed into the cab.

"Y ou may aswell drop me off now.’

It had dawned on her that it wasridiculousto Say in thetraffic line.
‘Surething.’

White Van Man reached across and opened the door; which was old and
cranky and answered only its master's touch. The van was moving dower
than walking pace, no need to apply the brakes. Fiorindatumbled out, and
he tipped the bedroll after her. Thanksfor thelift." She joined the moving crowd on the pavement, and
walked away quickly.

The main gatesto the Site appeared: the taste—free L eisure Centre buildings,
agreen bank covered with hawkers and their litter; smiling but determined
stewards in dayglo bibs. Fiorindadowed and came to a stand, the crowd
parting around her as she gazed over their heads, stony—eyed, at the vast
beauty of the sky. She eased the bedroll on her back and swerved away.

A short time later she was Sitting under apoplar tree beside theriver



Thames, her back to the water, face towards the fence that separated normal
lifefrom the Festival campground. The soundtrack of that other world
drifted out to her: athumping dance best, the wail of an dectric guitar, a
didgeridoo, acrying child, adog barking, agrowling engine; dl multiplied
and sampled down into anonymous aural mulch. Shetook off her boots and
retrieved the backstage pass that had been hidden in the toe of the |eft one.
In her other boot she had money. Her degping bag was wrapped in a heavy
polythene sheet that served asroo
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A short time later she was Sitting under apoplar tree beside theriver

Thames, her back to the water, face towards the fence that separated normal
lifefrom the Festival campground. The soundtrack of that other world

drifted out to her: athumping dance beet, the wail of an dectric guitar, a
didgeridoo, acrying child, adog barking, agrowling engine; dl multiplied

and sampled down into anonymous aural mulch. Shetook off her boots and
retrieved the backstage pass that had been hidden in the toe of the |eft one.

In her other boot she had money. Her degping bag was wrapped in a heavy
polythene sheet that served as roof and floor, house and shelter and

defensible territory. She had everything she needed. . . except, it seemed, the
merewill to cross the boundary and join that fair field full of folk. She stowed
the pass away and sat with her chin on her knees, rubbing at her toes.

Her feet were sore. The silver—sequined filigree of her outer skirts

needed mending, and her longest underskirt was sticky with mud. The

weather was clear now but it had been filthy earlier, and farther north. She wanted area bed, aproper
bathroom with aflush toilet and aroom with

wals: none of which shewas going to find down by thisriversde. The light

of that extravagent sunset flowed over her, so low and strong that it

confused every outline: but shortly she became aware that there were three
peopleright in front of her, crouching in the trees and bushes that blocked

her view. She heard the snap of astruck match.

"Watch out sisters,’ said awoman's harsh voice. Think Iran, in the days

when the Shah fdll.Y ou'll submit to his charm, davefor hiscause, dieon his
barricades. Then after the revolution you'll end up chained to the govein
peekaboo panties, dl over again.'

‘Barefoot and not even pregnant,” added someone else. 'He'sinto

population contral, | heard.' There was agenera chuckle.

'Is he setting this up himsdlf, or is someone pushing him 7 asked athird.

'He's acting innocent,’ said thefirst voice. 'Y ou know what alow profile

he's been playing. But it'sdl scripted, every bite and shite. Think Julius

Caesar. Offer me the crown a few times. I'll refuse, I'll deny every rumour, then I'll
reluctantly accept. . . She grunted, and went on. 'Of course he's been targeted.
Headhunted by the secret rulers. He has backers, groomers, bankrollers, all

of that. But it wouldn't happen if he didn't want it."

Forinda crept closer, listening intently; trying to see the speskers

without being seen. There were three women, Sitting in arow, passing a
blackened old pipe between them. One of them had ashock of silver—white hair tied up on top of her
head, another had a broad back and was dressed in

dark red. More than that she couldn't tell. A rich, fecal smell arose. She drew
back from the impromptu latrine, and walked quickly to the path that gave
campers access to the riverside. When the three had finished their pipe and
their business, she waswaiting for them.

At the end of thisyear three hundred years of history would be undone.

The United Kingdom would be dissolved. Ulster had dready joined Federd



Ireland: now the three nations of Mainland Britain would become, findly,

officidly, separate sates. In London the Westmingter parliament was being

kept from its summer recess by the law and order crisis; and by the struggle

to make the process of dissolution look organised. Meanwhile the

Counterculturads had gathered in Hyde Park, a Glastonbury, at dl the

traditional Stesaround the country; and notably here at Reading. It was

supposed to be a peaceful two week rock festival. The mediafolk were

hoping for trouble, and doing their best to whip it up. Maybetheir efforts

were unnecessary. The newstyle Countercultura Movement had exploded

in growth in thelast few years. The Extreme Greens were out for some red

part in the new government of England, and they aready knew that violence

didn't diminish their popular apped . Grass roots activigts (militant

travellers, eco—terrorists, anima rights extremists, road—wreckers,

aggress on—nhippies) would surely be eager to use this showcase. But

Forindadidn't care about any of that. She had come to Reading following arumour, on amission haf of
longing, haf of vengeance. The conversation

sheld overheard had convinced her she was on afresh trail. He was here. She would find him, she would
face him. She wasn't interested in anything else.

1: The Salt Box

The Chrigmas that she was nine years old, Fiorindas gran gave her a
strange present. It was around box of plain, polished birch. It had asnug
fitting lid, which opened to show a space about as big as a turkish coffee cup,
lined in darker apple—wood and full of sparkling white grains. Gran
handed this over, unwrapped, when Fiorinda brought her breskfast tray to
the basement on Christmas morning. Gran was not bedridden, but she liked
to spend much of her time under the covers, tucked up like anesting animal.
'Isit drugs? asked thelittle girl.

'No! It'ssdt. Taste, go on, try some. And look here." Gran turned the box
over, and twisted off the base to reveal another cavity, contain asoft mass
like yellowish cotton wool, and what looked to the child vagudly like the
dismantled workings of amousetrap. That's so you can strike alight
without matches!'

'Isit magic?

The old lady chuckled evasively. "Why would | waste magic on you, you
little heethen?

Gran was awitch, aWiccan. Her damp rooms in the basement of
Fiorinda's mother's house were hung with magica things: glitter bals,
crystas, plastic dolls, sequinned scarves, bunches of herbs. People cameto
her for spdlls or to have their fortunes told —discreetly using the garden
door, so they didn't have to meet Fiorindas Mum. The child viewed her
grandmother's profession with indifference. Already, Fiorindadidn't believe in anything.
Isitold?

'No, it'snew. | had someone make it for you, one of my associates. It'sfor
your future. Y ou must take it with you, when you set out to seek your
fortune." She closed the child's hands over the box, covering them with her
own. Y ou are the sdt of the earth, that's what you are. I've seen it. And the
world will love you as mesat loves sdt. Now put it away, Frances dear, and
don't let your mother know.'

The child was used to being told, by her gran, that she mustn't let her
mother know. Mogt of gran's secrets were pointless: either things Mum knew



aready (like gin and sherry taken from Mum's sideboard, like probably—
stolen goods accepted in barter for magica services); or things she wouldn't
care about, like spellsthat didn't work, or scraps of highly flavoured gossip.
The sdt box seemed different. She hid it carefully. In time she would cometo
seeit asadouble symbol, athreat and apromise. The promise wasthat she
would escape: that winds of change would blow away the chill, hateful
tedium of her childhood. The threat was that she would never free hersdlf
from an embarrassing set of old fashioned values. She would bein the new
age but not of it.

When she was eleven her periods began, and she decided to call herself
Fiorinda Thiswasthe year in which her mother was operated on for breast
cancer. It waswhile Mum wasin hospital that Fiorinda's aunt Carly turned up. Fiorindahad a
step—father, her mother's ex—husband. She had two

grown—up half—ssters and a half—brother, and there was Gran of course.
But she'd never known that her mother had asister until Carly appeared on
the doorstep, with a besotted taxi driver carrying her suitcases. Shelooked
young, incredibly much younger than Mum, and shewas dressed in the
height of fashion. She moved in and switched on the centrd hesting,
athough it was only November. She brought with her aregime of hot
showers, scented foam, music videos and channel hopping, takeaway food
and glossy magazines. Gran stayed in the basement. She didn't seemto like
her younger daughter much. Probably she was thinking of how angry Mum
would be when she saw the billsfor al this. But Fiorinda, who lived for the
moment, wasthrilled.

Carly explained that there had been abig family quarrdl, years ago, and

that was why she hadn't been in touch. She said sheld last visited this house
for Fiorindasthird birthday party. Y ou don't remember, but | was here. Y ou
were avery bossy, precociouslittle girl, do you remember that? | gaveyou a
pink wooden horse!’

Forindawished she could remember, or that any sign of the pink horse
remained. The cancer was defeated, at |east temporarily. Mum came home
from hospital . Once she came into the kitchen, (actually warm, under Carly's
regime) and found Fiorinda resplendent in her aunt's expensive cosmetics.
She stared for amoment, and Fio braced hersdlf for the storm, but al Mum said was, 'I'm going to turn
the hesting down'. Sheleft the room, without a

glance at her sster: head lowered, arms wrapped around her changed and
vulnerable body.

Carly was blushing, Fiorindawas surprised to see. 'She thinksI'm achild
Seder.

'Isthat why she hates you?

'No... It's because of thingsthat happened long, long ago. Why don't you
have lodgers, Fio? She can't maintain this place on her dary.’

Fio'sMum was auniversty lecturer. 'We did have. But they ether didn't

pay the rent; or they were junkies and trashed their rooms; or they had dogs
that shitted everywhere; or they had babiesthat screamed. | don't think it
would work, whoever they were. My mother hates people, any people!’
'Poor Sue!'

'What was she like? | mean, years ago?

‘Shewas ajournaist. She was chic and sexy, she was demanding, she

had tons of style—'

I can'timagineit. What kind of journdist?



'Mainly music... Rock music. Didn't you know? What does she teach,

now?

‘Contemporary Culture,’ said Fio, with agrimace: contemporary meant
something for old people. "What happened? Why did shegiveit dl up?
'Shedidnt, it gave her up. Shefel from grace, it happens. Suetook it hard.'
'l canimaginethat. Oh. | suppose that'swhy she hates me to play—
'What— ?

Fiorindawas forced to play the piano. In secret she had taught herself to
play acoustic guitar and to sing, alittle (the secondhand guitar came from
Gran, and the basement black market). She wasn't ready to tell Carly about
this. 'Oh, you know: she hates any kind of music but Beethoven, that sort of
thing.' Until Carly came, Fiorinda's only accessto non—Classicd music had
been through her ancient radio darm, on which she had listened to chart
shows, secretly, late a night.

Carly started putting the make—up away. The house had become
cheerfully untidy under her rule, but she was careful about her own
possessions. sheleft no hostages. 'Y ou can play Beethoven, wow. What a
talented niece | have. But I'd have to introduce you asjust afriend if you
came to see me, because you look so grown up. You'd put ten years on my
age.' She surveyed her handiwork. Y ou're prettier than Sue. Y ou don't have
ginger eyebrows. She made hersdlf beautiful. Y ouwon't havetotry.'
Lifein the cold house became doubly miserable through that long

winter. Mum refused to accept Fiorinda's new name, which led to pointless
friction. Every evening she sat marking papers at one end of the'dining
tabl€e that stood in the back of their chill living room, her profile sour in the
lamplight. Theideaof Fio having ately of her own that she could use in another room was vetoed, no
reason given. She listened to books on tape, at

the most muted volume because Mum hated headphone—leak. She never
read printed booksin Mum's presence, because it would have pleased her.
Every time her mother called her 'Frances it was another flick on the raw.
In the night she devoured her mother's library, rdlishing the sensua

privacy of the old relationship; and wrote songs, both words and music,
which she hid ingdethe split in her mattress.

When Carly invited Fio to vigit her, Mum tried to stop that too. Fio

heard them arguing on the phone. (There was one, fixed phonein the cold
house. It lived in the front hall, at the foot of the stairs, by the living room
door, for maximum inconvenience and minimum privacy). 'Shesa child,
Caz. Shélsalittle girl. Leave her done— . But Fio pleaded and Carly
perssted and in the end Mum gave way. Fiorindatravelled on the
Underground by hersdlf (she had to do this anyway, to get to secondary
school) into the centre of London. She ate in arestaurant for thefirgt timein
her life, she stayed the night at Carly'stiny flat in Kensington Church Strest.
Carly took her shopping, gave her clothes, makeup and amaobile phone.
(The phone didn't work after thefirst day, because Fiorinda didn have any
money: but it looked great). Trueto her word, sheintroduced Fio to the
peoplein Kensington as 'the daughter of afriend of mine.

In the summer Carly invited Fiorindato stay for awholeweek. This
brought renewed resistance, but Carly wouldn't take no for an answer. 'And when you'retired of this
game,' sad Mum, 'Y ou'll dump the poor kid and I'll

be eft to pick up the pieces. That's what pisses me off.' Fio, eavesdropping
from the landing, heard the defegat in her mother's voice and exulted.



Mum would have been furiousif sheld known that Carly let Fio smoke

dope. But nothing e se remotely shocking happened: no stronger drugs, no
vice. People came around and chatted, Fio was mostly ignored. She spent
much of her time on her visitsto the Kensington flat alone, in the cubbyhole
Carly called her study, drinking diet coke and playing computer games. She
didn't mind. It was paradise compared to life & home. But thistime Carly
had been invited to a country house party, and she was taking Fiorindawith
her. They were going to stay with Rufus O'Nidl, therock star. Of course this
had to be kept secret from Fio's mother. Rufus O'Niall had been a megastar
before Fiorindawas born. He was practicaly retired. She'd have been more
excited if she'd been going to meet Glasswire, or Aoxomoxoa and the Heads.
I wasn't invited,' she said, uneasily. 'Won't that be weird?
'Rufusisahillionaire or something, darling. He doesn't count the spoons.
And he'savery, very private person, but he never goes anywhere without
this huge entourage— ' Carly laughed. 'Don't worry, you'l belogt in the
crowd. But you'll meet people. Y ou want to be asinger, don't you? Fio had
by thistime confessed her secret ambition. Y ou'll need contacts. Y ou can't
start too soon.'

Thejourney and the arrival passed in ablur. Carly had been right, there was a crowd of people, the kind
of people Fio had met in Kensington only

more so. She was shown to aroom by a servant. The house must befive
hundred years old —haf timbered, spartan, smelling of beeswax and
lavender and dried oranges. The portraits on the wallswere not of Rufus
O'Nidl'sforebears, obvioudy not, since his skin was chestnut brown, and
the pictured faces were as white as Fiorindas. But the sense of dynasty was
right. Rufus was old money in the world of rock and roll. He and his band
The Geese had reached that glorious plateau of truly unassailable fame, and
solid wedlth. Fiorinda began to fed thrilled. Later, when hetook some of his
guests on atour of the manor grounds, she tagged adong and tried to get

next to the master. What was most incredible was that Carly's friendship
with these celebrities seemed to prove that Fio's Mum had once been on
intimate terms with the famous. But she'd been warned not to mention her
mother. Whatever Mum had done, gpparently it till rankled inthe music
world.

Shewastrying to be cool, but feding very uncomfortable. Used to the
modest habits of her North London, mainly Hindu, neighbourhood, she felt
terribly exposed in the clothes she was wearing. She was glad Carly had
warned her how to dress, but she kept wanting to put her hands over her
bum, to fold her arms over the outline of her breasts. And the men were no
better. She supposed that if you wererich, walking in your own private
grounds was the same as being out at afancy club. Asthey climbed aflight of steps, from the fishponds
to aroseterrace,

Rufusturned and glanced at Fio: who had managed to reach the centre of

the group. He a once resumed his conversation with the fat, florid woman
beside him (amovie producer). But afew moments later he turned again,

and handed her asprig of rose leaves. 'Put that in your pocket, sweet—briar,’
he said, with atender smile. 'Keep it for a souvenir.’

She hadn't known you could have rosebushes with scented leaves. She
didn't have a pocket. She held the sprig in her hand, awkwardly, al the way
back to the house. She was deeply flattered and excited. She started trying to
think of the names of some of The Geesg's hit singles, so that sheld have



something to say if he noticed her again.

In the evening, after dinner, some guests disgppeared. Therest sat

around with Rufusin the great hall. People had been drinking quite alot,

and sniffing coke, but they were quiet about it. Fio had haf expected them to
be naked except for jewels and make—up, after the way they dressed in
daytime, but they were wearing the same as in the afternoon. Carly was
there, but she seemed to have decided to leave Fiorindato her own devices,
which wasfine. Fio did not want to be shown off, or looked after like a baby.
She had changed into her best scarlet teeshirt and ashiny long pink skirt.

The teeshirt was printed over with little naked mae figures, labdled jokily
thingslike"French Polish" and "Turkish Delight", though you couldn't see
much difference between the faces; or the sets of wedding—tackle. She had tried it on in the exclusive
shop where Carly bought it for her, baring her

tiny budding breasts without shame: they could stand up for themsealves.
'Well,' the attentive assistant had said, impressed. 'l thought that colour
wouldn't suit you, dear, but it certainly does.

Scarlet gave Fiorinda's creamy skin the pure glow of acandleflame, it

made her strongly marked brows and lashes|ook made—up, which they
were not. For some reason, Carly had forbidden her to wear make—up on
thisvigt. Therewastak, and silence; someone strummed a guitar. It was
oddly like an evening in the cold house, except that the setting was ancient
instead of merely old fashioned, and there were more people. Fio felt
ignored. She went over to the hearth, where there was afire of cherry logs
because the June night was chill. She gazed into the flames and then sat
down, asif by chance, with her back againgt the couch where he was sitting,
the rock—Ilord in state surrounded by his courtiers. She hoped that she
would think of something intelligent to say: somehow contribute to the
conversation and get noticed. Instead, Rufus began to stroke her hair. She
felt hisfingertips on the ngpe of her neck, and then circling her ear.

Shewas hdf stunned at the liberty he was taking. How did he know that

he could do this? How could he just stroke her, asif shewasacat or adog? But
he could do what he liked. For Rufus O'Nidll, everything was allowed.

'Can you do magic? he murmured, so that only she could hear. "Y ou look
asif you could.' 'My gran'sawitch. Not me. | think it's arecessive gene. Y ou need two
copies!

Rufuslaughed very quietly, like arumble of soft thunder.

"What about your parents?

'Oh, they're dead. My gran looks after me." Dead parents were smpler.
Someone chdlenged him to agame of chess, and heleft the couch.
Forindas room was next to Carly's. When Rufus cameto find her in the
night she was sitting by the bed, still wearing her scarlet teeshirt and her

pink skirt. She hadn't wanted to take them off. She'd have felt stupid waiting
in her pyjamas, especidly since she was half convinced that she was
imagining the whole thing. But here hewas. Rufus said, 'l thought you'd be
tucked up under the covers by now, Sweetbriar.' He took her in hisarmsand
carried her off to his own room: which was sumptuous, but she didn't get a
chanceto take much in.

In the morning she woke in her own bed with no clear idea of how she'd

got there. Carly was shaking her gently. 'I've got to go back to London," she
announced. 'Right now. I'm sorry sweetheart. Something desperately
important's come up, it meanslots of money.’



Fio was hazy about how her aunt made aliving, but she nodded.

Youll bedl right, won't you darling?1'd hate to drag you away.Y ou

know Jodl, and Mittie." These were Carey's neighbours, aguy couple who
livedintheflat upstairs. "They'll look after you, and bring you home tomorrow, or Monday.'
Forinda had been told by her school friends that she would never get a
husband, because her Mum was a depressive and had had breast cancer. In
the comfortable bourgeois community that surrounded her mother's house,

it was taken for granted that people with bad genes would not reproduce
themselves. (It was easier for the community to accept thisidea, Snceit was
equdly taken for granted that bad genes were amost unknown in people of
Indian ancestry). The well—to—do Hindu girlsweren't being crud. They
meant that she should prepare hersdf for another kind of life, and they were
concerned that she showed no sign of doing so. Fiorindadidn't mind. She
liked the feding of being one of akind. Sheliked the fedling that she had
nothing to lose. Shel'd been very surprised at what had happened, but shed
had no qualms about losing her virginity. It might be abig bresk, and
anyway it was worth a shot. In the entertainment business, most people have
to start out working for free.

She went back to London with Carly'sfriends, but she knew it wasn't

over. Sure enough, about two weeks later Rufus cameto find her. Hewas
waiting in ataxi one afternoon, discreetly parked down the road from the
school gates. Hetook her to aflat, aluxurious but poky little place which he
used 'sometimes—' he explained vaguedly. She knew held used it with other
girls shedidn't mind. It wasthe start of aregular affair. Sometimes he was waiting in the morning,
waylaid her and carried her off, and she never

reached her classes: sometimes he only 'borrowed her' ashe put it, for an
hour or so. He gave her presents, which had to stay in the flat as she couldn't
take them home, but there was never any suggestion that he would offer her
money. She fdlt that was agood sign. The rewards she'd get for thiswould
be of adifferent order. Weeks passed. In August, Mum thought Fiorindawas
going into schooal to the holiday—homework club; but she was meeting
Rufus. She found that he would talk to her, and plagued him with insatiable,
devouring curiogity. He said she asked more questions than a three—year—
old. The sexud part of the experience wasn't very sexy for Fio: but she didn't
mind that. The strange and important thing was that she was actualy

getting to know him, getting to know thishig, flamboyantly handsome
grown—up man as a person. Rufus was lagging behind her, but that would
change. He would come to recognise Fio as a person, instead of aforbidden
pleasure. He would like her, instead of feding addicted and guilty the way

he felt now. She began to think with impatience of the years—at least three
years, to be reasonable— that must pass before they could be seen in public
together.

In September, without warning, he vanished.

She didn't know the address of their flat. When he stopped coming to

pick her up shetook the Tube to the approximate location and walked
around trying to find it; but she couldn't. She redlised, then, why sheld paid no attention to detailslike
street names. She must have known, though her

daydreams had seemed <0 redl, that thiswas how it would end. He would
smply be gone.

Since the country house party shed hardly heard from her aunt Carly.

She guessed that Carly had found out about her going with Rufus, and



naturally didn't want to get involved. But she had nowhere elseto turn so
shewent to Kensington Church Street. She still had her card for the front
entrance, but when she got upstairs there was nobody in.When she'd been
knocking and ringing a her aunt's door for awhile Jod came down from the
floor above.

'Hi, Fio. Long time no see. Carly'saway for afew days. Can | help?

'It's private.’ But though she knew she could not chase Rufus, she wastoo
weak to resst this opportunity. 'l don't suppose you know how | can contact
Rufus ONid|?

Joel had akey to Carly'sfront door. He opened it and hustled her inside,
into Carly'stiny, smartly furnished living room. 'Rufus has | eft town," he

sad, folding hisarms and glaring at her. 'He suddenly rushed back to the
Seychelles, which iswhere he more or lesslivesthese days. With hislovely
wife and kids. Y ou don't want to contact him. How old are you?

She bristled. 'D'you think I'm too young to have sex?

'With someone your own age, | don know, maybe that would be

different. Rufus O'Nidl isalow down dirty dog. He's old enough to be your grandad, and you are well
young enough to get him arrested, except that it

won't happen. Maybe he actudly took pity on you, kid: he can't have fled the
country for fear of discovery. His sad taste for underage totty is something
everyone knows and nobody tells. . . Do you hear what I'm saying? Y ou
have nothing on him. Go home, don't come here again.Y ou do have ahome?
Yes'

"Thank God for that. How did you get involved with Carly Sater,

anyway?

‘She's actudly my aunt, quavered Fiorinda, frightened by hisanger.

Jod frowned. 'Y our aunt?'

'Y e’ Fiorinda had been forbidden to mention this, but she was stung by

the term 'under age totty'. 'She's my aunt. Her mother ismy gran and lives

in our basement.’

He stared for amoment, in silence. 'Remind me, what's your name? Y our

redl name!'

Shewas so intimidated she confessed the hated truth. ‘Frances. It's

Frances Day. But that's my mother's ex—husband's name: she usesit but he's
not my father. My real nameis Frances Sater. Carly ismy mother'ssister.’
'So, that makes you. . . your mother must be. . . Sue Slater? The

journdigt?

Vs

'Oh my God." Joel came up close and peered into Fio's face intently. He backed away again, looking
stunned. 'Wow. Y our aunt isreslly something.'

Fiorinda wondered what was going on. Probably he'd guessed why she

was here. But though she knew she'd been stupid, her problem wasn't that
welrd.

'Why did you want to see her? Did you think sheld give you Rufuss

private number? Because you can forget that— '

'No! | don't want him involved! Not redlly, not a al. But | need help. |

think I'm pregnant.’

'My God,' said Jodl. 'What amess.’

The sgters had a confrontation, in the kitchen where Carly had one day
painted Fio's face, and remarked, 'l'd have to introduce you as just afriend'.
Naturaly, Carly denied everything. Sheingsted sheldd been trying to help,



trying to give poor Fiorindaalife. She was as appalled as anyone at the way
Rufus had behaved, she'd had no idea he would do that, she was devastated,
it was awful, aredlly horrible coincidence, shefdt terribly responsible. . . But
Forinda, who was present at this meeting, had seen the gleam of triumphiin
her aunt's eyes. She wondered what her Mum had doneto Carly, in the long
ago, to lay the fuse for such a savage, cold—blooded, long—yplanned
revenge. But she wasn't curious about the details. She decided, then and
there, never to see her haf—siblings again: never to have anything moreto
do with them. If thiswasfamily life, the hell withit.

She refused to have an abortion. Having an abortion would makeit al

too real. Her gran provided cantrips and potionsthat didn't work, her
mother seemed too sunk in her own despair to take much notice. She
stopped going to schooal in the fifth month and completed the pregnancy in
deep denid, trying to stay thin and hoping to the last minute that it was dl a
bad dream. The baby was born surprisingly strong and healthy. When it was
three months old it caught pneumoniaand died, after which Fiorinda left

the cold house forever.

Shefollowed the weird Sstersinto alow—rise tented township. New
arrivals were wandering, laden: seeking friends, eyeing—up pitches.
Families were cooking, tribes erecting totem poles and lofting big gaudy
marker—balloons. Dogs ambled, bare—arsed toddlers tottered, smoke
wregathes eddied. A band of dancers, pogoing in atrance that might keep
going for days, had blocked one of the vehicle accesslanes. Fio's Three
Witches briefly joined the dance and passed on: the old one with the Silver
topknot, the one whose broad back was robed in blood red; the third in
yellow and blue, with abad head, a scaplock and an eagle's feather.
Fiorinda had moved from the cold house to acentral London hostel,
answered an advertisment in amusic paper and started singing with aband
caled DARK. Sheld been with them ever since. They'd had some success and brought out an abum: but
there were beginning to be rending and tearing

noises. She had started doing some gigs alone. She was moving on, with the
band or without them, on atrgjectory that, in her mind, led only to one end.
There?d been rumoursfor thelast year or so that Rufus O'Niall, semi—
retired supergtar, was moving into Counterculturd politics: that hewas
coming back to the soon—to—be—history UK; that he was to take amagjor
role of some kind. Nothing had happened, yet. He hadn't even been
mentioned in the media coverage recently: but that was like Rufus, Fiorinda
knew. Backers, bankrollers, groomers? The old witch was wrong. He had no
need for any of that. He would arrive without fanfare here at Reading, which
everyone knew wasthe real Dissolution Festiva. Hewould be elusive, he
would be relaxed; secretly drawing people around him—

Even now she could fed Carly's soft fingertips, thefirgt blissful slky

touch of expensive cosmetics on her skin. She could see her own facein the
mirror, strange and lovely. I'll have to introduce you as a friend. . . She™d
understood, afterwards, that her aunt was what they used to cdll a
procuress. Fiorinda had been procured, prepared and delivered to her own
father, the client. Most probably (she'd denied this, too, but it was obvious)
Carly had aso been the one who made sure Rufus found out. She had told
him, or had someonetell him, that the latest box—fresh girl child held been
enjoying was his own daughter.

But he must have had some idea, he must have suspected. | don't look like Carly but | do look like



my Mum, | know | do. If he didn't know about me and mum and

gran, why did he ask me like that, canyou do magic?

Lanterns began to belit. She crossed a swathe of petrol—stink, and the
gut—thumping judder of agenerator bit her bones. The masses werefiling
through the cattle gates, exchanging tickets for wristbands. The witches
ducked through an unofficial doorway cut in the plastic coated mesh of the
perimeter fence: she followed them into the arena. Some band or other was
playing on main stage, far away: but the witches had joined a crowd outside
one of the covered venues, abig conical marquee cdled The Blue Lagoon. In
the middle of this crowd, there was a man. They'd found their Thane of
Cawdor. He was wearing a hat and along brown |eather coat. He had his
back to Fio but he wastdl, he carried himsdlf with a casud presence of
power, and he was obvioudy the centre of attention. It was Rufus. She
couldn't be absolutely sure until he turned his head, but—

What was she going to say to him? After four years. . . But thefirst year
she didn't count, shetried to cut that year out of her memory. After three
years of making something of hersdf, shaping her talent and using it. Don't
say anything, don't let him seeyou, not at firdt.

No. You will never be ready. Take your chance asit comes—

A ring of hawkers vans, bright asafunfair, were the backdrop of her

great moment. A beer vendor with coolboxes sivung two big greeny yelow
truncheons of chemical light. She wet her lips.

You knew | was someone's daughter before you touched me. If you cared

o If it

made a difference when you knew | was your daughter, then how could you—?

How could you leave meto facethem dl done— ?

And now stop crying

Slide the knife between

Razor into there

Alwaysbethere,

however smal it goes,

between the bleeding

Space between screaming

whereit doesn't matter

Livewithinthepan,

Liveinthepain,

Live...for...thismoment. ..

'Oh, Hi Fio!"

Coming towards her —just emerged from the backstage entrance of a
smaller, emerald coloured tent across the way— was avision of perfection,
inadim black dressand along grey padded jacket with gauze deeves. Her
skin was misty gold, black curls caught up in aknot behind her head, brow
and eyes obscured by aglittery effect like insect wings. Her namewasAllie
Marlowe, shewas asort of friend of Fio's. 'Shit," muttered Fiorinda

She remembered White Van Man's plan to meet hisfriends and avoid his
enemies. Alliewasamusic—hiz socidite, one of those people you might
dismissasagroupie or hanger—on until you redlised (before she noticed
your dismissd, if you were lucky) what an important role she played. Right
now Fio didn't want to meet anyone she knew, but she absolutdly definitely
desperatdly did not want Allie Marlowe to witness her first meeting with
Rufus O'Nidl.

'Hi Allie" It wastoo late to flee.



'Fancy meeting you herel" Allie smirked ironically.

'Fancy meeting you," said Fiorinda, deadpan. 'I'vejust arrived. How's it
going? How'sthe boite?

Their friendship had been founded when Fiorindadid agig with DARK

at aclubin Brussasthat Allie was managing. Fio had ended up going home
with Allie, they'd talked dl night. Since then, Allie had displayed flattering
interest and look—through—you indifference, roughly dternately,
whenever ther paths crossed. She was an excellent barometer, if you werein
any doubt about how you were doing. Thistime she seemed actualy
embarrassed, which Fio thought was avery bad sgn, until she redlised that
Allie—eyesflicking sddong under her dainty futurigtic vell— was
personally embarrassed, nothing to do with Fio, at being caught wandering
about by hersdlf. Socidlites, like rock-lords, should never be seen without an entourage.
'Oh, I've moved on,’ she exclaimed, warmly. With Allieit was dways

'Oh!", around-mouthed big-eyed home-a one pause before any possible
statement, to give her time for second thoughts. ‘I'm not running the club
anymore. Oh, Fio, | must give you one of these—'

Fi o accepted the handout, which Allie had taken from abusinesdike grey
attaché case: asurprising item for astyle-mongter, but Allie never made
mistakes so it must beright. She peered at it in the half dark, and discovered
aligt of events caled 'seminars and ‘workshops, with titles like The Degath
Of State Education’ and 'Human Rights: Who Needs Them?

'What on earth'sthis? Is paliticsredly the new rock and roll, then?

'Paul Javert is going to be spesking.'

'Who he?

Allierolled her eyes. The Home Secretary, Fio. Where have you been?
‘Touring. That means he runsthe police, doesn't it."

'Look, don't you redlisethisis serious? If you don't know who Paul isand
what he standsfor, | think you'd better come aong and find out. Trust me,
Fo. Westmingter isthe place, nothing's going to happen out herein the
gticks. So. . . ' She glanced at Fiorindas bedroll, her boots, her ragged skirts:
and winced, vighbly. Allie didn't like Fiorindas grunge-waif style, and had
tried to persuade her to smarten up, to no avail.

'Are you looking for someone, or —? 'Looking for Aoxomoxoa,' Fio improvised. 'l was supposed to
meet him

and thelads—"

'Oh! The Braindead Ones. Y eah, they're here. Unless they've been
chucked off the Site. Apparently Sage arrived completely smashed and got
into afisg—fight with the security people within minutes. Look, I'minared
rush. See you tomorrow, and remember be there.'

Allieflitted away into the dusk, leaving Fiorindaairkissed, flustered,
humiliated, puzzled: and with avague, wild ideathat Allie Marlowe must

be having an affair with the Home Secretary. What other explanation could
there possibly befor her enthusiasm? Or the attaché case.

The crowd outsde the Blue Lagoon had vanished. The canvas doorsto
the marquee were roped shut, nothing was scheduled in there tonight. She
went and stood listening to the dark and silence insgde for afew moments,
tasting her anticipation. Heishere.

She wandered on, looking for skulls, wondering if this crowd realy was
different, revolutionary, dangerous. Digital facemasks, bodymasks. Carniva
plumes and banners, the painted and the naked and the students and the



graights, al jostling together. Just the normal rockfest scene, far as Fiorinda
could see. It would be good if she could find the Heads. She didn't believe the
chucking-out story, that was just Alli€sway of saying she hated
Aoxomaoxoa

Sage and his band had been wearing digital skullsfor heads, for years, amark of deferenceto their late,
great, gurus, the Grateful Dead (an oblique

influence on the Heads actual music, which tended to vile noises and weird
multimediatricks). It was no longer so easy to pick them out in acrowd,
now that masks were commonplace, but they were sure to be out here
among masses somewhere. They liked to seelife.

She spread her deeping bag that night in an ancient army-surplus mess-tent,
next to Sage's preposterous great van, and woke to the sound of birdsong,
leaf shadows dappling the canvas roof. She'd cleared the detritus and
arranged the overspill of Heads belongings neetly on her polythene (the
Heads annexe had no groundshest), when the chief Head himself appeared
at the entrance. He came into the tent: immensdaly tall, Skull mask aready in
place; and perched himsdlf in one of his giant pixie poses on astack of
hardware.

'l don't remember asking you to do that.'

Sage liked chaos. Fiorindathe grunge-waif was secretly, innately neet.
'Yesyou did, Sage. You sad, "please dear Fio tidy up thisjumble sde, as

| know you hate mess, and then | will be ableto find things, and | will be
eterndly grateful ™

'Fuck. | did not.’

Aoxomoxods namein private lifewas ardic of the band's history.

They'd origindly cdled themsdves Purple Sage, but people had kept thinking it was 'Purple Haze':
which had pissed them off, so they'd been

forced to changeit. Fiorinda had met him when the Heads came backstage
after aDARK gig, in Amsterdam. They'd been best friends ever since.

"Y ou wouldn't know any different if you did, you were drunk asawhole
stink of skunks. Sage, you didn't actudly hit anyone, over whereto put the
van, did you?

The Heads version of Alli€'s chucking-out story was that Sage had

decided he didn't haveto park hisrig in the scummy hospitdity areaif he
didn't fed likeit. Site security had demured. Thered been 'apointless
argument’; and the van was here in Travellers Meadow —otherwise
reserved for well-connected hippie clanswith live-in wheels. 'Nah. | never
hit the bib people no more, ‘tisn't porting. | reasoned with ‘em. Honest.
Whereve you been, brat? Why'n't you turn up with DARK? People have
been worried. | was too wrecked to think of asking you last night.’

'l had afight with Charm," said Fiorindagloomily, picking up her

deeping bag and shaking it. 'Worse than ever. Horrible. | said I'd meet them
here. . .but I think we're finished, after this. Well hack it through the gig, and
then I will befired, or | will quit.’

Charm Dudley was DARK's frontwoman.

'What kind of afight? Didjahit her?

Fiorinda ducked her head and retired behind a curtain of red curls. 'l

may have done.' 'Hahaha. So, | think you can fuck off telling me how to behave, young
lady.' The blank spacesthat hid his eyeslit on awhite, covered bucket
sanding in acorner. 'What'sthat?

Sage's van was a mongter, there was aways something wrong withit.



Last night she had learned to her despair that the composting toilet was not
functiond. The Heads didn't care, indeed she suspected they'd have hated
the van if it ever managed the separation from squalor it so falsely promised.
Fiorinda had taken the law into her own hands.

'Itisabucket with alid. | went out and bought it from White Van Man.
He'sdoing them asasddine. | knew because he gave me alift in yesterday.'
'Off of White Van Man, Fio. Not "from". Watch yoursdf.' He went over

for acloser ingpection. 'l hopeit'snot a chemical toilet. | won't stand for that.
Wewill fix the composting thing, how could you doubt us.’

'No you won't. It has never worked properly, and the nearest portaloos

are ten hundred milesfrom here, and if the weather warms up they will get
maggots. | cannot cope with maggots squiggling around inches under my
bottom. It's only abucket. It can be cleansed by organically sound methods.
But I ingst onthelid. I can't helpit, I'm addicted to civilisation. What are
you doing up so early, anyway? Diarrhoea? I'll go for alittle stroll then, if
you don't mind—'

'Nah, were off out,’ said Sage, unhooking his one-shouldered dungarees
and lifting theinfamous lid. 'Going to town, to the L SE. Some kinda Green Nazi party politica
conference. Y ou ought to come, Fio. It'syour kind of gig.

Lottalong words. | see you're still wearing the yellow ribbon. Youreawise
girl. But don't you ever think you might be missing something?
"Trueintimacy is not to do with sex,’ said Fiorinda

Fio, Sage, Cack and George breakfasted on corn patties and coffee with a
heavy shot of cognac, from the White Van; and drove off to London, leaving
Bill and Luke to mind the shop (a sixth Head had quit after a severe hedlth
scare. Y ou needed a superb condtitution to survive the Aoxomoxoa lifestyle).
The roads were quiet. Hyde Park, where they |eft the van, was heaving. So
was the L SE. Fiorindawas amazed to see such a crowd, on a Sunday
lunchtime, in a place that didn't even have abar. There was no one on the
door at the main venue. They walked in and stood in the front hall, people—
watching: Sage and the lads waxing astonished to find themselvesingde an
actua seet of learning, admiring the marble mugshots of whosits,

wondering if you had to pass some kind of exam to get into the gigs?
Fiorindalet them wax, though she considered this performance too stupid to
be funny. Tv crews, some of them from proper mainstream channdls, were
pointing cameras and snatching soundbites. Immense numbers of people,

not al of them young, not dl of them funky, were peering at handlettered
natices, clutching printed handouts, shouting at each other and into phones:
purposeful, inspired, throbbing with incomprehensible excitement. | mean, thought Fiorinda, suppose they
actualy took over the government? Would

that be fun? Sending out Income Tax forms, cooking the unemployment
figures. Isthat thrilling?

"How important is this conference? she asked Sage, casudly. 'Do you

think any serioudy politica rockstarswill be here?

'Oh yeah." His mask, which was something different from the smplefx

the other Heads wore, writhed into a boneyard sneer. 'I'm surerock and
roll's own Great Pretender to the Countercultural throneis around
somewhere. Didn't know you were afan.’

I'mnot. Not at al. Judt. . . intrigued. Sightly.'

She didn't know who he was talking about. He wouldn't describe Rufus
O'Nidl in those terms, would he? Not to Fiorinda. The Heads must know the



story about Fio?s baby, it had not been awell-kept secret, but they never
mentioned her father to her. They were atactful bunch of drunken laddish
idiots. She couldn't bear to ask him to be more precise: but it was another
sign, oblique and paradoxical, asal red signsare. That made two messages
from fate, counting Allielast night. She would find him, he was here. It was
just strange that she had yet to hear his name, or see hispicture.

The lads wanted to snag one of the big name speakers, because you

might aswell. She ended up Sitting with them in aheavily raked lecture

theatre listening to the President of Chinatalking about the Environment.

The Heads were disgusted to find that they were watching avideo, even if the video took the form of a
free ganding moving image. 'Might aswell be

watching Michadl Jackson jive," growled Sage. 'If yer frontman's not going to
be physicdly there, it'sokay. But you hafta say so on the tickets," complained
Cack, shocked by the duplicity of the politicals.

Also, there was something wrong with the ST earbuttons. Whoever, or
whatever, was doing the ST, was comfortable with words like if, and but, and
and, not too happy with anything more strenuous.

The Heads | eft. Presumably the rest of the audience could understand
Mandarin because they stayed. So did Fiorinda, folding the President's
meaningless speech around her like acloak, composing hersdf withinits
shelter —amost like being wrapped in Sage's music, or whatever you cdlled
that stuff of his. Funny that the second most powerful person in the world
should have the same apped as an Aoxomoxoa and the Heads gig. At
Question Time, when heavy numbers started filing out, shejoined them and
went hunting for aVIP lounge, a backstage, atrack for insiders. Quite by
chance she became lodged in ahuman gridiock at the foot of ataircase, and
saw in the crush ahead of her asilver topknot, abald knob with an eagle
feather scaplock, and those broad shouldersin dark blood red. She reached a
desk. Smiling but determined door police, supported by armed security
muscle, wanted her name, wanted to scan her. She had to sign something.
The amiling but determined ones were turning alot of people avay.
Forindagot through. She didn't see what happened to the witches. Reading her handout as she dowly
climbed the gtairs, she found that shed signed up

for something caled New Faces For The Upper Chamber? Enrollment Only; and
Paul Javert would be speaking. Explained the security. But what did the man
who runs the police have to do with the former House of Lords?

'‘Complete bastard waste of time,' said one passing delegate to another.

'Some kinda fuckin' fake-Green peerage fer fuck's sake,' agreed the

second. Total sham.’

'All they want is our names and numbers, for later attention.’

I'm sure you'reright, thought Forinda, with aquam of unease. Could

she have just done something dangerous? She didn't care. She was backstage
of thisthing and sheld seen the witches again.

If anywhere, he would be here.

The workshop (or was this one aseminar?) wasin an antique,
buttoned—Ieather armchairs sort of library. There were vistas of London
rooftops through the windows, there were hungry tv and webcast folk,
therewere alot of vociferous people. AsFiorindaarrived asmall posse of
men in suits made their entrance, surrounded by a security escort (not

literaly in suits, but you could tell what they were as eadily asif they were
policemen). Allie Marlowe, wearing an even smarter black dress but the



same grey jacket, was with the party. She saw Fiorinda, and gave her a
complicated smile: the smile someone gives you when you have guessed a
puzzle that they thought you would not crack. 'Hey, Fio!"

Sage and Cack and George came up beside her, grinning (they couldn't

help it). 'We saw you'd signed up,’ explained Cack happily. 'So we did too.
What's this one?

'l haveno idea,' said Fiorinda. ‘It was an accident.’

‘Better ask our beloved leader,' offered Sage, sourly. Thereheis, Fio, if
youwant him.'

A lot of people had surged after the suits. Over by the windows, another

lot of people were pressing around aman in along leather coat. Fio
immediately went over there, blood thundering in her ears.

It was the person she had glimpsed outside the Blue Lagoon marquee.

But it wasn't Rufus. At close range and without the hat she knew this
ingtantly, but she couldn't believeit. She circled around, trying to get agood
graight look, irrational conviction fighting with the evidence of her eyes. It

had to be the Three Witches Thane of Cawdor, but it wasn't Rufus. Thisman
was much younger, much less heavily built and not so tal as he had seemed
in the dusk and he wasn't white but his skin was more milky—teathan
chestnut. She stared, unable to believe she could have made such amistake.
She had been so certain. It was the coat that had fooled her. A long brown
leather coat such as Rufus used to wesr, in the days when he came and
fetched her from school. The big, deek, soft and expensive animd skin coat
had seemed uniquely glamorous, it had become inextricably linked in her childish mind with Rufus
ONidl—

The not-Rufus caught her eye, raised an eyebrow and smiled wryly. She
recognised him, though they'd never met. He was Ax Preston, lead guitar

and frontman of The Chosen Few, or more usualy just The Chosen— aband
from the West Country, not very commercid, not Fio?skind of music, but
adored by the critics. He was supposed to be an ace guitari<t, bit old
fashioned, bit Ieft wing. Did he realy have pretensions? Not that she cared.
Sheturned away, glad she wasn't prone to blushing.

She saw it dl now. Rufus O'Nial wasn't even in the country. Thewhole
rumour of hisentry into post-UK politics was basdless, the ideathat he was
bound to turn up at Reading afigment of Forindasimagination. How could
she have built so much on so little? Sheld have walked straight out, except
she have had to fight through the crush, and anyway the Heads were here.
She might aswell Say, hide herself again in ashelter of meaninglessnoise.
Everyone milled around: immensdly too many to be seated at thetable

where the suits had arranged themsalves. Organisersimposed some kind of
order. The suits leader started to make a standard sort of speech, asfar ashe
could be heard above the hecklers,

'We're going to make England great again,’ he shouted, (against aloud,
determined anti-car chant from back in the stacks). ‘But we need your help,
your ideas, your input.’

'Y ou mean you need to cut aded with the Counterculturel’ Whoever said that had a voice like afoghorn.
All eyes, even Fiorindas,

turned to the speaker, a colourful character with a shaggy bleached crest and
—qoing by what you could see— afull complement of heavy piercingsand
tattoos. There was amurmur of non—political interest, because it was Pigsty
Liver, of Pig Liver and the Organs— abig name, inidiot-commercia terms.



The Organs were headlining a the Hyde Park festival. Rockstars dl over the
shop, thought Fiorinda. But not the only one who counted. The anti-car
chanters were being removed. An ardent fan who had climbed the
Economics stacks to get a better ook at the Home Secretary lost her footing
and fell with acrash. The suit who must be Paul Javert leaned forward over
his clagped hands, oblivious of dl the row, and grinned.

'And are you in aposition to offer usa"ded", Mr Pigsty?

Generd laughter. Evenin this context, the Big Pig was a crowd-pleaser.

He claimed he had undergone a personality change after having apig'sliver
transplant: abrazen fabrication, but the basis for videos where the Organs
rolled in mud, pretended to edt live piglets from atrough, appeared to fuck a
large white sow, and so on. Sort of thing the punters loved. Pig groped the
heavy sted |oop he wore through the septum of hisfleshy nose, picked a
lump of bogey and ateit. Hisfingerswerethick with rings, histeeth small,
white and even.

'Yeah. I'll tell you about it later. First off | want an office at Westminger,
with my name on the door. And a seat on the Cabinet and a sexy secretary.' More laughter.
Forinda prepared to dip into no-time: into the place she had found, had
been forced to find, or invent, in the terrible year. Between the seconds,
between the microseconds, she could take aeonsto deal with the fact that it
wasn't Rufus, and return refreshed, and no one would know she had been
gone. Unluckily, because she had co-operated with the organi ser types she
was in the front row, elbows on the long table. Trapped by those old
fashioned reflexes again, shefound it annoyingly hard to get her attention
away from what was going on. The chief suit had turned Pigsty's cheeky
response into abrainstorming exercise. Everyonein hisline of aght was
being asked what they wanted, from the new England.

What a stupid question.

No need to let the suit haveit dl his own way, however.

'I'm sorry,’ she said, when it was her turn, '| don't see the point.

Government in this country happensin Committee Rooms, off line and of f
the record. Not in public mestings. It's been that way forever. | don't expect
anything?s going to change because the flag gets easier to draw.’

'| seel Well, that puts mein my place!’

'l don't know what possible use you could have for our wish-lists. Unless
you're hoping well give you some free copy for your party's next

advertisng campaign.

Hefrowned. Fiorinda noticed that Allie, two placesto hisleft with alaptop perched on her knee, was
gazing a him soulfully. Shewondered if

that confirmed she was bandying words with the actual Home Secretary; or
wasAlliejudt practisng.

'l think the old should die more," said Ax Preston, though it was far from
histurn, (in the front row on purpose, presumably, to further hisvaulting
ambition). 'If you're old, you ought to die. It's common sense. And end state
education. There's no reason why kids today should haveto learn to read
and write and figure. We got computersto do that.'

'l think shit's going to be important,’ announced Sage, not to be outdone.
The Heads, drawn there because they were with Fio, were in the front row
too. 'l think it'simportant that we have apolicy for shit.’

'Shiit, | see. Y ou mean, the chaos of random events? Asin "shit happens'?
'Nah. Asin the brown stuff that comes out of my bottom. It's gonnabe



fuckin' crucid.’

'Could we," said Allie, her familiar voice rising suddenly and sharply out

from among the suits, ‘could we pleasetry to take this seriously. Something
momentous s happening—'

'Oh, Allie, noitisnot,’ said Fio. 'Dissolution isarubber ssamp. The
legidatures have been moving gpart for years. Nothing?s going to happen at
the end of December, bar changing the signs on the office doors:

Ax Preston grinned at her.

The Home Secretary didn't seem to recognise the Chosen's cel ébrated guitarist, or skull-masked
Aoxomoxoa, never mind Fiorinda, but he leaned

behind his neighbours to whisper to Allie, who whispered back. A guy
between them nodded, and made a note. Then one of the genuine Green
Nazis pitched in (a celebrity, by the way the camera people legpt to
attention) to haul the meeting back on topic. How is the government
planning to implement thisidea of handing the Second Chamber over to the
forcesfor positive change? What powers would such abody have?

And so on. People shouted, people were shouted down. Pigsty kept

asking for his office gpace and his sexy babe, and raised alaugh every time.
The Home Secretary decided to show avideo. The lesser suits shifted their
chairsaround, looking eager and interested: perhaps, in their minds, this

was the whole object of the exercise. Organiser types unfurled aplastic
screen. It began to diplay apainfully colour-distorted sequence of Merrie
England images, lacking a sound track. Morris Dancers, Umbrellas, Fish and
Chips, Steak And Kidney Puddings, Cricket Teams, Cottages With Roses...
'Great,' said someone. 'But are their faces meant to be that colour?

It'syer blue emitters,’ said Sage helpfully. "Triggering the emisson of
photons at blue wavelengths, yer need anice clean current, for consistent
high energy dectron trangtionsin yer semi—conductors. | think you'l find
centra London's havin' one of them power dips.’

The mask Sage usualy worewas aliving skull, freshly stripped: the bone
rose-tinged, eye spaces blood-blank, tooth enamel preternatualy bright. Today, for achange, it wasthe
charned version. Fiorinda noticed a suit

noticing, with ahorrified sart, Sage's hands, as skeletal as the mask but more
disturbing: dry brown boneswith black shadows between them, clinging
rags of withered flesh—

The video struggled on. Some yelled their scorn and derision; and lft.
Others stayed to catcall and dow handclap, but that was asfar asit went. No
violence. By thetime the screen wasrolled up again, the crowd had thinned
out and quieted down, and the suits prepared to leave with some dignity.
The note-taker came sidling up to Forinda

‘Allietellsmeyou're arising popstar, Fiorinda.'

‘That'snice of her.'

He was youngish, plump, Asian, thick black wavy hair, taste-free
weekend-casuals.

'l wonder if you'd mind telling me, what exactly does muso mean? Would
that mean, apop star who isatrained musician, in the er, the traditional
sense?

'Not necessarily. | suppose it means someonewho isn willing to bea
commodity. Who cares about the art and craft of it, rather than doing
anything that will make money.' She snagged a glance at the screen of his
lap-top, while he leaned across the corner of thetable, corralling her in place.



Therewasaligt of names, including her own. Next to Ax Preston, it said has
ideas. Next to Fiorindait said light voice. Huh. | do not! Time to start smoking the heavy tars again.
'And that's good? He gazed at her intently.

'Wdll, obvioudy,’

Over Mr Weekend?s strategic shoulder, Ax Preston was grinning again.

He had nice eyes. She wondered was he laughing at her, or at the suit.

The Home Secretary's party swept out in awave of cameraflashes.
Forindawaked around looking at the books, and then went to join the
Heads in the knot of music biz people around Ax Preston.

'Areyou sure about sanding for Parliament? Sage was asking, affecting
friendly concern. 'l ¢'n understand you quitting the band. But why don't you
just get adecent job—?

'l have not |eft the band,’ snapped the guitarist. 'If you've started

believing al the bollocks you read in the music press, Sage, it'stimeyou
booked yoursdlf into rehab again.'

"Y ou know, most people think the Chosen broke up years ago, soit's
gonnabe athrill, seeing you at Reading. I'm redlly planning to try and catch
that.'

The Heads and the Chosen Few represented opposing traditions. They
couldn't have been more different, but their star performers had akind of
pardld standing in the Indie world: Sage the brillantly commercid techno
wizard, Ax Preston the pure musician with the critical and political cred.
There tended to be a natural hostility when their paths crossed. Put it another way, Sage liked to wind Ax
Preston up.

The music-world group was possessed of certain facts, which they now
expected to be aired. Such as, ashort while ago Milly Kettle, the Chosen's
drummer and Ax'slong time girlfriend, had suddenly become vocdist and
rhythm guitarist Jordan Preston's girlfriend instead. Such as, Sage had
recently lost the find round in his messy and pricey atemptsto recover the
rightsto the Heads first abum, the legendary Morpho. Promisng materid
for invective; or with luck amore physica exchange.

'Oh! Could | talk to you guys?

Allie Marlowe had | eft with the suits, but sheld come back. She stood
hugging her attaché case, nervous and sdf-important. ‘Oh, Paul would like
to, um, put a proposal to some of you. | have alist of names here!'

Sheread out her list, and dispensed dips of fresh-pressed plastic.

» You?l need thosefor ID. Must rush, | haveto talk to Pigsty.?

The selected |ooked at each other in bemusement. 'Holy Fuck,’ said a
style-victim black youth, with acrimson brush cut and the face of a
depraved cherub, 'What did we audition for? Does anyone know?

His companion tossed back shining brown cavaier ringlets. 'Oh, Oh, Oh,
pass the plutonium, Darius. Weve been sampled for destruction.’

Sily boys, thought Forinda.

'l know | had my particulars taken down," said an older, booming voice.
That gave her ajolt. She remembered being scanned, at the enrollment table. Bravado aside, it wasthe
first timeto her knowledge that sheld been handled

by thelaw: and she didn't likeit. Happily Sage seemed to havelogt interest
in plaguing the guitar-man, so they could leave, and she didn't have to come
back.

After the LSE gig, Ax returned to the house on the Lambeth Road that

bel onged to his good friend Rob Nelson, of the PoMo band Shake Eyes; who



shared it with histhree fabulous girlfriends (aka The Eyes) and various other
members of the tribe. He was staying there, while the Chosen camped at
Reading, because he needed to be at the heart of thisthing; and he didn't

want to bein the Park. Some time after midnight he left the house, sone cold
sober, and walked through the poorly-lit, humid night, up thelong, straight
road to theriver. Heliked waking, it helped him think. When you walked

you saw things, felt things, smlt thingsthat occupied the outer layers of the
mind, freeing-up the machinery. A stack of binbags big as ahouse, who did
that, and wasit art? A scuttling rat with animmensdly long tail; apair of
barefoot, horrible-looking little children crouched adeep in adoorway.

The city was not deeping. It crawled with light and movement, but on

Vauxhall Bridge there was nobody about. A full moon dipped between
broken clouds. Ax had talked to the band, his brothers Shane and Jordan,

and Milly. Made sure they were okay, warned them he was going to be

away acouple more days, doled out praise and customized attention for each of them. Attention keeps
people swest, one of those little mechanical

tricks he'd picked up. Obvioudy no substitute for real fegling, but you don't
aways have timefor red feding, and you aways need to keep people swest.
Hewaked up and down, pondering the imponderables of life: like why was
his Dad such ashite, and what about that little red-haired girl?

A few years ago, when the Chosen had their rush of money, he/d donethe
traditional thing and bought his parents a nice house outside Taunton, his

home town. Mum and Dad were il living there, dong with Ax's youngest
brother and hissiter, but Dad —without telling Ax— had raised two
mortgages on the property, spent the money and falen behind on the
payments. The Situation had just gone critica, which waswhy Ax knew

about it. It was amazing, the amount of fucking stupid behaviour his Dad

could pack into alife that should be problem free. Get out of bed, go down
the pub. What else had ever been asked of the bastard?

Hewished he could sort that problem, once and for al. Since he knew he
could not he put it aside, and contemplated instead the things that had gone
down today: itemising faces, names, quirks of behaviour, factsand

inferences, storing them for future reference. Thelittle red headed girl was
wearing the yellow ribbon, which meant the long stare sheldd given him

couldn't have the straightforward meaning.

Ax liked ydlow ribbon people. It was agood ingtitution, he often woreit
himself. It meant you could cut alot of crap. If someone didn't want the warning to be respected, if they
were just trying to make themsalves more

desirable, too bad. But why did she look at him like that? Fiorinda. He knew
the name. Rufus O'Nidl's daughter, but the less said about that the better.
Very young, very angsty: and obvioudly, now hed met her, not your average
baby-star. Pity about the accent.

Rob was excited about this devel opment with Paul Javert. And yeah,

there was something init. Pigsty the government stooge, recruited beforehand,
the rest of them picked up asfiller. For what? Didn't matter really. Whatever was
supposed to be going on, it could be useful to be involved. Ax was wondering if
he could keep alow enough profilein asmdl working party, especidly with that
mouthy fucker Sage around. He wasn't ready to make hismove, not for along
timeyet. In that regard, Pigsty would be useful. A good attention—attractor,
nice and loud and ugly. The suitswere in the mood to abase themsalves before
ugly, and you could understand why.



The Pig wasright. The government had to make adea with the so—

called Counterculture. The current GM related crop failures, and home
wrecker floodsin previoudy unaffected venues, hadn improved a Situation
that was getting rapidly out of hand. The UK s share of the world?s weather
and food disasters werent killers, (if you redly want to be scared, look at the
multi-drug-resistant TB and viral pneumoniadeathd!), but theyd brought
public moraeto thetipping point. It was | told you so time, and the Extreme
Greens, the Hardline Counterculturas, whatever they called themsalves, were making the most of it,
reaping the whirlwind. There were outlaw

bands of eco-warriors roaming unchecked, 'rdleasing' farm animds, trashing
science parks, sabotaging consumerism any way that occurred to them —
and gaining more support, not less, from Middle England, asthe violence
increased. And at the back of it dl, the great economic meltdown,
inescapable anywhere in Europe.

Classc stuation. Frightening Situation.

Got to admire Paul Javert's nerve. He must have known he'd get

daughtered. But it was pitiful. The fast-track government types thought they
were razor-sharp, keen political minds. It went right by them that they'd

been breathing the same shit atmosphere, feeding on the same poisons as
their idiot voters. That's how they ended up coming to the only people who
might handle the CCM for them, scouting for advertisng copy.

He paused in his pacing. What if he could actudly do it, one day? Take
control, turn the situation around? Then he could look forward to becoming
as deluded and full-of-shit as one of those suits this afternoon; and then later
there€d be the fun of watching everything hed achieved trashed to fuck by
the next new wave.

Unless he saved them the trouble by ruining it al himsdlf.

Still beworth it, he decided. | understand the deal, and | accept.

Footsteps, that had failed to penetrate his reverie, suddenly sounded
closeand loud. A solitary armoured policeman was coming towards him. 'Evening, Sir.'
'Evening, officer.’

'Or morning, | should say. It's past two o'clock. Would you mind telling

me what you're doing down here, Sir?

Thinking.'

The upper part of the man's face was concedled: achinguard reached

amogt to hisnose. The mask of armour studied Ax impassibly.

'It'snot very safe, at thishour. Any ID onyou, Sir?

Ax fet awhitelight dawningin hisbrain: the certainty of destiny. He
produced the plastic card that identified him as one of the Home Secretary's
chosen. The policeman examined it thoroughly, running the biometricsand
God knowswhat other information through the datalink in hisvisor.

'Right you are, Sir. | suppose you know what you're doing.'

'l hopel do.'

They started to walk together, falling into step. 'Hag of St George,' said

the policeman, with anod down the river to Westmingter. 'It'll be funny to
seeit onitsown. Like afootbal match. But it's about time, in my opinion.
About time we got back to basics:'

"To theredlity of the Stuation,’ agreed the Ax. That'swhat we need. Some redlity.'

2: Innocence and Experience
Pigsty didn't get his sexy secretary, not yet, but when Paul Javert explained



his proposd, two days later, it wasin a Committee Room in Whitehdl. The
Home Secretary wanted to set up a Counter Cultura Think Tank (he was
relying on them to suggest acaichier title), enlisting culturd icons
sympathetic to both sides of the debate to advise the government and
reassure the public. Hed decided that pop music wasthe key: universaly
accessble as no other art form, non-dlitit, fun, and yet longtime associated
by the punters with principled, non-violent protest against the

Establishment. . .

There were six auits. Paul Javert, Mr Weekend the notetaker (whose

name was Benny Preminder), another man from the L SE; and three women
who hadn't been at that gig. Paul Javert wasin dinky black, like afantasy
thriller hero. The otherswerein hopelessleisurewear, it must be giving Allie
serious pain to St beside them. It was very clear thistimethat they had a
specid reationship with Pigsty, who sat flanked by equaly well—hard
Organs, putting hisfeet up, scratching, farting, and looking insufferably
smug. Forindawondered if the suits genuinegly believed that Pigsty Liver

was aleading socid satirist. Maybe they did. The Pig, with hisageing raver
ironmongery, was regarded as ataent-free idiot by anyone Fio knew: but he
was a household name, and might look convincing to the unwary, sitting there bravely outlawed from
suit-wearing, as one who has nailed his colours

to the mast.

Mr Javert's other recruits (most of whom had been at the LSE; afew who
hadn't) were something €l se again. Besides Aoxomoxoaand the Heads, and
Ax Preston (rest of the Chosen weren't here), he had Rob Nelson of Shake
Eyes, Ken Batty from Direct Action, MartinaRage from Krool, the heavy metd
feminigs. DK the DJ (Dilip Krishnachandran), the Perfect Master of IMMIx,
Roxane Smith the veteran critic; and that new techno boy-duo (reckoned
interesting by the Heads, though Fiorindadidn't get it) who caled
themsdves The Adjuvants. Plusan Idamic ghazd singer from Leicester, who
wore aburga and was supposed to be the Next Big Thing. All inal, awell
filled shopping trolley. Redism prevented her from including herself
(probably thrown in to improve the girl quotient), but if you'd given

someone who knew the score free rein to collect the tastiest people on the
English Indie scene, thiswaswhat you might get. Everyone clocked
everyone e se, covertly. Nobody explained to Mr Javert that he hadn't
enliged any pop musicians, unlessyou counted Pigsty and the Organs.
Fiorinda had come back against her better judgement because the Heads
were coming. She amused herself pondering the fate of dead metaphors,

while the others played the wish-list game. What colours?'Mast' could bea
word for penis, and 'nail' means apiercing, but what are these colours Pig's
nailed to hiswilly? Something to do with nail varnish? Pigsty has stuck hisampallang thingy to hiswilly
with puce nall varnish, which showsheis

incredibly brave and determined. But what isthis grist that the suits say we
must giveto their mill?, and if were talking about eco—warriorslying to the
media, what has that to do with pots calling kettles black? When do cows
come home, and what have roosting chickens to do with bad guys getting
their come-uppance? What does 'roost’ mean, anyhow...?

We need a caring hospice for figures of speech, she decided. We should
treasure our cliches and use them tenderly because soon nobody will know.
Dead metaphors, dead words, words that are themselves layers of played
out metaphor: the shells of dead sea creatures, snking down and losing their



shapes, getting embedded, turning into rock. Maybe culturd deracinationis
when no one remembers deracination means pulling something up by the
roots. Or that if you do that, whatever it iswill die—

Whenever Fiorinda spoke —which she did, occasiondly, to break the
monotony— everybody stared. It was annoying. Martinathe militant
feminist never shut up, and nobody stared at her. Fiorinda was unimpressed
by feminism. Experience told her that women who tried to buck the age old
system were either defeated and futile, such as her mother, or easily asnasty
as any man, such as Carly. Thanks, but no thanks. 1741 make my own terms,
When Ax spoke everyone laughed, including the suits, dthough they

looked atrifle shifty asthey chuckled. Presumably because his 'provocetive
suggestions (the poor should eat shit, the unemployed should be sold as daves) bore some passing
resemblance to current government policy. It

lasted a couple of hours. Fereshteh the ghazal singer sat in her black bag, like
arunning jokein anironic tv cartoon, and never said aword. After the show
they were bussed (nice bus, no expense spared) to atv studio near theriver,
wherethey had abig joint interview for a current affairs programme. Sage's
loud ingstence that Cornish Brythonic should be made the officid language
of the new English Parliament earned him cheers from the studio audience,
and agood timewas had by al. At the end, Allie handed out plastic per
diems and told them when to come back.

The Heads were taking Ken to Whipsnade, where the anima rights

people were running afeasibility study (read: another greenriot) on the
freeing of wolves and other large mammals. Fiorinda didn't approve.
Wouldn't wolves decimate or starve out indigenous predators? Like minks
did?'Nah,' said Sage. 'Ax isgonnaorganise asupply of smdl children, in
depots round the country: it'll help reduce the surplus population.’
'Inlittlered cloaks,’ said Fio. '‘And pigsin straw houses. Releasing zoo
animasisas stupid as your jokes, Sage.'

"The helix of time has brought one change,’ announced Verlaine, the
Adjuvant with the cavdier ringlets; striking apose. 'If thiswas Paris 1789,
weld dl be ether lawyersor journdists:!

Chip Desmond clutched hisred crest and made retching noises—

'Y ou're out of your brains,' Fiorindatold them. ‘More like Paris 1968. A street—party, afew burned out
cars, and back to businessasusual .’

‘That'swhat | like about you, Fiorinda," said AX. 'Y ou're not easily
impressed.’

'What's there to be impressed about? This dumb PR stunt? Please.’

The van took off north. Fiorindawent down the pub with most of the

others. Eventualy Rob Nelson'sthree girlfriends, Doraand Feliceand
Cherry, cameto pick him up in their battered pink Cadillac, and she went
back in the car with them and Ax Preston to the Snake Eyes house. It was
easer than deciding how to get back to Reading; and there was nowhere else
that she wanted to be. Rob's place was full of Dissolution Rocksters. The only
bed he could offer her wasin a coffin-like closet on the top floor. It was
caled the Mugs Room. Actual mugs crowded around the mattress on the
floor, ranked on shelves, dangling from the celling, stacked on the floor.
Mugsin dl colours, mugs adorned with witty comments. Merchandizing
mugs, hovelty mugs, pretty mugs, arty mugs, obscene mugs.

'No one ever wants to throw one out,’ explained Rob, 'unlessit breaks.
They'reahasde of modern life. Troubleis, | said that on thetv, on arugrats



programme? Tryin' to think of something non—horny to say about my
homdife? So, you can guess. They mount up.’
The closet had obvioudy had along career asthe doss of last resort. It
looked clean but it smdt of stale vomit. Fio declined, which turned out to
mean she was sharing the big living room in the basement with Ax Preston. She was surprised to find that
thiswas where he was deegping. Sheld have
thought he'd be in the penthouse suite.
It'snot so bad,’ said Ax, putting aside the guitar on which he'd been
doodling quietly, in the background, al through the palitica discussion.
(Like Jane Augten, Fiorinda had thought: scribbling anove on the edge of
the drawing room table)."Y ou can't deep until everyone else has gone, but |
don't mind. | never deep much.’
'Where do you usudly live?
'In Taunton, with the band.’
'Isthat nice, living in the country?
"Taunton isn't the country,’ he said, frowning at the end of the spliff he
waslighting. ‘it's much worse than that. But it's where we were born. That's
important. | want usto stay there.'
Theway everybody laughed at Ax and everybody stared at Fiorinda
had created an dliance. In the Whitehal meeting and at the tv studio they'd
kept catching each other's eye, and amiling ironically.
'What d'you think they want from us? she asked. The suits, | mean.’
'l don't much care. I'm wondering what use | can make of this.'
There he goes, she thought. Everybody's crazy about something.
'AX. . . do you watch alot of televison?
He looked blank. '‘Never havetimefor it.'
'Do alot of stuff on the internet? 'Shane looks after al that. | can't be bothered.”
'Okay, do you liketo et in fancy restaurants?
'Fuck, no.'
'Well, the norma peoplein this country do nothing ese but watch tv and
click around in cyberspace, whereas the ruling classes spend their whole
time grovelling and scheming to get atable at thisweek's top restaurant.
Faceit, you've got nothing in common with them. There's no way you are
going to get themto. . . to vote for you, or whatever it isyou want.'
'Maybe | know what's good for them better than they do themsdlves!'
‘That wouldn't be hard. But.' She waslost for words. Unlike the
Adjuvants, spouting radical ideas with one eye in the mirror, there was
something un-self-regarding in the Ax that made his obsesson more
embarassing than funny. She wanted to save him from himsdf.
Helooked at her, narrow-eyed: off on hisown angle. 'What d'you make
of Pigsty?
'He'sgenuine,' said Forinda, immediately. 'He's not putting it on for the
punters, which iswhat | assumed before | met him. He'sjust what he makes
himsdf out to be. Thekind of crass, stupid, self-satisfied libertarian bastard
who would bugger afiveyear old in the name of freelove!
'Nothing wrong with buggering afiveyear old,' said Ax, in his eat the
unemployed voice. 'If thekid's having agood time, whose businessisit.'
'Exactly. Yeah, you got it. That's Pigsty.' They laughed. 'But we'll keep our opinion to oursalves!'
The suits adored the Big Pig: so the rest of them were aready drawn into
this complicity. Fiorinda nodded, wondering why she would keep her
opinion to hersdf. Why was she getting involved in thisthing? Maybe it was



agood career move. Maybeit filled ahorrible blank.

She had been lent amanky deeping bag. There was a proper bed made

up for Ax on the couch, with aduvet and sheets. He galantly offered it.
Fiorinda counter-offered that they could share.

'Y eah, okay,' said Ax. Thanks.'

She glanced at the yellow ribbon, which he was a so wearing today, and
made a pragmatic decision, based on theirritating dternative of lying there
wondering if he was going to make amove. The ribbon worked fairly well,
but it was asking alot to expect it to function when you were sharing a bed
with someone you hardly knew. 'If you like, we can do sex.’

'Y ou sure that would be okay?

'No problem. Ribbon just means you're not looking for it, far asI?2m
concerned. | don't mind, honest.'

‘Right. I'll seeif I've got acondom.’

'If you want. | don't care. I'm clean, and I'm not going to get pregnant on
you. They gave metheinjection in hospital when—' She stopped, but had
aready gonetoo far. When | had the baby,’ she finished, casually.

"You had akid, oh, yeah, | heard that.' ‘Not any more. It. . . hedied.
'Wdll,' said Ax, after amoment, ‘that was abad break.' He reached out,
touching her for thefirst time, and stroked back alock of thered curlsthat
tumbled round her face. 'Y ou've had hard times, | know. | very much admire
the way you have come through them.'

Shedared a him, like: what weird language is this?

'Do you want that fuck?

'I'll see about the condom,” said Ax, hoping he wasn't making a horrible
mistake. But what he was doing felt right. He would go with it.

For Fiorinda it was okay, except that he turned out to be the considerate
type, whereas she was not going to get aroused by him unless he brokeinto
her when she was dry, the way her father used to do it. She couldn't tell him
this, and didn't fed like faking. 'I'm going to have to masturbate. Do you
mind? 'Why would | mind? said Ax, (sounding taken aback at finding
himsdf in bed with agirl who said mastur bate when she meant wank) 'Y ou
do what fedsgood.' Then the sex wasfine. They did it four moretimes
during the night: something neither of them had expected.

The Dissolution Festiva at Reading unfolded its dl-embracing programme,
Rock bands rocked, circus troupes trouped, folkies folked, poets droned,
stand-ups lacerated themselves and any fool ese. Anything Celtic was
violently heckled, in newborn English patriotic feding. Aoxomoxoa and the Heads headlined to the usud
huge, adoring, laddish crowd. The plan for

bussing artists around the country to other sites did not happen, owing to
criss conditions and economic meltdown. A secret gang of persond
trangport wreckers haunted the parking fields, leaving every morning a
fresh swathe of terminally immobilised vehiclesthat were ared hasdeto
dedl with.

Forindaand DARK did amiserable set on Red Stage, which was
maingtage, in therain at lunchtime. Everything went wrong, and such few
people as happened to be drifting around pretty well ignored them. The next
night they wereindoors at the Green Room. Things were tense. They were
al saverdly drunk, and very shaken by their Red Stage failure. Fil Slattery
and Gauri Mogtd were sullen, Cafren Free sllently suicidd. Charmwasina
savage bad temper, and Tom Okopie the bassist was too smashed to be his



usual steadying influence. Added to thisit turned out they had ared crowd,
not hardcore DARK fans but actua punters who had heard the buzz, and
maybe even bought the album. DARK were famous (relatively spesking) for
fucking-up royaly whenever people looked like liking them. It could have
been adisaster. Instead they flipped into a state of high energy and played
like demons, Fiorinda's pure, ferocious vocas and wild guitar taking
everything by sorm. Shewas radiating. So much so that, with the set two
thirds done, shelooked around, caught everybody's eye, and launched them,
unilaterdly, into ,, Stonecold?—her own teenage vagrant anthem, and akiller tune, which Charm had
axed from the set. She couldn't stop hersdlf.

» Stonecold? was huge, the crowd loved it. Charm went aong with the
coup, face like thunder, until the end of the song. Then she came over,
glaring like a demented stoat, not quite steady on the feet, and said
something audible and sarcadtic to her vocali, to the effect, Fiorindas
shitful Megastar Dad would be proud of her dirty tactics—

Charm never mentioned the fact that the Megastar Dad had dlegedly got
histwelve year old daughter pregnant. Otherwise it was no holds barred,
ever since she'd found out who Fiorinda's father was.

Aoxomoxoa and the Heads were down in the mosh, breaking the
celebs/punters barrier with their usua aplomb. They had agrandstand view
of what happened next: the incandescent teenager in her sparkly blue party
dress, squaring up to the queen of Northern Radical Dyke Rock. Charm all
mean and nasty, no surprise. . . But though Fiorinda may dresslikethe
ballerina.on the musical box, and may look fragile, she stands an easy five
foot fivein her army boots, which gives her acouple of inches over Charm;
and she's not afraid to make hersdf useful. Doesn't let the height disparity
worry her: hauls off and lands the demented stoat aclip that sends Charm
flying, guitar howling, into astack of amps—

"Wooeee!' yelled Sage, punching theair, That'smy girl!'

They removed themsalves from the scene, however, during the stage
invasion that followed. Shameto leave agood ruckus, but as George said, they'd be doing the kid no
favours, giving their seal of gpproval to that sort

of unladylike behaviour.

DARK had an impromptu debriefing, when they'd been hustled off. They
hardly bothered with the latest incident, but cut straight to the chase, the redl
problem, the power struggle. Thisismy fucking band,' yelled Charm. 'l say
what goes on the set list and that's—'

'Look,' said Fiorinda, biting back tears of rage and despair. ‘Don't be such
abrainless shit. Okay, | wroteit, I'm sorry. It isn't relevant who wroteit.
“Stonecold” works for us.'

'Fuck that!" screamed Charm, eyes popping. 'Who's"us' princess?You
want the same crap megabucks stadium success as your dad, and DARK is
not going that way!"

'l want usto get somewhere," shouted Fiorinda defiantly. ‘Don't you?
'FUCK YOU, daddy's girl—'

'Y ou're scared, Charm. Y ou can't stand the hest.’

'| can't stand this,” muttered Cafren Free, pale blonde head in her hands.
Tom stayed with Fiorindawhen everyone e se went off to the bus.

Plump, black, cuddly Tom had always been niceto Fio, far asrock and roll
feudaism dlowed. Don't let Charm get to you, hetold her earnestly. It's
right-on, constant fuck-ups, constan’ revolution, freedom to flail, that's what



DARK's about, provesthe band'sintegriry. . . But Tom wastotally pissed and he was Cafren's
boyfriend. He couldn't redly be Fiorindasaly. Tom

bel onged to Cafren, DARK belonged to Charm Dudley, and Fiorindahad no
placeto lay her head.

She returned to the van, where she found Sage alone, and incredibly
unsympathetic. He'd seen the whole thing, and hadn't even come backstage

to back her up. What d'you expect, he said. Y ou were fantastic, but it's not
going to get you nowhere at thisfucking rate. Y ou're too big for Charm, she
knowsit, but she's not going to hand you her band on a plate. Give her some
space, supid brat. He told her she ought to pack in the public violence or

take up mud-wrestling, which was an absolute fucking cheek, coming fromhim.
Advised her shewas going to have a shit of ahangover, and left on some
sexud prowl or other. She crawled into the annexe and lay there spinning,
hating everyone, too proud to cry herself to deep.

Notoriety sometimes pays. Fiorinda snagged an invitation to do asolo gig at
the Best of the Fest club, a'smoky late night cabaret”: where she went down a
treat. She stayed away from DARK, but went to a couple more meetingsin
Whitehdl, and spent a couple more nights at the Snake Eyes house. One
chilly August morning, when the two weeks of the Festival were nearly over,
she met Ax inthe arena. They were both queuing to buy breskfast from a
van. Hewas wearing that leather coat, and had aguitar case dung over his
shoulder: which made her smile. See Ax Preston, see guitar. 'Oh, hello,’ said Fio. 'What are you doing
here?| thought you were

gtaying in London.’

