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PROLOGUE

About four am. Fiorinda and Sage decided they'd better |eave the Disabled
Toilet, fond as they had become of the place. They woke Ax and persuaded him
that thiswas agood idea. Cleaners, Ax. Folks with brooms and buckets; you
don't want to meet them. The Rivermead Centre seemed deserted, blank
corridors echoing with departed revery. In the car park (ominous clanging

noises from somewhere, no other signs of life) Sage hugged them and st off into
the dark. Almost immediately he cameloping back, handsin his pockets,
shouldersforward, adearly familiar tal slhouette, to where they were stlanding
bereft, not knowing what to do with themselves. No, no no, he said. Thisis
wrong. We gtick together. C'mon, come back to the van.

They crossed the ghostly arena, with its shadow-buried rainbow of towered
stages and marquees, and headed into the campground, still smashed enough

that even Sage found his own back yard a puzzling wonderland. They could

have gone on forever, they probably did go round in circles once or twice: on
access lanes, or threading their way by paths only staybehinds used, between
rows of tentsthat lay like degping animads. hand in hand, or in Indianfile,

brushing past spider-pearled thickets of Old Man' s Beard and Michaglmas
daisies, discussing their route in rapt whispers. It would have been paradise to

go on forever, through the chill, river-misted night . . . no need for ahouse or a
home, deep under a hedge somewhere with the stars rustling overhead. Instead they reached the van,
which wasfull of people, mostly unknown to

the proprietor (asfar ashe could tell). They tiptoed past acouple of staybehind
women having a hushed, early-hours conversation, stepped over the bodies on
the floor in Sage' sroom (the boss's actua bed had remained sacred), and dept in
the midst of the crowd. Many hourslater Ax and Fiorindawoke aone, fully
dressed, surrounded by digital hardware, and followed the scent of frying bacon
to the kitchen —where Sage and his brother Heads, George and Bill and Peter, (all
four skullmasked as usual), George Merrick’ swife Laurd, Bill Trevor'sposh
girlfriend Minty LaTour, plus agrab-bag of Heads crewpersons, were cooking
and eating ahuge fried breskfast.

Sage was cheerful and sweet, but a distance had been re-established.

From there it was straight back to business as usual. The newly inaugurated
Dictator and his girlfriend had to get to London, and establish a modus vivendi
with the suits. The Heads zoomed off to Truro, where they*d promised afree gig
for the Cornish (most of whom had no tv reception at present, so they*d missed
the big concert). The show must go on, while none of the ongoing emergencies

let up. The threeleaders of the Rock and Roll Reich didn‘t have another chanceto
examinether private life, al through the winter. But at |ast there came apause,

an equilibrium. At last a chance to take stock, count the bruises, relax alittle. A dangeroustime.



1. Sweetness And Light

'What's that?

'Haydn. Okay?

'Y eah, fine. Cruise, Sage.’

Tisn't working.'

'l wonder...*, muttered Ax. The Heads reckoned their bosswas only safeto
drive unaided when he was so wrecked he knew he wasin trouble, which was
not the case thismorning. Still, there was alot more room per vehicle on the
roads these days, despite bomb-crater-sized potholes and long stretcheswhere
the surface had been hacked off by the righteous and never replaced. Th
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and eating ahuge fried breskfast.

Sage was cheerful and sweet, but a distance had been re-established.

From there it was straight back to business as usud. The newly inaugurated

Dictator and his girlfriend had to get to London, and establish a modus vivendi

with the suits. The Heads zoomed off to Truro, where they*d promised afree gig

for the Cornish (most of whom had no tv reception at present, so they*d missed

the big concert). The show must go on, while none of the ongoing emergencies

let up. Thethree leaders of the Rock and Roll Reich didn't have another chanceto
examinether privatelife, al through the winter. But at |ast there came a pause,

an equilibrium. At last achance to take stock, count the bruises, relax alittle. A dangeroustime.

1. Sweetness And Light

'What's that?

'Haydn. Okay?

'Y eah, fine. Cruise, Sage.'

Tisntworking.'

'l wonder...*, muttered Ax. The Heads reckoned their boss was only safeto
drive unaided when he was so wrecked he knew he wasin trouble, which was
not the case this morning. Still, there was alot more room per vehicle on the
roads these days, despite bomb-crater-sized potholes and long stretches where
the surface had been hacked off by the righteous and never replaced. The van's
eratic glide wasn't going to meet much opposition. Let him do without the
autopilat, if it makes him happy. Thisisaholiday.

'l think | fell inlovewith you," he said, 'the night we did the concert at the end

of the Idamic Campaign. Y ou remember?

‘Nah.'

'Sage, you are having me on. Cast your mind back. Bradford Civic Centre, end
of January last year. Arabian Nights décor, inadequate stage crew. We'd been
running around the Y orkshire Daes with abunch of hippy guerrillasfor three
months, playing live-ammunition wargames with the Idamic Separatigts. | sl
my soul to make peace, we agree to do an armistice gig for both the armies. No
bands, just you and me: Aoxomoxoaon noise, stunt-dives and horrible specia
effects, Ax Preston on guitar. Worked out pretty well, considering.' 'Y eah, yeah, yeah. | didn't mean, |
don't remember . | meant, what, only then,

Ax?Now you have hurt my fedings.' Theliving skull turned to him, grinning in
blithe affection. If truth be known, he'd rather have had the guy's naturd face
today but—

'Shit! Watch the road—!"

Unfortunate that they should have hit a patch of traffic at that moment. Horns
blared. A woman with ahorse and cart was|eft ydling furioudy . . . Well, grictly
speaking, horse and cart rigs should keep to the left hand lane but—

'Sage, | think I'll drive.’

'No, no, no. My van. | drive'

'Fuck. How old are you? Three and ahaf? Listen, if we werein asportscar |
think I might let you kill me, but you could take out twenty innocent bystanders
with thisthing. I'm going to drive. Stop the van! NO! (he corrected himsdlf,
urgently), PULL OVER! Get off the roadway, then stop thevan. DO IT, Sage—'
But when the great grey space capsule was parked on the hard shoulder (Sage
having accomplished this feat without incident), Ax stayed where hewas. The
cab filled and brimmed with satdly, joyful music, they smiled at each other: time
was away and somewhere else.



'Nah, said Sage at lagt, 'can't betrue.Y ou can't have fallen for me only that

night. I have never felt more understood in my lifethan | did then, first timeon
stage with you. Y ou must've been practising.'

'‘Maybeit wasloveat first Sght.' 'Hahaha. | don't think so!'

In the lost past they had not been friends. They'd had one of those persondity
clash feuds beloved of the music biz media: Aoxomoxoa, of Aoxomoxoaand the
Heads, shamedess commercia techno-wizard (aka Sage Pender), aways picking
afight with Ax Preston, the modes, critically acclaimed guitar-man.

'Okay, not love," Ax conceded (though from this vantage point, al of it looked
likeloving). 'Intrigued at first Sght. Or from an early date. Remember when |
took you out drinking after you'd been dagging off my band on thetv?
Complacent nostalgia wank-aid for dreary little left wing acne-suckers—'

‘It dl comes back to you.'

'Oh, | remember every word. That waswhen | first really looked at this—' He
reached over and traced the eyesockets and cheekbones of the skull. Theresalot
of digit masksaround. Thisis something else. It'sa serious piece of coding, and
an amazing work of art.’

Sage keeping very ill, very happy to be touched. The avatar mask, that
phenomenaly expressive vell of coherent light, grinning between sheepish and
sdf-mocking—

'l didn't believe you bought it off someone you met in abar, either. Not one of
your more convincing yarns. So then | started noticing how much got done,
behind the drunken oaf cover. The bit-by-bit dog that goesinto those immersions
of yours. Y ou and the Heads touring like maniacs, and a stage act you couldn't
survive if you weren't in congtant training. It nagged at me. If he made that mask, and if he's secretly so
focused and organised, he's not stuck for inner resources.

Why isthe stupid bugger impelled to spend hdlf hislife so fucking hammered that
just walking across the room isagreat big adventure?

'Bored, bored, bored.’

'Not so bored now? Not so smashed so often, anyway.'

‘Carn't fitit into my Minigterid diary, Sah. | never havethetimeto get

decently trolleyed, too busy being aworkaholic bureaucrat. It'sadisgrace.’

They collapsed into giggles. The Stuation they werein was so ridiculous.

'Y ou ever going to tell mewhy you used to pick on melikethat? said Ax. 'Mr
billionaire-as-fuck megastar? It was amystery to me why you bothered.’

'Oh .. .Yeah, okay. I'll tell you. We were apair, equal and opposite. Ax Preston
getsthe critical acclam and the cred, Sage gets the filthy money, and everyone's
convinced that' sjust the way it ought to be. | wasjedlous. Envious. Resented it."
Ax was amazed (he' d been imagining some dightly more grown-up

grievance, dl thistime). 'Isthat what it was? Really?'

‘Redlly.

'Well,' said Ax, after amoment, 'now | know your stuff better, | don‘t blame
you. But it wasn't my fault.Y ou should' ve behaved more like Leonardo daVinci.'
'AX, I'll never beat you at thisgame.”

'What game?

'Forgiving, understanding. Maybe the gameisbeing good.’

'Oh, I'm not good,’ said Ax. 'l think you are good.' They listened to the music for awhile.
'We don't need the van,’ said Sage at last.

‘Nah.'

'Don't know why | brought it out." He tapped the phone implant on hiswrist.
'George. . . Hi, George, when you get to this, I've |eft the van by the road—



George Merrick was the second-in-command of Sage's band. Pause, while
Sage looks out of the cab, peers around and finds nothing in the shattered vistas
of Reading' s urban freaway system to fix in hismind. 'Wéll, it's somewhere. Not
far. Take it back to the Meadow, will you? Thanks!'

The van belonged in the Travelers Meadow on Rivermead Festiva Site,

where thousands of staybehinds had been living like Bangladeshi dumdwellers
since Dissolution Summer, three and ahaf years ago. It wasn't asbad asiit
sounded. In ways, the campers, in their lo-impact, alt.tech hippy squalor, were
better off than the bricks and mortar people, now that the Crash had redlly begun
to bite. They got down and stood checking each other over: tall Sagewith aliving
skull for ahead, skeleton-masked hands to match. Ax Preston, Dictator of
England, in hisold leather coat, milky-brown skin and smooth dark hair of non
gpecific non-white origins; looking alittle lost without aguitar attached.

Maybe the absence of guitar'sthe cause of the uncertainty crisis he's suffering,
worried frown in his pretty brown eyes—

‘Areyou still up for this, Sage? No second thoughts?

The skull grinned. 'Not much option now, isthere? Eh, Teflon-head? 'Oh. Oh yeah, right.’
‘Hahaha'

They began towalk.

Y ou know, Ax, | can awaystell when you are completely out of your tree!
'Ohredly, how isthat?

"Y ou become convinced you're sober, an' you start ordering me around.’

‘Do 1?1'm sorry—'

'Nah, it'sokay. | likeit.'

Ax had driven down from London very early and left his car by Caversham
Bridge, to avoid getting hassed by Staybehind Gate Police, over private
trangport hypocrisy. Asthey walked into the town centre—empty plate glass
gleaming (where plate glass had survived); burned-out shells of fast-food outlets
and car sdlesrooms— they discussed going to look for it. But they reached the
dation first so they settled for the train, and the quiet intendity of Sitting Side by
Side among strangers: touching hands, brushing shoulders, traversing the

crowds at Clapham Junction with that magic thrill in the blood; barely speaking,
occasiondly sharing asmile of ddight.

'For once we can just enjoy this," Ax said.

'Yeah. Butit wastheredl thetime!

'l know.'

By mid-afternoon they were in Brighton. Neither of them knew the town, but
the gazetteer on Ax' s warehouse implant (though out of date) helped them to fool around. It was so rare,
such atreat to beidle together, the strains of their

own music not infrequently washing over them, asthey prowled the fashion
shoplets: two stunningly recognisable faces (one face, one mask) so studioudy
unrecognised it was like acloak of invighility. The Dictator and hisfriends never
had to worry about invasion of privacy: Stone Age Fame, Fiorindacaledit.

So thiswas Ax's England. In Reading the violence was more obvious. Here, in
atown which had aways been Countercultural heartland, change looked more
permanent. The music and video effects that acted as urban décor were cutting
edge, but the Shopping Mall Generics had vanished. Private cars had gone, or
turned up ingenioudly recycled. Asphalt, brick and concrete had been torn up to
let the weeds and wildernessin. There were marks of privation, obvioudy. The
?see aqueue, join aqueue’ mentality prevailed. But the crowds were peaceful,
there were buskers but no beggars; and not aweapon in sight. Considering the



events of recent years, that last was amgjor triumph.

At sunset the only street lighting was by ATP patches: cell metabolism energy,
bio-activated by the fingertips of passers-by who had taken the treatment, Sage
among them. They ate (Ax ate. Sage, typicaly, ignored some food), and went
down to the beach. Evening crowds flowed on the promenade behind them, but
they were done on the shingle.

It was cold, the air was till, the sea murmured in atawny dusk.

Sage folded himsdlf, cross-legged, in one of hisgiant pixie poses. Ax sat
wrapped in hisleather coat, trusty old friend, examining an antique ring on hisright hand. It wasa
birthday present from Fiorinda, he wasn't used to wearing it.

The carndlian beve had an inscription in Arabic: thistoo will pass. Shegivesme
Solomon'sring . . . and isthat athreat or apromise, my Fiorinda? 1 think it'sa
promise. Everything will pass, but not your love for me, my lovefor you.

It was the twenty-first of February, he was just twenty-nine years old. Hed

been Ceremoniad Head of State for sx months; the officia leader of the mighty
CCM, the English Countercultural Movement for alittle longer.

AXx was not now, nor had he ever been, a Green Nazi, a hippie, or even an Eco
Warrior. He' d once been a pretty-good guitarist, with the deluson that he could
do something to save his country from the dark. He' d become the leader of the
CCM through nightmare circumstances —after the Dissolution of the United
Kingdom, and the collapse of the first, bloody and terrible Green Revolution
regime. When the suits offered him the Head of State job he' d accepted: but he'd
refused to be called President. He preferred atitle that reflected the real situation.
‘Timesand times," he said, turning thering. 'l prayed to God we' d makeiit this
far, and | didn't see how we could. Now | know that everything since
Dissolution was the easy part. Now we haveto keep it al going. Fuck.'

'No need to think about it tonight. Take the evening off.’

'What did we do with the shopping?

'Can't remember. Something. Doesit matter?

'Not at al." He didn't eat, thought Ax. He never eats enough. Not agram more than he
must, to keep that fabulous body in shape. But | am not going to nag. He took
Sage' sleft hand, missing the fourth and fifth fingers, and measured it againgt his
own. Theright was worse off, having lost index and second finger and haf a
thumb. Skeletal ghosts that masked the gaps. . . Meningitis and septicaemiahad
done the damage. He thought of aten month old baby, can't even talk, sick unto
death. They put him to deep, he wakes up andwhat’ s happened to his hands?
The little boy who refusesto eat, because he can't stand the clumsiness of his
maimed paws. Ah, God. Unbearable pity.

'How d' you decide how long to make the missing fingers?

‘These are my red hands.’

'What?

"The masks are copies of my bonesthe way they would have grown. It's not

hard to work out. Now ask mewhy | don‘t wear fake normal hands.’

'Y ou can't fake anything. Remind me not to try and turn you into adiplomat.
'Hahaha | canlie. | doit dl thetime.'

'Y ou can talk bullshit; there's a subtle difference. | wish I'd known you before!
"You did. You didn't like me much.’

'l mean long ago. My life has had its ups and downs, but tonight it Strikesme
forcibly that you have been horribly unhappy, for years at a time. | never put it
together before. | wish I'd been there, to stop things from hurting you.' 'l deserved most of it," said Sage.
Not the meningitis, obvioudy, but theregt. If



you'd known me when | was ateenage junkie you would not have liked me, Ax.
But | know what you mean. Me, | have a desperate need to time travel and
punch out the playground racists —that you've never told me about, but | know
the fucking South-West of this fucking country.’

Ax was from Taunton, Sage was Cornish. 'l'd have liked you,' said Ax, 'if I'd
known you.We should have been together; total waste of time that we weren't.’
‘Never leave me, AX.'

1 won't.'

They laughed, dropped the handclasp and |ooked away from each other,
amiling. Theracism didn't bother me,’ said Ax. ‘Much. | was okay with it by the
time | wasten. | resgn myself to work around stuff like that. You write horrors
likethe Arbeit Macht Frel immersions, asyou told me once, because you want to
see the world as hideous, miserable and terrible asit really is, and till find it loveable—'
'Did | say that? | must have been pissed.’

'Pissed enough to trust me, briefly, on that anoma ous night out. Then you

were straight back to giving me unmitigated shit, any chance you got. But you'd
changed, next time our paths redly crossed, in Dissolution Summer. Still

winding me up thewholetime, and habitualy plastered, but not finding the

world such adifficult placeto love. If you don't mind me saying 0.’

'Y eah, well, that was Fiorinda. I'd met Fiorinda, year before dl of this shit
garted. In March, in Amsterdam . She turned everything around.' When the three of them joined Paull
Javert's Countercultural Think Tank (not

even Ax having any ideawhat the doomed Home Secretary was planning),
Fiorinda had been sixteen. Sage' d been playing the big brother, waiting for her to
grow up, and it'd been Ax who'd made the crucial move. It had only gradudly
dawned on him, through the terrifying cascade of disaster that followed, that

held cut Sage out . . . That Aoxomoxoa the sex-machine, the laddish fool you'd
think couldn't deceive afly, was secretly, passionately, permanently inlove.

The problem was on the agenda, the unspoken agenda of the drug they‘d

taken, and both of them knew it: but the words wouldn‘t come. They faced each
other in slence, the skull'sfrontal bones glimmering with afaint slver light. The
look moved into akiss, hard to say who initiated that, and then, irresstibly, into
plenty more than asingle kiss. Ax wanted it dl, then he wanted out, and caught
andarming glimpse of what it might belikeif he ever really had to fight this
supple giant. They flung gpart from each other, breathing hard—

' Don't ever do that to me', snarled Ax.

'Do what? demanded Sage, on his back with an arm flung across hisface.
'Who? Did what to whom?'Y ou absolutely sure that wasn't your idea?

AXx chucked pebbles at the sea. ?Okay, he said, ?sorry. Two sidestoit.'

He heaved asigh, moved over and shifted hisfriend's arm. The mask looked

up, doing a heartrending linein alone, conflicted and confused. 'Hey, stop that. Not
the whipped puppy dog. Knock it off, you're scaring me.’

'How do | know what's the right face to make? Me, oversized blundering oaf.' Ax lay down, settling his
head on Sage's shoulder. 2Af you are so lost inthe

complex world of grown-up human emotions, maestro, who made the mask?
'Doesn't mean anything. A lot of that emotional mapping isjoin the dots,
mechanica. Wood ants could build an avatar mask."

' Wood ants. Tuh.'

The sea swooshed in and out. They stayed like that for awhile, very happy.

Ax sat up and fetched out his smokestin.

The Brighton Pier was dark. The cocktail party on the restored West Pier, the



gig they were meant to attend, wasin full swing, dl that lacy, artfully restored

old ironwork lit like the Titanic on ghost-crab legs; like abeached starship.
Tinsd-faint wafts of music escaped from the sound-proofing. ‘Now listen,’ said
AX, lighting the spliff and handing it, 'were going to Allies party, and | put it to
you that we walk in there tonight, the two coolest dudesin the known universe.'
'l thought you didn't like being famous!’

'Usualy | don't. But thisisn't celebrity culture, thisis undeniable fact. Far as

our idand nation goes, right now, we fucking are the two coolest dudesin the
known universe. Just for once, why don't we get some fun out of it?

'An‘ no sarcastic rock and roll brat around, to make her deflating little
remarks.Y eah, let‘sgo for it. Fuck, what isin this? It's blowing my head off.’
‘That's because you've hardly eaten athing al day. I've been watching you. It's
only Brigtal skunk, and you couldn't leave the street lighting adone, could you?
You cannot drain your cell metabolism like that, and then not est—' "What would you know, fogey?|
likedraining my cdl metabolism, it givesthe

world anice edge, dso like getting my head blown off—'

'Sage, pull yoursdlf together. Coolest dudes. Can you do it? No falling over
things?

'Coolest dudes. | will not to fall over anything. But now | need a shit.’

"Trust you. Well, you can't do it here. Y ou can't shit on apublic beach.’

'Why not? Thiswould be a Rivermead GM turd, with unzip bugs. Be gonein

an hour. Okay, okay, if it worries you. Ax, how you got to be the leader of the
outlaw unwashed | will never know. I'll be dead suburban, I'll go and shitinthe
water. | hope aterrible wave doesn't come and drown me!’

"Then I'd be sorry—' Ax stopped laughing. He could see thiswave. 'Hey, be
careful.’

'‘Cdm down, thereis no terrible wave. Maybe you better come and hold my
hand.'

The party was being thrown by Allie Marlowe, the Dictator's Queenpin
adminigtrator; a Brighton native. There was quite acrowd: core members of the
Rock and Rall Reich mingling gracioudy with South Coast Counterculturd
luminaries, favoured media-folk, non-Few rockstars; other useful people. Ax and
Sage caused a satisfying tir. They presented themselvesto their hostess (anill
woman to cross, Allie: better make sure and be polite), who congratulated them for turning up. They then
forgot about being the coolest dudes and stood at the

bar, forgetting to drink and ignoring everyone, talking about Fiorinda

In Dissolution Summer she' d been the Indie babystar with a past: recruited off
the streets by DARK, infamous Teesside dike-rockers. outed by the music press
asthe daughter of Rufus O' Nidl, veteran Irish megastar. Ax had known the ugly
story about Fiorindaand her father, and admired the kid's courage: but he'd
never been inspired to check out the music, until shewas hisgirlfriend.

'I knew what DARK were like, and | knewyou’ d taken her under your wing,
which I‘m afraid did not give me confidence. | had to get hold of No Reason and
listen to it when she wasn't around, to find out whether she wastotal crap—'
?Hahaha. Then you got asurprise.

?Y eah.’ Ax shook hishead fondly. ?Blew me away. Fantastic. But you knew.!
No Reason, the debut album DARK had made with Fiorinda, had transformed
the band' s fortunes. Without her they'd been a disaster with flashes of genius.
With her, they became extraordinary: though il fully asvolatile.

'l knew, agreed Sage, the skull grinning sweet and rueful. 20h yes, | knew the
first time | saw her on stage. Fourteen years old, screaming like a banshee,



having severe difficulty snging and playing aguitar a the sametime—

Ax grinned. AWdl, it'sagtuation | try to avoid, mysdlf.f

But shewas the business—

?Dunno why | bothered, looking back. It was about ayear before she
condescended to turn up at a Chosen Few gig. The Chosen Few, now generdly known asthe Chosen,
because the Few meant

something else, was Ax‘ s band: comprising two of hisbrothers, and hisex
girlfriend Milly Kettle on drums. They didn't play abig part in the Reich.
Forindagtoriesfrom long ago, some of them new to Ax even now. Her epic
fightswith Charm Dudley, DARK's rabid-tempered front woman. Her cut

crysta management style with the government suits. Her secrets. (Have you ever
caught her writing asong? Nah. Nor me. Always happenswhen I'm off the
premises.) The shock of her intelligence. How much they missed the arrogant,
oblivious, crudly damaged teenager they had known. How much they loved the
person she had become. The party chattered on. Across the room, above afrieze
of heads, abig screen dsiplayed the Armada concert, finalé of the Boat People
tour last summer. They watched Fiorindaand DARK, with Ax Preston as
emergency stand-in guitarist: quite achange in demeanour for the Chosen's
sober, reserved virtuoso.

'Did you plan to carry on like that? asked Sage, who' d been elsewhere that
night.

‘No! | planned to blend in with the wall paper, so that Charm would not hate
me—'

‘Nyah. Not worth worrying about. Charm hates everyone, regardless.’

‘But with DARK, blending-in means—'

'‘Gofor it 'til you fal down bleeding at the nose and ears!'

'Yeah. Soit just happened.” Their girl smply standing there, in the tight-waisted red and gold Elizabeth
dress, red curlsfdling around her face. No can-can kicks, no cartwhedls. This
they didn't like so much, asthey knew what afeat of acohol and raw courage
was keeping her upright. But how the cameras|oved her—

The scene changed, Fiorindano morein sight, and they turned away at once.

'Y ou know,' remarked Sage, 'l reallydon't like Charm Dudley, but it must have
been ahdl of athing. | kept thinking, back then, Fiorinda forever, but I'm fucking
glad that firestorm of a superstar brat didn't happen to my band.'

They laughed, and talked of other things, only for the pleasure of coming back

to her. Nicelittle country we' ve got hold of here, alittle battered but il afl oat.
What are we going to do with it? Leave governing to the government, our job is
the heartsand minds. . . The next big problem, as Ax saw it, wasthe Ancient
British tendency, except they didn‘t call themsdvesthat now. Caled themselves
the Cdltics, in dignment with a Pan-European movement of the same name.
Anti-science, ultra-Green, covertly racist and dangeroudy attractive. The Cdtics
didn’'t want economic recovery for the masses, mediated by futuristic-utopian
sugtainable tech: asdl that sort of thing was againgt the will of Gaila—

It was ahijack. You didn't hear Ireland, Scotland and Wales caling themsalves
the 2Cdltic nations' any more. They didn‘t wish to be associated. But needlessto
say, the Snigter romantics had their fans at Westmingter, and Ax‘s own so-called
subjects were deeply divided. So how to combat the Neo-Feudalist creep?
Without starting acivil war in the Counterculture? Ax had come up with the idea of an education scheme.
Futurigtic-Utopian arts

and crafts. Masterclasses; training in music tech from superstars. Pop-cultura
history in hedgeschool kindergartens. Bring in therest of the Arts. Outreach to



the generd public, get someirresistible dbums out. Rock and Roll meant
something different now, for everyone trapped in Gulag Europe by the data
quarantine. Not crowd control (disguised as the hedonistic soundtrack of the
revolution), but a connection with the lost world. Psychological landscape, belief
inthe return of modern civilisation—

?D'you think an education schemeisgoing to work?

?Truthfully, no,' said Ax. A dwaysthink my ideasfor socia engineering are
ridiculoudy stupid and childish. But then | look at real government initiatives,
supposedly designed by the grown-ups, you know? And fuck, I‘'m no worse.'
Sage laughed. AWdl, okay, I'min. You got usthisfar.’

2 wishyou'd singmore,' sighed Ax. ?Y ou have such agrest voice. Thereare
songs|“d love to hear you do, and so would the punters. But no, you prefer to
hide behind those fucking circus stunts that scare me to death, and I'm sure

you' regoing to kill yoursef—

2 am not going to kill mysdlf. Look, if | Sng, | haveto take care of the voice,
they don't take care of themsalves, an' the body (yeah, laugh, my stock-in-trade)
isaready atime-consuming hobby. Why don‘t you sng more?

Because| can't.’

?Now that isnonsense— The pauses became longer. Sentences fdll into pools of engrossing silence.
They |eft the spot where they'd taken root, went out on deck and stood leaning
againg therail, backsto the water, elbows touching, bresthing dow, sinking
deeper and deeper into the feding—

'Sage”?

'AX.

‘Let'sgo home.!'

Fiorinda had had the flu for Christmas, gone back to work too soon and
succumbed to an attack of bronchitis. The after-effects were enough to keep her
at home on achilly, damp February night. Well, she wouldn't have known where
to put hersdf a Alli€sgig, in the circumstances.

So thisiswhat happens. Y ou are poorly, so your boyfriend abandons you to
spend the day with hisbest mate, and they're going to your best girlfriend's

party out of their heads on hideous mind-destroying drugs—

Sheld meant to go to bed early. At midnight she was Sitting up reading,

drinking red wine and trying not to worry. When friends take oxytocin, the
intimacy drug, things have been known to go horribly wrong. Especidly when
the friends are the same sex, and heterosexua (or more or |ess heterosexual,
darling Ax . . .) Fiorinda hated modern drugs anyway. Taking massive doses of
enhanced human biochemicals for fun sounded to her like—feeding cows on dead cows. Y ou don't
need the scientific detalls, if you have any senseyou just

know it'saterribleidea

They'll be okay. Sage will bein charge, becauseit isdrugs. Or Ax will bein
charge, because Sage lovesthat. Anyway one of them will bein charge. They
awaysdo that, very clever; or maybeit's genetic, amaething, to avoid—

The entryphone chimed: she had to go down and let themiin.

‘Sorry,' said Ax, on the doorstep, ‘couldn't find my key.'

'Y ou don't have akey, idiot. Y ou look at the ID thing with your eyes. What are
you doing back here, futile creatures? Y ou can't have apair bond with threeiniit.’
'We're not interested in any other kind,' Sage kissed the tip of her nose.

'DON'T kissmy nose! | HATE it when you do that!"

But he had followed Ax upstairs, laughing.

In the big living-room they were walking around, beaming weirdly. Ax had



taken off his coat and Sage his outer scummy sweater. Fiorinda returned to her
book. Sheld been adeep when Ax left for Reading (pretending to be adeep, to
signal her disgpprova). 'Isthat what you were wearing at Alli€'s party? She will
have been impressed.’ There was nothing wrong with Ax' s dark red suit except
that it was alittle shabby, which should be a virtue these days. Sage wore his
beloved dick, Imipolex, one-shouldered black dungarees (easy for hosing down),
over adreadful Hard Fun Tour hoodie, itinerary datesillegible with age. It might
once have been grey. Or maybe mud-brown.

'Uh, yeah? 'Are we not modish enough? Maybe that's what was up with her.’
'‘She didn't say anything—'

'l don't remember whether she said anything. But | received tetchy vibes:!

'Oh, surely not,’ said Fiorinda. 'She wouldn't have wasted her fire.'

Forindawas occupying one couch, dong with Ax's cat, who wasfast adeep

on acushion. They took the other: Sage stretched out, Ax propped against it on
the hearth rug, in front of the old flame-effect gas stove. 'Isthisroom warm
enough? asked Sage. 'Can we turn that up? Y ou have to keep warm, Fee.’

'l am very cosy. Leave the stove aone, both of you. The state you areiin, you'll
st the place onfire. Isit turning out the way you expected?

Sagelooksat Ax, Ax looks a Sage. They have alittle staring match: bresthing

in synchrony. She's not going to get an answer. They've forgotten the question, or
neither of them is going to bethefirst to back down and say yes; or no.

'What'sit fed like,' she asked (her attitude softened by the fact that nothing
seemed to have gone horribly wrong), ‘doing oxytocin?

'Depends who you are and who you're taking it with," said Sage, disengaging
from the sareto grin at the calling: askull in asoppy dream. 'If you're me, and
taking it with A, it feds not unlike being three years old and spending a happy
day pottering around, doing nothing much, with your mother.’

'I'd go with that,' said Ax, smiling at his huge infant. ‘Only different.’

'l may throw up." She wondered about Allie's party. 'Could you behave
normally if you wanted to? 'Oh yeah,' said Ax. 'lt'svery mild, redly.’

'Arewe not behaving normally? asked Sage. They started laughing like fools:
then stopped, gazing at each other with such grave happiness—

'l should go to bed and leave you toiit.’

She did not throw up; or go to bed. She stayed, pretending to read, unableto
tear hersalf away, and they didn‘t seem to mind. Ax fetched an acoustic guitar,
and made sure it wasin tune. He started to play, looking a Sage expectantly. She
was 0 flustered by the Stuation it wasn't until Sage began to sing that she
recognised 'Stonecold', Fiorinda's own paradoxical, teenage-vagrant anthem, her
firgt big hit, her first big song. What on earth's going on?

She hid behind her book, wishing she hadn't tied up her hair, depriving

hersdf of her usud retreat.. They played the song through, then they stopped

and discussed the chords, the key-changes, the melody: bitching gently about the
timelast year, when 'Stonecold', dong with Fiorinda's solo album, Friction, had
wiped the floor with the oppaosition, Ax and Sage included.

Weird how people keep buying music, in the midst of catastrophes.

Fucking babystars, they said, grinning sweetly. Makes yer sick. Thank God

she never did that aerobics video. Then the song again, word perfect, note
perfect, and 'Stonecold' isa good song, not aforced rhyme or an off syllable: her
own music that till gave her goossbumps, the shivering feding of power

running through her—

'Isthisokay? said Sage, asif suddenly redlising they had an audience. Fiorinda nodded, keeping her



nosein her book.

When they'd finished with 'Stonecold', they did 'Rest Harrow'. Fiorinda gets
ecologica (and she'd never realised how much of Sage there wasin that song,
hayseed, plough boy, until she heard him sing it). Then ancther, lessfamiliar
track from Friction, and another, each song getting the same loving attention. Ax
adding to the guitar part, how could he not, but never taking over, aways
staying close to what she' d written. The oxy must be good stuff. They didn't sted
her wine, or light aspliff, they just went on playing and Singing Fiorinda' s

music. She'd had no idea they could do this. She forgot to be embarrassed and
samply listened; and watched. So beautiful together, locked into each other, her
tiger and her wolf. A longer pause. What next?

It was'Pain’, the origind Fiorinda-song, with the stupid monochrome tune

and the ridiculous teen-angst words, that she had never released, and never
would, though fansyelled for it at gigs and sometimes got it. That she had
scribbled in the middle of the night, under a40-watt bulb in ahostel dormitory,
when shewas alost, desperate, bitter little kid: wanting to tell theworld what it‘s
likewhen painisdl thereis (asif theworld didn't know). That sheld screeched
out like acrazy prayer from the stage, dl through Dissolution Summer. And put
behind her, and been ashamed of —and here it was restored to her, by their art,
the way it had felt when she wrote it, but different; but made beautiful.

Livein the pain, deep inside the pain . . . Live for thismoment . . .

Tears stung her eyes. She turned a page with shaking fingers: invaded,
heartwrung, staring at the print and seeing nothing, until the music ended. Ax

put his guitar aside. Sage said he thought held go to bed. He'd deep inthe music
room, as usua when he stayed. They had a spare bedroom, but it was
unfurnished (they'd only moved into this place last May) and full of junk.

"Y ou want me to sort you out aduvet and tuff? said Ax.

'S okay. | know whereto find things.'

Sage prowled halfway to the door, big and graceful but undecided, asif hed
forgotten something but couldn’t remember what it was: not an unusud state for
the perfect master of short-term memory loss. He came back, dropped on one
knee beside the couch and kissed Ax gently on thelips. 'G'night . . ." He Sarted
to get up again, then changed his mind. The mask vanished. Sage's naturd face
appeared, blue eyeswide and dreamy, that big soft beautiful mouth between
solemn and smiling—

‘Thanks,' said Ax. 2 needed that.’

'Y eah,’ said Sage, and kissed him again, adeep kiss, asoul kiss, both of them
getting into it, Ax's fingerslocked in Sage's close-cropped yellow curls.

Sage stood up.

'G'night Fee," he said, and left them.

'God,' said Fiorinda, fascinated. 'Why don't you go after him?

Ax laughed, leaned back on the couch and stretched hisarms.

'Becausg, little cat, in the morning I'll be sober, and so will he." 'Perhaps more to the point,” suggested
Fiorinda. Ax could be abit of a

chameleon. Aoxomaoxoa, despite the wishful dreams of the nation's gay
community, was definitely oneway only: in norma life. She peeped at her
boyfriend over the top of that useful book. 'If we go to bed and fuck now I‘'m
going to fed extremely weird, knowing I'm supposed to be six foot sx with a
curly blond brush-cut.’

'Hahaha. Lay off. Have respect for aman's drug experience. Ax sighed, and
smiled. 'What happened with Sage's mother? If | ever knew, I've forgotten.’



'She left when he was ten or so. Got sick of the hippies-in-a-cottage drop-out
dream, | think. He didn't see her for years. He sees her now, sometimes. He says
it'slike another incarnation. She's not much interested and neither ishe. He says!’
'Oh. Sad . . . Still, it's something to have had a happy childhood. Which | think
he did, 'spite of hishandsand al that. It grounds him, rock steady. Makes him
someone. . . very secure, very safeto be with. Don't you think?

'Hm. A lot of people wouldn't ingtantly recognise Aoxomoxoafrom that
description.’

'Oh.’

‘But | do. Yes!

About noon the next day Ax came into the kitchen of the Brixton flat and found
Sage, masked, eating toast and reading the newspapers that Ax (such afogey!) had delivered to the
door. Elsethe cat was on the top of the fridge, disgruntled.

Shedidn't like Sage. Thefeding was mutual: Sage didn't approve of pet animas.
'Hi,' said Ax, looking at the door of the fridge.

'Mm,’ said Sage, concentrating on his paper.

'Seep okay?

Yeah. .. She'swdl agan, isn't she?

'Oh yeah, she'sfine. All better.'

Bronchitis doesn't sound like much, but it had dragged on and they*d been
anxious. Some fantadtic futuristic medicine survived in Crisis England, but
amplethings like routine antibiotics were gone. But Fiorinda salot tougher than
shelooks, thank God. The fridge made no sudden moves. It was old-fashioned
whiteware, though green enough in its habits. Unlike the fridgein Sege'svan, a
futuristic womb-like thing with a superb energy audit. Ax picked off amagnet
and placed it carefully in line with the chrome door handle.

'Want to take back anything you said yesterday?

Nothing | said, and nothing | did.’

Herisked aglance around. Theliving skull was giving him alook he'd never
seen before, kind of atender, outgoing mix of enigmatic smile. Sweet trick.
'We haveto talk,' said Ax.

'Y eah. But not this morning. Got to get to work. Later.'

And off hewent. Fiorindareturned to her desk in the Office at the Insanitude, the Rock and Rall
Reich’'s London headquarters, on afreezing cold day at the end of the month.
The San' srighteous building management were refusing to turn the heating up,
and advising everyone to wear more clothes: Fiorindawore two cardigans, the
top one fluffy and orange, which clashed splendidly with her hair, over acaf
length fifties antiquein indigo moire satin: and was pleasad with thelook, like

the dawn of astormy day. She had an office of her own in Whitehall, asthe
Ceremonid Head of State' sfirst lady, but she never went near it from choice. She
preferred the buzz of this gaudy, shabby room: with the makeshift clutter, the
view over the VictoriaMonument, Allie' s staff wandering to and fro, irritating
shifts of taste on the sound system. Felt safer, too.

So the queen was in her counting house, checking on various Stuationsin her
specid areas of respong bility —the Volunteer Initiative, and the care of the Drop
Out Hordes: the clue ess thousands who had vanished from all record and taken
to the roads, in the economic collapse. Counterculturalslooked after themsalves,
and accepted their dleged rockstar government as auseful fiction. The barmy
army, Ax‘smilitary, had their own organisation. Thelost souls had nobody, and
must be kept fed, sheltered and peacefully occupied. It was achadlenge.

Fuck, more agricultural labour campsin prospect: an ominous trend but hard



to res g, the country must eat. Gone were the days when Fiorinda had to beg big
employersto find pseudo-K eynsian make-work for her drop-outsShe cursed
under her bresth as she ran into the Ivar/Lara bulkheads. The Internet Commissioners, USbased firemen,
had cut Europe off from the rest of the world,

to stop the spread of adeadly virus. Maybe that was justified, and maybe they
had to serve their time and prove they were clean. But did it have to mean
Fiorinda couldn‘t send an email to Westmingter from the former Buckingham
Palace? But on the whole, she was pleased to see, she had not been missed.

On either side of the Balcony doors stood pasteboard blow-ups of two of the
picturesfor anew series of postal stamps. Ax on stage with DARK and Fiorinda,
at the Armada concert, Sage spinning Fiorinda above his head, in the Battle of

the Sexes Masgue at Ax' s Inauguration last September. She stared at the images
in absent wonder, caught by the strangeness of this predicament, thisfate.

The oxytocin serenade was till running through her head.

Abruptly, she hit the keysthat took her, anonymoudy, to the Magic

Scrapbook, where Reich staff posted occult phenomena stories: and scanned the
new materia for something she hoped and believed she would never find. No
cause for concern. She got out fast, before anyone passing happened to glance at
her screen: pedled off her throat mic, tipped her earbead into a paperclip tray and
closed her machine down.

Anne-Marie Wing, the Few' stoken hippy earth-mother, said the psychic

powers of the New Age were being blocked by an unknown force. If that was
true, it was nothing to do with Fiorinda. Not as far as she knew. Sheretrieved

her satbox — the polished birchwood apple that her gran had given her, long

ago: never out of her sight, never far from her hand. Dropped the talisman into her bag, and went to join
the others.

The Few, Dictator Ax'sinner circle, survivors of the Countercultura Think Tank
sat around the circle of battered schoolroom tables where they traditionaly held
conclave. The atmosphere wasinforma. Wine was being drunk, spliff passed,
sodium chloride-free snackfood from the works canteen disparaged. Roxane
Smith, ex-man and veteran music critic, wrapped in hir customary Dantesque
velvet robes, was resting hir eyeswith hir feet up. Kevin Verlaine, Rox' syoung
boyfriend, and Chip Desmond, Ver's partner in an esoteric techno duo caled The
Adjuvants, weretrying to get the Great Dictator to divulge his pulling moves.
Rumour had it Ax Preston had been a smooooth operator, before he settled down
and became a Politicised Rock God. Felice Hall, Cherry Dawkins and Dora
Devine —akathe Powerbabes, horn section divas of the Snake Eyes Big Band —
offered helpful jeers.

'Sorry,' sez AX, grinning, ‘it's been along time. | can't remember.’

'Go after Sage, kiddi€' advised Felice, senior Babe. "He's the sex machine.”
?According to who—? Her fellow Powerbabes snickered.

'Nah, Sageisusdess’ Verlaine removed adashing Jmi Hendrix hat, and

twisted up hissilky brown ringlets, in approximation of Sage's cropped head.
?Thisis Sage, flirting. ?Hey, Babe. I'm Aoxomoxoa, wannafuck??

'If it ever sopsworking,' sez the king of the one night stand, unmoved. 'I'll let

you know." Rob Nelson, Snake Eyes front man and boyfriend to the Babes, raised the topic
of ascurrilous sketch in the venerable Staybehinds vid-zine, Weal . Rob had been
amusic-biz activist, long before the shit hit thefan. He didn't like being called a
member of afascist junta. Not evenin jest.

'Rob, dear boy,' said Rox, opening half an eye, 'if you must read your reviews,

try to seethe good in them. Weal is very flattering about the Few' s actud music.’



?Youthink | careif they insult us?It's not that: we're successful, they have a
right. | just don't want to be taken out and shot in the next blood-fest, because
some crypto-Cdltic hippy freelance gave us areputation we don't deserve.

2 would hatethat,’ agreed Sage.

'Y ou have to admit,’ said Fiorinda, taking her usud place between Ax and
Sage. Af our beloved leader ingstson calling himself Dictator—'

AWhat can | say? Ax shrugged. At seemed like agood idea a the time. Relax,
Rob. We're getting into Education: they*|l seethat and leave us adone out of pity.*
'Hey," announced Chip, style-victim in retro-punk-chic, hishair atiny rug of
green and blue spikes on the top of his head. 'Fiorindas back! Cool!"

Therock and roll brat was invited to take a bow, which she wouldn't. Her
saltbox was passed around, to enliven the pondweed crackers.

'Forinda,' said Chip, gdlantly, 'you're our surviva tool.’

"Thank you so much. Give me my box back.'

2 worry about the A-ligt," said Dilip Krishnachandran, the dender, doe-eyed
Mixmeaster Genera: pushing fifty and still beautiful. "'The greet and the good, the shiny people, leaders of
fashion. We were never in the rockstar chapter of that

club, except Aoxomoxoa, sorry Sage. Now they want to join our gang and we
should not refuse them, because our enemies won't, and to the A-ligtersit'sdl the
same, Cdtic ritua, whatever' s cool. But most unfortunately what we offer is not
glamourous, and socidly speaking they detect alack of enthusasm—

They' d spent the trangition, which had begun for them in blood-daubed

terror, dogging their guts out beside the army and the police: struggling to keep
the peace. It was bizarre to come down from that long, strange trip and find
fashionable society eager to féte them —

?The Few only want to be with the Few, that' s what people say, and they are
right. But how can we help it?

'We could try to make it less fucking obvious,” muttered Allie Marlowe, who
was Sitting beside Dilip, ostentatioudly catching up on some paperwork on her
palmtop. The tetchy vibes were not in doubt.

'Genuindy sorry about that, Allie,' said Ax.

'Don't worry, Ax," said Alliedarkly. 'l know whose fault it was.’

?Remind me," sighed Roxane, opening haf an eye again, Awhat outrageous
crime has Sage committed thistime? The casuaties? The damage to property?
Chiprolled hiseyes. 'Y ou were there, Rox. Y ou saw him. Hefailed to mingle!’
‘Unforgiveable,’ sghed Dilip, taking the spliff Chip passed to him.

'Dunno why you're blaming Sage,' remarked Fiorinda. "'The oxy was AX's

idea.’ Thisistrue,' confessed Ax. 'l led him astray.’

‘Nah. | claim equal responsibility,’ declared Sage. 'And | too am truly sorry.
Turning up drugged to acocktail party, my, my. What was| thinking of—?
?You can dl fuck off,” growled Allie. That party was important.’

Y eah, yeah. We know.

Forindaheard rdief in her friends' laughter: and knew the red topic of

concern. Sgh. Who needs the paps with thislot bresthing down your neck? And
whendid | acquireafamily?| hate families. Relax, Sstersand brothers, Ax‘n’
Sage' s adventure with the love drug had Fiorinda s sedl of gpproval.

But maybe the Few had aright, considering how bad things had been, how

bad things could easily become. The Triumvirate, England's sacred icons, must be
united. What apositionto bein, and it can't be helped, and where will it end?
The oxytocin serenade—

Shortly, Sage' s brother Heads turned up, aong with a couple of illustrious non



Few musicians. The mediafolk arrived, the press conference began. Rock and
Roll Reich education: the new idea. Chip and Verlaine played merrily with the
concept of Rock Cultura History. For we have our rabid rulers and our huddled
masses. Our scientists and our artists, our dynasties and our battlefields. our
bourgeoisie, our sufragettes. Peter Grant for Bismark, Jmmy Page for zee Kaiser! The Begtles were our
Mozart, Jmi Hendrix our Beethoven*

Everyone knows Dylan is Shakespeare, but here in England we could have,
Thom Y orkefor Thomas Hardy, Polly Harvey for Virginia Woolf!
Madonnaisthe Margaret Thatcher of Rock!

Then Ax camein with the statesman message. If someone doesn't teach the
children of the drop-out hordes something, there'san gppalling problemin ten,
fifteen years' time. We can reach them, same means as the Crisis Management
Gigs. teach 7em basic life skills, give them aworldview, through the music. The
history of thismusic, the human rights protests and the Utopian movements

that have aways been entangled with it. And before you tell me, yes, of course
we're handing this down from on high, not waiting for the lost soulsto invent

their own culture. It' sthe way thingswork.

Aill the Counterculture buy it, AX? asked aRadio Threejourndigt, serioudly.
?Aren't they going to say Rock it isn't British music? It isn't naturd, it isn't folk,
it'sfrom the heart of the evil empire?

?For therecord, | don‘t seethe US asan ?evil empire?. | hate that line. But no
nation has a monopoly, and no mode either. There are folk rootsin Rock. The
music goes around and around, like al art: high culture into pop culture and

back again.’

Ve re English,' said Fdlice. 20ur ancestors are everywhere.

Thisinsight from Karl Lutchmayer, visiting professor at Trinity Music College, via Gabriel Jones
?The Utopian thinking too," added Roxane Smith. ?Y ou know, Anil, the

original arts colony at Woodstock, where tradition says the ‘ANoodstock 2concert
was held (of course, that' s not quite the case) was founded by followers of John
Ruskin, inimitation of the English Artsand Crafts movement.’

?A movement which wasitsdf entangled with nineteenth century Utopians of
Indiaand Pakistan—' agreed the radio man, helpfully.

The Few had made more friendsin radio than in the other broadcast media:

not only because of the music, but because radio tends to survive in ameltdown.
2But won't people be saying, 7how can rockgtars, with their culture of excess,
?teach the children well” ? And wasn't dl that Sixtiesidealism naive and corrupt?
?For sure,’ agreed Sage, solemnly. ?Being naive and corrupt isavibrant part of
our culturd heritage, which wefully acknowledge.’

?Y ou guyswere always into ancient history, weren't you? put in Dian Buckley,
tv presenter superstar: making eyes at Aoxomoxoa. ?Snake Eyes and their 2post
Motown? sound. Sage and his Grateful Dead fixation—'

?A grounding in the classics developsthemind,’ said George Merrick.

?You learnthings,' explained Peter Stannen, that you didn't know before.”

?Paul Javert had his own reasons,” announced Chip, invoking the dead to

sgnal that he' d stopped fooling around, Awvhen he picked rock musiciansfor his
Think Tank. But it works. Rock isthe art form of our times. It'sfolk and futuritic.
It susing cutting-edge technology, without harm to the environment, to express
universal human emotions. It's about becoming more ourselves—' The term Celtic wasn't mentioned.
No need to spell it out. These were tame

mediafolk, they knew what was going on. The discussion continued, lively and
argumentative, while London grew dark outside; and the session ended in



music, as AX' s addresses to the nation generaly did.

The Triumvirate lingered until they were donein the room.

?Did you talk to Jordan? asked Fiorinda. Ax' s band didn't often cometo
London, and communication could be difficult. ?Hasthe baby got aname yet?
Milly Kettle, the Chosen's drummer and Ax' s ex-girlfriend, had been Jordan
Preston’ s girlfriend since ashort while before Ax and Fiorindamet. Her baby
had been born in November, but remained nameless.

"Yeah, | got through eventudly. No name. My Dad is il fucking with their
heads, and | have once more vetoed Slash. | hope my voice will be heard.’

But AX, you should be pleased, a mighty canonised saint of our religion of
excess. What could be better?

Ax looked alittle hunted. ?Don‘t start. The mediahave left the building.

'I'm not going to start. | think the education scheme isawonderful idea. Kids
will ponder on the chord structure of All Along The Watchtower theway children
of yesteryear studied Ox Bow Lakes, and who isto say which knowledge ismore
useless? Not me. . . Why isMarlon caled Marlon, Sage?

Marlon was Sage's twelve-year-old son. He lived in Waeswith his mother:
Sage didn't often see him. Mary Williams had been Sage' s girlfriend when he
was ateenage junkie with ataste for domestic violence. She was sparing with vigting rights. ‘No ides, |
was not consulted. Could be aWelsh god. Or it might

be something to do with the kindness of strangers, | never asked.’

Smadltak failed. Fiorinda studied the mackerel patterns on her scorm-cloud
skirts, chills going up her spine. Shelooked up and they were staring at her, with
solemn intengity. Sage had taken off the mask.

AWhat' sthe matter?

Nothing,' sad Ax hurriedly. 2Nothing at adl. We werewondering if you'd like
to get down to Cornwall for afew days, for abreak.’

Cornwall meant Tyller Pystri, Sage' s cottage on the North Cornish coast.

Ae can take the time off,” said Sage. And you need some fresh air.*

20kay," sad Fiorindadowly. 2Good idea. Count mein.’

The Heads had been in Cornwall doing some filming (for a secret project); and
had stayed at the cottage. Everything was clean and tidy, but there was afaint
spoor of dien presence: in the stone-flagged kitchen, in the dusky living room
where Sage's big bed stood, in the freezing bathroom with the ancient pebble
patterned linoleum; in the bedroom that Fiorindaand Ax used. Fiorindawalked
around, discovering things out of place and setting them back where they should
be. On the upstairs landing, with the windowsesat overl ooking the garden and
the bookcase full of childrens classics, icy rain spattered the windowpanes,
dousing the last of thelight. Thelittle river Chy roared in its miniature gorge. Stupid, like acat sniffing
grangers. Tyller Pystri isn't home. Y ou‘ve only been

here twice. She leaned her forehead againgt the dark glass, dmost frightened.
What am | doing here?

In the kitchen Ax was frying eggs, while Sage put together aplate of chicken
sdad for himsdf, from the cold food Mrs Maynor, his housekeeper, had left
ready. They stopped talking when she camein. Hi Fee," said Sage, with false
bonhomie. 2Lemme give you some wine. What d‘you want to eat? He poured
the wine, precarioudy, with his awkward right hand; she knew better than to
take the job away from him.

2‘mnot hungry.’

Shelifted asmall piece of chicken from hisplate, and nibbledit.

?Hey. Do you haveto do that?



?She doesit to metoo,’ said Ax. ?I’m not hungry, then nibble, nibble. Drivesme
nuts. Say theword, I [l make you afried egg sandwich, Fo. All of your own.*
20kay, fuck it," said Fiorinda. 2 said I'm not hungry. Keep your sandwich.’
They looked at each other, two men and agirl, an abyss suddenly opening.
Arewefar too old? Is shefar too young? Do we even like each other?
Fiorindawent to tend the living-room fire. Sage and Ax followed her, and ate
their food, making stilted conversation, while she stared at the flames and drank
her wine: wondering what the fuck had gone wrong.

?Shdl | put on somemusic? A‘ll doit,’ cried Ax, rushing to the dead mediawall, which was stacked
witha

collection handed down by Sage' s parents. ?Y ou don't know what you' re doing
with this catalogue, it's before your time and you' |l scratch the vinyl.
?Thanksfor reminding me how old you both are. Practicdly thirty, how

weird that must fed. Jmi Hendrix was long deed before he got to your age.

2 didn't mean—'

Aasn't he? Not that I' d know, being agirl, ajuvenile and totally ignorant.’

AX spent ten minutes dithering over the antiques, and wasimpelled by a

death wish to put on Ry Cooder, which he knew Fiorinda hated. Sage fetched a
jigsaw from the games cupboard. They sat on thefloor, sorting straight edges for
what seemed like hours, in apainful attempt to recapture the mood. Last year,
when Tyller Pystri had been their haven, when thisfirelit room had beena
bittersweet paradise . . . Fiorindafetched her book and another glass of wine, and
settled on the edge of the fender: ignoring them, which she hoped would
improve ther tempers.

‘Do you haveto st right there, little cat?

?Y eah, brat, do you mind? Could we see somefire?

'Ah, let her done, ?said Ax, ?she can't help it. She'san obligate fire-hogger.
?She' sfinished the wine too."

?She dways doesthat. Let's make her get another bottle.’

They laughed, exchanging very weird looks of guilty complicity. Fiorindastood up. ‘Okay. Enough. |
don't know know what the fuck's got into

you two. | don't know why you're being so horrible, but I'm going to bed.'

The men jumped to their feet in panic and rushed to block her way.

'Oh no, Forinda! Don't leave us Stay just amoment!*

'Fee, please, please don’'t go—'

They led her, unresigting, to the battered sofa. She must sit down, while they
kndlt, on either sde of her, holding her hands.

'Forinda,' said AX, 'please don't be pissed off. We re clumsy but we mean

well. W-we want to ask you something.' His voice was shaking.

?Yeah,' said Sage: and what's this? Sage, her best mate, her dearest friend,
doubly unmasked, looking at her the way he's never looked at her. She stared
back a him, and then at Ax. Ax smiled, and kissed her cheek: and then they were
both kissng her —chaste, ddlicate, thrilling kisses, showering on her eyelidsand
her brows, her ears, her fingers, the blue veinsin her wrigts. Her deeve pushed
back so Ax could kissthe inner skin of her elbow. Sage' s soft mouth tracing the
neckline of her dress, brushing the hollow &t the base of her throat—

She said nothing, and didn't respond; she remained passive, pliant, staring at
them wide-eyed.

'Forinda,' said Ax, drawing back. "We want to ask you if al three of us can be
lovers. We wouldn't ask except we think you want it too.'

'In spite of usbeing so old," added Sage (that one obvioudy still smarting).



Silencefrom Forinda. AVell, um, what do you say? asked her boyfriend at last, looking very
worried. Sage' sblue eyestelling her, everything' sgoing to be dl right.

She kept them waiting for so long they* d have been terrified — except that she
was gill holding their hands, and the charge of their kisseswas glowing in her
cheeks, in her eyes.

'Dearest Ax,' said Fiorinda. She leant and kissed him on the angle of hisjaw.
'Darling Sage." She kissed him too, at the corner of his mouth.

She removed her hands from their grasp and folded her arms.

'Alphabetical order. Well, thisisvery forma. So thiswasyour big plan, was
it?'Y ou decide you want some group sex, so you cunningly kidnap me and lock
me up, milesfrom anywhere: sneer at me, ignore me and be totaly horrible to
me. And then when you think you've done afine job of softening me up—'
'Sheer nerves,' said Ax hurriedly.

'Frightened stupid,’ explained Sage. 'It just came out that way.'

"Tell me, does this approach often succeed? Isthis how you romanced al those
sheep?

'l knew we'd get the sheep. I'll be hearing about those sheep to my dying day.’
'Sheep? Huh? What sheep?

'All those sheep we met in Y orkshire, Sage. Surely you remember.’

'Oh." Sage' sturnto look worried. 'Er . . . well, in that case. Maybe thisisthe
moment when | ask for, um, afew other sheep to be taken into consideration.’ 'l don't think you'd better
tell me how many,' said Forinda. 'Not that | care. My

God. If either of you redly thought thiswould work, then | am sorry for you.'
Shetook Sage by the shoulders, tugged him close and kissed him on the
mouth, long and strong, tonguein it, first time ever. Then the sameto Ax.
"That's reverse dphabetica order. And I'm till going to bed.'

Left done, they sat on the sofawith their earsringing, silent for adecent interval
to dlow tumescence to subside.

'So much for that,' said Sage. 'Shall we go after her?

'l don't think we should, not tonight. But | don‘t think it went too badly—'

'No. Not considering what a fucking mess we made of theintro.’

Sage got up and started to prowl around: so wired, so electric Ax expected
gparksto rise from anything he touched. Findly he went and softly closed the
door to the airs, which Fiorinda had left open.

'Why d'you do that?

‘Because I'm going to kiss you. | want to find out how it fedls without the

drug, an’ | don't want Fiorinda by any chance walking in on us. Could be
misunderstood.’

'Kiss, not fuck.'

'Absolutely.

Ax sat waiting for the threat to be made good, thinking he wished to God the
three of them had falen into this arrangement through an act of casud lust, years ago, and had the difficult
emotiona dynamics sorted by now. But things happen

asthey must. Sage came and sat down again beside him.

Ayt

They kissed, for along time: findly tore themselves away from each other.
Sage leaned back, staring at the ceiling, making up hismind. 'Oooh. | think |
could livewith that.'

'‘Good. | suppose we might aswell go to bed.'

'Y ou going to stay down here with me?

'If you don't mind. It seemslike theright thing.'



They made the room ready for night: therituals of Tyller Pystri, where ancient
electric lamps must be switched off one by one, black vinyl put away in
cardboard deeves, the fire made up. They stripped, got into Sage's nice big bed,
and lay ligtening to Fiorindastomping about overhead. It sounded asif shewas
moving furniture.

'Maybe one of us should stay awake.’

'What for?'Y ou think shelll come down and take an axe to us?

They nearly choked themsalves smothering hysterical giggles, which would

not sound good &t al upgtairs.

'Y ou can stay awake,' said Sage. 'Since you're going to anyway.'

The room was cold, despite the fire. The rain had stopped. There was a black
frost out there beyond the thick walls, the deegp-set mullioned windows where
the night looked in, theicy dark stretching out forever. About an hour later the stairs cresked. Ax felt a
surge of movement rousing from

beside him, like something much bigger than Sage. My God, he thought, what
have | unleashed? The door opened. Fiorinda came into the room, her fiery hair
tumbled on the shoulders of abrown and gold shawl, acandle in a china holder
in her hand. She sat on the edge of the bed and stared at them, pale asthe
candleflame. The shawl fdll back. She was wearing anightdress, along dip of
cream satin with narrow shoulder straps.

'Our friends are convinced you two are having a secret affair. Are you?

'‘No!'

'We were waiting for you,' said Ax.

She nodded. 'Well, okay . . . Okay, | knew thiswas coming. Of course| did.
I've known for along time. Fact is, from the night you did the oxytocin, | knew it
had gonetoo far. No more pissing around, | just had to have you both.” She saw
them startle. Hal Niceto give them adifferent view of the Stuation. But she
wished she could stop shivering, al gooseflesh; shefdt such akid. 'Only . .. |
don‘t know how it works. | w-want to, but | don't know how?Who do | turn to?
W-which of you two am | with? Which of you—?

AXx got out from under the covers and put himsdlf behind her, awall a her

back, hugging her close.

Sagetook her hands. 'Don't worry about it. Anything you do isright." 'If anything feelswrong,’ said Ax,
kissng her hair, 'at any point, you say the

word, and you and me go back upstairs.’

‘Everything will belike before," said Sage. ‘'No damage. We promise.’

'And don't, fuck's sake, worry about the secret affair. It won't happen, ever.
Will it, Sage”?

'Of course not.'

Fiorinda shrugged. ?Fine. W-why dl thefuss, anyway? It'sjust sex. It'snot a
big ded .

Yesitis' sad Sage.

?Yesitis' sad Ax.

She sat for amoment, her heart beating hard against Ax's arm. Then she freed
hersdlf, picked up the skirts of the satin dip, tugged it over her head and tossed
it. Ingtantly Sage pushed back the quilt, so they were naked together. All three of
them sighed then, involuntarily: asigh of profound relief, we're over the edge,
we've doneit. Fiorindaleaned back against Ax, how warm he fedls, and held
Sage's maimed hand to her breast, ah, what arush. 'This || never work,' she said,
her whole body sweetly burning. AWE Il fal out, and it will be awful.

'It'sworth atry, said Sage, trying to sound level-headed.



It work,' said Ax. 'Aslong aswe' re careful, at the start, and make an effort.’
She moved her head gently from sideto Side, so her hair caressed Ax'sthroat,
theway heloved. 'Uh-uh. Nothing's supposed to be an effort in the Good State.
Or it won't lagt." 'But we're allowed to concentrate on one another,’ said Sage. 'l remember that.’
They were quoting from Ax's manifesto, the one held pitched at hisfriends

three years ago: aplan worth living for, on the other side of the end of the world.
Inthe Good State we will only take time off from having fun, from making art,
from being our selves, to concentrate on each other, like the socid animals—
She'sflying, into Sagesarms, Ax fdling after her—

Will.

That was very good. What arush, how overwheming, how frightening, tell
thetruth, to lie naked between them, these two big fierce male animas. But from
the moment they both had their arms around her, kissing her, nuzzling,

whispering, sweetheart, isthis really okay? Are you okay Fee? it had been nothing
but good and wonderful. Oh, there are problems, | know there are problems. But
wetruly love each other, and the sex is brilliant. Surely we can sort out therest.
Someone was walking around: Sage. She opened her eyesto theicy grey
morning and saw him dressed in biker leathers, Sitting down to pull on hisboots.
There wasn't anyone in the bed with her.

'Where's Ax?

'‘Gone for awak. Helll be back soon." Second boot on. Snap the closures.
'Where are you going?

He came and sat on the bed. 'Back to Reading.'

'Why? What'swrong? 'Because | can't do thisthreesome thing. I'm sorry, baby. | can't.’
She sat up, pulling the covers around her, suddenly very young, suddenly a
shamed and frightened child. "'W-was | no good?

'Oh God. Feg, it will bedl right. I'm still your Sage. | love you. | will be your
best friend, forever and ever. But | can't do this. He didn't touch her. She didn't
darereach out to him. 'So I'm going. The keys are on the kitchen table. Leave
them a Ruthie Maynor's. Y ou can push them through the letterbox.’

Ax had walked towards the sea, on the unfenced track that crossed the clifftop
grasdand above Sage' s house, and then taken aturn dong afield line, besde a
hedge. Before the Crash he' d had adata chip implanted in hisbrain, holding a
huge stack of information about this country: heldd thought it would comein
useful. He could review Sage's estate in severa scales of detail, twelve acres of
dry granite pasture, a portion of the Chy. Not much cover except for the gorge,
whichwould be atrap. . . A standing stone. A patch of crooked dwarf oak trees.
Odd set-up for megastar seclusion, but there you go, that's Sage. He was now
outside the domain, on Nationd Trust land from here to the South-West Peth;
the cliff*sedge, the Atlantic.

God, it was cold. Hetook shelter under the thorn hedge, the wind fingering

his spine. He was thinking of the strained conversation he and Sage had had, the
day after they took the oxytocin, in the Fire Room at the Insanitude — an old retreat of theirsin the North
Wing; anidand of Few territory now, in the wastes

of Boat People accommodeation.

What they were asking of Fiorindawasn't easy.

When shewastwelve, thisamazing girl had been pregnant in horrible
circumstances. When she was thirteen years and three months old, she saw her
baby die. Shewas only eighteen now, still adamaged child. How could they risk
hurting her? Risk adding to that damage in any way? They'd agreed that they
were sure enough of their love to ask the question. If she said yes then they'd



take it carefully, be ready to back off a any moment. They' d agreed that the
three of them must be loverstogether, equals, not two rockstars sharing the girl.
Fuck that! On the oxytocin showing, Ax and Sage should have no problem
getting physical. To some extent, see how it goes.

Areyou really okay for that? Ax had asked.

Oh yeah, he says, the mask almost as blank as Hallowe' en. | took the drug

with you, didn't I”? And then he stalks off without once touching me. Weird.

So far so good on that aspect. Sage! What astorm of soft ferocity. Like being
assaulted by agiant dbino tiger cub. A giant tiger cub that loves you very much,
but ill—

Sage' ssize and strength must never become an issue, have to watch that.
Hisbrave girl, leaping into Sage'sarms asif into deep water.

But why wasit with Sage, that conversation? He saw himself waking with

her: abeach, astreet, doesn't matter, holding her hand, shall we do it? We love him so much, we must
make Sage our lover. They would have been very happy

and very sad, saying goodbye to what they'd had: why didn't | do that?

He hadn't had the courage to face what he might seein her eyes—

The sky wasironbound. The branches of the thorn were covered in haf-furled
fists of green, ice crystals hanging from them, sometimesabud encased ina
complete crystal sphere. Every time he took his hands out of his pocketsto wipe
his eyes and mop his nose, the wind burned them. He had to stop crying so he
could go back to Tyller Pystri before they started to worry, but the tears kept
coming. Sheld never leave me, but she loved him firgt, only she was akid and she
didn'tredise. .. I'veknown it for | don‘t know how long, and thisis the solution.
She loves me. But shewon't be my little cat anymore. Shelll be Sage's baby now.
He knew he had found the only way to save himsdlf from unimaginable pain,

but hejust couldn't stand it.

He heard the bike and thought nothing of it, not attuned to the rarity of such a
sound out in the Cornwall countryside, three years after the end of the world.

At last Ax redlised held have to go back anyway. Helet himsdf in, went to the
bathroom and splashed hisface. It wasthewind. It made my eyes water, fucking
cold out there. ..

Very quiet in here. Fiorindawas sitting on the bed, wearing her orange cardie over the red and
blue chiffon dress and skinny faded denims, same as sheld been wearing last
night. Her hair was a mess. She looked half-aseep, almost dazed.

"Where's Sage?

'He's gone. Back to Reading.'

'What? Did something happen? Did Allie cal?

'‘No. He'sjust gone!'

‘But how? said Ax, fixing on the practical impossibility. The car'still here!
‘Hetook hisbike!

'Oh, God.' He looked at the windows, asif he might catch aglimpse of Sage's
Triumph careering away down narrow, ill-kept lanes. 'l hate that fucking bike.
There's black ice everywhere—'

He came and sat beside her. 'Fiorinda. What went wrong?

She shook her head.

'Okay,' said Ax, with reserve, 'if there's stuff you don't want to tell me, |
understand.’

'No!" wailed Fiorinda. 'He said, ?1'm going back to Reading because | can't do
the threesome thing?, and then he Ieft, and now you know asmuch as| do.'

'Shit. . . Do you think that was redlly thefirst time he ever got sexua with



another guy?
'Yes. But.'

Therewasn't asingle thing she could say that would be true to both of them. He put hisarms round her
and they clung to each other, heartbroken. 'Sssh,

ssh. Don't cry. It1l be nothing. I'll talk to him.'

'You cantry,' said Fiorinda. ‘It won't do any good.'

They drove to Reading. Sage wasn't there. He'd been and gone.

'Sage”?

'Hi Ax,’

'Sage, can wetalk?

'We'retaking.

'Fuck. Sage, please. Thisishorrible!

It'snot horrible. | tried your ideg, | can't do it, that's dl. Everything'sfine,
everything goes back to norma. Now leave me aone, I'm working.'

Silence. The big, impressively messy studio at the top of the converted
warehouse, the Heads London stronghold, filling up with this pitiful slence—
'Okay, said Ax'svoice a last, 'I'll call you later. Sage, | loveyou.’

Gore.

'Y eah, yeah, yeah," said Sage. 'l love you too."

He genuinely had been working. He pulled off the eyewrap and spun his

chair away from the boards so he could stare out of the window that overlooked
Battersea Reach. | was all right, Ax, | wasgood. | wasliving with my Stuation. |
was even happy. Until you came dong with your damned very generous offer,
Sah, and now every thought of her is poisoned.

| don't think you'd better tell me how many . . . Her grey eyesflashingonhim
that glance of hurt reproach. Totaly outrageous, totally unjust reproach, what
was | supposed to do, brat? But oh how sweet. But he must not think of her,
because he could il taste the scent of her skin, he could fedl her teeth and
tongue, the smdl, warm weight of her little breasts. Thinking of her, of the details
of Fiorinda, which had been his consolation, would bring on the maddening,
humiliating, adolescent problem of an erection he could not will down.

Damnyou, Ax.

Testosterone's agood drug if you have something hard and positive to do

withit. If not, well, ano-brainer, blocked power surge, foul irritability. He could
dose himsdlf out of this state, easily, but he would not. Masking the symptomsis
afool'sgame. It'll pass.

Hethought of putting hisfist through the window.

But hedd only fed like anidiot, and then haveto get it fixed.

What a crappy, adult way to think. Shame on you, Aoxomaoxoa. Probably couldn't bresk the glass,
anyway. It was supposed to be bulletproof.

2: Unmasked

Thiswasthe year that the fuel crisis hit rock bottom. European fossi| reserves
werein dire graits. foreign supplies, aready beyond the country*s means, had
been put utterly out of reach by the complications of data quarantine, and
Renewables were not bridging the gap. Travel was anightmare, powercuts
lasted weeks. The proverbia Mgor Credit Cards had vanished dong with
foreign ail; ATMs, back online &t last after Ivan/Lara, doled out new currency
notesin huge denominations, with ever less spending power. Mdaria, TB and
other long-vanquished diseases, plusthe frightening new bugs, defied public
health measures. The British Resistance Movement pursued anagging



terrorist campaign in therural hinterland; and there was a serious campaign

to make witchcraft once more acrimina offence.

Y et Ax Preston’ s Dictatorship still counted as a miracul ous success.

Violence and civil unrest burned throughout Continental Europe: the English,
who had suffered the first, worst revolutionary violence, lived at peace with
their Rock and Roll Reich. The party atmosphere, the glamour and the
optimism maintained by Ax and his partners, and the Few, prevailed over
hardship. The Counterculture happy, extremism defanged, the masses (the
vast mgority of whom were living like puritan Greens because they had no
option) shared the buoyant mood. It was just aswell the public didn‘t know their sacred iconswerein
trouble.

The Few themselves knew only that atrip to Cornwall had been cut short, and
that suddenly there was something badly wrong. The three were professiond
about it, no open rift, but everyone was scared. If the Triumvirate collapsed,
how long could anything in thisfragile house of cards survive?

Theanniversary of Dissolution came and went, with bio-degradable bunting

in the Streets, cheering crowds and al the trimmings; Fiorinda' s nineteenth
birthday dipped by. The Triumvirate attended their monthly meeting Benny
Preminder, Parlimentary Secretary for CounterCultura Liaison. Arguably,

this post was obsolete now that the officia Leader of the Counterculture was
Head of State: but Benny was the type that hangs on. He' d been implicated up
to hisneck in Paul Javert' s bloody coup —but unlike hisboss he'd survived
the faked 2terrorist attack? that changed the world. Benny had managed to be
somewhere else when the gunmen opened fire a agovernment reception in
Hyde Park, one December evening. The so-cdled investigation hadn‘t touched
him, either: and here he dtill was.

Ax said it wasjust too bad. Until he knew exactly what made the dimeball

50 bulletproof, he wasn't going to mess with him. Plus, whatever his motives,
Benny the Liason was a prime source of ingder information. Given that Ax was determined to keep the
Westminger Government & arm'’ slength, they

needed dl the dirt they could get on that nest of vipers—

S0 herethey sat in Benny* s nicely-appointed, over-warm office, discussing
public surveillance. Mogt of the old England’ s staggering CCTV network had
been wrecked in the Deconstruction Tour —the countrywide rampage of
Green Violence that Ax had managed (to an extent); though none of it had
been hisidea. . . Control of what remained was an asset, however: and Benny
knew some people who'd like to take it on. If Benny could broker a dedl?
Such spyware as the Tour had spared was run by the police, in righteous
partnership with ranking barmy army officers: militarised hippy heroes of the
Idamic Campaign. Ax said Benny should be talking to the Home Office,

I wouldn't try it, if | wereyou," drawled Sage, the skull doing between

scary great oaf and bored stupid. "Wenever argue with the barmy army, tha's
not how it works. They get on okay with the police, seemslike. Better leaveit.'
Benny dimpled. He was very deek, these days. Not atrace of the style-free
Government puppy, so annoying and cluelessin the Think Tank days.

2Come on, you guys. Thisis Benny you'retalking to. The barmy army is

your obedient servant, you can do what you like with those mad dogs. Y ou
and | both know that you could take over the bureaucracy any time.”

2 don‘t want to,' said Ax. 2 like legitimate government.’ Luckily | hate birthdays, thought Fiorinda, bare
feet tucked up in one of

Benny'sarmchairs, staring out of the window. Sherarely spokein these



sessions, and got away with it because Benny was convinced her function was
purely decorative. She could not stand the bastard: he choked her breath, she
saw him through amist of other peopl€ sblood. The sky over Whiteha | was
sullen and low, weighed down by the fumes of wood and cod fires. Benny‘s
eyesdid over her: recdling hideous meetings when Benny Prem had been
right-hand dimeto Pigsty Liver, Paul Javert'smongter protégé, the first Green
President. And now it's Ax. Isthisan improvement? Blitz spirit in the Sreets,
on Dissolution Day. Celebrating what? God, what awaste of time. Civilisation
isover. Why can't wejust let go?

Benny had accepted hisrebuff camly, evidently he was paid to ask the
guestions. not on results. Now he was marvelling over the latest Drop-Out
figures, the prediction that the plague of nomadism waslikely to affect thrity
per cent of the population of Western Europe. That's bigger than the Black
Degth! | mean, wow, fucking weird!*

He gazed at the three with hiswigtful, uneasy amile.

'But who's counting? said Sage, studying the celling.

‘Not weird a dl,' said Fiorinda, still looking out of the window. 'It' sthe
climax vegetation of global capitalism. The peat bog of economic growth.
People think of forests as climax vegetation, because the treeslook big and successful. But the fina result
of al the explosive boom and bust hasto be a

flatline. Stands to thermodynamics, redly.’

?Thermodynamics? Pest bogs? I° m afraid | don't follow.’

2t doesn't matter. Just nonsense'

Benny attempts at being matey fell very flat with Sage and Fiorinda, and he
aways seemed genuinely bewildered. Y ou' d siwear he didn’t remember that he' d
hel ped to organise that killing spree in which severd of their friends had
perished. And Benny wasright, it redly didn‘t matter anymore. New world, new
rules. . . At last the alotted twenty minutes were up. Fiorinda, who had been
watching the clock when she wasn't staring out of the window, put her boots on.
Benny made his usud attempt to prolong the chat, gave up in the face of more
than usua resistance: buzzed his secretary and stood to usher them out.

'I'll seeyou all at Beltane, then.’

They stared at him.

'Betane? repeated Benny, carefully, asif wondering if hef d pronounced it
right . 'At Reading? Y ou famous rockstars will be on stage, but |1l be there!’
'Oh,' said Ax, ?you mean the Mayday Concert. Sorry, Benny. | don't do the
Ancient British cdendar. It'snot my style!

?Shit, Ax,' said Fiorinda, out in the corridor (and oblivious of bugs, because
shedidn‘t care). How could you turn him down? | bet there was atimesharein a
villain Tuscany inthat CCTV thing.'

2 read the smdll print. ?Beltane,’ said Sage. A don't like the sound of that."
Trust Benny to have caught the Celtic bug.

"That'sexactly why it's good to have him around. Benny tells us more than he
ever redlises about what' s going on around here. |1l explain to him about
avoiding neo-primitive buzzwords. He' | understand. He's committed to our
solution, in hisweird way—

Forinda sighed in exasperation. PBenny Prem is committed to themain
chance. Someday soon he won't be subtly letting us know about the latest plot
againg the Reich, he'll be telling the coup-merchants how to get rid of us.
'Well," said Sage, 7 got codeto write. Tak to you later.'

Lengthening that deliberate stride he zoomed away, leaving them standing.



Thiswas Sage' sidea of 7back to norma*. He did what had to be done, he
turned up for dl hisgigs and never came near them otherwise.

Someone peeked out of an office door, and quickly closed it again. There was
ahiss of whispering, suddenly cut off. His neighbours measured the time the
Triumvirate spent in Benny* s office by the second: they were madly envious. The
dim-lit Whitehal corridor was awild wood, dive with feral eyesand sedthy
movement. Ax and Fiorindalooked at each other, personal heartbreak and
gopalling responsbility merging.

Without Sage, the burden of what they had become wasimpossible. In redlity, the Education Scheme
was nothing new or startling. The Few had been

giving masterclasses, and the Volunteer Initiative had been running hedgeschool
kindergartens since before the Inauguration. But it was colourful, it was
inclusve, and at least it gave the media something else to talk about, besides
shocking 2Cdtic’ anima sacrifice at Stonehenge, and the spiritudity of head-to
toe tattooing.

Rob and Ax attended amusicology seminar at Goldsmiths and returned, by

the vagaries of Crisis Conditions public transport, to the Snake Eyes urban
commune on Lambeth Road —hotbed of music radicalism since Dissolution
Summer. It was anoisy place, usudly, but the basement was quiet that evening.
They settled with beers and spliff and reminiscence, and spent awhile chewing
over the absurdities of Rock and Roll academia.

?Snake Eyesmeanslosars,’ grumbled Rob. AWe were the beautiful losers, that
was our thing. Righteous, non-gtar, never-going-to-sell-out Black music. And
now look. Y ou’ ve made usinto the establishment, Ax.

?Sorry,' said Mr Preston, gloomily. 2t just happened.

Inspired by beer and nostdgia, feding close to the days when it was Ax and
Rob who' d been best mates, Rob felt inspired to take ahand. Ax bottlesthings
up, that' s his problem. When he found out about Milly and Jordan he never
confided in anyone, never lost histemper. Hejust carried on, because the band
must comefirst. But the Chosen Few were never the same after that.

?Y ou know, AX, Sageisagreat guy, and | love him—' 20h yeah?

But he's white. There' s nothing wrong with being white, but there' sa cultura
difference, adifferent attitudeto life, and, er, relationships. Y ou can't handle him
the way you would a brother—

Milly*'swhite,' said Ax, narrow-eyed. Sage isa great guy and | love him was not
Rob'snorma conversationd style. ?So is Verlaine, so's Rox. Fiorinda looks white,
aslong asyou keep her out of the sun. Where' sthisgoing?

Huh? No offence—'

A'msureyou’d prefer it if | didn‘t do guysat dl. That would be more
politicaly correct, wouldn‘t it? For a brother .

Rob was staggered. He' d never worried about AX' s occasiond prelediction.
Why the hell would he, given hisown home life? He was about to protest he'd
rather be called afascist than homophaobic, when he realised what he'd just been
told. Oh, fuck—

Hey, I'msorry. Uh, | didn't know it waslike that. Shit, the Babes told me, but |
didn't believeit, | mean, uh, not that we' ve been tal kingbehindyour —

Ax wasthinking of the nights he' d dept in this basement in Dissolution

Summern hisfirst nightswith Fiorinda, and now he couldn't even treasure the
memories. Rob, chunky and dark and earnest in his sharp green suit, sat there dl
gob-smacke concern, and Ax, who hated violence, had difficulty refraining from
punching the bastard out—



?Rob, fuck’ s sake, take foot out of mouth.” ?Sorry.!

2 never thought I d have to say thisto you.*

Rob braced himself. He wasin deep shit. ?Y eah?

Mind your own business.’

Olwen Devi, the Rock and Roll Reich’ s chief scientist, was ready to white-label
her latest invention. Ax went down to Reading to talk about it, on an April day
when he knew that Sage would be on the Rivermead site. If he could catch his
friend aone, off guard (and, let it be said, without Fiorinda), he knew he'd be
ableto turn this hateful Situation around.

The Zen Sdf tent, eau-de-Nil geodesic dome that seemed curioudy larger on
the ingde than on the outside, had its usual crowd of staybehinds and day
trippers, trying out the neuroscience rides. Zen Sdlfersin Welsh red and green
moved among them, offering help and advice. He passed through and found
Olwen Devi in one of theinner labs: immaculate |ab coat over afestive sari of
gleaming emerald slk, ascarlet tilkamark on her smooth, agel ess brow, and
flowersin her hair. Shelooked asif she' d been called from awedding to attend
some kind of medica emergency: she was probably getting reedy for a
workshop. Olwen was aperformer, in her way. She knew the value of looking
the part, and Ax liked that. No use having the big ideaif you' re not prepared to
go out and sl it. She had been running her experimentsin human consciousnessin Reading
arena since Dissolution summer, and lately providing Ax Preston with dt.tech
spin-offsfrom the Zen SdIf quest, in return for his protection from the anti
science mob. He did not fully understand why she had decided to work for him,
or why she had |eft Wales, where her parent company was still based. But she
had believed in hisvision of the future, when his career was at avery low ebb,
and he counted her among hismost trusted dlies.

They discussed the ATP situation. Cell-metabolism energy sourcing wasa
success. The punters, Countercultural and otherwise, were lining up to find out if
they had the right genesfor the treatment. (For a percentage of the population
the gene-manipulation didn‘t work in its present form.) But they must not move
too fast. The aim wasto get these new and strange devel opments out into the
world, but do it quietly. Take no risks. They agreed they would pull back. No
more new treatment centres, no more high-profile projects like the Brighton
Sreet lighting: not right now.

Moving on to Olwen's new baby, the bi-location phone, which thankfully
involved no transgenic tissue infusons. AX —who had never takenthe ATP
treatment and never would — had his demo, and enjoyed the bizarre experience
of being in two places a once: dightly likelooking into amirror, and aso being
the person looking out . . . Inthelong term, he was dreaming of industrial-scale
gpplicationsfor thisone. Y our muscle power and part of your conscious
attention can be in one place, doing some kind of necessary work, while you are somewhere e se, having
fun. (Hisimagination baulked at the idea of more than

one doppleganger, though Olwen said there was theoreticaly no limit.) But that
wasfar in thefuture. In the meantime they had amedica application, and an
intriguing novelty mohbile phone.

Olwen had a handful of severely disabled people (whose hedlth otherwise
checked out A1, arare breed) signed up for thetrials. Other white labelswould
go toinfluentid hippies, mainstream opinion-formerswith the right sympathies,
and trusted mediafolk. She advised againgt the term iving ghost’. No clones
ather. Definitely not!

20kay, so what are we caling it? Bi-location presence is amouthful .



She showed him her right hand, and the ring with alarge milky-golden stone

that she wore on the middle finger. It looked like ajewe; in fact it wasthe Zen
Sdf mainframe computer. 'Serendip can make copies of herself — gpparently
physicaly separate copies—that remain entangled with her so thereis il just
one Serendip. We cdl that afacet. Something logicaly smilar is happening in
the bi-location phenomenon. It' sapossbility that'slong beenimpliedin the
theory of memory transcription, where we know that in effect adifferent virtua
sdf iscreated for every moment—'

‘Right, said Ax, cutting it short before shelost him completely. Facetsitis.
Nice and neutral. Helooked around the green-tinged, light-filled cdll, vaguely recognising brain
science equipment. What goes on in the Zen Self experiments? Sage and the
Heads were deeply involved, dong with Chip and Verlaine and Dilip: Olwen's
rockstar labrats. Ax had never been interested. Know your limits. Seeking for
some kind of technologically mediated Nirvanawas not for him. But Segewasa
fool for dl that. He wanted to use the bi-location trick for cheap spacetravel.
Send your little receiver off to the moons of Jupiter, and bi-locate to it, why not?
A facet doesn't need life support—

He' d been slent too long. He thought he could read, in Olwen’skindly eyes,
that she knew all about the bust-up. The Zen Sdlf guru and her A student had
had a brief fling at onetime, and they' d stayed very close. Olwen probably knew
more than Ax did, about what had gonewrong at Tyller Pystri . . .

He' d been planning to linger, in the hope that Sage would turn up. Instead, he
left quickly. In the outer tent he spotted Kevin Verlaine, parting company from a
couple of Sdlfers, and on an impulse followed him into the arena.

Hi.

'Oh, hi Ax."

'What're you up to?

‘Buyingillicit drugs,’ said Verlaine proudly. ‘Wdll, not exactly buying—
Neurologically active experimental compounds sometimes exited the Zen Sdlf
tent without Olwen Devi's cognizance, and Olwen wouldn't gtrictly approve. Verlaine left the sentence
hanging and discreetly showed Ax hisloot: haf a

dozen trand ucent golden capsulesin atwist of green paper.

'What's that?

'Snapshot. It's something we usein the experiments. It dignsyour firing

patterns so that the scanner can take a snapshot of the globa state of your brain.
But when it doesthat, for an ingtant your mind gets freed from the middle
dimensions, you flash on the sum of al possible states—'

‘Right, | see,’ said Ax, grinning. 'Sowhat'sin it?

'—and you get these amazing visons. What'sin it? Well, acetylcholine, | know
that.' The labrat looked alittle crestfalen. 'Er, alot of things. Cadherins. | don't
really know.' He brightened. "Y ou want some? It doesn't take any time, not
normd time. Y ou're Whoosh! Pssht! Y ou're there, then you're back.'

Ax was not a hardened NDogs (endogenous psychotropics) abuser. He
preferred classic drugs. but he hesitated only briefly. Talking to Olwen had |ft
him fedling embittered, Sddined and reckless, and anyway acetylcholine
sounded okay. Sage used that stuff al thetime.

‘Go on then.’

It was mid-afternoon. The towered stages were bare, the marquees empty or
playing host to staybehind concerns. They had stopped under one of the camp
council's THISIS A SPACESHIP banners, behind the main sound stage. LITTER
LOUTSWILL BEKILLED. Ax saw the young man'sface, itsframe of light brown ringlets, wisp of



brown moustache, the kid's [ast-moment uneasiness. He was

suddenly sharply aware that he didn't have aguitar case over his shoulder. See
AXx Preston, see guitar, Fiorinda used to say. He' d given up the habit, afraid it
was getting to be an affectation, but he missed that weight—

'Areyou feding cdm? Y ou're supposed to be calm.’

‘Hitme

Two young hands, bitten nails and puzzle rings, snapping the capsule under
hisnose. . . and he was wakening from deep, with Fiorinda beside him. But
what'sthis? Fiorindais sixtyish, the dark red curlsdl slvered. Feding very
peaceful and blissfully happy, he propped himself on one ebow to look at her.
She' still too thin, hislittle cat fill not wasting her time on stupid body-fud, but
God, how beautiful she hasbecome. He redlised that the change wasin himsdif,
not in hisgirl. For Sage, Fiorinda had aways been beautiful (they*d never talked
about this, but Ax knew). For Ax, dearly, dearly as he loved her, she had stayed
the skinny white girl, not his physical type, that he' d first taken to his bed.
Occasiondly he'd catch aglimpse of what other people were seeing: but now he
could seeit clear. Her soul, her courage, her steadfast heart, al the perfection of
hisdarling, in the curve of her mouth, the level brows, the strong bones. Well, he
thought, with greet joy, | will get there. | will haveit al. But how paesheis. She's
white as paper, and what's this sticky wetness seeping from her place in the bed?
Has she pissed hersdlf? Can't be. Fiorinda never deepsthat deeply, no matter
how smashed she gets. He moved, and felt a strange reluctance in hisjoints (but that makes sense
because if Forindais sixtyish Ax isover seventy). Not redly

frightened yet, but . . . Hey, Fiorinda? Oh God, she's not bresthing. OH GOD. OH
GOD. NO!

—and he was staggering on the green grass, under the THISIS A SPACESHIP
banner, his body thundering, asted claw clutching his chest, the arenaexactly as
before, the whole vison having taken lesstime than it takesto say cardiac
arrhythmia—

'Ax! Oh, shit. Ax, areyou okay?

'Yeah,' hesaid. 'Fine. Theworld was dark and shaking, he could hardly

focus on the kid's scared face. 'l know what | meant to ask you. D*you know
where Sageis?

'Yeah, said Verlaine, eyes big as saucers. 'Sage. | better get Sage, 11l get him.
He'steaching. Y ou stay—'

‘No thanks. I'll find him mysdif.’

Aoxomoxog, in sharp black and white asif for a stage performance, the skull at
high contrast, was holding his classin aquiet spot by the Blue Lagoon marquee,
adwe of wireless hardware spread around him. He had the kids looking at
animation on their cellul ose-based-plastic dates, while he talked to them about
how their brainsworked.