'l ‘am, but the Chosen played the Blue Lagoon last night.’

'How wasit?

'Not bad.'

He had refused to play the Jerusalem solo for them. And the crowd went
crazy, but he dtill refused to play it. . . the howling cascades of notes singing

in hisheed, in hisfingers, in hisbals, inthe muscles of hisforearms: but he
knew it was right not to be persuaded. Better withhold, deny yoursdlf the
quick hit. Hed been thinking well, they're not watching the telly now, (though
millions wer e watching, punters who were scared of the Fest of Dissolution?s
rep, but were il riding thiswave): which had annoyed him. He didn't want
tofal into the trap of trying to impressthisgirl. It would be doubly stupidin
her case, because Fio did not want to be impressed. It wouldn't belike a
bunch of rosesif he did something she admired, it would just piss her off. He
wondered where she'd been, last night. He was not going to ask.

Keep things cool and friendly.

'Y ou next? said the Korean noodle man, with asmile of contempt. As

usua at thesethings, al the catering people by now hated al their customers
indiscriminatdy.

I'll have the flat kind, dunno what you cal ‘em.' He perused the list of

fillings. 'With the veg, ginger pickle, and seaweed.' Fio bought abowl of miso soup. They walked off
together.

Ax was looking at hisfood in deep dismay.

'What's the matter?

'Fuck. | thought seaweed meant that nice dry shredded cabbage.’

His noodles had been buried under amound of steaming kelp, actua

yards of dick, disgusting marine leather. 'The bastard, he knew | didn't

know what he was talking about—'



'So chuck it."

'I can't do that. Therésno bin. | can't chuck it on the ground. What d'you
think this place would look like, if people just chucked stuff on the ground?
Like it does, thought Fiorinda. 'Don't panic. I'll haveit.'

They did the transfer. Fiorinda burrowed in her underskirts and brought

out the saltbox: balancing her biodegradabl e soupbowl deftly on her wrist
while she opened it. 'Want some?

Hefrowned at the twinkling white powder. 'Bit early for me, thanks.'
It'ssalt.

'Y ou're going to put salt on seaweed and miso?

' like sdt. Anyway, seaweed doesn't taste sAlty, it tastes of iodine.’

He'd been hoping for achanceto talk to her in aneutra context. HEd
talked to everybody e se, except that fucker Sage: just making himsalf known
at this stage. But the times held been private with Fio held been sidetracked
by the sexua opportunity. She wasn't physically histype, and she was fucked up as hell, poor kid, but
somehow he kept wanting more.

Maybe it was the chalenge to his manhood. Getting Fiorindato come
wasn't the problem, oh no. Getting Fiorindato respond emotiondly to sex:
that was a project.

'What about this Think Tank? | notice you're ill up for it.'

Forindawas hungry. The Festival of Dissolution had given up providing
freefood for its artists, and the government perdiems were useless. Shewas
trying not to waste her cash reserves on stupid bodyfud. She chewed kelp
doggedly before she answvered.

'l think it's obscurely addictive. Like watching adull arthouse movie,

that is somehow quirky enough to hold your attention. | suppose the media
exposure has to be good.’

There had been a steady flow of attention. Pigsty was most in demand.

Ax and Sage and Fiorindawere also popular, but media people were wary
of Sage. He had no respect for them whatever, and could be murder to
interview.

"They like you, because of your accent.’

'Mmm. | know. It cracks people up. They like you because you give good
one-liners!

'And the dresses. The mediafolk like your dresses. Sodo |. That'sagood
look.’

"Thanks. It'smy oneidea. | buy evening gowns from charity shops, and wear them on top of each other.
It'snot origina but it'sflashy: and cheap, as

long asyourefairly littleand thin.'

"The website's crap though.'

Forinda hadn't seen it. She shrugged, indifferently.

They ate and walked, catching the occasiond nudge and glance from the
sparse morning crowd. ‘A dull black and white movie. It'sapoint of view.
What're your plans after the end of the Festival?'Y ou going back north with
DARK?

'No," said Fiorinda, sorry held raised the subject. She'd been enjoying
talking to someone who didn't know about her plight. It made a nice change.
'Y ou could move in at Snake Eyes. Should be more space there soon.
"Thanks, but | think I'll stay here. The campground isn't going to break

up. A lot of people are planning on staying until Dissolution Day, that's the
idea. Our landlords are letting it happen, and the Thames Vdley police



aren't going to interfere. They reckon well float away of our own accord
when the weether turns nasty. | expect they'reright.’

HurdyGurdy, a hippie consortium that had bought the Rivermead site

when the previous owners went belly-up, had vowed that they intended
preserving it for the Countecultura nation'. The River had other idess.
'Hmm." Ax came to a stand, annoyed that he hadn't heard this news

himsdf. They'd reached arubbish point, a hive of open mouthed black bin
bagsin awash of faultily aimed garbage. He took Fiorinda's bow! and chucked them both, making sure
he did not miss. 'l hope you keep coming

to watch the movie, anyway. I've got plansfor this Think Tank, Fiorinda |
believe we could make agood team. Y ou and me, and Sage. I'd value Sage's
input, though he might be surprised to hear it; and the others. We could
make a difference to this country'sfuture.'

'Y ou're out of your mind,' said Fio. 'Y ou're arock star, not a palitician.’

'I don't want to be apalitician. Thetimefor politicsis past.?

'Oh. Wéll, | go thisway.'

Ax was heading for the Roving Presence Pavilion, in the opposite

direction. 'I'm meeting peoplein China. Can | persuade you to join me?

'No thanks. See you later, then.’

'Y eah, later.’

Forindadidn't have anything specid to do, shed smply fdt that the
conversation was getting avkward. There was aso the problem of having
dept with someone a couple of times, and not being sureif it'sgoing to
happen again. The moment shed left him, standing therelooking alittle
forlorn, she wanted to turn back. She resisted the impulse, and decided to
investigate the Zen Sdf tent. According to Luke and Cack it had excellent
rides: good as the zorbsperience, which wasthe best thing in Violet Alley,
the arenas officia playground.

The tent was bigger than it had seemed from the outside. She looked into the booths around the inner
walls and was disappointed to find that most of

the things you could try involved getting hooked up to computers. Fiorinda
liked playing fantasy games, but on the whole information technology had
passed her by. Her childhood in the cold house had |eft her convinced that
she could never catch up. A few people were examining a coffin szed cigar
shaped cylinder on agiant swivel arrangement.

'What'sthis? she asked the Zen Sdlfer who seemed to be in charge.
'It'sacentrifuge,’ said the young man briskly. "Y ou get in there. We

subject your body to stresses equivaent to severd gravities. You lose
CONSCIOUSNESS!

'Isthat fun?

'Wdll, it'sinteresting, because on the way out you will have aNear Death
Experience. Anyone can have a Near Death Experience. There doesn't have
to be apathological reason. Asthe blood leaves your brain you get the
tunne vision, you seethe bright light, you fed you're floating, you seemto

be outside your body. Y ou reach abeautiful place, you may fedl you are
being judged, you'll meet the people you love mogt, you won't want to come
back. The whole thing. It's smply what G-LOC does to the Cephalic
Nervous System. Want to have ago?

‘Um.

'We giveyou amedical check first.'

'What's it about, though? 'It's about consciousness. That'swhat al our stuff's about. Y ou can get



your brain imaged in action, you can get hooked up and see your own
40hertz oscillations. Y ou can see ared time smulation of theinformation
loading in the hydrophobic protein sacs of the neuronic cytoskeleton; or you
can try the blindsight experiment. Over there, you can get the two halves of
your brain virtualy dissociated and experience being two people: try to
contact your right—brain self. Or you could do the collgpsed wave-function
experiment—'

‘Thanksfor explaining everything. | think I'll just—'

'Most people,’ said the young man, 'do the reductionist thingsfirst. Then
they listen to Olwen. That's aso somewhere to start. There's aworkshop
beginning now.’

In the centre of the tent therewas alow, circular wooden staging. A

woman in aydlow sari and a crimson blouse was walking about on this
stage in front of a projection screen, fussing with her laser pointer and
checking over her props. an amaryllislily in atdl glassvase, acage of white
rats on atable, graduated plastic modes of animal brains; adetailed plastic
human brain that came apart. That must be Olwen Devi, the Zen Sdlf guru.
Fiorindamoved inward, as ready to listen to alecture on the science of
consciousness as she was to do anything. She sat on the grass, which here
around the stage was uncovered, and remarkably green.

Olwen Devi led the group, which had grown to about fifty people, through some rel axation exercises,
designed to be performed by a close—

ranked, seated audience. She talked about the extraordinary range of things
we do, in which intentionality does not play the part weimagine: courtship,
friendship, decision making, learning, ambition; then about the animal s that
do thingswe would cal human. Ant farmers, bird artigts, dtruistic vampire
bats, duplicitous monkeys. ‘It seemswe must either awvard sdlf-awarenessto
the ants, said Olwen Devi, 'or accept that hominids may have practiced
agriculture, and buried their dead with ceremony, before they reached the
threshold that we have crossed —the state of being conscious of being
conscious. Think of this. When you decide to perform an action (reach out
your hand) the neuro-muscular preparation for that movement has aready
begun: around 350 milliseconds before the onset of valition. We act firdt, then
we decideto act. We'think' first, then we know we are thinking, This can be
shown by experiment. Perhaps our self awarenessis merely an observer,
after thefact.'

Someone raised ahand. 'But couldn't that reversal mean, guruji, that
self-consciousnessis a quantum effect, and not controlled by thetime's
arrow illuson?

'It could be.'

Many of the students, or punters, had adopted the |otus posture.

Forinda kndt, sitting back on her hedls, her thoughts reverting to the hard
lesson that Rufus wasn't here, that he wasn't going to turn up and she might aswell leave. Part of her il
didn't believeit. Shewasirrationdly convinced

that staying on would somehow make him appesr.

"It could be that consciousness, the experience of being conscious, puts us
in touch with aplenum, the sum of dl states, wherethe arrow'sdirectionis
lost. Erwin Schrodinger once said, if we cannot find ourselvesin our world
picture—meaning that image of the world which isthework we do in our
brains— it is because the sentient sef isitself the world picture.’

Wheat's all thisto me?wondered Fio. Asfor Near Death Experiences,



sheld had one, without any help from a centrifuge. It had happened when
the baby was born. And dipping into no-time, leaving her body to take care
of itsalf, was something she had learned to do at will. She could eesily dip
away while she was knedling here. Perhgps that was what you were
supposed to do, let the words wash over and meditate. Just look at that
green, glossy blade of grass. . . Olwen Devi wasright. She'd never thought
of it before but going into no-time did fed like two planes digning together,
two dides from akaeidescope lining up. Theworld that Fio perceived
moved into phase with this thing, Fio, that was doing the perceiving, so you
couldn't tell the two of them gpart. She could well and happily believe that
the effect was caused by something chemical going on in her neurons, but it
gill felt numinous and. . . an impossible perspective, like an Escher sort of
thing. Now she was looking through the tent wall, and looking back to that
moment in time where Ax stood, dightly lost in his shabby legther coat, nothing like Rufus O'Nidl's. Ax
became afocus point, apoint on adisc, and

from this point sprang lines of sight, which reached to another disc, another
section through the helix of time and here was Ax again, in adifferent place,
inthat same old coat, around him ahuge crowd. She had the impression he
was sling tickets for something, or handing out flyers. They weregoing
like hotcakes (where are these cakes, why are they hot?): and here hewas
again, an even bigger crowd, aflag with ared cross, people cheering, a
knowledge of terrible events, (an intense, violent feding that she didn't want
to look any closer at that information. . .) behind the stark, resolute triumph
on hisfamilar face—

Good heavens!

Forindas eyesflew open. The Zen Sdf lecturewas till going on. The
lotus—kneed people around her were quiet. For amoment a smooth, brown,
ovd, middle-aged facefilled her view, like aclose-up on atv screen. It was
asif Olwen waslooking straight at her, and knew what had happened to
her. Distance reasserted itself. Olwen Devi wasfar away on her little stage:
Forindagot up and hurriedly |eft the tent.

Back at the van, Sage was standing half naked beside the corpse of a
sheep, which hung by its hedsfrom aframework of raw timber. Hisdick
black dungarees were twisted around his hips, blood drizzled over them and
hislean, white, muscle-raked torso asif he'd been spattered by afountain;
the whole scene gleaming in sunlight. His unmasked hands, surprisingly deft despite their deformity, were
absolutely covered in blood, hewas

flensing the anima with along thin knife. The young sheep's head, adorned
with acute pair of sprouting horns, stood on the grass, gazing at Fiorinda
with smothered, yellow eyes.

‘Good grief. Where did you get that?

'Farmer's market, up the road. We've been pursuing the feasibility study:
bought thisasasign of good faith. It costs nothing, meat on the hoof. Got
some potatoes too.'

'Did youkill it just now?

'Y eah.’ He stretched his blood-streaked arms to heaven. 'Y eah!”

'You are asagod, said Fio. She sat on the grass to watch. ‘| met Ax. Sage,
you know him, sort of. Do you have any ideawhy heistheway heis?

"Y ou mean, why does the miserable sod think he hasto rule the world?
The shegp's hide dithered free and fdll in ahegp beside the shit bucket,
which had been co-opted to hold itsinnards. 'Well, | did ask him that



guestion, more or less, one aberrant occas on when we were chatting. Far as|
recdl, theexplanaionis. . . Changing to adifferent knife, he cut some
generous collops of bluish-red flesh and laid them on the inner face of the
fresh skin. Still life. 'Mmm, hisdad's abit of a shite, and he loveshismum

but the tv she likes to watch makes him puke. So, he needsto rule the world
because he has anorma family background. Make of it what you will—*

'It's probably genetic.' Sage grinned at her, went to the back of the van, and emptied several
buckets of water over himsdf from their rain butt. When he returned,

masked and wearing a shirt of homespun grey under the dungarees, he had
aydlow ribbon tied around one deeve.

'Why are you suddenly wearing that?

The skull smiled enigmatically. Nest trick.

'Fetlikeit.

Fiorinda suspected some oblique, sarcagtic reference to the Ax Preston

devel opment. She was deegping with the enemy and she was sure Sage was
pissed off, though he hadn't said aword. But the skull looked innocent, and
the meat, raw and bloody as it was, worked on her sdivary glands. She
attempted, for pride's sake, an assault on Head Ideology. ‘L et me cook?
C'mon, you bought it, you butchered it. If | don't cook it, how can | eat?
‘No.'

'Please, please, | won't do anything frilly, | swear.'

'Nah,' said George, coming out of the van bearing an iceberg | ettuce
wrapped in clingfilm and a blackened cooking pot; alitre of tequilafrom the
Heads vast store of acohol tucked under hisarm. "Y ou won't do it right, Fio.
Y ou know you won't. Look, we got you alettuce. Y ou could have ten sheep
for the price of this!'

The barbecue was laden with charcod: the charcoa soused with paraffin

and lighter fudl. Cack commenced the cooking by hurling alighted match and leaping backwards, and the
chops were thrown onto the flames. George

dedlt with the potatoes: Fiorindawas ordered to sit down quiet and stop
fussn' around.

'No, no, don't let her sit down! We're not ready! Shit, we gottaget genteel
with this babe. We gottaget suburban, she's not rock-brat trash no more—'
Sage and Bill rushed up. Bill spread a clean sheet of newspaper with a
flourish, and arranged a square of cardboard beside it. Sage dropped to his
knees and presented a pastel-patterned serviette, rolled up in a napkin ring.
‘Lunchisserved, Mrs Preston, maam.’

'Y ou bastards!'

‘Hahaha,'

'You are so full of shit, Sage. Lay off!"

But shefdt forgiven.

Soon everyone was Stting around the barbecue, gnawing meet and

pass ng the lettuce from hand to hand. Fio brought out her sdtbox, which all
the Heads except Sage shared with an air of guilty indulgence: and it was
surprising how good the medl tasted, athough Luke did complain that the
|ettuce was chewy. However thiswas found to be the result of histaking
bites out of the sde till wrapped in clingfilm. Bill put the kettle on for teg,
while the potatoes bubbled sulkily. Potatoes dways take too long. Fiorinda
lay in the grass under the oaktree that she thought of astheir own, (dapple
leaves on the annexe roof); and smiled to notice the blackened kettle Sitting among the greasy flames,
beside the blackened cooking pot. That strange



experience in the Zen tent kept repeating on her, loaded with adread so
large and vague she couldn't get ahandle onit. . . something about, my
wholelife, gone? What, gone? Shewilled it away. Thiswaslife, good asit
gets dejeuner sur |'herbe, complete with amiably sexist mae company,
mutton fat, tequila, paraffin and bruised grass—

'We could have a sheep every day,” mused George. 'Except they shit alot
inthevan.

'Except we don't need it," Cack pointed out. "Y ou should only kill what

you need. We don't fucking need to eat mest. It's crudl. There's plenty of
cdoriesindcohal.’

'What are you going to do with therest, Sage? It won't fit in your fridge.'
'Sl it, tradeit, giveit away.' They finished the tequila. Sage, who had

eaten enough to build up hisenergy but not to repletion, started riflingina
Japanese incense box with the letters NDogs burned into the lid, standing for
endogenous psychotropics. 'l fed like bein' overwhelmed by emation. I'm
gonnado some oxytocin, go down the arenaand pair-bond with something.’
'But Sage, you're wearing the yellow ribbon. Y ou can't pair-bond without
sex. That'sslly.

'You'retrue, Fio, you?retrue. Fuck, I'll take something else What'sthe

rest of you having?

'l hate modern drugs,’ said Fio. 'l want to do some whizz, get pissed and go dancing.’
Ax wasmaking ligds

Weapons

Police

Armed Forces

Airports

Roads

Freight Digtribution

Communications?

TheWorld

There was something wrong with the item Communications. Hefdt that
thiswas not atarget. Y ou would not gain anything by rushing to control the
arwaves, charging into Broadcasting House or whatever and letting fly with
automatic rifles. Other ways, the prioritieswere the same asever in history.
Put a cap on the enemy's powers of retaliation, secure your borders, get
control of supplies. But let them talk. It will keep them happy. The World was
why he was here, looking out of the eyes of a daft little robot, which was
gtting-in on ameseting of Pan-Asian Utopian Revolutionaries, convened by
the Chinese. Therobot sat on achair at atable in aroom with dun coloured walls, itslittle hind-legs
gicking out in front of it. When standing it was

about ameter and ahdf tal, and built something like an upright vacuum
cleaner. RPswere small, so asnot to look threatening. If you clothed themiin
either skin or fur, it made peopl€'sineradicable tendency to treat the remote
logger like a cute toy much worse. So herewas AX, in adissidents? secret
talking shop thousands of miles away from his physica location. The
windows were too high for him to get alook out, but he believed he was
somewherein Shangha.

ThePanAsians could not get their heads—or digital remote logging
equivalent— around revolutionary rock and roll. They were geeksand
nerds, they didn't have the context. Everyone who could understand tried to
explain: but the leap was too grest. An assortment of cartoon domestic



gopliances, humming Imagine, wasn't going to convince anyone of anything.
When they reached the religion item on the agendait was the European

and the US delegates turn to recoil. US and French-tradition radicals, trained
from birth to foam at the mouth when they heard the God word, muttered
and fdl slent. The Chinese were uneasy too. Ax felt differently. Be practical:
understand that for asignificant part of the population of England, thisis
mighty real . He paid alot of attention and asked questions, while the South
Asans and the Id amics and the Japanese bandied lines from the Koran and
the Lotus sutra

At last they cameto Ax'sitem, which however it got mangled by the s multaneous trand ation was meant
to be about. . . Well, apparently he had

proposed that the revolution had magic onitsside. Y eah, explained Ax,
going with it. For surewe dl have to make our peace with God: but you

can't use God, you can only hope that what you want to achieveisin
accordance with Hiswill. But we can use the magic, it'son our side.
Huh?What did he mean by magic?

| mean this. He raised the RP's skinny meta arm. Magic technology.

Weve got the big advantage that we're comfortable with thingslike RP,
virtud redlities, putting dien thingsin our bodies, doing sSrange thingsto

our brains. | think werein danger of losing Sght of that, with al the
emphasis on being ecologica and green and getting back to nature. Not that
I'm againgt getting back to nature, but—'

A West African Marxist (physically present, must be teaching or working
here) legpt in joyfully, exclaiming, with reference to the modd of the
nineteenth century in Western Europe, the creation of aproletariat leadsto
revolutionary man, and revolutionary individuaism leadsto the creetion of
anti-capitalist machines. . .! A babble of voicesjoined him, straining the ST
with their enthusiasm. The machines, the magic futuristic machines are

GAIA indisguise, the Demiurge iswith us, our Mother Earth and her secret
informational armies, conspiring with us, we have the mandate of heaven!

Ax had struck anerve, arich vein, and it's good when you do that. But he
wished he could get them to stick to the practical. No use: they were stuck into the mysticism riff, redlly
getting off onit. Well, better add that to thelist.

Maybe it should be another list.

God

Magic

God hefdt he could deal with. Ax could do business with God. He'd

have to get onto Fiorindaabout the other. Magic being afemininething, she
was bound to know.

DARK and Fiorinda had agreed on atria separation. The parting was cam,
possibly because Fiorinda had been taking Sage's advice. DARK returned to
their native Teesside. Fiorinda stayed at Reading, going up to London for the
Think Tank meetingswith Martinaof Krool, when the Heads couldn't be
arsed. If you believed the media, every Fest of Dissolution Site, populated by
campers who refused to quit, had become a pocket state of violent anarchy.
But a Reading al was peaceful, though things were getting basic. Hippies
washed clothesin the river, and traded insults with the private security
guards who patrolled those nice-looking houses, al boarded up, on the other
sde. Ydlow leaves and lye suds drifted down to the watermill built by Sun
Temple, patriarch of atribe who were neighbours of the Heads in the
Travellers Meadow. It was congtructed to acunning design from the Whole



Earth Catalog webdite, to dervive maximum energy from the dow—flowing
Thames, but sadly it had no cornto grind. A couple of kilos of wheet berries from the Organic Grocery
van had smply vanished between the stones.

Without grigt, the mill turned on: amournful, post-industria aeolian harp.

In the Whiteha | meetings they discussed names. Counter Cultura Think
Tank was hopeless. Some favoured The Dissolution Alchemists, which
appedled to Paul Javert. Fio was holding out for The Dead Metaphors. Hours
were spent designing a bus for the roadshow, and arguing about what they
should wear on stage The Heads started a smd | book on the incidence of the
sexua/scatd ogica swear words the suits employed to liven-up ther script.
The word shit had specia rating, and was greeted with acheer. Two shitsin
success ve utterances and they would jump up and start hugging and rolling
around like footbalers. The poor unfortunate suits had no idea how to

defend themsalves, just sat there smiling uneesily. Pigsty caused an impasse,
by refusing to let the tv cameras into the Committee Room: but of course was
forgiven. Could be he didn't want to get shown-up. Hewasn't impressivein
these sessions. He had nothing to match Ax's Lennonist one-liners, or
Forinda's crushing put-downs. Couldn't even organise a childish wind-up.

It was the middle of October when the Heads decided to eat shit. It came
about because HurdyGurdy's site managers had banned them from the Blue
Lagoon. Thiswas atactica error, for the former Festival had become a
hungry, heaving mess, and if you couldn't give the mob bread you had to
give them circuses. The Dissolution Loaf —so firm, so brown— was served up in the Best of Fest tent,
on astage which had been ceremonidly prepared,

atrestle table laid with awhite cloth and redl knives and forks. Cack did the
business, modestly at stool behind ared velvet curtain. His production was
carried to the board on asilver platter, and carved by George to wild
gpplause. It seemed like asign that everything's allowed.

Then therain began in earnest. Fires could no longer belit, and anyway

there was no more wood to be had, unless you ripped it from the trees and
then the hardline hippieswould kill you. The hoi polloi were best off, with
their deeping bags tucked into binlinersin thefug of their little tents, on the
higher ground. In the open spaces of Sage's van, almost afloat, Fiorindaand
the Heads huddled, miserable and sour. The heating had given up entirdly.
'What' we stayin' on for, anyhow? asked Cack, the puzzle apparently

fresh and new to him. 'It was two weeks. Why's everyone il here?
'Because of the Dissolution, Cack. We're occupying the Festival site until

the end of the year. You lost the plot again, you arsehole.”

'And what's gonna happen then?

‘Then weal go home. . . | suppose’

Cack wasright. There was no sense or reason in hanging around in this
doshing wet field. 'l want to book into the Holiday Inn," whined Fiorinda. 'l
want to deep in aroom with walls, and be clean, and have aflush toilet and
awashing machine look a my hands, they look like skinned toads. | want to
be warm and dry, | want to have ahot dinner. We could try lighting afirein here, in abiscuit tin or
something. Isthere any wood left?

'Nah, we burned the last of old Sun Temple's mill; and the charcoal sack

got left outsde—'

‘It got left, did it? Why is nothing ever anyone's fault around here?

'Because that'sthe way welikeit, Fio.' snapped Sage. Y ou want laws,

you want crime and punishment: go somewhereese.!’



Sage and Fiorindaglared a each other. The Heads, dismayed, cast about
for some way to distract their leader and their adopted princess.

Bill, the quiet Head —cadaveroudy thin, his skull mask alwayslooking

too big for his narrow chest and coat-hanger shoulders— remarked, 'The
Blue Lagoon has awooden floor.'

Energised, they fired themsalves up with appropriate drugs and ran

round the campground, demanding support and illicit accelerants, neither of
which were lacking. Without anyone, except the Heads and their near
neighbours, knowing how it had Sarted, the anarchist tribe of Festival stay
behinds poured into the arena, many of them bearing paraffin torches.
Sound engineers were dragged to Orange Stage, and forced to ply their
trade. The Heads put on a tremendous set, followed by various artists, and
somewherein the middle of thisthe Blue Lagoon wasindeed set on fire,
Nobody claimed responsibility, maybe many separate arsonists were
involved. Fiorindatook over Orange Stage, with Krool and some unknown
volunteers from the camper masses. and became a cohol-related furious about the way the staybehinds
werewaving their ams and singing along,

these round beaming fireit mouths and ecstatic eyes, asif Fio was somekind
of children's entertainer—

Shedived, screaming. Thedithery, resilient matrix of human flesh

engulfed her. They passed her from hand to hand asif she wasasacred idol,
asif shewasthe ceremonid turd. They were chanting joyfully, idioticaly,
Live in the Pain! She struggled free and ran, and found aplacein thecircle
round the great bonfire. By thistime not at all surewhat was going on, till
believing hersdf on stage and surrounded by howling music, she screeched
that shewas not doing thisfor pay, you bastards thisis not entertainment,
thisisme, thisiswhat'singde me. So often shefelt like adammed stream,
such ahead of power but she couldn't release it: desperately now, now, but
it didn't happen. It was like sex, like the huge reservoir of arousa and lust in
her that ought to flow like Niagara but it was blocked, barred, she dways
had to work to get there. Only the baddest music understood her, only the
most violent, pounding beat and wail came close—

'I'm so fucking miserable,’ she said to Cack, when Thames Valley Police
had (rluctantly and ineffectively) come and gone, when the firewas dying
down under hissing rain and the bodies of the fallen were being carried
away. He had joined her, hunched under afold of tarp, back of Orange
Stage, bringing with him asixpack of strong lager he'd found somewhere.
'D'you redise what's happening to this stupid country? Do you realise? Look, you see that bonfire?
That'smy life, that is. It'sdl going to go. By thetime

I'm grown up, everything | wanted, awhole civilisation | needed, will have
gone up in smoke.’

'Ohwell,' said Cack. 'At least yore among friends. Have another beer.'

'It had arotten acoudtic, anyway. I'm glad | never played in there.’

The fate of the Blue Lagoon, well-covered in the media, brought new crowds
to Hyde Park, to Worthy Farm and al the other venues, just as the wesather
was becoming impossible. Shane and Jordan Preston, and Milly Kettle,
returned from Taunton. DARK cdled Fiorindato tell her they'd joined a
campground in the North East, and intended to live outdoors all winter. At
Reading staybehindswho literally hadn't |eft the Ste snce July shivered in
their summer clothes: but they would not give up. Fiorindawore her party
frocksin extralayers, topped by a shapeess Dutch army surplusrain jacket;



and divided her nights between Sage's annexe, Krool's women-only bender
in the hogpitaity area; and Ax's basement in the Snake Eyes house. Sheliked
being of no fixed abode. The Heads were recording anew abum, which
meant they spent alot of time away, but the van stayed in the Meadow, and
Sage, sporadicdly, went on turning up for the Think Tank. So did Fiorinda
Shetold hersdlf that aslong as Allie was involved there must be something
init: because Ax was obsessed and Sage pathologically whimsica, but Allie
never made mistakes. It was like the whole Dissolution Y ear phenomenon. Y ou kept thinking
you should quit but you found yourself hanging on, just to see what

happened next. And she wasn't wasting time. She was putting alot of
thought (she didn't serioudly believe the world was going to end) into
planning her solo career.

In November Sage had acdl from Alain Jupette, mastermind of the radica
EuroTrash outfit Movie Sucré. Movie had been a Rivermead in July. They'd
decided to come back to check out the action, and Alain wanted a meeting,
with Ax and Sage and Fiorinda.

AX rendezvoused with Sage and Fio in the arena, which waslooking

more than ever like the centre of arefugee camp or abedraggled mediaeva
township. It was noon, but white mist till limned the eau de nil geodesic of
the Zen Sdf tent, and shrouded the blackened circle where the Blue Lagoon
used to be. A giant tortoise on stiltsloomed up: ahippie with ahugetray,

the contents covered by a steaming cloth. 'Get your breakfasts herel’ he
bellowed. Ax bought three dumplings and handed them out. They werentt
much to est, a tincture of red bean paste in amass of greasy dough: but they
were wonderful to hold. Ah, thought Fiorinda, cuddling the heat. Hot cakes!
'Y ou two know what thisis about?

'No idea," said Sage. 'Power breakfast with Le Grand Grenouille.'

Ax frowned. 'Where well try not to say anything offensive.’ Fiorindadid not think Ax had yet recruited
Sageto hiscadre. They got

on okay at the Think Tank, united in putting down Paul Javert; but there was
too much previous between these two. Things like Sage describing the
Chosen's music as 'complacent nostagid in front of atv audience of millions,
People remember words of that kind, when the obscenitiesfade. And you
wouldn't think cynical manipulative crowd pleaser would have hurt Sage's
fedings, but it had. It was adifficulty in her life, because sheredly wished
they could befriends.

Movie Sucré's long white bus had arrived overnight. Alain waswaiting

for them with Tamagotchi, obligatory Eurotrash kooky girl. No sign of the
rest of the band. Alain was wearing a scarlet quilted jumpsuit with a Ferrari
badge on the breast pocket. Tama, in pink flannellette pyjamasand a
fisherman's guernsey, was making coffee that smelled divine.

'Wherée'sthe others? asked Sage at once, asif he suspected an ambush.

'Oh, they arein here. Alain patted ablack box. 'Figuratively. Too muchis
going on at home, we could not al leave civilisation in person.’

'l fucking hope you said so on the tickets!'

Alain laughed. Ticketsl What tickets? Ticketsfor the Blue Lagoon? There
are no tickets anymore, that world isover.'

'So, why did you want to see us? said Ax.

'Wdll, it isthe question of the British Squaddie. We want you Ax, and

your people, to know that we in Europe intend to ded with him strongly, and ingtantly, when the day
comes.’



'Um, you're in Europe now.'

'Europe before," said Tam, bringing the coffee. 'Europe afterwards, maybe.
In between, every country for himsdf. Hello Ax, we were in Shanghai with
you. Alain wasthe brave little toaster, | was the cranky anglepoise.” She put
down her coffeetray, tipped her naked skull into Ax's lap, and bared her
muscular, tattooed forearms.

'See my RP shunt scars, and now you want to see my new back flip?
'She'ssuch aclown, said Alain indulgently.

'l am afucking clown!" sang Tam. 'Don't ever put me down!

The English took their coffee, exchanging puzzled glances.

'Afterwards? After what?

'We prefer not to dedl with Pigsty.'

Pigsty”?

'Oue. | prefer to talk to you. Direct, offhand, like this, it's the best way.

But we don't reved any details and we understand it?s the same with you.
Only, when the violence starts there will be no time to discuss tactics, so you
should know and accept it will be " open season” as you say, on those
fucking mindless animds of yours, from the Bdltic to the Sahara

'Wait aminute,' said Ax, 'What violence? | am not into violence.’
Tamagotchi sghed impatiently. That'sfine,' she muttered in French,

rolling her eyes. 'Fine' 'Well—' said Alain. He looked into Ax'sface, head on one side. 'Well,
thisisvery curious. Ax, | think you will haveto change your mind. Thisis
not going to beaVevet Revolution. Asyou will soon find out.?

There was apause. 'Hey, Fiorinda,' said Tam, eyes sparkling. 'Did you

edt the shit?

'l wasthere,' said Fiorinda. 'l certainly inhaled. But | did not put

anythingin my mouth.’

Then they were out of the bus, dismissed so dbruptly they were ill
clutching their coffee beakers. "'What was that about? wondered Fiorinda.
‘Organised trouble,’ said Ax. '‘Brewing in London and other venues.

Alain wanted to know what | know. Which is nothing, so now he's happy.
Wheat you said, Fio: afew burned out cars, afew casudties, back to business
asusud. That'snot for me. I'minthisfor thelong haul.'

Forinda headed off, leaving them together; hoping for rapprochement.
'Fucking frog-eaters,’ said Ax. 'l hate the way they dwaystak English.’
'With those chichi accents. They could easily pronounce it properly.'

'If they fdt likeit.'

They stood together, self conscious. It was hard to know what to say

when there was no one €l se about. The skull's demeanour was forbidding.
'Sage,' said the Ax, nothing daunted, 'About Fio—'

‘Shoot.'

'If shewantsto fuck you aswell, a some point, | thought | should tell you that would befine. There's
nothing exclusve going on: I'm happy if

she's happy.'

'No." Sage did something, which didn't involve his hands whatever it

was, and the skull vanished. His naturd features: wide nose, full lips, wide
spaced blue eyes, a close cropped fleece of yellow curls, made arare public
appearence. 'No," he repested, faceto face. 'I'll stick with playing the big
brother. I think it's more what she needs. If I'd wanted to have her, | shoulda
ignored the ribbon, shouldn't I. Only | know why the kid wearsit, see’
'Sodol.



'Well, you're a heartless bastard then.'

'l don't think s0. | think it's okay, me going with her. It seemsto work.'
He glanced down at Sage's unmasked hands, one with mere stubsfor the
two outside fingers, the other lacking the two firgt fingers and half the
thumb. 'So that's what they look like. Tough. Wasit the infant meningitis?|

read you had that.’

'Y egh’

'Good job you'reinto mixing, Sage. Y ou'dabeen in problemsif you'd
wanted to play aguitar.’

The skull regppeared. Curioudly, its expression was now amost
affectionate.

‘Right, Ax. Well spotted.’ In thefirst week of December the Counter Cultural Think Tank was up for a
full scale palitical reception. It wasto be held in a prefab venue, instdled
specialy for the purpose on the edge of Hyde Park. Here the great and the
good of the CCM would gather to meet the Home Secretary'sradical
rockstars. The Prime Minister was going to turn up. Paul wasinexpressibly
proud and excited. Most of what was supposed to be ready for D day was
not going to happen. There was no way the English were going to have their
national identity cardsin time. Petty border disputes, and the division of
capital assets, would grumble on for decades. But Paul'sinitiative on the
Countecultural problem was reckoned to be a great success. It had captured
the public imagination.

Pigsty was equdly thrilled. He took an obsessiveinterest in the details:

the carpet, the paintjob in the prefab venue, the floral decorations, the buffet,
the dimensions of the stage. Nobody € se was keen. Only Pigsty Liver and
the Organs were to play. The rest of them were doomed to stand around
making small talk with an assortment of government suits and the Green

Nazi aristocracy. Didn't sound like fun. But pity the poor VIPs, invited to
meet some of the best radical talent in English Indie music, and subjected to
nothing but abrainless, derivative Organs s&t.

The event sarted a dusk, on acold day of heavy cloud and il air.

Around the prefab deek dark cars cruised onto the grass, and disgorged
those guests who felt they could get away with persona transport hypocrisy. Farther off, beyond the
meta barriers and armoured police, clusters of

campground folk stood and stared: some waved banners and placards.
Security checked everyone at the door. Fiorinda, who had come up from
Reading with Krool , endured the scan and bodysearch, surrendered her
phone and went off aone. The Grrlswere ardent networkers, they'd be
circulating: Fiorindadidn't want to play. For awhile she listened to Paul
Javert, who was talking to another suit about the wonderful team he had
created. We've done nothing, she thought. Absolutely nothing, except fill in
some dack moments on thetv, and talk drivel to interviewers. We haven't
even agreed on a decent name.

The Chosen arrived in abody. Paul zoomed over to intercept Ax: brought
him back to introduce him to the PM.

'AxI Preston, lead guitarist from the Chosen Few. Axl, because your
parents were big Stone Roses fans, isn't that right Ax.'

'Guns'n Roses,' said Ax sadly.

'Ax isour Lennonigt,’ said Paul. 'He comes up with somekilling lines, so
witty—'

Thetwo men, with identica wide, fixed, shallow smiles, stared & Ax



expectantly, like dogs begging for biscuit.

Forindamoved away, grinning to hersdf. Poor Ax. He had not been

looking forward to this event. Arguably there were people here who were
actually doing what Ax talked about, and that must be so frustrating. Especialy since they were doing it
all wrong. She wandered, spotting the

Headsin their skulls, Rob Nelson and the Eyes looking very flash; but she
didn't want to join anyone. How strange that something like the Counter
Cultural Think Tank could get itsalf an existence, awebste, aplacein
politics, articlesin the papers, headed notepaper, stacks of tiring documents,
when the content of the package was nothing. Most of the Lords and Ladies
of Misrulewerein very correct evening dress. Probably the smoothest ones
were the nutcases, secretly behind the most ruthless, humans-must-commit
mass-suicide (or if not well help them aong) eco-terrorism. But here they
were, |looking dead pleased to have been invited. How insane.

Torn between longing to be introduced to the Prime Minister and fedling
completely, defiantly out of place, she drifted over to the potted pams by
the buffet table, where she bumped into Cecile Hunt, the Think Tank suit
who had endeared herself to many because she so obvioudy detested Pigsty.
'l should introduce you to someone,’ offered Cecile.

'No thanks. | mean, yes, | suppose—'

'I hate thesethings''

'So do I. What's the point of aparty if you can't get drunk.'

"Y ou can get drunk, Fio. Go ahead, be arebd. What else were you hired
for? Look a Ken. He's going to be leglessin about ten minutes.'

But she didn't want to be drunk, not here. In any case, the milling about
wasover, it wastimefor the musica entertainment. Pigsty and the Organs moved on up. Security men
gtood in front of the double doors, only exit or

entrance (isn't that afire hazard? wondered Fio) from this crowded room.
Pigsty was wearing vr goggles, leather jodphurs, jackboots: a new, shaggy
Afghan waistcoat open over his six-pack bely; the chains between hisnipple
rings swinging and glinting. He strode to the front of the stage, the image of
acleaned-up but till ddicioudy scary Countercultural Mongter.

'And now," heroared. 'All you RAVERS. It'stimeto GET DOWN!'
Thelightswent out. Therewasadrum roll, and afusillade of wild bangs,
ydls, crackleslike machinegun fire: an incredible, shapelessracket. Typica
Organs, thought Fiorinda, abored sigh rising in her throat. Get down! wailed
someone: grabbed her and dragged her to the floor.

Some lights came on again. Her knees were warm and wet. Shewas
crouching in apooal of blood. Cecile lay beside her, face upturned and eyes
wide open, the side of her head and her lower jaw blown away.

Where had the gunmen come from? Through the roof? The prefab was

full of choking smoke, coloured smoke from the stage act, grey smoke that
smelled of cordite: no, they must have come through the doors but how?
How did they get past the security? How many of them were there? Three?
four, five? People were running, pushing and fighting each other, to the

other end of the prefab: but there was no exit that way, no way out. The gun
men were going into the crowd, like shepherds among blundering sheep,

gl firing. There was Ken Baity, the Think Tank's earnest politico, lying on thefloor screaming, ahorrible
mess of blood and grey, puddingy stuff

fdling out of rip in hisbelly. Therewasaman in adinner jacket, trying to
crawl and faling on hisface, oh God wherés Ax. . .?



...and then right by her she saw someone dragged out from under the

buffet table. It was Martina, blood in her dreads and dl over her Red Sonja
jerkin, but who was that holding her? 1t was Pigsty. He held Martinaand
snogged her, very deliberately, mouth dl over her face, hand insde the laces
of the jerkin, squeezing one of her titsasif he wastrying to wrench it off:

then he hauled off and shot her in the jaw. Fiorinda backed away, Staring,
eectrified, her mouth open. . . and someone grabbed her again. Not Cecile,
Cecile was dead. It was Fereshteh the ghazal singer, dark eyes gleaming
through the eyepiece of her vell, drawing Fio with aniron grip into the

shdlter of the pdms. There they stayed, clinging to each other.

Somewhere off in the distance, Srens began to wall.

They werefound, and hauled out. The room was full of the sounds of

people crying and screaming, full of aconfusion of moving bodies, the air
smelled foul. The men who hauled them out looked like hippies from the
campground. They were not rough, only indstent: they hustled the two

young women out of the prefab. Fiorinda thought they were being rescued,
shekept saying I'mall right, because she thought the hippies should go back
and rescue someone worse off. But then they were bundled into the back of a
gmall van. No one ésein there with them, no windows. Sirensal around but they could see nothing.
The women didn't speak to each other.

The van didn't go far. They were ddlivered into abig tent, one of the

Hyde Park indoor venues. It was brightly lit: the dick heavy duty membrane
of the empty floor shining like the surface of ablack pool. Pigsty was on the
stage, holding a big hand gun. With him were the Organs, and some other
hippie goons of the same hard-nut type, armed with automatic rifles. Allie
Marlowe was up there too, looking very frightened. Down on the floor near
the stage, surrounded by more goons, stood asmall group of people
Forindarecognised. Theres Rob Nelson, in hiseectric blue suit, dl
bloodstained. Theré's DK the DJ. There'sthose silly boys, Chip the black
cherub, Verlaine with hisringlets; theré's Roxane Smith—

There's Sage and theres Ax. They're dive.

Srenswereydling wildly out in the Park. There must be awhole fleet of
police cars and ambulances, whoever had caled them: converging on the
scene of the shooting, rushing to sort out the survivors from the dead. Pigsty
didn't take any notice of these noises, nor of his Think Tank colleagues. He
was watching the back of the tent, waiting for something. Another vehicle
pulled up. Two more hippies appeared, holding aman in evening dress
between them. It was Paul Javert. They brought him up to the stage. There
was blood on hisface, hard to tell if hed been shot or just beaten up.

'What went wrong? he gasped, shook his head and spat out some blood. 'l thought we were mates. |
thought we understood each other.’

'Nothing went wrong,' said the Pig. The plan changed.'

Blam! There goesPaul.

Paul's body was dragged away. A hippie came up with afoam fire
extinguisher and smothered the blood: came back with abucket of water and
gplashed it casudly around. It was Paul's plot, thought Fiorinda. Paul had a
plot, and maybe Allie wasin it, she knew something anyway, but she wasn't
expecting what happened tonight. It was Paul's plot but the Pig has double
crossed him, and taken over. And this iswhat the Think Tank was dl abot,
this, not nothing. . . but she couldn't hold it together, couldn't think. Fear and
shock took over, please God, | never provoked him, never chalenged him, |



didn't laugh a him, | kept my head down, didn't 1?1 knew he was dangerous—
What is he going to do with us?

Pigsty watched Paul being hauled off. He bowed his head, took a deep,
fierce breath. 'Now | want the Ax and Sage.Y ou firgt, Sage.’

Tdl Sage waks out from guarded corrd. The skull islooking

unperturbed. Nest trick.

‘Take off the mask,' orders Pigsty.

The skull vanishes, the crippled hands are bare.

'Will you knedl to me?

Sage knedls, like hesbeen doing it al hislife. Doesn't look up, doesn't

look down, no thesatrics. 'Will you obey me, Sage? Will you accept me as your boss?
'l will obey you," he says. 'l will accept you as my boss:’

"That's good, that's enough for now. Y ou can go.'

Sage gets up and doesn't know where to go. Decidesto return to the
corraled group. This seemsto be okay.

‘Now | want the Ax.'

Pigsty isgoing to kill Ax. There's no question. Looking back now you

know you've seen the desire to kill Ax smouldering in hiseyes, every time Ax
came out with one of those smart one—liners, every time Ax madeit clear
that heisvery clever and Pig isdumb as pigshit—

'Wdl, Ax. Will you knedl?

Ax knedls. Everyone waits, knowing this can't possibly be enough.

Pigsty pullsdown his zip, heaves out his prick, which looks enormous,
weighted by the thick steel thong through the glans. He startsto piss. Ax
kned sthere, pisson his hair and running down hisface.

'Will you say, 'thank you boss?

"Thank you boss.'

‘There." says Pigsty, zipping up. Hewaves for Ax to go away, AX retreats,
wiping hisface on hisdeeve.

Pigsty takes another of those deep, deep breaths. He standstall, the

coarse nobility of his features suddenly gpparent under the bright lights. The
men holding Fiorinda and Fereshteh release them, and they join the others; the hippie guards stepping
back.

'Now you're my team. Not Paul's. Mine. Let'sgo. We got alot to do.'
Hetook them to the building where the Think Tank sessions had been held.
It wasfull of lights, people were rushing about. News of theincident in the
Park had clearly dready arrived. The Organs and the hippie goons left their
riflesin the vans, but they were probably <till armed: no one dared to make a
break for it. Maybe no one even thought of trying. The Pig lead them with a
swagger, talking to someone dl the while on aradiophone. He used his
keycard to pass through security doors, up to the familiar room. How
gtrange the place looked now: the stately indifferent pictures on thewals,
the coffeetrolley in the corner.

'Sit down.’

One of the Organs brought inasmall tv and put it on the trolley, where
everyone could seeit. They saw the scene in the Park. Benny Preminder
(whose absence from the reception nobody had noticed) was on the screen,
standing against abackground of flashing lights, darkness, bloodstained
people wrapped in blankets, sobbing people being comforted; covered
dretchers being carried. The reporter with him was explaining to camera, for
probably thefiftieth time, that armed ultra-greens had burst in on the Home



Secretary's reception and opened fire, killing at least thirty people; and that
Pigsty Liver and the Organs had retdiated. 'Mr Preminder, what happened here? Can you explain why
the security

was S0 inadequate, at an event of thiskind? And how did Pigsty and the
band come to be armed?

"These are not normal times," said Benny Prem. 'In extreme cases, normal
rulesdo not gpply. If it hadn't been for Pigsty's ability to fight back, there
would have been alot more casudties before the police arrived. Asitis,
many innocent lives have been spared. Surely ahorrificincident likethis
proves that those on the positive side of the Countecultura Movement have
to befreetofight firewith fire!

Thisiswhat it was about, thought Fiorinda. This, not nothing. Feding
likeaguilty child. They had dl of them stayed out playing by theriversde

too long, refusing to go home (but Fiorinda never, never wanted to go

home): and thisiswhat happens. The monsters get you.

'Prem can be on thetv, said Pigsty, dismissively. 'He can do the talking.
That's his shit. Now I'll tell you something Prem doesn't know. We're setting
off the Green Blitzkreig, as of tomorrow. It's gonna happen al over, thereésa
shitload of us, findly going for it, no more pissing around. We're mad as hell
and we're not going to take it any more. Gonna save our mother earth, in
England's green and pleasant land, and | want to do a proper job of it. The
only question is, are you brainy types going to help me? He reached down,
pulled the big handgun out of the waistband of hisleather jodphurs, cocked

it and rested it on the table. He grinned at them. 'Or not? A moment of stunned readjustment, then Ax
says, 'yeah, I'll help you.

Get me some maps.’

The others sat, bloodstained, immobile and hardly bresthing, while the

maps were fetched: listening to Pig explain how he'd been approached by
Prem and agreed to take over Paul's plot, but then Pig had decided to take
commeand for himsdf. Listening to Ax camly discussing thewhole thing;
ableto redisethat Ax was saving their lives. Rob began to get restless, began
to twitch like alimb to which circulation is painfully returning, having been

cut off. He started to muitter: he killed... gotta.... he killed.... gotta, can't let...
'Get him out of here,' said Ax, casudly. 'He's bothering me!

Forindaand DK, who happened to be sitting on either side, took Rob by
the elbows and moved him out. Pigsty's goons didn't stop them, but

followed closdly. ,, Get me aphone?, said Fio, imitating Ax's manner; and this
worked. A phone was produced. But then she couldn't handleit, so DK
cdled The Eyes. They were safe. They were dill in the Park, but they could
leave. They would come at once. 'What's going on there? DK demanded.

'l don't fucking know," answered Fdlice. 'Well come and get our man.’

On the steps of the building Rob wept and struggled, beside himsdlf. The
goons stood by, while Fio and DK held him, until the pink Cadillac rolled

up out of the streetlight dark. 'He killed asister. He killed asister, man, the
fucking bastard, | can't stand for that— '

It'sall right, Fio pleaded. The Eyes are okay, they're here now—' 'He means Cecile, | think. Rob, hey,
that was an accident. Friendly fire.

The Pigiscool. Be cam, the Pig is cool, you don't mean what you're saying.'
Fiorinda was sure there had been no accidents, the Pig had known

exactly who he wanted to murder. But Rob'slosing it wasdsoin someway a
performance. He wasn't struggling too hard. They piled himinto the car: the



Eyeslooking grim on the front seat, Rob into the back, like tipping awild
anima out of anet into safe captivity.

'Y ou're driving home? asked DK, 'Areyou sureit's safe?

'We can ook after our sweet selves,' snarled Felice, "Why'd you think
there'sthree of us?

"That's how many it takes,' said Cherry. Her face was streaked with tears.
'What the fuck happened? What's going on? We thought you were dl dead—
'Any sister waitsin hope for ablack man to look out for her, isafool.'

said Dora, her voice shaking in the bitter fury of relief. ‘C'mon, fellow-babes.
| don't care what'sgoing on.'

The Cadillac rolled away. DK and Fiorinda, released from their terrifying
burden, ssumbled into ahug, clinging tight, white knuckled, bone on bone.
'My God,' he muttered, 'My God—

'Were dill dive,' she whispered. 'Were dive, hang onto that.'

They were taken back. Then, in the familiar room, there followed an
extraordinary session in which Ax handed over detailed knowledge of how
Pig's'Green Blitzkrieg' should be run. Where the arms factories were, how best to contain the security
forces, the most effective way of closng an

arport or tearing up amajor highway. The most poisonous chemica plants
and how to decommission them without disaster, leave the nuclear power
stations alone. Channds of communication that must be kept open and
frequently fed, calming the people and the world out there beyond. . . Often
inthe Think Tank, Ax had teased Paul Javert, letting dip hints of how much
paliticaly and socidly useful information he kept stored with his
Lennonisms. Now it dl came out. There was no one taking notes, and if the
Pig's wishes had been obeyed there were no recording devicesin this room,
but that didn't seem to matter. All that mattered was that Ax could keep
talking, holding the Pig fascinated, so Ax went on doing that, while the
handgun stayed on view, sometimes pointed in one person's direction or
another, the hippie goons stood around, and of course Pig wasjoking. He
wouldn't shoot anybody, not in here, he just liked to see them scared.
Fiorinda remembered Martinas terrified face. He could do what he liked.
Pigsty's tremendous physicd strength and resilience became evident.

While Ax turned grey and sank into his chair, while his hands began to
tremble, Pig stayed bright as a button: not stressed at all by the events of his
busy evening, showing not asign of fatigue. Twice he sent the guards out,
once for cigarettes and once for curry. (Ax vetoed alcohol, the Pig took this
like alamb). And still the facts poured out. Verlaine and Chip, Fiorindaand
Sage started to give each other wondering looks. Finaly it was over. The last phase blurred, the Pig
abruptly satisfied.

They were taken to another part of this building, where two connecting
rooms and a bathroom had been prepared, evidently prepared in advance
for this planned emergency, with camp beds and blankets. Ax went straight
into the bathroom and threw up, ran alot of water, came out with his head
and face dripping, wiping his mouth; and collapsed on one of the cots.

The others grouped round him.

'AX," said Sage, softly, Y ou've got awarehouse chip, haven't you.'
'Animplant,’ whispered Verlaine. 'Y ou must have.'

'Y eah,’ said the Ax, muffled, choking. 'Y ouretrue. Don't tell Pigsty. |

think held tear my head off.’

In the morning, Ax was separated from the others and sent on atour of the



provinces. on what seemed like arampage of mob violence but was actudly
pretty structured, Ax should know because he structured it. Within afew
days he knew that the decision he had made was in some sense justified.
Pigsty redly did have an army, an army of wild young men, and afew
women: led by hardened Green-violence veterans. It was growing dl the
time; and the Pig redlly wasin command of thisarmy, so far as anyone could
be. There were no other |eaders | eft, at least no one who was prepared to
clam that rank after Massacre Night. The wild rumpus couldn't have been
stopped, not without amajor escalation of violence and death, but what was more shocking, more
disorienting, was that nobody seemed to want to stop

it. The police, the government, they were going to stand by, and let the thing
burn itsdf out. So that'swhat Ax was doing, or directing, the burning out of
thisenergy: guiding the destruction, as best he could, dong lessthan utterly
destructive channels. Hefelt like alone paramedic at amassive traffic
accident, except that this paramedic was the same person who had alowed
the drunk driver to take the wheel. HE'd been so determined not to peak too
soon —and to be honest, hoping the violent phase could be avoided entirely.
But Ax had got it wrong and Pigsty was the boss: well on hisway to
declaring himsdlf King, Emperor, Idi Amin, Pol Pot, Milosevic.

At least there were remarkably few human fatdlities.

Congdering. Yet.

It was horrible, but it was quite an experience leading Pigsty's barmy

army. There came, maybe inevitably, amoment when it started to fed right.
It wasin avast supermarket, outside Wolverhampton —a staged event, this
one, with alocd tv crew in atendance and Ax himsalf leading the action—
asthe mob, the barmy army and alocal crowd, let rip with blowtorches and
chainsaws. This had to happen, thought Ax. Two hideouslittle children
deeping in ashop doorway, their names are WANT and IGNORANCE. We
cannot make terms with those children, they've grown to mongter size, they
can only be driven out by force. He had just made a stupid speech about the
crimes of profiteering fat cats, and the redl, terrifying consequences of profitmotive consumeriam, but
though stupid it was also true. Smash! Destroy! He

had never wanted it to be this way, but maybe there was no other way, the
crashing chords, the furious energy of sound and meaning fused—

(they would put his Jerusalem solo on the soundtrack for thetv item,

he'd made sure of that. . .)

Later: the Disney version. It was March, the postponed Dissolution Day

had cometo pass. A retired Prime Minister, ceremonial Head of State since
the Roya Family quit, had quietly resgned and fled. President Saul Burnet,
(aka Pigsty) would take office now: afigurehead post but asubstantia and
fitting compliment to the leader of the CCM. Fiorinda and the Ax —best
candidates for romantic revolutionary prince and princess— featured in the
parade, rolling up Piccadilly and down the Mall behind Pigsty's biker escort,
in acoach left behind by the Royals. It was bamy weather, the sky was clear
and chinablue, the buds on the plane trees swelling and unfolding inamist

of green and gold. The cheering crowds included many ordinary Londoners;
but few tourigts.

They hadn't seen each other snce December. Ax had been delivered to

the luxury hotel where Pig had his London HQ just in time for the start of
this charade. He didn't know what had been going on. He had not been
alowed to communicate with hisfriends. He only knew they were il dive,



al those who had stayed aive that night in December, adive and more or less
okay. He wanted to talk to her about the rightness, theimmense power of certain moments, was that
magic? She ought to know.

'I've been thinking," he said, softly. 'What?s happened isterrible, but | can
usethis—'

Today the formalitieswould be concluded. Northern Ireland aready
someone else's problem, Waes and Scotland would go their separate ways.
Then it would be time to explore the new relationship between the English
government and the CCM, how would that power—sharing go? How would
things go in the continental EU, where versons of the same scenario were
playing a severa nationa venues, to some degree or other? Alain had been
right about that non—V elvet Revolution. Now that he was free again, Ax
would be able to find out more. Fiorindawas looking so good. At first hed
thought it was anew dress, then held recognised one of the old ensembles,
green silk under spiderweb lace, cleaned up and mended. Therewasa
jewdled netting threaded through her beautiful hair.

'Were gtill together, you and me and the others. We can still make a

good team.’

Forindaturned her head. Trust Fio, she was not impressed by his pitch.

'AX, you are beyond belief.” She shook her head and added, with such

loss and findity she could have been speaking from an open grave, 'I'm
never going to write another song.'

And the crowd went crazy, a background of sensdless rgjoicing behind hisfamiliar face.

3: Cigarettesand Alcohol

Ax wasin the Zen Sdf tent. He hadn't been interested in the place before,

because Olwen Devi was Welsh and, by definition, none of Ax's business (be
practical: set your limits). But Dissolution was past and the Zen SdIf circuswas

gtill here, so held decided to come and check it, see what Fiorindaand the Heads
were on about. He had meant to accost one of the Sdlfers, get the spidl. Instead he
moved through the little crowds around the ingtdlations, stopping and staring

and then passing on, brooding on the grief he was having with Fiorinda.

He hadn't known how much he'd been looking forward to seeing that girl,

until they were suddenly together in the roya coach, and she froze him out.

Things had been no better since. He was back where held started, with the stone
cold eyes, the clipped chill voice, the so, do you want that fuck? Intimeslikethese,
alover isn't for sex. A lover is someone to reach for in the night, someone whose
exisence in the world you can cling to when you're hard pressed. Hed been
imagining that was what they were for each other, but no way. Sheld been living

in Pig'shotel under some kind of house arrest, which couldn't have been fun.

Hed thought she'd relax when he took her back to the Snake Eyes place: it

hadn't worked.

She said the world where they could have been together no longer existed.

Ax said he thought they needed each other more than ever, now everything

was fucked. She said, 'I'm not going to be any rockstar palitical gang's Comfort Girl,
dlowed to tag dong in return for sexua favours!'

So then Ax had to face the question of what Pig might have been up to

(although at least she was dive, and in okay physica shape, more than some
people could say). She brushed that off, hurtfully as possible. 'Oh no. Pigsty

won't touch me. Hell protect me. I'm the Ax's main squeeze. I'm safe, aslong as
you and he don't fdl out.’



'Look, Fio, said Ax, 'thisisnot fair. Weredl equa under the Fig. Y ou, me, dl
of us. You think Pigsty or hisgoonswould hesitate at ana rape? Y ou're kidding.
Believe me, I've seen themin action. You're not “alowed to tag dong”. You're
vitaly important, you have been from the start, if that's what's fucking you up.

Y ou're the one with the verbass, the one the suits respect and so do wedll.’

Still the curled lip, the hostile eyes, the relentless tongue. 'Helll probably knock
me on the head, however, when he finds out I'm Sterile!

"You arenot sterile. You had theinjection: it'sreversible— '

'Not the one they give to single mother thirteen year olds, who have just given
birth and have no oneto read them thelr rights!'

It wasimpossible, he couldn't reach her, and he hated and despised himsalf

for taking the sex anyway. It was his own stupid fault for building up acrappy
fantasy. Hed come to like and respect Fio very much, but he hadn't thought of
himsalf asromantically involved, before Massacre Night. HEd regarded her asa
project, afriend in need. What afucking stupid way to get involved. Not knowing what is happening, not
thinking it out, just falling—

It had been arelief to go down to Taunton, where repossession loomed again.
That'd been abizarre experience. Contrary to the look of the thing, Ax had no
money, certainly noneto spare to pour into his Dad's black hole; not thistime.
He'd been pleading with the finance company, thinking fucking hell, don't you
guysredise aword from meto the Pig and your heads might get blown off?; and
at the sametime could have kissed their feet for not redlisng, for sill managing
to livein aworld where nothing had changed. Dad didn't redlise anything. Ax's
dad would keep repeating on him like abad curry, until the hideoudy distant

day when the bastard could be stuck in anursing home.

And throw away the key.

Old people ought to die more. When he'd said that, what he?d meant wasthat old
peoplein this country might aswell be dead, considering the kind of life most of
them had to endure—

Taunton had been only lightly bruised by the Deconstruction Tour. Broken

plate glass, acouple of burnt out buildings, nothing to mention. But there were
no young men. Apparently abunch of hippies, led by one of the Organs, had
been through al this area on an aggressive recruiting drive. It made for astrange
amosphere, especialy at night. Ax had walked about the quiet, dark streets, and
fdt chillsup hisspine. Theideaof Ax raisng an army in Somerset was
laughable, but it was a scary insight into the way the Pig's mind was working,

(we never thought he had amind. What fools were we); and aview of the Situation that had to be nipped
inthebud. Thefingernal and thumbnail coming

together, nicking out the disastrous growth before it hastimeto get started: he
could fed it. And there was Fio again, one of those Think Tank Fio-riffs about
wordsthat make sense, language we can understand with our senses. . . Raisinga
crud, ridiculous nostagiafor the good old days of jamming with Paul Javert.

His brothers and Milly had been here on Reading campground since the coup.
Good thinking on their part, safety in numbers: safety in being seen to be part of
the Counteculturd nation. Hed indsted that he needed to talk to them,wanting

to know how much freedom he had. His barmy army escort had agreed to drop
him off, no problem there. Hed told the band he hoped they could go hometo
Taunton soon. But Ax would have to stay in London. In the Snake Eyes house; or
find somewhere of hisown. What about Fio? Would she movein with him?

He kept wanting to cal her, seeif anything had improved. Like, right now. It
would be no use. Fiorindaand telecoms didn't mix. Her cut glass accent, her



mulish little white face on a postcard screen, communicated nothing.

Fuck. Relationship-grief was adistraction he badly did not need.

Weasit the sterilisation? Women will do that, tell you anything but the redl
problem. If she wanted to have ababy. . . okay. Aslong asit wasjust one.
Whatever the injection had done, they'd get it fixed: sureto be possible.

In front of the quantum-dissociation experiment he stood, distracted from his
trouble by atechnicd puzzle. What were the Zen Sdfersrunning dl this stuff on?
Mains Power was fucked to hell dl over, to the extent that the campgrounds, with their dodgy little
generators, were reatively well off. But these big science

ingtdlationslooked too hungry to be feeding off alittle chugging petrol engine
out the back of the tent. Ax wasinterested in novelty energy sourcing. There
would come atime when the problem of power was not trangent, and it might
not be far ahead.

It wason thelist called Solutions to Problems:

But Ax had envisaged years of working on the Sddlines, tackling thet list.
Instead of which he would have to spot the solutions that must be around in
embryo, and save them now, if he could, while struggling with araft of horrible
present and pressing dilemmas—

'‘Good morning Mr Preston.’

A woman in asari was standing at his elbow.

Ax the guitarist had prided himsalf on being non-famous. Hisface was not his
fortune, he didn do celebrity culture, no one was ever going to pester himin the
supermarket. He felt abitter, irrational shrinking: he was public property now.
'Y ou can call me Ax.? At least he remembered this woman's photograph from
the Festiva programme, so he could return the compliment. 'And you're Olwen
Devi, niceto meet you.'

'Isthere something you'd like to know?

'Wdll, yes. How're you keeping al this stuff going?Isit apetrol generator?
Maybe they had alandline al the way from some busy Welsh wind farm. But
that wasn the answer. All the renewables were the socio-industrial dependent Nationa Grid concept,
Greenwashed, and al the micro-generation he?d seen so

far was chickenshit. Nothing solved the problem Ax wanted to solve.

"We make our own power.'

'How d'you mean?

‘Literally. We use ATP, adenosine triphosphate, the energy currency of dl

living things, from our own cdl metabolism.’

"You mean, likea. . . like apotato clock?

‘Something like a potato clock. Would you like meto explain?

‘Hmm.!'

Fiorindaflew out of hismind. Hetook a better ook at the scientist. The
morning was chill, Olwen Devi wore avivid red and green plaid shawl, trimmed
with black piping, around her shoulders—acolourway offensively drab-yet
garish to hisEnglish eyes. Her face was asmooth ovd: haf-circle eyebrows, high
round cheeks, round brown eyes, businesdike smile. What is she like? She was
like acam, confident, Welsh Hindu Primary school teacher. He could imagine
her standing no nonsense.

'Okay. Explainit alittle. No need to get too technicd .’

Sheled him away from the drifting, idly interested campers, to the decking in
the centre of the tent. They stood among the collection of lecture props.

'Every cdl of your body containslittle powerhouses called mitochondria
Yeah'



'Which. . . it'safascinating process—' Olwen Devi's hand edged as if magneticaly attracted towards her
laser pointer; the remote for her display

screen. Ax gave her afirm look.

‘Trandaefue into work potentia.

‘Right.’

'Weve developed ameansto draw on this power, through the skin, and

amplify it.

'Oh yeah? And what can you make it do?

'Ambient light and moderate heat are the most devel oped applications. Those
can be seamless. Otherwise, there's an interfacing problem. We're envisaging a
set-top technology, in the medium term.’

‘But you're dready running thiswhole show on it? How long—?

'We've been running the Zen Sdlf tent on human metabolism power since last
July. Intimesof high demand it can be exhaudting, like running uphill. But
everything hereishighly energy conserved and we are many: it's never too

much to handle. Of courseit would be another huge step to move on from
experimenta conditions.’

'Guruji, how would you like to work for me?

'Please don't cal methat. A guruisachubby fellow with a penchant for half—
nakedness, glistening like araw egg as he rakesin money from the gullible. Also
itisatitlefor aman. | tolerateit from the punters: | don't likeit.'

Then, er Dr. . . Devi?? But that was another nickname.

‘Just Olwen.' Zen Sdlfers, most of them wearing some of that tacky Welsh red and green,
had come to see what was going on. They didn't look surprised, no more than
Olwen hersdf. It was asif they'd been waiting for Ax to turn up.

'‘Okay, Olwen. What about it? If I'm ever in a podition to hire you, one day?
The Zen Sdlferslooked at each other, grinning. Olwen Devi shook her heed at
them alittle. 'Mr Preston, AX, we believe we're arready working for you.'

'Huh?

'We've been hoping you would come and see us. We would have sought you
out, but we fdt that might be tactless. Everyone knows that you have defended
the country's science base wherever you could, but still, you are dux bellorum of
the CCM.

Ax didn't know what a dux bellorum was. But he thought of the Tour, and what
these people were, and their position at Reading. It was something he hadn't
considered.

'Yes,' said Olwen, camly. 'And yet we've chosen to stay on. Scotland has
aready made the trangtion, it?s a European state. Ireland is an independent
power. Waesis small, confused and vulnerable. We have our skill resources, our
software, and pockets of highly developed sustainable technology: but the way
thingsare going, very little will stay in Welsh hands. It'sagold rush, since
Dissolution. We saw what was coming and decided to leave. Our parent
company stayed behind: but we believe that our work is safer here, in the heart
of the Countecultural movement and its anti-science fury: because of you. Because we are under your
protection.’

'My protection.’ Fucking ironic, indeed.

'Asfor payment, we consider ourselves well rewarded for the moment, and

we plan to make our own fortunes. But if you could ook out for Wales, when
you comeinto your kingdom, Ax. . . that would be abonus.’

Ax had never before had anyone speak to him asif they shared his sense of
destiny. He was amazed, and alittle frightened.



'What about your, um, parent company?

She shook her head. 'Oh, they won't be cherrypicked. They are not vulnerable!’
Hefdt that the subject was closed. Okay, forget the parent company.

‘ThisATP. Could you do. . . stagelighting?

'Fuck shit," muttered one of the Zen Sdlfers. 'Sudden death.’

'l can't seethat, at present,’ said Olwen sedately.

'What about, say, redly heavy computing power? Where's your mainframe?
Sheraised her right hand. On the middle finger shewaswearing aring with a
large, golden-white stone, brilliant cut but dightly cloudy within. Not a

diamond, maybe awhite topaz? He'd noticed it aready.

'Heresheis!

'| see. Doesthering come off?

The Zen Sdfers grinned some more. 'Not easily,’ said Olwen. 'Serendip and |
arevery close.’ She eased the gold band aside. Sunlight faling through the dome
was caught, glittering, in abarely visblefiligree, like spiderweb, between the jewe and her skin.
Ax thought of the meeting in Shanghai. High tech ismagic that works.

'What about the actual Zen Sdf shit? Does that have some dlt.tech rationale?
"The ATP development is an aspect of the Zen Sdf project. We are looking at
al the waysin which Sdlf and the world are connected, and how those
connections can be reconfigured towards our final goal. If you mean, could you
use the science of consciousnessfor your revolution, | don know. But thereis
surely asynchronicity. When technology —applied science— becomes magicd,
what does science become?

The Zen Sdlfers had dispersed, at some signal Ax hadn't noticed. Olwen

stepped down from the deck, and made for the tent entrance. Ax followed. She
wasright, they?d said all that could be said, for the moment.

'Did you know, the Upanishads were first trandated in Europe during the

French Revolution? Sheturned to him: absurdly symmetrical dark brows raised
inmildinquiry.

'l never knew that.'

'l seemysticismisnot for you. But we understand each other?

He had no way of knowing what this ATP technology wasworth. The Welsh
can be plausible buggers, adept at making fuck-all sound good, they have to be
don't they. He'd need to try and find out more about it, from an independent
source. But he was sure Olwen Devi was a valuable acquisition, some way or
other. Without knowing it he'd been looking for someonelike this. 'Y eah. Done dedl. Y ou work for me, |
look out for you. And for Wales, if that's

ever anissue!

They shook hands, like market traders. The ring on her middle finger felt

warm asflesh.

The Pig's hotel was ablank white tower on Park Lane. It had been empty with a
skeleton gtaff, dueto lack of trade, when Pigsty decided he wanted to movein.
The foreign owners had made no problem over leasing their placeasa
Presidentia Palace, aslong as someone would someday pay the bill. As soon Ax
was back in town, Pigsty caled ameeting of the Counter Culturd Think Tank, in
one of the conference rooms. Thisturned out to be a grotesque replication of the
old conditions. No eighteenth century pictures, no ornate white plaster celling
high overhead. But here was Pigsty, flanked by his drinking buddies, at the head
of the table, where Paul used to be. Here was Benny Preminder taking notes, and
here were the radical rockstars, wondering why they'd ever signed up for this
charade. Some significant gapsin the ranks, otherwise no change.



The President hadn't done this before, he said, because he hadn wanted to

take Ax away from the Tour. From now on they would meet often. 'Y ou're my
Cabinet, he told them affectionately. The government can do the government
shit. You work for me. Ax is Prime Minister, ‘course, an' | hereby appoint Sage
my Minister for Gigs. The people want that roadshow Paul was promising, |

want you onto it, Sage. Were gonnalose dl artistic credibility if we don't get touring soon. Therest of
you can havetitleswhen | think of 'em.’

It lasted acouple of hours. They were dl till dive a the end.

Downgtairs, three Eyes, four Heads and three Chosen were anxioudy waiting.
They'd been required to turn up, but President Saul aka Pig had decided at the
last minute that they were not alowed into the meeting. The hotdl 1obby was
noisy and chaotic, full of Pigsty entourage and hangers—on: stray campersfrom
the Park, hippie goons from the barmy army; fresh-faced teenagerswho'd run
away from hometo join the circus of the hour, and having reached it sat giggling
or ready to weep on the stained and ripely hungover luxury-hotel upholstery —
might aswell have signs hung around their necks reading Please Kill Me And

Eat Me. If theforeign owners could have seen the state of their public rooms,
(where the cleaners had abandoned alosing battle) they would have had qualms
about that lease. But they couldn't check it out easily, owing to Pigsty having
made a clean sweep of webcam eyes.

The Pig's Cabinet —AXx and Sage and Fiorinda, Rob and DK, Chip and
Verlaine and Roxane; Fereshteh in her enveloping vell— joined the others. It was
thefirg timethey'd al been together since Massacre Night.

No one spoke for along time.

The body count after that night had ended up lower than first estimates, only
twenty three actualy dead. The English nation, including the government,

seemed to fed that was areasonable price to pay for the taming of the CCM,
especialy since most of the fatdities had been out-and-proud Green Nazis. advocates if not perpetrators
of the most murderous eco-terrorism. The funky

new President wasfine. Even the Tour had been fine, now it was over.

The day after the Dissolution ceremonies Ax had had aphone call, an

invitation to lunch at agentlemen’s club in the West End. He'd gone dlong, and
found himsdlf Stting opposte. . . Wasit someone from the Home Office? MI16?
Hewasn told, didn ask. No labels, just someone who wanted to talk to Ax. A
middle aged Asan guy, very well-dressed, thick silver grey hair brushed straight
back, giving Ax to understand that the facts were known and the Situation, Paul
Javert murdered and Pigsty for President, was something the country could live
with. He'd talked about youth and age. How young people, if they are of any
worth, are convinced that what they do isimportant. Older people cometo
understand that there are no new moves. Everything that we do has been done
beforetime and time again, it'swhat you are that matters, the unique persondity
brought to bear on these inevitable actions. Ax had listened, having difficulty just
chewing and swallowing, thinking about ethnic origins, and how he didn't have
one, himsdf. If 17m not English, I'm not from anywhere.

What had shaken him was the way thiswell-rooted, well-finished someone

hed waited, after held described the Situation everyone could live with. Weatching
Ax'sface with adeeply disturbing kind of respect. The unsaid words had hung
between them: that if Ax planned to change the situation, then that would be okay
too, because he, AX, was too dangerous to be messed with.

So he had what he'd wanted. Already, right now. Reach out and take it. He hadn't known that it would
fed likethis.



He twisted his Dissolution Fest wristband around: clear plagtic, witha
shimmering rainbow border. Everyone was gill wearing them, probably end up
like the Masons, shoot your cuff and obstacles disappesar, oh, | see you're wearing a
Reading DY wristie, and with all the colours, access all areas, oh well that's different. . .
His head was full of cottonwool. How long since held managed to cop any REM
deep? About ayear, it felt like. His hands were cold asice. He put his coat back
on and stuck them in the pockets, felt marginally better ingde the trusty leather
armour. . . 'lsthere somewhere we can go and talk?

'What about the Garden Room? said Fereshteh.

They trooped through the lobby to the hotdl's breakfast buffet and coffee shop,
where there was a garden courtyard —formerly glassed over, now open to the
cold sky after some hippie prank. It was sad and empty, big hothouse plants
quietly dying in their pots and troughs. The broken glass had been cleared away,
but there was a scum of litter over the marble pavement, empty cans and bottles
inthe water fegture.

Ax sat on the steps by the pool, where aclogged fountain struggled to rise,

and looked around. Three brave, beautiful Eyesin bright wool coats, fuchsia,
emerald and tangerine, fun feather plumes a the wrists and throat. Their stocky
plum-dark beau. DK the party animal, his receding hair tied back in a ponytail,
big sunken circles under his pretty eyes, far srayed from the dao of fun. Roxane
Smith, flamboyant ex-man, veteran of God knows how many waves of rock idealism: looking like shit,
the damage only emphasised by a Chinese Opera

scae dap-job. Rox's young boyfriend Verlaine (aka Kevin Hanlon); and
Verlanes other sgnificant other, Chip Desmond.

Shane and Jordan and Milly, Fereshteh the ghaza singer, five skull-masked
Heads; and Fiorindain one of her party dresses under adrab, matted swedter,
looking even more shit than Rox. Walking wounded, dl of them. Only Fereshteh,
aert and composed in her burga, seemed relatively okay —and the kids, Chip
and Verlaine, who were just too fucking childish to stay shattered for more than
fiveminutesa atime.

'Wel,' said Ax, at lagt. 'Let's Start at the beginning. Mot of you were at the

L SE that day, and | don't believe any of you were there by accident.’

'What d'you mean by that? said Sage.

That amazing mask had maintained amerry and even-tempered grin through

the Cabinet meeting. It was now a blesk closed door, and what the fuck made the
difference Ax couldn't begin to tell, only it was there. Sage and the Heads had
spent the three months of the Tour with rurd divisons of the barmy army,

killing surplusfarm animals and suff like that, and behaved so well they'd

earned the privilege of vigting their families.

Sage had been to Wales, to see hisex-girlfriend and hiskid. Ax wanted to

know how that had been, now Waeswas aforeign country, and especialy in the
light of histalk with Olwen Devi: but it would wait. Anything to do with Sage's
kid was territory where the guy's worst enemy might fear to tread. 'l mean, some of us may not liketo
admit it, but we al have the agenda.’

'Y eah,’ said Rob, elbows on hisknees, the coa black fake-astrakhan lining of

his coat arich frameto the lemon yellow of his suit. 'We wanted to make a
difference, got snared into that shit-for-brains Think Tank because we hoped it
would come to something. But what the fuck do we do now?

"Thisthing hasturned truly hateful,” murmured Fdlice, 'Asbad asit gets. I'm
scared. I'm like, 1'd leave the country, but it's my country.’

'l think wereal scared,’ said Ax, 'but I'm afraid thisisn't asbad asit gets.



Unlesswerevery, very lucky, well lose alot more ground before we cometo the
bottom of thisdide!

‘Just a harmlesslittle market adjustment,’ remarked Verlaine cheerfully. 'Or

the end of the world aswe know it. Whichever labd sells best will win out.”