What aprivilege to minigter to the awakening of these young minds. ?Y ou see, whatever you 7see?,
whatever you 7hear?, whatever you touch?, et

cetera, what your brain experiencesis apattern of fire. See that? How it washes
over thewhole brain, like, mm, acloud of sparks? When | write my immersions|
copy those patterns, and make your brains believe they‘ ve had the experience. |
doitvisudly, and I'll explain why that works best in amoment. | write the code,
and | ddliver it on acarrier wave of vigblelight. | don't even haveto fake the
patterns very well, because brains love being fooled, yeah, what?

?Did you dways want to be arockstar?

?No. | wanted to be a dancer, or agymnast. But I‘'mtoo tall, and | have weird



hands, so | had to give up theidea.’

So much for delusions of grandeur. Thiswas not an Aoxomoxoa masterclass.

He gave those aswell and they were hard work, but this here was just a celebrity
warm-up. No one expected him to teach the kids anything. He only had to turn
up, looking like Aoxomoxoa, move the mouth, do some tricks: make the children
(and the hedgeschool teachers) fed included in the new idea. And he was doing
it. Hewasn't going to let Ax down, just because they* d broken up. He'd carry on
with everything that was asked of him, though it was cinders and ashes.

Ah, well. Back to the Sanskrit.

20kay, now dl the visua information that registersin your eyes, mosly & this
little spot called the fovea, goesto the back of yer head and then ends up here, in
the middle tempora cortex, which isright in the middle, conveniently, of where
therest of your senses are handled. When | send the fake information on my carrier wave, the MT starts
thinking it' s having an experience. It goesthrough its

cache, looking for ared experienceit might be having. Thisaertsthe
hippocampus (little thing alegedly shaped like a seahorse, down in here), and
triggers the whole brain to get involved, whoosh, with emotions, sensations, the
wholething. That’ s when the punters at my gigs get convinced that what's
happening istotally real, because insofar asabrain knowsredity, it isredl.
Sharks biting them, clouds of butterflies, flocks of seagulls, ravening werevoles,
whatever. It isn't incredibly hard, if you use the right hooks—*

The children gazed at him like sponges. ?0h," said agirl in thefront row,

about ten years old, atoddler dozing on her knees, ?MT. That saysEm Tee! Is
that why the other track on Morpho, besides 'Morpho, is called "'The Empty
Zone?

Morpho wasthe Heads first abum, the first immersion record in the world.
They'd lost the rights when they broke up with their record company, which had
for years been avery sore point. But eventually you see reason. Morpho had been
written and released before this child was born.

"Yeah," hesaid, ?you got it—' suddenly fedling that thiswasindeed aprivilege,
and dso feding like a, ataking trilobite. | am ancient. They know nothing before:
| am thefirst page of their history books. Or would be, except most of them can't
read. . . Over thekids heads he saw Ax coming towards him. No way to escape
s0 hewaited in dlence: while Mr Dictator came ambling around the children.
?Scuseme,’ said Ax, 2 need your teacher. Sage, do you mind? Not ambling, sumbling. Aswas grey
intheface, handsvisbly shaking.

20kay, classdismissed.

The children scattered, Ax sat down. 'Sage. Do you think you'll liveto be old?
20h yeah," said Sage, judging that live fast die young was not what Ax was
looking for. Very old.* He spoke dowly, gently taking Ax' swrist in hisleft hand.
2 reckon I'll quit gigging when I m ahundred, before it gets undignified, an’ Il
take up gardening. Or I°ll keep kai. | like fish. Ax, what the fuck have you been
doing to yoursdf?

The pulse was not good.

'l met Verlaine. He gave me g, stuff called snapshot. Oh God, Sage—

?Sssh. Let'ssee” Sage touched his righthand fingertips to the sweet on AX's
upper lip and put the taste in his mouth. He had enough of thedrug in his

system that he might get some idea of what had happened—

'Oh," he said, sombrely, amoment later. 'Unlucky, Ax. Y ou have to be careful
with Snap. It goesfor thejugular, if you giveit achance. Wel, it ssems| cantell
you two things. What you saw isfurther off than you think. And | will bethere.’



AX's heart gave another terrible legp. He wasin agarden, and this old man

was crying in this other old man'sarms. Oh God, those arms, still hard and taut,
carrying with them such afreight of memory, of decades, of conviction, of reality,
oh God, unbearable—

Wrong thing to say. . . Sage saw Ax‘seyes burst wide in horror and had to

catch thefaling body. 'Ah, no. Ax, babe, | didn't mean to sound like that, I'm abastard, you caught me
off guard. Hey, it doesn't last, it'sabad dream, it'll be

gone, few seconds, hang on—'

But Ax was out. Sage laid him down, dapping his phone implant—

'‘George! George, get over here. Now. Bring the First Aid . . . Shit. Whereisthat
little fucker?1 will kill him.'

Ax cameto lying in an outdoor passageway backstage of the Blue Lagoon.
George Merrick was beside him, the white picnic hamper that was the Heads
First Aid kit open onthe grass. Bill Trevor was Sitting in aplastic chair, between
the two of them and the world, casually on guard. There was no one else around.
He took a deep breath and sat up. Had he walked here or been carried here?
Some fleeting memory of adream, gone theingtant hetried to focusonit, and
what happened? | took some brain candy from Verlaine, that nearly gave mea
heart attack.

'Hi, George,’ he said. 'What's the screen say?

Georgetook apull on afat joint, and handed it. 'Sez you'll do.' He pedled a
telltale from the back of Ax's hand, stowed it and shut the box. 'Looks like
sngpshot's not your drug.'

'l would agree," said Ax, with fedling. 'Ah, shit, my head. Got any painkillers?

"Y ou‘ re not supposed to take that stuff except in lab conditions. You cn havea
haf an aspirin. Painisawarning, Ax. It'sthere ‘ cosyou need it. Y ou driving? Head Ideology
occasiondly bears asuspicious resemblance to Primitive

Methodism at its most hardnosed. If you' re meant to suffer you suffer, fuck it. But
George and Ax had had that conversation. Never argue with a Cornishman

about hisrdigion.

'No, I'm not driving. Think I'll pass on the aspirin. Where's Sage?

George and Bill exchanged aglance. George decided Ax didn't need to know
what was probably happening to Kevin Verlaineright a this moment.

'l think *ewent back to hisclass.’

‘Right," said Ax, who had clocked the glance. He leaned over to give the joint

to Bill: and decided he would make no more pathetic attempts at reconciliation.
Enough isenough. In future he would play this exactly the way Sage wanted it.
Life goes on. Fiorindarecorded her vocasfor the Heads new abum (still under
tight wraps) at the Battersea studio, and though she didn‘t pretend she was
having fun you' d never have known it from her snging. Sage and Ax went to

Y orkshire with the Chosen for aone-off gig at Bradford Civic Centre, where they
debuted theimmersions (diluted to visuas for the concert hdl) that Sage had
written for ?Blues In C# ; and for the Ax and Jordan Preston classic ?Dark They
Were And Golden Eyed' . Sayyid Mohammad Zayid, premier leader of English
Idam was there —the man who'd received Ax into the Faith, the conversion that
had ended the Idamic Separatist War. The Dictator and his Minister also met
with the Idamic leaders, reinforcing the peace; asif nothing was wrong. Sage aso went on working with
Ax on asecret and ddlicate investigation of the

grength of the quarantin

But the rift showed no sign of hedling. At the Reading Mayday concert the
crowds went crazy for the Heads' dance mix of Little Wing', festuring Ax



Preston on guitar. Silver and Pearl Wing, Anne-Mari€'s nine-year-old and seven
year-old little girls, whirled around on stage, dressed as butterflies, each
convinced that Ax Preston had written this song, and Aoxomoxoa had mixed it,
just for them. Celtic bonfires were discouraged. Techno-Green Utopiawas
talked-up. At the end of Sage's masque (Sage' s masgues were Reading tradition)
the Dictator and his Minister did Hendrix' s ?Third Stone From The Sun', with the
gpaceship did ogue and some truly amazing immersion effects. . . and then
walked off stage in opposite directions, without having exchanged aword that
wasn't scripted.

Forindawas having nothing to do with either of them. If rumour could be

trusted, she spent the night in ahospitaity benders, with Cafren Free of DARK
and/or three or four husky and thrilled male crewpersons.

It could only be amatter of time before thingswent horribly public.

Thelast Saturday of May wasinvite-only Dance Night &t the Blue Lagoon. Snake
Eyeswere playing, the Few were to be therein force. It would be aprivate gala,
and everyone was hoping it would be more fun than Mayday. In the afternoon

Ax called Fiorindato say he couldn‘t makeit. She decided to go by herself, took the train and flagged a
taxi at Reading station, dressed in her best and feeling

defiant .

2 had that boyfriend of yoursin the back of my cab the other day—"

Oh yeah, thought Fiorinda. Which one? The one who dumped me, or the one
who'stoo busy saving the world? The people of Reading were privileged: they
didn't have to pretend the Few were invisible. Equaly, the Few didn't have to be
polite. The driver met astony, glacia starein hisrear mirror and shut up until

they hit Richfield Avenue.

Blue Gate, Forinda?

?No," shesaid. ?No. Drop me here.’

The taste-free Le sure Centre buildings were being demolished, to make way for
something . . . not yet fully worked out. The tented township stretched into the
distance, drainage ditches twinkling, nylon hummocks and teepees, turf-roofed
shanties and lake-village platforms; the firetowers with their banners standing

out like marker bouys on arainbow sea. She took off her shoes and walked
barefoot through the Site gates, where chickens scratched, every conceivable
support was festooned with tomato vines.

What a hideous mess we made here, in Dissolution Summer. Dear Lord, we
reached new depths. My God, the mud, my God, the cans, the trashed cars, the
plastic fires, the streaming middens of human excrement. What away to start an
eco-friendly revolution. Y et there waslogic init. The kids cameto therock festivals, trudting little lambs,
and had their own souls sold back to them, bubble

packed; and | remember what afedling it was to break out of that damned trap.
No sense, no reason, no ideology. Just NO, actudly. No, | won‘t shuffle obediently
into the daughterhouse, not today, thank you. There sthis plate-glass window
saying throw a chair at me. It wasmad and stupid, filthy and infantile, nothing
built on it can possibly last, and I m il glad | wasthere.

In the arena she stopped to put her shoes on and stood for amoment gazing:

the Counterculture’ srockstar Titaniain afroth of cream tulle over gilded net
petticoats, peacock feather mandal as scattered over her bodice and skirts. Her
subjects parted around her, smiling and respectful. She didn‘t notice. She was
trying to see this place asit had been one evening in July, years ago. A sunset,

red and gold. A road-worn, angry little girl, too scared to use her backstage pass,
lost in the crowd, looking for afriend.



The sky over the Thames valley was pae and mild, with rafts of lemony

cloud. Another rockstar party had arrived and was moving through the
Staybehinds. In the mid, like a prince among his courtiers, strolled avery tal
blue-eyed blond, magnificently built yet dender, handsin his pockets, moving
like adancer, and wearing an extremely beautiful suit, sand-coloured, with a
glitter of goldinit.

The Heads saw Fiorindaand came straight over. They lined up: Sageinthe
sand-colour, George Merrick big and broad and ruggedly goodiooking in date
blue, Bill aguiline and sardonic in rose velvet, Peter in crumpled dark brown linen: an owlish post-modern
gangster. They gave her atwirl and abow, and

launched into ashort burst of the synchronised dancing. The onlookers clapped
and cheered. Sage faced her with asmile that waslike a pleafor mercy. Under
the suit jacket he wore awhite teeshirt, alittle too small, bearing the timeless
message: |’ m naturally blond, please speak slomy—

Forindamade a swift, pragmeatic decision to accept the peace offer, eveniif it
was only for tonight. It would be afucking pleasant change to be with himin
public, and not have it be ahateful, publicly awful experience.

Youfinishedit,’ shesad, smiling back.

She knew about the secret album called Unmasked.

?Y eah. Finished the master, about four o' clock this afternoon.*

?Areyou pleased?

He shrugged. ?As| ever am. God knows what the punterswill think.!

It was a shame things had to turn out thisway. Unmasked had been planned
asasurprise present for Ax. Something that would make him laugh, but he
would aso loveit. It featured the masters of techno-weird not only unmasked,
but snging classic covers, and dancing like an apotheoss of Take That.

?He' spleased,’ said George. At sfucking good. Y ou wait.’

Sage glanced around. 2AWhere' s AX?

Heixn't coming.’

?Huh? Whereishe? 2 don‘t know. Oh, don't panic—' (Sage had looked alarmed.) 2 don‘t know
where heis, because | didn't show enough interest, but he' swith some barmy
army netheads. He hasn‘t been kidnapped by terrorists, not yet, hejust isn‘t
going to get here, okay?

20kay.

They looked at each other for along moment, then turned together and

headed for the marquee, Bill and George and Peter forming up around them.
Sage suddenly redlised it was much easier than usud to look Fiorindain the
eye. Hey." Hegrinned at her, sdelong. Nice!

?Enjoy it whileyou can,’ said Fiorinda cheerfully. 2Until | break my ankle.
There'saway towalk in spike heds, but | can‘t never get my head around it.’
?Ah, you can lean on me." He dipped hisarm around her shoulders. She
hesitated for asplit second, then leaned close; and they walked into the Blue
Lagoon likethat.

Thiswasthethird verson of Reading arena s mgjor covered venue. It had

been destroyed twice in the Reich’ s history, once by arson and once by storm
damage. It had a sprung floor of fireproofed reclaimed timber and aclassic rock
fest décor of marquee membrane, naked scaffold and coloured lights. Tonight it
was laid out cabaret-style: dancing in front of the stage, tables, abar. ?Cigarette?
girlsand boysin fancy dress were sashaying about, proffering trays of spliff and
Meanies (the lethal Reading Site dance pills). The floor was hopping with
campers, dancing to their resident DJs, the rockstars and friends were busy socidising. Fiorinda, Sage



and the Heads were instantly surrounded. Fiorinda

had to repeat countlesstimesthat Ax wastied up and wasn't going to makeit. A
stream of people wanted to congratul ate Sage and the band on their new baby.
Everyone was fascinated by the suits, the naked faces, the whole concept. 2sthis
theway it'sgoing to be? Dian Buckley, the media-babe, wanted to know. Have
the demons of techno morphoed into an elderly Boyband? The Heads declined
to commit themsdves. A€ retakin' it aday at atime,' explained George. Sage
admitted he had a copy of the master in his pocket, but no, it wasn‘t going to get
played.

Even Allie admired the suits, though she deplored Sage' s Supid teeshirt.

?Yeeh,' sad Bill, maicioudy. ?Shame ‘e couldn’t getit in hisright Sze, ether.
Friends, acquaintances, schmoozing strangers came and went. Fiorindaand

Sage stayed put, maybe both of them afraid to move, afraid to break this bubble.
It could have been anight of long ago: Aoxomoxoaand hisbrat, with the Heads
asaprotective guard, drinking hard, talking nonsense, entertaining everyone

with firework towers of repartee. And if Fiorinda' s sdllies were alittle barbed
tonight nobody blamed her, least of al the boss: who took hislickslike a

gentleman, grinning sweetly, and not making the dightest attempt to retdiate.

The Snake Eyes band went off to get on stage. The group diminished, and still all waswell: until Laurel
Merrick and Minty LaTour, Bill’s posh girlfriend, came back from atable-cruise and took George and Bill
away with them. Fiorinda suddenly realised that Peter had dlipped away too. The cabaret was still

crowded, a sea of chatter and colour, but somehow she and Sage had been left alone. The merry banter had
died, she wasn't sure just when. Probably the moment

they' d redlised they had no audience. She stared at the tabletop, almost wishing
he would jump up and flee. How terrible to be with Sage, and struggling to think
of something anodyneto say. She had lost him. Such apainin her heart—

She looked up to find apair of blue eyeswatching her, so contrite and so

tender she forgot everything she' d been trying to script and just said, ?Y ou look
amazing.

?S0 do you.' He reached over to brush the froth of tulle at her shoulder with
thetips of his crooked righthand fingers. ? lovethe dress. Wanna dance?

Yes!

Shefollowed him to the floor. At first they danced the way they* d often

danced together: not touching, just loving the rhythm, loving their own skill. But
maybe everything had been decided in that moment outside the marquee. Their
eyes met in the music, question and consent. They moved together and danced
likelovers firs timeever.

... and thiswas so intoxicating that they couldn't stop, except for pausesto
refud the blaze with adcohol and Meanies, until eventually, some gloriouswhile
later, Sage had the idea of bounding up on stage and romancing Felice (Snake
Eyes bravura Trumpet Strumpet had a soft spot a mile wide for Aoxomaoxoa) to
lead the band into Swing. Rob attempted to remonstrate, Hey, you get off of my
stage, but he had to giveit up. He didn‘t want to cause a scene, and frankly, the
Stuation, the fabulous pair they made, those two, was hard to resist, even for Ax' s staunchest defender. .
. Sage legpt down, caught Fiorinda by thewaist and

then it was no holds barred. They were lindyhopping al over the shop, afew
couples crazy enough to keep up, the crowd clearing out of the way with yells of
admiration, the rock and roll brat, red curls and gilded petticoats awhirl, feather
light, most as acrobatic as her parther—

They had to take severa bows, laughing (saved by the habit of performance),
before they could escape. Fiorinda found a scaffold pillar unoccupied and
propped hersalf againgt it. Sage was beside her, looking down, not touching,



very close. Two mindswith but asingle thought, and the thought goes

something likethis

Don't fucking care. Devil take tomorrow. | am NOT going to passthisup.

?Y ou're not even breathing hard.'

?Yes| am. That'sabeautiful shade of lipstick you' re wearing.’

2Asn'tit? Best colour | ever found. It's called Pomegranate Flower.!

At' svery—'

?Let' sget another drink.!

The backstage bar called Bartoli‘s Hideout was deserted, everyone wasin the
tent. Fiorindasat on astool, apint of lager in front of her, Sage'sarm around her.
She played with hisright hand, biting gently at the web between the surviving
joint of histhumb and his pam, folding the two crooked fingers and rubbing
them againgt her cheek. From the mirror below the optics his natural face looked
on (the blunt nose, wide high cheekbones and big mouth: a blue-eyed faun, an eementd, definitely odd)
with atender, possessive, fuck tomorrow smile. She

wondered if it was|ate or early. She'd lost track.

?Y ou coming back to the van?

Yes!

?How about now?

?Sounds good to me.*

20kay . . . Okay, stay there.Don’t move. Got to talk to George.

And he'sgone.

?Aw, Sage,’ wailed Fiorinda, banging her head on the counter, ?how can you
do thisto me? But he was back almost a once. She jumped down from her stoal,
bristling. 2What the fuckdid you have to go and talk to George for?

2 had to tell him," Sage explained, digtinctly, asthey |eft the bar, that if

anyone asks, he doesn't know where | went, and no one isto come near the van
tonight. That's no one," he repeated, stopping to look into her face. Sage being
gdlant, making sure she' s not too smashed to know what they are doing.
Forindanodded, and laid afinger across hislips. No more of that.

The night was dark, overcast and warm. He noticed, as they began to walk,

that the top of her head had reverted to its normal position, about level with his
breastbone. Wonder when that happened? Hours ago. Sometimes she has
delusions of being asupermodd, but thisbrat can't hardly walk acrossaroomin
highheds

?Forinda, where are your shoes? 2 don't know. Somewhere. I'll find them in the morning.’
2'm gonnahaveto carry you.'

?No you are not.*

?Fee, you cannot cross Reading arena barefoot, at thistime of night. Think

what you'll be treading in. Broken glass, bloody sharps, knocked-out teeth, pools
of piss, vomit, turds, steaming diarrhoea, dead rats, dead cats, discarded body
parts, 00zing viscera—"

?Nonsense. That was years ago.’

But thisisyears ago. Didn't you realise? It' s Dissolution Summer. We went
dancing, my brat, I'm takin you home: an' look there'safucking lake of vomit,
right now—"

2Cary me!

He carried her, at first trying to kiss her as he waked, but that didn‘t work,

too much, he couldn't do both. Out into the township, and why stop here, why
not keep hold of this sweet burden, sheisn't complaining, dl theway to
Travellers Meadow? There was no one about when they reached the gate in the



trees, not asign of the hippy watchmen. Fiorinda, stirring out of atranced
stillness, reached down and lifted the latch. Sage carried her through, set her on
her feet, and shut the gate.

Kissable,' he whispered, stooping, mouth against hers, as she stood on
tiptoe— They dipped down, kissing, into the scent of honeysuckle and heavy
elderflowers, into the cool embrace of the meadow grass. He meant to take her
there, Fiorinda very much consenting: but just when he couldn't hold back any
longer, when he must have her, she pulled away, jumped to her feet and ran—
He had to give chase, cursing and laughing. She waswaiting at the door of the
van. She dapped thelock, they fdl into the kitchen and she legpt into hisarms,
legs around hiswaist, al he could do to get his cock free and safeinside.
Instantly they were fucking like hammer and tongs, her skirts crushed between
them, her hedsin hisback, gasping, babbling, sumbling dl over the place,
seemed to go on forever, sorely unromantic (you horrible brai—) but wonderful,
flat out, total discharge—

Finished?

Y eah, she' snodding her head, teeth and claws relaxing; the vixenisfinished

for awhile. He did to the floor, back againgt a cupboard door, hugging her on
top of him. ?Forinda,’ he said, ?Sweetheart—' the words coming out dow and
spent, hisleft hand gently massaging her spine, Awhat was wrong with the
meadow, hmm?Why did | have to get up and run, an' bein red danger of
putting come stains on my beautiful new trousers, prob‘ bly ruining them

forever?

2 hate d fresco sex.

2C‘mon. Y ou weren't going to be the one getting rocksin your back. Y ou know
that. ?All right. | wanted it to bein here, because| lovethis place.

?Ah, shelikesmy van! . . . Don't you like my cottage?

?The cottage was different. Anyway, what are you whining about? Y ou're
happy now, aren't you?

20h yesh. I'm happy now." He sighed. 2°m happy, but . . . I'm not
comfortable. How about you let me get up, hm? Lemme get out of these clothes,
let'sget to bed." He stripped off. Fiorinda, awarm, shadow-girl in the darkness,
was having trouble locating her side zip. 20h no. We keep the dress. | loveit, it's
likefucking a Barbie doll-*

2000h, you shouldn't have said that! Off with the dress—'

?Ah, Fiorinda, please. Let me have you in thefrilly dress, please please,
please—

PFucking pervert. Oh, dl right. Y ou can have Barbie in her underwear. It'sa
very pretty outfit, except, | don't know what happened to the knickers—'
?They‘rein my pocket. Okay, let's seethis.’

Hetouched thewall. ATP light rose, pearly-white, and there was Fiorinda,
swest-blackened curls plastered to her brow, smiling up a him, her eyeslike
gars. Heforgot to clock the lingerie because he just had to hold her; it felt asif he
was folding something bigger than the whole world into himsdlf, thisfragilegirl,
wriggling like afish now to get her arms free and fling them round his neck—
?Let' sget to bed. | want you in my bed, where you belong.’

?Yes' But when they lay together under Sage' s silver-grey quilt, in the room with the
walls of hardware, their mood had changed. He' d been showering her face with
such kisses as they sumbled through the van, she'd wanted to tell him, I'm not a
dall, Sage. | can kissback. | have as much loving as you to fit into this one night.
She hadn't had the heart, because he was crying: tears on thick golden lashes, salt



tears on her mouth when she managed to get akissin edgeways.

?Sage,’ shewhispered, 2 want to tell you something.

He smiled, wiping hiseyes. ?Shoot.

?Thisgoesback along way," she said, wiping her own tearswith her fingers.
Back to the day you and Ax came home from the war in Y orkshire. Do you
remember? | met you on the platform at St Pancras, and told you about Pigsty
getting arrested.

?Y eah. | remember.

Thefirst Countercultura President had turned out to be achild killer: a

revelation that had ended his brutal hippy régime.

7 wastdlling that story. Y ou were both terribly shocked that | d been

involved, and | was thinking, you are so wrong, because I'm not the delicate
flower you two think | am. I'm just what people say Fiorindais. I‘'m hard asnails,
and my world isvery small. Aslong as| had you two back safe nothing could
hurt me, not poor Pigsty or anyone. But my best mate Sage waslooking at me. . .
Y ou werelooking a me, | don‘t know, in adifferent way. My eyes were opened. | knew that you were
inlovewith me, and | wasin love with you too, and | had

been for along time, only | hadn‘t known it. But it wastoo late. It' stoo late, Sage.
It didn't happen. It can't happen, because | love Ax now. | love him with al my
heart, and | could never, ever hurt him.’

2 think | loved you thefirst night | met you,” said Sage. A know |*ve loved you
more every night and day since. And | love Ax —oh, differently —asmuch as|
loveyou. But | can‘t do the threesome thing. | need you to be only mine. Nothing
esewill do.

She stroked his hair, combing her fingers through the lamb' s fleece. 2 know,

my sweetheart. | understand.

20h Fiorinda, how can you forgive me?

Ahat' sto forgive? I m the one who fucked up. I*m the one who ruined—

?Ah, no—'

He kissed her to silence her and they lay quiet, looking into each other’ s eyes,

for solong that Fiorindafelt hersdf dipping into the place or sate that she had
discovered in the terrible year —when she'd got pregnant, and her baby had been
born, and he had died. She had that Escher fedling, the impossible perspective,
theworld and Fiorindamoving into phase, becoming one. Aeons passed. Then
she was back, and nothing had changed, except for afaint, extraordinary smile at
the corner of hisbeautiful mouth. But wherever she had been, and for what
immeasurable time, she knew that Sage had been with her there.

Nothing was spoken. There was nothing to be said. Such amoment just is. He moved closer.
Hey. Want some more?

Shortly before dawn three Heads came in quietly, deposited Forinda s shoes and
her bag, and stood looking at their boss and the babe. Af the length of courtship
isrdated to the length of his sexud rdationships,’ remarked Bill, they should be
together for about athousand years.”

7 told him to do that five years ago,” sighed George. ?The kid' swearing the
yellow ribbon, so she's not interested in sex, which does not stop other blokes
doing her. He says he can wait, she' stoo young and too hurt. | say don't bea
fuckin' idiot. Be niceto her, romance her abit and take ‘er down. Do it now or
you' [l missyour chance. You'll beforgiven, any fool can see. But would he
lissen? He never lissens:'

?Hdl to pay when Ax findsout,’ said Bill.

?Y eah. Well, at least they had their big night out. Can‘t honestly grudge ‘im



that.

?Sometimes the cards aren’t worth adime,” said Peter, Af you don't lay them
down—"

The other Heads groaned softly and hauled him away.

Forindadidn’t mind them coming in. If things had turned out the way maybe
they should have turned out, no doubt she' d often have opened her eyesin this
bed, in these arms, to find three brother Heads looking kindly down. She pressed hersdlf closer againgt
Sage' ssde: so happy in thismoment, so completely,

hopelesdy without any solution for the morning, that redly, now would be a
good time to go to deep and never wake up.

But if you have to wake up, in adisaster movie on the wrong side of the end of
the world, and with abone-crushing hangover, it helps, it certainly helpsiif you
can arrange to do so with the Minister for Gigs wrapped around your back, his
lovely mouth nuzzling your spine. Eyes closed, without leaving the soft

chemistry of deep, sheturned in hisarms, skin warm againgt skin (she'd been
allowed to take off her underwear eventualy), and did her knees up hisribs, so
she could take his cock inside in one smooth rush—

The spurt of astruck match.

Ax was Stting on the end of the bed.

?How did you get in here? gasped Sage.

?Tdked to George. He wasn't happy about it, but | persuaded him.*

?20h bugger,’ said Fiorinda. AWe forgot you would be able to do that.

She had grasped in oneicy, drowning ingtant that the only possible way to
handle thiswas to see the funny side. But no. Not a chance. The two men stared
at each other, sheer murder on the one side, sheer horror on the other.

2 suppose | have only mysdlf to blame,” said Ax. He stubbed out his newly lit
cigarette, in the ashiray he had carefully provided for himself, jumped off the

bed and dammed out of the room. Sage was dressed in twenty seconds, and about to fly out of the door
before he

spun around. Fiorindawas hunting for her clothes, set mouth and averted eyes
saying she' d dwaysknown it would be like this. Always known it, and now

she' sfinally been added to Aoxomoxoa' s mille e treof course he'sgoing to lesp
up and run. No big dedl.

?Ah, shit." Heflew back, grabbed her, hugged her tight, ?God. Fee, darling, it'll
beadl right. Stay here.Don’ tbe frightened. I‘Il talk to him, | will sortit. | will !

It was raining. When Sage caught up, Ax was storming along astaybehinds
footpath through the fields that bordered Travellers Meadow, head down, hair
flying in dark wings around hisjaw. He gave Sage one savage, naked glance and
kept going.

?AX, hey Ax, listen to me. Look, we were drunk, these things happen—

PFuck off.!

?Please, AX. It was adrunken night, nothing serious. Talk to me—°

?Talk to you?Where the fuck have you been since March, you bastard?

The path led through pasture where cows were grazing, indifferent to the
weather, among the unburied corpses of carsthat had been trashed in
Dissolution Summer, awash now in grass and flowers, and then swerved into the
back of ascrapyard on Richfield Avenue, where indigestible lumps of the old
Lesure Centre were lying about waiting to be reused. Nowhere further to go except onto the road.
Betrayed, Ax turned in fury and sat on achunk of concrete,

daring ahead of him.

2 couldn't help that.!



20h, fuck. Not the fucking giant toddler line. Y ou knew what you were doing.
You had it dl caculated. Y ou let me give you the spiel, you pretend to go dong,
because you' Il get to deep with her, and then you' re off. King of the one night
stand, and | don't care about me, but how could you do that to her—

2 did not! That'snot! That isNOT what happened!’

?f you didn‘t plan to leave the next morning, what was your bike doing

there?

Ahat? Ax, that isfucking paranoid. Look, the bike was there because | rodeiit
down when we did the Unmasked filming, and | came back in George' s car.
Fuck’' s sake—

Ax refused to look at him. Therain fell fine and straight. Sege walked around
inacaged circle, wanting to leave, unableto leave: findly sat on another chunk

of concrete.
20h God. Ax, listen. When | said yesto you, | meant it. | desperately wanted
that towork, but | . . . | love her too much. | couldn‘t stand it. | DID NOT planto

leave likethat. | didn‘t plan to behave the way |*ve been behaving. | thought 1'd
be okay. But it was so fucking . . . painful. I ve been trying to get back to being
normd . . . Fuck, last night I—* He didn't know why he'd come chasing after the guy. Thiswasn't going
to

help Fiorinda. The only way he could truly help Fiorindawas by bowing out,
leaving them both the fuck done. Unfortunatdy that' simpossible,we' re the
Triumvirate.

?Shit. | don't fed like getting into this discussion; you don't want to know, it's
useless, it leads nowhere.! He doubled over, head propped on his handsto hide
thetears. A can't talk to you. | don‘t know why the fuck I'm trying.'

Ax had come to Reading, straight from avery tough night, to find the whole

gte buzzing with the exploits of the nation' swild-cat glamour puss and the
amazingly transformed Aoxomoxoa. With Ax cadt, in their flashy pieceof MTV,
asthe dull, controlling, workaholic cat who hasto be away so these fabulous
creatures can play. He was cruelly wounded, mortified, furious, and in no mood
to be merciful.

2 suppose | should be grateful the show you put on last night wasn't being
televised. At least | wasonly publicly humiliated in front of every single person |
know.’

Sage' s head came up, indignant. ?Publicly humiliated?Y ou what? By me

dancing with Fiorinda? Oh, fuck that—!"

?Y eah. When you' ve hardly spoken to me for six weeks. Y ou can say what you
like. Nobody who was there last night was in any doubts about what was going
on.' Sageglared a him. ?Ax, if you were even wondering, let me assureyou it was
aone-off. She made that very clear. The way you found out was rough, and I‘'m
sorry for that. We were pissed, we didn‘t think. But don't talk to me about . . .
Oh,l know she'syour property. |I‘ve had that well shoved in my face. You tell mel
can play with her sometimes, you let me get into bed with you, but | have to kiss
her, thisgirl | love morethan my life, for the first time, under your supervision. |
can't say aword to her of my own. | haveto, to m-makeloveto her, for thefirst
time, with you looking on. What was that about humiliation? Tell me again?
?20ne off?* Ax curled hislip. 20h giveit up. | know how she fedls about you. Of
course | know, you stupid fuck. That's not an issue. What d'you take me for?
D'you think I'd have ever suggested the fucking threesomeif | hadn‘t known she
lovesyou? And don't tell methat night was no good, you destructive shit. | was
there.



At fet like playing golf with the boss!

These words sank into Ax like poison darts. He tried to tell himsdlf Sage

would say any nasty thing right at this moment, aslong asit would hurt Ax. But
al he could hear wasthe awful pain in Sage' svoice, and al he could seewas
himsdlf on that morning after, crouched under the frozen thorn hedge crying his
eyes out, because he knew he had to share his darling and he couldn‘t bear it—
?Anyway," said Sage, vicioudy pursuing the advantage, A don't know why
thisisal about me. What about theway your property was behaving? The Dictator’ sgirlfriend, wife of
the Mudim prince, surely must not act like that.

Why aren‘t you blaming Fiorinda?

Because Fiorinda is never to blame,” said Ax, in aterrible voice.

Sage' sturn to back down, defeated by the self-evident truth. ?Ah, fuck it. Last
night was nothing. It‘'syou sheloves, first and last. I'm just abit of rough trade.”
?Don't whine, Sage. It doesn't suit you. *

They fdl slent. Fiorinda, in her peacock mandaafrock, was coming acrossthe
field, barefoot through the rain, looking like asomewhat bedraggled fairy of the
Christmas Decorations Plant. She came up, and saw the tears on both their faces.
Wel,' shesad. ?At least you're not fighting.'

?That’ d be ashort contest,” said Ax bitterly.

She sat down on the wet grass. 2Listen. Y ou two said let' s be athreesome, and

| agreed. | remember that. | don‘t remember where | sgned anything saying, if |
fuck Sage Ax hasto bein the room, or vice versa. Correct meif I'mwrong. You
both love me, | love both of you. Any fool can seeyou're madly in love with each
other, or you wouldn't be sitting out here sobbing like broken-hearted fools.
When we dl had sex together it seemed to work. One of you tell me, what isthe
fucking problem?*

?There' saproblem,” said Ax. ?There' saproblem with this manipulative

bagtard, rewriting history.

Me? Manipulative?How the fuck do you make that out? ?0h God. Well, | don‘t care. I'vegot a
pitiful hangover, | fed sck and | can't

keep my head up. I‘'m going to lie down here for awhilein this puddle. Wake me
up when you' vefinished yelling & each other.

Forindasuited her action to her words. Therain started getting heavier. The
Dictator and his Minigter sat on their lumps of concrete.

2Good sex? said Ax at last.

Brilliant.’

?She' samazing, isn't she? said Ax, ddliberately.

Their eyes met. There' s nothing either one of them can clam for himself done.

No secret thing she does, that she might not do with the other. It'shorrible. Sage
nodded. Y eah, brother. Got the message. They stared at each other, for once
contemplating this disagter, thisterrible thing that has happened to them, in the
centre of their lives: without any colouration, in its naked truth. Thereisno way
out. It can't befixed. Thereis no solution. Unamiling, but with astrange lessening
of tenson, they looked away.

Severa minutes passed.

Sage wiped his nose with the back of hishand. 2God, Ax. I‘ve missedyou.’
AWasn't my idea.’

Slence

0kay," said Ax. 2 accept that | fucked up. To some extent.'

2 shouldn’t have run out. But there was provocation.’ ?So what now? Are we going to try and force her
to choose between us? And



break her heart, he added, by means of aglare she couldn't see.

2 don‘t think we can,’ Sage answered, looking down at Fiorinda. Her eyes
were closed, but of course shewas listening to every word. 2 think she'd quit us
both. 1'd have tried to take her off you yearsago if | hadn't spotted that.’

Vel thanks!

?No problem." He wanted to draw Ax' s attention to the shadow under her
lashes, the lovely angle of her cheekbones, to the reckless curve of her seet
mouth, the natural rose-madder till traced in clean scarlet, pomegranate flower.
AWhy stop at two? he said fiercely. ?Every man and woman in the world should
worship her. She'samiracle.

2Hm. Maybe we should remember thisis purely adiplomatic coma.’

?Don‘t care.' He poked the rock and roll brat with hisfoot. ?Hey. You are
amazing and wonderful and wise, and the best fuck in the universe.

?Yeah,' said Ax. ?All true. Fiorinda? Y ou can wake up now.*

But Fiorinda had grown attached to her coma, and refused to tir. They

headed back to Travellers' Meadow, Sage carrying the babe.

?S0 where were you lagt night, anyway? | brought a copy of Unmasked to the
party for you, er, kind of a peace offering—"

2But then, ironicaly, decided to screw my girlfriend instead. Makes perfect
sense | wasin Hiroshima.*

AVhat? Oh God, you did it!* ?Y eah.” Ax grinned wesarily. ?Y eah, we hacked the quarantine. Using my
chip,

and your code, and | don't know what the difference was but thistime it worked.
It was fucking draining, and could we talk about it later ?After |* ve had about
thirty-six hours deep?

?You'remad,’ said Fiorinda, opening her eyes. ?Y ou‘re both insane. You'll get
nicked, and then thingswill be amillion timesworse. Put me down, Sage'’

They' d reached the van. She stood |ooking from one to the other. AWVell, what's
the verdict? Have you two decided you can handle sharing the meat ?

20uch,’ said Ax. A deservethat. I'm sorry, little cat. I'm just ajealous guy.*
Most unexpectedly, Fiorinda burst into tears and flung hersdf into her

boyfriend' sarms crying, ?0h, Ax. I'm sorry too.’

At four in the afternoon Sage and Fiorindawere sitting outside the Continental
Breskfast Bar in the arena. They' d just struggled through brunch at the
hospitality benders with Dian Buckley —an informa get-together they'd
apparently agreed upon at some point during the previous evening. Needlessto
say, they*d had no ideauntil Ax told them. In norma circumstancesthey‘d have
stood Dian up, without aqualm. She ought to know better than to prey on
helpless drunks. After the way they* d behaved, they* d felt they had to go dong
and mend some fences.

Before brunch they* d organised the getaway, Ax having tearfully refused to
organise anything, ashewas so crap a it and had fucked up so badly last time. They‘d left him degping
inthevan, whilethey arranged for Allieto look after

their diaries, fixed for someoneto go to the Brixton flat and pack bags, fixed for
someone to drive the Volvo down (Ax had arrived by train thismorning). As
soon as the car arrived they were going back to Cornwall, to try again.

They'd ordered coffee, bread and jam (neither of them had touched the
brunch), but they couldn‘t eat. Sage kept catching startled glances from passers
by, amazed that he was still unmasked. Fiorinda sat in afoul miasma of
patchouli. She' d had to borrow clothesfrom Anne-Marie, who lived in the
hospitaity areawith her brood; or she' d have been chatting to Dianin the



mandaafrock. Her head felt broken and empty, atub full of chemica fragments
that didn't know what the hell to do with each other. She wrapped her hands
around her coffee bowl, trying to get them warm. The coffee was Crisis Blend,
mainly ground roasted dandedlion roots. It didn't taste too bad, but it smelled like
nothing.

?Sage.

Hn?

2L ast night when we were aone, you told me you couldn't do the threesome,

no chance, never. Y ou talked to Ax and it‘ s happening. Could you explain that?
?Don'‘t you trust me?

No. | think you and your boyfriend will surely run off and leave me'

If he' d been wearing the skull she' d have caled thelook she got weary
forbearance, with amix of bleak resignation. ?Y ou can trust me. | finaly redlised, you and your
boyfriend are making methe best offer I'll ever getinmy life. I'm

sorry it took me so long to grasp the concept.

?Hey." She grabbed his hand (Sage so lost to vanity he was out herein public
not even hiding them: he mustbe fedling rough). ?Knock that off. | love you both
the same. Don't you ever bdieve you come second. Don‘t you ever believe that.
Sage thought of the vison that Ax had forgotten. He had forgotten it himsdlf:
sngpshot glimpses don't lagt, they vanish. Y et he knew where they had been,
though he remembered nothing. . .What will happen to Olwen Devi‘squest?Is
the goal impossibleto reach? Isit even desirable? The Zen Salf had seemed so
important, when he had nothing else. Now the reversd of hisfortunes
overwhelmed him: the Sraitshe' d been in, even last night when he held her in
hisarms. The terrible look of that long lonely road ahead. He wanted to knedl a
her feet.

PHorinda’

Now what?

?About those other sheep . . . | will betrueto you.*

She gtared at him, amazed. Then she laughed. ?Funny Sage.

2 meanit.

?2Give me abreak. Aoxomoxoa monogamous? Don't bedlly.!

?Fuckit, Fiorinda. Why will you never, ever take me serioudy—?

20h! Shit! Did we arrange for someone to feed Else?

?Y eah, we did. The cat will befed, don‘t change the subject—* The people of Reading arena passed by.
She kept on holding hishand, feding

like driftwood, floating, her heart filled with golden light.

George and Dilip had been visiting the L e sure Centre deconstruction, which

had become a Reading sideshow: recycling robotics, seething tanks of plastic
disassembling dimemoulds, dl kinds of interesting stuff. They came outintime
to see the black VVolvo handed over, in the dt.tech builders yard that used to be a
car park. Ax had just arrived. Fiorinda hugs her boyfriend, Sage hugs him too.
Ax chivwiesthem into the car, refusing to be distracted by some last-minute tale
they want to tell—

?Sweet, sad Dilip.

?Y ou shoulda been & the van thismorning,” said George grimly. 2Fuck. |
thought there' d be murder done."

Dilip stared a him. A don‘t believe it. Sage would never lift hishand to Ax.*
“Maybe not. That's not the way round it was going to be.’

For amoment they faced each other — big George and the fragile mixmaster,

no taller than Fiorinda— like dudlists' seconds, but with loydties the opposite



from what you' d expect. Then they shrugged and resumed watching the
departure. Fiorindain the back, Ax and Sage in the front. Off they go.

At endintears,’ sghed George.

Becauseit dwaysdoes,’ agreed Dilip.

But secretly they were hopeful. Thisisn't your average no-brain rockstar
menage atrois. Thisis the Triumvirate. Nothing is beyond their powers. When they reached Tyller
Pydtri, long after midnight, it transpired that Sage had

forgotten to call Ruthie Maynor. The house was dank and cold. Therewas no
electricity, and no water coming out of the taps. They made up Sage's bed,
crawled between the sheets and dept, clinging to each other likerefugeesina
burned-out cdllar.

The next day Fiorindawoke in sunlight. For awhile she watched them, adeep

in each other'sarms. Sage unmasked, Ax‘shair adark, gleaming fan acrossthe
pillow. And how often do you see that? How often is Ax Preston relaxed enough
todeepin Fiorinda‘'sarms? Huh.

Well, shethought. That'sthesize of it.

She got up and went out (remembering to leave them anote). In the garden
shefound abed of wild strawberries, picked the ripe ones and carried them off,
down the footpath that led to the stepping-stones across the Chy; and the short
cut to the village. Red berries, blue sky, yelow sun, the little river rushing and
shining beside her, the larches and the hazels and the oak trees every shade of
new tender green.

Later they joined her at the pub called the Powdermill. There wasn't going to

be electricity for at least aweek: North Cornwall Renewableswas having trouble
with the wrong kind of waves. The spring-fed water supply, however, could be
fixed. Ax arranged to borrow some tools— but not today. They stayed at the pub until evening, drinking
beer and eating bread and cheese (the only food on offer,

alas, no crigps, no Bombay Mix), and then headed back by road: Sage and Ax
trying to convince Fiorindathat Ax‘svist to Japan had not gtrictly broken the
quarantine. Ax had just harmlesdy proved that the quarantine could be broken.
She was not impressed.

2Just don‘t doit again,” she said. ?Or if you do, | don‘t want to know.*

Could they stay? Why not? They had bottled water, firewood, rapeseed oil for
thelamps. Thewater in the Chy wasn't safeto drink (giardia): but they could boail
itif they were stuck. . . A little shy with each other: Fiorindalit afire, because the
house was gtill cold. Ax and Sage recommenced work on the abandoned jigsaw.
Forindafetched abook from the landing and curled in an armchair. The room
grew warm and dusky. The two men sat back, leaning against the sofa.
PForinda,' said Sage, 7Did you eat my strawberries?

Yes!

?Toldyou," said Ax.

AVhat' swrong with me eating the strawberries? If you didn‘t happen to be

here, the dugs would have had them.’

?Not s0. Ruthie packs them up and sendsthem to me.*

2G0od, that' s pathetic. Y ou' re such a baby..

She ditched her book and jumped on him. Ax watched them giggling and
tusding and fdt amomentary pang, hey, unhand my girlfriend . . . Then he remembered dl thetimesthe
three of them had been together, and Sage and

Forinda not alowed to touch each other. Sage' s pain; Fiorinda s pain, that he
couldn‘t even bear to think of. Thisis how it has to be. There's no other option.
Heleaned over and cut in. ?God, that feelsweird,” he complained. He was



snogging afreshly stripped skull: Sage had put on the mask to go down the pub
and forgotten to take it off. Fiorindacouldn't care less, but Ax is such afogey—
?Sorry. Isthat better, Sah?

?Yeah,' said Ax. ‘Much better.!

How strange that three should be so different from two. The difference
between alinefrom A to B and the whole world.

The sex was asgood aslast time, in fact, mysterioudly, it made last time better,
reaching back to undo the knots of tension in that remembered night. They kept
going for along time: practica, greedy, indinctive, mostly silent, only laughing
and talking in the pauses between takes. At last there was alonger pause, the
three of them tumbled on the bed in alax, swest-greased tangle of limbs.

They moved into an easier configuration. AVas there some wine? mumbled
Sage.

Al getit,’ said Forinda

They turned ingtantly to watch. Fiorindawalking away from you, naked in the
firdight, there can‘t be enough chancesin alifetime. Shoulder to shoulder, they
glanced at each other, sharing the ddight: and how gppalling now to think how differently this could have
ended: Ax not herein thisroom tonight, Sage with

some other woman—

20h. I'm afraid it satouch more than chambréed. Anyonefor claret soup?
Never mind, bring it here.’

She brought warm wine. Ax went and found some glasses. They toasted each
other and settled again, Fiorinda curled up between them, her head on AX' sribs.
?Anyone hungry? said Ax after awhile.

Forindagiggled. 2Ax ishungry.

20kay, guilty. Ax ishungry. Sage, isthere anything in that kitchen of yours

that can be eaten, like, easily? Without any soaking of lentils or scraping of
roots?

?There' swhat we bought in the garage shop last night. Bread, butter, bacon.
Can't remember. Tomatoes? Therearetins. | don't fed like doing anything.

2 fetched thewine," said Fiorinda

In the end they all got dressed, or half-dressed, and made the expedition
together: Sage carrying the babe, because the stone flags were cold for her little
feet, or some such excuse. He set her on the counter by the fridge and tracked
down the groceries, which they* d secured by knocking up the garage shop
people in the middle of the night. Bread, butter, a pan for the bacon, check the
gas cylinder, light the gas, dice some tomatoes, the tomatoes are alittle frisky,
but it'snot beyond him . . . Helooked over his shoulder. Ax and Fiorindawere kissing, Fiorinda still on
the counter, her dender ankles and rosy heelslocked in

the small of Mr Dictator*s beautiful, copper-coloured naked back.

?Hey. Why am | doing this?

Aedon't know," said Fiorinda, winding astrand of Ax’shair around her
fingers, giving hersdlf aslky dark moustache. AWhy are you?

2Carry on,' said Ax. ?You'redoing fine.'

?Tuh." He carried on, but he couldn’t stop looking at them, kept casting
envious glances. findly he deserted the frying pan and cameraiding.

e me havehim. | want him—

Sage takes possession, but these two can't snog quietly like norma human
beings. They have to start racketing around Tyller Pystri* s old-fashioned,
periloudy cluttered kitchen, laughing, falling againg the dresser, the table, the
chairs, the things hanging on thewalls, both of them ddlighting in Sege'ssze



and strength, asif it' sthe greatest glory of the universe—

20ut!’ yelled Fiorinda. ?Get out of here! Y ou‘re going to BREAK things!*

She finished cooking the bacon, made the sandwiches, put them on atray and
brought them back to the living room. Sage and Ax were on the bed, naked, till
grappling. Arethey fucking or fighting? Looks like abit of both. Adiots,
murmured Forinda. She kndlt beside the fire and took a bite of sandwich. God.
Délicious. The best bacon sandwich in the world, ever.

Better give them space. Hopefully they‘ re not going to hurt each other, the

tiger and the wolf, but they* re not holding back. Fiorinda put down the sandwich, pulled her dress over
her head, tossed it and got up on the bed. What

she meant to do was quietly masturbate, in the penumbraof their sweet, heat
and movement. Instead she was captured, a hand gently covering her eydids.
ooh, I'm not supposed to know who? Come on. Y ou are not exactly identical
twins. . . It didn't matter. They weredl threelost in ablind world, reaching a
new, incredible peak of three-in-oneness, for ever and ever and ever, fedslikeas
far as anyone can go, without never coming back at all—

When she opened her eyesthey werelooking at her anxioudly.

?Areyou okay Fee—?

Maybe that was too much, maybe we won't do that again—

2 loved it. What do you want meto do, turn cartwheels? Then she decided
she did fed like afragile, broken flower: delicioudy broken, but absolutely
finished. She burrowed under the duvet. A*m fine and now I'm going to deep.’
?Hey, Fiorinda," crooned Sage, ?don‘t you want to smoke a cigarette with us?
2 keep telling you, little cat. It's guys who are supposed to do that.!

Aeavemed onel madeep.’

?Spliff? sad Ax.

?Yeah!

They pulled trousers on again before they moved to the hearth: not so much to
mark aline between sex and friendship, asfrom afutile sense that they ought to
be prepared. Nakedness fedls so vulnerable. A have post-traumatic stress,’ confessed Ax. ?Always,
everywhere, at the back of my mind, I'mwaiting for a

bunch of gunmen to burst into the room, and start blazing away.*

?And not athing we can do about it," agreed Sage. ?Yeah. Metoo.!

Thisisthe enduring legacy of Massacre Night, the night the world ended and
this bizarre afterlife began. They' d seen worse since, and higher body counts:
been to war and become soldiers, dedling out death themselves. But nothing
compares with the memory of thefirst sght of violent degth; thefirst horror of
their helplessness.

“Nah," Sage decided, after amoment. AWWe re safe. If they were going to burst
in tonight, they* d have been here * bout half an hour ago.’

?And that would have been ared shame!’

They grinned a each other. AWrong on both sides? offered Sage.

ANrong on both sides!

A hand clagp onit.

They shared the spliff in peaceful slence. Sage went out to take apiss. Ax
moved around the room, mending thefire, tidying things, putting out the lamps
(fucking lucky we didn't smash one). Sage came back and stood gazing down at
the hearth, enraptured. What's helooking at? A mouse-nibbled bacon sandwich.
?Y ou're soft in the head about that girl, Sage.”

2 certainly am." And about you too, babe, he thought, but | plan to try and

keep the extent of that to mysdf. Y ou push me around quite enough asit is. ?The sky‘s cleared. Good



stars. Want to come out in the garden? We could choose a

few of the best ones, an’ pull them down to put in her hair?

?Y eah. Good idea—" But no. ?No, | can't. | can‘t leave her.

Not for five minutes. Now Sage came to see what Ax was seeing: atangle of
red curls, acreamy shoulder, thetip of her nose.

?Sage, do you have gunsin the house?

Sage hesitated, knowing Mr Dictator' s opinion on firearms. 7Er, yes.

?Thought so. Within easy reach?

?Y ou want to get sorted now?

Ax shook his head, disgusted that he felt better knowing they could defend

her. She doesn't want that kind of defence. She wants the world where she was
free and my equal, which she believesislost forever, andl can’t give her that.
?No. Just wanted to know.*

Hey, Ax. Stop looking like that." Sage hugged him, and it's strange

how much more vulnerable, yet dso (thank God) more protectable Mr Dictator
fedsin hisarmsthan that fragile girl. ?Sssh. Live for the moment. | love you, Fee
lovesyou, let'sget into bed and | will be your teddy bear.

2L ookslike Fiorinda s bagged the middie.

AWe can work around that.

Forindawasthinking: Tyller Pystri must belong to dl of us. The Brixtonflat is
AX‘ sterritory, Sage hasthe van. Shit, thisisnot tenable. | will haveto havea
place of my own. She couldn't remember, right now, why the ideafilled her with dread. But things
happen asthey must . . . and drifted into oblivion, to the

murmur of those two West Country voices, the one from further west alittle
deeper, alittle sweeter: but redly, on the edge of deep, dmost impossibleto tell
them apart.

Forindaand Ax had fun fixing the water supply. Sage refused to take them to
Tintagd, for fear of tourigts, but they visited the standing stone and the waterfal
pool, and climbed down the cliff path to the cove a the end of the track: but
couldn't take abracing dip for masses of very unromantic stinking kelp. It's
usudly like thisin the summer, said the native son smugly. Keepsthetourists at
bay. (Therearen‘t any tourigts, at al: but this doesn‘t get through to him.) On the
last day they walked for miles along the South-West path, the seaanother
country laid out in Slver and turquoi se beneeth the dliffs, larks shouting, the turf
at ther feet glowing with yelow trefail, rustling with harebells. They cametoa
headland where there had been an Iron Age fort, out to the end of the
promentory and sat among the flowers.

2 wonder what Rivermead will belikein ahundred years time," said

Fiorinda. Af not drowned, | mean.'

PPart of the city,” said Sage, with afuturitic forcefield dome over the arena,
tent-inspired architecture and al our wild and free ephemeraset in stone.
Reading will be the capital by then. London's shrinking, you know.” ?That’'sif Ax winshisgame,’ said
Forinda. Af Ax loses, the watermeadow by

the Thames will belong to the otters and herons again, except for afew smoky
huts. Might will be right, women will be property and the peasantswill be
revolting, just the natura way things ought to be.’

2t doesn't haveto beachoice,' said Ax stubbornly. Awve can stay civilised and
till get back to thegarden . . . But I'm sorry | got you into this, both of you. It's
not your fight."

?Don't be sorry, said Fiorinda. AWe re volunteers.

AVe rewith you, Ax.'



They clasped hands and stayed there for along time, looking into the west.
Benny Preminder missed his monthly Liaison meeting. No picture postcard for
him, nothing but a curt message, hardly civil, from MsMarlowe, the Triumvirate
aretaking alittle break. At the appointed time he sat donein his office, smarting.
The Triumvirate! Benny remembered when they hadn‘t even been famous.

| made them. They were C-list popstars. But no one remembers that now.
Hetook out the dossier from its drawer. (No big secret, why shouldn‘t he keep
aTriumvirate scrapbook? Doesn't everyone?) He had some beautiful pictures of
Forindathat he knew were fakes, but he had kept them anyway. A thrill went
through him as he glanced at the forbidden. Forbidden, but licenced by what
seemed to Benny a higher authority than the tiger or the wolf. . . And here were the notes, brief and
concise. April. (Cuitos)) Mr Preston pays lip-service to

2democratic government?, but remainsin fina control of law and order. May.
(Giamonos.) They are secure in power. The only threet to the Rock and Rall
Reichistheingability of the Westmingter gang. What was his newsthistime?
June. (Samivisonos.) The Triumvirate took aholiday.

Hedidn't know why, but he could fedl agreat change.

Back at the start of this adventure, when Paul Javert was till his boss and long
before Ax Preston made himself Dictator, Benny had been directed to explore the
wilder shores of the Counterculture. They didn't al wear beads and dreadlocks,
he' d found places where he could fit in. He' d been told to look for dirt, but dirt
was not exactly what he had found. Nothing had come of his researches, nothing
that Paul could use; but then later Benny had found himsdlf blessed. He could
think of no other way to describe it. He had began to know, occasiondly, that
there were things he should do (like keeping this dossier). He did them, and
everything stayed swest.

Once, he!d seen himsdlf asakingmaker. Hedidn't cravethe limdight, he'd
planned to be guiding hand behind Ax Preston, or some other, more mallegble
candidate. When he' d redlised he had anew master, he d imagined he could till
play that role. He knew better now: but sometimes emotiona satisfactionis
worth more than power.

Hewould seetheir downfall, this had been clearly promised— He knew that presence hefelt wasin his
mind, but it seemed tofill the room.

He had no ideawho his secret master was, whether it was someone he met
everyday, or ademon (he laughed at himself) from another dimension. He had
decided it would be wiser not to try and find out. He had locked the door against
his secretary. He kept this room swept free of surveillance, not trusting the
routine security service, using his own expertise. He put the book away (the
dossier was nothing, afocus, aritud): took out hisbox of propsand lit an
incense-studded candle. He should be naked: but better not, just in case of
interuption. What message must | send? He didn't fully understand, but he knew.
Kneding by his desk, helooped the knotted cord around hiswristsin token of
submission, and fumbled a cut on the undersde of hisforearm, letting alittle
blood flow. Bowing his head, he whispered, in the ancient language that Ax
Preston wastrying in vain to suppress. Come, master, come lord. Come soon. The fruit isripe.

3: Car Park Barbhie

(Was: Sweetnessand Light) Unmasked, Aoxomoxoa and the Heads (whitemusic.) NME album
of theweek *****



Rock and Roll Music, witch’s brew of magic power chords, hijacked tech and untramelled
hedonism, isthe essential soundtrack of the revolution, and anyone who needed to betold that
by the high culture authoritiesmakesus puke. . . But even political correctnessisa poor
excuse for thisfearless stunt-dive into a bucketful of tasteful dittiesfor the over seventies. How
the king of weird could make such anodyne choicesleavesusreeling in theyears, and finding
Aoxomoxoa’'s Desert | land Discs leave much to be desired. The sentiment-fest isonly
relieved by two new tunes and a plaintive a capella rendition of ‘ The Diarrhoea Song’, that the
world could have done without. Yes, that’s Fiorinda on the vocalson ‘Ripple and ‘Atlantic
Highway' and also (uncredited) playing guitar on ‘ Scarlet Begonias . The antiquesare
unspeakably predictable (Psychokiller); need (ahem) no explanation (Son Of A Preacher Man;
Mighty Real), and guesswhat, there' sfar too much Grateful Dead. George Merrick rulesthe
sound with aplomb, Bill Trevor turnsin a cool tenor solo or two, and my, Peter Stannen, you
handsome devil, all the girlswill be swooning now! Sinceyou’re going to buy it anyway, we'll
unashamedly leap onto the bandwagon. The lads can sing after all, thedancingisatreat, and at
least there arefewer opportunitesfor irritating Cornish bits. Don’t forget to download a copy
for your gran.

The Triumvirate returned from Cornwall with anew body language, anew
collection of private jokes, and Sage was staying at the Brixton flat. Innotime at
all the story featured on Wed'‘s ?Apokryfa” : the same strip cartoon venue as
had hosted the Fascist Junta skit that so annoyed Rob.

It’ sthe night before the Reich gets on the road for the Festival Season. They’re dl in that pub near
Vauxhdl Bridge, which for Apokryfa' s purposesis eterndly hopping with leaders of the glorious
revolution, plus colourful entourage. Chip Desmond and Kevin Verlaine, daftly garbed fashion-victims,
have their heads together; mulling over the latest plot development. They think they have ahandle on the
sheep. Sage’ sBarbie Doll collection isaconcept. Wild strawberries they can get their heads around. But
what about those bacon sandwiches?

Forinda breezes by (Apokryfa s perennid Fiorinda-The-Unwashed, abundle of garmentswith an
absurdly tiny waist, acloud of dirt and smellsfizzing around her uncontrollable hair. Like FigPenin
Charles Schultz' s Peanuts, she cannot stay clean). A speech-balloon bounces back over her shoulder.
‘It slikeaMars Bar party,” She’ sgrinning ear to ear. ‘ Only different.’

Mr Dictator and the Minigter for Gigs, drinking at the bar with Doug Hutton, the Reich’ s security chief,
smultaneoudy choke on their beer.

How does Apokryfa get hold of these quirky details? Are they genuine? Early in July the grudling
Fedtiva circuit brought them back to London for a

gadaNationa Galery opening cdled ?Stairway To Heaven: The Virtud

Counterculture'. Immaterid works of geniusfilled Trafagar Square, glittering

with colour and causing consternation to the pigeons. A-lister guests stood about

nattering and snacking, the PA played amedley of the Few' s greatet hits. AX,

guitar over his shoulder because he' d been busking for the cameras, stopped by

the maguette of Rivermead Palace—multicoloured and crinkly, likeakind of lo

rise Barcelona Cathedrd. Ax liked the plan because it was genuindly cheap,

unlike some recycling projects. being constructed out of scrunched car bodies

and plastic waste. He was sure he' d get used to the way it looked, (you haveto

be patient with architecture). He was not happy to seethat theridiculousflood

proofing scheme, which involved pumping alayer of CO, under the whole

Rivermead site, had resurfaced; so to speak. Tempting though it might be to have

the Rock and Roll Reich afloat on aseaof dry ice, the expense was ludicrous.

But Ax, Rivermead' syer showcase,' inssted the leader of the hippy barefoot



architects, arotund lunatic with abeard like abramble bush, known to hispas
as Topsy. AWe' reaflood country, we need to testbed way out ideas—*
?PFuck. I'm just avapid materidistic rockstar, you' re the eco-warriors. If you
can't live with theriver, move away. What happened to listening to Gaia?
Ahat if we can get funding from Westminster? asked afemale barefoot
architect, at which Topsy glared at her furioudy. ‘AWhat if | pretend you didn't say that, Janey? Do you
really want Rivermead

mortgaged to the suits? | don't care what they told you, they have no money: but
if they had, | wouldn't et you takeit. | said no, and | mean no.’

Silver Wing and her sster Pearl, wearing their butterfly dresses and looking
adorable (from adistance), were fighting over the button that made the mode!
heave up and down inits cellulose case.

?3opthat,” warned Silver, ?you' re breaking it.

?Youstop. | was touching the button first.’

?STOP I Tor I'll tear your fucking head off.!

Timeto move on. Anne-Marie had acharming habit of smply letting her

savage rugrats |oose on public occasons, blithely assuming that someone she
knew would be forced to pick up the childcare. Let the hippies handleit.
Fiorindawas with her gran. The old lady had zero interest in any kind of music,
lessthan that in Utopian revolution: but something had inspired her to make a
rare sortie from that cold house in the London burbs; the place Fiorinda had | eft
behind when her baby died. Gran had expected alimousine, and probably a
motorcyle escort. She' d refused the modest, green dternative of Fiorinda
fetching her in ataxi, and come aong with some neighbours: who were now
mingling, mildly fascinated to be insde the most VIP enclosure in the land. Gran claimed she wanted to
see amuch-hyped portrait of her granddaughter.

Fiorinda suspected she knew the real motive, and had therefore launched apre
emptive counter-attack on Gran' s little hobby—

?Y ou' re behind the times, Frances dear,’ said Gran. ?Everyone bdlieves. You
could buy magic a Tescos now, if your boyfriend had |eft usany Tescos. Why
shouldn't | use my little powers?

Gran was awitch, aWiccan. She'd been plying her trade for years, out of the
backdoor of the cold house,, but in the present climate it wasn't so funny. 2Just
stick to the herba remedies. Please. No hexing, promise methat.’

Sheignored theirritating regppearance of her original name. She hadn't

caled hersalf ZFrances since she was eleven, as Gran knew perfectly well.

?Y ou shouldn't listen to tell-tales,” said the old lady, and stopped in front
avoluptuous, virtua purple female with fuschia-pink parted lips, crouched

upon agravestonein amidnight churchyard.

Clever Ax, getting into Education had proved ahighly successful hook. The
country liked it, the Media& Arts A-list no longer felt excluded. So much better
than just ranting against the crypto-fascist Ancient Brits—ahopeless ploy asthe
Great and Good genuinely couldn‘t tell the two ?rival gangs? apart. Sadly, the
big name, Counterculture-inspired art was about what you' d expect. Pickled
sharksin dayglo. With hugetits.

2 don't haveto listen, Gran. | know.* Gran had grown mcuh smaler, theway old people suddenly do;
but her

button eyes were bright and malicious as ever. ?You're the one who should be
careful, dear. Y ou can't go on suppressing your naturethisway. Itisn't right.’
Forinda grinned, unabashed.

My natureisdoing fine, trust me. Come on, | thought you wanted to seethe



famous portrait.’

Asn't thisit? Gran peered, affecting old-lady confusion, at the study in purple
titted Metal Caendar Girl. At‘s verynice. Atmospheric, | would cdl it

No, Gran. You know | never wear pink lipstick.’

Forindaand Allie took abreak, sitting on the broad, black back of one of
Landseer‘slions, Spping frosted sherbert. It was fortunate that thiswasn't a
party where one would want to get drunk, because the sherbert wasthe only
nice thing on offer. Above their heads acollar of shimmering perturbation
(unorigindly titled Untitled') circled Nelson' s column, asif that massive limb of
ribbed stone was sporting alilac and slver balet tutu. A party of Idamist elders
strolled by, casting atolerant eye on the infidel excesses, and bowed to Ax‘slady.
2 likethetutu," said Allie. ?They should keep it. And Whistlgjacket isamazing.
| haven't seen asingle other thing | can stand.’

New Arts and Crafts Movement scores zero for Art,” agreed Fiorinda. 7But
the Craft part is pretty good, we must admit. | mean the coding." The show featured masterpieces
rendered in virtua 3-D for thefirgt time

(Stubbs, Congtable, Turner: had to be English, of course). They were amazing.
She sghed. Bad news—

?Sage has punched someone from NME.

?Hahaha. The only problem with that review isthat Peter now won't go out
without a mask, in case he gets mobbed, so they dl haveto carry on wearing
their skullsin solidarity. Otherwise Sageisvery happy, or so he says. The bad
newsismy gran. She' sfalen out with her lodgers again.’

?She hasn't hexed them?

? Fraid so. Mrs Mohanjanee says she' saso acting confused: | bet she' sjust
putting it on because she knows she'sin trouble. But she' s nearly eighty—"
?sshearealwitch? 1 mean, can she do things?

Forindashrugged. 2 hope your kidding. I*m not worried about her psychic
powers, I'm just afraid she'll get hersdlf into trouble. But that' s not the issue.” She
stared into her glass. ?Theissueisthat you escape, you grow up, and then your
fucking family returnsto haunt you.'

AWhat about sheltered housing? Y ou could find her aredly nice place.

?And throw away the key," agreed Fiorinda, with feding. 2t'saplan. Nah, |
couldn‘t do that. What she needsis someoneto livein that house, not obvioudy
anurse or awarden, who'll get on with her and keep her under control. What
she wants is me. She wants me to move back there, theway | did when my
mother was dying." ?Has she asked you?

7 don‘t let her, | sneak out of it. But | know what's on her mind. Fuck. What
would | do? Have Sage and Ax visit me at weekends, huh?

No one expects you to do that,’ said Allie quickly (making amental noteto
warn Ax about this bright idea. Fiorinda must not go back to the scene of her
hideous childhood. Not even part time). ?Don’t even think about it!*

?Trust me, I'm not tempted. But | don‘t know what to do. It's not going to be
easy to find akeeper she'll tolerate.” She prepared to dide down from thelion's
back. 2‘m going to look at my portrait again, and congratul ate the artist-bloke. |
didn‘t dare spesk to him when | had Gran in tow. And that will be my last
mingle, okay?

The artist, who was standing beside his much-hyped picture, talking to Chip

and Verlaine, met Fiorinda s complimentswith astare of horrified fascination;
and fled. She wasl|eft looking at the portrait whileasmall crush of people, held
back behind an invisible line by her presence, looked at Fiorinda



She Feeds And Clothes Her Demons. It wasa 3-D image of apicturein aframe,
oilson canvas, photoredist. The figure nearly life-szed, the frame antique. The
material verson was destined for the City Art Gallery in Toby Starborn‘s native
Birmingham. A gaunt, weary young woman with red hair, wearing atattered
green dress, crouches among the roots of afallen oak. Livid little Hieronymous
Bosch nightmare creatures are crawling from cracksin the bark, from holesin the ground, buzzing in the
air. She' sfeeding them cupcakes, swests, chocolates; and

giving them clothes out of atapestry bag.

Starborn hadn‘t wanted Fiorindato sit for him, he worked from photographs,
but he' d asked to borrow the green silk dress, theiconic Fiorindadress from
Dissolution Summer. It had fdlen into rags and been buried, like a pet hamster
(only way Fiorinda sfriends could stop her from wearing it) in Reading site
boneyard. The artigt, weirdly, had wanted it exhumed; but they*d said no.
Forindareached out to see her fingers go through the image: something
everyone was doing to the virtua art—

?Doyou likeit? asked Chip, looking over her shoulder.

2 think it's good, but creepy,” said Fiorinda softly. ?They‘re not demons, if he
means the Drop-Out Hordes. There' sno need to fedl too sorry for most of them,
they' ve made their own luck. But they' re not demons.

?Y ou' re not meant to think of art likethat. You'retoo literd !

20kay, I'm literal. Shoot me." She rubbed her bare arms, wondering about the
shape of thingsto come. Isthis us? Are we doomed to be sacred icons, public
property, for therest of our lives. . .?

Theradio bead in her ear — routine security —was letting her eavesdrop on
severd conversations. She could hear Anne-Marie, on the other side of the
square, giving some mediafolk the benefit of her Counterculturd Feminism. (All
men are scum. Any woman who doesn't live in abender with Sixteen kidsisdenying her truesdf . . )
Suddenly, AM*s manifesto was cut off, and Doug was

saying the Triumvirate were wanted urgently at Blue Gate:

They met in the crowd, Sagein his beautiful suit but skull-masked; Ax looking
tired: he' d been the one chatting with the Prime Ministers and so on. 2Maybe this
isit,’ said Forinda, only half-joking, thinking of Massacre Night.

Nah,' said Ax. A don't smdll trouble.’

2At'll be nothing.” Sage pressed hisfingertips, virtual and red, together, and
pulled them apart, drawing out askein of vivid blue sparks. Nicetrick.

AWhere' d' you get that? asked AX.

?2Anthekids workshop. Want some?

At Blue Gate (?Blue Gate' at a public event, meant wherever the Few'sown
security had their command post), outside the iridescent screens that closed off
the VIP areg, they found no sgns of darm: just Doug and his crew entertaining a
raw-boned ginger-haired bloke in grimy jeans, slver ringsin hisears, ablanket
round his shoulders. So, anorma Countercultura citizen, one of thousands, but
something familiar about his seamed, acohol-ruined face—

?Hi folks,' said Doug, grinning. 2Got someone here wants to thump Sage.

Hey, Sage,’ said the ginger-haired bloke, 2told yez I*d be back.

Pergd!’

Ax laughed. AWhat are you doing here, you crazy Irishman? The stranger gave them a gap-toothed,
blackened, charming grin. AWhat

would | be doing? I ve defected, comrades. | ve cometo serve the cause. If ye'll
have me.

So thiswas Fergal Kearney of the Playboys, the Belfast band who' d been over



for the Rock The Boat tour last summer. Fiorinda hadn‘t met him, shed been on
adifferent line-up, but she' d heard the stories. Ferga wasaliving legend. A fine
musi cian, destroyed himsdf with drink and drugs, dways spoken of with huge
affection and respect, despite atotally fucked-up career . . . Oh great, thought
Forinda, stranded on the edge of the conversation. Another of those music biz
guy-relationships, that | don‘t understand because the world ended before |
could betrained in how to react, and now I*ll never get it. She was prejudiced
agang thelrish.

Then Fergd turned to her. ?Thisis Fiorinda?

?Yeah,' shesad, 2hisisForinda’

2Jaysus,’ sad the lrishman, staring a her intently but not offensively. Hiseyes
were blue-green, in cruel contrast to his pocked, scarlet complexion. 7Y *er even
lovelier than yer videos. . . Hegulped. At'sagresat pleasure. No, it'san honour .
He groped under the blanket, which she saw was redly some kind of Cdltic
mantle. A couple of police liaison officers, not quite as happy as Doug with this
gtuation, made a haf-move. Ferga brought out an Irish harp, most of the gilding
gonebut dl the gtringsin place. A saw yez first on the tv, Dissolution Summer.
I‘ve never missed achance since. Y €' rethe bravest girl | ever saw, an' aqueen of the music.Y €'r worth
ten of Ax Preston, which | hope he knows, and ten

hundred of this bastard Aoxomoxoa: and now |‘vetold ye, which was haf me
plan in coming to England. Here'sme harp. I‘d lay it a yer feet. But I'd only look
afeckin' eedjit and embarrassye, so | won't do that.!

She couldn‘t think of aresponse.

Fergd‘s complexion grew even more scarlet. He cleared histhroat. 2Uh, well,
that' s the business done. Now, Sage, me favourite fallen angd, isthere anywhere
here aman could get adrink?

Sage detested being cdled afalen angd —amediaterm for former global

gars, trapped and impoverished by the data quarantine. But the living skull
merely beamed affectionately. ?0oh, | think we could arrange that.!

They crossed the square, Fergd staring in frank curiogity at the A-ligters, the
armed police side by side with hippy guards; the dick and gaudy revolutionary
art. ZFock, thisisamazin'. | niver thought, thistime last year, ye'd till be keeping
ital going. An' how' sthe band, Ax? Shane and Jordan, and yer girlfriend. Sorry,
| shouldn't say that. Y er ex-girlfriend. Lovely woman, | forget her name, yer
drummer. | don‘t see them. Arethey here?

?They‘renot in London at the moment.*

20h, right so. Y ou know, there' s been rumours, it'sashame. I'd hate to think
that the Chosen—"

Nothing' swrong with the band. ?That's grand, because | can see how it must be tough, havin® yer
frontman

into focking government politics—

2°m not into government palitics. I m into Community Service, date

ceremonies and putting on afree concerts. Everything' sfine, Fergd .’

The Few were delighted with their visitor. Federal Ireland was outside data
quarantine (judged innocent of the Ivan/Lara disaster by the Commissioners);
which made Fergdl even more welcome. They took him back to the Insanitude,
gave him atour of the old pile—as much of it aswasn't Boat People
accommodation— and then out to est at their favourite Mexican. The Few were
hungry for news, the Irishman indstent that the Rock and Roll Reich was famous
out there, in the world they could no longer reach. They were the coolest thing
going in the wreck of Europe—



2Fock,’ he kept saying, 7here am | among the legends!‘; and repesting with
flattering pride stories of the Playboys part in the mad panic tour last summer,
when the Few and friends were racing around the Refugee-struck regions,
through the worst sorms of a century, staving off anarchy with rock concerts.
2Jaysus, that was the best hard fun | iver had on atour, barring none. Dez ye
recall that night in Manchester, or was it Preston, Sage”?

?Y eah,' said George Merrick. ?Y ou bet we do. We're playing about our fifth
Altamont in aweek, the Manchester Irish arein the mosh, screaming kill the
Latvians, and you fuckers start heckling from the side of the stage— * ?Aye, well, we're traditiona
musicians. Wetook offence, and rightly so, at the

shite you were laying down. An then yer man Sage, ten foot tal in that fockin'
gpaceman ouitfit, divesthirty feet an' comes over and sez to me, Will we give
you bastards what you are asking for now or later??

?An’' Fergd here, supplied Bill, ?says, AWe didn't know you do requests. In
that case, we'll have, ?A Nation Once Again',?, and then—"

?Y ou left out, Af Sage can find hisvoicein thosetin knickers?,' put in Chip.

?Y eah, there was the tin knickers remark. Think that was from Pierce Lyon.'
?Aye, that' sright. It was when Sage picked up our Peezy — he'salittle man—
and threw him off the stage, that the fockin' punterstook it into their mindsto

get involved. An' it was pissing down, and there was mud fockin® everywhere—
2 don't think | heard thisbefore,' said Ax. 2 fondly imagined we were dl

trying to keep the level of violence down—

?Hey, don't listen, Sah," protested Aoxomoxoa, the skull beaming rakishly. 2
don‘t remember the leprechaun-tossing, it must’ ve been my shadow—

20h Jaysus, | fergot, ye' veturned over anew leaf. Will it be okay thoughiif |

tell the story of that barney we had at Glasto, first time we ever met—7?

The story of the famous barney at Glasto. Stories abounding, well known but
worth repeating. Ferga Kearney, devouring red winein astounding quantities,
was gill going strong when they returned to the San after midnight: living up to

his reputation for the highest qudity craig. Dilip and Chip and Ver stripped to
bodymasks and cache-sex and went off to join the dance, (it was meting-hot in the State Apartments).
2Fock, thisisamazin'. | niver thought, thistimelast year, ye'd still be keeping
ital going. An' how' sthe band, Ax? Shane and Jordan, and yer girlfriend. Sorry,
| shouldn't say that. Y er ex-girlfriend. Lovely woman, | forget her name, yer
drummer. | don‘t see them. Arethey here?

?They‘renot in London at the moment.*

20h, right so. Y ou know, there' s been rumours, it'sashame. I'd hate to think
that the Chosen—"

Nothing' swrong with the band. ?That's grand, because | can see how it must be tough, havin® yer
frontman

into focking government politics—

2°m not into government palitics. I m into Community Service, date
ceremonies and putting on afree concerts. Everything' sfine, Fergd .’

The Few were delighted with their visitor. Federal Ireland was outside data
quarantine (judged innocent of the Ivan/Lara disaster by the Commissioners);
which made Fergdl even more welcome. They took him back to the Insanitude,
gave him atour of the old pile—as much of it aswasn't Boat People
accommodation— and then out to est at their favourite Mexican. The Few were
hungry for news, the Irishman indstent that the Rock and Roll Reich was famous
out there, in the world they could no longer reach. They were the coolest thing
going in the wreck of Europe—



2Fock,’ he kept saying, 7here am | among the legends!‘; and repesting with
flattering pride stories of the Playboys part in the mad panic tour last summer,
when the Few and friends were racing around the Refugee-struck regions,
through the worst sorms of a century, staving off anarchy with rock concerts.
2Jaysus, that was the best hard fun | iver had on atour, barring none. Dez ye
recall that night in Manchester, or was it Preston, Sage”?

?Y eah,' said George Merrick. ?Y ou bet we do. We're playing about our fifth
Altamont in aweek, the Manchester Irish arein the mosh, screaming kill the
Latvians, and you fuckers start heckling from the side of the stage— * ?Aye, well, we're traditiona
musicians. Wetook offence, and rightly so, at the

shite you were laying down. An then yer man Sage, ten foot tal in that fockin'
gpaceman ouitfit, divesthirty feet an' comes over and sez to me, Will we give
you bastards what you are asking for now or later??

?An’' Fergd here, supplied Bill, ?says, AWe didn't know you do requests. In
that case, we'll have, ?A Nation Once Again',?, and then—"

?Y ou left out, Af Sage can find hisvoicein thosetin knickers?,' put in Chip.

?Y eah, there was the tin knickers remark. Think that was from Pierce Lyon.'
?Aye, that' sright. It was when Sage picked up our Peezy — he'salittle man—
and threw him off the stage, that the fockin' punterstook it into their mindsto
get involved. An' it was pissing down, and there was mud fockin® everywhere—
2 don't think | heard thisbefore,' said Ax. 2 fondly imagined we were dl

trying to keep the level of violence down—

?Hey, don't listen, Sah," protested Aoxomoxoa, the skull beaming rakishly. 2
don‘t remember the leprechaun-tossing, it must’ ve been my shadow—

20h Jaysus, | fergot, ye' veturned over anew leaf. Will it be okay thoughiif |

tell the story of that barney we had at Glasto, first time we ever met—7?

The story of the famous barney at Glasto. Stories abounding, well known but
worth repeating. Ferga Kearney, devouring red winein astounding quantities,
was gill going strong when they returned to the San after midnight: living up to
his reputation for the highest qudity craig. Dilip and Chip and Ver stripped to
bodymasks and cache-sex and went off to join the dance, (it was meting-hot in the State Apartments).
Ax and his court sttled regdly in the Bow Room chill-out

lounge. Swesty, glittering clubbers, passing in and out, made excusesto say hi.
Thelive band who'd been playing the balroom arrived to pay their respects, and
were gracioudy alowed to remain.

Forinda chatted with the singer from the band, a brash, overawed fifteen
year-old called Areeka Aziz. Areekawas aNext Big Thing, and had been
identified as prime Reich materia. She must be recruited. Will you scrub hospital
toilets, kid? How are you on digging potatoes for the cameras, teaching fera
eight year oldsto read and write? They'Il listen to you: you' re arockstar. Y ou do
get sdf-defencetraining. Thisiswhat happened to me, now it' syour turn.

Me, Ax Preston’s chickenhawk—

The sound of that Irish voice grated on her. Fergal was at the other table and

the company wasn‘t quiet, but she could hear every word. He' d reached the
garrolous stage, he was explaining why he' d defected:

?Fockin’ Dublin government sez there sno Countercultural Problemin

Oirland, fockin® shite. Right enough it' s not the Counterculture that’ sthe
problem, it sthefockin® bastardsusing it fer their own sinister ams, an' | know
whereit'sheading. It'll belike thefockin' Catholic church al over again, and will
the peoplerise up againgt the tyranny of it? Will they fock—

That voice. She couldn‘t help it, shejust didn't like that sound— 2Fockin® Irish, they‘re arace of political



masochidts, they love their fockin'

chiefsand princesan’ astrong hand belting them. It' sliketheman said inthe
play. Abair an focal republic i nGaoluinn?

The Few turned to George Merrick.

PHesays, ?say ‘republic’ for meinthelrish?' sad George. ?The point being, |
reckon, that there' s no such word."

?2Jaysus. | had fergot ye had the Gadlic. | shdl have to watch me tongue—"
?There'sno word for republicin Cornish ether,’ said George.

?2‘m only glad there' s a countrywoman of mine among yeto stand up for me.’
The Irishman cast awistful glance towards Fiorinda, who was stting with her
Straight back turned to him: still dressed for the artshow, feet tucked up under
her storm-cloud indigo skirts, asilver grey bolero jacket covering her shoulders,
alittleslver cap on her burning hair—

He had raised hisvoice, which he didn‘t need to. 1 am not Irish," she said,
turning her head reluctantly, the cut-crystal vowels very apparent.

?Aye, wdll. Haf-Irish, | meant to say.*

Chip and Ver and Dilip had just appeared, towe ling themsal ves with sodden
teeshirts. They stopped short. A frisson went round the whole party. Y ou can‘t
talk about Fiorinda s Irish ancestry—!What's Fergd thinking of ?

Therock and rall brat shrugged. ?Tuh. My father was born in Chicago.
?Y e can belrish by adoption, ‘tisaculture, not arace.” Rufus O'Nial: bornin Chicago of Black and
Irish American ancestry, raised

in Northern Ireland by his adoptive parents, aminor Hollywood actressand a
Befast busnessman. Became amegastar with aband called The Wild Geese.
Married twice, divorced twice, nasty taste for very young girls. Had a daughter
with London rock journdist Suzy Sater, ardationship that broke up when the
child wasfour. When that daughter was twelve she was groomed by her aunt,
procuress to the famous, and delivered to Rufus. Thelittle girl became pregnant
by him. She had no idea he was her father. Opinion differs asto whether Rufus
knew what he was doing.

Everyone knows the story. Shut up, Fergal. But no, he can't stop digging—

?Y er dad' s a black-hearted swine, Fiorinda, asyez don't need metotell ye.
He' sone of the bastards | was just talking of . But | hate the whole fockin® Irish
nation mesAlf, an‘ I'm il an Irishman.’

2 don‘t follow your logic.’

2Jaysus, girl, I'm saying don't turn yer back on yer heritage, because one man
did ye aterrible wrong when ye was too young to know—"

What Iwant to know," announced Chip, loudly, flopping down in an empty
chair, As, when are we going to see some Gay Pride from Aoxomoxoa?

20h come on,” said Rob, equally loud, lamming some of those art-workshop
sparks at the insolent kid (Rob’ swere acid yellow). 2Leave the guys some dignity.
Y ou want Forinda to make you avideo or something?

Hey, it'saplan. That could beanicelittle earner." ?The wordstigers and vaseline come to mind—
sighed Felice, ralling her

eyes.

?He' d never doiit,” said Allie, with regret, ot after everything he's said about
gays. He' s such a hypocrite. Okay, we use abody double. Should be easy. |1l
check my personal database.

Nah. Hasto be the boss. We'll let ‘im have his mask—

AWhy isit dways me? demanded Sage. AWhy don‘t you fuckers pick on Ax?
Because I‘'m the great dictator,” said Ax, leaning besde his Minister on the



sofathey were sharing, grinning complacently. ?They wouldn‘t dare.”

?Y ou're hishitch, Sage, said Dilip. ANe thought you knew.

Fergd, looking confused, joined in the genera laughter.

Forinda had escaped to the toilets, got there in time to throw up, violently,
copioudy. She clung to the porcelain anchor of awash basin, staring through the
facein the mirror. The raffish splendour of the State Apartments didn‘t extend
behind the scenes. Here there were broken tiles, ancient fittings, dirt in the
corners. Such isthe shabby little hothouse of the Rock and Roll Reich, where
every trapped soul knowswhat you mustn‘t say to Fiorinda, where everyone
jumps amileif someone daresto mention the dreaded name. Oh fuckit, thisis
ridiculous, put it behind you, worse things have happened to plenty of nicer
twelve-year-olds, | was asking for it, why am | fucking shaking? Thank God Fergdl
Kearney would never know the abyss into which he had plunged her— Shit, what did | say to Areeka
before| scooted? | wasfilthy rudeto her, |

know | was. Shit. Haveto fix that.

Now I'm going back, and I'll behave like ahuman being. | can do it.

She opened the door. Sage and Ax were in the dark passageway outside
(biological sex not anissue, but you don‘t invade the Ladies a the San unless
you are dressed like alady). Ax had her bag.

“Moving on,' hesaid, tucking it onto her shoulder.

7Ravestorave, said Sage, knedling to put her sandals on her fest.

?The night to explore.’

AWhat are you doing? ' m finem, we have guests, let' s get back.

Not fucking likely," said Ax. ?Fergal has had hisaudience. Let’shit the town.’
London was dark, motorised traffic scarce, but the night was warm and the
sreetswerefull of people: carrying their own lights, looking for the party. Sage
and Ax and Forindajoined the shadowy carniva. Some unmarked time later
they werein aclub called 69 on the Caledonian Road, behind Kings Cross
Station, dancing to Desmond Dekker, Marvin Gaye. Catching eyekicks of startled
recognition in thefitful light, but no fussfrom Ax Preston’s children. At the back
of the crowd Fiorinda danced with Ax, easy and closg, letting the bittersweet
defiant mood of the ancient musiclift her. It was so wonderful to bein hisarms,
and Sage right there (Ieaning againgt the wal, mediitatively smoking an Ananda,
tenderly watching hislovers). Not jealous, not hurting, loving this beautiful guitar-man as much asshe did.
Devil take tomorrow, what does anything else

matter, aslong as| have my tiger and my wolf—

?Sagel’ she stage-whispered, over Ax‘ sshoulder. 2 have to have this Ax. Find
me somewhere sort-of private. Right now.’

“AWhat about you, Mr Dictator?

?Yeah.'

20kay. Leavethisto me.

He led them out the back, to a car park, dank and dark, by the Regent Candl,
buddleiaand willowherb sprouting from the asphdt, amost empty but for a
couple of rows of derelictsthat might have been there since Dissolution. Sage
lifts Fiorinda onto the bonnet of aflat-tyred Vauxhal, divests her of her pretty
pants (he loves having her underwear in his pocket—) and stoops over her, the
skull mask glimmering silver. My brat, but you don‘t like a fresco sex?
?Thisisn‘t outdoors,’ said Fiorinda, hugging him with armsand legs. ?Thisis

an urban exterior, which istotaly different, | love this—

One deep kissand he moved aside, saying All yours, Sah—alittle atavistic
ritua happening here, part laughing, part strangely intense. Fiorindatook Ax,



Ax slently powering into her, God, wonderful , while Sage kept watch at the end
of the row. Then Sage was back, twisting Mr Dictator*s hair in aslky rope, biting
the nape of hisneck, big cat style: hey, brother, move over, | want her, and it was
AX'sturn to stand guard . . .The whole double act took about five minutes, and it
was bliss. They sat in arow, backs againgt the defunct VVauxhdl, passing a liff: the
rain faling on them like cold kisses. Theair smelled of railway grime, puddles
glimmered on black, cracked pavement. Fiorinda, awarm wall on either side of
her, looked up into the opague sky and couldn't stop grinning. Nobody
understands us, she thought. Not anyone in this fucking country, not our dear,
protective, demanding friends, no one: because this isal wewant. Nothing €lsg,
just this. Forever, ever, ever.

?2Good car to drive, mused Sage. ?After awar.'

Nery poky ride—

2Chegp to run an’ dl. Couple of pints of snakebite and ahandful of Bombay

Mix, she'll godl night.'

L ovely interior.’

Mm, and great road holding—

?Y ou noticed that too?

?Hohum," said Fiorinda, pulling her hair across her facein two thick hanks of
damp tangled curls. ZForindaremains problematic role modd for liberated

young women of England.’

?Ah, no!* They grabbed her, swept her onto the bonnet again and fell to

their knees, pressing the cold, rosy soles of her feet to their faces, kissing avay
the gravel and rainwater and dogshit. PFiorinda, angel, empress, we're supid
drunks, we thought it was funny, we didn‘t mean—"

?diots. Let medown." So they lifted her down and cuddied her close between them: alittle sad now,
alittle crestfallen. Sage leaned over and kissed Ax: rubbed his cheek against
Forinda shair and heaved asigh. ?Ah, well. Me and my ruined fortunes.

?Y eah. Me and my falling-gpart band. Ouch, ouch, ouch.’

?He doesn't mean any harm.’