'Y eah. That's about it. Y ou know the story. According the hardline CCM we've
reached the limit of what this planet will stand. We al ought to commit suicide
but we're doomed anyway. Far as| cantell, thegrim truth in redl termsisthat
things could get alot worse for the lesser spotted flycatchers and the
Bangladeshis, without the survival of modern civilisation being much
compromised. But there's such athing as asdf-fulfilling prophecy, and beingin
the middle of the crash at the end of the longest economic boom in modern
history doesn't help.

»WEereinred trouble, and were not done. One reason why the English
government is happy to settle for Pigsty, isthat they see what's happening in Italy, and France, and
Germany and the Bendlux. They know we're better off

than we might have been.’

'Asde from afew dead bodies,” murmured Fiorinda

Ax sighed. 'Asde from afew dead bodies, yeah. | haven't forgotten them. I'm
saying that since what happened, happened, we haven't come out of it too badly
so far. But because thisis so widespread, and because we are pushing thelimits,
interms of numbers versus resources, in the short term, things are likely to get
much worse right herein England now the shit has hit the fan, in wayswe can't
avoid. If you need convincing, | could give you detail—'

This offer brought back, with vividness, the relentlessgrey hours of that night.
Everyone recoiled.

‘That's okay,' said Sage hurriedly.

'Webeieveyou.'

‘Not necessary, Ax,'

'Y ou're the man with the plan.’

‘Just tell uswhat you want usto do—'

He had not understood that they would be waiting for him. He had hardly
thought about them while he was on the Tour, except for praying to God he
would see Fiorinda again; and except that their faceswould cometo him
sometimes, vividly, on the edge of the deep that duded him. Faces around a
table, willing him to carry on, keep going, we're with you, Ax. But here they were,
gtill with him: and he hated what he had to tell them. 'We have to concentrate on doing what we can.
Firgt off, that meanstackling

the masses. Getting rid of the leaders of the Extreme Greens hasn solved that
problem, no way, because the red problem is not the proverbid minority of
troublemakers, stirring up civil unrest. The problemismillions of angry,

confused citizens who have spent the last few years seeing their savings wiped
out, their prospects vanish and their salf-esteem destroyed. And unlike Scotland,
Ireland and Wales, the people of England don't have the lovely feding that the
world isyoung and early struggleswill bring success. . . Misery. Normd, gut
wrenching human unhappiness. That's what fuels the drop-out hordes, that's
what will keep on feeding the CCM, and keep Pigsty?s barmy army dangerous.
Factis, | think one of our mgjor concerns asaculture, if we get through this
rough patch, isgoing to be finding new ways to make terms with normal
unhappiness, because the ways that used to work, such as wage davery, will be
gone forever. But right now, we're talking about crisis control.!

It was strange how these successful rocksters—all of them at the sweet end of



amongroudy unfair system, if only the Heads were in the superleague— had
darted ligening, redly listening, when he mentioned the gut-wrenching
unhappiness of the human condition. How Fiorinda and Sage especidly had
lifted their heads, like they had heard some distant, magical, inevitable

summons. Shame he had to bring them back to earth.

'We have to manage the masses, keep them from breaking the place up, stop
thisrevolution from turning into areign of terror. How can we achieve this? 'Shoot more people,
suggested Forinda. At least she cracked atiny smile.

‘Thanks Fio. I'll hold that onein reserve. . . No, | think the best thing we can

do, for the moment, is carry on with the Paul Javert job. Accept President Pig.
Work with him, around him, get on the road. Free concerts, big ones!'

They gared a him blankly.

'Y ou mean we hang on,’ suggested Verlaine, hopefully, 'In deep cover? Limit

the damage best we can, and wait for our chance to take over the government?
'Er. .. no. | am not planning to take over the government. Wouldn't do me any
good. | agree with Pigsty, let the suits run the bureaucracy. It's the function of
any government to be didiked, and people haveto like us, or we won't be able to
do what | want usto do.'

AXx picked up astem of dry bamboo, debris from one of the neglected plant
troughs, and began to poke at the fountain, to give them something to look at
while they thought it over. To work for the Pig. To endure him and hishippie
goons, and look asif they liked it. It was atough offer.

'Isany one going to pay us? asked Rob. 'Just out of interest.’

'l doubt it. No onewas offering to pay usfor the Think Tank stuff. Financialy,
thewhole thing isabugt, | admit. But the media exposure should be good.'

'Hey,' said Chip. 'No probs. We have Aoxomoxoato bankroll us! If I run short,

| shal come straight to you Sage.”

The skull gave him adour look, (crushing Chip utterly, for aminute or two).

'I'd haveto decide if it was aworthy cause.' ‘Listen, said Ax. 'l didn't expect the Pig's coup. | didn't see
it coming, my fault

entirely, and for the record | fed like shit about that. But we're on the other side.
We haveto start from where we are and work with what weve got and | don't
want any more violence. Pigsty is convinced that he needs us, convinced that we
are hisbest mates, weird as his reasoning on that may seem. And heé'sthe
President. That gives us leverage, some power for good in abad situation. | want
to useit. Will you hep me?

'Okay," said Sage. 'If that's what you want.'

The othersal nodded.

'l think | seeit,' said DK. 'Catharsis, joy: the power of the everlasting best. Yes,
for sure, the best of drugs, adrug that truly heals. But no one can rave twenty
four hoursaday, Ax. Not without dedication, and the dedicated are not your
problem. The barmy army recruitswill flock to your gigs, and then they'll go out
and break the place up.’

'l was coming to that. We're gonna sell them community service. They'll

accept rockstars as charity work promoters: it looks familiar. Well get them
cleaning hospital toilets, replanting hedgerows, picking up litter, chatting to old
ladiesin geriatric wards. God knows there's enough that needs doing. And

they'll loveit. Weknow they will, because weve al been there. Being niceto
peopleisadrug with avery pleasant kick, even when it's cut to shit. It'sthe way
we're wired, we get good juice from caring for each other. So, welll givethe
patients rock and roll for heavy medication, voluntary work as routine antidepressants. If we pitch it with



enough conviction, they'll buy it. Asweadl

know only too well, human beingswill do any fucking thing, nolimit, if it isseen
to be normal and taken for granted, and the role-models say it's okay.'

'Circuses," said Roxane. 'Occupationa therapy. . . Y ou left out the bread, Ax.

Y our peoplewill need to eat. They'll need the necessities of life!

'l do have some plansfor that aspect, but for the moment it shouldn't be our
problem. There arerich hippies, rich Greens. Well scrounge off them, if the
government won't pick up the tab.’

No one ese had any comments.

It'slike. . . shuttering,’ said AX. "We had the industrid revolution, we've done
that mechanica work. Thewallswill stand on their own, we can knock away the
supports. We can go back to being ourselves—except that we don't ever go back.
Wego on, further dong Verlaines hdlix of time. If we can just get through this
part, thisdifficult passage, well bethere. Overpopulation, from which every
other problem stems, will be a pulse that we've passed through. Thetruly
liberating tech —for which over—popul ation was in many ways the pricewe

had to pay— will be up and running. There could be, for thefirst timein history,
agenuine human, genuine humane civilisation. For everyone, not the eite few
who have dways had a seet life, any timethislast however many thousand
years. | intend to try and keep things from going to shit, herein England,

through this particular shake down, because | want to give the future that could
happen a chance. That's my project, that's aways been my project. To make thisturning point the
beginning of civilisation, ingtead of afal into the dark ages. But

the only kind of Good State that's going to endure is one where nobody hasto
make an unnatural effort to do the right thing. Utopian revol utions that demand
discipline and sdlf-denid turn rotten in about Six weeks, because default human
nature reassarts itsalf. Somehow weve been given responsibility for the so-called
Countercultural masses. Believe me, it?s not what | wanted, but it?sa placeto
gart, and maybe not the worst. | want to give them —to give the whole country,
if 1 get the chance— amode of life where we only take time off from having fun,
from making art, from being ourselves, to concentrate on each other, like the social
animalswe are meant to be. The lesser spotted flycatchers may even be
reasonably satisfied, if my ideas come about.

»And yeah, before anyone saysit, | know it won't work. If | succeed beyond

my wildest dreams, it'll be partia, fucked up and temporary. Partia, fucked up
and temporary will befine. If we can get that going, for just afew years, just here
in England, well have made our mark. Something will survive:!'

So held unveiled the manifesto. He hadn't meant to do that, and he wished

he'd kept his mouth shut, because he could see that not one of them believed a
word of it. Oh well. They would still do what he told them, because (like Saul the
Pig himsdlf) they badly needed to be told whét to do. At least the fountain had
responded to his perd stence and was rising more strongly: nice touch.

'But on theway to Ax'srock and roll café society,' said Sage, after apolite
pause, Thereisthisroadshow—'"Y eah. Y ou'll need help, Mr Minister.Y ou better get onto Allie, she's
theone. . .

WhereisAllie, by theway?

'Updtairs,’ said Fereshteh. 'She couldn't face everyone. | think because she

knew, and she didn't warn us. | mean, 1”m not saying she knew there was going
to be amassacre, but she knew something.’

'Well, tell her we need her,' said Ax. 'Soon's she can hack it.'

'She's spending time with Anne-Marie and Lola, and the kids. It ssemsto



help.'

Anne-Mariewas old lady to Smelly Hugh, the Organs second in command.
Lolawas President Pig'swedded wife. She usually kept (or was kept) out of the
public eye: asde of the Pig'slifethat didn't fit well with the outrageousimage.
Roxane and Verlaine glanced at each other.

'What about Benny Prem? said Verlaine,

Ax waslooking at Fiorinda. God, she looked terrible, oozing anger and

misery, hair tied up in ascarf that resembled a dishcloth. The party frock,
fullskirted blue taffeta, sprinkled asif with splinters of emerdd, just made her
look likea mental patient. Oh, Fiorinda, why are you like this? He couldn't help
comparing her to Fereshteh, who had come through the same ordedl, so serene
and strong. He noticed, achange that had passed him by until this moment, that
she was no longer wearing the yellow ribbon.

That ribbon, originaly aclubbing sgna, had been born out of sociad

exagperation: there hasto be a way to strike up a conversation, dance, flirt even, without the other
person getting narked if you don't suggest a fuck after thirty seconds. . .
Inevitably it had come to mean other things, inevitably people wore it when they
were on the pull, and taking it off Sgndled some kind of plighting troth with a
new partner. Ax suddenly remembered that Sage, Sitting beside Fiorinda now,
had been wearing the ribbon, on some bizarre whim, before Massacre Night. Not
anymore. He clocked thisinformation, and Sage not touching her but very close,
with horrified, blinding ingght—

'Prem? He'sagovernment suit. If they're happy to keep him on, after what
happened, that's their business. We can live with him. He doesn't matter.’

The meeting degrouped, and he knew it had gone well enough because
everybody (except Fiorindaand Sage) found some reason to come up to him and
say aword, touch hisdeeve. Even Shane, poor kid: with his heartfdlt, justified
grief about the band. Ax followed the Heads into the Sunlight Bar, a spacious,
grope-dark locale where the de facto senior officers of the barmy army liked to
gather. He detached Sage, and took him off to the terrace.

'How was Wales?

'Didn't look any different.’

'Did you take a passport?

'Forgot. They don't want passports, anyway. They want nationa identity

cards, and | aren't got one of those. The border was nothing. But I'm in deep shit
at Parth Galen over this business. Marlon had been seeing his dad on tv, offing
the poor sick moo-cows, dumping them in mass graves. . . Did his head in. Fucking mediafolk—'
Ax was garing at the righteous Countercultural squaor in the hotel gardens:

the tegpees, the bare-arsed toddlers, the dogs, the woodsmoke; the heaps of
refuse. Slent Soring he thought. The songbirds go first. Magpies, herring gulls,
rats. Nothing takes them down.

'Well,' he said, 'l suppose | better regard you as some kind of blood brother,
since you've decided to take me up on my earlier offer.’

‘Huh?

'I'm talking about Fiorinda

The skull stared, doing athing that might have raised its eyebrowsif it had

any. 'Oh, | get it. I've been in your bed, while you was off on tour. Well, thanks.
How do you think | managed that? Sneaked back herein my sparetime and
climbed up adrainpipe?

'Don't care. | said, it's okay. Just wanted the development out in the open.’

'AX, if it'sany of your business, | haven't touched her. She?sachild, | don



fuck children. What the fuck are you on about?

Ax realised he was way out of order. HE insulted Aoxomoxoa, stupidly,
needlesdy, and it was the last thing he should be doing. He didn't know how to
recover. ‘Nothing. . . Forget it. Fact is, | don't know what's wrong with that girl.
Y ou've seen what she'slike, letting herself go.Won't eat, won't deep, shelooks
likefishbones. . .

'How strange. When everything is so hunkydory." Sage concentrated on his cigarette for afew moments.
'AX, d'you remember that tv show?When | was

dagging off the Chosen Few?

'l remember.’

'After which you sought me out, took me on the town, inssted on ustalking

al night whilst getting meleglessdrunk, and | couldn't work out why. You said
then that you awaystried to listen to the people who made difficulties.’

'What's your point?

'Maybe you should ligten to Fiorinda.'

Eventually, freighted with beer and white powder, Ax went back to the house on
the Lambeth Road. He wasn't drunk, he was in the mood where nothing makes
you high; just tired. Fiorindawasin bed, wearing agreyish and raggedy
underdip, and reading by candldight (the mains power was having ascheduled
brown-out). Her lovely hair —her best feature, in AX's opinion— wasin such a
messit would soon be dead-cat whitey dreadlocks of no return, astyle he hated.
Thedip hung dismdly dack from her skinny collarbones.

He went and sat on thefloor in front of his Les Paul, and touched the strings
vaguely, without raising asound. Hisfingertips were tender from lack of use. All
his guitars were valued and respected, but this Gibson was hisfirst love, his
favourite instrument, constant companion. In that gleaming, dark red, classic
form lived thefirgt big gig, lived thefirst time held seen acrowd go wild: lived
everything he most passionately loved to play, everything hed written (though not the Jerusalem solo).
Theyears of living with the band in ahouse that had

bel onged to Milly's mother, after Milly's mum and her step-dad moved to Spain;
with the overgrown garden where they never did any gardening, the double
garage where they had rehearsed. Tours, recognition, critical acclam. A whole
life, awholeworld. Gone.

'Maybe you should st fireto it,' suggested Fiorinda.

'Wouldn't be abad idea.’

He stubbed out hislast cigarette and crunched the empty packet. He'd been
smoking tobacco dl night, no wonder he fdt disgusting. He turned around: on
hisknees. 'Fio. . . | loveyou. You'reright, | know it. We are fucked, it's horrible.
I'm just trying to stay positive, stupid asthat may sound. Please be niceto me."
'AX,' said Fiorinda, dryly, 'l begin to suspect you love alot of people. In your
own, deranged, megalomaniac way.' But she sounded mollified. ‘'Oh, cometo
bed. Come and rest your weary head, idiot.'

He'd known that the word, which he'd never used on her before, would have

an effect (although it was aword she would perhaps never use hersdlf). That and
telling her shewasin the right. People are so easy to handle, aslong as you pay
attention: problem isthat you forget to handle the people who matter most.

The Minigter for Gigs proved to have ataent for del egation. The organisation of
the Post—Deconstruction Tour was directed by Allie Marlowe, assisted by Ax
and Fiorindaand DK. The Heads turned up just about for their spotsin apunishing schedule which
dragged everyone, sometimes in the same venue,

sometimes scattered, al over the country. Therest of the time they kept company



with the barmy army. They cooked up batches of home—made ngpalm on
Reading campground, and went crop—spraying the swathes of 'green concrete
that the government had purchased for destruction as part of their CCM
appeasement. A crowd-pleasing stunt that Ax hated. Sage had never flown an
arrcraft before, but he picked it up. No more problem than driving the van.
There was no murderous violence in the Cabinet meetings, only the ever

present threat of it, but there was ugly stuff to swalow. In May, President Pig
intervened persondly to ingst on the summary execution of dl the prisoners
currently sentenced under the restored death pendty (a crowd-pleasing stunt the
government had launched a couple of years ago, but never yet had the gutsto
implement). He wanted them to hang, but had to settle for the lethd injection.
Fired with enthusiasm by the experience, he summoned Ax to the heavily
guarded family suite, on the hotd's first floor, to discussthe formation of a
Counterculturd judtice system. Public hangings, flogging and branding for

crimes againgt Gaia, what did Ax think? He was anxious for approvad.

'We gottaget tough," heinsisted, a cohol-stunned eyes wandering, unable to

fix on Ax'sface. 'Child molestors, dl that kind of shit, we gotta be hardline, take
themora high ground there, aswell as on the green agenda.’

The suitewas avery disturbing place. It reminded Ax of another thing
Forindaused to say in the Think Tank. It'sal costume. There's no distance between the most in your
face hippie godfather, and right-wing family values. He

began to fed the horror of the trap he wasin. The Pig was popular, the country
seemed satisfied. There was nothing Ax could do, except wak away, (if Pigsty
would let him go); and he couldn't bring himsdlf to do that.

A few days after thisinterview he was on the south coast, doing lunch with some
ancient ladies hauled out of that other, vastly more numerous desth row, for the
pilot of the CCM Volunteer Initiative. 'I'm glad my mother had me,' said the spry
whedlchaired ninety-eight year old next to him. 'If she hadn't, | wouldn't be here
with you now, would 1?7 The way she said it, you'd have thought the decade
she'd spent dying of boredom between threadbare sheets, sometimesin her own
shit, had been wiped clean off the date by this particular salt-aired sunny day, as
she sat gumming her fish and chipsfor the cameras.

After the publicity lunch he talked to the manager of severd long stay care
homes in the south coast conurbation, and asked her what was needed.
Everything, she said. Economic meltdown had not been easy on the low-income
poor-health sector of the geriatric bulge. Donationsin kind would be be<t, as
credit was difficult. Sheld love some volunteers, nice mature ladies for
preference. "What about young men? said AX. There were more nice, mature
ladies than you'd think among the revolutionaries, but they tended not to be at a
lossfor occupation. Matron (not her title, but it seemed the natura term) looked
down her nose. She knew the kind of young man on offer: but she was desperate. ‘| would consider
them. Aslong asthey were clean and tidy.'

'I'm gonna make you eat that tone of voice,' said Ax.

The media called them Ax Preston’'s Chosen, but that was aready the name of his
other band, so they quickly became The Few. They moved into aderelict barracks
near the Park, that had been standing empty like the Pig's hotel, and set up their
headquarters. a press office, aclub venue, studios, aworks canteen; hostel beds
for teenage runaways. They cdled it The Insanitude. After the nationa tour, Ax
managed to get hisfriends out of the hostage Stuation, arguing plausibly that

they should spread the message in the regions. The Chosen returned to Taunton,
the Heads retired to Reading. But the Pig started to get restive, so the others



gtayed in town: Chip and Verlaine a Rox'sflat in Notting Hill, Allie, Fereshteh
and DK at the Insanitude. Fiorindaand Ax stayed at the Snake Eyes house.
Forindahelped DK to run one of the Insanitude nights, keeping him company

in hiseyrie above the balroom, while he played merry hdl with state-of-the-art
IMMix. Shewore the new filter glassesto shut out the assault on her visua
cortex: looked down through blood-brown lenses at the huge crowd of dancers
swirling around, oblivious of their dolefully decrepit surroundings. Maybe they
needn? bother to redecorate, virtual scenery would be enough.

'What did it used to be? wondered the Mixmaster, mopping swesat and

chewing gum at aterrible rate. Forty-something, motormouth Dilip could lose or
gain fifteen yearsin amoment, depending on hismood or the light. He was young tonight, he wasflying.
"This hideous heap, this pile of architecturd dung.

Wasit afactory? A power station, aboot camp areformatory ?

'| dont believe you dont know. Y ou wereliving in the Park al last summer.
'Was|?Oh, wel, | only saw from afar, abig lumpen empty building.’

'Y ou're having meon.’

‘'Mmm hmmtitum. . . I've never been interested in Sghtseeing. What a

beautiful gown you are wearing,' He did something that made the dancers

ghriek, gected hisgum, stuck it on the underside of the desk, searched in vain for
afresh gick. "What do you think of the Pig, Fiorinda?

'I think he'sabraindead, brutal creep,’ said Fio, far enough from sober to relish
the fedling of speaking dangerous treason.

'Sodo. | dso believe Ax did what had to be done, he had no other choice, and
heisgtill doing what has to be done, and al power to him.’

'Exercising the art of the possible,’ agreed Fiorinda. 'Same old, same old. Don't
get mewrong, | know Ax isdoing hiscrazy best.'

'And here are we, torn between Jupiter and Apollo or some East-West lyric that |
can't think of but let's be shameesdy midAtlantic: you want to come over to the
North Wing after this, back to my pad?

‘Sure!’

‘That is, um, that is—"'

'Aslong asit would be okay with Ax," supplied Fio, resgnedly. 'Sokay. He
won't mind." 'Ah, Fiorinda' DK swung around and wrapped her in armslikefriendly,
roving snakes. 'Sea-green, oceanic, pellbinding, Fiorinda.' His breath was sweet
and hot. She reached over his shoulder, took off her glasses and was plunged
into deep water, filled with mysterious shapes that thrummed at her like

another kind of sound: then flipped to the roaring surface, stretched over the
pesks and troughs of gigantic midocean waves. Dilip was lovely and warm, in
the middle of thishuge cold sea. 'Actudly,’ he confessed, nuzzling her throat and
at the same time leaning back to do something new to theillusion. 'l was having
you on. | know where we are. Were in Buckingham Paace, for achanging of the
guard, what could be morefitting, ah, green-eyed Fiorinda— '

Her eyeswere grey, in some lights hazel; or maybe even brown. But it would
have been ashameto correct him when hewason arall.

Ax arranged for Fereshteh to get him up to speed on British Idam, or English
Idam asthey should now say. She and Allie were sharing asuite of Insanitude
rooms. amakeshift arrangement, like Ax and Forindaliving at Snake Eyes, that
seemed likely to persst because it was impossible to make plans. No sign of
Allie. She was keeping alow profile, functioning okay, but nothing like her old
sdf. Hewas gartled and intrigued to find that Fereshteh still wore the burga, in
her own living room.



"You're not amalereative, and | fed more comfortable thisway.'

It was certainly interesting to watch her hands, and her eyes, and guess at the shape of that smilein her
voice. How old was Fereshteh? Her hands said young,

but her rich singing voice had al its growth, which he knew in awoman

normally meant late twenties. Was shefat or thin? A little fleshy, he judged, but
graceful. They talked about I amic background, and how Ax would have to
learn Arabic if he wanted to get very far: Ax skirting round the obvious, which to
Ax was how can a woman put up with thisreligion?

| don't get it," he said, at last. 'Okay, | heard about how women get a better

ded legdly inthe Koran than in the Bible, and Muhammad was secretly an early
feminig, and wearing the vell isactudly liberating, but give me abreak. Y ou and

| both know that what happens, among thefaithful, is heavy inequdlity.’

‘Qur'an.’

'K'ran'

‘Better. Whenever we say the name of the Prophet, we say Peace and Blessings
of Allah Be Upon Him.'

'Muhammad, Peace and Blessings of Allah Be Upon Him. But how canyou
agree to something that says you're less than aman, and you have go around
with abag over your head because you're responsible for sexud attraction and
heisnt, dl that?

'l don't haveto agree, Ax. | only have to accept, to stop fighting with the way
things are. Accept thewill of God, and be at peace. That's what 1dam means. But
not only Idamthinkslikethis In la sua volonte e nostra pace—

‘That's not Arabic.' 'No, it'sltalian. It'saline from Dante's Paradiso. In Hiswill is our peace.'
For himsdlf, he could fed the attraction: some kind of bedrock. Accept wasa

riff that kept playing in his head just now. For awoman, a courageous,
competent, talented human being like Fereshteh, it wasincomprehensible. He
shook hishead. 'Nah, | till don't get it.'

She straightened the deek dark braid, tinged with rust—colour, that lay on his
shoulder. Y ou'relike alittle boy. Y our information chip let you down, huh?

"It doesn't hel p with understanding things, it's only astack of facts and some
ordering software. So, are you ever going to take that off, while I'm around?
‘Not until we put out the light.’

In July Fiorindamoved back to Reading. Too many hurtful things had been said
and done, sincethat horrible ride down the Mall. Being with Ax had become an
unhappy marriage, they were better gpart. She found a vacant hut, sturdily made
out of car body panels, in one of the farthest flung camping fields, arranged her
possessions and sat looking around, seeking things that dated from before the
AX. Her guitar, afew dresses. My lifeisover, shethought. Thisis something else,
ausdess aftermath. That was the way she'd felt since Massacre Night. It wasn't
Ax'sfault, but maybe it was the reason they'd broken up. She picked up the
sdtbox and hed it in her pam. She felt no nostalgiafor the cold house, those
yearswere dreadful to recall, but this double-edged talisman was till precious.

A present for alittle girl who isgoing to live beyond the end of the world. She began to work for Olwen
Devi, on ascheme training human gut bacteriato

chew up and neutralise shit, wherever it waslaid (but not beforel!). As Sage had
predicted, it was getting direly necessary to have apolicy for the brown stuff.
Shedidn't like being apharm animal, but she knew she had to be there. That was
what The Few were about. She wasn't going to let Ax down, just because they
had persond differences. There were exercises you did, physica exercisesrather
like T'al Chi, which expedited the pharming, due to quantum entanglement or



something. She was doing them one morning, while her breakfast tea kettle
szzled, when Sage arrived. When shed finished he was Sitting at her open door.
The skull was chipper enough, but it was lying through itsteeth. The rest of

him looked bone weary. The Heads had al been ill with some bug or other: and
then Luke had gone down with avird pneumonia. There was nothing a hospital
could do for him, and Head Ideology scorned such places anyway. They were
nursing him as best they could in the van. Fiorindawas not alowed to help.

They said she was too young, and what the fuck would Ax say if she got Sick?
'How ishe?

Shedidntinvite himin. Helooked asif he needed the sun and air.

'Okay, sort of, for the moment. Georgeiswith him.’

'Ishe going to get better?

The skull contemplated. 'No,' said Sege at last, stonily. 'l don't think so.'

She said nothing. Her fire burned with a strong, young, yellow flame, the effect of the exercises made her
fed digant and deepy. So thisiswhat we will

do, shethought, as she crouched waiting for the water's note to change. We will
die. . . Well, that's not so bad. Without premeditation she reached out, and a
flame crept into her hand. It curled there confidingly, thelittle wild creature, full

of life: such aconsoling thing, afire.

Sage moved in the doorway, aboot hed striking—

She looked around. He quickly looked away.

‘Therésaletter for you. | brought it over.’

The campground Post Office was busy, these days. Cellphone networks had
collgpsed as the hippies chopped down masts al over the place, leaving the
utterly, abjectly mobile-dependent English lost and bewildered.

The short letter wasfrom Carly.

Dear Fiorinda, excuse me writing, but I couldn't get a number for you, you famous
person you. | don't know if you want to know this but | thought you ought to be told—
'My mother'ssick again,’ she said, when she'd read to the end. 'Sounds as if
she'sdying.’

Summer turned to Autumn. Throughout Europe, Countercultural Revolution
flared and smouldered. In England appeasement, the President Pigsty route,
seemed to be working: but the conflict between Y orkshires Idamic Separatists
and the police had reached the proportions of asmall war. In the cold house
Forindaendured the hated company of the dying woman, not knowing if it made any senseto say, sure
she could not leave. At least Carly made no further

contact. She thought of Saul the Pig in his hotel suite with his bodyguards, Ax
the manager organising everyone, the Few obediently doing whatever he said:
and dl the barmy army lads, dl the campgrounds, al those thousands upon
thousands of people who had never gone home. From a distance she could seeiit
happening, Ax'sfuture, therock and roll lifestyle written over everything. The
nomadic idleness, the greedy sdlf-indulgence, the emotiond intengity, the anomie,
the tantrums. . . She saw no hopein the development. A certain modd of human
life becomes accepted: once we were manufacturing workers, then we were
venture capitalists, then docile consumers. Now we're rockstars. So what.
Sometimes she thought about the magic. But Sage had been right to look the
other way, because there was nothing to discuss. Magic, when you holdit in
your hand, turns out not to mean anything useful. It'slikelife, it'slike degth: it's
not for anything. Itjustis.

Thetroublein Y orkshire was getting very bad. Girls of Pakistani or Bangladeshi
extraction were found dead if they had so much as|eft the house unvelled or



without the escort of amae relative. Schools were closed, 'Anglo—Saxon'
companies atacked, mixed race families harassed. Terrorist bombings and racia
firefights were dmost daily occurences. People who still had satellite tv started
seeing the map of England on Al Jazeeraand CNN (shorn of Scotland and Wales:
you didn't even recognise the "headless chicken" shape, first few timesyou saw it); with Y orkshire
outlined in jagged red. People who didn't were fed amilder

verson of events,

President Pigsty decided there was a Countercultural issue. He was outraged
over the honor-killings, dress codes, al that oppressive stuff. He ordered the
toughest nuts of the barmy army up there, to liase with the police and sort the
bastards. When his Cabinet demured he told them to mind their own business,
they were abunch of fucking wankers and he was the President. But there was
no changein Y orkshire, and the Pig's pride was touched. One day in September
he announced that hed fixed up for Ax and Sage to go north. They wereleaving
tomorrow, no argument. L et them solve the Idamic problem. If they were so
fucking dever.

The others gave Ax and Sage space, after the meeting was dismissed. No one
knew what to say. They were still hostages, il a the Pig's mercy. The two of
them went back to the Snake Eyes house and up to the room Ax had shared with
Forinda. It wastwilight and there was a brown-out. Ax fussed with candles,
which to Sage was nostalgic. At Reading they had ATP lighting, alimited

system, but beyond futurigtic: aglimpse of aworld that challenged Head
Ideology inways he didn't know if he could tolerate.

'Well? | suppose we have to go?

'Yeah, said Ax. 'l supposewe do.'

Without withdrawing his support, or causng trouble with the Fig, Sage had

been quietly going out of hisway to annoy Ax, and Ax had accepted the situation. He knew it was his
own fault, for impugning the guy's honour (to get

suitably mediaeva about it) that time, over Fiorinda. He shouldn't have doneit,
and held wished often he could apologise, but some things are better left unsaid.
Hewas surprised and relieved at Sage's attitude.

'And we can takeit that our secret rulers are happy for the barmy army to be
involved?

Ax was gtting next to Sage on the bed, the room didn't have much furniture.

He leaned back, head against the wall, thinking about Benny Preminder, Sitting
there so demurdly, making his notes. Bastard. 'No secret. The PM?s clearly
decided that using the barmy army is better than sending in the regulars, which
isthe next step.’

'So what are you planning to do when you get there?

I'venoidea’

'No brilliant solution to the Idamic Question, on that chip of yours?

'I keep telling people, it's adatastack, not awishing well. I'm only fucking sure
that street fighting is not the solution. Thisisaproblem of emotiond identity, it
feeds on that stuff."

'Fine. Let them be the Idamic Republic of whatever.'

‘Right. Then would you evacuate the non-Idamic population of Y orkshire? Or

let them stay, St back and watch the ethnic cleansing? Cometo think of it, where
would you set the borders of that Republic? What about London, Birmingham,

L eicester, Manchester? Y ou know of any mgjor citiesthatdon’t have asignificant Idamic population?
No, there hasto be some way to convince the Idamicsthey

want to be part of the new England. Maybe we haveto find it. . .and without



offending the Pig. Last thing | want isto challenge that fucker's authority.’

The gtreets of Taunton, running with blood—

They sat in sllence, watching the candlelight, and the shadows that played on
the red Gibson, on some sheet music lying on atable; asaucer of dry catfood
with which Ax had been trying to lure one of the Eyes cat's pretty kittensinto his
life, ascarf that Fiorinda had |eft behind.

'Pig'sgoons aren't going to be very impressed,’ Ax remarked gloomily. 'I've
never touched afirearm. | managed to avoid them on the Tour. What about you?
'l can use ashotgun.' Sage took off the masks, and flexed his crippled hands.
The right was worse off: that was the one with only haf athumb, the surviving
fourth and fifth fingers lumpy and crooked from long ago efforts at repair. 'My
left hand's more or lessfunctiond.

'l thought you was right handed.’

'Y eah. Converted to ambidextrous by years of vicious bullying. Ah, it won't be
hard. Thingslikethat never are.’

'Easy enough for you to say. Y ou're the guy who juggles chain saws!'

'Firg time I've heard you admit you've seen our stage act.’

'Must've read about it somewhere!

'Hahaha. So we go up there, and what, we shoot people? My God.'

'I hope it doesn't cometo that."'l think it will.'

They contemplated the future. The sheer monstrous impossibility of what had
happened to them, the hopel essness of Ax's project.

'‘Maybe now you grasp,’ said Sage at last, ‘why Fio was so fucked up.'

Ax flinched. 'Please, could we not talk about Fiorinda.’

He hadn't been too concerned when she moved back to Reading. It wasjust a
spat, held known they would be together again. But now. . . Shewaslivingin
that house, her mother till dying: refusingto let him vist, refusing al help. The
last time they'd spoken on the phone shed looked so bleakly unhappy. He was
terrified. The only comfort he could offer himsdlf, in those grey hours when Ax
never dept, was that she was too down to get it together to dit her wristsor
swalow enough paracetamal.

‘Sorry.

Sage restored the masks and got to hisfeet: unfolding, asaways, to

unexpected heights. The skull's stark grimace wasirrationaly cheering. 'Okay, we're off to the wars.
Now lets find some company and get stinking drunk.’

4. The Straight Path

Ax did not get drunk. Taking with Sage had made him redlise that being treated
likethat by the Pig didn't matter. The Idamic question was something he had to
tackle: ahill to climb. Looking at it concentrated him so he forgot to drink; or if
he remembered, the drug had no effect. Maybe the cdories from the a cohol went
graight into bit-minding, who knows. In the morning Sage was found in the
Mugs Room, curled up peacefully beside asavory pool of vomit and urine. They
woke him up and hosed him down, Ax and Sage went off to talk to mediafolk
about their expedition, and it wastime to set off. Ax went on thinking about his
hill on thetrain: while Sage dept, folded in an impossible-looking pose on the
opposite seet in their ancient first class compartment. Sage could deep anywhere.
In Doncaster they were taken to a disused office block on Chequer Road, that
the barmy army was using as abase. They were received on an upper floor by
someone called Gervase: who sat behind a desk, in an open plan office that bore
traces of its previous occupants, and explained that the barmy army in Y orkshire



had no usefor their presence.

'I'd like to see you two dudes do your free concert or whatever it is, and get on
the next train back to London. We're running awar here, not a pissant rock gig.
Gervase wore his new piercings and his custom-tattered camouflage with an

ar of sdf-satisfied irony. His accent was more offensive than Forindas, though
not so perfect. Y ou had to fedl acertain sympathy with the pleasure hetook in
being rude to pop cdebs: but he was frightening. Ax had met others of this chilling type. Thekind of guy
whose response to Massacre Night had been to

redise that joining the hardline CCM was asmart career move.

‘A war?

The Pig wannabe stared at him. "What else would you cdl it? Now, if you
rockstars will bear with me, welll take care of your gear, and I'll get someoneto
drive you to your hotel.'

He picked up a sheaf of papers and pretended to read. The goons at the doors
of the office suite stared ahead of them. Either ex-regulars or they'd soon got the
idea. Ax got up and went to the windows above the street. He thought about the
rivers, the Don and the Trent, the line of the Great North Road: the old Roman
road to London. Strip out the confusion of modern civilisation and you could
eadly see why this place had once been a guarded gateway to the south. And
here we are again. How long doesiit take to complete the fall back to the Dark
Ages? Not long. Not when the sumble and dide is being helped along by so
many vend idiots.

It was |ate evening and there was a police curfew, but there was a crowd on

the pavement for Ax and Aoxomoxoa. Gervase's soldiers were shoving them
back. Sage had got up too. He was prowling the deserted desks, turning over the
spoor of the accounting firm that had died here, suddenly, some months ago. But
the skull's eye sockets appeared to be watching Ax with lively interet, to see
how he would jump.

It was one of those moments when you have to take one path or another. Am | avisting celebrity, or am
| something else? Maybe, ignobly, it was apure

rockstar reflex that swung it. That's my crowd, you smug bastard. 'Sage, let'sgo
meet the public. Take care of the gear, Gervase. Well cdl you later.’
Theliftswere non-functiond. They went legping down the stairs, passing the
occasond startled militarised hippie. 'Hey,' said Sage, "What happened to not
chdlenging the Pig's authority?

'It'll beokay, | canfix him.'

The guards on the ground floor seemed to have other orders, but Ax madeit
clear that he was going through. Faced with the hero of the Tour and your actua
Aoxomoxoa, paragon and nonpareil of glorious English louthood, what could
they do but give way? Minutes later Ax and Sage were working the front row,
accepting eager, thrilled invitations to come dong to the barmy army's favourite
club: marching away, the lads forming up behind them, roaring out the
Decongtruction Tour song:

Oats and beans and barley grow Oats and beans and barley grow Do you or | or anyone know
How oats and beans and barley grow?

At least they were clearing the street, police should like that.

The club was adank basement arena, given over to drinking and mae

bonding, the sound of yakking voices|ouder than the generic dancetrack. The

moment they walked in they were surrounded al over again. Ax knew hed

made arisky move, but he didn't think it was too dangerous. He could handlethe Pig, at least thisfar. He



put the problem out of hishead and got into Tour

mode. It wasn't hard. These lads were nothing like as bad as the merciless hordes
at the pos—Deconstruction Tour concerts. They just wanted to get near,
grinning al over their faces, laughing stupidly, burgting with pride.

Sage went off with some loca connections of his ngpaming pas. Ax stayed
with the first bunch: managed to get them past the gobsmacked stage, get them
talking. One particular kid wasintensely up on the Chosen, eager to discuss
what had been going on in the making of Dirigiste (which abum he kept calling
Dirigible, but never mind); picking up the referencesto past greats with heart
warming accuracy. It was a shame he couldn't have the attention he deserved.
Maybe another time.

'Y ou know what it was like for me? said one of them —young black manina
Deconstruction Tour teeshirt, shaken voice and shining eyes of someone who has
seen the light— 'It was like, the world was in shades of grey, fuckin' shades of
grey. Suddenly it went into colour. Everything was green and dive, | wasdoing
something worthwhile, thefirst timeinmy life. Fuckin’ magic, Ax!'

'Not only green,’ said Ax. That would be monotonous. If you're going to have
only green, you might aswdl have only grey. Extremistsare dl dike, we want
variety.' If held learned onething on the Tour, it was how to talk pleasantly to
drunken louts who had got idedlism. How to understand that what for him was
the aftermath of ahideoustrainwreck was the mgor event of their lives, their
righteous time, the moment when they had becomered. ‘But what about this Idamic Stuation. What do
you guysthink of it?

The barmies and their Doncaster mates |ooked at each other.

"They say we're protecting the pimps,’ burst out the Dirigiste boy, ‘it's not
fuckin' true, Ax.'

"Theré's plenty of Idamicsthat run girls' added acivilian, abulky white

youth with premature Rapster Hulk tendencies. 'Fucks sake. . . It'sthem, fuckin’
minicab driverswith big guns, they won't fucking give up—'

"That'swhy we gotta get military: go for the nests, burn them out.’

‘Theway it isnow, it'shorrible. Most of what happens never gets on the news,

| bet you don't even know some of it, Ax. Nail bombs, car bombs, shootings, and
al these dead girls.’

'We knew this Paki, we knew held killed this girl, his cousin or something, for
walking down the street. So we took one of hisgirls and we cut her, not badly
you know, but enough so hed understand, and we sent her—'

'It'sno good, they won't [earn. There's only one way, got to finish them off.'

The barmy army lads were happy to explain what Gervase was planning, they
knew no reason why not. The police were usdless. All they wanted to do was
play with their fuckin' helicopters. No, the barmy army was going into the
Idamic towns, in strength, with artillery, and. . . Shock and Awe, right? It was
bloodcurdling. To these young men the idea of turning Leeds—Bradford into
smoking rubble was not monstrous. Many of them had donetime in the regulars,
had seen active service: they were used to that culture. Or they were from the south, or from the other
Sde of the Pennines, which made more difference than

you'd think. Ax kept a straight face, listened, asked questions, and set about
turning their feding on the scorched earth plan around. 1t would need more than
one conversation in abar, but nothing like making a start.

Eager to offer him the best they had, they brought out alittle very pure smack
and rolled it up. It was Idamic smack but they didn't think Ax would mind. Ina
way it waslike, proof that he wasright. They could get on with the Idamidts, Hill



doing bus ness with them. Someone offered to go and fetch Aoxomoxoa.

‘Nah, said Ax. 'Leave him alone, he'sfinewhere heis!’

'Oh yeah, he was ajunkie wasn't he. He hates the stuff, | read that.'

Ax leaned back on the damp red banquette. Thinking, with greet clarity, thisis
what you do. Y ou get a buzz going, enough so that they buy the album. They
buy the next two out of punter-inertia. By the time they redlise your musicisnot
what they thought, it'stoo late, you've changed their minds. Ripping up
motorways makes them fed so good about themsalves, with luck they'll take the
next thing you ask themto do on trust. . . So there was heroinin Y orkshire. There
wasvery little of it in therest of England. Since legd drugs and government
andyss started, anything you couldn grow in England or cook in alab had
disappeared, and Dissolution hadn't hel ped. Someone had synthesised agood
cocaine substitute (you redly wouldn't know the difference), but there was no
satisfactory replacement for the classic hard stuff. Suddenly it struck him, with
more force than the mellow hammer blow of the drug itsdlf, that there was a problem here. A problem for
the future. The third biggest economy in theworld,

or wasit now the second? Are they going to let us, in Europe, get away with this
legdising everything, uncoupling the drugs from the crime route? They are not.
What then? Opium Wars. Now there's a bad problem, but never mind, got to bea
solution, it'll cometo me,

Sage, being reasonably sober, tired of the defoliation enthusiasts and came

back to check on Ax. When he spotted what was going on he went off aoneto
prop up the bar. Thereisn't asingle woman in the place, he noticed. Strange, |
thought we were the feminists. Someone came up beside him, and gave ahuge
fake start of astonishment.

'Oh my God. Hasthis place just gone costume or are you redly Aoxomoxoa?
'I'm Aoxomoxoa.'

'My God! Could you stand there, while | run home and fetch my copy of
Morpho?. . . And you could Sgniit or, oh no you don't do that, well just touch it
or something. My God, if I'd known—'

'I'm staying for awhile. Y ou can find me again.’ Sage did not get off on being
agay icon, and hewas not at this moment in the best of tempers. however, the
skull grinned benignly, the skeletal hands accepted a cigarette from the guy —
who seemed genuindy trembling with delight. 'So, how do you fed about having
the Green Liberation army in town?

The gay guy —thirty something and fresh faced, limp brown hairina
fashionable bowl cut— hesitated, leaned close. ‘It sucks. Having the barmy army in town sucks. Listen,
let metdl you—'

Somewhat later Ax was alone. His soldiers had left him to get back on duty and
the civilians had gone with them. He was thinking over the facts and inferences
he'd picked up, ordering and sorting, reviewing possibilities, when Sage
appeared and sat beside him, looking big and wired.

'Hi, rockstar. Wher€ve you been?

'Hi, other rockstar. Around. Being worshiped. | haven't felt so famousfor

quite awhile. | came back before, but you were busy so | went away again.'
Empty sockets, black in thislow light, surveyed the remains of the club crowd.
'AX, | dont think | like our side.’

‘Nor do I. That's partly why we have to be here, straighten them out.’

'Oh yeah? Y ou're going to straighten them out are you, smackhead?

'It's none of your business, Sage.'

It it? The skull flashed him an ugly glance.



The discussion might have continued, but it was interrupted by the sound of
gunfire. They looked a each other. The steady firing broke off, then started up
again appreciably closer.

'Hmm' said Sage. 'Sounds interesting. Let's get outside.’ They made for the

exit, through ajostling crowd.

'Glad | didn't check my coat,” muttered Ax.

The street wasin near to complete darkness, municipal lighting a casudty either of the Tour or the power
criss, but acompact group of men could be made

out coming towards them, up the roadway between the High Street Generic
stores. They ran and dropped, dternate rows: fired, jJumped up and came
rushing on. Many seemed to have white scarves wrapped round their heads.
Thiswas the enemy. Three police hdlicoptersrattled overhead, glittering like
giant dragonflies above apoal: but it was the barmieswho were returning fire,
from aleys and roofs and upper floors of buildings. The ordered volleys gavethe
scene a stylised, choreographed qudity: you looked for thefilm crew.

A barmy army squaddie came running, laden. He seemed very relieved to

have found them, thrust an assaullt rifle at each of them and gabbled a mouthful

of ingtructions, orders, something. . . No use, they couldn't understand his
accent. He was gone, the video kept on unfolding, but they had no script, and no
ideas for improvisation. They stood amazed: oblivious of danger.

'l think Pig sent you up hereto bekilled, shouted Sage, through the racket,
'Gervase is down to arrange the hit. And me, on account of the Pig is convinced
we are best mates.'

'l don't know how the fuck he got that impression. But you could beright.'

Ax looked at the weapon held been given. It was a British Army Issue SA80,
box fresh. Thefed of it, itsweight and heft, brought aflood of olfactory illusion.
He could smdll blood, the warm metallic butchershop reek of Massacre Night.
'We better head for that office block." When they reached the block they found it livelier than they had
left it, full of the

bustling disorder familiar to Ax from the Tour. No sign of Gervase. Someone
took them to a big room in the basement, where aburly young-middle-aged
black man was drinking tea.over atable full of OS maps, computer terminasand
landline phones. He was wearing the combat uniform of aBritish Army Infantry
magjor, adiscreet pink triangle replacing the bar of colours on histunic. With him
was an ederly gent in more casud dress.

AX stared. 'Richard!’

'Ax! Thereyou are. We were getting worried. Good to seeyou again—'

'Sage," sad Ax, grinning with rdlief, 'Otherwise known as Aoxomoxoa, thisis
Richard Kent, friend of mine from the Deconstruction Tour. I'm glad to seeyou
too, Richard.'

'Pleased to meet you,' said Richard Kent, holding out a hand, fascinated to
discover that Aoxomoxoaredly did wear that mask in privatelife, asit were.
The star kept hishandsto himsdlf. 'l didn't know the regular army was here.’

'l resigned my commission last year, because | felt | could and should be part

of Ax's new wave.' Richard shrugged. 'Now it seems|'minthe army again.'
'Where's Gervase? asked Ax.

'Ah, unfortunate. Beauvel-Horton was killed afew hours ago, adrive-by.'
‘Shame,’ said Sage. 'We hardly had a chance to get to know him.’

'l don't think you missed much. Thismy lover, by theway, Cornelius Samson.’
The ederly gent looked like he deeply disapproved of the skull mask, but he nodded. 'Another regular
soldier, before heretired. But weve seen the light. Or



jumped on the bandwagon, if you prefer.’

Ax had been wondering how to ded with the question of those British Army
SA80s. Was he supposed to pretend he didn't know what was going on? It would
have been hard, if things were made so fucking obvious, and he'd been dealing
with Gervase. With Richard and Corny he was on familiar ground. On the Tour,
there?d always been agreat dedl that must be left unsaid. Those who understood
one another had worked together, over and around the criminally insane.

There was aburst of renewed gunfire, somewhere up above. 'It'll be over

soon,’ said Richard. Thisisthe pattern. Terrorist tactics by day, in-your-face
shooting up the streets by night. The shootists come from townsjust north of
here, or Doncagter itsdlf, but we can't top them getting in, not without building
some kind of Berlin Wall. A house to house search might do the trick, but we
haven't the authority for that, nor do we want it. We have aproblem, Ax. Thisis
new to us. We never had to tackle organised armed opposition on the Tour, and
we're finding no solutions. Thank God the President sent you along. Weve been
begging him to do that, as you probably know.'

'Yeah, Ax sat down at the table. 'Okay, | have an objective, not asolution. |
want to get the violence away from the population. What about those famous
moors, wilderness with a challenging microclimate, good venue for war games.?
Richard sat down too. 'Get them out of town? How? Thisis outright war, near
asdamn it, and thisis how modern warfare works. Terrorism, street bombs, soft targets. Centres of
population are what it's about."

‘Then well invent post-modern warfare. Time someone did, the present

verson gtinks. Weve got a situation where certain cities and towns are no-go
aress, in effect an Idamic territory within Y orkshire. That's bad, but we can use
it. We blockade those cities and towns. Everything that hasto go in and out:
water, sewage, power, we can get a those. There are mine workingsthat have
been linked to the gas supply, to channe off the methane: we can usethem. We
can cut off their water, make their toilets back-up, spread farm durry on their
market gardens. We fuck them up so they have to come out and get us, and do it
selectively enough that we don't cause ahumanitarian crisis, much—'

'No more blowing up trains, though.'

'Definitely not. | never meant to blow up any trains, it just happened. We

might waylay some consumer-goods freight trucks though, that's dwaysfun.'
Sage quietly took achair. He watched, and listened, as the mgjor and the
elderly gent pored over their maps, on paper and on monitor screens; AX
relentlesdy telling them the detail s (but they didn't seem to mind) and showing
them what could be done. Just astonishing: Massacre Night again, but thiswas
Ax among friends. To see him like this, this focused power, put adifferent
perspective on things. Hippie orderlies came and handed out moretea. The
policeliasion officer, a sober, taciturn guy called Kieran Matthews, turned up,
with other barmy army de facto officers. They dl listened, and made difficulties.
'It's a shame your green maniacs got away from you, and trashed the Air Force bases up here, Ax,'
complained one barmy commander. 'God knows no one

wantsthisto escdate. But if the conventiona forces have to movein, they'll want
locd air power.'

Richard and Corneliuslooked at each other and laughed.

'Y eah, | was sorry about that,' said Ax evenly. Those fighters are so pretty.
Helooked up, and around the table, including Sagein hisglance. 'A lot of

things got away from me on the Tour,' he said. Things |7l live with forever, in
the dark of night. But | trashed the fighter bases on purpose. | knew abouit this



Stuation, obvioudy. | didn't want the Idamics or the Air Force to have the use of
them. Let's understand each other, | wanted it to be hard for any full blown
violent-opposition-group conflict to get going in England. To methat was as
important as the green agenda.’

The barmies nodded gravely, apparently unaware that they themselveswere a
dangerous paramilitary force Ax was determined to foretall.

'Y ou did aremarkable job," said Richard. 'Aswe now discover.’

'Y eah, right, but Ax, we?re anation state. Green is good but we gotta be able to
defend ourselves, you havta see that—'

| seeit. First we have to stay anation state, which beginsto look doubtful.
Silence around the table.

'Fabius Maximus,' said the elderly gent at last. 'Quintus Fabius Maximus
Cunctator, deding with Hanniba's invading army, in 216BC or thereabouts.
Avoided the kind of battle they were trying to force on him, wore them down by cutting off their supplies.
Much the same aswhat Ax hasin mind, mutatis

mutandis. Who, by delaying, saved the city and the people of Rome''

'If you say 0. Yeah, delay." Ax |ooked deflated, the never-in-doubt power
goneout of him. That'sdl I've got. Move thefighting out, let the police police
the streets, get life normal as possible again. Let's see how it works out.'

The police liasion officer said he had to go. He shook Ax's hand. 'I'm glad to
have met you, Sir. Well bein close contact, but if there's anything | can do—'
"Therés one thing,' said Richard, when Matthews had gone, 'l have to point

out, Ax. If we become guerrillas, well be forcing them to become an army.’
"That's happened,’ said Ax. 'l just saw it. That's the Situation. Better engage
withit.

So they taked on, identifying targets; ingenious ways to use the landscape.

The crunch came in the morning, when after afew hours deep they had to start
implementing AX's plan. The barmy army, conveniently, was aready organised
into guerrillasized groups, each ajudicious mix of clueess amateurs, ex-army or
TA typesand green-violence vets. When they moved out into the countryside,
the rockstars went with them. Same as the Few and the gigs, the community
sarvice, Olwen's projects. They had to be there. There was no way they could stay
back in Doncaster sticking pinsin amap, and retain artistic credibility. So those
SA80s were not video props. They werered. They must be used.

In October Sage turned up missing after askirmish over awater pipeline. They went back for him.
They'd have doneit for any one, but theideaof having to

carry on without Sage upset everybody, not least the Ax. They had him located
him in the cellar of ahousein an abandoned moorland village; that had been
blown up by home-made mortars. The only approach alowed by the steep and
narrow street —ancient cobbles under frayed tarmac— was covered by a sniper
in the church tower. Shots came out of the body of the church asthey moved
through the churchyard. Ax waked, in the strange emptiness surrounding the
sparse pattern of fire, around the building; found adoor and blew out the lock
with ashort burst that was lost in the other noise. None of the Idamistsin the
nave saw him, as he crept up the airs. There he found the young man, alone
with his high powered riflein adusty space broken up by big diagond rafters.
Sixteen or seventeen years old, the same age as Fiorinda: blooming with new
muscle and height. HE'd dropped therifle. Maybe heéld run out of ammunition, it
didn't look like awegpon that would take kindly to the kitchen sink ammo that
was coming on the market. He had no way out, unless he jumped through a high
window. No one had thought about his exit, fucking poor planning; he'sa



marksman, he's valuable. He clutched agrenade, about to pull the pin, yeah.
'Allah Akbar!" ydled thisangry young man, fine dark eyes dight; serene.

God isgredt.

| don't want to live at this price, thought Ax. | don't want to. But the assault
rifle—afirst, he™d never before used it where he could and must know what
happened on the other end— came up of its own accord: aterrific racket, Ax splattered in blood and
tissue and fragments of bone. He snatched up the

grenade, tossed it into the grey winter graveyard, stayed dive.

Meanwhile Sage had rescued himself; and the kid Chriswho had been

trapped with him. Whatever hed done to achieve that, the skull stayed blank as
aHaloween toy for acouple of hours after he rejoined them: adisconcerting
thing to see. But he wasfine later.

In November they once camped in aruined abbey. The Idamistsd had no part in
this destruction, most of the buildings had been bumpsin the grass for hundreds
of years. No picnicers now, no virtua reality show in the restored tithe barn. A
thin sweeping of snow, ablack night, frost and stars. They werelooking for the
herb garden, which Ax knew should be around here somewhere, and talking
about food —oblivious of the hegp of human corpsesthat lay in the shdll of the
church. The Idamists had ahabit of dumping bodiesin churches, inthe (largdy
mistaken) belief that thiswould shock or distress the enemy. The barmies had
shovelled some earth over the remains, but the ground was hard and they hadn't
got very far. Something moved in the darkness, in the enclosed space.

'What's that? whispered Ax.

It looked like a human figure, greyish and fuzzy in outline. It appeared to be
dimbing out of the stone box of atable tomb. They were both armed. It was easy
to get attached to having awegpon, comforting weight, aways dung over your
shoulder. But they didn't have the reflexes, not at this moment anyhow. They watched. It seemed to be
aone, nothing ese dtirred. It started coming towards

them. A waft of foul air preceded it, and asit came close enough they saw that
though moving and limber it seemed to have been along time dead. The teeth
had no lipsto cover them. Only the eyes, sunken and wet, had somehow
survived. It stood looking at them, then it moved off, heading towards the east
end, where the bodies were. Ax started forward —to accost the phantom? To
prove it was someone in amask, to ask it what business it had with the poorly
buried flesh?

'No," said Sage, stopping him.

They backed off. Found the herb garden, but didn't fancy harvesting anything
from the wintering bushes. They decided not to tell the lads, just posted adouble
watch and sat up al night themselves. Nothing el se happened.

And between these and other adventures, back to the nearest non-Idamist town:
clean up, shave, delouse (the crusty-tendency in their group wasincorrigibly
verminous, everyone had to live with the falout). Become rockstars again, get
drunk, find friendly girlsto fuck among the barmy army's camp following. Of
course, don't touch the locals—a veto that was becoming sinisterly easy to
observe. Locd girls, Hindu, Chrigtian, Mudim or nothing, didn't come out to
play. Women were disappearing from the streets, from daily life. Catch up on the
Idamigt incursionsinto Lancashire and Teessde, the latest government and
policefallureto negotiate. Do the goodwill ambassador, think of plausible reasonswhy Mudimstill living
inthis town shouldn't move out. Try to ssem the

polarization: get nowhere.

The only battle they were winning was a private objective Ax had spoken of



only to Sage, avindictive determination to get the casudties higher for
combatants than for non-combatants; of whichever persuasion. They'd done that.
The anti-civilian terrorism was way down. For what that was worth.

—dreams of the young sniper's head coming apart. Soldiers are a so human.

In December they were holed up in a conifer plantation, towards Wharfedale.
Thewesther wasvile. They'd used larchpoles from astack of thinnings theyd
found as flooring for the benders, but the mud got in everywhere. Therewas
nothing to eat in thisforest, even the hippies admitted that, and supplieswere
low. They had sent their two most repectable looking individuals—disguised in
more or less clean clothes— off to find a corner shop that would take cash money
(much of the Idamic territory that surrounded them was running on barter).

Now they whiled away an afternoon, sitting out in the cold under a stretched
tarp, asif around the campfire they didn't have because of the smoke. Asusud,
the barmiesweretalking politics. Brock, their battle-reenactment weapons nut,
broad as abear, grey hair in abushy ponytail, was trying to persuade the hero of
the Decongtruction that selfish human interests should be as naught, compared

to the fate of one red squirrel. Or tropica cloud forest tree frog.

"You got to do it by force, Ax. Torch the car depots, raze the fast food joints. Like we did, and you
didn't try too hard to stop us, did you. By force, theresno

other way to save the planet for the speciesthat deserve tolive!

'I've thought about it,' said Ax. 'l care more for human beings, mysdlf. But if

you dont, | think you still haveto put them firdt if you want alasting solution to
the problem. | think it works out. If you create a culture that is good for people,
genuinely good for their peace of mind, health and happiness, then you get a
Stuation which is okay for the planet. Not ided in your terms Brock, but okay.
Maybe there won't be much wilderness, maybe we end up living in agarden,

that we have to managefairly thoroughly—'

'Ah, fuck that Ax. If itswildit'snature, if it ent wild it's gone, dead—' Brock
lifted the sword that he was working on (he loved sharpening his swords), and
glowered down the blade. There's no compromise on thisissue.'

'England?s afucking back garden aready,' said another of the hippies.
'Wherever you park yer bender, you get some fucker claiming yerein hisface—'
Sage never contributed to these discussions. He just listened, as he was

listening now, lying on hisback staring up at the cracked, muddy grey-green
plagtic of the tarp, taking in the Ax manifesto a aremove and thinking: how
fucking strange. What if he can actually makeit stick? It was a pity the two most
pass-for-normal barmies had to be the two youngest. Fifteen year old Chris, and
aseventeen year old third generation hippie kid called Zip, who was rebelling
againg his background stylewise. It was asix mile hike to the nearest settlement,
but they'd been gone too long. Shoulda vetoed the foraging. But rank was not like that in the barmy
army. Y ou got groups of weirdly straightened out hippies,

polishing their boots, putting hospital corners on the bender tarps and howling
Sah! at each other: but the infection was mainly al the other way. Y ou don't tell
‘em what to do unlessthey clearly want to be told. Under fire. They find it
reassuring to be yelled a under fire.

And here at last were the two boys, humping their rucksacks, exhilerated by
success. They'd found afriendly corner shop. They'd bought potatoes, onions,
carrots, tinned fruit, fresh milk and pitta bread: and news. The Hindu shop
owners had warned them to go home and stay indoors, because the army wasin
town. Theldamis army, that is. on their way to do some fighting. Y orkshire
Hindus, though of two minds on the subject of proper marriage for their



daughters, could berelied on to be neutral or wary towards the Idamics.

"That means us,’ said one of the ex-regulars. 'Were on. Fancy doing some
drugs, Ax, mate? May aswell celebrate now, might not be here tomorrow.’
‘Brock,' said Sage. 'How about if we go and practice the sword fighting again?
When he returned to the bender it was dusk. A pan of dahl and vegetables
stood on the chemical stove. 'Why doesit fuck you up? said Ax pre-emptively.
'Because you got caught, that'swhy. If you had never been addicted, you
wouldn't panic about the occasional.’

"It fucks me up because | don't think you are doing that for fun. | think you're
doing it because you need it, and in the position we are in, with the authority
you have, | don't like what that says about your frame of mind. Also, my experienceisthat if you need
heroin, using it does not make you need it less!’

I'mwriting to Fiorinda. Want to add something?

'Ah, I'm wasting my time. Go to hdll then: what thefuck do | care. Okay, pass
it over.'

'It'snot avery good letter, but it'll have to do. Y ou missed the conference!
This landscape had never been conducive to the mobile phone revolution, but
the barmy Signds corps handled it fine. They managed a nightly postcard-screen
'video conference by landline and mobile transmitters; including the police and
sometimes (if he spared the time), the President. It was secure as hippie nethead
talent could make it, which was pretty good. They'd yet to spot the enemy
profiting from what went down.

'What happened?

"The kids wereright. Were going to meet the |damists tomorrow morning.’
They took the pan of stew out along a Forestry track, far enough to escape
from the camp's dim stench into the scents of moss and water, stone and fresh
cut timber. A blackbird was singing in the twilight. The night would be cold, but
there would be no frost: the sky was thick with cloud.

"Why do they never harrass you about your green credentids? It's dways me.’
'I'm the one who napamed half Suffolk. My cred isimpeccable.”

'Fucking perverse. | hated that stunt.’

'l know, | know. It was fun though. And it got mewdl in with your barmy
army, which—" "Probably was no bad thing, in the light of this business.” Ax leaned back
againg alarch bole, pulling up the collar of the battered |eather coat. ‘At least if
we get killed tomorrow it means no more body lice

'No more a shitload of unpleasant things. . . Hardly any lossat dl, redly.’

The skull and Ax grinned at each other.

| have never felt more dive, thought Ax. Never more aive, and never nearer

to the unforgiveable, the unthinkable. Despair, giving up.

'Where | was born," said Sage, 'in Padstow, no one | knew thought about any
future beyond the next chance of getting whammed. My drop out parents didn't
givethat attitude much of an argument. My Dad wanted me to be asoftware
entrepreneur, but | had other ideas. | started gigging to finance the drugs, went
well to the bad, got hauled out of that and agreed to go to university to provel
was clean. | was so fucking bored it wasintolerable, packed it in after Six weeks
and went back to gigging. I'm sure | made the right decision, financidly and
every other way. But it does occur to me, tonight. . . If anyone, long ago, had
trained me to have some ordinary, normal ambition, | might be safein somefar
away slicon vdley tonight, pondering my golf handicap.’

'I'm sorry | got you into this.'

'If it hadn't been for you I'd have been dead |ast December. Technically, it was



Forindawho got meinto this. Shed put her name down for the fatal seminar, so
wedid too.'

'l wonder why shedid it.''No idea. Well have to ask her sometime.'

'| spent a miserable adolescence,’ said Ax, 'because | knew | didn't want to do
anything but play guitar, but | thought everything worth doing in that line hed
been done. | would lie awake agonising for hours about the problem.’
Sagelaughed. 'l canimaginethat.’

'Y egh, well, | know your opinion. | worked out asolution that satisfied me: |
decided being original or fashionable or mass market trend didn't matter, so |
should stop worrying. | still needed an audience. | started thinking about where
would this audience come from, and looking at the future prospects for rock and
roll asan art and craft, rather than amachine for making unreal money for
World Entertainment. | knew 1'd have to do something about it. Went on from
there, redly.’

‘Thisiswhy we're here? So that you could be afucking latter day B.B. King?

'Y ou could ook at it like that."

The blackbird stopped singing. High overhead there was a sound like tearing
slk. They looked up, with intense anxiety: nothing crossed the dim aide of sky.
"That's definitdy afighter plane.”

‘Shit."

'Air power isthe point of no return,’ said Ax. 'I'll pretend it isn't, when | find

out where the planes are coming from. But it's the end. We?re fucked.'

At night the dightest wind roared through the timber, sounding like ahurricane. Ax lay ligening to the
weather, which he knew was due to get worse before

morning. He could hear Sage's quiet breathing, didn't think he was going to
deep at dl himsdf. No problem, they till had NDogsin thefirst aid. He could
dose himself with energy when he needed it.

Tomorrow they would go out on the moor, and if barmy army intelligence

was correct (which it often was), they would meet amatching unofficid army of
approximatdy fifteen hundred Idamists, who had been lured out to hunt down
the guerrillas. There would be, when this group and other remaining outliers
joined the main strength, about two thousand of the barmy army. Soldiers,
survivaigs, hippies and cludess volunteers, equiped with assaullt rifles,

shotguns, pistols, crossbows, machetes, samural swords, maces, policeriot
shidds, hemetsfrom World War Two, re-enactment armour, any fucking thing.
How this strange life closed the world down. It had been abig relief, be quite
honest, after the unremitting tension since Massacre Night. Never looking
beyond the next tactica move, the next target, the next meal. No timeto think,
except in black hourslike this, when thinking was cruelly unprofitable, and he
couldn't stop. The sniper, other faces, dl of them human, no longer human now:
dead meat. Lucky Sage, he didn't fedl the same sick horror. They hadn't talked
about it, but Ax knew. Head Ideology, it seemed, could accept kill or bekilled
without much trauma

Accept.

The Idamists were not going to break. They were not interested in making peace, and they had no
incentive to make terms. Meanwhile the Pig, instead of

resenting AX's popularity up here, had smply lost interest. Ax could handlethe
gut-reaction (not shared, far as he could make out, by other non-white barmies:
to thelr credit? Yes, to their credit) that he was on the wrong side. He was getting
lessand less able to ded with the organised murder that was achieving nothing.
He should go back to London before his influence with the President evaporated.



The barmy army should quit, stop pouring petrol on thefire.

Pretend what happens next is not your business: except that it soonwill be,
because the military solution is no solution, and the trouble won't stay in

Y orkshire. The Idamics areinextricably part of this country. Give them up for
log, give up thewhole thing—

Sagerolled over. 'Y ou still awake?

'Yeah. What timeisit?

Ax'swatch was a piece of retro handicraft: you couldn't read it in the dark.
'Middle of the night time. What does it matter? Sage stretched out hisarm,
resgnedly, so Ax could check hiswrigt. It was just after three thirty, by the clock
function figures that glowed through the skin, about an inch above where the
skeletal-hand masks would stop.

That'saclever thing.'

‘Nnmm. | think | don't likeit. I'm gonna get Olwen to take her spdll off again.
It'sgiving mefuture shock.'

‘That's adaft remark, coming from you. | suppose the masks are acceptable because they aren't useful
for anything.’

'Except intimidating people!

'And hiding behind. They don't interfere with your closet—hippie belief that

we should al go back to hoeing the veg and getting up at four am to milk the
moo cows, the hardy few of usthat survive—'

'Forget it, AX. You're not going to inveigle meinto one of your insomnia
conversations. Go to deep. Or not, | don't care.'

In the dark of dawn it was raining hard. One of their trucks was so badly
grounded they couldn't shift it, the other refused to Start. They covered
everything and set off on foot. After an hour they came out of the plantation into
ashdlow upland valley: clad in straw-grey winter grasses, crisscrossed by fresh
tyretracks, dive with barmy army guerrillas—sitting round their camouflaged
trucks, wandering to and fro, readying their unorthodox wesponry—; strangely
hard to spot in the thick, smal rain. It was called Y ap Moss, this place: about half
way, on anorth east, south west diagonal, between I1kley Moor and the Brontes
Haworth. The great Mudim controlled conurbation of Leeds, Bradford, Halifax
lay to the south. Another December the ground would have been sodden and
impassible, but this (inspite of what the guerrillas felt about the weether) had
been avery dry year. The commanders consulted with their young Alexander.
The groups came together, split again into larger companies and moved to their
pogitions. Shortly the Idamists came over the hill, in aout haf their reported strength.
Ax and Sage's company was in the centre, at the lowest point of thevaley. It
was intended that the enemy should bdieve they'd found dl their quarry when
they saw thismass of barmies: that they would commit themsalvesto the low
ground and get caught. Down they came. Fewer in number, better armed,
looking much more like aNew Modd Army, they dropped and fired and
jumped up and came on, like that night-patrol in Doncaster magnified.
‘Transmisson mast,' said Ax to Sage.

'See you there—'

Don't go to meet them, |et them come on. Those organised volleys are not as
dangerous as they look, here are no serried ranks to be mown down. Fire when it
is stupid-time, when theré's redlly no chance that you won't hit someone. Soon,
in the racket and the blur of smoke and rain, the fighting will be hand to hand,
then the Idamistswill lose their advantage. Now it's happening, ameleelikea
dancefloor. Theré's Sage, using the roman legionary's stabbing sword Brock gave



him, easier for himto grip: the skull glimpsed, grinning, perhapstheir eyes meet
but it'sdifficult to say. What hard work it is, how cold therain, how sickening

the thrust into flesh and the grappling, the warm blood, warm as the swest that
bathes your body. The damdancing crowd heaves, something has happened. It
should be step two: the Idamists have committed themsalves and our reserved
forces, that have been taking advantage of every dip and hump on Yap Mass,
have risen out of the landscape. A barmy Signasvoicein Ax's ear confirms, yesthat'swhere were at.
Now we push them up the hill again, yesit can be done.

The strangest thing isthat if you look up, if you ever dare, you can see dl

round you quiet empty stretches of the Moss. It would be possible to elbow your
way free (well, cut your way) and get out. I'm tired, the DJI?s crap, | don't want to
dance no more, let's get adrink. There'sahippiein agasmask. What, serioudy?
The Decongtruction Tour did its best to rip the heart out of this county's capacity
for organised violence, but there are ftill afew chemica plantsaround. . . No, it's
not agasmask it's some weird gaming accessory. |damists must think we're mad,
avatar masks and fancy dress—

Transmisson Mag. Thereit is. So we're up the hill. This may mean weve

won, at least it means we have the advantage, what happened to the rest of the
Idamists? For amoment, with that spidery tetrgpod looming out of the rain—
which had become afine, stinging hail— Ax had the wonderful illusion that the
battle was over and it hadn't been too bad. But here they come, another rush. The
voicein hisear told him what was happening now: about five or eight hundred
Idamists had been waiting on theridge, and it'sall to do again. Pull the

company, such as has remained in reach, together. Slamdance over to the open
base of the mast, not much shelter but afocus, and now we can usetherifles
again, firing into thewall of this renewed advance. Sometimesyou can think in
this. Asif waking inthenight. . . Do the mechanica things, concentrate your
mind on something else entirely. He redlised that Sage was beside him. So they
had made it. They dropped together behind a heap of stones, an old cairn that stood by the mast.
Breather.

Ax stared ahead of him, listening for Signals, hearing only static.

'What're you thinking? Chris, don't start posing, get down, you stupid fucker—'
‘Space programme.’

Sage tipped back his head and cackled, skull's jaws parting on open—throated
darkness.

'Y eah, very funny, but think of what?s happening to us. no GPS on this
battlefield. Phone networks wrecked in the name of landscape preservation,
satellite owners changing the locks because we can't pay the rent. | don't see
going back to aterrestrid system. We may have to put up our own hardware.’
'Oh redlly? Launched from where and with what?

"That'swhat I'm thinking about."

'Y ou, beyond belief. Better get back on. Are wewinning?

'Yes'

The fighting was becoming scattered, spreading out. Their position between

the great metal limbswould soon be out of the loop, the ISamistswere giving
ground fast. It's over: nothing left to do but fire from comparative safety into
what beginsto be afull retrest.

'| hatethis,” muttered Ax, coming down. 'l fucking hate the whole thing—'
'Could be worse. We haven't had to torture anyone yet.'

'Oh, right. We're having a clean war. But we know what's going on: and some

of the most evil stuff isbeing done by our sde," Suddenly he turned on Sage. 'What d'you mean had to?



Under what fucking circumstances would you fed you

had to—?'

'Figure of speech, Ax. Cam down.’

'Fuck. Let's get after them. No point in staying heretil we run out of ammo.’

Ax went charging out across the ridge, the othersfollowed. Some Idamists

had formed a block and were departing in order, others spilling out in dl
directions. The weether had worsened again, the hail driven by abitter wind:

and suddenly, right overhead, that sound like tearing Silk. Three silhouettes
zoomed out of the cloud, three unmarked fighter planes shearing down, raking
the field with machine gun fire. Everywhere bodies dropped, hit or diving for
cover. The block of retregting damisis kept going, some of them faling: it was
not at al clear whose side the planes were on. Ax stood staring upward, trying to
identify them. Where the fuck are they coming from? The voicein hisear was
reporting victory but not any more. Thisisnot avictory.

Someone grabbed him. It was Brock, the big mouthy Extreme Green. 'Ax!
Fucking hdll! Y er not going to bring down any fighters with that popgun, let's get
off the hill!"

They ran: Sage and Brock in the fore with Ax, Chrisand Zip, afew others,

such as Jackie Dando, Romany ex-squaddie, the man with the smack, someone
Sage would not have regretted much if he'd been left on the Moss. Soon Ax came
back from his blank-out, stopped short, changed direction.

"Thisway. Ground gets more broken, better cover— ' Of course he was right, he was alwaysright.
Through swerving gugs of hall

they could see the upland folding into valleys, furze of bare tree branches almost
underfoot: then they were dropping into anarrow gorge, a stream in the bottom.
Sage, jumping down from the rocks, aimost landed on top of alone Idamist.
He'd been hiding among boulders, using a phone. Sage got the phone. Brock
and Jackie got the unknown, hauled him to hisfedt, rdieved him of arifle, held
him by the upper arms. He was a dight young man, in battledress that |ooked
weirdly clean and tidy, like hismum had pressed it for him; anest white
bandana around his brow. 'Who were you calling? said Jackie, amiably. 'Y ou
won't get ataxi to come and pick you up out here, Ahmed.’

The prisoner sood, mouth tight, eyes bright, staring at Sage: who was

checking the phone, and discovering something disturbing. He handed it to Ax,
the skull looking oh, shit, and went up to the prisoner, invasively close and evil.
'Y ou're French," he said. 'What are you doing here, mademoisdlle?

A second's stunned panic. Then she burst into life, threw off the sartled

barmies, pulled asmall automatic from insde her flak jacket and dmost blew a
hole through the mask before they disarmed her. The tableau resumed, Sage well
in her face, that Skull looking uncannily natural, peering out from asage-green
British Army Issue balaclava—

'Y es, French, and awoman,’ She spat, glaring defiance, 'So what, English?
'Wdll, I'd rather be awoman than afrog-egter,’ said Sage, grinning, wiping
sdivafrom the skull's chin with the back of askeleton hand. 'Just about, rather.' 'Suit yourself,
exhibitionist asshole!’

'l bet you know something about those planes,’ said Brock.

The rest of the group had caught up. They scrambled into the gorge and stood
gtaring at the prisoner. About twenty men, some gapsin the ranks, somewalking
wounded; some strays from other parties. All of them powder-blackened, dirty,
unshaven, dishevelled, many of them pierced and scarified like savages.

AX repeated Sage's question, more gently. "What are you doing here?



'l fight for the cause of rdligious freedom,’ she answered, visibly struggling

now to assemble her English. Her eyesflickered, taking in the Size of them, thelr
numbers, the threat of their sex. That'sdl you will get out of me.’

‘Right,’ said Ax. Hewalked away, sat on arock and stared at the ground. At
last he took out his own phone. Y ou may aswell relax, everyone. I've got to talk
to some people. Sage, could you come over here?

Sage went over, and sat by Ax. The hail flew into their eyes and faces,

bounced glittering from the ground; rattled on stone. A very dead sheep lay
festering on the brink of the noisy little stream. What?sthat stain in the water?
Iron? Ah, no: too dark, and crimson rather than rust. Blood, from some dead or
dying human body fallen in, back towards'Y ap Moss.

Thered been reports of foreign national s spotted with the Idamigts. Thiswas
thefirgt solid confirmation.

'Of course she knows something about the planes,’ said Sage.

'Y eah. Fuck. Looks like weve got internationa intervention. Non government, | suppose, like us. Not
that the French have much government at the moment,

not that it makes any difference. Thisisvery bad.'

"What are we going to do with her?

'I'll get apolice helicopter, well take her to Easton Friars. It's not important.
Sage, I'm not going to pretend this can be fixed. I'm not going to carry on.'
'Okay." Sage looked up into the darting white hail and the grey sky. 'Sounds
reasonable to me. If the Idamists have outside support, we are fucked. Might as
well admit it now, ?stead of pissing around creating havoc for about ten years
first. But what then? How do we stop the real military from moving in?

Slence

'AX?

'I've got anidea. No, it'smore than anidea. | know what to do. | think I've
known since we came up from London. | just couldn't faceit.’

"Y ou gonnato tel mewhat theideaiis?

‘Not right this moment. Sorry.’

'Oh, no problem.’ No problem, except Ax looking asif he was about to jump
off avery high building. Seeif he could fly. 'Just remember, before you make
any strange moves. the President is holding my band hostage, aswell asyour
girlfriend, your brothers, your drummer, and the rest of the Few.'

'Don't worry. | can handle the Pig, and thiswill work.'

They waked afew milesto a headland where the helicopter (avery specia concession: the police
treasured those machines) could pick them up. The lads

went on, out to the road: to rejoin their own groups, get medica trestment; or
find their way back to the camp in the forest. Ax and Sage and the prisoner were
taken to Easton Friars outside Harrogate, present quarters of the barmy High
Command. Richard waswaiting in the great desolate front hall.
‘Congratulations. Come upstairs, to the habitable regions, we've made
arrangements for mademoiselle up there. Y ou two'll want to clean up.’