2Just not the soul of tact, our Fergdl. It' snot hisfault we're caught in thistrap.’
?Aslong aswe can get pissed and fuck inacar park, inthe pouring rain,’ said
Forinda, 2 reckon we have not lost the game of life.

2 love you, Fee, because you are so wise.

Sage went indoors to rescue Fiorinda s bag and sandal's from becoming the
objects of aCargo Cult. They headed for home on the al-night Underground, the
carriage dmost empty and weirdly bright, Fiorinda curled up on Sage' s knees,
faling adeep. A wonder what he' sredly herefor,” she mumbled. ?Fergd.” Sage
and Ax exchanged awry glance.

2 expect wée' Il find out soon enough,” said Ax.

Building Management found Fergal Kearney aroom at the Insanitude, which he
seemed pleased to accept. He came to the mai sonette in Matthew Arnold
Mansions, Brixton Hill, by appointment; on agrey summer evening two days
later. Mr Preston himself came down to let himin. Ferga followed the Dictator
upstairs, and stood looking around. He saw abig room, smply furnished: agas
govein an old-fashioned fireplace, afew pictures on thewals, acouple of good North African rugs. Tall
windows at the back stood open to a brick terrace on

which stood pots of glossy greenery. Y ou might call the style minimalist, but

there was nothing precious about it. Just traveling light.

Here, on astand on abookcasg, isthe five thousand year old stone axe, the
Sweet Track Jade, the one they gave him when hewas inaugurated. Here' sapair



of car numberplates, AX 1, which someone must so have given him. Mr Preston
isway too arrogant for vanity plates, so they end up an ironic ornament. Here's
animmersion cell, in aflat screen: Sage Pender* s best work, Jaysusthat’ s a pretty
thing, and better not look at it too long for it will suck you in. Here' saframed
piece of Arabic lettering, looks antique. The Irishman frowned. Ah, now, the
Idamic question . . . The smdll of cooking drifted pleasantly from further into the
flat (Mr Preston’ s an excellent cook, that' s also part of the legend). An open door
gave aglimpse of awide, low bed. A tortoiseshell cat crouched, glaring at the
stranger, on one of the couches by the stove: poised asif not sure which way to
run. He wastrying to read the runes. How do they live together, these two
beautiful, powerful men? How do things shake down between them: Mr Ax
Preston, with the air of command on him that you could cut with aknife, and
Sage, who surely to God (joking apart) isno feller' s bitch—?

He dready knew, from the way he' d been greeted, to expect alittle distance.

Mr Preston a homeis not going to be the same person as Ax, relaxed and half
drunk at the Insanitude. There was nothing in sight that suggested Fiorinda, and
this caused him concern. Why does she leave no mark? Ax had returned to the current jigsaw, seeing
that hisvigtor was

preoccupied, and sat by it on the floor, camly sorting pieces.

?You'redone here? said Fergdl, at last.

?Y eah. Sage and Fiorindawill be back soon. So, what did you want to talk to
me about, or can it wait?

?Y ez don't keep any staff?

PFuck, no," said Ax. A spend my life managing people. | come home | want to
switch off. We have a cleaner three times aweek, because if we didn't, with the
best will in the world, the place would get disgusting. Other than that we do our
own chores. Dunno what anyone seesin domestic servants, it'sacrap idea.’
?That' s not exactly what | meant.

Ax grinned. 7Y ou mean where are the armed guards?

?AX Prestonisavery brave man,' said Fergal, somewhat sternly. ?That’ s part

of thelegend, an’ | don't doubt it' sthe truth. But there' s Fiorindato think of .
Fockin® Jaysus God, what if you two great lads was to come back here one day
an' find her raped an* murdered? Would ye not be better with just afew of yer
barmy army fellers around?

Brixton ismy village, thought Ax. | run SW2 asmy privatefief. You don't see
the guards because | don't need them: | own the neighbourhood. But Fergal
probably didn‘t catch the fascist juntaissue of Weal. . . And one day, yeah, maybe
thislife will become too dangerous. It'll betime to get out, and take my friends with me. Hope | don't
miss the moment. He smiled. ?The day we need to be

protected from our peopleisthe day we quit.’

?Finewords. But suppose you find out it stimeto quit haf an hour too late?

Ax shrugged. 2nsh' alah. Please, make yoursdlf a home. Sit down.!

The Irishman came over and peered at the jigsaw, aNationa Trust classic,
featuring many different varieties of British sheep. Fiorindahad founditina

Help The Aged shop.

?Y ou like sheep?

Nery keen.

?Hm." Fergal dropped the shoulder pack he was carrying and sat down. His
complexion had adull, magenta cast today: he moved with the deliberation of an
old man, or apainfully sober drunk. ?How d'yer Idamic backersfed, about you
and yer man—* He nodded significantly towards the bedroom door. 7Do they not



find that awee bit hard to take?

2Jaysusfockin' God, Fergal. Don't be afraid to ask an awkward question.
?2°‘mjust trying to get aclear picture.’

2 think they might find the video hard to take,' said Ax, 750 we' |l probably

hold back on that, until we'reredly strapped for cash.’

PFockin® wind-up merchants. Fock it. | knew that was abig leg pull.

?Sureyou did. . . Fergd, | converted to Idam to end the separatist war in
Yorkshire. Ax picked out afragment of shaggy-brown big sheep. No, it'sapiece
of rock. ?The mullahs knew what they were getting. Some of the Faithful are appalled that | perform on
sage with astringed instrument. . . But they'll live

withit, because I‘'m their warrior prince. | don‘t pretend to be conventionaly
devout, | behave with reasonable decorum in public, and it works. The leaders of
English Idam areinthisfor thelong haul. They see themsdaves heading for a
golden age, England an enlightened, multi-ethnic Caliphate. I'm amove on the
board, a step on theway. They‘ re not homophabic, they even believein civil
rights for women, and they don‘t give atossfor my dissolute lifestyle, if | serve
their purpose.’

All true. It was dso true that Ax‘ s conversion had been genuine, but he didn't
see why he had to discussthat.

?Right 0. There' sno Idamic problem. Y e know, |*ve never known awoman
toredly enjoy aménage atrois. They put up withit if they haveto, but they're
naturaly monogamous. Areye sure she's happy?

‘Fergal.’ Mr Preston was beginning to lose patience. 7 find it hard to believe
that the Irish government sent you over hereto investigate my sex life!’

?Fock. I'm not working for the government.’

?S0 who are you working for? The Dublin chapter of the CIA?

Footsteps on the stairs. The cat, who had partly settled, roused again and

stared at the door. Sage camein, Fiorinda close behind him. ?Hi, Fergal,' said
Sage. ?Sorry, Ax, we should have called. | had to haul Fiorinda out of the DETR." ZEnvironment,
Transport and the Regions, said Ax to Fergd, politely. ?The

government department we mostly have to dedl with. It's okay, the stew’ staken
no harm. I*ll put the couscous on to steam now.

A'll doit,” said Forinda, quickly.

People who have alot of pain and suppressed anger in them are often

ZAactless : Ax had noticed this. As much as they want to please you, as much as
they know they' re self-destructing, the totally unnecessary, needling comments
will cometripping out. Fergal Kearney, poor devil, waswell known for his
terrible habit of saying the wrong thing. But there was something different going
onthistime. Even at the San the other night, Ax'd felt that Fergal was aman with
aplan.

The Irishman ate sparingly, fortified himsdf with severd glasses of red wine

and continued to probe the weak spots, cruddy but thoroughly. He was
sounding them out, like apolitica refugeeindeed: testing the ground.

Hetried hard to make up to Fiorindafor his faux pas the other night, but she
wasn't having any. She hardly spoke, and disappeared to the kitchen at the
dightest excuse. At last Fiorindaloaded the dishwasher (avery green
dishwasher, but Ax refused to live without one), while the men moved to the
couches by the stove, with anew bottle of wine. Giving Fergal Kearney spirits
would be outright murder, but you had to accept that he needed hisdrug, in
some form; beyond the point of no return.

?30," said Ax, 2did we pass? Now can you tell uswho you'reworking for? 2 told yer,” said Fergd,



A*‘mworking fer the Rock and Rall Reich, if yeZ'll

have me.! He gave them his sweet, broken grin. ?Be easy, | m not planning to
make amove on yer girlfriend. But I' vefalen for her, that' sthetruth, an’ I've
parted company with the Playboys—don't know if you heard. Melife s near at
an end. Why should | not follow the gleam?1‘ve nothen' better to do.’

He drank, and set the glass down. ?Y ou know, it'safunny thing. Thefirgt

time a doctor gave me a death sentence, | wasterrible upset. 1'd lie awake nights,
grieving. Now it'son me, and | can't be focked to worry about it."

Thiswas chilling. Fergal was maybe ten, at most fifteen years older than they
were themselves: and he was dying. They didn't doubt it. Last summer he' d il
seemed indestructible, now the marks of the last straight were unmistakable,
0kay," sad Ax, after amoment. ?That's half the story. And the rest?

?Aye, therest." Thelrishman looked at Ax uneasily. ?Thetdeisthat you have
no interest in conventiona politics, Mr Preston. Fer your purposes you only need
the culture, the lifestyle choices. Control the mob, and let the mob control the
bastardsin the suits. | hear ye have an army of yer own, and the polis egting out
of your handan' dl ... An‘ that'sdl well and good, in your hands. Becuz you're
using thisclassic game plan (will I mention the Hitler word?) fer peace, and the
preservation of al that's good in the modern world. But there' s other people
besides yoursdlf that' s seeing thisfockin' cascade of disastersasagolden
opportunity to change the rules— He broke off, and waited for Fiorinda to cross the room. Givethe
Irishman his

due, he might be tactless but he knew that Fiorindawasn't just around to look
decorative. She curled on the end of Ax and Sage's couch (like the cat, ready to
make hersalf scarce at amoment’ s notice). Fergal nodded to himsdlf, and looked
hard at hisglass, but did not touch it. Now it's coming.

“Mr Dictator, ye ve got aproblem.’

2 have several,’ said Ax. ?Could you be more specific?

2How well d'you know yer Prime Minister? Mr David Sde?

Shit.

AVe have aworking rdationship,” said Ax, sedately.

Ferga nodded, still with the air of someone weighing hiswords very

carefully, hesitating over every step. 7But yez don‘t know him personaly?

2 wouldn‘t say he' sapersonal friend. No.*

?Did ye know he'sasmack addict?

Sage grinned. ?Y eah. He' savegetarian an’ al. Wetry to be broadminded.’
At'snot funny, Sage, said Fergd, reproachfully.

?Addiction'sabig word,” said Ax. 2 know David' susing heroin alittle; so do
others. Persondly, | don‘t likeit: but it'snot aguilty secret.’

?Aye, wdl. What if | wasto tell yez he was getting into something worse?

Fergd reached for his bag, took out an envelope and drew from it severa
seven-by-ten monochrome prints. He laid them on the coffee table between the
couches. A succession of images: groups of seemingly naked human figures, cavorting in adark
background. Closer shots of awhite shape, ahorse, oniits

knees, black blood gouting from its belly, and the most eager of the worshippers
pressed around the killing. Some heads were circled and highlighted.

AXx picked up the prints, one after another. One of the enhanced headshots,

full face, and profile, was clearly recognisable asthe English Prime Minigter.
What isthis about?

?Thisisabout the Cdtics' said Fergd grimly. ?The folksthat used to cdll
themsalves ?Ancient Britons?. There'salot of this caper goeson in Ireland now.



The soft end of it, the pilgrimages to the High Places, the feasts and the bonfires.
an' eventhe Catholic hierarchy, fer what their fockin® opinion’ sworth, saysit's
fine and dandy. Something we never really should have |eft behind. Maybe so
An' maybe ye' re going to tell me the English Cabinet iswelcometo enjoy a
Pagan ritud, dong with aneedle-full of Mother Comfort now and then. But
however that may be, according to my information, yer Mr Sale has progressed
to the harder stuff. Harder even than you see him here.

What d'you mean by that?

Magic.

?Red magic? said Sage, taking up the pictures and frowning at them.

2 don't know what yez understands by the term,’ said Fergal. ?The blood
sacrificewould bered. An' effective, in that it brings us closer to what they want,
whichisthe Dark Ages. How redl do yez want it? Pagan sacrifice was one the problems that kept Ax
awake at nights. The

Cdticsinagted they had aright to practise their religion, and it was difficult for
him to deny that right, while avoiding an open split —athough the cruelty of the
killings stuck in histhroat. He had to leaveit to the campground councils, he had
to leave it to the hippies themsdaves to condemn the bloodthirsty extremigts.

But it was definitely not okay for the PM to go cavorting around bonfires.

Anima sacrificewas serioudy illega. Thefact that it happened, the fact that
there were secret networks, Countercultural and others, who gathered for these
blood-daubed raves, was a national scandal. Thank God it couldn‘t possibly be
true. David Sale wouldn‘t be such anidiot—

It doesn't have to be true. My God.

?Areyou trying to tel me these are genuine pap-shots of the English Prime
Minigter & aso caled ?Cdtic? anima sacrifice?

?Aye’

20h, givemeabresk!* Ax dismissed theideawith aflick of hishand. 2 can
seejust by looking at them that these images have been faked to hell. | don't
know who sold you this, but there' snothing init. Thisisn't evidence!*

2 niver said anything about evidence,' said Fergd, with dignity. A should

think apublic enquiry* sthe last thing ye' d be wanting. | said aproblem.! He
gared hard at the Triumvirate, asif il trying to decide if he could trust them. 2
can‘t tell yez how | got hold of these. | don't precisaly know where they came
from, mesdlf. But the pictures aren’t al. According to me informants, Mr Sale knows a place where it
goesbeyond killin' animas, an’ | cantel yez thewhere

and when.

They stared back at him, straight-faced. 2 don't believeyou,’ said Ax.

Fergd nodded. ?Aye. | can understand that. An‘ | understand how ye'll feel
about the messenger. But ye had to be told. I‘'m amouthy old drunk, but
everything | said the other night’ sthetruth. | have the greatest admiration for

the Reich, and I'm not the only one. There' saworld out there, wanting to believe
Ax Preston’ s England isn‘t going to collapseinto apile of shite—

?That' sniceto know.'

2 was coming over to yez anyway. | wisht | hadn’t had to bring this. Or |

wisht you had laughed in my face an' said it was a pack of fockin‘ nonsense. But |
seetha’snot how itis. An' now I'll leave the matter." He stood up, delving in his
pack again. ?Didn‘t bring me harp, | had afedin’ no onewould ask meto play.
But here' sapresent from Ireland. | couldn’t carry much, he added shyly. 7 tried
to think what yez' d redlly be missing. He put a gift-wrapped package beside the
envelope and glanced diffidently at Fiorinda, who hadn‘t said aword through



the whole exchange. ?Are they good to yez, these two? Jaysus, | hopethey are.’
20hvyes,' sadtherock and roll brat, raising cool, merciless grey eyes. ?They
take mefor walks, and | have my own bowl with my nameonit and everything.'
Ax and Sage saw Fergd out. They came back and stood considering their

babe. She seemed to be okay. ?How about aguineapig? said Sageto Ax. ?People speak highly of
those big furry spiders, said Ax. ?Apparently they

can be very companionable.”

?Sorry.f

2But what do you think of him? said Ax, gtting down again. ?Truly?

2 think he' sgenuine,' said Fiorinda, at once. ?He puts my back up, but | have
to admit, | think he really wantsto join your rock and roll band. | hopeto God
somebody‘ susing him to deliver loony disinformation, but | think Fergal himsdlf
isfine. Of course| could bewrong.’

?Y ou could be, but you' re not often. Well. Let's see what we've got.!

He opened the parcel. They had three cans of Diet Coke, a cellophane

package of black peppercorns, and a bottle of genuine, hundred per cent agave,
Mexican tequila

Of dl the countries under the Internet Commissoners quarantine, in the

wake of the Ivar/Laravirus disagter, the three nations of Mainland Britain had
suffered most: and England wordt of al, having neither Scotland' s connections
with Scandinavia (where quarantine had dready been lifted); or much benefit
from the smuggling acrosstheIrish sea. They*d lost not only e-commerce and
financia services, but a crippling amount of foreign trade. It just wasn't
worthwhile fighting through the maze of data-quarantine regulations, for the
privilege of doing business with the poverty-stricken English. They laughed. The country wasin more
need of machine partsthan

peppercorns. But even after the news he' d brought, it was impossible not to be
touched by Fergd’ s bounty.

2 don'‘t think we should decide anything until morning,” said Forinda. 2A°m
going to practise. Soundproofing on or off?

She often practised the piano late at night. It wasthe only way to find solid

time, and she liked the echoing secrecy of those hours.

20ff," sad Sage.

Mindif wejoinyou? asked Ax.

?Aslong asyou don‘t talk.’

Forindaplayed Bach, rapidly and carefully, frequently taking a phrase gpart,
building it up again, obsessively smoothing out the kinks. Ax lay with hisheed

in Sage' slap, watching her handsin the pearly glow of ATP lamplight. The
music room, which was gill their spare bedroom (are we ever going to get that
guest room sorted?) was Forinda sterritory. Her favourite dresses hung on the
walls, her treasures were displayed: her guitars (including that awful old

Martin); the red cowboy boots he' d bought her when they werefirst together. It
wasn'‘t easy to give Fiorinda presents. Those orange trees on the terrace, a
triumph for Sage. . . but something you gave her joinsthe eect in here, you know
you'redoing well. Most of Ax‘sguitarswere dtill in Taunton. Will | ever move
them up here?If | do, will Jordan seethat asmy fina betraya of the band?
Forindawasright. Wait, deep on it. But he kept hearing Fergd s question again. No, Ax did not know
David Sde.

He'd sometimesfelt agreat respect for the man. It was David Sale who'd refused
to panic, who'd |et the Deconstruction Tour happen, without pouring petrol on
the fire. Who had kept his head when Pigsty Liver was running riot, who had



kept the regulars out of the fighting in Y orkshire. Who had created, let it be said,
the situation that had brought Ax to power. But Ax had never wanted to bein
Sd€e's confidence, too much dirty water under that bridge. There wasthe
guestion of how far he' d been involved in the Massacre Night conspiracy. There
were other questions. . . Things Ax had preferred not to know.

At the artshow in Trafagar Square, he' d seen the PM with a shiny group of
fashionable Greens, expensively dressed in the latest 2Cdltic’ style. David Sde
with theidentical, bright-eyed, eager grin, same as Ax remembered from the
Think Tank days: the Prime Minister and the Home Secretary thrilled at
themsalves for hanging out with rebel rockstars, dirty dangerous bruteslike
Pigsty, but we love taking risks. how cool are we? Oh, shit.

He' d brought Fergd’ s pap-shots to the music room, not meaning to look at
them again, but . . . He sat up and studied the images: turned them over and
found handwritten notes. Dates, locations. He pushed back his hair, rubbing his
templeswith caloused fingertips.

?2“m going to try and send a couple of faxes. | won't belong.’

Forindawent on playing, stubbornly, but in the end was forced to stop, turn

her head and meet the gaze, blue and accusing. Sage had his handsin his pockets. He was wearing the
masks less and less but the hands must still be

hidden, if a all possible. Onelong leg crossed over the other, a sickle-shaped
indentation by the left corner of his mouth, picked out very clearly by the
lamplight. He will be fifty, she thought, with a shock. Hewill bethisbig, thin,
middle-aged bloke, extremely used to getting his own way.

Ahat?

?Fee, can you il do that trick of yours, with fire?

Forinda' s grandmother practised witchcraft. Sage had accidentally

discovered (or been alowed to discover, he wasn't sure which), that Fiorinda
could do some strange things herself. She'd madeit clear that he was not dlowed
to tel anyone. Not even Ax.

?Y ou mean likethis?

She held out her right hand, pam upwards. A dot like molten copper

appeared, quivered on her skin, and then avivid leaf-shaped flame was there.
He even thought he could fed the heet. But the brain loves to be fooled.

Asthat anilluson?

She moved her hand so the flame connected with the corner of a sheet of

music lying on top of the piano. Theillusion continued to convince his senses.
20h, Fiorinda—

Sheresumed playing, having crushed the miniature blaze between her

fingers. A wisp of smoke and the smell of scorched paper remained. 2Look. Y ou' ve had genetic
engineering that means you can pump out energy

from your fingertips, enough to light aroom or boil an egg. Ax hasachipin his
head that means he can tell me dl the postcodesin Billericay, and what the
Ministry of Defence plansto do in the event of anerve gas strike on Coventry,
without pausing for thought. Don'‘t talk to me about weird. | have unusud
abilitiesthat | was born with: | know about them and |* ve decided whét to do,
which isbury them. What'sthe difference?| don't see adifference. | don't know
why you're raising the subject. | don‘t see how what | can do has any connection
with so-caled ?Cdtic? animd sacrifices:

The word Ferga used was magic, hethought.

20f course not. Never said therewas. Y ou haveto tel Ax, that‘sdll.

?Y es, okay, but not now," Fiorindatemporised, cunningly. ?Not right now.



Let'sget over David and the blood-cult thing. Thenl*ll tell him. As soon asthere' sagood moment.
Honest.!

4: The Grove

Two weeks after Fergd‘ svigit to Brixton, Fiorindawas in the dead centre of
England, on the border between L eicestershire and Derbyshire: on her way to an
extradate on the Festival Season’sroyal progress, and taking asidetrip to
ingpect aderdict property for the Volunteer Initiative,

The weather had changed. The sky was baking blue, heavy with heat and
dlence. She climbed aflight of mossy steps, from the fishponds lost in reeds and
rushes to aweed-smothered rose-terrace. Neglect, but no crumbling ruins: how
strange that seemed, and yet seven yearsis not such along time. She sat on the
top step, her back to the apricot-tiled, ambling fagade of the old house. It was
here, shetold hersdf, feding nothing.

Thisiswhereit began

Roxane Smith came up the steps and sat beside her, arranging the summer
verson of hir trademark flowing garments.

AWhat were you expecting to find? s/he asked. 2Ghosts? It's a pity the country
around this charming lost domain is il soul-free potato fields asfar asthe eye
can see, same at it wasin Rufus s day. But we must feed ourselves!

Nothing. | wanted to seeit again, that'sdl. Since we were passing.’

?Hmm . . . Isthe manor till your father's property ?

They hadn't broken in, the gates at the road were faling apart, but the visit

was unofficia. Time enough to trace the owners of an empty property if they
decided the place looked useful for something or other.

2°m not surewho it belongsto. It might be mine.' Chip and Verlaine were ingpecting the swamp that had
been RufusO'Nidl‘s

fishponds, feding uneasy. What would Aoxomoxoa say about thisvist? Verlaine
spoke of the afternoon when, in amoment of direfolly, he had given Ax adodgy
neurological drug . . . and Sage had comelooking for him. It bothered him that
he couldn‘t remember aword his hero had said. The encounter played in his
mind like asunlit, horrible slent movie. ?Y ou think you' ve seen him angry,
Merry, but you haven't. He didn't touch me—

2Commiserations”

L ay off. You'rethe onethat lusts after him, not me. My fedlings are pure. He
didn‘t touch me because he knew if he touched me hed kill me." He glanced up
at theterrace. ?Are we sure she's okay ?

“Never in doubt. Look at them, aren‘t they great? Our court philosopher and
the young queen, in stately conclave.’

2Cool," agreed Verlaine. ?Don‘t you love theway thisisturning out—" A
moorhen chugged from between stands of flowering rush, breasting mats of
green. The water sherevealed didn't look too maaria, it was brown and clear.
Chip got interested. ?D*you think there are newts? L et s have alook.’

2t might be yours? prompted Roxane. 20h? How'sthat?

Forindarested her chin on her hand, gazing ahead of her. ?After | started
singing with DARK, and someone outed me as Rufus O Nidl‘ s daughter (It's
okay, Rox. I*'veforgiven you), | got alawyer-letter offering me money. The deeds of this house werein
it. The band helped me dedl with it, because | hadn't aclue,

and hislawyers got alawyer-letter back saying | don't want your money. With
the deedsin it, torn up. | never heard anything more. | suppose you could say he
wastrying to make up, but | didn't fed like playing.’



2 was once raped by astranger myself,' said Rox. 2Long ago. As| recall, the
hardest part was convincing myself to let it go. That | should forgive mysdlf, if |
couldn't forgive the bad guy, and get on with my life. It took severa years'

2 wasn't raped. | was just taken, like a piece of fruit.'

When you can cal what your father did by its name, thought Rox, you'll be

free. Not until—

Forindawas thinking that she owed Fergd adebt of gratitude. He had

knocked away a crutch that she no longer needed. It had been a shock to hear her
father's name again, so casualy spoken: but she was over that, and a shackle had
fdlen from her. Who'sRufus O Nidl? Just an ageing celebrity with nasty habits,
who once did something to me that is unfortunately public knowledge. He
doesn‘t matter, he can't hurt me now.

When she' d redlised that investigating Fergd* s story was going to bring her
within twenty miles of this house, she'd decided she had to come and see. So
here shewas, and it was fine. No panic attack, no strangeness. She touched her
throat mic and recorded, blandly, ?The house seems weatherproof, no gaping
holes, no obvious vanddism. The grounds are level, well-watered, well-drained.
However, the position makesthisawildlife refuge, in aseaof essentia agribusiness: that could be linked
to the National Forest corridor. | think that's

what we should be looking at, pending further investigation.’

Rox, isFergd redly dying?

Enough said. Roxane understood, from the cool, very Fiorinda smile shewas
getting, that the subject of Rufus O Niall was closed. One doesn't pester this
young lady. Her confidences arerare treasure. ?Ah, Fergd . . . Every timel meet
him I'm surprised he' s till dive. He has a systemic cancer, and cirrhosis. The
tumour suppressants makeit difficult to treat the liver fallure, and I'm afraid

that' s about it. But who knows? Aslong as he can keep himsdlf supplied with
modern medicine, he may have afew moreyears.'

2Can he play that harp? He seemsto just carry it around.’

?He can play. Last summer he could sill sing. You'd haveto get him on stage.
Prop him againgt something, turn on thelights, he might surprise you.’

The ever-infantile Adjuvants came up from the ponds, duckweed to the

armpits. ?Palmated newts,’ announced Chip. ?How about that? Enough to stop a
motorway, if we had one planned. D*you want to come and see?

PPass,’ said the philosopher and the young queen, in unison.

A bee hummed. A bird burst into song, one solitary voice, loud and sweet.
What | can't understand,’ complained Verlaine, Zshow they cancdl ita
revival. Where are the sacred texts? Where did they turn up the liturgy of the
ancient Celts? Who told them what they' re meant to do? Pagan rites held no terror for the Adjuvants.
Nor Rox. They treated the whole

subject with avery English, affectionate scepticism. Hammer Horror and Narnia.
2 don‘t know about ?Cdtics?, said Fiorinda, Zout if it'sabout ritua magic,

you don‘t need ancient authority. Wiccaisn't old. Someoneinventeditin the
nineteen forties or something. According to my gran, anyone can do ritua magic.
Get yoursdf sky-clad, get some candles, bal of red yarn might be handy: do
whatever you think. Impro is postively encouraged.

?Y eah, and | bet most of it absolutely sucks, said Chip. 2Good tunesmiths are
rare. Most people shouldn't be allowed to use their own materia . . . er, present
company excepted, of course.’

AWanker," said Fiorinda, amiably. 2 know how you talk behind my back.*

The Adjuvants rejected the concept of original music. Every scratch and sample



and scrap of lyric that went into their daft compositions was previoudy owned.
The security crew, left with the van out on the road, started paging,
complaining that they were bored. The party left Rufus O*Nidl*s manor and
drove on: to the obscure little country town where they might find proof of the
Prime Minister' sinvolvement in a bloodthirsty Pagan cullt.

The Triumvirate had investigated Feargal’ s story asfar asthey could (asfar as
they dared), and then brought the problem to closed meeting in the Office:
banishing the admin staff and shutting down the PA on the grounds that they
needed to discussthe Irish recruit in private. Which was, in asense, the truth. Ax had talked to Fergd
again. The Irishman clamed hewasjust the courier.

He' d been contacted by people he trusted, who knew of his plan to cometo
England: he thought they were acting for another party, and he couldn't say
more than that. He didn't know how digital images of the English PM had
turned up in Ireland, on the wrong side of the quarantine barrier. He didn't
know anything about the source, or how the information about dates and
locations had been obtained. He' d known what he was carrying, and of course
that it was dynamite. He'd said what he' d been told to say, and that wasiit.

He hadn’t been searched coming in. He'd come over unofficialy, ona
smuggler*sboat, and crossed into England from South Wales over the
mountains, without passing through customs: which waslikely enough.
At'spossble’ said Ax, 2hat Fergd isteling usthe smpletruth, asfar ashe
knowsiit. The data quarantine isn‘t unbeatable. We can‘t make so much asa
phonecall across the barrier, but discs and electronic devices and e-paper can be
smuggled both ways. we know it happens. | can see him having contactsin the
Irish radical underground, I mean people with more sympathy for the Reich than
for their own government. | can equally seethe Irish Intdlligence Servicesusing
someone like Fergal, with or without his knowledge. We can verify partsof his
gtory, hisroute into the country for instance: but I*‘m expecting it to check out,
and that' snot redlly going to tdll us anything.” The prints were passed around those schoolroom tables.
Therewasafeding

amog of rdief, asense that unfinished business was being resumed. Things had
been quiet for awhile, but no one here had believed the storm was over.

But the Prime Minister has minders,' protested Verlaine, ?They*d haveto
know; like the herain. If hef sbeen doing this, somewherethere' safileamile
wide. We' d have heard something. You'‘d know, Ax—'

Minders can beincompetent,’ said Ax. ?0r hisfriendsin Cabinet could be
covering for him very efficiently, maybe not even knowing what it isthey'‘re
covering up.’

2But why cometo you? said Dilip. Herifled the images and passed them on to
Alliewith ashrug. Anything can befaked . . . AWhoever sent him, why send
Fergd to uswith this, and not to the suits? What does that imply?

?A misunderganding,’ said Ax.

?That’sagood question,” said Sage.

Maybe 2hey?, whoever 2hey? are, havetold the suitsaswell, suggested
Chip. 7Er, whoever it isyou tdl, when the PM isthe problem—

Maybethat's Ax," murmured Allie. M akes senseto me'

2But could there be any truth in the story? asked Roxane, cautioudy. ?That
would seem to be thefirst issue, wouldn't it? Can we find out?

Not easlly,’ said Mr Dictator. 2 haven't aclue how to find out if David Sale's
been dabbling in animd sacrifice. The Reich has no intdligence network indde
Westmingter. I'm sorry, mgjor oversight, it just didn‘t seem like the way to go. | started checking if the



PM ‘s whereabouts were accounted for, on dateswe'd been

given. But then | realised —in time, | hope— that | was going to make people
curious, because | don’t do that. It'smy policy to stay out of their business. | never
ask asingle unnecessary question.’

e can't investigate down here, said Forinda. ?Because we don't know how
far he'saready compromised. The moment anyone notices what we' re doing, we
risk launching the very scandad we'retrying to avoid.

?There' sgot to be someone,’ protested Dora. ?Someone on the inside who could
snoop, could ask the questions, without—"

“AVho do you suggest, growled Sage. 2Benny Prem?

There was amuitter of disgust.

?There are plenty of Celtic sympathisersat Westmingter,’ said Ax, at last.

?There are bastards in positions of power who find al that neo-primitive, ne
feudalist shite very gppedling, and say so openly. But the hypocrisy of English
politicsis sufficiently intact that if this story comes out, David will be forced to
resgn. If David resgns, the government will fall. If thisgovernment falls—

AWe are screwed,” said Sage.

The Heads were masked. Aslong as Peter didn't want to appear barefaced,
they would support him. Theliving skull* s expression was as blesk asthe Few
had ever seen it, asif this betraya touched something deeper than they could
guess. | wouldn't like to bein David Sale's shoes, thought Verlaine. If hef sguilty
and Sage gets hold of him. The Few were slent, straightfaced. Nobody was going to say it, butisa
disagter for David Sdle necessarily abad thing? Do we need the government?
?The reason England is il in reasonable shape, said Fiorinda, sensing
resistance, As because we have what looks like anormd, legitimate State
gpparatus, working in harmony with the CCM. That' stheilluson we' ve created.
But we' re not independent of the suits, and many if not most of them do not

have the agenda. If David Sale's Codlition fals, there' s nobody el se we can work
with. The Reichisdonefor.

?Y ou said, down here?," Dilip noted, after along pause. Meaning we can't
investigate in London. What' sthe an dternative?

AWe have dates and locations,' said Ax. AWe have adate and alocation for a
ritud alegedly coming off at Lammeas, near a place caled Wethamcote, in the
East Midlands. Thereisn't aknown hardcore sacrifice venue in the area, | was
ableto check that in police records: but that would figure. | imagine David Sdle
would be on an exclusive, well-protected, blood-fest network; if at al. Sageand |
have agood excuse to go up there. We can seeif Ferga‘ s story checks out.!
AVethamcote has an artsfest,” added Fiorinda. ?They call it Lammas Festival,
but gpparently it‘sjust a perfectly innocent tourist féte. I'm going to invite

myself, get the local viewpoint and pass on any information to Sage and Ax,

who will belurking in the countryside. Allie stared. What?Fiorinda, you can‘t do that! No one knows
what thefuck's

going onintherurd hinterland these days! They have aPagan festival! They

have blood sacrificesin the woods! They could be up to anything!*

Theliving skull looked (arare Sght) asif it thoroughly agreed with Ms

Marlowe. ?Y eah, well. You tak to her . . . Fiorindawill beinthetown, Ax and |
will bewith the barmies, having alook &t the British Res stance Movement
gtuation in the East Midlands, which isagenuine errand. If we find a hardcore
ritua venue where Fergd’ stip-off sayswe ought, that will be confirmation. If
possiblewe | get alook at the ceremonies. which David Sdeisdown to attend.
?Y ou'regoing to busthim? exclaimed Chip. AWow. Er . . . would that help?



ANE re not going to bust anyone," said Ax, patiently. Af we find anything,

we'll try not to get spotted. If they spot us, we'll back off at once. Very sorry
ladies and gentlemen, we thought you were rura terrorists, no, please, don't
bother to get dressed, we'll see ourselvesout . . . We haveto try and managethis
fucking thing without offending the Celtics, that* sthe other bind. We can't
deputiseit, it'stoo sengtive, but | can‘t be seen to be actively hunting down the
ritudigs. If wefind them, we have to makeit look like an accident.’

But what if he'sthere? What ifhe’ s there? What will you do then?

AVith luck, Chip, wewon't know if he sthere or not. The pap-shots were
takeninthedark, ininfra-red: if there sanything in them at al. Word isthat the
so-called respectable? ravers at these events usually wear digital masks.'

The pictures were with Rob. He nodded. ?0h, yeah, | get you." AVe ve been caught like that,” said
George, nodding. ?Y ou think you‘re

masked, and you' re not.’

?2‘m going to haveto take thisto David,” Ax continued. ?The picturesexigt. If
the story‘ strue, someone could out him at any moment. If it'sahoax, that's
nearly asbad, looks asif somebody’ strying to destabilise our government—
?Hohoho," muttered Fiorinda.

?Y eah, thanks, asif that were necessary. . . Whichever, | don't want to tackle
him until 1 know what I*‘m talking about.!

Lammasisthefirst of August,’ said Allie, opening her laptop. Asn'tit? That's
two weeks. . . Shit. Okay, well . . . Shetapped keys. ?Fiorindais not going aone.
| will be calling for volunteers. Ax, thisisgoing to fuck youup worst. You're
supposed to be playing aresidence with the Chosen at—

2 know," said AX, cutting her off. ?Y eah, thanks. | spotted that.’

He' d been making an effort to play and rehearse with the Chosen this

summer. Ashisfriends and hisloverswere well aware, it had not been working
out. Of course, audience-wise the band was till ahowling success: it would bea
while before that changed. But Jordan Preston wasn't happy, hedidn‘t like Ax's
on-and-off role. There had been tearing rows, and the Chosen were taking their
break from the circuit back in Taunton. The Few gave Ax space. It'sacommon
tale, the rending and the tearing when someone gets bigger than the band.
Always painful, no matter what the circumstances. ?Hey, dow down!,’ Felice protested. ?Slow down!
Y ou guys go up there. You

find out the truth, you come back and Ax talksto the PM. | get that, that' s okay.
But what if the—the baby-impaing part isred? Could it be?

Theworst of Fergd’ s hints had been recounted, and lost in the discussion.

?The Ancient Cedlts,' said Dora, worriedly, Avere on the globa high end of
norma for human sacrifice, according to the archaeology. And the Romans said
so too. | saw aprogramme.’

?Then we need to know about it," said Ax. 2But | never heard of our ot doing
anything worse than horses. I'm hoping that part iswild exaggeration.’
Wethamcote was asmall town, long-time post-industrid: no railway, population
about twenty thousand. A tributary of the Trent, called the Doe, ran through it.
Therewas alot moreinformation on Ax‘s chip, none of it Sgnificant. It had been
trying to reinvent itsdlf asatourist destination, with abrand new traditiona
summer festival, when Crisis Conditions and Dissolution had intervened. Allie
reached the festival organisers by landline phone and found them touchingly

keen, strangely normal-sounding. They were thrilled that Fiorindawanted to
play, short notice not a problem.

Ax and Sage had no difficulty getting themsel ves summoned by the barmy



army. On the evening that Fiorinda and her companions arrived in Wethamcote
(after their dde-trip to her father* shouse), the Dictator and his Minister werein a
V1 potato diggers camp outside Tamworth, meeting some old friends. Fergal Kearney was with them.
He had not been unwilling, on the contrary he' d been

determined to come dong, but he was subdued. He knew he under suspicion.
The next night they were bivouacked outside Wethamcote with a picked

sguad of barmies, and in secure radiophone contact with Fiorinda. She reported
that, yes, there was arumoured sacrifice venue. Nobody they* d met would admit
to knowing anything specific. It was strangers (said the locals): posh Paganswith
private transport, from asfar away as Leicester or further. Nobody wanted them,
but the Wethamcote police refused to take action, and what can you do?
Ramadan had begun. Before dawn on the thirtieth of July, the Mudims

washed themsalves, prayed and broke their fast. By the time they*d finished the
infidels of various stripe were ready to go. They set out to circle the town:
moving with ordinary precaution, but not expecting trouble.

It was dead quiet out in the agribusiness. Not abird. The men hated it. In the
early days, the direct-action outlaws who' d become the cor of the barmy army
had napalmed great swathes of green desert monoculture. They‘d been
convinced to give up the assault (forty-odd million people can‘t live on goat's
cheese and nettles): but thislandscape was till their heart of darkness, haunted
by the great dying.

?They camefor thetawny owls,’ intoned Big Brock the re-enactment nut softly,
as the men, two by two, crossed a stark expanse of last year' s maize stalks, 7and |
sad nothing.

Because |‘'m not atawny owl," many voices murmured the response. ?They came for the water voles,
and | said nothing,’ piped up Jackie Dando,

Romany and ex-regular, entrepreneur who kept the band supplied with drugs.
?Because |'m not awater vole,' the sad chorus answered.

?They came for the buttercups,” sghed Brock, one broad hand on the hilt of the
naked sword at his sSide, the other tucked in hisrifleding. ?And | said nothing.’
Because |'m not abuttercup,” moaned the barmies, mournful and low.

Fergd, tramping beside Sage in the middle of the troop, glanced curioudy at

the living skull, clearly wondering what to make of this. Oh, you wait, thought
Sage. You have no idea. They can keep the litany going indefinite.

Brock.’

?Y eah, Sage?

2Shut the fuck up.

From the top of arisethey looked down on asmal wood, roughly circular, a

red earth track connecting it to one of thelittle grey lanes that wandered over the
plain of the Trent. They knew there was aclearing in the centre, obscured by
foliage. Their tech couldn’t give them much detail. Wethamcote, with its church
towers, couple of tower blocks, suburban housing, lay to thewest. A farm and
outbuildings stood about amile away; there was no track between the farm
buildings and the wood.

?The clearing wasn't there Six years ago, said Ax, 7for what that'sworth.. . .
It'salikely candidate; let's get down there!

Onward. At'll be the horse-sacrifice, said one barmy to another, 2hat’ sthe biggie.’
?You seen it done? asked his partner, in a cautious undertone. They knew

what Ax thought about blood-daubed Pagan rituals.

7Er, yeah, asit happens. Down in Kent, last year. Just out of curiosity.*

?That must make afuck of amess, dissmbowelling alive horseto desth.’



?Y ou bet. Don't worry, if wefind an active venue there' || be no doubt.’

Ax wasinthelead, watching the sllent fields, feding the mood of the barmies;
missing Sage' s physical presence at hissde, but they couldn't both nursemaid
the Irishman . . . He should have known that the smack meant trouble. But he
had reached for that solace himsalf, when he was hard-pressed, and he hadn‘t
had the heart to blame the guy. Shit, if | lose David Sde, what then? The choices
that he' d made were forcing him down an ever-narrower path, to an end which
he had foreseen, but foresight doesn‘t help. Il have to quit the band, he thought.
Jordan'sright, thisisn't fair. | haveto admit that my lifeasamusicianisover.

It felt like degth. It fet like an unforgivable crime—

They reached the wood. The men fanned out, muttering about armed, sentient
trees, trained to attack like Navy dolphins. Cyborg birds with camerasfor eyes,
Wiccan spiderwebs wired to the police station (obvioudy the police in town were
raving Pagans, or they*d have closed the hardcore down). The jokes were many,
but there was an edge to them. Ax kept hisrifle on his back; so did Sage. The lads
got into comfort mode. ?Please,' said Ax, resignedly, Zdon‘t open fire on any squirrels, badgers, or
bluetits—'

N-not unlessthey shoot firg, right Ax?

Nothing's going to happen.’

Their tech said there was nothing warm and big here besidesthemselves. The
treeswerethick and in full leaf. The lads moved through them, commendably
slent. Everyone reached the perimeter of the clearing more or less together, and
found atdl wattle fence around it, asif holding back the trees. There was agate:
barred but not secured; they went in. Insde the earth was bare and level, asif
beaten by many feet. On one side, incongruoudly, stood a grey prefabricated hut,
like afestival ground toilet block. The centre space was taken up by agaping,
smooth-waled pit, dug out to astartling depth. At the bottom, in the midst of

the pit, stood two dark trunks of carved wood, like totem poles. Lashed to the
top of each of these was the remains of a human body: ayoung man and ayoung
woman. They seemed to have been naked, but it was hard to tell, through the
blood, after the way the bodies had been ripped apart.

Therewas athick butcher-shop smell, mingled with other scentslessinsstent:

an earthy incense, piss and swest, fecal matter, grease and fear.

PFuckin’ hell," said Jackie, pleased, 7how’ sthat for a smoking gun?

?Shit," gasped another lad, more attentive. ?How? H-how' d they do that?

The totem poleswere very tal, three, four metres. and the bodies appeared to
have been ripped to bitsin sStu. ZLookslike. . . somekind of large meat-tearing animal ?
AV, thanks, Sage, wailed the young man. ?That‘ sredlly fuckin helpful!*
?Sorry. Okay, let's have acloser look.

Aoxomoxoaswung himsdlf over the rim, hung there and dropped lightly. He
walked around looking up at the gridy remains. ?Dead no more than aday or so,
I°‘d say. Fuck. Definitely claws and teeth. Dogs or something. Fucking big dogs.
One skull crushed, front to back, not much face left. The other, er, missing.’

s someone recording this? asked Ax.

?Y eah, AX.

2Good. Makeit thorough, try not to disturb anything. Sage, will you get out of
thet, now."

Chris, the lad with the cam, made hisrecord. Brock unrolled aclimbing rope,
because even Aoxomoxoa might find coming up those dick walsachalenge.
Fergd joined Ax. The rest of the barmieswere hanging back, devoid of the
ghoulish curiogity you' d expect from such abunch of ruffians.



AWe should get away from here,” whispered Fergd. ?Away, right now.'

The words sounded panicky. The look he turned on Ax was of stern,

vindicated satisfaction.

Fiorindaand her escort were at the Rose and Crown, afineold innon
Wethamcote' s market square. She was at breakfast when the call came from her
Triumvirate partners. She went off to her bedroom to talk to them. When she came down shetold the
othersthat the sacrifice venue was found, and they must

stop asking questions: lay off the topic. Nothing more. She lived with her specid
knowledge through the kiddies bonfire building by theriver, the madrigals and
folkdancing in the square, the lunch in the mediaevd church (wherethe
Christians were broadmindedly serving Lammeas bread and de). The crew had
put up big screensin a public park, where Wethamcote' s teens, and plenty of
their elders, gathered excitedly for recorded footage of the summer‘sbig outdoor
gigs. Wethamcote hadn't had reliable tv or broadband reception for severa
years. They'd learned to live with the power-cuts, interrupted water supply and
so on, but being cut off from the media had been, people said, the hardest loss.
Madeyou fed asif you didn't exist. They had longed for the Reich to notice
them, and nobody ever had. . . AsFiorindawaked to and fro, through the
garlanded streets, people kept coming up, old and young, al dress codes,
wanting to tell her how wonderful it wasto see her. To be remembered.

The security crew fielded agraveyard full of poses.

The Adjuvants didn't seem to mind being Sdelined.

It was five in the afternoon before she escaped. Roxane had just returned to
thefray, from hir afternoon nap: Chip and Verlaine weretirdess. Sheleft them
playing bar billiards, and discussing with some locals when the ancient feast of

of Lammas ought to be celebrated. Given the calendar changes, right back to
Julius Caesar. . . Upgtairsin her pleasant room, with the wonky floor, the pretty view, the dead tv peering
from its perch, she sat on the side of the bed, head in

her hands.

Maybethisisit.

For along time now, she had been afraid. Since when? Not when the old man
took her, like apiece of fruit. Fiorinda had been in charge then, achild with aplan
and not aqualm about trading sexua favoursfor her big break. Not when Rufus
had |eft her pregnant, or even when her baby died. She had lived in pain (and to
an extent maybe she dwayswould, because you don't ever redlly get over stuff
likethat); but not afraid. Not even after Dissolution, when she found she could
touch thefire, pick up aflamein her hand. Dreamlike, inexplicable, but so much
of what was going on was dreamlike, bizarre. Ignoreit, it‘ll go away.

She had only been afraid since the Mayday Concert at Rivermead when she

had just turned eighteen, and her father cameto clam her intheform of a
bouquet of roses. She'd torn his flowersto pieces, blood on the thorns. She'd
fought for her life that night and beaten him off, but she would have logt if Ax

and Sage hadn't been there. She' d probably said some mad things, but luckily
they' d been forgotten, disregarded. Fiorinda had a mega panic attack, brought
on by stress and her damaged-child past, no other explanation needed—

But Fiorinda knew because she knew. She knew what her father was, without
ever putting it into words, not even in her own mind: and she knew she must
never tdl anyone. So then it wasjust living in fear, being very happy despite the
fear. Forgetting the terribleimmediacy of that night, hoping that she was delusiona. Hoping Sage, who'd
seen her with the fire, had forgotten or counted

itasan optica illusion. Just poor damaged Forinda, till secretly obsessed with



her father, how embarrassng—

Then dong comes Fergd Kearney, using the word magic with horror and
revulson, and crazy Fiorindafinds she knows DAMN well what he means. The
horror in her blood. Two days ago she' d visited Rufus' s manor house: found
nothing there, not aqualm, and what areprieve. . . But now this. The human
sacrifice? No, something worse than ritual murder. Something in her lovers
voices. Something they weren't tdlling her, and the tone in which Fergd, back in
Brixton, had pronounced that word magic.

Limitlessfear. Heis hunting me down.

Hewill bresk through these people to find me, these cheerful, suffering

people of England, theway he once broke into my body—

She sayed like that for whet felt like along time, her thoughtsin chaos, fists
knotted and pressed against her temples. Then, moving briskly, she got up,
changed out of her garden-party frock into practical clothes, tied her hairina
scarf and dung her tapestry rucksack on her shoulders. She dipped a note under
the door of the room that Rox was sharing with Verlaine (for old sakes' sake,
though everyone knew it was Chip and Ver who were the item these days).
GONE FISHING, SEE YOU IN THE MORNING. She had acam word with the
security crew in the van, in the Rose and Crown' s carpark. Hailed a cycle taxi

and had it drop her a a roofless out-of-town shopping mall. Preparations for some theatre and dance
were going on, but nobody saw Fiorinda. She set off on

foot into thefields, heading for the venue Ax and Sage had described.

It took her about an hour to reach the grove.

Wherethe red track entered the trees afew wildflowers survived, in the

margin of the potato rows. There's Rest Harrow, the cregping herb with small
dark leaves and dusty pink sickle-shaped flowers, lover of edges and broken
ground. A don't like pink," she murmured — but she picked a sprig, because the
flower reminded her of Sage and AX, serenading her with her own music. She
entered the enclosure, twisting the stem of Rest Harrow between her fingers, and
walked around, looking at the objects hung on the wicker wals. Anima skulls.
Clay potsfull of grease. Stones and bones. Painted symbols, blah . . . Likegran's
witchy basement. Nothing to be afraid of.

At last she kndlt on the rim of the pit. Something in her roseto greet the

savagery down there with the same acceptance, the same bleak welcoming that
she had felt on other occasions. Massacre Night, afriend lying screaming, trying
to hold hisripped belly together. The withered body of amurdered child. Yes.
Thisisthe truth about the world, the inside of things, let it be seen, let everyone know . . .
But she remembered Fergd Kearney saying how real do you want it?, and her fear
of spooks, of an evil superman, seemed like an insult to the dead. Poor kids,
whoever you were. Poor broken flesh, I didn‘t mean it, what's worse than this?
Nothing. Her vision blurred, her eyes brimmed— She wiped her eyes and stood up. The sprig of Rest
Harrow, with Fiorinda's

sdt tearsclinging to it, dropped into the pit. A toilet block, alittle generator ina
concrete hutch . . . well, how civilised. Bastards.

Better not stay too long. It'snot what | thought, but thisis an evil place.

It was twilight when she found the strip of trees where the barmieswere

camped. She'd cdled them once, been afraid she' d haveto call them again and
ask for more directions, breach of security, what aklutz. But no, a sentry loomed
out of |eaf-dapple shadows, abig sturdy woman-warrior (the barmy army had a
few of those). A veteran: the enamd pin on her teeshirt, acirclet of moorland
rushes, said she'd been a Y ap Moss, the last battle of the Idamic Campaign. She



seemed reluctant to let Fiorinda by.

?Hi. Er, was there a password?

20h, Fiorinda., I'm fucking glad you're here. Thisisbad shit. Redlly bad,
unbdlievable. Dogs can’t jump that high.'

Unpremeditated, Fiorinda pushed therifle asde and hugged the woman.

?Don't be daft.’

The barmieswerein the middle of the trees, ragamuffin men, looking scared,
gtting around in acircle. She knew them, at least by sight: they‘d dl beenin Ax
and Sage' sguerrillaband, in Y orkshire. They al stood up, clutching wegpons.
2A'msorry,’ shesaid, to her boyfriends. A had to see for mysdf.

At'sokay, said Ax. Understood. They hugged her briefly, first Ax and then Sage. Everybody sat
down. Sage's

arm stayed around her —an unusua public display of affection, but shewasn't
complaining. 2Any new devel opments?

AWVel, the farmer's co-operating,’ said Sage. ?He admits he' s allowed the wood
to be used as avenue for acouple of years. He clams he had no choice, whichis
probably true, but he' s paid handsomely, anonymous packets of notes. He stay's
away from there, especially around the big dates, but he knew about the pit. He
thought it was for the horse sacrifice. He swears he had no ideaabout therest.!
Hegetsawarning. The carsarrivelate, said Ax. ?They park in alayby, they
leave before dawn. That'sall we've got out of him so far, except he confirmsthe
opinion of our experts—' A few of the barmies cringed at this, like pack members
who have been nipped and cuffed by father wolf. ?He expects them back on
Lammas Eve, that istomorrow night.’

?They'll be doing atriad,” offered big Brock, very subdued. ?They do three
sacrifices over afeast like Lammas, an' keep the bodies displayed if they can get
away with it, ter hallow the ground. But I*‘m talking animals, horses and dogs.
Cats, if they are hard up. I've never heard of . . . anything the fuck like that.'

2 wishtotell you, Fiorinda,"” muttered Ferga Kearney, 2hat thisis not the
ancient ways, thisisfoul invention. The only meaning it hasisfor hurrying on

the dark, which some bastard fellers think a fine plan—'

?Yeah,” Ax cut him off. ?Right. He looked at the sky, reached in his pocket for
cigarettes and took one out; but didn‘t light it. Last sawmhe' d given up dl drugsfor the entire month. He
didn't see himsdf managing that thisyear, but he could

hang on for haf an hour. AVe re not talking to theloca coppers, for obvious
reasons, but we' ve arranged for reinforcements. We ve called in the West Mid
armed response squad, and sent for more barmies.’

?Thefarmer and hisfamily are under close guard,’ said Sage, 7in casethey

were thinking of giving anyone acdl. We can't be sure we haven't been spotted
and frightened them off, but if they come back, we'll be ready.’

?Likeanight clubraid,’ said Fiorinda. ?Switch on the big lights, close down the
exitsand movein. Hey, is human sacrifice the new cocaine?

Her levity did not go down well. Someone whispered, ?It wasn't dogs.
Another voice added, in ahollow tone, AWe were scared before we got near.’
?An' that'snot like us, Fiorinda.*

?Therewasan aura’

2Fuckin' Pagans. They use dark, inhuman forces."

Angry glances shot around: there were Pagansin the band. Y ou can believein
the old rdligion without being a sadistic murderous neo-feudai<t.

20h come off it," said Fiorinda, briskly. ?Pagans, Anabaptists, what‘ sthe
difference where they go to church? What we have here are some sad bastards



whoseideaof funisto watch human beings get ripped apart. There' snothing
unheard of or supernaturd in that, unfortunately.

The barmies were not yet convinced. 2 don‘t believein magic, announced Zip
Crimson, the sharp-dressing hippy kid who was one of the babies of thisgang. At'sfascist mediaeval
screw the workers shite, an' | hate the stuff. But that’s not

to say it doesn‘t happen.

?Y ou could beright. Alll’'m saying is. not thistime. | ve seen the bodies. |

know it looks bizarre. | don‘t know whét the hell is going on, any more than you
do. But trust me, there'll be anatural explanation. It wasn't werewolves.
?Thank you, Fiorinda, said Ax. 2A‘m glad we can dismissthat option. He put
the cigarette back into the pack, saved by the realisation that he was starving.
Now, canwe eat? Thesunisfindly over theyard arm.

The men relaxed, steadied and possibly shamed by Fiorinda'scam. A

vegetable stew, which had been cooking in an ATP haybox stove, was served
(theinfidd had al waited to eat with Ax). Everyone ate with mechanica fervour,
like good soldiers: Fiorindadid the same, because it would please the lads. They
drank water —which the barmies carried with them. None of them would touch
agribusness ground-water—; gpart from the Irishman, who had hismedicind
ration of red wine. Fiorinda s saltbox was passed around, and even Ferga, who
had hardly tasted his stew, made sure he got hold of it. As he dipped hisfingers
he looked across the shadows, and their eyes met. He put the salt on histongue,
nodded fractionaly, and then quickly looked away.

It was |ate before the Triumvirate escaped to the officers' bender, set deeper
into the trees. Sage and Ax shucked their rifles. Sage took off the mask and lit an
ATP globe on the groundsheet floor. They sat around the glow, silent in the sheer
relief of getting off stage. ?How d'you know it wasn't werewolves, Fiorinda? said Sageat last.
20f courseit wasn't. Don‘t be stupid.” She untied her scarf and hid behind her
hair from that penetrating blue look, the onethat said | am fifty years old, and you
are making metired. A know. | shouldn‘t be here. No girlfriends on manoeuvres!
Sage had not wanted Forindaon thistrip at all.

AAgnorehim,’ said Ax, ?He' s having amale chauvinist pig atack, he can't help

it. I want you with us, even if he doesn't, and you were right to come out to the
camp.Y ou were brilliant with the lads.’

?Tdl meonething,’ said Fiorinda. ‘AVere they dive? When they got torn up?
2Brock thinksthey*Il have been garotted first," said Sage. ?Or doped, at least.
The Cdticsdon't like astruggling sacrifice, it spoilsthe whole effect.

2 suppose that' s something. Even if you're making it up.’

Sage grabbed her, suddenly, in afierce embrace. ?Stupid brat, you terrify me.
Whyd'you have to go there alone, what did you haveto look at that for—?

2 had to see'’

2 don‘t think we' ve frightened them off,” said Ax, off on hisown angle. 2

think thisisablank space on the map, far away from the rest of their lives, where
they fed completely safe. If they know that Fiorinda suddenly decided to visit
Wethamcote they won't have put two and two together. They're not Reich fans
and they‘retoo arrogant. They' Il be back, and we re going to bust them.!

How many do you think areinvolved? ?Not ahuge number.” Ax finally took out his cigarettes, ?D*you
mind? His

lovers shrugged: helit oneand pulled on it fervently. ?Thirty to forty, max, from
the traces, far as we' ve anaysed the footage Chris took. Which accords with the
farmer's story. He reckons there are around ten or twelve small private cars,
some of them the same every time, and a couple of horseboxes—that' swhy he



thought of the horse sacrifice. He admits he' s sneaked down to the layby to have
alook, but his mind'sablank when it comes to number-plates.’

Fiorinda smiled. ?Obvioudy, the horseboxes were for the werewolves!

Yeah!

Theroof and walls of the bender were layers of fine mesh, stretched over a
frame of rods and heaped with woodland debris: leaves, earth, twigs, moss. A
little green caterpillar came swaying down on an invisible thread, into the light

of the globe. Fiorinda caught it and returned it to the roof.

What about David Sale?

Sage shook his head.

2 can't reach him," said Ax.

?20h, God.!

There' d been occasions, over the last months, when the Prime Minister's

Office had seemed unableto find Mr Sdle. His staff had covered for him; but it
had been awkward enough that the Triumvirate had known there was

something wrong. They*d colluded with the cover-up, assuming that the PM was
too smashed: wasn't fit to pick up a phone, make the meeting or whatever. That' sthe price you pay, the
downside of tearing up the drug laws. Less degth, crime

and corruption, some vulnerable people going off therails—

2 can't get hold of him, and | daren’t persist because ‘1l make it obvious—

?Y ou‘vetried your al hours access red phone number?

?Y eah. Lucky |I*ve never needed that, because it doesn't work.’

?Y ou think he son hisway?

?That would be one reason why he doesn‘t fed like answering his phone.
AWedon't knowhe' sinvolved at dl,’ Sage pointed out, weskly. AWe only have
Fergal‘sword, and so-caled evidence that could still be fake.

20h, he'll be here,' said Ax. ?Thisisaset up.” He stared bitterly at the glowing
end of hiscigarette. 7 can believe David Sdeisinto Cdtic blood sacrifice. |
believed it the moment Fergd told us—asthe Irishman fucking spotted. Sde'sa
natura groupie, looking for adventure, he always was. But human sacrifice? No.
He' s not a complete monster. He' s been set up, he thinks he' s coming to seea
horse tortured to degth, prove how wild at heart heis: but he's going to be here,
and we can‘t reach him to warn him off. We have to bust these bastards. We have
to bust them hard and | can see whereit's heading, you don‘t haveto tell me.
And the Cdltic thing will explode too. We' rein over our heads. Fuck.’

ANE ve been in over our heads since Massacre Night, Ax.

?Y eah, thanks. Thething that gets meis, whoever, or whatever agency

arranged this set piece, what' s the motive? What do they hope will happen?
Which way are they trying to make me jump? 2Unless Fergd sgenuine,’ suggested Fiorinda. ?He's
telling the truth, and the

people who sent him are friends?

Niceidea'

The barmieswere very quiet: an occasional murmur, arustle of movement.
AWhat about the town? asked Sage. ?Any suspicious characters, Fee?

One of their fears had been that they*d come up here and find a gathering of
mediavultures, aready circling, already knowing the worst and prepared to
pounce. ?Not when | arrived,’ said Fiorinda. ?There’ sacircus now, asmal,
dedicated circus. chasing after me. I'm sorry about that, AX.*

2No problem. If things go the way | think they might, tomorrow night, anews
embargo’ sgoing to bethe least of our worries.’

They took off their boots and lay down together, on a heap of green bracken



where Sage and Ax' s degping bags were unrolled, Ax inthemiddle, asmost in
need of comfort: and talked about what might happen tomorrow night, how they
would dedl with screw-ups, until there was no more to be said.

?Don‘t cry baby," said Fiorinda, hugging him. ?At least it s not werewolves!
?Yeah,” Ax buried hisfacein her beautiful soft hair, ?at least. But you could be
wrong. Theway things are going, nothing would surpriss me:”

Sage got up to put out the lamp. He kissed Fiorinda s nose, sighed resignedly,

and lay down again beside Ax, hisarm around them both.

| will talk to you, she thought. | promise. As soon asthisis over— Dawn came too soon. Fiorinda and
Sage, left donein the nest, woke to hear

their lover‘ svoice reciting, somewhere close by, the Arabic words that cannot be
trandated but may be interpreted—

| take refuge with the Lord of the Daybreak, from the evil of what he has created . . .
Later, Fiorinda got an escort back to the edge of town.

Preparations for the nightclub raid came together. More barmies skulking

through the fields; the police contingent in two methane-burning hippy vans,
disguised astravellers. Before dusk the tech was set up and there were closeon a
hundred armed men (including afew women, asthe saying goes), under cover.
The hours passed dowly. At quarter past eleven, Sage, deep inthegrove, in

the silent cordon surrounding the clearing, heard atawny owl hoot her question,
too-wit?, and the male bird answer, from the other side of the wood. Woo, woo.
Brock would like that. The desert is coming back to life: but oh, at what aprice.
He kept thinking of Fiorinda, this girl who is more stubborn than God, and

seeing in hismind's eye those carcasses, the sheered planes of flesh, the ropes of
blood, the major bones diced clean through. What the fuck did that?
Forindasaysthere' sarationd explanation.

And we believe she would know. The lads certainly believe she would know.
When did she become our authority on the impossible, and how dangerousis that?
Will someonetell me, by theway, what happensif she' swrong? Beside him, Fergal shifted uneasily. He
was coping well with field conditions,

amazingly well, consdering his state of hedlth: he had the pickled toughness of a
hard-drinking man. Therifle he'd been given —for the look of thething, since
everyone was armed — seemed to bother him. He kept fidgeting withiit.

?Y ou want meto take that? They‘re heavy buggersif you' re not used—

?Tell thetruth,? whispered Fergd hoarsdy, 2*‘m wonderin' how |*d make out if

it cameto afirefight. It' s not the first time I ve had agun in me hands. | wouldn't
want yez to think that. But . . . I've niver killed aman.’

If it cametoit, Ferga would keep his sheet clean. They hadn't given him live
ammunition. There' stoo much that doesn‘t add up about our Irish defector”.
Nobody‘ sgoing to do any killing."

?Aye, but. . . How'syer kid? | niver asked after him yet.!

Marlon? Sage shrugged. He' s okay.|

Marlon Williams, isn't it? | remember | met him onc’ &t. Lovely boy. Now that
must be avery hard thing, not to have the naming of yer own son.’

Knock it off, Fergd. Continuein that line, an' you'll annoy me.

2Jaysus, therel go. ‘' ve abig mouth, God help me. | didn‘t mean to offend.

The glimmering skull wore an eye-wrap that gave it the ook, in the ashen
darkness, of some solemn alegoricd figure, Blind Justice? It offered Ferga a
crooked grin. ?Y ou'reright, it'sahard thing. | can live with it. Now shush.’
Softly, in the distance, they heard the murmur of an gpproaching car. It stopped in the layby and two
people emerged, aman and awoman. The



driver stayed insde. The pair had flashlights, they seemed to be checking for
sgnsof danger, but they were confident and didn’t waste much time. They got
back into the car, which stayed where it was, without lights. More cars arrived an
hour later. Barmy signals had detected the use of aradiophone, but hadn't been
able to eavesdrop. These people were not amateurs. They arrived, they got out of
the cars, they made very little noise. About half an hour after midnight they set
off, in dlence: dressed for aglitzy night out, carrying coolboxes, shading their
flashlights, the women stumbling on high hedls. Most wore masks, strange

anima muzzles and horned things glowing in the dark; afew had naked faces. A
small group went ahead: they stopped and barred the way where the track
entered the grove. The guests were scrutinised and briefly questioned, one by
one, but it was aformality, maybe part of theritual. No digital masks were
removed; no one was turned away.

Sage had been dividing his attention between several scenes: the dark wood
around him, thelive feed from the conceded night cameras, developmentsinsde
the enclosure. He spoke softly to Brock, next in the cordon; beyond Fergdl.
Hey, Brock, look after Irish for me, will you?I'mgoingin.’

Up againgt the fence he paused to review the sceneingde again. An orderly

line had formed outside the changing room. The first comers were emerging sky
clad, later arrivas moving dong. Grease tubs hanging on the wattle walls had
been lit. The evening dresses of the women in the queue glowed with colour in thetrails of smoky light.
Dinner jackets, glossy leather. No unwashed outlaws,

no struggling rurds here: thiswas exclusively the Cdtics' high society camp
following. Figures, thought Sage. He would bet he knew afew hippiesat
Rivermead who would defend human sacrifice. But they* d never commit
Persond Transport Hypaocrisy to reach the venue.

A horned man went around with ahorse-skull full of something dark,

marking masked and unmasked faces on the brow. Brittle flurries of laughter

and conversation rose, and fell, and rose again. Time to move. He stripped off
the wrap and stowed it, switched the living skull to aconventiona, charnel
version, grabbed the top of the wattle fence and vaulted over. Ax was not
available for much consultation, but it didn't matter. They*d agreed on what to
do if theworst should cometo theworst. Which it had. The night camera at the
entrance to the grove had left no room for doubt. David Sale was here. A bare
faced woman saw him as he landed. She beamed, eyeslike pinwheels. Not much
danger of being spotted as a stranger. None of these punters were likely to be
facing the business part of the entertainment sober, even if they were convinced
this was the acme of green cool. He hunched his shoulders and stayed near the
tallest people, just in case; and watched the line going into the toilet block.

?AX," he murmured, touching hiswrist. ?Do it now.’

Anexploson of lights, awall of srens. Loudhailer voices: Thisisthe police.
Instant uproar. Everyone panicking, trying to leave— Sage shouldered through the naked people rushing
for thetoilet block and

scrambling out of it, clutching their clothes. The last of them he shoved out ashe
pushed hisway in. Inthe light of adim fluorescent tube he saw lockers, basins, a
row of cubicles. Strewn underwear, aglittering gown, lost shoes. Half in and half
out of the last cubicle, two half-clothed men crouched over the naked body of a
third: trying to get him dressed, againgt hisfeeble resistance. The man on the
floor wore abull*s head. A white-face clown and a demon of somekind stared
up a Sage in desperate congternation.

2Get out of here,' said Sage.



They left.
He shut the door (quite ariot going on out there), restored his own mask to its

usual setting, squatted down, switched off the bull* s head at the patient’ swrist
controller and administered a popper: avicious dose of sraighten-up. David Sale
opened his eyes. Hisface crumpled like a protesting child about to howl, then he
jerked into asitting position, eyes popping, his back against the toilet.

?SSagel’

?Y egh. Sage. Aren‘t you lucky, and look, he'sgot real armsand legs. Want my
autograph?

The Prime Minigter clagped the sting on his neck, looking terrified.

AWhat have you done to me?

?Don‘t panic, it‘ sjust straighten-up. | haven't hurt you. Yet.!

No, no. You don‘t understand. | must be naked. Thisisn't happening.’ ?Shut up drivelling, put the mask
back on and get dressed.’

The nightclub raid noises peaked and died down. A barmy signalsvoicein

Sage' s ear wastelling him the bad possibilities (armed resistance, desths, serious
casudlties) that had been avoided; the alarming discoveries (sophigticated
wegpons, mysterious high-tech devices) that were being made. The door opened
acrack. Two barmieslooked in: Jackie Dando and Chris Page.

?How'sit going? said Sage, over hisshoulder.

?Sdl over,' said Jackie chirpily, full of it asusud, and trying hard to get a

good peek at the bull-headed geezer. The barmies didn’t know who was getting
rescued, but they knew he mustn't be recognised. ”No trouble, just abunch of
naked hoorays, frowing up and crying for their lawyers. We' re minding their
socks and knickersfor them, Ax's orders. No one gets past us, right?
?That'sright. Wait outsde. Bewith you inaminute.’

20kay Sage.’

David Sdale dressed himself. He stood by the basins and took off his mask so

he could smooth his hair. Sage had to work hard to control the impulse to put

his autographon the bastard‘ s dack, abject face.

?The mask stays on. And please keep your mouth shut.'

Theclearing wasfull of the aftermath of disaster, dl too familiar. Sobbing

people with blankets round their shoulders, armed police, armed hippies. But
thank God, thistime, no moreblood . . . He kept the Prime Minister out of the
light and took him through afresh gap in the wattle fence; into the wood. Circled round to meet the truck
that was waiting hafway down the track. Sage got in the

back with the PM, Chris and Jackie in the front with the driver. Off we go.

The sacrificia bodies had been retrieved, bagged and taken away. The extra
barmies and the police were down in the lane, processing the night’ s haul and
waiting for fresh transport. Sage, in afilthy mood, letit be said, had called to
report that al waswell (relatively speaking), and the bull-headed man wasin
safelodging. An armed policewoman was sorting and packing clothes and
persond effects, by thetoilet block. Other than that, Ax and the Y orkshire lads,
and Fergal Kearney, had the clearing to themselves.

Two new victims had been found, tied up and gagged, in avan that had come
along after the cars. From the few questions they* d answered so far, they were
street kids from Leicester. They were half-doped, and knew nothing. Some of the
ravers had been making unsolicited disclosures (babbling like lunatics); the wiser
human sacrifice fans, including the organisers no doubt, were keeping quiet. The
horseboxes, which had turned up as predicted, were empty.

Therewas no sign yet of how thekilling had been done.



The haf-moon of the holy month looked down, wan and dim against the

beams of afloodlight somebody had left behind, hung up on abranch. The
barmies stared into the pit.

N ultures," suggested one of the lads. ?0r no, | mean trained eagles." Maybe they tear ‘em up
somewheredse, said someonedse. ?An' bring them

here and strgp them on them totem polesin pieces.

AWhat about those kids what was going to be offered up tonight, then?

AWhat do they offer them up for ? What' s supposed to happen?

?Zip, you are an innercent. Y ou and Ferga both. There'sno reason for it. They
do the scko stuff because they fuckin' likeit.’

?Anyway, Sage got agood shufti, and hesaid . . . Is Sage coming back?
?Dunno,’ said Ax. 2Look, | m going down there, to seewhat | can find.

2 don't think the forendc types have finished, Ax," said Brock, doubtfully.

Ax gave him apitying glance. ?Cdl yourself ahippy? Okay, |1l ask

permission." He went over and asked the policewoman.

2''m sure that would be dl right, Mr Preston,’ she said, round-eyed.

2Good. If it turnsout it' saproblem, it'smy respongbility. The tackle that had
been used to retrieve the bodies was gone. ?Hey, someone give me arope ladder.
My name's not Aoxomaoxoa, you know.’

The barmies had started one of their interminable arguments, asto whether
werewolves require afull moon, or isthat vampires, and what about the silver
bullets. Ax descended anylon ladder into the pit. It was more unpleasant to be
down there than he had expected: like being insde a hollowed, rotten tooth. The
ar smelled foul, the ground was soft underfoot, scattered with an abstact design
of luminous outlines, where suspicious traces had been photographed . . . They'd
found no actua footprints except Sage's, apparently. He stepped carefully, wondering how much the
orensic types would be ableto learn. The poles

loomed, seeming twice their actua height. He couldn't make anything of the
carving, the light wastoo dim.

He walked round thewalls, treading over the place where Fiorinda' s sprig of
Rest Harrow had been crushed into the mud, thinking of the organisation, the
heavy machinery, how many more of these placestherewere. . . Asif the cleared
ground, on which he had hoped to plant hisrenewa, had started coming out in
weird, festering sores. Something new, and terrible, and totally unexpected: but
that's how it dwaysfeds, andit'snot, it'sthe same disaster, things fall apart.
The thought of the interview he had to face in the morning waslike alead

weight on hissoul.

2 don't likethis," muttered Fergal, up above. AWhy'‘s he down there?
?That'sAx," said Brock, proudly. ?He' snot afraid of any fucking thing. Y ou
shoulda been with himin Y orkshire—*

?Hey. There'sameta pand, with askim of clay plastered over it! Shit, there
are diding doorsin thewalls of the pit! It'slike an Eygptian tomb. | think | can
shift it. Hey, thisisit. Thisishow! Y ou must be ableto lock or open these doors
from adistance, radio-controlled, but it's.. . . switched off, or something.’
Something made a sound: ahollow, guttural cough.

Even Ax Preston failsto think out of the box sometimes. He' d forced one of

the diding panels, found ablack space behind it and gone to fetch historch,
which he' d left by the totem poles. It had not crossed his mind that the tunnel might be occupied. He
heard that sound and froze, knowing it ingtantly, ona

leve older than conscious thought. Ingtinctively he moved to get hisback against
awall. Mistake. Now the ladder was on the other side of the pit. He'd dumped



hisrifle before climbing down. He didn‘t even have a pocket knife.
Thetigerstrotted out on big, soft feet. There were two of them, onelarger than
the other. In the moonlight they looked absolutely huge. They looked asif they
could jump out of the pit itself. The barmies stared down, jaws dropping. The
only one who had aweapon in his hands and a clear shot at the beastswas
Brock, and he seemed paralysed.

Thetigers had not fed, they were probably hungry. They wasted no time. Both
animds, beautiful, calculating eyesfixed on Ax, crouched fluidly, poised to leap.
?20h, Jaysusfockin' God!* Fergal Kearney's own rifle was on his back, he
didn‘t bother with it. He grabbed the gun that Brock seemed incapable of using
and fired arattling burst into the pit, eyestight shut, raking wildly to and fro.

Sage had come into the clearing just in time to see this happen.

He crossed the remaining space a alegp, undinging hisownrifle. The pit

held two very big dead tigers, and Ax, looking stunned but gpparently unhurt.
AWhat the fuck’ sgoing on?

?20h, God," Brock dropped to his knees, covering hisface. ?0h, God help me!
At wastigers,' whispered Zip, awed, At was tigers. We never thought of tigers.”
The policewoman stood by her pile of binbags with her mouth open. ?They were going for Ax!* yelled
another witness, excitedly. ?They weregoing

for Ax, Sage. He couldn't get out, an Fergd grabbed Brock' srifle, an' shot ‘em!’
?Those were Bengal Tigers," moaned poor Brock. ?Thereisn‘t ahundred of
them left divein theworld. | wouldadoneit. | woulda done it, only—
Makethat ninety-eight,’ said Ax, climbing out. ?Thanks, Ferga. Good
shooting.

Sage said, ?Are you going to tell me why you were in the pit with two tigers?
Proving something, huh?

2 have no excuse,’ said Ax. 2 was being unbelievably stupid. Y ou can beat me
up later." Shoulder to shoulder, they turned to Fergal Kearney. The Irishman was
gtting on the ground, the rifle discarded, holding his head and shaking.

?20h Jaysus,” hewas muitering. ?Jaysus.’

?Areyou okay, Fergal?

20ust help me up, Sage, me darling,” Sage helped him up. Fergd clungto tall
Sage, amost adead weight. ?Ah, God, | don't know what' swrong wi* me, it was
awee shock, |‘Il be over it. That wasfockin' loud. That's, that's somethen | never
just done before—

?You did good," said Sage, intensaly. He had taken off hismask. A owe you.
The barmies crowded round, jabbering with shock and adrendin and relief.
Thetigers should be measured, no they should be left asthey were. The Irishman
was anatura marksman, but he' d made afuck of amess of histiger-skin rugs, that's one thing you'll
haveto learn, Ferg, you don‘t want to use an automatic

rifle on anything you plan to use for asouvenir after—

Police officers and barmy squaddies came running from the lane: Ax's
unbelievable stupidity instantly became adeed of vaour, but at least Fergd got
top honours. Thetigers were hauled out and found to be wearing radio control
shock collars, which explained how they* d been trained and handled, but
wouldn‘t have done anything for Ax. Ax tried to comfort Brock, who wasa
shattered hegp: a Situation not improved by histactless matestelling him that the
man-eaters would probably* ve had to be put down anyhow.

And now we' d better find this Irishman adrink.

AVhy didn‘t you use your ownrifle, Fergd? asked Sage, asthey left the
haunted grove.



Fergd grinned sheepishly. 20h, | knew | woulda been firing blanks. If | wasin
your shoes, | would not‘ ve given mesdf live ammunition tonight, either.

Sage had taken the PM across country to the M1, where he' d spent the night
under guard at arun-down Travel odge. The debriefing happened at ninethe
next morning, by the roadside. Fiorinda' s van stood on the hard shoulder. Ax
and Sage had been to Coventry after Ax' s adventurein thetiger pit. They'd
brought Richard Kent, the barmy army‘ s chief of staff, back with them. The
Prime Minigter arrived in the barmy army truck with his guards, looking
exhausted by his short journey. He wasn't wearing his mask. Barmies brought him over to Richard
Kent'shig, dark, unmarked car. Richard joined the guards,

leaving Ax and hisMinister to talk to David alone. Fiorinda stayed out of sight.
Sage sat in the back, unmasked. Ax sat in the front with the Prime Minigter;
who gtarted off in ablustering mood. He' d been kidnapped, the police had over
reacted, the barmy army should never have been involved. Last night' swhole
operation had been outrageous, unsanctioned, illega—

Ax said he didn't think anyone over-reacted. After seeing the bodies displayed
inthe pit, they hadn't known what to expect. They*d had to respond with
maximum force. Asfor the numbers, it's standard procedure. Numbers
minimise violencein any kind of crowd contral. If you can trust your men.
?And | can trust mine', he added, without any bluster at all.

David took thisin, and changed histune.

?Asthisinterview being recorded?

”No," said Sage.

?Therewould be no advantage, said Ax, An preserving this conversation.’
They spent an hour with him, this haggard, unshaven, sixtyish blokein his
dishevelled evening casuds. It wasn't meant to be an interrogation, but he
talked. He'd known he wastaking risks. Y es, he knew that digital masksare
trangparent to infra-red. Hewasn't anidiot! (Like hell, they thought . . .) But it
was an issue of trust. He had believed he was with people he could trust. He'd
had no intention of giving the Celtics palitica support. He had no sympathy with their anti-recovery,
neo-feuda rhetoric. Hisinvolvement in therites had

been persond, apilgrimage, asincere religiousimpulse.

He' d never visited Spitalls Farm before (where the Wethamcote grove was
located). He' d known nothing until he saw the bodies. No one had told him, he
had not been warned. He' d thought he was hallucinating. He' d been off his head,
awaking nightmare. Y ou surely don‘t believe | would condone—?

At one point Sage had to leave the car and take awalk up and down. But he
came back, and talked the businessike compassion that the Triumvirate had
decided had to be talked. The man must not be humiliated, or terrorised. He
must come out of thisfegling good about hisrescuers, or elseit wasdl for
nothing.

They told him that they were going to try and save him.

2 caled you to the scene of the horrific discovery as soon asit was secured,’
Ax explained. ?Y ou' d aready approved the barmy army and police operation.
Now Richard'sgoing to drive you back to London. HE Il stay with you for the
next few days, and between reacting like a statesman to the hell that' sgoing to
break loose, you' re going to tell him everything. Every detail. Please. We need to
how this happened, and just how much we haveto hide.

?AX, why are you doing this? David asked, tears of gratitude, and afterburnin
his eyes. ?Y ou could throw meto the wolves'*

2 don‘t want to. | want you to lead the government for me.



There was another ground-shifting pause. ?Y ou can come back from this, David,” said Ax (and using the
man'sfirg

name, dwaysalittle awkward before, felt different now). AVe' ve come through
alot together. We can go on working together: we can get the country through
this bad patch and reach the future we both believe in. WE Il let you go now. You
must be exhausted. Call me when you' ve had some deep and we'll talk it dl over
properly.

David nodded, wiping his eyes. His hands were shaking. s Fiorinda here?
Couldl ... could | have aword with her?

Sage and Ax looked at each other in the rearview mirror.

?She'slistening,’ said Ax, ?but she' d rather not talk to you just now.*

They l€ft the car. Richard came over, they spoketo him briefly.

It was another hot day, bright sunin ablue sky over the flood-damaged plain.
They watched the dark car drive off and walked down to Fiorinda' s van. As soon
ashewasinsde, Sage exploded like a coiled spring released — nearly put hisfist
through awindow, managing at the last minute to punch the uphol stery insteed.
?Shit! | do not want this. | want go back to being the giant toddler, right now!*
Ax collgpsed on one of the back seats and held out hisarms.

?0ne condition. | go back to being your mum.’

Dedl.!

?diots, said Fiorinda. 2f people knew what goeson.. . . Sometimes|‘m
embarrassed to be in arelationship with you two.” She pushed herself between them and hid her facein
the hollow of Sage's

collar bones; Ax‘schin digging into her shoulder. She' d spent the night doing
Sreet-parties and bonfires, acting relaxed and imagining horrors: which had not
cometo pass, but she'd heard about Ax and thetigers.

God! Thislife.

But soon Ax freed himsdlf, and stared out of the window. The heart of the
country. Not far from here, on Bosworth Field, along and ruinous mediaeva

civil war had ended. . . He remembered the vows that he had made, &t the
beginning of dl this. That he would keep the peace. That he would hold this
country together, and keep faith with the future, by any means necessary. That he
understood what it would cost him, and he accepted—

Except, of course, | didn‘t understand.

?Y ou remember that coup we were worried about? The next blood-fest change
of government, and how would we survive? Y ou' ve just withessed it. That's

what happened last night. A paramilitary takeover, by me.

ithoutbloodshed, offered Sage. ?And you didn't have any choice.’

Ax ignored him. ?The fuck of thething is, we might not even preserve the last
illuson of legitimate government, because | don't know if | can save David.

There are gaping holes, and | can't keep a news embargo going for long enough
to stop them dll. Fuck. | wonder how many people, including whatever bastards set
thisup, and Ferga’ s mates, and David' sfriends of the hardcore persuasion, and
God knows who else, know just where the PM waslast night? ?There are dways people who know the
truth, said Fiorinda. At never

matters. We'll pitch our version so the public will prefer to believeit, and get it

out firgt. If you'rein power, that'sal you ever need.’

AX' sexpresson became even more desolate, if possible. ?Thanksalot.

Nah." Shetook himin her arms, hisweary head against her breast. ?Thank
inexorablefate. It'snot your fault, Ax, | know it's not your fault. Y ou were born
to be king. Sssh. It won't be so bad, you'll feel okay about it soon.’



20h, I'm okay now. | just wish | was dead, that'sal.’

Wethamcote had celebrated the new bread —the wedding of the Sun God and
his Flower Bride— with Street parties and bonfires: throwing bouquets, cheering
while burning whedls were sent rolling down the streetsinto the river. Summer's
consummation was over for another year. Market Square was empty, Slent and
bedraggled. Fiorinda dipped into the Rose and Crown by the back doors and
waswaylaid by an anxious landlady.

?20h, Fiorinda, there you are, thank goodness. I'm afraid | have a bit of an
emergency!*

Oh God. What now?

What now was an industrid-sized sink full of posies, in the pub’skitchen on

this very busy morning. 2 have no ideawhat to do with al your lovely flowers!*
Asthere ahogpitd that might like to have them? The crew could deliver.!

2 can't ask them, dear. It' sabank holiday, and the phones aren’t working.* Fiorinda, who didiked cut
flowersintensdly, was tempted to suggest the

compost heap, but Wethamcote punters didn't deserve to have their feelings
hurt, and Fiorinda didn‘t deserve the infamy.

A1l seeif | can get hold of aplagtic bath. Will any shops be open?

Mine hostess exclaimed that of course that wasit! She could have Mag, (the
kitchen help) put the flowersin the guest bathroom! She thanked Fiorinda
effusively, and bustled off. Damn. That probably means no bath for me.
Thewashing-up in the other Sink looked very fucking inviting. Gimme apair

of rubber gloves. Let mework here, for the nicefat lady, livein al found. I could
meet my funky boyfriendsin the bar, after I* ve done up the breakfast tables, and
we could dream of being rockstars. It would be heaven.

But fate saysno. | must live and die playing Stone Age Royalty.

Sheturned away and found hersalf looking through the open door of the

kitchen straight at Joe Muldur, bright-eyed, bushy-tailed NME journalist.

Hey, Forinda,* cried Joe, what'sup?

?Fud garvation,” said Forinda ?Two million cluelesspeople—1'mying, it's
redly far more—insanely determined to give up everything and be new-age
nomads. Empty supermarket shelves. Plunging literacy rates.” She tucked her
hand through hisarm. ?But you don't want to hear about that, and I'm tired of it.
Let'sget some breskfast and talk about wheelson fire!’

br/> understood what it would cost him, and he accepted—

Except, of course, | didn‘t understand.

?2Y ou remember that coup we were worried about? The next blood-fest change
of government, and how would we survive? Y ou' ve just withessed it. That's
what happened last night. A paramilitary takeover, by me.

ithoutbloodshed,’ offered Sage. ?And you didn't have any choice.’

Ax ignored him. ?Thefuck of thething is, we might not even preserve the last
illuson of legitimate government, because | don't know if | can save David.
There are gaping holes, and | can't keep anews embargo going for long enough
to stop them al. Fuck. | wonder how many people, including whatever bastards set
thisup, and Fergal‘ s mates, and David' sfriends of the hardcore persuasion, and
God knows who e se, know just wherethe PM was last night? ?There are always people who know the
truth,” said Fiorinda. At never

matters. We'll pitch our version so the public will prefer to believeit, and get it
out firgt. If you'rein power, that'sal you ever need.’

AX'‘s expression became even more desolate, if possible. ?Thanksalot.’

Nah." Shetook himin her arms, hisweary head against her breast. ?Thank



inexorablefate. It'snot your fault, AX, | know it'snot your fault. Y ou were born
to beking. Sssh. It won't be so bad, you'll fedl okay about it soon.*

20h, I'm okay now. | just wish | was deed, that'sal.’

Wethamcote had celebrated the new bread —the wedding of the Sun God and
his FHower Bride— with street parties and bonfires: throwing bouquets, cheering
while burning whedlswere sent rolling down the Streetsinto the river. Summer's
consummation was over for another year. Market Square was empty, silent and
bedraggled. Fiorinda dipped into the Rose and Crown by the back doors and
waswaylaid by an anxious landlady.

20h, Fiorinda, there you are, thank goodness. I'm afraid | have abit of an
emergency!*

Oh God. What now?

What now was an industrid-sized sink full of posies, in the pub’ s kitchen on
thisvery busy morning. 2 have no ideawheat to do with al your lovely flowerd*
?Asthere ahogpitd that might like to have them? The crew could deliver.!

2 can't ask them, dear. It' sabank holiday, and the phones aren’t working.* Fiorinda, who didiked cut
flowersintensdly, was tempted to suggest the

compost heap, but Wethamcote punters didn‘t deserve to have their fedings
hurt, and Fiorindadidn‘t deserve the infamy.

2A'll seeif | can get hold of aplastic bath. Will any shops be open?

Mine hostess exclaimed that of course that wasit! She could have Mag, (the
kitchen help) put the flowersin the guest bathroom! She thanked Fiorinda
effusively, and bustled off. Damn. That probably means no bath for me.
Thewashing-up in the other Snk looked very fucking inviting. Gimme apair

of rubber gloves. Let mework here, for the nicefat lady, livein al found. I could
meet my funky boyfriendsin the bar, after I ve done up the breskfast tables, and
we could dream of being rockstars. It would be heaven.

But fate saysno. | must live and die playing Stone Age Royalty.

She turned away and found herself 1ooking through the open door of the

kitchen straight at Joe Muldur, bright-eyed, bushy-tailed NME journalist.

?Hey, Fiorinda," cried Joe, what's up?

?Fud garvation,’ said Forinda ?Two million cludesspeople—1'mlying, it's
redly far more—insanely determined to give up everything and be new-age
nomads. Empty supermarket shelves. Plunging literacy rates.” Shetucked her
hand through hisarm. ?But you don't want to hear about that, and I'm tired of it.
Let'sget some breakfast and talk about whedlsonfire.'

The Rose and Crown was like arock-festiva morning after, full of music
journos and other hepcats who had caught up with Fiorinda: bog-eyed after the night’ sfun, drinking on
hangovers and eating Full English. No one was phased

by the dead landlines, that was commonplace. They wouldn't find out what was
really going on unlessthey tried to leave town early, before the roadbl ocks were
dismantled; or until Ax decided to lift the news embargo. Or someone loca made
an announcement, (the locals dwaysfind out). But they* d have to shout pretty
loud to get heard in here.

She stood at the bar with Joe, chatting merrily and letting her compadres

know, by glances across the crowd, that the debriefing had gone okay. So far so
good. When Joe took off to find Jeff Scully, his photographer, she joined the
Adjuvants, and afamous West End theatre director who'd become a passionate
Few dly. Hewanted to tdl Fiorindawhat acunning little vixen shewas, steding
the Ancient British (I'm sorry, | mean Cdltic) Tendency* sturf from under them.
But politics apart, thisisa wonderful place! These people are Ax's children,



living thelife, rurd style. Were you at the Ponds? My God, spectacular, terrific
use of the moon and water, | must talk to that team. And dl that fire. One could
do something terrific here, cast of thousands, raw, Brechtian—

?Y ou‘rebooked,” said Fiorinda, automatically. Do it, we'll finance you,
someway. Wethamcote needs something. They* ve been on their own too long—"
Mae brought Fiorinda s tinned tomatoes and fried dice, gpologising because
there was nothing else | eft. Chip nobly handed over hislast sausage.

?Hey, where did you get to the other night, you naughty stop-out? 2l think she knows abank whereon
the wild thyme blows, suggested

Verlaing, grinning. And she met there with Oberon and Robin Goodfd low—
?Y ou know, Sage would make a great Puck!*

?Don't fancy Bottom' s chances much—

Tim the theatre director luckily had been distracted by a passing acquaintance.
?Stop it," muttered Fiorinda, ?Have you no sense?

?Did you know," announced Tim, Ave' re completely isolated? LikeaJ. B.
Priegtley. It's all telecoms, not just the landline phones—*

?Yes and | find it exquidtely nogtagic,’ boomed Roxane, arriving with hir
preferred breskfast: alarge Bloody Mary. Shheraised hir glasswith agrave nod,
to Fiorinda. ?Just when one thought boring normaity had returned. Where were
you, Tim, the morning after Ivar/Lara struck?

The director took the question serioudly: Fiorinda decided she' d better take

the Adjuvants for some fresh air. They appeared to have been drinking since
dawn, and they were getting out of hand. It was dead quiet outdoors. Shops
were shuttered. A littlered car sat donein the middle of the carparking by the
statue of Queen Victoria, adefunct firework lying on the roof.

?30 tellus, beautiful Fiorinda," demanded Chip, e can beindiscreet aswe
like out here. What' sthe story, morning glory? We want the gory details!’

A mud-spattered old jeep roared into the square. Joe Muldur jumped out, Jeff
Scully close behind. ?Hey!* cried Joe, legping over to them. ?Spooky things are
going on! We drove out to seeif we could get network coverage, and ran into aroadblock. There's
been a huge Cdtic Hardcore bust! The barmy army was

involved, and hundreds of armed police. The naked nutters have been caught
egting babies, boiling innocent diens, decimating the endangered contents of
some deviant' s private zoo! A pair of Bengal Tigersgot killed and eaten!
?Hdlto pay," Jeff brokein, Avhen the English Public hears about that!*

?The Cdtics are going to be sooo embarrassed!*

20h," sad J&ff, taking in their expressons. ?Duh. Thisis not newsto you guys.
Of courseitisn't. Oh, dumb. Thisiswhy you were here:’

Forinda seyesdid that beautiful and scary thing, where the pupils shoot out
wide, and then zip back amost to vanishing point, so you seem to be looking a
two frosted grey stones. ?Press conference,’ she said. My room, at the pub. Now.*
The Spitdls Farm affair was the biggest scanda snce Dissolution. A network of
high society hardcore-ritudists waslaid bare. Cabinet Ministers tumbled. Severa
members of the Green Second Chamber were obliged to resign. The mainstream
English Cdltics (formerly; the Ancient British) fell over themselves repudiating
thishorrific distortion of their rites, and declaring their loyalty to Ax Preston and
the Reich. The premier Idamic radio station called on Mr Preston to throw out
the whole sorry so-called government and take over: direct rule.

AXx dismissed this suggestion as nonsense.

David Sde made aclean breast of hisown Cdtic flirtation, and people

admired himfor it. Hisinvolvement at Spitall‘s Farm never became public. Those who knew didn‘t talk,



and whatever agency had set the trap, they didn't

emerge. The Prime Minister and Mr Dictator came out of it dl very well, and
reassuringly united. Thefate of the tigers was buried on insde pages.

Oneday at the end of the August Sage and Fiorindamet on a station platform
somwhere—logigtically — between Milton Keynes National Bowl and Cardiff
Stadium, where they had been playing; respectively with the Heads and with
DARK. Ax was gtill embroiled in the Spitdl Farm affair, and had been forced to
cance therest of hisfestiva season gigs. They were on their way to Brixton to
spend anight with him: but there were hours before the next train to London, so
they booked themsalvesinto the hotel next door to the station.

Their stolen moments were marred by aspiteful receptionist, who decided to

be scandaized that they weren't spending the night. 2* m afraid thisisn't Tokyo,
Mr Aoxomoxoa. . . But who cares: there was aroom, with abed init. They made
love, at length and blissfully, and lay together in the afterglow, discussing the
grange stains on the celling; the curious, lurid growth of mould that rimmed the
windows. Isn‘t damp hotel room mould usudly black?

Forindasprawled lax-limbed as adeepy kitten, her cheek resting on his
forearm, his crippled right hand warm in hers. He would hold hands now,

amogt without flinching, even when stone-cold sober. She had trained him.

2 hope Ax isin abetter mood." Hewill be,' said Sage, placidly. A think we've pulled it off. In aweek
or two

David will haveforgotten his neck ever needed saving, and everything will be
the same asbefore.

?Y ou know that‘s not true.”

Sage sighed. ?Okay, | know it's not true.’

?He's crossed the Rubicon. He must rule, or go under. Poor Ax, he hasto be
the only person in England who's surprised.

?He' snot. He just keeps doing these things to himself, and always forgets how
much it‘sgoing to hurt. He hasto forget, or he'd run away screaming.’
Theimplant figures under the skin of Sage’ swrist moved time aong, gently.

?Do you il think | should tell him about my weird tricks?

AWhat if you don‘t, someone el se finds out and denounces you as awitch?

She sat up. So did he. They faced each other, naked to naked.

2'm sorry, my brat. But it sthe word—"*

2 don‘t want anyone to know. | don‘t want to be awerewolf, Sage.’

?Don't beridiculous. Y ou' re not a werewolf .

20h no? Watch this.'

Fiorinda got down from the bed and sat on the floor in front of the minibar
(which was empty, apart from adifferent interesting mould). She touched the
door. Before you could take a bresth, Fiorinda s hand was through the coated
metal. There was a poisonous, molten smell, an implosion of heet. The front of
the fridge collgpsed inwards, bubbling, folding itself likeaDdi clock. ZFuck me,' said Sege. How are
we going to explain thatat reception?

“Maybe we should throw it out of the window."

She sat very ill; he could hear her breathing. Then she reached out and

touched the wreckage. He thought her fingers would be burnt to the bone: but
no, ashift hiseyes couldn‘t follow and the minibar wasintact, asif nothing had
happened. She looked up at him, thisfragile naked girl; red curls down her back,
the blood driven out of her face, sweat standing in clear drops on her forehead—
?Are you going to throw up?

Forindaswallowed. A don't think so. Give me amoment.*



?How long have you known you could do something like that?

PHrgt time. | just thought | probably could. Mental experiments. Me, Eingtein.
Destroying something fedslike nothing. Just arush, a horrible rush. Restoring it
islike climbing atowerblock with acar on my back.

Mm. Y ou' re hauling something back through the entropy barrier.!

Forinda grabbed her head, asif it was about to fly gpart. ?0h, fuck off. You
are 0 fucking unsympathetic whenever I'mintrouble. | don't need aphysics
lesson, thanks. Do you understand what |*‘m telling you?

?That bresking something is easer than fixing it? 1 knew that.

A'‘'mtdling you that magicisred, and thered suff, the hard stuff, isdeadly
dangerous and fundamentaly hateful, and I ve got it, like adisease, but | don't
want to have anything to do with it ever, ever, ever.

2But no one was making magic at Spitdl‘s Farm? Shelooked him in the eye. ?Y ou are so fucking
unsympathetic.’

No one but Fiorinda?

2 didn‘t do anything. And now you don't want to touch me becauseI‘m a
monster, and | don‘t blame you.'

He had been pardysed by astonishment. He jumped off the bed, picked her

up and carried her back, wrapped her in the raggedy candlewick and the damp
smelling blankets and rocked her in hisarms. Hush, hush, baby. Sssh, little
darling, everything isokay, everything will beal right—

2Af ever you find out about anyone else making real magic like mine, tell Ax
about me graight away. Youwon't haveto. I'll tel him mysdlf, ingantly, if he
ever needs to know—

?‘m not going to make you do anything. Hush. There' sjust onething.’

Wha?

Back induly . . . What made you decide to vigit your father's house?

She cuddled closer. ?Nothing to do with this. That was just me, inspired by
Fergd, trying to face my stupid past and put it behind me. Sage, areyou and |
responsiblefor thingslike Spitdl*s Farm? Not Ax, never my Ax, he only wanted
to save the world. We were the ones who saideverything’ s allowed.

?Nah. Hideous atrocities don‘t need rock and roll to get them going. Hey—
He stroked the pure curve of her cheek with hislopsided claw. Bless her, she
didn‘t seem to mind. ?Break the mood. We' rein bed together, did you notice?
Isn‘t that nice? We've haf an hour: want some more? The London train was stuffed, their reserved sests
long gone, every corridor

packed, a scrap of floor space grudgingly ceded to the Triumvirate partners.
Forindadept, with her head on Sage' s knees. But what would happen if you
tried to pull astunt like that with the hotdl fridge, usng ATP, cell-metabolism
energy? Y ou'd be dead before you started. . . So what is she doing?

My darling Fee, you are not telling me the whole story, and | think perhaps
you'reright: don‘t explain, bury it. Let'shopeit stays buried. Sagetipped his
head back againgt the rattling pand behind him, tried in vain to ease his cramped
limbs, and thought of limousines. Rain dashed againgt dark glass, the English
huddled together, damply steaming, in the cosiness of adversity. What if thisis
it? What if we never escape? Aslong as we' re together, I'm not complaining.
On that extremely fraught morning in Wethamcote, Fiorinda had distracted Jeff
and Joe with the very cool suggestion of aRock and Roll Reich joint interview,
maybe akind of redity show. . . anideathat grew, a project that became highly
sgnificant to the Few, through the weeks when the Spitadl‘ s Farm affair was
burning itsdf out. In late September, the day before the live recording began,



Forindavisited the Nationa Gallery. She wanted to look at ?She Feeds And
Clothes Her Demons' again. The portrait lived indoors now, with the classic
virtud magterpieces, in aspecidly lit room in the Sainsbury Wing. Asshe
threaded the crowds she was startled to see Fergal Kearney, in front of the very picture she'd cometo
see. Shewondered if he'd followed her, and snuck ahead

to meet her 2oy accident’. It would betypicd.

Fergd had moved in with Fiorinda s gran, an inspired arrangement. Theold
witch liked him, and he kept her in order with surprising tact. Of course she
couldn‘t resst dosing him, which worried Fergd* sfriends: but it didn't seemto
do Fergd any harm. His health seemed better than when he arrived. His shy
devotion to Fiorindawas not very demanding. She knew it wasthere, but he
wasn't astaker. They'd barely spoken since Wethamcote.

She hesitated: and went over to join him. They studied the weary goblin‘s
nursemaid with her inadequate bag of trests. After afew moments he turned and
looked at her. Fiorindalooked back, wondering if she imagined the knowledge;
or the grave sympathy sheread in the depths of his sea-green eyes.

AWl Fergd,’ she said, 7now you know some of our secrets.’

7Aye!

She could have been referring to the truth about David Sale. She could have
been referring to many things. AWWhat do you intend to do about it?

Naturaly enough, considering the state of histeeth and hisliver, Fergal had
awful bad bresth, and he knew it. He covered his mouth, cleared histhroat and
edged away, embarrassed to have her so close.

2 intend to guard yer secretswith melife, Fiorinda* ?Thank you,” she said. 2 need people| can trust.’

Bridge House

Outside the Castle Museum in the centre of Taunton there stand ablock of granite with abronze sword
init, buried hafway to the hilts. It features, as Chosen Few buffswill know, in an early video, the one
they made for ‘ Glass Idand’. Bridge House, our post-modern Camelot, is about amile away. It' sasolid,
bourgeois, nineteenth-century dwelling in afashionably dishevelled

garden (Milly isthe gardener), that was drummer Milly Kettle' s childhood home. The double garage that
was the Chosen Few’ sfirst rehearsal spaceisthere. A wisteriavine obscures the stone dab above the
front door, plastered into place by Ax and Jordan Preston (Ilong before Ax’ s conversion to Idam); that
bears an inscription from the ruined city of Fatepur Sikri, The prophet jesu says: thisworld isa bridge,
make no house upon it. In September of the year after hisinauguration, straight

after the very low key celebration of the anniversary, Ax went down to Taunton, cancelling al public
engagements, and spent several weeks at Bridge House with his band and his Triumvirate

partners, hiscat Else; and aten-month-old baby, Ax’ s nephew, Albi. Vistors came and went. Much of
what happened was broadcast live, on the English Terrestrid Channd 7 (Cult TV). Thewhole

event became Bridge House, afabulous collaborative work that, alandmark in the career of every artist
involved; and they were many.

Before we enter that deceptively smple, deeply complex edifice of words and music, sound and vision,
time and stillness, ingpired impro, |et’ s take amoment to wonder why. Why did Ax do this; and how did
he get the brainy bruiser and our boho princessto agree? It' s no secret that Ax’s Triumvirate partners
and hisfamily band have never been close. And why the NME publishing dedl? Why didn’t The
Insanitude label publish this? Why isFiorinda, as‘Miss Brown’, dressed in grey? What happened
between George Merrick and the domestic robot? Why did our beloved leader drop everything and
gpend six weeks at play, when the country was regling in shock after the Spital’ s Farm affair? There are



many questions, there are many answers; thereisarichness of speculation.

What do we see? First and foremost we see agreat dedl of the origina Chosen Few, playing together in
that basement studio; with the addition of fifteen-year-old Maya, a cracking young guitarist (‘Tot” Torquil
Preston, who comes between Maya and Shane, the Chosen Few’ sbassist, is not musical, and has never
been involved in the Reich). We see what atight little band they are, and how obsessively they love
making music: Skaand Metd; their roots. We hear them reminiscing about how it was. The Preston
brothers growing up on asink estate, seeing hardly another non-white face except for the Chinese family
at the chip shop. Milly Kettle, the leafy suburban girl who met Jordan &t college, joined the band, fell in
love with big brother and crossed over to the wrong side of the tracks. . .(But now she' sback again, and
they're all living theleafy suburban life). We meet Ax’ s mother, Sunny, a Chrigtian refugee from the
Sudan: the woman who gave Ax his centre, and hiswill to do good. We meet Dan Preston, whose
probabl e antecedents run the whole gamut of the port of Bristol, the likeable ne’ er do well who gavethe
AXx hisedge. We hear the brothers and their sgter talk, immigrant hearts: about loving this landscape, this
piece of earth where they were born, not made; and about being green. Light green, lazy green (by the
standards of today). Recalcitrant car drivers, tobacco-smokers, lovers of gadgets, lovers of toys, lovers
of tech. Ax isnot amoderate revol utionary, anyone who thinks that makes a big mistake. But he'snot a
puritan. No way.

What doesit dl mean?

The effect of Bridge House is cumulative. There are no speeches, no statements. Celtic blood sacrificeis
not discussed. The renewed threat of utter chaos througout Europe, after the disastersin Italy, barely
rates amention. But there is a purpose. What we are offered is a glimpse of acompromised and possible
Utopia, the future as Ax hasdreamed it. A life of recreation. Of making art, with people you both love
and hate (often equally, and at the same time). Expect no revelations, no soap-opera heated dia ogue.
Expect adisconcerting, self-examining openness.

Down-dressing Milly Kettle, no-nonsense haircut and gardeners' hands, sitsin the conservatory
answering interview questions, while the baby clambers around. Sunlight falson her. ‘| wasAX's
girlfriend for Sx years,” shesays. ‘| loved him, | didn’t understand him. We had greet sex, we had some
good conversations. | knew he wasn't faithful to me. | put up with it: you know, rockstars. | thought that
wasit, | thought that was al he had to give. He was Captain Sensble. Then when it

wasdl over | saw him with Fiorinda He was atotally different person.’
How did you fed about that, asks the unseen interviewer, a barely-heard murmur.
‘Gutted,” saysMilly.

The wriggling baby suddenly seemstoo much for her. Theinterviewer’ s hands come into shot. It'SAX.
Hetakes his nephew in hisarms. He has no child. Fiorinda can’t have children. The man and woman
look at each other in sllence. Thisisart, of course. But artislife. Lifeis performance.

In Dissolution England the Triumvirate and their friends are the Few we have Chaosen. They are our
Shaman. They take the hdlucinatory poison, the wrecking-ball violence of these times and transform it for
us Bridge House isthe algorithm of that transformation, awork of art, aset of ingtructions, a
metaphysical packed lunch: survivd rationsfor ajourney into the dark.

The Glass Idand video. Cartoon figures. twentyone-year-old Ax pulls the sword from the stone,
Shane, Jordan and Milly hauling on him like atug of war team. It becomes his guitar. The granite block
legpsinto the air. The Chosen Few try to flee: it splats them. Ax isour champion, but he can't diefor us.
Sdf-sacrifice isnot an option for this messiah, he hasto live. He hasto keep his persona freedom,
paradoxicaly intact, or his project isdoomed and we al know it. Can our big brother haveit all”? Read
the music, watch the movie, get your head into thisimmersion. Come, and see.



(from the Introduction to Ax At The Bridge, Dian Buckley, 20XX)

5: Lithium

The day began with adreary hour or two of admin, getting nowhere because the
world was gtill on fuel-gtarvation holiday. Moving onto asession in the Zen Sdlf
tent, wired up to the brain machines; which lasted until after dark. No joy there,
ether. He tramped across the Site, through snow falling soft and ingstent on the
frozen dush that had been hanging around since Christmas. It was pretty, but
immediately made him think of what the thaw would belike. Fucking insane
neo-mediaeva crap, this Rivermead concept.

The van was cold and empty. He had to remind himsdf he' d warned his

band, warned everyone, to leave him the fuck done. Snow faling like death on
the other sde of the obsidian windows. He sat in the kitchen, staring at the
mirror door, switching the mask on and off, thinking, what am | doing with my
life? What do people seein that face? It hasaweird symmetry. It hastoo much
mouith. It hasfine lines spraying from the corners of its eyes, and the poresare
like cinder pits.

Shoulda stayed in purdah. I liked my purdah.

Forinda arrived about eight. He had to let her in, he' d locked the box. She
pulled off her tam-o'-shanter and her coat, shaking snow from her hair. ?About
time. It's twelve degrees below out there. What awinter. Isthis because the Gulf
Stream switched itsdf off, or turned upside down, whatever it did?

2t'sjust snow.’ He headed for his bedroom.

She came after him, cheerfully. She was wearing the red and gold Elizabeth
dressthat he loved: which touched him, but couldn't lift his mood. ?Rupert gave me acard for you. Shall
| openit? Rupert, the White Van Man of Reading Arena,

was veteran caterer to the Few and friends: provider of many a corn pattie and
cognac-soused breskfast, when Fiorinda and the Heads were Dissolution
Summer staybehinds. She opened the envelope.

?2000h. I'm afraid it'sgot anumber onit.'

Bagtard.’

He' d been tinkering with the Unmasked immersions, that were fill not

working because he never had the time. He closed it al down and lay on the bed.
?There' sapresent, too, | think it's a buttered applecake. But you can't haveit,
asyou caled him abastard.

They got under the quilt together, because it was fuckingcold, and he couldn't
ATP-prime the hesting, something wrong with it. Holding her sweet body, his
cock wearily half-erect, he wanted to ask,where's Ax?, but he was too proud.
Another winter of Dissolution and nothing changes, my darling girl and | are
among the preterite, with our ruined careers and our love that might have been,
and the man we both adore who istoo busy saving the world.

Bang, bang.

21 wonder who that could be!“ Fiorinda darted out of the bed.

Ax came back with her, snow on hisdeek hair and hisold legther coat.

?2Glad you could makeit.*

?Y eah, wdll. | decided to pop down, birthday boy. | needn't stay." Sage turned hisfaceto thewall.
?Y ou can laugh. Y ou'll be playing guitar when

you'reningty. I'll be an arthritic ex-bdlerinaby thetime ' m thirty-five

AX sat on the bed. ?Sage, | am not taking that. Fuck' s sake, try to hang on. I'll
be with you on the downhill dopeto the gravein another six weeks. If | wasto
gtart recounting some of the charming things you used to say about me—



?Don’'t!* shouted Fiorinda. ?Have some sense, both of you!*

?Sorry,’ Sagerolled over. ?Truly sorry. Rockstar tantrum. | m despicable.

Ax leaned down and kissed him. ?Grow old dong with me," he said, entirely
without mockery. ?There' |l still be good times." He looked at Fiorinda. ?Does he
get his present?

He' sbeenredly horrible

?Y eah, but on the other hand he can‘t helpiit, an’ | can't be fucked to take it
back to the shop. It'd be embarrassing. I' m supposed to have money to burn, and
the woman’'samgor artist. Brace yoursdlf, big cat. Y ou haveto look inamirror.’
They made him trip off his sweaters and stood him in front of the bathroom
mirror in hisdick black dungarees and shabby teeshirt. The present wasa
platinum and diamond torque. It lay at the base of histhroat, warm from Ax‘s
body, stunningly beautiful.

2 loveit. My God, how much did this set us back?

?Dirt chegp,’ said Ax quiltily, 2hink of al those defunct catdytic convertors.
Anyway, Fiorindabought it." Fiorinda s earnings were rdatively unencumbered, apart from the tranche
thet

went to the Volunteer Initiative. Ax and Sage were dowly being crushed,
financidly: an unexpected sde-effect of power. Ax was chronicaly short of
disposable income. Sage, till rich on paper, had to support amajor share of the
Heads sprawling feudd circus, besides his contribution to the Reich and Mary*s
maintenance (Marlon’ strust fund was safely inaccessible).

?Bend down,’ said Fiorinda. She unclasped the torque and wrapped it round
hisbrow. 2Mask. The living skull flickered into existence, adjusted itself and
reappeared, its sombre beauty crowned by cold gleaming meta, diamond-fired.
Now that‘swhat afalen angd ought to look like.

The skull mugged, ?Aw, shucks,” and vanished again. He kissed them each in
turn, and this became a complex, dynamic, three-person snog.

?2Iknow what we should do,’ cried Fiorinda, breaking out of it. AVe should

feed him half Rupert's cake, to get his blood-sugar up, and play in the snow.’
Huh?

2C'mon Sage,' said Ax. AWe can fuck later. Snowbal fight.’

They ate the apple cake, drank scalding red coffee with vodka chasers, and
went outdoors. Not a staybehind was stirring under the dim, suffused blanket of
the night sky. They found a bank and made angdls, they fought with snowballs
until their gloves were soaked and their hands hurt, and cameto rest, Ax rolling
liff onhislap onthelid of hissmokestin, by the White VVan. They'd been
hoping to get something hot, but Rupert was not responding. Hey, look," Fiorindawaved the spliff.
?Therearelightsin the Blue Lagoon!’

?That'sweird,’ said Ax, 7on anight likethis. Let'sgo and check it out.
Hefollowed them, not suspecting athing, while they examined the snow and
remarked on the number of footprints, quite acrowd, what on earth’s going on?
They went in round the back, through the bar known as Bartoli‘ s Hideout,
through the curtains of marquee membrane, and Shazzah! The big tent waslaid
out for cabaret and full of people, colour, lights. He realised he' d been betrayed,
spun round and found George and Bill and Peter, his brother Heads, his own
band had appeared, barring the way, armsfolded, grinning likeidiots.

Practically everyone he knew in the world waited nervoudly.

20kay, okay. Thank you very much. Let's party. Just don't make a habit of it.’
The entertainment at Sage’ sthirtieth birthday party, MC' d by Roxane Smith,

hir old bones swathed in afantastica fake-sable cloak, was a splendid sampler of



Dissolution Music, featuring veterans of god-like status. The Few themsdlves
didn‘t play (leaving it to the professonds), but in one of the breaks Fergd
Kearney, without leaving his place at atable of demi-gods, took up hisharp. The
techies quickly gave him a sound cone. The whole company fell into slence. The
legendary Irishman, burnt-out as he was, commanded an audience. He played
three beautiful instrumentals and then decided to embark on AWho Knocks,
Sage' s hideous, graphic domestic violence song from another lifetime. The
ravaged voice was till compelling. Everyone held their breath. Sage had stalked through the crowd, to
where Fergd was gitting. He listened

to the end and then moved in: big, potent and scary even without the mask.

?Y ou‘re an insolent bastard, Fergd.

2 wasjudt thinking," Fergal grinned up at him, sure of hisbardic rights. 7Y € ve
come along way sincethe lad that wrote that, Aoxomoxoa. A finelong way.’
?You'reright,” said Sage, grinning back, blue eyes bright as the diamonds:
grabbed Ferga‘ s ginger head and planted akiss.

For thefinae, the Chosen Few took the stage with a set of the most trashy,
sentimental buddy-songs ever recorded. Sage armed himself with cangpés and
bombarded them: the band ducking and diving, Mr Dictator looking abosurdly
young, playing up astorm, dl of them laughing like maniacs

Fiorinda cheered and stcomped with the rest. Heis made of crystal, she

thought, everyone can see what' sgoing oninsde. Y et no one knows him
completely. Not even Ax, not even me.

The crime of witchcraft returned to the statute books that winter, which Ax
didn'tlikeat al, however cautioudy 2crimina witchcraft? was defined. But he
had to make concessions, after Spital*s Farm, and this was one of them. Most of
the other fdl-out was positive. AX' s reluctant coup was even, arguably, agreat
artigtic success, sinceit led to the making of Bridge House . . . And the Chosen
became Jordan’ s band, asjustice demanded: but Ax would be an associate, a
collaborator, aguest star — the way Fiorindaworked with DARK. Fiorinda saw anew culture taking
form, distilled by Ax Preston’s personal

achemy from the davery and excess of rock and roll. Children would grow up
with Ax‘s manifesto, schools would teach the message. Make music, havefun,
tend the garden. Above all, be good to each other: because that’ sthe only way
We're going to get through. It would be fake, it would be flawed, it would be
modtly lip-service, the way these things ways are: but it would be adamn sight
better than what might have been. She was very uneasy about the Witcheraft Bill,
given her weird secret: but it couldn’t be helped. She was working on anew
abum (which would become Yellow Girl). She had her tiger and her wolf, her
Drop-Out charges and the Few. She was busy and happy . . . Afraid and happy.
Alain de Corlay —leading French radicd who'd found it intellectually

amusing to front Europopsters Movie Sucré, when thisnew world wasinits
birth-throes— came over to talk to Ax. Hewasintrigued by the Zen Sdif project,
despite Aoxomoxoa s close involvement. The Triumvirate went out to eat with
him at arestaurant they' d never heard of. Fiorinda wore the dove grey suit that
she'd had made — by George Merrick’ stailor, the master craftsman responsible
for the Unmasked outfits—for the 2Miss Brown, Mister Blue and Mister Red,’
video: which her loversfound extremely sexy. But the look made Fiorinda
uncomfortable. Maybe that wasit. Or the interminable length of the medl; or
Sage and Alain, winding each other up: babbling about the déreglement de tous les
senses, thefind assault of futuristic, magical scienceon dl certainties. . . She was dlergic to theword
magic. Something went wrong, anyway. Thefear got the



better of her happiness, it weighed on her like a nightmare beast.

In the middle of the night Sage woke to hear Fiorinda crying, reached out for

her and could not find her . She was gone, vanished, only her voice left behind, a
desolate and terrified ghost . . . Panic flooded through him, he put on the light
and she was crouched on the pillows, in her dip of acream satin nightdress.
Hey, sweeheart, what isit, what isit? Sssh, hush, it'sokay, I'm here—

2 logt my baby, my little baby. What did | do with him? Oh dear, oh dear—
She stared at Sage, eyes wide open but blinded in terror and grief. 20h Sage,
whereis Ax?He's gone, and my baby‘s gonetoo, and it'smy fault—'

?AX isright here beside me, where would he be? Hey, Ax, wake up.'

Between them they soothed her and coaxed her back under the covers. When
she seemed to be deeping quietly they found dressing gowns and went to the
kitchen. Ax sat at the table and took out a cigarette. Sage looked for the Ndogs,
chose a popper and pressed it to his neck. Each addict to his own.
What'sthat?,’ said Ax.

?2Just potassium, tobacco-head. |*d forgotten to takeit.*

“AWhy don't you eat abanana?

Eating a bananawould not addressthe rate at which the neura-adigner caled
2snapshot’ drained the system of vital elements. He was Olwen' s best [abrat; he
couldn’t make the gaps between rides wide enough, but he wasn't going to get
into explaining what went on. He knew he could convince Ax in five minutes, that what he was doing was
okay. He was saving the calming, reasoned

arguments for when Fiorinda needed to be pacified.

?Not so easy come by, these days. What d'you think? What should we do?
The room was kitchen-white-bright: eectric light in here, not ATP. They

looked at each other, baffled, saddened. Fiorinda had been sterilised without her
consent when she was thirteen —after she' d given birth to her father* s child, the
little boy who had died when he was three months old. They knew she longed
for ababy, and believed it was possible the sterilisation could be reversed. But
she hated doctors, and refused to consider going to the whitecoats.

7 don't careif she never hasakid,’ said Ax. AVel, okay, I'mlying. I'd givea
lot to see her with my baby in her arms. Or yours, big cat. But Sage had Marlon.
But what | want is Fiorinda. She nearly died, the first time. Did you know that?
?Y eah.’ Sage poked at the jumble of poppersin the incense box, sorting out a
few gentle downers. 2But she was achild then. It would be different.’

2 think she doesn't want to go to the doctors because.. . . It‘safuck of athing
to get into, fertility trestment: talk to Felice. Leave asde the Green dilemma, you
can give yoursdf years of pain and misery, and end up with nothing."

?Are we sureit' sthe baby thing? What € se happened tonight? She wore the
suit. Y ou know, that suit pisses her off. She'snot Fiorinda any more—*

? love her init. Makes me so horny. Our babe in gentleman’ stailoring isthe
mogt erotic thing I ve ever seen.” “Metoo." They grinned a each other. 2But Ill burn it, if it givesher
nightmares.

| was talking about the Zen Sdf. Could it have been that?

Nah. Why on earth. . .? Fuck, we'll haveto tell her she' sdoing this.'

2 don't know: | don‘t want to make abig deal over acouple of broken nights.
20kay. See how we think in the morning.’

Sage came and sat down, pulled hischair close and put hisarm round Ax‘s
shoulders. Ax leaned back againgt him (the oxytocin thrill of al physica contact,
that lingersfor months or years), reached for alighter and sparked up.

?Y ou ever thought of giving up, AX? There' s other waysto get high.’



2Knock it off,” said Mr Dictator, firmly.

Dian had sent them an early copy of her book. Congratulationswerein order,
and they better be tactfully phrased, the mediababeis proud of thisone. Here's
the sword in the stone, on the front. Ax sighed, leafing the pages..

?Strange woman. Pop-journdistslive on aplanet dl of their own.’
?Asrebel-iconsit isour fate to become corpsesin the mouths of the
bourgeoise.

?Don't fucking sart . . . | hope she never finds out about why we did Bridge
House. The crass actudity of Fiorinda s horsetrading.”

?Nah, shed spin it to make hersaf look good. Never pity them, Ax." They looked at the pictures,
aready touching and nostagic asold family

photos. ?Are you sureyou want akid? Sage yawned. ?Y ou know, they can wake
up howling fifteen times anight, and do it for months—

?*‘m sure. But not if it' sgoing to fuck her up.’

?So thisiswhat you do," said Fiorinda, coldly.

She stood in the doorway, hollow-eyed and touded. ?Y ou get together in

secret, late at night, and discussloopy Fiorinda. I m so sorry about the
fatherhood yearnings. Y ou want to trade mein for afully working mode ?

The two men stared at her, guilty as charged.

Don't answer. Thereis no correct answer.

AVhat happened? she asked.

?Y ou had anightmare, said Ax, cautioudly.

20h, | see. Have | been having nightmares often?

20neor two," Sage admitted. At wasme and Alain, wasn't it? Pissing you off !
Forindagave him asour smile. ?That’ sright, change the subject. Full marks

for low cunning, let' stalk about something el se than babies. Okay. Fine. .. You
are kidding yourselves. There' sno beyond all limits. What happens after the total
derangement of the sensesis you settle down and become an ingtitution.’
Pleaseforgiveus,’ said Ax. Wewon‘t doit again.’

AWhatever it was. We are tactless oafs, but we love you.!

20h shit, okay. I'm being horrible. Come back to bed. | love you too." She did not break their deep
again, but she was arting to remind them of the

damaged teenager they had known. One evening a couple of weeks later Ax was
doneintheflat, reading government papers and wondering where his girlfriend
had got to. Sage was in Reading, occupied with the Zen Self. At last Fiorinda
caled. He asked her where she was. she said she was out, and it transpired that
she meant out with someone e se, yeah, and why not? She would not be home
before morning, so don‘t wait up and I*‘m switching my phone off now.

He settled to hiswork again, feding londly and shaken.

There' d been atime in the past when Ax and Fiorinda had both played away
relentlesdy, and in the most hurtful way possible. So, not new bad news.
Butwhat’ s happening?What' s hgppening to my darling—"?

Shortly Sage arrived, big and bouncy, growling about the fucking trains.
AWhere's Fee?

20ut.’

?20h," said Sage, surprised. ?Back soon?

?No." Ax kept his eyes on the documents. ?She' s at the 69, with that Chinese
drummer. Not sure of the name. Very pretty young guy. Shewon't be home.*
Ahat?*

?Y ou heard.’

?AX, | don't get this. She asked me to come up tonight.*



Ve cometo my world.!

?Shit. What's wrong? What the fuck iswrong? ?Don’t know. Could be that she' s nineteen, wild and
free, whereasyou are

turning into an unavailable neuroscience nerd and | am a fuckingbureaucrat.’
Ax went on reading. Sage, on the opposite couch, chewed the surviving joint

of hisright thumb and staring at the gas flames. Silence reigned.

At last Sage jJumped up. ?Ah, thisisno good. Leave that. Get your coat, ¢'mon,
you can drive me somewhere.’

Ax found himself guided, swiftly and surely (curioudy, Sage was agood
navigator when not behind the whedl) towards the south-west motorways.
?Sage, what isthis? | am notdriving you to Cornwall !

No, no. Devon will do fine!

Ahwedl. What'sthe point of being arockstar dictator, if you can't burn up
some Private Transport Hypocrisy records oncein awhile. They reached Croyde
at two in the morning. Sage led the way through the chill, sea-scented night, the
gparkling moonlight, to a café with aweatherboard upper storey, and chucked
gravel a awindow. A woman' storso gppeared thererosily in lamplight,
generous naked breasts, broad moon-apples eyeing them. She opened the
window and |leaned down.

?20h, hi, Sage.’

?Hi, Md. Keys, keys!*

2Just aminute.

She vanished, came back and chucked abunch of keysinto Sage' s cupped palms. The keys opened a
cavernous workshop on the beach, smelling of wax

and solvents; white dust hanging in the air. They suited up, took a couple of
boards and headed for the water. Before thefirst plunge Ax was ready to rebe,
IT ISFEBRUARY YOU MANIAC, but once hewasin it the ssawas thrilling:
warmer than the air, full of tremendous life. The waves camein beautiful sets,
draight asif drawn by aruler, not big, but big enough. There wasno rivary, no
compstition, not tonight: it was purejoy.

When they* d had enough they sat on the beach, insulated by good suits and
warmed by al that energy. The moon was fabulous. Ax sifted cold silky sand
through hisfingers. "Maybe we' re not quite over the hill yet.’

“Nyah, this proves nothing. My dad’ s over seventy and he surfs!'

?Your dad is over seventy?

?Y eah. He' s seventy-five.

?He doesn‘t look it!*

Sage' sdad wasfive foot eight or so, olive skin, silver-dusted jet- black hair:
you could see he' d been the spit of Marlon Williams when he was akid.

Mm," agreed Sage gloomily. ?He doesn‘t, does he? People will betaking him
for my younger brother in ayear or two."

Ax grinned at the sea. ZFancy afuck?

Sage glanced at him sidelong, looked at the sky and laughed, glittering with
mischief. ?Shit. | was planning to jump on you.’

?2Go ahead.” ?Too late. It wouldn't be the same. Well. There'samattressin theloft.!
The mattresswas very seedy. Theicy dark air wrapped them round. They lay
together afterwards, intertwined, unwilling to move; while the cold crept over
their swesated skin, and breathing dowed—

?D'you think we' re taking thistoo serioudy? whispered Ax.

?No baby, | don't. | never would have believed I*d end up in bed with a bloke,
but you' rethe love of my life. Y ou and Fiorinda, both. Nothing else matters.



2 meant, the way she' sbehaving. Asif she' sredly fucked off with us—

20h. Hahaha.. . . Well, maybe. Maybe we just have to stop being boring.*

But you'rethelove of my lifetoo. Y ou and Fiorinda. Nothingelse matters.”

?All we need to do isremember that.

They pulled adisreputable rug over themselves, dept for an hour and zoomed
back to London in the dark of dawn, asteady hundred and forty klicks around
the potholes and the surface breaks. Sage, curled up in the passenger sest,
opened an eye and mumbled plaintively, do you haveto drive so fast?

?Yeah.

She was home before them. She came out into the stairwell asthey let
themselvesin down below.

?Hi," said Sage, did you fuck your pretty Chinese kid?

They stood looking up: eyes shining, purely ddighted to see her back safe.

Her heart turned over. She couldn't believe she had been trying to hurt them.

She redlised that the words that might have burst from her. . . | think my father istrying to make me
pregnant again. . . were completely and utterly mad, and there

was no way in the world she would ever speak them—

Yesl did, shesad, inasmal voice. But | don‘t know why. I'manidiot.’

They bounded up the stairs and hugged her.

2 don't mind if you want to fuck other people,’ said Sage. AWdll, | do, but

that's my business. Aslong asyou come home—*

?Y ou missed a greatnight out,” Ax told her, between kisses. ?Stick with us,
sweetheart. We're not dead yet. We'll show you agood time.*

And everything was good and wonderful again, for awhile.

In March Kevin Verlaine had abad snapshot trip. Thiswas afirst. Therest of
them had dl taken a hammering, despite the most careful mood-control and pre
medication. The afterburn from abad one was horrendous, though you lost the
actual memory very quickly. (Inaway, Ax had been lucky. Physical symptoms
meant you just must not touch the stuff.) Only Ver had escaped. They' d teased
him about the purity of hislife; but now no longer.

Hewas so distressed they had to keep him in the recovery room, deep inside

the eau-de-Nil dome. Sage sat up with him (Ver couldn't bear to have anyone
ese): wearing the living skull mask; which the patient found comforting. Hour

on hour, ligtening to the kid' sincoherent despair, and telling him, over and over,
there’ sno new bad news. Whatever you saw, it's aways been there. Theworld is
the same asit was yesterday. Y ou lived with it then, you can live with it now . . . By morning Ver was
cam and Sage was exhausted. They ate breakfast

together, aone, because the patient was till fragile— Rivermead yoghurt, Welsh
honey, fresh bread; and the weak malted a e that was the current romantic
aternative to coffee: Staybehind breskfast beverage of choice.

?Sage,’ sad Verlaine, 2does Ax know about the Flowers for Algernonscenario?
Flowersfor Algernon wasthe nethead term for what might happen —if you
kept aprimitive pre-Crisis chip in your head for too long. Y es, Ax knew the risks.
No, hewould not consider getting rid of the thing. He needed his chip. Sagefdt a
prickleof unease. . . Verlaine had cut hislong hair recently, not short enough to
be an annoying imitation of hisidol; but getting there. Silky brown curls clustered
close around his head. He looked innocent as a child.

?Heknows. Tell me about it. Fucker thinks he' s the exception to every rule.
What put that into your head, Ver?

?Something | saw on the snapshot. | don't think his chip had failed, that wasn't
what gave me the horrors, but something—"



Thiswas another firdt. It was nearly twenty hours since Kevin Verlaine had

taken the neurd aigner and made his brief, dliptical voyage to the State of All
States. He wasn't supposed to remember athing by thistime—and it didn‘t
matter, anyway. Everything they knew said the snapshot Avisons werenoise,

not Sgnd. They were not glimpses of the actud future (if thereis such athing);

or past, or present. Y ou wake up from sobbing at your lover' s deathbed, with ahost of circumstantial
detail, but it doesn't mean you were there, it's some kind of

metaphor the neurons have invented.

No one here gets out dive, we knew that already—

0hredly? Sage, zinging to full atention, kept histone perfectly casud. Fuck.

If only Verlaine were ill hooked up. This we have to see, it could mean nothing,
but | need to know what is going on inside that curly head, right now—

At that moment something cameinto the sunlit green honeycomb cdl, filling

every angle of thewalls, every aom of theair. A limitless sweetness, bathing al

of exigence; an intensity, a perfume, asound, adelicioustaste. Synasthesia. Sage
and Verlaine smiled at each other, involuntarily, more tender than lovers.
Theworld isterrible: and yet when we have approached the whole of dl that is,
the penumbra of that contact falls on us asthisravishing ddight—

That' sthe Zen Sdlf. That'swhat keeps people addicted to the quest.

The vigtation passed. ?Shdl welog that? asked Verlaine.

?Y eah. How d'you fed now?

?20h, better.’

?D'you remember what you were just saying?

?No. . . What was | saying?

2 can't remember either,’ Sage lied. ZCome on, let’s check you out.’

He found nothing, not atrace of whatever had been going on: and the kid was
fine. No problems, no damage, cleared A1 for more devastating neuronautical
adventures, lucky lad. When Verlaine had gone back to London, Sage went over Verlaine strip again,
with Serendip. It turned out that the young Adjuvant had

been given a double dose of snapshot. Olwen had discovered that the capsules
were going walkabout, so she' d changed the system: the new delivery method
had been subverted by human error. Oh, fuck, so much for our health and safety
standards, thank God he took no harm, better keep him on the bench for awhile.
Later, Olwen wasintrigued by Sage' sreport: but by then Verlaine no longer
remembered remembering anything, and his scans showed no confirmation. She
suggested atelepathy artefact (they happened al thetime, ausdessirritation).
Sage could have been worrying about Ax‘s chip himsdlf.

Consciousness and memory are worse than DNA for contamination errors,

said the guru. We haveto be very, very careful not to be fooled. And no, Sage,
you will notup your own dosage. We' re making progress. Just be patient.
Forindawent to the Bendlux with DARK, crossing by seathrough mean spring
wegther, asthe tunnels were completely out of commission. Thelr set featured

the new DARK abum Safo; and the debut of some songsfrom Yellow Girl. The
flood countries were not calm: they had an interesting time, dodging riots and
living on their wits. Meanwhile Unmasked, the first dbum to escape from Gulag
Europe (Iegitimatdly, through a mathematicaly-proven virus-free Swedish
transcript) had scarfed up five Grammys. The Heads had officia confirmation
viathe Internet Commissioners. plusadisc of the award ceremony, which Sage and George had to
convert, with alot of hasde, to aformat that would run on

their quarantined hardware: dready obsolete, frozen intime—

It was April. The Few went down for apreview of the new Rivermead Palace,



before the Mayday opening ceremony. Fiorindathe no-fixed-abode brat was
about to have a place of her own at last, the roya suite on the upper floor. The
main room was huge, with vast rectilinear windows (justified as solar-collectors,
really there because Topsy the architect was a closet sixtiesfan). The party settled
there, after the obligatory tour, when they*d sent the architect away, to watch the
Grammy show on Fiorinda' s neo-arts-and-crafts pewter framed wall screen.

The Heads were playing it down, ashamed to have been singled out. At sthe
Apocaypse Now awards," growled Sage. ?First they machine-gun you, then they
giveyou abandaid.

?Don’t | remember,’ said Ax, 7Y ou were the one who thought the Internet
Commission ought to take us out and shoot us, after Ivan/Lara?

?That was before | knew they were going to make their sanctions permanent.’
PFucking typicd,” complained Bill. 2First time‘ e lets us make amass-market
record, and he hasto wait until we're stuck in the gulag with our assets frozen.'
Aoxomoxoa’ s fans in England must have greeted the revelation of ‘ Unmasked’ much
as the crowd at Newport greeted Bob Dylan with his electric guitar—
Aoxomoxoa s friends cheered and jeered. Bob Dylan! How' re we going to keep
him down on the farm now—? Silver and Pearl Wing, leaders of the rugrat-pack had retired to
Fiorinda s neo

arts-and-crafts bedchamber, to share a spliff; sitting on aroll of Ieftover rush
matting. 2AWhen you look inamirror,” said Silver, 2does the person fed like you?
?No. Becauseit'sareflection.’ Pearl liked to cut the crap.

?Think about it. Does it match the person you think you areinsgde? It doesn't.
That' s because your body image inside your brain has no face.

2 don't know what you' re talking about.’

20h, nothing." Silver paused for athoughtful draw, spliff clamped degantly
between her fourth and fifth fingers. 2Just something Sage was saying to me!’
Beside them on the floor lay a package of mottled bark-paper. They were
planting acharm, which they intended to retrieve when loaded with psycho

sexual power, and use for business purposes.

Vel putitinthe middle. That'swhere Fiorinda degps and female sex

energy isstronger.’

?How do you know?

Mum says s0. Don't you ever listen, cloth ears? Mde sex energy ispiddling.
No, | mean how do you know Fiorinda deepsin the middie?

?Easy. Just watch them. She' sdwaysinthemiddle.’

?How can you tell where the middle of the bed'sgoing to be? It isn't here yet.*
?Feng Shui." Downgtairs Ruby and Jet, Anne-Mari€' sthree-year-old and five-year-old,
wandered around, tugging at wall hangings, clambering on artigtic furniture.
Smely Hugh, AM*svillainous-looking but gentle partner, nursed Sefire, the new
baby, while AM gave the Powerbabes a herbalist consultation. Felice was
pregnant at last, after years of sorrow. Rob was ecstatic, glowing like a pregnant
girl himsdlf. He had longed for children, but Doraand Cherry had been

adamant: it had to be Felice' s baby first, or no babiesat dl. . .

Roxane presided, magisterid, over the happy, homely court; from one of the
Roman cross-framed storm-timber chairs. If Ax isashameess socidist, and Sage
is passionately conservative, that leaves Fiorindato lead the party of Gladstone.
ForindaaLiberd? That doesn't sound right. She smiled a hir mistake. Of
course. Our young queen, compassionate nihilist, is above politics, and served
with equa devotion by her government and her loya oppostion.

Long may the codition endure!



| hate rush matting, thought Fiorinda. It hurts your feet, and food gets stuck in

it. Thank God I'll never actudly haveto live here. Isit crazy to fed nostalgic for a
sign that saysAUTOMATIC DOOR NOT WORKING? For the smell of carpet
glue? Bitter malaise possessed her, thisis not my world. . . Ferga Kearney, over
the other sde of the great sunlit hall, watched her with puzzled sympathy. She
rearranged her face. Look happy: that’ s your job. Stone Age Royalty.

?Tell uswhat' s going on with the Zen Sdlf, Sage," suggested Cherry, tickling
Safire' schin. 2Like when you told us about quantum cryptography that time. ?Y eah,' agreed Felice,
?That was cool. Eve wasthe bad guy.*

AVhat is consciousness? suggested Rab, trying to sound scientific.

The weird science cabal, Dilip and the Heads, Chip and Ver, grinned a each
other. ?Ah. . ." said Sage. ?How long isapiece of string? Consciousness isdifferent
thingsto different people. It depends on the Situation. It depends what you're
trying to measure. It' snot avery useful concept—"

20kay, he doesn't know the answer,’ said Ax. ?Better try another question.’
?Every moment of perception hasits global brain state: perceptions, recall,
emotions, sensations, al bound together.Y our sense of your self isformed by a
crucid collection of these brain states, stored in memory. It‘sablurred template,
just enough for usto get by. But dl those globa states are also real objectsin
information-space, so known as the sum of al possible states, and there the
record is perfect. Achieving the Zen Sdlf, which means gaining unlimited access

to the State of al States, would incidentally include the entire past, present and
future, of the information-states that make you, you. What we' redoing is

rewiring our brainsto take that weight. If we dope your firing patternsright,

under certain conditions, you moveinto phase with information-space for avery
short time. Every time you repest the experiment there’ salasting physical effect,
tiny but real. Y our brain gets closer to being able to process your 4-D awareness.’
?And that would be the Zen Sdlf? suggested Dora. 7Er, no. Zen Sdif, stable fusion with the State of dll
States, isanother huge

scale-up. But achieving thefirst level might trigger the second. That' swhat we
hope will happen.'

?So what do we get out of this? asked Ax. ?Timetravel? Psychic powers?

Sage shook his head, smiling with wondrous sweetness; and so did the other
labrats. avery strange effect. Peter Stannen, who was now learning to live

without the vell, was particularly bestific.

?The Zen Sdf isan end initsdf. If you were doing it you' d understand. But

trust me, Ax, ther€'ll be applications. One day, my lord, you will tax the stuff.
?You get visons of thefuture,' said Allie. A saw about that on Channel Seven.'
Nah, tota rubbish. Popular misconception.’

(AX MUST GET THAT CHIP FIXED!)

Allielooked bemused. ?But the drug, snapshot, does give you visons?
Anformation-space is sort of an eleven-dimensiona kaleidoscope,” explained
Verlaine hdpfully. ?Or, um, it might be Sixteen. Arewe on eeven, fifteen or
sixteen currently, Sage? There' sno way of knowing that what you see under

snap is, uh, real, so to speak, or just an aspect.’

At'sdl red, redly,’ murmured Chip. 2And nothing isred, too—

?Snapshot’ sanickname,' said the boss. ?The drug' saneura aigner. Snapshot?
iswhat the scanner does. In case something fdls off the edge while you' re out-of
body, like vision or motor control or whatever, Olwen's scanner has a rescue me
snapshot of your last normal state, so she can re-ingtdl—' Heredlised, alittle too far into this cheery
description of routine brain death,



that some of hisfriends, including his girlfriend, were staring in horror.

Hmm. Maybe | better back-pedal.

?20f course, it's never happened.’

?You LIAR!* shouted Fiorinda, jumping up. 7Y ou bastard!* She stormed out.
?Y ou' d better go after her,' said Allie, ?and by the way, if you' veredly been
doing what that sounded like, risking your life and, and your facultieslike that,
and not telling her, you are abastard.'

Sage went after Fiorinda. Ax looked at the weird scientists. Has it?

Not serioudy,’ said Dilip, caught between two awesomefires.

AVE retaking picoseconds,” said George. ”No danger. An* Olwen‘sin charge.
Likehdl." It waswell known that Sage could wrap Olwen Devi round his
crooked little finger. Ax pulled the Les Paul, which he' d brought with him on
thisauspicious day, into hislap, and plucked a couple of softly zinging chords.
Anformation-space, mm. . . Pity that stuff does not agree with me.’

Forindawas sitting on the plinth of the dead-cars sculpture at the main entrance.
Shelooked up as Sage joined her. Shewasn't angry. ?Don‘t worry, | know | can't
stop you. | wouldn't try." He sat beside her. AWhen wefirst met, you werelike
Eingein in ahamster cage. | remember thinking, after I d talked to you a couple
of times, fuck, no wonder he has to sedate himself with acohol. He' d go bonkers
inthisbiz, otherwise." A felt much the same about you, my brat.*

Huh. Very funny.

Thistired-eyed, secretive, twenty-year-old girl isalmost singlehandedly

directing the drop-out hordes operation, an economy of four millions. People,
that is, not currency. When the mediafolk want to know what‘ s her rolein the
Triumvirae shesays,I’mthe girl. | do the housework, of course.

Some household.

2 wish | could stop you from dismissing what you do. What' sthe VI budget a
the moment? A rough estimate?

2 never think of it like that. Think about the money and you'relog, | think of

it asashape,’ said Forinda ?A four-dimensona puzzle: everything hasfit insde
the envel ope and everything hasto keep moving . . . Okay, | love Ax‘sEngland, |
love my fascinating hobby. But it isn‘t what | want.

PForinda, what' swrong? Tell mewhat' swrong. | know you' re not happy.’

2 can't beginto tel you how fakeit felt, on tour with DARK, pretending | was
dill amuscian.’

Heknew shewaslying: expertly, instantly protecting one secret with

another. But what could he say? The light of spring was so beautiful. Beyond the
tented town, amist of colour moved like smoke through the budding trees on the
other side of theriver. Sheturned to him. No words, just alook, asad gazein
which both of them were drowning—

?Excuse me.' Pearl Wing had appeared. Silver and Pearl werein principle pretty children,
sweet oval faces, soft, pae brown hair and Chinese black eyes: but temperament
came shining through. Pearl stood four-square, arms folded, tenacious: abulldog
puppy in asmocked dress.

2Can | ask you something about your sex life?

?2Go ahead,’ said Fiorinda, Af you fed lucky, punk. Try it.

Pearl skipped a step backwards. AWho deepsin the middle?

?Hahaha. Usudly | do,’ said Sage. ?Now clear off .

Mary Williamswas sending Marlon to boarding school, and Sage was over my
dead body . . . Mary got her way, but as atrade-off Mar was allowed to visit
Brixton. He developed a huge crush on hisdad' s girlfriend: dropping her name



all over the place, as he cut aswathe through the young scene at the Insanitude.
My sort of step-mother, you know, Fiorinda . . .Sage hadn't been dlowed to have his
son on avigt ance Mar wasfour. Theimprovement in relationswith hisex was
aprofound rdlief: ironic that it should come when his miraculous new happiness
was running into trouble.

Forindais unhappy: Ax isburying himsdf in hiswork.

And Sageis conflicted, seeing both Sides.

One day he met Fergdl Kearney in the Mall, Sage coming away from a

meseting in Whitehall; Fergd from the Insanitude. The Irishman was heading for

St James s Park, to feed the ducks. Sage had been wanting to talk to Fergal. A problem was devel oping
between the London barmies and the Kilburn Cdtic

street-gangs. The ?Cdtics were not necessarily Cdtic Nations-origin, but the
Few's certified native Irish rockstar would impress them. Fergdl had alot of clout
with the barmies aswell. He' d been formaly inducted, after Spitall‘s Farm, with
the proper militarised hippy ceremony: something Ax and Sage had never
achieved. And probably they*d better not—

They strolled by the lake, and discussed Fergal* s possiblerole.

?How are you keeping? Y ou' re looking better.

?Fer aman with cirrhosis and a cancer fighting over hisbones, said Fergd,
ruefully, I'minfine shape. A finefockin' defector I'veturnedouttobe. .. I'ma
crock, Sage, me darling. Some days, I'm jest incagpable of rising from me bed.’
?Y ou don't haveto get up in the morning to help with this

AV, other days|*m not so bad. The ould witchisdosing me, and | believe
there'ssomething init." He gave Sage his gap-toothed grin. ?Okay, |‘m yer man. |
jest hopel don't say the wrong thing, and have yez punching me lights out over
the negotiating table. That wud be unfortunate.”

Sage laughed and shook hishead. A don‘t do that anymore.’

?Aye. | wasfergetting,' agreed Fergd regrettfully. ?Those days are gone.

They sat on abench. Ax‘s England passed by, ignoring the Minigter for Gigs

and his companion. Fergal took out a greasy paper bag and threw crusts,
judicioudy favouring thelittle brown mallard ducks. ?And when you' ve sorted the Kilburn Cedltics'
remarked Sage, staring at the

scuffling waterbirds, ?you can get rid of Benny Prem for me.

Ferga shook his head.

?Aye, | can understand how you' d fed about that feller. He hasadimy little

little way about him —though | think I ve niver seen him but onthetelly. But

there must be something in him, or Ax would throw him out. It won't be that
Benny has any secret hold over him, will it?

Prem, Sage thought, was like the obnoxious favourite of some old style rock

and roll megadtar: the guy everybody hates and you can't figureit, until you
reglise of course, he'sthe man with the drugs. Not in this case, of course: but it was
like an addiction, thisrefusd to let go. Benny was the one that got away, the one
person who never succumbed to the Ax effect. And we can't have that, can we?
He sighed. 7Benny* s been with us since the beginning. | think Ax feelswe owe
him something. But | think he's dangerous. I ve astirong fedling he has contacts
with the so-cdled ritua magic persuasion. They il exist, you know.'
?Likeratsin the house. We fockin' ought to have exterminated them, when we
had the chancst. But it'sawee bit difficult to see how, with non-violent methods.”
Hewon't listen to me, Sage wasthinking. Over Benny Prem or anything else.
When did he stop listening? Isit Ax who has changed? Or isit me? All | know is
thetshe’' s unhappy, and that' s not in the contract. Being the third party in the



threesome, like being the Minigter for Gigs. . . It was okay, because | love him.
But what if Fiorindais unhappy? What then? Fergal cleared histhroat, venting awhiff of carrion sauced
with red wine.

Sage redlised he' d been silent too long: the Irishman was |ooking uneasy.

No offence, Sage me darlin’ but if ye' relairy about Mr Preminder, isit not Ax
himsdlf ye should be talking to?

?You'reright,’ said Sage, Why didn‘t | think of that?

Hedidn't talk to Ax. Hewas afraid of where that conversation might lead.

In July they went to Tyller Pystri, the first time they* d visited their spiritual home

al year. Sage stayed up late, working in his studio —asmall, damp room, full of
hardware, that had been the cottage parlour. Ax and Fiorinda were deeping
upstairs. Fiorinda' s nightmares had started up again, and they were sharing the
burden. One night on, one night off. He was glad of a chance to work on the
Unmasked immersion code undisturbed, but fedling depressed.

Why are we deeping apart? It' s not right, especidly not here—

A south-west gale was roaring, through the Chy gorge. He was distantly

aware of it, through the code. It was awarm spell in acold summer; but wild.
Something came into the room behind him. Menace and dread.

He spun around, stripping off the eyewrap. Fiorinda stood there, naked. She
crossed the room, asavage grin splitting her face, and legpt astride histhighs.

Her nailsbit into his shoulders. ?Fuck me,* she said. 2Come on, fuck me, fuck me.
Pretend I'm six yearsold. I‘'m your little girl, fuck me—* Onelook in her eyes,
and he knew he wasn't going to talk her down. He came out of the chair holding her and carried her into
theliving-room.

Hedidn't think she was strictly conscious, but when he reached for the Ndogs
incense box she recognised that. She exploded, fighting likeawild cat, clawing at
hisface. Okay, nodrugs. . . One of her dresseslay by the door to the stairs, the
storm-cloud indigo. He pulled it over her heed, pulled her armsthrough the
deeves, added a Guernsey from the back of the kitchen door, grabbed his keys
and hauled her, struggling, out into the night. He hardly knew what he was

doing, just knew he had to get her out of this. He got her into the Volvo, pushed
her down, strapped herin.. ..

Zoom round to the other side of the car. Drive. Out of the gates,can’'t see a
thing, ah, thelights, fucking retro handicraft, you haveto switch them on, that's
better. He was on the track to the sea before heredlised it hadn't occurred to him
to go and wake Ax. Shit, what if Ax islyinginapool of blood? Oh, shit.

No blood on her. My God, what am | thinking? She'sjust in one of her night
terrors, thisiswhat they‘relike, | haveto calm her down, that‘sdll.

They never took the VVolvo beyond the house. The track wasterrible, trough

full of rocks but too bad. Thisisan emergency.

As | was walking through Grosvenor Sguare, he sang softly,

Not a nip to the winter but a chill to the air From the other direction, she was calling my eye—
Could be anillusion, but I might aswell try. Thefirgt time | saw you, my darling,
that cold night in Amsterdam, | said to mysdlf, sheismy soul, and it was noillusion. Not oftenin your life
you get to be so right as | waswhen | decided,

comewhat may, | would never leave your sde. What' s wrong with you, baby?
This has been going on too long, and getting worse. We won't set the quacks on
you, but we haveto talk about it. He kept on singing, clutching thewhed of Ax's
precious car in his ugly, untrustworthy hands, eyes glued to the potholes. A thin,
smdl voice garted to join him, from along way off.

She wore scarlet begonias, tucked into her curls,



| knew right away she was not like other girls—

‘AWhere arewe going?

?Tothesea’

Butit'sthemiddle of the night.’

Bed time. Let' sfinish ?Scarlet Begonias?!

He kept on singing, up the hill and acrossthe cliff-top pasture, amileand a

haf of inchworm, painful driving. She didn‘t speak again, but she sang with him,
their golden oldies, things they* d taught each other when shewas fourteen. The
path down the cliff had suffered since last year. It was beyond ajoke, he kept an
iron grip on her arm: but the cove was just what he wanted, a moon-curve of
white sand swept clean by the gale, glimmering under the cloudy, starlit sky. He
stripped off, stripped her of the Guernsey and her dress, and ran with her into
the boiling, buffeting water. Fiorinda started to laugh, breasting the tumult and
leaping like a dolphin. The change was so immediateit shocked him, but trust
me, said the ocean, and he did, but he didn’t let her out of hisreach. She jumped into hisarms, wet hair,
amsand legs, dippery asmdting ice.

?Had enough?

?Yesl'

They plunged out into the air again, and now the south-west wind didn't fe!
cold. Forindawrung sdt water from her hair. Sage dragged a plank of
driftwood into awindbreak shelter of boulders and they cuddled close, anest of
clothes around them. ?Now,* he said. ?Tell me about it. Thistime you must. Do
you remember coming down to metonight?

2 remember being in the car, and you were sSinging. What happened?

?Y ou were deepwalking. Tell me about the nightmare. Will you tdl me?

?No.* She grabbed his crippled right hand, holding onto it hard. ?Oh, well, yes.
It won't sound like much. | had abad dream . . . Then | thought | woke up and
someone was fucking me, ahorrible fucking that | had to bear because | had no
right to refuse.’

?Shit. Isthat the nightmare? Isthat what you haven't been telling us?

2 don't know. Maybe. | forget. I'm being raped by someone | can't refuse, so
that'snot rape.. . . and | can‘t open my eyes. Then | manage to open my eyes, and
the man who' sfucking meisyou, or Ax, but | know it' sredly my father. And
then | wake up.

?Y our father ?

Af it'syou, it'snot so bad. | can say, fuck off you sad bastard that’ sridiculous,
you can't fool me. But if it's Ax, that'sawful, because it could be true. | try not to believeit, but Ax is
getting so different. He could be turning into m-my fether,

therock lord, and that's. . . | think that' swhat al thisisabout. M-my father is
trying to m-make me hate Ax.'

Ahat? Fiorinda, dow down. Y our father ?'Y ou mean Rufus O Nidl?
Shelooked at him. The babbling girl-child vanished, asif awave had gone

over her. Fiorinda sinvincible defences rose, shutting him out.

My God. What is going on?

20h,' shesaid. 2 don't mean literally, Sage. | mean that'swhat my nightmares
are about. It'sclassc, isn't it? My father fucked me, and now that I‘m grown up it
all comes back, al the suppressed memories. | just haveto get over it. | haveto
get him out of my head. Thenl can go to the doctors and we'll seeif | can get
pregnant, but it won't matter if | can‘t because maybe we can adopt a baby, and
I‘ll be free and we' |l be happy.*

Now shewas crying, the tears spilling down her face. He pulled the Guernsey



round her shoulders and held her close. ?Y ou should havetold us. Darling little
Fiorinda, trust me. One day he will be gone. One day, you'll look for that black
hole of an obsession and it just won‘t be there. Y ou'll know that you could see
him coming, and you wouldn't even bother to crossthe Street.

?Y ou mean Mary," said Forindasoftly.

Hedghed. ?Yeah. | mean Mary .. . | mean, | understand. | alwaysdid.’

They moved gpart. Fiorinda hung her head, hiding behind arampart

of sat-wet curls, and drew in the sand with her finger. At strue | was obsessed with him. Even right up
to Dissolution Summer, he

wasal | cared about. But you' re wrong, Sage. I'm ages past that stage. He means
nothing, | just want to berid of himand . . . somehow | can‘t be.

AWhen wefirst met,' said Sage, A was afraid I'd remind you of your father,
because I‘m so fucking big, and you like achild in my arms. | thought you could
never possibly want me. It used to make me desperate.”

?Sage. Idiot. It never crossed my mind. Sometimes| think you' re mein another
skin, which can beweird, but | never thought you were my father . . . Oh! Isthat
why you wouldn't fuck mewhen | offered, that time?

Hm. Asl recdl, it wasn't avery appeding offer.’

?Hahaha Nobody talks to Aoxomoxoa like that! Y ou said you weren't so hard
up you had to jump my scrawny little underage bones, and | was so mortified.!
He smiled, between rueful and tender. AWl | lied.

2 was so fucked-up, when you met me. | waslike spoiled mest.

2 knew. | knew you felt likethat. And | was scared, Fiorinda. | didn‘t dareto
touch you, because you were so fragile and hurt, and I'm acoward. | was afraid
I‘d break something, theway | dwaysdo . . . It was Ax who took on that job.’
The wind and the searoared. The beach had an unearthly luminescence as

their eyes grew accustomed to the night. ?Y ou gave me unconditiona love,’ she
said, when no one had ever loved me before. It's something | can't ever repay.
She climbed into hisarms, with starry eyes and a sweet and joyful smile. My
Sage, you are so good to me. Did | ever tell you, I'm madly inlovewith you? Fucking-with-intent to cut
Ax out would seem the greater crime, but holding

her naked in hisarms, fegling nothing but tenderness, he knew he'd never been
inworse danger.

2C"'mon. Into the seaagain. One rush, and then home.

On the way back they stopped at the waterfall pool to rinse off. He carried her
under the hally trees (ouch, ouch ouch) and doused them both in the churning
pot, unbelievably much colder than the sea, which the Chy had pummeled for
itsdlf in adark rocky ddl. It was magica, but his hands were starting to act up.
When they were dressed he offered her the keys. Fiorinda could drive, though
sherarely wanted to. She refused, laughing, oh no, I‘mthegirl, you drive. He
was too proud to explain. He tackled the lumpy descent to Tyller Pystri with
extreme caution, Forindabeside himin hisold Guernsey and her rustling skirts,
snging under her bresth and smiling angdlicdly.

What's up with you, brat?

Nothing. I'm very, very happy and | love you very much.’

Nyah—' He switched on the skull, rotting flesh and lively maggots version.
Fiorinda yelped, and the Volvo swerved. Crunch. They both jumped out to |ook.
Oh, shit. Theleft headlamp had collided with a corner of jutting rock.

2 wasdriving, said Forinda.

?Don't be stupid. | wasdriving.’

They stared at each other, for too long.



2 shouldn't have been driving," said Sage. My hands are fucked." Silently they got back into the car.
Forindanursed it home, through the gates

and onto the hardstanding under the twin beech trees. Therewas alight in the
living-room.

Al dothetalking, said Fiorinda. At was my fault. My pathetic nightmare.”

Ax didn‘t make afuss about the car. They spent the rest of the night together

in Sage' s bed. But things were not good. In the morning Fiorindaremembered
some of what she'd said on the beach, and was very frightened. She decided she
would walk to the garage shop to seeif they had any chocolate. L eave them
aonetogether: it wasthe only trick she knew. When Fiorindahad left Ax came
into the studio and sat in atattered armchair.

?Tell mewhat redly happened?

Sagetried totdl him.

AWhat d'you mean, she frightenedyou?

What | say. Shewas like not hersdlf, literally, when she came downgtairsto me.
It was horrible. And you dept through this?

2 dept through it. Fuck, look who' stalking. Y ou should' ve woken me.
2A'msorry | didn't, | don‘t know how that happened. Could we keep to the
point? | took her to the beach because.. . . well, to bresk the mood, and then she
started talking about her father. Listen to me, Ax. She said things, redlly strange
things, that, if | took them a certain way, | would be very scared—

?Y ou'retelling me Forinda sgoing nuts? ?No . . . * Sage could not say what was on hismind. It would
taketoo long, he

would have to go back to first principles, and it would be beyond belief. A don't
know what to think. We know what happened to her. We know things like that
have away of surfacing yearslater. That'swhat she says hersdlf, and it could be
true, but I'm afraid there' s something else, something worse—

“AVhat are you on about? She' s been under horrible stressfor years, and now it
seems like every woman friend we have is either pregnant or dandling ababy. It
must be fucking painful, humiliating even, and it brings back the hell shewent
through when she was thirteen. What more do you need? We knew she was
vulnerable, we knew what we were taking on. We can help her through. But
you're not helping by getting melodramatic in the middle of the night, taking

her skinny dipping, for fuck’s sake—*

Crashing your car.'

AX shrugged. ?0h, forget that. | knew you' d dent it sometime.”

AVE retoo old for her,' said Sage, abandoning al hope of a serious discussion.
2 expect that' swhy | got the father stuff. She wants a boyfriend her own age and
she doesn't know how to tell us. Cometo think of it, nothing morelikely.*
Bagtard,” said Ax. ?Y ou know so fucking well how to screw me up. You
dwaysdid.

2 could say the same of you.*

?Y ou should have woken me!’

2 wish | had." Sageleft the desk, and kissed Ax, fiercely. ?Let's go next door." They moved next door,
to Sage' s bed, the sexua heat between them stronger

than as ever, while trust and faith were foundering; isn't it often the way.

Reading Weekend came, the end of August: Fiorindaand DARK headlining on
Saturday night. The crowd was huge, in defiance of Travel RedtrictionsHell, and
there were record numbers at the big screen sites up and down the country.
DARK's s, climaxing with aglorious rendition of 2Chocobo’, Fiorinda s superb
dancetrack from Friction, wasthelive music event of the year.



The Dictator and his Minister missed the whole thing. They'd taken oxy again
and werein Bartoli‘ s Hideout, kissing and caressing, and discussing the ever
fascinating topic, did (does) Fiorinda fuck Charm Dudley? How blessed it isto have
someone who shares alover' sfears. ?No, no no. Y eah, they used to roll-around
fight. But there wasn't anything sexud iniit. | saw those fights—

?Y ou say that because you're kidding yourself, Sage—

On the big screen above the bar, instant replay: Fiorindaand Charm duetting

on ?San Antonio Rose' . Fiorindain her silver and white cowgirl dress and the
red boots, looking so wonderful, playing so tight with Charm,do they or don’t
they? Fiorindaand DARK walked into the Hideout in aposse. The dike rockers
and Harry Child, DARK's new bassist (replacing Tom Okopie, who had been
killed by aBritish Resistance landmine, in Boat People summer) closed up
around their singer and walked straight out again. Sage and Ax, locked in thelr
twisted obsession, didn't even notice. 2Jaysus, said Fergal, one of the unwilling spectators. AWhy the
fock do they do

it? 1t sno wonder she's mad with them. That Stuff eatsyer brain.’

?They doit," said Dilip sadly, ?becauseif they don't do oxy occasondly it'll be
bloody murder, they*ll be at each other* sthroats.’

?And break her heart,” muttered Rob.

?And bresk the Reich.’

Fiorinda came back aone later, and teased her boyfriendsthe drug fiendsinto
some semblance of normal behaviour. Whatever she said to them when she took
them home, it worked. Things were okay again; for awhile.

She dreamed that the Few were visiting abathhouse. There were glistening tiles,
turquoise pooals, mirrors, drifts of white steam; everyone was naked. She knew it
was a dream, because this was something they* d never done. She was sashaying
around with her tiger and her wolf on either arm, having afinetime. But why do

| keep looking at mysdalf?Why don't | look at my friends, some of whom | have
never seen naked before? Surdly 1*d be interested. Why don't | look at Sage and
AX?They areglorious. Am | not proud of them? She had no choice. Something
behind her eyes wanted to dwell on these breadts, this small waist, this bum,
these dim thighs, and Fiorindamust comply, she must stare into every reflecting
surface .. . . Shewoke, swesting, Sitting bolt upright: but she did not scream.
She'd trained hersdlf not to scream.

Sage and Ax were fast adeep. Where are we? It s Brixton. Huddled there, arms wrapped around her
knees, sheimagined teling them

that she was being attacked by a psychic mongter. But if thiswas Rufus O*Niall
why did it fed like her degpest self? Like the stupid choices of afucked-up,
worthlesslittle girl? And what good would it do for Ax and Sage to know? What
could they do? Shewould tell them nothing. She would fight her own battle.

Sage was dead to the world, awarm rock. She dipped out of bed, round to
AXx‘sdde, and crept in beside him. Little cat, he murmured, and they moved
together, into the way they used to hold each other, faling adeep, before the
threesome began. Oh Ax, my darling Ax. | can't belosing you.

Ax spent abizarre amount of histime signing things. It seemed archaic but
apparently it was necessary. Signing til hiswrist ached, dl thewhile making lists
in hishead, like the lists he used to make in Dissolution Summer. Buit grittier.

Regtore mixed arable farming
Recruit more hedgeschool teachers
Recruit competent drop-outs to the ?Nation of Shopkeepers' project Convince Boat People recruitsto



above that they' Il be accepted, not stoned to death, inisolated rural communities

Build alot more solar, wind and wave plants. Quickly

Keep the CCM united. Which means keeping the Celtics happy Buit try not to compromise on pagan
rituals

Street-fighting

Mead esvaccination

Anti-scienceriots

All the while haunted by ayoung Indie gar, in the first flush of success. You

want meto sign your am? Thistattered inner from avanished jewelcase? Y our
forehead, your pants, your bum? Hey, okay, no problem, form aline, let me give you my specia smile,
let me recruit you to my cause. Y es, even then. Because the

world wasfalling apart, and Ax had to use the power fate had gifted to him, he
had no choice. He had a stand-up fight with Fiorinda over the Cdl-Up Bill. She
said, what happened to lifestyle choices? What happened to, ?Utopian revolutions
turn rotten in about six weeks if you impose the Good State by force—?*

He sad thisisn't about Utopig, it s about survival now, and she said, yeah, |
spotted that. Your survival, you mean. Thefirst rule of politics: stay in power . Hesad
you haveto do dragtic thingsin desperate Situations, and it was atemporary,
emergency measure—

AWhat istemporary about this? sheyelled. ?Thisisnot temporary! We are not
going to get to the other side, Ax. Thereisno other sde!*

They werein theliving-room of the Brixton flat. Sage hated their fights, he

usualy managed to be el sewhere. Ax walked away, asfar astheterrace
windows: the Brixton back gardens planted with vegetables, urban field Strips.

?Y ou knew thiswaswhat | wanted, from the beginning.’

?Did 1?What | remember isthat you told us you never wanted to run the

country. Y ou sad that was bullshit.’

Shecriesin the night, and he goes on doing exactly what makes her unhappy.

He couldn't help it. He would work himself to death at thisimpossible job, and
make her hate him, because it was better than facing the pain.

What happened to the sweet love you and | had?

20h Ax," shesad. My darling Ax. The house alwayswins.' Fiorinda sat up late by the old gas stove,
wrapped in her gold and brown shawl,

trying to read: Elsie curled on her lap. There wasn't much heat in the flames, the
pressure was too low, but the sight of them was comforting. She couldn't
concentrate, she stared around, looking for ghosts.

There on the bookcase isthe Sweet Track Jade: the stone axe, ancient symbol

of civilisation in England, which the Few gaveto their beloved leader on the

night of hisinauguration. Thereisthe Times cartoon of Mr Dictator, with Sage
and Forindaas big cat and little cat, that they* d decided they liked, and bought
the origind. There' sthe take-off of afamous Hockney picture. Sage and Ax
drinking sherry on the terrace, the cat walking on thewall, Fiorindajust a

glimpse of party frock. 2Mr Preston, Mr Pender, and ElS €.

Hereisour life, hollow and empty. Heream |, trapped in the officid story.

She heard Sage comein. The Heads d had a gig in Camden, something about
promoting country life. Sage ambling up the stairs, into the bathroom, where he
pisses gdlons, snging that he has abrand new combine harvester,and I'll give
you the key. Into the room, ssumbling only alittle, and shedding his coat. He wore
brown corduroy trouserstied under the knee with string, awhite shirt without a
collar and ared kerchief around histhroat. He looked stunningly beautiful,



dightly ridiculous, and very smashed.

?AX not back yet?

Thiswasthe night of the Call-Up Debate. Ax was a the House of Commons. ?Nah.’
?D'you know what' s going on?

She shrugged. A suppose David and Ax are getting their own way. The
cameraangleswill make ten MPslook like acrowd, and theré' Il beathrilling
hard-won victory around two am. | think that was the plan. Check the
Parliament Channd and find out.

2Can‘t betossed.! He descended beside her in the old Aoxomoxoa style,
something between collgpsing and folding up like atel escope.

?Y ou’ ve been pouring horrible, horrible quantities of alcohol down your neck,
haven't you?

?Frad 0.

?Shit. | really needed someoneto tak to tonight.*

?Y ou cantalk to me.' Helifted her onto hislap (Else snarled and fled). A will
listen. | jus won't remember in the morning, an' then you can tdl me again.’

She wrapped her shawl around them both. 2 can‘t live likethis.'

Now, tha sashame, because | wasjust thinking . . .* His soft mouth traced her
hairline, hisarmstightened in the warm hold that would never fail, A would
happily spend the rest of my days like this. There could be minor improvements,
we could both be naked and my cock safeinsde, but thisisvery fine.

2A'velost themusic. | get up on stage and it'sajob, afake, | don't believein my
songs anymore, they‘redl stupid, meaningless.’ ?Sweetheart, we dl losethemusic. You'll find it again,
soon aswe get through

this part. A little crash-an'-burn, wandle in the widlernesses, derigeur, my brat."
?diot. You'd better go to deep, you' re not making sense.

When Ax got in he found them like that, fast adeep in the pearly glow of an
ATP lamp. He sat on the opposite couch, took out a cigarette and smoked it,
watching the lovers, thinking: you' d have to have a heart of stone to want to
come between them.

Stonesin his heart.

Sage opened hiseyes. AWdI? Did you win, you and David?

?Yeah. Let'sgo to bed.

Two days after the Cal-Up debate Dan Preston had a massive heart attack. No
warning. Ax‘sfather had hardly been near adoctor in hislife. In better times
maybe he' d have lived; or maybe not, who can tdll. Asit was, he was dead before
they got him to afunctioning cardiac unit. He wasfifty-eight.

Straight after the funera Sage had to go to Edinburgh on atrade mission. The
Scots were interested in devel oping bi-location phones. (Strange the way the
cutting edge keeps moving on and out, at least for awhile, when acivilisation
dies). Fiorindatook over Ax' sdiary aswell her own, so Ax could stay with his
mother. She and Sage kept in touch using the new, commerciad model bi-loc.
Forinda had never tried Xaceting’ before. It sounded like modern drugs, but Sage persuaded her. They
knew they"d better stay off sex, but onething led to

another and they couldn't res <.

He thought he was making love with her naked soul.

When he came home, he and Fiorinda didn‘t say aword to each other about
what was going on between them. There was nothing to be said, nothing to be
done; and Ax must never know. Ax, on anorma phone, told them he was glad
he' d been getting on better with his dad over the past year or so, and Dan had
never wanted to get old, so as sudden deaths go it was okay. And his mother



was bearing up.

The night he came back from Taunton the three of them had terrific sex, the

best sex they* d had in months. When Fiorindawas adegp Ax and Sage got up
and sat drinking single malt, discussing the Edinburgh trip. They couldn't have
had this conversation with Fiorinda: she went balistic a any mention of palitics
at the moment. . . A decade or so down the line those canny Scots might be
drawing up anew Act of Union, the way things are heading. (Waesisn't going
to object. Basicdly, the Welsh don't give abugger. Most of them don‘t careif the
government isin Tokyo, aslong asit'snot in Cardiff ). . . And it wouldn‘t be the
worst thing that could happen.

Vel belong gone,’ said Ax. ?The Reich will be history.!

?The modern world will be back in place. We'll be rockstars again.*

Mm." Ax looked into hisglass. ?Y ou know that Romanian gig?

?The Danube dams? There' d been endless Crisis Europe invitations. people who wanted Ax to
break up fights, speak a conferences; even to tour with the Chosen. The Dacian
Greenswerethe latest. They wanted Ax to arbitrate with their government, and
other factions, over freeing the greet river.

?Yeah?

?*‘m thinking of accepting. I ve been thinking for awhilethat | ought to get

out thereinto Europe, see what'sgoing on. |1l be back by Christmas.’

When he' d convinced his partners, Ax went to Reading to see Olwen Devi,
because Sage had inssted that he have his chip checked out, and it was
something Olwen could do. She decided she needed to give him agenera hedth
check whileshewasat it. Ax, like hisfather, wasthe never had a day’ sillnessin my
lifetype, and he didn't like the idea. But he submitted. The report was good. The
heart wasfine; last you a century. Thelungs likewise, though Olwen seemed less
pleased about that. It always annoys people when atobacco smoker doesn't
show any sign of suffering from it. Everything was fine, except for the chip. She
said he ought to get rid of it at once, which was a shock. It hadn‘t been serviced
for yearsand he' d known it needed fixing (no arming symptoms, but he knew).
He hadn‘t been expecting anything so findl. Theideaof living without his other
mind, hislibrary, hisinternal security, wasahard blow.

AVE |l have to see about that when | get back." They were debriefing in the new Rivermead Palace
hedlth centre. Rain

stormed at the smal square windowsin Topsy‘ sthick metal-and-mulch walls:
seemslike we' |l be inaugurating the new Rivermead flood refuge soon. . . Olwen
looked at him compassionately. She wore the Zen Sdf mainframe asajewe on
her finger: she understood.

2 want to do it now, Ax.’

2 haveto go to Romania. Thisis not the moment for brain surgery.*

She might have asked what was so dl-fired crucia about thetrip, but she did
not. She knew from the look in Mr Preston’s eye she would get nowhere,

?All right. Assoon asyou get back. Hm. I'll give you afacet of Serendip. Shé'll
look after the implant, you will have her resourcesto cal on, and that will befine
for afew weeks. No longer!’

Hewent up to Y orkshire to see Sayyid Mohammad Zaid, his mentor in the Faith.
They talked a length, done, with Mohammad' sfamily; and with other vitd
English Idamigts. They spoke of the Idamic Community*sduty to be the presence
of God'smercy and compassion on earth: aspiritua hegemony, far greater than
materid power. Ax extracted afirm acknowledgment that the secret planto
make England into an Idamic State was indefinitely on hold, aresult he' d been



working towards for awhile. These goodwill agreements might fal apart the
moment your back isturned, but they mean something. He stayed three days,
and came away fedling hisburden lighter. If I've fucked up everything e'se, he thought (too weary and
deadened for prayer, thinking only of England), that's

one good choice | made. From Bradford he went to Easton Friarsto see Richard
Kent, the barmy army’ s chief of staff; then acircuit of the big staybehind camps
and urbans, talking to hippy councillors and green gangstas.

So many people wanted a piece of Ax. He even managed to make it (alone) to
alast Liaison Meeting with Benny Prem. Poor Benny, behind his enormous desk
inhisbig empty office it waslike vigting some cranky old lady. Benny wasina
huff, feeling dighted as usud. He wanted to know if there' d be Liaison Meetings
while Ax was gone. Ax said Fiorindamight be forced to cancel, as shewould be
very busy, but he'd remind the Minigter.

Benny said, sulkily, ?Does Sage dways do what you tell him?

When hefedslikeit,” said Ax cheerfully, ignoring the insolence.

| will even miss you, he thought, as he took hisleave. Absurd asthat might be.
He kept Benny on out of pragmatism, though he knew his partnersdidn‘t

believe that. But sometimes helooked at the guy and saw himsdlf: the mixed-race
boy made good, overcompensating. He hoped he could persuade Sage to visit
Benny, just for form’ s sake. 1t would be akindness (not that Benny could
appreciate kindness, poor bastard). And it would be wise.

Benny was only pretending to sulk. He was excited. Ax wasleaving the

country. He dill didn‘t know who his patron was, and nothing had changed
except that Ax had gone from strength to strength. But he had faith: he was sure
something would happen now. Fiorinda had been very surprised to discover that everybody, including
Sage,

took it for granted that shewould be Ax' s deputy. But she' d accepted her fate.
They'd had the briefings, Fiorindaand Ax with the suits and the Ceremonid
Head Of State staff. There was one more thing, a conversation he didn‘t want to
have at home. He cameto find her when he knew she'd beworking late in the
Office a the San, and waited, chatting with anyone who offered, until everyone
hed gone, even Allie.

Lot of memoriesinthisview," he said, staring out through the Bal cony doors.
Gold gleamed on the Victoria Monument, the Japanese banners at the Insanitude
Gates fluttered in the light from the lanterns that hung there; Central London

was in profound shadow. He could remember when that darkness had seemed
very strange and ominous. Not anymore.

?Yes, sad Fiorinda

Helooked at the sacred noticeboards. corkboard ruthlesdy knocked up on the
gaudy, shabby walls, repositories of holy Reich relics. The old, filled oneswere
never dismantled; they were framed and sealed. Allie sold scanned copiesas
Few merchandising and you could see the attraction. Here' sthe whole history of
our strange daysinscribed in old wristies, jokes and gnomic messages on Post
its. Withered memos, photos, newspaper cuttings.

Like afolk museum, touching and sad.

Fiorinda watched him, looking puzzled, until he cameto her desk. ?D*you recdll the day we sat around
thosetablesand | told you dl | was going

to demand the reped of the desth pendlty, or | would quit?

2t was another world.

Yeah. .. People are making such afuss about this Romanian trip. Makes me
wish I'd made a habit of going to conferences. Maybe the Chosen should do a



foreign tour, the lazy bastards, and | could tag along, pretend I'm ill arockstar.
He sat beside her, looking at the ring she had given him, turning the red bevel

S0 theinscription caught thelight. Thistoo will pass. AWe never had aromance, do
you remember? We just climbed into bed together and that was it. No fireworks.
2 remember plenty of fireworks.'

Maybe, later. But | like to remember theway it started—" He' d better shut up.
He was getting maudlin, going to ruin everything. 2 want to give you

something." He showed her the bi-loc. It was a clunky early version, but not the
standard prototype. ?Thisisatricky kind of satellite phone. It works through my
chip; it's the one we used to hack our way out of the quarantine. | want you to
haveit, so you can dways reach me.’

2But you' re not leaving Europe.”

No, but . . . Telecoms go down, networks crash. | can't lose my chip, and you
won't losethis. Y ou don't need to know anything technicdl, it‘ slike anormal bi
locto use.' He closed her hands over the handset. ?Call meif you redly need me.
But be careful, we don't want aggravation with the Internet Commisioners. Don't tell anyone that you
haveit. Not even Sage. He, well, he' d be happier not

knowing I* ve given you contraband to look after.’

0kay.

She tucked the phone in her bag. They stood up, and hugged each other. The
vell was very thin. He knew that he had only to say the word, one pleafor

mercy, and shewould pity him. Shewould be hislittle cat again. But he had
vowed to himself that he would not say that word, and he wasn't going to break
down now.

A1l missyou very much,’ she whispered.

Metoo,’ sad Ax. A°ll missyou. You'll ook after Elsefor me, won't you?
?Yes. I'll look after Else

Just before Ax was due to leave Fiorinda and Sage went down to Cornwall by
train. Ax had thingsto do: he followed them in the VVolvo the next morning. The
vigit to the cottage was alast-minute tour de force, but they*d all wanted it. It was
November, and the floods were out. The Somerset Levelslooked like melted
tundra, the once and future landscape of mere and marsh and hilltop towns
clearly discernable. He stopped at Wheddon Down in the rain to recharge,
bought asack of damp birch logsfor the price of a cup of coffee and heard that
the Tamar was threatening to break its banks: but when he reached the river it
looked okay. He talked to the Flood Watch, one more patient conversation with
the English, and crossed over the Guinevere Bridge one more time. On Bodmin Moor he stopped the
car. He wondered about Sage’ swolves, and

thought he would get out and listen for them; but he didn't. He wiped his eyes,
and drove on.

He had been daunted, dmost frightened, at the thought of thislast night. But it
was okay. They stacked Ax‘slogsin the hearth to dry, they did the usud Tyller
Pystri things, they talked about Ax'strip. It seemed to Ax there was a painful
slence behind every word they spoke, but if hisloversfelt the same they made
no sign. At midnight they banked thefire. Sage and Ax went out in the dark and
rainto take apiss, alittleritua. They'd awaysliked pissng together. And so to
bed.

Hedidn't deep. In the morning he packed the car. Fiorindawas driving back
with him, to see him off. Sage was staying at the cottage. Ax couldn't remember
how this arrangement had been made, but it was settled. Separate goodbyes. He
walked out to look at the Chy, and then went into the studio. Sage was Sitting



there staring into space. He jumped up when Ax camein. The wordswon't
come. Thelast chanceto break the slenceis here: and then it' sgone, and the
words didn‘t come. They hugged.

?Stay off the smack, okay?

Ax had been an occasiona user, once, long ago. Sage the ex-junkie had hasded
himinto giving up.

?sthat al you can think of to say?

At wasajoke. Uh, poor taste. | meant, look after yoursalf.” Sage thought, if he'd been Ax he'd have an
itemised ligt, covering every

recklessthing Ax might think of doing, and he'd extract apromisefor every one.
Don't take drugs from strangers. Don't jJump in pitswith tigers. Don't march on
Moscow, don‘t . . . Don't take on the world, fuck’ s sake, it s bigger than you.

2 just want you to come back safe.

You...same'

?‘m not going anywhere,' said Sage.

Ax nearly said, forgetting he' d wanted separate goodbyes, at least you could
have come to Dover But he didn‘t. Fiorindawas waiting: she and Ax got into the
car. Sage came down the track, loping beside them through the rain to open the
gates, and thisisthelast moment. Thelittle Chy roaring, the leaves on the oak
treestattered gold, Sage in the rear view mirror, bluest eyes, there, he' sgone.
Theferry (amassve old thing, rattling empty) left Dover a six in the evening

after severd hours delay. Fiorindawas long gone. He' d told her he didn‘t want
her to wait around. The rest of the Dacian expedition had settled in the saloon,
getting stuck into some merry drinking. They were picking up achartered flight

to Bucharest in Paris. Ax stood by therail in the stern, guitar-case over his
shoulder, and watched the cold, grey water churning away.

| don‘t blame you, brother, he thought. I do not blame you.