‘Suppose we will. Congratul ations?

'l hear you won afamousvictory.'

'Old news!'

The house had been empty before the barmies arrived. It was ruined till: damp
Seeping through the bare walls, shards of plagter falen from the callings, dust
sheeted furniture that no one had bothered to remove rotting in situ. While Ax
spent the next day with the commanders Sage explored, opening doors,
surprising fieldmice, spiders, ghosts. He found the prisoner aone with her



chaperone, in acavernous empty salon on thefirst floor. She seemed pleased to
see him. The mask didn't scare her now sheredlised it was merdly arockstar's
stupid affectation. Shame.

'So your friend is Ax Preston.’

Sheld been treated nicely and politely questioned, and in the end had made no
difficulty about telling them who shewaswith. Her outfit called itsdlf the Force Expeditionaire
Internationale. They were French, German and Netherlanders,

mostly. Shedidn't know dl the nationalities. Maybe some Russians. They were
al Mudim, and it wastheir right and duty to join the jihad. She'd come over by
sea. The planes were 'borrowed' from the French Air Force. She didn't know
about the pilots, or what weaponry they had, or where they were flying from.
'He'sasuperb guitarist, that | know. But how is he your Prime Minister??

Sage chose one of therotting chairsand sat init, cautioudy. Outsdetall
windows, Easton Friars deerpark stretched gloomily to the horizon. Bit of adoer
upper; plenty of room to ding afrisbee though. The chaperone smiled, and
pretended to go on reading her book.

‘Countercultura Prime Minigter. It'sadua system. No idea. Because he wants

to be!'

'Quoi? What kind of reason isthat?

He shrugged, took out a packet of cigarettes and offered them. She shook her
head. My friend, he thought, had the bizarre foresight —before the crash— to get
adatawafer planted in his head, holding a phenomend amount of information
about this country. He knows where the sewers are laid, how the contour lines
run, where the bodies are buried. I'm not going to tell you that. The fewer people
know or rediseit the better. Richard knows, I'm sure: but he's okay. But it's not
the reason. Fucked if | know what makes him do what he does. HE's just the Ax.
In the operations room, the group of men Ax had met that night in Doncaster discussed the girl's
revelaions and Ax'sidea; and how to negotiate the necessary

arrangements. Richard Kent was concerned and puzzled that Sage had been | eft
out of the loop, actudly barred from thismeeting by Ax himsdlf.

'It'sfor the best,’ said Ax. 'Trust me.'

‘But won't he—?

11 get some shit, but it7l be okay. Head 1deology will see me through.’

'l suppose you know what you're talking about.'

The same helicopter carried them to Bradford, some days later: Ax and Sage and
thegirl. They wereto deliver her persondly, unharmed, to the leader of Mudim

Y orkshire—and, by generd reckoning, the paramount leader of English Idam—
Sayyid Muhammead Zayid d-Bardewi. The Mudim |leader and Ax had never

met. The Sayyid didn't negotiate, he didn't do tv: he had steadfastly refused to
have anything to do with theinfidel. Y et held agreed to this proposal. The barmy
chiefs had been incredulous of theidea. Ax had known it would be okay.

The machine landed them at a motorway junction north of town. From here

they were taken, in acaval cade of huge black 4X4s, into the city centre. Then they
walked, surrounded by a hollow square of smartly turned out Y orkshire Mudim
soldiers, in battledress and white turbans. The streets were calm. There were
women around, with and without the vell; even children. In this community

armed men did not have the profile of anightmare aberration. They werein
keeping, they belonged to the order of things. Ax's heart weighed him down like lead in his chest. This
camwasterrible, areason for Fiorindas mourning, the

end of aworld, an unbearable loss: but he had to bear it. Accept.

'Ever been here before?



'Nah. Leeds, Durham, Middlesborough, Newcastle, Hdifax. . . Beverley.
Weird place, Beverley. Never played Bradford, that | recall. Y ou?
'Don't remember. Take off the mask.
The skull looked dubious. 'Ax, | don't think so."
‘Takeit off. Please. No rockstar fancy-dress here!'
They™ reached a street where the substantia Victorian houses on one side
had been razed, replaced by amosgue and another building insde awalled
courtyard: the Sayyid's home. At an Arabian Nights gateway, candy pink with
gilt cartouches of Arabic lettering, Ax and Sage surrendered their wegpons. The
escort dropped back. The crowd of hawk-faced young guardsmen inside the
gateway started muttering. When Ax tried to pass through there was suddenly a
wall of bodiesin hisway, riflesleveled.
'What's going on?
'No Anglo-Saxons!' they shouted.
'Let me pass. It was agreed, you haveto let me pass.’
Hewas s0 keyed up he hardly redlised he was facing arow of trigger—happy
assassins. Some of the escort that had brought them from town hurried forward
inapanic. They hustled Ax and Sage and the girl back, and got between. There
was a heated exchange: something had gone terribly wrong. 'It's not you, Ax,' called one of the guards,
suddenly, in pure Estuary English.
"You're okay. It's him. No one said you were going to bring fucking Hereward the
Wakedong.'
"Told you," murmured Sage. 'I'm no fucking Anglo Saxon," heyelled, 'I'm
Cornish. Emissary of Free Kernow.' The mask regppeared. That or the fellow
subject-races gpped swung it. They werein.
Insde, in acourtyard of combed, rose-pink gravel, aguy in white with agreen
sash and aturban came out to greet them —accompanied by a platoon of
spruce-uniformed women soldiers, green scarveslow over their brows. The
women took possession of the French girl and marched her away: looking back
over her shoulder, looking frightened. Poor kid. Hope they just send you home.
Hewould do what he had come to do, that was certain. But was there any way
to do thiswithout betraying Fiorinda? From the start and forever, makeit
something she would understand? Walking aong these corridors, everything
beautifully clean and serene compared to life with the barmy army: yes, it's
peaceful on the other side. At the entrance to the Sayyid's diwan he dmost
couldn't take another step, Sage caught hisarm.
'Y ou okay, AX?
I'mfine. He pressed his handsto histemples, briefly. 'Future shock.'
The diwan was alarge, long room: plenty of space, plenty of people—that is,
men— ether in white or in suits. So much for the private meeting. Well, naturdly. The Sayyid wasin the
position of strength. He could treet thisasa
coup, the English Countercultura Prime Minister, forced to come unarmed into
his stronghold. They wereled to araised dais at the far end of the room, and
introduced by Sayyid Muhammad's son in law, their guide, to the Sayyid?s
brothers, brothersin law, and finaly to Sayyid Muhammead Zayid himsdf.
Theleader of English Idam wasasuit: astrongly built, thick shouldered
businessman, very conventionaly dressed, with adomed forehead and a
badger-striped beard. He looked like his photographs. He was briefly polite,
then asked Ax to wait: he had something very important to discusswith
somebody else just now. Okay, astandard move. Ax didn't mind. Whilethe
Idamic leader pretended to do this very important stuff with his brothers, he



took timeto look, because he must know this man. What is he? He chooses to
wear English forma clothes, not the robes. He doesn't wear aturban. What isin
his eyes? Sayyid Muhammad noticed this attention and returned it, and
eventually beckoned Ax to hisside.

Sage stayed back with the onlookers. Ax and Sayyid Muhammad Zayid sat
together on adark blue couch, trimmed with gold cord, strange hybrid of the
cdiph's palace and some nice, solid,Y orkshire living-room suite: and they

talked. Of course they had to go over the ground of the failed negotiations. The
inferiority and corruption of Anglo Saxon culture, the outrageousirregularity of
the barmy army police action. Of course, the Idamist had to get preemptively
stroppy about the way Infidelstreat their poor degraded womenfolk. Ax took it al, without pretending to
be very impressed. It was verbiage. He

knew he could do businesswith Sayyid Mohammead, if only he had theright

key. In asensethey had dready reached an understanding, adistant but real
engagement, dating from thetime Ax had cometo Y orkshire and initiated the
blockades. Someone had chosen to put a brake on the anti-civilian terror tactics.
Someone had accepted Ax's dternative to urban mayhem. It wasthisman. This
man, who was surely no happier than Ax —no matter what he said to hisown
public— about the arrival of the International Brigade.

Timeto lay the cards down. 'l suppose you will send that girl soldier home,'

said Ax. 'But what are we going to do about the rest of them: the foreignerson
our soil, muscling in on our quarrel ? It's a problem, Sayyid Muhammad. I'm
hoping you and | can find some answers!’

Sayyid Mohammad Zayid looked at hisbold vigitor in slence, for afew
moments. ‘It is very interesting to meet you, Mr Preston. No, more than
interesting. It isan honour to meet the hero of the Decongtruction.'

Thereyou haveit. The Tour. The more Ax himsdlf found out, or redlised,

about things hed done and instigated on the Deconstruction Tour, the more he
was appalled. Must have been on drugs. Or temporarily completely out of his
mind, after Massacre Night. Y et everywhere he went he found that the Tour had
made him friends. He had struck a nerve. Somehow dl that reckless burning of
the boats (no going back) had been what people needed: amoral turning point.
And now this descendant of the Prophet, revered Quranic scholar, him too, seduced by green violence.
Fucking bizarre.

'It'san honour to meet you too, and a crying shameif we can't work together.

| know that the Mudim community hasalot to offer, in this new England. What
about that saying of the Prophet, Salla—llahu alayhi wa salam, 'All theearthisa
mosgue'. In the Hadith, in the Chapter of the Prophet'stradition, 3172 if |
remember right. Mudims have aways known that they should regard the living
world as sacred.’

'Ah, and ascholar too.’

‘Not me. But I've been trying to learn, from Mudim friends. Therésthe sixty
seventh surah, also. Live on what He provides, but always remember that you will all
one day be answerableto Allah—

Sayyid Muhammad smiled. And shook his head. 'Mr Preston, | appreciate

your courtesy. | would like to help you. But there is nothing to be done. Y ou and
| both know it. Thereisnothing | can do and nothing you can offer, except
territorid recognition. Discussion ispointless’

'l don't think discussion of the Holy Qur'an can ever be pointless,’ said Ax.
Sayyid Mohammead Zayid gave Ax along, measuring look, which Ax

returned. Then he straightened, and his manner changed. He became something



elsethan the guy in the position of strength giving Ax a polite brush—off; and
they started to discuss the Holy Qur'an. Ax must have acquitted himsalf okay,
(though hefdt like an eight year old playing chess with the person who invented chess) because after a
whilethe ldamist said, 'We should continuethis

inprivate.' He stood, Ax stood. He beckoned to one of his brothers.

They went to aroom on thefirg floor of the house. Sayyid Muhammad's
brothers and son in law came in with them. It was furnished as a study, with a
mihrab set in the eastern wall, and windows overlooking a courtyard where a
fountain played. The Sayyid sat at his desk, gesturing to the chair on the other
sde. Hewas stern now, on hisdignity. The brothers, brothersin law, sonin law,
ettled in the background.

‘Now we are private. Let's speak frankly. What do you want, Mr Preston?

'AX. .. | want you to end this so-called war. | believe you can doiit. | believe
youwant doit. | think it's substantialy by your choice that Mudimsin the rest

of England have nat, at least not yet, been drawn into the conflict. | think you
don't want to see this country torn apart, any morethan | do.’

'Maybe you're right, maybe not. Maybe | have different priorities. But | asked
what do you want. Y ou persondly, Mr Preston. | have the impression that you
areteling me something that wasn't one of my expectationsfor thismesting.’

AX nodded. 'Ax, isfine. Yeah. | want to becomeaMudim.’

'Hmm." Sayyid Muhammead Zayid consdered this young man. Obvioudy of
mixed race, no tdling exactly what went into the mix: North African? Caribbean?
Saxon of course; some Chinese? God only knows. Taler than average, no more
than average build. Almond shaped brown eyes. Dark hair drawn back from regular, clear-cut,
clean-shaven festures—

'Y ou think if you do this| will be able to give the English government peace,
because of the effect of your conversion on my people? Isthat your reasoning?
'I'm hoping for something on thoselines!’

'You're very sure of yoursdlf. Y ou think you are so important?

'I'm not sure what effect thiswill have. I'm surel wantto doit.’

'Why?

'l need some kind of bedrock. | think Idam can give methat.’

'l see. And you don't anticipate any difficulties? With your President, with

your “barmy army”, with the dissolute way of life you've lead up until now?

'No problem with the President or the army. Plenty of difficultieswith my

way of life. I don't know whether they can be reconciled. Thered haveto be
room to move on both sides!’

'Y ou're avery arrogant young man!'

I'mtrying to tell you the truth.'

Sayyid Muhammead, awarlord, aforthright Y orkshire businessman, a spiritud
leader, stared intently. Maybe it was histurn to want to know who hewas
deding with. Ax could see that the businessman and community leader was
tempted by the prize of acelebrity conversion. Thewarlord needed abig
inducement, or hewouldn't even try to cal off the fight. Was Ax in person
enough for those two? But there was another Sayyid, the one who had alowed
himself to respond to afellow human being. . . It would take more than one conversation in the diwan to
get to know that man. Another time,

'If | thought thiswas some cynicad ploy—'

'If thisiscynicd, it?s cynical to know how many beans makefive. | think it's
what hasto be done, and | know it can't be undone later without making thingsa
hundred timesworse. | also mean it, asfar as| understand mysdlf.'



'Wéll, go on then lad. If you've made up your mind. We have witnesses.’
Shahadah. The declaration. It hasto be done. Accept. Sort the details |ater.

'| testify that thereisno god except Allah and that Muhammad isthe

messenger of Allah.’

They returned to the diwan: and from there to ahall where a banquet had been
gpreed for the honoured guests. Still no women. Men came pouring in, excited
by the obvious success of the meeting: everyone wondering what was going on.
They didn't have to wonder long. Sayyid Mohammad Zayid quickly made things
officid, with an announcement in English and in Urdu to the whole company.

Ax had agreed to this. It would do no harm. Pigsty dready knew, the barmy
army aready knew what hed been planning. If it turned out to fed right, and
depending on how hewas received. . . Ax Preston has declared his Idam. How
strange that sounded, very strange.

Only person here of any significance who hadn't known was coming up now
tojoin him, mask inscrutable. Please, Sage, don't give me ahard time.

At least the news seemed favourably received, on the whole. And now, Sage's physical presence a his
Sde, what ardief, ababble of

conversation risng in waves. Sayyid Mohammad, having seated Ax a hisright
hand, tactfully, blessedly left him aone, and got stuck into some neutral but
important topic to keep the brothers and the son in law occupied. Ax stared at
the handsome platters of food, wondering if held ever want to eat again. What
the fuck have | done?

'Wdll, you're going to be interesting to live with come next August.'

'Huh?

'Ramadan. Good idea not telling me," added Sage —dedling stoicaly with the
doubleirritation of conventiond egting irons, and having to et with hisright
hand. 'l might have felt obliged to do something weird and drastic mysdif.
‘Sorry.!

'l fucking hopeit works, that'sal.'

It work.'

Ax decided to blow out the settlement talks, after the first day. He found the way
Sayyid Muhammead talked to the government people, hisair of condescending to
the bureaucrats, dready having dedt with their shaykh, aarming. He and Sage
gpent amonth meeting with imams, mullahs, Chrigtian ministersand non

aligned community leaders while the Internationa s were given notice to quit,

the Mudim Army (hopefully) was demobbed, and the barmy army guerillas
were moved back to Doncaster; where they were (more or less) disarmed. The English government
made concessions. Mudim and Hindu leaders agreed to an

equal rights for women agenda; and astructure for dealing with recacitrant
offenders, religious or otherwise. Ax had not pressed for this element, no paper
sgnatures would turn back the fundamentalists, only time would tell; but hewas
glad it went through.

In that month of public relations, one of the deputations they received was
different. The soldiers wanted Sage and Ax to do agig. Just the two of them. It
was grest that the Few were coming to tour the North, with aBig Nameline up
of guests, but it wouldn't be the same. Peace Tour later, now the Ax and
Aoxomoxoa. One night, something rare, for both the armies. Sayyid Mohammead
would likeit. HE'd never been to arock concert before.

"Y ou don't know what you're asking,’ Sage told them.

It was achdlenge, they worked something out. Right until the actud night,

they didn't know what it was going to belike. It didn't sound promising: Ax



Preston on guitar, Aoxomoxoa on scary visuds, horrible noises and violent
athleticism. They had no idea, until they werein the middle of it, that they had
produced something stunning: and what afeding then, eyes meeting acrossthe
stage, the huge civic centre hal packed, glittering seaof enraptured faces
swirling out therein the void. . . Ax grinned at the skull, and looked away from
thiszing of glancesto segueinto,, Dark Star?, asurprise for him, something they
hadn't planned. Now that istrue love, Sage. | hate the fucking Grateful Dead,
and I'm going to start hating them again the moment | get off this stage, but just for tonight, here you are,
herésanightfal of diamondsfor you to play with, yes

| thought you'd know what to do—

In the second set there was more stuff that had not been planned. Ax kept up,
not really surprised at the mayhem, Sage was known for it. He was amused to
find himsdlf playing the man's part in this extended pas de deux: hisroleto be
there, rock steedy under the pyrotechnics, anticipating, taking the weight, so that
Sage could not lose the best, could not falter, could not fal. He was effacing
himsalf but he didn't mind. The Jerusalem solo would have been atouch tactless,
But more than that: held had Sage supporting him, through this gruelling
campaign. Taking the weight, dwaysthere. Time Ax gave something back.
They?d agreed that they would do no encores. Sage wanted to finish with

'Who Knocks, atrack from the Heads new album, Bleeding Heart.

Ax had not been sure that they should do this. 'Who Knocks was alittle too
appropriate, if you accepted, as many did, in their hearts, that sex wasahuge
issuein this conflict. Plusthe immersion (even diluted to mere visudsfor a
concert hall) was fearsome. He'd let himself be persuaded, and here it was, the
find number. The faces, thewhole hdl drenched in red, and dippery intestina
slver: distorted, excorciated images, that teased the eye with the promise of
shuddering horrors, mutilated openingsin flesh, never giving you agtraight
answer. . . The sound that goes with them compounds the fascination, stirsup
reactions that you can't control, and at last here's Sage, menacing and graceful,
jugt standing right at the front of the stage, Singing: Who knocks?

singing about the beauty of women, their terrifying subtleties, and the things

of which we know we are capable, any one of us. . . Yeah, tactlessas hdll, but a
different, justified order of tactlessfrom Jerusalem. Heisabrilliant performer,
thought Ax, watching from the shadows. Dunno why anyone would want to buy
this stuff and take it home. (Fucking bizarre livesthey must lead, Heads fans).
But in performance he is superb. Grest voice too, the bastard. Crying shame he
hardly ever usesit. God, what are they making of this?

Thishdl full of men—

Sage walked off, the stage went dark. There was an accolade of stunned
slence, and then theroar.

In the dressing room, Sage drenched in swest, ebullient. Ax yelled at him,
because of the second set, Sage unrepentant, says | knew you were okay. | can't
never keep those stupid listsin my head, too bad. . . Back in the hall the house
lightswere so far only producing a stubborn, thunderous clgpping and stomping
resistance. In time they'd realise no one was coming back. A knock on the door.
Both of them were used to being surrounded by a protective blur of peoplein
this situation, they were off their guard, they let the personin. It was astarry
eyed Aoxomoxoa fan, who wanted to tell them he had got the whole thing, the
whole Aoxomoxoaand Ax command performance for the soldiers a the end of
the Idamic War. He would love to send them a copy.

Well, fuck. It had not occured to ether of them that this whacking great new civic hal might not be



proofed, so it hadn't occured to them to announce that

recording devices were unwel come. Sage was up againgt his own Ideology
anyway. At anorma Heads gig the rule was go aheed, try. The performers
displayed sdlf control, thanked starry-eyes nicely, sent him on hisway.

'Fuck,' said Sage. 'l didn't want that recorded. Did you want that recorded?

‘No | did not.’

Hed redised haf way through that this brilliant thing would be gone forever
when it was done, nothing left but disparate fragments, the working recordsin
Sage's boxes, nothing you could put together again. The feding that thiswas
once, once only, had added considerably—

'Ah, thefans The skull grimaced in resigned contempt. "Who can figuréem?

No taste, no manners. Let's get out of here, before anything worse turns up.'
They went back to the hotdl suite, both of them dazed, earsringing,

thoroughly spaced. They'd been on stage for three hours, one short break. They
opened abottle of vodka, some stupid generic brand and barely chilled but never
mind. Sat collapsed opposite each other, across a glass topped coffee table, an
impressively ugly thing. Big windowsfull of gleaming, impenetrable dark (the
suite was on the top floor). How strange and disorienting still, to be indoors, to
be unarmed, to be clean, to have no lads around.

‘That was good,’ said Sage mildly, &t last.

'Yeah!

'And thewar'sover. You did it, AX. Not too painful, being aMudim, isit? Ax's converson had yet to
make serious inroads on his dissolute way of life.

He'd declared hisIdam, genuinely. He didn't know, and wouldn't speculate, on
how much traditiona practice he would come to follow. He would need time.
Thiswastheway held decided to play it, fuck of asight better than getting
caught out with abacon sandwich. It satisfied everyone so far. The Idamists
understood that they'd got Ax, Ax Preston of the Tour, and that thiswas amajor
acquisition. They weren't making difficulties. They were saying, well, being a
Mudimisapracticd spiritudity. Ritua isimportant, practiceisimportant, deeds
and intentions matter more. With luck, they wouldn't notice for ageneration
what they'd done to the ringfence.

'I'll keep them happy.' He swallowed vodka, and stared at the top of the coffee
table, 'But I'll tell you onething | won't do. | won't do thisagain.' He looked up,
wide-open, passionately earnest. ‘Never. Anyone ever asksme againto play a
game of soldiers, | will diefirgt.’

'Hey—' Sage reached out and grasped Ax's hand (from Sage, a gesture of most
unusua intimacy). 'It's okay, Ax. It's over. Y ou stopped it. Y ou don't have to do
that no more.’

He got up, quickly, and loped across the room. 'I'm starving, what d'you

think's the chances of getting anything to eat?

It was after midnight. "Zero. | think there's achocolate bar in the fridge, or
maybe some peanuts.’

'Ecch. | hate chocolate and the peanuts will be sdted. I'll have acigarette.” Ax's phone lay on ahotel
dresser, quivering patiently. Sage picked it up,

checked the fridge, (nothing); tossed the phone. 'Call for you.'

'Whoisit?

Sage had walked into his own room. 'Dunno. Didn't look.'

It would be Fiorinda. Sage flopped onto the bed. Will | kned to you, he
wondered. Will | call you boss? Y eah, why not. Aslong asyou can providethis
leve of entertainment. . . And if you ever give methe chance, | will try to protect



you from the horrible things you fee compelled to do to yoursdlf. Lit acigarette,

couldn't hear the conversation if he wanted to, Ax was speaking so low. His

body flooded with sweet exhaustion. Isit redly over, can we go home?

‘Sage—'

So he got up again. Ax was standing, strange expression on hisface. That was

Fio. We haveto go back to London. At once. Pigsty'skilled alittle girl.’

'What? said Sage, stupidly. 'An accident?

'No. Soundslike. . . not an accident.’

They looked at each other, caught out: not surprised, not shocked enough. A confession of fugitive, guilty
knowledge, for thefirst time shared.

5: Who Knocks?

Fiorindawas on the platform at St Pancras, lone: coming into focus out of the
crowd, in awinter coat they didn't know, her face pale and bright, hair glowing
like abeacon fire asit tumbled out from under adark knitted tamaoshanter. It
was mid morning, the station was busy. She kissed them both: reaching up on
tiptoe to touch her lipsto the grim regper's grin. They retired to acafé in the
Eurogtar termina and found atable.

'Areyou really okay? No hideous injuries you've been keeping from me?

‘Not ascratch.

'l didocated my shoulder once," boasted Sage.

‘Hefdl out of atree’

'How thin you both are." She wrapped her hands around her coffee cup, red
English coffee again, after so long in the wilderness of that scary aromatic stuff —
as some ungrateful wag of ajourndist had pointed out. At least it was hot.
'Nah, we are blooming. Y ou should have seen us after Yap Moss!

"Thereés nothing fit to eat up there,' complained Sage. 'Only evil northern
ethnic muck. Fried mars bars, chip butties, black pudding bhgji, dog pie, al
disgusting, they can keepit.'

'Itis amazing the amount of perfectly norma foodstuffs he either cannot or will
not eat—"

'Ah, come on. | ate the worm omelet—'

'Only because our hippies had you convinced they'd found some unusud, but of course not threatened in
numbers, species of earthworm packed with weird

adkaoids—'

'l don't believein the worm omeet,' said Fiorinda, laughing. 'If you had an
omelet to put the wormsin, you could have esten the eggs.

'What ignorance. Y ou don't make aworm omelet with eggs, Fio. You skin the
worms, beat them into akind of patty, and fry it like aburger—
"Takesfucking hours:

'Piss poor energy audit—'

Thetraditiond blank wall, she thought: this cute, evasive double act isal I'm
ever going to hear. Will they babble about dugoutsin their deep?

'Well,' she sghed. 'The good newsis, no nuclear power stations blew up.’
'And the bad news? said Ax. 'Where is Pigsty now?

The peoplein the café must have noticed it was Fiorinda, Aoxomoxoa and the
AXx gitting there, but no one was|etting on. At AX's question therewas aguilty
quickening of attention at nearby tables: but not a head turned. They knew Ax
didn't like being stared at, they respected his privacy. Thisisfameindeed,
thought Fiorinda. Stone Age fame.

When sheld told the media people to stay away from the station, their



response (relayed back to her, through the San's press office), had been hurt
astonishment: what do you take us for? How could you doubt our tact inthis
sengtive stuation? Where will it end, shewondered. For my Ax, for usdl. If it
has any further to go, that is. If it isn't finished. It was aweek since the night shed called Ax in Bradford.
It hadn't been

possible for them to leave straight away: they had to handle the story up there,
before the Idamic negotiators heard about it on the news. Tact and sengitivity
hadn't slopped the media from legping on adevastating Presidential scandd,

first chance they got. Ax was sacred. The fact that the funky green Preswas
hel ping the police with their inquirieswas al over the shop.

'At the hotel. The police want to move him, but | don't think they should, not

yet. In astrange environment, where he can't believe there are no spying cameras
in the room, he might stop talking to me—'

Ax frowned. 'Toyou?

'Wdll, yes. Theré's an unused bedroom in the suite, | talk to himin there:

police outside the door, and | have a panic button.'

They were garing at her, appdled.

'What, alone—? said Sage, 'Y ou've been alone with him?

'Forinda, that's got to stop—

'Ah, bother. | didn't think. | should have broken it to you gently. It's the way
things turned out, and it?’sworking. Look, let's start again. From the beginning.’
After her mother died, Fiorindamoved back into the Pig's hotel, voluntarily
returning to the prison. Why did she do this? Ax and Sage were gone. She
wanted to rgjoin the Few, but she didn't want to live in the Snake Eyes house.
There was antagonism between Fiorindaand Rob Nelson. Nothing serious, but something she didn't
want to have to ded with every day. Also there wasthe

issue of sexua independence. She didn't want Dilip, or any other guy she might
go to bed with once or twice, to get the feding that he knew where he could
eadly lay hishand on her. No thanks. Anyway, she moved back. Allie and
Fereshteh had already done the same, on the excuse that the refitting was
making the Insanitude uninhabitable. They resumed the old arrangement: a

room each, on the floor below the Family Suite.

So there they were. The women in President Pig's zenana, of their own choice.
Everyone kegping up Ax's Criss Management plans. the community service
shifts, thetv discussions, the hasding of rich sympathisersfor money. Thegigs,
the persona appearences (but never away from London for more than anight).
An infragtructure was forming: recruitsto Allie's administration, volunteers,

other bands and artists joining the gigs and the socia work. No new facesthat
Forindayet distinguished from the crowd.

The Chosen stayed in the West Country. The Heads took the opportunity to
spend moretimewith their families. George Merrick had awifewho wasa
potter, in St Ives (however that worked, the odd few weekends together over the
years, but it seemed it did). Bill Trevor had adressdesigner girlfriend in Bristol.
Whatever Peter (Cack) Stannen did when he wasn't being a Head he went of f
and did that. But they were never away long. They had to keep making sure
Fiorindawas okay. Because if you're not, said George, we better move to another
planet before the boss gets back. It turned out that she did most of the Pig-handling. The suits tended to
address things—memos, e—mail, texts, personal approaches— to Fiorinda,
either because of the accent, or because she was AX's squeeze; and none of the
others wanted the job, not even Rob. She began to lose the horrible, constant,
sexud fear of him, which sheld taken out in bitter anger against Ax when he



came back from the Decnostruction Tour. She was il very scared. It wasan
orded to walk doneinto the room where they met, the same conference room
where Countercultural Cabinet meetings were held. An immense effort to stay
cam and endure the Pig's constant groping and scratching of himself, aways
convinced that big hand gun was about to reappear.

He had few officia duties. The new England was shaking down, no oneredly
knew what the funky green President ought to be doing. It was just as well.
Without Ax, the Pig as Ceremonia Head of State was way, way out of his depth.
He was happiest on the tv, wearing aflak jacket and talking about ‘the war'. Then
he became another person, the crude-but-honest noble savage Paul Javert had
invented. But the war paled, and she could see panic growing in him, more
dangerous than the most brutal confidence. Benny Prem kept wanting her to get
him to sign things and agree to things. Now that the excitement had died down,
Prem wastired of being bossed around by a coarse lump of wood. Do it yoursdlf,
shesad. I'm not going to get my head blown off for your convenience.

She hated the little inadequate-male grin. Those sickening white baby-teeth,

like Peter Pan. Mostly she was buried in the problems of the Volunteer Initiative, AX's New
Ded. Shekept thinking, thisisinsane. I'm not abureaucrat! | won't quit while
you're away because that would be mean, but just wait 'til | get you home, Ax
Preston. . . They were dl working ridiculoudy hard. They would mest, the Few
and friends, when they could, at that pub by Vauxhal Bridge where they used to
gather when they were the Think Tank: drink likefish, laugh like hyenas, waich
the newsfrom Y orkshire,

Then it was Y ap Moss, and soon after that Ax had made peace.

They were wondering what would happen when Ax and Sage came back.

Pigsty didn't ssem bothered, he was proud of the peace and smug that he'd got
hisfeminist agenda (hisfeminist agenda, in Pig?s mind) into the settlement. But
everyone knew Ax would haveto beredly, redly careful.

Late one night Fiorindawasin her room, on her bed, softly playing guitar:
crouching over to set down notesin black ink on manuscript paper. It wasthe
way she had aways written her music and probably awayswould: formaly, by
hand; and late at night and secretly.

Ax had been right about the exposure. No Reason, the album she'd recorded
with DARK, had been sdlling madly since it was reissued. Her solo debut Friction
—recorded last year, amid all that stress and confusion—, was bizarrely getting
hailed as a tunning achievement. Forinda had money, for thefirg timein her

life. She could pay her hotel hill, if anyone ever asked. And shewould go on
making music, it seemed, although the world was over. Fdlt guilty about having told Ax that she would
never write again: but it had

seemed true, in the cold light of surviva, with that madman babbling beside her,
though you only had to look into his haggard, gaunt bewildered faceto fed
compassion, to know —

Someone knocked on the door. Instant panic: why did | move back here? If the Pig
wants he'll comein, door is nothing, he can blow the lock out. The knock came again,
in the pattern that meant Allie. She hid the music under her pillow and opened

up. Alliecamein and sat on the bed, biting her lip.

'What's the matter?

'Oh, Fiorinda, we need to talk to you.'

'Who'swe? All right.’

She went off and came back with Pigsty's old lady, Fereshteh, Anne-Marie
Wing; and her partner Smelly Hugh, second in command of the Organs. They al



looked very glum. They perched on the hotdl furniture, and stared at her so
desperately she was plunged again into terror.

‘What isit??

'It'sokay,’ said Allie quickly. 'It's not about Ax.'

‘Lolawantsto tak to you,' explained Smelly Hugh.

The President's wife was like her photographs, only older: abottle blonde Mrs

L eisurewear whose €l aborate makeup and aerobic-toned body said sadly, | know
I'm not really pretty. | know | have no style. She was dressed for outdoorsin a
mink lined trench coat, and clutching abig Harvey Nichols straw-look tote bag. 'l don't want to talk,' she
said. 'l want you to come with me, somewhere.’

'What, now? It was about one am.

‘Yes, now.'

'Why?

'I'm not answering any questions. Y ou have to seefor yoursalves.

'‘Arewedl going?

'No." Smelly Hugh appeared to be sober, for oncein hislife. It didn't suit him,

he was looking gruesome. 'I'm staying. My kids are upgtairs.’

'I'm gaying too,' sald Anne-Marie, giving her old man alook of contempt.
Fereshteh wore along, heavy, long-deeved and high-necked embroidered

shift, and the hejab, serious piece of headscarf, close round her cheeks, low over
her eyes, showing not amillimetre of hair; but no burga. Maybe she counted
Smelly Hugh asardative. Feresh, like Rob, could be hostile towards Fiorinda.
Something like, you abuse your position as AX's squeeze, shameless infidel white girl.
Only never spoken. There was no sign of that now.

'l think we should go with her, do what she says.'

'Oh, | think so too,' said Allie, round-eyed. 'Redlly.

Forinda could not take the Family Suite. Fereshteh and Alliewerein and out

of there, doing women-and-children stuff: not Fio. She'd barely spoken to Mrs
Lesurewesr, ever. That must be why she didn't have the dightest clue what was
going on, what kind of emergency thiswas.

‘The Pig'sout drinking,' said Anne-Marie. 'Weve got al thekids. If he comesback, I'll tell him they're
adeep and helll go away. I've done that before.’

'Okay,' said Fiorinda, dowly. '‘But if thisis o serious | want to call Rob, and
Dilipif he'sreachable, get them to come along. Does that make sense?

The otherslooked at Lola. She nodded, yes.

So the women st off, the hippie nightwatchmen downgtairs encouraging

them with the usua tired comments (you on the pull again, Fiorinda? what'sit
worth not to tell your boyfriend? etc); Fereshteh in her burga. They took a black
cab into the cold early-hours drizzle. It was along ride, out of the centre, through
Stepney and Stratford to Manor Park. Lola had the cab stop by Woodgrange
Station and they walked through grid-straight dark streets. atown-planners
dream from before words like organic or natural.

The house was number 113 Ruskin Road. It was divided into two. Lolalet

them in to the hall, and through the front door of the ground floor flat. It was as
cold ingde as outside. The rooms were furnished and smelt occupied, but in
some perfunctory way: an occasiond retrest, an investment property between
lets. In the front room there was a soft, bulbous three piece suite, terracottato
match the floor length curtains a the windows. Lola gave the housekeysto
Fiorindaand sat on the sofa

'‘Go on,' she said. 'Have alook round.’

'For what?



Lolastared, blank and horror in her eyes. Take agood look inthe cellar.’
Sheturned her face away from the young women's gaze. Feresh took off the burga, stripping for action,
and they searched the place.

Furnished rooms, an empty bathroom, an empty kitchen. An unplugged fridge
containing ahalf empty Coronabottle. A carton that had held cans of lager. Two
mugs by the sink, astained newspaper with adate sx monthsold. The silence
was egrie.

"Thank God it's not abrown—out night,’ said Allie. 'lI'd hate to be doing this by
canddight.

'Has anyone got atorch? asked Fio. 'In case—?

They hadn't. Shit. Not very well organised.

‘Do you two know what we're supposed to be looking for?

‘Something terrible," whispered Fereshteh.

The upstairsflat showed more fugitive sgns of habitation: atube of toothpaste

in the bathroom, a centrefold modd from some Men's magazine stuck to the
living room wall; ajelly sanda belonging to achild. On astudent desk in one of
the bedrooms stood the remains of aroll of parcel tape, well used. They tried the
lower flat again, and thistime found the door to the cdllar. One of the house keys
opened it. They went down the stairs. It was a bigger room than you'd expect. It
held abig black chest with deep drawers, avideo recorder of ancient make, a
bentwood chair, acameratripod and lights. A painted satan face in trompe I'oell
detail covered most of onewall. There was nothing € se unusud; the normal
debris. Cardboard boxesfull of rusting junk, old cans of car body filler. A row of
dusty, empty glass demijohns. Paintbrushes stiff and rotting in ajamjar on a cobwebbed shelf.
'What'sthat smdll? said Allie. 'It's like formal dehyde—'

'Do we have the keysto that chest? wondered Fereshteh.

They did. They opened the drawers, one by one. In the top drawer, a power
drill, ancient make. In the second, apair of scissorsand abal of twine. Inthe
third acrumpled and grubby bundle of children's clothes. They looked at these
clothes without touching them: then at each other. They shut that drawer again.
The deepest, bottom drawer was empty, but as Feresh pulled it open they

heard something shift. Knedling on the floor, they hauled the drawer right out.
Forindareached inside, and rapped.

'It'safase back, thisishollow. | can shift it."

The chest stood against the back wall of the cellar. Behind the pand there was
ahole hacked through the brickwork and into earth beyond. Fiorindaand Allie
together dragged out alarge box: aroughly made box of black-stained wood
composite. They used ablade of the scissorsto pry off thelid, which had been
lightly nailed down. A strong smell of formadehyde rose, mixed with decay. In
the box, wrapped in ablue bath towel, was the body of alittle girl. Shewason
her side, naked, hands behind her back, knees bent and legs folded under her.
Withered parcel tape was strapped across her mouth, and around her wal &,
binding together wrists and ankles. Her sunken eyes had been wide open when
she died. Someone had soaked the body in preservative, before packing it away.
Fereshteh gave a choking gasp, barely managed to push herself back from the box before she threw up.
Alliejust turned away, hands over her face.

Forindakndt looking down, feding neither shock nor horror, but adizziness
that cleared amost to asense of relief.

Ah, so hereitis, sothisisit. . .

Things came into her mind that shed hardly thought about, for such along

time. How naive and ignorant she had been the day she arrived at Reading,



convinced that Rufus O'Nial, ageing Irish megastar, was about to emerge asthe
leader of English Countercultura Politics. Barbecue fud, bruised grass, the aura
mulch of Festival noise, the mind of an angry, stupid, dduded little girl. . . How
strangeto revisit her grand obsession, how hard to believe that she had ever
wanted to see her father again. Herein this cdlar, the filthy cobwebbed relics,
things you thought were of vaue, which you hardly recognise when you come
acrossthem again—

Back in the present she put aside arush of useless pity. She had to think about
the man who had saved her life. What would this murdered child mean to Ax?
She sat back on her hedls, 'Y ou okay, Feresh?

'Yeah. I'm okay.'

'When we were vetting the Pig,’ said Allie—forgetting to say Ohl— 'back
when | was working for Paul, we found out that he likes kiddie porn. No one
was too shocked. It isn't uncommon, isit. | think Paul was actualy pleased. It
meant we had a hold on the guy. But someone—it wasn't me, | swear—, found a
big hint of something worse, and | don't know what but | know we buried it. We'd gone too far, we'd
invested in Pigsty; and Paul liked taking risks. Heliked

being right when everybody thought he was wrong, that was his sdf-image. |
didn't know athing about gunmen at the reception. Not onething. But dl the
time, ever ancethe Massacre, | had the idea that something like this might be
what was buried. | couldn't tell anyone, | had no proof, no evidence. It's not
something you can eesily say, isit?

'Weadl knew,' said Fiorinda. 'We knew there was something. Why else did we
go back to prison, except to wait for thisto surface?

‘Not me,' said Fereshteh. 'He wasin power, | needed to be near him. That'sal.’
'Oh, | know about that,' said Allie, wiping her eyes. | have done that.'

'Metoo,' said Fiorinda softly. 'Metoo.'

They knelt around the dead little girl, in the stunned silence that tragedy

exacts. Then Fiorinda stood up. 'l suspect she's not done, but | don't think we
should search any further. Let's go back upstairs, wait for Dilip and Rob.'

They went back upstairs. When they came into the front room Lola gave them
onelook and burst into tears. She curled up in afoeta ball, face hiddenina
cushion, hugging her tote bag. They waited in slence: long enough for Fiorinda
to wish fervently that she till smoked cigarettes, and for Allie and Feresh to stub
their way through most of apack. At last the men turned up.

‘Sorry,' said Rob, '‘Bomb at the Insanitude.”

'God," Fiorinda had opened the door. 'l thought the war was over. Scare or
real? 'Real. Not the mainstream Idamics, they're outraged. Some freel ance bastard
fools. No dead, thank God.'

'Many hurt?

'None serioudy,’ Dilip shrugged. Bomb boredom. 'What's going on here?
'Pig'sold lady decided to tell us something. Brace yoursalves. It isnot good.'
All five of them went down to the cellar. Rob and Dilip looked at the dead girl,
touched nothing, said nothing much. They came back and stared at Lola.
Fiorindawent and sat on the end of the sofa.

'Lola, stupand talk.’

She sat up. Her expensive makeup had survived her tears. Frightened,
desperate eyeslooked out pathetically (if you accepted the pathos) from ageisha
mask.

Tell uswhat you know.'

'l don't know anything. He used to come here. He used to bring kids here, to



take pictures, make videos, nothing else: that'sdl | knew.’
'l don't believe you. Y ou didn't bring us here to show us his hideaway studio.’
'l didn't know, | didn't know!
'Y ou knew she was there. Were you here when she died? Did you watch?
'Fio—!" breathed Dilip, horrified.
'Shut up. Wereyou here, Lola?
Mrs Pig shook her head violently.
'But you believe your husband killed her. Why? Can you proveit? Lolathrust the tote bag at her. It fel
open, spilling ahegp of multipurpose
disksand hig, old, plastic video tape cassettes.
'Oh, okay. | see. But why now? That kid has been dead for weeks, and I'm
afraid she may have company, under the floors, behind the walls. What made
you decideto call ahdt, suddenly, after letting it happen for so long?
The Pig'swife grabbed the bag back, glaring in dumb misery at her tormentor.
She dug in the bottom of it, and pushed something into Fiorindas hands. A pair
of pantsfor agirl about three or four years old. They were pink lace, with bows;
and bloodstained insde.
'Right,’ said Fiorinda, stone hard. 'l suppose that would do it.'
'l found them today," sobbed Lola. They were j—just under her bed. | asked
my baby, and she says, Dada saysit's okay, and she won't make her pants dirty
again, shélll be more careful. | never believed he would do that. Not his own flesh
and blood—' She curled into her foeta ball, stopped sobbing and just lay there.
Thefive of them moved to the other Side of the room, where terracotta
curtained windows shut out the winter night, the Street, the grest city.
'My God," said Rob, 'What are we going to do?
'Forinda—' Dilip tried to put hisarm around her.
'Lay off. Werre going to call the police’
'What? Rob's horror broke into anger. ‘No! Y ou don't take that on yoursdlf. We
get hold of Ax, right now. Wetak to Ax, wethink very carefully before—'
'Shut up. | can't deal with stupidity at the moment. Sorry, Rob. We do not contact Ax. We do not Sit
around thinking up aspin. We cdl the police. Now.'
'She'sright,’ said Allie, tight lipped, huge eyed. 'l know it could be a disaster,
but she'sright. It'swhat Ax would say.'
So they called the police, and the police cameto 113 Ruskin Road and took
possession.
‘That was ten days ago,’ said Fiorinda, in the cafe on St Pancras. 'l got the copsto
do nothing, just take Lola's statement and keep a discreet cordon round the hotel,
until after your Bradford gig. Wetried to act normally, except that Lolatook the
kids and l€ft, right that night before Pig got home. She's at her mother's, police
aretheretoo. The morning after | called you, armed police came to the hotel. We
thought there'd be agun battle, but it was easy. They told him they wanted to
ask him afew questions about that house in Ruskin Road, and he said, | want my
lawyer. Smple asthat. The hotel is practically empty now, except for him and
the Met team. The Organs and al the other people, Pig's entourage, moved out
as soon asthe police would let them.'
'Ho, sad Ax, 'l don't think you should be going anywhere near him.'
"The police asked me to come to the suite with them, to try and avoid violence,
and | did. That'show | cometo be talking with him. Hewon't talk to anyone else,
including not hislawyers, about anything but evil cameras, and how they are
pointing at him everywhere. With me, hetellsmethelot. 1t?s gpeeding things up
agreat deal: knowing whereto look for the bodies, thingslike that. So I'm going to go on doing it. Sorry.’



They werelooking at her asif shewas apiece of broken china.

She sighed. 'Okay. | know what you're thinking. The whole story about me

and my father. How he seduced me when | wastwelve, not knowing who | was,
and | had his child, and the baby died. I'm grateful that none of you have ever
brought it up before. Or not much. It?s bloody good of you, redly.’

The hum of the cafe seemed torise, rushing into fill their helplesssilence.

'Y ou know the miserable facts, and I'm sure you know the rumour, which | am
certainiscompletely untrue. But it isn't relevant.’

Like hell, said the glance that flashed between them.

It isn't, so lay off, both of you. | can do this. And me helping the police, for
which they are dead grateful, will help you to manageit, Ax. Trust me.'

She amiled, ruefully. 'My poor heroes. What ahomecoming.

Therewasasmall commotion at the entrance to the cafe. Threeidiotswith
skullsfor heads were blocking it, grinning cheerfully (they couldn't help it) and
waving their arms.

'Hey, my band!" Sage jumped up, Sung his bag over his shoulder: kissed
Forindaon the cheek, touched Ax'sarm lightly, 'Seeyou later—*

They watched the Heads depart. 'He told them to look out for me,' said Fio.
'And they did. When | was at my mother's house | used to come down and find
them drinking with my gran in the basement. She thought they were great.’

'He never said anything about that to me." 'Nor me. | don't know what they'd have done if anything had
happened.’

Fiorindawas pretty sure the Heads were armed. It would have been out of
character for George Merrick not to get that sorted, after Massacre Night. She
wasn't going to mention thisto Ax, it would only upset him. ‘Died in my defense,
| expect. The Heads are weird about Sage. He's their sacred icon.’

'He'savery loveable guy.'

'For dl hisfaults,’ suggested Fiorinda, grinning.

'For dl hisevil faults. And winding me up something rotten, whenever he
fedsinclined. Okay, | changed my opinion. | can change my opinion, can't 17?
The Few, she thought, were going to be amazed at the new relationship, the
new body language, the whole double act. She was amazed hersdlf, and she'd
been forewarned by the letters. She had loved getting the | etters (although
censored, what anoble soul heis, never takes advantage of hisrank), but shed
been gobsmacked that they came with a cuneiform scrawl from Sage tacked on
the end. Sadly, not even George had been able to decipher the text, and no use
asking Sage: it would only piss him off. But what aformidable team they made,
Ax and Sage united. And so natura, once you saw it, unlikely asit seemed until
you did—

An ederly woman, very soberly dressed, went by their table: and stopped

with the little doubl e take people do when they have decided to give the beggar
some spare change after al. Came back and patted Fio on the shoulder. 'I'm so
sorry for your trouble, my dear.' Thank you,' said Fiorinda, reaching up to touch the hand, smiling. The
old

lady nodded shyly at Ax, and hurried away.

Stone Agefame.

'Shdl we go?

They went back to Snake Eyes, found the house quiet and reached their room
unmolested. Ax hung up his leather coat, took the Gibson out of her case and
restored her to her place; sat down on the bed and started to roll aspliff. Fiorinda
sat by him, 'What a considerate guy you are,' she said, knowing what the grass



wasfor. 'Well. . . did you meet any nice sheep?

He grinned at her: that flashing smile she remembered.

'No lasting attachments. And you?

'No lagting attachments.’

"Thank God for that.'

He took her hand, kissed it, and held it while he looked at her. What a
phenomenon shewas, this Fiorinda. At that first meeting of the Counter Cultura
Think Tank, how everybody had stared. . . How could they help it? She's a sixteen
year old girl. How can she betalking to uslike this? Where are the strings, who is
making the kid's mouth move? Where did she get those cold, wise eyes, where
did shefind that tone of contemptuous authority? The skull-masked Heads
gtting theregrinning, like: haha, we knew! We found her! —especidly that one
mask more flexible and expressve than most naked human faces. Ax had known
the kid's reputation (drinking buddies with Aoxomoxoa, for fuck's sake). He'd put it down to hype, and
Sage being wilfully bizarre. He hadn't expected

anything likethe girl hersalf. He had thought then, | will have her, without any
sexua meaning at dl. . .and even now it was not lust he felt, or not pure lust but
something more painful: the shock of redlisng he had missed sx months of her
growing up. Was she actudly taler? At Forindas age, it could easily be. Still
thin, but she no longer looked like fishbones. She looked well put together, clear
eyed and strong, her hair crisp and bright as copper wire on the surface,
deepening to winein the soft depths. | must never leave her again. Never, never.
'AX. | was s0 afraid you would be killed.'

'Metoo.' Helit the spliff, and handed it to her. 'l would love to fuck you now,
but | could understand if you're off theidea. If you don't want, it's okay.'

'Y ou have apoint. | warn you, you may be off sex yourself after you've seen

the Pig'svideo diaries. But oh no. Soldier home from the wars getsto fuck girl.
That istherules, | wouldn't want to breek therules!’

'Hmm." He wanted very much to have her, but was not sure about the terms.
'Evenif hesturned intoaMudim.’

AR

Ax redlised with horror that he ill had to deal with that. Hed convinced

himsdf it was better not to try to explain until he was back where he could touch
her. Then the news about Pigsty had happened, and he had nothing scripted, he
was hepless—

'Oh, don't look so terrified. It's okay, Ax. You believein God, everyone knows you do. That's something
people cannot help, it?sjust the way you are wired. If

you had to sgn up for something organised, you might aswell beaMudim as
anything. They'redl equdly horrible’

'Good.'

'Long asyou don't grow abeard.’

'l'will not grow abeard.’

'What about getting circumcised?

'l planto avoid that if possible. | have heard it is extreme pain.’

'S0, do you want that fuck? Smiling at him so tenderly, her heart in her eyes.
They finished the spliff asthey stripped. Slipped into bed: God what a joy to
hold her. She reached down her sweet cold hand to hisballsand he buried his
facein her hair, laughing for sheer rdlief and thinking, if dl the rest isabout to go
to hell, thereisagood thing | have done.

About eight in the evening of that day, Ax and Sage and Allie and Fiorindawere
in one of the smaler presentation rooms on the mezzanine at the Pig's hotdl, with



DCI BarbaraHolland and some of her team. The room had been shut up for
months, theair smelt of ghostly carpet glue and stae coffee; withered business
dtationery was arranged on every desk. The police techies muttered to each
other, occasiondly focusing in on adetail: replaying or trying ancther angle. An
unspoken delicacy had separated the civilians, Allie and Fio together down at

the front, the two men further back and severa rows away. It was going to take monthsto analyse the
materia that Lola Burnet had

handed over. This disc was one of the smpler records. no computer generated
backdrops, props, animation to be stripped out. It involved Pigsty and other
adults, and achild. The adult faces and hands were blurred, very professona

job, dl atemptsto restore them had so far failed. Only Pigsty had been
identified. The otherswere al men, and seemed to be four separate individuals,
but not even these facts could be relied on. Once an image has been through a
mixing desk, anything might have been changed. The desk that had been used,
for dl the disks, was a generic, High Street modd : could be the same machine as
onethat Pigsty had in his possession, but that had yet to be proved.

Forinda could not concentrate. There was no point in being moved or even

sad, her pity would change nothing. Her mind kept straying to theimplications

of the scanddl. Wasthis the end of the Countercultural Cabinet? What would
happen to the revolution now? Beside her, Allie wrote on faded hotel-corporate
notepaper, Dachau, Buchenwald, Auschwitz. Fio nodded. Maybe it was because
they were faceless, but they were like death camp guards, those men on the
screen. No orgy, just working stiffs, plodding through their dehumanised

routine.

The movie ended. 'Nothing that has been digitally manipulated is evidence,

said DCI Holland. 'That'sthe law. None of this materia can be used in court.'
'But you don't need to prove anything,’ said Allie. 'He's confessed.’

‘Not exactly, said Fiorinda. ‘He knows he's guilty as hdll, but he?s not guilty of murder, as he never
meant to kill them. He sticksto that."

'We il need evidence, no matter how he pleads.’ DCI Holland looked at Ax
and Sage. 'Only afew of the recordings involve other adults. We believe they
were made some time ago, same vintage as the commercia kiddie-porn
videotapes. They've been copied and re-copied, there are no masters. This next
oneisalittle different.’ She held up a plastic cassette, bagged and sealed. 'The
picture and sound quality are poor, but for some reason he didn't enhance
anything, and there are other differences. It could bean origind.'

They watched. The movie kept moving as planned. It was the same drama,
familiar by now to Allie and Fiorinda The child who does not want to be there,
who keegps asking, can | go home now, who tries charm and tries co-operation and
tries pleading, and then just panics: but nothing works. The adults barely
speaking. In this movie they were wearing hoods over their facesinstead of
having their features blurred out; white robes over their naked bodies. There was
afire, and candles. Maybe they liked the idea of the Ku Klux Klan or some other
secret society thing. The scene seemed to be happening in acdlar, and therewas
asatan face on onewall.

'Asyou can see,' DCI Holland murmured, ‘thisisn't 113 Ruskin Road, but
somewhere srangdy like it—'

Shortly, Fiorindasaid, 'l don't think it'sorigind.'

'Why not?

‘Because the original would be more than thirty years old, the tape would have rotted away. | think the
cdlar in Ruskin Road may be an imitation of this



one. .. Thelittleboy isPigsty.’

The techs stopped the tape, plugged their cassette playback machine into their
Conjurmac, cut and pasted the child'sface, rebuilt it, aged it, lined it up with
photos of the adult—

‘She'sright,’ said one of them, 'l think she'sright.’

'Oh, what asurprise,’ sghed DCI Holland.

'What goes around, comes around,” muttered another of the techies.

'Doesnt it. Always. . .? The blesk-eyed police officer turned to Ax. ,,I think well
stop there, Mr Preston, Sir—'

AX.

'‘Ax. And Mr —ah— um— er—'

The poor woman was baffled as to how you address Aoxomoxoa politely—
even unmasked, and revealed as merely avery tal blond, with cornflower blue
eyes and the body of an oversized gymnast. Fiorinda noticed again the weird
way the police treated both of them. With reserve naturaly, we are al under
investigation; but with serious respect. It was most clear in DCI Holland. The
techies were more just old-fashioned fascinated.

‘Sage!

'Y es. Thank you both for attending the session. | won't subject you to any

more of thistonight, but we will haveto ask you to view dl the materid. And
answer some questions.' 'Of course,’ said AX.

The techies were packing up. 'And thank you, Fiorinda," said DCI Holland,
warmly. ‘Asever. You'll be seeing him tomorrow, usua time?

'Yes'

'Mr Preston, now that you're back well need another meeting with your press
office. | hope we can co-operate fully over handling the media. Could we—?
'Yeah, sure.?

Allieand Ax went out into the corridor, fixed atime. The police took
themselves off. 'How is she coping? said Ax.

'Ho? Just amazing. She's held the whol e thing together.”

'l know that. | have not been on another planet. | meant, with this shit.’

'l think she'sokay. The only sign of. . . well, the night when we'd found the
body, she was vicious with poor LolaBurnet. It was shocking. Suddenly shewas,
shewas like some people think Fiorindaadwaysis!

'Y eah. Tadented little monster, not capable of norma emotions. Only we know
different, don't we. God, | wish | could keep her out of this. But | can't.’
Alliedidn't know what to say. To fed flattered that Ax was confiding in her
seemed acrud response to his anxiety. She wanted to touch him, but those video
diaries poisoned dl gestures of affection.

'I'm glad you're back, Ax. We've missed you.'

"Yeah. Look, |l seeyou later.

Fiorinda and Sage were Sitting where he had | eft them. He sat down again beside Sage. Somewhere
overhead the grown up version of that little boy, those

soft little limbs, that sweet, open face, was watching tv with his burly police
bodyguards, who never let him out of their sght (except when he waswith
Fiorinda), in case he should harm himsdlf. Ax had been to vist, before the video
sesson. What could you cal it? A courtesy call? Pigsty alittle dack and goneto
seed. Wanted to get back to histv. Spoke of what he'd done as aterribly bad
habit, that he'd taken up again because he was under alot of stress.

'l didn't kill them, Ax. The deaths was accidental. That's a fact.'

'When my mother was dying,' said Fiorinda, ‘All that time, | went on hating



her. | ill hate her now. It isn about what happened with my father, | know she
wasn't to blame. It?s about years and years of her being sunk in misery, and
ignoring me. 1t?s o easy to be brutal to someonewho ishelpless. Itisingtantly
addictive, instantly. Shewasdying in pain and lonelinessand | couldn be
gentle. Couldn't even fake it, most of thetime. . . That issuch avile stateto bein.
| think it'shell. I've been thinking, that'swhere Saul Burnet lives, that's where he
lives, it?sthe place where his emotions survived. It's very strange. When he talks
about what he did to those other children, when he's saying redly hideous

things, he becomes human. And | pity him, and | fedl that we are not so far apart.
Therest of thetime he's still acomplete jerk, with his cunning plansto get round
the system. God, he's mortally afraid of being declared ahead case—'

She wiped away the tears that were running down her face.

'I'm so sorry for him.' Later, around midnight, they gathered in the Sunlight Bar. No staff: they were
serving themsdlves. They'd cometo find Ax, hoping that Ax homefrom thewars
would have some brilliant solution, but Ax wasn't doing them any good. He was
in abooth by the terrace, Fiorindain hisarms and her head on his shoulder,
neither of them taking much notice of anyone. Sage was in the window seat
oppodgite, staring through dark glassinto the night. The others, grouped around
these three, were getting drunk but not at all merry, wresathed in cannabis smoke
but not at al mellow. Galows humour impelled them to discuss Bleeding Heart,
the Heads new adbum, which wasraking it in, usua Aoxomoxoaand the Heads
syle. And that hideous hit Sngle, too.

'What do you do with al your money Sage?

'Don't think he spendsit on clothes, muttered Allie.

‘It dl goeson running that van,’ said Chip. 'How many foss| fud galonsto

the millimetre?

'Van doesn't run on petrol, so there.'

'‘Doesn't run at dl, mostly,' said George Merrick. ‘Can't get greener than that.

'So where does the fortune go? inssted Verlaine. 'What's the secret vice?

'l giveit away.'

'What, dl of it?

'Nah, just mogt of it."

What was "Who Knocks about? The lyrics weren't provided, you had to piece them together. There's
thiscanniba inacdlar, (it would haveto beacdlar,

wouldnt it) Sitting among bones and bits of flesh, that used to be beautiful girls,
(spooky, ddlicate detail about the beauty of parts: hair, eyes, ears, etc). Theresa
staircase with adoor at the top. He's watching this door, up therein the
shadows. Someone's knocking, it'sawoman he'skilled and eaten, she wantsto
comein, he'svery scared, should helet her in?

Well, does helet her in or doesn't he. We need to know, and it is not clear.
‘Can't remember.’

'Y ou are o weird, Sage,' said Anne-Marie. Since that night, the second utterly
terrible night in their history, Anne-Marie and Smelly Hugh had switched

camps, and been accepted, with reservations. Anne-Marie was okay, if shewasa
bit of acrysta swinging folkie: and Smelly wasn't such abad guy. 'Why d'you
have to do asong about a serid killer anyway?

‘Tisn't about aserid killer.'

'How d'you know it isn't? Y ou just said you've forgotten what it's about.'
‘Because I'm not asexid killer.

Sage had taken off his mask for the video session. The skull was back in place,
but there wasn't much sign of that glorious monster, Aoxomoxoa. The person



there in the window, tired and till, absently fending off the banter, was much
more like the Sage that Fiorinda and the Heads knew; and now Ax. But the guy in
Who Knocks is meant to be me, he said: and implications blossomed like cancers.
How far from Sage's personal darknessto what Pigsty did? How far from those dead children to the
heart of rock and roll?

Everybody isthinking the same thing, thought Fiorinda. We went to that

seminar, out of pique, or curiogity, or because those tree-hugging, car-trashing
hippies were about to become important; or for some other reason that seemed
important at thetime. Redlly we were looking for our |eader, and we found him.
But the leader wasn't Ax, it was Pigsty. That'swhat we have to face now, delayed
reaction, finaly hitting us. Paul invented him, we accepted him. We went along.
"Why?s he protecting the other bastardsin the videos? said Dilip, eventudly.

'l don't think he's protecting them,’ said Ax. 'l think they may be dead.’
'He'skilled them, too?

‘Not exactly. Remember the death row thing? Five of those prisonerswerere
offending lifers, on paedophile charges. | think Pigsty's movie-making friends

may have been among them.’

'God," said Sage: and then, frowning, 'Why didn't you tell DCI Holland that?
'Because | only just thought of it.’

The emotiona atmosphere deteriorated further, if that were possible.

Abruptly, Sage jumped up, like a huge bouncing toy. 'Ah, thisis no good.

C'mon, let's go somewhere, out. Not the San. Let'sseeif Alliecanget usin
somewhere cool and fashionable.' The skull woreits craziest grin. ‘C'mon, come
on. On your feet, out of here, al of you, let's hit the town.'

Next day at the Insanitude, in the room the Few had refitted as their office, with the windows overlooking
the VictoriaMonument, everyone pitched in to bring

Asup to date. A ring of scuffed tables and chairs, secondhand classroom
furniture bought very cheaply, had become their forum. Ax and Sage took places
on either sde of Fiorinda. The dert, don't-even-think-about-it physical presence
they'd brought back from Y orkshire made them look like her bodyguards.

The government was keen to co-operate with Ax?s Crisis Management plans,

not so keen on funding. Luckily the dangerous e ement in the drop out hordes,

gtill growing, sill roaming around looking for action, ssemed happy, for the
moment, with free gigs, good works, beer money; the occasiond dodgy
vegetable curry. In someregionsthe Volunteer Initiative was working well, some
not so good. There was adanger that employers would use the volunteers as free
labour and dump their unskilled staff, Smply exacerbating the problem.

"It doesn't happen much,’ said Fiorinda. 'They give our drop-outssmple

chores, that do not cause much damage, and displace no one.’

'Good, that's good. Better than I'd hoped.'

"They like the romantic packaging, but they know they're buying into a

protection racket. Do just what the Countercultural Movement wants, or ese.’
‘Right,' said Ax, grinning. 'Wouldn't want it otherwise. We need them scared.’
The Few laughed, very glad to have Ax back, to have these threeingtalled: a

wall nothing was going to get through, an inevitable triumvirate.

Pigsty was formally charged and taken into custody. Fiorinda persuaded him

to co-operate with the psychiatric assessment. She went on vigiting him, in the remand centre at Lloyd
Park in Croydon, the Category A public sector prison

that had replaced the disgraced Wormwood Scrubs. The story in the mediagrew
in baroque detail, but the expected eruption of Counterculturd violence did not
happen, not even in Saul Burnet's native Northampton.



The Chosen came up to London and had aterrible conference with their

frontman and with Kit Minnitt, the band's manager. But then, instead of quitting,

Ax garted gigging with them, driving down to the West after dark, mesting the

others wherever they were playing. No advertising, peoplejust arrived and

found Ax on stage, and werethrilled: and the fingers ftill worked, though it

seemed to Ax that they should not. They began to plan the album, their first snce

Dirigiste, that would become Put Out The Fire—the vaedictory, the persona

goodbye from the Chosen to alost world, that seemed to belong to everyone

who'd been travelling with them through these two years. Thetitlewasnot a

reference to the end of the Idamic Campaign, but to a classc Who track. It

meant, that song is over . Theré's no going back.

It was amazing how normd life seemed in thisinterlude; normal in terms of

what they'd started to call normal. Slave for manager Ax. Do your shift on the

hospital cleaning, the hedge planting, the classroom aiding; whatever's going.

Lateat night, if you get the chance, do some drugs and get on the town with

Aoxomoxoa. Lean on the big strange guy's ferocious energy, like al those global

punters, until he pounces on some willing unknown, and disappears with her.

AsDilip said, watching Sage on the pull waslike flat racing: over too quick to be entertainment.
'Have you noticed, said Verlaine to Chip, 'how he keeps away from her onthe
dancefloor? Because when hel's smashed out of hisbrain he can't trust himsalf—
'He keeps away from metoo,’ sighed Chip, 'l tries not to take it persona. Y ou
areway off, Pippin. Haven2 you noticed him and Ax?It'sclassic, innit. The
endless one night stands, the mask, the outrageous homophobic remarks—'
'Don't get your hopes up,' said Verlaine unkindly. 'I'm right.’

They'd been missing their telly, for which they had no time under Ax'sregime.
Triumvirate watching was shaping up as an excellent sogp—subdtitute.

Ax went to visit hisold lady in Hastings, the one held met at the V olunteer
Initiative launch. Her name was Laura Preston, nice coincidence. She was ninety

nine now, and gill glad to be dive. She said she thought bringing back Nationa

Servicewas agood ides, but there ought to be something for the girls. His

postcards from Y orkshire were up on her wall.

Then the shrinks said Pig was sane. He would stand trid, and it wastimeto

tak thething out.

Saul Burnet's parents were members of amagical cult: not mainstream Satanist

or Pagan, something of the group's own invention. He was sexually and

violently abused by both his parents, and others, when he was four and five and

gx years old. Then his parents split up, he went to live with his materna

grandparents and had no further contact with that lifestyle. In his early twenties he began to collect kiddie
porn, and was drawn into the world of sexud violence

againgt children. He got scared when some of his confederates were arrested,

and gaveit al up. When he returned to the habit, and started using the house on

Ruskin Road, he avoided al former contacts. No one, not even his closest

associates, knew what was going on. He would take children there, assault them

inthe cellar that he'd set up to look like the room that had dominated his

childhood; and record the action. He had to frighten them, hurt them and

particularly immobilise them, or he didn't get agood experience. But he knew it

waswrong and he only did it when heredly needed to do it.

He'd been forced to do away with four children during the past five years, due

to the stress of the Organs success, and then Paul Javert's Think Tank, and dl

that had followed. On each occasion, although he admitted held tortured them,

the death had been an accident that he could explain. He had tried to preserve



them, because that was what seemed right, like the ancient Egyptians. He
believed that hiswife must have been secretly filming him, and that was how she
had found out about the house.

'Four bodies have been found,' Fiorindawent on. Threelittle girlsand aboy,
where he said they would be. No more, though the police have taken the place
gpart. In most respects Pigsty's version checks out, except his story of how he
procured.’ She gazed ahead of her for amoment, thisword gave Fiorinda
trouble. Her bodyguards, though they did not stir or look at her, seemed to the
rest of the circleto have moved closer. . . ‘procured the children. He says he "bought them off the
internet”, but the details aren't convincing. He?s protecting

his sources. So that'sit. Everything I've told you has yet to be fully investigated,
proved, names named; stand up in court. But it will. Including the torture, to the
point of death. Nobody, not the police or Pigsty's defence team, has any doubt of
what's going to happen.’

‘That'swhy he hated cameras,” murmured Roxane. 'The fear of getting caught.'
Fiorinda gave Rox a puzzled look. 'No. It's because he hates to be reminded.
Cameras make him fed sick.’

"Thetrid won't come up for months," said Ax. ‘It could be ayear, or two. But
asthe law stands, and the way Pigsty hasreacted, he'sgoing to die.?
‘Maybeit'swhat hewants,' said Dilip quietly, whilethe rest stayed silent.

I'm quite sureit is,' Forinda had started some careful crosshatching inthe
margin of her printed notes. She spoke without looking up.

‘But what do we want,' said Ax. 'Should he die, or should he live? Well?

The office was barred to its normal traffic, no onein here today but the
remains of the Counter Cultural Think Tank. It was February. Weak, clesr,
morning sunshine streamed through the naked windows. made aglowing
aureole of Fiorindas hair and bathed Ax's long fingered, well-knit handsin
slver; but left untouched the rosy darkness of the skull'sblank eyes.

'Will you go on wearing the mask, Sage”? asked Roxane, suddenly.

Three other deathsheads turned on hir as one, displeased at being separated
from their chief. 'It'safair question,’ said Sage. "We've talked about it. Y eah, we?ll keep the masks. If
we stop wearing them, that says the next weird-looking

person you meet is probably amurdering paedophile Satanist. We better reverse
the drugs legidation, fold the volunteer programme, go back to worshipping at
Tescos, let gun culture and green concrete agribusiness have their wicked way.
Clear the campgrounds, shoot down any resistance. | don't think that makes
much sense’

‘A good answer.'

'Probably have to have some kind of global ban on the Heads music too. Then
| wouldn't berich an’ famous any more, and | wouldn't likethat at all.’

‘But | asked you something,’ said Ax, with afaint smile. '| meanit. | want to
know what you dl think.'

Rob looked disgusted. 'How can we answer that? It's not our business!'

It might be.'

'Okay," said Felice, 'I'm not in favour of alifefor alife. | didn likeit when
they brought the death pendty back, before | ever knew what was coming. But
you just came back from a shooting war that started haf way up the M1, Ax.
People die by violence dl thetimeinthiscity, and al the cities of England. This
isour times, we got the law for thesetimes. You say he'sours. Dilip says, he's
ours. | hear you. But I'm sorry, | don't see the death of one sick, murdering
bastard, who doesn even want to live, isabig issue!



'‘Good point,’ said Sage.

The other Babes made it known that they were with Felice. "What about you, Sage,' asked Cherry.
'What's your choice?

'I've spent the last couple of months playing paintbal with live ammunition,

in defence of the nation state. It wasalot of fun, but | don't know: somehow |

dill can't sick judicia murder. | votefor life!

'l say helives, said Roxane grimly. 'l hate the death pendlty. It stinks.’

'Lives,' said Chip, hisround cherub face dmost looking grown up.

‘Lifewithout parole,’ said Verlaine. 'It'sthe only way.'

'Hewould be better off dead,’ said Dilip. 'Back to the clay, remoulded in the
hands of the Divine. But that's too bad. We cannot let him go, we must carry him
round our necks like the albatross, we cannot pretend he didn't happen, we have
to keep him by us over the years, assmilate, accept, who knows, maybe redeem
our shame, our boss. Life!

'He should die,' said Fereshteh, in alow voice. She wasn't wearing the burga,
only the hgab scarf. She never wore the burga again, but the change was hard on
her. Her liquid dark eyeslooked to Fiorindafor support, but found none: she
quickly lowered her glance, trying to make avell of just not looking at anyone.
'Horinda? said Ax.

I think itiscrud,’ she answered, concentrating on her crosshatching, the

clipped accent well to thefore. 'l think it istorture, because | don't believe he can
recover or repent. He's not capable of that, Dilip. But he hastolive!

AX kept talking it around. In the end they al said live. Even the Babes and

their man, even Smelly Hugh. Even Fereshteh: because that was the answer Ax wanted. It wasruthless
attrition. He didn't go after their hearts and minds, just

their assent. They didn't have to mean it, he was satisfied to nag them into saying
theright thing. That's Ax, thought Sage. Alwaysthe art of the possible, dways
willing to take partia, fucked up and temporary, if that'swhat he can get. How
strange that that's what makes him such aformidable guy —the way he's
prepared to settle for afuck-up.

'Okay, said Ax, at last. 'l said, it might be our business. Or my business. | saw
the er, thereal Prime Minister again, yesterday.' His expression was reserved,
bleak: not ahint of triumph. 'He made me an offer. Not unexpected, but. . . well,

| made him acounter offer. | told him | want areferendum on the degth pendlty,
and if the people vote for capita punishment, | won accept the Presidency. For
the record, he saysit?s not out of the question, in thelife of this Parliament.
There?s been a*“revulson of feding”, on that issue, among others. | told him
that?s not good enough. | need an answer now, or they can find someone e seto
babysit the CCM, and pick another Funky Green Ceremonia Head of State.'
They had known the Presidency was on the cards. For everyone except Sege
and Fiorinda, the rest was a shock.

Thisisimportant,' said Ax. The guys offering me thisjob know the truth

about Massacre Night. They may not have known about the children, but they
knew Pigsty was a cold-blooded murderer when they hired him. Now they're
glad of the chanceto berid of the monster. | want the Presidency, | admit. | think
| can use that position. But I'm not quite hypocrite enough to try and build the Good State over Pigsty's
dead body.'

'A referendum takes forever to organise,’ protested Roxane. The CCM won
wait. They?l play hdl if they don see you ingtdled soon—?

'Day and ahdf to passabill, said Fiorinda, doodling hard. 'If therésawill to

do it, and cross party support. A month or so to print dips and mobilise the



polling stations. Electronic voting is fucked-up and discredited, but the
traditiona method ison the shelf, and in working order. It'slike the corporate
music biz. If they don't care, they'll St on your stuff for years. If they're keen, it's
hyped and out al over theworld in aweek.'

'So, they?| be voting on whether or not to retain the death penaty?

"They'll know what they're voting for.' said Sage. 'WeAl make sure of that.'
'Sage," said Forinda, getting next to him and away from Ax, asthe meeting
broke up. 'Are you registered to vote anywhere?

The skull looked alittle shifty. 'Not sure. | might be, down in Cornwall.’

'Have you ever voted?

'‘Ah. .. No.'

‘Thought not. | better tell George.Y ou?I never handle an dectord roll al by
yoursdf.

The skull got onitsdignity, gave her amean glare. 'l will sort it, okay. What
about you, brat? Where are you registered huh? No fixed abode brat.’

'Actudly | hatetheidea,' said Fiorinda 'l don't want to vote for anything, ever. Thisis not my world.
But with luck | don't have to worry about it thistime. The

most likely dateis March the twentyninth. | won't be eighteen.’

Not eighteen yet. My God.

Forindawastired out. She went back to Lambeth Road with the Eyes and Rob.
Sage went looking for Ax, and found him donein the Fire Room, over inthe
North Wing: so called because it was one of the few rooms of the six hundred
with achimney that worked, and smal enough to be heated by afirein the grate.
Theroom waslit by one meagre eectric lamp, with a parchment, tasseled shade
from the nineteen fifties, on atable by the hearth. Ax looked round and smiled
wanly. Sage pulled up achair.

'Y ou knew about Pigsty's kiddie porn habit, didn't you?

'Y egh.’

'So did |." Sage took out apack of the government-licenced Anandas he
perversdy favoured, offered them.

'No thanks. | don't know how you can stand those things.'

'So denounce me to the Campaign for Real Cannabis. | can't be fucked to roll
my own, it takesmetoo long. Anyway, | likethe advertising. . . Ax, arguably we
made a shit choice on Massacre Night. We stayed dive. Arguably we made a shit
choice when you came back from the Tour. We could have fled the country or
something. But you are not responsible for what happened to those children.’

'l knew enough,' said Ax. 'l should?ve known he was a psychopath.’ The skull looked at himin slence
for amoment, then turned away and stared

into the flames. "Where?s the line between? Ever been near it? Y ou know about
me and Mary Williams? Of course you do.'

'l remember some of what got into the papers,’ said Ax, diplomatically.

'Yeah. Well, it wasdl true. All true. | used to beat her up. Me hitting her was
basically our relationship, that and the smack. | hurt her badly enough to put her
in hospital afew times, including once when she was pregnant.’ Sage looked
down at his masked hands and closed them into fists, the virtud ghosts that
replaced the missing fingers moving with uncanny realism. 'Not so greet for
needlepoint, but they work fine asweapons!'

This Ax knew. He'd seen those weapons used, up in Yorkshire. Sagein afist
fight was athoroughly horrible proposition.

'No wonder you hate heroin.'

'Oh no. No, no no, never blame the drug. It wasme. And | am sane, | think.



What | meanis. . .well, I'm not sure what | mean, except you're not to blame.’
'How tal were you when you were sixteen?

‘Sameas| am now.'

‘God.’

"Y eah. Fucking ridiculous!

Ax thought about the sixteen year old giant junkie, prowling the chichi little

streets of Padstow, seeking for meat. 'If it was so bad, how come you had akid?
'l didn't know Mary had decided to get pregnant. Never crossed my mind. Girl?s stuff, contraception
and dl that." The skull grinned in self-contempt. 'l was

horrified. Got the injection, soon as | found out. I'd've had it done permanent if

I'd been old enough.’

‘But you made her do aDNA test.'

"That was when she set the lawyers on me. | was being nasty, | never had any
doubt hewas mine. | had himwith mealat, first few years. But her lifestyle
changed, she got bored of trying to show me up, | don't know. . . There'sa court
order giving me access but that was dso me being nasty. | don't pursueit. I'm

not sureif it runsany more, now Walesisaforeign country. I've seen him once
since Dissolution. Don't know when I'll see him again. Heseleven thisyear. |
have an eleven year old son, isn't that weird.'

"You lovehim?

'l try not to think about it."

‘Sorry.

'What can | do? She hates me. | hate her too. Nothing personal, just the whole
fucking idea. Ah, horrible. She doesn't want me around, she doesn't want her kid
to bewith me, and | can't blame her.’

'Have you hit any other women, Since?

'Haven't hit anybody since, except for Y orkshire. Not serioudly.” Ax smiled.
Thiswould exclude some crowd-pleasing showmanship on the tv and other
public occasions. And fair enough.

,Oh, and George. | hit George occasionally. He doesn't mind.' ‘Bizarre lives you Heads lead.’
'| supposewe do.' Sagefindly lit the cigarette hed been holding. ‘Ax, I—'

The sentence stalled. They stared into the red caves between the cods.

Nothing's redlly changed, thought Ax. The adminigtration isthe same dodgy

team that Paul Javert was playing for, same bunch of amora chancers. The peace
in'Yorkshire may not hold up. Were till deep in shit. But Fiorindacalsthe
police, the hippie-goon regime collapses like ahouse of cards; and suddenly it
fedsasif we have a chance to make something of this disaster. To pull ourselves
out of that swamp where murder islaw. . . Astonishing girl. He had asked DCI
Holland what the fuck (expletive deleted) did she think she was doing, having a
seventeen year old kid interview amurdering paedophile, aonein aroom with
him? Sheld answered: ordinarily you would beright, but thisis Fiorinda.