When had he redlised he had to go? After that night at Tyller Pystri in July? Or
before that, or later? It seemed to him now that he' d always known that he was living on borrowed time.
You can't giveaguy like Sage limited accessto thelove

of hislife, and expect him to accept the idea: St there like adog with abiscuit on
hisnose. Not indefinitely. Thisis Aoxomoxoa, for fuck’ s sake. And you can‘t go on
watching the girl you lovetear hersdlf to pieces. . . They would never have left
me, they would have been loyd. He set histeeth at the thought of their loyalty,
letting Ax tag dlong, all three of them knowing thered situation. Fuck that. | had
to leave. No more nightmares now. She'll be happy. She'll get the sterilisation
reversed, she'll have hisbaby. Oh, God, havel redlly kissed her for the last time?
Redly never hold my darling again?

Thepaninhisheart—

He' d left hisbag indoors, but he' d brought the jade axe out on deck. He took it
from inside his coat. The Sweet Track Jade: dropped or laid as a sacrifice by the
causewayed road from Taunton to Glastonbury, more than five thousand years
ago. A dim, unpolished, |eaf-shaped blade of blue-green stone, perfectly crafted,
beautiful to hold. What arare thing to own: my badge of office. Onelast good
look. A swing from the shoulder. There, it'sgone. He didn‘t see the splash. Will
an arm clothed in white samite rise, to hand his sacrifice back to him, to restore
hisloss? Nah, no arm clothed in white samite. Nothing.

He watched the water for awhile, fistsin his pockets, the wind and rain whipping his hair, then he went
back into the warm saloon. So that' s that.

6: OneOf TheThree



Ax wasin Romania, and having awild time of it from what they could make out
(communcation wasn't easy). George and Bill and Peter had come back to the
van, in Travellers Meadow: they were hoping to get the bossto talk about a new
abum. On acold Sunday morning Bill and George sat browsing sections of the
Saybehind Clarion; drinking teawith condensed milk and whisky chasers. There
was no fresh milk. The Rivermead Organic Dairy was having trouble with the
wrong kind of grass. Peter lay on one of the astronaut couches, thinking about
hislatest kaleidoscope. Making kaleidoscopes was his secret vice.
Forindawalked in, barefoot and touded, wearing an ancient blue cashmere
swester, the ravelled hem a couple of inches above her knees. Morning Fio, mm
um. As she boiled akettle and stretched for mugs the fine wool moved,
beautifully revealing, over the dender, rounded body beneath —making you
realise how very chaste she usualy dresses. (Fiorindain her party frock turns
cartwhedlson stage, al you get to seeismorefrills,) Sheleft, givingthem a
deepy amile. George drew abreath and quietly, dowly, exhaed.

He dkill yer,” sad Bill, without looking up.

“Not evenin jest, Bill Trevor,’ said George sternly. ?* d rather top me' salf than
do anything to harm that little girl. Nah . . . | just fed like her dad, jedous of the
boyfriend. Not," he added, hurriedly, ?her particular dad, mind you.’

At Il wear off,' Peter consoled them. ?She’ sgoing to bewith him al thetime
now. You'll get usedtoit." George and Bill looked at each other. Yes. It' strue. Peter Stannenisan
dien

lifeform. A hopel diefirgt,’ said Bill.

Fiorinda had to get back to London. Sage waked her to Reading station, went

to the gym and spent some time at the Boat People' s Welfare Office, embroiled in
Town vs Counterculture vs Refugeesissues. When he escaped he headed for the
North Bank, once a parade of classy riverside residences, now awilderness
frequented only by the kids of the campsite. He needed to think.

When the three of them werefirst loversthey used to play agame: what does

it take for the most perfect, brilliant sex in the universe?

Onebig cat, onelittle cat, one animal-tamer One stud, one babe, one chameleon
Two musiciansand an artist (not sure | liked that one) One white boy, one coloured boy, one yelow girl
One Mudim, one Methodist (Iapsed), one Pagan (VERY |apsed).

How about this one? Two cyborgs and awitch.

The anti-science tendency had never kicked up about Ax‘s chip, the Zen Sdlf
guest; or Sage and Fiorinda' s Rivermead gene-mods. If they* d thought about it,
they knew they*d get nowhere. The public, the voters, just didn‘t fedl negative
onthoseissues. . . It'snot harming the sacred holy environment, isit? Sowhat's
the problem? If someone managed to unmask Fiorindaas awitch, that would be
different. He didn‘t know what would happen, but it would be bad. Ax, a the
least, would look asif he'd been lying to the country for years, denying the redlity of so-called psychic
powers. And what if someone outed her while Ax

was away, and she didn't have the protection of Mr Dictator’ s persond prestige?
We have to have that conversation, the three of us. The one we never had after
Spitdl*sfarm, soon as he comes home. Il talk to her, she'll seereason. . .
AX‘sabsence was aredlity check. Sage and Fiorinda s secret love affair, which
should never have begun, was over: not aword, but they both knew it. They
loved him, they would stick by him, end of story. But now he was free of that
madness, the problem of her magic emerged in sharp, scary relief. Theweird
feats he' d seen her perform. That night in July at Tyller Pystri, thethings she'd
sad, unguarded and in the grip of her nightmare. Things he should have said to



AX, the morning after. . . There' sno such thing as 2magic’, Ax. All the New-Agey
miracles of your reign, fake asthe next bleeding Madonna, far as|‘m aware. But |
know away, outsde chance, that power of that kind could be created, it'sinthe
Zen SAf science, 1 ve known about it for years. Trust me, I‘'m serious. If I‘'m right
about what' s happening we' re under attack, and if Fiorindaislying about it, to
protect us, that's because she' s afraid there' s nothing we can do—

Failed to tell him any of that. Sidetracked, and there was never a better time.

The stuation in Bucharest sounded exhilarating. Therewasice and snow.

Packs of fera dogsroamed the streets, likewise feral packs of humans. The
officid CCM of the Danube Countrieswas a war with itsfactions, the Gaia
wants-us-to-commit-suicide party was at war with everyone, and oh yesh, the
suitswere dso involved. Mr Dictator said it was hectic, and he didn't know if he would be home for
Christmas. He sounded energised and focused: Ax restored,

AX inhisdement.

Wi, he'll come back, and we' Il sort the problem, the way we dways do.

But oh God, if there was away to make her mine that wasn't so tainted. He's
not the same person, | could take her from him now, | know | could. If I could be
sure we' d ever forgive ourselves—

He was lurking in atumbledown summerhouse, looking out on the ruins of
someone' stended lawns, the river glimpsed through branches, dark and full

under afrail pal of mist. Two dead leaves drifted, floated, like dancers through
the dim air. He watched them, hismind filling up with blank stillness; with

sadness. Therewas atiny sound, alittle sigh. A smal girl had materialised

beside him: gtting there with her pae brown head bent and fiststhrust in the
pockets of ahomespun woollen frock.

AWhat' you upto, Silver?

20h, nothing. I'm just thinking.'

No peace for the Minister. He sighed, and caught one of the dancing leaves. It
reminded him of Forinda: sunburst yellow isredly her colour, not green—
20kay, catechism for you. What tree’ sthisfrom?

?Er . . . beech. | mean oak. What were you thinking about?

?None " er your business. Field maple. Oak are thelong crinkly ones,

remember? Now tell mewhy they fall off." ?Because the trees are decide-uous and they decide leavesin
winter isn't cost

effective’

?Fair enough. Describe me the mechanism.!

Silver glowered. At's done by horseshoes. Why do you know al this stuff,

Sage? Y ou're not a herbalist. Who told you?

2 dunno. | think my mum must have told me, along, long time ago.'

How do you know it'still true?

2Good point.’

The child stared at him. AWhat did your mum look like? Was she nice to you?
Something rapped againgt the crumbling woodwork, bardly missng Silver's

skull. Pearl was adtride abranch, bare legs and feet dangling, wonderfully
camouflaged by dirt, grinning like ajuvenile post-human gargoyle.

7 sdked you! | stalked you!”

2Fuck off!* yelled Silver. ?Y oullittle creep. | found him, he's mine.

Right,' said Sage, giving them the skull mask, with menaces. ?That'sit. Go
away, both of you. Get lost.!

Thelittle girls scooted, in fear and trembling. A couple more years, he

thought, and that won't work any more. The over-thirtieswill bekilled and



egten. A chimein hisear.

?Sage?

PHi, Fee. What' swrong? Not very loverlike, but Fiorinda never callsjust to
hear the sound of your voice— ?Sage, the axeis gone. The Sweet Track Jade. | suddenly noticed. It‘'s
gone.

Huh?William must have moved it

William wasther cleaning person in Brixton.

?‘ve asked him, and he saysno. It'snot here. It's gone.

Her voice trembled with dreadful import, Fiorinda of the nightmares, ?Okay.
Don't cry, baby, I'll comeup. | bet | canfind it.’

2 won't bein. I'm going to see Gran and Fergdl . . . Could you meet me there?
Most of the house was shut up. Boarded windows stared from the gloom, over
thetall laurel hedge. He found hisway to the door of the basement, where
Fiorinda sgran and Fergd lived, in acosy rat's nest; suffed with furniture from
the empty rooms above. Shelet himin, and winced away from hiskiss, asif
malicious eyes were watching. In the old lady* s bed-sitting room, squeezed full
of mahogany, Fergal was cooking supper, cabbage and bacon and potatoes, on
an ancient gas stove; refreshing himself with draughts from apint glass of red
wine. Gran sat in bed, wrapped in shawls, swigging home-made el derberry
liqueur and flirting shamelesdy with her keeper.

Sage kept up his share of banter through the medl, and the old lady glowed:
sheloved mae company. Fiorindatraced kitchen knife marks on the ruined
tabletop with her fingertip; hardly spoke and ate nothing. Her gran seemed
unconcerned. Ferga kept casting wistful, worried glances at Sage; but he didn't
comment. They |eft after thefirst rubber of whist. Fiorinda closed the garden gate,
switched on her torch, and shuddered. 2 hate this place more and more. The
moment | stepinside, | fed asif someone's shoving concrete down my throat. |
don‘t know how Fergal standsit.’

?He seemsto get on with your gran okay.*

20h, he! swonderful. | should come and see them more often, but I can't.

They went back to Brixton: the Sweet Track Jade could not be found. They
couldn’t remember when they*d last seen it. Neither of them had spent much
time at the flat snce Ax left. Sagetried to reassure her, but they were both
unaccountably shaken. The Jade was a potent symbol, Ax‘s most precious
possesson; after hisbeloved Les Paul (which of course had gone to Romania).
AWe can ask himwhereitisnext timehecdls:

“No we can't,’ said Fiorinda. 2No privacy.’

They couldn‘t call Ax, hedidn‘t have a private number. He had to cal them,
and the cdls from Romania came through to alandline phonein the Office at the
San. They hadn‘t been paying attention, they hadn't realised how strange and
lonely thiswas going to fed, because, because. . . They drank wine, smoked
spliff, had incandescent sex: went to bed and had more. Later, Sage woke and
found her sitting up, hands pressed to her forehead. Her skin, when he touched
her, was cold and clammy with swest.

PForinda?

20h God, shit. Shit, shit.. . . | think | was my mother in that dream.’ Shereturned to hersdlf. At's
nothing, Sage. Just astupid dream, caused by

having to visit my gran. | don‘t want to talk about it, let's go back to deep.” She
snuggled down, tugging him with her. 2Mm, | love waking up in bed with you,
you're so big and warm. Is Ax adeep? | want to beinthemiddle.

?He' sin Bucharest, sweetheart.!



He knew she didn't get back to deep, and neither did he.

Constrained by the lack of privacy, they didn't ask Ax about the Jade. It did

not turn up, and suddenly they didn‘t want to be together. Fiorindastayed in
London; Sage stayed in Reading. Working as Ax' s deputy, in his office

downgtairs at Brixton, Fiorinda studied briefing notes he' d eft for her. He'd been
very thorough. Contingency plansfor everything. Shelooked around and chills
went up her spine. Thisislike adead person’s room. This room has been cleared.
The office hadn‘t changed, Ax was always neat. The knowledge wasin

Forinda

A week passed. On Saturday it was the Full Moon dance night at the Blue
Lagoon; Fiorindawent down by train. The Staybehinds were settling into their
fifth winter of principled squaor, unafraid. Things were getting tight but they
wouldn't starve, not yet. Fiorindawould help out from the drop-out hordes
rations (date-expired cakes, apricot jam, tinned mackerdl); and you can make
acohol out of practicaly anything. There' s plenty of caloriesin acohal. It wasa
quiet night, no outsiders; only the staybehinds, Sage and the Heads and Fiorinda.
Shewore thered and gold 7Elizabeth’ dress. They |eft early, around midnight. Fiorinda didn‘t want to go
back to the van, so they walked up to Rivermead

Palace, to the official residence where she never resded. Hand in hand,
harmonising softly, oh darling save the last dance for me. . .

The sky was overcast, the moon invisible. The scent of cold woodsmoke, the
faint stench of the campground reminded Sage of Wharfedale, and abarmy army
bender that he' d shared with Ax Preston, four years and athousand lifetimes
ago. At thefoot of the grassy bank below the dead cars scul pture they stopped
and he began to kiss her. She opened her coat; she unfastened the fascinating
hooks and eyesin the front of the stiff bodice so his clumsy, urgent hands could
find her breasts. She was thinking that the dull way shefdlt, not aroused at dl,
would have been okay for Ax. Ax didn‘t mind if you were abit out of tunefor
sex. But Sage never wanted anything but bona fide cdestid musc—

?Y ou' rethinking about Ax.*

Yes!

They parted and sat on the ground, afew feet away from each other. Fiorinda
was shaking. She desperately didn't want this, but hereit was.

?Fee. Do you love me best? Do you love me more than you love him?

? loved you firgt, only | didn‘t know it. | love him with al my heart, but I ve
never felt about Ax theway | feel about you."

?Then come away with me. We can't do this. Thisisimpossible. We haveto
leave, jJump ship, before he gets back. | can‘t lieto Ax. | can't bear it anymore." ?He's not coming back,
Sage. That'swhy he took the Jade. | don‘t know what

he'sgoing to do, but he's not coming back. Fucking Romaniain November,
fucking Danube dams, wasiit likely? We accepted it, we said yes, yes, fine, fine, we
paid no attention because we wanted him to go. We thought it would be a break
from pretending, anicelittle holiday. But he left because he knew we were
cheating on him.’

?2Cheating on him? Huh? How do you—

?Y ou know we were.'

?Hewouldn‘t leave uslike that, saying nothing. He wouldn't just walk out—"

?Y eshewould. It sexactly what Ax would do. Do the necessary thing, cost
what it costs, and sort the details later. He decided to get out of our way.*

?20h, God. You'reright.*

2 know I'mright.’



Sage gasped in agony, the recent past suddenly, horribly, irevocably present

to him: Ax coming into the studio a Tyller Pystri that last morning, looking so
aone, sologt. Oh God, and hisfather died two months ago. He made nothing of
it, so neither did we. We ignored him. Clear and sharp, how calloudy they'd
betrayed that beautiful guy, who has given hislife for us, time and again. How
they* d thought, we' | have our secret life, and it will be okay because he'll never
know . .. Asif Ax wouldn't know that they had stopped loving him. He covered
hisface.

20h Ax. Shit, | can hardly bear to look at you." Fiorindalooked at him, unflinching. ?Y eah. Y ou and me,
we'rejust fuck

buddies. It's Ax you love, | knew that. Y ou’ d better get out of here. Go after him.*
She stood up. Sage stood too, and grabbed her. They clung to each other,
bone-hard. Thisisit, he knew: right now, our only chance. Drive the van to
Southampton Water, get aride acrossto France, find aplane that’ s going back to
the red world. WE I livein Alaska, up in the mountains, cabin in theforest, lose
oursalves, never hear about Ax‘ s England again. The big crazy Englishman and
his beautiful wife: 1've dreamed of that. We' Il be happy.

Just have to make sure we never speak hisname.

?Y ou have to come with me. Y ou‘reright, he knows. Thisiswhat he wanted,

for usto be gone before he gets back.

?No!* she sobbed, pulling awvay. A won't leave Ax. | won't ever leavehim.
Hewouldn't let go. He kissed her, eyes and cheeks and hair, forcing his

tongue between her teeth, mastering her body, overwhelmed by hisown

Srength, by sheer despair. Fiorindafought back, struggling, terrified, knowing

she hadn‘t a chance—

He backed off, staring at her. She pulled her dress and her coat together.

?That' sinteresting,” she said, clipped and cold. A never thought | could be

afraid of you.’

Ahat have you to be afraid of 7 said Sage. ?Y ou could fry meto acinderina
moment. And whereis Ax? Whereis Ax to say fuck, what is this? Thisis a nightmare. Who started
this stupid conversation? Sop this, you lunatics. . . Forinda

crouched on the grass, her face on her knees. Sage knelt beside her, head bowed.
Slence

Ahat can we do? shewhispered. ?Tdl me, please?

“AWe can go back to the way wewere," said Sage at last. 7Y ou and Ax will be
lovers, and | will be your best friend. It worked. All weloseisthe sex, and that's
no loss. I‘'m not fit to be your lover. | knew | wasn't.

But what shdl wetdl him?

?That | tried to rape you? That | can never touch you again? On an open line?
?Sage,don’'t . . . We could write to him. We could send aletter by courier. But
oh, what if someone elseread it? Y ou can‘t be sure what happensto aletter.’
Wecan'ttdl him," said Sage. ?Ax isflying dambuster raidsin decrepit Cold
War bombers, with half-trained eco-warrior pilots, and | don‘t haveto bethereto
know he' staking insaneriskswith hislife. We can't tdl himthis!'

“Ae havetowait until he comesback,” whispered Fiorinda.

?Yes,' sad Sage, clutching at straws. AWE || tdll him, best we can, on that open
line, that we love him, we need him, and he should come home soon as he can.'
AWVhen he comes back we'll tell him what you said, that you and | can‘t be
loversanymore, he'll understand and it will bedl right.

?Yes. Now I‘m going to thevan.’

They stood up. Fiorinda, biting her lip, said, ?Sage, don‘t takeit al on yoursdlf.



It was me too, never doubt that. | wasin it with you, al theway." Crud to be kind. He stedled himsdlf to
hold her (onelast time, because from

now on friends can hug Fiorinda, but not me); but she looked so forlorn. At will

be okay, baby. It will bedl right.* And now let go. Let your arms drop. Walk
away and leave her crying. Go on, doit. Y ou knew from the start it would come
tothisintheend.

Forindawaked into Rivermead, passing the hippy watchmen in their sdlf

elected livery of red and blue, who had probably heard and seen most of that. So
it goes. No secrets from my household guards. Stone Age Royalty. This brand
new mediaeva bedroom that feels so ominous. . .The bed was not m they had stopped loving him. He
covered

hisface.

20h Ax. Shit, | can hardly bear to look at you.* Fiorindalooked at him, unflinching. ?Y eah. Y ou and me,
we'rejust fuck

buddies. It's Ax you love, | knew that. Y ou' d better get out of here. Go after him.*
She stood up. Sage stood too, and grabbed her. They clung to each other,
bone-hard. Thisisit, he knew: right now, our only chance. Drivethevan to
Southampton Water, get aride acrossto France, find aplane that‘ s going back to
the red world. We'll livein Alaska, up in the mountains, cabin in theforest, lose
oursalves, never hear about Ax' s England again. The big crazy Englishman and

his beautiful wife: I ve dreamed of that. We' Il be happy.

Just have to make sure we never speak his name.

?Y ou have to come with me. Y ou‘reright, he knows. Thisiswhat he wanted,

for usto be gone before he gets back.

?No!* she sobbed, pulling awvay. A won't leave AX. | won't ever leavehim.'
Hewouldn't let go. He kissed her, eyes and cheeks and hair, forcing his

tongue between her teeth, mastering her body, overwhelmed by hisown

strength, by sheer despair. Fiorindafought back, struggling, terrified, knowing

she hadn‘t a chance—

He backed off, staring at her. She pulled her dress and her coat together.

?That' sintereting,” she said, clipped and cold. A never thought | could be

afraid of you.!

AWhat have you to be afraid of ? said Sage. ?Y ou could fry meto acinderina
moment.* And whereis Ax? Whereis Ax to say fuck, what isthis? Thisis a nightmare. Who started
this stupid conversation? Sop this, you lunatics. . . Forinda

crouched on the grass, her face on her knees. Sage knelt beside her, head bowed.
Slence

AWhat can we do? shewhispered. ?Tell me, please?

“Ae can go back to the way wewere," said Sage at last. ?Y ou and Ax will be
lovers, and | will beyour best friend. It worked. All weloseisthe sex, and that's
no loss. I‘'m not fit to be your lover. | knew | wasn't.

But what shal wetdl him?

?That | tried to rape you? That | can never touch you again? On an open line?
?Sage,don’'t . . . We could writeto him. We could send a letter by courier. But
oh, what if someone elseread it? Y ou can't be sure what happensto aletter.
Wecan'ttel him," said Sage. ?Ax isflying dambuster raidsin decrepit Cold

War bombers, with half-trained eco-warrior pilots, and | don't haveto bethereto
know he'staking insane riskswith hislife. We can't tdl him this'

“AVe have to wait until he comes back,” whispered Fiorinda.

Yes,' sad Sage, clutching at straws. AWWe' |l tell him, best we can, on that open
line, that we love him, we need him, and he should come home soon as he can.’



AVhen he comes back we'll tell him what you said, that you and | can‘t be
loversanymore, he'll understand and it will bedl right.

?Yes. Now I‘'m going to the van.*

They stood up. Fiorinda, biting her lip, said, ?Sage, don‘t takeit al on yoursdlf.

It was metoo, never doubt that. | wasin it with you, al theway. Crud to be kind. He stedled himsdlf to
hold her (one last time, because from

now on friends can hug Fiorinda, but not me); but she looked so forlorn. At will
be okay, baby. It will bedl right." And now let go. Let your arms drop. Walk
away and leave her crying. Go on, do it. Y ou knew from the start it would come
tothisintheend.

Forindawaked into Rivermeead, passing the hippy watchmen in their salf

elected livery of red and blue, who had probably heard and seen most of that. So
it goes. No secrets from my household guards. Stone Age Royalty. Thisbrand
new mediaeval bedroom that feels so ominous. . .The bed was not made up, no
one had known she would deep here. Shetook a quilt from one of the carved oak
chestsand lay under it, on the lumpy, scratchy, embroidered bedspread. We
won't fuck, and we' [l work hard. Ax will come home, and everything will be
okay. She fdt shattered but rlieved, asif something rotten had burst open.
Shewasin shock. The pain didn‘t start until |ater.

Ax did not get back for Christmas. Since all waswell at home, he'd decided to
gtay on in Romania after the dambusting, for afact-finding tour —then go

graight to the Flood Countries Conference in Amsterdam, in January.

The Conference, which had sarted life asameseting for at.techies, had grown

in the planning. It had become amajor event, thefirst truly Pan-European
gathering of Countercultura leaders and luminaries, journdists and activiss and
academics, ancethe Crisisbegan. A few years ago nationa governments would have been uniting to
suppress by force. Not any more. The eco-warriors, the

techno-green revol utionaries, might be the only people with any solutions.

Sage and Fiorindawere trapped: they had no plan but the one they* d formed,
half-drunk and in shock, after the Blue Lagoon that night. Unjustly, irretionaly,
they felt abandoned. They desperately needed him and where was Ax? Too busy
saving theworld. You go for it, they told him, on the open line. Obvioudly you
should be there. Y ou do what you have to do. We missyou like hell, but we can
run the show for awhile longer.

AX's entourage came home. The Netherlands government had not been happy
about having Mr Preston at the Conference as England' s Ceremonia Heaed of
State; and that suited Ax fine. Hewould betravelling as a private citizen from
now on. Christmas and New Y ear went by. There were reminders (street
fighting, rural terrorism) of how near they were to the edge, and to what extent
the stability they' d achieved rested on the persondity of one man: but then the
Conference began, and al waswell.

It was like the Idamic Campaign, England watching Ax on the news.

The Flood Countries Conference had caught the mediafolks' imagination, and
was inspiring feats of broadcasting that hadn't been attempted since Ivan/Lara.

It was no easier to get hold of Ax in person than it'd been when hewasin
Romania, but hisfriends could follow his exploits on radio and video, and
sometimeson livetv. It was asif someone had opened awindow in astuffy room. They*d been
locked in on themsealves for so long. Now something was happening in
Amgerdam, in the Troppenmuseum and the Lyceum, that revived thethrilling
amaosphere of Dissolution Summer. Do we make through it to techno-green
Utopia? Or do wefling ourselvesinto the dark? It seemed asiif these questions



were redly being decided.

The Few and friends gathered at the Insanitude to watch Ax dominating the
Data Qurantine debate: arguing fiercely for restored global connectivity, while
roundly condemning irresponsible attemptsto break out of jall. It was scary for
those who knew that Ax himself had hacked the quarantine, and that there were
peoplein hislive audience in Amsterdam who could out him. But he got away
with it. He had the Conference eating out of his hand. Of course.

No onewould have dreamed of leaking the story, but before Ax |eft it had been
common knowledge, among Reich watchers, that the Triumvirate wasin trouble.
After the Data Quarantine gig Sage took the train back to Reading done. He'd
tried staying with her in Brixton, degping in the music room; it didn‘t work. It
hurt them both too much. So, Sage and Fiorinda were separated and nobody had
commented, which told you something. Public figuresin disgrace have to accept
tactful silences, with humility. . . The Heads were in Battersea. Olwen Devi was
in Cardiff. He spent some hours aonein the van, brooding in shame and misery. At four in the morning
he went to the Zen SAf dome and let himsdlf into the

labs. He knew that Serendip was aware of him, but she wasn't going to start
treating him like aburglar. He thought of Ax as he prepared himself. Blood test,
just for the sake of interest. He grinned sourly at the stress hormone profile that
appeared on the screen. Y eah. About what he thought. Y ou can't use snapshot as
acrystd ball. But if you giveit theright type of braingtate to work on, you might
get aresult . . . That beautiful guitar-man has an amazing ability to do theright
thing, the thing that will work, putting everything dse aside.

Why can‘t | do that? Why am | such afuck-up?

He had noticed, over the years, that Fiorinda sometimes knew what was going
to happen before it happened; without knowing that she knew it. It wasn't abig
effect. Only anitpicking obsessve, passonately interested in the babe' severy
word, would have clocked it. Fiorindawas terrified of her own power, and it
could be she had good reason. He could not put her under a scanner. But he
could do what he liked to himsdlf. Wethought it was dl or nothing, we never
thought of side-trips, interim stages. But if Fiorinda has blindsight, and if
Verlaine remembered hisvison—

The drug entered him. Intravenous is dower, he waited.

A moment later he was back in the lab, wide-eyed, heart pounding, bathed in
sweat. AWdll,' he said, aloud, when he could speak. ?That's. . . quite an answer.
When Olwen Devi came back the next day he argued his case (telling her
nothing about where he' d been). He convinced her to let him take the same massive dose again, under
controlled conditions. The neurologica resultswere

thrilling. It was the solution to along impasse — and, as so often happens,
devadtatingly smple. But Sage was on his own. When the other labratstried the
new gpproach each of them in turn recelved a stark, imperious warning.

Go no further, or you will be destroyed.

They had reached the fina engagement. There was only one champion now.

In another enclave of Ax' s England avery different feding was stirring. Mr
Preston hasfound anew role, on alarger stage. Of course he'll be back, he'll
complete hisfive-year term, nobody doubtsthat! But it'stimeto start thinking
the unthinkable, who will come after him? Countercultural President isa post
which has become — as everyone knows, though Ax has preserved the forms of
democracy —the centre of al power and policy in England.

We must be ready.

A few interested parties met in Benny Preminder’ s office: an eclectic mix. Four



devout Cdtics, gamey-smdling hippiesin full neo-mediaeva drag. Two middle
aged Countercultura supergstars from the Green Second Chamber. Five 2suits —
up-and-coming mainstream government hopefuls—who had grasped that the
other Counterculture was much broader-based and stronger than the rockstar
verson. Techno-green Utopia can't compete with the ancient roots. Benny
himself presided, and those fuckers at the I nsanitude would have been surprised
at how herdished theirony. What about the Minigter for Gigs? Wouldn't he be Ax‘ s natura heir?
Murmurs of assent, and respect from the new radical Think Tank. Benny did

not go aong with the current fashion for discovering’ Aoxomoxoaas an arts
science genius. Please. Thisis il the fellow who brought ?The Diarrhoea Song’
to Top Of The Pops. But he was tactful.

2 don‘t think Sageisour man," Benny smiled discreetly. 7He' savery clever
guy, of course, but he snot a palitica anima. We must ook elsewhere.

?Then it should be Fiorinda." proposed one of the hippies, amassive Amazon,
her features etched from brow to chinin spirdsof indigo.

Or what about Ax‘s nephew, Albion Preston? An infant prince, aregency?

That could be attractive, but the country isn‘t ready for hereditary rule, not yet.
Rob Nelson? Who he? Not a strong enough image. . .

Fiorindathen. They could dl live with theidea of Fiorinda

Benny let them talk. When his expert knowledge was invoked once more, he
agreed that Fiorindawas agood possbility. ?Thelittlelady isaredis,’ hesad,
with that discreet smile, ?Aslong aswe' re not planning a hostiletakeover.

They went on trying out ideas. cautioudy, dwayswith the proviso that Ax

seps down of hisown free will. Always with the assumption that the next
President is close to Ax, someone who'll keep up the good work. Benny said
little: it was early days. None of them had noticed the empty chair a the head of
the table—or if they* d noticed, they said nothing. He fdt like someone who has been watching astage
magician, or atrick artist.

Nothing seemsto be happening. Vague passesin the air, random brushstrokes.
Then suddenly, from nowhere, the picture emerges and you see that every move
was planned. Nothing was |eft to chance, you can't believe you didn‘t get it
sooner. . . Theserockstars, they' re so easy. Just set them up, and watch them fall.
The winter became very cold. Old people died in unheated rooms, recalcitrant
beggars who ins sted on deeping rough froze to death. Fiorinda, who had hated
the Cdll-up, was grateful for it now. The delightful prospect of being organised
into forced labour (real soon now . . .) seemed to be keeping borderline cases at
home. In Amsterdam the green nazis were saying, on the strength of two hard
winters, that it was Die Eiszeit. Europe would die by ice, not by flood. And let
Gaid swill be done. The Conference was running well beyond schedule, but Ax
had decided to stay until the end, since everything wasfine & home.

Ohyes, Ax. Everything'sfine. . . How could he be two hundred miles away,
and so totaly out of reach? She dreaded the phone calls: fill onan openline. The
Netherlands authorities reserved the right eavesdrop on al the delegates
telecoms, but surely Mr Preston could have fixed something. Obvioudy he didn‘t
want to. He didn't want to talk to Fiorindaand Sage in private. But that was
okay: they didn‘t want to talk to him either, not until they could touch him. They
longed for hisreturn, and dreaded it. On Ax' s birthday the Reich held amediaeva banquet. It was
Supposed to be

in the Quadrangle at the San, but the marquee proved to be too huge, so they‘d
moved it to Horse Guards Parade. There were too many vegetariansto justify
roasting an ox, the splendid pavilion was made of something other than painted



canvas and the flaming torches were fake: but the ambience was authentic.
Freezing mediaeva draughts. Jongleurs and troubadours working the crowd.
Armed guardsin fantastical red and blue livery. The cross-tables were packed
with Insanitude taff and their families, notable Boat People,Volunteer Initiative
sawarts, exemplary crewpersons. The Few and friends had aHigh Tableon a
red and blue swathed dai's, but descended from thence in fine chivaric spirit to
servethedinners.

There was an interminable award ceremony, countless prizesfor Best Thisand
Most Promising That. Trust Allie, the prizes were good and the winners were
popular: the Admin Queen knows how to keep people pulling together. David
Sdle, as special guest, made ajolly speech about being awannabe radical rockstar
(he did not mention heroin, or Cdltic blood sacrifice). Fiorinda responded, with a
afew good jokes and the little wild-cat grin. She did not mention how depressing
she found the company of those liveried guards, their far-from-mediaeval
weapons on open display. While she was speaking Sage and the Heads turned
up, skull-masked. She couldn't help noticing that Sage was extremely smashed.
She smiled through the applause, and took her place again between Allie and Dilip. Rob and Felice had a
five-month-old baby girl with them, Ferddice: fast

adeep, unbdievably beautiful. Cherry was at homein Lambeth with Dora, who
was two weeks off her due date and getting pangs that might beredl. Allietold
the exciting story of when she' d been birth-companion to her sster. Shedidn't
want her own kids, she wasn't the type, but she loved her twin niece and nephew,
totally bonded to them. Chip, in tipsy solidarity, announced he wasfeding
broody— Fiorinda kept an eye on the Heads end of the High Table. Fergal was
there, that was good. He wouldn't be afraid to pitch in if there was trouble with
the boss. Nor think any worse of Sage for it, das. Hard-drinking men understand
each other.

She noticed that Fergal was watching Sage with intent, fascinated attention;

then she redlised why, and felt sick.

7 Scuse mefolks!

The tent-kitchen was a crowded, shadowy cave: charcoas glowing, ATP dow
cookers hissng. Insanitude management, cooks-for-the-night, were serving out
frumenty and junket, marzipan scul ptures and akind of fruit-porridge, on rows

of big trays. Not ready for you yet, Fiorindal* they shouted. ?A few more
minutes!* The leaders of the rugrat pack were under atable, running agame of
Blackjack. She'd known they* d be out here, getting warm and nicking treats.
?Silver. No, not you, Pearl, Slver.l want you to do something for me.

What isit? said Silver. 2'mbusy . . . Hit me, banker.!

2 want you to bring Sageto me." 20h, yay!* Silver grabbed her takings, shot out of the casino and
bounced to

her feet. AWhat should | tdll him?

2Don't tell him, bring him. Lead him to me by the hand. | meanit. I'll beinthe
cloakroom. Can you do that?

Thekid sfacefel a Fiorinda stone. She nodded, and darted off.

One end of the kitchen had been partitioned off for coats. Fiorinda dismissed

the person who was minding them, and waited. It was very cold. ATP patches
glowed dimly on the dark walls. A surplus of coats, no room for them on the
racks, lay on atrestletable, like aheap of dead animals.

Silver appeared, leading Sage by the hand.

?Thanks. You'reagood kid. Y ou can go now.

The skull mask turned towards her voice. ?Hi, Fee. What' s the problem?



He stood uncertain, towering in the dim light. She watched him wonder what

the fuck to do next for afew moments, then let him off the hook.

2Can you see anything?

?Er...no. Notredly.'

20h my God, Sage.

?Sssh, hey, it''s okay—

He stepped forward and |ocated the edge of the trestle table, the gestures of

his masked hands so casua you wouldn't have known anything was wrong: the
perfect master of surviving on stage in atered states. From the table to the coatminder’ s chair. He
collapsed there, carefully, and took off the mask. At s nothing.

A little bleeding behind the retinas. I*Il be fine tomorrow, promise.

No one had told her. Sage had not told her what he was doing: but she knew al
about it. The fucking mediafolk couldn't get enough of the Zen Sdlf project now.
Thethrilling story of how Aoxomoxoawas killing himsalf with weird drugs, in
the name of science, had equd hilling with Ax in Amsterdam.

Af that'strue,’ she said, trying to keep her voice under control, Awvhy areyou
here? Doing the I m-so-hard-1-can-saw-my-own-head-off? Why aren‘t you lying
in adarkened room with a cold compress over your eyes?Don’t tell me Olwen
know you' re doing this, because | don't believe it—

He was wearing the blue-dyed “Migter Blue' leathers, with adark red shirt.
He'd let hishair grow out since November, and someone had dressed it for him
inyellow Cdltic corn-rows (sheimagined Zen Sdlf groupies). Unshaven beard
glinted slver-gilt dong hisjaw. Shamboalic, rail-thin, overszed mae megababe:
the fucked-up glamorous rockstar, to perfection. Oh, but where'smy Sage, who
would never fail me?

2Uh, didn‘t mean to pissyou off. | just thought . . . should make an

appearance.’

Three Heads came into the cloakroom, unmasked, worried and guilty; swiftly
followed by Dilip, Chip and Verlaine: the whole weird science cabal.
?You'reafuckingidiot,’ said Georgeto the boss. ‘' m very sorry, Forinda.*

?Y ou'd better take him home." Rob and Fergal, Felice and Allie appeared, pushing through the partition
with

awaft of kitchen warmth and noise. Felice was holding the baby in her quilted
carrier. Roxane, Anne-Marie and Smdlly Hugh were close behind them.
AWhat'sgoing on? said Rob. Asthisaprivate bust-up, or can wedl play?
“Nothing," said Sage, Zisgoing on. | madea. .. hm. Did something | shouldn't.
I‘'m sorry, er, Fee. Redlly sorry. I'll cal you inthe. In the—the—'

Morning," supplied Fiorinda, shaking in fury and terror. ?Sage, what did |

ever do to you?l don’'t deserve to be this frightened! *

Nah, don‘t befrightened . . . Little glitches. It happens. Finetomorrow.’
Bagtard. When did you last inject heroin?

?Huh? Um, | dunno. Ten, no, shit, eleven, no, fuck, nearly thirteen. | think,
nearly thirteen years ago—"

?Too good to last,' said Fiorinda bitterly.

?Thisisbeyond ajoke," said Rob. AWVe need you, Sage. Are you out of your
mind? Y ou haveto lay off the Zen Sdf shit, at least until Ax gets back.’

Now the battle lineswere drawn. It was astupid venue for it, but this fight

had been brewing for weeks, and once they* d started they couldn‘t stop. VVoices
were raised, harsh thingswere said. Theweird scientists quit the scene, taking
Sage with them. The mundanes gathered around Fiorindain silent dismay. The
Few had never been divided before. They had been closer than brothers and



sgters, closer than arock and roll band, united against the world. Fiorinda sat on the coat-minder‘ s chair.
Felice handed the baby (il deeping,

the little angdl) to Rob and put her arm round Fio' s shoulders.

?Sweetheart, can you tell uswhat's gone wrong between you two?

Any of the scientists would have thought that was an irrdlevant question. To
everybody |eft in the cloakroom it was crysta clear that Sage, the ex-junkie, had
taken to extreme behaviour because he' d bust up with Fiorinda.

2No. | don‘t want to talk about it. We'll be dl right when Ax comes home.

AWe haveto tell Ax,' said Rob. 7Right now. Enough is enough.

2 heard it'smurder trying to record the new abum with him," said Dora.

?That' sfrom the crew. God, if Heads crewpeople aretdling taes, it must be bad—
AWedon't havetotel Ax anything,” said Fiorinda. ?He' s not on another

planet. He knows about the Zen Self. What are you going to say? That Segeis
doing weird drugs? For fuck'ssake. . . I'll talk to Sage. He'll tell mewhy he's
doing this. Sage wouldn't do thisto me for no reason.

?Y eshefucking would, snapped Allie. 2He's poison to you. He awayswas!’
Forindadidn‘t react. She just shrugged, and shook her head.

David Sde came through from the kitchen and stood there in his suitish

dinner jacket. Asthere anything | can do to help?

The Triumvirate had hated David Sale after of the Spitdl*s Farm affair. But

when you' ve hauled someone back from the brink, and covered up for him, and
forgiven hissins: and you were being cynica and pragmatic, but the person believes you sincerdly care
about him, it turns out there' sthe basisfor agenuine

relaionship.

No," said Fiorinda, getting up. ?Thanks David, but no. C'mon, folks. We're

on. We have to serve the mediaeva pudding course.’

Two days later Sage was at the Office, perfectly lucid, eyesight fine, doing

early work on the Festival Season line-upswith avery frosty Allie Marlowe. Rob
and Allie and the Babes still wanted to get Ax home at once, but Fiorinda said
no. She said she' d talked to Sage, and he wouldn‘t do anything so stupid again;
and Ax would be home redlly soon, anyway.

She'd talked to Sage. He' d come to Brixton to try and explain. They*d stayed
up dl night: saying terrible things, renewing their hopel ess vows, pleading with
each other for some solution that didn‘t exist. Snapshot abuse hadn't been abig
topic. . . They pulled themselves together, and did a video-postcard to send to
AX, something the censors wouldn't deface. They made abig effort, because they
were afraid he must have heard rumours. The video said we'refine, we're

happy, the Rock and Roll Reich isdoing greet, don't you worry about athing.
Ain't misbehaving, saving it all ... Loveyou.

At least Fiorindawasn't having nightmares anymore. They*d stopped.

In the scanner lab, Olwen' s ace neuronaut lay on the recovery couch. She sat
beside him, watching his till face. What do you see? she wondered. He never
gavereportsanymore. . . She'd dismissed the medical team, they wouldn't be needed. Sage' svitd signs
were fine, condgdering what he' d just put himself

through. She could give him the calcium and potassum hersdlf.

Fromthefirg trid, dmost from the first time she'd set eyeson thetal young

man in the eerie and beautiful mask, she had known that he would be her gar.
Visud acuity was part of it (he can see the colours of the stars). And his digital
art. Even, paradoxicaly, the hippocampus damage caused by hislong, traumatic
childhood illness. He had outstripped the others, even Verlaing, long before his
breakthrough over the dosage. He had taken wild risks, and she' d been happy to



let him. They were two obsessves together, determined to go all the way.

Now shewas afraid she' d been complicit in deliberate self-destruction.

He opened his eyes and gazed at the misty-green angled planes of the calling.
?How do you fed?

2°'mgood.’

Keep your head il

She checked his eyes. No bleeding thistime. No problems on the screens. She
unhooked him and sat down again, taking his crippled right hand in both her
own. ?Sage, | haveto talk to you. Y ou are getting ahead of my technology. Y ou
haveto let me catch up. My scanner cannot model what' s happening in your
brain now, when you arein phase. Serendip doesn‘t have the capacity. You
realise what that means? If you lose something when you are out-of-bodly, |
won't be ableto reingtd|. Y ou could lose your sight. Y ou could lose your motor control, your power of
speech, your proprioception, permanently. It could

happen tomorrow.'

2 know, he said, turning histranquil blue gaze towards her. A understand.

I*‘ve worked without awire before. Used to doiit dll thetime.!

2 waswilling to help you, for the quest: but don't think you' re doing thisfor

the Zen Sdlf now. Y ou're doing it because you are very unhappy, and my
darling, | can't dlow that. | won't assist you to kill yoursdf.

?You'rewrong,’ said Sage. He sat up, swung hislegs over the side of the bed
and reached for his shirt. At strue, I'd sooner dance the night away with my wild
best friends. But since | can‘t do that, never nomore. . .* Hegrinned a her, very
sweetly. ?Some drugs you only take when you' re desperate. It doesn't make the
experiencelessamazing. I‘'m not suicidal, an’ if | was, | wouldn't doit thisway. |
wouldn't bring the Zen Sdif into disrepute. Trust me. | know what 1'm doing.

?Y ou haveto dow down.’

2 have to speed up.'

She went with him to the lab-exit. Two of her team-matesjoined her, Zen
Sdfersinred and green, to watch him walk away. They'd al taken sngpshot in
their time; or that drug’ s predecessors. They knew the alure. There comesa
point when you aretold, by some grim physica warning, that you have gone as
far asyou can go, and then al you can do is serve the ones who will venture on,
adwaysalittlefurther. It wasafine day in very early soring, aclear ky: light
without heat. Reading Arena, seen through the frame of the exit, had the intensity of the penumbra, the
usual after-shock of an experiment. Every blade of

grass distinct, every passing face aRembrandt portrait.

?Do you think hewill kill himself? asked one of the Sdlfers.

No," said Olwen, 2 don't. But | think Ax haslost hisMinister. And God
knows | lovethat great boy, but for al of us, that may be the greater disaster.
But Ax iscoming home, isn't he?

Olwen touched the ring on her finger, the many-faceted golden-white sone

that was the Zen Sdlf* s mainframe computer. Maybe!

The Hood Countries Conference was over, at long last. Finally, amessage came:
Mr Preston would be flying into Cardiff with some Welsh mediafolk, no
reception committee please, he would make his own way to London. Thiswas
very puzzling. They told themsdvesit was a Crisis Conditions fuck-up, crossed
wires, and al would be explained when Ax reached England.

Not long now. . .

Sage sat by theriver, where the bank was wide near the Caversham Bridge.

His eyeswere open, but what he saw was Fiorindamoving away from him,



through a crowd of peoplein evening dress, her slver curlsthreaded with
whimgcd srands of copper red. Still waking like she'sgot oillwelsin her
backyard, same as she did when she was fourteen years old. Ax wastheretoo, in
whitetie and tails. He saw them meet, he saw Ax‘ sflashing smile, unchanged . . .
But where isthat cathedra-roofed hall, with the light-filled windows? Why such awrenching pang of joy;
and how much more of this can my heart gand? He

imagined the lump of muscle full of hairline fractures, stress on stress. One day it
will just shatter into bloody flinders—

George was Sitting beside him (how long' s he been there?).

2Hi, boss!

?Hi . . . George, what would you say was the prettiest blossom tree, thistime

of year?

2 reckon that would be the wild cherry.

?Yeah. | believeyou'reright.

Sage relgpsed into silence. George considered the former giant toddler genius
with very mixed emotions.Y ou had to respect the way he was keeping going.
Doing what hewas doing, and il pulling hisweight as Ax'sMinigter: and dl

on no drugs whatever, except for the snap. Not alot to eat, no proper deep and
no sex. Not that the celibacy was an issue, given the amount of snap the bosswas
pumping into himsdf. . . But none of the Heads could forgive the way Sage was
treating Forinda. They would never have bdieved it of him.

Partly, George blamed Ax. Y ou can't fucking trest the boss like that, no matter
what he did. Tdl him that you love him, and then walk off and leave him. He's
the sweetest-natured bloke that ever breathed, but he's not the most steady
character. Y ou have to know that, and you have to accept it.

Townies and Staybehinds strolled by, oars stroked the water. Silver and Pearl,
with their little brother Ruby had got themsalves askiff and wereflailing around in mid-stream, adanger
to traffic. ?Those Wing kids,' said George. ?They area

ligbility. I ought to warn you, by theway . . . Smelly told meheand AM are
planning to ask you to take Silver off their hands.’

Hnh?

AVl she' sgot her periods. She's coming up on eleven or twelve. They're
thinking, they couldn’t do much better than see her set up asjunior wifeto the
Minigter for Gigs. ‘Long as Fiorinda gpproves, of course.’

hat?*

Ha That fetched him out of Neverland. But George' s satisfaction was
shortlived, the bosslooked o utterly horrified, so desolate.

?Thisisit. Thisistheworld Fiorinda saw, and we wouldn‘t believe her !

?Don‘t take on. It sjust hippy nonsense. I'm not proposin' you accept the

offer.’

20h, fuck, George. This Situation getsworse and worse. | want out of it.’
George sghed. He stood up and reached ahand to pull tall Sageto his

feet. 2Don‘t weal. C'mon. Let' sget to London. And thank God Ax is back.’
Ax wasin England, but nobody had yet spoken to him, not even his partners.
Apparently hef d spent the night in Taunton (according to a garbled message
from the Welsh media-folk with the plane), and he' d be at the Insanitude today.
But he wasn't answering his phone, and they hadn't been able to get through to Bridge House, either.
Allie had left several messages, to no avail. Fiorindacame

to the Office straight from aVVolunteer Initiative hospital shift. The room was
empty except for the Few, who were standing together beside those schoolroom
tables. ?Don't cometoo close,' she said chearfully, fedling so uncertain (oh, what



will I say to him?). 2*‘m harmless, but | stink of disinfectant. We have atyphus
outbreak on our hands, fucking hell.!

For amoment she saw Ax in the middle of the group of people, but he had
changed. His body had thickened, shoulders bulked; his hair was cut short.
Something odd about the way he was standing.

The man turned, and it was Jordan Preston.

Where'sAX? shesaid.

Sage shook his head.

Heisn't here sad Dilip.

MHeisn't back,’ said Allie, tight-lipped. ‘AVe didn‘t understand the messages.’
?He' sgoneto America,' said Jordan. ?He sent a scrambled video, with that
Welsh crew. They ddivered it to us. we' ve decrypted it. D' you want to see?

No intro, straight to Ax on the screen. He wasin aroom that looked like an
open-plan office—worn, grey, utilitarian carpet and ranks of windows— that
had been turned into a dosshouse. He sat on the floor, smoking a cigarette, his
guitar-case and a backpack beside him, a paper cup serving as an ashtray. He
looked very like himsdf, which was ashock, somehow. Hishair in deek wings,
the carndlian ring on hisfinger, eyesthat smiled, but didn‘t quite face the camera. Figures crossed inthe
background, out of focus. Hi, said Ax. ‘Il make

this short. I* ve been offered a meeting with the Internet Commissioners. It means
| haveto go to the States, undercover. | haveto leave at once. I'm afraid | can't
pass thisup. If we don't shift that fucking quarantine soon, the breach could
become permanent. I m not sure when |1l be back, depends how it goes. I'm
glad everything' sokay. | know you'll befine, and, well, remember you're
volunteers, you' re dways free to quit, and thanks for everything. Sorry about the
cloak and dagger stuff.

Someone off screen said, 2Hey, Ax—

Hesad, ?Y eah, in amoment.

?Sorry thisisso rushed. I'll bein touch when | can.’

Something in the recording triggered awallpaper effect. Briefly, Ax' sface was
inevery cel of thefly-eyewadl, smiling and turning away. Then he was gone.
PFucking typical,’ said Jordan, bitterly. ?The US, it' swhat we aways wanted.
Why now? What the fuck’ s he playing at? Why just him?

Between Fiorindaand Sage there passed along, strange look. Y es. Good
morning heartbreak, comein, St down. Thisempty worldisours.

AWVdl," said Forinda, with aglance around, gathering the Few, ?So Ax has
goneto America. Good for him. It‘s about time the Rock and Roll Reich had aUS
tour. We'll just haveto hold thefort for awhile longer." The punters were given a cover story about
further important travels, and they

accepted it: the Floods Countries Conference had put them in an international
mood. They wanted Ax back, but they liked theideaof him out there conquering
theworld. David Sdewasthrilled. Like Jordan, he had aknee-jerk reaction to the
lettersU S A. The Few were shattered. Ax had been away for nearly six months.
How could he not come home? How could they go on managing without him?
Jordan was even worse off. He stayed in London, at the Snake Eyes house on
the Lambeth Road: alost soul. When hetried to get himsdlf sorted in agangsta
pub, the South London Y ardies turned him over to the barmy army for
correction. Fergal brought the miscreant to Battersea Reach, where Sage had
been living since Ax failed to turn up: taking abresk from the quest for Fiorinda
and the Reich; dthough he couldn’t be near her—

2Af you want to stay in thistown,” Sagetold him, 2get yourself a street map.



There are places| wouldn't go without an invite, an' I ve been living here off an'
onfor years. Also, do you really have ausefor afirearm—?

Jordan said he knew about Sage and guns. Everyone knew about Aoxomoxoa
on the Idamic Campaign. Fucking war hero. Y ou think that makes you—
?That? said Sage, starting to get irritated. ?That wasn't awar. One shopping
mall bomb in Leedstook out worse casualties than most of our pitched battles.
I‘ve been in videos with morerisk to lifeand limb.*

?Y eah. But then therewas Y ap Moss.* Sage recalled arriving at Easton Friarswith Ax, after the battle.
We handed the

French girl over to Inteligence, and then we were told the casudties. Nearly
three hundred dead, on that stretch of winter moorland, and that was when the
army wasjust guessing about the Idamists. . . He remembered the shock, the
feding that he had crossed over, that he was no longer human, by any termsi|
used to know. Don‘t envy me, he thought. Don't you dare envy me, wherel am
now and how | got here. I'll take alot from Ax' s brother, but | won't take that.
?You'reright.Y ap Moss was different. That' swhy that's where it stopped.

He pushed back from his desk, tugged open a drawer and took out an
automatic pistol, checked the clip and held it out. ?Go on, takeit. Go and blow
someone away in an aley, find out what it fedslike. Go ahead. But don't come
back to Ax afterwards.’

?AX isn't coming back,” said Jordan, furioudy. ?He' squit. He' sleft usdl
stranded, you and Fiorinda know why, and no one knows what the fuck’s going
to happen now.*

In the background, Fergd sighed.

Jordan glared, Sage stared, and it was Sage who gave way.

Jordan was an idiot, but he was wise enough to see what it might mean, for

him and hisfamily, if the struggling knife-edge Utopia started to break up—
Nothing’ sgoing to happen. Ax will come home, everything will befine. Take
the gun. Learn how to useit. Y ou'reright, you should do that. Just in case.' Jordan shook his head. He
looked strangely stisfied, asif al he'd wanted was

to seethat gesture. The gun pulled, some acknowledgement of the way things
redlly were, the other face of Ax‘sEngland.

?‘ve changed my mind. Milly wouldn‘t have onein the house.

?Tdl her | say 0.

?Ax fucking hates those things, | know he does. | reckon 11l leave the rock and
roll gangster stuff to you, white boy. It'smore your style.

Jordan left. At aglance from theliving skull, Fergal stayed.

Sage removed the clip, shoved clip and automatic back into the drawer and
stared at the clutter of hisroom. All thislife, dry and dead, like aworn out
carapace, like an exoskeleton ready to be shed. Must think about Taunton. Can
Bridge House be made safe? Milly will not like armed protection. Not at all. |1l
get my head in my hands. Maybe not tell her. Be discreet.

Aasit about the rat-catching? prompted Fergal.

He wondered how long he' d been silent.

People were dying of typhusin Central London, the first notable outbreak of
disease in the capitd (by some miracle) since the cholerain Boat People summer.
The London barmies were busy decimating rodents with glee and megadeath
efficiency: something someone should have thought of long ago.

?No. . . something else. Fergal, you come from West Cork, don't you?

?Aye, sad Ferga, ?Skibbereen. | haven't been therein awhile!’

?That' swhere Rufus O*'Nidl lives, isn'tit? 2n Cork? Aye. In hisbran’ new ancestral castle, on his



fockin' privateidand.

?Y ou had any persond deding with him? | mean, in recent years?

The Irishman's sea-green eyes studied Sage, with reserve. A*ve niver been

back to Cork in many years, an‘ | don't movein them circles. He was a Belfast lad
when | knew him, | wouldn't say personaly. | hear he'saniill feller to cross

?S0 they say. What happens to people who cross Rufus? Exactly?

20h," said Fergd, getting to hisfeet; definitely uneasy. ?Y €l probly* know al
my stories of him. He' sthat sort of feller, that'sdl. He cleared histhroat, ‘Il be
on meway, an' leave yez to the computer work.

Sage looked up and the room was empty. Who was here just now? Oh yeah,
Fergd. Fergal, and Jordan Preston. Something about a gun. He checked the
drawer, automatic still there. Who took out the clip? Was that me? Shit. He
pressed the hedls of hishandsinto his eyes and dowly, doggedly, recreated the
last ten, fifteen minutes. He was used to the gphasia now, intermittent fault, he
could work around it. Stone-cold-sober blanks in business hours were something
else: with the authority | have, the responsibility, oh shit. But hewasn't going to
stop. He groped for a pack of Anandas, struggled to take out a cigarette and
faled. | will forget her name. And | cannot tell her why. The blood thrummed in
hisvens, oh Fiorinda. . .

But he wasn't going to stop. A late Easter. April well begun, and it was only thefifth Sunday of Lent.
Roxane

Smith, in hir role as post-gendered Chrigtian (otherness was the theme for this
Lenten season) gave the homily at the evening serviceat S Martin'sinthe Fieds.
Shewas very surprised to spot Aoxomoxoa, standing in the shadows at the
back. He returned with hir in hir taxi to the rooms /he now occupiedina
sarvice block on Queen Anne Street. S/helit the stovein hir living room —the
central heating was minimal —and opened abottle of wine. Sage, fistsburied in
the pockets of hisleather jacket, sat in an armchair, taking in the book-lined
room: the awards, the netsuke, afew good prints, afew cheap gewgaws that
meant much. His natura face had been hisface for months, along time. She
redised /he’ d been missing the mask. It'sa strange and very beautiful thing.
Wdl, Lord Jm. What can | do you for?

20h?When did | stop being Mikhail Lvovich?

Y ears ago, in the lost world, Roxane had made a game of calling Aoxomoxoa
after various high-culture fictional characters. The next timetheir paths crossed,
shewould knowthat Sage's* satiable curiogty (?The Elephant’ s Child', Rudyard
Kipling) had forced him to track down the reference. And she would smile. It
was agood joke on the king of thelads. Mikhail Lvovich Astrov was a character
in aChekov play. Tree-hugging conservative, daydreamer doomed to dave a
the grindstone, takes his vodkawithout bread, indulgesin apointlessflirtation
with another man’ swife. (But that last was unintentional comment: Sage had
been Mikhail Lvovich since Dissolution Summer.) A don‘t know,” she said, pouring wine. ?Y ou tdl me.'
?Put me out of my misery. What did Lord Jm do?

?He' ssomeonein aConrad tory. He ruined hislife by jumping shipinthe

midst of adisaster, leaving a crowd of hapless punters, as he thought, to drown.’
2Uh-huh." Sage nodded. There was alengthy silence.

2 need to ask you something. It s about the Zen Sf project.

Roxane sat in the opposite armchair, and sipped hir wine. Af you must.’

20kay, S0, I'll try to be brief. You'll have heard about the visions, where you
might think we can get previews of the future, but in fact we don't.

?Y es. | saw aprogramme about that, quite recently.’



?Y ou see, the time you spend in phase with information-spaceisinfinites mal.

Y ou bring back awhole story, and it s bullshit. Emotiond truth, that’swhat we
say. We can tell when someone' s reached phase from the physical record, but it's
impossible to tell whether you visited the future, the present or the past. There's
no difference; there' sadifference but it's very complex, so complex it'sinvigble.
Y ou have visted the whole, and every point isinterconnected, over and over, with
every other point. Y ou may assume you, So to speek, visited thefutureif you
come back remembering something about your son grown up, but you could be
wrong. Are you following this?

Roxane shook hir head.

2t doesn't matter. Thisis not the question. Anyway, that's how it was. Then |
had the idea, because of something that happened to Ver, that if you took alot more snapshot you could
stay in phase longer, deegper. More would stick and it

would speed things up. Nobody believed me, because the science saysiit
shouldn‘t work, but it does. I'm the only one who doesit. No one elseisnuts
enough.” Ghosts of tiny muscle-movement braided and flickered acrossthe
planes of virtua bone: the skull isgrinning ruefully.

?Yes, | heard about that.*

?Y ou see | asked aquestion, back in February, which is something esethat’s
not supposed to work, but it did. | visited avery revealing moment . . . Snapshot
goesfor thejugular, if it getsachance. Y ou may have heard that. Y ou must be
cam when you takeit becauseif you' refull of adrenalin and corticosteroids,
stressed istheterm, you' |l see stuff that matches. | did that, and | got my answer,
but now I'm not sure'’

A pausethat lasted, longer and longer.

2Can you tell Fiorindaabout this? Rox asked gently.

2f | could tdll Fiorinda, do you think | would be here?

?S0 you're going to tell me?

?No. Okay, now here' sthe issue where | need advice. | want to achieve the

Zen SAf for mysdlf. | don‘t know if this makes senseto you, but once you' ve seen
that you could be complete, once you' ve seenit's possibleto be complete, it'sa
god that'sirresgtible.’

Roxane nodded. ?Y es. Y ou cameto theright place. | understand.

?Huh? Oh, you mean your surgery? | never thought of that. Well, good, maybe you do understand. So
there' stwo reasons for me to achieve the Zen Sdf. Oneis

that it's something | must do, or thingswill turn out very badly. For my Fiorinda,
and my Ax, and, fuck, generally. The other ismy own savation. Sowhy do | do
it? Thisisthe problem. Thisisvery fucking important, Ax, sorry, | mean Rox. If |
choose the wrong motive then | won't achieve the Zen Sdif, it' sas smple asthat.
| know | won't, because | will falter, | will fal, unless1*'m absolutely certain.’ The
skull laughed slently, in bregthtaking detail: the naked minutiae of ahuman
expresson.?Pleasetell me. Should | be thinking selfish, or stupid?

2 don‘t know what to say.*

There was another long silence.

?The details are usdess. Like amemory that you cling to, and it was never

redly likethat, you know what | mean . . . But not the Sgnificance. That'sredl.
When your firing pattern isin phase with information-space you' re there,
wherever you landed, and it's from the brain state of therethat your mind
congtructsthe visons. Emotional truth. So | can't bewrong. | can bewrongin
every detail, but | can't bewrong in what | know. 1'm not trying to change the
future. Y ou can't change the future, and it'schanging al thetime anyway: that's



smultaneity. It' saparadox. Eleven-dimensiona kaeidescope, like Ver said. But
if I don‘t chooseright, it will bedisastrous. Y eah, it'sconfusing. Tell me.
A'mafraid | don't seehow | can help.’

The skull grinned at hir, not very pleasantly thistime. ?Y ou know, you saved my life once. You
remember the Africa Tour? ?Mba

Kyere?, | am passed over? Mary had told me she was getting married, and her
bloke would adopt Marlon and | would never see him again. Bullshit, but |
believedit. | wastrying to kill myself. Not smack, acohol, much more efficient.
George said to me, you know, if you die now, Roxane Smith’s gonnato write
your obituary. Kept medive.

Who'd beacritic.

2 am glad to have been of service. There are few rockstars 1*d rather keep
dive'

Hahaha All | want isan answer. Just say what you think.!

| genuindly didn‘t understand the question, she thought. But she was

moved to pity, and by the memory of what Sage had been to them, through this
long dangerous journey. S/he remembered Massacre Night, blood seeping from
the mask. Pigsty* s goons had to rough him up: it didn‘t bother him at dl, he was
thinking only of how to protect us. Sage dead calm and rock-steedy, from the
moment the shit hit the fan. Our tower of strength.

?Do what seems right to you, Sage. We' vetrusted you al thistime. Trust
yoursdlf.

The skull looked amused, and then cast down. Asthat it? he said. 20h fuck.
That'sachallenge. Okay. Thanks." Silence again. S/he realised Sage was not aware of these silences,
which were

curioudy infectious. Thetwo of them might have gone on Stting for hours, inthis
anonymous room laden with mementoes.

At last he shifted in the chair and said anxioudly, A hope. . . It wasn't because
you fell out with Chip and Ver over the Zen Sdf that you left Notting Hill—?
Roxane sat hir wine glass on the smal Afghan table at hir elbow and folded

hir elegant, aged hands around one knee. 2No, Sage,' he said with dignity, chin
up. A found mysdlf de trop. The boyswould not have banished me; | withdrew.’
20h. Right." A little crooked smile of fellow-feding.

2t doesn't matter. My relationship with Kevin was always based more on love
than on sex, and the loveis il there!

2WVdl, | think I'll go now.

S/he went with him to the door of the room. ?Sage. When | fed the need to cdll
on supernatural power, | get on my knees—which isnot so easy asit used to be—
and | perform an arcane invocation that begins, Our father in heaven . . . Asyou
say, every detaill may be fucked up; the Sgnificanceis not. | have been young, |
am now old, and | have never found, or heard of, any tech fix or psychoactive
drug that bettered my results!

The skull looked &t hir, dmost as blank as a Hallowe' en mask. Shhe was
suddenly very disconcerted. Has Aoxomoxoaredlly visited eternity? Does he
know the truth about what lies there? Know it, beyond argument, beyond faith? Don‘t tell me, she
thought. Please, let me cling to my illusons. But Segewas on

another tack.

?Did the punters drown?

S/he shook hir head. ?They didn‘t. They survived. But I'm afraid it didn‘t do
Lord Jmalot of good.

PHgures



S/he offered hir hand. He took it and bowed over it, the mask vanishing so

that it was hisnatura hand ghe held; hisnatura face that smiled at hir, ashe

went out the door. Roxane was left wondering if the whole strange,
unconversation s’he' d just had with the Few' s mad scientist might possibly be
under the sedl of the confessiondl.

Perhaps so.

As soon asthey knew what had happened to Ax, Fiorinda went north for a
mesting with DARK. She had to resgn from the band: she was unavailable, from
now until don‘t know when. It was hard. She hadn't known it would be hard,

she' d thought thiswasthe least of her worries: but she was giving up her life.
Thisishow Ax felt, shethought. At least shewasn't taking their lead guitarist
away. Drums, bass, keyboards, two guitars, and everyone could sing if pushed.
Charm said, yeah, and we'll change our knickers frequently, bossyboots. Fuck
off, thisis myband: but what' sthisin thetiny polecat eyes of the dike-rock empress? Could it be
sympathy? They did alagt gig, live at the lambtonworm

headquartersin Middlesborough-on-Tees, and sheleft for London.

Ax had disappeared off the face of the earth. There was no mention of his
undercover meeting’ on the Internet Commissioners quarantined satdlite link,
and they couldn't ask, because they had no way of knowing who wasin on the
secret. They might not hear from him for weeks; or months.

Sage might be dead by then.

The weird science caba couldn‘t help her. The Heads, Sage’ s band, had given
up on him. Dilip and Chip and Ver were as bad as the punteres, ill inthral to
the fucking quest: they knew what Sage was doing was insane, and incredibly
dangerous, but they admired him madly and they wouldn‘t stop him if they

could. At Reading Mayday concert the Heads did an Unmasked set, and the mosh
roared Zen SElf Zen SElf Go For It Sage! asif he'dinvented anew way of juggling
with chainsaws. Fiorinda, watching from the side, because she had not been able
to stay away, saw how the dancing had been reduced to what he could manage
(muscle weakness), and her world darkened. She had already seen Aoxomoxoa
on stage for the last time. Gone. Never no more.

She went to Olwen, fedling scared because she was afraid of Olwen Devi. The
mesting turned out to be tough in adifferent way from what she' d expected.
Fiorinda had friends she loved that she had aso fucked, but she had never

fucked anyone for loveexcept Ax and Sage. She' d thought other people were the
same, and she hadn't realised how Olwen felt. It was awful. Olwen didn‘t say aword of reproach, but
they both knew it was dl Fiorinda sfault for not being

content with one boyfriend.

But Olwen was helpless too, and that was Fiorinda' slast card.

It was hateful, pathetic.

The position shewasin made her blood bail inimpotent fury.

They had stopped seeing each other because it was such hell, but she stayed at
Rivermead where she could &t least be near him, and hear about him. She
managed what work she could, and David and Allie were very good abot it.
When she heard Sage had goneto vist Mary, and to see Marlon a hisboarding
school, she knew it was over. He wouldn‘t be doing that except to say goodbye.
But he came back, and she found out that the Zen Sdlferswere till talking weeks
or months. Sage was weaker, they had to space the sessions out, and he couldn't
take so much of the drug. So there was still hope.

Months! June, July, August? Ax could be home.

A few days after she started hoping again, it was al over the campground that



Sage had been 2out’ —that is, brain-dead —for nearly six minutes. Hisbrain
hadn't suffered because they* d been supercooling him and pumping him with
oxygen, but his heart had started bleeding and given them abig scare. It had

been touch and go. Now Olwen Devi was refusing to give him any morelife
support, so hewasleaving. He would go to the Zen Sdlf parent company in
North Wales. They regarded Olwen as arenegade, but they knew about Sage
and they were willing to help him, aslong as he understood the terms. With them, there was no way
back. Win or lose, once you pass through the gates of

Caer Siddi you don't come out again.

Onenight in the last week of May, Fiorindasat a her piano; in the great upper
room with the windows facing west. There was afire buring in the enamelled
metal fireplace, but the room felt cold. She' d been sitting there for along while,
not playing, just looking at nothing. Occasionaly she'd rub her bare arms. She
was wearing the red and blue printed chiffon that she'd worn when they went to
Tyller Pystri, the night they asked her if they could both be her lovers. Elsethe
cat was curled up adegp in front of the fire. Someone knocked at the door. She
went to open it and there was Sage. She had known he would cometo her. She'd
been afraid, but he didn‘t look asif he was dying. He wasleaning againgt the
door frame with the collapsible look he got when very drunk, and Sage-very
drunk was someone she had known and loved, God knows, since the very
beginning. She stood back and let himwalk in.

?Remind me,' shesaid. AWhere arewein therules? Am | dlowed to touch

you?

?You'reavicious brat.

He crossed to the hearth, moving with the stringless-puppet uncoordinated

grace of Sage-very-drunk, and sat in one of the cross-framed chairs. 2Come and
st onmy knee." It was only then that she noticed he wasn't wearing the mask. She hadn't seen
his natura face snce the time he came round to Brixton, after the mediaeva
banquet. Oh yes, the night we cried. His hair was shorn again, and shewas glad
of that. Helooked like himsdlf, only very thin and very tired.

She sat on hisknee. Hisarms closed warmly around her. She pulled open his
shirt and burrowed her face againgt him, inhaling the scent of hisskin.

Hekissed her hair. ?0h, Fiorinda. . . I'mleaving.’

2 spotted that." She sat up. “Nothing would get you into aroom alone with me
exceptoh, Fiorinda I'mleaving. | know al about it. Olwen Devi won‘t giveyou life
support any more, o you' re going to Caer Siddi, to achieve the Zen Sdif or diein
the attempt. Oh God,' shewailed, hammering at his chest with her fists, 2do you
ever lisgen to yoursaf? What's Zen about it? Whereisthe don't cling! don’t strive!
inwhat you are doing to yoursdlf? How can you reach something called 2the Zen
Sdf? by force, by hustling?

At'snot like that.!

AWhat isit likethen, bastard?

PFee, pleasedon’t talk to me like that tonight. Please.’

“AVhat, you think | ought to be nice to you because after tonight we' |l never see
each other again? Y ou‘re off to kill yoursdlf, and | ought not to waste our last
precious moments yelling? For fuck’ s sake!*

2 am not going to kill mysdlf.

Like hel." ?Thisissomething | haveto do, Fiorinda

She freed hersdlf, though it wasterrible to leave hisarms, and stood in front of
him, shivering hard, but still fighting. ?Y ou’ re doing thisto punish yoursdf,
because we chested on Ax and we can't ever be loversany more. Isthat fair,



Sage? Do you redly think that' sfair to me, or fair to Ax? Or, or, fuck, to England?
| ill loveyou, you know. Are you telling me that without sex there' s nothing

left between us?

2 shdl loveyoutill | die’

2Great. So when' sthat? Next Wednesday? Her kneeswere giving way, she
knelt, shivering, and stared into the flames. No, I'm wrong. Thisis because of
my magic. Y ou think you' [l have magic powerslike me. Shit, how can you want
thefilthy Suff?

At might be different, coming to it the Zen Sdlf way.

Sheturned and stared a him in contempt and disbelief.

Sage got down beside her, moving carefully into one of his giant pixie poses.
Hewas so cam. A want to be complete,' he said. 2 don't think thisis anything
like your power, Fiorinda. Though | think, | suspect, that you may have made
your power likeit. Zen Sdf islike when you are for amoment very happy, and
you truly forgive and understand the whole terrible world, including yourself

and everything you' ve ever done. It' s like getting back to that state where
everything isright, viathe tech, and making it physica redlity. Everythingin

your whole lifefits, it's coherent, and you are therein dl of it. There' snothing you'reafraid of. There's
nothing you have to forget, or cut out, or hide, or deny.

That'swhat | want. | have seenit, and | cannot turn back.

730 join afucking monastery.’

?Too dow.!

She remembered being with him by theriver, in another Maytime, and he had
told her that he wanted to go into the desert, to find himself. We never listen
when the people we love are saying the most vita things. 7Y ou could wait till Ax
comeshome. | loveyou, Sage. I'm not totaly surprised you' re doing this. It's
awaysbeeninyou, you' ve dwayswanted everything. But please wait. Just wait.!
2 can‘t. It'snow or never.

What did Mary say?

?20h, | didn‘t tell her. | meant to, but it wouldn‘t work. But it was okay. Il

never know how to behave to someone | injured so shamefully, but it was better.
Almost like two normal divorced parents, discussing the kid with decent
forbearance.’

AWhat d'you tdl Marlon?

?Something like thetruth. He. . . hewas scared. | ve dwaystold him too

much. | don't remember al of it. | get blanks, you know. | tried to leave him
amiling.

Fiorindalooked down. Tearsfell on her hands.

?‘ve made anew will. George knows, he'll tell you about tuff likethat.' (If

he' sleft me Tyller Pystri, shethought, I*‘m going to kill him.) 2‘vetold Ruthie to look after the cottage
until Mar decideswhat hewantsto do with it. Y ou and Ax

can go there any time, if you want. My desk’ s sorted, | mean, my Minister for
Gigsde. Allievery nobly helped me with that, though she hatesmy guts. She
lovesyou, Fee!

2 know.*

Hetook her hand. ”Now listen, my brat. Y ou have the Few, and David, and
you have Fergd, who will look after the barmiesin London and down herein the
south. Y ou have atough job, but there are people you can trust. Y ou don‘t need
me, Fiorinda. Y ou‘ re much stronger than | am.

What shdl | tell Ax?

?Tdl himthat | lovehim. Tel him | didn‘t have any choice. Tdl him I'm sorry.



And the seconds ticked away, and the minutes ticked away, soundlessly. This
crippled hand, holding mine. It will be gone. He will never touch me again. She
could not conceive of what it would be like, on the other side.

2dust stay with me here, for afew days—

7 can‘t. Georgeisgoing to drive meto Caer Siddi in the morning. He hates my
gutstoo, but I'm ill the boss, an' rock and roll feudalism’s good for something.
I, um, | need to get there soon. | need medicd support, pretty constantly. Caer
Sddi‘sone of the few places, if not the only place—*

2Anthemorning!* ?Yeah. I'm sorry, | thought you knew. We'll beleaving early. Don‘t get up to
see me off. Please don't do that. Thisis our goodbye. Well, that's about it. I'd
better go.’

They stood up together. He was very pale, under the wheaten gold of Ndogs
sunscreen. His blue eyes had that inward, covert concentration they get when
he' s so smashed walking acrossaroom isafeat of acrobatics. So thisisit.

?Stay with metonight. Stay here with me, just once, what harm would it—

He shook his head, ruefully. A wouldn't be any useto you, babe.’

Fiorinda gasped and recoiled, and her stricken face broke him. He ssumbled

and hdf fdl, to hisknees, clinging to her, sobbing, ?20Oh God, Fiorinda. I'm sorry,
I‘'m sorry. Oh please Fee, | love you, don‘t send me away likethis, please don‘t be
likethis, please—'

She crouched over him, holding him, rocking him, stroking her fingers

through the warm lamb' sfleece. ?All right, dl right, | won‘t be horrible. Don't
cry, don't cry. Alwayslove me, and it will bedl right. Darling Sage, it's okay. |
don‘t mind if you haveto dothis, | don't care about anything, aslong asyou
adwayslove me—

21l dwaysloveyou." He stood up, wiped his eyes and bent and kissed her,

the soft pressure of hislips, his hands on her shoulders. My brat. Goodnight.*
She went into the mediaeva bedroom, in which the three of them had dept
together only once. Heis il here. | have hours and hours left. The hours passed, the light began to grow
around the curtains a her windows. Beforeit wasfully

light she got up, washed her face and left the building. She hurried acrossthe
arenaand the campground. The morning was cool and fair, the tented township
very quiet. She cameto Travellers Meadow, and the van wasn't there. That
preposterous grey space capsule, which had been her home, her rock, her refuge,
the centre of her life snce Dissolution Summer, was gone.

She stared at the bare earth where it had stood, stunned, trying to grasp the

gze of thistask that the two men of destiny had left for her. In Rainsford’ s-the
Gym, just out of curiosity, she had oncetried (when they weren't looking) to lift
one of those fat weights that Sage and George tossed around so casually. What
happens? Nothing happens. Thereisno strain, no mighty effort, no terrible costly
victory. Absolutely nothing shifts.

| cannot do this, shethought. | can‘t keep Ax‘s England going. It'simpossible.
Something touched her hand. Silver Wing was beside her, a skinny unbrushed
child in abrown smock, her smdl face pinched with grief, her eyes brimming.
Silver didn‘t say aword, nor did Fiorinda. They hugged each other. He' sgone.
Our wild best friend, our beautiful lord. He s gone, and nothing‘ s going to bring
him back.

| leant my back against an oak Me thought it were a goodly tree But first it bent, and then it broke
And so proved false my love to me



7: BigIn Brazil #2

They were degping on rock, in acave. It was very cold. Ax got out of his
deeping-bag and went to the entrance. We are on the dopes of Mount Elbrus. |
am in the ancient world. Far into the distance below, the Caspian basin was on
fire. Eco-warriors had set gas and oil reserves dight ayear ago, and no one had
yet managed to cap the flames. The landscape, under areddish, Martian dawn,
looked like fucking Mordor . But the strangeness of it gripped him, and he
intensely wanted Sageto seethis. A stab of pain: aglimpse of what waswaiting
for him, when helet himself fedl hisloss. But not now. He spoke aoud, quoting
from the Odyssey: ?For in my day, | have had many bitter and shattering experiencesin
war and on the stormy seas—

A voice behind him joined in, also speaking Homer* s Greek.

o let this new disaster come. It only makes one more.

?Y ou know the Odyssey?

The older of hisminders grinned, his seamed face and the gapsin histeeth
reminding Ax of Fergal Kearney. Lalic. 2'm aMacedonian. Come and have
breakfast.

With Serendip on his chip, afacet of Serendip, that is, Ax could speak and
undergtand any language that hit him. It felt somewhat like demonic possession,
but he could handleit. He was afraid it meant he was behaving asif everyone he
met belonged to the sametribe: luckily the eco-warriors didn‘t give a shit for
nationa identity. Murderous factions yes, borders no. Thiswar is everywhere.
He'd met Lalic and Markus, the younger minder, in the last days of the dambusting tour. They*d said
come with us, and here he was, on a pilgrimage.

The small planetook off from aboulder field. They flew north, over the flames,
with the cinder-grey pans of the Caspian seafloor in the east; asullen gleam of
water in their distance. What' sthat great wen? Oh, fuck, that's Salingrad.
Volgograd. They landed in marshland. (Lalic and Markusflew by sght, snce
most of their ingruments were bust. They treated their little planelikea
motorbike; they* d park it anywhere.) Walking through reeds, they cameto a
dretch of water, like an arm of thelost sea. There were hippy guyswith rifles,
who provided aboat. AWhat‘s going on here? he asked, expecting another
Apocalyptic Environment-Damage story.

?Sssh. Wait. She'll come!!

Something very large glided up. He saw an eye. He' d never seen such abig

fish. He'd never been near to such abig, living wild thing in hislife.
?Sheisasturgeon,” said Laic softly. AWethink she' stwo hundred years old.
Not such good caviar,” said Markus. PBeluga. But okay when thereis nothing
elseleft. Thisisour reserve, it'swhat we do: but they are too few to recover; all
the sturgeon will go. Sheisour partner, mascot, wife, you could say. Magic fish.
The magic fish, fifteen, even twenty feet long, had the muzzle and barbels of a
bottom feeder. She cruised around, seeming gravely interested.

?Thewar isdready lost. Here, asin the South,' said Lalic. 2in the west you

hear rumours. running out of water, no morefertility in the soil, and you start fighting in the streets. We go
on fighting too, with bombs and guns, but we

know. We arelosing, it istoo late, it sfinished.’

?You can't say that,’ said Ax. AWe renot dead yet. Thisisn't the end of along
campaign, we' ve only just begun. We can turn it round.!

Hewasthinking of Lalic and Markus, and the magic fish, when he set out for the
Floods Conference venue, in Amsterdam one January morning, in the different



cold of the North Seacoast. The city had reliable grid power, wave power
mostly. Good for them. The sky was clear of smoke and the air clean, which
made a pleasant change from Bucharest; or London. He walked by the
Singelgracht, looking at the buildings, taking in the atmosphere, adark shape
svimming through hismind, like meeting lifeitsdf, life with eyeslooking back at
you. Hewas thinking that none of the mistakes he' d made in England mattered.
Spend time with Utopians whose concept of the Good State isthat everyone eats
meet once amonth and we never run out of ammunition (and Lalic was a Doctor
of Philosophy once, by the way), and you learn to respect the scale of thistask.
Y ou make amigtake, you move on. Don't wastetime onit.

Just aswell the distancesin Amsterdam were smal. Ax hated bicycles, and he
couldn’t buy abus pass. He' d had aridicul ous conversation with ayoung
woman a the Metrogtation: no | can't sell you a strippenkart, Mr Preston, because
you' re an eco-warrior, but could | have your autograph? At least she'd had the
grace to produce Put Out The Fire, and the 2Miss Brown' single. New Y ear* sfireworks piled in funera
pyres, aflotillaof drab, icebound houseboats, white

faced coots pattering acrossthe grey ice.. . . he dmost ran dap into someone
ganding in his path. It was Arek Wojnar, Polish music publisher and radica
computer geek: astocky bloke with a skull-stubble of dark hair, dightly mad
looking pae blue eyes and alight-the-sky amile.

?Ax! | said to mysdlf, that' sthe amazing Mr Preston, and | wasright! Striding
aong, thinking world-changing thoughts. Which hotel areyou a?

No hotdl. I'm dossing in the Tarom building." The block that had housed the
Romanian Airlines office was providing accommodation for araft of Eastern
Europe hippies, who had no money at dl.

2000h, is that wherethe English are?

No, just me. I'm hereon my own.’

7 see! Travelling light. Good! | wasworried for you. Y ou have been spending
S0 much time among the suits

Arek was no mean suit himsdf when it came to wheeling dedls and preying

on hapless artigts. But he reserved theright to be awild and freeidedist in his
Saretime.

?Y eah, | wasworried too.!

By thetime they reached the gabled, turreted Tropen Ingtitut, the winter
pavement was awash with dreadlocked outlaws, sober hippies, adventurous
auits. They met Alain de Corlay, and moved through the day in an enclave of
techno-greens-with-musi c-biz-connections. Debates, seminars, posters. how much new bad news can
you take? The conference was far bigger than had been

planned,much of the programme had been moved to university hals, but the
museum remained the centre; itstropica dioramas making avery fitting

backdrop. These jewd idandsthat are drowning; this colourful Southern

poverty, choking on its own shit. This showcase of human diversity which has
become arelentless casudty list. . . On bilingual placards Ax read the
Netherlanders' coreinterpretation of what goes on, the same from Aleppo to the
Philippines, in times of trouble, the people will cling together and support each other .
My bus pass would seem to be an exception, he thought. But he liked the
sentiment. These different facets of Europe, their oddness, their sameness—

In the afternoon there was an angry debate in the glass-roofed Light Hall, the
biggest museum venue. The topic in the programme quickly becameirrdevant, it
was a danging match between the techno-greens and the pan-European Cdltics.
The media people had turned out in force, and it was heartbreaking to see their



pleasure and relief. Aha! A binary opposition! Now we get it! Hold the front page! But
what can you do? At the end Ax had to duck out to escape being mobbed by
fans—the classic rockstar experience, which he'd never had beforein hislife. He
was outraged, even alittle frightened. He' d been living in a hothouse where

there wasn't amedia person, or a punter, who would say boo to Mr Preston.
Back at the Tarom (having spent awhile in astockroom full of Javanese

puppets and carved totem sticks, guarded by kindly Tropen staff), he found
Arek, Alain and abunch of other techno-greens, making themselves at home. ?Ah, hereheis,’ sad
Alan, mdicioudy. ?The man of the moment. It wasthose

fucking dams, Ax. You are feared!*

2 didn't do anything. | wasjust holding the coats."

20f course! Y ou didn't do anything. Nothing is going on in the Danube

countries but alot of running around, gang shootings and knife fights. Along
comes Mr Preston and, so quietly, so gently, tellsthe suits, now let'sbe
reasonable, thisis going to happen, let's seeif we can haveit hgppenina
controlled way. And . . . KABOOM!*

?Alain, you can‘t cal meviolent. | am getting stigmatised as the moderate

around here, just because | don't like bloodbaths—*

20ur US correspondent islooking for you, AX," said someonein Alain's party.
Genera laughter. ?Y eah,’ said Ax, accepting apaper cup of coffee from Alain,

at the hot drinks gtation. ?Anyone here from the English Counterculture and
speaks English? | caught that.’

Alain'seyes narrowed. ?0h yes. Another thing, what' s happened to Mr
Phrasebook? Whendid you learn to spesk French like a human being?

?He was speaking Polish earlier,’ said Arek, acutely. 2 think it'shischip.’

?Nah, evening classes.' However, the truth would be more annoying, and even

in thisempty world, annoying M. de Corlay remains aworthwhile project. ?0h,
okay, it's Serendip. | have afacet of Serendip on my chip, that'swho' s doing the
ST. Andit fedshizarre,' he added, unaugmented, ?s0 I'm going au naturel for the evening, if you don‘t
mind. English or nothing,” A feding like gentleclaws

withdrawing their grip.

?Nom d’un nom,’ said Alain. ?Possessed by the machine. Ax, what are you
doing to us? Y ou redise how the Cdltics, those savages, how they'll lovethis?
Nyah, you'rejust jedous.’

They al went out to abig bar on the Leidesplain and argued techno-greenery
until the French decided they had better thingsto do. Arek stayed with Ax,
eyeing up non-revolutionary pre-clubbers through ahaze of cannabis smoke,

and complaining of the dullness of lifein Kracow, where Countercultura

violence had never taken off —just endless bitching about the Quarantine. The
music loop in the bar featured the dancemix of the Heads' current single, ?Heart
On My Sleeve'. Also Fiorinda s 2Chocobo’. They came round incessantly.
How familiar itis, how Polish, this pointless factionism. Did you know, Ax, |
am aCdt! The Ancient Celts were everywhere, atruly European phenomenon, |
know | must not say race. My eyesaretypicaly Cdltic! | can be on both sides of
the bloodbath! But who would have thought Western Europe would be the first
to go? It sunred.’

?Anyone who looked at a population density map, that' swho, said Ax.

?You think it'sthat Smple?

2 think when the shit hitsthe fan, suddenly things get very smple, and that's
theworst fucking shit of dl. The chalengeisto keep things complicated.” Here comes ?Heart On My
Seeve again. . . Arek propped his chin on his hand



and gazed at Ax, soulfully. ?How did you doit, AX? | have been trying to get
Sageinto bed for years, he hasjust laughed a me. Held me off with one hand,
you know—

Ax shrugged. ?Try getting him killed afew times. Wreck his career, Sed his

girl, make him into amurderer. Worked for me.’

?20h dear, don't tell me you two have fallen out. My perfect couple!

Ax would haveto find theright tone for answering questions about hislovers.
Nah, just joking. Nothing'swrong. We'refine.

Arek shook hishead. At sthegirl. Y ou should ditch the girl. She had made
trouble between you, of course she has. Women always make trouble—

?Y ou know,? said Ax, ?Sageisright. The gay nation stinks. Bunch of shit-for
brains self-centred misogynist wannabes. | fucking hate ‘em.’

20kay, okay! | step off the holy ground! But my God, you must not part with
Sage! Heisyour Charioteer. Y our hero-companion, your guidein battle. That's
very Cdtic!*

?Arek, | wouldn't mind just not hearingthe word Cdltic for afew hours.’
Someone came up. It was the US Correspondent. She wanted to introduce
hersdf, which, at thisjuncture, Ax found extremey welcome. Arek grinned and
winked. ?Now Ill go and find some other conversation for awhile. Y ou want to
come along to the darkroom a De Olifant later, Ax? It might be fun, huh? The US correspondent was a
futuristic-Utopian who'd been around in the

chatrooms, before Ivan/Lara. She' d usually been dressed (so to speak) asthe
Addams Family butler. Hetried not to look taken aback. He'd had 2Lurch’ down
asafemaeteenager, shy and bold, full of naive enthusiasms, which appeared to
be right. He hadn't envisaged her weighing-in at sixteen stone (or thereabouts,
and shewasn't tdl), with a sparse thatch of straw hair, adab of whey faceand
tiny eyesamost devoid of brows or lashes. He offered a cigarette. She looked at
the pack with darm and said earnestly, 2 think it's great, the way you' re the eco
warrior king of England, and, but, but you smoke cigarettes and you take drugs
and you drive asports car. That's so cool.!

Americanswon't say 7Dictator'. They just won't. It pissed Ax off no end to be
associated with the departed royals, but he knew there was no use arguing.
2t'snot asports car. Let me buy you adrink, then.!

20h no. No! I'll buy. It' swonderful to meet you, er, AXx—'

They chatted. Her redl name (sorry, her original name) was Kathryn Adams,
Shewasajourndigt, kind of, by profession. He detected hero worship, for which
he wasn't in the mood: but she disarmed him, somehow. Within afew minutes
she'd explained her appearance. She' d been atrisomy, a Down's Syndrome. My
parents had the learning difficulties fixed, but not the cosmetic problems because
they‘re Chrigtians, and now I'm grown, I've decided | likelooking likethis. | like
beinginvisble' Hedidn't doubt the story. Expensive futuristic stuff, that kind of thergpy: but she smelled
of serious money. Invisble? Not exactly, but 2 urch’

was avery smart cookie, and nobody would guess, nobody would look at her too
often. What adecison. Ax did not think of himsdf asvain, but he couldn’t
imagine it. Made you wonder about those filthy rich parents, what they* d done

to their kid's self-image. . . In the end she had to get back to her hotel. Ax found
Arek, who had got himsdlf totaly smashed, and hauled him out of afracaswith
abunch of Belgian hippies—something about the European Fag, and the good
name of the Blessed Virgin Mary.

| can do this, thought Ax. In Bucharest he' d been an automaton, performing

the ?Ax Preston’ routines and feeling nothing. He' d been afraid of Amsterdam,



where there' d be people he knew. But he was okay. Walking on knives, but he
wasfine. He was good.

Next morning at the Tropen, Ax was egting his breakfast, done a atablein the
museum café. Alain sat down, bright-eyed and malign.

7?30, you left the Milky Bar Kid home done? Wasthat wise, my friend?