The girl who told me, the first time we were done together, the first night |

took her to my bed: Pigsty isa childfucker.

In just about that many words. How did she know?

Maybe that was a stupid question.

Hed had aterrible struggle, but tonight hismind quiet in away it hadn't been

for alongtime. A dillnessingde. Inshalah. Whichever way thingswent, it

would be okay. Shit, what do | really want? If | come out of the game with
nothing except Fiorindaand Aoxomoxoa, I'll bewell up on the dedl.

Hejugt unfolds, thisguy—

‘Listen, Sage. Would you do some oxy with me? Sage looked up, startled out of deep abstraction. The



skull went blank, and

stayed blank long enough —measurable seconds— for Ax to get darmed. It was
something heid been thinking about, doing the intimacy drug, but maybethis
really wasn't the moment. No, it was okay: the mask came back to lifeand he
was getting the you, beyond belief grin that he considered his persond property.
'Yeah, said Sage. 'Yes, | would.'

'Not now, but if we are ever through this. Next time there'sa good time.'

‘Done!’

‘Good. Y ou were saying—?

'Was 1?7 Sage shook his head. 'I've forgotten. | was probably going to say, that's
enough about Mary and Marlon. | just wanted to tell you—'

'Y egh.’

'‘C'mon. | cameto stop you from moping. Let's go find some company.'

Sage had been living, in so far as he needed a place to deep, at the Heads studio
in Battersea. That weekend hetook Fiorindaand Ax to his cottagein Cornwall, a
retreat that even the band rarely visited. It was on the north coast, in about
twelve acres, up an execrable washed-out track. The Atlantic was on the other
sdeof the hill, atumultuous smdl river ran through the land; therewas atiny
village two miles away. He had done amost nothing to the cottage since he™d
bought it, except to get decent crystal cablelaid, set up the parlour asastudio
(where hed written most of the Arbeit Macht Frel and Sonefish immersons: place should be hideoudy
haunted); and move abig, low bed into the living room. He

dept down there, couldn't be fucked, drunk or sober, to negotiate the narrow,
crooked staircase at night. The place was otherwise amiracle of inconvenience,
especidly for someone with Sage's hands. Mogt of the domestic appliances were
|eft over from when it had been afailed holiday |et.

The weather wasterrible. Sage and Ax did old jigsaws, Ax having discovered
astack of them in a cupboard. Fiorindaread the children's classics shefound ina
bookcase upgtairs. At twilight, when the rain eased off, they walked to the pub:
down thetrack, theriver rushing in Spate over its granite boulders beside them,
hazel catkins unfurled, shaking under the bare oak branches; primroses shining
like milky starsin the high banks dong thelane.

Onthe night they didn't get astonishingly drunk at what was known (though

who was locked out was unclear: it wasn't the loca police) as,,alock-in?at The
Powdermill, Fiorindasat dreaming by the hearth. Ax and Sage had fallen adeep,
on the couch and on the bed. There was no sound but the whisper of the flames.
Sage's property was called The Magic Place. The name was on astone marker
at the turn-off, in Cornish: held shown it to her when they arrived. Nothing to do
with Sage, it had always been called that. It wasn't the cottage that was supposed
to be magic but astone, he thought. Or atree, or apool in theriver.

She had asked him, do you know which word iswhich?

Don't get smart with me, brat. Certainly | do. That oné's magic, that oneis

place. How do you say it?

I've forgotten. Have to ask George.

They'd been done because Ax, who had driven them down in his precious
classic Volvo coupe, had kicked up abig fusswhen he saw the track. He was
walking up the hill, fuming, to make sureit didn't get any worse. Fucking
perverse, why do | have to put up with this—

I'm glad you're here, Sage had said, the mask doing enigmatic smile. Always
meant to bring you here.

I'm here, she thought, reaching out to the fire. My friend, my brother, I'm here.



A handful of flamelay quivering in her pam, and she had that Escher fedling,

the two planes diding into one. Shelooked round and found Sage, unmasked by
deep, blue eyeswide open. 'So you can ill do that, he said.

'Please don't tell anyone, said Fiorinda. 'Not anyone.'

'l won't. He turned over, and asfar as she knew dept again a once.

Sayyid Muhammead Zayid had come to London and taken a suite at the Savoy
(never backward with the panoply, Muhammed). He did not try to influence Ax
on the question of Pigsty and the degth pendlty. Perhaps he even agreed that the
perpetrator of such crimes should live out hisguilty life. But hed come down
because he was sure Ax would be the next President, and what was on his mind
was Shari'a. They had discuss ons—the Idamic entourage in attendance, Ax
aone— which were good and friendly, in which neither of them shifted their postion in the dightest. One
day Ax arrived at the suite and found to hishorror

that Fiorindawas there, done with the Sayyid and his brothers-in-law. Fiorinda,
straight backed on the hotel sofa, handsin her lap like aprincessin afairytae,
wearing agrey voile shift over glistening cream satin; her hair burning through a
grey cobweb scarf. When Ax camein she smiled at him, made her excuses, took
her coat and |ft.

'So that isyour wife,' said Sayyid Muhammad.

AR

'She's a charming young woman, intelligent too. Y ou did well there, lad.’
'Muhammead, could you do me aredly big favour. Could you. . . not use that
term, when Forindaisaround.’

'She seemslike your wifeto me. | think | must call her your wife!'

'Big favour. Please’

Sayyid Muhammead smiled at the young man's anxiety. 'Y ou are under that

little lady's thumb: wdll, it's natural for awhile. But you be careful. Y ou know,
the difference between Idam and Chrigtian, on the matter of women —and it'sa
redl difference, though I've never argued with you on the civil rightsissue, I'm dll
for that kind of equality— comes down to the danger of idolatry. We recogniseit,
we guard againgt it, the Christians don't. We're so weak, where they are
concerned, every man isthe same. We would put them next to God, and that is
not alowed.’

'How can you talk about the people of God,' said Ax, 'and say we, when you're leaving out hdf of them?
What is Fiorindathen, a djinn?

Sheisafinelass, thought Sayyid Muhammad. She dresses extravagently, but a
sght more modestly than most Chrigtian girls: and she has something very
srangein the back of her eyes. There are such beings, in some sense. Thisisa
matter of revelation.’

Ax had been going into djinn, and the whole ingenious project of making
modern science line up with the magical and supernaturd hierarchies of the
Qur?anic cosmoes. It wasinteresting Stuff.

'Aslong aswe gtick to in some sense, and it?s an Idamicized term for autonomic
software agents, or mysterious big number behaviour. | can go with that."

'Wdl, mysticism isnot for you. But government is, so let usreturn to that
problem.’

Ax sometimes wished his prophet of choice had had the tact to get crucified

and bow out of it, instead of sticking around to set up areligio—political Sate.
He sat down, frowning.

'Muhammead, to me Idam means accepting the will of God, and accepting that
the task of the human community is to become the presence of God's mercy and



compassion on earth. 17m not interested in the jurisprudence. If you can
miraculoudy square Shari?awith abandoning the death pendty, leaving out the
headscarves, and dropping the discussion of how much you haveto nick before
you get your hand chopped off, good luck to you: but 17m not going to be your
aly, evenif | wasever in apodgtion to influence the lavgivers.?'Aslong aswere taking, said Sayyid
Muhammead, 'I'm in with achance!’

Times and times he had crossed London, from Paddington to Battersea, coming
up from the cottage —yes, using public transport. Always, why not? | liketo see
life— without hearing asingle English voice, sometimes without hearing aword
of English spoken. No chance of that this evening. The Eurostar invasion rolled
back. No tourists. No oddly garbed munchkin Japanese girls, no vast middle—
aged North American couples. Posters and video clips everywhere about the
referendum. He joined the patient crowd on an Underground platform, thinking
about the last Six or seven years. On tour and gigging, plugged in at the cottage,
working with the Heads in Battersea, plenty drugsto paper over the gaps.

Could have gone on forever, stting there in Limbo. On the Circlelinehe
obgtinately stayed by the doors, propping up the carriage roof, (you can move
down, sunshine, you fit better); and played the game of desert idand Londoners.
The ones he liked the look of, the ones he'd have to feed to the sharks. Thereésa
clay-coloured soulful, sexless face from the Fertile Crescent. I'll have hir. A face
from West Africa, young but Traditionalist, scarified cheekslike aripe fruit
bursting. She's okay. One from the Horn, very superior profile, but helooks
sulky. Sharkmest. A black haired, pae-eyed, white skinned Irish girl, chatting
hard with her sparky heabed girlfriend whose looks are from the Gulf
somewhere, (keep those two). Red braces type, essentially Norman French,
standing out still after athousand years, that hard T junction nose and eyebrows, dab cheeks, keep him
ontrid: and they aredl English. Gingery Scotina

cashmere overcoat, asenior suit of thefirst order. Don't usually see those onthe
Tube, maybe hel's adevout Countercultura suit. Now thereis a stunner. What
went into that? Vietnamese-1rish-Nigerian? Wonder if shed liketo fuck
Aoxomoxoa? And they'real English. Presumably, pragmatically, sncethey're
gl here. Wonder what they make of me.

Wonder arethey feding merciful.

Change at Baker Street, and here we wait and wait. People looking at each
other, saying not aword but what abuzz in the air. Something had happened to
London, jerked the whole gross, unspeakably huge mass of human partsinto
vivid dertness, the brain?s P300 response (the very same that Aoxomoxa used for
hiswicked immersive purposes) New Y ork must have fdt likethis, he thought,
after 9/11. But the Frankenstein here was not the shock of unprecedented injury,
no, something far different, something rardly, rarely so powerful asthis. Cal it

AXx Preston, cdl it hope, but don forget to be afraid.

At some point on Massacre Night, | decided | would stay with this. Not

sticking around to get vengeance on the Pig. Perish the thought. Smply because
it would be acrime against the Ideology to walk away from something so fucking
strange. Whenisit going to end? Trouble ahead, trouble behind. When will the
date of affairsformerly known as normal resume? Never, he began to suspect.
Thisisn't nearly over, it has only just begun.

Green Park, and out into the pale, warm powdery twilight. The gates were open. The hippie guards were
outside one of the sentry boxes, deeply involved

inacrap game. 'Hi, Sage.'

'Hi, dackers. Maybe we should invest in aflock of trained geese. Ax here yet?



'Haven't seen him. Try the North Wing.'

Instead he found Fiorinda, playing the piano donein adusty drawing room.
'What's that? Scarlatti?

'Y eah.’ There was a bottle of wine on the grand piano. He topped up the glass
besideit, and took bottle and glass off to arow of chill-out assorted armchairs.
Something Insanitude must have been going onin here,

'Hey, don't take my wine. . . Bring it back here.’

He came back and leant there watching, as the serene music spilled out from

her hands. 'Y ou managed to find your way to the polling station?

'l did. Very sweet and old fashioned, the whole thing. | had no idea.’

'Sage, tdl methis stupid referendum is going to work out.'

"This stupid referendum is going to work out.’

'Areyou just saying that because | asked you to?

‘Aargh. Don't do that, Fee. It pisses me off. Have you been out much today?
I've come across London, looking at people. | think they've voted for him.'

‘Then I'm glad. Oh well, why not. The hero of the hour, with a battle-hardened
army at hisback, having embraced the religion of the coming age, asksthe
peopleto eect him king. Sure, of course. Since we are heading for the Dark Ages
anyway. It'sromantic, but not what | would call progress.' 'Y ou been talking like that to Ax?
‘No, but I've been thinking it. Thisis not my world. No matter what the result is,
my world ended on Massacre Night. Look what happensto me. Y ou and Ax go
off towar, | stay behind to look after Ax's baby project, and manage the
household. Until you get back, and I'm required as a pet again.'

'Don't be so sniveling ridiculous.’

'Okay, what if | had wanted to come with you, join in that killing game?

'Fuck, would you want to?

She amiled nadtily. 'Nah, but you don? fool me. | know exactly how you think.

Y ou, and Ax, and al the caring menfolk around here. I'm not built to play Red
Sonja, so I2m thelickle princess. There no partsfor me asahuman being in this
movie?

‘Better than being one of thelickle serving wenches.Y ou are in abrilliant mood
thisevening. Election nerves getting to you?

'Ax isworse. He's pretending he doesn't give a shit, but the pretending is

painful to be near. He's not here, by the way. He's off playing with the band.
'Okay, leave that. Let's go find Roxane. Nothing g'he likes better than agood
rousing politica circus night. S'hell cheer you up.’

For six weeks Ax had been working the crowd. Roxane and Dilip had been his
best dlies, Chip and Verlaine surprisngly reliablefiller. They'd been careful not
to do too much, they hoped they'd done enough. The Counterculture was believed to be split between
those who would vote for Ax and those (the

majority) who would not vote at dl. The country. . . well, no matter what they
thought about judicid murder, after they'd heard the arguments, they'd vote for
the hero of the Tour and of the Idamic Campaign; and for keeping the CCM ina
safe pair of hands. Unless of course they didn't. Could go either way.

An overwrought party mood developed in the Insanitude. In the smaller

venues there was trance-drumming and other semi-magical rituasgoingon. Tv,
radio and webcast people wandered, licensed but confused. Dance music started
up early, in the club venue in the State A partments. On the fly-eyewall screenin
the Office, and on big and little screens set up here and there, the coverage rolled.
Political figuresfrom the neighbour states of the former UK offered their
comments. Counterculturas of the campgrounds came on camerato explain that



Ax was ling hissoul to the straights with this referendum, tv wasjust ashite
spreader for the socio-industrid-military complex; and hello Mum. Asthe
evening progressed, channel hopping converged on mTm, (many-To-many, the
nearest the world cameto aglobal Countercultura telecoms company); and the
trashy-intellectual English terrestrid channd 7, (popularly known as CultTV).
CultTV had gone straight for the jugular. They were treating this as agenerd
eection night with dl the trimmings: the talking heads, the coloured maps, the
swingometer, the dancing pie charts, the video-booth clips and email from soi
disant ordinary citizens. The big gig in Birmingham, where Snake Eyeswere
headlined. 'It'll be close,' said Rox, uneasily. There's been amassive turnout. That could
be good: but it could be bad. They've never been asked to vote on thisissue
before. And they will vote on the issue, just because we don't expect them to.?
Ax findly camein around one am, looking calm and distant. The Chosen had
been playing the campground at Taplow (former Neolithic theme park), in
Buckinghamshire. He sat with Rox, Fiorindaand Sage, and talked alittle with a
nice polite tv woman. Chip and Verlaine were insufferably chirpy. Thefly-eye
was st to default to Channel 7 and the results, whenever there was nothing
more interesting to be found. Its cells began to switch to the map of England,
until thewholewall was maps of England, filling with cutelittle guitars.

By two thirty they knew it wasn't going to be close a al. Ax had alanddide.
'Looks like we're on," he said to Fiorinda, wrecked by unacknowledged

tenson, grinning with relief. They hugged for the mediafolk, and everybody
cheered.

Fiorindaand Dilip did another club night, in the IMMix box together: Dilip
pumping up the springtime, breeding lilacs, sending the sap shooting, bresking
open the seedcase bodies of the dancers with anear-letha dose of phototropism.
'Ah, Idam, Idam, hesghed. The English arefoolsfor it, dwayswere, the
disastrous spoor of thisinfatuation isal over the former Empire. Did | say
disastrous, shame on me. But why did they not prefer Hinduism? Because we
poor Babus, with our taste for fussy office work and testimes, we are are are too confused, too
colourful, too cheerful, too fuzzy, too like the English, in aword.

So are you smashed enough to tell me truthful nonsense, what do you think of
Ax now, Fiorinda?

'Y ou want to know what | think. What | redly, redly think?

'‘Go on, go on, tell metdl metdl me—"

'l think he'sthe Lord's anointed. | think he has the mandate of heaven. | think
heisrightwise king born over adl England. But till—'

‘But sill you are the cat who walks by herself, green-eyed Fiorinda— '

‘But ill nothing's changed.’

Pigsty would stay in Lloyd Park until histrid came up. On one of her vigts
Forindafound out that L ola Burnet was coming down from her mother'sin
Norfolk, for aconjuga weekend. For some reason this gave her abad fedling.
Wéll, there were plenty of reasons, but this particular for some reason wasthe fact
that Lola had given the Insanitude as her contact address. Who was she staying
with? Probably Fereshteh. Feresh and Allie were living in the San, while they
looked for aflat together. Why didn't I know? Perhaps her friends thought loopy
Forindawas not safe with Lola. Would grow fangs and try to tear the woman
gpart if they should meet. Not far wrong. But she had decided to keep silent
about what she knew—without proof, without evidence. Leaveit to the
professionals. She didn say anything about her bad fedling, because could not
explain her antipathy. One April dusk Sage, coming up to the Insanitude from Battersea, met Chip



and Verlaine and Rox just leaving for the Easter Vigil at St Martin'sin the Fields.
They tried to convince him to join them. The new fire, the blessng of the water
and the haly ails. The chanting and the candles, it was so grest, o primitive, like
the mysteries of Eleusisingsted Chip. Y ou have come and weep for Adonis, it's
such aturn on, the whole thing. When the priest goes, like, lumen Christi, or even
inEnglish: I jud die

'Sorry," he says, the skull doing bemused distaste. 'Got to meet Ax and do
sometv. Er, thanks!

Fereshteh went to LIoyd Park with Lolathat evening. The staff searched Lola
and her weekend case. They did not search the velled Idamic woman, AX's close
associate, with any officious thoroughness. In the rooms where Lolawould
spend the night with her husband the women embraced in tears, and parted in
Slence.

At the Lambeth Road house the Few and friends gathered to eat together; and
to watch Ax and Sage being dead genia and relaxed on alate night rock
programme, getting teased about cronyism asthey both ingsted, laughing their
socks off, that Shake Eyes was reaching new heights, best sound thisyear. Well
okay, saysthe show's presenter. Let's hear some of this fabulous PoMo—
Newsflash—

The Few and friends didn't like newsflashes. They all sat up. At least nothing
horrible could have happened to Ax or Sage; or Rob or the Babes. What doesthat leave? A widefield.
It was Pigsty. He was dead. His wife had smuggled aplastic

shooter into the conjuga quarters, someone having disabled the surveillancein
therefor her; or previoudy taught her how. She shot him dead and then shot
hersdf. Lolawas till alive, but serioudy injured. It had just happened, al this,
but agroup cdled the Daughters of Idam had aready clamed responsibility—
Fiorinda, eectrified, pounced on Allie before the newswoman had finished

her autocue. 'I'm going out there. Will you come?

'What do you want to be there for? What can you do?

‘Lolasdying. | want her to tell me something, if she can, before she goes—'
LolaBurnet wasin the prison hospital operating theatre when they reached
Lloyd Park, her situation had been too desperate for her to be moved anywhere
else. Fiorindaand Allie had been waiting an hour, to know the outcome of the
emergency surgery, when Fereshteh appeared. With her were two other women,
al threein fiercely modest paramilitary uniform: heavy scarves, brown tunics
over trousers, Sam Browne belts, epaulets. Fereshteh was |ooking shocked and
distraught: but proud of herself, big eyes glowing, patches of bold scarlet in her
honey cheeks—

Fiorindajumped to her feet. 'How did she convince you to do this, Feresh?

'She asked for help,’ said Fereshteh smply. 'We helped her. I'm not ashamed

of that, I'm just terribly sorry. . . | didn't know she would turn the gun on herself!"
'What did you think?Y ou thought sheld live happily ever after?

'Hehad to die!’ cried Fereshteh. 'She had aright. We had aright. Ax wanted this. He couldn't say <o,
but we know he did. Y ou're the one who should be

ashamed, not me. The way you protected that monster—'

'Ax did not want this. Y ou fool, she should have been in here hersdlf!’

'We know what she did, when she was helpless and terrified of him—'

The Daughters of 1dam stood solemnly, looking on.

'My God,' said Fiorinda. 'l don't know what the police will do, but I will not
forgive you for your part in this. Ever. Y ou better stay out of my way—'

"Y ou never liked me. To you any woman isjust competition.Y ou only like



men, don't you Fiorinda. Any dominant mae with abig dick. Maybe Ax should
ask himself how close you used to get to the President, while he was avay—'
Sage had arrived with Ax, who had been waylaid by the prison governor.

He'd comeinto the waiting room at the art of thisverba cat-fight, and stopped
at the door. At this point he was forced to wade in, grab Fiorinda and move her
out, before she floored the Daughter of 1dam.

She didn't struggle, she knew sheld be afool to struggle, there was nothing she
could do. But hedidn't think it was safeto let go until they'd run the gauntlet of
the prison staff and were outdoors.

'If you want to hit someone, hit me!'

'No.' Shewalked away from him, and sat on the kerb by the bus shelter. In the
distance, partly blocked by buildings, the perimeter fence, with itsbrilliant lights
and rolls of razor wire, stood up againgt the hollow, empty night.

‘A child murderer taken out of the equation and rendered harmless," she said, distinctly, ‘isworth
something, even in this fucked-up disaster movie. It means

the damage that was done to Pigsty stops here. That thread is broken, of al the
thousands, the thousands. A child murderer, murdered, isworse than
meaningless. It saysthe system just goeson.'

'Most people are not asrational as you, Fee. They?| take the solution that looks
like asolution, without thinking it through the generations, seeif it checksout."
'Lolawas getting hold of the children for him. It had to be her, who else? She
was doing it to keep her preciousfamily lifeintact, she thought it wasaprice
worth paying. Oh well, what doesit matter. | don't care. . . Ah, poor Feresh, she's
right, | never reckoned her. | didn't look further than the veil. My fault. I'm till
never going to forgive her. What ajoke, en? Paul Javert let ano-kidding Idamic
Terrorigt dip through his vetting, and we never spotted her ether.’

'Lookslikeit. Madefools of usall.’

'Y ou know, | start to wonder about Ax's buddy Muhammad and this—*

He shook hishead. Not meaning no, she understood: meaning forget it. You

can investigate, dig deep, uncover the shocking truth. Where doesiit get you?
Some place like this prison car park tonight. Fucking nowhere.

Allie came out of the hospital wing, Ax behind her. They stood with Sage.

'Well, it'sover now, said Allie.

'What? |'s she dead?

'Y eah,’ said Ax. 'Died about ten minutes ago.’

So herewe are, thought Fiorinda. So thisiswhere we are at. Doomed to play Stone Age royalty to
forty-odd million post-civilised people, while our world

fals apart; and we havefailed at thefirst test. Fereshteh and Mrs Leisurewear
have wiped the floor with us and our Good State. Poor Ax. But they were
looking at her with such pity and concern she couldn't stand it.

'l am not a piece of broken chinal* she yelled. Jumped up and stormed away
madly. Ax came after her, caught her and held her. The two of them waked
dowly back, hisarm around her, her face very pae but tearless, and cam again.
Thereslence of thisgirl isamazing.

'What are we going to do now? asked Fiorinda, after along silence. 'Ax said
Pigsty had to live, and heisdead.’

‘Bury it,’ said Allie. 'Do something to distract them. Look asif we don't care
and hope the Daughters of Idam story dies of not being fun. It'sal we can do.' Y eah, bury it. Accept the
defeat long with the victory. And go on.

6: Sweetbriar



It takes longer to organise abig splashy day-to-night rock concert than it doesto
passan Act of Parliament; but not that much longer, if you have everythingin
place. Post-Deconstruction Tour and general Crisis Conditions had to be
accomodated: but Allie's team was used to that. A flattering number of VIPs
from the former nations of the UK managed to accept short notice invitations.
Public transport to the Rivermead site was organised, and Reading town agreed
to accept abrown-out, except for the hospitals, police and emergency services.
The Heads had decided to take Sage's Ministeria appointment serioudly, so they
wrote the programme, mixing bands with glee, and they could have fucking waited
for aless fraught occasion to assume responsibility; but it was okay.

It was the fourth of May, heavy and humid under low skies. The day-trippers
started pouring in a dawn. Sanitation hell descended once more on the peaceful,
post-futuristic grunge of the staybehinds. Hippies, actud hardline hippieswere
heard talking about getting a sewage pipeindalled, to the Site gates. There were
twigtersin Staffordshire, yet more homewrecker floodsin East Anglia, and the
anti-nucleairesin the Rhone Valey might be bringing the European branch of
modern civilisation to a sudden close; but that last wasn't abig topic of
conversation, Green Apocaypse Boredom having set in many moons ago.

It was strange to be back, to see the rebuilt Blue Lagoon, the Zen Self dome
same as dways, the Mood Indigo tent where the shit-fest had been held —the
dishevelled permanence that had settled over dl the rockfest ephemeraof their history. The Chosen went
on early in the afternoon, which the tv schedule

people didn?t like, but too bad. The crowd seemed pleased (though they howled
and begged for Jerusalem, and didn't get it), and for once the frontman's
girlfriend managed to be there. At five the Heads were on Y ellow Stage,
otherwise known as Scary Stage because of its accident record; however nothing
went wrong. There were other stages, other acts, poets and fire-eaters, dance
troupes, Sorytellers and tumblers, non-Few Name Bands: but these were the
images of that sweltering May holiday. Aoxomoxoa on the big screens, stalking
around with ahand held mic, having left the visionboards to Cack Stannen,
chanting the lyrics of 'Kythera —previoudy unintelligibleto dl but those
traingpotters with the personality and the equipment required to strip aHeads
track down to the bit stream.

Venus

Lointhewestern sky

Can you seethe green light

That meansgo

Firebdls, interselar gases, bals of glowing plasma shoating through the
arenacrowd, Sagein black and white optical print trousers that took on
pinwheds of whirling rainbow and shards of piercing gold, swesting so hard he
appeared to be melting; the sun asmal pale burning blob through the overcas,
likethe gar of adifferent planet

Can you see the colours

of the gars?

And Ax Preston, in subfusc brown jeans and afaded red Tour singlet (with

the It's The Ecology, Stupid, message on the back), holding an immense crowd —
al of them longing to wave their arms and sing anthems— in slence, ashe plays
the long, hypnotic soloin,, Put Out The Fire?, (thetitle track): fine-boned profile
detached, intent; asif there?s nobody but God.

At sunset Forindawasin Alligs new van, hiding from the suitish, grown-up
thingsthat Ax was having to do. Allie had decided, now that Fereshteh was off



the scene, that she didn't need aplace in London. No fixed abode Allie. . . The
back of the van aready felt like her Brighton flat, where Fiorinda had dossed a
couple of times: arooted place, alovely womanly bookworm's study; alittle
cloying. But the green aircon worked. Anne-Marie Wing was there too, with a
few of her rugrats. AM and Allie were talking about the VVolunteer Initiative;
Anne-Marie interested to know the ropes. "Y ou park yourself on acrusties lot?
And movein with the message?

'Y ou don't get asfar asthat. They arelost souls. The Counterculturals who can
handle volunteer work are thetip of theiceberg. I've spent, hours, explaning
how to catch abus. No kidding. The world's become avery mysterious placeto a
lot of the people we?re dedling with.'

AXx's New Dedl had been invented to keep violent eco-warriors from breaking
the place up. Now they were running into a submerged mass of hopeless cases, and no one knew what
to do. Isthat alive metaphor or a dead one?, wondered

Forinda. Hull down in the killing cold water outside the citizen-ship, this
mountain of rotten ice, the twisted and broken and bent-out-of-shape Unculture.
Collatera damage. . . She wished Anne-Marie would lay off, she didn want to
think about the size of the problem. But that waswhat it waslike today. Non
Few bands, outsiders, guests, kept coming up al bright eyed, asking: what'sit al
about? What | S this thing, where are you heading?

We have no idea. Go ask the Ax, he knows everything.

Jet, the baby, was fastened on his mother'stit, Ruby the boy toddler watching
the process with intent, professond interest. Eight year old Silver lifted books
from Allie's cardboard boxes, with the air of amuseum curator examining
curiousrelics, and handed them to her little Sster Pearl, who was using them as
building blocks. Anne-Marie's oldest kid was thirteen, already fucking, dready
flown. . . Fiorindalistened to backstage PA messages whispered in her ear. There
were haf amillion people packed into Reading arena. Fifteen millions, hey,
whao's counting, why not let's say twenty!, on Sites countrywide, watching the
show in front of big screens: the Countercultural Very Large Array.

There can't be hdf amillion people, shethought. That isn't physicaly possible.
'I'm going to open somewine,' said Allie, 'I'm sick of being sober. Sun's over
theyard arm, | think I'm off duty. White or red, Fio?

'Nothing for me. Not til after the show.'

'God," said Allie, greatly impressed. ‘Are you feding al right? 'Oh yeah, no problem.’
If the day belonged to Ax and Sage, it was Fiorindas night. When she
appeared, having been dead dlusive for hours, she was dressed for the tageina
slver and white lace cowgirl dress and red boots, her hair a burnished storm.
Sometimes Fiorinda was kooky-pretty, sometimes beautiful, sometimesjust a
sulky, skinny white girl with astubborn jaw. Tonight her fickle redhead's good
looks had come out to play: she looked absolutely wonderful and she knew it.
The New Blue Lagoon was packed, government suits and other VIPstaking up
too much spacein their raked segts, canvas walls reefed high to allow the crowd
to spill out acrossthe arena; the mosh pit one deliquescent squirming mass,
ydling in undamped ddight when Fiorindawalked on, picked up her guitar

from the piano stool and waited, grinning, for DARK to get settled.

Charm Dudley, DARK's frontwoman, had decided she couldn't make it, which
was on the whole agood thing. Friction between Charm and her spinning black
hole of avocaist had been amgjor problem when they were last together. And
away they go, Fiorindaleaping into the attack, from that cam littlegrinto
instantly— In the wings, the Fiorinda Appreciation Society gathered: crew and



gars, by no meansdl of them mae, staring like rabbits caught in the headlights.
'How'sthat for Sugar Magnolia, Sage? murmurs Dilip.

Sage, beside him, shrugs, 'All right | suppose. If you like that kind of thing-'

Skull gives Dilip alittle crooked twinkle of acknowledgement, and they both
resume concentrating on the rock and roll brat: who has camed down alittle and issinging that Jesus
doesn't want her for a sunbeam.

Doing it the Vasdinesway, but louder.

DARK had not managed to get to Reading until the day of the concert. That was
okay, rehearsal had never been the band'sforte. It only led to trouble. They
arived at the Leisure Centre after their brilliant performance, swesting like pigs,
grinning fit to split their faces, accepting with no false modesty congratulations
from the non-Few famous. In their shared dressing room they jived around
stripping off soaked clothing, sousing each other with cold water from the sinks,
gabbing happily about the terrible mistakes they'd made in various songs, the
impressive company they were kegping, the thirst they had on them: sniffing up
powder, pouring cooling draughts of acohol down their throats. Fil Sattery
raised the bottle on which she had been swigging.

'Absent friends-'

'Absent friendd’ they yelled in chorus.

‘Go on," said Tom Okopieto Fiorinda, hopefully. 'Say it. Y ou miss her.'

Cafren cuffed her boyfriend gently around the head. 'Eee, Tom, trust you—'

'l miss Charm's guitar,’ said Fiorinda. 'On stage. | fucking do not miss Charm.
Absent istheway | like her. Sorry, folks!'

It was Charm Dudley who'd formed the band, with her friends Cafren Free

and Tom Okopie, and enlisted Fil Sattery and Gauri Mostel on drumsand
keyboards. A year of thwarted-ambition hell, shit venues and flashes of genius later, they'd demoted
Gauri from lead vocals, and advertised, which was how

Forindahad cometo join them. Cue adifferent kind of hell, because Fiorinda
and DARK were soulmates, utterly right for each other, but the mix was volétile.
Thekid wasin ahurry, far more ambitious than Charm: and the effect of Charm
Dudley and Fiorindajockeying for control had quickly become awful.

Just awful. . . Four happy facesfell. They dl looked at Fiorinda, and she

looked back, the five of them redlity-checked, deflated.

She had wanted DARK s0 badly, in Dissolution Summer. Wanted DARK and
been such alittle horror she didn't see why the fuck she could not have. . . The sad
thing was that she gtill wanted DARK, just as badly: and they wanted her too.
But she was grown up now, so she knew they weren't going to break up with
Charm. Whereas Charm and Fiorinda could not work together. Situation

hopel ess. Fiorinda sighed, and hunted around for atowe! for her hair. She
suddenly didn't want to be here. It was like looking through awindow at alife
sheld logt, seeing it dl going on without her.

'Hey, whose are the flowers?

'Oh, they were for you,' said Cafren. 'Sorry, forgot—'

'Who the fuck sends me flowers?" growled Fiorinda. She did not like cut flowers.
Who didn know that? She tore off the florist's paper, harbouring awild idea
that Charm might have Interflorald her abunch of pink roses, asan inault.

There was no card or note. The rose leaves had a sweet scent. No, not these,
some other pink roses, long ago . . Swestbriar, what her father used to call her. Oh. Oh no.
something like abright, slent explosonin her brain.

She had waked into one of those waking nightmares, the weird kind of
migraine-without-the-headache shed once suffered occasiondly, hadn't had one



for ages, sheld forgotten how bad—

She put the flowers down, so clumsily they fdll to thefloor. Shefdt very sick.
Oh. Thisignt migraine, thisismefeding very sick. Shefelt so dreadful she
thought she should shout something like oh shit, |'ve been poisoned: but before she
could get that together something started happening, an experience she couldn't
stop, couldn't escape, couldn't deny—

What isgoing on, doesit show, | DARE NOT look inamirror.

'Areyou okay, Fio? said Gauri, putting an arm round her.

'Y eah,’ said Fiorinda, drawling, hearing her own voice from along way off,
wondering how sheld got to be Sitting on this chair; little snipintime. 'I'm fine!'
Shetold them to let her donefor five minutes, and managed to stay fine until
they were gone, which wasn't long. Thank God for the awkwardness of the
Charm issue, which made them probably glad to get away—

Tom thought Fiorindawas not okay. But there was history that made it

difficult for him to pay her specid attention. And that red headed kid had
changed so much. Her beauty and authority daunted him, daunted dl of them. If
Fiorinda wanted you to go, you were gone. After DARK the show was over. The day-trippersand VIPs
wereefficiently

channeled off, the bands came out and danced with the staybehinds. Cooling
breezes flowed through the Blue L agoon, where Olwen Devi stamped and
whirled to highly-evolved bhangra, long ago dassicd training put to use:
thinking of Ax Preston and the future of dl this (thinking about the energy audit
of stagelighting, in fact). Zen Sdlfers, notable campers, faces and costumes
named and namelesdy familiar surrounded her —particularly the lean young
giant in the skull mask, who seemed amost to be dancing with her. A swest boy,
once you got past the loutish affectation, but she started to fed alittle confused
about hismotives. Thiswould never do: she left the floor and made her way to
the bar. As she waited in the press of bodies, Sage was there again.

'Hi Olwen. Y ou got that boyfriend of yours staying tonight?

'Ellis? Yes. Hewastired, he'sback &t thetrailer.’

‘Shame.’

Olwen knew the Heads well. They were some of her best converts: genuinely,
intelligently fascinated by the project. Their boss (as the band called him) was
funny and crude and charming: an A student, addight. But what wasthis? The
skull'sinviting grin went on giving her the message, while she stared in dishelief.
'Get away with you, you joker. | am old enough to be your grandma.’

'If my gran could dance like what you can,’ he said gdlantly, grinning more
swestly than ever. ‘I would want to fuck her too.'

The bar aff and the people by did not seem to be hearing this. She hoped not! 'Sage, | am afraid you
are smashed out of your young brain.’

'| certainly am.' But there he stayed, waiting, exactly asif he had asked a
reasonable question that deserved acivil answer.

'He's not my boyfriend,’ said Olwen. 'He's my husband. We've been married
nearly thirty years, but we have dways spent alot of time apart. It suitsus. He's
aprofessor a Cardiff, helll be going home tomorrow. '

The mask came off. Sage beamed, pupils so dilated his eyes|ooked black
instead of blue. He nodded, ,, Okay, later.? The skull snapped back: he plunged
into the crowd, vanishing like a sedl among the waves of his natura element.

'Hi rockstar,’

'Hi, other rockstar. You look very. . . interested. What have you been up to?
‘Something |’ ve had in mind for awhile. Where's Fiorinda?



'l waswondering that mysdf. Let'sgofind her.'
No Fiorinda, anywhere. They found part of DARK, Tom Okopie and Cafren
Free: Cafren thought Fiorindamight still bein the Leisure Centre, hob-nobbing
with non-Few Big Names. So they set off on this expedition, an adventure, many
music biz friends and enemiesto avoid.
'Y our parents gone?
"Thank God. | find my dad fucking unendurable, around thingslikethis.'
'l like my parents,' said Sage, magnanimoudly, 'Not both in the same room
because that can turn ugly, but separately they are good. | like going to visit them in their lives. | would
very much appreciateif they would stay out of mine!'
'Yeah. .. Sage, If we're going thisfar, you could change those trousers. They
are getting me down.' The white singlet was fresh. The trousers were the eye
hurting Bridget Riley rip-offsthat Sage had been wearing on stage.
'No. | like'em.’
‘Ahwdl.
The Leisure Centre was empty. They strode aong an endless-seeming
corridor, feding equa to anything: never got thiswhammed in Y orkshire but
what if we had, weld still have been useful. By some dimensiond trick they
missed (possibly hed come out of adoor, there were doors) Chip Desmond was
heading towards them. They advanced with friendly intent, but the kid
unaccountably veered away and scuttled off.
'What'swrong with him?
'Looked asif he thought we were going to eat him. What'sin thisstuff you
gave me?
'Nothing specia. Bit of MDMA, bit of acid, toad venom, trace e ements.
Coming up on you now isit, Teflon-head?
'Y eah. My God, if anyone had told me two yearsago | would be taking
unidentified candy from Aoxomoxoa. . . | must be outamy mind.’
The skull grinned at him bestifically. 'Y ou soon will be!'
They came through the door of the dressing room together, laughing,
expecting to find it empty, there was obvioudy nothing going on around here. But Fiorindawas there, il
wesaring the cowgirl dress. She sood in the middle
of thefloor, fists pressed to her mouth. She didn't move. She was staring right at
them, but didn't seem to see them.
'Fo? said Ax.
No reponse. He went up, put his hands on her shoulders—
'Fiorinda? What isit? Sweetheart, what's wrong?
Sage had stayed at the door. As soon as he saw her move, as soon as she came
out of that frozen rigidity, he turned to leave, sure he had no place here—
'Sage, shewailed. 'No! Please! Don't leave me! Please!”
He shut the door, came swiftly over. ‘Okay, I'm here. | will not leave you.'
They sat her down. Her eyes were black, her pulse thready and racing, her
skin cold and clammy asif she was bleeding insde. Her hands were covered in
smdll red scratches. They looked at each other, the Heads patent cocktall
dropping out of them like something falen down alift shaft, leaving them —for
the moment— stone cold sober.
'Fo, what have you taken? Do you remember?
‘Nothing.' She was clinging to both of them, clutching Sage's ruined right
hand, hanging onto Ax's shoulder. 'l didn't want to be smashed on stagein casel
fucked up infront of al those Prime Ministers and things. Not even aglass of
wine.' Her breath was coming in gasps, small breasts heaving under the swest



soaked lace. 'We came back here and there were some pink roses, for me: and |
didn't like that. But | managed to be. . . be okay. | wasfine, really. Then the otherswent off and |eft me.
They can't betoo chummy. They think Charm would smell

me on their bresth and kill them. And then. What timeisit? | don't know how
long I've been here. Isit the same night?

'What's wrong with pink roses? asked Sage.

'l hate pink, and | hate roses.' Shelet go of Sage's hand, grabbed Ax harder,
burying her facein hisneck. 'l think my father sent them.’

Ax wrapped hisarms around her, soothing her like ababy, sssh, ssh, don't be
frightened, I'm here. Sagefollowed atrail of bruised petalsto asink. Theremains
of abouquet lay there, torn to tatters. He turned over the fragments, flowers and
leaves and stems: natural roseswith red old fashioned thorns, dark thornsthe
colour of old blood, Fiorinda's scratches explained—

'Who delivered these?

'l don't know. They were here, and Caf said they were for me. | have noidea.’
'Was there acard, a message?

'No. No one told me they were from him. | KNOW BECAUSE | KNOW!'
‘Leaveit, Sage. Theflowersdon't matter. | think we have to get the

paramedics. She'sin shock, she's so cold, thisisn't safe.”

‘No!" Fiorinda jumped up, pushing him away. ‘No! I'll be okay. No doctors no
nurses no injections. Please, no whitecoats not even hippie whitecoats. | just want
to get away from here. Please, please Ax. | don't want anyone to know, if people
see melike thisthey'll think I'm no good, they'll think I'm a pathetic hysterical
wipe-out—'"All right, okay.' He put hisarms round her again, 'Ssh, little cat. Y ou won't
have to see anybody. I'll take you straight back to London.’

But she stared at himin new horror, in what seemed wild fear for him: like,

how could he suggest anything so insanely dangerous? ‘No, oh no! Not London!'
'What about my van? offered Sage, quickly, 'How d'you fed about the van?
'Yes! Sage'svan. Let'sgo there!'

Shewas shivering hard. Ax passed her over to Sage and sought for something

to combat that icy chill. He found athick dark jacket. They put it on her: and a
sailor cap from the same heagp of DARK's belongings, pulled down over her eyes.
Thus disguised, they tried to walk her to the door, but Fiorinda's knees buckled.
'I'm gonna get the van,' decided Sage. 'l can bring it round.’

'Y ou sure?

‘Better than making her face the public, there are far too many people out

there. Fiorinda, I'm going to the Meadow, fetch the van and bring it here. You're
gonnagtay with Ax. | will be gonealittlewhile, you'll look and you won't see

me, but I'll be back.'

Forinda huddied on the chair, kneesto her chin, wrapped in the dark jacket.

Ax knelt beside her, holding her hand. She didn't speak, she was completely out,
teeth bared and locked inrictus, dilated eyes unfocused, the tendonsin her neck
and hands visible and taut as overstrung wire, bresth coming fast and shallow.
Hetaked to her softly, but he didn't think she could hear him. Maybeit had to
happen. Shed been so tough for so long. Maybe it wasn't serious. but he was terrified. Something
aopalingly precious, gppdlingly fragile, was bresking in his

hands, hewastrying to hold it together but no way he could succeed. It wasa
very long time before the door opened and there was Sage again.

'We're on. Short corridor, emergency exit, van right outside. Fee, big effort

now. Y ou haveto passfor normal, for ashort walk. Up. On your feet.'

She stood up, miraculoudly. 'l can manage. Do | look strange?



"Y ou look very cute and brave,’ said Ax, tugging the sailor cap down to shade
her face. 'Y ou look like you're being rescued from the sinking of the Titanic.'

'I'm sorry about this, Ax. I'm sorry Sage. | am really sorry.

'Sssh.” Ax kissed her, hugged her briefly. 'Let's go.'

The corridor was empty. Fiorinda managed it well, between her bodyguards.
Through the emergency exit into the Leisure Centre car park, running the
gauntlet of the crowd; to where Sage's van was waiting. Sage jumped into the
cab, Ax lifted Fiorinda, passed her up, climbed after. Sage took the whedl, Ax
took the babe, on his knees, holding her tight, and they were out of there, no
problem, except for aminor near-missincident at the exit

—involving therear end of ataxi that wastaking on passengers.

'Fuck!" howled the driver. 'Who the fuck does hethink heis, the crazy fuck!'
"That was Sage,’ Verlaine told him. 'Cheer up. Y ou can tdll your friends you
nearly had Aoxomoxoain the back of your cab.’

'Oh, well—' said the taxi driver, mallified. 'Well, hesacrazy fuck.' 'Were back to norma then,' boomed
Roxane, as ghe arranged hir slk-lined

cloak around hir in the passenger seet; the boys together in the back. 'For alittle
whilethere, | thought we had a grown-up Sage batting for us. Now that would
have been bizarre!’

'l saw them, afew minutes ago,’ whispered Chip to Verlaine. 'Boy, they looked
hot. Trust me, tonight poor old Fiorindais nowhere. Sheis not even going to get
her socks off.'

'Y ou want meto drive you to Notting Hill ? Jesus. Don't you know we got afuel
crisson? Awright, who am | to argue? It's your money.'

The skull turned to Fiorinda. "There. The night is ours. What d'you want to do?
Wannadrive out to the motorway bridge and chuck cans at the daves of the evil
empire? Or shal we go into town, go people-watching among the common folk?
'Y ou c-can't take the van into town, Sage. You know what happened last time.”
'How about vigting the Ancient Britons, seeif they died yet—?

'What Ancient Britons? asked Ax, guessing that |ast time must refer to
Dissolution Summer. Fiorinda had escaped, back into the days of their
innocence. Tell me, | know nothing. Eyesforward Sage, it is customary athough
| realise it may not make much odds:

'It'sthe Sun Temple people,’ said Fiorinda, between chattering teeth. 'If you
were a camper, you'd know. God, I'm so cold. They dug some ground, in afield
out aong the Oxford road. They t-try to grow pure native food things, fat hen, purdane, beechmast-'
'‘Beechmast?

'Ohyeah," said the driver. 'Old Sunisin thisfor thelong haul .

‘But they're dying of starvation, or they would beif they played fair. None of it
grows.’

'Or if it doesthe sacred holy dugs et it.’

'Like sacred cowsin India. Can't be touched. Sage keeps ent-t-treating them to
hear the voice of the Mother, and top themsalves. They get redly pissed off.'

'l canimagine!

'Wdll, they are hardline," explained Sage. They werein the arena. The word
sounds empty, no such luck, it'sa shapeless mediaeva village having acarniva
night. He swerved around atrail of people who had not been planning to give
way. Maybe they couldn't believe the van wasredl. 'And hereis Gaiagiving
them the clear message, you are dead meat, but they just go down the Organic
Grocery van and stock up. Can't understand it-'

'Oh, Sage, | am in such abad way. Oh, doctor, doctor, what do you prescribe?



‘Cannabis and red wine.'

'Chocolate.’

'No chocolate. Chocolate isfor Atzecs:

'Y ou bastard, you are so full of shit. Sugar. | need sugar.’

"Think | got somedried apples.’

'Fuck you. Oranges and bananas.' 'They don't grow here, babe.’

'Y esthey do, they do. I've s-s-seen them-'

‘Not for fucking long, then. How many timesdo | haveto tell you, ignorant
brat, globa warming makes this country colder, not warmer—'

'God, that is so unfair ... Hey, Sage, watch out!"

'Whoops. Hmm. Y ou know, | really shouldn't be driving-'

'M-my least favourite Sage remark. Up therewith | did not tempt fate, fate
tempted me.Y ou should never be driving, you are amenace. Oh, Sage, don't kill
anyone—'

'I'm not going to kill anyone. No, no, no. Look, they scatter.’ But the van was
going round in circleslike avast, lost dodgem car. 'Ax, have you spotted an exit?
'How did you get in? said AX.

‘Can't remember.

'Head for Blue Gate!'

‘That'swhat I'mtrying to do, man. Only, | haveto confess, | can't strictly see
what is presumably out there, in the real world. Not in any clear order.’

'Stop thinking about it," advised Ax. ‘Do it on physical, leave your mind out of
it

‘Good idea’

"Tell mewhen were at the van,' said Fiorinda suddenly, urgently.

'She okay, Ax?

Shewas not okay. They should not have shifted their attention for amoment, her whole body had gone
rigidin hisarms. He could fed the cold that gripped

her spreading, her lungsfilling with icy water. But, thank God, Sage had found
hisway to an access lane. The van was rumbling through a different darkness,
dfin glimmersin humped rows of tents. athump and a crash as he pulled up.
'What did you hit? Oh, Sage, you hit something.'

'Water butt. We're home. | hope | didn't run over the annexe.’

'Where'sthe van?

'Get agrip, Fiorinda. Weare in thevan.’

‘Oh. | didn't know that.'

As shewent ahead of them Sage caught Ax's forearm, and clocked the blood
gpecked wedlson theinner Side, asif measuring an index of her distress,

'Y ou've seen her likethis before, said Ax.

'Couple of times. Not so bad.’

They followed Fiorinda. Sage touched thewall and a pearly radiance spread.
Things had been flying about, during Sage's navigation of the asteroid belt: alot
of unsecured stuff was on thefloor. 'Don't worry," he said. 'Anything breskable
in here, | brokeit long ago.'

Fiorinda sat on a couch, knees up, arms locked around them, head bowed.
'Sage, can we handle this?

'Oh, yeah. Easy. Adminigter first aid, talk her down, shell befine.

Stepping through debris, he opened lockers until he found a bottle of red

wine. 'Fuck, an actual cork. Who bought this? | hate 'em.' He handed it to Ax. "'You do it. Ought to be a
corkscrew in one of those drawers but | don't know.

Thisvan dissppearsthings asif it wastrained by Argentinian paramilitary.' He



pulled awhite box from another locker, and advanced on the patient.

'Forinda, gimme athumb.’

'What for?I'm dl right. | said, | took nothing.'

‘But humour me.’

She gave him her hand, and hid her face again. Sage stood |ooking down at

her, and tapped the implant on hiswrist. 'George. . . Hi, George. Don't want
anyone near the van tonight. Y eah. Thanks, later.’

'l havethe corkscrew,' said AX.

'Excellent omen. | have the NDogs. We are equipped.' He took adim lacquer
box from the First Aid, rummaged and selected a handful of poppers.

'Y ou want some straighten out mix, Ax? He dapped a popper againgt his
throat. 'Mmmph.'

'What'sinit?

‘Adrendin, mogily.’

'‘Gimme," said Ax; and then, 'No, wait.' He was not a hardened NDogs abuser,
and those things could be treacherous. Because Aoxomoxoadoesit dl thetime,
doesn't mean anyone else should try. 'Better not.'

'Y ou sure?

'Me, Teflon head. I'll stick with what | have, you court cardiac arrest.’

'Okay, if that'sthe way you want to play it." 'If you collapse, will your wrist let me get hold of George—?
'Courseit will. 1t'll probably work for hourseven if I'm dead... Ah, no. Hey,

AX, | didn't say that. Come back. Don't panic, nobody's going to die.’

'l am not panicing.’

'Areyou sure you don't want me to straighten you out?

'I'm sure. What about Olwen? Could you get hold of Olwen quickly?

The skull looked amazed. "'Why Olwen? What made you think of her?
‘Shel'sadoctor of medicine, isn't she? They have emergency Stuff in that tent.
And| think Fio likesher.'

'She was a neurologist, don't know what you'd cal her now. Y eah, shesonthe
campground. | scream for help, | think she'd come!’

'Okay,' said Ax. "We're sorted, let's go. Operation serve the princess.’

So thiswas Sage's van, this battered, pearly-lit, gaffer-taped moon module,
more of aRussian than aNASA ambience. The focus—for quite awhile, at the
beginning of dl this— of Ax's covert and jedous curiosty. Hed been wrong, he
understood that now. Whatever mystery bound Snow White to the giant space
cadet and his crew, it was not fuck.

The compartment they were in was aready, surely, bigger and squarer than

was possible ingde atrailer; other spaces beyond, it probably went on forever
back there. The windows were jet black, sheets of obsidian. There was akitchen
table, counters with lockers over and under them, couches bolted against the
walls. Herighted achair, sat on it and began to rall First Aid spliffs, watching Sage with Fiorinda. Hed
taken off her red boots, but she didn't want to take off

the jacket; and indeed it was codl in here. They were muttering about Aztecs and
fat hen, the brass buttons on the sailor jacket, are those things meant to be eagles
or anchors? keep talking to me, sheins s, every few seconds.

When hejoined them she sipped alittle wine from the glass he put to her lips
(her hands were shaking too much for her to hold it); and started to say that she
was better —then suddenly dropped to the floor, fists to her mouth, stifling
tearless, gasping sobs.

Ax on hisknees beside her, trying to hold her, 'Fiorindawhat isit—?

'l can't tell you theres nothing to tell please don't be angry, | can't help this—'



'Why would we be angry? No one's angry with you—'

But she was gone, incoherent, struggling like a panicked bird. He had to let

go, he could see the bones through the flesh of her arms and shoulders, so white
and brittle, he was sure he would break something. Sage took over, held her
securely, reached |eft-handed for one of the poppers held laid out, checked the
code and dapped it againg the pulsein her throat.

'Don't do that to me!" she screamed, fighting.

'‘Gimme another. He took the second popper, did it again. Almost instantly
sherelaxed: her head drooped, her eyedlids closed.

'What's that?

'Pro. It'saprostoglandin cocktail: safer than melatonin, it Starts a cascade that
puts you under, very gentle, unfortunately it may not lagt.' 'She hates modern drugs.’
'l know. But | don't keep deeping pills. Let's get her to bed.'

Sage picked her up and carried her, Ax following, through the van to aroom

at theend, and laid her on abed. They covered her up and left. Back inthe
Heads kitchen, the air seemed filled with after-images of her terrified fluttering.
Sage checked the screen in the white box.

'Did shetake anything?

‘Nothing to mention. But you're dways testing for things you know about
already. . . | waswondering about those roses.’

"What?

‘Stranger things have happened.' He closed the box, frowning, and self
administered another dose of straighten-up: shook his head at the stinging hit.
'How Mudim are you feding? Got some Chopin in the freezer.

T'll drink.’

They sat at the table, frosted Polish vodka and shot glasses between them.
'Isthere any chance he could have been at the gig?

'Who?

'RufusONidl.’

'l redly don't think so. He definitely wasn't on my guest list.'

ONidl had given up on the Seychdles. He”d been in Irdland for the past
couple of years, since Dissolutions summer in fact, living in acastle, toying with
theideaof playing the ageing celebrity statesman. Thankfully held never taken plunge—not overtly,
anyway. He was not someone they had to mest.

'He needn't have been with the Irish VIP party. He could have dipped into

the country privately, and walked in here with the crowds.’

'He'd have been recognised; and anyway why would he do that? Forget it,
Sage. Thisisabout awhole shitload of thingsthat | shouldn't have let happen.
Thisisnot about one sad bastard called Rufus O'Nidl.!

‘No?

'‘Come off it. She's been under incredible strain and she's vulnerable. People
think Fiorindais hard as nalls, they are wrong. She's not heartless, she's
damaged. Sometimes she's like someone walking with broken bones—'
'Agreed. And do you remember how she got to be like that?

They stared at each other.

'Wdll, okay, said Ax at lagt. '| admit there are things1'd like to do to him, but
it'sno use thinking that way. Nothing is going to change the past. Fiorindais
who sheis. She startsfrom now. . . Sage,' He didn't like the mask’s expression.
‘Lay off. Aslong as he leaves Fiorindaaone, he?s not our business!’

'Isthat an order?

'Oh, for fuck's sake. Listen, asfar asthe public record is concerned, he didn't do



anything. Nobody sold the story to the tabloids. Okay, in our world no oneisin
any doubt of what happened: but that just makes O'Nidl arockstar who fucked
aprecocious twelve year old, and thoughtlessly got her pregnant. In our world,
yours and mine, that's not acrime. It is disgusting shit behaviour, but it isnot acrime. Hedidn't know his
ex-girifriend'ssSster had set him up with hisown

daughter. If you want to go after someone, go after Carly Sater —if you can find
her. Fiorindawon't thank you. She doesn't want that stuff dragged up, you know
that'sthe last thing she wants!'

Sage downed hisvodka, refilled the two glasses. 'What about the other

verson? The ugly rumour that says he knew she was his daughter, that'swhy he
was interested, for some fucking reason, and he was the one who screwed Carly
Sater into setting her up?

'People will say anything, once the dirt startsflying. Asyou should know.'

'As | should know, yesh, thanks. . . Then who sent the roses? Someone expert
at pushing buttons, evidently. Who knows things we don't know. What if he
likesto jerk her chain, remind her, occasondly, that heisin the picture? | don't
think | can stand for that.’

'Y ou've seen her like this before. Any pink roses or postcards from Ireland
involved?

‘Not that | knew about, but—'

Ax dowly shook his head.

'Y ou think I'm making it up?

'l think Rufus O'Nidl is not another Pigsty. He has a hateful taste for very

young girls, but heis not crazy. He's not going to go obsessing over his own
daughter, when it could make redl trouble for him in his new respectablerole.
Hesarich, vain, Big Name bastard, with areputation for bearing agrudge, and heisinfluentia on the
government of our most powerful neighbour. 1 don't need

him for an enemy, | don't want Fiorinda caught in the crosdfire. . . and eveniif |
believed your ugly rumour, I'd fed the same!’

‘But you've thought about it.'

'I'm stupid enough. I'd like to avenge my lady's honour, yeah. I've thought

about it, and decided to forget theidea. | advise you to do the same. Let it go.'
'What if | don't want to let it go?

'l don't know why I'm listening to this. Sage, Fiorinda has had very hard times,
the scarswill bewith her for life, and | hate mysdlf for letting her get into this
gate. But going after O'Nidl stinks. It's not on the agendaand it never will be!'
'Okay," said Sage, after amoment. 'We drop the subject.’

'l knew she was on aknife-edge, after Pigsty—'

v esh.’

They sat in sllence. Ax watched the beautiful detail of the mask; and looked
around the capsule, mildly curious asto why nothing was floating. Sagefilled
ther glassesagain.

'l could get Allieto run over the Irish party's hotdl records, seeif any of them
ordered any flowers. If it would make you happy.'

'Nah, leaveit. It would be very fucking stupid for usto be caught snooping.'

The skull grimaced horribly. 'What a shit, eh. How low can we go, holdiong our
breath in case the Irish won tolerate our eccentric rockstar solution to the CCM.
And decide to send agunboat. . .Y ou think they enjoyed the show? "The Cedltic nation VIPs? | think they
were keen to check us out. They find the

sze of the CCM thing frightening. Sodo |

'Metoo. | haveterriblevisons. What if all the English decideto leave home an’



joinyour rock and roll band, Ax? All forty million.’

It won't happen,’ said Ax. 'Something worse, weirder and totally unexpected
will happen ingtead.’

They laughed and shook their heads. Future shock.

'Y ou know," said Ax. 'l used to wonder alot why you hadn't jumped on her,
back in Dissolution Summer; spite of the yellow ribbon. Y ou obvioudy liked her,
and you do jump on women, Sage. Y ou are known for it."

'Y eah, well. Sometimes even Aoxomoxoa can tell when he's not wanted.'

Soon as he spoke Ax knew he'd been tactless. He had a propensity for doing
thisto hisfriend, saying what should beleft unsaid. But Sage didn't seem to have
noticed. The skull's blank eyeswere staring sombrely into the middle distance.
'Ah, you'reright. Tonight doesn't have to have anything to do with O'Nidl. To
Fiorinda, what?s happened to us looks bad enough: thistrap closing around her.
Forced to live on when her world?s ended, reduced to the status of a pet
anima—'

'l hateit when she starts that one. That's such nonsense!’

»It'stheway shefeds, Ax. It'sthefuture she sees!’

They both looked up, sharply. Fiorindawas crying.

Thetrailer?s master bedroom was dark. Sage touched the wall, raising alittle light, and there she was,
sobbing desolately, face buried, hair acloud over the

pillows— she was like amap spread out, alittle country sinking into stormy
sess. Ax fdt himsdf grow in scale, he had to be big enough to hold her. He
stretched his arms across the miles, the distances, touched her and folded down
into the middle dimensions again, into human forms, Ax and Forinda: lifted the
babe and hugged her, murmuring hey, ssh, I'm here.

Fiorinda stopped crying, stared at him in horror, scrambled to her kneesand
backed away. 'Sagel Where's Ax? Help, come quick, Ax isgone—!'

It was dl Sage could do, coaxing and pleading, to talk her down thistime. Ax
was no help. A moment ago he'd been aware he was seeing himsalf and Fiorinda
astheland and its defences, harmless brain-candy picture language: now his
control was gone. The Heads? cocktail overwhelmed him, he was the mongter,
thisdemon hisdarling saw. . . He heard thair voices, like the thin piping voices
of strangers, victims, prey—

'hey, hey, none of that, it was just abad dream-'

'l hate it when nightmares go on when you open your eyes—'

'Y eah, yeah, metoo, worst kind. But it's okay, you'rein charge. Take over.

Y ou're not going to let a stupid dream push you around.’

'| take over?

'‘C'mon, you know you can do it. Now, thisis AX. Give me your hands.'

AX's eyeswere open, but hisvision so disturbed he could hardly see. Cold
fingerstouched hisface. 'Y es' she whispered, Thisfedsright. Thisismy Ax."'Of courseitis.’
I'm sorry Ax."' Her face came into focus, blurred asif by rain, 'Did | frighten
you?

'Ssh,’ said Ax, holding her. 'I'm sorry too. Sorry, Sage. Logt it for amoment.’
They hugged each other, dl three: Ax and Fiorinda both of them shaking,
recovering from anear-miss, things that had amost turned very bad. Another
swoop in scae. The wide bed, surrounded by itswalls of digital hardware, was
hiding the three of them, they little sparkly software people safe in the depths of
the machine. . .

'Don't give me NDogs again,' said Fiorinda. 'l don't want to be adeep, being
adeepislike being awake only worse. Ax, don't let him do that to me.’



'Ha. Y ou think you're sorted now, don't you, brat. Y ou can go whining to Ax,
any time you think I'm pushing you around. Anytime he pissesyou off you're
going to come whining to me. It will probably work too. . . Cmon, if you don't
like being adeep. Back to the kitchen. Drink some wine, smoke some spliff.

'Y ou won't send me to the whitecoats?

'Wewill not send you to the whitecoats.'

'I'm so sorry, | know I'm being a horrible nuisance.’

'Leavethat out, stupid brat. Y ou are not a nuisance.'

T'madl right.’

'l know you are. Y ou have Ax, you have me, we're in the van. Everything red
isgood.' They went back to the kitchen: and in some ways things were better after that. But she was not
dl right. She couldn't or wouldn't tell them what was

going on, they had to give up asking, it upset her too much. She couldn't keep
gtill. She had to pace up and down, bite her lips, dig her nailsinto her pams. She
had to talk, incessantly, but could not complete a sentence. She needed to shit,
they both had to go with her and hold her hands. Sage coaxed her into drinking a
pint of dioralyte, because dehydration was obvioudy one of her problems:
matched her gulp for gulp with thefilthy tasting Stuff, assuring her heredly

didn't mind if shethrew up dl over him. Then she did throw up; and afterwards
refused even plain water. Ax began to fed sure, deadly certainty, absolutely
immutable, that thiswasn't atemporary breakdown. Fiorindawould never come
back. No, worse, thiswasthereal Fiorinda. Thisthick, bloody spring of
desperation was welling up from the core of of where Fiorinda had always lived.
She had falen into hersdlf, she would never get out again—

They'd promised they would not to give her any more NDogs. But she was so
distressed, so exhausted they changed their minds and dosed her again, put her
to bed again. Stayed with her thistime, talking softly about neutra things.

‘That was avery low key set you did.'

'It was meant to be." Ax wanted a cigarette. Hiswerein hisjacket, he had to
make do with one of Sage's Anandas, because she couldn't be | eft.

'An’' you didn't play your Jerusdlem. Y ou haven't made some kind of sacrifica
vow about renouncing that solo, have you? Because of Pigsty and dl that?
‘Nah,' said Ax. 'l wasn't in the mood. They would've sung aong, and | redly thought, this afternoon, if
they started asingdong, with that or with fucking

,Oasand Beans?, | was going to haveto trash my gear.'

‘That | would have liked to see.’

Fiorinda stirred and murmured. Sage reached up and touched thewall. The

dim light brightened; shewas till degping.

'What'sthat fedl like? The ATP?

'Tiring,' said Sage. 'If you'reusing it heavily. Very tiring, if you forget what
you're doing. And hungry. But this—' he touched thewall again. 'Fedslike
nothing, fedslikeflipping aswitch. Thelight-propagating gel is doing most of
thework.’

'I've been talking to people about a pilot schemein housing, in London. But

I've never actudly. . . How d'you turn it off?

'Vary the pressure.’ Sage touched the wall, darkness. another touch, light.

'And there's no power-source but your cell metabolism, and we can st this up
anywhere. Begts any other microgeneration |ve looked into. . . How bright can
you get thelight? Could you cook with ATP?

‘Bright asday: I'll show you when she's awake. Y ou can dow cook, haybox
things, same as keep awdl-insulated room warm. Piss poor energy audit on



grilling asteak. New housing, or conversion? Conversion wouldn be hard, it?s
what | did in here. Move out the furniture, spray on the gel, move back in. The
catch is, anyone who wantsto useit hasto take the treatment. A tricky concept to
s to the science-hating CCM.' 'Or to the genera public, who are unfortunately getting that way.
Collaterd

damage. . . I'm thinking about it."

She dept for twenty minutes: woke crying, accusing them of breach of trust.
They returned to the kitchen and stayed there, fighting Fiorinda's demons.

Sage had to do most of the talking: for Ax, the nightmare wastoo redl. Hefelt
that they'd agreed on thisdivison of labour. Ax would go down with her, into
the dark, and Sage would keep watch, ride shotgun for them both. Towards
dawn they were together on one of the astronaut berths, Fiorinda wrapped in the
sailor jacket, her head on Ax's shoulder, Sage beside them: bhangra playing
softly, the bass mixed out to afilmy, miles-deep oceanic murmur.

'| hatetheideathat evil is essential and complementary,’ she said. That's what
my gran believes, like agood Pagan. | despisethat way of looking at things. |
believe that suffering, passion isthe other side of redlity, the stuff we haveto
respect. Evil isjust what sad bastards do.'

'Not important at al,' agreed Sage.

'Important, but contemptible.’

'Okay.'

‘But painisvaid. You can tell because when you areingdeit, you can live

there. Y ou can get to the place, leve, Sate, don't know what to cdl it, whereit's
bresthable. Usually | can do that, but sometimes, like tonight, | daren't.
Sometimes you can't go there, because of horrible thingsthat arelying inwait on
theway. Do you want some more of this, Ax? "Thanks," He took the spliff from her cold, shaking hand.
She stroked the deeve of her jacket. 'Oh, | meant to tell you. It's not the Titanic,
it'sthe Battleship Potemkin. Thisis Tom's stage coat. He likesto be a deserter
from the Potemkin on stage, you know, from the Russan Revolution. In
solidarity with the revolting masses of the fucked-up. Wewouldn' et him, last
night. Hed have steamed to death like a pudding. It's written on the hat. Look.'
'If you say so."

He couldn't read the | ettering. But an attack of dydexiawasn't much to worry
about, after the past few aeons (amazingly, according to hiswatch, lessthan four
hours since they |eft the Leisure Centre), during which he had been utterly
convinced that his darling was going to livetherest of her lifeinsane, in a state of
unreachableterror: and it was all his fault. The Heads? cocktail was bottoming
out, paranoiafading. He wondered what it would have been like, untainted by
mood and circumstance, but he didn't think hed be trying the same mix again.
The post-Massacre-Night world outside was a hard vacuum. Open space

insde the van was not so bad, but Sage seemed in redl danger when he left them:
which hedid, occasondly, to fetch essentid supplies or whack himsdlf inthe
throat with another popper. But he dwaysinssted he would be okay, and he
always came back sofe.

At ten in the morning Ax was sound adeep. Sage lay awake on the opposite
couch, unmasked, smoking a cigareite, staring at the ceiling.

Where am |I? In Northern Europe, early in Dissolution Y ear. An Arts Festival with a'strange
rock music' component, DARK on the line-up with the Heads, and they aredl in
the same hotdl. | am prowling the Northern Europe Breskfast Buffet, staring,
through the protection of the mask, at the pickled herrings and the smoked
peppers, the cucumber surprise and the chopped beetroot, the heaving platters of



boiled eggs, baked medts, glistening cheeses, my God. At least it?s colourful.

George comes up beside me—

"Well, did you fuck her?'

‘No.'

'‘Does she even know you want to?'

"Hope not. She's not supposed to know.'

The mask his brother Head is wearing doesn't do natural expressions, or it would be
looking between bemused and exasperated. George has no idea what kind of night that
was, and he isn't going to find out from Sage. He can't make out what is going on.
'Now lissen up, Sage. Some day soon she is going to take a fancy to one of those other
blokes, the ones she does fuck because she’s afraid to say no. And then where will you
be?

| will be here.

Didn't think it could happen. If some other guy takes her away, before sheis

ready to say yesto me, | will take her back. How could that be a problem? I'm
Aoxomoxoa, and she belongs to me. How was | to know that the unscrupulous

bastard who would take my baby down, knowing that he did not have her free consent, and make her
happy. . . would be Ax?

'Hallo?

She was standing in the doorway, barefoot, still wearing that grey rag of a

cowgirl dress, and the sailor jacket.

'Ah, Fiorinda.' He sat up, stubbed out the cigarette. ‘C'me here.'

'I'm better.

'l am glad to hear it.' He examined her face. She looked wretched, tallow-pae

and huge shadows under her eyes. but hersdf again. That was afun-packed few

hours you gave us. What's the name of the Prime Minister?

'Huh? What's he got to do with it? I'm really sorry, Sage.’

'Don't gart that again.’

Ax woke and sat up, combing back strands of fine dark hair with hisfingers.
Fiorindatugged Sage to hisfeet and pulled him to the other couch, settled hersalf

between them, smiled at them angdlicdly. ‘It'sover and | don't want to talk about

it. Except, thank you very much, both of you, and | think you ought to go and get
yourselves some breakfast. Y ou must be sick of the sight of me. I'm going to have
ashower, if thevan will let me. | want youto cal Allie. Tel her I'mill in bed,

and she's to please come and read me a storybook. Shelll understand. We used to

read to each other in Park Lane, when we were prisoners of the Pig."

Sage didn't have Alliesdirect line stored on hiswrist, and none of them could

remember the number. They had to hunt down a phone, the night ravelling up:

parents, Prime Minister and hislovely wife, Fiorindaon stage. . . and then what? Where exactly did we
leave things? Sage tracked down Ax’s phonein the cab,

came back into the kitchen talking to Allie.

'What do you mean, ill in bed,' she demanded. 'Shewasdl right last night.’

'I'm only saying what | wastold to say. Girlcode, | assumed.' . . .'Now the

horrible woman thinks we've been beating you.'

'l heard that, Sage. | don't suppose you keep any books in that overgrown

Tardis?

'‘Oooh, shouldn't think s0," he said, looking straight at aclear fronted locker

stacked with ancient hardbacks and paperbacks.

'So there's no point in asking what you have. Shit. Those kids have been

building suspension bridges with my entirelibrary. . . oh, I'll find something.'

Fiorinda had switched the back of the door to the outside world to mirror, and



was staring at herself. 'What a disgusting object. Tell her I've got Tom's jacket.
And hishat." She headed for the shower. 'And tell her to bring me some clothes!’
‘Right. Y ou get dl that Allie? Bring the princess some clothes!

Shortly Allie turned up, exquisitely dressed in adim cocoa brown deeveless
shift over matching narrow silk trousers, bearing asmart overnight bag: Allie
with her didike of Aoxomoxoawell on display, prickly asacat stepping into a
dog's kenndl, and not too pleased with Ax, either. . . Very difficult. Fiorinda
emerged from the shower, wrapped in a bathrobe that belonged to George
Merrick, and rescued them: told them again to go, go.

Y ou'll want the mask, Sage,’ said Ax, stopping him asthey were about to walk out the door. "Y ou look
terrible!

'Oh yeah, forgot.' He peered at hisreflection: deathly-pale, bloodlesslips,
suffused eyes, lines of fatigue deep as ditches. 'Adrenain will do that. Thanks'
Out into the heat and glare. It was shattering.

'Wdll,' said Ax. 'Ancther night to remember.’

They stared for awhile at the crumpled water butt, and began to walk to the
arena. Green grass, blue sky, colourful campers, noise. It fet likeanillusion, a
paper world. Nothing meant anything, except the sense, dready acutely
nostagic, of theimmense peril (yet again) that they'd come through together.
"‘What? said Sage, 'Why are you looking a me like that?

‘Nothing'swrong. I'm just very, very glad you were there. Y ou were amazing.'
'Don't be nice to me Ax. Anyone's nice to me this morning, I'm gonna burst

into tears!

'Let'sgo down the Oz Bar. I'll buy you a stesk.'

They went down the Oz Bar, but Sage wasn't happy. He was edgy, fidgeting,

he seemed to have had enough of Ax's company. They'd been therefor afew
minutes, steak breakfast hardly touched, when George and Bill cameinto the
tent. 'Oh, my band!" says Sage, jumps up and makes his escape.

Y eah, thought Ax, watching him go and understanding why. | cut you out,
brother. . . Didn't even know | was doing it, though | did kind of doubt the
brotherly affection story. But it was her choice, and you can't ask meto regret the
way it went. I'll just have to hope you can forgive me, for knowing what | can't help knowing, after last
night. But nothing could be a problem, between Sage

and Ax and Fiorinda. The night they'd just spent had been avoyage such asthe
legends of friendship are made of. Thismorning it that Fiorinda had been
fighting demonsfor dl of them: arite of purification that had findly put the
horrorsto rest. The future rushed in on him, (long gone the days when you could
pin down the prospectsin a couple of lists). He met the ondaught, exhausted but
positive. Thirty thousand staybehinds on thissite done, ingsting on living like
Bangladeshi dumdwellers, and more and more of them &l over the country;
whereisthisgoing to end?I'll sort it somehow. The project isred now. It's
happening. Better engage with that. 7: Big In Brazil

In mid-May it was Luke Moys birthday, L uke being the Head who had died of
pneumoniathe summer after Dissolution. The Heads held aservicein Reading
campground's boneyard: a staybehinds affair, no outsiders; unless you counted
Chip and Verlaine. Fiorindawas there, ZenSdfers, the Sun Temples (Sage'slong
suffering neighbours were aforgiving bunch of hippietribas); an assortment of
random campers. Thiswas when Sage was fucking Olwen Devi —two weeks
and going strong, record-breaking stuff for Aoxomoxoa (must be the dead clever
Sage, the one who wrote the immersions and built the avatar mask, who was
getting it on with the guru). But Olwen wasn't at the service.



Luke would have been twenty three. He was the only one of the Few and
friendsto lie here: Martina Wyatt and Ken Batty, who had died on Massacre
Night, were represented by memoria plaques. The boneyard décor was till raw:
ahenge of car body panels, weird camper memorias. No plantings alowed but
native flowers, lovely enough right now; no marble angelsasyet. They laid the
stone, (adice of polished serpentine, about half a metre square) and sat around it
talking. Some grass was smoked, but no acohol was taken and no other drugs.
the Heads had decided it would not be seemly. At last they sang afew hymns.,
Luke had liked hymn tunes. The ZenSdferswere usudly reticent about their
musicd taent amidst the crgp-at-it English, but if Aoxomoxoawas snging with
them that was different. Which he was, because of al the utter balderdash Sage had laid upon the media
folk over the years, the one about his grandad and the

Methodist choir was perfectly true. The effect was beautiful, so seductive the
whole crowd wastrying to join in by the end. Only Fiorindaheld out. She didn't
know the words or the tunes, and had no desireto learn.

The Last Days Of Disco song, ,, Dear lord and father of mankind. . .? sank to rest.
Luke's cousnsand hisgran (he had no closer family) left to catch their train. The
closefriends of the deceased waited awhilein the afternoon sun, to let the
congregetion thin out.

'It's getting to be like two complete worlds,' said Verlaine. ' Occupying the

same space.' He pointed with a chewed stalk of grass at the hedge that divided
thisraw garden from the Thames. 'Do they know werered? Are we dill red?
'Wewererea enough when we put their lights out,? said George.

'| dont likeit," grumbled Bill Trevor. Thisfuturistic Stuff isgetting persond. |
don't want to end up transformed into some crackpot post-human ef .’

George and Cack laughed at him. 'And you're dittin' there with afuckin' skull

for ahead, jeered Cack. 'Lissen to yoursdlf.'

‘Relax Bill,' said the boss. "We won't change. Doesn't matter what we do to
oursalves, well be like Edwardians watching tv. It'll be the next generation, the
kidswho never knew any different, who cross the borderline.’

Forindalay inthe grass, in tattered green silk over yelow underskirts, a
donkey-eaten wheatstraw hat shading her face: a Countercultura Titania Two
weeks of sun had turned the skin of her arms and throat an amazing shade of deep fallow gold. 'What'sit
say on Luke's stone?

'l risefrom deep,’ George trandated, 'And leave my dreams behind.'

‘But | don't want to leave my dreams behind. Not even the bad ones.’

Sage laughed, hugging her shoulders as they stood up together. ‘Hear that?
Fiorindawantsto live forever. Get onto it, someone.’

They began to walk back to the arena, Sage faling into step beside Fiorinda
with hisdow, deliberate stride: deliberate, she thought, because he takesit for
granted he's going to be walking down, so to speak, to anyone he's with. Hands
in his pockets. Even masked they must be hidden if possible: tucked in pockets,
into belt-loops, curled into figts.

'l don't want to liveforever,' she said. ‘| meant, I'll be very pissed off if it turns
out, after al the hasde, that thiswas only rehearsal, a daydream. Do you believe
inlife after desth?

‘Not sure!

'l never did, until my mother died. | wasn't there. She wasn't supposed to die
that night, 1'd gone off to lie down. The nurse fetched me but it wastoo late. |
knew then that. . . she had not stopped being. It was obvious, can't explain why. |
don't exactly believein another life after this one. Doesn't make sense. But there's



something. Something about time not being what weimagineit is, maybe? That
means desth is not what we think, either.’

'It'satopic I'd rather not dwell on. | have killed people, Fiorinda.'