Ax ate hisblack rice pudding. Shards of soft, fresh coconut on top, fucking

ace. What it isto be off the offshoreidand. AWhy wouldn't it be wise?

The little Breton put his head on one side, eyes sngpping with Schadenfreude

(or whatever isthe French for that). Hm. . . . | should tell you, when | wasin Reading last, | said to Sage
if he and Fiorinda needed aplace to run, they could

cometome.’

20h yeah? Ax was unmoved. AWhat did he say?

?Hedidn't say anything. He hit me. With force. Then he picked me off the

floor and we went on with our conversation asif nothing had happened.’
AVedrop the subject,’ said Ax, grinning.

20f course. Y ou trust him, that‘ s your business. Not another word.!

The days passed. The European Crisis opened up before him. There were scuffles
between technos and Cdltics; that led to conference-goers being banned from
every decent club round the Rembrandtsplein. Therewas alive abum recorded

at the Paradiso, Ax playing guitar in a Floods Conference supergroup: avery
mixed bag. The Van Gogh Museum was stormed by art-for-a-cause locals (street
theatre, no damage to amagjor tourist attraction). Ax managed to avoid the
English contingent, and the rest of the British nations, by the smple expedient of
becoming the spokesperson for the techno-greens, arole that everybody seemed
to think belonged to him anyway.

Hefdt likeavistor from another planet, because no one knew what was

going on in hishead. No one knew that in his heart he had quit the job that made
him famous. Maybe his secret freedom made it easier for him to take on the
Conference. He knew he was doing well. The quarantine debate went like a
dream, and yeah, of course he was aware that the US correspondent was in the audience. Alain jeered at
AX's 2tendresse’ for the Ugly American (and genera

sucking-up to Uncle Sam), but Ax ignored him. The kid wasinteresting, whoever
shewas. heliked her.

Onefreezing night, alone for a change, he bumped into amusic-biz delegate

from Dublin who told him that Feargal Kearney was rumoured to be dead.
Vanished from the Irish scene about two years ago, and died in arehab clinic
somewhere on thewrong side of the Quarantine. Ax was guilty of not liking

Fergal much. When someone ?accidentaly* shafts you, in some needling way,
every time you talk to him, then on somelevd he' shogtile, evenif hedid save your
life. But he didn‘t contradict the story —just in case Fergd redlly had faked his
own demise. They' d never got to the bottom of how their defector had acquired
the David Sde evidence. It was dways possible that he' d |eft serious enemies
behind himin Irdand.

Another day he went with Arek to the Stopera, to see one of the stranger signs

of these times. In the underpass between the Town Hall and the Mus ekthegter,
the Amsterdammers kept an exhibit showing Netherlands sea-levels. Therewas
awoman standing by the plague representing ?Normal Amsterdam’, the basic
sea-leve of Europe. Shewas swathed in grey, she wore awregath of dead flowers
and birds, her face was blurred: she was about three metrestall.

2Can you see her? asked Arek.

?Y eah." AWhat do you think? Isit ahoax? An art-for-a-cause stunt? A trick of the



light?

No," said Ax. A could be wrong, but no.!

No one knew what she meant. The grey lady had smply appeared. She had
become the Conference mascot, but no one claimed responsibility. Shewas
insubstantial, but unlike atraditional ghost she turned up on photographic film
and other recording media. Ax thought of the unpleasant apparition he and Sage
had once met in Y orkshire. Thiswas broad daylight but the feding was the same:
acompelling presence, abending of redlity.

?She' scrying for us,” suggested Arek. ?Sheis Gaia, weeping for our fate.
Morelikely she'scrying for hersdf. | don't know that Gaiaison our side.

But why now? Ax, what is happening to this stupid world? An economic

crash and pouf, there are ghogtsin the streets. | don't think | likeit.!

?Y ou don't have any problem with the Blessed Virgin Mary.

They turned and made their way through the grey lady‘ s smdl, permanent
crowd. Maybe if she stayed she would become a shrine. ?That’ s different,’ said
Arek. ?The spiritud should be spiritual. Visions are supposed to be in the heart,
and good Cathalics know this, though we like our fairytales. Thisis wrong, it
fedsdangerous. Y ou keep telling me our crigsisanorma market adjustment,
AX, but thisisnot normal. Seriouslaws are being broken!’

Ax shrugged. At hasto happen occasiondly. A new model will comedong.” Ashe cut his swathe
through the Conference, making it work because that was

automatic, the pain began to overwhem him. Every time he made one of those
painful open-line cals he could not stop himsdf from hoping that Fiorinda

would cut through the bland, damn the eavesdroppers, and beg him to come
home. Every time he returned to the Tarom dormitory late a night he imagined
that Sage would be there, adearly familiar tall shadow rising from one of the
scruffy armchairsin the unlit lobby, hi rockstar, just thought I’'d drop by . . .
Why didn‘t they cometo him?

They were pretending they didn’t know there was anything wrong, but they
werelying: he could hear it in their voices. Heforgot that he' d walked away so
the lovers could be happy, dl he knew was his burning pain. The video
birthday-card (which reached him in the first week of March) destroyed him.
Forindaand Sage in the music room in Brixton, singing ?Ain‘'t Misbehaving. . . *
So beautiful together. If he could have reached them, hef d have killed them both
with his bare hands. He was in company, he had to look pleased. Late that night
he went up to the Tarom roof (the only privacy available). The Rijksmuseum was
strung with fairylights; there were people skating in the dark. He smashed the
disc, ground it under his hed, then crawled around picking up the fragments,
because thiswas dl he had left of hisdarlings; and cried, and cried, and cried.
The Conference cameto an end. The grey lady might remain until deep waters
drowned her, but the cheap hotel s were emptying, hippy caravanserai were
being dismantled. All the coverage was retrospective now. Tell us, Mr Preston? Who came out on on
top, the Cdtics or the technos? Where' s the next round

going to be held? What has the Conference achieved? Where are we going? Six
o'clock one morning, in therain, Ax sat on abench looking up at the house
where Rene Déscartes had once stayed, in hiding from theworld. Everyonein this
town except me is thinking about business. . . But Ax had no philosophy tofill his
empty head. Throwing the Sweet Track Jade into the sea had been a cowardly
childish gesture. He knew he had to go back to England and resign, make it
officid, and then what?

He had no plans.



I‘'m over, hethought. I'm finished, and thisishow it feds.

Later he met Lurch for breakfast in the Ekeko café at the Tropen. The US
Correspondent was staying at the Amstel Inter* Continental, afact she'd
touchingly tried to keep from her impoverished European pas. The Light Hall
was being prepared for anew exhibition. They took anostalgic stroll through the
diorameas, thisentrancing giant dolls house so haunted by the great dying: the
daughtered forests, the bleached cords, the eroded soils. The dancing, the
funerary rites. everything must go. She asked him about Sege and Fiorinda.
Everyonedid that, naturaly. The hot couple of the hour—

?They have apact not to write about the relationship, don't they? How does
that work? | mean, dl musicianswrite love songs. Isit legaly binding?

2 don't know how it works. | don't writelyrics, I'm out of it." AVhat about ?Heart On My Sleeve??
How can Fiorindathink that isn't about

ex?

?t'stherelationship that' s of f-limits, sex isokay. Or it could be," added Ax, for
whom the topic was galling aswell as miserable, ?she thought it was about
someonedse’

“Ahere did you think you were heading, setting up the Rock and Roll Reich?
?Lurch, to tell thetruth, alot of things happened by chance.’

?But you did have aground plan?

?Are you recording? | suppose you are, Since you record everything. Look,
why don't you give mealist of the questions, and we'll work something out.’
Takes one to know one. He had spotted at their second meeting that she had a
gizmo of somekind in her head. Eyesocket cam, probably. 2‘m sorry,’ she said,
crestfalen. 2 should have asked permission.’

AVel, it'scustomary. But don‘t worry about it, | don‘t mind.'

So Ax talked — about the Rock and Roll Reich, and the poisoned world, and
the music, and Utopia. Luckily people need to be good to each other, it'sas
natural to us as greed and murder, arguably more naturd, by asmall but vita
margin, or we wouldn't have this problem as there would not be severd hillions
of us.. .. They had settled in the Y emen exhibit, a peaceful little upper room
with dark red velour couches around thewalls.

Ahat about the music, isit fill important? Or hasit becomeirrdlevant? 2 ve been thinking about that.
Ax turned the ring on hisright hand,

wondering if thisinteview would ever be published. He didn‘t see how. 2 think
it'simportant, because when we need to prove we have theright to lead, we
present our credentias by getting up on stage. By our mastery of the music, our
skills, and passion and knowledge. . . Rock music is about self-expression, which
has its dangers, but it's an improvement on who has the biggest war-chest.!
2But can that kind of power endure? Will the Reich last athousand years?

7 never expected it to last. Something will survive. Natureis profligate, alot

of wonderful things are ephemerd, doesn't mean they' re not worthwhile—
Hewasthinking of the love affair. The American girl nodded respectfully.
AWVhat will you do with this? | thought you weren't dlowed to re-import any
kind of digitd device onceyou'vetakenit out of quarantine. Won't your gizmo
be spotted at immigration and destroyed, with &l your records?

Not if | declareit. | plan to do that, and have the recording bonded until it can
be cleared for downloading. It won't losevaue. . . There'sjust one other thing.
Why did Sage write atrack about Watergate? That's so weird."

He sighed. Okay, forget the Ax Preston spiel. Aoxomoxoais much sexier. Tell
me. At'sabeach.’



20h. In what sense? Uh, what kind of a ?beach??

A beach with sand, not an ancient politica scandal. A surfing beachin
Cornwall.* She nodded, with the look journalists get when they know you are winding
them up. Moving on. AWhere are the other musketeersthis morning?

?The other musketeers?

?Arek and Alain," explained Lurch, with ashy grin.

20h yeah." Ax amiled a her. ?Then | suppose ‘Il haveto cal you D* Artagnan.’
She blushed with pleasure, and looked sweet — atriumph of the human spirit.
She' savery good kid, and when you get to know her you can seeit shining, no
meatter if she's, er, not conventiondly attractive. He' d put some effort into
protecting Lurch from theribad crudty of the techno-greens (both male and
femae). But he hadn't had to make abig ded of it, even with those who most
hated and despised the USA. People liked her.

?The other musketeers are coming down from this,' he said.?They have things

to do, placesto go. They are packing.'

Lurch drew adeep breath. She gazed at him so nervoudy and solemnly that

for afrightful moment he thought he' d have to dedl with asexua proposa. She
wants meto take her virginity (no question she'savirgin). Oh, gredt.

?AXx, would you cometo the USA?

He grinned. ?Y eah, probably, if anybody asked me. I'm arock musician.'
2A‘masking. I'm, um, thetruth is|*m herefor the Internet Commisson. I‘'m
empowered to ask you to come back with me and talk about ending the data
guarantine. They want to meet you in person. Y ou‘re the one they trust." Ax was thrown into turmoil. His
sense of destiny wasrekindled. He had seen

that Kathryn Adams was worth cultivating, and here was hisreward. But the
dazzling offer, paradoxicdly, crudly, made him fed that he must get back to
England. If hisloverswanted him, in spite of everything . . . then hewould go
sraight home, and the Internet Commissioners could wait.

He couldn‘t bring himsdif to call them direct, though security had been

relaxed and he could have done that. He called David Saleinstead. He didn't
mention the data quarantine (he didn't trust the connection that far). He said

he' d been asked to intervene in something, and it meant afew more weeks away.
Hewas till going to quit. But thiswasn't the moment to announce his

resgnation.

No problem, said David. Y ou have a wonderful deputy. Y ou carry on with the
great work! He wanted to know how Ax felt about Sage and the Zen Sdlf.

He' sbeen getting some amazing results, but he' s pushing himsdlf very hard. |
expect you know about it—

Mmm, yeah," said Ax. He had not been paying attention to the Zen Sdlf
bulletins. ?So, my partners are getting on fine without me?

A dight delay. A guilty tone, when David answered.

20hvyes. .. Er, | supposed you' ve talked to them? About this other trip?

?20f course | have," Ax lied. ?They want meto go for it."

So that was how it was. Ax isout of the picture, everyone knows he's been dumped. Ax can carry on
being good will ambassador for aslong as helikes,

nobody needs him.

He deleted Serendip. He would declare his chip, but he wasn't going to try
teking her through US immigration. She was probably a state secret, and aWelsh
state secret at that. Goodbye gentle clawsin my brain. I'm sorry it wasn't acloser
relationship: some people can be friends with acomputer, somecan't . . . From
now on it would be the wrong kind of pidgin Spanish, and the wrong kind of



English. He arranged some cloak and dagger stuff to cover his exit, and made the
video that would travel back to England.

It had to be short because he was about to bresk down in tears.

Hewaited aweek in Seattle, confined —no, asked to stay—in the hotel room to
which he' d been smuggled, in case he was recognised in the street. He thought
thiswas ludicrous until he checked the entertainment and discovered the scads

of Rock and Rall Reich sites, cartoons, fanpages, interviews—all purefiction,
none of them admitting thisin the smallest print. Oh well, better to be talked
about than not talked about. . . He channel-surfed, honed his opennessto
unexpected difficulties and off-the-wall opinions, and played guitar to passthe
time. From one of hiswindows he could seeinto avacant lot, where two north
west coast native persons had set up house with amattress and some sodden cardboard. They drummed
and sang, on and off, through the drenching spring

nights. Just like Brixton, redlly.

Therewas anew, exclusive interview with Sage in one of the online glossies.

The splash had Fiorindain apink party frock, with awregth of roses (doppy: she
detests pink and she hates cut flowers) gazing up passionately into the eye
sockets of the living skull: atempting yet decorous opening superimposed—
SAGE ON FIORINDA

When they first met, she was fourteen years old She's the wildest, rawest talent in the Rock and
Roll Reich

Her boyfriend is the post-human, post-Muslim, post-modern king of England . . .

What does Aoxomoxoa really, really think?

He decided he didn‘t need to find out.

When the meseting came it was adamp squib. He sat in a spartan office with

half adozen funky leisurewear types, five men, one woman, and they spent an
hour saying nothing. Lurch, also present, was deeply, deeply mortified. She
asked him to please stick around, more will come of this, giveit achance. Ax had
no ideawhat to do with himsalf. He had no money. He didn't care. Helay on his
bed in the hotel room, fedling no desire for food, acohol or any other drug: a
million miles away from prayer, without athought of God, gazing at the Les

Paul, which stood in acorner inits case.

Onthethird day of this themeless meditation the phone rang. He picked up

the handset (antique, ivory-coloured, to go with the Art Deco theme of the
room). ?Hi? Hethought it would be Fiorinda. ?Hi . . .* A maevoice, along pause. ?Areyou Ax
Preston?

Yeah!

2Uh, heard you werein town. D*you want agig?

Thus began the unofficia, low-down, Ax Preston US Tour. He played in the
back rooms of bars, in smal venues; in the private homes of US musicians. When
trangport wasn't provided he travelled by train and bus. He didn't want a car,
and even here, in the heart of empire, air travel was not for normal people any
more. He met famous names, he played the Blues where the Blues were born. He
dept in chegp rooms and unbelievably fancy rooms, and walked around semi
tropical towns a night when he couldn’t deep, talking to anyone who offered.
Hefdt like Johnny B. Goode. He knew that to many of the people he met,
punters, promoters and musicians equaly, he was a curiosity (the post-Mudim,
post-modern king of England). But to others he was an interesting, pretty-good
guitarist; which was dl he wanted to be. And the fingers still worked, though it
seemed to him he couldn’t remember the last time he had redlly played.



Something drained out of him. Some kind of demon.

Heknew for thefirst time how utterly, insanely burnt-out he had been before

he left England. He knew that histask as Dictator was over, but that he would
return to the struggle, in some way. He had lost everything, and he was happy.
Hewasin thismood when he got the call summoning him to Washington,

DC. It turned out Lurch was agenuine fairy godmother. Ax was going to meet
the President. She cameto DC hersdlf, and they had arendezvous at the Franklin Delano Roosevelt
Memoria Park: FDR looking vulnerable and chipper in his

whedlchair by the gift shop, handsomewalls of dark red granite, water features.
A soup kitchen line of poor people, executed in bronze (strange notion). | HATE
WAR, said thewriting on thewal. THERE ISNOTHING TO FEAR BUT FEAR
ITSELF. Lurch was exalted, and jittery. They took the lunch she'd brought to a
quiet spot by the water. He understood (with more sympathy than he'd felt in
Amgterdam) that he was afigure of noble romance to this redoubtable girl; poor
kid. On the other hand, she was nervous as amother hen about theimpression
he would make on Mr Big.

?Don‘t wear yourit’s the ecologyteeshirt.’

2 wasthinking of wearing my Deep Throat suit.’

?Huh? said Lurch, looking serioudy aarmed.

WWatergate,' said Ax. ?Sorry.*

20h. Y ou can see the building you know, it'son the bustour. Ax, Fred'struly
smart, but he has to have a handle to pick things up by, andhe thinks you'rein
charge—'

Ax laughed. ‘AWhereas you know |I*‘m not. It's okay, I m used to that problem.’
Two maestic, angular heronsflew over, low and strong like cruisng missiles.
Grey squirrels and the sparrows chattered in awedth of green. A squirrel came
over and peered at them enquiringly. Ax broke off the crust of his sandwich.
?Hey, you mustn't feed them.'

Why not? At createsan artificia food chain.’

Wi, God forbid the great US nation should create an artificial food chain.
He shook hishead. Controlled hilarity at America, part of his cure. ?Y ou
people—

Lurch gazed a him with reverence. He knew why their rendezvous was at
thislocation. She didn‘t need to tel him that she saw him asanew FDR, bearing
the great American’s banner into the future that shaped so darkly, not only for
Europe but for dl theworld. A know you'll doiit right."

Ax met the President at seven am. in aroom with atasteful repro version of

the Insanitude' s frozen-in-time décor; but sunningly clean. It wasn't the top
venue, but at least it wasin the West Wing. It was like meeting the most sacred
icon of someone else' sreligion. Y ou' re not abeliever, but you're affected by the
aura. Mr Eiffrich talked about the quarantine (though it was not, he pointed out,
grictly hisbaby). The need for it, and the reasons why the goa posts for restored
connectivity had been moved. Y esh, saverd times. . . Ax didn't get the fedling
anything was shifting. He got the fedling that the leader of the free world didn‘t
know what the fuck to do with the funky green Ceremonid Head of State of a
former world-class country, that’ stotally gone to the dogs—

The party moved on to a buffet breakfast. Ax and the President stood side by
Sde, having scrambled eggs spooned for them. Y ou could get caviar, genuine
Russian, with your eggs. Ax declined the luxury. Got any boiled babies?

He kept histongue behind histeeth. No Lennonisms. A can‘t get over your accent,’ said Mr Eiffrich.
Ax wastired of hearing that persons of colour were supposed to spesk the



same piccaninny who' s-in-the-house argot, wherever in the world they were
brought up. Hewas equdly tired of hearing that idiotic circumlocution per sons of
colour . Hewasthe only non-white on the eating side of the napery this morning.
?Put mein the front room, turn out the light, you wouldn‘t know if | was black
or white

Hm. | was expecting Estuary English, because you al seem to spesk that way
now, with some Caribbean, usudly it's Jamaica. But | can't get your mix at dl.’
At sWest Country,’ said Ax. AWVith Manchester-Merseyside. The whole music
biz isaffected by that, it's historical. Some US English, from tv culture. But
there'll be Jamaicain there, alittle. And my mother‘ sfrom the Sudan.’

20h? North or South? They moved on dong the table.

North. But she'sa Chrigtian.’

An acute glance. ?How' d she take your converson?

My mum takes everything well, Mr Eiffrich.’

2Cal meFred. C'mon, let'seat. Let' stak. Tell me about the Amsterdam gig.
My niece, she records everything and sees nothing, you know what | mean?
The freshness of the morning had gone before Ax |eft the White House. He
drifted at random over green lawns and came to rest at the feet of yet another
elghteenth-century minor deity. How the crowds vanish in the vastness of the
sacred places, I min the ancient world again. He remembered hisfirst meeting with Mohammad, &t the
end of the Idamic campaign. The recognition, the

feding of rightness. His encounter with Mr Eiffrich had been nothing like thet.
But it had been agood conversation, good business, agood beginning for atask
could be passed on to others; and Ax could start planning hisreturn trip.

It appeared, amazingly enough, that it was Ax Preston’s England that had

been snarling-up global connectivity (something he would have had to spin, in
Europe, if hewasn't quitting!). Not theraging civil disorder and socid collapse
on the Continent, oh no, no, no. It was the rockstar with the hippy army, taking
over Buckingham Paace. And here' s me thinking we were the ones that |ooked
sensible and reassuring. There you go, no accounting for taste: but now the
President had met Ax, and decided he'san okay sort of guy (the Ax effect again,
weird how it hardly ever fails).

The President of the USA might be only atitular monarch, kind of aFujiwara,
feuda Japan stuation, with the great lords of commerce calling the shots. But he
hed friendsin high places, reverence for histraditional standing . . . and that's
how things work. Person to person, it dways comes back to that. A smile, the
look in someone' s eye, an exchange of pheromones, and everything flows.

He sat on the plinth of the statue, thinking about hislovers. He' d been

thinking of them agreat ded while hismind was on itsjourney to recovery,
fedling terrible about the way he' d left them. How bewildered they must have
been, how abandoned they must have felt. He' d been ready to go back and tell
them he was sorry, even before Lurch’s phonecal. Now that would be his next task. They were made
for each other, | can't stand in their way. Y eah, tough to

accept, but what the fuck was al the rage and despair about?

If they will et me, I'll betheir best friend. He saw himsdlf accepting therole

that Sage, noble soul, had accepted once, and been prepared to bear for a
lifetime. If my big cat could do that, then | can. And it would be cool (bam for
his pride) if he could say, oh yeah, and the data quarantine isfixed. Which he
should know before heleft, and he was confident.

Ready to leave, hetook alook at his minor deity. It was John Paul Jones,
Revolutionary War hero. Grest tactician, alwaysin trouble, ended up asrear



admira to Catherine the Greet, of dl things. Dishonourable discharge, died in
France. .. The story wasingantly in hismind, presumably from his chip. HE'd
long ceased worrying about the difference between chip memories and red’
memories. Another populist hero who outlived hisglory days. Greetings,
compadre. But | won‘t go to the bad. | can't be their lover, but | can love my
darlings, which isthe important thing, and no one can take it away. For the sake
of what we had, | will make something positive of therest of my life. | swear it.
Surrender? | have not yet begun to fight.

He returned to the Four Seasons and told the friendly desk staff he' d been to
see Mr Eiffrich. They thought that was pretty funny, and told him again about
how England isthat place whereit rainsdl thetime. In hisroom, using his pay
as-you-go phone, he called Lurch, discreetly let her know the good news, and said no, he didn't want
company tonight. Alone but no longer done, Fiorinda

and Sage restored to him, he dept for hours.

Later hewent out (in adownpour) to eat at atapas bar, DC style, booths and
idands al maestic polished wood; alittle stage at the back. When he was esting
the waitress came and ducked down by histable. ?Excuse me, Mr Preston, would
you play for us? The bar saff and manager were grinning hopefully. He' d met
thisreaction before, in DC. Maybe they don't know why he's famous but they‘ve
heard he' Il do this sort of thing, and it sounds like adesirable frechie.

?Y eah, okay. You'll haveto provide the guitar.’

So he played, stting on astool with an acoustic guitar, the pick-up plugged

into alittle amp. On the low-down, in the USA, he' d had to get used to stepping
over cables again. He was a free agent; they didn‘t have a clue what to expect. He
gavethem WillieNeson, blue eyes crying intherain.. . .

Goodbye, my blue-eyes, goodbye my darling girl. | love you both, | know it's
over; and I‘m coming home.

The next day Lurch cameto the hotdl. Shetold him he had agig at the White
House. The President would be honoured if Ax would play at areception. It
would bein acouple of weeks, and she knew he wanted to get home, but he
really ought to do this. There' d be other meetings on the data quarantine that
he'd need to be part of, anyhow.

Ax felt, irrationaly, somewhat demoted. Put in hisplace. 2 don't suppose you'd careto arrange for my
aststo be unfrozen, if I'm

staying? | think the Chosen have someUS earnings piled up in bond.*

?Don‘t worry about expenses. I'm embarrassed you ever thought that.’

Lurch (aka Kathryn Adams) was used to the kind of money where you never,
ever haveto think about it. She had the rockstar mentaity on the subject (though
she'd be hurt if you told her s0). Ax' s behaviour, walking out of the hotdl in
Sesttle and going on the road, had been mystical and strangeto her. It hadn't
crossed her mind that he smply wanted to bein charge of where his next
sandwich was coming from. So we get to know each other, and there arejarring
moments, but she' sstill avery good kid, thisfairy godmother of mine. And the
leader of thefreeworld is her Uncle Fred.

20kay, let'slook at the line-up.*

She hadn't expected the question, but she located the information and showed

it to him on her virtua-screen pam-top. The line-up at the White House put Ax
on stage with a notorious outfit of blood-daubed-Celtic wannabes who openly
supported Europe’ s green nazis, and acrew of African-American so-called
|damist hate-merchants whose enemies were Uppity Females, Chrigtians,
Homosexuals, Asians, Koreans, Jews. . . These were respectable corporate



earning name bands. They were just making abuck, adl in fun and in the scared
name of free speech, and Ax would be afoal to take offence.

He sighed. He could see someone had tried hard to put together athemed
package. ?Sorry, Lurch. | can't do this."

Hetried to explain why not, and made her understand he was serious. | don't
haveto play if | don‘t like the company. I ve never been that kind of rockstar,
don‘t plan to start. Thanks, but no. Lurch blanched. He would not have thought
her whey face could turn whiter, but it did. She argued her case, becoming
agitated. The person who put thistogether didn't understand. | do, | tried, but
what the President, uh, or people round him seeis, they*ll seeyou being
awkward. Please AX. You can do this. You haveto doiit.

Sorry, said Ax. Credibility issue. Surely the White House can understand a
credibility issue?

Ah, well, hewasthinking, watching her shocked face. So that' sthe way things
are, and that nice civilised patrician gent | wastalking to wasredly Pigsty Liver
For whom might isright, and now |*ve bust the ded—

She left, saying she'd get back to him.

AX, credtfallen and exasperated, wondered if hislife was actudly in danger

(she had been so flustered), but decided not. Fred Eiffrichisn‘t Caligula, he'sjust
an emperor whose favour iseasily lost. Too bad. And if Ax no longer had a
patron in thistown, that was okay. He had a contingency plan.

In the morning he took the Metro to Dupont Circle, bought himsdlf coffeeand a
muffin and went to sit in the park. People walked briskly, aschool class of
teenagers were doing drill-exercises. Sparrows flirted and chirruped and hunted scraps. The centra
fountain featured a ronde of undraped forms, male and

femde deek, pdlid stone. Two white guys, clad in running shortsand singlets,

sat on therim of the bowl talking quietly. Could one of them be my man?He
wondered if he'd been stupid about the gig, but decided he' d been right to say
Nno as an opening gambit; see what Lurch comes back with. . . On hisVIP ticket
he' d have flown into Shannon by private jet (no flightsto England, but he could
have handled the rest of the journey). Getting out of the USA otherwise, when he
had little money, wasn't supposed to be here, had achip in his head and came
from a contaminated country, was not going to be straightforward. But he' d been
working onit.

| liketo bein charge of my next sandwich.

The sparrows caught his atention. What astrange city it is, where nobody

feeds the birds. He wanted to crumble some of his blueberry muffin for them,

but respect for Lurch'sfedingsrestrained him. I d hate to create an artificial food
chain. .. Oneof thelittle birds hopped to within inches of hisfoot, without the
bait. Shelooked up. He saw in extraordinary clarity the blonde stripe above her
shining dark eye, the soft pelt of smoky brown feathers. She reminded him of
Forinda, and he had awistful thought that she might cometo hishand. He

could dmost fed thetiny claws, digging into him—

Oh

He recognised the penumbra of something untoward happening in hisbrain,

and the next ingant there was Fiorinda, her living ghost: Fiorinda, in her sormcloud indigo and the
orange fluffy cardigan, one arm across her breast, the bi-loc

set in awhite-knuckled grip against the side of her head. His heart leapt. Oh God,
she has remembered. My telecoms-dlergic babe finaly realised why the fuck |
gave her that thing. Shelooked asif she'd been crying.

2AX!"



PForinda, my baby. What' s the matter? What' s happened, sweetheart?

?2AX, you have to come home. Sage has gone. Olwen wouldn't give him life
support any more. Y ou don‘t know because hewouldn't let ustell you, but he
was taking far too much snapshat, in the Zen Sdlf experiments. He said he
couldn‘t stop, it was something he had to do, and now he sgoneto Caer Siddi.
The moment he saw her, the moment he heard her voice, theworld turned

upside down and righted itself, and he was there, in the world he thought he'd
log, loving her and Sage, grasping that they werein trouble and hef d have to

sort it out—

?Y ou two haven't been getting on then, | takeit. And the stupid bugger

wouldn‘t let you tell me. Fiorinda, don't cry, it'll be okay. Just explain to me what
went wrong—

She shook her head, her trouble only darker. N-not at this distance, AX. You
don‘t understand, he's gone. Hewas, | think he was dying when he left
Rivermead. No one who goesto Caer Siddi ever comes out again. He's never
coming back. Sage is gone. Things are okay here but not too good. Ferga‘ s taken command of the
London barmies, apparently Sage told him to do that, but I'm

not sure, what do you think?

2‘'monmy way. I‘ll bewith you soon as| can. Fiorinda,don’t worry. It won't
be as bad as you' re making out. |1l talk to Sage, I'll go and haul him out—"
20h." Shelooked around. ?Y ou‘re outside. Can other people see me? Do | look
weird?

?Y eah, they can seeyou, like aghost. They won't worry. It doesn't—

?2Shit. I d better break the connection, thisis contraband. Please, please come
home as quickly asyou can. | love you."

She had vanished before he realised that he could have touched her.

Hewas on hisfeet. He sat back on the bench and reached for his cooling paper
cup of coffee. His eyeswere fixed on the Art Deco fountain; his mind was racing.
| must go home, | must get back. They*ve had a bust-up over the Zen Sdf, and
Forinda saone: but there' s something else. Something | ought to know. | can feel
it. Ideas started to click together in hismind, hints he' d dismissed, disregarded
inferences, a cascade that he couldn't stop. Straws in the wind, random objects
out of placethat reved the direction of agreat secret mass of moving air—
20hmy God!* he gasped, starting to hisfeet again, hiswhole body thrilling

with fight-and-flight. ?My God, Sage—! What have you done?

If desperation had been enough he would have dived through the ether,

around theworld, and snatched her out of danger, asif from aburning building. A youngish,
good-looking Hispanic bloke, in worn-down funky leisurewear, was

coming towards him. 2Mr Preston? Hi, I'm Jodo. Y ou waiting for me?

It was his underground ticket home connection.

The man offered hishand. In the split second before he took it Ax recalled that
thiswas no longer agesture between negotiating strangersinthe USA. Y esterday
morning the President clapped Ax around the shoulders and squeezed hisarm,
getting physica without aqualm; but he didn't shake hands. They don‘t wear
gloves, that would be too weird, but they don't touch skin to sweety skin on the
first date. Bio-terrorism‘sarea danger. He remembered, but he took the hand
because it wastoo late, and everything went black.

Where am I? Hewas lying on hisside on ahard, dusty surface. He thought it
was wood, floorboards or planks. He was handcuffed, blindfold; he couldn‘t

hear anything. When he moved, he found the cuffswere locked to awall. Further
inventory: he was wearing teeshirt and underpants, he had some bruising he'd



rather not think about, a sore face, the taste of old blood in his mouth, but no
serious physicd pain. Wheream | now? |* ve been moved. | was somewhere
different, floating in asea of drugged daze, they have moved me. A blurred
impression of the past few days began to surface. Helay till, deathly afraid, Oh,
Fiorinda. . . Okay, it could beworse. | could be naked, could have been hurt
much worse. Thisisn't too bad. Thisisnot an absolutely hopel essfix. Objective
one, cam yourself. Be open and ready for whatever chance comes. At last, footsteps. Someone ripped
off the blindfold.

It was the bloke from Dupont Circle, with others. Two deeply tanned white
guys, onewith grey bristle hair, the other much younger. Two stocky, dark
skinned guys, dike as brothers; and atall, thin man black astar. They al had
handguns. The older white guy was clutching his and looking trigger-happy. The
othersless so, gunsin reserve.

AWVhat'sgoing on? What' s hgppening?

?Same aslast time, AX. Y ou' ve been kidnapped. Y ou know the score, you co
operate, be nice, or we'll hurt you.'

He sat up, cuffed to thewall, and tried to ook around without appearing to

do so. The bed had no mattress, just dusty planks. No window wasin hisline of
sght, and neither wasthe door. A sink in acorner. Bare dingy-brown walls. It
could be avery cheap, shabby and dirty hotel room. He couldn‘t hear traffic.
?S0, what isit you want? He gave them arueful smile. 2Contrary to the sound
of thething, | don't have easy accessto large sums of money, but—

2t'snot for money!* shouted the old white guy, the gun shaking in his hand.
ANE re not interested in your fucking money!*

?Hey, we dowant money!* countered one of the two stocky guys, inahurry, as
if fearing Whitey would wreck the dedl.

?Y egh, but thisisn't aboutmoney!* repeated the older bloke, furioudy. He
gprang forward and gave Ax asmack in the face with the side of the gun that
knocked his head back, ringing, stinging. ?Thisis about the blow!* 2 don't have any cocaine, either. Not
onme!

2 meanthe MARKET! Thisisabout what you did, you bastard. And you're
going to fucking UNDO, or you will never seethe light of day again!*
?Thisisnot persond,’ said the man from Dupont Circle. He put hisarm

around Ax‘s shoulders and leaned in close, warm breath, asickening jolt of fear.
?Y ou know, Ax, | am your biggest fan. | admire very much the Rock and Roll
Reich. Fiorinda, the Powerbabes, the Reading Festival, | am there. Be good to
each other, | believe that. But you have to help us. Y ou don't know what you did.
| know you' Il help uswhen you understand.’

Thewhite guy started ranting again. The othersjoined in, saying thingsthat

were dightly more coherent, no lesslunatic. They werein the drug business, or
they had been, until the market crashed. Their careers had been wrecked by the
legdisation of recreationd drugsin Europe— above dl, the synthesis of artificid
cocaine. They held Ax Preston responsible. He had ruined their lives. What they
expected him to do about it was unclear. He was a hostage—

That seemed to beiit.

Desgthly afraid, helived for daysin that room, chained to thewall, taken twice
aday, handcuffed and blindfold, to atoilet; talking whenever they would let

him, trying to romance them, trying to find out where he was, hoping he would
get to speak with someonerationd. He got nowhere. It dawned on him that there
was no onerationa, no onein charge. He was dedling with an amputated limb, a
flailing poisonous tentacle no longer connected to any organised body. He could not call Fiorinda; the



b-loc link was one way. But it was okay. Shewould redlise

something had gone wrong and call him again. All he had to do was stay dive,
shewould send the cavary. Unless. . . Unlessthe the nightmare he' d envisaged,
just before this disaster, wasred, and it had intervened.

The kidnappers were volatile, but not violent. Not even older Whitey, apart

from the tantrums; which grew less. They didn‘t hurt him anymore, though he
knew it wasin them: especidly in Jodo. After afew daysthey let him do without
the blindfold except for the toilet trips. They gave him food, rice and beans, and
water from the sink. Jo&o kept saying he would borrow aguitar so that Ax would
fed at home. Ax Preston, he dways has hisguitar. Like Jmi Hendrix.

One day, maybe the tenth or fifteenth from Dupont Circle, the six of them

arrived together, with another man. The newcomer wore asuit of white overals,
like ahouse-painter. He was carrying arigid meta briefcase.

AX‘s heart gtood ill.

?Hey,' he said, “what do you want meto do? | didn't cause aglobal recession,
and | can‘t disinvent synthetic blow, fuck’s sake, can't put the genie back in the
bottle—

?AX, we have to prove that we' ve got you,” said Jodo, reasonably. ?Thisisa
goodthing, be cam, don't worry. When we have proved that we really have Ax
Preston, then we can have the ransom paid, and everything will befine. We are
not bad people, Ax.*

?Take aphotograph,’ hewhispered, hislips scarcely ableto move. ?That' s fucking stupid,’ said one of
the stocky pair (only ?Jodo" had aname, o

far). ?Don‘t be stupid, Ax. Pictures can be faked. What would a photo prove?
?Blood sample. Tissue sample!

They dready had hisring, thering Fiorinda had given him, along with

everything ese he' d been carrying. They had plenty of ID.

“ANVe could cut off your hands," said Jodo. 7But we will only take something that
you don't need, that losing it will not make you less of aman, but more.’

Theman in the painter' soveralls set his briefcase on the floor and opened it,

with the stoic expression of someone who knows he should be in a better job. Ax
couldn‘t seeinto the case, but he could see the man donning apair of dick
medical gloves. He watched, rigid with fear, as older Whitey and Jodo
confabulated over aneedle and asyringe, worksthat had been travelling loosein
Whitey*s denim jacket pocket. Isthis aclean needle, are you sure? It doesn't look
very clean. Ohfuck.

?Don‘t put meout,’ he said, urgently. ?Don’t put me out. | have to be conscious!*
He struggled furioudy, things having reached the point where there was

nothing to be gained by staying cam. They got him strapped down, face down,
on hisbed of boards. Okay, okay, I‘ll keep till. Don't knock me out!

But they did.

When he woke again he was ill lying in the dirty room. Hiswrists were cuffed
infront of him, but not fastened to the wall. He put both hands to his head and found a crusted, sticky
dressing over the place where they* d shaved a patch of

hair and cut open his skull. If that getsinfected, | am fucked. He could not
remember his own name, but he could fed it, like something he could touch
through avell, through water. All kinds of knowledge wereimmanent in him.

The engine was working just as it had been before, but the syncromesh was gone.
If that gets infected | am fucked . . . The person who could put that thought together
knew everything, but like an amputated limb, alost arm of the sea.

Hetried to get up and fdll off the bed. Right arm and leg (or maybe left am



and leg, same side, anyway) were not responding. Hetried to crawl and found
that the limbsthat felt paraysed moved, more or less: but he couldn‘t think

about it or everything went haywire. He remembered effectsdightly likethis
from, whoooh, long time ago, long time ago. When the chip wasfirg put in.
Saysthe amputated limb, the lost arm of the sea

He crawled in the direction of the daylight, the place where he d dways

known the window must be. He pushed himsdlf up the wall, with great

difficulty, and touched glass. He was looking out of awindow after al thistime
(not afuck of aclue how long, at thismoment). Aha. Beard. Touch hischin. The
beard is grown way past whereit was, it is soft and sparse. | don‘t grow much
beard, but what thereisis strong enough for adaily shave, annoyingly. | will not
grow abeard. He remembered promising Fiorindathat.

Saysthe amputated limb, the lost arm of the sea. He could not make sense of what he saw. He noticed
for thefirg timethat he

couldn’t make sense of anything he saw. Not his own hand in front of hisface.
Light and shadow, greyscale; other than that, scrambled pixels. | cannot do this.
Heturned and let himsdlf dide down again with his eyes closed, tears burning
hiseydids. Ohfuck, oh Fiorinda, | can‘t get there,what’ s happening to you?
He stayed for along timein the same position, in the sweltering damp heet of

the dirty room. Nobody came. Every few hours, or maybe every few minutes, he
had no way of telling, he opened his eyes and tried again. The need to shit will
come. Wherewill | shit, wherewill | pissif they don't take meto thetoilet?1°ll
choose a corner. | can handle getting the pants down and up, cuffed. | think can
do that. There' swater in the Sink. Live on water, for along time. Someone will
come. |‘1l think of away to beat this. | will. He opened his eyes and tried again.
He opened his eyes and tried again, and had the strangest sensation of the
wholeinput being there, but unavailable. The animal can see perfectly. Ax can't.
Now thisiswhat Sage warned me about. The brain becomes parasitical on the
chip, routing everything through there, o if the chip goesyou are fucked: and |
wouldn’t listen, because | couldn‘t consider giving up my specia stuff. Poor Sage,
he must have been scared to death. What an arrogant stupid wanker | am.

He opened his eyes and tried again, he opened his eyes and tried again, not
knowing whether he would lose everything that had been left to him, but giving
thanksto God for what he had. | have Sage, | have Fiorinda, | can think of them.
God ismerciful. He thought of them. The faceswere not clear, but he could fed them, filling
his heart.

It could have been days later: he opened his eyes and tried again, and the dirty
room took shape. God isgood. God is great. It looked different. Could be a
different room, for al he knew. He listened, am | deaf? There was not a sound.
He pushed himsdlf up the wall and looked out of the window. The dirty room
was on thefirgt floor of abreeze-block building in arow of smilar buildings. It
seemed to be on the edge of atown. The street below was broken up, and trailed
away into red stones and earth. He could see derdlict industria thingsbesde a
broad, nearly-dry river-bed. On the other side of the nearly-dry river, the green
rafted towers of the trees began. They go up forever. They go on and on.
Wherethefuck am1?

It took him many weeksto come back from losing his chip. The neurologica
effects were terrifying, but most of them passed quite quickly. Psychological
withdrawa wasin ways much worse. The shakes. Disorientation, inability to
concentrate, inability to edt, or even to swallow —and afathomless, engulfing
despair that wouldn‘t give up. He had lost England, he had lost the Qur‘an. He



had lost his mind, become an anima like these animas his captors. It waslike
being in Hell, because there was no escape. The cartel took care of him; they
wouldn‘t let him die. He would wake to find one or other of them spooning
sugar-water into his mouth. They brought him fresh clothes, they brought a dab of foam and a sheet for
the boards of hisbed. They cleaned the dirty room alittle; they fetched in some
furniture. Jo&o brought the promised guitar, and an amplifier so they could have
area concert. There was no power in this building but apparently there were
others nearby that were still hooked up. The kidnappersran acableto Ax's
room: Jodo told Ax he must try to play the guitar. He must try to get better.

He discovered they till had the chip. Joo carried it around in adog-eared

Jffy bag. The cartd would St looking at this Jffy bag, in Ax‘sroom: arguing
about where to send it and getting nowhere, bewildered by the task. They were
afraid they would be traced by their DNA on the package. It had them
(especidly Martin, old Whitey with the hair-trigger emotions) crying in
frustration. How could they send something to England? An unred place.
Buckingham Pdace Road, London. Beyond imagining.

Ax had falen into the hands of the unculture. They were grown-up toddlers.
They had no idea how to follow through, how to make a project work.

Hetried to convince them to send it to Kathryn Adamsin Washington (he had
no qualms about using her name. They knew about his US sponsor. They knew
everything). They wouldn't. They weren't taking that kind of risk. Eventualy the
bag vanished. He supposed they* d sent it somewhere, but they wouldn't tell him
anything. He sat in the corner of hisbed, cuffed to the wall again except for the
toilet trips, trying to caculate the time that had passed while he wasincapable.
Three months? At least three months since he had been kidnapped . . . He must get to England at once.
Forindawasin trouble. Theterrible urgency coursed

through him, scouring hisblood: there was nothing he could do.

He thought of how hislovers had pleaded with him to be more careful. Sage
saying,Some nutter’ s going to walk up to you and shoot you in the head, Ax. Have
mercy on me, take some precautions. But Ax wouldn't listen, because Ax Preston
mustn't go that way. No bodyguards, no armoured limousines, no razor-wired
VIPlounge, fuck that. So he had carried on impressing the punters with his
attitude, and his darlings had let him behave like an idiot, because they* d known
he could hardly stand the life his choices had forced him into. They‘d let him try
to stay human. They didn't know about the petty kick he'd got out of walking
modestly among the common people, with his secret al-areas pass. Knowing
that at any moment (even in Washington DC), he could get treated completely
differently. Such bam for dl the years of being not-famous. He thought of that
sneeking thrill now, with cruel shame.

Sothisiswherel end up, thisishow | pay.

| knew | would have to pay.

Thedirty room wasin aghost town. When he' d woken up cuffed but not
drugged he had held off from screaming for help, because he was Ax Preston
and he wanted to rescue himself. He' d been angry with himsdlf about that, later,
but maybe it'd been for the best. If he hadn't been killed straight away by trigger
happy Martin, it would have done no good. No one lived around here. When his
hearing recovered he sat and listened to the silence for hours on end (abranch falls, abird cries,
something four-legged trots aong the ghost town street). He

knew that the emptiness went on for miles and miles. He would hear the cartel’ s
battered RV drive up; or the rust-bucket Ford that belonged to Martin, jolting
over potholes. He would hear them coming from along way off, and he would



hear them leave, the noise dowly dying away.

Martin and Jodo were Brazilian. The otherswere US, except for Orfeo, the
black man, who was a Cuban. But Ax didn‘t think this could be Brazil, he
couldn't see how they could have trangported him so far. | travelled by road for a
long time, I think . . . I think I‘'min Mexico, or, what comes next? He could not
remember the names of any Central American countries. His thoughts crawled
around the gaping hole where the chip had been, likelost souls. It'smore than
three months. But now I'm stronger. Now | can get started. Escape. Befriend
them, romance them, get the cuffs off.

There'saroad, | can follow the road.

Hisarm and leg weren't good. Getting better, but not very fucking good.
Hewasrarely alone. Most often at least two of them sat in the dirty room

with him, night and day, and the otherswould bein the RV. They swopped
around. Someone (Jo&o?), was wise enough not to alow anyone to have a specia
relationship with the prisoner. It was no burden to them, apparently, to spend
their whole time hanging out in this dump. They had nothing better to do. He

kept a count of days on the wall. When they spotted it (the marks were
fingernall-faint) there was along discussion, and they decided to let him continue. But dl the dayswere
the same. Heimproved his Spanish, and learned

to speak some Portuguese.

From an early stage he had tried to reach hislovers by telepathy. Not as crazy as
it sounded . . . he knew the Zen Sdlferstook telepathy for granted. They routindy
came across what they caled el epathy artefacts', different people' s thoughts
bleeding into each other, in the course of their experiments. Ax had been amazed
by this, but they weren't impressed. It'sabust, Sage had told him. The signa-to
noise problem’sludicrous, and what' swrong with aphoneimplant? In this
endless slence, and since thoughts of them filled his heart, he hoped the signd
to-noise problem should be less.

Nothing clearer than afedling ever came back to him, except once.

One day, one hot, damp silent afternoon, maybe around the seven months

mark, he was done. He was sitting with his eyes closed, enjoying therare
pleasure, when he heard Sage' s voice saying softly and ditinctly, like the start of
thefirgt track of Unmasked,

?Hi, Ax.

He opened his eyes and there was Sage, crossegged at the other end of the

bed. He was unmasked, tanned, wearing white drawstring trousersand a
teeshirt. Barefeet. Hishair had grown out and was combed into cornrows. He
was very thin. He smiled without spesking: and suddenly Ax wasat Y ap Moss,
absolutely there, on the winter moorland, Sage with him; wearing the living skull mask. They were about
to say goodbye, it might be forever, and plunge into the

battle: and even now, knowing all that would come &fter, it was agood way to
part. No hugs, no tears, no last minute avowds: just | say, ?Transmisson Mast—
which iswhere we' |l regroup if we survive. He says ?See you there, —and we
swing away from each other, into the mélée. The moorland faded. Ax was back
inthe dirty room. Sage was gill there, like ab-loc living ghogt, hisblue eyesand
his beautiful mouth between solemn and smiling. But hisface began to break up,
pixel by pixd: atrick he used to do with the mask, that Ax had never liked
because it had always seemed asiif the process wouldn‘t stop, it would go on
until not only the mask had vanished, but the face under it. Which was exactly
what happened now, until Sage wasn't there anymore.

For along time Ax gazed, feding the white light of absence.



Hedidn't know what he had seen, aghost or avison; or afigment of his
imagination. But he knew certainly that Sage was gone, and he must mourn his
friend and lover as dead.

Forindawas ill dive, in her desperate trouble. He knew that, equally surely,
though he never saw her, not aglimpse. He thought they often passed each

other, in the hot nights when he couldn't deep, like prisonerstreading opposite
circlesinan exerciseyard.

Forindain her dark world, and | in mine. There were no seasons. Sometimesrain fell in pounding slver
rodsfor days, but

therewas no pattern to it. Rain or no rain, the dull heat continued unbroken. The
cartel had more discipline than Ax had given them credit for, and they kept it up
for anincredible length of time. They didn't know how to get hold of aransom,
but they knew how to handle ahostage. No one was ever alonewith Ax; Ax was
rarely alone. Ax had no ideawhere he was, and was never given accessto any
clues. Sometimes the guards brought music or videos to the room, but never a
radio. He gathered from their squabblesthat Jo&o alowed no carelesstalk: no
one outside the group knew about the prisoner.

Theroutine of kegping Ax cuffed to the wall, except when he was taken to the
toilet, was never relaxed. But discipline findly broke down over the guitar —
which had been lying in acorner, forgotten, since they redlised their brain
damaged hostage couldn't begin play it. Jo&o became convinced that Ax had
recovered. He'd be ableto play, if he wasn't handcuffed to thewall. Therewasa
huge discussion, which ended with an agreement that Ax‘ s conditions should be
changed alittle.

AX kept out of it, and didn't mention that his right hand motor control was

dill shit.

The RV turned up with astranger on board. Ax was very scared when he saw
this, immediately associating a stranger with the freel ance brain surgeon. It

didn't help that the guy was dressed in grubby white overals. But no, al this one did wastear up some
grimy vinyl, pound out a holein the concrete floor with a

chisdl and mallet and set athick metd hasp in there, in cement.

Ax was |eft done with the handyman for agood ten minutes. He knew it

couldn’t be an accident. He could see exactly where thiswas going, but if there's
no chance, you take anything, so he talked to the guy anyway. The stranger —
thickset, coffee-skinned, wedge-shaped Indio features — kept his eyes, behind
plastic goggles, on hisjob. You are not like them, said Ax. You are normal, you come
from the normal world, from sane people. Help me. Tell someone.

No response. Maybe one shifty glance, quickly quenched—

The cartel camein and sat there watching the cement dry. Baz, the younger

white bloke, combed his stringy blond hair with hisfingers and complained the
whole thing had been unnecessary. Ax could have played with one hand chained
to the wall. Jodo made smdltalk with the handyman and tried to engage Ax ina
gtaring match; which Ax declined. Then Jodo and the stranger went out. Felipe
and Simon, the stocky brothers, unlocked Ax from the wall and took him to the
window, agunin hisback. TheIndio, with histoolbox and half abag of cement
in one hand, was taking awad of notes from Jodo. It looked like alot of money,
but Ax didn‘t even know the currency so he couldn't tell. The man turned to get
into the RV. Jo&o took out his gun, shot the handyman in the back of the head
and stood there, while the shot echoed, looking up at Ax.

See what you made me do.

Jodo came back indoors and offered Ax, still loose from the wall, acigarette. 2Just so you could play



guitar, AX. Just S0 you could play again.'

?Y ouweregoing to do it anyway,’ Ax shrugged indifference.

One of the more unpleasant things was that he knew he had been raped, more
than once, back at the beginning, in thetime he didn't remember clearly. He had
astrong fedling it had been Jodo, the mgjor Ax Preston fan, and only Jodo. He
couldn‘t be sure. He could never be sure it wouldn‘t happen again. In asituation
likethisthings could get much worse, a any moment. Livewith it.

Jodo laughed, sat down and started a fake conversation with his pals.

If you think that'sthe first desth on my conscience, thought Ax, you haven't

been paying much attention to your favourite sensational soap-opera, bastard.
Now Ax could be shackled at the ankles with his hands free, and play that

guitar. He said he wastired, he would try it out tomorrow. Jo&o accepted the
little show of resstance. He was clearly feding pleased with himself.

Night fell. Ax listened to the cartel arguing about how to get rid of the corpse,

his eyesfixed on the darkness, his shoulder against the wall: ausdess soldier,
guarding adoor he could not guard, that was thousands of miles away.

He dreamed he was with hisfriends. They were in the blasted ruin of astone
walled cottage, in the Y orkshire village where Sage had been captured oncein
the Idamic Campaign. There wasawar going on again, they were at the front
line. It was good. He' d forgotten about hisfriends. He' d forgotten that he loved
them, and how much they* d been through together: but here they dl were, dirty, cheerful, very much
themselves. Rob and the Babes, Allie and Dilip, Chip and

Ver and Rox; and the Heads. Allie and Rox were loading antiquerifles, like
something from the Wild West. Sage wasjiving around, cheerful and serene,
distributing the guns, making sure everyone wasin cover, snging arude ska

song, Push wood on the fire, Jackie, Good wood on the fire Jackie, atune the lads used
to like. But Jackie Dando wasn‘t here, only the Few. When Sage reached Felice he
kissed her deep and long (Ah, we al knew about that piece of chemistry, and we
knew they*d never do anything about it: Rob would have gone beserk). Rob
smiled benignly. Nothing could bresk thismood, thislightness. It cameto Ax

that the reason they were so happy was that they knew they were going to die,
probably within the hour. Die together, dietrying.

Butoh God, where' s Fiorinda?

He woke soaked in swest, full of dread, his heart pounding.

| haveto get back to England, right now . . .

The dirty room came back; the terrible urgency seeped away. It was afternoon.
Martin and Orfeo were playing agame of cards, a coolbox of beersat hand.
Martin saw that he was awake and came over with abowl and a spoon.

7Y ou must est something, Ax. You'll get sck, you'll die

He had stopped eating, asudden and involuntary failure. He'd been trying to

play the guitar, and it had opened old wounds. Orfeo the Cuban folded hislean
height down beside the bed (shadow of my Sage risesin memory) and took Ax‘s
hand. Ouch. The sores on hiswrists were worse again now the cuffs only went on at night. His ankles
were giving him hell, dso. AWe reyour friends, Ax. We

don‘t want you to get sick and we don‘t want Jo&o to hurt you. Come on, you
know we don‘t want to hurt you.'

He couldn‘t stop the tears.

Af you're my friends then for God' s sake, let me go—

The black man and the white look shook their heads sadly. The cartdl would
never let him go. They*d given up hope of the ransom. They were keeping Ax

out of inertia, like atroublesome pet; but in the end they would kill him, and it



would be better so. What else could happen? He imagined himslf returning to
England after endless years. Sage dead, Fiorinda s agony over, everything that
we meant forgotten, what would | do, how would that be life?

Martin's cellphone chimed. He listened, looked significantly a Orfeo, and the
two men |eft the room. Ax heard the Ford start up and rumble away.

He reached over and picked up the guitar.

He couldn‘t play very well. But he could play. For in my day, | have had many
bitter and shattering experiences in war and on the stormy seas . . .Where' sthat from?
It'sfrom the Odyssey. What if my library comes back? What if | have copied Stuff,
back-up inthe grey cdls, that | put there without knowing | was doing it? He
leaned his head againgt thewall, hisfingersfdling into stillness. Ah, there’'sno
pain like hope.

What'sthat? What' s that sound?

He could hear someone playing a guitar. Someone else out there in the ghost town or the jungle was
playing an dectric guitar—

Martin and Orfeo fooled him by coming back on foot from wherever they' d
gone. They cameinto the room and looked at him; and the guitar he' d hurriedly
et aside.

AWVhat wasthat you were playing?

“Nothing much.'

Payitagan. | liked that.'

S0 he played again, casually picking out the tune he had heard.

I’mlonesome since | crossed the hill, and over plain and valley—

?A srange rhythm,' said Orfeo, who liked to think he was informed about
music. Whereisthat from, Ax? West Africa? Mdi?

Nah, said Ax. ?Somewhere much welirder than that.’

Felipe and Simon arrived in the RV, bringing cooked rice with tunaflakes. Ax
ate, willingly and with appetite, which pleased everyone. Orfeo tested AX' steeth
(alittle obsession of his) and inssted Ax egt the lime that had been squeezed
over hisrice, chewing the skin and pulp. Y ou will thank me, he said, genuinely
kind. Martin wanted them to hear that curioustune. So Ax played ?The Girl |
Left Behind Mée for them, but differently thistime. Returning power coursed
through him, hefdt utterly unafraid. The certainty of detiny.

Thefour kidnappers were transfixed. My God,* said Orfeo, when Ax stopped
to rest hishand. My God, thisisredly Ax Preston.’ A day passed, two days. Ax didn‘t do anything, he
didn't say anything. He

fdt asif hewasholding hisbresth. Very early in thetropica morning, on the
third day from the afternoon when he had heard that other guitar, Felipe and
Simon were sitting with him, and Baz, the younger white guy. They dl heard the
sound of ahelicopter, circling overhead.

The cartel representatives hurried down to the street. Ax was|eft done,
shackled to thewall, listening to the sound effects. A strange vehicle. Voices,
talking in Spanish. Suddenly, gunfire. . . and then dl hell broke loose,
Helicopters. Something heavy (it sounded like an APC) roaring up the washed
out road. Fdlipe and Simon screaming at each other, having fled back ingdethe
block. Morefiring, thunder of booted feet, shouting in New World Spanish and
American English. Men and women in uniform filled the doorway of the dirty
room. 2My God," said the man first through the door. My God, thisincredible.
Y ou were given up for dead, Mr Preston, months ago. Thisis unbelievable!*
2''m glad somebody believed,’ said Ax.

They freed him from the cuffs. They helped him upright and wrapped himin



ablanket (Ax thought of Massacre Night; of the clearing a Spitdl‘s Farm), and
took him outsde. There were an amazing number of soldiers milling around,
American and Mexican. The officer in charge said they* d found the ghost town
house aweek ago, and come up with the guitar ploy to signd that help was near.
They*d been monitoring the warm body count in the house, so they*d known it
was safe to open fire as soon as those three men came running out . . . Their information had been that
Ax wasinimminent danger of execution. The doctor

who dressed his sores (and ripped-up fingertips), a black bloke with humorous
eyes, appraised AX' s bearded face and said, ?Y ou don‘t look much like him.*
AWho?

?Ax| Rose. I'minto classic hard rock.!

?Sorry. Not asingle tattoo. How many of them did you get?

AVekilled three here. WE Il get the others, don‘t worry.*

Hewasin the back of the APC, dressed in camouflage fatigues, Spping acup

of US armed services bouillion, when the girl who had believed in him arrived,
She' d been kept back, out of thefiring line. He'd known itcouldn’t be Fiorinda,
unless she' d forgotten everything she ever knew about playing guitar. But he'd
hoped. Onelook at Lurch*sface, and he knew the news was not good.

?Hi.! Shewasholding the Les Paul, initscase. A*ve, um, been carrying this
around since you' ve been gone." She gaveit to him, took out apack of cigarettes
and gave him thosetoo. 2‘m so glad.’

?Soam|,’ sad Ax. ?Thank you, Kathryn. | owe you, mightily. Tell me about
Forinda. What' s been happening in England? ‘Il need to talk to David Sdle—'
No..." TheUgly American wet her lips. ?David Sal€sdead.

Davidis dead? David Sdeis dead? he repeated, stunned.

?AX, there' sno easy way to tdl you. . . It'sadifferent world. Things have changed so much. | don't
know whereto start.’

8: The Night Belongs To Fiorinda

Forinda put the bi-loc phone back inits hiding place in that never-furnished
spare room; which had been partidly colonised by Sage' s stuff, but remained a
complete dump. Sage. Ghostsof him . . . She was hiding the phone from hersdlf
asmuch asanything. If she had it in Sght she' d be calling Ax every five minutes,
and she mustn‘t do that. In the kitchen Elsie was playing don't-step-on-the-floor,
mad-eyed little cat perched on the fridge, psyching hersdf up for the suicidal,
realy insane bit where she legps for the hood over the cooking hob. Claw marks
scoured in plastic showed the frantic record of failure.

?Don‘tdoit,’ said Forinda Lifeisdill worth living.! She sat at the kitchen
table, in afternoon sunlight, pressing her hands over her eyesto hold the

memory of that cool grey morning, thousands of milesaway.

The day Sage had |€ft, as soon as it wastoo late, everything had become clear
to her. Her father had been screwing around with her, trying to break up the
Triumvirate, and Fiorinda, FOOL, IDIOT, had played into the bastard' s hands.
One of those drowning moments when your blood turnsto ice-water.

If shehad only told Ax and Sage. . . If she had told them what? What could
they have done? A terrified little voice deep insde said there was no defenad. Felipe and Simon
screaming a each other, having fled back insdethe

block. Morefiring, thunder of booted feet, shouting in New World Spanish and
American English. Men and women in uniform filled the doorway of the dirty
room. 2My God," said the man first through the door. My God, thisincredible.
Y ou were given up for dead, Mr Preston, months ago. Thisis unbelievable!*



?2‘m glad somebody believed,’ said Ax.

They freed him from the cuffs. They helped him upright and wrapped himin
ablanket (Ax thought of Massacre Night; of the clearing a Spitdl‘s Farm), and
took him outside. There were an amazing number of soldiers milling around,
American and Mexican. The officer in charge said they* d found the ghost town
house aweek ago, and come up with the guitar ploy to signal that help was near.
They*d been monitoring the warm body count in the house, so they' d known it
was safe to open fire as soon as those three men came running out . . . Their information had been that
Ax wasinimminent danger of execution. The doctor

who dressed his sores (and ripped-up fingertips), ablack bloke with humorous
eyes, appraised Ax' s bearded face and said, ?Y ou don‘t look much like him.*
Who?

?Ax| Rose. I'minto classic hard rock.

?Sorry. Not asingle tattoo. How many of them did you get?

Aekilled three here. WE' |l get the others, don‘t worry.*

Hewasin the back of the APC, dressed in camouflage fatigues, Spping acup

of USarmed services bouillion, when the girl who had believed in him arrived,
She' d been kept back, out of thefiring line. He'd known itcouldn’t be Fiorinda,
unless she' d forgotten everything she ever knew about playing guitar. But he'd
hoped. Onelook at Lurch'sface, and he knew the news was not good.

?Hi." Shewasholding the LesPaul, initscase. 2‘ve, um, been carrying this
around since you' ve been gone." She gaveit to him, took out apack of cigarettes
and gave him thosetoo. 2°‘'m so glad.’

?Soam|,’ said Ax. ?Thank you, Kathryn. | owe you, mightily. Tell me about
Forinda. What' s been happening in England? ‘Il need to talk to David Sde—
No..." TheUgly American wet her lips. 7David Sa€' sdead.

Davidis dead? David Sadleis dead? he repeated, stunned.

?AX, there'sno easy way to tell you. . . . It' sadifferent world. Things have changed so much. | don‘t
know whereto start.’

8: The Night Belongs To Fiorinda

Fiorinda put the bi-loc phone back in its hiding placein that never-furnished
gpare room; which had been partialy colonised by Sage's stuff, but remained a
complete dump. Sage. Ghostsof him . . . She was hiding the phone from hersalf
asmuch asanything. If she had it in Sght she'd be calling Ax every five minutes,
and she mustn't do that. In the kitchen Elsie was playing don't-step-on-the-floor,
mad-eyed little cat perched on the fridge, psyching hersdf up for the suicidal,
really insane bit where she legps for the hood over the cooking hob. Claw marks
scoured in plastic showed the frantic record of failure.

?Don‘tdoit,’ said Forinda Lifeisgtill worth living.! She sat a the kitchen
table, in afternoon sunlight, pressing her hands over her eyesto hold the

memory of that cool grey morning, thousands of milesaway.

The day Sage had |€ft, as soon as it wastoo late, everything had become clear
to her. Her father had been screwing around with her, trying to break up the
Triumvirate, and Fiorinda, FOOL, IDIOT, had played into the bastard' s hands.
One of those drowning moments when your blood turnsto ice-water.

If she had only told Ax and Sage. . . If she had told them what? What could
they have done? A terrified little voice deep insde said there was no defence
againg her father's power. But that was |earned hel plessness (hope to God—)
and she had remembered the phone now. She had talked to Ax. She wished she
had touched him, but no, better not. | don't want bi-loc, | want him here. I‘ll touch



him when he shere. Oh, my Ax. My darling. Sage is gone, there' samonster stalking us, but we
love each other again and at thisminute I’ m happy. George had reported that he'd
delivered Sage to Caer Siddi without further medical emergencies (and she
trusted George not to lie about that). So there was hope.

Ax will come home; we'll fetch him out. Ax isright, theHeadsand | are

fucking idiots about Sage. We're like hypnotised rabbits. Y es master, of course
magter, of courseit’ sright for you to drag your own brain down your nose with
afishhook . .. Why did | let him go?

Shit, why don't I go up there and get him back myself? What a coup!

She knew she was kidding hersdlf. But you haveto refuse to believe the worst
whileit'sstaring you inthe faceif you' re going to achieve anything at dl. That's
AX Preston’ s philosophy, and we can learn from it, we redligts. Else jumped:
flailed, scrabbling, and fell. No pots on the stove, so not redlly spectacular.
?Stupid cat,’ said Fiorinda; picked her up and carried her, kissing and cuddling,
into the living room, where she sat down with her own phone and called Ferga
Kearney. Now | will get agrip. For astart, | will find out what's happening with
the London barmies. There's something odd about thisideathat Fergal has 2taken
over'. The barmy army doesn‘t work like that, I'm sureit doesn't.

Sheworked in Ax' s office downdtairs: visiting meetings, responding to memoas,
reading reports. Tracking the maze of surplus-trading whereby the Volunteer
Initiative scraped the barrels of pre-Crisis over-production. Okay aslong as she was|ocked into the
system, lonely and heartsick whenever she raised her head.

I‘ll commute to the Insanitude in future, she thought, or Whitehall if | haveto.
Working hereisn‘t good for morae. At seven in the evening the entryphone
chimed. She remembered she' d asked Ferga to come round. She answered, and
there hewasin awindow on her screen.

2Good evening, Fiorinda,' he said gravely, will you let mein?

?20f course.’

They went up to the living-room and talked, and opened some wine. Fiorinda

had been sexually active (or acted upon) since she was twelve years old. She had
no illusions about the mae heterosexud mind, so the unease she felt didn‘t

bother her. Histhoughts are roaming, he can‘t help it; he sokay. Strangely
enough (or not so strange), she' d never been completely alone with Fergd before.
It was mutud. Fergd was shy of femae company: Fiorindawas afraid that he'd
say something about her father. Having someone around who (maybe) knew
Rufus O*Niall' s secret made her feel more secure, but she didn‘t want to talk
about it. She hadn‘t expected him to stay long, but he wasin no hurry to leave.
They were both non-eaters, not interested in food, so they opened more wine and
went on chatting.

Next thing Fiorinda knew, shewasin bed and Sage was fucking her. A

moment at the wellspring, the wingspan sweep of his shoulders, histaper wast,
the beautiful musclesof hisbum . . . but no. Thisis not Sage. Shewasinthe
nightmare, the worst nightmare. She fought out of it and lay there shuddering. No oneto call, no comfort.
The evening wouldn‘t come back to her. Damn. |

must’ ve got drunk. She couldn't remember what shef d said to Fergdl, or what

he' d said to her. The whole conversation was gone. Fuck. I‘'m an idiot. Something
moved heavily beside her in the dark. A body turning over, adisgusting waft of
carrion breath. Oh, shit, thought Fiorinda. Shit! What the fuck possessed me—?
Fergd put the bedside light on and there he was, propped on one elbow, his
coarse-grained face and aging, geezer’ s body, rusty mat of hair around his
nipples, dackened flesh over middle-aged muscle, red tan stops &t the throat and



the rest is cheesy-white. Then he laughed, and dl thought of dedling with this
daft, embarrassing situation ended. For amoment Sage wasthere: a perfect
smulacrum, except for the malevolence.

Fiorinda shot out of bed and grabbed her kimono.

AVho are you?*

Sagewas gone. Fergal sat up, legs over the side of the bed. He had an erection,
but his sea-green eyes were blank, watery, bewildered. He looked like an old
man in hospital. 2A*'m dead.’

Ahat?*

20h Jaysus, I'm dead, can't someone kill me?

20f course | won't kill you. | don't kill people. What the fuck’s going on?
?Augh! Thiscan't beright. Why the bluidy hell can't someone do something?
His eyes cameinto focus. For amoment someone she had never met before
was staring at her, out of such fathomless fear and agony it caught her bresth— The entryphone light on
thewall by the bed was winking.

Fergd leaned towardsit and listened. ?Aye,’ he said, ?come up.’

Sheraninto the living-room. Thisisgoing to be bad, I'm anidiot, why am|

here alone? Because we are wild and freg, citizens of Utopia Becausel‘m
supposed to be safe, Brixtonismy . .. The door opened. Three big, Cdtic-style
barmy army types camein. Oh yes, shethought, | remember. Fergd took over.
One of the men grabbed her. Shedidn’t struggle or scream. If I'mto die, I'd die
before | could bereached. If not, | don‘t want this public, not until 1 think. The
other two started going through the room.

AWVhat are you looking for? she asked, calmly.

?Something they can use," said Fergal Kearney, coming out of the bedroom,

and she noticed that the Belfast brogue had gone. He was dressed. He sat at the
back of the big open room, turning a chair to face the scene that Fiorinda and the
three men made: very relaxed, one leg crossed over the other. Shedidn‘t
understand, and then she did, because one of the barmies had found Elsie.

Poor Elsie, she'snot half astough as she makes out. She was scared out of her
mind, so cowed she didn‘t even spit until the men began to hurt her. Then she
gpat and clawed and bit and yowled and struggled, but it didn‘t do her any
good. Fiorindaydled, ?STOP IT!* and 2LEAVE HER ALONE YOU BASTARDS!
WHAT DO YOU WANT? But they weren't going to stop, whatever Fiorinda
surrendered. It wasn't that kind of torture. There was only one way to stop what
was happening. The agonised little body went limp.

The two men put Elsie down on the rug, tried her eyes and shook her a bit.
?The cat'sdead, Rufus,’ said one of them, doubtfully.

Fergd laughed. (No. That's not Ferga Kearney. It never was.) A rumble of soft
thunder. A body that beliesits occupant. Behind him on thewall Mr Preston and
Mr Pender were taking sherry, in aclear, cool, dispassionatelight . . . Shewas
conscious of the grip on her arms as something that was happening far away, but
acutely, immediately conscious of each breath she took. The sound of air taken
in, the expansion of her lungs. The cat' slittle mad presence trotting around the
flat, ingstent lgp-seeking missle. Sheloves Ax best. Sheloveshimwith dl her
tiny heart. But Sage and |, we can be useful occasiondly. We know where the
food is, we'll watch when she shows off.

AWhat do you want?

2 want you.*

She sared a him, fighting her thoughtsinto order, fighting terror and
bewilderment: seeing the long masquerade, stunned and yet not surprised. The



first timel met Fergal Kearney, | felt Sck to death . . . But Fergal saved Ax'slifel
Oh, he didn‘t want Ax dead. He wanted to destroyAx. That'swhat this has been
about. He' s not going to kill me either. He doesn't have to rape me, he can take
me any time, hejust did. No, he snot going to kill me. He wants more.

The smilethat Fergd' sface waswearing sat uneadly inthefacid musclesof a
difficult, diffident loser of adead artist. ?Thisisnothing,’ he said. ?Thisisjust so you know wherewe are
at. If you'rewise, you'll tel no one. Think about your

options.*

She was released. The men walked out, shutting the door behind them.

She listened, counting them out of the front door. She ran to the spare

bedroom, unearthed the bi-loc, ran with it into the unused bathroom adjoining,
smashed it on the terrazzo floor. Oh God, if he'd known | had this: a piece of
weird techslaved to Ax's chip. Oh God, what use he could have made of it.
Trembling, she swept up the bits and dumped them in the plastic and meta s bin.
One problem dealt with.

Shewent back to Else. The men had put all the lights on, the room seemed

very bright. She dimmed them — and remembered that the fake Fergal had been
ableto light the ATP lamp by the bed, which shouldn‘t have been possible for
him. The only thing | know isthat | don't know if he hasany limits.

Oh, shit. Think, think, think.

7Else,' shewhispered, 2you can come out now, Sweetheart.’

Thetortoiseshell cat stirred, curling herself up as best she could. Shelicked

one of her paws and looked up at Fiorinda, bewildered.

Now, darling,’ said Fiorinda, stroking thelittlewarm head, Aisentome. I'm
not completely helpless. Inaway | ve been preparing mysdlf for thisfor, ooh, a
long time. Long time. Inaway, | dways knew it would come. There arethings
that | can do, or at least things| can try. | ve been incredibly stupid. Well, | don‘t
know, maybe not so stupid . . . Anyway, I‘'m on the case now. | think | can hold thingstogether. | think |
can hold the pass until my Ax comeshome. But | can't

protect you, Else, my darling. | can't let this hgppen again; and it would.!

Her heart stood till, her gaze poised in darkness.| can’t protect AX' s little cat.
?S0 you haveto go to deep now. Curl up and go to deep. Y ou know Ax loves
you. And | love you, and even Sage loves you, though he pretends not. | ve seen
him stroke you. I* ve caught him talking to you, before now. So you go quietly to
deep, little one, thinking about how we love you. Go to deep, go to deep.’

She carried on stroking and murmuring until she was sure that Elsewas

redly dead thistime. Then she packed up, swiftly and resolutely, and headed for
Rivermead, just asthe dawn was breaking. The new building, the fixed abode
she' d never wanted, already consigned to sorrow and disaster, was the place
where shewould fight her battle. Not on this holy ground. Shetook Elsie's body
with her, it was no time to go digging holesin the Brixton garden; and otherwise
someone might find adead cat in the rubbish and think that was very weird.

The day after Fiorindamoved to Rivermead, David Sde called her with urgent
news from the Internet Commission. Mr Preston had disappeared. The
quarantine talks had gone very well indeed, but then Ax had vanished.
Everything possible was being doneto trace him. They agreed to keepiit to
themsalves for now. AWe don't know, said Fiorinda—who knew Ax had been
dive and fine, and on hisway home, the morning before, but could not tell David this. A don't think he
counts as missing yet. It could be he's ducked under

their radar because he wanted to. He may have his own agenda.’

Ax didn't come home. She could not call him: she had smashed the bi-loc. She



dept uneasily, and woke, and wandered her shadowy rooms. She wasn‘t alone.
There were plenty of peoplein the building, but no one else dept in her suite.

She had been dreaming of her early childhood. She found atal mirror, framed in
metal, and stood looking into it, till in the atmosphere of the dream, gtill held by
scraps of memory she had not known she possessed. Who isthiswoman? This
sdlow, worn-down redhead with the flinching shoulders and ook of dumb
endurance? It's my mother. What adog' slife she must have led, long ago,
between him and Carly. How English, how familiar. The horrorsthat hide

behind closed doors, in suburban streets.. . . Carly Slater, Mum' s sigter, the
procuress, had told Fiorindathe child that her mother had mortaly offended the
music biz world. She' d been cast out: that was why she' d become a bitter,
recluse. Later, Fiorinda had looked for traces of her mother's downfall, and
found none. Suzy Sater had just dropped out and vanished, for no visible
reason, after her break up with Rufus O*Niall.

It was because you knew, she thought. Y ou tried to keep me out of it, but you
knew what he was, and that one day he would come back for me, and there d be
nothing you could do. No wonder you were the way you were.

Mum? Shetouched the glass. | never had amother before.

Once upon atime there were two sisters. Suzy the journdist had an affair with
abig rockstar and got pregnant by him. Little Sster, whose career consisted of
wanting to be around celebrities, wasincredibly jedous. Their mum claimed she
was awitch. Suzy didn‘t believein that stuff, but Carly did. She moved in those
circles, she made herself useful and attractive to Rufus O' Nidl. So then maybe
Rufus started fucking them both, enjoying this piquant situation, until hetired of
the rows and left for fresh pastures. But he didn‘t forget he had adaughter. In
due course he sent Carly, il his cregture, to the cold house of Fiorinda's
childhood. It wasthe year when Fiorinda's mum wasill in hospitd. And Carly
took the girl to be seduced by her father

A child, three years old, peeping in through a bedroom door, sees something

that she doesn't understand, only that Mummy* s crying. They' re hurting

Mummy and Mummy can't stop them. MUMMY*SNO USE. Y ou hate Mummy
because how else could you bear it, seeing her so helpless, so beaten? Y ou grow
up from being threeto being eeven, and you' re alittle monster: hard, gullible,
sdfish, greedy. Y ou' re easy meat when Carly arrives, looking so glamorous. Y ou
don't have the dightest idea, and when Mum finds out what‘ s going on, she says
nothing because she dares not. She'safraid, so afraid.

Then there' sthe terrible year, and then the little girl escapes. But the happy
ending didn‘t last, too good to last. All she'd achieved was to bring ruin on the people sheloved. He
destroyed Ax and Sage and Fiorinda, now he' sgoing to

destroy England, all because of me, and | don't know how to stop him.

There' d been alegp in the traffic on the Internet Commissioners satellitelink.
The mediafolk were onto it, and they* d become less docile without Ax around.
Somehow, suddenly, there was abuzz of damaging rumour. Allie and Fiorinda
and David had to go public: Yes, Ax wasinvited to the USA, for talksto bust the
data quarantine deadlock. Yes, it'strue that the US authorities believe he may
have been kidnapped. But there' s every reason to hope he' s alive and well.

As soon aswe have further information we' Il et you know.

On awarm June evening, when this news was spreading through the country

to shock and disbelief, Fergal Kearney came to Rivermead. Fergal had taken to
going about with an entourage. Three big barmy army squaddies (unfamiliar
faces, but who knows dl the London barmies?) were awayswith him. Nobody



liked this. It was apoint of honour, with the Few, that except on public occasions
they walked unprotected in the crowd. But no one said anything, because Ferg
was awell-loved figure who had alot of credit. He'd cometo see Fiorinda,
nothing odd about that. He went to her rooms, with hisfriends.

She was done. She had too much on her mind for casua company.

Dusk filled the wide windows of the solar. The sky was overcast; elven
glimmers marked the tented town. She opened the door for her visitors, waked
away from them and stood looking out: Fiorindawith her hair brushed and burnished, wearing an antique
violet satin sheath dressthat |eft her aams bare,

and narrow dark blue trousers. There was afirein the grate, despite of the
warmth of the night, and the air was scented by big planters of living flowers.
Fergd‘s men took the rock and roll princess and set her in one of the cross
framed Roman chairs. They set another chair opposite. Fergd went to stand
beside thisthrone, hiseyes dull, his gap-toothed mouth hanging open.
Thetimbers of Fiorinda s chair sprang back into life, just asthey had left it.
Branches clothed in cold, sodden grey bark swept up and engulfed the girl‘s
body, bearing down thickly on her arms and across her breast. Grey twigs
tangled into her hair and tugged backwards, holding her head like abridle so her
face waslifted, chin up.

Something like smoke came out of Fergd‘s mouth, trailed to the floor and

grew. Then abig man with chestnut skin and the curling, shining black hair of a
Restoration monarch sat in the opposite chair. He wore an ample purple mantle,
with golden gleamsin it and fringes of gold, over fashionable evening casuds,
Italian sandals on hissilk-clad feet.

Hewas not young, but still flamboyantly goodlooking.

2 knew," said Fiorinda, her stretched throat moving, her eyesforced to gaze at
him, hat if | stuck around here long enough, eventually you would turn up.’

?Did you want meto turn up?

20hyes. .. Rufus, | have an offer for you.'

He laughed. 7Redlly? Make meyour offer." A will be your consort. | will be everything you want meto
m.‘

PEverything | want? he murmured. AWhat apromise.’

20nly you haveto leave Ax and Sage, and dl of Ax'sfriends, alone.’

Hm!

PForever .

?Now, Fiorinda. | don‘t sign contractsthat say forever .

2 think you do. | think you' ve signed one aready, why not another? Come on,
don‘t balderdash me. Say yes, why pissaround? Y ou know you' re going to.’
Helaughed again, soft thunder. My baossy little girl. Y ou haven't changed!*
AWVel,' shesaid, 2think about it."

Rufus raised an eyebrow, incredulous. 2 should thinkabout it?

?Ligten. You don't just want me, you want the Rock and Roll Reich. | know

you do. You want it partly to get back at Ax, but you redly wantit too. Irdland's
dill living in the modern world, and you don't like that. Ax‘ s England as your
private fief would suit you down to the ground. Y ou took your time putting this
together. Y ou were the one who set David up, with the human sacrifice ring, and
then brought us the evidence so we' d have to do something about it; and Ax
would be forced to take power in away he never wanted. Y ou sent me those bad
dreams. Y ou knew | wouldn't tell them what was happening, and it would make
big trouble between me and my boyfriends. Y ou’ ve been very patient. Why rush
it now? Sageisgone. Ax isn‘t coming back. They*refinished. Y ou know that, and



| know that. The people need time to get used to the idea. What you should do isyou should court me.
Y ou court me, you win me over. Gradua change, we both

have our credibility intact. Do we have aded?

The three barnies were looking nowhere, doing nothing. Fergdl Kearney, the
dead man, stood unoccupied, like astrange, awkward polychrome sculpture.
Rufus sat and smiled, not at al digpleased at having his own plans explained to
him by hislittlegirl.

?Let me see’ Herose, ahaze like smoke around him, crossed the floor and
leaned over her, gppreciation gleaming in hiseyes, the thick shining curlsof his
hair seeming to touch her shoulders. He stroked his lower lip, weighing it up.

His hands were manicured; the ova nails stained, not varnished, deep blood-red.
2f you run away | won't come after you. I'll stay here like afox in achicken

run. You don't want that. If you tell anyonewhat | am, ‘Il know it and I‘Il worse
than kill them instantly, man woman or child. They will bewhere Fergd is. Do
you know where heis? Heisin Hell. A red, physica scientific Hell, Fiorinda. It
doesn't matter that his body will die eventudly, for him it will never end. Do

you understand? | can make eternal torment aredlity.’

She nodded, asfar asthe bridie would let her. 2Okay, got that.’

2f you leave your body, at any time: the same. | will put your friendsin Hell.*

2L eave my—7? said Fiorinda, and then, ?0h.’

Rufus chuckled. ?Y es. Y ou understand. But you know so little. You have no idea,
my child, my only true child. Don‘t you want meto teach you? Aren't you even
curious? She stared back at him, unafraid. 2About what? There isn‘t anything specid
about what you can do. Magic isjust power. Y ou have the power. | know that.
Therestisverbiage.

?AN! Y ou till have your thorns. My briar rose.

He stooped, asif hewould kiss her.

?Y ou'll take me when we sed our bargain,’ she said. Not before.’

Rufus laughed, stepped back and bowed. ?So beit. | consent. | can walt.

He returned to his place and sat for awhile watching her. Theliving ghost
vanished. Fergd came back to life; the squaddies returned from their blank

patch, the men |eft. When they were gone, the Roman chair reverted to its

normal state. Fiorindadropped to the floor, arms round her knees.

Wi, that didn't go too badly.

When she could walk without her legs giving way she went for aprow!

around the building. She thought what had happened must have had an effect:

she' d find people crying, hiding under their beds. No one had noticed anything
untoward. Everything okay? Y esh. G'night, Fiorinda

They liked seeing her around at night.

Back in her rooms, she crouched by the dying fire. My father has sold his soul

to the devil (I don‘t believe in the devil, but it describesthe Situation). | don't
know the extent of hisweagponry, | don't know how | can stop himin the end.
But one step at atime. One step at a time, that' sthe way. He likesto listen to me
talking bullshit. | have real power over him, power he choosesto give me, but it‘ sreal. Have to see how
long | can spin that out. He's old, there might be

something there. And I°Il think of something, it will cometo me. Oh, fucking hell.
| can't protect forty million peoplée!

But | cantry.

Forindaran the Few ragged through the dreadful length of that summer. She
never sopped. She spoke to the nation officialy (such of the nation as could
reach aBig Screen or aworking tv) only once, making afirm pleafor cam. But



she spoke to the Counterculture, and the crowds at the Crisis Management gigs,
incessantly. Schmoozing every front row, trailing around every campground, as

if she'd made up her mind she had to tell the people of England one by one: that
Sage would achieve the Zen Sdif, and return in triumph. That Ax would come
home with the end of data quarantine in his pocket; and meantime, business as
usual. Utopiaon aliferaft, stick together againgt the dark.

We'll do thisfor Ax. He trusts us to keep on track.

The bricks-and-mortar mediafolk had findly started noticing that the Celtic
Movement was the mgjority in the English Counterculture. Fiorindadidn't let

that idea go unchalenged, sheinsisted that the Celticswere dso Ax‘ s people, but
she puzzled her friends by ignoring the resurgence of thingslikeillegd ritud
sacrifice. They began to wonder at some of her behaviour.

The anniversary of Ax‘ sinauguration ended the nonstop Festival Season.

Sayyid Mohammad Zayid, Ax‘s sponsor in the Faith and the leader of English Idam, cameto London on
addicate misson. Heand Alliemet Fiorindain the

gmall office shewas using at the Insanitude. It was October the fifteenth; there
had been no news of Ax since he had disappeared in May. Mohammad and Allie
had to tdl Fiorindathat her relationship with Fergal was causing scandd. He'd
become her mogt trusted advisor, and people didn't likeit. The Idamics,
especidly the young men who were AX' s passionate supporters, felt that Fergal
was influencing Fiorinda so that she favoured the Celtics whenever there was
trouble. . . (There' d been severd outbreaks of bloody street-fighting between
2Cdtic’ Adamic' and Ztechno’ gangs over the summer, despite Fiorinda s efforts).
Their causewasjust, but Fiorindain person, spruce in her dove-grey trouser

suit, bearing her terrible grief with grace and pride, defeated them. They tried to
talk to her, but she was a stone wall. She would not take their advice.
Mohammad Zayid believed that Aoxomoxoa slovefor hisfriend swife (in his
mind he had dways cdled Fiorinda Ax' swife), should have remained chaste.
Sage had been right to repent, and dedicate himself to the grest scientific project
which was aso aspiritud quest. But he attached no blameto Fiorinda, this brave
dedicated girl, protector of the poor. The woman is never to blame.

?Aye, well, we' ve spoken and we' |l leave that. But five months now, lass. The
troops need your encouragement. Y ou must speak to the nation.’

?There' snothing new to say,’ said Fiorinda. AWe hang on, keeping the Celtics on
board, until Ax comes home. End of story. | don‘t want to say it too often. I‘ll get
tired of repeating mysdlf. I'll sound insincere.’ Mohammead, the badger-bearded Y orkshireman in his
good, subdued

tailloring, was looking older, and very weary. He had loved Ax like a son.

2 know it s hard, Fiorinda. I'm not asking you to give up hope. But—"

?Did you do anything about getting anew kitten? asked Allie, helplesdy.

AX's cat had disappeared when Fiorindamoved to Rivermead. It'sthe way

cats behave, but Fiorinda had loved Else, and she must be so lonely—
Forindarolled her eyes. 20h, for fuck’ s sake, Allig, er, sorry, Mohammad—
They went together to the Office. A much-travelled Jffy bag had turned up,

that the postroom thought the Few should look at. There was still masses of this
kind of stuff: the fanmail of Ax's disgppearence. At first they*d opened it all
personally. Now they let the postroom and the police filter everything: and the
loss of that chore had been another small death. Fiorindasat by Fergal Kearney,
subgtitute bodyguard. Mohammead, with a curious glance and areserved nod for
the Irishman, took the place on her other side.

The Few were united again, their quarrel over the Zen Salf long forgotten.



Everyone was here today; except Peter Stannen, who wasin North Wales, at
Caer Siddi in North Waes. The Heads bdlieved that Sage was il dive. They
weretaking turns at staking out the Zen Saf HQ, obgtinately trying to getin
contact with him; to tell him what had happened.

?Thiscould bealive one, sad Chip, brightly, 7f you go by the samps.’

The others set their teeth. But the boy can't help it. At's been through quarantine,’ said thetechiewho'd
brought up the packet. At

passed through at port of entry and ended up in our normal mailbag. We ve
given it the usua tests, and then some. It's harmless: | mean, you can openit.’
Forindalooked at him. He kept his face blank. She put on latex glovesand
goggles. Thetechsingsted on that, even while they told you astrange packet
was perfectly okay. Her tongue felt thick in her mouth; her heart had started
thumping. Layers of parcel tape had been stripped away, the seal |oosened. She
finished the job, awarethat thiswasritud. | mug, officidly, bethefirst to see—
There was a sheet of folded paper. She glanced at it, and passed it to
Mohammad. There was aring. Everyone knew the ring. There was abundle of
surgical dressing, stained with old blood and other fluids. Fiorindapeded it
open, releasing afaded waft of putrefaction. A slicon wafer lay there, clotted
with tissue and tangled with afew long, dark hairs. Fiorindatook off her goggles
and gtared &t it, breathing dow.

At'shiswarehouse stack. They‘ve sent us hisbrain implant.

Verlaine gave asob, and stifled it with hisfists. No one € se made a sound, but
the circle of tables rang with shock, and acceptance. Terrible relief.

20h God," whispered Felice, at last. 20h, Ax—

?Ah," breathed Mohammad. He bent his head and murmured in Arabic,

prayer that no one here could join, apart of Ax‘slife that none of them had
understood.

?Heisn't dead,' said Fiorinda, tallow-pae. ?Heis not dead. PBe Jaysus,' said Fergal Kearney, shaking
his head, 2hisisdoing no good. Ye

might be better off to faceit, Fiorindame darling. Time' sup.’

Typica Fergd, crashingly tactless whatever the circumstances. Even e this
juncture, the Few winced and |ooked away. What does she seein him?
?Timeisnot up,” said Forinda, digtinctly. ?Thisisnot the moment for any
sudden changes. That would be crazy.!

Fergd cleared histhroat. Maybe yez'll change your mind.

Sheignored him. ‘Il haveto cdl David. Allie, | need you too.!

The Prime Minister came at once: Fiorindaand Allie spent the afternoon with
him. The packet, the ransom note, the chip and AX' s carndlian ring were taken
away for forensic. The news was despatched to the US search operation, via
GCHQ. The data quarantine was still in place, the connectivity deal was going
through, but it had been delayed by Ax'‘ s disappearence.

The kidnappers wanted a globa ban on the manufacture of synthetic cocaine,
an end to European taxes and regulation on imported recreational drugs (except
acohol and tobacco), and alarge but not huge sum in hard currency. They
wanted these terms made public, and publicly accepted, on dl mgjor globa tv
channels and news-sites, or hisfriendswould never see Ax Preston dive again.
“AVe could offer them the money," said Fiorinda. ?Can we find the money—?
AWe can't do any of the other things,' said Allie. 2But we could try that.’

2 let him go,’ said David. 2 wasthe last person to speak to him, | was excited
and | told him he should go. | had no right. | can never forgive mysdlf.* They thought they ought to draft a
pressrelease, because they knew the news



would be leaked (the Insanitude was not secure); but it was beyond them. They
decided it could wait until tomorrow. Fiorindawent back to Brixton, refusing to
let Allie comewith her. She desperately needed to be done. She knew David and
Allie had been humouring her. . . Ax had to be dead.

The bad guys cut his head open. He's dead.

Theflat wasimmaculate. The night her father had reveded himself she'd tried

to clean the cat shit, pissand blood from the rug where Elsie had died. William
the cleaning person had done a much better job. The aching cleanlinesswas an
expression of William' slove and sympathy, but the place felt like amorgue. She
fetched Ax‘sold lesther coat, which had been sent from Amsterdam where he'd
left it behind, and sat hugging it on the couch by the cold gas stove. Will they
giveme hisring? When can | have hisring? She couldn't cry. Shejust wanted
AXx‘sring. Shewould have stayed like that al night. But something Started to
grow in her: ahorrible premonition. Findly her phonerang.

Hello, Fiorinda

Hisvoice was durred, oh, shit. Hi, David. What isit?

2 ...just...wantedtosay I'm sorry. . . He was so good to me. Y ou guys, al
s0 good to me. | should have stopped him. My fault. America. Not safe.
?David, where are you? What are you doing? I*'m coming round.’ The phone
went dead but thank God it had been alandline call and she could traceit. David had started using heroin
agan. Forindahad spotted him, chalenged

him over it and made him lay off: but now she was very scared. Shetook ataxi to
Batterseato pick up George and Bill and the Heads' First Aid kit. Within an hour
from the phone call they were a Canary Wharf, where the Prime Minister had a
bolthole. She' d kept trying to call ahead al the way: no answer. They went
sraight up. David's Secret Service minder was Sitting in the lobby outsde the
flat, watching tv. He thought the PM was adegp. He was shocked to find that
somehow his own phone had switched itsdf off, which waswhy Fiorindahad
been getting no response. The front door was locked, bolted on the inside, no
response from within. Fiorindawas incandescent. Sheinssted they must get
ingde, a once, right now—

And there he was, the Prime Minigter of England, dying in his sad hideaway
furnished from a style-catal ogue, with his needle and his spoon—

They should have been able to save him. George and Bill were perfect masters
at drug-rdated First Aid. Hewas till breathing, dl the sgnswere of asmple
overdose. But it didn‘t work out. When they got him to hospital the whitecoats
discovered massive, irreparable brain damage. Twelve hours later Fiorinda, who
was at Batterseawaiting for news, got acal to say that David swife (they were
amicably separated), and his grown-up son, had been advised that there was no
hope. They*d decided to let David go.

The mediaof the three nations kindly called it atragic accident. Crisis Europe tabloids invented a
congpiracy masterminded by the ex-Royads, linking

the death of the PM to Ax' s disappearance. The English, Countercultura and
otherwise, took it for granted that David had topped himself dueto horrible
gress; and forgave him. He' d had hisfaults, the old raver, but he'd been much
loved. He had a cracking funeral, watched by millions on the big screens of the
Countercultural Very Large Array.

Allie put the most hopeful possible spin on the ransom note, and the media

folk backed her up as best they could. It was lucky they hadn‘t briefed the press
aready, before David died. They were able to make something of the pooignant
irony: if only David Sale had lived to know the #errific good news .



Fiorinda understood that her bluff had been called.

Time' sup.

Ferg cdled, Fiorinda He saysyou invited him to stay the night. Shal | makeup a
guest room? Fiorinda s friends were suspicious, but the Rivermead housekeeper
had no idea. Shewouldn't dream of questioning Fiorinda s behaviour, no matter
what, but she thought of Fergal Kearney as aharmless old geezer, akind uncle, a
shoulder for Fiorindato cry on.

?Yes,' sad Forinda ?Any of the bedrooms on my floor, that'll befine.’

The night was dark. The Rivermead Paace had no draughts, no sghing
woodwork or rattling windowframes, but there was awind blowing somewhere.
Theleaves on the Tyller Pystri oaks were tarnished green and gold. Somewhere, anywhere, three people
could lie under ahedge, rain on their faces, without a

house or ahome, no direction known, don't care. And | loved them both. Plenty
of people have weird relationships, why shouldn’t we? Nobody understood,
nobody knew. It was just us, and no one else.

She stood in front of thetall, metal-framed mirror where she had seen her

mother, in her cream and green kimono. It was very pretty. Such afresh green,
reaching up from the hem in abstract fronds, into magnolia-petal clouds. Dr
Barnado's, Battersea. Y ou get a better class of charity clothesat Dr Barnado's.
Why should | be afraid? Ax loves me, Sage loves me. | love them both.
Everything red isgood, and thiswill work. Until | think of something. Shelet the
gown fal open and looked at her body, still yellow-brown wherever it had been
exposed to the summer* s sun. He likes his daughter to be white, gets akick out of
having awhite girl-child in bed; but tough. It'll haveto do.

Thisismy body, for the last time.

She went to meet her father.

Olwen Devi wasin the Zen Sdlf main space, helping to dismantle one of the more
complex neuroscience rides. It was a cold and rainy morning; the dome was
empty except for Zen Sdlfers. They were making their preparations for departure
quietly, so that when they were ready they could vanish overnight . . . Fiorinda
wandered in, her shapelessold rain jacket over the violet satin sheath, bare legs,
army boots. She came over and watched, head down, fists buried in her pockets. ?Rats leave sinking
ship,” shesad. Very wise, Welsh rats. Where going?

Olwen gtraightened. ?Y es, we'releaving. I'm sorry, Fio, but we must.!

No, don‘t tell me, said Fiorinda, hat’ sright,don’t tell me. Don't trust me.
Therock and roll princess had lost weight she could ill afford to losein the

last months. She still looked wonderful on stage, but this morning her sdlow,
rain-streaked face was haggard and her stubborn jaw oversized. Her eyeswere
sick-anima. She walked away. She had no businessin the Zen Sdf tent. She was
just moving about at random, because it eases the pain; and stealing a moment of
truth. Got nothing to say to Olwen Devi, but at least don‘t have to put aface on.
Nothing to hide.

Aait—

The guru had followed her, and laid ahand on her deeve. Fiorindalooked a
thering on Olwen' sfinger. Could Serendip do anything? Nah. She'sjust a
computer, dumb bundle of noughts and ones, however you dressit up.

hat?

PForinda, remova of animplant, evenif it's done crudely, need not be a
disaster. Ax was supposed to be away for six weeks. That chip should have come
out as soon as he got back, it was not in agood gtate. Y ou may take it from me, if
it hadn’t been removed, he would be in worse trouble by now.



Forindanodded, indifferent, and wandered off into the rain. There was no question of aviolent coup.
The remains of the Codition Cabinet

stepped down of their own freewill. A cross-party group, drawn mainly from
the Green Second Chamber, took over; inviting specia representatives from the
CCM magority — Cdltics, that is—to join them. It wasthe end of the limping
hybrid system (said the advertising); the first genuinely Counterculturdl
Government of England.

The Few were not surprised to find that Benny Preminder, their hateful
Countercultural Liasion Secretary, was closely involved in these changes. They
were dismayed, but they* d worked with a hostile government before. Keep up
the free gigs: they'reareassuring ritua. Look after the drop-out hordes. Protect
the science base.

Fal back. Adjust. We don't need to be centre stage to keep Ax'svison dive.
Pray that nothing worse happens.

One night in November Rob Nelson woke up in ahotel, on the motorway
somewhere outs de Northampton. Felice was adeep beside him. Doraand
Cherry in the living-room of the suite with the babies, Ferddlice and Mamba.
Members of the Snake Eyes rhythm section snored gently on the sofas and the
floor. Room space wastight: the place was half closed-down, much of it unfit for
occupation. They' d been on stage until after midnight, playing in adance venue
intown that wasicy-cold until the swest started running, and now itwas. . . He
looked at hiswatch. Two a.m. Shit. He got up, fedling very angry and wishing he' d elected to degp on
the bus. No one comes hammering on my door at 2 am.,

waking my babies. That's out of order! It was Doug Hutton standing there.
AWVhat are doing, banging on my door?

2'm sorry, Rob,' said the Few' s security chief. A had to fetch you, not call you.
AWhat' swrong with using aphone?

2 dunno. You'd better get dressed. | think it'surgent.’

Rob followed Doug through spooky corridorsto the barely lit, dilapidated
lobby, hisbresth puffing ahead of him in the cold air. He was amazed to see
Fiorinda by the desk in her old winter coat, her hair wrapped up in ascarf, her
paleface bleak and sullen.

?How did youget here? he gasped, asif she'd flown in from another planet.
?Doug drove me. Come on.*

He felt wrong-footed. Fiorinda could still have that effect on him, shades of
hisold distrust for Ax's arrogant rock-royaty new girlfriend. Outside there was
acar waiting. He got into the back, thinking,there’ s a reason for this, so I’ m not
going to shoot my mouth off, and was amazed again to find Dilip Stting there.
What'sgoing on?

2 don‘t know,’ said the mixmaster. ?Trouble of some kind. She‘snot saying.’
They drove into the countryside, dong very dark lanes. Fiorindagiving Doug
directions, with apenlight and aroad atlas. At last they pulled off.

?Y ou stay here, Doug,’ said Fiorinda. ?Y ou two, with me." There was awhite-painted fence, and
beyond it an unlit carpark. They werein

the middle of nowhere. Treesloomed againgt apdlid, suffused sky. Fiorinda
stood looking round, gtill telling them nothing.

2 was nightwatchman,’ said Dilip quietly, ?at the San. She arrived with Doug,
said | had to comewith her. Not another word. What d‘you think*s going on?

2 don‘t know."

Nightwatchman meant Dilip'd been in charge a the Insanitude. The club was
very quiet these days, Immix and fx were out of style. But often Cdticswould



turn up and make trouble, it took one of the Few to talk that down. . . They both
looked at Fiorinda, her head bowed, shoulders hunched and her arms wrapped
around hersdf. It crossed both of their mindsthat she' d findly flipped. She'd
been behaving very strangely since Ax' s chip had come home; or longer. It had
shocked everyone when they* d realised she was deeping with Fergal. Not that
they begrudged her any comfort she could find, although it was serioudy
offendgveto the Idamics, but it was so unlikely—

PF0? sad Dilip, cautioudy, 7are you okay?

?ThisisaRoman site,' said Fiorinda, asif he hadn‘t spoken. 20r pre-Roman.
There' sthe remains of athesetre, through the trees. That's where the pit will be.
Rob had noticed adisplay board, traces of ragged laminated surface dimly
gleaming. So thiswas avenuefor Cdticritud. But why are we here? Hisskin
crept. Can she possibly be part of it. . .? Then he saw the van, dark paintwork, no lights, parked in a
corner. A jolt of adrenalin: something rose up from the ground

there, bigger than a big dog, blackness visible on darkness.

Fiorinda grabbed his hand. Rob was instantly disarmed. t‘s okay, Fio—

AVe can do this," shewhispered, intensely, ?we can win, we can al get safe
home, but you have to trust me. Don't elther of you move until | tell you.

She'd grabbed hold of Dilip too. Shelet go of them and walked towards the
van. Something like black smoke moved to and fro: asif measuring the threat
she posed, asif it wasthinking of springing at her throat. Rob might have seen
reddish eyes, the shine of bared teeth.

Dilip caught his breath. They both started forward.

She turned on them savagdly. Stay put. Do what you' re fucking TOLD!*

So they stayed put. Fiorindawaked dowly up to the dark-coloured van: and
the black smoke thing was gone. The branches of the trees tossed and sighed, like
restless, barely contained wild animals.

20kay," hissed Fiorinda, Ave' rein. Come on. Help me.

She gave Rob atyre-iron that she had been hiding under her coat. He grasped
it with relief. Things began to make sense, somekind of sense. Heforced the
doors. Muffled shapes shifted and made whimpering sounds inside the naked
shell of metal. Fiorinda produced atorch and switched it on.

?Shit," breathed Dilip. At's Sarted again.’

2 think it never stopped. | know what the sacrifice wasfor, now,' she
whispered. 2 know what bringing on the darkmeans. Let‘ s get them free.' Rob had a pocket-knife,
and so did Dilip. While they were cutting the kids

bonds she kept watch, leaving them the torch. The human sacrifice victimswere
two boys and two girls, white kids; in their mid-teens. They were skinny and
draggle-haired, but clean as butcher's meat and dressed in thin white linen
tunics, tied at the waist with gold cord.

AVhy leave them dumped here? wondered Rob.

?They weren't left unattended,’ said Dilip.

When the gags came off the kids didn‘t gasp or sob, not a sound.

AWVho did thisto you? asked Rob, gently. AVho brought you here?

But they were drugged, or scared catatonic. There was nothing in the van, not
even atarp to hide the terrible freight. They stripped off their coats and covered
the children, one coat between two.

?This country—" muttered Rob. Astherealight switch in here?

2 can't see one. We should cal the police. Unless Fio already has!’

They heard vehicles gpproaching. Rob got down to join Fio; Dilip stayed with
thekids. A bigger van, still without lights, came into the carpark. It stopped.



Dilip thought of the black-smoke creature, which Fiorinda had outfaced. In
certain states of consciousnesstheinterna and the external world can change
places: the presence of horror can be visible. If thiswasn't the police, then it was
trouble unthinkable, very bad trouble—

It was the police. Fiorinda had called them. They took over; the rockstars
bowed out. Later, they debriefed the incident in the Office. Fiorindahad had an
anonymous tip-off. She'd caled the police and rushed to the location hersdlf,
picking up Dilip and Rob on the way. She hadn't told them what was going on
because she' d been hoping it wasn't true.

Sorry, Rob, sorry, Dilip. Didn‘t mean to freak you out.

2aysusfockin' God!* said Fergd. ?An’ what if it'd been afockin' ambush,
Forindame love? Whut then? Wasit yur businessto go after theselost kids?
?They‘re AX' sfriends,' said Forinda ?That makes them my business'’

Fergd gave her afond, gap-toothed grin. ?Aye, well, that'safine broad
definition, fair enough. But ye' d be better to stick to yer volunteer work, in
future, me darling. T*wud be morefitting."

Therewere thingsthat Fiorinda s explanation did not explain, but Dilip and

Rob didn‘t want to talk about it with Ferga around.

Nobody could talk to Fiorinda, because Fergal was aways around. He was her
officia boyfriend, he waslording it over the London barmies, he was courted by
the new government. The Reich was Siddined, but not Fergd Kearney. The Few
didn't care about their own loss of status, fuck’s sake, but the sight of Ferga
taking the place of Ax and Sage was outrageous. How could Forindalet this
happen?Alliefinaly cornered the dusive princessin the Office a theend of a
working day.

?Sorry, I'minahurry, said Forindabreezily. 2 haveagigin Richmond.” Shewas till doing lo-key solo
spots, though Ferga didn't likeit.

Thisiswhere sheripsmy throat out, thought Allie. But it seither now, or | ask
her secretary for an appointment, and get told Miss Fiorinda’ s very busy. My God.
?Y ou haveto give mefive minutes. | need to talk to you about Fergd .

Forinda, poised for flight, seemed to change her mind, or relax her guard. ?0Oh
dotel. I'm betraying Ax? Fuck it, what do you expect meto do? Turn cdlibate for
therest of my life? That may be your little bolthole, Allie. 1t'snot for me.

2 wasn't going to say anything about—"

Hey, maybe you think | should committ suttee, only we'd have to burn me

with just theimplant and abit of dirty lint, not having a dead body.‘

NO!" yelled Allie. ZKnock it off, Fiorindal That'sNOT what | think. | think my
leader, my ONLY HOPE in ashit Stuation, has become so infatuated with a
deceitful, destructive drink-sodden middle-aged geezer that her stupid choice of
play-away funis ONCE MORE going to rip the country apart—"

Oh no. Didn't mean to say that. Didn‘t mean to say any of that—

Fiorinda said nothing. Her face had gone tallow-pale, her mouth was set tight.
A'msorry,’ said Allie. 2A°m likearat in atrap. Screaming pitch.’

Metoo,' said Fiorinda 2We'redl likeit. It'sstress.”

?About Sage. | didn‘t mean to say—"

2Shut up, Allie!

Forinda sat down, took out her smokestin, lit aspliff and handed it. ?Okay,
let'stalk about Fergdl. | know he deceived us. | know he'sa Celtic sympathiser. But I'‘m going to keep
things going, for Ax, because he'snot dead . . . andthisis

theway todoit. | don‘t know if you ever noticed, but the Countercultureis very
male-oriented.’



Hal'

2 need aconsort. | need to keep hold of the Cdltics. Hefitsthebill. | admit it's
not my greatest ideaever. But until 1 think of something better, you'll haveto
trust me.’

At'ser, amarriage of convenience? said Allie. Asthat what you' re saying?

The doorsto the Office opened. Fiorinda s secretary (recruited from the Celtic
majority) looked in. ?0h, Acife, said Fiorinda casudly, A was about to buzz you.
Il be dong to my room in amoment, thanks."

Thegirl left. Allie stared at Fiorinda, round-eyed, open-mouthed.

2'm glad we've had thisuseful talk, said Fiorinda, meeting the stare. 2Now

spin thisfor me. Get the Few, and the staff, to accept what 1'm doing—

My God. Does she spy on you? How bad isthis? Tellme, Fo."

2‘m getting my share of the ded, Allie. I'mfine

Allie nodded. ?Y ou haveto talk to Mohammad, she said, abruptly. ?Y ou need
him on board too, or the Idamics are going to explode over you and Fergd .
?You'reright, | should have donethat. I'll gettoiit.

They were silent. AWhat aweird conversation,” said Fiorindaat last. ?Do you
ever think about the way things used to be, Allie?

?Sometimes | get akind of reverse d§avu. It doesn't seemredl. AVE'll never get back there!
No," The spliff wasfinished. Unpremeditated, they gripped hands. Alliefelt

that she' d been deding with astranger for weeks, and thiswas Fiorinda again:
but how changed. Like Fio with adesthly illness, hollowed out inside.
?Thisisour life,' she said, suppressing her shock and pity, the only one we've
got. | can't stand what you' re doing to yoursdlf. But | believein the Rock and Roall
Reich, and I* ve seen the bloodbath route . . . I'll helpyou al | can.’

Allietalked to people, discriminating carefully. Fergd isanecessary evil, we
need him because we have to work with the Cdltics, Fiorindaisn't blind to her
lover sfaults, but she respects his differences and he respects hers. He givesusa
chanceto influence the new régime. . . Like dealing with President Pigsty; here
we are again. Not everyone was satisfied, but it was an improvement.
Forindataked to Mohammad. She couldn't tell from the blunt, yet reserved

way he responded whether he understood too much or too little: but whatever

he did, quietly, within the Idamic community, it worked. The violence died

down. Idamic mediawent quiet about the ?Celtic takeover’; dthough some of the
comments about Ax' sfaithlesswife continued.

The Brixton flat was shut up. Fiorindaand Fergal used Fiorinda' s mother's
house astheir pied a terre in London. They lived a Rivermead Paace. The Few
had never been invited there: which had been one of the thingsthey* d stupidly
failed to understand. When Allie knew the truth, she and the Babesinvited
themsalves: bringing Rob and Doug aong to take Fergal out drinking. The babies had been |eft at home.
The women settled round the fire with spliff and wine, on

hippy beanbags, dismissng thoseterrible chairs.

2 don't see how anyone can think of God as ahuman being,’ mused Allie, At's
too much, impossible. God must be an abstract. The colour purple, you know—*
?Y ou going to smoke that? said Cherry. 20r philosophise? Passit over here!

2 don't believe any of that shit,’ said Fiorinda. ?Never did.'

She should have known the Few would cause her trouble, she should have fed
them some plausible line, but now shewas glad she hadn't. Let Alliedo it, thank
God for Allie. The warmth of wine and cannabis flowed, loosening her grief.
Surreptitioudy, she wiped her eyes. Felice moved over and hugged her.

?Hush, baby. Y ou' re among friends. Y ou can cry for those sweet guys tonight;



wedl missthem too."

Didthey really,” wondered Dora, ?serenade you with ?Stonecol d??

?They redlly did," said Fiorinda, ?They serenaded me with my own music, and
then they took meto Tyller Pystri, where they got down on their bended knees
and they proposed. It was the most absurd performance | ever heard of .*

They cackled and rolled their eyes. 7Y ou are ajammy bugger, said Cherry.
2Both of them, what ajackpot. Hey, I'll take Sage,' offered Felice.

?Y eah. We know," chorused her fellowBabes.

Al take Ax," decided Allie, judicioudy. HE' s elegant.

So herel am, reflected Fiorinda. Where | knew 1*d end up from the moment
the shit hit the fan. Left behind by the heroes, down among the women. Reduced to chattel status, and
getting fucked by bastard who took over because | go with

theterritory. But | don't care, | will keep thefaith. | will bring them al safe home.
She closed her eyes and lay with her head on Felice' s cushiony shoulder,
thinking of how much sheloved her prince, and how proud she wasto have
known him. She knew Ax was dive and he would come back. Sadly, shewas
afraid she wasn't going to survive that long. But one moment at atime. Take it
one moment at atime.

Rob had been apprehensive about going out with Ferga and Doug, but it was
okay. The Irishman was the same as he' d dways been (if you forget the part
when hef d saved Ax'slife, and we trusted him). He doesthe talking. All you
haveto do is St there and nod.

Fiorinda had been mogt afraid for the Heads. She knew she could trust Dilip and
Rob to accept that she had a plan, and work with her. The Heads might decide it
wastheir male-anima duty to diein Fiorinda s defence, whether sheliked it or
not. She waswrong. George and Bill and Peter had weighed up the Situation and
resolved that they would do nothing to endanger their adopted princess. They
would look at the larger picture, review the optionsthere, and carry on trying to
get the boss out of Caer Siddi. It was Chip Desmond and Kevin Verlanewho
decided they weren't going to take thisanymore.

The Notting Hill flat had changed after Rox left. Firgt they' d lived around the
spaces where hir furniture and books had been, then spaces had encroached until they*d got rid of
everything except the fx generators, the home entertainment, a

gd-bed, and the pieces Roxane had found it inconvenient to move. They'd lived
in an ever-changing virtual world, nothing real but the floor and walls, and been
immensely pleased with themsalves— until Fiorinda came round and said it felt
like being in atv studio, and where was her autocue? Which had deflated them
dightly. Deflated wasn't the word for it now.

Idleness and misery had closed over their heads. Their careers were on hold.
The Rock and Roll Reich made few demands on the Adjuvants now that Fergal
and the Celtics were in the ascendant; and the Zen Sdlf project had deserted
them. They couldn't hang out at the Insanitude, because Fergd or hisminions
would be there. They couldn‘t go and lean on Rox for support because, because.
They had money, enough for whatever treats this sixth winter of the Crisis could
provide, but they hadn‘t the heart for disspation. There was nothing to do but
mourn for Ax and Sage, and St in their naked rooms watching daytimettv.

One afternoon, like too many other afternoons, Chip lay on the gel-bed.
Verlaine sat crossegged on afat sdeboard that had belonged to Roxane's
grandmother. The Second Chamber was on the box, they were jeering at it
listlesdy. In their curtainless windows Cézanne iterations blanked out adark
December day.



At'sclassc,’ said Chip. ZFirst the romantic violent phase, that wasthe
Decongtruction Tour. Then the internecine struggle, the power structuresre

form, and the revol ution gets taken over by anew set of suitsidentica to the old set. Except totaly
unaccountable, different buzzwords, and they now have a

taste for blood. Fucking horrible, fucking predictable.’

At was never ourrevolution,” said Verlaine. 2AWe only tried to make it better.
?Fat chance. Theworld istoo strong. We fought the law, and the law won.
Fiorinda s appeasement was successful, to an extent. The VVolunteer Initigtive
was gtill going, and the hedgeschools, and araft of Ax and David' slegidation.
But they weren't in the mood to look on the bright side.

Aerewekilled a some point without noticing? Isthis Hell ?

2 wonder what he'sgot on her,' sighed Verlaine, gazing wearily at the screen.
?That’ s no secret. She' sgiving Fergal sexual favours and consort status,
because he' sthreatened her with bloody civil war in the Counterculture, if not all
of England, if sherefusesto play.

They contemplated, miserably slent.

2 wish we could get something on him,’ said Chip. ?Something dow and
painful." Silence again for amoment, then he began in adifferent tone, ?Pippin,
what if we could? What if we could discredit the bastard? Like we did Pigsty,
remember? Find out something that even the Cedticswon't take. | don't know
what, but | bet he has shit we can stir—

?He doesn't. The Intelligence Services did ajob on Kearney, after Spital‘s
farm, and came up empty, and Ax trusted their results. He' s just a hardened
oldschool radical rockstar who lied to us and got away with it because radical
can mean totally oppositethings.’ ?Y eah, English Intelligence, yeah, but . . . but that wasthen. In thefull
flush of

dataquarantine. Thingsare alot squishier now. | betchaif we hack around a
little we can get to stuff that the spooks couldn't reach. We wouldn't need aplan.
Just start by finding out anything we can about Ferga Kearney—

They were desperate for action.

Verlaine got down from the sideboard. Merry, | believe you'reright. The
young queen isin durance vile, we must rescue her. It' sasecret misson. This
might be dangerous, and we must notget caught. Wewill berisking our lives.!

A pausefor thought.

2Let'sdoit,’ sad Chip.

Forindahad anew doublelife. She was ill nominally Mr Dictator' s deputy, she
was still managing the Volunteer Initiative. The Second Chamber Group planned
to make her Ceremonia Head of State. Rufus seemed to like that idea, and he
was indifferent to the charity work. But now, instead of being arockstar in her
gparetime, her job was being Fergd* s girlfriend. When his friends and associates
gathered in the upper room a Rivermead, on the long winter evenings, Fiorinda
was their hostess. She saw documents and overheard conversations that made
the most hair-raising rumours from the Floods Conference aredlity. Sometimes
she was able to use her knowledge: tipping off the police (reliable police, people
shetrusted) over ritualist venues, getting threatened people out of the way of trouble, securing food
supplies before they could be destroyed by the Gaia

wants-us-to-commit-suicide fanatics. Sometimes she intervened directly.

Rufus didn‘t seem to care. Heliked to indulge her over trifles. Fergd' sfriends
never appeared to put two and two together . . . and this had puzzled her
congderably until she'd redised that Fergd’ sinner circle knew the bizarre truth.
They knew that Fergd Kearney wasredly Rufus O*Niall, occupying another



man's body, and they weren‘t going to tell him his girlfriend was a security risk.
They wouldn‘t say boo to him.

Sometimes she played the piano. Sometimes Rufus/Fergd caled her to St at

his feet so he could fondle girl-flesh while he dominated the conversation. Most
often she sat with her sewing (she was not expected to offer the drinks and
canagpés, there were servants for that). Watching and listening. And as she
watched him, the rock-lord among his courtiers, she began to hope.

Rufus wanted England. He wanted his daughter-bride on the throne beside

him, public ritua sacrifices of the unfit, a populace stripped of the Xreedoms

and “ivil rights' of modern civilisation; and an end to the masquerade. Hewas
tired of occupying Fergal Kearney. He wanted to possess England, and possess
Forinda, in hisown shape.

He had prepared the ground. He expected the Second Chamber Group to
deliver the goods, and Fiorinda saw it dawning on him that they wouldn't doiit.
Not at the pace he wanted. The Rock and Roll Reich was holding up, holding on,
and Rufuswasn't prepared to wait. Benny Preminder, afrequent visitor at Rivermead, had been working
for

Rufusfor years, of course. Benny must have been turned long ago, and it was
galing, if she'd cared, to redlise how easily the Triumvirate had been fooled.
Simy little Benny Preminder leads acharmed life—

But that phase was over. Now Benny was like the thrusting manager who has
introduced the terrific new star to the corporate backers, and beginsto regret it.
The Cdtics weretelling Rufus he could go globd. (Fiorinda could not discover
how they planned to use Rufus s magic: maybe they hadn't yet worked it out) He
very interested in their proposas. Meanwhile, on the England dedl hewas
getting restive, he was starting to fedl double-crossed.

Benny can't hold him, she thought. He'sa rockstar .

She had atriplelife. The third life happened between the sheets, and involved
adead man's body with carrion breath. But the less said about that the better.
Every moment an embattled idand. | am going to win.

Forinda sgran, who had known it was Rufus al aong, dosed her with

potions and ointments intended to restore her fertility, and told her the Pharoahs
of Eygpt aways used to marry their daughters. Fiorindadidn't bother trying to
get Gran see the enormity of what she was doing. Talking to Gran about

morality just made you fed asif you were going nuts. Rufus was unconcerned.
She had no ideawhat he could do. Maybe he could reverse the sterilisation right
now if hefelt likeit. But shewas glad she'd held out, when Ax and Sage had
been trying to get her to go to the whitecoats. At least she could hope there was one less horror to
contemplate.

In the earliest days of spring Fiorinda started to have yet another life. It

happened in asmal room in the North Wing of the Insanitude, called the Fire
Room; it involved Forinda and ayoung woman caled 2Lurch’, inthe US, talking
to each other (one pad key) in lines of type. She was anxious about thisworld,
because secret resstance to the Fergal Régime was a Situation she' d been trying
very hard to avoid. But sheloved it. Now there are two people, talking to each
other directly, who actively, positively believe Ax Prestoniisdive.

The winter passed. April came and the Rock and Roll Reich,, though battered,
was standing: but the broad beansin Fiorinda’ s courtyard garden weren't doing
so well. Sugs delighted in the damp nooksin Topsy‘ s Barcelona Cathedrd walls.
They got up very early, in prime commuting distance from snack heaven.
Fiorindamoved doggedly aong the rows, plucking dimy bodieswith her



bare hands, dumping them in a pot of vinegar. Silver and Pearl were impressed,
but prefered to stick to more civilised means of daughter. The morning wasrain
washed, the sunlight weak and coal, the leaves so green. Bless, thought Fiorinda,
aword that cameto her often now and she didn’t know why. Blessthe beans, |
suppose. Blessyou, beans. Flourish so | can eat you . . . adight contradiction
there, but never mind.

Her troops were getting restive. The Ferga Régime encroached and Fiorinda' s
story that she was keeping the faith by appeasement was wearing thin. But she was winning. Rufuswas
sick of the masguerade; and Ferga* s poi soned body

(she thought) wasfailing. She wasn't sure whether thislast was agood or a bad
thing; but shefdt it was good. He Il quit. He will take mewith him, of course,

but he will leave my friends dive and well, and he will leave England in peace,
because he' s going to honour hisbargain. Not from pity, fuck no, but because he
wants a willing sacrifice. That'smagic—

AWhat adug likes best to eat,’ muttered Silver, squatting on one of the mosaic
paths, dealing summary justice with alump of brick, Asdead dug—

?Hey, have you filled the beer traps?

Anaminute’ sad Silver. A*‘m making a cordon sanitaire.’

?Y ou're making afilthy mess Fiorindaraised her head and saw the pert cones
of Silver'sinfant breasts pushing at the fabric of her smock. I'll haveto say
goodbye to my handmaidens, she thought sadly. I'm going to haveto forbid
them to come near me.

AWhere did Pearl get to?

Siver looked guilty. The courtyard had severd exits. One of them led, viaa

cute little artsy-crafty stair, directly to Fiorinda' srooms. She never let them go up
there. Naturdly it was from this door that Pearl appeared, hiding something
under her cardigan when she found Fiorindastaring at her.

AWhat' sthat you' ve got, Pearl?

Nothing."

2Give. Pearl ructantly handed over atired-looking, lumpy packet of mottled green
paper. Fiorindasaw at once what it was, and her blood ran cold. ?What' s this?*
At'sacharm,” whimpered Pearl, cowed by the blaze of Fiorinda s eyes. ?Silver
hid it under your bed. T-to collect sex energy. Shemade mefetchit.’

2t was ages and ages ago,’ whined Silver, equally scared. They were utterly
forbidden to enter that bedroom now. AV-when it was Sage and Ax—'

?Y ou stupid little fucks! Fuckingidiots Get out! Get out of here, fuck off, go!
She ran with the packet to the water-closet toilet on the colonnade that led to
the old hospitdity benders, where the Wing children lived with their mother;
toreit up frantically and dumped it. Whoosh. That' stheway to do it. Her
someach turned. Clinging dime on her fingers. Dead dugs.

She pitched her face over the bowl and chucked and chucked. Oh God.

Head in her hands, sheleant againgt thewall. Not much longer. He'll take me

to hisprivateidand. HE'll try to make mejoin himin hisdevil‘ sbargain, and this
time Ax and Sagewon't bethere. I'll refuse, I'll resist. I'll be torn to pieces, and
then Rufuswill do whatever the hdll the Cdticswant him to do: and there will be
no onewho can stop him.

| can’t help that. | have no answer.

Onedep at atime. One gtep at atime. I'm winning this round, but the

endgame could be gticky. | must remember he's humouring me. The only power
| have over himisthat | know theway hismind works. . . | must get the most
vulnerable people out of hissight, becausethis Zbargain’ might not hold to the very end. She'd



despatched al three Heads to Wales, to concentrate on their daft

misson at Caer Siddi. Rufus never shown any interest in Ax‘ s band, but she'd
hed Alliefix up atour of the Highlands for the Chosen, to be on the safe side.
That dedlt with the Preston brothers and Milly, and Ax' s mum was going along
to babyst little Albi. | must get Mary Williams and Marlon sorted, Doug too. Her
stomach heaved again; she tipped hersdlf over the bowl and vomited bile and
water. Someone was knocking urgently on the door. Fiorinda hauled hersdf to
her feet and opened it.

It was Anne-Marie. ?Areyou okay? The girls came back in a tate and—

2'm okay.*

Fiorinda crawled back to the toilet, which she didn‘t fed safeto leave. Anne
Marie bent over her.

?Areyou pregnant?

?Fuck, no.'

AM took her hand and squeezed it. ?They told me. | know why you were so
upset. | know what he'sgot on you, love," she whispered, black Chinese eyes
shining with tears, Scouse accent abrasive. ?‘ ve dways known, becoz I'm one
too, you know. But no onewill ever get it out of us''

Anne-Marie claimed she had minor psychic powers. Thelaw against

witcheraft was not Fiorinda s biggest worry, but thiswas carelesstalk and she
wasn'‘t going to encourage it. ?Dunno what you' re talking about, she mumbled,
gicking her head back in the toilet. Chip and Verlaine, moving with extreme caution and covering their
traces

meticuloudly, hit paydirt. They*d traced Fergal to avery superior rehab clinicin
Sweden, where he' d stayed after he' d parted from the Playboys. They* d hacked
into the records and read about Fergal* s drug habits; his sorry medica history.
They*d found notes on hisliver and hislungs and hislymph nodes, of which

they understood not aword. But they had aso found brain scans—which after
their Zen Sdf experience, they could read like print. These scans were rather
amazing. They showed severe damage to both the hippocampi, vital engines of
memory transcription and recall. More than damage. It looked asif those two
little deep-buried organs had been burned out with a hot wire.

?He' sdead,’ said Chip, wonderingly. ?He stheliving dead.’

L et strandate the Swedish, see what the whitecoats have to say .

The whitecoats proved equivocal. The scans were described as anomalous, no
further comment. Ferga Kearney had checked himself out soon after they were
taken. No fowarding address, no aftercare gppointments. Chip screwed up his
face in bemusement. Af these scans are Fergdl Kearney, our man isn‘t. Someone
whose brain looks like this would have no memory. He couldn't function.'

2Hm. | wonder who paid hisbills?It'savery classy joint.’

They couldn’t get anywhere on that issue. The Swedish hospitd took far better
care of itsfinancia than its medica records. They sat on the bare floor of their
décor-impoverished environment, pulling faces, trying to figure it out. Paydirt that makes no sense.
?Someone who gets his memory fried out of hishead, deliberately—

Why the fuck would anyone do that?

On the morning of the Mayday concert, Fiorindavisited Reading Site Boneyard.
So few years, but aready this corner of afield, sown with wildflowers, strewn
with strange hippy memorids, had softened and grown old. Hereé'sTom

Which means love. Tom, who fucked me when | was fourteen and he was
eighteen, and somewould think he took advantage, but | didn't. So long, Tom.



Freedom to flail. Here' s Martina Wyaitt, the Countercultural Think Tank' sRiot
Grrrl, who died on Massacre Night. So long, Marty. She supposed she must add
Ax Preston and Sage Pender to thelist, sexua partners she would never see or
touch again. But | can go on loving them. Whatever Rufus does, the memory of
my dead will bewith me; and | will know that | won my fight.

So | will be okay. Somehow, | will bedl right.

The arenawas thronged as she wandered through it. Why don't they stay

away? Because they‘ ve forgotten everything Ax tried to tell them, thought
Forinda. They can't see any difference between us and the fucking Cedltics. It'sal
the Counterculture, isn‘'tit? It'sal green-is-good, wild-and-free, rock-and-rall.
Ahwadll, it just goesto show. People actively prefer the crappy junk food. Bless. Little thirteen-year-old
boy, bug-eyed, mud to the armpits, must have

dept inahbinbag out in therain last night. Bless. Evil-tempered woman that sdlls
tofu sdlad wraps that taste of ammonia. Bless, naked woman with stupid
expression. . . She reached Rupert the White Van Man' svan,Anansi’ s Jamaica
Kitchen, and bought a cup of danddlion and chicory 7coffee’ with a hefty dug of
cognac. Rupert didn't want her to pay, but she pleaded with him and he took her
money, for old time's sake. Rastaman, there' smore grey in your dreads than the
first day | met you. But your smileisstill wonderful. Blessyou, Rupert.

She had no ideawhat this ?bless’ business meant. She couldn't remember how
long she'd been doing it. Mot likely it was just anervoustick. But if he can
curse, maybe | can bless. It'sworth atry. If thereisjusticein heaven. . .
Unfortunately, al the evidence we have says no.

She saw DARK coming towards her. They*d come down from Teesside aweek
ago: she' d been rehearsing with them. She was hoping she would not fuck up too
badly on stage this afternoon. But hey, what if | do? It surdy won‘t bethefirst
time Though it might bethelag.

Not everybody at Reading hated the takeover, but enough did to make the
amosphere backstage of Main Stage poisonous. The Second Chamber Group
had decided to turn Mayday into apoalitica raly, with public speskers
dominating the bands. Green lords and | adies were swanning around, very
pleased with themsdlves: infuriatingly delighted to be hanging out with the Few. Benny Preminder
looked particularly happy. Here he wasin the inner sanctum,

and not athing the rockstars could do.

The old guard, the rockstars themsalves, were kegping themselvesto
themselves, asfar asthey dared. Fiorinda sat with DARK — Cafren Free, Fil
Sattery, Gauri Mogtel, Charm Dudley and Harry Child. Rob Nelson and Dilip
Krishnachandran were with Anne-Marie' s hdpmate, Smelly Hugh: who was
recounting a puzzling cartoon he' d seenin Weal .

PFucked if | know what it meant. Y ou know thosetigers Ferga shot? Male and
femde. Big cat and alittler cat, right? Well, in this cartoon, it'slike, thetigersare
Sage and Fiorinda, and Fergd is protecting Ax, so hekillsthem.’

AV bizarre— muitered Rob vaguely. Smdly was adow thinker. Explaining
anything to him would drive you up thewall.

?Y eah, but it'snot redly Ax. It'smeant to be England, so that makes. . . Er.
Either of you two know what |eg-iti-mate succession means?

2t means bollocks, Dilip yelled at him, beyond endurance. At‘s bollocks—
?20h," said Hugh, meekly. 7Right . . . | wasonly asking."

?Hey," Rob gripped the mixmaster'sarm, 2cam down, DK .

Chip and Verlaine cameinto the area. They saw Ferga and went right up,
pleased to note that he had severd fully tooled-up media personsin close



attendance. They*d thought hard about what they had to do. They knew it was
on the cards that they* d end up getting shot. Or macheted to pieces. some of the
wesgpons around the Irishman were not very civilised. But they had to confront him in public, in away
that didn’t involve the others; and where they had a

chance of being heard before the minders intervened. Backstage at Mayday was
their choice. They were sure thiswaswhat Ax would have done: take the direct
action, sort the details later.

2Uh, Fergdl,’ said Chip. AWe want to show you something.’

Verlainelad apair of gleaming cells on the plagtic tabletop in front of Fergdl,

and held up athird so the sunlight brought the colourful imageto life.

?These are scans of your brain, Ferg. Taken in that hospital in Sweden, where
you got your natura, organic memory machinery burned out.'

“AWe can only think of one reason you' d do that,” said Chip. AWe think you've
got abig implant. Wethink you went al the way, ditched your human sdlf, and
it'sjust abunch of evil, futuristic anti-Gaia microchipsthat' stalking to us—
Because otherwise you can't be walking around, with scanslikethis.’

The Adjuvants had scripted thiswith care, trying to make the language smple
but arresting. They spoke loudly and clearly, but with good-humoured calm.
They hoped they sounded like Tarantino gangsters, interesting gangsters, not the
kind that instantly needed shooting . . . They had calculated rightly. Nobody pulled
agun, Fergd himsdlf seemed fascinated. By the end of their ddivery thewhole
crowd around Fergal, celebs and minders, liggers and mediafolk, was attentive,
slent and mystified. The music and the muffled crowd noise from the arena
surged up, suddenly vivid. In the background Fiorindawas on her feet, white as
milk, Charm and Gauri holding her back— ?So we want you to take anew scan, F-fergd,' said Chip,
beginning to quake.

Proveitisn‘ttrue’ explained Ver. 7But if you' re notthis person, who are you?
Fergd stared at them. There was amurmur of astonishment from those
onlookers who could see hisface. 2Fock—* he whispered. 2Fock—*

A dack-jawed old man with sea-green eyes, hisvoice asthin asareed. His
head began to jerk and nod—

?Fergal!* said one of hisown men, grabbing hisarm. 2Come on. Get you out—*
But Fergd didn't get up. Hefdl down. Hefdl from the chair like asuit of
clothesfolding.

?Heart attack—' cried someone, urgently.

?20h God, what' sthat smell—? cried someone else.

Fergd Kearney lay on the bruised grass, shrinking like awax model held in

the flames, his clothes wetly stained, hisface melting from the bones. Helay
there, in seconds, dead and putrefied.

Fiorinda had stopped struggling and stood transfixed. No one was looking at

her yet. A bunch of the politicos rushed up to the body, Benny Preminder at the
fore, brandishing his dogtags — an absurd gesture, but he didn‘t look absurd.

A1l take care of this. I'm Ben Preminder, Countercultural Liaison Secretary,
thisismine." He stooped over Fergd, theatrically grave, and stood up again.
?Someone cdl the police. This man may have died by witchcraft!*

A babble of disbelief, asurge of peopletrying to get alook, or to get away.

?No oneleaves!’ cried Benny. ?There are suspects who must be questioned!” 2Come on, princess,’
muttered Charm Dudley, putting aferocious lock on her

snger‘supper arm and hauling. 20ut of here.’

AWhat? Why should I—? gasped Fiorinda, shaking, mulish, resstant.

PFor fuck’ ssake, hissed Gauri. ?Just don't argue.’



If they could have got her onstage they might have madeit. The enemy

wouldn't have wanted their own goons grabbing the princessin front of that
crowd, and it would have been abrave Thames Valey police chief who alowed
the arrest of Fiorinda on Red Stage at Reading Festival Site. But they didn't think
fast enough, and Fiorinda was screaming to the Few and friends that they were
to LET THISHAPPEN! SORT IT LATER! So what support they had was
scattered and uncertain. It was DARK againgt the world, and of coursethey logt.
The police turned up and took over. Fiorinda was escorted to Rivermead,
where she spent the next daysin her rooms under armed guard, while Benny
marshdled his evidence. Then shewas formdly arrested and charged with the
murder. Thiswould be thefirst ever attempt to enforce the witchcraft law. No
one knew how the case should be handled, they were looking back hundreds of
yearsfor precedent. But Benny thought he could make it stick.

9: Love MinusZero (No Limit)

The Heads tried to race back from Caer Siddi, but they were stopped at the
border on the English side, hasded, kept waiting for persona transport permit
vouchers; and findly informed there was a curfew due to Fergdl Kearney‘s
deeth, so they couldn‘t travel until the next morning. In the end it took them

three daysto reach London. They found the Insanitude crawling with strange
hippies, who said they were looking for evidence of crimind magic. Allie had
caled the police, but the Met declined to intervene.

Of course there was stacks of 2evidence': asfor criminal, it depends where you
draw theline. The hippies|eft eventualy, taking random itemsthat had caught
their fancy. A set of bongos, severa expensive fx generators; scented candles.
Fiorinda had been taken from Rivermead to agridy Victorian remand centre

on the outskirts of Reading. She had been alowed no visitors, and she hadn't
been alowed to speak to alawyer — on the grounds that there was as yet no
procedure for degling with someone who could kill by magic. The Heads got in
because the assistant governor was afan. She was very confused about Fiorinda,
but she couldn‘t resst George, Bill and Peter; fresh from Caer Siddi, where her
hero Aoxomoxoawas pursuing histhrilling quest.

They met the heartbreaking sight of therock and rall brat literdly behind bars.

At least the screws | eft the room, so they had someillusion of privacy. At'sto
protect you," said Fiorinda. 2ron’s supposed to be proof against witchcraft.
?Doesit work? asked Peter. AWdl, I'm till here. | haven't turned into abat and flown away.|
?Don‘ttak likethat,” said George. AVe' Il get you out, my love. Thisis
ludicrous:’

PForinda,’ sad Bill, urgently, ?don’ ttalk like that. Don't be afuckingidiot.
Nobody has a sense of humour when you' re on the wrong side of the law.*

She amiled. ?Py kefer Myghter Arthur? Ny wor den-vyth an le—'

It wasthefirst haf of the Cornish couplet that served as password and
countersign for the secret resstance. George felt asif someone was squeezing his
heart in avice, ?Whath nyns yw marow; efa vew, hag arta efa dhe.’

Whereis Arthur? No one knows, but he lives and he’ s coming back.

?‘ve been working on my Brythonic intonation. How am | doing?

?Not bad,” he croaked.

Unfortunately they were no longer in touch with 2Lurch’, the American girl

who was convinced that Ax Preston was dive. The Insanitude direct link with
the US had been spotted and closed down. There was no more solid evidence that
Ax was alive than there' d ever been —but they knew how Fiorinda had been



dingingtothat lifdine.

They would not tell her it was gone, it would have been needless crudlty.

The stuation looked ominous. Fiorinda s persona popularity wasimmense,

but Fergd had died and rotted in minutes, in seconds; before upwards of a
hundred witnesses. Millions had seen his death now, televised. Asfor Chip and
Verlaineg shizarre story, forget it. The autopsy had beeen scrupuloudy correct. Theinsde of Fergd'‘s
skull had been soup, nothing could be said about strange

brain surgery, but there' d certainly been no microchips. Meanwhile Benny was
amassing witnesses who would recount 2strange rumours about Fiorinda going
back to when she was fourteen; denouncing the Few astraitors who had been
getting rich off the Reich (helped by Fiorinda s evil magic); setting himsdlf up as
the defender of Ax‘shonour.

A few brave mediafolk were holding out, but thisrewriting of history was
published and broadcast widely. Worst of al, no one had talked about it, for
obvious reasons, but most of her closest friends had suspected for awhile that
Forindawas 7awitch’. She must go on denying it, they must al deny it, there

was no question of coming clean now: but it wasn't agood start. Some of the Few
would bein red problemsif they were questioned under oath.

They tried to give her ahopeful spin. Y ou' rethe nation’ s sweetheart, he'sjust
pissing around, he won't dare to hurt you. Fuck, there'san army of staybehinds
and drop-outs who'd die before they* d let anything happen—

Fiorinda paced her share of the room, armsfolded over her breast, head bent.
She came up to the bars, and her eyesflashed in that strange Fiorindaway,
pupilsflared wide and then down to pinpoints.

?2George. Did Sagetrust Alain?

?He'snot dead, Fiorinda, said George. 7Y ou got no reason to say he's dead—
?Did Sage, who isdead or he would be here, trust Alain de Corlay? | think
Alain'sokay, but | know I‘'m losing track, so help mewith this." He gave up. ?The bosstrusts Alain.
They got their differences, but it's surface,

playfighting, er, moreor less. Alain'ssolid.’

2Good. | want you three to take Marlon and Mary to Brittany.*

2o, | think we should stay in England,’ protested Bill.

?You think wrong. Think mediaevad, idiots. | have no child. Ax hasno child. One
of the three hasa son. Listen to what you' ve been telling me. Suddenly Benny is
AX's champion. Legitimate succession. Get it? Now convince Mary however you
like, but get Marlon out of the fucking way, before he's a deadlegitimate herr.
She wiped her eyes. 20h, and the Chosen can't stay in Scotland, I'm afraid
Benny could reach them there. Get them to Brittany too, and Sunny (Sunny
Preston was Ax‘smum). | wish | could send al the Prestonsto the US, but that's
ar-remote possihility. Anddon’ t fucking arguewith me!

George accepted defeat, heartsick. 2Okay, Fio. Anything you say.'

Clearing the decks,’ said Peter, nodding gravely. 2n case things get dodgy.'

?Y eah, Cack,' said Fiorinda, with avery loving look, Peter's old nickname
bringing back the ghost of their happy days. ?Just in case.’

Shetried to think, shetried to plan, but it was like trying to jump back onto a
racing, spinning fairground ride. She'd been able to think of getting the Heads

out of the way, and Mary and Marlon, the Chosen and Sunny, because those
tasks had been on her agenda. She could not form new ideas. She spent her hours
gtaring at the opposite bed in her cdl; which didn't have an occupant. She could not believe that this
body was her own again. It didn‘t fed like her own. What

am | supposed to be doing now? Refuse to admit I m awitch. Ax' sgirlfriend



can't beawitch. That would be area fuck-up.

What else?

Nah. Don't think there' sanything ese.

Sherecalled the long evenings at Rivermead, and Benny Preminder’ s secret

little smiles. How he' d enjoyed seeing Fiorindahumiliated, how unfair that
grass-cutslike that can still hurt when you'rein far, far worse trouble. Ax was
aways niceto Benny, and we didn't understand but Ax knew it wasthe only
answer. If you have to deal with people who hate you, make nice unlessyou're
going to flat-out nate them. But | was rude to him whenever | got the
chance, and probably that' swhy heturned againgt usand let Rufusin. All my
life, every time | could do something wicked, or stupid, that'swhat | did.

Every timel had achoice, | chose wrong.

She wanted to think about Ax and Sage, but the memories wouldn't come:

that part of her was dead dready. All she could do waswait for Rufus. Every
day, every hour, she waited for him, the way she had waited at Rivermead. The
cell door would open and Benny Preminder —or a screw, or someone she loved;
whoever magician choseto ride—would walk in. A smokewould fal from
Benny‘smouth and Rufus O Nidl‘ sliving ghost would bethere.

Hedidn't comethat way, he came to her mind instead. She could see him: the
big lordly man with the chestnut skin and shining black curls. She could hear hisvoice, rich and strong
and so anciently thrilling, telling her that he had not

abandoned her. Thiswas atest. All you haveto do isuse your magic, Fiorinda
Iron bars can't hold you. I'm waiting for you in Ireland. Remember when you
werealittle girl, how you wanted me to love you, and make you my bride?

We shdl rule the world together.

| can‘t dothis. | can't fight anymore. Please someone make it stop.

At the end of May Charm and Gauri and Fil visted her. She' d been moved again
but it was the same set-up as the Heads had described: Fiorindabehind bars, like
Hanniba Lecter, in abasement with no natura light. Shewas very thin, in her
prison overals.

?Y ou took your time,' she said.

ANVe ve been insde ourselves, boasted Fil, who was sporting a cast on her

am.

“AWhat did you do?

PFucking pathetic compared to first degree murder,’ said Gauri, two fingers
splinted and alimp. AVe got beaten up resisting arrest, and they sent us down
for that.

At wasyour arrest we wereresisting,” Charm had a support collar, a bad split
lip not yet hedled and a crop of yellowing bruises. ?Don't you remember?
Nagudy. | never had a degree before. Hey, does by witchcraftratesan A* 7
TripleFirgt," said Fil. ?Summacum laude. Defo." But tears started in Fiorinda' s eyes. AWhy doesn't
Allie cometo see me?

?Shecan‘t,’ said Gauri. ?None of the Few are allowed.!

20h. Wdll, I ve had Benny Prem. He asked mewhy did | hate my common-law
husband, and why did | start ariot? | kind of pointed out | didn't start theriot, |
tried to stop it, and he hinted maybe | should pleabargain.’

An uncomfortable silence. Maybe you should,’ said Gauri.

Forindatook thison board. ?No, | won't do that. | didn‘t kill Fergd. | can't tell
anyone how hewaskilled, but it wasn't me. I m innocent.’

The screws stayed by the doors. They were very upset about the way Fiorinda
was being treated, but they wouldn‘t leave the room. Therewas a painted line on



the floor, which DARK were not to cross, but it wasn‘t darmed. This room had
nothing dectronic in it, on the theory that magic interfereswith that kind of stuff.
They'd been warned not to try and touch her, or give her anything. Thevist
struggled on painfully. When time was up, Charm stepped over theline and
shoved her hand through the bars, closed in afist. 2Quick. Here. Takeit.!

It was AX'scarndian ring.

Fiorinda pushed the hand away. ?No, it's no use. The screwswould take it

from me, and anyway, I'm not the same person.’

That was the last anyone saw of Fiorinda. They heard she' d been moved

again, but nobody could find out where. The Situation was hardening. It wasa
case of get out and hope for the best, or stay and end up in the same boat, unable
to help her anyway. Ax was rescued in the middle of July. He had been chained up in that room for a
year and two months. He spent aweek in hospital, and then flew back to Europe
inagas-guzzler jet plane from the President’ sfleet: Ax and Lurch and acouple
of minders done in the forward cabin. They camein low over the south-west of
England, in aclear blue morning. Ax looked down through the window beside
him at a place that looked like Narnia. Such a golden green, such enchantment of
light and shadow, it couldn’t beredl, it could only be a cutscene from afantasy
game. Oh my God, there' s Silbury Hill. There's Avebury. He was gripped by an
emotion that had no problem co-exigting with histerrible grief and fear, soiit
couldn't bejoy. But it was something.

He redlised that the plane had stopped losing height.

What' s happening?

Lurch had just woken up. *1l find out.

She had athroat mic. He couldn't make out the murmur of her questions, or
anything of thereplies. Apparently Lurch had some difficulty hersdf. Sheleft

her seat and came back after an agonising five minutes,

Wecan't land.

e can't land at Heathrow? Wdll . . . where then?

?No. We can't land. New update, it wouldn't be safe. It could be disastrous.
?2Shit.!

Shewas saying that if he landed in England it would be Fiorinda' s desth

warrant. The bastards would be pushed into finishing the job.

?Have we enough fud to get usto Paris?

?2Just about. We can reach Alain de Corlay now. Do you want to talk to him?
?Yeah. I'll tak to Alain.’

They landed at Charles de Gaulle. Ax wastaken at onceto agravelly urban
campsite on the outskirts of Paris, where afair-sized contingent of the barmy
army was quartered, under the command of one of Richard Kent' s staff officers.
Richard had stayed in Y orkshire. It must have been staggering for the barmiesto
see Ax dive. Hedidn't fed athing. He waked round, seeing dl these faces
bewildered by amazement, so gripped by fear for her that the last year had
collgpsed into nothing. He talked to people he knew asif he'd last met them a
week ago. He knew he was freaking them out, but he couldn't helpit.
Thetde of what had happened in England beggared belief . . . yet he had seen
it. That morning at Dupont Circle, when Fiorindacaled him on the bi-loc, she'd
asked him a question about Fergd Kearney. His mind (maybe chip-driven) had
legpt into overdrive, snatching anew picture, awhole gestalt shift, from clueslike
that garbled bar-story he' d heard in Amsterdam. He' d seen that Fergal wasan
enemy agent: he' d even known who had to be running the bastard. He' d known
his darling was in terrible danger, from avindictive devil who had aready once



destroyed her— Maybe it was just aswell he' d known, and been tormented by that vision, dl
the time hewas helpless. Or else he' d be agibbering basketcase now.

Therest of the barmies, plus assorted civilian emigréswereat Alain'splacein
Brittany. The Chosen were there, and his mother. Marlon Williams, and Mary.
The Powerbabes, Roxane; the members of DARK, Anne-Marie and Smelly Hugh,
and al the children. Anne-Mari€' sfamily had had to leave, because of AM*s
magic. The Babes, DARK and Rox had got themsdlves into dangerous trouble
and had had to be moved out. Therest of hisfriendswere il in England.

The Heads had recently returned there to organise ajailbreak. They were

waiting for the word to go ahead.

From Suresnesthey went to an old brownstone building, on the ldede &t

Louis, long occupied by Alain and hiscrew. A council of war was convenedin a
firg-floor room with swooping chanddiers, afootball-pitch of polished ova

table; windows overlooking a courtyard where chestnut trees towered. There
were barmy army staff officers and netheads, French government suits, and
sgnificant French Counterculturds, including Alain and his musclebound

girlfriend Tamagotchi. Alain wore his Ferrari jumpsuit, Tam was atin-foil
Courreges space person; adding aglimmer of rockstar lightnessto the
proceedings. Sayyid Mohammad Zayid was there, with an entourage of English
Idamic soldiers. Richard Kent, a Easton Friars, was with them on avideo screen.
Unitil thismorning they* d till hoped that Ax‘ sreturn would work miracles.
Richard had been due to be at Heathrow with enough force, disguised as military honours, to protect Ax
if thingswent sour. It was clear now that Benny

had never intended to let Ax land. He had nothing to gain and everything to lose
by alowing Ax Preston back on English soil. So they were back to the cat and
mouse game: Preminder warning them he couldn‘t guarantee Fiorinda' s safety,
using the threet of her death 7y mob violence' to hold off theinvasion that he
knew was being prepared.

Benny, who had seized the initiative when Fergd Kearney died, clamed to

gpesk for the Second Chamber Group, the acting government: but he might not
be the leader. It was thought that there was someone e se in the background.
They talked about the invasion. The ?Free English Army* had been gathering

for months, sneaking over to France in smal parties, partly financed by Allie's
ransom fund. They had weapons, anmo, seatransport. No air power, but there
would be afirst wave of parachutists, dropped from borrowed helicopters. There
was resistance on the ground, waiting to join them. They believed popular

feeling was on their side. But the Celtics were organised too, and the other
nations of Britain neutral at best. Waes, Scotland and Ireland, though they
acknowledged Ax‘sclaim, till recognised the Second Chamber Group as
England'slegd government.

Ax fet himsdf going into an Ax Preston routine, and let it carry him. Detalls,
difficulties. . . Which cities can we count on, what about the regions, what fuel
and power sourceswill we control? | have been here before, he kept thinking. The
barmies had been ebullient, convinced it would be awalkover now that Ax was back. He must keep
them that way: but the people round this table were not so

optimigtic, and rightly so. Thiswas not agood situation, not awakover. He
worked hard at making everyone believe he was still Ax Preston, and wondered
(hismind wandering) when should he bresk it to his backersthat he didn't give
aflying fuck? Not now. Get Fiorindaout of jall fird.

When everything had been said he gave them a speech he' d been thinking out

on the plane, because he' d known there was a very good chance that he'd end up



here, rather than on the tarmac at Heathrow. Short and positive. It seemed to go
down okay. He dedlt with ablur of congratulations, the flesh-pressers, and went
into an adjoining room with Mohammead and Alain, Lurch and Tam.

It was aquiet salon, decorated in brown and gold. Someone had given him a
|etter from Fiorinda, written before she was formally arrested, and smuggled out
of Rivermead. Heread it, put it in theinsde pocket of his jacket and walked over
to amirror on thewall, to hide the tears. So Elsi€’ sdead. My little cat; | won't see
her again. Thefacein the mirror stared like an old friend who knew you when,
and you don't want to meet him because you don‘t want to be reminded.

?Y ou look the same asyou dwaysdid,’ said Alain. ?The astonishing Mr

Preston. My God. A year chained up in the jungle, and ten days later he's
planning thefirst invasion of England since the Conquest.’

Better without the beard,” said Ax.

| have been here before. What did Verlaine say, along timeago? Timeisa

helix. Timeisakaedoscope: the pieces remain the same, only the pattern shifts. He remembered sitting
in ahotel room with Sage on the night of the Armistice

Concert after the Idamic campaign. When he had vowed he would die before he
played the game of soldiers again —and here he was, back from the dead.

Be careful what you swear to God.

Thiswas the opsroom. A work table spread with desktop hardware, maps,
documents, phones, recconnal ssance images. They sat around it and entered a
different atmosphere: the world of the Floods Conference, where the fate of
England was part of amuch larger problem. A world that had recently become
very, very strange. He wondered how Mohammad cameto be at home here.

But there was so much he didn‘t know.

AVe can speak fredly,’ said Alain. AWe are secure as we know how, in here.’
7?0 let'stalk,' said Ax. 2Bring me up to speed.

?After David died,” began Mohammad, ?and Ferga reveded histrue colours,
Fiorinda dedt with the situation her own way. She spoke to mein such terms,
eventually, that | had to accept what she was doing. But | had George Merrick
onto me, and Richard; and Alain here. We started making plans—
?PFiorindawas keeping the peace,” said Lurch, to Ax. ?By any means necessary.
Shewassaving lives!

?She ‘asimmolated hersdlf for your fucking Utopia, Ax, said Tamagotchi.

Ax wanted to dap them both. How dared they think they had to defend her? ?The warning Fiorinda gave
me," Mohammad went on, grimly, ?and the

evidence of my own eyes, told me your wife was the intimate hostage of avery
evil man, and more. That we faced something more than human evil—'
?Thiswould be the Cdltic secret weapon problem?

?They have grown fangs, Ax; the masters of those rabid primitives we were
fighting on the streets of Amsterdam,’ said Alain. AWe have known for sometime
that the Celtics were looking for away to reduce the population of Europe, but
drastically. They have spread cholera among the drop-ouits, they have destroyed
food stores, but it's been smal stuff. We'velived in fear of amajor bioterrorist
attack, but we knew there were ideological objections. An engineered plague was
too 7science’. It could even be they were restrained by commonsense, not wishing
to include their own hidesin thefiresae. . . Last winter we learned, | speak for
the French Counterculture, for the techno-greens, that the means had been

found. It wasin England, and it was not scientific, it was magical —

Ax noticed the young American‘ sworried frown. Like the word dictator, he
thought. They just won't haveit. Well, they‘Il haveto learn.



AVl then, Forindawas passng information to us, but could tell us nothing
about this ?magica weapon?. Naturaly we suspected Ferga wasinvolved. Then
Fergd died, in that spectacular way, and Fiorinda was accused. We learned,
over here, that her friends were secretly convinced that she was awitch. We
couldn‘t believeit, of course, it seemed madness. So we took over where those
two boys, Chip and Kevin, had |eft off, and tried to discover the truth. We traced a connection between
the ?Swedish clinic?you have heard of, and acertain

Rufus O'Nidl. We put thistogether with other information, disregarded
information, strange tales of Rufus, hisextremist affiliations, his power to

destroy anyone who thwartshim.. . . Thisisvery hard to believe, but we are sure
we areright. All thistime, Fiorinda has been in the hands of her father, who was
wearing the body of Fergal asadisguise; and it is Rufus O*Nial whoisthe
Celtics super wegpon.’

Ax nodded. He could not trust himself to spesk.

?Y ou don‘t look surprised, Ax. Did you knowthis, about her father?

He thought of the dark exercise yard in which he had walked with Fiorinda,
unable to speak to her, unable to touch her, knowing the horror his girl had
hidden, and that he couldn't save her. The wet heat of Centrd Americafdl on
him like ashroud. How could he explain dl that to Alain?

?2Just before | was kidnapped 1'd realised Ferga had to be some kind of
imposter. And Sage had tried to tell me, more than once, that there was
something weird going on, something about Rufus, and that the bastard was ill
after her. | didn‘t believeit. When | was stuck in the jungle | suppose my mind
was more open. | finaly put the cluestogether.

PFathers obsessed with their daughters, kingswho lock their daughters away,
and try to possessthem, it' sthefairytde of patriarchy,” said Tamagotchi.
?Theworst crimes are family crimes, said Mohammad. ?Always.’

?Yousadit,' said Lurch, child of stunning privilege, aprincess of the empire. In front of him, Ax had a
blown-up detail from the latest GPS images of

central London. They had GPS again, so civilisation returns, in time to monitor
its own destruction. He waslooking at the reason why he hadn‘t been ableto
land at Heathrow. There was a bonfire piled on St Stephen’ s Green, outside the
House of Commons. He could see the raw wooden steps leading to a platform
on top, apole sticking up. A roped perimeter surrounded the pyre, mounted
police stlanding guard. Obvioudy the stage set was meant to terrify, but it wasn't
abluff. The bastards meant business. Any time, any day, they could switch on
their rent-a-crowd lynch mob, and thiswas how shewould die.

Hisskin crept. | think | dreamed of this.

Push wood on the fire, Jackie, Good wood on the fire, Jackie—

Our last stand, and | knew shewas lost.

AWedon't know how they mean to use Rufus," said Alain, Zbut asyou may
know, Ax, the Zen SdIf research, and our investigations, hereis France, into la
féerie scientifique, saysthe potentia isthere.’

Ae havefound that magicisliketelepathy,” said Tam. 2Like the telepathy
artefacts of Zen Sdlf experiments. Power of ancient legend that existsin redlity,
but it'spitiful, likeavetigd limb. If Rufus O'Nidl iswhat wethink, heislike
nothing on earth. Heislike the wild, crazy version of some eement that can only
be created in alab, for picosceonds, but that we know to be awvesome.

?And he' s Fiorinda sfather,” murmured Mohammad. ?She has refused to confessthat sheisawitch,’
continued Alain, 2But the

people who are holding her know she's O*Nidl* s daughter, and perhaps they



know for surethat she hasinherited something. That's good because it gives her
vaue, but equaly, it meansthey will never rdlease her.!

But if shehas, uh, magica powers,” said Lurch, hopefully, ?can‘t she use them
to escape? In some secret way, that wouldn't be obvioudy weird—?

Tam and Alainrolled their eyes. Americand

2 doubt she'd do that,’ said Mohammad kindly. ?Not after al she's suffered
rather than take that road. She has her reasons. Shewon't do it now.

AWemust try and break her out,’ said Alain, after asilence. ?Y our return has
meade the Stuation highly volatile. We have aplan, but Rufus—who is il
involved, we don‘t doubt —will surely intervene, and what then? | won't conced
fromyou, it's a desperate Stuation. Our only hopeisin the anti-Rufus, the

White Rabbit, our Rambo—"

White Rabbit and Rambo were codenames. AWho is?Rambo?? asked Lurch.
?Asit that aperson, or what? A Hollywood human fighting machine?

?Tuh! Not Rambo, Rimbaud, proto-rockstar, achemist of the mind. It means
our blue-eyed madman, the champion of the quest.’

?Sageisdead, Alain,” said Ax. 'm sorry, but | know.He died months ago.’
Alain put his head on one sde. ?Y ou think s0? | hope you' re wrong.*
?30...wehaveto makeadecison. ..  Ax had lost the thread. He wastrying
to find Fiorinda s presence in hismind, but she was not there, she was gone— ?Y ou‘ re worn out, lad,’
said Mohammead. ?There' s nothing to decideright

now. Let's get you to bed.’

Me?No. | don't think |1l deep.” Ax searched around the table for the faces of
hisfriends. Where' s Allie, and Rob and Dilip? Where' s everybody gone? He was
startled to see the bandages on hiswrists, where the cuffshad galled. Am | free,
or isthisanother dream?

Alain went to him. He had noticed, in the barrage at the end of the meeting

next door, that the astonishing Mr Preston did not like to be touched, so he didn't
touch. ?Y ou needn‘t deep. Just eat something, take alittle soup, and lie down.
ANould someone stay with me? I*‘m afraid to wake up back there.”

A1l stay with you, don't you worry," said Mohammead.

George and Bill and Peter were hiding in adrop-outs' hostel in Peckham. As
returned emigrésthey’ d be arrested at onceif they were spotted. For othersit
was less clear-cut. They got by from day to day, Rob lying low a Snake Eyes,
Allie at the San. The club venue was closed, of course, and the Reich Office, but
shewas alowed to keep the Volunteer Initiative limping on. They met Dilip,

who sofa-surfing, here, there and everywhere, in the back of apub in Vauxhal.
Not the old drinking hole made famous in Apokryfa, another place that they
believed wasn't under survelllance. Old habits die hard, they were il trying to
spin the machine. Dilip was working on aposter campaign, he' d brought roughs
along for them to look at. Fiorinda as Sita, the kidnapped princess at the heart of the Ramayana; Hindu
myth of the Good State. Virtuous Sita, captured by demons,

and rescued by an army of heroes. . . Dilip had drawn Fiorindain agarden, walls
as high asaprison yard, defying the advances of leering demons—who bore
close resemblance to Benny, and other members of the Second Chamber Group.
The prisoner had been moved again, thistime to Holloway, which was scary
because of that piece of conceptua art at Westmingter; good because the old
dump was infested with Myghter Arthur, so they were getting news. She's okay
physicaly, wasthe latest word, but she' sin solitary, and very low.
?Shelookstoo passive,’ said Allie. 2Couldn‘t she be more energetic?

2 think we want her to look innocent and helpless.’



Maybeyou'reright. Okay, let'sprint it. Get it on the Sreets!

Hyposting after dark, it makes me fed so young.'

Someone behind the bar pumped up the volume on Not In Nottingham', the
song that had led to DARK ' s hurried exit. Origindly a cute tune from the Walt
Disney cartoon of Robin Hood: the dike-rockers gaveit hell.

Robin’s gone, Maid Marian’sin durance vile, Everybody’ s trampled by the bad guys. . .
The backroom clientele exchanged knowing glances. We should find another
pub, thought Dilip. Who turned up the sound? Thisis not safe.

AWhat next? muttered Rob, under the music. 2 don't know the story of the
Ramayana. The army of heroes and then what? The happy ending?

?Ah, not quite,’ Dilip frowned. ?First she hasto wak through fire" ?Hal The demons make Sitawalk
through fire?'Y ou don't say!*

?Er, no. To prove hersaf untouched by the demons, to satisfy the people, she
hasto walk through fire—'

?You'rekidding.

?Dilip!" hissed Allie. ?For fuck's sake—!*

No, no it'sgood. We take the neo-feudalists on their own ground, legend. Sita
is perfect. She' s the salfless protector, ideal womanhood.

?Fuckit, man, we don‘t want Fio idealised and dead!*

They argued. Dilip agreed to think of another heroine, they left separatedly,
crestfalen. Waiting for that knock on the door, you carry on like ghosts of
yourselves, keeping busy: clinging to scrgps old routines.

The Heads were using their Oltech phones aslittle as possible, waiting for the
order that would set a desperate plan in motion. They stayed indoorsalot. Their
natural faces had becometoo familiar in the Triumvirate' sreign, and you' d get
stopped by the police for wearing adigita mask. The news of Ax‘sdeliverance
came. Ax wasflying into Heathrow, and elation gripped the secret resistance, but
there wasn't any excitement, hogtile or positive, in the regular media. When the
happy ending didn‘t work out, the Heads weren't surprised.

20ccasondly,’ sad Bill, dryly, 7t niggles a the back of your mind that we are
fucked. Donefor in some mysterious way that can‘t be beat, no matter what.' Y eah, it niggles. The score
keeps racking up against you. Y ou know there'sno

chance, no hope, you just keep on until the lights go out, that* sall. They knew
thejailbreak had to be now, if ever; but instead of Paristhey got acal from
Olwen Devi. Olwen, who'd escaped with her Zen Sdlfersearly in Fergd‘sreign,
was a Reading. She said to come and meet her there, in Travellers Meadow.
They took thetrain (in different carriages, and walking separately from the
dation to Richfiedld Avenue). Rivermead was in enemy hands, but the Meadow
was so far untouched; mostly deserted. They' d parked the van on its old pitch
when they came back from Caer Siddi. It was still there, plumes of seeding
meadow grass grown hafway to the windows. They let themsavesin and
powered up the systems, from force of habit and for old sakes' sake.

Olwen arrived afew minutes|later with acouple of Zen Sdfers. The Sdfers
werein drab civvies, not their uniform red and green. Olwen had compromised:
aterracotta choli blouse and agrey-green sari.

AWhat'sgoing on? asked George.

He couldn't handle the expression in Olwen' s eyes. He wasn't ready for it.

She sat at the kitchen table. ?Y ou know, George, she said, Af somebody
managed to reach the Zen Sdif, they might have extraordinary powers. It's
possible someone like that might be able to manipulate this solid world asif it
were the software of afantasy game. We saw that possibility, you will remember,



and made nothing of it. The god wasfar off, and we were probably mistaken. But that was my quarrel
with Caer Sddi, long ago. For them, reaching the Zen

Sdf was everything, it wasthe end. | believed someone must go, and come back.’
AVhy bring thisup now? said George. AWhat are you telling us?

?2G0 to Rivermead. Now, right away, al of you.’

So they went to Rivermeed.

It would be harsh to say the staybehinds were collaborating. They wereliving

with the Situation. The Heads walked together through the campground, bare

faced. They knew they were recognised, but you haveto rely on your ingtincts,

and they felt safe. Thelong-familiar scenes, revisited, seemed extraordinarily

vivid, full of detail: thefacesliketiny portraitsin a Bruegel, maybe. Therewasa
sorrowful gaiety intheair, mirror image of the anger and the joy of Dissolution
Summer. Now we are grown, we know how terriblelifeisand that there’'sno

way tofix it. But the sky is il blue, the grassis till green, and we stick by the
choice we made. We're staybehinds, we'll stay.

The Rivermead complex was definitely enemy territory, occupied and run by

Benny' sversion of the Counterculture. But no one chalenged them when they

walked in. They went up to Fiorinda srooms, which fdt like thefirst port of call,
wondering what they would find. The door to the suite was open.

?Anyone at home? caled George, peering into the solar.

No answer. The room looked asif it hadn't been used recently, but it was

clean and the plants had been tended. A mass of living honeysuckle, trained over

an arch, stood by the windows. flowers, foliage and green berries dl together. Someone stepped from
behind the flowers and stood looking at them, theliving

skull quiet and sombre.

20h, fuck,' said George. 2 thought no one ever came out of Caer Siddi.|

?No. Usudly you can't.’

The time when they would have been overjoyed to see the bosswas long

gone. They stared. AWhat happened? demanded George. AVe ve been trying to
reach you since Ax was kidnapped, why the fuck didn’t you take any notice?

?Y our messages didn't reach me, I'm sorry. Just hang on aminute. I'm looking

for something, and I'm not sure—'

Heforgot to finish the sentence. They watched him prowl around the room: a

big, thin bloke in anonymous blue jeans, a biker jacket and that unmistakeable

mask. That sounds like Sage' svoice, and that ooks like the way Sage used to

move, but who was this? How could they be sure? He stopped by the piano, the
skull frowned alittle, he passed a skeletal hand over the polished wood that

finished the treble end of the keyboard. A small recessed pandl appeared, where
there had been none before. At Sage' stouch (if thiswas Sage), it dipped aside.

20h shit—

He sounded so like himsdlf they came to have alook, and that was abarrier

crossed. The secret compartment held Fiorinda' s saltbox, and atightly folded

envel ope addressed to the boss. He picked it up, asif it might burn him, and

opened it.

Dearest Sage, It's completely irrational to write to you, but my letter to Ax might not get out of
England, and anyway |'m not feeling rational. | want to tell you what | did and why, so that
you can tell him when you see him. | know | was an idiot about Fergal Kearney. We all were but
especially me, because | knew, and | didn’t listen to myself. Asyou’ll know by now, when you
and Ax were both gone he came and took me. | couldn’t do a thing, because | won’t use magic and
anyway | didn’t dare. He said if you tell anyone | will kill them. | knew that could mean like,

the next second, so | kept my mouth shut and tried to think of an answer. It comesto me now
that he’d made that promise in my bad dreams, so even though really | knew all along what was



happening | couldn’t tell. Rufus would have killed you, killed Ax, and put you both in Hell. |
know | used to dream about you two dead, or being tortured. But maybe I’ m just making excuses.
Anyway, that’show | turned into Fergal’ s girlfriend. | lost somefriendsand | don’t blame them,

| was acting very strangely. But the Few stood by me. You must tell Ax that whatever they let
happen and whatever they did, it was because | said so and they trusted me. Tell him | was

trying to save lives, and anything else was secondary. Like a chess-playing machine. Me, Deep
Blue. No brain, noideas, just one simple objective. For therecord, | don’t think thereis a way
out. | think we are all doomed, and it makes no sense to keep trying. But it made senseto Ax so |
did my best, because | love him. | had hoped that Rufus would give up and go home, taking me
with him: but don’t get mewrong. Chip and Verlaine were right to do what they did. They didn’t
know the real situation because | hadn’t told them, and they did rescue me. | hope someone keeps
telling them that. Well, that brings me to where | am now. Which isnot so bad. It'salot better
than the option | thought | wasfacing. | don’t want to stop writing because | don’t want to give
up theillusion of talking to you, but | think I must, and now |’ m going to hide this by magic,

how irrational can you get?

If anyon€' sreading thisit’s almost certainly not you, so | won’t get too sentimental. |

want to say always love me, but | don’t want you to be miserable. There, | said it anyway. Still
your stupid brat.

Fiorinda

PHorinda—' He stared at the place where her pretty handwriting faltered, as
shewrote that Chip and Ver had done the right thing, then he put the saltbox

and the letter in his pocket and turned to the band. They* d accepted Fiorinda's
secret compartment without aflicker of surprise, and he wondered at thet.

AVhat the fuck happened to you? repeated George.

They sat down together on the storm-timber chairs. 2 don't know where to
dart,' said Sage. ?The Caer Siddi people didn‘t tell me anything, because. . . It'sa
long story. Can it wait? We need to talk about the jailbresk; that'swhy 1'm here.’
They felt very unsure. Thisis Sage, butit’ s not Sage. George amost thought of
asking the boss to unmask . . . The double doors to the solar opened quietly. A
young man stepped in and closed them behind him. His golden brown hair was
asmooth bell to his shoulders, he wore the red and blue livery of Rivermead,
which the enemy, had retained. He looked like pre-Raphadlite page, a easein his
archaic cosume—

7Rambo?

Sage didn‘t seem surprised to be called Rambo. AWhat isit?

?They know you' re back, and they figured out what it means. | shouldn't tell

you this, but . . . you' d better get to London. Right now. | mean, redly quickly.’
Forinda had redlised that the news of Ax' sreturn might have the ironic effect of
hurrying her death. She hadn't known that thiswas the day until they cameto fetch her. No chanceto
choose alast breakfast, huh, there' s another myth

shattered. But she didn't mind. She went dong with everything, thinking about
animasin daughterhouses, people in concentration camps, condemned
prisonersthe world over, guilty or innocent. Y ou should fight to the last, but you
don‘t. It'sahormone shift, and pity the people who aren't wired for it. Or who
haven't had the experience to prime them for it. Fiorindawas lucky; she had
aready given up. It didn‘t even bother her that she would not see Ax. She'd been
used to that ideafor along time. She was genuinely glad to be cuffed, to hear the
roaring and thumping of the other prisoners giving her asend-off, to get inthe
back of the van. The noise kept up. It reminded her of different rides, through
different crowds. mogt of dl of the time when sheand DARK droveinto
Newcastle on the Rock the Boat tour — playing Pictionary in the back of the bus
while Tyne and Wear went berserk with terror over the refugee hordes.

Not shocked.

No, I'm not shocked that they*d do thisto me. It was alwaysin them, that was



the whole point, the fact that we knew thiskind of thing isin everyone.

So it‘'sokay, Ax. Not new bad news.

She climbed the steps unaided. The bloke who strapped her to the pole

wanted something, oh fuck, he wants meto forgive him. Okay, okay, | forgive
you, now leave me aone. It was horrible, unbearably horrible, having her ams
strapped up, but it won't be for long. Actudly thisisthe good bit, so enjoy.
Count the moments. Think of Ax and Sage.Y ou must not leave your body (she remembered that she had
made this bargain), but there are infinite degreesjust

this Sde of the escape from time and space. Find atiny niche whereit'spossible,
whereit's possible, even now,

Tolive, in one embaitled idand after another, and fed—

The date of affairsthat morning a Westminster was chaotic. Insgde the House of
Commons the Members (the ineffectua remains of the Lower Chamber) were
debating whether Fiorindashould live or die. They knew what was going on
outside, but they kept fighting this verba battle, asif it were asvita asthe other.
On theway from Holloway to St Stephen’samass of people had poured out of a
fleet of buses, surrounding the van and giving belated support (sort of) to the
story that she' d been dragged here by an uncontrollable mob. This crowd had
now collided with another violent crowd: Fiorinda s defenders, alerted by the
grapevine. The palice, dso piling out of buses (though many police had dready
been on the scene) defended the lynch-mob from the protestors, with measured
insanity. Fiorinda s escort had brought her to the scaffold, and were proceeding
in an orderly fashion, while the battle raged.

The police, mounted or in full riot armour, swayed to and fro. They did not

fire on the crowd. Senior officerswere still on the phone, making last minute
atemptsto delay the actud execution. Mr Dictator wasin Paris, in afew days
Benny Preminder and his juntamight be history. The Metropolitan Police didn't
want to be caught out. But the drama had an unstoppable momentum. Fiorinda' s defenders kept pouring
in to Parliament Square, but so did others. a second

wave, not hired to play a part, genuine punters, determined to see the witch

burn. There were burgts of gunfire (but the police till didn't fire on the crowd)

as Fiorinda climbed the steps, as she was fastened to the restraints. It wasn't clear
which sdewasfiring. Her defenders kept fighting, hand to hand, but the water
trucks that were supposed to get here must have been stopped, and somehow,
however it happened, suddenly the bonfire had been lit.

Dilip and Allie were together. They*d been separated from Rob and Chip and
Verlaing, inthe mé@8ée. Dilip saw thefirst flames, he heard the huge gasp of
indrawn bregth: the whole crowd, the police too, stunned by thisfina enormity.
The weather had been damp, but the wood was soaked in herba ails, organic
natural acceerant. Within seconds the pyre had flames running al throughiit.
?2Green branches,’ howled someone. 7Put on green branches, put it out—'

?20h Sita," he whispered, ?20h Sta—"

Oh England, oh my country, how can any of us come back from this—

Allie, battered and trampled, eyes burning from teargas, saw atv crew inthe
churchyard, still filming. She stared, dumbfounded. Are people watching thison
tv? In the places that have reception? In their living-rooms? | s that possible—?
Thelong grey van scattered the crowd as it dammed to a hdt. Sage legpt

down. By now the flames were like awall. George raced after him and grabbed
hisarm— ?Boss! No! Come back! It‘stoo late, you'll kill yoursdlf. It'sno use. She's dead,
Sage, she' sdready dead—

Sage spun around, decked him savagely and raced on, going through the



cordon of mounted police like awhirlwind.

He heard the crowd give aydl, fuck them, and jumped onto the charred and
flickering wooden steps. Thank God, despite of the efforts of the people who
were breaking green branches from the churchyard trees, there was far more
flame than smoke. When the steps broke under him he launched himsdlf

upwards, onto the platform, where Fiorindawas hanging limply. He cut her free
and legpt down again with her body in hisarms, had to dive through awall of
fire, but that's not hard, hardly even dangerous, it'sacircus act.

Hewas on the ground, and here' sthe water trucks at last: a cold ondaught
caught him, he and Fiorinda were drenched.

Into the van. George dammed the door, Bill gunned the engine. Out of here.
Maybe the mod hdad changed sides now they' d seen Aoxomoxoa, but it was no
time to take a bow. Sage grabbed the oxygen mask Olwen thrust into his hands
and pressed it tight over Fiorinda' s mouth and nose. He held her, upright against
him, in agonised suspense. It takes so little time for smoketo kill. But shewas
breathing, taking great gulps of the medicine. Her eyes opened. She saw the
living skull and at once her whole body came dive, her smoke-scoured eyes
aight with astonished joy. She reached up, still gulping at the oxygen, and got

her arms around his neck. ?Ah, my baby," he whispered, rocking her, the skull*sgrin buried in her
tangled, smoky curls, 2my sweetheart, my brat, my darling.

You'll bedl right now, everything' sgoing to bedl right—

Helaid her down on the astronaut couch and watched Olwen and aZen Sdlfer
take over..

?Y ou okay, George?

Al live'

?Didn‘t bregk anything, did |7

George rotated his jaw, tenderly. ?Don't think so.’

The city of London rushed by.

?2She'll do,’ said Olwen softly. ?She' sgoing to befine!

Sage | eft the couch, and came and collgpsed at the kitchen table, head in his
masked hands. Water from his clothes puddled on the floor. Peter was driving.
Bill had pulled some vodka out of the freezer-womb. He poured a hefty shot and
nudged Sage' s elbow with it. The living skull goes no—avery familiar miserable
toddler headshake. Bill nudged the elbow again.

2C'mon,’ said George. ?Get it down yer. You'll fed better.’

Hewas Hill outraged. The assault on hisjaw was nothing, and the bonfire

stunt had convinced him this could only be hisboss. But hewalks out on us, he
deserts Fiorinda, goesoff on hisown sdlfish trip, and then after ayear, suddenly
he' s back, with no explanation, nothing. . . However, he took the glass and stuck
it in the boss s mitt, closing the crippled fingers securdly, as he' d so often done—
He started, and stared. Theliving skull looked back a him— 7Baoss. Will you take off the masks? said
George, dowly releasing Sage' shand.

Sage nodded. He unmasked and sat there, head bowed, blue eyes downcast,
hands on the tabletop. ?Cack Stannen,’ cdled Bill, 7have yer co-pilot take over.
Get yer arse back here.

The Zen Sdfer beside the driver took over. Peter came back.

They stared at the boss. ?Y ou madeit, said George. ?You made it, didn't you?
?Y ou reached the Zen Sdf,' said Bill. ?0h, fuck. That's what Olwen meant!
?No," hesaid. 2No. Not al theway. | couldn’t. Something turned me back.’
?Youdidn‘t go dl theway," Peter was shocked. Sage always goesdl the way.
?S0 what happened then? said Bill, after amoment.



2 wasout for alongtime. But 1 . . . | had to turn back. When | was reachable
again, | found out how long I* d been away; and the people a Caer Siddi told me
what was going onin England. So | called Olwen, and here | am.

Helooked at the glassin his hand, knocked back the vodka, and choked.

?2Shit. Sorry. That'sthefirst time|* ve tasted alcohol in ayear and ahdf .

?Y ou gone off it? wondered Bill.

No!*

Bill put hisarms around Sage' swet shoulders and hugged him. George did

the same. Peter, never comfortable hugging anyone, grabbed Sage' s hand and
shook it violently. His brother-Heads examined the boss, redly looking at him

for thefirst time. They were shocked a how thin he was. But not in bad shape, he' s surely not been lying
in ascanner plugged to life support for ayear . . . What

the fuck happens at Caer Sddi?

AWhat wasit like? asked Peter, Avhat wasit like, nearly getting there?

The boss amiled. At was good, Peter. ‘ Spite of everything, it was very fucking
good. I'll tell you about it, if | get the chance. But not right now, 1*ve got other
things on my mind. | came back to do something. I'll see her safe, and then Il
get onwithit." He swallowed hard. ?Just tell me one thing. How long? How long
wasshe. . . did that bastard . . .? Shit. | can't say it

My impression is he garted hitting on her the moment you left,’ said George.
?She hed out, and put him off. | think she had to et him have hisway, to save
our lives, after Ax's chip turned up and David died. That waslast October.!
AWedidn't knowwhat was redly going on,’ said Bill. ZFuck, how could we?
Seven months. Sage reached for the vodka, poured another shot and downed

it, with more successthistime.

2 don't want to talk to Ax. Don't let me haveto talk to him.’

?Youdon’t want to talk to Ax? exclaimed Peter. ?Huh? But what'll wetdll him?
?You'll haveto doit sometime,’ said George, compassionately.

2 can't. What would | say? Sage set down the glass and wiped tears with the
back of hishand. AWhat could | say to him, George? But | can't anyway. Ax
mustn‘t know what I‘'m doing. I'll tell you, but you' | haveto promise meyou'll
keep your mouths shut. Ax and Fiorindamustn‘t beinvolved.” Hours later, at the barmy army HQ at
Easton Friars near Harrogate, he dipped

into the room where she was deegping. ?Do you want usto go? whispered one of
the medics. He shook hishead. He' d just wanted to see her again, before he | ft.
From Easton Friars he returned to London, to the roof of atower in the City

that belonged to eks. Photonics, hie hisboss. But he walks out on us, he
deserts Fiorinda, goesoff on hisown sdlfish trip, and then after ayear, suddenly
he' s back, with no explanation, nothing. . . However, he took the glass and stuck
it in the boss s mitt, closing the crippled fingers securdly, as he' d so often done—
He started, and stared. Theliving skull looked back a him— 7Baoss. Will you take off the masks? said
George, dowly releasing Sage' shand.