I know. Let's go down to theriver.' They dropped behind the others, crossed a stile in the hedge and
founda

placeto Sit at the water's edge, by the footpath to Banbury. It was a weekday
afternoon. There were boats on the river, people strolling; smal children. She
took a painted smokestin out of her backpack —same shabby, tapestry
compendium sheld been using since before Dissolution— it a pliff and handed
ittohim.

» You want to talk about it?? Neither of them had said anything about that

aspect of the Idamic campaign. Walked out of the soldier-business and shut the
door behind: she'd supposed it was the best way.

'Didn bother me. Not as much asit should have done. There was one
occasion, when | had to fight my way.' The skull grimaced. 'Well, one occasion
was serioudy unplessant. Otherwise, it was contact sport. Y ou or me, brother,
nothing personal intended. We couldn't stay back at HQ keeping our hands
clean, so—' He shrugged. 'I'm not a pacifist by nature— '

'No!" Fiorinda gasped and stretched her eyes. 'Gosh, redlly not?

'Fuck off. Ax bloody is, though. He has no objection to taking insane riskswith
hislife, or commiting awesome damage to property. But he hated the killing.
Hated it. Don't know how he hacked it. Went on hacking it, day after day. . . It
was horrible to watch.'

'Wdll," said Fiorinda. 'l know about one of his brilliant coping strategies:”

"The smack? Hetold you, or you just knew?

'Hetold me. And he told me how you harrassed him into seeing the error of hisways. Thank you.'
'‘Denada’

Forinda had found a cache of downy swan feathers, in the shining grass

beside her. She lined them up and started setting them on the water, one by one.
Would the swans belong to Ax, she wondered, when he was President? Or did
they till belong to the ci-devant Royals, absentee swan-lords. But Ax wasn't
going to be President. He preferred a different title, and was holding out for it.
'Ishe dtill saying they haveto cdl him dictator?

She nodded. 'The suitsthink he'sjoking, but heisn't. He?s ajumped-up
outsider who can somehow control a dangerous, violent mass-movement. . . He
knowswhat they seein him. | think he seesingsting they say it out loud as
making up for the shame of getting democraticaly eected.’

'Hahaha. . . That didn't feature on any of theligts!’

'Absolutely not. Ax doesn't think much of democracy.’

'It'sjust aword the masters of the universe like usto use. But trust Ax. Fuck,
why does he keep doing these things to himsalf? Sage considered, and rgjected, an
itemised list. Might contain some nasty anxieties Forinda hadn't thought of .

The company that did Ax'simplant had gone bust whilethey werein

Y orkshire. Ax had said, casudly, there go my updates: Sage didn't want to ask
how much he knew about the unpleasant possibilities. He wastired of hearing
about didocated risk perception, and generdly getting out-Aoxomoxoaed by a
soft-gpoken, introspective guitar-man. '| dunno how he gets away with thisMr Sensible tag. | think he's
the most perfectly reckless person | have ever met: and

that's counting me and you, brat."

'So naturaly you adore him.'

Theskull did amix of its you beyond belief grin. 'So naturdly | adore him.’



Another feather down the stream, with afreight of silvered water drops. 'Sage,
what'll I do with my money? Suddenly | have money. | don't want to give dl of it
away, | am not that noble.’

'Ah, now, thisisthe beauty of hyperinflation. Y ou get arush of cash, and
suddenly dl the vanished goodies reappear. Jet planes, diamonds, fresh fish. You
could hand it over to me an’ George, let us play the marketsfor you.'

‘No.'

"Then cash it. Buy something solid. Not gold: red estate!

'No thanks, | hate the idea. | am no fixed abode. You don't have any property
inyour name except your hove in Cornwall and the van.’

'If ever you have an irate ex after your hide, cometo me. 171 tell you what to

do.'

'She's not il after you, is she?

'Don't think so. But I've found out that thisistheway | liketo live. | like my
hovel.Y ou could buy yoursdf adecent piano.’

'Oh.’

‘Sounds good? Then you'd need somewhereto put it.’

'I'm going to move in with Ax." 'Oh yeah. | knew that.'

Ax was buying aplace in Brixton, having turned down dl the suits preferred
candidatesfor the Presidentid Residence. They sat in silencefor awhile,
listening to the plash of oars; birdsong from the trees on the other bank. Sage
turned to her. 'While you're here," he said, skull doing something like cautious
speculation. 'Could | look at something? He picked up the tapestry bag, hefted it
and shook hishead sadly. 'Still luggin' your pet rock collection around?

'It'smy bag, do | ever ask you to carry it? What are you looking for?

"This." He held the birchwood saltbox in his masked hand. 'l just wondered, do
you ever need to refill it?

Thefdlow gold was mantled in carmine: Fiorindablushing, arare and lovely
sight. 'Leave me done, Sage. It'snone of your business.’

'So that would bea no, | takeit.'

'l dont know what you?re talking about. Of-of course| refill it, just not often, a
little salt goesalong way, that?sdl.’

,» Okay, different tack. Can we talk about the way you were the night after the
May concert?

Thelovely blush had faded. She took the box from his hand, and stowed it
away. ‘All right, but | can remember much. Asfar asl cantdl you, it waslike
suddenly, insgde, | was somewhere else, best described atunnd full of monsters. |
had to keep fighting them off, but they came thicker and faster, and | knew that
intheend, if | got past them, there was just abig black hole. But | wasin the van, the wholetime. That
was what scared me most, dmost. Two worldstrying to

occupy the same space, like Ver said—?

»It?sdark ahead,? said Sage. ,,1?m armed, but itAl do me no good. The horrors
keep legping out at me, | keep on fighting, but | know that in the end my luck
runsout and | die. Metoo. | think everybody?s been having that dream—?

'But 12m the one that crapped herself. Me, the Weakest Link.'

'l don think so, Fiorinda. But | think you ought to tell Ax.?

»About anightmare? Fiorinda picked at the threadbare, unravelling hem of

her green dress. 'l havetold him.' Shelooked up, scowling. 'Hey, | lost theplot. |
had a panic attack. Isthat such acrime?

He pushed her far enough. ,, Okay, okay. We drop the subject.’

‘Some day soon, you'll diveinto one of your black holes, and Ax won't likeit at



al. He doesnt have the rockstar tantrum gene, and he won't understand.’

"What black holes? Don't know what you're talking about.’

The skull and Fiorinda pulled hideous faces at each other, and laughed: white
water fishes, kindred spirits of extreme emotion. Fiorinda sighed. 'Sage, how did
we get into this? | do what Ax putsin front of me because | love him: but | don't
believe anyone can change theworld, or saveit.’

'Dunno.’ He drew up his knees, giant pixie style. '‘But I've been thinking, about

it. I've decided | waslooking for trouble. Some way to go into the desert, find out
what I'm made of; and this glorious opportunity cameaong.’

'‘Areyou serious? Y eah, why not?

'Oh, please. One of you with amystical mission isbad enough. Take it back.
Tdl megoing to that fatd seminar wasjust Sage being wilfully bizarre asusud.
'Of course, now | remember. It was just Sage being wilfully bizarre. Fiorinda, |
really hate it when you do that to me. Why the fuck do you do it?

Shewas dismayed. 'I?m sorry, it'saslly game. I'll stop. | just liketo hear you
tdl me everything's going to be all right. Especialy when we both know it's
nonsense.’ She ducked her head, hiding under the donkey-eaten straw, not
knowing how to say it without trespassing: I'm going to live with Ax, I'm not
your brat anymore, but | can't bear it if we're not best friends—
'Everything'sgoing to bedl right."

Sherisked aglance. The skull waslooking at her very kindly. Fiorinda smiled.
They got up and walked on, talking about the houses on the other side of the
river, which were being squatted, ravaged, dismantled. Some cases, it couldn't
happen to anicer bijou riverside resdence. Othersit was ared shame.

Wédll, | go thisway. She left Sage at the gate to the Travellers Meadow, and
wandered (catching the occasiond nudge and glance, hey, there's Fiorinda: but not
much of that, the campers were too cool). Thinking about Ax Preston and early
days. When was it he read her the lecture on safe sex? Said lecture received by
sxteen year old Fiorinda with indifference and dumb insolence, but shed had to
agreethat if they gave up his precious condoms sheld alway's use protection with anyone else. Oh, al
right. I'll get some of the spray-on stuff Sage uses, that you

don't haveto think about. One sizefitsdl, hahaha. . . (But Ax would be a Durex
man until hisdying day: such a fogey). It had taken her weeksto realise that he'd
finessad her into going steedy.

He's a sneaky bastard.

Oh, it'snever going to be easy. It'sardationship full of dead ends and

winding passages, some of them going right back to that twisty, blocked
beginning when | thought he was someone e se. Involved isagood word: | can
fed it. I'm involved with him, something different from and more vital, more
permanent than being in love. Even the sex wasn't smple. It could be very
frugtrating, when she hed him in her arms and knew he was off on another

plane, making love to his china-fragile Fiorinda-of-the-mind. All the more
wonderful though, when it worked right. Fiorindain the front row, Ax Preston
with the Chosen in sometiny West Country venue, the Crisis Management show
goeson, grimly necessary crowd control: but he looks at her out of the complete
mastery of hisplaying, such aflash of pure, besotted lust. | ought to yell a you,
I'M NOT A GUITAR, but | can't. Knees are too weak, know what you plan to be
doing minutes, nay seconds, after you get off that stage, and | can't wait—
Shewaked through the fair: Titaniawearing areminiscent grin of ravishing
sweetness that turned the coolest heads, counting the changes and the survivals.
The wildflowers that the staybehinds had sown, tough pretty weedsin clumps



and skeins, right up to the beaten-earth in front of Red Stage. Anansi's Jamaica Kitchen, the van where
she and the Heads used to buy breskfast, gone fromiits

pitch. Rupert the White Van Man must be on tour. A new climbing wall in Violet
Alley, where the Megazone Circus lived but the karaoke and amateur-night tents
(Bands of the Highly Improbable Future), had vanished. And my hut's gone, she
thought, the onewhere | lived when | wasfighting with Ax last summer. When
Lukewas dying, and Sage was so miserable, and | got that |etter from Carly—
Beyond Violet Alley rose the eau-de-nil geodesic of the ZenSdlf tent.

She cameto a hdlt, pretending to watch the kids on the climbing wall, but the
beautiful smile had faded. She wastwelve years old again, and there was
something terrible growing inside her. Isit worse at the first shock, or isit worse
when it ssemsasif nothing?s hagppening, but you know it'sill in there, il
growing. . .? Would anything show on abrain scan? An inoperable tumour,
perhaps? Olwen Devi had been trying to get hold of Fiorinda, ever since she
dropped out of the gut-bacteria pilot scheme: but Fiorinda had ignored her
approaches. Trust Olwen? Tell her, what? That | have very weird nightmares
about my father, that | can coax aflameto creep into my hand? Oh, great. Go
straight to rehab, Fiorinda, and don take your shoelaces—

And what if | could proveit, what then?

She could not remember ever having refilled the saltbox.

It scared her that Sage seemed to take the idea (what idea, Fiorinda? Careto
put it into words?) serioudy: but at least he would never tell. Never trust Sege
when he backs down too easily; but hed never tell. No, she decided. | did what Sage told me, | took
control and | won that round. If ever, for a moment | fed that

I'm not winning, I'll tell Ax and Sage and Olwen Devi thetruth, at once.
Sheturned and quickly walked away.

The weeks after the Mayday concert were incredibly busy. Ax had established
that nobody had dibs on Oltech asadomain name or atrademark, and they were
pursuing that development. Ax'sold lady friend Laura Preston had told him

about a scheme she remembered, back in the nineties, where manufacturers and
distributors handed over surplus goods—food, clothes, furniture, anything—

and if you were aworthy cause you could go aong to awarehouse and take
what you could carry; for anomina price. They werelooking at scaing up that
idea, trading in surpluses to finance the drop-out hordes welfare schemes. They
sent Forinda out with abusiness plan she'd devised.

Sincethe May concert, rich entrepreneurs were very willing to meet that wild

cat glamour puss, whatever they thought of the CCM. They met her,

encountered glacid intelligence, and it was akiller combination.

It was Allie who thought of the banners at the gates of the Insanitude: tall
Japanese-style banners, bearing the names and insgnia of the Few and

friends. DARK's eclipsed sun, the white-on-black cross of Kernow for the Heads;
ZenSdf's gold infinity-strip figure of eight. Snake Eyeson three pair of dice, held
in the loving-cup of two dark hands. The stone axe which had been the Chosen's
logo sincetheir first album; Chip and Ver's favourite molecule. Those artists and others now eager to get
in on the act, could earn the right to have a banner up

there, if they proved themsalves useful. Everyone loves acompetition—

Ax wanted ZenSdlf daughter cellsin other campgrounds. He thought this

would be safe. Aslong as Oltech tinkered with humans, not crops, no animals
were harmed and no fossil fuel employed, he reckoned the CCM masses could be
won over. The anti-science hardcore would be left in peace, denied the oxygen of
argument. Spinning ATPfor the generd public was amore difficult project.



'Whyn't wetdl themit'sacure for obesity,’ said Fiorinda; who'd never taken

the treatment, and never would. "'That?s something people redlly care about. Use
ATP, and you can be svelte as the next hyperactive anorexic giant rockstar,
without compromising your couch potato lifestyle. They'll loveit.

'Oh yeah," said Ax. Who hadn't taken the treatment either, the fogey, on the

poor grounds that hisimplant (which no one out there knew existed), and his
being aMudim, was enough aready; plus though he opposed them, he had to
keep the anti-science tendency sweet. "Y ou know, that might work.'
Everyonelaughed. Therewasalot of relief-from-strain and escape-from
panic-laughter at these meetings. Forinda giggled to hersdf, head down and
doodling hard. Her bodyguards looked across her shoulders, sharing agrin.
She'sfine. Bounced right back from that night of fugue. The babeis magic.

So they were putting up hippie decorations and scrounging, how

Countercultura can you get?. but there was another side to things. Some of the
bad guys who ran protection for London's clubs and venues came knocking, letting it be known that the
I nsanitude needed to think about its security.

Negotiations ensued, in which Ax let it be known that on the one hand he was
committed to non-violence, but on the other hand he had an army at his back. It
ended in amesting of bizarre formdity, in the Ballroom late one night, barmy
army gaff officersin attendance. The gun-crazy gang leaders were thrilled,
feding s0 good about themsalves that they swore dlegiance. For now. How long
will that last? And fucking hell, what are we getting our selves into?

Shouldn't be driving the car done. But Ax reckoned he could afford alittle
persond transport hypocrisy, for the Rura Rides. Herewe are at amiserable
barracks for multi drug resistant TB treatment, in Shaftesbury. The gpparatchiks
welcome the rockstar do-gooder (webcam, live globa transmission on the cheap,
no actua camera people today). Then he became a paramedic volunteer,
changing bedlinen, administering drugs, cleaning up limp and withered bodies.
They are prisoners until they manage to get non-infectious, but it isn't abig issue.
Many of them areincapable of coping with theworld outside,

Herésaguy blind al hislife, decades on the road. Touring, crusty-style,

doing alot of drugs: picked up one day and dumped in here like asick old dog.
The man hasto be cleaned, and his bed changed. They chat, while this gets done:
he's very docile, very gpologetic about the stink of pissand the wet shests.

'No worries. Happensto friends of mineal thetime, hazard of getting

smashed, innit." 'But I've not had adrink.Y ou use yer hands alot. What d'you do wif 'em?
'l play guitar.'

'Ohright. In yer sparetime, eh? Will yer let ustouch yer face, lad?

The face proffered. "Where d'you come from?

Taunton.'

‘But you're coloured, aren't you?

'Y es. Wondering how the blind fingers worked that out.

'l cn'ear itinyer voice,' said the old man proudly. 'Just very dight. So where
dyou come from origerendly?

'Oh, originally,” Touching, reflexively, the place where they cut open hisskull.
Lift the dack bag of bones, insert arm into fresh pyjamajacket. 'Origindly I'm not
human.' Insert other arm, smooth jacket down, lay him back on his pillow. 'My
people came here from adying world. . .

He stayed haf an hour, sitting on the end of the narrow bed, making up
answersto the old man's questions about his home planet. Took out a cigarette at
one point and was detected ingtantly. You can't smoke that in 'erelad. . . Satrolling



it between hisfingers, thinking about that meeting with the London Y ardies. Ax

in hisbest suit —not flash, but luckily impressive enough for the occasion. His
friends ranged around him, including Fiorinda.and the Babes. The women had to
be present. That'savita sgnd. . . Thinking of Muhammad's diwan, that day in

Y orkshire. Taking smooth and hard, knowing he has to do these things, despair
hammering on the back door, praying to God he can make her understand— Straight up, being good to
othersisthelight rdief. It'sarest cure.

Though not, of course, if you do it for nothing without a bresk at home, or

sxty hoursaweek in adump likethis; for shit money with no respite. After his
shift he sat in the staff lounge with other volunteers and the regular screws,
(everyone enjoying telling him he couldn't smoke his cigarette) and was asked
How long isthe volunteer thing going to last?

| don't know, he said. Aslong asyou al want it to go on.

Butisthere dtill aCriss?

Isthere? he asked them. And refused to say more.

After Luke's birthday, the Heads moved in on the Office computer network.
They'd been shocked at the state of affairs theyd discovered, when they got
involved in organising the May concert; and had decided they'd better sort it.
Three daysinto this operation Sage was in the Insanitude canteen, alone; an
untouched cup of coffeein front of him. Just drifting, thinking about the software
he'd been ingtdling, Allie Marlowe's titude problem. The tender, gravity
defying undercurve of Fiorindas breast, held in green silk, as she stood up

beside him in the boneyard—

Benny Preminder came along and said, 'Ah, Sage, | was|ooking for someone

to consult. Could | have aword with you?

Benny Prem, the suit that wouldn't die. They wanted to get rid of him but Ax

sad, ominoudly, that it might not be easy. Better work around him, just don tell him anything. On the
public record Benny had been innocent of any involvement

in the Pigsty coup, and he had friends. So here he was, with hisrambling, post
Dissolution Government job-title, Parliamentary Secretary With Responsibility for
Countercultural Liasion, gill playing Mr Jones. HEd reinvented his appearence:
lost the flab, grown out that thick, shiny black hair and had it styled, got himself
some sharp threads. Good looking dude, in principle, but repellent.

Sure, anything | can do. Except | was about to leave.

It'salittle problem of etiquette,’ Benny explained. 'How to get rid of Albert.’
This was strange enough to be followed up. They crossed the Quadrangle and
into the State Apartments, the night club venue that gilded bordello staircase

ugly by daylight. It was mid-afternoon, the place was empty. They stood in front
of the statue of Albert, Queen Victorias consort, with bare legs and what looks
likeamarble nappy, seemingly they had an interesting private life, those two. It
was about the only origind objet d'art left behind by the Royas. Apparently,
some unnamed people wanted it thrown out.

Benny Prem felt it wasn't cool to dump Albert on askip. He had dternative
suggestions, and somehow this became a chat about the way Ax keeps giving
Worthy Farm the cold shoulder. Why is Ax so down on Glastonbury?

'Ancient Britons," explained Sage. ,, Y ou know about dl that.?

‘But there wouldn be a problem for you, Sage? Being a Cdlt yoursdlf.'

'Y estherewould. | hate'em, crystal swinging faggots, Bronze Age dikey
matriarchs with their fuckwit psychic powers. Sooner they get wiped out by that organic cholera
epidemic they are asking for, the better | will be pleased.’

Benny laughed uneasily, anostagic touch from Think Tank days.



The Ancient British Tendency were aggressively anti-science and covertly
white supremacist. They weren going to swear dlegiance. They wanted a
controlling share of the action and they couldn't be dlowed to haveit. So what
was going on here?

'Y ou, ah, you don't like the idea of power-sharing?

'Nah,' sez Sage beginning to get the idea. 'Got to haveit dl, me!

They |eft Albert to hisfate and strolled. The former owners had been good
about leaving fixtures and fittings. There were carpets and curtains, even
furniture here and there, |eft over from when the tourists used to pay atenner to
trot around. In the Throne Room, Prem decided they would stop. He sat on the
red carpeted stepsto the dais, where two frumpy embroidered chairs were il
gtanding in front of aswag of red curtain.

Sage folded down beside him. Prem started to play, in fun of course, with this
idea of Sage being a Cdlt, and having such charisma, such agreat populist
fallowing; generdly being, amusingly enough, so much morelike the natural
leader of the CCM. So they went afew rounds, how would Sage like to be the
Duke of Cornwall hahaha, until at last Prem came out far as he waslikely to
come, with the remark that if anything were to happen, there'd be no need to
worry about the government. They'd turn ablind eyeto alittle powershifting
within the funky parallel establishment, long asthe CCM was happy. So now I'm Pigsty, thought Sage.
Widl, wel, well. The skull doing cautious,

guilty speculation, with atouch of naively impressed.

Prem (not very flattering, this) seeming readily convinced.

'Uh, thisisagood game, Benny. I'm enjoying it. But you've missed out
something. Y ou've missed out. . . yeah, got it: there hasto be areason why |
would do this. Why would | want to be the leader of the CCM?I'm rich an'
famous aready, an' | don't need the aggravation. Y ou'll have to think of
something that would turn me on. What would be the inducement? Not that it'sa
serious option.'

‘All in jest, but suppose | say: you get Fiorinda'

‘Oooh. You're saying you could, er, deliver Fiorinda?

'Wdll, dl injest: but | think sheld follow the money. Thelittlelady isaredidt.
Remember the murdered children? Frankly, | admire her for it: but thefirgt thing
she saw in that affair was an opportunity for her boyfriend.'

It'sapoint of view.'

‘But if she didn't er, follow the money, that could befixed.'

‘Redly.

"Hypotheticaly, Benny twinkled, acoy smiletwitching at hiswell-cut lips.

Sage began to laugh. Laughed uproarioudy, overcome with merriment. Prem
sat there, nonplussed, absurdly offended. 'Nah,' said Sage, when he could spesk.
'It doesn't appeal.’ He leaned forward, 'A piece of advice: you'll have to look
farther afidld. Y ou won't get anywhere with the Few. It's not that wereincorruptible, everybody hasa
price. It'sto do with what happened one night,

and | don't believe you're going to get past it."

The night was Massacre Night, but Prem didn't catch the reference. He™
probably forgotten the whole thing: politicianswill do that.

'l think I've been misunderstood.’

'l think you haven't. Forget it, Benny. Attractive as your offer might otherwise
seem, someone | have to trust has warned me never to trust you.'

'Sage, you're taking thisfar too serioudy,’ Benny was amiling, keeping his
temper, 'It was ajoke, nothing more. But I'd like to know, who told you not to



trust me?Indl fairness, | think you should tell methat."

'It was Paul Javert. Remember him? Guy who got his head shot off by your

last protege.”

Everyonewas out in the gardens. Dilip came into the empty canteen and

found Sage there, the skull looking very glum. He helped himself to abowl of
salad and some camomile tea, and sat opposite.

'Hey, Sage. What'swrong?

'l just made an enemy.’

'Around here? You? | can think of anyone, asde from Allie.? He grinned.
‘Benny Prem.’

'Oh? What did you do?

‘Laughed a him. Over aridiculous proposa he madeto me!'

He recounted the pitch Benny had made: oh, purely in jest. Suppressing the Fiorinda part.
'Y ou think it's serious?

'Why would hetalk likethat if not? Yes, | think it's serious, and | shouldn't

have caled him onit. Unfortunately the fucker made melose my temper.’

'What did you say? Dilip stirred the salad for which he now had no appetite.
Sage rubbed the skull's browbone with his masked fingers. 'l told him |

dready have alife, and he should look for a struggling outdated instrumentalist

in need of apart-timejob. . . But he might do that. There's no shortage of them
around here; and our friendsin the suits can't be trusted. Prem, and whoever is
backing him, offer the Westminster Government amore mallegble leeder for the
CCM, theyd probably jump at the chance.’

'Fuck. Areyou going to tell Ax?

'Of course | am.’

'l hope he pays attention.’

They both knew Ax would not pay attention. Ax would continue to come and
go as he pleased, drive around donein that instantly recognisable black Volvo,
park it wherever he liked. Unarmed. No bodyguards. He would go on tresting
Benny Prem like adifficult sessons musician with an unlovely persondity, who
sadly can befired. Go on living hisfearfully public lifein thisfearfully changed
world asif hewas a private person with no enemies, and the date some mythical
year in the early nineteen sixties. Fiorinda needed anew publishing strategy. She'd decided she hated the
ideaof

being a solo artist, dancers and costume-changes, yuck, disgusting. Playing with
DARK at the May concert had reminded her how much she missed the band,
and in some weird way the aftermath of that concert had made her realise what
shemust do. Simple: accept that the band would aways belong to Charm, and
convince Charm to take her on again as an associate, songwriter and vocalist. No
control-struggle, no more figt-fights, just sometimes | play with DARK,
sometimes | don't. However, if she was going to do this, she had to detach herself
from lambtonworm.com, the North-East artists co-op that had brought out both
No Reason, the DARK abum, and Fiorindas solo abum, Friction. There was
nothing wrong with lambtonworm, but the co-op was run by Charm Dudley's
best mates, and that wasn't going to work. She had to take her solo work
elsawhere. Production, publishing, marketing, al of that. How do you begin?
Life goes on. Career decisions have to be made. On the night of the twenty
fourth of May she was donein the new placein Brixton. They had two floors, the
ground floor was going to be studio and offices. There were two more floors
above, flats belonging to other folk. It waslate, Ax was playing with the band
somewhere: she was Sitting up with aspliff and abottle of red wine, surrounded



by unpacking debris, secretly plotting. What, me set up my own cyberspace
company? Before sheld tackled the VVolunteer Initiative she wouldn't have
dreamed of such athing: but shed had to learn. She was more confident with
information technology now. There were plenty of Fiorinda sites (most of them best ignored), and of
course

she was on DARK space, but she'd never had an internet presence of her own.
She dill didn't want one. She liked being mysterious, being difficult to access.
Okay, without the web they'd dl be either corporate daves or nowhere. Sheld
had that lecture. The Heads, needlessto say, had been in thisbusiness since it
was born. . . But without exactly yearning to be one of those dreadful corporate
daves (perish the thought), she couldn't help thinking, surely dl this part,
shopfront, saes and marketing, is somebody else'sjob?

I'm achild of capitdism. | don't want to be Renai ssance Girl.

So, find another co-op. But that seemed kind of awussy option.

She clicked around, looking at SveetTrack. (the Chosen); Tone. the Somerset
artists outfit started-up by the Preston brothers, now run by other people.
Whitemusic.com, which was the Heads, and Tide. (Sage). Amused by the different
persondities, thinking, | could talk to Chip and Verlaine, or even Shane Preston,
get some advice. NOT Sage. Not the Heads. Couldn't have those heavyweights
taking charge, that would never do. Pity there were no women she could ask. But
the only femae nethead in the Counter Culturd Think Tank had been killed on
Massacre Night.

Tiring of the investigation, she sneaked a guilty look a some of the stranger
Forinda stuff: and some rather unbaanced DA RK/Fiorinda fanpages. Bit
unfortunate for the project of disarming Charm Dudley's resentment. Well, |

can't helpit, shethought. | didn't plan to be the fucking Crisis Sweetheart. Benny Prem?s gpproach to
Sage had scared her. Maybe Prem had scared

himself, too. Today at the San, hed come sidling up to her and asked, 'Fiorinda,
what does PoMo mean? Does that stand for post modern?

»Black music, lot of people on the stage, lot of four beat melody. It standsfor
Post Motown.? She returned his trademark uneasy smile, blandly. ,, That?san
old namefor Detroit. Mo town, Motor Town.?

'l find it difficult to keep the jargon straight, 1?m afraid | give offence!’

'‘Don't worry about it,' shed said. 'No one expects you to understand.’

No, Benny, there?| be no repercussions. Y ou just make my flesh creep, same as
you awaysdid. Ax had displayed complete lack of interest in Prem's wooing of
the Cornish Pretender. This casud attitude, my dear Ax, will bear further
discussion. . . But now Fiorinda had crashed.

She wasn't surprised. The internet was always crashing. She wasn't darmed,

only annoyed, when she found she couldn't shut the screen down. Shook the
remote control, considered throwing it against awall or dropping it hard onto

the uncarpeted floor. Better not. Findly she unplugged at the wall and booted up
again. Same screen, dill frozen. A messagein gothic font dowly growingin Sze,
GOD MUST BE A MUSCOVITE.

Forinda got stubborn, and decided to cdl the Heads, in Battersea. They'd

know about GOD MUST BE A MUSCOVITE, how bad it was and how to fix it.
Unfortunately, her phone wasn't working. Typical. The maisonette didn't have a
landline connection yet, so that was about it. . . Shetried acouple of cable channdls, to make sure thetv
reception wasn't buggered. Normal rubbish.

Went to bed and read a book.

Oneof thetwo virusesinvolved in what happened on the night of the 24th came



out of the Polish Counterculture. Its name was lvan, it was supposed to attack
Russian dtes, asaprotest against one of the ongoing Russian Federation wars.
The other was English, she was cdled Lara, and she meant no harm to anyone,
shewasjust expert at getting around and exploring places. On the night of the
24th, Lara escaped from a hackers meet, and she and |van got together. Within
minutes, Ivan/Lara had wrecked Euronet |eisure-and-reference; had destroyed
huge swathes of big science, research and academia; had been downloaded into
the cdllphone system, and was doing gppalling scary things like crashing air
traffic control, power-station and water-pumping software.

A few years before the effect would have gone global in no time, but the
internet, or nets, had been re-engineered with exactly this Situation in mind.
Between the virtua boundaries of the signatories of the World Internet
Commission there were complex, fracta bulkheads, designed (among other
policing functions) to contain infection. The people of Europe, from Bdarusto
Portugdl, from Sicily to the Baltic, were the oneswho woke up with ared
problem.

Ironicaly, apparently Ivan never madeit into Russian cyberspace.

The English public didn't panic, not even when certain hardliners eagerly claimed respongbility on Gaia?s
behalf, and promised Worse To Come. There'd

been so many demon viruses that fizzled out, o many cataclysmsthat had
turned out to be not so bad (such asthe Tour). Emergency preparations went into
gear, but most people assumed it would be over soon.

On the afternoon of the fifth day, Ax went to check how Sage was getting on.
Ax had been helping to nail the myriad ways Ivar/Lara could fuck the
infragtructure of English civilisation: getting to some of them in time, others not.
Thank God the Internet Commission had forced its Sgnatoriesto maintain a
worst-case scenario drill. At least they had aplan. . . Nothing had been said, but
he was sure the high-powered bureaucrats he was deding with must know he
had awarehouse implant. Did that matter”? He was too tired to think about it.
Sage had been drafted onto the assault team —a European network of
legendary hackers, academic and state security cryptographers, robotics experts,
modern artists, even rockstars. Ax knew very little about this effort, except that
he?d heard one of them say, on a podcast, that Ivan/Larawould be defeated
within ten days, or it would be beyond control. The limit seemed arbitrary, but it
had stuck in the mind. So thiswas half way.

The Heads studio was a converted warehouse, right by the river. George
answered the entryphone. Peter and Bill were off on volunteer shifts, the show
must go on. Ax went up to the impossibly cluttered room with the wide
windows overl ooking Battersea Reach, where Sage was working on his piece of
the puzzle: Sage with awirdesswrap around his eyes, lying in abig, heavily designed-looking padded
chair, abank of monitor screensin front of him, his

masked hands moving over the boards. HEd been at it for ten hoursthis session,
George had said: catheter-job, asthey called it. But Sage was like that when he
got stuck into something: incapable of taking abreak. It wasn't a bad sgn.

Ax stood and watched. Thefirst time held known there must be something

more than agiant drunken toddler behind the skull-mask, had been when he
noticed (ignorant as he was), the complexity of thoseimmersions. That flood of
weirdly sensud, brain-battering sound and light was built, bit by fucking bit.
Listening to Sage and Peter Stannen talking about what they did: shooting
srings of code a each other, computing the rainbow, could be chilling. It made
you think that this was how Sage handled the skull?s beautiful repertoire of



emotions. shuffling telephone numbers. But it wasimpressive,

Maybe they?| sort it, he thought. We could get lucky.

'Hi, rockstar.'

Hi.

'How'sit going?

'Have alook.' The masked little finger of Sage?sright hand moved adide: a
dizzying landscape of hillsand valleys appeared on the centre screen, faux-3D: a
cratered plain, an array of glassy smooth volcanic cones, the impression of
immeasurable vastness.

'Y ou any thewiser? inquired the skull, maignly.

‘Something to do with probabilities, satistically preferred solutions.' 'Well done!’
AX peered at another monitor. "Who's Theodosius the Dacian?'

'Romanian bloke. We met 'im when we did the East Bloc tour. Computer

artist, good one. He's bonded labour to some division of World Entertainment:
they bought him, they own everything he does, and they do nothing, just it on

it. . . Ishebitter? Very. Heripped us off. . . can't remember how. Tickets? Venues
that didn't exist? Skeletd fingers kept tapping keys, shifting dides and toggles,
but the landscape didn't change, that Ax could see. 'George doesn't like him. | got
into a correspondence, never sure whether it was friendly, always, you can fuck
off rich lucky crass no-taent, I'm better than you. . . which you endure because,
you know why. . . And here we are, talking about how to fuck Ivan. Hesmy
cellmate, him and Arek. Y ou know Arek Wojnar?

'Music publisher? Shit, yes| do.'

'Also hacker. . . Small world.'

"Youreworking in avirtud redity? Ax looked closer a the dizzying

landscape, 'In there?

'Nah.' The skull kept staring ahead, the wrap around its eyesockets |ooking

very weird. 'l never had much timefor frolicking around in cyberspace dressed
asthe Easter Bunny, if we could spare the bandwidth. | wear my mask on the
outsde. The machine I'm using is standalone. What you see thereis an image of
what my cellmates and | aretrying to do, but we're working separately. | prefer
to havetheir chat aslines of type, it'slessirritating. But | can talk to them; and | can send them updatesin
plain code by cable. For awhile longer,’

There wasaglowing bal rolling up one of the dopes. As Ax watched, it

dipped back. 'Can you tell me anything I'll understand?

'‘Oooh, okay. Look, thisis part of areconstruction of the original Ivan.'

The landscape on the centre screen vanished, replaced by alot of code.

'lvanis. . . dow. Polish anti-Russian comment. That'swhere GOD MUST BE A
MUSCOVITE comes from, in whatever language you're using. Apparently it'sa
quote from aletter of Chopin's. . . meaning, God's dways on the sde of the
bagtards. Ivan dows things up atiny amount, but over afew billion iterations, it
clogsthe works. That'swhat Ivan does. Very smple. What Ivanis, is fucking
outrageously complicated. Thisis not some plug-the-modules |ate-capitalist-dacker
conceptua art. Thisisaclassact. The shitswho put Ivan together could have got
afucking nobel prize for thiskind of coding. But no, they are hippies. They prefer
to tear things gpart. And that'swhy I'min on this, by theway. . . there’

Sage pointed a a section of teeming code, at random for al Ax could tell, with
avirtua finger. That'sfrom Morpho. | wrote that.'

The Heads first abum, which had burst on the world like asolar flare, anew
dimension: tdling aretro-handicraft guitarist he might aswell pack itin. If Ax

had been prepared to listen.



'Oh. So. . . if you wroteit, then you must be able to unwrite it?

'No such fucking luck. | wasalot cleverer when | was seventeen, and the
Morpho codeis back at the dawn of time by now. Precambrian. | haven't aclue.' 'What about Lara?
What does she do?

'Oh, Lara. Bless her. What d'you think she does? She wanders around looking
for things. She jumps, she runs, she can get into impregnable stronghol ds, and
sheis. .. drangdy dtractive. But you knew that. Larais aso serioudy over
determined, extremely complicated: alabour of love. Y ou should be proud of
these people, Ax.' The hands moved with bitter precision, doing something that
made the ball hop around in awistful way, likeabored toddler. . . They are
genuine pog-futurigtic artisans. We have the guys who wrote Lara on the team,
asyou probably heard: couldn't turn themsalvesin quick enough, and they are
very sorry. They can't hep much. She's back at the dawn of timetoo. Troubleis,
nothing we dready thought of works. Thisislike, chaotic alien molecular biology.
Oh, someone will work it out. Someday. But it?s not going to be me. Other
problem, worse than the weirdness of Ivar/Lara, isthe revolution. Trying to
contain aredly smart virus, never mind zap it, under pan-European CCM Crigs
conditions, isfucking impossble’

'So the Lara part sneaksitsdf into different systems, then the Ivan part dows
things down, and this causes al hell to bresk loose.’

'Yougot it.'

The question that Ax had wanted to ask was answered by the skull's bleak
expression, thetired, angry sound of hisfriend's voice. He sat down anyway,
clearing astack of immersion storyboard notebooks from achair: thinking of Y ap
Moss, the great comfort of having Sage by his side through that whole ordeal. Wishing he could do
something, bewildered that he could not, hoping that by

being here he could offer some support.

After avery few minutes, the astronaut couch swivelled around. Sage pulled

off the eyewrap. The skull wasn't looking friendly. 'Ax, | had avisit thismorning
from the Babes. | spent an hour trying to explain quantum cryptography to them.
| don't know why | did that, | am weak and vulnerable. Would you kindly fuck
off. I'm busy.’

'Okay, sorry. I'm leaving. Just one more question.’

"‘What?'

‘Arewewinning?

‘No.'

By the seventh day, people were worried. It had even dawned on the Few that
their livelihoods were at stake. Bill came up to the studio to tell him that Sayyid
Muhammad had caled for specia Friday prayersfrom al the Faithful. Huh.
Mudimsdon't argue with God. Think | don't know that? Christian and Hindu
leaders followed suit, not to be outdone. Did no good. Gaiaobvioudy had the
divineintervention angle well closed down.

On the ninth day, they knew they had to give up.

'Hey, Arek. . . Theo. . . Reckonit'stimeto cal Mission Control ?

.. .Way past time, dear Sage. But convince our team leaders. Who likesto
admit defeat? Theo had stopped talking. He sent apoem. The poem said, everything is
fucked, the only thing Ieft isto die with dignity. It didn't seem to Sagelike an
over-reaction.

The team-leaders decided to quit about six in the evening.

The morning after the virus-crackers surrendered, four skull-masked Heads
turned up at the Insanitude together. The Few had been there dl night. Ax had



been waiting for a summons from the Prime Minigter, who would tell him what
the Internet Commission had decided to do. The PM had caled a midnight to
say he had no newsyet. Nothing since. Everyone wasin the Office, drinking
dishwater coffee and staring at the flyeye. Nearly al the cellswere blank. Two
were playing kiddie programmes, there was one black and white movie, and a
sngle French station, reporting with very bad sound from Lyons on some
fearsome gtreet-fighting. The radio news had nothing, either.
‘Thisisridiculous,’ said Verlaine. 'How are we supposed to find out what
happened?

'Go out and buy a paper? suggested Chip.

'It'sanidea,’ said Dilip. '‘Areyou going to call the PM, Ax?

He shook hishead. ,, 11 wait.?

It felt like Pigsty dl over again, but the monster they were shackled to this
morning was abigger killer. The mutated virus had aready murdered hundreds
or thousands, directly or indirectly. Left millions more stranded without power or weter, destroyed
Europe?s e-commerce, dashed hillions from the finance

markets. And it wastheirs. It would be called theirs. A product of the Green
Revolution, if not the English CCM: wreaking gpocayptic havoc—

George said, This network's been offline since well before Ivar/Lara struck.
We're clean. Let's power up and log on, seeif we can get out.’

'We can't do that!" protested Allie. 'Well catch the virus! What do you mean?
Get out of where?

'‘Someone hasn't been paying attention,’ said Bill Trevor.

'Fucking bizarre,' said Peter Cack Stannen. ,,And yet she?sawhizz with a
Spreadshest.’

Sage st at one of the office terminads, powered up, and (with asour grin for
the Heads) ran the new virus-checker they'd ingtalled. After taking Allie so
severely to task for her gppallingly poor security, the Heads and Sage had both
been wiped out within minutes of the strike. Forinda must have been among the
lat hitters to see them alive. There was no defence againgt Ivan/Lara

'Might aswell,’ said Bill. ‘Why not.'

Everyone stood around, praying they wouldn't see GOD MUST BE A
MUSCOVITE.

'Off to Audtrdia,’ said Sage. 'Straight from our gate, no changing planes.’

No entry.

'Wdll, fine. | don't like Austrdiaanyhow. Too many huge blond guys, getting
hammered and falling over things, crap likethat. I think I'll go to India’ No.
'Let'sgo to Russia, watch some war movie—'

No.

'What about China?

No way into China. Or Africa South, or The West African Union, or United
Idamic-Republics. Or Isradl, or ASEAN.

'Shit, thisisboring. Shal | try Venezuela? Nah, let's go an' ask the masters of
the universe what the fuck? What kind of way isthisto run acommunications
busness—?

No entry to North America

It was the charndl look today, dry and yellow, with the clinging divers of

flesh. The upper joints of the virtud fingerbones on hisright hand were stained
nicotine brown, dy touch. He went on trying and failing, cheerily rattling in the
codes, seeming to take amordant pleasurein it, until he had covered thewhole
wide world. He pushed himsdlf away from the desk.



‘That'sit. Meltdown. We do not exist.'

'Maybe they just upped the barriers,” suggested Bill.

"Youwish!

'‘Maybeit'sasolar flare, said Chip. 'It would be like our luck—'

‘Not a thislatitude,' said Verlainewisdly.

'Maybeit'sWorld War Three-'

'Oh, excellent idea," The skull turned on her with such avicious snarl, poor Allie actualy jumped
backwards. Everyone e seinvoluntarily also moved back.

Sage tapped hiswrigt. 'Olwen. . . Hi, Olwen. How's Serendip?. . . Thank God
for that. . . Well, | am feeling superdtitious. Y eah, wejust found out. . ." Silence,
Sage listening, sombrely attentive. At last he said, 'Thanks. Y eah, you too.'

The Office, with its stacks of flyers and acetates, documents and reference

files, everything neater than usud because of the network overhaul, seemed to
watch them asthey waited for him to explain. On thewall above hisdesk wasa
cork noticeboard stuck with map pins and messages. A cartoon clipped and put
up by Forinda: guitarist bends vampiric over hisgirlfriend'slovely throat. Think
bubble says. Why! She's got a neck just like my Stratocaster.

A dance beat thumped from the club venue, where life was going on. The San
was established now, it had its deadpan entry in London Listings:

Great system, no dress code, very mixed crowd.
Resident DJis classic IMMixer DK;

if you really want your brains burned,

must catch Aoxomoxoa and George.

‘Thistime yesterday," said Sage, 'We thought we could see Ivan/Lara starting

to downscale. We couldn't proveit, and we couldn't take the risk. Today, Olwen
says someone's proved that the virus will fade, soon. It'stoo late. Ivan/Lara
sneaked into the US somehow, and flared up there yesterday afternoon, Eastern
time. They'll be okay, it's contained, but this made up the Commission's mindsto
proceed with the most extreme of the sanctions options. They're building clear water firewals around
Europe, to remain until we have replaced the infected

networks from scratch.Which is not going to happen, the sate thingsarein. So
that'sit. We are fucked. The Dark Ages begin here.’

He stood up and put hisarms round Allie Marlowe. 'Sorry. Shouldn't have

yeled at you.'

This unprecedented move did not last long. Sage backed off at once, Allie just
nodded, hurriedly, till looking scared. But it confirmed the grim awe of the
gtugtion.

"What does clear water mean, exactly,’ said Chip, cautioudy. 'In this context?
‘Sudden death. Physica exclusion, besdes the software barriers and signal
jamming. Cut the undersea cables, fry the earth stations, police the ionosphere.
They've had two years to watch what's been happening in Europe, and plan for
thiskind of disaster. They were ready to go. They've dready cut the transatlantic
cables, and zapped Madley and Cobbett Hill. Also Goonhilly, as somebody over
there feared we might raise the dead.’

‘Jee-sus. . ." breathed George. 'Can they do that?

'l jJust said, they've doneit. They're the firemen. They can do what they like.

And since lvan/Lara has been going around destroying modern civilisation, for a
while at least, wherever it gtrikes, | don't fucking see how we can blame them.’

'l can't believeit." whispered Felice, the senior Babe, 'How could things get so
bad, so quickly?

'It?s one of the high impact, high probabilty losses,' said Ax, wearily. When he spoke they redlised that
he™ been silent, and that their cyborg was



standing apart, watching them across what suddenly seemed an abyss. Fiorinda
instantly went and put her arms round him. Ax's head went down, face hidden
againgt her shoulder for amoment. He looked up.

'Welcome to my world, folks. | told you we hadn reached the end of the

dide. Remember when you wouldn't et me explain the details?

They went on staring, some of them looking very weirdly concerned.

'Oh, don't be stupid. What d'you think I'm going to do? Stick ajack in my eye
socket? | will not catch Ivan/Lara. Fuck's sake, let?s get thisin proportion. It was
more or less bound to happen, it's not new bad news. and well ded withiit.'

The phonerang at last. Ax went off, and was gone for hours. Rob and the Babes
went back to Lambeth Road, to bring the household up to speed on the state of
the calamity. The others stayed. The world seemed in suspension. It waslikea
metaphysical power-cut, aloss so formlessit felt like aphysical symptom: adull
headache, a hangover, a bereavement.

In the afternoon, after the last clubbers had gone home, Fiorinda went looking

for Sage. Hewasin the ballroom. How strange, if they'd just been bombed back
into the Stone Age, that he was gtill able to search the fx index, and plant this
huge, ivory-white carved column of coherent light in the middle of thefloor.
Hewas saring at it, amsfolded.

'What isthat? "Trgan's column,” he said, without looking round. ‘Scanned from the plaster
cast inthe V&A. Amazing, isn't it. Did you know, the Romans had military
technology that wasn't reinvented in the West for fifteen hundred years?
Battlefield medics as good as anything until World War Two. Brock used to be
full of shit likethat. Pub quiz answers!’

‘Brock?

'Re-enactment nut, up in Y orkshire. Hell be a happy man today. Those guys

on thelosng sde are Dacians. Romanians. | think my friend Theo killed himsdif
last night. Not sure, but | think he did.’

She could fed the pain and anger that surrounded him, pulling himinto the
dreadful spird where nothing isany good. 'Sage, isthere anything | can do?

The skull turned on her alook of cold, fina distaste. 'Leave me done!

That evening the club was closed. The door police, catering and bar-staff either
didn't turn up or were sent home. The Few and friends gathered in the Bow
Room, where the nightclub chill-out lounge opened onto gardens. No one
wanted to be in the Office, with those Sunspark screens staring like the eyes of
dead animals. Rob and the Babes had returned with a stack of takeaway, the
cartons were scattered around: none of it very appedaling but people were egting
anyway. It was something to do. Everybody was longing for Aoxomoxoato
jump up, saying ‘Ah, thisisno good!' and makeit al right. Not thistime. Sage
was gitting in blesk silence, the avatar mask doing fuck off and leave me alone; the other Heads
grouped around himin defensive guard.

"We should cut a collaboration,’ said Dora, the middle Babe, huddled by the
windows to the terrace; propped against one of the Bow Room's coloured marble
columns. It was summer evening out there, but so cold you looked for frost on
thegrass. 'Cdl it Dead In The Water .

'What fucks me up,’ said Cherry, the youngest babe, 'Isthe way it goes on.

One damn thing after another, one damn thing after another.’ She was near to
tears. 'lIt'snever going to stop, never going to let up and if | ever havealife again
I be so old 1] have nothing left to do but spend ten fucking years dying of cancer .'
'It'satough way to spend the last days of my youth,' agreed Roxane, wryly.

'At my age, catastrophic disasters show up far too clearly in the mirror.’



'Y ou probably won't die of cancer,’ Ax told Cherry. ‘It was an epidemic, we
brought it on ourselves, it's on the way out. The Green Movement and the price
of oil can share the honours'’

'Geg, thanks Ax. That really helps.’

"Who needs cancer,’ said Sage, bitterly, out of hisdark distance, 'When we
have fifteen hundred strains of vira pneumonia, and no drugsfor any of them.’
Ax had returned from histrip to Downing Street looking haggard. They were
not in trouble. Theyd been foolsto think they could be. Thisfor certain was not
the moment for the government to be picking afight with Ax Preston. In every
other way, everything was as bad asit had looked thismorning. The Ivan/Lara
devastation went on, and they had been dumped out of the world. Apart from grey areasthat didn't
count because they were in worse disarray

than Western Europe, the only protest against the sanctions had come from
South America, where afew countries were asserting that they would maintain
someform of datarelations. How they would managethis, in defiance of the
Commission and across the firebreaks, remained to be seen: but it was
comforting to know that they'd like to. Ax Preston and the Chosen had always
been mysterioudy big in Brazil.

The gtatus of Ireland, where some of the Commissioners had been gathered, in
Dublin, sincethe Ivar/Laraemergency began; and of Portugal —for different
reasons reckoned clear of infection— was under discussion. Scotland and Wales
werewith England, deep in shit.

'Losing the cables and satdllitesisafucker, said Ax. 'But we sill have short
wave radio. Olwen picked up the news from the US quite easly, thismorning.'
'Whatever "policing the ionosphere" turns out to mean-'

'Look, it isn't so bad. The European finance markets have survived so far,
money isgtill moving around, whichisvita. And there?| be the Commisson's
quarantined satdllite link, which we can access, and the multinationals aren't
going to give up and go away—'

"Those that haven't quit Europe dready. Along with our US ambassador.’
‘Thisign't anti-virus hygiene," said Rob, 'It's punitive.'

'Y eah. And well fucking deserved.’

'Sage,’ said Ax, tired of this. ‘Can't you think of anything positiveto say? 'No.’
No onewas going to say it, but could it be that the reason Aoxomoxoais so
gutted is because he's the globa megabuck earner? A grosdy unfair comment,
which waswhy nobody was saying it: but it hung inthe air.

'What redlly fucks me off," Sage said now, ‘is how many hippieidiotsare
triumphant tonight."

'Y ou're exaggerating. It was an accident, or not an accident, ahelpless
consequence of monoculture and system overload. Nobody wanted this!'

'No? Then Gaiais some fucking ace virus author.’

'Don't say that, Sage. Grow up. Conspiracy theory isthe last thing we need.’
'Oh, please tdl me what I'm supposed to think, Ax. What's the spin? What's
your fucking happy little fantasy thistime?

'I'm not going to pursue this conversation. If you haven't the brainsto know
when you're burned out, | can't fucking help you. Go away and get some deep.’
The skull and Ax glared at each other. Everyone else kept quiet.

'Hmm." said Sage. 'George.’

'Y eah? said George, unhappily.

'Y ou remember, few years ago, we discussed having amanager?

'Uh, yeah!'



'Wetaked it around, an" we decided we don't need any no-talent parasite

scum telling us what to do. We can run our own lives!

'l remember,’ said Bill, looking hard &t the floor. "'Then let'sgo.'

Up on hisfeet in one lithe movement. Aoxomoxoa stalked out of the room, the
band following, glancing a Ax apologeticaly.

'Shit,' said Ax, after a shocked pause.

'Don't go after him,' said Fiorinda. "It won't do any good.'

'I'm not going to chase after him, | just want to- '

He stood up. They dl followed him, in aflurried procession, upstairsand to

the East Wing, to windows that looked down on the Victoria Monument. Then
they saw what Ax had wanted to know. The Heads were cutting down their
banner. George stripped it from its pole, rolled it up and stuffed it under hisarm.
There was no one else about, no sign of the nightwatchmen. Four skull-headed
idiotswalked off, crossing Buckingham Palace Road.

'l hoped he wouldn't do that,' said AX. 'Fucking childish. Well, | suppose he
meansit.’

The netheads of England decided to hold arock concert wake. They hired the
McAlpine Stadium in Huddersfield, and naturaly invited the Heads to do a set.
They came on stage. Their frontman lasted ten minutes, walked off and did not
come back. Aoxomoxoa, in various atered states, had subjected his band to
many kinds of mayhem, had totalled expensive equipment, their own and other
people's (never on purpose): knocked himsalf out, broken awrigt, afoot; cracked
ribs, didocated his shoulder, temporarily blinded himsdlf, diced open his scap and played on with the
skull mask bathed in blood. Thiswas afirst, an appalling

breach of the Ideology. The Wake was not a Crisi's Management gig, but Sage's
behaviour was taken by many to mean that the split was permanent.

The Heads returned to Reading campground. Stayed there, incommunicado.
The Chosen stayed in London. Ax took his brother Jordan out, to seeif they
could resolve thelr difficulties. The problem was the same as dways. The band
wanted Ax back, and lifeto be like before. Theway it expressed itself was hard
to take in the present situation: You're our brother, why aren't we more important?
They ate together and went to abar. By eleven Ax was heading back to Brixton,
drained and miserable, Sage's absence waking beside him like a horrible ghost.
Fiorinda had been on at the Academy with Snake Eyes. They'd been running
free concerts there with nightly guests, through Ivar/Lara. She camein at two,
heard the guitar as she plodded upstairs, and knew from the way he was playing
that he was alone. She wasn't surprised. She hadn't expected the a cohol therapy
to work. He put the guitar aside when shewalked in.

'Oh well," hesaid. 'l hope your show was better than mine.’

Forindashrugged. 'l turned in a performance. Nothing special.’

They sat up in the bedroom, talking. Fiorindain her midnight blue taffeta,

with the emerdd sparkles (Sue Ryder shop in Belgravia, long ago), curled on the
bed; Ax onthefloor by her feet. There was no other furniture. Not much elsein
theflat, besides anewly-delivered piano, Ax's guitars, and some partly unpacked
boxes. They'd had neither the time nor the heart to think about interior decor. 'l hated my childhood,’ said
AXx.'My dad's not violent, haveto give him that,

but he battens on people. Wed be penniless, literdly: and hed be down the pub
gpending the child benefit. | wanted not to be like him, the way other aspiring
rockstars want the private jet. Asblind desperately, probably as stupidly. From
when | was about six years old. Theidea of being the man with the guitar:
someone with pride, dignity, acode, righteous standards—'



‘The Chosen One," said Fiorinda.

After that Balroom parley with the bad guys, she/d had him crying in her

ams, | can't help what's happening to me, I know you hate this, please don't leave me.
And sheld promised him sheld aways be there. She lay back, thinking how

trapped they both were, how miserable her future—

'Y eah, right. That's where the mega omania comes from. Getting away from

my dimebd| of afather, being that guitar man, taking Jordan and Shane with

me, that'swhereit al started. Now, | look at Jordan, and | see my dad. Helooks
at me, he sees a celebrity, he wants abigger share of the perks. Where?s hislimo
flegt. . .?Did | tdl you Milly's pregnant?

Oooh. 'How pregnant?

‘Bout four months'’

Ax had never talked about hisex, or how he felt about being traded-in for his
hunky no-brain brother. But thiswas bound to sting. ‘Well, it's no use whining to
me,' she said, bracingly. 'l think you're mad to expect anything different.’

'All blood-relationships being poisoned and rotten to the core. Can blame you. Your next of kinwould
frighten the Borgias.' He leaned back and kissed her

barefoot. 'I'm not expecting sympathy, | just fed likewhining.Y ouwait til | get
onto racism in the school playgrounds of the rural South West. Another spliff?
'Yesplease!

No use whining to Sage, either, thought Ax. Fucker used to dide avay from
thetopic: we drop the subject. Ax had treated his band like kids, so they behaved
likekids. They saw Ax as big daddy the meal-ticket, and it was Ax?sfault, AX?s
choice. Sage knew it, but he would never say it. But thinking about Sage's
forbearance brought him back to that night in the Bow Room. Aoxomoxoa

baffled, defeated, up againgt thewall.

God. | could have given him one kind word.

‘That's something | admired about Sage,’ he said. 'Even when he was plaguing
thelife out of me, the bastard. The way he refused to behave like a celebrity.
Something Chrisse Hynde said in an interview once, if you can't sit on a door step
in a crowded street eating a dlice of pizza, you have lost the game of life. Sage won't let
anyone kick him off that doorstep. Does his circus act, an' drops right back into
the crowd: and | know he doesn't find it as easy as he makes out.’

'He says heloves being famous," said Fiorinda. 'But he wears amask.'

'Y eah. | spotted that. . . Ah, shit. How the fuck could he walk out on me, Fio?
'He didn't mean to hurt you. He'd just had enough. He gets like that. Did you

know, when he went to Parth Galen, after Y orkshire, Mary threstened to ban him
from ever coming back? She said he's made Marlon into aterrorist target, getting involved with you.'
'‘God. . . .Why didn't hetell me?

'l suppose because he didn't want you to know. I'll bein trouble if he finds out

| told. If he ever speaksto me again, that is.’

'Well, a least hel's got Olwen.’

She went on taring at the celling. That day we were moping around at the
Insanitude, George told me he thinksthe fling isover. Very good friends, better
friendsthan ever, but it wasn't going to be long term, wasit. Sheand Ellisare

very married, in their peculiar way. And Sage is no breaker-up of happy homes.’
‘But if heisn't with Olwen, why's he at Reading?

'l don't suppose he careswhere heis!'

It was nearly daylight. The naked bulb overhead had faded to sickly yellow.

In the unpacking litter on the floor lay afancy American magazine amonth old,
Forindaon the cover: Cool Britannia? They don't come cooler, but please don't use the



'B'word! Ax stared at it with eyestoo tired to look away. Cinders and ashes.
Thered be no more coverslike that. Theinternet was over, hetold himsaf.
Permanent gridiock. A couple of years down the line, well have something new
and better. Look on this as an opportunity. . . Cinders and ashes.

'Ah, sod it. Thisisridiculous. Let'sgo and dig him out.’

Sage waslying on hisbed in the back of the van, which was more or lesswhat
he'd been doing since the Huddersfield gig. . . Chewing on the humiliation of having walked off stage
(pleasetdl mel didn't do theat); thinking about stupid

things. Why do | have crippled hands? Why do | have akid whose existence ties
mefor life to the corpse of an evil destructive relationship? Why do | haveto bein
love with my best friend's girl? Does Ax know about the Flowers for Algernon
scenario? Round and round, down and down, getting nowhere, scraping bone,
the tedium of it worse than failing to crack Ivan. | don't know what to do with
therest of my life. | just don't know. Thinking of Theo, and the millionswho had
really been fucked over by what had happened to the world, despising himself.
He heard people arriving, voices, George saying, ‘Come to see the Creature
From The Black Lagoon?; and didn't move. Fiorindaand Ax waked in.

'Hdlo,' said Fiorinda, 'Are you feding any better?

'‘No.'

‘Luckily you don't have to do anything except sit in the car,’ said Ax. ‘Come

on, get up. You'retaking usto Cornwall.’

The avatar mask stayed blank. Sage'slong body sunken flat into the Sllver

grey quilt; not aspark of interest. "Y ou can't go anywhere. Y ou have to help the
government sort the crisis!

'Fuck'em,’ said Ax. 'They'll haveto get by. "?2? 22222 722 0220772 702 70777?
'What? said the mask, barely moving.

It's Ancient Greek," explained Ax, sitting on the end of the bed. 'Means
something like | didn't get into this shit so | could let down my friends. It'swhat
Themistocles said to the Athenians, when they were accusing him of cronyism
onetimein the Persan wars!

‘Themistocles?' Sage sat up, abruptly, 'What have you been doing, AX?

'What's the matter? I've been looking at the freebies that came with my data
chip. | never bothered before, | naturaly assumed it was apile of junk. But it's
good. Theresawholelot of the Greek and Roman stuff, God knows what €l se.
I've hardly Started.’

'Y ou're completely mad,' said Fiorinda. "Y our head will explode.’

'And when you've opened thesefiles, said Sage, looking at Ax intently, ‘they
day ingantly available, in your memory, yes? Have you tried closing them?
'Wdll, no, because the only way | know how to do it iswith Delete, and | don't
know if Undelete works. I'd hate to |ose something | might need. Therée's stuff
about it in the manud, but it'sin gibberish, and anyway who reads manuas?
‘Some people do. Y ou can download, can't you. Would you download a copy
of the manua for me?

Ax shook hishead. 'No," he said firmly. 'Sorry, but no. Thisismine.’

'Okay," said Sage, reckoning he could surely find what he wanted somewhere

on the nets. Should have thought of it long ago—

But not now—

Ax laughed. It was wonderful to see the mask come dive, mobile and
trangparent as ever. 'Better get him out of here. He's just thought of something
elsethat he can't do." 'Wdll, I'll haveto talk to George.’



"Y ou don't need to talk to George. Just get inthe car.’

‘Let him talk to George,' said Fiorinda, resignedly. 'It'squicker in the long run.’
Ax and Fiorinda had started the day very early, but arranging their flight
responsibly (Allie had not been pleased) had taken time, and the long drive was
dower than it had been before the Tour. 1t was twilight when they reached
Bodmin moor. Ax pulled up in the middle of nowhere. They got out of the car:
the road at this point an unfenced single track, the rising land stretched out, vast
and wild initssmall compass, to every horizon. They listened again to what Ax
had heard. A few sheep went on cropping the summer turf, unperturbed.

‘That isawolf, isntit.'

Sage nodded.

'How many are there?

'Eleven. Used to be thirteen. One got killed, one decided she was acarein the
community case and kept hustling for scraps round Bodmin. Had to go back to
the reservetion.'

'Aren't you afraid they'll kill the panthers, pumas or whatever they are? said
Forinda

'All those pumas are labradors. The world can spare afew stupid labradors.'
Hewaked away, into the landscape. After awhile they realised they'd better
follow. They found him dtting in ahut circle, stone-age debris haf buried in green bracken. They sat on
ether Sde of him, leaning againgt the stones.

Fiorindalooked at the nameless small flowers around her feet; a moss covered
with tiny red-capped staks; lichens on the boulders like thick, dow spiderwebs.
She thought the moor was like Sage's art: bare and stark on the wide scale, nit
pickingly complex in detall.

'AX,' said Sage, at last, "Y ou have to do something about Benny Prem.’
'Problem with that,’ said Ax, I don't want to get involved in palitics. . . All

right, very funny, both of you: go on, laugh. I mean conventiond palitics.’

'Oh yeah. Like assassination, that kind of conventiond.'

It won't cometo that. I'd rather leave him alone, unless he forces meto act.'

I can't tand him,’ said Forinda. ‘Theresakind of bloke who, thefirst time

they look at you, their only thought is she wouldn't fuck me, and probably they are
right, but where do they get off? And they ingtantly hate you for it, and will fed
judtified in doing you down, forever afterwards, any spiteful way they possibly
can. Bastards. Huh. All men are scum.’ She noticed that they were staring at her.
'What? What's wrong?

'Except us? suggested Sage, anxioudly.

'Forinda, could we have atruce on the battle of the sexes? Just atemporary
truce? It would be akindness!

She sghed. 'Ah, okay. Truce while the woods are burning. Or while Sageis
having a nervous breakdown, whichever is shorter.?

They stayed there, ligtening for wolves but failing to see or hear any further sgn of them, until the stars
began to show, in achill sky of robin'segg blue. Then

they drove on.

The cottage was cold. It had been empty since they were down in March.
They'd eaten before they reached the moor (Ax had esten: Sage and Fiorinda had
stared at some food), so they didn't have to worry about cooking. Fiorindalit the
fireleft sat in theliving room by Sage's housekeeper. The kindling was damp,
but she used her tinderbox and it caught instantly. She sat back on her hedls, the
apple-shape of the box cupped in her pam. Thelast time they'd been here, the
gtuation had been like agamein comparison. Relief at being friendswith Sage



aganwasintense, it turned everything around: and changed nothing. She stared
a the young fire, fear crigoing her nerves, athought coming to her unbidden, in
the end, there will be nowhere | can hide. Ax had taken their bags upstairs. He came
back, and headed for the jigsaw cupboard, touching her hair as he passed. Sage
reviewed the archive of black vinyl and other dead media, that filled high
stacked cabinets againgt the back wall.

'‘Any requests?

‘Better be niceto him,’ said Ax. 'He's having a nervous breakdown, remember.
How about alovely four hour redl-to-reel Dead concert bootleg, circa 19727
'‘Any moreinsolence, I'll make you st through From Anthem To Beauty again.'
They'd been forced to watch From Anthem To Beauty, the video record of the
Grateful Dead's early years, a sacred scripture of the Ideology; in March. That
would befine' said Ax. 'l have no problem with thefiction. It'sthemusic | can't stand.’ He brought the
puzzle he'd selected over to the hearth, set it on thejigsaw

board and began sorting out edges. 'l can take the feedback. And even some of
the songs. But that endless futile impro on over-sugared mel ody-'

'Like yards and yards and yards of pink fondant icing, agreed Fiorinda, The
acid they had in those days must have been sickly stuff.’

'Why don't you put on Aoxomoxoa, Aoxomoxoa?V ery Crappest Dead abum,
againg some tough fucking competition. Did he ever play that for you, Fio?
'Yeshedid. Wdll, heput it on.’

'What'd'you do?

'l howled likeadog.'

"Y ou two are deeping with the dugs'’

'I’ve wondered, with the name: do you redly admire that unbdlievable shit?
‘That'sit. You're under the hedge, you are spider mest, both of you.?

'l think it'sthefirst track of sde onethat counts,’ said Fiorinda. 'Saint Stephen.’
Stephen was Sage's origind name. He stalked out of the room, the skull giving
them ablistering glare: returned with abottle of red winein each hand. 'Can you
get some glasses from the cupboard, Fee?

‘Sainthood, what atouching aspiration. We dl have our little fantasies.”

'Don't we, Oh Chosen One. Y ou can stop being nice to me now, thanks. | feel
much better." He set down the bottles, and returned to the dead mediawall.
Something warm and steely and classical began to play, the reproductionin
stunning contrast to the age of thevinyl. 'What's this?

‘Beethoven, cello and piano. Okay?

It was avery old jigsaw, athree masted ship under alot of complex canvas,

the subtle difference between the sails and afaded, cream and golden, rack of
sunset clouds going to be achalenge. They worked on it together, drinking the
wine, Sage and Ax continuing to snipe at each other gently: softly-barbed play
fighting. Fiorinda sat back to get a better look at the pieces, and suddenly, inthe
lamplight and the fireglow, she saw them astwo animas—asiif shed taken one
of those jungle drugs from South America. Sage stretched out at lazy length,
uttering harmless threats. That growling sound isredlly the big guy purring. Ax
crouched on one knee, the other leg folded under him, eyesfixed in dert, relaxed
caculation on the prey. This pasteboard world, which he will patiently subdue
into order: sort it, Sezeit, runit to the ground. . .

My tiger and my wolf. | wonder what | am to them. Not an animd | think.

More like some vita dement, like weter or fire.

Or meat.

The next day was il cold, asif the May heatwave had never been. They



spent it asthey'd spent their timein March, bickering pleasantly over the chores,
playing computer gamesin Sage's studio, watching the birdsin the garden. They
ventured outdoors once, late in the day, to walk up and down thelittle river Chy
from the waterfall pool to the stepping stones, but did not leave the twelve acres
of Tyller Pystri, the magic place. Came back to the house to cook together in that inconvenient little
kitchen: smoking grass, drinking wine, Fiorindamaking

chapatti dough, Ax chopping vegetables (not from Sage's garden: Mrs Maynor,
his housekeeper, had brought them from her husband's alotment); Sage rooting
out atin of chickpess. 'Fuck, an actud tin, noring pull. . . Oh, AX, reminds me.
Remember the bottle of winewe drank in the van, that night with Fiorinda?

'‘No.'

I'm not surprised,’ said Fiorinda. 'Y ou were severdly out of it, AX.'

'Look who'staking. Wdll, it turns out that was a bottle of wildly expensive
irreplaceable Montrachet, given to George by Laurd last Christmas. (Laurdl was
George'swife, the potter). He thought it was safe from me because | hate trying
to use acorkscrew. | told him it was nectar of the gods, and he's happy with that,
so you will back me up? Hey, isn't anyone going to open thisfor me?

'Nectar of the gods. Sage, last time we were here | recall trying to take an
antideluvian tin-opener task away from you, and you were at my throat. Said

you fucking come here to get away from being treated like a fucking toddler .’
'Y eah. Sometimes | fed likethat. . . Sometimes| don't.'

'And we have to guess,' said Fiorinda. 'Like Russian roulette.’

‘Thas right."

They ate and settled to around of Risk, the world domination game. The

usua pattern swiftly emerged, Ax and Fiorinda stockpiling their plastic soldiers
and plotting: Sage playing go for it until you got no armies left. To Ax'sannoyance,
thisidiotic strategy swept the board as often as any other plan. Honours in the tournament were even.
'Do you wear the masks when no one elseis around? asked Ax. 'Often
wondered.'

'Y eah, we do.'

'Can you tdl whether it's on or not? Are you conscious of it?

'If | think about it. Not usually.’

'So when do you take it off? Are there Head | deol ogy rules about that? I'm
gonnaseize China. Two dice’

'l haveto takeit off to deep: but otherwise, lessee, what else? To shave—'
‘Right. Brings us up to about twice ayear—'

'Fuck off. Asagesture of respect or to make a point, sometimes; and to fuck.
But even then,’ The mask switched, grinning evilly, to the freshly rotted version,
with tiny crawling maggots, '—not dways:

'Y ou don't scare me,' said Fiorinda. ‘Do the sicking-up worms. See how Ax
likesit.

'Ha, the Red Army stands firm. Another throw?

'Y eah. Why d'you haveto takeit off to deep?

'If | don't, it gives me nightmares.’

'Redlly? said Ax, That'sinteresting. My implant gave me horrible nightmares
when | had it done. Literaly indescribable. It's avery unplessant feding, waking
up terrified from an experience for which you have no words, no images. Went
on for weeks. Okay, now we're getting somewhere. Again. . . And once more.' 'The things you do to
yoursalves," said Forinda. 'Y ou're both insane. Y ou must

be dead clever, Sage, if you can make amask that will lift your expressions and
copy themin the avatar in redtime. Which we dways assumeiswhat it does, at



least, when you want it to.'

‘Nah. Building an avatar mask issimple, just obsessive. | could teach you.
Either of you.'

Teach, Ax heard. Now therésan idea. ‘Chinais mine. I'm stopping there, give
meacard.’

It was my handsthat | wanted to hide," said Sage, unexpectedly. 'Call it
childishif you like, Ax, but I don't enjoy looking at them. The skull wasa
natural extension, then wedl had to have one, and it became agame, an
addiction. We couldn't giveit up now, for business, the punters would never
forgive us. But | won't wear mine any more when I'm with you two, if you don't
want." And his naturd face was there with them: eyeslowered, smiling faintly,
white skin wheat coloured from heatwave doses of NDog sunscreen.

'Oh, but | love the mask,' said Fiorinda.

'Hm.' He grinned. 'Wdll, | dwaysthought it was an improvement, myself.’

'l know it's not amask, | know it'syou.'

'l don't mind either way,’ said Ax, 'lt'sall Sage'sfaceto me!

121 quit the mask. Fiorinda, I'm attacking lceland.’

'Hey, | thought we had a pact of non-aggression.’

'We do, we do. | just have to recover my continent. Look at you two, divvying up the world between
you. C'mon, let me have one miserable continent.’

About midnight, Fiorindasaid, 'Are we going back tomorrow?

When she spoke they al looked at the landline phone, on the table by Sage's
bed. Allie had that number, and permission to call if she needed to. It had kept
quiet. They'd had two days of escape. Couldn't redlly ask for more.

'| suppose we'd better,’ said AX. 'Y ou okay for that, Sage?

'Oh yeah, sncewe must.' He sounded surprised. 'Why wouldn't | be?

'Er. . . you were having a nervous breakdown two days ago.'

‘Histantrums are vile,' said Fiorinda. ‘But they vanish without trace.Y ou'll get
usedtoit.’

Sage went to change the record, giving her topnotes of withering scorn and
direwarning, mixed with tender affection: remembered that he was unmasked
and started to laugh. No remote controls, only about four tracksto aside,
listening to black vinyl entailed alot of getting up and down, kind of likea
religious ceremony. He came back and lay on the couch. Fiorindaand Ax kept on
working at the sailing ship jigsaw, athough they weren't going to finishiit.
Forindain her venerable green dress, her hair aglow. Ax's guitar-man hands
problem-solving asif with their own inbuilt intelligence. . . Supposethisisit,
Sage thought, watching them. She's mortaly afraid of thingsshe can't tell. Ax is
in despair at what's happening to him, but he can't quit. I'm no better off, in my
trivial persona way. Theworld out there is fucked to scary shit. What if thereé's no way out, and things
only get worse? What if this, now, isthe best we? | ever

have? After awhile Fiorindalooked up, and then Ax. Nothing was spoken.
Forindareturned to the jigsaw, Ax went to look at the vinyl. The lamplit room wasfilled with astrange
and painful tranquillity. Very hitter, very swest.

8: Rock The Boat

Strange how much remains unchanged, although the world ended (again) ten
daysago. Thetv studio, late night and live: very smple, no fx being layered over
what you see here. The comfy chairs, the presenter: Fiorinda, Aoxomoxoaand
the Heads, and Roxane Smith. Quite aline up. Thiswas a date scheduled before
Ivar/Lara, and postponed. More than half the country still had no tv reception,



but they'd decided to go ahead: it might be awhile before the proverbia normal
service was resumed.

The presenter isarising star called Dian Buckley. Thrilled at having the Heads
—who so rarely did this sort of thing— on her programme, she'sunwisdly
decided to kick off with questions about the big bregk. Did you have any idea
that Morpho was going to be so successful?

'No, says Aoxomoxoa, unhepfully.

'So, how did you fedl. Suddenly, you were eighteen and world famous?
‘Surprised.’

"What about the rest of you, were you surprised?

'Nah, we knew," says George Merrick, "We kept tdlin' 'im, but he wouldn't
believe us. He thought the record company would dump usin sx months:’
"Whereas what happened was that you decided to dump them. . . and it

turned out to be hard work. Do you now think that was a mistake?

'Werealive band,’ said Sage, ignoring this, 'For what we do, do it best, you
need avolume of space you can saturate and manipulate, and a couple of
hundred sweaty punters. | can't never really seetaking our stuff home and sitting there with awrap round
your head.'

"They shouldn't be able to dance. The club IMMix stuff you get now is nothing
like what we started off with—

‘Uncontrollable vomiting and defecation is okay—'

'It?s usdless doing the show in afucking greet field," putsin Peter Stannen.

‘But we don't mind taking the money—'

Moving on to the anomaous Situation vis a vis Ax Preston and friends.

Forinda, now you're the one who's eighteen and famous. Before the virus,
Friction had bumped the Heads from the top of the European album charts, and
you were keeping Ax Preston and the Chosen out of the English singles spot (it's
such aclicheian't it, teenage girl beats the heavyweights?), with ,, Stonecold?, the
solo verson of aDARK track. How d'you fedl about people saying it'sonly the
AXx effect?

Huh.

'Gutted,' said Fiorinda cheerfully, and answered some more patronising
guestionsin the vein of, how doesit fed to bethe kid Sster in the gang? with
good humour. She had anerve-free indifference to this sort of interrogation that
came of having started when she was fourteen, and so wrapped up in her own
little world she'did tv' without athought.

'It's her aerobics video what worries us," saild Aoxomoxoa, leaning back to grin
at the teenage star. 'Once she gets that out, rest of us are totally fucked.'

Okay, but how long can this go on? We can't talk about figures, we have no figures at the moment, but is
the Ax effect distorting English musc? Every

month since the Deconstruction Tour there?s been abigger gap opening. Snake
Eyes, DK, the Adjuvants, have seen salesrocketing, non-Few bands are suffering.
Isthis getting to be like a Rockstar Totditarian State, where everyone hasto um,
buy Chairman Mao's Little Red Book?

'l don't think you can shoot usfor being the latest over-exposed media
sensation,’ said Fiorinda. 'It'll pass. Well be on the scrap hesp soon.’

'No one'sforcing them to buy the materia objects,’ Peter Stannen pointed out.

» They could havedl our tracksfor freeif they liked.?

‘But isn't there this atmosphere? Y ou have to have a banner up at the Insanitude
gates? Conformity or else—'

'Y oud have apoint,’ said Roxane, 'if the artists were of adifferent class, or the



music was totalitarian. But when some of the best musiciansin the country—'
'Nah, it'sthe B list that goesfor charity work,' Bill reminded everyone dryly.
'Either crap artists, or flagging-career stadium rockers. Not sure which we are—'
'I'd rather be the crap,’ growled Sage.

"The Ax effect isthe kiss of death,' sghed Fiorinda. 'For akid like me. Now I'll
never be taken serioudy.’

‘Let me finish, children," boomed Rox. 'l repesat, contrary to what happensin
commercia music business, in this case there?s no skullduggery. Some of the best
rock musiciansin the country are selling records smply doing what they do.

And even then, most of the money goes back—' But here 'he was vehemently shouted down. The
Heads and Fiorindadidn

want to talk about where the money goes. Perversdly, asif they couldn? usethe
publicity, the Few consstently refused to discussthe Volunteer Initiative, the
Crigs, thereason for the giant free concerts, with music media-folk. It wasa
point of honour. The presenter sat smiling in thislively cage of lions: happy,
excited, glad things were getting more relaxed. Moving on. Roxane, asamaeto
femae transexud, with abisexua boyfriend, is changing sex the way we change
our clothes till glamorous, il radica—?

'I'm not female,’ The doyen of rock critique wore along gown of teal green
velvet, under adraped, crimson lined jacket, with a sort of flattened, tasded
turban in the same colour scheme: something like Dante in opera make-up.
Crossing onelong leg over the other, folding much beringed, sadly aged hands
around one knee, ghe fixed Dian with alook of stern reproof. 'Whatever gave
you thet idea, young lady?

‘Oh, wdll, er,

I'm an ex-man. It'salong time ago, but I'm sure | never intended to become a
woman. That wasn't, for me, the object of the exercise’

'So, how would you define, er, your sexud identity?

'l believe the object of the exercise was to escape from definition.’

'And d'you think you've achieved that?

'Who can say? Perhaps | didn need to achieve anything. Sexud identity isa
convention that breaks down naturally—behind closed doors, among the rich, among the poor, among
artists and their camp-followers. It's a phenomenon that

disgppearsin any natural society, mora or immord. Whenever it getsthe chance
the Great Divide vanishes, collgpsesinto afractd mosaic.’

'And do you wish you'd known that—?

"Thirty yearsago? No! | made a persond, innate decison. I'd do it again.'

'Y our shapeinthemosaic. . . But isn't thisjust old-fashioned decadence?
'It?sthe way the cards dwaysfdl. That should tdl us something.’

'What about you, Sage? Y ou're king of the lads, youve reportedly said you
hate gays, here you are in this post-futuristic, post-gendered supergroup, have
your opinions mellowed?

'l don't hate the idea of blokes fucking blokes. I1t'sthe gay nation. If it's not
Fascigt uniformsit'sashitload of bitchy misogynist wannabes pretendin' they are
girls. Can't stand 'em.’

'Sagel That isso crass!'

'And dikes are as bad. Perpetuating the very structures of oppressive gender
determinism. Why make a secret society of who you fuck?

"Thiswould be completely different, of course,” mused Fiorinda, 'From four
close malefriends habitualy going around together dressed up as Halloween
decorations?



The Heads cheered. ‘L et Fio interview 'im, Dian,’ shouted George. 'She'sup to
isweght.'

'Ask 'im why he callshissdf aPdindrome, if he don't go both ways-' 'l don't like sex,’ announced Peter
firmly. 'I'vetried it, | dont likeit. Sagecn

have my share.’

'Forinda, do you have an opinion—?

'Me? I'm aphallus-worshipping lesbian. Y ou get those. | read abot it."

'About those masks,' says Dian, after the laughter, 'Do you ever fed trapped

by them? Stuck with something that was anovelty ten years ago?

"Wouldn't do it now,' agreed George, 'But ten yearsisalong time. Were set in
our ways.'

'It'strue, you see alot of masks around these days.?

'We only like the skull'eads. We think the rest are crap.’

'Sage, yoursis different. Now that's something many people find far more
controversid than unorthodox sex, anon-medical implant. Isn't that unnatura
and scary?

‘Nah. It'saharmlesslittle thing. Look." Aoxomoxoa popped the masked fifth
finger of hisright hand into his mouth, sucked it, held his masked right eye
stretched wide with the left index finger and thumb, deftly inserted the sucked
fingertip into the corner of hiseye and—

'Auwk!" sgquawks Dian, recoiling.

—reaching far inside the eyesocket, brings out a bright, tiny button, resting on
the now unmasked fingertip: offersit to the pretty media person. 'There you go.
Don't dropit.’

She can't takeit, can't even look at it— The other skulls have vanished too. Thisis a startling occasion,
the Heads au

naturel : George Merrick looking splendidly piratica, Bill Trevor splendidly
cadaverous, with that elegant hatchet nose, (that's why Bill's skull lookstoo big,
the mask having to acommodate the nose); Peter solemn and rosy and bucolic,
wesaring his glassesfor atreat. He hates contact lenses, but the others usualy
veto hornrims, even hidden. They tell him it?s not the right message.

"That'swhy we've never |et 'im make us avatar masks,' explains Bill, entirely
sympathising with Dian's reaction. "Too fuckin' intimate, sticking thingsin yer
eyes. And gross. But him, helll try anything weird—'

It has been obvious from the outset that Dian Buckley would not be averseto a
twenty-second dancefloor courtship. Aoxomoxoa unmasked, right next to her, al
blue-eyed, overszed anima magnetism, puts her in acompletetizz, agtuation
the bad lad clearly finds most entertaining. (Dian seemsto have been forgiven for
daring to talk about Morpho). Now, mask button carefully laid on thetable, he's
showing her thewrist implant, letting her fed the other little button set into the
bone behind hisear. Not weird at al, no no no: rockstars aways having to stick
different beansin their ears, it gets annoying, thisyou can programme, makes
lifemuchsmple—

So then Dian tries on George's digital mask, the countercultural market stall

kind, that can be run from apiercing stud, lapel badge, a cufflink, an earring;
controlled on awristband. No, it doesn't need a battery. Works on ambient. 'Y ou
know,' she says, skull-masked, intrigued, turning her head thisway and that as she looked off the set into
amonitor. 'l can seethis! | can see going down the

supermarket likethis, after aheavy night. . .

'Skull 'ead nation welcomes you,' sez George.

Moving on to the newest of the Heads rockstar toys, something called ATP,



and that'swhy there?s agoldfish bowl full of water on thetablein front of the
Heads, it isto be used for ademonstration. George takes off hisjacket; Sageis
aready wearing only asinglet. Bare arms, nothing up their deeves, they touch

the water for afew seconds and sit back. Dian, gamely playing her Blue Peter
part, confirms the water was cold and is now hot. Wow, it'sreally hot! Within
secondsit bubbles: it boils,

Can't prove anything on television, but that isamazing!

At the moment, says Sage, that's a party trick. Doesn't make senseto use ATP
to boil an egg, not yet. But we're getting there. He's in disgrace with Olwen Devi
and with Ax, for inciting the staybehinds? weird-science tendency to pump their
weedy hippie systemsfull of creatine supplement and grape sugar, so they could
dotrickslikethis. Tonight he restrains himself, leaves George to say afew words
about metabolic energy amplification, the fun of being your own powerhouse.
Sage picks up the mask button on hisfingertip, licksit and casudly tucksit

back into place. With dl the skulls restored, (before Heads fans watching this
dart to panic) the technology discussion continues: Rox providing intellectua
comment, Fiorinda deflating the excesses. How near to cogt-free these futuristic
tricks can be, in production and in use; how easy on the environment. And (arare dip into compassion
land) the livesthat could have been saved when

Ivan/Larastruck, by radically decentralised energy supply—

Hope you're enjoying this, dear manager.

Not too little, not too much. Soon they retired to interview territory, Areyou
going to tell usany new cheatsto get at the secret suff on Bleeding Heart? No!
says Sage, laughing. If wetold you it wouldn't be secret, would it, explains Peter
patiently.Y ou got to use your initiative. . . Fiorinda, do you do this?Is, um, the
Guinness Book Of Records sncel989 inclusive hidden on Friction anywhere? Not
that | know of, says Fiorinda. Whatever shape | am in the mosaic, | do not have
the anorak gene

Curled up in her comfy chair with her boots off, bare toes hidden under

opdine organza skirts, she was thinking: life used to be so smple. Therewasthe
pain, and there was the determination to get even (though she didn call it that).
No nerves, no doubts, no question. Every day, even before she met the man who
was her father, a step towards, or a setback on the way to the finest kind of fame.
Fame on her own terms, no grovelling: just by being the best. Now that's gone.
All gone. That arrogant, stupid little girl Fiorinda used to be must see her lifein
terms of the people sheloves, because there?s nothing else left. So here she sitsin
Gulag Europe, playing Ax's game, contemplating this new gestalt. People | love.
Roxane was smiling at her, with such understanding she felt frightened.

The Insanitude intranet was running again: Alligs staff picking up the pieces of their empire, Sage on hand
on start-up day to troubleshoot. Fiorindaand Anne

Marie Wing were there too, plus Chip and Verlaine dlegedly helping out, in fact
pestering Sage. The Triumvirate sogp-watching pair were most intrigued by the
flight to Cornwall. It was agrest relief that the three had returned reunited: but
what was behind these tantalising references to dugs, and jigsaws?

'What d'you do when you're there? asked Verlaine.

'Get alittle peace,’ Sage unfolded from the board where he'd been sorting out
aproblem for one of Allie's people. 'Okay, try that."

"Thanks, Sage,' said the victim nervoudly. It'san darming privilege having
Aoxomoxoafor technical backup. Y ou pray you won't fuck up.

'‘And war. Ask him what happened in Venezuda,' suggested Fiorinda, from
across the room.



'Vicious brat shafted me,’ said Sage, 'that's what happened.’ He left the

nervous kid and went to peer a Allie Marlowe's screen.

Thetour of the north, promised by Ax and Sage at the end of the Idamic
Campaign, was about to go ahead, and damn the torpedoes. The road show
circus, the Few and friends, illustrious guests, local support, would be zooming
around Y orkshire, Lancashire, Cumbriaand the North East for amonth, through
the start of the Festival season. Then straight into rehearsal for Ax'sinauguration
concert at Reading —inauguration, accession, or whatever it was. The suits had
capitulated to histerms, and now wanted thisto happen as soon as possible. The
whole thing was a nightmare to organise. But by thistime Alliefdt she was addicted to nightmare
conditions.

'Isthat the big date? asked Sage.

'So far,” She wished people wouldn't look over her shoulder; something she
hated. 'It works for the suits, haven't had a chance to ask Ax yet—'

'Y ou're gonna have to changeit. That's the middle of Ramadan.'

'IsAx redlly going to observe Ramadan? asked Chip, coming over.

'Of course,' called Fiorinda. 'No food or drink from sunrise to dark, plus he
plansto take no drugs a any time. No cigarettes. You're al going to meet that
nice Ax Preston's evil twin." Possibly no sex ether, but she didn't think the kids
needed to know that.

'Shit," muttered Allie. 'In July you'l al betouring. It1l have to be September.’

'Y ou don't haveto moveit far. Just past Eid il Fitri.'

‘But we have to have the full moon,’ protested Allie, unexpectedly

sentimental—

'Got to have that fat old moon coming up behind Red Stage.” agreed Verlaine.
'Doesit? Oh yeah, suppose it must—'

Now they were all breathing down her neck, dl getting into the game. 'Y ou
couldn't have done it on the August full moon anyway, sad Anne-Marie. 'That's
Hungry Ghodts, I'm sureit'sinauspicious—'

'Y ou better not clash with the Last Night of the Proms," said Chip worriedly.
‘Can't go to October, that's too near Samhain, very much the wrong message.’
'Ooh, mid-September, isn't Y om Kippur around there? What's the feng-shui on that?
"That's not helpful, Sage. And Y om Kippur isnot at the full moon, thank you
very much.'

What to do about Benny Prem? At the end of a\Whitehal meeting Ax attached
himsdlf to the Parliamentary Secretary and strolled with him to his private office.
It wasin the building that had been the original home of the Countercultura
Think Tank. The meeting had brought up news from France about Alain Jupeite
and his cadre: it seemed asif Alain wastrying hisversion of the Ax effect, pop
cultureiconsfor law and order. In some very French, anti-authority way. So,
what d'you think Benny? Can Mr Miniskirt swing it?

'Y ou mean the Marquis de Corlay?

Ax grinned. 'Alain has aterrible taste in stage names'!”

'| can't get over theway you al know each other, said Benny wistfully. "All

you rockstars.'

His office was anice big room, furnished with taste. He™d looked after himsdif,
the treacherous dimeball. Ax sat down by the desk. Benny hovered, clearly very
uncomfortable, but seeing no way to escape. 'We don't. It's the way you and Paul
Javert picked out your Think Tank. English rock musicianswho'd cometo a
seminar likethat would belikely to haveruninto Alain.'

‘The natural |eaders of the Movement.’



AX laughed. The natural leaders of the CCM were gunned down on Massacre Night. Except for the
ones dill lurking in the woodwork, resenting me deeply.

The Movement isapalitica thing. What we areis something different. Listen.’
Thusinvited, Benny —not daring to put himsdlf behind his own desk— sat on
another chair.

'We're not their political leaders, were more like their gods. That's what
rockstars are to their public, Counterculturd or otherwise: objects of
supertitious devotion. And most of them are clueless, docile cashcows, getting
well fed and making the priestsrich, same asmost of al the gods you ever heard
of. Except for the oneswho are also crimindly insane. It'sfair enough. People
choose to worship lumps of wood, they?e only asfooled as they want to be. But
I'm not like that, Benny. Sageisn't like that. Or Fiorinda, or any of the Few.’
Hetook out a cigarette and offered the packet. Benny shook his head.

'So that'swhat you're up againgt,’ said Ax, eadily. ‘A handful of minor deities,
turned out to bered, and effective, and walking among the mortals. It'sa

Srange Situation. Be careful how you messwith it.

He held the guy's gaze for agood long moment of cam, smiling silence.

'| see,’ said Benny.

Ax had been more worried than he'd liked to admit by that approach to Sage.
But he was convinced it was better to leave Prem in place, until he knew what

lay behind it. He felt sure he could romance this guy, poor Benny with his
irrational longing to be one of the gang. Sucker him with a charisma punch, get
him to talk: quite possibly turn him, temporarily at least. Celebrity culture's got to be good for something.
Benny's secretary put his head round the office door. He had some urgent
information from the Internet Commission link, arrived by courier from GCHQ.
Benny took the disk, put it into his new Ivar/Lara checker-box, fed it into his
machine only when it had come up clean, decrypted it and Stared at the text. Ax
waited, wondering what now.

'AX," said Benny, chummily, looking abit thrilled (it must be bad). Y ou said
losing the internet was something you expected. What would be new bad news?
Ax shrugged. 'The Black Death?

'Mmm. I'm to passthis on to you. And the PM will want ameeting, urgently.’
Digplaced persons, on the move through Continental Europe, had been a
congtant of the last few decades. They were cdled refugees, asylum seekers,
economic migrants, and sometimes wel comed, sometimes turned back. Crisis
conditions, and the phenomenon of the home-grown drop-out hordes, ought to
have made the problem worse. In fact there?d been alull since Dissolution: if

only becauseit was more difficult for anyone to reach this offshore idand. There™d
been rumours this happy situation was about to end, that there was anew influx,
mixed origin, coming up the Rhone corridor, and down the Rhine from the east:
collecting numbers from failed internment camps on the way. The newsfrom the
satdllite link was that amass of refugees were preparing to cross the North Sea.
Chalenged by virus-free landline, German and Netherlands nationa authorities confirmed the report, and
sad they couldn help it, they would haveto let the

people go. Scandinaviawas stuffed, Ireland had its own problems. The European
Parliament was planning to hold an Assizes On Displaced Persons, real soon
now. (Thanksalot). There was no escape. The nations of mainland Britain were
going to haveto ded with this.

Getting down to numbers, the numbers were big. An Armadaof over a

hundred vesselswasinvolved: idle passenger ferries, bulk freightersand car
trangports that had been lying empty in Rotterdam and Hamburg, stranded by



the collapse of world trade. If it couldn't be halted, the refugee popul ation of
mainland Britain (currently around 300,000) stood to be more than doubled, in a
sngle month. Approximately three quarters of these people would be at least
nominaly Mudim. If they were turned back, there would be hell to pay with the
Idamic community.

If they were dlowed to land, dedling with that would be adifferent hell.

The gentle people, the genuine radicas of the Counter Cultural Movement, came
out on the streets, ingsting that the Boat People must not be turned away. Ax
decided to join them, and the Few went with him. By thistime nobody in the
country would have expected anything dse. Sayyid Muhammad Zayid came out
too, aong with other church leaders. It was awkward, and touching, to be with
the sensible-shoes wing of the CCM: peaceful middle-class civil disobediencers,
do-gooders, aid-workers, persons of goodwill. To see them out in such strength. But therewas alot of
anger on the streets, directed at these do-gooders. there

were ugly scenes. Better hope the governments of the three nations, in urgent
consultation with their continenta partners, managed to secure acompromise.
Emergency preparations got underway, construction workers putting up

instant reception centres. The army had to move into the ports to protect them.
On the eve of the North East tour the Few met around those schoolroom tables.
There wasn't much to discuss. Cohorts from the Volunteer Initiative would
joining the government aid-workers: that was dl fixed. The barmy army was
ready to be mobilised, but everyone was wary of that option. Campground
councils, reluctant about offering space and opening themselvesto adeuge,
were offering to share their sterling expertise on lo-impact living

'l don't think so,' said Sage. 'Can't believe these DPs are going to be desperate
to know how to swing acrysta, chew their own comfrey leaves—'

'My grandfather's name was Markowitz,' remarked Allie, wearily. 'My

mother's from Hungary. | suppose even Sage's family must have come over with
the —the Beaker People, or something, and displaced someone else—'

"Just nature taking its course,’ agreed Dilip. 'My God, | amtired of dl this. Why
did that bastard Javert have to pick on me?

'Hedidn't,' said Fiorinda.

'Huh?

'Paul Javert didn't pick anyone, except Pigsty.' She looked around, surprised at their surprise. Y ou know
he didn't. Paul knew sod-al about rock music.We used

to joke about it, remember: how he should have gone for ateam of soap-opera
sars, footballers, conceptud artists, that he could talk to on hisown level and
they wouldn't dways be giving him an argument.’ (Her grasp of the demoatic,
thought Sage, has come on wonderful). ,, Paul bought himsdlf abig fat gun. It was
Alliewho recruited us''

Everyonesared at Allie.

'Oh yeah.' said Sage. 'Shit, you areright. | never thought of it.'

'| supposeit'strue,’ said Allie, biting her lip, eyes down. 'I'm sorry everyone.'
'Hey, don't gpologise! Never had such aglorioustimein my lifel' Sage cackled
horribly, skull doing an oafish leer. 'I'm so immensdly flattered! | had no idea!"
Allie, olive cheeks aflame, was nat finding thisfunny.

‘Lay off, Sage,' snapped Fiorinda. 'I?m anidiot, but you can be a bastard. Leave
her done'’

'Whatever hisweight in pounds shillings and ounces,” murmured Chip the
irrepressible, 'He aways seems bigger because of his bounces—'

'Forgive me, Allie,' said Sage, dead sober. "Warped sense of humour.'



'I'm sorry too,' said Forinda. 'l wasn't thinking.'

"S dl right,' said Allie. She wiped her eyes. 'l don't know why I'm crying.'

They weredl on edge, al burned out.

Forinda had taken down the vampire guitarist, and put up a page she'd

pulled from a history textbook in the network library. It showed what had been going on, invisibleto the
people on the ground, in the fifth century CE, the last

time a European civilisation was faling apart. The broad arrows of displaced
popul ation, sweeping across Europe, bringing on the end of aworld. Thanks,
Forinda. Most helpful. Ax stared at this cold-equations diagram, from acrossthe
room. What did that? Climate change. Y eah, dways that one. Anaerobic bacteria,
dinosaurs, the Roman Empire, us. Dead ironic that this global-warming summer
continued to be dismal as November.

They had no solution, they were back to the origina hapless plan, staving off
anarchy with free rock concerts. At least they'd be on the spot. Apparently these
Boat People were convinced theyd be turned away from the south of England.
They were refusing to communicate by radio, but helicopter observers, tracking
the ships as closdly as the bad weather alowed, reported they were heading for
the Humber, Teesside and the Tyne. As close asthey could get to the Y orkshire
heartland of the Idamic separatists, who had been at war with the rest of the
country until Ax made peace sx months ago.

Great. Just gredt.

'Okay," he said, Tomorrow were going to have Oltech phonesfor everyone,

our own virus-free network. They have ATP batteries, new development, so
trestment virginswill be okay; the base stationswill be driving around with us.
Voice and text only: but well be able to stay in touch. Keep your phone with you
awaysand keep it switched on. Thismeansyou, Fiorinda'

The telecoms-alergic teen, sitting between her bodyguards as usua, ducked her head and muttered
something. Sage poked her in theribs. 'What was that?

Didn't hear you, brat.’

'l said all right. Okay?

Ax sghed. 'It's probably going to be fine. Immigration happens, it's naturd,

we need it. The numbersl| turn out to be wildly exaggerated and the panicisfor
nothing. Let's hope s0.'

'‘And pray,' said Dilip.

That too.

On the 23rd of Junethe circusrolled north. Thefirgt gig, in Sheffidd, had its
share of disasters. Aoxomoxoa and the Heads found themselves facing the
packed stadium with no power at al on stage. They coped handsomely, Sage
seeming glad of the chance to wipe hisawful crime at the Internet Wake off the
record. Incidents like this were bound to be commonplac, in current conditions,
but they would soon be regarded as minor indeed. Already, on that first night,
they noticed the extraordinary mix in the audience: people of dl ages, dl classes,
all dress-codes, dl shades of Green and otherwise palitics. This could have
seemed like acompliment, but it did not. Seemed like adeeply, deeply mistaken
confidence. Sheffield, Doncaster, Leeds, Bradford, Y ork, Hull—

On the 28th thefirgt ships arrived on Humberside: inadequately crewed,
overcrowded, poorly provisioned, battered by heavy seas. Turning them away
would have been a humanitarian disaster. The government chose this moment to announce that
negotiations had broken down, and the whole Armadawould

have to be accommodated, at least temporarily. Rumour carried this newsto the
wide areas where thered been no internet, no tv or radio, no newsprint for



weeks (not to mention no mains power); and made it sound much worse. A lot of
people were sincerdly convinced that the refugees were carrying plague, anny
contact with them deadly. The east coast of England erupted in panic.

The circus had split into two at Y ork, one line-up staying east of the Pennines,
the other heading west —to be reunited at Gateshead Festivd, fourth weekend in
July. When things got rough, the eastern tour split again. Ax and the Chosen
stayed on Humberside (at the local authorities request) for aweek of extragigs.
Forindaand DARK, with the Snake Eyes big band, headed north. Fiorinda's
plan for anegotiated peace with Charm Dudley, DARK's frontwoman, had been
interupted by Ivan/Lara: but Charm had agreed on areunion, for the duration of
this emergency. On the seventh of July DARK rolled into Newcastle on Tyne
with a police escort, through shouting crowds. They'd left Snake Eyesin
Middlesborough, owing to the same sort of Stuation asin Hull/Immingham.
Fiorindawas playing Pictionary in the back of the tourbus, with Tom and

Cafren and Gauri, and Fil Sattery the drummer. She sat up, listening grimly to
the sound of her own name. Fiorinda, Fiorinda. Fiorinda. Charm, drinking and
yarning with acouple of music presstypeswho had hitched aride, glanced over,
narrow-eyed. Idiot woman, thought Fiorinda. That'snot for me. It'sjust an angry,
frightened noise. The whole areaaround the Arenawas svarming. There were big screens up
in the Life museum concourse, and under the Redheugh Bridge, for the crowds
who hadn't been able to get insgde. The Boat People had reached the Tyne
yesterday. There'd been clashes between soldiers and protestors at the docks,
looting and arson dl though Tyne and Wear. . . The Situation was not good at al,
and this concert had become a focus, nobody knew quite why: maybe some kind
of refuge, maybe athegtre of violence. Theillustrious non-Few guest band
supposed to be headlining had pulled out on safety grounds. The police didn't
want anyone to go on. They wanted to send all these people home.

But that was obvioudy nonsense.

Charm, aggressvely non-star in an eclipsed-sun teeshirt and baggy jeans,
mud-brown dreads tied back with string, stood propping up the dressing room
wall, while Fiorinda was buttoned into the silver and white cowgirl dress (which
had recovered from its experience on the night of the Mayday concert), and had
her hair brushed out. It wasthefirst time Fio'd had a persona minder on tour,
but her dear bodyguards, backed by Allie Marlowe, had insisted. She suspected
the woman had been briefed to prevent her from thumping Charm.

"Y our boyfriend'sgoing to get usal killed.

'Hedidn't know it would be like this. Anyway, | don't know what you're
complaining about. We're headlining now, and well be on thetdly. Such telly as
thereis. Sounds good to me."

One of their own security guys put his head round and said, 'We're ready to take you down.' The opened
door let in ablurred, thunderous rush of noise:

massed bodies charging the police horses, arattle of gunfire. At least it sounded
asif it was back towards the station. Cafren's breath hissed through her teeth.
Tom mopped his brow. Sweat dripped from under the rim of the Potemkin cap.
‘Jesus, Lenin and Trotsky, he muttered. 'Isthis England?

Maybe they were being naive: but surely even the Deconstruction Tour hed

been nothing like this, nothing like so bad and poisoned and dangerous—
‘ThisisEngland,’ said Fiorinda. "Thisishow it feds. Hey, Tom. Freedom to
flail’? They dapped hands, the six of them, united in scared, sweeaty defiance.
Freedomtoflal.

'Aw reet hinnies;' said Charm, grinning hard. 'Aw rest, princess. Let'sgo.'



Forindawalked on stage, and picked up her Strat from the piano stool. She
couldn't see much, but the atmosphere was thick with tenson. They'd made the
crowd wait. Now she was making them wait again, and she could fed the band
getting uneasy. AX not here, Sage not here. Rob and the Powerbabes not here.
Widl, mord authority isn't something you can argue about. If they decide you've
got it, you've got it. She walked to the front, taking amic from a stand, the guitar
clutched by the neck. (She looked, on the big screens, like alittle girl dangling
her favourite doll by the hair). Thank god, at least no technical meltdowns
tonight. The yelling had stopped. There was dmost silence, out in that seething,
spinning void'Hey,' shouted Fiorinda. 'l wasn't born here. | can't hardly speak your
language, Geordies. Butit'sasmal world. | think I'm at lesst partly human. So
do| stay or do | go, and DO YOU GET THE MESSAGE?

Without waiting for them to answer, (don't tempt fate) she swung around,
donning the guitar, grinned at Charm, and they plunged together into the
opening chords of ,, Wholesae?.

And DARK delivered it—

Newcastle Arena (and thereabouts), 7th July: NME reports from the Edge of DARKness
She made us wait, but we don't care. She came up front and gave us a sound telling-off,
and we loved it. She leapsinto action, and the crowd explodes in sheer relief becauseit's
bad and nasty and violent out there, but we're going to be ALL RIGHT NOW. We'rein
the engine room right next to the fire and we are fine, we are ecstatic, we are wonderful,
and she's hauling this whole fucking Titanic of anational emergency around by sheer
blackhole radiating female energy. Damn the torpedoes, damn the giant berg of human
flesh that just rammed our island. DARK are brilliant and inspired, &l power to DARK,
but Fiorindais magic tonight, and I'm going to fucking belt the next person that triesto
tell meitsthe Ax effect. Thisgirl isthe music... She shrieks, she wails, she whispers. She
leaps she whirls, she loses the plot and we don't care, we know shelll find it again. She
even, for abrief aberration, lets us know how gorgeous *that voice* can be. Fiorindafor
God! howls the mosh pit, Fiorindafor God! we all join them. Shelaughs like a hyena

and goes flying into the crowd, caught in a hundred arms, the airborne-cams following
her, she's dancing with us, if you've got tv that works you can see her doing it in your living room: down in our dirt,
absolutely without fear, that hair on fire, flashing piston

arms and legs, nothing can harm us now. | swear to God we'd die for her, al fifty
thousand of us here tonight. We'd die for her.

Joe Muldur. On the road with DARK

Ax had been caled back south. A huge old RoRo ferry had struggled into
Southampton Water with cholera aboard, in pretty bad conditions. He had to
walk around looking reassuring about that Stuation; and see how many could be
taken in at the campgrounds, because the government settlement provision
down here was serioudy overbooked.

It was the eighteenth of July, and he hadn't managed to speak with Forinda
snce Newcastle. Things kept happening too fast. The Rock the Boat Tour
(formerly, The Peace Tour) had fragmented, so many cals on them, travel so
difficult, weether abomniable. They were managing to put on some kind of gig
wherever agig was demanded, or had been promised: best they could do. He
could only catch the reports from afar, awed and terrified by the stunts she was
pulling. Sage, meanwhile, was zooming around on amotorbike being amorae
boogter for the barmy army and the redl military: which meant zooming,
unarmed, into deadly dangerous fucked up confrontations. So those two were
both giving him deegpless nights, aswell astherest.

The next day he wasin London, where the camp in the Park, (dismantled after
Pigsty died), was being put back together. The Armada's numbers were up to the worst estimates, it was
acase of packing them in anyhow. He found himsdlf

ydling furioudy at Dilip, who had been ordered home from the Western tour
with nervous exhaustion, but had now decided he wasfit enough to dig latrines



and run a concert party

'l lived in the Park dl Dissolution summer,’ the mixmaster protested, angrily.

'Y eah. Mogt of thetime SO FAR OUT OF Y OUR TREE you knew not where
you were. When you're half sober | expect you to have more sense. Give me
credit, | know you won't endanger anyone. | don't want you getting Sick—'

'I've been seropositive for fifteen years, Ax. It'smy problem. | have never

made it anyone else's problem. Just BACK OFF-*

Rain drummed on the canvas, barmies tramped to and fro humping stuff and
banging up partitions, pointless argument was the last thing Ax needed.

'Fuck's sake, give me abreak. I2m not insulting you, I'm begging you. Please.
Bemy Fiorinda substitute. | can't protect her. Let me keep someone | love safe!’
He collapsed, head in hishands, on arall of heavy duty bubble wrap.

Dilip sighed, sat down next to him, and put an arm round his shoulders.

'AX, you are a sneaky bastard. Okay, okay, you win. As always.'

The suits had wanted Ax's advice on whether they should keep quiet about

the cholera. He thought it hardly mattered. Too late now. They should have kept
quiet weeks ago, and let the country discover the size of the problem ship by
ship. Peoplewill stand amazing pressureif you increaseit gradudly.

The whole fucking situation dmost made him wish he wasawar lord again. But in aweek, ten days a
mog, dl the ships should bein. They?d have made

it to the other side without utter disaster, and they could start to shake down.
There was aflexible screen taped up on the canvaswall of the marquee,
showing crisis coverage. (Everyone who had access to working tv watched the
coverage, obsessvely). Dilip and Ax sat staring, blank with exhaudtion, at
Aoxomoxoain astudio somewhere, in biker lesthers and a black iridescent shirt,
looking like some greeat oil-mired seabird. A Settlement Centre on fire, bodies
being carried. Fiorinda on the stage at Newcastle, doing ,, Sparrow Child?, the
new snglefrom Friction that Worm (formerly, lambtonworm.com) had released
thisweek. Haunting melody, insstent catch, Forindas truly beautiful voice, as
different as possible from anything else on the dbum: something for the slent
mgority. Inamoment shell legp into thrash again, shell diveinto thet terrifying
pit, giving hersdlf to the crowd with utter, don't careif | live or die abandon.
Something for the desperate.

Thekid isbeing amazing. She's performing miracles.

Seeping in doorways, | have been a sparrow child

| was hiding in your city, because your world out there's so wild—

Ax hated that song. He couldn't hear it without seeing athirteen year old kid
adrift on the streets of London, adead baby in her arms.But no question it
worked on the punters. We could il win.

If we can just get through this part— Fiorindagot midaid after agig DARK did in Scarborough. It was
an accident

waliting to happen, so much confusion, someone was bound to get |eft behind
some time. When she extricated herself from the crowd, hours after the show, the
circus had left without her, and her Oltech phone was on the bus. She teamed up
with a German band caled Konigen, from Munich. Theyd signed for the tour
expecting something very different from this experience. They'd had theidea

that Ax's England was peace and |ove man, hippies with beads, but ‘thisisjust like
home,' they said happily. 'Thisis so familiar!’ They'd come over with Medecins
Sans Frontieres, part of the Boat Peopl€'s camp-following: aid workers, rock
bands, disaster-tourists, mediafolk, some sharing the conditions on the ships,
some using virus-free light aircraft. She drove north with them, drinking hard,



singing ,, Bohemian Rhapsody? and swapping CCM crisis storieswhile the sun
came up in bruised glory over the sea. They stopped in Whitby, where the
vampires come from, and couldn't get anything to eat; went on drinking instead.
Fiorindawas speaking German quite well by the time they reached Redcar,

where the gallant Bavarians had business at a reception camp.

They were acquiring hashish, (excellent hashish asit turned out). Fiorinda

walked about in her rainjacket, between rows of instant prefabs huddied ina

dark grey fidd, looking &t thelittle familiesin their strange clothes, lot of hard
faced women. Blowing in here like thistledown—

Shed been on aPR vidt to one of these places. She hadn't paid attention, the
celeb vistor role wastoo horrible. Now she was thinking silent mgjority thoughts, neither paranoid nor
compassionate, just supid: why on earth do you

want to come and live here? You must be out of your minds. But they had comefrom
places where things were much, much worse,

Who's going to drive themm home? No one. Thisishome.

Before long one of the aid workers came up and said, er, are you Fiorinda?

She admitted she was, because it seemed daft to lie about it, and got them to

try and contact the tour. They couldn't get through, and she couldn't remember
where DARK was supposed to end up tonight. The Bavarians were no use,

they'd abandoned mobile telecoms as athing of the past. She decided sheld better
get to Gateshead. Konigen were happy to drive her, but it took time: what with
getting lost, and trying to find a callbox that worked, running out of alco fud (for
the van, not for themsdlves); and the roads being potholed by Deconstruction
Tour damage, and a couple of detours around trouble.

They reached the circuss camp in Beggar's Wood about seven in the evening.
Konigen took off to vigt the Angd of the North. Fiorindafound DARK,

reclaimed her phone, had astand up fight (verba) with Charm about whose

fault that had been, and sat outdoors of the catering tent, dazed and miserable,
wondering why Ax didn't call her. The Festival hadn't kicked off yet, but there
were familiar faces and vans around: techies, road crews, Anans's Jamaica
Kitchen. Sheld told everyoneto leave her the fuck alone, so everyone was doing
that, or else everyone was too busy anyway—

She was trying to summon up the energy to go and get a shower and change, when amotorbike roared
up. Sage jumped off, grabbed her, shook her down for

the phone, switched it on, and started yelling at her furioudy. Forinda hadn't
realised the phone was switched off, but she was too shattered to respond any
way except by yelling back. She did know how fucking serious things were, she
was not crazy, she knew what she was doing—

"You DO NOT! | only found out you were here because Rob called me, why

the fuck couldn't you call people yoursalf?Y ou've been out of touch for eighteen
hours. Y ou take off without telling anyone, you won't listen to anyone. Supposing
you run into afirefight, on one of these impromptu walkabouts? Supposing next
time you do one of those fucking stage dives, some overwrought bastard decides
he's going to do Fiorinda, how cool, gets you down and rapes you? Suppose he
starts a fashion-? How are you going to stop them, who's going to be able to reach
you to haul you out—'

'Doesn't sound like abad ideal" shrieked Fiorinda. 'I'm just avaluable piece of
mest, fair game unless1'm locked away. Obvioudy you're thinking the same as
this overwrought bastard, and if that's what you think, what do | care who else—*
At this point Rob Nelson managed to get between them, literdly holding them
gpart, one hand reaching up and planted on Sage's chest, the other hauling on



Fiorindas shoulder

'Hey, hey, hey! Stop this! Sage, you are being unbelievably tactlesst And you-'
Theright wordsfailed him. "Y ou need to eat something. Come on indoors:’
When Sage followed them into the tent, few minutes later, Rob had a plate of chicken, riceand peasin
front of her. Hisarm was around her, (al bones,

shaking with fatigue, it felt like an exhausted little bird he was holding); while
Rupert the White Van Man tried to get her to et.

Sage sat at the table, big and awkward, skull looking very contrite indeed.

'I'm sorry, Fee. That was horrible. I've just been so scared.’

'You and Ax,' shesaid, baefully, ‘werein Y orkshire for three months. | wasas
scared as you've been today, every fucking moment. It'snot nice, isit?

‘No, it'snot nice.’

Hisbarmy army pager started to bleep. He took it out, read the message.

'Shit. Haveto go.'

It seemed asif Fiorindawas angry enough to let him zoom off unforgiven. But
no, she got up with him, biting her lip, saucer-shadowed eyes brimming with
tears, and hugged him fiercely. They stood, locked tight, Sage stooping so the
skull'sgrin was buried in her red curls, while their friends compassionately
looked elsewhere.

Sage left. Rupert took Fiorinda's spoon, and divided the rice and peasinto two
portions. 'Now you eat your food, girl. You eat up that part.'

'l can leavetherest?

'Well see!

Felice came up with aglass of warm milk.

'Rupert,’ she said, contemptuoudy. "Y ou don' know thefirgt thing. She can't
edt rice, her somachisal closed up. Hereyou are, baby. Sip this, | put honey init. Then I'm gonna
sponge you down and put you to bed. No argument.’

Gateshead Festival kicked off the next day, daytrippers and weekenders
sreaming in to join the smdl, hardy contingent of Tyne and Wear staybehinds.
An atmosphere of beleagured triumph prevailed, and a certain northeastern
smugness. Southerner Festiva-goers were celebrating Rock the Boat in
contemptible comfort, nowhere near the action; and they didn't have the Few.
And it wasn't even raining. The Western tour arrived; Aoxomoxoaturned up
again. The only name missng was Ax himself, and he was due any time.

About sx in the evening Sage was cdlled to the main entrance, where he

found atdll, thirty something, upmarket Mrs Leisurewear waiting for him: firmly
outside of the gates. It was Kay, the younger of histwo older ssters.

'Hello Stephen. Don't panic, no one's dead. I'm here because | brought
someone-'

An deven year old boy stepped out from behind her: not very tdl, glossy

black hair combed from a centre parting into two short, silver-bound braids
behind his ears; intricate cdltic embroidery blue-inked around hisleft eye.

'l thought he ought to see you making history. | convinced Mary you'd have a
platoon of heaviesto keep off theterrorists: so you'll back me up on that, if she
asks. I'll collect him tomorrow evening. No piercings, no more tattoos, and you'd
better be around when | turn up, and both of you reasonably sober.'

'I don't take drugs!" said the child. 'I—'

"Y ou know | won't talk to that fucking mask. Y ou owe me. See you tomorrow.'
Kay waked off. Marlon came through the gate, offering hiswristie to be
tugged with aworldly air. They looked each other over.

Theskull grinned shegpishly.



Marlon jumped into hisdad'sarms.

Gateshead Festival, Sdtwell Park, Still Rocking the Boat, stardate 23rd July

text, Joe Muldur; photography, Jeff Scully

The weird thing about the far north isit doesn't get dark. The other weird thing is that
apparently and somewhat eccentrically none of the most famous native rock musicians
at thisfestival is going up on stage, they're all too tired or some pathetic excuse, and can
think of nothing better to do than wander around aimlessly, rubbernecking the crowd
like a bunch of poncey journalists. Well, we're tired too, but that's not going to stop us
waylaying England's darlings, asking them stupid questions and namedropping about

it. We are not fucking quitters. Encountering Aoxomoxoa in the backstage carpark, we
took him severely to task over the lack of any Few input: but (levitating about three
metres into the air and gently settling, cross-legged, on the shining bonnet of our rival
organ's arctic safari jeep) he would do nothing but kvetch about the price of some item
of persona decor that a certain Marlon Williams has been trying to chisel out of his
unspeakably stingy and puritanical dad. Fully expecting to bekilled, skinned and eaten,
in no particular order, by big-biceped dikey DARK fans tanked up on newkie brown

and that bad old cannabis resin, we ventured into the arena, where we signally failed to score any of the legendary
solids, but ran into Ax, and very politely asked him when we

could expect the Chosen to perform. 'I'm not talking to you fuckers,' sez the great man.

'Y ou think I've forgotten the way you wankers always took the part of that shite
Aoxomoxoa and printed his bastard disgusting puerile letters well | have not and you
can go and fuck yourselves," We pointed out, taking editoria responsibility, that ‘we'
would have been happy to print Mr Preston's disgusting letters, were he not above such
things. 'Didn't you hear me," hereplied, 'l said fuck off and fuck yourselves. Oh, and
have you seen Sage anywhere. | need him to hold Fiorindadown, so | can brush her
hair. She hasn't let anyone touch it for aweek and it isadisgrace.' Holding the nation's
glamour puss down while her boyfriend makes her scream and bite sounded like a good
gig to us, but we're a bit scared of Fiorinda, so we directed him to the carpark and off he
wended, clutching hislittle black Denman* (*akind of hairbrush). About ten pm the sun
was till coyly refusing to go down on the horizon. Netherlander ladies Dalkon Shield
(or something?) offered matronising congratulations from the stage, in embarrassingly
good English, on us not having massacred too many Boat People, and got soundly
canned for their insolence. We gave up on the lineup and repaired to the dance tent,
where we discovered Fiorinda, lying around doing nothing in the company of some
strange Bavarians, and asked her does she think Ax will ever, *ever* forgive usfor
calling him Captain Sensible that time. 'l shouldn't think so." was her callous response.

'Y ou could try giving him awhole lot of money. That sometimes works.'

'Hi rockstar.'

'Hi, other rockstar. Wheres Marlon? 'Adeegp in the van. Wheres Fio?
'‘Adeep. . . They've got no staming, the youth of today.'

It was about three am. The arenawas till gently hopping, the cool northern
darkness laced with music and light, smoke and flame, colour and moving
bodies. They fell into step together. 'How was the Western Front?

‘Oooh, quiet. Dunno why you're asking me. | was hardly there, | spent the
whole time schmoozing with the generds. Y ou'll have to ask my shadow.'
'Where are you heading now?

‘Nowhere specid. You?

‘Somewhere where | don't have to talk fucking Desperanto no more!

"They al spesk English, Ax. Itisderigeur.’

'l know, but | am too proud to let 'em. | haveto give them my usalessrock
tour German, and worse Dutch, and have them be embarrassingly polite about it.
Let'sseeif the backstage bar's till open.’

The next day the weather cut up rough again. Two ancient car transportersfailed
to make the mouth of the Tyne, and spent the day wallowing out at sea.
Attemptsto hdlicopter-lift the most vulnerable passengers had to be abandoned.
The shipswere foundering. It was decided (they'd given up their radio silence)
that they would try to beach themselves at South Shields.

Ax got acdl from Tyne and Wear police. They believed that the British



Res stance Movement was planning some lagt-ditch violent protest against the Boat People. So Ax went
with the cops to ahouse in Gateshead, a brick terraced

house painted dl over with Union Jacks, arriving casudly and unnanounced for
achat with abunch of suspected terrorists. He didn't suppose thiswould achieve
anything, but it?s always good to do the police afavour. Theterroristiswere a
couple of defeated middle-aged blokes and three male teenagers, likewise. He sat
with them in an upstairs room, aboy's bedroom full of football posters, ingtant
food cartons, modd kits, smelling of socks and damp. They werethrilled, in their
but I'm as good as you, mind Northern way, to meet Ax Preston. But he could
hardly understand their accent, and getting them to talk would take afuck of a
lot more than one surprise celebrity vigt. He knew afterwards he'd seen
something in the room that bothered him, but he didn't know what.

Gateshead Fedtivd fought bravely to its conclusion, through the foul wegther.
The circustook off south, leaving Ax and the Chosen, Fiorindaand DARK
behind. They'd meet again on Humberside, where the big final Rock the Boat
event was due to be held in afew days time. The car transporters had managed
to beach, with the help of the coastguard and the navy. DARK were booked to go
down in the morning with governement aid workers, and greet the refugees for
the mediafolk.

Everyone was staying in the Copthorne in Newcastle, clogging up the bathtub
drainswith Gateshead mud and amonth's accumulated generd filth. The band
ate breakfast together in the restaurant at an early hour: Fiorindaback in DARK
mode, having left Ax warm, deepy and just-fucked in that big soft bed. It had been very odd over the
weekend, being with Ax and having DARK around &t the

sametime.

Tom Okopiethe bass<, inveterately rounded, was getting teased because he
had managed to put on weight over the last weeks. Anxiety, said Tom. Nah,
Tom, said the band. Admit it, you like fetid ancient butties and coagulated pizza.
Y ou are atour-food perv. Cafren Free, rhythm guitar, with the limp blonde hair
and milky skin, our English raose. Gauri the keyboards queen, Filomenathe
drummer. Tom and Cafren, Gauri and Fil, (thisraw, rebd band isludicroudy
domestic); Fiorindaand Charm . . . the odd couple. Cafren had confessed, over
the weekend, that she thought she was pregnant. Charm was determined that
Cafren smply had an upset somach, Fiorindasaid why don't you do atest?

'l don't want to,' said Cafren. 'l want to be pregnant but | don't want to know.'
Wéll, this makes perfect sense.

Their driversarrived. They crossed the estuary; reached the Boat People
welfare circus on the seafront a South Shields, and did some talking there for
camera. The sorm had blown itsdlf out. The sun was bright, the seaglittering
under aclear sky. Thewhite strand looked magically empty, only missng the
coconut palms, hohoho. But for a change it was genuindy warm. Cafren and
Forindagot in thefront of their vehicle, the coats and a hegp of medical supplies
in the back. Tom was in the next jegp with a couple of reporters, Charm and
Gauri and Fil coming dong behind. They bounced aong track laid over the sand
to the car transporters: lying there like dead whales, tethered by taut cable. The regular army driver,
ethnic Asan with aMidlands accent, wasn very

sympathetic towards Boat People. He said he didn't mind protecting them and

he didn't think they should have been turned away, but 'they're not immigrants,
Forinda. Immigrants are different. These muckers don't want to be here, they
have no ties here, no plans, they'rejust after—'

'Any port in astorm,’ said Cafren, peding windblown hair out of her mouth. It



was warm, but breezy for an open-topped jeep ride.

"Yeah, | hear you. They reckoned they got no choice. But—

The Chosen and their manager, the crews, mediafolk, ate alater breskfast in the
Copthorne restaurant, amajestic view of the Tyne through the big windows
(which, being a the back of the building, had escaped street-fighting damage).
AX, gtting with manager Kit Minnitt and the |lovely Dian Buckley, noticed that

he had a definite entourage going on. Should make Jordan happy he thought,
without rancour. The brothers were getting on much better since Ax had been
forced to depend on Jordan to get the Chosen through thistour, scratch up a
guitarist when Ax was cdled away; generdly run the band.

'What's your proudest achievement of the Rock the Boat tour?

Ax did not approve of mediafolk at meatimes, but it couldn't be helped

'I'm very proud | haven had my drummer vomit on me-'

"That's unjustified, Ax," shouted Milly, from the next table. 'l haven't thrown

up for weeks. It?s your fucking nephew's fault anyway, not mine—' What had they achieved? Disaster
had seemed hideoudy likely. Militarised

Idam on one sde: Recalcitrant British Resistance on the other, in evil dliance
with the Countercultures nihiligts. The whole north country awash with leftover
armaments from the Idamic campaign, and amass of have-nots, genuingly
threatened by the invasion, right on the spot. Had the country been about to
collgpseinto civil war, until the Situation was saved by rock and roll? Wel never
know, hethought. Like dl of this, we?l never know. Maybe we made a
difference, maybe we didn't.

It didn't hurt for the future of the project, however, that a heavy proportion of
the forty million seemed convinced that the so-called Rock and Roll Reich had
saved everyone's necks. Again.

But who was financing the British Resistance? Ax and Mohammad Zayid were
near to proving that certain Idamic Y orkshire businessmen were involved, men
who had access to those left over armaments, and no desire for amassive influx
of dedtitute co-religionists. What to do about that investigation? Pursueit? Drop
it? Sometimesthe truth is going to do no one any good.

He poured himsalf another cup of coffee, and glanced at the tv screen showing
DARK on the beach. Thinking about those defeated blokesin their back
bedroom, pawnsin the game. . . Suddenly he saw, theimage jumping at him like
ashapein anightmare, that room again, and the thing that had worried him. A
cracked plastic sports bag under the bed, glimpse of camo-cased hardware
insde, one of the blokes pokesthe bag out of sght with hisfoot, hopelesslittle tidying-up gesture. . .
Mouth dry, heart thumping, hetried to convince himsdlf

he was mistaken. Okay, they'reidiots and they didn't know the police were
coming but how could they be so insane asto have that gear in plain sght?

But he knew-

'Oh my God," he whispered. Dropped the cup, coffee everywhere. Grabbed his
phone from his pocket—

'AX!" cried Kit, 'What's the matter??

"They've mined the beach.’

Fuck's sake, Fiorinda, answer me-

The Western circus was at Easton Friars, the derelict country house near
Harrogate that had been barmy army HQ since the I amic campaign. They were
eating breakfast too, in a shabby salon overlooking the deer park. Rugrats al
over the place. The Western tour had been infested with them. Roxane was by
hirsdlf in acorner, talking copy downtheline: the insistent "you" in Sparrow



Child... "your city"; "your wind", "your walls", clearly stands for her father, Rufus
O'Niall as the man who owns the world, but also for the sick world, the world we’ ve | eft
behind. . . Boat People prefabs formed avistawith the fake gothic ruins, the
beach at South Shields on the tv; Fiorinda getting into ajeep, smiling, tired and
hollow eyed—

'What was your best bit? Chip asked Verlaine.

They knew how seriousthings were. But the sun was shining, and (okay, only on thelocd, high street
scale of the post-internet. Okay, purely dueto the Ax

effect), their dbum Correspondances was sdling brilliantly.

'Carlide,’ decided Verlaine. 'The climber-technos in the welding masks—'

'What about Sage and the Irish persons at Plait Fields?

In spite of Anne Marie and Smelly Hugh, the Western tour had been the one

for theinteligentsa Sage and the Heads (and Dilip before he crashed out) able
to let their hair down for once, talking about Baudelaire and Brecht. Petroling the
curfewed streets of Lancaster and Preston with Aoxomoxoain barmy army
officer mode, how cool. The thunderstorms for the two big outdoor gigsin
Manchester. Pearl, Anne-Marie€'s Six year old, dumping her baby brother Jet in
the pig pen on Heaton Park urban farm, to seeif pigsredly eat humans. Two
hundred addled puntersin abasement in Liverpool, getting the cortex-burn-out
concentrated verson of Bleeding Heart. Smelly Hugh and Anne-Marie debuting
their new at.folk band Rover at the other, massive, Liverpool gig—

Sage and George were playing with Sage's shadow, to annoy Pearl. Thered
Aoxomoxoa eating toadt, the hologram matching every gesture, mirror-image.

'l don'tlikeit,' said the evil child uncertainly; glowering. 'It's stupid.’

'Ohwell,' said Sage. 'If Pearl doesn't like him, well have to scrumple him up

and throw him away. George, Sistine— '

The shadow rose, did avery elegant twirl and dropped into his Adam pose,
reaching out a hand to the origin of his existence. Sage extended amasked finger,
the shadow doubled over, writhed like a punctured balloon, and withered into nothing
' DON'T LIKE THAT!" yelled Ruby the toddler.

Pearl gave Sage aglare of disgust, and ran off through the french windows.
'Sage,’ sad Anne-Marie, 'If you frighten my kidsinto nightmares again—'
'Hahaha'

'How much do lemons cost? wondered Silver Wing, the eight year old.

'l don't think you can buy them up here, sweetheart,’ said her mother. "Why?

'I'm going to make traditiona english lemonade and sl it to the refus.’

'Silver, you can't do that,” Chip was shocked. 'One gives thingsto refugees.”
'Why not? Theyve got money. They've sold tons of Afghani shit.’

Onthetv, three jeepsrolled across the sand—

BLAM!

Everyone jumped up—

Asif they could runto hdlp, asif they could pull out burning bodies.

Cafren was saying, lots of placesin the United States are worse, more violent,
more guns. and that's the heart of empire, that's where everything still works—
Forindawas saying, Caf, can you reach my jacket, | think | can hear my—
Then shewasflying through the air, in an envelope of violent sound. Shewas
tumbling, head over heds, sand driven into her eyes, in aringing, Snging
whiteness. Landing, winded, something warm and sticky falling, spattering her,

in her mouth, tasted like raw meat— She was lying at the foot of agrassy dune. The jegp shed beenin
wasonits

Sde, the one behind it wasin smoking pieces. Cafren and the driver were



sprawled, right out in the open. She jumped up and ran back to them, painful
gtitch in her sde. She had not grasped, in her spinning head, what was going on.
She thought they were under attack from the air. She grabbed Cafren and yelled
Can you get up! Caf's mouth working without asound, the driver trying to yell
something but no sound from him elther. Cafren was able to stand. The driver
hed abig dice out of hisleg which was bleeding like mad, but they could have
helped him between them if he would stop struggling. Findly, she got it. Oh, we
hit amine. Big mine, maybe there's more. Well, okay, wéell doit on physicd,
back theway | camein. | didn't blow up. Sop thinking, do it on physical , what Ax
and Sage sad, in circumstances that would often sound mad and scary unless
you werein the habit of performing on stlage—

So they got back to the grassy part. A roaring in her ears, she crouched inthe
brilliant sunshine with Cafren in her arms, staring a the wrecked jeeps, the third
one behind, stranded out there motionless, with the rest of DARK: but where's
Tom??? Cafren sobbing without a sound, people come running, what isthisfoul
sticky goop dl over me?

Oh shit, shethought. Thisis bad. We fucked up, we didn't makeit.

Then shewasin atraler hospitd, in acot bed in alittle room with metd walls.
Sheld had her bruises dressed, and the bits of Tom washed off. It hurt to breathe, sheé'd cracked some
ribs. She was wearing ahateful hospital gown, wishing she

could pass out but the sedative they'd given her wasn't working. Ax wasthere,
shewastelling him (it weighed on her terribly) about when sheld fucked Tom,
back at the beginning with DARK, because it was her policy not to make afuss,
she would do it with anyone that saw the ribbon and still wanted sex, and she
hadn't known Cafren would mind. Why would anyone mind, it was only
Forinda, stupid worthlesskid. But Cafren had minded, and it had been between
them ever since. Oh, why can't | go back and not have done that? And where's
Sage? Why isn't he here? She couldn't understand why Ax wasn't talking, not
that she cared, she wastoo dizzy to care, aslong as he would hold her.

The driver of the second jeep, and one of the reporters, had been thrown clear
and had survived, badly hurt.

Bitsof Tom in my mouth, oh dear, oh dear, can't get rid of that—

‘Sage!

'‘Ax! |s she okay?

'She's okay. She's hurt but she's okay. Tom Okopie's dead—

'Y eah, and that reporter. We saw.’

'Sage | have to go to fucking Cleethorpes, right now. Got to leave her. Can you
get up here, soon as humanly possible-’

'AX, what isit you're not telling me?

'Nothing serious.’ Then let me| tak to her.’

'She. . . she can't hear you, temporarily deafened by the blast. She's deeping.
Just be here when she wakes up. Don't leave her. She's not in agood state.'
Gone. Sage had walked away from the table where barmy army officerswere
urgently discussing what had happened. He stared out through mullioned
windows: relief sill mixed with terror. Hed been waiting for Richard Kent to
show up, ex British infantry mgor who was the barmies Chief of Staff. No way
he was waiting any longer. Someone knocked on the Victorian-Gothic door: a
timid sound, like one of the kids. Except that any of the kidsin this circuswould
have marched straight in, knocking on doors alost, archaic concept, Sanskrit to
thelot of them. Along with the words no, and bedtime, and dl tuff likethat.
Someone went to open it. Smelly Hugh stood there, diffident.



"Scuse mefer interupting. Has any of you guys seen Siver?

They established that the child had been missing for four hours. Forced to give
up the lemonade idea, she'd taken advantage of the upset this morning, half
inched alitre of vodka and a shot glass, and set out to sdll totsin the prefab
village. Which was supposed to be out of bounds, but some other tour kids,
who'd been playing with refugee kids on sanctioned, neutra territory, had seen
her over there. The vodka story they?d extracted from Pearl, Silver's usua
business partner. But Pearl had come back aone. When Fiorindawoke up she wasin adifferent bed.
Charm Dudley wasthere,

red-eyed, furious. But fury, in Charm, had to stand in for severa other emotions,
permanently missing from the repertoire. To get on with her a al you had to
accept that. She sat up, ribstwinging hard. 'Where's Ax?

Charm picked up a notepad from the bed table, and scrawled on it.

He's gone to Cleethorpes.

'Oh. .. Ohyeah, | remember, I'm dedf. . . Hey, me Beethoven.'

'Y ou fucking salf obsessed little primadonnal The fucking country is about to
explode, Ax has gone off to get himsalf killed by the mob and TOM ISDEAD!

Y ou're unbelievable! How can you think of yoursdlf at atime like this?

'Y oure wasting your breeth,’ said Fiorinda (getting most of thisfrom context,

as Charm was not remembering to write it down). 'I'm not kidding, Charm. |
really can't hear you, and | don't know how to lipread. Oh, | suppose!'ll haveto
learn. What about Caf? |'s she okay?

Not pregnant any more, Charm wrote. And her lover is dead. Otherwisefine.
'What about me getting out of here? Whereis here? Isthisahospital ?

Y ou're under guard. Sage was supposed to come back and babysit, but he got
held up.

Forinda stared ahead of her, thinking what to do. Every bresth she took was
painful. 'Where's Ingrid? | need clothes, acorset. Oh, and | needto talk to a
doctor. Not thislot. Get me someone who deals in extreme sports.’ There were two hundred and
fifty-odd Boat People housed in Easton Friars

deerpark, about two thousand more in emergency-requisitioned caravan parks
and tourist campsitesin the area. The Easton Friars spokesperson insisted no one
in the prefabs had seen Silver, or her vodka bottle. The refugees social workers
were understandably on the defensive: but if thiswasn't an infuriating prank
(which gtill might be) the worst conclusion was probably the right one. Easton
Friarswasasnk edtate, in Boat People terms, quietly arranged that way with the
ideathat the barmy army could handle any trouble. And obvioudy, now this had
happened, avery stupid place to bring lawless, fearless Countercultural infants.
There were some bad bastards from bad places, lurking among the dispossessed.
Theyd found her dress and cardigan stuffed in aholein awall in the mock
monastic ruins. No shoes (Silver rarely wore shoes); no underwear. Her Oltech
tag wasin her dress. Was that smart kidnappers, rapists, or Silver being wild and
free? The search of the grounds continued. Sage and others moved out to the
satellite camps.

Hed talked to Ax and to the people at the hospital, got some reassurance

about Fiorindaand left messages for her. Best he could do. In the grey dawn of
the day after Slver had disappeared he was completing acircuit around Easton
Friars, looking for a beaten-up white pand van, that possibly didn't have a
number plate. Pearl had eventually reveded she'd seen her Sster getting into a
van, and the socid workers had reluctantly agreed they knew avehicle like the
one she described; so it might be true, although kidswill say anything under pressure. Gate control was



not tight, refugees went in and out, some of them had

whedls, avan could be anywhere. What do we do if we cannot put acap on this
thing? Shall we try to makelight of it? Hey, one little rockstar hippie kid, we
have several more, no worries, see, were smiling—

Another caravan park, government Boat People Welfaretrallers at the

entrance. A run-down looking place, weird ideafor aholiday spot, nextto a
breaker'syard. I1kley moors off to the west, with Y ap Moss somewhere beyond.
Heleft the bike afew hundred metres up the road and headed back. No dogs
about, thank God. He spoke quietly to the night security, went to have alook
around adone. They weretrying very hard to be discreet. The van was on the
grass by one of the permanent trailers. It had an unreadable license plate,
hammered by gunfire. There was dso alarge dark BMW, ahire-firm sticker in
the back window. He touched hiswrigt. 'George. Think | have something.’
Walking softly, he went right to the trailer and looked in. Theinterior was
brightly lit. There were sx men around asmall table, drinking. Four of them

were better dressed than the average Boat Person, the two others younger, no
more than teenagers, maybe he'd seen them at Easton Friars, hard to be sure. The
little girl wastied to achair: shewas naked. There were three handguns lying on
the table, two well-used assaullt rifles propped against awall. If there was
another weapon, it was out of sight. As he watched, the six men took cards from
apack, each turning up his choice among muttering and uneasy laughter.

It looked asif they were drawing lots. He turned away. 'She's here. There are six of them, armed. Get to
me soon as

you can.’

The light was changing, asthe red limb of the sun rose over the Vae of York.
Should hewait? A few minutes could mean alot to Silver Wing. Many timesin
the past few weeks being big, weird and welcometo at least some of the crowd
had alowed him to get away with non-violence. But he did not think there were
any Aoxomoxoafansin that van. Better just go for it.

The door shattered like matchwood. The kidnappers jumped to their feet and

he piled in, making best use of the confined space. He had them too busy to go
for the guns, but he should have immobilised their transport: what Ax would have
done, but Ax had two good hands and a fucking unholy knowledge of how to
make amotor go or not go. Sage would just have to make sure no one here got
the dightest chance to grab the kid and escape. Thisthought, along with the
memory of Pigsty'svideo diaries, indtilling aruthless and brutal determination

not to fuck up. . . hewas surprised how quickly it was over. Three of them down
and out, the fourth nursing a broken arm, two of them out the door. The sound
of the van's engine: too bad. He cut the child free with his pocket knife, stripped
off hisjacket and his shirt, dressed her in the shirt. She hadn't made a sound.
'Wéll, Silver, did you get raped?

There were whedls and engines outside, doors damming, footsteps.

She shook her head violently.

'What the fuck have you been doing, Sage? George and Bill stood in the broken doorway, surveying the
wreckage, the

skull masksgrinning in disbdlief.

'Um. ..l wasinahurry.'

North Y orks police, who had been discreetly supporting the search, took over.
Sage had not killed any of the bad guys: the teenagers who had caught Silver and
sold her on were picked up without further mayhem. But too many people had
been involved. The story of the child's abduction was out, onthe air and in



newsprint, forming avicious symmetry with the explosion on South Shields
beach. Angry crowds gathered again. The find gig of the Rock the Boat Tour
suddenly looked like aready-made flashpoint.

They'd origindly planned to hold the grand finde in Bradford Civic Centre.
Before setting out they'd switched the venue to Humberside, the date to coincide
with the estimated arriva time of thefina ships; and |eft Alliesteam tofix it al
up. The venue was at Cleethorpes. aformer amusement park called Pleasure
Idand, wherea CCM campground had come into being in Dissolution Y ear.
The 'Fegtival’ had been alocad affair, the campground little more than afew
long-term tents planted among the rides; and the seaside-fun karaoke bar turned
into a Countercultura rock venue. All that had changed. The boating lakein the
middle of the site, drained as a hedlth hazard when the park fell into disrepair,
was now the centre of the arena. Big screens had been erected, marquees and
pavilions, and atowered stage. Some of the white knuckle rides had been fixed up and set running
(irresigtible, but NOT A GOOD IDEA). On the morning of the

concert, with the crowds dready pouring in, and an ugly mix of adrendin,
crimind intent and puntersin their thousands reedy to ignite, Fiorindaand
DARK werein the Olde England section, in conference with Doug Hutton, chief
of tour security, in an impromptu dressing room decorated with fragments of
defunct kiddie-rides. A giant teacup, the huge head of a plagtic caterpillar with a
very sniger grin; when Ax arived.

Forindaand Cafren had discharged themsalves from hospital, regrouped

with DARK and persuaded Fiorinda's guards to escort them to Humberside
overnight, in the good old tourbus. Everyone had been drinking hard, and they
were determined to go on.

'What the fuck are you doing here!’ yelled Ax.

'We have agig,' said Fiorinda. 'Likeit saysin the programme!’

Doug and hislieutenants, caught between two awesome fires, muttered

excuses and left—

'Forinda, I'm il in two mindswhether to cancedl. Thisplaceisafucking

death trap, | wish I'd seen it before. . . Don't you understand what's happened,
the past two days?

'Yes| do. That'swhy I'm here!'

'Shit. Areyou crazy? Listen, they meant to kill you. We don't know when

those mineswere planted, but we know when the bastards switched them on. They
were watching the tv, they saw you on the beach, and then they sent the sgnd-' Fiorinda shrugged.
'Ouch. Yes, | spotted that. It isn't relevant, Ax. What's

relevant isthat the punters need a shot of theatre, now, before anything else bad
happens and shifts the balance further. And were the onesto giveit to them,
because we got blown up—'

'In footbal terms,’ said Gauri, earnestly, ‘wor sde'sagoa down. We haveto
regain possession. We canna let the sad bastards take the advantage off us—'

'l want to play,' said Cafren Free, speaking low. 'l want to do this, for Tom.'
It'snot your decision, Ax,' said Charm, belligerently.

» Yourefucking out of your headd'

"Y ou could beright," agreed Fiorinda, grinning fiercely. 'So WHAT?
'Wevetaked to Doug,’ said Fil, attempting to sound rational. 'He reckons the
risk isrickable, | mean manangerable!’

'Y eah, he says that, because Fiorinda has the security crew hypnotised. The
gteisfull of dangerouslunatics, red bad guys, alot of them planning to bein the
mosh. . . Fuck, | don't believe this. How can you sing with broken ribs?



"They're not broken, only cracked. Anyway, |'ve got that sorted. Miracles of
modern medicine.’

Suddenly he was distracted, staring at her. 'Y ou can hear me.’

'Er, yeah!'

"Then why didn't you CALL me, TELL me about thisplan.’

It comes and goes. | think the acohol helps. Ax, trust me. | know what I'm
doing. Me, cynical manipulative crowd pleaser.’ She saw him weaken, and held out her arms. He hugged
her carefully, kissng

her hair, her bruised face. 'My lovely girl, you'll drive me crazy, okay, go ahead,
not that | could stop you.'

'One other thing,' said Fiorinda, smiling up at him sweetly, pissed asapickled
pack rat. ‘Charm can be Tom. She's an okay bassist. But we?l need alead guitar.’
'Doesn't haveto be any good,' said Cafren, reassuringly. "Anyone can be wor'
Charmain. Three chords and a horrible attitude: that's al you need.’

Forindaand Ax on stage together. It made sensg, if anything was going to

work. He couldn't believe DARK's frontwoman would stand for it.

'Isthat okay with you, Charm?

Charm glared a him. 'Don't fucking take it as a precedent.’

Forindaand Cafren went back to busto rest. When they came out again (having
spent their time drinking instead of resting) the Olde Englishe Theme Park street,
that had become the backstage of thisthing, wasamill of strangers, mainly

male, many of them openly carrying weapons. Fiorinda, walking among her
guards, saw Ax with acouple of barmy army officers, talking to somebig guysin
digital masks. Ax in that rather wonderful dark red suit with the nehru jacket,
amiling easily. He was unarmed, of course, but he had aguitar dung over his
shoulder, (his Hlying Vee, not the Les Paul), none too subtle reminder of a
different Sgn of mastery: the British Army assaullt rifle Ax Preston had used in
the Idamic Campaign. The guitar-man as warlord. Follow me. Keep the peace. Or take on me and my
amy.

Their eyesmet.

So thisiswhere were at. Thisisyour role, and thisismine.

‘Better get on, Fio,' said one of the security men, respectful but uneasy: not
happy about her being out in the open.

Inahotel suitein York, Allie present only as awandering voice, the Few had
discussed the stage effectsfor this gig, which they'd decided to call the Armada
Concert. Verlaine had been distressed about the lack of logic: Elizabethan
Armada bad thing, bad invasion of foreigners. Surely that was the opposite—?
'No, no, Ver,' Fiorinda had explained to him. 'Armada good because we won,
and romantic higtorical thing. This Armadatherefore also good. D?you get it?
'But we, er, whoever ‘we was, I'm aPapist mysdlf, we didn't win. They got
blown off course by astorm and ended up wrecked in Ireland and places'
"Thisisthe British-I'm-sorry-1-mean-English public,’ said Sege. 'Logic?Y ou are
kidding.

‘A lot of the punterswon't get off on Elizabeth the Firgt,' pointed out Anne
Marie, worriedly. They're not re-enactment nuts—'

'Doesn't matter. She?sbeen ontv. A lot of folks will get off: and fed included.’
‘Ther€ll be big screensin the Park,' said Alliesvoice. ‘At Leeds, and a
Reading. We're working on the rest, we should have reasonable coverage-'

And Fiorinda, the Crisis Sweetheart, will be dressed up asthe Virgin Queen. The red and gold dress,
long tight deevesand smdl wag, full skirts below the

knee. The square neck was cut high enough to hide most of the bruises; the



boned bodice would keep her back straight, and help her breathing. The
sporting-injuries doctor had injected somekind of jelly into her back, that would
float around her cracked bones and render them more or lessinnocuous. He'd
warned her it would have to be sucked out again, or the ribs wouldn't hedl, and
thiswould be painful: but fuck tomorrow. Forinda sat in front of the dressing
room mirror, drinking tequilaand thinking of her lovely moonstone, opdine
organza, Spattered with blood and human flesh. Definitely an ex-dress, that one.
'‘Ouch,’ she said, 'l know why you're here, Ingrid. There'sno way | could have
dressed mysdlf tonight. But is there anything you can do about my face?

Ingrid dipped a make-up bandeau around her hair. 'It's gonnato hurt a bit.'
'Hahaha. Never mind. | will try not to squedl.’

She waited for the band to get settled: Cafren wearing the Battleship Potemkin
sallor cap a ajaunty angle, Charm looking furioudly out of it, scaring the stage
crew. . . | guarantee were going to screw up, hope we don't wreck everything.
Such ahissing and whoaoshing in her ears, wish that would go away. What alot
of faces. So many people, here and in the Park, and at Leeds, at Reading, at
Wembley, wherever €l se anyone had tv. She'd reached the stage where she didn't
fed drunk, she could just barely remember that there was something called normal and thiswas different.
Borne up, shattered, spread like athin Fiorinda

film over al those screens. . . She walked on stage, took amic from astand and
went right to the front. The huge triumphant roar that had greeted DARK's
appearence died away. Cam littlegrin—

The Forinda Appreciation Society had convened with fervent attention in the
wings. Alliewasthere, and Roxane: dl the Chosen, most of the Few.

'She's smashed,” murmured Dilip anxioudy. Hed just arrived from London.
'Fraid s0,' agreed Ax. They dl are. Completely hammered. It's okay, they've
er, reached aplateau. | wouldn't careto try it mysdlf, but DARK have donethis
before, you know.'

'All too often," muttered one of the music presstypes, insgnuating pair, who'd
been adopted by DARK on the tour. True fanatics reckon they can tell the
difference. Most people cant.’

The onstage screens were showing Spanish galleons and the Virgin Queen,
blown up and intercut with the people-stuffed hulks of the present, and the
refugees coming ashore, from the grey thankless waters of that bad old North
Sea. No laser beams, no fabulousfx. If they'd been available, it wouldn't have
been the right message.

"History lesson," shouted Fiorinda. ‘Listen to this. 'Bout four hundred and

thirty years ago, another Armada set out to invade our country. They never
madeit. It was astormy summer, like this one: they got blown away. The
westher's not going to save us now. We have to save oursalves, and four hundred thousand desperate
neighbours of ours. But we can do it. We can face

the chdlenge, and this Armadawill not destroy us either-

She broke off, and stared at the crowd for along moment. The Fiorinda
Appreciation Society held its breath. Has she dried? What shal we do, why
doesn't she—

"Y ou know, that summer, people told the queen of England she should stay
indoors, hide behind bodyguards, for fear of the mob. People have been saying
the sameto me. | think you know why. I'm not the queen of England, I'm just a
singer with arock and roll band, but | fed the same way as shedid. Fuck that.
Hey, Let tyrants fear . | have dways so behaved mysdlf that under God | have
placed my chiefest strength in the goodwill of my faithful and loving people—'



'She's quoting. What's she quoting? demanded the other music presstype,
wide-eyed.

'Shelstaking ariff from Elizabeth the First's speech to the troops at Tilbury,’

said Roxane Smith, 'If | remember rightly.Y ou might want to note the date, Joe. It
was August thefifth, 1588. Of course, the speech was written for publication and
much later. What Elizbeth actualy said, how she looked, her mood, we?l never
know. Ax, was this planned? Did you know about this?

Ax shook his head. 'Not until just now.’

Smelly Hugh looked bemused. 'Uh, isit bad? s there a copyright issue?
Fiorinda, on stage, was ydling, (more or lessin the words attributed to that
other consummate performer, grest lady), that she would rather be dead than distrust the crowd, that she
was hereto live or die with them, to lay down her

honor and her blood, even in the dust—

'Don't worry about it, Hugh,' said Ax. 'She can get away with anything.'

'‘And | THINK FOUL SCORN that any prince of Europe should dare to
imagine we can't hack this thing because we can. Without violence, without
shame. Wel get throughiit.”

She had to wait, grinning, along time before they'd let her speak again.

'Hey, | forgot. There was something about being aweak and feeble woman.’
Renewed shouting, louder than ever: Fiorindal Fiorinda!

'Okay, okay, I'll get onwith it. So you know, were missing aguitarist. I've
asked someone to help us out. Be nice. He hasn't had much chanceto rehearse.’
"Scuse me,' said Ax, ‘think I'm on.’

After the Armada concert the barmy army was winding down, getting ready to
leave the remaining problems (the British Resistance and their mines, resdud
crowd control) to the conventional authorities. Sage went to say goodbyeto
Richard, and found him in the operations room with Corny, hislong-time
partner, presiding over abarmy staff officers? debriefing. His entrance caused a
gdir, something new and different from the usud, hey, look, it's Aoxomoxoa! It was
going to take him awhileto live down that stunt in the trailer park.

'We're off, Richard, okay? | mean, permission to quit, Sah.'

'Of course, said Richard, 'Oh, Sage, wait amoment, thereisjust onething.' Thevisonin biker lesthers
turned back, that fearsomely beautiful mask

frowning alittle.

'What?

'Wethink you look lovely in your fascigt uniform.’

DARK went to Teesside, the tour circus headed for London. Ax and Fiorinda
stayed behind, in the Pleasure Idand campground. Continentals, and Boat
People counterculturals from asfar away as Central Asiaand the Sub-Sahara,
had converged on the last concert Site, al wanting to talk to Ax. . . About dam
busting, coastal erosion, volcanoes going off in the Ring of Fire; what thisyear
without a summer would mean to CCM Crisis Europe. Fiorindadidn't take
much part in these conversations. Desperation control, she would do. Foreign
policy, no. On thefifth night after the concert, asthe last shipsweretrying to
dock at Immingham, another storm arrived. It was short but fierce. There wasn't
much lo-impact accommodation |eft standing. They spent the next day visiting
the afflicted and hel ping out at hippie soup-kitchens, ending up bivouaced in an
army-surplus ridge tent, two fields back from the shore. Ax was fast adeep.
Forindasat beside him, leaning against adippery, prickly straw bae, wrapped
in ablanket. Sheld had thejdly sucked out. Her ribs were aching madly, she
couldn't get comfortable lying down. Recumbent bodieslay around her, dimly lit



by ATP patches taped to the canvas walls. She could hear the sea, sullenly
roaring. She was thinking of the last Boat People, in their Friday-afternoon prefabs. The first batches of
ingtant housing had been wonderful, but things had
gone steedily downhill—
'Hey, brat.’
She must have closed her eyes. A tal shadow stood in front of her.
'Sage!’ Sheturned to Ax.
‘Nah, don't wake him. | don't suppose he's dept much over the past month.’
'How did you find us?1 didn't think anyone knew where we were.'
'Oltech.' He folded down beside her. 'Oooh, | shouldn't have said that, should
I? Trust me, Forinda. Y ou are not revealing your whereabouts to the Russkies, or
the NSA, or anyone else you might not want to know it. Only to your friends.’
It was the first time they'd been together snce they had their fight outside the
catering tent at Gateshead. They smiled at each other, hold the thought of that
embrace. Don't think about the implications, just be glad. It will dways be there.
'What have you been doing with yoursaf?
'Ha. My life among the bib people. Directing traffic, rescuing kittens. Nothing
compared to your stunts, you crazy mixed up kid. How was the hangover?
'Not too bad, considering. | heard about the kitten. How are your hands?
'Fine. hesaid crosdly.
'Give'
Reluctantly he unearthed the hands, which were burrowed deep in hisjacket
pockets. The masks gave nothing away, but she could fed the two lumpy redl
fingers on theright seized-up and locked. She rubbed them until she'd transfered alittle warmth. 'l diot.
How can you ride amotorbike with only one hand
working?
'Fuck off. God, | am tired.’
'Y ou can deep hereif you like. I'm afraid thisisit, for rockstar luxury.'
'Seems okay to me.'
Stretched full length, head pillowed on one arm, helooked up in the dim light,
the skull doing lop-sided grin, and somehow conjuring adeepy sparkle around its
eyesockets. 'Hey, Fiorinda. Are we through to the next level? What d'you think?
'‘Maybe we are through to the next level .’
'‘Good. G'night." Hishand dipped from hers, and he was gone. Ingtantly, like
switching off alight: nothing left but thiswarm, breathing rock. Amazing. How
does he do that?
Ah, Sage.
She drew up her knees and set her chin on her folded arms. Sage. We never
thought, did we, what might happen if the brat grew up? Or maybe you did
think. Maybe you redlised the risk you were taking, and gave me al that
unconditiond love anyway. She watched him for awhile, then settled back
againg her straw bae: wishing she still smoked, because it was one of those
occasions when she didn't mind being awake, but shed have loved thelittle
comfort-hit of acigarette. She decided that Sage's Anandas didn't count, frisked
him, found a pack, and had just sparked up when another shadow came looming
urgently towards her. 'I'm sorry Fiorinda, you can't smokein here.'
'Oh. Oh, shit, of course not. Sorry.'
"Y ou could come outside. We got afire. Got a brew on, too.'
She left the two of them deeping, and went ouit.
Thefiedd was very dark. There was no moon, and only afew faint stars
struggled through the overcagt. The nightwatchmen had afirein aring of heavy



chunks of driftwood, it smelled of iodine and gave out blue sdt flashes amid the
orange vells of flame. Shadowy figures clustered around it, men and women of
the Counterculture, drawn by the warmth. They made room for her. She smoked
her cigarette, haf-listening to the talk: thinking about how outrageoudy

smashed the band had been. How it had felt to be on stage without Tom. That
was why they'd had to be smashed, of course. Had to play, but they'd known
how bad it was going to be, up there without him. Knowing they would never
seehim again, not evento lay himin hisgrave.