Sage nodded. He unmasked and sat there, head bowed, blue eyes downcast,
hands on the tabletop. ?Cack Stannen,’ cdled Bill, 7have yer co-pilot take over.
Get yer arse back here.

The Zen Sdfer beside the driver took over. Peter came back.

They stared at the boss. ?Y ou madeit, said George. ?You made it, didn't you?
?Y ou reached the Zen Sdf,' said Bill. ?0h, fuck. That's what Olwen meant!
?No," hesaid. 2No. Not al theway. | couldn’t. Something turned me back.’
?Youdidn‘t go dl theway," Peter was shocked. Sage always goesdl the way.
?S0 what happened then? said Bill, after amoment.



2 wasout for alongtime. But 1 . . . | had to turn back. When | was reachable
again, | found out how long I* d been away; and the people a Caer Siddi told me
what was going onin England. So | called Olwen, and here | am.

Helooked at the glassin his hand, knocked back the vodka, and choked.

?2Shit. Sorry. That'sthefirst time|* ve tasted alcohol in ayear and ahdf .

?Y ou gone off it? wondered Bill.

No!*

Bill put hisarms around Sage' swet shoulders and hugged him. George did

the same. Peter, never comfortable hugging anyone, grabbed Sage' s hand and
shook it violently. His brother-Heads examined the boss, redly looking at him

for thefirst time. They were shocked a how thin he was. But not in bad shape, he' s surely not been lying
in ascanner plugged to life support for ayear . . . What

the fuck happens at Caer Sddi?

AWhat wasit like? asked Peter, Avhat wasit like, nearly getting there?

The boss amiled. At was good, Peter. ‘ Spite of everything, it was very fucking
good. I'll tell you about it, if | get the chance. But not right now, 1*ve got other
things on my mind. | came back to do something. I'll see her safe, and then Il
get onwithit." He swallowed hard. ?Just tell me one thing. How long? How long
wasshe. . . did that bastard . . .? Shit. | can't say it

My impression is he garted hitting on her the moment you left,’ said George.
?She hed out, and put him off. | think she had to et him have hisway, to save
our lives, after Ax's chip turned up and David died. That waslast October.!
AWedidn't knowwhat was redly going on,’ said Bill. ZFuck, how could we?
Seven months. Sage reached for the vodka, poured another shot and downed

it, with more successthistime.

2 don't want to talk to Ax. Don't let me haveto talk to him.’

?Youdon’t want to talk to Ax? exclaimed Peter. ?Huh? But what'll wetdll him?
?You'll haveto doit sometime,’ said George, compassionately.

2 can't. What would | say? Sage set down the glass and wiped tears with the
back of hishand. AWhat could | say to him, George? But | can't anyway. Ax
mustn‘t know what I‘'m doing. I'll tell you, but you' | haveto promise meyou'll
keep your mouths shut. Ax and Fiorindamustn‘t beinvolved.” Hours later, at the barmy army HQ at
Easton Friars near Harrogate, he dipped

into the room where she was deegping. ?Do you want usto go? whispered one of
the medics. He shook hishead. He' d just wanted to see her again, before he | ft.
From Easton Friars he returned to London, to the roof of atower in the City

that belonged to eks. Photonics, hisfather*s company. Before he went to Reading,
to meet the Heads and search Fiorinda' s rooms, he' d arranged to borrow a
helicopter and a pilot from his dad. Olwen was on the roof, with Joss Pender.
Forindawas rescued, but Ax was gill going to have to invade, because Benny
Preminder wasn't going to fold. The Celtics wanted a showdown, and Fiorinda
was not safe, though surrounded by an army of ruffians who would gladly die for
her. Joss and his son, the skull-masked giant and the dight, dapper software
baron, talked alittle. How eks., had survived 7Fergd’ s regime, despite the anti
science backlash, dueto Joss slow cunning. Polite nothings, to take the place of
the things that should have been said.

Olwen spoke with Serendip. The Zen Sdf mainframe must go with Sage: a

facet would not be enough thistime. ?Y ou may not come back, my lady.’

If the jewel were destroyed, ?Serendip’ could be recreated, but acloneis not
the same person. It was hard for both of them.

Our friendship will remain, answered Serendip, camly. In the state of all



sates, where nothing islost. We are together there.

?Thank you for this, Stephen,” said Joss, as the rotors began to turn. Sage was surprised: hisdad had
cdled him ?Sage’ for years. Not in any

friendly way, either. He d believed Josswas very glad to pretend that Stephen,
the sck child from hdll, the teenage junkie, had never existed.

2For what? | should be thanking you.'

?For trusting me. For letting me help you, for oncein your life.

Sagetook off the mask. ?Thanksfor being my fixer.'

They embraced, tall Sage very awkward with the transaction. Olwen gave
Sagethering. He put Serendip on hisfinger, hugged Olwen, and climbed into
the machine. It rose and soared away. The pilot turned and smiled shyly as Sage
put on his helmet. ?Hi, Sage. It's good to have you back, Sir.!

2Hi,' sad the Minigter for Gigs, smiling in return. He relgpsed into silence and
they soared, they flew westwards. Sage thought of hisband, of Ax, of hisfriends.
All over now.

Forindadept for twelve hours, woke feeling dmaost human and persuaded the
barmy whitecoats she wasfit to get up. She ate abig bowl of lentil soup, with
some very tasty brown bread, to proveit; while they found her some clothes.
Showered and dressed (her hair charred at the edges and still stinking of smoke,
but never mind) she went in search of company. Easton Friars was buzzing.
Everyone was too busy with the war effort to pay attention to arescued princess.
This put her out alittle, but she found the Heads eventudly, doing nothing in abare, echoing gamesroom
on the ground floor. When they saw her they shot to

their feet, their mouths open.

PForindal* gasped George. ?Y ou' re unbelievable. Y ou aren’t supposed to be—'
A'mnot ill,' said Fiorinda. She perched hersdf on the arm of a scuffed and
balding lesther armchair. A was nearly burned at the stake, which was quite an
experience, and | ve no doubt I m going to crash horribly when the reaction hits
me. But for the moment | feel wonderful. It'samazing what not being in prison,
and getting alittle good news, will do for you."

George and Bill and Peter sat down dowly, nodding.

?Yeah!

?Ancredible good news."

AWewasjust saying that to oursalves, Peter assured her, with transparent

quile

Whereis Sage?

Three guilty faces. She discerned that Peter, at least, had been crying. Oh, God.
Crash horribly. NO! Thisis not the moment to crash.AWherethefuck ishe,' she
snarled, AWhat' s he up to? Don't piss around. Just tell me—

?He' s gone off to do something important,” said George, unhappily.

?20h yeah? Like what kind of important? Does Ax know? What is Sage doing?"
?Ax knows,' sad Bill, ?er, some. He may not have the complete full details—
Fiorinda set her teeth. 20h fine. Absolutdly fine. So, he'sdoing something

stupid and he has not told Ax. Shit . . . has he gone off to nate Benny? ?No!* The Heads |looked
relieved, though no less unhappy. No, no,* said

George, reassuringly. ?He' snot daft. Fuck, what' sthe use in assassinating Benny?
“Much asit would bearesult,' put in Bill.

2t would be politicaly untenable,’ said Peter, 7an’ it wouldn‘t work ether.’

?No, no. Fact is, he' sgone after your dad, Fiorinda.'

?He' sawayswanted to, Peter explained. An' he reckons now isthetime.”
There was awell-hammered dartboard across the room, flanked by equally



pockmarked portraits. Nineteenth-century hoorays. Did they come with the

house, al these tatty old pictures? The world was shaking around her. This

world whichisdill in blissful ignorance of what Rufus O Nidl is.

?20h God. Oh, God. He can‘t do that. He has no idea—

?Y eshedoes, Fiorinda, said George, looking her in the eye. ?He knows about

your dad. He' sgot aplan. An* hewouldn't let us go with him, but he' staken

Serendip. | mean, not afacet, Serendip. Olwen'slent him thering.’

?Sage hasaplan!‘ wailed Fiorinda, jumping to her feet, beside hersdf with

rage and terror. ?0h, great. Y ou know fucking well Sage never had aplanin his

life, beyond go for it until you got no armies left. He has Serendip, oh wonderful.

What can afucking computer do? He doesn't need computer—' Suddenly, she

quieted. She stared at them, in wondering certainty. ?He needs me.

They stared back, her guardian angels. Big George. Aquiline Bill, so doof from

the whole vulgar rockstar business. Peter, wrapped in his strange innocence.

They were determined, but in their dreams they could keep her out of this. ?Okay, how bad isit? | was
on that bonfire yesterday, and | know he was here

last night. Has he lft the country?

Not yet,' said Peter, eager to say something positive. ?Not ‘til morning tide."

George and Bill glared a him, disgusted. ?Thank you, Peter. Right, | want the details. Everything. Come
on, now.’

10: The Elephant’s Child

Padstow Harbour at first light, one morning in July. The boats moored at the
quayside, severd ranks deep, were stirring with the dawn. The harbour was a
more workmanlike place than it had been afew years ago. There' d have been
people about &t this hour, but Mr Dictator sinvasion wasimminent and every
port in England was under curfew, nobody alowed near.

Sage however, had had no trouble getting on board. He moved round the

deck, making ready to cast off. The sound of an engine speeded him up, but
didn't digtract him. He could dedl with anything Padstow's Coastal Security
could suddenly mohilise.

The car turned and headed up New Street. Fiorinda stepped between crates,
cables, and stinking puddles of rape-seed engine ail: dropped from the harbour
wall and crossed quickly, from deck to deck, to the deek, dazzling white hull of
the Lorien. Sage looked up to see hisrock and roll brat coming over the stern,
dressedin barmy army urban camouflage trousers and a drab teeshirt. He
draightened, horrified.

PForinda. What are you doing here? How did you—?

2 talked to George, stupid. I'm coming with you.’

The look of sheer horror turned to deeper distress. . . ?0h no, Fiorinda. You
can't. . . He' syour father.'

?Sage, Fiorinda advanced with menace down the deck, A don't know if you
ever noticed this, but the word father doesn't mean awhole lot to me. Fear not. If the Furies decide to
come after me, they will get a piece of my mind. | know Rufusis

my father. If | knew everything that had happened to himin hislife, maybel
would even pity him. Maybe | even do. But leave asde what he did to me long
ago, when you were gone, he took me in the body of a dead man, held me under
threat of destroying everyone | loved, and he raped me in the body of adead
man for seven months. Trust me. | do not need to be protected from the trauma of
helping to take him down.’

He didn‘t seem to know what to do with histall body, whether to stand or



kned, or jump over theside.

2 wasn‘t there,' he gasped, between flight and desperate abasement, 70h,

God, | wasn't there, and there’ s no excuse, nothing explains that—'

?Y ou weren't there. So what?'Y ou would only have got yoursdlf killed, and 1'd
have had to do exactly the same, stepping over your dead body first.!

He nodded, tears spilling, taking every word like awell-deserved blow. 2

knew that. | knew he was coming for us, and | couldn’t beat him. | knew the only
way | could save you, save anyone, wasto reach the Zen,but | didn’t know he was
already there. | left you donewith him, | told you to trust him—

20h, brace up. You didn‘t know, | didn‘t know. We were fucking stupid, we
couldn't see what was staring usin the face, because we were having our guilty
love affair. Y ou weren't there and | got raped, but you' re dive, you came back in
timeto save my life, and then you fucking RUN OUT ON ME AGAIN! Ingtantly!
| can't believeit, | can't believeit! And how isAx isgoingto fed, you bastard, when hefindsout? She
had reached him, shaking with fury and terror. ? Sage!

Y ou can‘t kill my father. Y ou cannot kill him!'Y ou —you have no idea. He will
tear you to pieces!’

No hewon't,’ said Sage, pulling himsdlf together. At's okay, Fee. Hewon't.
On histanned right hand he wore Olwen'sring. The jewe flashed sunlight.

20h yeah, they told me," sheyelled, and leapt at him, so he wasforced to catch
her in hisarms. ?Y ou have Serendip. Fucking wonderful! A computer isn't going
to help you—!*

PHorinda, no, it'snot like—*

She pounded at him with her fists. ?He'll tear you to pieces. He'll tear you to
pieces and that will only be the start—

PForindal Lookat mel’

?Y ou bastard! How can you do this? Y ou fucking idiot!*

?Look a me. Look.'

Hefinadly managed to get her atention, to get her to look into his eyes.

She stopped fighting. The time that passed was very short, but when they
returned Fiorindawas smiling. They were knedling, faceto face, hisarms around
her, her hands pressed to his chest. Shelaughed, they both laughed, hugging

each other, without acare in the world.

Hey," shesad, tugging his head down to kiss him, kisses al over hisface,
orget dl that, it'sal stupid. We retogether again, let' sjust be happy.: 2Good plan. Fiorinda pushed
her face into the hollow of histhroat, breathing

inhiswarmth. Thisis Sage, thisismy Sage—

2George said you didn't makeit.

7 didn‘t go al theway, but | got far enough that you' re not done any more,

my brat: and Rufusisgoing to get asurprise. Now—' He unclasped her arms
from around his neck, and kissed her hands, Aet me go, not for long, but | have
thingsto do.’

?Don‘t you dare run away.

2 won't.

She followed him around in the daybreak, uncertain whether she'd made her
point or not. He'd given way alittle too easily. Not that she'd know, but this
seemed to be quite atoy. The silvery masts were arrayed with strange gleaming
futuristic vanesthat didn't even look like sails, the wheelhouse held so many
winking instrument desksit was like the bridge of a starship. AWho'sisthe boat?
PFriend of my father's." He grinned over his shoulder. ?Can’t help the name.
?Do you know how to workal thissuff?



Nah, but | have afacet of Serendip in the system. She'll sail the Lorien; ‘Il be
taking her orders. C'me here, lemme show you. Y ou just haveto follow the
prompts.’ Charts and radar, windspeeds, homeostatic systems . . . Sheleaned
againg hisside, saying ?yes occasondly: loving the mere sound of hisvoice, the
beautiful mobility of hisface. Thelaughter lines around his eyes and mouth were
deeper than they had been. His hair was cropped and he was cleanshaven, but she had the fegling he'd
been living rough, outdoors, gone through the second

degree-burns stage to get that tan; and awinter too: what happens at Caer Siddi?
He was wearing a nose-ring, something she hadn’t known him to do for years.
But what alot of information—

Hey,' shesad, suddenly, why areyou telling meal this?

200h, just making conversation.’

Somewhere underfoot there was asigh and amurmur. Sage grinned at her.

She looked back and the quay was moving. Padstow Harbour retreated, the trees
abovethat pretty jumble of buildings ill dark under a depthless sky.

AVe releaving! What changed your mind?

2Can't think of what the fuck elseto do with you, my brat. | carn‘t just leave

you standin‘ there, and who' d help me? There aren‘t too many peoplein
Padstow, off the top of my head, would piss on Steve Pender if hewason fire.
Let done hold Fiorinda down, screaming, while he runs off without her—
?Again. .. So you agree We're going after Rufus together?

e can discussit. Let'sget up thefront, | want to watch thisbit.

She sat on therail in the bows while the Camel River dipped by. Sage, hisarm
around her, his cheek againgt her hair, counted off the landmarks of his misspent
youth —which she' d never seen before, because he' d never wanted to come back
here. The Doom Bar, Brea Hill, Hawker's Cove, Trebetherwick: namesthat had
fascinated her when she was a pre-teen Heads fan. There are the duneswhere
Aoxomoxoa lived in the famous beach hut, when he was writing Morpho. There' s where the Hoorays
used to have their parties, and Steve Pender used to sdll them

drugs, and experiment on their tiny mindswith his proto-immersions.

The river opened into the expanse of Padstow Bay. The murmur of the Lorien‘s
engine cut out. They dipped down together to the deck, hugging and kissing,

until Sage was on his back, Fiorindalying on top of him, propped on her elbows.
“AWhat am | going to do with this horrible Sage? she crooned, A*m going to eat
his strawberries, nibble bits of hisdinner, I might even tidy his room. Oh Sage,
what idiots we were. The moment Ax had gone we knew how desperately much
we loved him, and we were such foolswe thought it was adisaster.’

?Anstead of being the best newswe ever had in our lives. Fiorinda, what do

you think? Do you think he dill loves us?

?Don‘t be stupid, of course he does. That was just a spat.” She put her head
down on hishbreast, and they lay in slence, just breathing. She dipped her hand
under histeeshirt, to fed the warm best of his heart. ?How thin you are. What
happened at Caer Siddi, Sage”?

2 don't know what | can say. | was out, of thisbody, for avery long time.'
?Areyou going to tell me how long?

Hisleft hand gently massaged her spine. AWhen it scares me lessto think

about it. . . | had noidea. It felt like a single perception, there was no illusion of
duration, no anxiety for what |d left behind. | could have been gone for

hundreds of years, Fee. | would never have known the difference—' ?But you were there, where you
are complete.” She propped herself up again, to

look down into hisface. AWhat brought you back, my pilgrim? Milesto go and



promisesto keep? If it hadn‘t been for Rufus, would you have stayed?

?No!‘ He grabbed her, bone-cracking tight, arms and legs, showering her with
kisses. 2No! Don‘t you ever believethat! | came back for you and Ax, awholelife
that would not miss one second of. Thisis, this, this, holding my Fiorinda—
20kay, okay, | believe you! Knock it off, you' re breaking my ribs!*

Herelaxed. Side by sdethey gazed at the sky.

?Serendip sayswe' ve left the bay,’ said Sage. 2L et'shave alook.!

The Lorien had entered avast, transparent world of blue. Not asign of human
activity, only the seabirds. Hardly a sound but the dap of the waves against the
hull. Sage looked up at the complex planes of the sails, shifting and adjusting to
catch every lick of breeze, and consulted silently with the mainframe. ?That'sit,’
he said. 7Everything' sfine, perfect conditions. Nothing happens now for hours,
except more of this. The next incident should be Fastnet. There' sfood, how about
breakfast, d'you want to eat?

She did not want to eat. She wanted to deep, shefet asif she had ayear of
deep to recover, but neither of them wanted to leave the blue world. Sage
fetched arug and they lay down again, indifferent to the hard bed, the way they
always dept when they were done: Sage wrapped around her back, Fiorinda
holding his hand tucked againgt her breast.

?Sage, can | tell you thewordt thing? He steded himsdf. ?Tell me anything.'

2 think | killed my baby. I'm afraid | killed my baby, to sop Rufusfrom

getting him. | didn*t know | was magic, but | knew what he wanted. | wasonly a
kid, but I d spotted he didn't leave me until he knew | was pregnant. | wouldn't
have known | was doing it, | would have been just wanting to keep him safe, but
I'mafraid. . . * She started to cry, hiding her face. ?0h, Sageit was okay. It wasn't
as bad as you think, even thewordt. | had my plan and | wastaking it aminute at
atime. But I would lose concentration, and then | would remember that there
was no other side, because | knew from the start | could bargain for other people
but not for me. He kept on at me and on at me, even in prison. | —| would be
with him for ever, with the dead man, fucking me, oh dear, oh dear—

?Hey, ssh. Hey, sweetheart, look at me, |ook—

They escaped together, again, to the refuge she had found or created long ago,
which she had dared not visit since she' d known the truth about her father.

What will happen now? she wondered. What will we do, Sage and I?

What astrange thrill, to think that perhaps they had afuture.

?That could get addictive.

Mmm. Certn'ly apleasant kick.'

But | prefer to stay in the unredl world. Only, my head is so full of hateful—
She cried and he held her, telling her, you did not kill your baby. Y ou looked
after him, you loved him, he died of pneumonia, accidents do happen. Hush, my
brave girl. You did amazing. Y ou did fantastic— ?Am | spoiled meat? Will you and Ax never want to
fuck meagan?

?Don't beridiculous. But | don‘t want to because Ax isn‘t here—

?Y es. Wewant Ax, wewon't fuck without him. Say everything real is good?
PEverything red isgood.’

ill you sng methe Jgglypuff song?

2Coming up.'

S0 he sang a cartoon lullaby, and rocked her, and eventudly she dept. Sage
stayed awake, watching her deeping face, not deceived by the ephemerd,
adrendin-fuelled recovery. It' sgoing to be hard, he thought, it'sgoing to take a
long time. But Ax will bewith her, and she'll know she'sloved. She'll be okay.



The Lorien flew on, cruising at thirty knots under sail, like aknife through butter,
what aboat. He watched the silvered dloy wings shifting, he watched the beauty
of the ocean, and tried not to think of what he'd liketo do to Rufus O*Niall. No
anger, no ultra-violence, don‘t muddy the waters, just do what has to be done.
It was |ate afternoon when the computer woke him.

AWhat isit? There should be at least another hour of the crossing. ?Something
wrong?

No," said the voice Serendip used when she spoke aoud, welling from the
empty air. ?Everything'sin order. | didn‘t want you to missthe dolphins.’
Therewas aschool of them, astriped kind. They stayed for miles, surfing the
bow wave asif the Lorien was abig ship: legping up, bright-eyed, to beam at
their whooping and cheering audience. By the time they left, banking off and vanishing to the south, the
yacht had passed between Fastnet Rock and Cape

Clear and changed her course. They were heading into Roaring Water Bay, at the
southern tip of West Cork, with its skein of idands strung between the sailing
ports of Batimore and Skull. One of which, the hourglass-shaped Inis Oir, Idand
of Gold, wasthe private property of Rufus O'Niall.

Their perfect breeze was breaking up asthey left the powerful calm of the

open seg; and they were not alone anymore. There were other smart pleasure
craft, chugging ferries; fishing boats and little outboard-motored dinghies. They
went down to the galley and brought back sandwiches of bread and diced ham,
with some red wine. The wine was extremely superior, wasted on both of them,
but they ate, and drank it anyway, passing the bottle between them at therall,
admiring thetraffic. It was very strange to see dl these people out enjoying the
beautiful weather —asif through aclear but impenetrable vell.

Dkay," sad Sage, 2given the Stuation at home, and given that thistrip would
be bresking quarantine, if there was nothin' e se going on, thisisthetricky bit.
We can be sure there are suitsin the Dail who would be glad to hold our coats
whilewetake out Rufus, but officidly the Irish government is neutra and we
must not be caught.

No need to worry about the radar on Mount Gabriel —that's Mount Gabrid,
the hill above Skull —it won't spot the Lorien. But there sthree Irish cruisers
standing off Kinsde, whichisalittle too close, and Serendip’ s not sure what
they‘re doing there. We seem to have sneaked by . . . just have to hopefor the best. It'stheright timeto
be coming into the bay. Thisis party central for West

Cork saling folk, it' s hit the pubs hour and we arelost in the crowd: fuck of a
sight better than trying it after dark. We have afakeradio identity, and Lorien's
radar profile is non-existent. Once we' re between the Calf Idands and
Inishodriscal, that' s the one over there—

?Y ou' re very convincing, motor mouth. Isthisal from Serendip?

Not dl of it. I'm remembering some: |* ve been here before. My dad brought
me on asailing trip, when | was fourteen. Last-ditch bonding attempt.’
AWasthat good?

?Diabolical. | hated him, | couldn't do fuck around the boat, an' athough |
didn‘t count myself asaddicted it was my first experience of missng the smack,
which he knew nothing about, an' he would have gone beserk—

2 get the picture. Hey, shouldn't we be talking about what happens next?
?Yeah. Let'sget parked first.!

The Lorien dipped through the idands, the sunset behind her, looking no way
out of place; just very classy. On theland side of Inishodriscol they lost the
crowd. They passed Rufus s boat dock inthewaist of Inis Oir, with the village



climbing aboveit. About half amile further, and they entered an inlet under
engine power. There were no buildingsin sght, only rugged little cliffs, capped
with arising ground of gorse and heather. It was darker suddenly, without the
great sky.

They went back to the wheelhouse. ?So, said Fiorinda. ‘AWhat now?

?Ah .. Wdl. We're somewhat exposed. There's not much chance he doesn't
know we're coming. But we have thingsin our favour. Rufusis afearsomely
powerful magician, but he' s also been a superstar for forty years. He hasn't the
sense he was born with. He can't tie his own shoelaces.” Sage grinned. ?As|
would know. Also, if he' slike any other senior rock musician | ever met, he's
morethan alittle deaf .

Fiorinda crossed her eyes. 7Eh?

They laughed. But there was something wrong. Sage had been acting shifty

since they | eft the ocean and turned towards the land. Oh, here it comes. He took
her hand and led her to one of the cockpit chairs. A solemn look. She realised
they*d never had that discussion he' d promised.

?Sweetheart. I'm going on done.’

?Don‘t do thisto me'

Never trust Sage when he givesin easlly, over anything. ?Forinda plesse.

Please, my baby, have mercy on me. How could | ever face Ax if | let you come
along? Y ou can't beinvolved. No one must know that you or Ax werein onthis.
| brought you with me because | redlised you were as safe on board the Lorien as
you could be anywhere, and | have been so happy with you today. But you're
going to wait here. The Lorienwon't be seen, even if someone comeslooking. |
have amirror-routine running, sampling the light on the rocks and the weter.
Serendip won'‘t let you leave the boat; she'll stop you by knocking you out if she hasto, but she'll stay
hereaslong asit'ssafe. If I‘'m not back when the next tide

turns, or if for any reason it'stime to go, she'll take you home.

?You bastard,” said Fiorinda. 2 should have known.*

What could she do? Make things harder? No.

Shelooked out at theinlet, thinking, thisis Ireland, where | have never st foot,
while he went below. When he came back, he' d changed into his sand-coloured
suit. Helooked amazing. She kissed him goodbye and watched him row to the
cusp of beach. He must have been rowing for the fun of it: as soon as he got out
and shipped the oars the dinghy came gliding back to the Lorien*ssidedl by
itself. He waved, blew her akiss, and set off into the gold and indigo twilight.

She sat for awhile, chin on her hands.

?Serendip. I'm very sorry | said that about you being only acomputer. Y ou
wouldn't hold me here againgt my will, would you?

?20f course not, Fiorinda, * said the empty air. ?And apology accepted.’

?Thank you. Tell mewhen | should go after him.'

He looked back, from theridge. The Lorien wasinvisble. There was nothing to
be seen except the water and the rocks; and a couple of odd shadows. That's
good, he thought, that' s very good. He climbed down into the next bay, and here
therewas ared beach, agreat wide sweep of golden sand, with romantic little
cliffsand picturesque boulders; and the castle on the opposite headland, facing
the west. Nice pad, Rufus. Location, location, location.

Hewalked by the ebb tide, where the minor colours of twilight lay caught in

the wet sand, thinking of the miserable fuck-up he'd made of hislife, and how

he' d falled hisdarling, again and again. But Ax trusted me. When Ax |eft, he
trusted meto look after Fiorinda. He waswrong, but Ax trusted me, | remember



that and it dl falls away, the chances missed, the hope refused, al that sorry
record. I‘'m dl right now. I'm sorted.

Thecliff wasapiece of piss, likewise the curtain wall of the bawn, the outer
defence of Rufus's castle. The stonework was new but it wasn't sheer; theinfra
red traps and the photo-opportunities easy to miss. Once within the bawn he
forced an ordinary Y aelock on someone'sback door in the domestic staff* s
guarters. Everyone was out, according to Serendip; for the moment, anyway. He
sat gathering himself, looking around: at kiddie art magneted to the door of the
fridge, the ancient ailcloth on the table, the brand-new webtv beside the ceredl
packets; aphoto of afootball team. A dog-eyed, sepia Jesus gazed from the wall,
pointing to his Sacred Bleeding Heart . . . Thispalimpsest of hitoriesthat welive
in. These human things, that look so precious, so vulnerable and fragile: but it's
not true. A tiger isvulnerable. Trees, rivers, mountains, they arefragile. He
wondered about the woman who ruled here. Did she have opinions? Or did she
just live from day to day, not knowing anything except that she loved afew
people? He thought he ought to have a clear head. Why am | doing this? To avenge my darling? To
protect England? To save the billions? Are my motives

pure?

| don‘t know.

IIl just havetowingit.

Serendip told him it was time to move on, warm bodies approaching. He went
through the house, out the front door, and he wasin the inner courtyard of
Drumbeg, an open space surrounded by handsome stone buildings, either new

or much restored; and the tower.

It was half dark. There were armed guards, but they were avoidable. The dogs
were more dert. Two Dobermans came trotting up, through the pools of shadow
between the security lights: heads low, silent, trained to give no warning before
they attacked. He put on the mask. ?I don’t like dogs,’ he said softly, in the back of
histhroat. They took the advice, and returned to their routine patrol. Sage had
noticed, years ago, that animal's seemed to understand the mask. The results could
be unpredictable, it wasn't something he' d try againin ahurry on anervy

fucking big police horse; but dogs aren‘t dangerous.

Now hemet areal obstacle, but it was the last. The door at the base of the
tower was double-timbered, thickly covered with fanged studs of polished iron,
and the lock was a massive, ancient thing, not amenable to high-tech persuasion.
But he il didn't need magic, which was good. He wasn't sure of the limits of
his new-found superpowers, but it seemed to make sense to conserve them. He
took out aring of heavy-duty skeleton keys and Serendip told him what to do. And herewe are, in at the
front end.

The ground floor of the tower was surprisingly smal. He had seen plans, and
avideo (aninterview that the lord of Drumbeg had donein here, cardlesdly,
years go), but imagination is stronger. He' d still been expecting an English,
baronia-style hal. The room had no furniture except for amass of ancient
weagpons, lovingly displayed on the whitewalls. Fine, slky rugs on the stone
flagged floor; astone spira staircasein one corner. Across from the entrance
another, modern door, promised different territory beyond. That wasthe way to
the guardrooms; but Rufus's private army wouldn't come running unless
someone raised the darm. A brass pitcher full of leaves and hothouse flowers
stood in the cold hearth: the glossy magazine touch. On the wall above there was
apicturein an Art Deco frame, a soft-porn portrait of avery young girl,
displayed on awoodland bank, her little breasts uplifted, her knees open, lips



parted and gossamer wings spread wide.

The girl wasFiorinda, of course.

Someone came down the stairs, treading softly. It didn‘t sound like Rufus.

Who could this be? When, apparently astonished beyond caution, this person
had crept out into the middle of the floor, he turned around. A woman of a
certain age stood there, dressed in along green open robe over adinky catsuit
typething: dim asfashion, long legs, asuperb pair of tits, glossy, aubergine
coloured hair. She stared at him, wide-eyed. Ah, | know. ?Carly Sater,' he said brightly, bowing alittle
from hisheight. 2 think we met,

once. Y ou won'‘t remember. Some fucking VIP lounge somewhere.’

She bolted for the stairs.

Sagefollowed, leisurely. He could hear music.

The source of the music wasin the room at the top which, Irish-style, wasthe
great hall, and here was the traditional rockstar castle stuff that he' d expected
below: amingrels gallery, massive black oak antiques, agrand piano, costly
knicknacks, fabulous paintings, and afabulous view, logt in the evening, through
broad windows al around. No sign of Carly. He didn‘t see Rufus either, at first.
A wallscreen, maybe three metres across, hung opposite the sair. It was showing
the Inauguration Concert a Reading, of all things. Aoxomoxoa, skull-masked, in
his sweeping black and white kimono, towers predatory over Fiorinda. Give me
your hand, he croons, meaning,|’ m going to have you, and she answers, pure as
crystd, raising her starry eyes.

Vorrei e non vorrei—

Intimidated? Not she. She'll take the Don apart, this one.

2Can you remember the future, Steve? enquired aman's deep voice, rich and
musical, received rockstar with just the trace of an Irish accent.

Me? said Sage, grinning, strolling forward, hands in his pockets. A can‘t
remember anything. Too many drugs.

Anarmchair under the screen turned (it didn‘t scrape on thefloor). A big man
was gitting there, relaxed and magnificent, shining black curls on his shoulders, amuch photographed
face, not so young asit once was. 2Aoxomoxoa," said Rufus.

How times change. Last time we met you were the fart-sucking facel ess king of
the lads. Now you' re the sex god that every man, woman and child in Ax
Preston' slittle manor wantsto fuck. Or be fucked by. But Aoxomoxoa, they say,
loves only that grey-eyed dip of agirl who isthe queen of England.. . . I've been
expecting you. Take a seat, make yourself at home!'

The screen had switched to ?Atlantic Highway* . Four skull-headed idiots
bounced over the potholesin aterrible old wreck of acar, convertible asin
someone sawed the roof off, chief idiot gporting pink sunglasses and a Goonhilly
Earth Station baseball cap. On backwards, of course. In amoment the masks will
disappear. They'll cruise dong Newquay seafront, dl thetat edited out, and step
out into asuave Cornish Riviera

Sage folded himsdlf into ablack-oak baronia chair, facing the lord of

Drumbeg, his hands till in his pockets, legs stretched out. Asthiswhat you do
with yoursdf these days, Rufus? Slob around in yer carpet dippers, watching my
old videos?

Rufus took a couple of draws on the cigar he was smoking. Then he decided to
offer the box, pushing it across the massive, mediaevaoid coffee table that stood
between them. No doubt these were very fine cigars. ?Please, help yourself.
“Aasted on me, thanks. They make me throw up.*

?Really? But you' re smoking acigar in thisvideo, alittle further on." At wasaprop. | don't recal if



anyone actualy smoked it; | cert nly didn't.

Have you been studying my fucking videos as a hobby? Now that is sad.’

Rufus pulled the table closer to him, leaned down and spooned a quantity of
white powder from asilver bowl, cut it deftly and offered asilver straw.

AVhat about alittle blow? It' s Balivian, certified organic.’

Sage shook his head. 2Not my drug.’ He noted that he was being offered, in
some sensg, fire and salt, and wondered if there was aritual significance. Fucked
if he cared. No, in these circumstances, has to be the right answer.

Rufus leaned back. ?How old are you, Steve? Thirty-one, thirty-two? The
perfect age for arockstar. Y ou’ ve made the shitloads of money. You don't yet
realise that no matter what the fuck you do now, you' re on the downward dope.
But al those people looking at you, they know. They* ve seen you take the step
beyond the top, they* ve seen you topple. Y ou can write your rock symphonies,
fill the Superbowl, but you' re over.Oh, you don't mind if | call you Steve?
Thisearned abig sunny smile. | mind, if my opponent tells me he' srattled?

?Not at al. My grandad ill calls me Stephen.

Maybe you' d like to see some pictures | took of her when she was twelve
yearsold. The ones| took for the artist . . . She was very compliant, ared little
professiond.’

“No thanks." Rufuslooked irritated. He crushed out the cigar in a chunky bronze
shedanagig ashtray. ?Then what doyou want, Steve? If you' re not prepared to
accept my hospitaity?

2A'm heretokill you," explained Sage, placidly. Hetook his hands out of his
pockets and laid them on the arms of the chair, infull view. Thejewe on his
right hand caught shards of light from the fake-flambeaux around thewalls. 2A'm
gonna break your legs and peg you out and leave you for the tide. Anythen' else
you need to know?

The big man, in hisdark, gold-fringed mantle, mgesticdly filling that chair,

drew along, measured breath.

PPartly because of what you did to my babe,’ Sage went on, 2 have to admit
that, though I'm fighting the idear because that would be revenge, an' | know it
would bewrong, an' only store up trouble. Partly becauseyou won't stop, Rufus.
Everybody knowsyou won't. Y ou' re beet, you' re not king of the hill anymore,
but there' s no way anyone can say to you, be agood lad and retire quietly, and
you'll doit. You'll keep coming back, fucking everything up. And partly—"
Rufus laughed heartily. AVhat, more? How many excuses do you need?

Sage was reminded of something hef d had to face. The person he'd liked, in
Fergd Kearney' s body, though with adifferent voice, and eyes, and physica
presence: the mifit, loser, but dso aredly clever and knowing guy, had beenin
someway Rufus O'Nidl. God help me, of course| liked him. Heis her father. 2And partly for your
sake, Rufus. Because | ve somefaint ideawhat it might

fed like, being where you are. Think of me asthe doctor. | ve come to get you out
of the shit you arein. You don't haveto dieif you don't want. We could talk
about other idess.’

The two men looked into each other‘ s eyes.

Therewasaslence,

Suddenly the magician surged to his feet, sweeping up the mediaevd coffee
tablelike amad, huge shidd. ?Damn you to hdll!* he shouted. He flung hisshield
and charged forward, unstoppable, stormed past Sage and rushed out the room.
Rufus ran down the stairsto the bedchamber on the floor below, leaped inside
and barred the door. He was very stirred-up, not at all concerned. He called the



guardroom and spoke to O Donoghue, his security chief. In rapid fire he ordered
everybody out: men, domestic aff, thelot. They could deep inthevillage, or
wherever the fuck they liked. He didn‘t want them around. For what was going
to happen, he wanted a free hand.

O'Donoghue didn‘t question or protest. He knew better than that.

Rufus broke the connection, fedling profound relief. He had stopped

something that could have been afuck-up. Now what? He paced up and down,
lacerated by memory. The terrible shock, when he had seen her on stage at that
fucking Inauguration Concert, for thefirst time. Oh God,she' s changed, she's
changed. Until then he hadn‘t cared what happened. He hadn't been phased when she fought him off,
the night when hetried to initiate her. That wasjust

girlish rebellion, very sexud, to be expected. He hadn't given a shit about the
boyfriends. She was till his creature, he knew he could reach out and take her,
any time. But when he' d seen her, on the screen, and he had knownshe' s changed,
she'schanged! God, the burning outrage. Those two bastards, they took her from
me, they changed her. That doesn't go unpunished! They‘re going to be sorry
they were born.

And he hadn't let it go unpunished.

He thought of Aoxomoxoa slittlelitany; well hereé' smine. | want Fiorinda

back. 1 will make her mine again, and she will bear the child, my son, that only
she can bear. | want the Cdltic future, and | will help to makeit happen. . .. He
laughed, full and hearty. Right to the last moment, he would have saved her. But
he' d been prepared to let Fiorindadieif he had to, for the sake of the larger
vision: the more so because he' d felt she was dead aready. It had not been his
magica child, the broken-spirited thing, cowering in that prison. Now shewas
dive—and without Rufus having to intervene at dl.

Thank you very much, Stevel

Now |‘m going to wipe that grin off your face, you insolent bastard.

He went on pacing, from sheer excess of energy, the space that surrounded the
great bed. There should be fresh rushesin here, arm’ s-length deep. They say they
can't find asupplier who'll change them daily, it' s maddening. She' sdive. | will
take her back. I will make her mine again. The English Cdtics had sent him messages, warning him to
expect an assault, because Sage had returned from

Caer Siddi. They*d advised him to double his security, or get himself out of the
way. Asif they thought he didn‘t know. Asif they could tell him what to do.
Likefuck.

Theway | ded with thisismine. | take no pissant advice. ThisisMINE.

What shdl | do with him?1| can dowheat | likewith him.

It was not a problem that Sage was within the gates. The tower wasa

mantrap. Oh no, having the enemy insdeis no disadvantage; thisplaceis
custom-built for that Situation. The chieftainswho ruled here, five hundred years
ago, never dreamed of alife without armed guards at the door. They weren‘t
fools. They knew you can‘t have power without the accessories.

He grinned to think of how he' d wrecked that fantasy, in Brixton.

?Thank you for saving her lifefor me, Steve,' he shouted. ?And

congratulations. Y ou trained her up to be agood fuck. Shewasacold little fish
when shewas achild. It wasn't the sex that held me, she made dl the running
there. | loved her for her mind.’

Silence. But he knew the bastard was out there, listening.

?Y ou can't kill me. If you had the power, you haven‘t got the balls. Y ou can
only kill when you' refollowing orders, and master isn‘'t here now. Y ou're Ax



Preston’sdog. Everyone knowsit. They laugh at you, al your old mates. Hey,
how doesit fed, bitch? How doesit fed, taking it up the arse from a coloured
boy, Aoxomoxoa? Hewondered at himsdlf. How young hefelt. Like ateenager.
?Y ou never talked to Ax much, did you? came Sage' s voice. Rufus listened
carefully, placing him. AWhen you were Fergd. | remember noticin® that. Y ou
knew he'd see through you. Y ou were never afraid of me. I'm stupid. I'ma
pussycat.’

Out on the gtairs Sage sat crossegged, whistling under his breath, arraying his
weaponry. He' d been carrying his Roman legionary‘ s shortsword concealed
under hissuit jacket. Helaid it besde Fiorinda' s saltbox. Doesn‘t look like much,
but he had relied on Drumbeg being well-supplied, and he'd been right. And a
handgun, the automatic from his desk in Battersea. Like George dways says, it's
agntoignore the obvious. So what was the plan? The plan was to come here,
bullshit Rufusinto accepting single combat, and then . .. er ... win.

Heliked this plan. It was simple. It had ho moving parts. It was Sage-proof.
The other option, where the evil magician repents, was an offer that must be
made, and Rufus knew that the offer wasredl. However, let sfaceit, not a
serious contender at this stage. But it does seem to wind him up nicely!

He thought of wrestling with George, and how you should handle yoursdlf

with an experienced opponent who outbulks you by amargin, and who hasa
cunning mind behind the weight. Who can pin you down, if you let him. Be
careful, be careful. A moment ago he' d been on the point of yelling, ?What
happened in England, Rufus? You couldn’t get past my babe, could you?* God help me,
| am such afuck-up. Don't get him thinking in that direction. He mustn‘t start
thinking about Fiorinda

Be careful!

Shit, he had nothing belonging to Ax. Oh. Yes| do. | an Ax Preston’ s bitch.
Helaughed. Y ou think | don't want to belong to him?Y ou think that'san
insult? ?Hey, Rufus, you just sent your private army away. Why d'you do that?
With ahomicida deranged intruder in the house? Wasn't that kind of astrange
move?

Oh, fuck. Be careful!

Rufus opened the door of the bedchamber. Sagefired ingtantly, at point-blank
range. The magician should have copped two bulletsin the forehead, and
another in the chest, not heavy calibre but big enough to leave no doubt. Nothing
happened to him. The bulletsfell, spent asif they* d travelled for miles, and
chimed away down the winding stone stair.

2 have acharm againgt firearms,' he said, grinning like abarracuda. Not a

soul of them will harm me or anything of mine. Have you not heard the Sories?
AWorth atry.

?2Jaysus Fockin' God, that was poor. | expected better.’

Sage was breath to breath with the ghost of Fergal Kearney: awaft of carrion,
Sea-green eyes|ooking out of torment. Rufus caught him in the moment of shock
and pity with amighty cuff around the head, and followed it through with atwist of the arm and athrust of
such violence Sage went sprawling, tumbling out

of sght around the curve of the stair. Rufus laughed. Not such an old man,

Sevel

2 was pretty sure| couldn't shoot you,' called Sage. Maybe you'reright an' |
shouldn't have tried, without warning. Listen, we cantalk. | know how it fedsto
be where you are. Are you sure you don‘t need help?

?Areyou purein heart? shouted Rufus. 7Y ou' d fuckin® better be, Sage me



darling. If you are not, then get out of here. Go. Because | m going to tear your
soul from your body, and put you living into Hell for al eternity. Y ou can't
withstand me. Believeit. Are you purein heart?*

“Nothen' like. There'splacesin my heart it'Il be along time before | dare go
near. But I'm on my way. I'm good enough to take you. Y ou' re not so tough, old
timer.

My son would have been ten yearsold!* howled the magician.

He rushed to the landing below, hiseyes aflame, hishair coiling like Medusa
snakes, his good |ooks contorted into amask so furious that even the king of the
lads recoiled. Sage tried to run down another flight. Rufuslegpt on him and
dragged him into the room where the chieftains had dispensed jugtice, which
wasalibrary now. Then they fought in earnest, Sage afew inchestdler, Rufus
broader and heavier: grappling and gouging, around the booklined justice
chamber and the bigger room next door, a superstar* stoy recording studio,
leaving atrail of wreckage, shattering anything movable, no holds barred, two things becoming clear:
Sage wastrying to move the fight downdtairs, out to the

beach, presumably, so he could carry out his promise. Though hefought likea
madman, hisintent was alwaysto get back to the stair, get out of these rooms.
But he could not succeed, because the other thing that became clear was that
Rufus was stronger by far than the younger man.

And he grew stronger.

Whenever Sage could escape, he wasn't fighting, he was running away. He' d

put the Roman sword under his jacket before he took those potshots; he never
had a chance to draw it. Rufus was happy with no wegpon but his bare hands.
Around and around they went, until at last Sage escaped, and amost made it
down the next flight. But Rufus was playing with him. He came on in another
great rush, laid hold of Sage by the shoulders, wrenched him off hisfeet and sent
him crashing against the wall. Sage was up again a once, only to be met by a
tremendous lock around his neck and under hisright arm. He couldn’t do a
thing, he was like astruggling child. The man's strength was monstrous.

?Now you start to understand,’ said Rufusin Sage's ear, hot cheek pressed
againg the shorn fleece, ?now—' He closed histeeth in Sage' s scalp and gnawed,
shook his head from side to side, spattering blood, and started to haul him back
up the gairs, nothing in hell Sage could do, Rufus' s grip was so inhumanly
powerful. If he had managed to brace himsdf immovably his head would have
been torn off, hisarm ripped from its socket. So they arrived back in that room
with the armchairs and the big screen and the expensive art. 2Listen, let metell you,” said Rufus, with
unhurried relish, holding Sege

pinned beside one of the windows. Sage stared back, through the blood that was
streaming down hisface. He had no breath | eft for taunting. ?Y ou‘re gonnatake a
fal now. It'senough to break your bones. Y ou can stop them from breaking, but
you'll be draining your power, and you don‘t know how to open yoursdf to
replenishment. | know you don‘t. | canfed it, and | know you. Y ou don‘t know
how to take what you want.' He shifted his hold to shoulder and thigh,
unperturbed by his opponent s resistance, heaved back and took a swing, asif
with abattering ram, and Sage went flying, crashing through the glass, out into
the night, and tonight and to the courtyard three floors below.

Forinda had reached Drumbeg while the fight on the stair was going on. She

had found Carly Sater, in alittle room above the entrance hal which had ahole
inthe middle of the floor, where the old inhabitants of this place used to chuck
down missiles at invaders. She had not been very surprised to find her aunt. She



was wdll-informed about Rufus s present and past life, after her monthswith
Fergd. She knew that Carly had been with him al along, had never been parted
from him, not redlly, sncethelong ago—

When Fiorindafound her, Carly had been stting on alittle stool, adoll made

out of yellow straw in her lap, which shewasrapidly, urgently, picking apart
while the sounds of battle raged overhead. Now Fiorinda had ripped the dolly to
pieces. Thetight curl of yellow hair she had found inits heart, she' d kissed and put inside her teeshirt,
next to her skin. Carly had offered supposedly upsetting

suggestions, while they were disputing possession, as to how she'd got hold of a
piece of Aoxomoxoa; she had not succeeded in distracting Fiorinda. Now Carly
was up against the wall, wrapped in stone the way Fiorinda had been wrapped
in the resurrected branches of the storm-timber chair.

She stood listening, taking greeat breaths. The air seemed thickened, richer. She
fdt asif everything gave off sparks. What a rushthismagicis. It'sadreamworld.
Everything' s contracted. Nothing' sin focus except what matters, but in that
context, you can do what you like. Exactly what you fucking like—

Sage had not fallen. His exit from the window had not been much more of a
chdlenge than recovering from amigudged suntdive. He' d ended up dlinging

to the stonework, finding purchase with hisfingertips and the toes of his
climbing boots, flexible as dancing dippers. My nameis Aoxomaoxoa, Rufus,
you' ve seen the show: and now | have superpowers, but I'm not going to jump.
For oncein my lifel am not going to ask for trouble.. . . Kegping athree-point
hold on the tower, he tugged the nosering apart with hisfree hand and sent a
Spider wire thickening and spinning downwards. Secured the top end, by
thrusting thering itsdlf into the mortar between two courses of stone and

twisting it so it expanded, atiny explosive piton, locked in there. Who needs
magic when you have Heads stagecraft? He wrapped his deave over his hand with the line wound round
it: kicked off and bounced, abseiling down to the

ground.

Another cheagp round. He could fed none of the damage he' d taken; what
damage? In fine shape, boiling with energy, he walked briskly to the front end of
the tower again, the legionary‘s sword naked in his hand. He looked up. Fiorinda
was looking down a him, from the murder hole,

Her presence at once seemed very reasonable. Of course she's herel

?How'sit going, babes?

?Not too bad. | met Carly. | have her wrapped up for you." She dropped into
hisarms and he hugged her, laughing, the bare sword in his hand.

?You areabad brat, and | am never going to trust Serendip again. D*you know,
| think that computer’ sfallen out with me, she hasn't said aword since | started
fighting Rufus. | detect tetchy vibes. Hey, Fee, what happened to jeopardising
your immorta soul?

2 d-decided my immortal soul can take a couple of knocks,” gabbled Fiorinda,
her whole mind and body on fire, 4f | have one. It'sagood cause, isn‘tit 7

2 don't know." He set her on her feet. A don‘t know anymore. Oh, Fiorinda,
thisis dangerous Suff. | just thismoment redlised | am smashed out of my brain,
and | didn't even know it, which is notthe way | d meant to approach—

2 told you, | told you. Fucking dangerous, oh, my God—

They grabbed each together, raining furious kisses, fused into one being,

flooded with incredible arousal.?Can we do this? Fee, can we do this, | mean Sage—" A knowwhat you
mean. | don't know! | don‘t know! | don‘t think | can

gop.' 2God, thisisamazing, | can't tell you apart from me—



e need AX!" wailed Fiorinda; and then immediately, horrified, ?0Oh no, no,
no. | don't want Ax here. | don‘t want Ax to have anything to do with this!*

Her distress sobered them and the world came back: the ground floor of the
castle tower, and air that was cold as old stone. At some point the lights had
gone out. The wegpons on thewalls caught gleams from the summer night
outside.

Nonsense,' said Sage, earnestly. ?Ax was worrying me, before he took off.
May | say, both of you were getting me depressed, with your political
differences, | fucking hated that. But heis okay. He's not amonster. We're the
onesin danger!*

2 know," said Forinda, with the same urgency. 2 knowhe's okay. But for a
moment my head is clear, o it wasworth being scared. Sage, I'minthis. I'm not
leaving you to do thisaone. Just tell me onething. Who iswinning?

Me!

Hedid not ook asif he' d been getting the best of thefight.

?Y ou're absolutely certain about that?

?Absolutely.’ Sage grinned like atiger, stone cold sober, and took the saltbox
from hisjacket pocket. ?Y ou’ d better have this."

Suddenly, Rufuswas at the open doorway. Fiorinda and Sage sprang apart.
What' s going to happen now? How did he get down the tower? He didn‘t come by the stairs. Maybe
he' d legpt from the shattered window in the greet hal. He

was clearly on fire asthey had been, oh, but much more so. He had shed his purple
mantle during the wrestling bout. He was wearing it again, wound and tied
around him so as not to impede his movement. His still-beautiful face was
transfigured, exultant. He looked at Fiorinda, one glance, and then ignored her.
2 have never had competition before! he shouted, and swept weapons from
thewalls, testing and discarding. He tossed a second sword to his opponent,
choosing aheavier modd and abarbed trident for himself. ?Y ou‘reright! Thisis
theway to settleit! Thisisthe Cetic way! Come on, bastard, fucking take me on,
would you? Let'sdoit!

Call that round oneto Sage.

Sage legpt at Rufus. Battle was rgjoined, a clashing and clanging of meta in the
dark, sudden sweeps of whiteness across the empty courtyard as the security
lighting woke, Sage running whenever he had the chance, aslong as Rufus
would come after him, determined to lure the magician away from hishome
ground—

Forinda stood clutching her head between her hands, seared by her father‘s
glance, appalled by the traps that magic sets. Rufus wasn't supposed to know
shewas here! She had meant to be Sage' s secret weapon! Oh God, | can‘t
chalenge himif heknows I‘m here. Such acoil of ancient fear and grief and twisted longing around him,
how can | reduce that and come out winning? Sage

wasright, he'smy father, he has the power and I'm no use.

Carly dropped from the murder hole.

Oh boy. Shit. How did she do that? How could she—?

?Have you got aphone? demanded Carly. 2 m going to call the police!*

She zoomed across the dark hall and started hammering a number

combination into the lock on the inner door. Fiorinda chased after her. The door
flew open, Carly hit alight switch and there was an empty room, with common
room type furniture, drab tables and chairs, tall padlocked cabinets around the
walls. Anarmoury.

AWhereiseveryone? said Fiorinda, staring.



?Rufus sent them away," gasped Carly. 2 think your fucking boyfriend made
him do it. We've got to stop them, Fiorinda. They*re going to kill each other!*
?Yes, sad Fiorinda

Carly had grabbed alandline phone and pulled it to the floor. She was on her
knees, stabbing at the keypad, the stiff skirts of her green robe ballooning round
her, sheeny purple hair falling over her face. Fiorindawalked over, took the
phone and threw it onto the stone floor. 7Y ou' re not going to cdl anyone.

The two women stared at each other.

Thisis Carly Sater, procuressto the famous, who took the child Fiorindato
Rufus O'Nidl‘s country house to be seduced. Unjustly blamed for thiscrime, ina
sense, because she was only obeying Rufus. . . Looking at her, Fiorindawas eleven again. Shewasin the
cold house where Rufus O Nial had pursued his

affair with the Sater sgers.

| didn't likeyou, Carly, but | liked dl the trests.

2 think | once saw you in bed with my mum and Rufus,’ she said. ?Do you
remember? | didn't know what you were doing to her, | didn't understand that |
was seeing magic, of course. But | was scared to death.’

Carly stared with large, grey-green eyes. Kill me," she whispered.

?Not achance. | want you to grow veryold." Shetwisted off thelid of her
sdtbox, flicked her wrigt and sent awhite spinning curl of sdt to fall around
Carly*sskirts, acircle onthefloor. ?Try getting out of that, shit-for-brains. You're
not going to help Rufus. Nor do any more magic tricks on my Sage. Got it?
Carly made a keening sound and stared at Fiorinda out of the place where
Fergal Kearney had been. ?For pity*s sake. Kill me!

Oh fuck.

Shedidn‘t look very different from thefirst day Fiorinda had met her. Ten
yearsisn't long, for afashionable woman with accessto every cosmetic aid. But
there was adeadnessin her features. Carly' s face was amask with something
looking through the eyeholes. Her hand came down, dowly and asif steathily —
Forindawatching, fascinated — and swept a bregk in thering of sdt.

Forinda crouched, ingtantly: shoved it back in place, and felt an appaling

rush. What arush. Her ears were ringing, her eyes darkened.

My bossy littlegirl,” murmured Carly. The dim hand came down again, same sedthy intense gesture.
Forindameade the ring whole again, thinking furioudy. Shewasn't afraid to

use the sdtbox, athough the box had been a present from Gran, which meant it
was very dodgy. So what? All magic is untrustworthy, and hey, | can take over
the means of production asarevolutionary act. | ve read about that . . . But she
could see where thiswas going. He moves, | move. I‘'m pinned down. If | break
and run, I'velogt him. | could kill Carly, but no,I won'’t do that. | won't murder
this horrible woman, who is completely helpless, that can’t be agood move.
There, he'sbroken it again, and | fix it. The rush wasindescribable, it tasted of
meta and blood; it tasted of something huge beyond measure: but it'sokay, I'm
doing the hard thing not the easy thing, fixing not breaking, holding him off,
refusing, likewhen | wasin prison, only Imustn’t lose my concentration.
Shelost her concentration—

Carly rocketed to her feet and legpt over the ring. Her robe caught fire; she
screamed and beat a the flames with her hands, but dready, trailing little whirls
of smoke, she was scrabbling the tables, the desks, searching for focus materia —
paper, pencil, wax, cord, anything awitch could use. Fiorinda had been knocked
out, flung away somewhere. She came back, into her body, ran at Carly and
caught her by the hair and saw, with asickening delight, how the imprisoned



creature looked at her: Carly*s head pulled back, Carly hersdf il inthere,
mortaly terrified, just the way my mother was. Oh God, Sage, thisis dangerous. |
will kill her, and then therewill be no way back. | will bewhat Rufusis— Oh, my Sage, fight for me, and
I will fight for you—

The swordfight went on and on, ahard, archaic dog. No one came running,

though the lights must have looked very strange and the dogsin their kennel

were kicking up ahdl of aracket. Perhaps there were often strange nights, when
the dogs at Drumbeg ydlled their heads off, and Rufus s peasants and his men at
armsjust knew to stop their ears. Imagineit: Rufus payswell, demands complete
loyalty, and gets obeyed: implicitly obeyed. It s nothing you can persuade
anyoneto talk fredy about, but he'savery ill feller to cross.

Sage had taken acouple of dices, including abad onein hisright caf muscle

that he' d copped one time when he had Rufus down for amoment. These cuts,

like the bitewound in his scalp, were not worrying him, but they were bleeding
fredy. Rufus was unscathed. On the other hand, the fight had moved out of the
bawn: Sage il falling back, and Rufus racing joyoudy after him. They were
through the gates— which the dudlists had found standing open, the gatehouse
deserted, the dlarms sillent. Sage did not know if he had disarmed the system
himsdlf, or if Fiorindahad doneit; or even Rufus, the better to pursue the joy of
battle. All the magic runstogether, asif to one end.

The fight was on the grey road now, that ran through the castle' s grounds,

along the top of the cliffs. Sage wanted to get down to the beach, and therewas a
path, but he couldn't get Rufusto takeit. Never mind: he was on theright track,

he could fed it.

What is happening hereisthat two men, each of them able to engage directly

with the whole fifteen-dimensiond kae doscope, are trying whose ability to
changethe world isgrester. Their super powers cancel each other out, almost.
Thismale-anima contest, the cut and thrust of the heavy weapons, the bloody,
swesting struggle, isthe form that they have chosen; to decide the question. A
sword fight has arhythm that each partner triesto destroy: and that' s essentialy
what's happening in al the dimensions. Whose rhythm will set the tune? Which

of ushasthe edge? It'soverwhelming, it' sglorious, to argue your cause with the
state of all states on equd terms. To handle theworld asif it‘ s the contents of your
ownmind. .. (seethat word handle there: you can't get away from the physica,
Magicisaphysca thing—)

But Rufus had the same power as Sage, though he came by it differently. He'd
been using magic for along time, and he wasn‘t losing.

Thelrishman was singing. Tears of emotion stood in hisshining eyesand ran

down his cheeks. He had no death wish. He was sure he was going to win,

though he knew by now he'd been disinformed. Sage choseto return to

mortaity, hedid not fail . The bastard has much more control than he made out—
When | lie upon my bed of slumber, thoughts of my true love rise in my mind—
| turn around to embrace my darling. Instead of gold ‘tisthe brass | find—
Sagedidn't fed like snging. Hewas hereto kill aman.

A lock. Aoxomoxoa and Rufus O*Niall, knuckle to knuckle in aclinch neither
could bresk, Sage holding off that wicked trident in Rufus'sleft hand with his shortsword. Sage had put
on themask, for old times sake. Theliving skull shone

inthe dark.

When did you first know you were different, Steve? demanded Rufus, his

hot breath inches away. ?That you were more? Richer, stronger, too much?Wasit
when you were two, three years old? Y ou found out that nobody could best you.



So you found your way up to therock stage, which isthe greatest theatre of
power, pure physical sexual power, inthe whole fucking world, and you ruled.’
Rufustried to force the disengagement. Sage wouldn‘t let him.

?S0 you're on stage in front of amillion worshipping punters, and it's already
over. You've becomether mest, they‘re giving you nothing."

?Y ou shouldn‘t let it get to you Rufus,” gasped Sage. At'sjust awell-paid job,
with foreign travel, weird hours and good holidays. Think of it like that, an' you
won't go nuts—

Hefdl back, Rufuslegping after him, and felt the change from paved road to
rough grass under hisfeet; and heard the sea, closer now. A thrill went through
him, arecognition so sharp he couldn't tell if it werejoy or terror: and then he
knew. He was in the Zen Self dome, in January of the terrible year. He had taken a
massive dose of snapshot, because he thought he could force the drug to tell him whether
Rufus O’'Niall really wasa threat . . . Ax wasin Amsterdam, Sage and Fiorinda werein
despair. Hiseyesflew open, in the cold dark Iab: and he knew.

So thisiswhere| went. A clifftop. The dizziness of theblood I'mlosing, the

fed of these weapons, the sound of the seaa my back. The moon ablurred sed of silver in the overcast,
not astar in the wide east, above that dark loom of rising

ground . . . The details are not the same, but thisis the moment fromwhich|
returned knowing I d been right about Rufus, and that the only way | could begat
him was by achieving the Zen. | tried again and again to find out more, until

there were no more visions, until the naked imperative of the quest took over.
But thisisit . . .Oh, shit, I'm here! | madeit!

I“'m on the wave now. | can't go wrong. And then he clung to the pure, sweet

air on hisface, the scent of gorse and pesty earth, ah, cling to this—

Sage had fdtered. Rufus laughed, and hauled back for agigantic swing. His
opponent, instead of parrying it, dropped on one knee, caught him and cast him
down. Rufuswent flying into empty air. Helanded in a heap, five or Sx metres
below, and lay till for along time, long seconds. Sage |ooked down. Slowly but
inexorably, Rufusroseto hisfeet. There was a billow of darknessthat must be
shed blood on the dim sand where he' d been lying, but he laughed again, full

and hearty, and stretched hisarms. 2 could take on the world!* he shouted.
AVouldn't you like to know how | do this, you bastard?

No," yelled Sage. "Because | know what it's cost you, an' | think you‘rea
fucking lunatic. Call yoursdlf arockstar? Y ou can‘t even run abalance sheet.!
Thisiswho | am. Thisismy completion. Now | legp.

—into the dark.

Remembering the future is the same as remembering the past. Nothing stays

the same; you never remember the same thing twice. He felt he should have legpt straight down, but no, it
was a double somersault and a pike. Hewished he

could have made it three, partly to fuck Rufus up, partly to absorb some energy;
jump straight down eight or ten metres, even superman would snap hisshins,
Helanded rolling, arms spread, aweapon in each hand . . . and that’ sthe end of
the preview, don‘t know what happens next, only that it's nearly over.

They circled on the sand, both men moving heavily now. I'm very tired. That's
al itfedslike, I'm very tired and | want to lie down. But | ve drawn blood, an’ |
couldn't do that before. | can finish him. Thank God his power isdivided. Thank
God Fiorindacame aong. | could never, ever have donethisaone.

Rufus didn't even see the crucia stroke coming at him, the high sdeways

sweep that severed his vertebrae. He was thinking of something else. Hisblood
leapt up like afountain uncapped. The body stayed on itsfeet. The head had



vanished. Where the fuck did it go? Sage dropped to one knee, leaning on the
Drumbeg sword. The blurred moonlight was confusing, hefdt very dizzy—
Stevel’

Helooked around. Rufus's head had landed on aflat-topped boulder, down
by the sea. It was upright. The eyes and the mouth gleamed.

?1°m not dead yet.*

Sage got to hisfeet and made for the boulder. He was so tired he could hardly
stand. He was fascinated by thishead. PRufus,” he muttered, swaying. ?You're
kidding. Y ou can‘t come back from this.

?Hahahal* said the head. Sage dropped hislegionary*s sword.

?Y ou have her, but neither you nor Ax Preston shal enjoy her. Never again.’
Whatever. He took hold of the Drumbeg sword in two hands and heaved it
over hisshoulder. It felt heavy aslead. Raising it took for ever, but he was
getting there, reaching the point on the arc where he could pitch forward, chop
the fucking thing in two. His senses deadened by exhaustion, he didn‘t redise
until the last moment that Rufus's headless body had come stumbling up behind
him. He swung around and parried the body* s swordstroke, but the barbed
blades of the trident were thrust into his unprotected right Sde and twisted
there, the weight of abig man‘sfalling body behind them.

?Hnnh!* said the head, with deep satisfaction.

Forinda had realised that Carly was getting stronger. She had been exultant, and
very frightened. She had to respond to the power turned againgt her, she'd felt
hersdf legping to meet it, and known she was donefor, ruined if thiswent on
much longer. But it didn't. . . Thelast bout wasin front of the cold hearth in the
ground floor of the tower, under the picture of Fiorindawhen she was twelve
yearsold, thefairy girl with beestung lipsand little rose-tipped breedts. In al the
length of their duel they had only moved between the modern guardroom, and
thishdl. It had fet like light years. Shedidn't know if it was early or late, or if a
whole night and day had passed. She cast yet another arc of sdt (the floor was
scrawled with them), completed another circle, and thistime the magician inhabiting Carly had no riposte.
Shefdt adifferent rush, adying fal. Blue flames

leapt from the circle, wrapping Carly like aflickering pelt. A flame-shaped
creature clothed in blue fire stood there: and then whooshed away into nothing.
leaving the woman' s body lying on the floor, shuddering.

Forindagared at the crud picture of hersdf, the innocent and ruined child—
Sagel

Sheran: out of the hdl, out of the bawn, found the path and scrambled down
to the moonlit beach. She raced to the tumbled bodies, shoved the Rufus hulk
aside and bent over her lover. 2My baby, my baby," she whispered, tearsfalling,
stroking the bloody lamb’sfleece.

The head sat on itsrock. Its eyes were half-open, aready sunken in the broad,
deep sockets. 1t was mumbling fragments of words, some kind of threats, but it
shut up after she'd filled the mouth with sat and sand. Shelifted it by the hair
and dumped it where she could keep it in Sight.

Sage opened his eyes. He was pinned to the sand by an incredible weight, not
pain, something more fundamenta. Fiorindawas there, holding his hand.

?Hi,' he whispered. ?Cracked it?

?Y eah, we cracked it.!

?Y ou better get out of here, my brat, before the Gardia arrive. Take Serendip.
The Lorienwill get you home'

2No. Olwen'scoming with ahelicopter. | sent for her." ?Ah, that'sgood. Good you' | have company.



But you should il get back to

the boat." Hetried to raise her hand to hislips. ?0h. | can't move.'

2 m stlopping you from moving, my darling. Don't fight it, lie il

Right,' he sighed, amiling up a her. Makeitlast . . . But | cantalk to you?
?Don't talk too much. Y ou know what | want to do after this, Sage?

Mmm ... No.

2 want to travel. Y ou and Ax, you' ve been everywhere. There' s so many
places| haven't seen. | want to go to Milan. Will you come with me?

AWhy Milan? There' snothen' there but afew shops. . . an' aFormulaOne
course. Oh, okay, Milan ... How long. .. dyou think it take them to get here?
?About five minutes!

Sage' s eyes widened. ?Huh?*

?Er, fact isthey* ve been waiting out at seaon aNavy frigate that Richard
managed to borrow for me. Hey, remember Venezuda Did you redly think |
would have come along without back-up? We couldn't do anything for you
going in. You had to be alone, you were right about that. But | reckoned it was
okay for usto fetch you out, so | set it up and | didn‘t tell you because you would
have argued. Y ou are so dumb, Sage. Didn't you redlise you might get hurt?

He had not expected to be alive.

?You' reavery sneaky brat!*

?Hahaha Me, Boudiccal’

His breath caught. ?How long did you say? 7 Bout four minutes now. Sssh. Hang on, my baby.’
?Tdk tome!

So they talked, softly, about the antics of little plastic armies on the kitchen
tableat Tyller Pydtri, in the lamplight of an evening long ago, until Sage couldn’t
talk, he could only look at her, and the secondsticked by; and she knelt there by
thetide with hislifein her arms flickering like acandleflamein adraught—

Nill they get here, Serendip?

PEverything' sfine, Fiorinda. Don‘t let him go.*

When the helicopter landed, that's how Olwen and the Heads and the medical
team found them: Sage lying &t the edge of the sea. Fiorindaholding him, the
magician’s head beside them. Olwen Devi saw the greet dark ragged gap under
Sage' sright ribs and stared at Fiorinda, open-mouthed in appalled amazement.
2dust doit!* snarled Fiorinda

They had hisriven body onto the Stretcher and an 1V pumping plasmainto

him as swiftly as George Merrick' s hands would move.

?Hi, George,' whispered Sage.

?Hi, boss. Got the bastard, did yer?

2 did." And at last he closed hiseyes.

The helicopter rose and rattled away, eastwards, Sage' s body hooked up to dl
the life support they had. Rufus O'Nidl*s head wasin a sack, and Fiorinda
knedling on the floor, clinging to Sage' slax hand, tears streaming down her face.
God send each good man at his end, such horse such hounds and such a friend.
Six days after Ax' s velvet invasion —as the media people were caling it— he
wasin Somerset, facing a pitched battle. At first everything had gone well. Benny
Preminder' srégimewasin disarray. A hagtily commissioned emergency Prime
Minister had welcomed Ax'‘ sreturn. In'Y orkshire and the North-East, people
were celebrating now. In London they were ringing the church bellsand
throwing street parties. (Amazing. The mob that tried to burn Fiorindamust' ve
been diens, popped in from another dimension.) But it wasn't over, by no
means. The Cdticswere digging in, wherever they held the balance of power,



and in the South-West they were determined to fight. The success of aninvasion
is measured in hours, but the hours can stretch to days. Ax had come to meet
them, because he couldn‘t et thisgo on, and here he was, not thirty milesfrom
his home town, facing a Stuation he couldn‘t defuse.

The barmies were encamped on the north flank of the Polden Hills, facing the
enemy acrossthe valley of the Brue. Early on the morning of that sixth day Ax
wasin acanvas mess tent with hisfriends, waiting for news. Kathryn Adams

had returned to the US. Alain and Tamagotchi werein Paris, and Mohammad
wasin Yorkshire. Rox wasin London. Allie and Dilip and Rob, Chip and Ve,
should have been there too, but they‘ d forced Ax to admit they had aright to
come aong with the army. To be here, on this neo-mediaeva battlefield—

The news that meant either peace or war would not reach them by telecoms.
Negotiations would be over immediately, if the Cdltics detected any anti-Gaiamodern means of
communication in use, and the Cdltic netheads were good, so it

wasn't worth therisk. They didn‘t know how the news would reach them.
They*d been eating breakfast, atired spread of bread and cheese and jam, some
very suspect diced meat; vacuum jugs of dandelion coffee. The Few, what was
left of the Few, sat over the remains of this buffet, making hopeful conversation.
Ax studied a paper map. He' d been so savagely in need of his chip, theselast
days, that if he' d been anywhere near aworking neuro-prosthetics clinic he'd
have demanded a replacement over the counter, do it to me!

Failing that, he had to devour the map and think, visualise, because it'saways
the detail that counts, thelie of the land—

ANVe need to retake Reading,” said amilitarised Dilip. Af we could walk in

there, and makeit look never in doubt, that would swing it.

?Y eah,’ agreed Rob. ‘AWe could do it. The town's ours. They may not lovethe
staybehinds, but they hate the fucking Cdltics.'

Alliesaid, ?Ax, do you want that briefing on Greg Mursa now?

2Greg what? Who he—?

?He sthe Prime Minigter.

He glanced over with awry grin. ?Sorry. Yeah. I'll gettoit.

The emergency Prime Minigter, das, was not amajor issue. The people who
were in apodtion to control the future of England were just about two miles
away, in the enemy camp.

Push wood on the fire, Jackie. Good wood on the fire, Jackie—

?2‘m going out for somefresh air.’

Outsidethetent Ax‘sdriver, aWelsh Independent VVolunteer called Bronwen
Palmer, douched in the open door of her jegp. Stay with the vehicle wasthe only
way to hang on mps— mobile power-sourcing, otherwise known as motor fuel.
Takeyour eyes off your ride for amoment, even if you' re driving the Dictator
himsdlf, and it will get sphoned, thefud-cell will be drained; or it will vanish.

Ax nodded to her, took out a cigarette and looked north. Glastonbury Festiva
Ste, was over there, beyond the Cdltic position, a great wen; dwarfing thelittle
towns of Shepton Mdlet, Street and Glastonbury itself. Something like ahundred
thousand people. Women who actively want to bear fifteen babies before they're
thirty, and see fourteen of the kids die. Pagan priestswho actively want to keep
the 2unfit' in dogkennds and sacrifice them on feastdays (with the occasiond
glorious physical specimen for dandy); because Gaia has spoken. . .

Hedidn't believeit. Astheleader of the Rock and Roll Reich should know, it‘'s
al surface and moonshine. But surface and moonshine can be monstroudy
effective, you can have awild ideaand haul the people dong with you for a while;



he knew that too. The warriors wanted their pitched battle, it wastheir day in
court, and either they would have their way, or Ax would back down, lose the
initiative, and there' d be hell to pay. He did not want the job of dux bellorum. He
amost wished he'd refused, but back in Paris it had seemed there was no other
way, and maybe that was il true, if there was hope at dl— AWhat pisses me off,' he said, Asthe
number of people who think I'm

surprised the Reich ended up like this. | am not surprised. And the other people
who think this provesthere' s something fundamentally wrong with being green,
with treading lightly, or loving this beautiful country. Thereis absolutely fuck-all
wrong with the music; or with turning your back on consumerism. The Cdtics

are crimind lunatics, but they* re not responsible for the Crisis.

?After the Second World War, when the world was obsessed with Global
Thermonuclear meltdown, Albert Einstein said he didn‘t know what kind of
weapons would be used in the Third World War: but he knew that if there was
one, the Fourth World War would be fought with sticks and stones. Asit turns
out, the Third World War was fought with rotten money, and peasant soldiersin
client states, over decades. But it looks asif Eingtien wasright.’

?Y ou could duck this," said Bron, ?and win awar of attrition.’

Y eah, right, he thought. Like the Welsh did, when thelast global civilisation

was tumbling? 2Nah. |1l fight. It'sthe best option, when you look at the
aternatives. What are you | ndependent Welshpersons going to do? he added, in
her own language. ?Clear off back to the valeyswould be my advice.

?Taking awild guess, we' |l wait and see, and leg it for the winning sde at the
worst moment for the other fellers.’

Right.

20f course, I'm talking about the Northerners. Hypocritical tight-arses. She had not expected Ax
Preston to belike this, an unassuming feller with a

few strands of slver in hisdark hair, ademon for work and a distracted look.
Didn't know what she' d expected, really. Sheliked the directness. He givesyou
the feding hef snot just moving his mouth, to be polite: he's talking to you. That's
what | will tell people, she thought.

?Areyou going to smoke thet cigarette? Er, Sir?

2No. It's Ramadan.’

It will be'Yap Moss again, he thought, tracing the landscape with his gaze,

fitting it to his plans. And they don't know. Very few of the so-caled warriors
over therewerein Y orkshire, very few have been in combat. They don't know
what can happen in an afternoon. He felt sickened.

The Cetic command post was a Iron Age roundhouse prefab, with areed
thatched roof and wattled walls. Fiorinda and the Heads drove up to it, Fiorinda
in the front with George. She was dressed as she'd been at Drumbeg, but cleaned
up; and her hair was brushed until it glowed. Rufus, in the sack at her feet,
muttered like something overheard in abad dream.

They parked arespectful distance from the tooled-up warriors guarding the
doorway. There were shouts of excitement somewhere not far away, but here the
crowd was Slent, pressing close and staring: sombre, tattooed, pierced, wild
haired men and women.

?Rehearse me again,’ said Fiorinda. George repeated the Irish with her.
2A'vegotit." She pushed back her hair. 2 wish | had some make-up.*

?Y ou look terrific,’ sad Bill.

Never better, said Peter. 2 never saw you look better.

2Knock ‘em dead, my love,' said George. ?Y ou‘re on.’



They were supposed to have a safe conduct. Unarmed, no wires, no panic
buttons, nothing, they waked in: Forinda casualy swinging the sack. Insdethe
roundhouse it was, unexpectedly, dmost as light as day, because there were ATP
patches al round the walls. Fiorinda grinned when she saw that. A trestletable

of pale raw timber faced the entrance, across a space of beaten earth and the
hearth pit; arow of people, mostly men, sat behind it. Others were standing on
ether sde. She recognised intimates of those winter evenings at Rivermeed, but
not Benny Prem, Glastonbury leaders. The rest of those at the table were Scottish
and Irish 2military advisers . She knew some facesin that contingent too: people
who damn well ought to know better than to be in this company.

Hello Jack, she said brightly, to the worst of those who' d seen her humiliated
as 7Fergd's whore, Ahere' sBenny? She grinned. s he not feding well? Hello
Phil—" Thisto Phil Maclean, Scottish radical rockstar: who had been afriend of
the Reich last time they met. ?How' s the band?

She emptied her sack onto the table, lifted Rufus s head by the hair and set it
upright. Sdlt trailed from the mouth; which moved, dackly, but no distinct sound emerged. Thelifeinit
was running down at last. There you go. One dead

magician, boys. Think about it, those of you who know—

She sad her piece, looking the chief of the Irish party straight in the eye.

?2Coir paisean a bhi ann, agus nior fear, bean no leanbh sin Eireann Naofa, go
dtabharfainn mise no mé churadh an locht.*

It was acrime of passion, and thereis not aman, woman nor child in Holy
Ireland, that would give me or my champion the blame.

Therewas adead silence.

We|? sad Fiorinda

One of the men at the table (which of them wasthe first would be cause for
endless specul ation) stood and bowed, without aword. Then another did the
same, then one of the women. There was arush. They weredl on their feet. One
or two even dropped on one knee. The armed guards around the walls decided
to pitch in, going down in awave.

Fiorindadrew a breath, and nodded.

2Good. That'svery senshble!

Thetableau cameto life. A babble of voices.

No, I'm sorry,' shetold them. 2Later. Now | have to be somewhere else.
Shewalked out, the Heads close around her, into the waiting crowd. The

bonfire at Westminster rose up and there was bile in her throat, but she raised

her clasped hands above her head. At'speacel‘ sheyelled. The warriors cheered.
She and George and Bill and Peter legped into the jeep and roared away. While Fiorindawas pulling her
stunt, Sage was on hisway from the Cdtic camp

to Ax‘s position, escorted by an enthusiastic crowd. Neither of them had yet seen
AX. They'd cometo Somerset straight from the South Wales branch of Zen Sdlf
|abs; where he' d been patched up sufficiently that he could Stinacar. It wasa
tour deforce, but worth it a thisjuncture, when something like the return of
Aoxomoxoa could swing the balance. He was drugged to the eyeballs, and as
comfortable as possible, it d be awhile before he could lie down anyway. All he
had to do was smile, like dowager royalty; maybe alittle wave now and then. He
was not afraid for himsdf, because al this seemed like adream, anyway. He was
afraid for Forinda, walking into that den of wolves without him. But shewould

be fine. She could look after herself, and she had George and Bill and Peter—
The jeep coughed and died. They were hdfway up alittle lane, eaten away by
flowers and grass, that |ead to Mr Dictator's camp. He stayed the back with his



medica support, while the driver and his mate decided what to do. They*d run

out of fuel, must have been ripped off, better leave the hero and go and fetch

help. . . Everyonein the jeep knew that Sage couldn’t move from that backsest,
but the cheering crowd of Aoxomoxoafans had no idea. These were the Cornish
Celtics, coming over to Ax‘ s Side because their hero had returned. Shit. Fate has
caled our bluff, or put it another way, fucking stupid cock-up. He hated the
thought of being carried out of here on astretcher, but it might have to be. There was a sudden
commoation. Four young men came barging through the

crowd, hauling agreat big roan horse, saddled and bridled in Cdltic retro style.
Everyone was overjoyed. What agreat solution!

2Aoxomoxoa Aoxomoxoal Canyou ride? Uh, Sir?

2 don‘t know, hesaid. A‘ve never tried.’

If Olwen had been there she would have stopped him, but the Zen Sdfer

medics wouldn't argue with Aoxomoxoa. He had achieved the quest! He dmost
wished they would, but too bad. Can't let the punters down. He knew that if the
fight happened it would be a close thing, could hang on athread, and Ax is not
going to lose because of me. Still afew dregs of superpower in thetank, I'll befine.
S0 he climbed on board the fucking horse, and the Cornish dl ran dong with

him, cheering, through a gate, onto aflowery hillsde where hordes of barmies
came racing down to join the fun shouting madly—

2At's Sagel* At's Aoxomoxoal*

Ax and Bronwen stood and stared while waves of barmies swept by, whooping
and shouting. The roan horse came up, surrounded by the tumult, and then the
crowd stopped shouting. Sage and Ax looked each other over, the horse took a
few more steps; it tood and Sage did down, very carefully, asif he were deeply
suspicious of thismode of transport. He leant on the big roan’ s shoulder.

?Hi, rockdtar.

?Hi, other rockstar. How was Irdland? ?Terrific. But | don't think I'll be going back for awhile.'
Sage dropped the reins. Bronwen Pamer (what astory to tell) caught hold of

them and stood there at the turning point. Mr Dictator walked into hisMinister's
arms, and the crowd of barmies gave way to a second wave of staff, officers, war
correspondents and close friends. ?Ah, shit, muttered Sage, head down, hisface
hidden against Ax' sthroat. ?Can’t do it. Brother, get me out of this, please.’

?No problem. Leaveit to me.

AXx |€ft the hero propped against the bonnet of Bronwen'sjeep. Hewas

shocked and frightened: when he' d seen hisbig cat riding up thefield like that

he' d thought,thank God, he' s not so badly hurt. But he showed no sign of fear ashe
advanced on the eager company. ?0Okay, fuck off. He's my boyfriend, have abit of
sengtivity. | get himfirdt. Y ou can have him later. Y ou heard me, go away .
Everyone backed off very smartly. Ax returned to the jeep, smiling. 7See.

Nothing toit. I could have been taking lessons from Aoxomoxoa—

Sage wanted to tell Ax that he' d been sure he must die on the beach at

Drumbeg, and ever since then he' d fdlt that he was dying, dreaming dl this

while he was dying. But now he knew he was dive, and he was sorry, again,

sorry, Ax, | fucked up, I didn‘t mean to do thisto you. He wanted to explain so
many things, but there was no time. There was blood in his mouth.

He stood on the cliff. He leaped.

?Sage?’ said Ax. Sagetumbled forward, so Ax had to take hiswhole weight, and felt therigid
body brace, and laid him down with terrified care on the bruised grass— hishead
thrown back, blood on hislips, wide-open eyes till passionately reflecting the

blue of the sky.



?Sage! Oh shit, please, no, Sage—"

Forindawaked dong a corridor in the Rivermead medica centre. Reading had
been in Ax' s hands since the day battle of Glastonbury had been averted, aweek
ago. Shedidn't think she'd ever fed the same about Reading site, but the medica
centre was okay. It was very quiet. She opened adoor and looked into a pleasant
room filled with summer daylight, smply furnished. There were two empty

beds with covers and pillows piled and folded on them: dight burdens, and lying
very still. She stood for amoment, looking at that scene, then turned from what
might have been, to the world that she had made.

Thethird bed was also empty. Sage was propped in the windowseat with his
feet up, wearing white pyjamas and a shabby blue cardigan. His scap wound
was taped up, hisface bruised and he was holding himsdlf oddly. He looked a
little rough, but if you didn‘t know better, you' d never have guessed the state he
wasin . .. That'swhy they were at Reading. The staybehinds had been ableto
protect agreat deal by co-operating with the usurpers—including the cutting
edge full-cover hedlth clinic; herewhere Ax had provided a safe refuge for the
future he believed in. Thiswasthefirst time she'd been alowed to see him since that insane stunt at the
battle ground, but Sage was going to be all right. No dirty

magic involved, thank God, just the staggering miracles of modern medicine.
Hdlo,

?Hi.! Heturned his head; he smiled at her dreamily.

How areyou?

2000h, not too bad. Patched up again. Got through countless pints of other
people' s blood while they were doin’ it, as the synthetic kind don‘t work very
well on me. Some of it Bill*sand George' sand Peter's.* Hisvoice shook, hiseyes
tearing.? aways d-did find it useful to have aband with the same blood group.’
?Rock and Roll feudaism can‘t be al bad. Doesit hurt very much?

Nah, I'm fine. Got ashunt in my arm: I'm tanked to the eyeballs, an’ | intend

to stay that way." Hetried to laugh. ?Y ou know, | don’t understand Olwen Devi.
One minute shetellsme | must never, never touch any kind of recreationa drug
againinmy life, ever. Next thing | know she' sgiving me unlimited accessto this
excellent smack—'

Fiorinda crossed the room. They were silenced, solemn-eyed and amost

afraid, because of what they had done together at Drumbeg.

2 killed your father, Fiorinda.’

21 hope he stays dead,’ said Fiorinda, with feding.

Wdl," sad Sage, lightening up, Af he doesn't—? Ddliberately, he took his
hands out of his cardigan pockets, and folded them around hisknees, 2*ll just
havetokill himagain.’ 2Augh! Sage!*

AWhat'sthe matter?

?Y our hands!*

Ahat, these? He held them out: Fiorinda grabbed them, these undisfigured
hands, tanned from outdoor living, with long squareish palms, square-tipped
fingers, strong thumbs set wide: hands she' d never seen before but instantly
familiar, full of life, full of Sage.

20h, my God . . . Wereyour handslikethisin Ireland?

?Y eah. | thoughtyou hadn't noticed, you strange girl. He blinked. AVoman.

?l had alot onmy mind . . . Oh, Sage, how? How did this—?

2 don't know. When | came back from the Zen, at Caer Siddi, these were my
hands, that'sdl. | didn'tdoit, | didn‘t evenask . .. well, shit, maybel did. | just
came back and these were my hands,” he repeated. ?Call it aside-effect.” Hisface



broke up, likealittle child's. He reached for her awkwardly, without moving his
rigidly held torso, tears spilling through thick yellow lashes.

?20h, Fiorinda, | don‘t want to die! | thought | would, | would achieve the Zen
Sdf, and beat Rufusand | would die, | thought that was the dedl, butl don’t want
to leave you. | want to stay with you and Ax, but I'm so scared this damage can't
be fixed. I'm sorry, I‘'m so sorry, oh, and | |eft you alone with him, why am | such a
fuck-up, why am | always like this? Oh Fee—'

She held hishead against her breast, she had meant not to cry, she'd meant to

be cheerful and positive, but she couldn‘t help it. ?Hush, hush, poor baby, you are not afuck-up, my
Sage, you are my darling, you did fantastic, you are going

to bedl right, little Sage, baby Sage, we will look after you, poor baby—*

Ax had alowed himsdlf to be waylaid because he wanted to give them space.
The three of them were so shattered and battered it would be awhile before the
love affair was an issue, but he wanted to signd that he understood, and that it
was okay. He walked alone to Sage' s room, rehearsing what he would tell them,

| love you both very much. Whatever you want, that’s what | want for you too. They‘re
thelovers, I'm their friend. We get that straight, fromthe sart . . .

Hisbig cat wasin Fiorinda sarms, both of them sobbing like fools. His heart
turned upside down, he was across the room in asecond and taking Sage from
her, completely unable to stop himself:1’m never going to let you go, he was
babbling,I”’ m never going to let you out of my sight again—

?Y ou shouldn't have left us‘ wailed Fiorinda. At wasn't hisfault!’

2 know, | know—

Ax held Sage' s battered face between his hands, God what a joy to touch him,
and kissed him, tenderly and delicately, not to hurt him, but then, irresstibly,

they were kissing each other deep, soul-deep—

Fiorinda got up on the windowsest, took possession of Sage' s free hand and
watched, her heart filled with golden light. Maybe thisisthe moment,’ she said,
“hen | haveto remind you he' s off sex for awhile.’

20hredly? sad Ax, with ashaky grin. ZHow long?

No timelimit. Until hisnew liver getsbig enough to kick in." ?Shut up, Fee
2And the nanobots have picked out dl the tiny bone fragments from his chest
cavity and hisright lung, so then he can have the artificid lung rem—

2 sad shut up. You're scaring me—*

2 was barely getting started.’

2 think wewant you scared,’ said Ax, fervently, 2 think we want you terrified.
Listen, Sage. Assoon asthey'll let you out of here, we' regoing to Tyller Pystri.
We'll stay there, thethree of us, long asit takesto get you totally well, and then |
don‘t know what the fuck we'll do, we' | do whatever we like. I'm quitting the
Dictatorship anyway. But if we go Cornwall, you have to promise me—* He
broke off. They were both staring at him with strange expressions.

20h shit, said Ax. A'mdoing it again aren‘t 1?1° m taking over—

?Y ou're quitting the Dictatorship? repested Sage, dowly.

?Yes. | haven't done my fiveyears, but | want out. It'smy decision, you' re not
responsible. I've had enough. I* ve realised what awanker | was being—

?20h, hush,' said Fiorinda. ZForget dl that. She held Sage' s beautiful hand
againg her cheek. 7Er . . . these plans. Do they imply we' re going to give our
fucked-up, ridiculous reationship another try?

?Aren‘'t we? asked Sage, anxioudly.

Af you'll have us, Fiorinda,' said Ax. A short timelater Olwen Devi, Dilip Krishnachandran and some
Rivermead



medica centre staff came into the room. Sage was in his bed, propped up high
(historso must be upright). Fiorindawas curled up on the coverlet, beside him.
Ax fast adeep in the chair by the bed, holding Sage' s hand. Carefully, Olwen
checked the tdlltales taped to the back of Sage'sleft hand, the tubein his nose, the
diamorphine shunt in hisarm. She studied the monitor screens, consulted

dlently for amoment with Serendip, and seemed satisfied.

?Should we wake Mr Preston and Fiorinda? asked one of the nurses softly.
“No," said Olwen. 2Make up the other two beds, and then we'll leave them.
Sage will cometo no harm. | believe there are two people in thisroom who have
more power over life and death than anything | can offer.

Dilip kndlt, lifted Ax‘ sfree hand and pressed it to his brow.

?And thethird isjust the king of England.

He replaced the hand gently. Ax never stirred.