She couldn't remember athing about her performance. When sheld seen

hersdlf on thetv afterwards, shed been mortified: but it had worked. Something
had worked. So here we are, she thought. Not a-looting and a-shooting —much.
Not collapsed into anarchy. Not beaten yet. And the night was swest, purely
sweet to be outdoors, in the dark cool air—

'D'you take sugar, Fiorinda?

'If there'sno milk, yeah, please. Two.'

She should have known better. The teawas good old Rosie Lee but the sugar was beet molasses. The
brew was undrinkable. Ah, well.

9: Rivermead

Five Years? |s That All We've Got?

They are both twenty eight years old. Ax Preston was brought up on a Council
edtate in Taunton, the son of an unemployed baker; his mother worked (and il
does, from choice, dthough she's no longer the financia support of the family) as
acare assgtant in ageriatric nursing home. Sage Pender's father is Joss Pender of
eks.photonics, his mother isthe noveist Beth Loern —but in Sage's childhood,
the future software baron and his partner were living out the lo-impact, self
aufficiency dreamin an oddly smilar council house in Padstow. Until three years
ago, Ax was fronting aWest Country guitar band called the Chosen Few. He had
aformidable persona reputation, but the band was not well known. Inthe
summer of Dissolution Y ear, this soft-gpoken instrumentaist was recruited by

the then Home Secretary, Paul Javert, to join a haf-baked conception called the
Counter Culturd Think Tank. After the 6th of December Massacre in Hyde Park,
AXx took control of that terrifying cascade of events now universaly known asthe
Decongtruction Tour. . . and therest, asthey say, ishistory.

Sage Pender of course was and is Aoxomoxoa, of Aoxomoxoa and the Heads.
Rumoured to be one of our few music eurobillionaires, the techno-wizard with
the bad-boy reputation, idolized by hisgloba fans, was also recruited by Paull
Javert. Whileit's hard to unearth even adightly grubby rumour about Ax
Preston's private life, Sage has missed few of the pitfalls of rock success: heroin
addict with arecord of public and domestic violence, an ugly legd battle over
custody of his son; more messy litigation with amgjor entertainment group. But that's all in the past. Now
he's Ax Preston's right-hand man, and behind the

deliberate weirdness of that digital mask, we find we have a genuine hero.
"They're both very brave men and very good officers,' says Richard Kent, the ex
regular CCM army commander, with whom they served in that little English
pocket-war in Y orkshire last year. "And that's what counts today: |eadership and
compassion. | don't know where the rock music comesin.’

Thevison and integrity, the will and sheer energy of these two young men

are, beyond doubt, at the heart of the phenomenon —part supergroup, part
Alternative Cabingt— we cdl "the Few". Y et the third member of the Triumvirate
is perhaps the most extraordinary. A rock and roll princess by birth (her father is



Rufus O'Nial of the Wild Geese, her mother was Suzy Sater, alegendary music
journdist), a thirteen she waslost on the streets of London, after family
problems around atragic early pregnancy. Fiorindas talent won out. She was
sixteen when she joined the Counter Cultural Think Tank asarising Sar. She's
the brains behind the VVolunteer Initiative, she became our national sweetheart
and our ingpiration; and after the astonishing courage of her Rock the Boat tour
performances (not al of them on stage), she's something like our uncrowned
queen.

Y ou haveto seek along way back in English history to find any pardld to the
events of the last three years. It's appropriate that the title Ax hasinssted upon
isolder Hill. The office of dictator wasingtituted around 501BC to meet acrissin
the state of Ancient Rome that was beyond the control of the two consuls. It was a short term
extracondtitutiond appointment, primarily military; and populist.

Modern usage finds the name tarnished and sinister. We al wish that held let us
cdl him something nice, something anodyne and comfortable like “ President”.
But these are not anodyne, nice or comfortable times. Ax isright to make usface
the reality of our Stuation. Weve come closer to the brink of anarchy than the
other nations of Britain. We'rein trouble, and we need to remember that. But we
have theright to congratul ate ourselves. We've held our ground, (history will

say, thanksin very great part to Ax and the Few); and the Boat People crisishas
earned usthe gratitude and the respect of our Mainland Britain partners. We
even have the makings of amini-Utopian revolution somewhere under the

debris, like spring flowers hidden under snow. Truly, the only bad thing about
that 'dictator' word, isthat Ax seemsto betelling us he regards his appointment
astemporary. Without any idea of perpetuating the crisis, and with every hope
for the long term future of this young country, we think he may be mistaken. . .
'Family problems around atragic early pregnancy,’ remarked Fiorinda, 'Very
tactful. Why do journos always obsess about how old people are? It is creepy.’

'l don't mind being ajunkie what beats up half-starved refugees,’ said
Aoxomoxoa. '‘But do | haveto be abillionaire?

'Long as my obscure little band gets a namecheck,' said Ax, 'l suppose | must

be grateful. | don't like " Alternative Cabinet”. Could we lose that?

'Cheesy headline. D'you think they know what the Bowie song is about?

'Doubt it."'l like the "spring flowers under the snow",' put in Rob, kindly. That's nice.’
'Shit,' said Allie Marlowe, scowling &t the Triumvirate acrossthat irregular

circle of tables. "Fucking artists. No one cares about this. It'saleader for a
newsstand broadsheet. Just say yes and forget about it, why can't you?

'Ah, okay.'

Y eah, yeah. Go ahead. Vetting deferentia-yet-patronising newspaper articles
wasaminor irritation. They'd come back from Rock The Boat fedling that they
needed to lie down and die. Ingtead it was Straight into preparationsfor Ax's
inauguration, including the big gig & Reading. Last thing anyonefdt like

thinking about, but it had to be done. The Counterculture must run this
celebration, the Few couldn't |et the suitstake over.

'But will the punters behave themsalves? Fiorindawanted to know. Theribs
were hedling, the bruises fading, but she was till exhausted. 'Dear manager, |
don't want to be the awkward bugger, but | have had it with fascig rdlies!
'Don't worry,' said the Minister for Gigs. These will be tame punters.’

The Zen Sdfers at Reading had never stopped, through the Pigsty crigis, the
collapse of the Internet, and the turmoil of the Boat People disaster. They were
gtill adding to the mysterious and bizarre repertoire of activitiesin the geodesic



tent. One morning in August, in asmdl |ab partitioned off from the main space,
Sage wasthe guineapig for anew game. Dilip and the Heads, with Chip and
Verlaine, were the audience. Sage lay on acot, taped to a cardiograph, € ectroencephal ograph, PET;
emergency resuscitation standing by. The body lay

there, lax and ill. Its double— ooking like afree-standing hologram, familiar
tech for adecade— stood in the middle of aclear patch of polymer floor. It was
dressed the same as the body on the cot, in white cotton drawstring trousers:
barefoot, and semi-transparent. The Sdfers, who treated al their experiments
with rdligiousintendty, were very keyed-up. Sage's friends kept quiet. Olwen
stood at adesk of control toggles and winking telltales. The shadow |looked
around, blue eyes very wide.

'Sage”?

I'm here'

The voice came from a speaker on the desk, but the shadow's lips had moved.
'What'sit fed like? said Chip.

Very, very, weird.'

'What can you do?

‘Just amoment. Lemme see.’ The shadow raised one arm, turned the wrist; let

it fal, tried the other. The movements were did ocated, awkward and dow.
'Hmm. Like drawing inamirror. . Wooo. God, thisisweird. Thisfeds so'
Hisvoice faded. The Zen Sdfer watching the body monitorslooked lessthan
happy. Twenty seconds,’ said Olwen, watching her own telltales. Timeto stop.’
'No, no, no. I'm getting useder to it by the moment. Gimme longer.’

What they werelooking at wasthe legendary yogi trick, bilocation,
technologically mediated: Sage asamirrored Site, copied in red time. It took, at present, some heavy
brain-chemistry medication to achieve coherence —without

which the body image projected in thisway would revert to the one hed in the
somatosensory cortex, an extremely grotesgue apparition. What Olwen and the
Zen-dfersfeared was|oss of this coherence, which would not be good for the
redl (the physica? the materia?) subject. Thiswasthe longest trip so far, and
incoherence a hairsbreadth away. Bill and George weren't clear on the dangers,
but they picked up mortal anxiety from the Zen team; and because they knew
Sage. They aso knew that Sage could twist Olwen Devi around hislittle finger.
S0 to speak.

'Lissen to what the doctor says, boss,' said George. 'Back in the box, right now.'
'No, no, it'sgood, really good. Not yet. I'm fine, I'm. Augh!'

'Sagel What isit?

The shadow had been experimenting, moving more smoothly, freeing

shoulders, twigting at the waist; like adancer warming up. Now it had itsarms
wrapped round itsdlf, asif terrified—

'Augh! | just redlised! | have no mask! Everybody will be ableto seewhat I'm
thinking!"

‘Quit clowning,' said Bill. 'We aways know what you're thinking, you poor

sap.

'Y eah, but I've never been quite this transparent before, hahaha:

One of the Zen Sdlfers murmured urgently. Sage's mouth and (weirdly, this
wasn't in the manual) his eyes, had started to swell. The perfect, naked, gymnast's shoulders were
ghrinking and twisting. 'Shit," muttered Olwen. 'Sage,

I'm stopping thisnow.’

The doppel ganger vanished. The Zen Sdlfers checked that their guineapig
seemed to have come to no harm, and proceeded to unhook him. Dilip, Chip and



Ver interrogated Olwen Devi, wanting to know what real-world gpplications she
saw for the mirroring, what did it mean in Zen Sdlf terms, how long before both
mirror and original could be functioning at once. . . and what would that fed
like? Their eyes were shining. The question each redly wanted to ask, middle
aged mixmaster as eager asthekids, was, when can | have a turn? The obvious
applications would be medical,’ said Olwen. 'If we could make the procedure
safe enough.’

Three skull-headed idiots went into ahuddle, off in ageodesic corner.

'l don't likeit," said George. 'Did you see his hands?

'Sage fucking did,’' said Bill. 'And didn't say aword. | don't like that.'

'We got to watch this. Something here smellslike a shit of an addictive drug.’
Silence, while they thought up psycho-L uddite contingency plans. George had
the answer. 'Okay, if it looks like trouble we play the smack card. Tell him
fucking with this stuff makes 'im behave unplessant.’

Tdl imit'smakin' him be unpleasant to Fiorinda!' Peter added triumphantly.
George and Bill looked at him, forbearance for the afflicted. He can't helpiit.
Peter, dthough he never redly deserved to be called Cack, is, in fact, an alien
lifeform. 'Nah,' said Bill. 'l couldn't do that to the boss. Not the way things stand.' They were absorbed,
likethis the Headsin their concern for Sage, Dilip and

Chip and Ver inther longing for that eternal one step beyond, when something
entered the lab, which was sill permesated by the energy field that had contained
the mirroring. It entered the space and entered them dl: an astonishing
sweetness, without limit, inclusive, penetrating, bathing al perception and every
memory, every facet of time and being. . . Dilip saw that Sage was Sitting up on
the cot, still unmasked, eyes deeply intent and lips alittle parted—

Thenit wasgone, it had passed.

'Wow!" breathed Chip. "What was that?'

The Zen Sdferskept their cool. They knew about these rare, tantalisng
vigtations. Sage and hisfriends stared at each other, grinning in open
amazement and delight. And these seven, Olwen Devi noticed, had passed the
firg test without even redlising that it wasthere.

"That wasthe Zen Sdf,’ she said, smiling faintly. 'So now you know.'

The wesather changed, the sun began to shine. Reading Festival site, more
crowded than ever with the extra campers from far away, dried out and started
to have a Summer of Love: non-stop partying, drug-fueled political discussions,
random acts of senseless beauty. The Heads were back in Travellers Meadow.
Anne-Marie Wing —who?d moved to Reading to be near Sage, her hero since he
rescued Silver Wing— set up house with her kidsin ahospitdity bender: had
failed to get aMeadow pitch, to the Heads? immense relief. Sage worked on his plans for the concert, a
one point managing to get al the Few together for aday

long rehearsd in the Blue Lagoon. Thisturned out to be agruelling experience,
and a convincing demondtration of why the Heads cdlled their drunken giant
toddler genius the boss. Suppose anyone had till been wondering.

'Again, again, grumbled Chip. 'Who does he think we are? Teletubbies?

'l andigllusoned, said Ver. 'Surdly davedriving isagaing the Ideology.'

Bill Trevor, with the tech crew, was not sympathetic. 'Hard fun is the 1deology,
dickless. Y ou thought our stage act was innate or somethin? We work like shit
for him so we can get out there and do it, chainsaws an' dl, whatever state we
arein,’ (And dedl with whatever fuckups the boss throws at us, he might have
added. But never let the truth get in the way of agood wind-up).

Back on thetiered seats, Allie was going over merchandising orderswith Ax.



Thered It's The Ecology, Stupid singlet, afavourite because Ax often woreit, was
causing problems. 'It'd help if you'd wear something else.?

'l don't want to. | will not do that kind of crap. Thin end of the wedge. Whyn't
you get them to do afaded one. Then you'd have two versons!'

"What we need isfor you to be seen around in one, or maybe a couple, of the
other shirts. Even adifferent colour would help.’

'Okay, pretend we discussed it, and then | said no. Let'smove on.'

Ramadan was not exactly making Ax impossible, not yet. Just tetchy.

They both looked up to watch Fiorinda, as she hooked her safety harness and
launched hersdf in aswalow dive from the scaffolding —caught by Sage and held, effortlesdy, am's
length above hishead. 'Shit," he said, spinning her

around. 'Hollow bones, she must have!'

'She shouldn't be doing that,' complained Allie. 'Her ribs!'

'Hey, George! Catch!'

Alliegaveaydp. 'Ax! Sop them!'

'Y ou bresk my girlfriend, maestro,’ called Ax, 'Y ou buy me anew one!'
‘Understood! Sah!’

‘Sageweredly don't get this. Isit Oltech—'

'Or isit secret, old-techno-geezers code? Where's the Transporter room?

'Isit going to be under the stage?

"We don't mind being dissolved into particles. We just want to betold.'

Chip and Verlaine were at the stage, aggrieved and determined. Sage set
Forindaon her feet and came to the front. "What the fuck are you talking about?
Pass me your notes.' The scribbled-over, sellotaped sheets of print out were
handed up. Sage looked at them, and the skull mask got mean, 'l don't see any
problem. Hey, if you two don't want to play, it's very smple. Y ou can piss off
and stop wasting my time. Nothing is compulsory.'

It'safter Under My Thumb,' Chip persisted bravely, ‘and Allie and Fiorinda
with the firehoses. Where we get beamed up. '

"What?

Chip and Verlaine backed off, looking scared. Sage walked away, studying

the ragged sheets, al intimidating bigness and dangeroudy tested self-control. People retreated out of his
path.

AR

He jumped down, held up amasked left hand. 'Pen? Anybody?; took the pen,
and added afew swift linesto the musical notation. 'There. Y ou see the quavers?
| wasn't sure how | wanted them joined up in beats here. Which we cal beamed
up. Now it'sdone, fuck it. Y ou happy?

'Er, yeah,' said Verlaine. 'Y eah,’ agreed Chip, faintly.

'Good.' The boss levitated back onto the stage. 'Serves you right for being able
to read my writing, what insolence. Allie, cmon. Y our turn.’

'When | first met him," said Ax. 'He had me convinced he couldn't read music.’
'When | first met him,’ said Allie, 'he had me convinced he couldn't read.’

'Wdll, you better get up there. Well finish thislater.’

At dusk helet them go. They changed their clothes, took food and walked out
towards the boneyard, following the same path as Fiorindaand Sage had taken
on the day of Lukesmemoria service: over the ftile, through the hedge, into the
other world. The south bank of the Thames was common ground, amicably (for
the mogt part) shared by townsfolk and campers. Therewas very little artificia
light. Thetown itsaf was much darker than it would have been three years ago;
thefedtiva site'slo-impact twinkling lost in degp blue twilight. They strolled



downstream to where the bank was wide, and settled around abig poplar tree.
Passers-by studioudly paid no specia attention to the picnicers: Stone Age Fame.
Ax watched Forindaand Silver Wing having a crabwalking competition, thelittler kidstrying to copy
them, flopping about like stranded mudskippers.

George and Sagejoined him.

'Did you guysteach her this stuff?

‘Nah,' said Sage.

'We taught her aspot 'er tumbling,’ said George. 'She could walk on her hands
and shit when we met her, says she dways could.’

"She'safuckin' dream compared to most of this shower,' said Sage. 'But afew
more sessons of vicious bullying should do it. How's Ramadan going?

'Sowly.'

It was the sixth night of the holy month, and the white young moon was high

in the sky. Something had come up at Reading: they'd been offered the Leisure
Centre buildings. Some green-is-good business persons had agreed to bankroll a
new facility for the townspeople. On abrownfield Site, of course. The problem
was the Few would have to find some money, without robbing the V olunteer
Initiative or any of their other concerns.

'What we could do,' said Anne-Marie, grinning shyly at her hero, ‘iswe could
bottle Sage an' Ax's come and sl it to rich Americans, by snail mail order, for
designer babies!

'Don't think they'd be impressed. Therésnotheniniit.’

'Same here,' said Ax. 'I'm not an active member of the gene poal.'

'What about, er, cheek-scrapings?? suggested Verlaine. ,, They don't need
sperm, dl they need isDNA isn't it? Neither of the candidates had an answer to this, except to look
disgusted.

'Well stick with teeshirts' said Allie. "Think of the lawsuits!'

'Imagineif the customer got anormal sized, quiet and retiring Sage—'

'We could git Anne-Marieto cast aspell,’ suggested Smelly Hugh. Hugh

wasn't allowed to share Anne-Mari€'s bender, he wasn't house-trained. But held
come down for aconjugd, in the funky tourbus belonging to their new band. To
fetch the money.

'Do you think you could do that, AM? asked Milly, curioudy. 'l mean, really?'
Anne-Marie Wing, Merseyside Chinese-Irish, dedicated Counterculturd,
seemed to believein everything, from Daoigt-Tantric ritud to Crudtified
Anarcho-Syndicalism, a source of fascination to the others, how did she keep
track? At this she looked wise and superior. ‘Maybe | could, but | don't do that
stuff. I never would. It turnson you.'

‘But shes got the gift,’ indsted Hugh. 'She can see auras. She's bin teaching

me, but | 'avn't quite got it yet.'

'So tell usour auras? suggested Allie. 'It?s colours, isnt it? Sage ought to be
red. All that aggresson.’

'l am not aggressive. Just watich it, you—'

'Oh no,’ said Anne Marie serioudy. 'Sageismainly blue. Ax isred.’

That got alaugh. No prizesfor spotting Ax's favourite colour. Or knowing

that |azy-dressing Aoxomoxoa, if he strayed from the black or white hewore on
stage (for obvious reasons), never got further than grey, or occasiondly blue. "'What about Fiorinda?
wondered Verlaine. 'Let me guess. She's green, huh?

They al looked at Fiorinda, Sitting by the water, the green silk of her dress (that
beloved dress, acollection of tatters over her yellow choli blouse and yellow
underskirt) darkly shadowed in the twilight.



'Oh, Fiorinda—' said Anne Marie: and for some reason broke off, shrugging.
'Doesn't need meto tdl her,' shefinished, looking away.

It was here, thought Fiorinda. Just here, the day | arrived for the Festival of
Dissolution. | took off my boots, | heard the three witches talking about the man
who would be king. And now thisiswhere we're at. Back whereit all began,
another battlewon. Still in adisaster movie, things till getting worse (the

refugee crisiswas nothing like solved, it had smply joined the rest of the ongoing
crises). But we reach pools of equilibrium and thisis one. Suddenly her heart
thumped. Where's Ax? Whereisthe magter of al this, the rock-lord enthroned?
But if there was acentre to the group it wasin the roots of the poplar tree,
where someone had planted an Oltech campers lantern. Silver Wing and her
sster Pearl sat there giggling, grabbing at the insects that blundered into the

light. Ax was out on the margins with Rob, collecting the kids picnic debris: and
trying to stay clear of the cannabis and tobacco smoke. It was nicotine starvation
that hit him worst. She went and dipped her arm around him, leaned her head

on hisshoulder.

'What's the matter? Something wrong, little cat?

‘Nothing'swrong. Nothing at al.' Alwaysbe my Ax. If | dared to wish for anything, that would be my
wigh.

Strange how things you thought would last forever can dip away whileyou are
too occupied to notice; and you don't know what you've got 'til its gone. In the
van, one warm evening, George and Aoxomoxoa sat at that cluttered kitchen
table. Bill and Peter separately off on their own business. Sage having come back
after spending the night and day €l sewhere on site to find Georgein amorose
and vaedictory mood, shot glass and awhisky bottle in front of him. They were
both masked, of course.

'l dways knew,' said George, 'that one day you'd be over Mary, and then I'd
lose you, someway. | never thought, never, it would be to another guy.'

For more than a decade they'd been playing this elaborate game together,

snce the boss was seventeen and George Merrick twenty one years old. How
many hours of funisthat?

‘Can't you both be my best mate? said the giant toddler, bewildered. Then
(commonsense kicking in). 'George, what isthis? What are you on about?

'Ah, nothin' boss. Getting maudlin.’

"Thas from drinking alone. C'mon, on your feet. Let's go find some company.’
Dilip, in histower block eyrie, was preparing artwork for the concert, Let It Bleed
inhisearsvery loud. Héd moved out of the Insanitude after Allieleft, chiefly
because he was buggered if was going to be the only member of the Few on permanent cdll there. No
fixed abode since. Thelife held left behind, when he

came down to London for Dissolution summer, felt like old clothes. Hed tried to
go back and he couldn't do it. Ax would not let him camp in the Park: so here he
was camping out in aroom waled in windows, the City soread below, in aflat
that belonged to awoman who'd been alover long, long ago.

Good to be so high up. Dilip loved being high.

He worked in gouache on board: adways painted his pictures before scanning
them and applying the digita arts. Three faces rose from the sweeping curves of
the trimurti. Can't let those broadsheet assholes steal our babies, we must have
eclectic, beads-and-gtars Countercultura hagiography. Now which iswhich of
this she and he and he? No prizes for assigning the patronage of the Lord
Protector. He bent to the board, applying his own Vasnavite mark to
Aoxomoxoas skull. Hed have liked to depict Sage without the mask, but that



would not betrueto life.'Ram Ram, Ram Ram. . . and not afraid of the sight of
blood, ether," he murmured, (thinking of goatswith their throats cut, in the heet
of Madurai). 'A trait that may yet be useful again.' Sage'ssignis Capricorn,
stonefish, goatfish. Hisbirthday is January 8th, his elements are water and earth,
his patron deity isVisnu.

Forindas element isfire, shewas born on 5th April, and now | redlise her
patron isobvioudy Lord Shiva. If you indgst on afemae aspect that should be
Kadli, but | see no necessity. Gender in agod is symbolic: and then, for al her
girlishness, sheisone of those girlswho islittle different from a supple boy. She does not bleed, for
instance. Many young women in the norma world do not

bleed nowadays, and mean nothing by it. But in the Counterculture and the
music biz, among our powerbabes and earthmothers and rockchicks, thissignals
that she secretly disdainsthe Great Divide. The ancient music jiving him around,
he added the caste-mark to her pure brow, astrological signs of theram
(stubborn, daring, sure-footed) to the green shawl cast lightly over her hair; and
the flame-tongued whed of Shiva—

And now for Ax. Who isan Aquarian (surprise!). Born on the 18th February,

in the same year as Sage, which interestingly makes Aoxomoxoathe older, and
by the way makes Ax a Dragon whereas the Beast of Bodmin isa Rabbit (but
what do those Chinese know?). Ax'selement isair, the breath. His patron is
Brahma, tainted with monotheism, the deity we Hindus neglect and quite right
too, God isin al things, thereisno god of the gods; but for this purpose he suits.
Seehow it dl fitsin. . . And you are the waterbearer, bhisti, the singer not the
song, the teacher not the lesson, lover of the world, and you are d-Amin, the
trusted one, though no way am | putting anything Idamic into this painted

image | take no risks, | have more sense than that. He added the appropriate
symbolsto Ax's portrait and stepped back.

Very good. Like the gpotheosis of amovie poster, exactly to rights, just what
the spindoctor (that means Allie) ordered. 1've had them both, and they were both
marvellous. . . He cocked awry eye at the skull. But not you, my lord, (in hismind
he was spesking in Hindi, so my lord didn't sound too weird). | don't believe that's because of the virus.
Isit truethat you never, ever have sexud fedling for

another guy? How strange, but maybe so. So there they are, our roya family. He
grinned, envisaging Sage asthe big strong mother of thetribe, Ax the father of
his people, Fiorindatheir shining prince. But any permutation would be equaly
vaid. Where do we go from here? Who knows? The world is our oyster. How
extraordinary it is, this second Spring, the flame rekindled, and how many
second Springs does that make, so far? How many times have | come back to
life? Ah, who cares. Let them roll. The hard times and the good.

The full moon of August passed, with ahomegrown staybehind lineup on Red
Stage, and revdlry in the arena. There were reports of another group of storms,
coming in from the south west thistime. One of the stranger losses of Ivan/Lara
had been accurate wegther forecagting. Information was being gethered in old
fashioned ways. radio messages from ships a sea, watching to seeif the cows
were lying down, that sort of thing. But people took any storm warnings
serioudy. In Reading town the sandbags came out. On the Festival site the camp
council laid more chicken wire, and citizens till clinging to red etate in the
worst boggy bits were exhorted to move into the Leisure Centre. Some of the
Travellers Meadow vans |eft the Site. On the morning of the twenty sixth, Sage
stood looking at the sky and chewing the ssump of hisright thumb. The
barometer had dropped hard. There was an overcast and a gusting breeze,



tugging at the ramshackle canvas wadls of the annexe: sending one of those black polythene bundles,
spooks of the campgrounds, flgpping into the branches of the

oak tree in the hedge.

"Think we should move the van? said George.

'l think we should move the camp,’ said Sage. 'In a perfect world.'

A water meadow would have been astupid place to put a permanent neo
mediaevd Third World township, even in what used to be the norma English
climate. But these temporary, fucked up things happen, and set down roots, and
you get attached to them.

'Nah, well stay. We've seen storms before. He looked at the oak again; and
temporized. 'Maybe well move acrossthefield. And take down the annexe.’
So they did that. It was a sad moment. The annexe had been left standing all
the times they'd been away, it had been up without abreak since the very
beginning. Forindaused to degp in there,

The twenty sixth was dance night in the Blue Lagoon, an event traditionaly held
the weekend after the full moon, and open to the favoured public, with invitation
ticketslike gold dudt. It was bigger than the full moon fest itsdf this month.
Aoxomoxoaand George were going to do a set, and everyone knew the Few
would be down. Sage met Ax and Fiorinda at the station. They walked through
town together.

'How'sit going?

'Fine. Could you stop asking me that? The fast would be no trouble, it's not meant to be penitentid. It
would be good, if | could shareit with people doing the

samething.

"Then why don't you? said Fiorinda. Without rancour, but clearly not for the
firgtime.

'l can't because that's not my situation. | can't disgppear into the Iamic
community, totally the wrong message. | haveto faceit, I'm on my ownand |
awayswill be, thingslikethis'

The two of them rolled their eyes and sighed. Ax set histeeth, and changed

the subject. 'So, did you get your shirt back?

‘Nah,' said Sage, 'l think I've given up. Every time| ask her she has some new
excuse. | bet the kids have sold it." Thiswas the black iridescent shirt Sage had
lent to Silver Wing when he rescued her, afavourite of his; which had never
come back.

'Either that,’ said Fiorinda. ‘Or AM's been using it as afertility charm. She
looked very worried, | noticed, when you told her you don't make babies.'

At Blue Gate therewasamill of wannabe gueststrying to finesse themsdves
into the party. Someone came up to Ax and said, 'Hey, Ax, you got amoment to
get me past your fuckin' private police force?

'Y eah, okay,' said Ax.

Ax talked to Site security; and they passed on.

'Who'sthat? asked Sage, without much interest.

'Does he come from Taunton? wondered Fiorinda. 'Sounded likeit.' 'No, he's from Bridgwater. A much
hipper burg.Y ou didn't recognise him?

They shook their heads.

» Fuck, another nail in my coffin. That was Faz Hassm.”?

,Ohyeah, now you mention it, | vagudly did recognise him—,

» Who?s Faz Hassm?? asked Fiorinda.

» Frontsano-taent guitar band called the Assassins. Woolly-anarchist
Counterculturas, useter get some media attention, before your time babe!'



"That's one way of looking &t it," said Ax gloomily. 'l wonder why he's here. He
hates the Few. Oh wdll, it'safree country. Whatever that stupid expressonis
supposed to mean—'

The Assassins had been hard to missin the West Country, when the Chosen
Few were starting out. At first thered been abond, both bands being basically
non-white, rare enough in the West; and because of Ax's palitics. But the Chosen
had got successful, in their modest way, while Idam's origina Counterculturd
rockers had stayed hungry. It was the usual thing. Any kind of success means
you've sold out, and people who claim they've no fucking interest in being
commercid gill manageto hate you for it. Sad, but inevitable.

'Assassins means the crusties are in town,” mused Sage. 'Could mean trouble
with our lot.'

'Not necessarily. There's plenty of crusty-tendencies among the Reading
staybehinds!’

A hippieisaCountercultural with politicd rationale. A crusty isan aggressively or ese heplesdy
unhygienic ditto: with extrarighteousness or extra

nuisance vaue, depending on your point of view. Fiorindathought her own
thoughts while they went afew rounds on crusty versus hippie rock bands,
behaviour of, relative derangement and combustibility, swopped sdesacouple
of times. A pleasant background noise, amazing how many factoids men store.
In the Blue Lagoon agroup of distinguished staybehinds were supervising the
inauguration of ahuge chunk of quartz; before the partygoerswereletin. It was
being hoist into the gpex of the marquee, roped like acdlf.

'It'sgonna soak up dl the negative ions and protons and stuff, explained

Smely Hugh, proudly. ,, We brought it down in the bus.?

'Vibes, Hugh,' said Sage, The scientific termisvibes!

'Oh, right. It give us some weird dreams, I'm telling you. Likevisons. No

fuckin word of alie. And the dogs wouldn't shut up.’

'l haveavisgon inwhich | seethat bastard dropping on someone's head,’ said
AX.

'What isabagtard? asked Silver Wing, toying idly with astanley knife sheld
lifted from ahoister's gadget belt. 'Exactly, in this context?

'Useter mean, someone whose parents weren't married,” Sage explained,

"That's become obsolete. Nowadays, means any shit you don't like. Give the guy
his knife back."

.| see. Like fucker doesn't mean sex. No, | need thisknife!

'l wouldn't do that if | wereyou," said Fiorinda, apparently referring to the quartz getting hoisted; and
walked away before anyone could ask her to explain.

Allie wasn't coming, nor was Roxane. Everyone else was in the backstage bar.
Shane and Jordan and Milly had heard that the Assassins planned on being here,
and were full of thisbad news. Jordan was very unhappy indeed when he found
out what Ax had done. He wanted Faz and his compadres chucked off the Site.
'For crimes they might commit? said Ax. 'Oh fuck off. They'd have got in
anyway, they're not exactly outsiders around here. He did that door-police
number to wind me up.’

'It'sthe fasting month, though,’ said Chip wisdly. 'So they won't make trouble.”
‘Not s0," Ax told him. 'If you fight in agood cause, it?sfine. Better the day,
better the deed, isthe Idamic attitude. Not that Faz was ever conventionally
devout. But | don't think it'll cometo anything.'

Party night at the Blue Lagoon. The traditional shake-down for weapons dowing
the queue to get in, as outside guests got argumentetive: brisk traffic at the



drugs-testing. There were about a hundred licensed brands of mild
hallucinogens, serotonin-boosters, cannabis cigarettes and rolling grass available
at any off-licence. Not to mention the doom-warning, sultry-packaged hard
stuffs. Naturaly the Counterculturals preferred dodgy contraband: but they
loved getting their gear checked. Madethem fed dl sensble.

George was setting up in the DJs box. The Few had moved onto the stage.
'Hey, Silver, wannamind Sage's boards for me? 'Oh yay!" squedled the little girl, leaping to her feet.
'George!' yelled Anne-Marie, 'Don't you DARE! She's eight years old, what the
fuck do you think you're doing, she can't handle Sage's Stuff!”

'Y eah,' sez George, maignly. 'Kid ought to be in bed, couldn't agree more.
Since she's not, she may aswell make 'ersalf useful.’

Heads fans staking claim to space at the front were regaled by the sight of a
little girl wearing a patchwork smock and butterfly wings perched up behind
Aoxomoxoas desk, awrap around her head and every appearence of beingin
charge: until Sage came dong from his shift on former-Class A testing.

'Hard drugs are the kind that make you hard hearted,’ remarked the child.

'Y ou should bein bed. Go away.'

'Y ou never take any of those sort of drugs anymore, do you Sage?

'Maybe not. What's it to you? Her black, Chinese eyes gazed up a him: dead
inscrutable. 'Hmm. No need go shouting about that to my public, Silver.'

"Y our secret is safe with me,' said theimp, and darted away.

Leaving him to consider, until the set began and performance took over, his
persona stuation: hard fun indeed, maybe never going to get any easier, and yet
he would stay with thisthing, wherever it might lead. That was certain.
Forindawas right next to the trouble when it began. She'd been talking to a

big leather-clad woman with atattooed face, astaybehind poet: hoping tofill in
some gaps on the Assassins thing. She was unimpressed by factoids, but she
found the expression before your time, babe, annoying. She'dd had an earful about Glastonbury versus
Reading, and the merits of the openly meaningless populist

rock vibe, like your stuff Fiorinda; as opposed to the crypto-corporate hippies. . .
It was not an easy conversation to follow, in the midst of Aoxomoxoaand
George. Sheld suggested they dance, then suddenly there was a stcumbling wave,
barging into them. Another surge and they could see the fight, lurching through
Sage'svisuds, spreading fast. The big staybehind was built like atruck. She
grabbed Fiorinda, without aword, and barged her way through to the stage:
planted akiss on Fio'slips, boosted her up into safety; and plunged into the
affray.

Fiorinda put on her dark glasses, losing the huge sound and wild illusionstoo
abruptly for comfort. 'Shit, what?s got into them? | wanted to dance.What's the
use in coming to aparty and not dancing?

Everyone waswearing IMMix blocking glasses up here, and looking like
vampires night out. But the fight on the floor was rapidly turning not funny.
»It'sthewind,' said Anne-Marie. 'It dways makes my kids crazy-'

Finaly the demon DJs noticed something, put on areatively soothing loop

and |eft the desks, to examine the Situation.

It shouldn't have been the Few's business, but from their vantage point they
could see that the resident peacekeegpers were not doing much peacekeeping.
Many Ste security persons, in their lilac and yellow flashed teeshirts, were
getting very unprofessiondly involved. The lights came up, the IMMix system
cut out. The Lagoon's current manager, a skinny thirty-something from Brighton with ginger dreadlocks,
appeared; and stood there looking depressed.



'Shitisright,’ said Felice, senior powerbabe: disgusted. 'They're anarchists,

arent they? Thisisther idea of fun, we should just leave.'

‘But if thereé'swomen and kids, guystoo, that don't want to be fighting—'
protested Dora, the tender-hearted responsible citizen.

'It'spissng with rain,’ Dilip pointed out. 'Roll up thewadlls. That'll do it."

Try rolling up thewallsin thiswind, the whole fucking thing probly’ go,' said

the manager. 'Anyway, how're you gonna? There's no button you can press,
we'relo-tech, got to crank them up mechanicaly. We have difficult situation, Ax.
Don't know wherethisis coming from. We dont havefights!'

'l do,’ growled Jordan. 'l told you Ax, but you wouldn't fucking listen.’

'So much for tame punters,’ sghed Roxane.

'Why not blast them with some redlly heavy IMMix. Blow their fuses?

George and Bill's grinning masks managed to ook adarmed. 'Better not, Fio.'
"The effect of that could be unpredictable,’ said Peter.

The rain drummed and the wind howled, the sounds of battle rosein violence.
Could they possibly have run into trouble, on adance night in their own Blue
Lagoon? But the Blue Lagoon was not their own. Thiswastheir weak spot,
aways had been. They did not belong here, they had no natura authority. Bunch
of rockstars, mediacreations. . . ,We should leave,? repested Fdlice, urgently. th
» We shouldn be here, it looks like we?re powerless—,

The frenzied mass parted, four bearded, wild-haired figures emerged from of it. One of them wasthe guy
Ax had spoken to at Blue Gate, wearing a

bloodstained white scarf as adisheveled turban, his eyes huge and crazy.

An uneasy quiet spread.

'I'm Faud Hassim," he bellowed. 'I'm herefor you, Ax. You're gonnafight me,
barre-knuckled. Y ou son of apig, you uncut blashempous faker. Show uswho's
the boss. Likeyou did in Y orkshire!'

His companions started ad ow hand-clap.

The crowd waited to see what would happen, nearly al of it quieted now.

AX just shook his head, and turned away.

Faz Hassm roared with laughter, launched himsdf at the nearest staybehind:
grabbed the guy's shoulders, nutted him savagely, and kicked him in the balls as
he recoiled. The Assassins|egpt back into the crowd, the mel ee recommenced,
more rabid than ever

Jordan glared at hisbrother. 'I'm getting Milly out of this!'

Milly, who was now visibly pregnant, said, ' Y ou?re not getting me anywhere,
Jor. We| do what?s best.' But she looked worried.

'Cdl ThamesVdley,' said Dora, 'We need the cops.’

'She could right,’ said the manager. 'This never happens, thisis out of order.

We could rack up casudlties.'

"Those wankers!" snapped Ax. They'll either not turn up, or they'll arrive with
afleet of Apachesand dtrafe the site. Shit, | suppose they do their best. But the
police won't want to messwith us, and | don't blame them.' 'Who's us? muttered Verlaine. That?sthe
trouble, isn?t it?

Aoxomoxoawas saying nothing, leaning againgt apartition, handsin his

pockets, the skull gazing mildly into space. Ax glanced a him with annoyance,
took aturn up and down the stage; looked at Fiorinda. Apparently these three
werein conference.

Forindashrugged. 'l think it'sjust that kind of night, Ax.'

Sage went on slently looking asif he was waiting for someoneto pressthe
switch. 'Oh, okay,' said Ax. 'Go on, my recovering gundinger. Sort 'em.’



The skull produced arabid and beautiful grin. 'DK. Give us ahappy beat—'
The manager gave them some power back, Dilip took over the sound. The
Heads and their chief came off the stage in one predatory rush, and went into the
ruck liketigers, irresstible and glorious. Doraand Milly stayed well back.
Fiorinda, Felice and Cherry stood up front, dodging missiles, and cheered.

'Y ou going down there? Rob asked Ax, histone making it clear Rob was not.
‘Not unlessit'samatter of life and death,’ said Ax firmly. 'Which it won't be."
Four Heads, plus another four skull-masked Heads crew-members, moved
through the crowd, the peacekeepersrallying to them: breaking up fistfights,
disarming bottle widlders, treating the home team and the aggressors (when
these could be distinguished) with impartia ferocity. The obviousthing wasto
open the place up, give folks a chance to disperse. Sage reached the marquee
wall. Another skull headed idiot, couldn't tell who, had shinned up a scaffold
poleto signa hewas at the opposite side. They needed athrough draught, or the tent would rip itself
gpart. He struggled with tackle, fending off alarge and

trolleyed black Assassin fan who wouldn't give up—

'l saw you on that tv without the mask!" shrieked the overwrought black guy,
pummdling wildly. 'Hey, you an dbino African, innit?

'Y egh, right, few million years back. Knock it off, huh, I'm trying to—'

'Dont messwith me. Y ou?re a brother, or how come you got that flat nose?
How come you got that yellow nappy hair?

'Lost tribes of Isradl. Shit, KNOCK IT OFF—

A wall-section came free, the storm burst in. Overwrought black guy grabbed
some scaffold. A mass of heavy marquee fabric dammed into them, with such
violence both men went flying, black guy still hanging on his scaffold. Sage,
crashing onto his back, drenched asif hed fdlen in theriver, saw that lump of
quartz, flailing up in the gpex like ahuge, blunt bolasweight: swinging, catching,
hauling on the shifted frame, propelled by the force of thewind. . . ah, shit. . .
'SHIT. FUCK. | am trying to give up doing Stuff likethis-

'Don't blame yourself man,’ said the black guy, as everything around them

went sideways, in wet, howling, roc-wing flapping chaos. 'These things happen.’
Ax |eft the wreckage of the Festival sitein the morning. He had agig he couldn't
miss. He took thetrain to London but drove to Hastings, storm damage having
disrupted the railways. Got back late in the afternoon, and went straight to atv
studio to record for the Laylat al Qadr broadcast. The spiel more polished than it had been two years
ago in the Garden Room at Pigsty's hotel, but sounding to

him even less convincing.

Stick together, be good to each other. If we can just get through this part
Forindawas at Reading. That was okay, held always planned to spend this
night lone. Laylat al Qadr, Night of Power, commemorates the night the Qur'an
descended into the soul of the Prophet: an occasion for wakeful prayer and
meditation. The scholars say no one can tell exactly whenit should fall in
Ramadan. Traditionally it was celebrated on the twenty seventh night, which
was when Ax's recorded spiel would be broadcast. But he'd decided to make his
own private vigil o, and this seemed like the time. He cooked for himself and
ate, gtting on thefloor in the living room of the Brixton flat, wetching tv: Else
the cat in turn watching him attentively, ready to sneak onto hislap soon as she
saw half achance.

Hewasthinking it was apity he didiked dates, it took the romance out of
breaking the fast on this desert-arab food; when his phonerang. It wasthe
nursing home. Laura Preston, the old lady he'd visited faithfully —except when



utterly prevented— since he came back from the Deconstruction Tour, had died
about two hours after held left. Not unexpected. She till took an interest and had
asmilefor him, but shed been saying she was very tired; and she'd kept getting
these chest infections. She'd been just on ahundred years old.

Y eah, he told himsdlf, responding politely to the matron, It wastime, shewas
ready. That was agood connection, and it'sover. . . But theloss shook him. The smdll of ageriatric
home was one of his early memories. Must have been

somewhere his mother had been working. Shrunken crestureslying under

knitted blankets, alittle boy staresin through the half-open door. Maybe |
learned compassion there. Or maybe | just learned about trying to hold back the
tide. That some people ingtinctively do this, and you fail in the end, whatever

you do: but somehow it seemsworthwhile,

Making the best of things, my mum would say.

He switched off thetv. Cleared away hismeal, put Op 130 on the sound

system, took out his India stone and brought it to the rug which he seemed to
have adopted asthe locus for his meditations. Fingernails on the [eft, and on the
thumb and index finger of the right hand, kept invisbly short. The nailson the
other three fingers must be exactly square and buffed smooth to perfection.
Thinking about the government's plan to hand over the Upper House to the

CCM, launched so long ago, in another world. Which was still moving aong,

and which he couldn't openly resist, but he didnt like it. Pack the former House
of Lordswith sdlf-important, quarrelsome Green Nazis, and make Ax
accountable to them. Oh, terrific. . . And Benny Prem wanted watching, though
any conspiracy against Ax looked toothlessjust a the moment.

Hadn't yet thought of away to get the puntersto take the ATP trestment. And
what about the ATP 'batteries? Difficult to resst, but they were atrap, just more
of the same. Green power that gets made in afactory and you buy it from ashop;
or aservice provider. Theradica change waslogt. Ax was having mega omaniac thoughts about
suppressing the things (because the market never will).

But that was stupid.

There ought to be a saying, to match if you're in a hole stop digging. If the
engine'sturning over, stop pushing. It'stimeto jump on board and let yourself

be carried, you're no longer the motive force. Horrible feding though. That was
why heloved the Valvo. It had astick and gears, and amechanica engine; and
hefelt in charge. Ahwell. Asthe music biz teaches us, lack of control isthe chief
misery of the struggle; loss of control the first price of success.

Unless your name's Aoxomoxoa

Poor Faz. Something so heartbreaking about the way he'd stood there, crazy
drunk, uttering hisridiculous challenge. Y et though the incident seemed nothing
now, completely upstaged by the westher, it had been dangerous: the
unbridgeable gap between Ax and hisfriends, and the real Counterculture,
suddenly, shockingly visible. Isthere a solution? Maybe not. Lucky that Sege and
Forinda had known how to turn it around. Y eah, there's such athing as good
violence, exhilerating, face-saving, cathartic: but Ax would never understand

that code. He paused in hisfinicky work with the oilstone, thinking of Sage. So
fucking wise, sometimes. Y et il capable of ingsting you come and admirethe
impressively large turd he hasjust laid. And Fiorinda: stubborn, secretivelittle
cat, with that brain, that voice; that cool, stedly integrity.

It was strange to look back and see how quickly the triple aliance had been
formed. Almost from the first meeting of the Counter Culturd Think Tank they'd been together, running
rings round Paul Javert, their friends occasondly



catching up. Ax Preston and Aoxomoxoa, and that extraordinary little girl,
exercigng faculties the music biz had |ft to atrophy. None of them, not even Ax,
having any ideawhere this was heading. Sage at those sessionsfrequently so
hammered you wondered how he could see straight, but it never shut him up:
while Forindawas quietly steding AX's heart away—

Like something out of afairytae. | fucked her when | didn't know | loved her,
and now look at my darling. Her beautiful smile, her graceful body, glimpses of
Fiorinda, rising through the frost and snow. He could almost wish to have that
time back, only to know how much he was going to love her; though God knows
it hadn't been easy. To touch her hair again, ason that first night. To hold her
naked in hisarms, and kiss her little breadts, for thefirst time again.

Perhaps he shouldn't be thinking about his girlfriend's breagts. Evenif it was

with pure affection and no carnality, much. Theoreticaly he should be praying.
Keep me on the sraight path.

But he could not recover the mindset of Ax-in-Y orkshire, struggling towards
Idam. Things had happened so thick and fast, tonight accept seemed like just a
word. He had never prayed for the success of his enterprise, it didn't seemright.
Insha'llah. Inthe end hejust sat: listening to the Beethoven and wishing he could
have his nice life back, a pretty-good guitarist with a pretty-good, non
commercid little band. The cat on hislap curled tight and purring hard. Oh well,
he thought. | have two best friends who don't stand no shit. Aslong asthey'll put up with me, I'll know |
haven't turned into a complete mongter.

Later, he went and fetched the Qur'an and began to recite. He didn't need the
printed Arabic, he had it dl in memory, but he took comfort in the ritudl.

When he got back to Reading he | eft the car up theroad, to avoid theinevitable
persond trangport hypocrisy flak. On the south bank, at Caversham Bridge,
people were miserably watching falen trees getting hauled out of the water, that
lovely big poplar amnong them. But the flood had subsided. Every stormis
different. This one seemed to have had a short-lived, vindictive interest in one
particular reach of the Thames—asif it had been planning revenge, while Ax
and hisfriends were off on the east coast, scoring points againgt its buddies. He
walked into the site through the main entrance, Storm Damage PA coming to
meet him across the devastated camping fields: Fiorindasinging, in duet with
someone, that they came across a child of god, he was walking along the road. . .
Interupts hersalf to respond to remarksthat can't be made out; rueful laughter,
messages (is Evan Curran of Cdiforniaon ste? Evan, if you come over here,
someone wants to wish you a happy birthday). Who's that harmonising with
her? Not Sage. Oh, it's George. Good work getting the PA functional again so
quickly. Stardust, golden. . .

PLEASE, No more wet gear to the Leisure Centre, FUCK IT.

Weve run out of space.

On the fence a the gatesto the arena, someone had created an instalation of dead birds: glittering
gpeckled garlings, chaffinches, ablackbird, apitiful yellow

and date smear that had been abluetit; and here's a swan, huge wings
outspread, like amurdered angel.

Lot of damage. Only the Zen Sdlf tent seemed untouched. Red Stage was okay
but looking strangely lopsided, oh, one of the towers gone. Near the site of the
Blue Lagoon, where Storm Damage PA had its outdoor headquarters, he found
Dilip, Chip and Verlaine and the Heads: sitting around a bonfire with some
ZenSdfersand others. He arrived just as George and Fiorinda returned from
their PA dot; and joined the atmosphere of shocked, bereft and weary people —



whose own home has been wrecked thistime; who had finally become the
victims, not the audience, not the defenders.

'Oh wdll," said Chip. 'WEell have to put on the show right here in the barn.’
,Very poor,?sad Verlaine. ,, 1t?s not funny, Chip. The campground?s gone.?
Something felt wrong to Ax, besides the obvious. 'Where's Sage?

Dilip shrugged glumly. Chip and Ver winced. 'Sage fucked up his hands,' said
Forinda, 'humping things, and punching headsthe other night.’

'Fucked up—? Oh yeah, | know.'

Sage's ruined hands could give him hell, Ax'd found out about that in

Y orkshire. Though you? never, ever know it from the way he behaved, or from
that stage act.

'He's gone away by himself,’ Fiorindawent on, clipped vowels sharp with

rage 'to think about how stupid heis, not to use norma painkillers. 'No use getting pissed off with 'im
Fio,' said George. 'It does no good.'

'Doesn't he have hisNDogs?

"They wereinthevan, explained Bill.

Sage's van had been in asorry State after the storm. It had escaped thefall of
the oak tree, but the Heads had |et it to be used as an emergency shelter, and it
had taken a battering from unscrupul ous campers

'Peter?s tracked down most of the nicked stuff and got it back.'

'But he won't have anyone going after him, when he'slike this!

Oh, he'sgot you well trained, thought Ax. All four of you. The stupid bugger.
'‘Gimmethegear, hesad. 'I'll find him.'

A foreign film crew came and filmed the destruction, and wanted to know if
thiswas the end of the staybehind dream. Dogs, usually excluded from the
areng, trotted aimlesdy. The Few took it in turnsto go over and do live spotson
the PA, with staybehind talent. A highly articulate naked hippie turned up and
ranted. Hed worn nothing but mud since Dissolution Summer, and if others
would follow hisexample, the holein the ozone layer would hed up. A couple
of hours before sunset the Dictator-elect and his Minister appeared, ambling
dowly acrossthe littered waste. What had they been talking about? The heat
desth of the universe. Why worry about afew pretty trees?Itll al bethe samein
fifty billion years time.

'Wasthat fifty billion, or five hundred billion?

'Don't know as it makes much oddsto you an' me, Ax." Asthey sat down Fiorindamuttered sorry, from
behind a barricade of

corkscrew red curls. Sage gently tugged one of them, smiling. 'Thas okay.'
Some councillors came dong to see Ax. "Y ou going to yd|l at us about the fire?
Fires, like dogs, were forbidden in the sacred precinct.

'I'm amazed you got it started,’ said one of the tribal elders, looking

suspicioudy at Aoxomoxoa. 'With everything fucking totally soaked. Y ou
haven't been usng chemicals?'

'Mmm, not for firdighting,' said Sage, dreamily.

'Oh, that was Fiorinda," explained Verlaine, 'With her brilliant little tinderbox.'
The councillors reported on the structural damage, and said the things such
people have to say in the circumstances: everything'sfixable, we're not beaten,
our game plan dlows for disasters. But they were wounded and it showed, and
the Few (their own tower of strength lost in spooky, synthetic-neurochemical
induced calm) didn't have much comfort to offer. Not right now.

'We were plannin’ to start aNature Studies class," said Peter Stannen sadly.
'Wefound out, on the Western tour, none of these Counterculture kiddies knows



ash from oak. It?sascandd.’

'Y eah, weird. AM's kids know absolutdly fuck.'

'WEell have to educate them for atredessfuture,’ said Chip. 'Get used to it.

Like Ax says. the natural environment of people, is people.’

'ISpy Rock Festivals,” murmured Verlaine. 'Five points for acomatose crusty.'
'Five pointsfor anaked hippy, ten for naked hippy wearing mud.' 'Septic piercing, ten.'
'Alfresco sex, five. Fifteenif involving vegetables, or pets!

'How many of these kinds of vomit can you spot?

'AX Preston committing Persona Transport Hypocrisy, nul points—'

And so0 on, asthe sky grew dark and the bonfire crackled.

But theredlity of theinauguration loomed close. The publicity was everywhere,
especidly that Trimurti poster; and everywhere, in every rdevant or irrelevant
context, the catchphrases|lifted from Ax's speeches. Be good to each other, It's the
ecology, stupid. Positive interference, start from where we are, the natural envirnoment
of peopleis people, if we can just get through this part. Allie had nothing to do with
thisvird advertising, but Ax began to hate her for it anyway. He wasn't going to
be ableto protect his girlfriend from any of the horrors of the civil ceremony

(that ride down the Mall, oh God, how she would hate that); and though reports
were optimistic, the Reading celebration plans were obvioudy amess. Nothing
had been done, nothing had been decided.

Just before the Eid, he called them to the Office and met them armed with a

check list, determined to get through some stuff. The day wasfine, golden

sunlight pouring through the ba cony windows, gleaming on dl theinsufferably
gaudy decor. Ax sat with Allie for achange, and powered his agendaaong.
Trying not to be sdetracked by people making difficulties, about ridiculous
digractions. They didn't likethewindist. Sage, who couldn't tell Beaune from acoholic Ribena.
‘But Ax, even | know English red wineisjunk.'

'Wdll, obvioudy it'll go on being junk if nobody drinksit. Thisisaflagship
occasion, of course we fly the flag. There's no reason why it shouldn't be good.?
'Okay,’ says Aoxomoxoa, 'Fine.' Exchanging a glance with George Merrick that
speled, Ax knew, an agreement to sabotage.

"Thiswould be the Sage “okay”, meaning, I'm going to do what the fuck | like?
Tha?sright.'

'Shit," muttered Ax, but took it no further. 'Now, the concert. Look, | don't
understand why we haven't agreed on any kind of order in thisline-up, except

for Sage's extravaganzabeing last.’

'We didn't know if DARK were coming down,' said Fiorinda.

'Y eah, but you know that now. Y ou've known since Monday .’

'And we've had trouble getting hold of one other person, who's supposed to

be closdly involved!

Despite his complaints of nobleisolation, Ax had often been drawn into the
Idamic community during the fasting month. He hadn't been available dl the

time. 'Oh. Wdll, okay. I'm here. Tell mewhat I've been missing.

'Will he be able to handle it? Fiorinda asked Sage. 'He hasn't rehearsed much.'
'Oh yeah. I'm not asking for any backflips, an' he'salot fitter than hewas'"

"That's good. These wussy, non-camping, indoor-plant types—'

"Think it was the congtant humiliation, up in Y orkshire, got him down the gym.'
The Few, dready unhappy about the seeting arrangement, the Triumvirate
divided, flashed nervous glances. Muscle knotted in Ax?s jaw. ‘Can we move on?
'Have you decided whether or not you're going to play “Jerusdem”?

'No. | mean, no | am not going to play “Jerusdem”. It's not appropriate. Thisis



an overcrowded liferaft, not the City of God.'

'If Axisn't doing “Jerusalem”,’ said Fiorinda. 'I'm not doing “ Sparrow Child”.'
'But Fio, you haveto!" protested Cherry. ,, It?sthe Rock The Boat Tour song, we
can? do without it—?

'Y egh, but | hate the fucking thing and | wish I'd never written it—'

‘Children, children—' sghed Roxane.

Dilip leaned back in his chair and stared at the celling.

'Werredl feding the strain,’ said Rob diplomatically. 'L ook, it'slunchtime,

why don't we leave this, we've been working hard, let's get something to eat.’

'Go ahead," snapped Ax. 'I'll wait here!'

'Okay. Ax isn't doing “ Jerusdlem”, the nation's sweetheart isn't doing her loss
of-habitat number. Do we have a supergroup decision on “ Oats and Beans’?
'NO!" yelled several people. Everyone detested the no-brain Barmy Army
marching song.

‘That's unanimous, isit? Well done. Too bad, we're doing it. Can't hurt the
army'sfedlings, we may need them again. Thisbrings usto the “Odeto Joy”.'
'What about the “Ode to Joy”? inquired Ax. That's not aproblem on my list." Theré'sno problem, said
Forinda. 'We just need to tell you wewon't singit.'

'What are you talking about? Y ou have to sing the anthem, thisisa state
occasion, well have EU guests. What's wrong with the “ Ode to Joy” ? Good tune.'
'l think what'swrong,' said Rob, dowly, ‘'isthat those dipped-in-shit bastards
aspiring to be the European government didn't do a fucking thing to help usor
anyone with the Boat People. They haven't achieved a fucking thing, on any crisis
Issue!

'l can't Sng,’ said Allie, 'I'm only going on stage to please the rest of you, but |
won't pretend to Sng that.'

Therewas agenera murmur of assent. Ax stared at them, robbed of speech.
Hisfriends stared back, obdurate.

'What do you want instead, then? he snarled, 'Fucking” Rule Britannia”?

‘Nah, said Sage camly. The nationa anthem will befine'

'My God. What abunch of fucking salf-centred Little England FASCISTS—'
Ax dammed his chair back, jumped up and stormed out of the room.

Silence. ‘Aren't you going after him? asked Allieat last.

Fiorinda shook her head.

'No. We're going to let him done,’ said Sage, skull mask doing between tough
love and calous amusement. It may seem cruel, but it's the best way.'

They reconvened in the gardens, with food and wine from the canteen:

Roxanein acanvas director's chair that Verlaine had carried out for hir, the rest
of them lying about on the grass. Sun burnished the late summer foliage, waterbirds cackled on the lake;
the occasond rumble of some passing vehicle

reached them from Grosvenor Place. They hadn't been there long before Ax came
up, looking ashamed of himsdlf, and sat down by Sage and Fiorinda. Thetale of
legendary rock-bad-behaviour that Roxane was telling halted; and went
smoothly on. George Merrick, who wasrolling fat joints of resin and tobacco for
the company, glanced at the Triumvirate, and maybe sighed.

'Hey, boss. Remember Near Missyear?

"The summer we got rich and famous? said Bill, "Course ‘e does. Some of it,
anyhow.'

'Wewereonthe Lizard,' said George. 'In Bill'sauntiesfield, hopin' to get
vaporised or some such thrill. Not involved in that Rock Festival. Weren't you on
there, Ax?



'Y eah,’ said the Dictator-elect, 'It was before the Chosen. | was with Mulan.
'D'jever get paid?

‘Can't remember. As| recdl, the punters stayed away in droves.

'Y eah. Anyway, 'course the so-called Near Miss was awash out. But that

night. . . Sky had cleared, load of stars, comet like awhacking big frame-freezed
firework. We were stting around drinking, me and Bill and Cack and Eval
Jackson, this was before Luke's time. Saged wandered off to commune with
mother nature.’

'Or anythin' e sefemae he could lay hishandson.’

'Held got involved wif one of the Jerseysin the next field,’ Peter recalled. "Y eah, we was worried for her.
But it wasjust afling. She cameto 'er senses!’

'Realised she was too good for him—'

'So anyway, he'd gone off—'

'What happened to Mulan? inquired Sage. Who had spotted where this
anecdote was heading, but couldn't quite believe such utter perfidy—

'l could tell you, but it'sboring,’ said Ax, intrigued by his Minister's evident
unease. 'Go on, George. What happened then?

'‘Boss comes back, dl excited. On yer feet, he says, cmon, you gotta hear this.
Thisguy from Taunton, playing out of the back of apand van, best guitarist you
ever heard in your—'

'YOUR DEAD!"

Sage erupted, and came flying through the air. Everyone scattered as best they
could, laughing and shrieking, grabbing wine bottles, too bad about that hashish,
out of the way of the ferocious wrestling match which ensued, the outcome by no
means asure thing. Sage had the advantage in height, and flexibility, and

outrage. But George Merrick was abig guy, with alot of broad, full-grown
muscle and two good hands—

It ended, before Dorafelt impelled to call the cops, with both lying on their
backs, laughing and gasping. "Who won? asked Fiorinda, bending over them.
'Hedid, said Sage, coming effortlesdy to hisfeet and reaching ahand for his
brother Head, 'Always does, unless | can punch him out.'

'Y ou gotta plan ahead boss. I've told you afuckin' million times-' 'Shit,’ said Ax, looking at hiswatch. 'l
haveto go. Lissen, folks, I'm sorry.'

'For what? said Sage. 'For yelling at us? That was nothing.'

'For everything. For being ashit, for dragging you into this.’

'As| remember,’ said Fiorinda, 'We were volunteers. Don't worry AxX.
Everything's going to be fine. Nobody will disgrace you." She grinned with sweet
malice. 'If we can just get through this part—

Chip and Verlaine had handed everyone a cup or abottle. Silently, they

toasted him. Ax tried to laugh, choked up, and had to walk away.

DARK came down to Reading, where they were booked in at the Holiday Inn,
(for old sakes sake). Fiorindawent and stayed with them. They rehearsed, sober
by unspoken agreement; aguy from one of the Few associate bands as temporary
bassist. It would be awhile before they could think about replacing Tom. Charm
and Forindadidn't have asnglefight.

Sage disappeared for two daysjust before it, and refused to say where held
gone or why. The civil ceremony otherwise passed off without incident.

How typica of their career, how fitting, that they would spend most of their own
celebration waiting to go on or else up there. ‘Like my mum, washing the kitchen
floor last thing on Chrismas Eve,' said Kevin Hanlon, aka Verlaine. And yes, it
wasalot likelike Christmas, or Divai or something, one of those hybrid



traditiond events, hdf party, haf excruciating familid obligation (much likelife

in Ax'sideaof the Good State, indeed); because everyone's mum had a backstage pass. Including
Sayyid Muhammad Zayid and his entourage, Ax'sfamily, Sage's

family; Marlon Williams (Mary had decided to stay away, thank God). Plus
assorted VIPs, celebs and illustrious Counterculturals from Westmingter, the
Cdltic nations and the continent. Exhausting Suff.

Forindagtared at hersdlf in the mirror. No dresser tonight. Sheredly didn't

need anyone like that; except possibly on tour. She'd just escaped from Alain de
Corlay, the palitica artist formerly known as Alain Jupette, who was here with
Tamagotchi, musclebound kooky-girl from Alain's band Movie Sucré. Alainin
whitetieand tails, Tamin fishscale silver from head to toe: like abig scary Joan
of Arc, with her Dauphin on her arm. Both of them talking like suits. God, isthis
where were at? Are we doomed to become suits?

She had amoment's vertigo: saw Allie Marlowe coming towards her, in the
arenaat twilight, aworld'send ago. Is palitics realy the new rock and roll?
'Alain's getting very grown up,’ she complained. 'Have you seen himin his
whitetie? If he getsany older, I'm not going to like him anymore.'

'‘Don't worry," said Sage, reaching over to take the spliff sheheld out. 'l havea
plan, for after this. I'll have old Smash-The-State Alain dressng up in girl's
clothesand acting like asix year old againinno time!'

They were donein the dressing room, awe come interlude of calm. Sagewas
basicaly ready, in dick black trousers and awhite singlet. Fiorindawore the
slver and white lace cowgirl dress. She would change, after DARK's s, for the
athletic part of the show. Y ou never used to wear make up on stage.’

'l was sure I'd messit up. Didn't want to end up looking like Courtney Love.
She gpplied eyeliner, and grinned at the skull in her mirror. 'Go on, tell me | look
better without. | dare you.'

"To me you look wonderful either way, baby. Asyou well know.'

She wondered where remarks of that kind were leading. Not to anything that
would hurt Ax, shewas certain. ‘At least I'm trying to look wonderful, rather
than scaring people. I'm sure poor Chip has nightmares about you, after those
rehearsdls. Verlainetoo.'

'Hahaha—" said the skull, acting tough but looking worried. ‘Nah, | wasn't that
bad?

"Hideous wake up swesting nightmares about were-skulled giants biting their
throats out. Y ou were horrible to those poor kids. Bill was winding them up too."
'Fuck off. Chip isfive years older than you, Fee. And Ver istwenty one.?

'l know. How do they do it? 1 don't think | was ever that young. Another

liff?

'Yeah!

Fiorindalooked for her smokestin. Sage was occupying severa palsied plagtic
chairs, (backstage not very paatid in these regions) long legs stretched out over
three of them, leaning on the back of another, the skull's cheekbone propped on a
skeletal hand. The mask's blank gaze passed idly over the dressing room clutter.
'What d'you think of Ax's Dad? D'you like him? 'Since you ask—' Fiorinda pulled aguilty face at the
mirror. 'Sort of yes.'

'Funny you should say that. Sodo .’

Ax'sfather was adisgrace. Untrustworthy and shiftless, and a dead weight on
AX's gentle mother. But das, he had that flashing smile, that gleam in hiseye

'Ax must never know,' said Forinda solemnly: and they laughed together.

'I'm fucking glad Ramadan is over,' she went on, sparking up the new spliff. 'l



seewhy fagting is such apopular sport in many hardnosed traditional cultures. It
concentrated hisideas wonderful. | tell you, if he doesthat again next year, he's
going to invade Poland—

'We should do it with him. So he doesn't fed so done and misunderstood.”

'Huh. | practically have been. . . But you could be right. Only we'd have to get
equally as narky, or weld just make thingsworse.’

He wanted to ask her about the magic. Fiorinda?s saltbox that never needsto

be refilled. Forinda?s tinderbox, that never fails. Fiorindainvaded by demons.
Maybe he should warn her that Anne Marie was onto her. Sat and fire. Well, the
world is getting stranger. But why are you o terrified, Fee?

He wanted to tell her she needn be afraid. That the Zen Salf quest, height of
technoscience, was rewriting afew crucid rules, suggesting some very bizarre
possibilities. Y ou?re not alone. But the fear in the back of her eyes went too deep.
Wait until therésagood time. Wait until you can deliver some protection,

before you ask her to trust you.

And what, Sage wondered, watching her paint her lovely face, would be the mentdlity of someone who
could decide, at thispoint, |I've had enough.. It’s crazy

and it hurts. I'm gonna jump ship and go and live in Alaska. So much mystery, so
much danger and promise. The adventure has only just begun.

Someone knocked on the door. Peter Stannen put his skull-head around i,

gave them the thumbs up. 'Right,' said Fiorinda, 'Just aminute.”

Theothers, including Ax, werewaiting in abar upstairs, normally the sanctum of
off-duty site security, adartsboard and gruesome calendar haven, which no one
had prettified for the celebrations. In the home straight now, and everyone at last
beginning to get excited. AsFiorindacamein, Verlaine was saying, 'We can mint
our own money, with Ax's head on it!"

'Bring back sacred measure, pounds shillings and pence.’

'And get hated forever, said Ax, by anyone who has to make change-'
Forindawent to Ax and hugged him. 'No one makes change anymore,' she

said. They press buttons. Only an esoteric minor clan of Counterculturals can
count. Shouldn't you be out there collecting autographs, Mr Dictator, Sir?

'Oh God, | suppose you'reright- '

Obediently, Ax made for the door, but he found Sage in hisway.

'Not so fast. Go and st down again. We've got something to say to you.'

Ax went and sat down, on apasied plastic chair. Helooked worried.

'What's going on?

'Ssh. Just St quietly.’ They gathered in asemicircle: DK the DJ, Roxane Smith, Chip and Verlaine,
Rob and the Babes; Allie, Fiorinda and three skull headed idiots; Anne-Marie and
Smdly Hugh. Jordan and Shane and Milly hanging back alittle. All dressed in
their best, arainbow of silksand velvets, lace and leather, tech-infused polymers.
Sage came through the arc they made, holding something wrapped in pesat

brown homespun. He went down on one knee, and put this parcel in Ax's hands.
'Openit,’ said Fiorinda. 'It's a present. From us.'

Ax unfolded the cloth and found a perfect, dender, unpolished blade of

greenish stone, the length of aman's hand; the cutting edge unblemished, asif it
had never been used—

‘What'sthis?

It'san axe, AX.'

'l know what it is. Thisisthe Sweet Track Jade. There aren't two ceremonia
stone axeslike thisin the country. What, isit areplica?

'No, it'sthe origind. | had to go to Cambridgeto find it. It belongs, belonged,



to the university because they funded the dig that turned it up.’

'A jadeite axe of uncommon perfection and provenance.' said Roxane, 'Found
by an archaeology student beside the causewayed road called The Sweet Track
that leads from Taunton to Glastonbury. Where someone dropped it, or possibly
placed it as a sacrifice, five thousand odd years ago.'

'We asked Jordan,' said Fiorinda, "What we could get for you. He said the

stone axe that's the Chosen's logo was because of the Sweet Track Jade: and you loved it, you used to
take him to see the replicain Taunton museum, and drool

over it—'

Tough guy Jordan shrugged, grimaced, and tried to look asif he couldn't
remember this conversation. Ax stared in amazement at his brother, and thenin
wonder at the ancient treasure, this beautiful, precious thing—

'Wait aminute. How did you get hold of this?

Everyone laughed.

'| asked,’ said Sage. ,,How could you doubt me? 1 told them who it wasfor, and
they reckoned that was okay. There'saletter goeswithiit, I'll giveit to you later,
which you may want to frame."

DARK and Fiorindawere on first, with some of their aready-legendary Rock
The Boat set: and the crowd went crazy. In,, Stonecold?, that rageous, paradoxical
anthem, (singalong and we'll kill you—) Fiorinda felt the huge response coming
back at her, caught Charm's eye and saw her on the edge of panic. Oh no, she
thought. Y ou don't run scared on me now, were for the Big Time: and then the
vertigo as she remembered, that world is gone. Then it wasthe end of the s,
and they were singing ,, Dark Eyed Sailor?, but differently tonight: holding down
the jangly guitars, pulling out the melody and the lyrics, unashamed tearson

their faces, sometimes a cloudy morning, a cloudy morning, brings on a sunshine day
Traditional music, immemorid loss: but we go on.

DARK werejoined by Snake Eyes, the whole big band: ashort set of thisunlikely fusion, next the Heads
come on, Aoxomoxoa duetting with Rob, Snging

Bob Marley, theway they did at Gateshead, this honeyed interlude segueing into
aSTRICTLY NO HORROR sound and vision set from the techno-wizards.
Thenceto the Adjuvants with DK guesting, lending histurbodrive to thekids
fragile, clever ideas, Anne-Marie and Smelly Hugh's Rover joins them. PoMo
thrash techno-IMMix-funk folk-punk; and last but not least, aclassc little guitar
band. Sage had said he was|ooking for positive interference: amazingly, or not
so amazingly, they did have afairly sympathetic crowd, it al seemed to work. At
the end of the Chosen's set they took a break. Nearly at the end of it, Fiorinda
had to scoot off in apanic to change.

She scurried back in time to knock back another glass of vintage champagne,
flowing inindudtrid quantities and damn the crisis (Ax better never find out

what George and Sage spent on thislot). Allie Marlowe rushed up to plonk a
wreeth of slky traveller'sjoy on her head, pinned it down, grinned at her

sweetly, muttering shit, what alot of hair; gave her ahug and akiss. Then

they're on stage together, Fiorinda and her bodyguards. Shein agreen tunic and
footless dance tights, missing her skirtsterribly, flowers of the wayside for her
crown: mesting their glances full of love and pride, her tiger and her wolf; and
isn't thisgreat? Isn't this our life's blood? They faced the roaring ocean and

launched into , Wonderwd?, close harmony, acapella

The secret of the Battle of the Sexes masque had been kept so well, most of us delirious masses really genuinely didn't
know what was going on at the end of that storming set

by the three rulers of the Rock and Roll Reich, when Ax and Sage apparently unilaterally



decided to do Under My Thumb, and Fiorinda went ballistic. Could have been a nasty
stage invasion by Barmy Army commandos in defence of our queen, but luckily the
firehoses and the foam made things clear: and who'd have thought the big bruiser had
such a hidden talent for family entertainment? Well, he dways was a crowd pleaser.

We didn't really like the masqgue, it wasn't to our taste, and if you're going to take-off
Andrew Lloyd Webber you have to be dicker than that, Sage. But who that saw it will
ever forget Aoxomoxoa as the Don, hitting on Fiorindawith that Mozart? Or Allie
Marlowe, Queenpin of the Countercultural Administration, as Polly Peachum in the
Beggar's Operariff? Or Mr Dictator Preston as the Pirate King? None too soon,
however, Ax doffed the fake tache and donned a guitar, walked over to Sage and said
something —exactly what, will be fuel for endless speculation. Then he started to play,
and everything went quiet. We have to admit that we went quiet too, it's not a new idea
but we think a country's national anthem has never been given such a spine-tingling
epiphany of rock-redemption since Jimi Hendrix played. Maybe not then. We forgot to
breathe, we hardened hacks in the media corral. And everybody on stage, by thistime a
cast of thousands: bands, crews, techies, hangers on, rock-muppets, infantsin arms,
listened as if they were hearing it for the first time too

| vow to thee my country all earthly things above

Entire and whole and perfect, the service of my love

Whole arena teary-eyed, when he started over and it was time to sing. We were

frankly sobbing into our organic recycled backstage serviettes. Forgive usif this sounds
mawkish. It's been along, strange, three years on the winding road that led us here. Joe Muldur and Jeff Scully

What Ax said was 'l still resent this-": and then into the solo, completely
unplanned, that no one had ever heard before, which Sage thought he might
actualy be playing for thefirgt time. He had that air of casud, intuitive grace, Ax
improvisng: maybe having given the chords afew moments thought, while he
was pissing around being the Pirate King. Nice one, AX.

The cast of thousands, caught off balance, recovered and formed up, tall folks
at the back, Sage next to Roxane Smith. 'Makes me think of Tolstoy,' she
muttered. 'Something he saysin War and Peace. Y ou may go to war likea
dudligt with arapier. But when you're massively outgunned and the Situation's
desperate you throw away the rules, forget good taste and pick up any brutal
blunt instrument. We're going to regret this. Were invoking demons here—'

In the dawn of thisday, Sage and George had flown to Helston to the Air
Marine base, and been taken on ahelicopter trip to Lizard Point, to light the first
beacon. Asthey sailed over Goonhilly Down they'd seen the greet dish aerids of
the earth station, Arthur and Uther, Guinevere and Lancelot, Geraint and Merlin,
staring up at them, mute and dead. Signs of that global consciousness, brief peak
of avilisstionwhich for usisin the past. They had looked at each other, unmasked
in respect. The nav marks on the Lizard's flank painted bright, after years of
disuse. Hard times, hard times, and it's going to get worse, no doubt of that. So
that's how we hepcats end up on stage, at what was formerly the Site of a carefree, globa consumerism,
yoof culture annua knees-up, singing thefucking

national anthem. Sorry Rox, thisisan emergency

The love that asks no questions, the love that pays the price

That lays upon the altar the final sacrifice

I've seen him do that. I've seen Ax lay down hislife, no joke, unreservedly, not
once but over and over, to get usdl out of ajam. Still don't know what makes
him doit. HE'sjust the AX.

"Youtakingto me?Do | look asif | read Tolstoy? Shut up and sing.'

Some time after the show Ax and Sage came across each other in the melee.

L ater, they were holed up together in adisabled toilet in the Leisure Centre, for
reasons dready lost in the mists. Sage was ditting on the cistern, Ax was on the
floor, propped againg thewadll, rolling spliff: both of them very relaxed. Running
water, sanitation, dry underfoot, nice roomy cubicle. Light'stoo bright, but by



rock festival tandards, an excdllent gaff. Quite likely they were hiding from the
barmy army. Who were milling around in large numbers, getting emotiona, and
having Ax and Sage in Sght only encouraged them.

'What are you going to do,’ sez Ax, 'when your fansfinaly work out that the
drug-addied drunken oaf they adore, isacutally avery fuckin' clever bloke who
works very fuckin' hard?

'No problem. They al think that iswhat they are secretly like themsdves.'
'Modest, too.' Sage stared dreamily at thetileson thewall, 'Ax. | made, till making, absolute
shitload of money out of Bleeding Heart. Me personadly | mean, not talking of the
band. Do you want it?

I'm happier than | have ever been in my life, thought Ax. God, thisis perfect,
thisisparadise. Therésnothing ese | could possibly want. ‘Ah, but can you get
a it?In't your financial empiretied up in knotssince Ivar/Lara?

'l can get a plenty. | said, Do you want it.'

Perhaps he'd been atad ungracious. 'Uh, yeah. Yes| want it. Thank you very
much.’

Sage laughed, but the skull's blank sockets were considering Ax's pinned
pupilswith disgpprova. Thenit'syours. An' I'll tell you what al else, my dear.
Y ou ever touch that Stuff again, I'm going to best the fuckin' shit out of you.'
The mask had vanished. It penetrated AX's happy world that Sage had aright
to be angry, meant what he said; and Ax was going to get serioudy hurt—
'Hey, come back to the party. | said if. And you're not going to.?

'l won't,' said Ax, drug clean left him. 'I'm afool. | will not do smack again.
Never.'

Hewas looking up at Sage's natural face, and somehow kept on looking,
seeing asif never before the blue eyes and golden brows, the wide cheekbones
and blunt, wedge shaped, almost animal muzzle, al centred on that overblown
mouith. . . Verging on grotesque, yeah. But in somelights, and if you'rein the
mood, the guy can look like severd hillion dollars. Sage looking back at him, with alittle smile—
Someone thumped on the door. Fiorinda camein, and stepped over AX'slegs.
'Ah, thelovebirds. | knew I'd find you two tucked away together somewhere
romantic.’

Sage clambered precarioudy to the floor, lost hisfooting, sat down by Ax and
held out hisarms. Fiorinda settled herself againgt his chest, Sghed contentedly,
and gave her boyfriend adirty look. She knew what he'd been up to.

'I'm not speaking to you.'

'Ah, don't be hard on him Fee,’ said Sage, kissing her hair. 'Not tonight.’

'He's dready given me abollocking—

'Oh dl right. Come here." Shetugged at him until he was arranged to her

liking, and they settled together, Ax with hishead on her lap, Sage's arms around
them both.

Wrong again, Ax thought. |



