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A burning map. Every epic, my friend Jack used to say, should start with aburning map. Likeinthe
movies. Fucking flames burning the world away; that's the best thing about al those old films, he said

~ when you see this old parchment map just... getting darker and darker in the centre, crisping, crinkling
until suddenly it just ... fwoom.

That was Jack for you; if you asked him what he wanted for his birthday, he'd tell you he wanted an
explosion. Jack was crazy, but as| flicked forward through the Book, faster and faster as each page fed
in me agrowing sense of horror and awe, | thought of what he'd said. | thought of gods and tragedies,
legends and higtories, and movies that opened with scrolling tales of ancient times. The vellum pages
beneath my hand flickered under alight that wasn't fire, however, but rather the pale blue of the
underground vault's fluores-cent lights; and if therewas aburning it wasin my heaed, afire of redisation,
of revelaion. Still, | couldn't shake the fedling that a any second the world around me would betorn
away in flames and ashes, stripped back to reveal a scene of carnage choreographed asin somelurid
Hollywood flick, and soundtracked with a crashing, clashing music over screams and sounds of war.

The Book. | dammed the thing closed, checking asuspicion. Its outward, lesther, cracked and
weathered carapace was thick and dark, embossed with strange sigils  an eye-like design, acircle
within an dlipse, but with four smaler semicircles on its outer edge at three o'clock and nine o'clock, and
at five and eeven; overlgpping this but offset was arectangle. The framework of embossing around it
looked, for al theworld, like the stolen architectural plansthat lay aban-doned on the floor, and with a
glance around the vault my suspicion was confirmed it matched. Thelong, rectangular room with the
doorway in the bottom right-hand corner; the left-hand wall thicker, asit should be, a supporting wall for
the building above; the two blocks of wall on either Sdejutting out afoot or so into the room two-thirds
of theway up, asif the original end wall had been knocked through at some point, extended into a
forgotten recess, thetiny acove at the far end which 1'd found hidden behind atall glass-pandlled
bookcase and which was barely legible on the stolen plans, drawn in pencil where the rest was marked in
ink.

| felt abit guilty, looking at the piles of Aristotle and Nostradamus and Moliere and who knows what
else, lying on the floor where I'd put them so | could heave the solid bookcase out fromits place. Fragile,



priceless artefacts of the university's Specid Collection, books a student would sign for, with histutor's
name and research subject, and have brought to him by the curator, in the Reading Room upgtairs, lain
gently on the desk before him on foam supports, their brittle pagesto be turned so ddlicately, so
tentatively in case they crumbled to dust between unthinking fingers. And I'd treated them like
paperbacks dumped on the floor by someone rearranging furni-ture. But they were worthlessin
comparison to the Book; they were dready dust.

| wiped away some of the blood that ran down from my forehead and opened the book again, to itsfirst
page.

The Book of All Hours

The Book of All Hours, the Benedictines cdled it, in the Middle Ages, believing it to be the Deuss own
version of some grand duke's book of hours  those hour-by-hour and day-by-day, week-by-week and
month-by-month tomes of ceremony and meditation inked by monksin lamplight, drawn in brilliant
colourson vellum, pae but rich in tone, not bleached pure white but yellowed, brown, the colour of skin,
of earth, of wood, old bone, of thingsthat were dl once dive. Princes and kings would commission these
books and they'd take years of hunched backs and cramped hands and fading eyesight to produce by
hand. 1t was said by the Benedictines that God himself commissioned such atome from the one angel
alowed to step beyond the veil and see hisface and listen to hiswords, and write them down. The
patriarch Enoch, who waked with God and rose to Heaven to become the angel Metatron, had made
thisbook at his master's command, they said, and it held God's own word on every ingtant of eternity,
the ultimate ingtruction manua for he who dared to live what He commanded, fully, abso-lutely. But no
man was perfect enough to livein such devotion; so they denied the Book existed in thisworld at dl; said
it could be found only in Eternity, where the spirit was freed of the weakness of the flesh.

~ TheBook of All Hours, my father had said. Y our grandfather went looking for it, but he never found it.
He couldn't find it; it'samyth, apipe-dream. It doesn't exi<t.

| remember the quiet smile on hisface, the look al parents have at sometime, | suspect, when they see
their children repesating their own folly, alook that says, yes, we dl think like that when were your age,
but when you're older, believe me, you'll understand, the world doesn't work that way. I'd cometo ask
him about these fanciful stories I'd been told, about the Carter family having ancient secrets, not just
skeletonsin the closet, but skeletons with bones engraved with mystic runes, in closetswith falsewalls
that hid dark tunnelsleading deep, deep underground.

- But Uncle Reynard said that when grandfather wasin the Middle East-

~Uncle Reynard isan incorrigible old fox, said my father. Hetellsagood tale, but you redly haveto ...
take what he sayswith a pinch of sdt.

| remember being shocked, confused; | was young, still young enough that it had never occurred to me
that two adultswhom | trusted absolutely might believe entirely different things. My father and his
brother, Reynard  my namesake uncle they knew everything after all, didn't they? They were
grown-ups. It had never occurred to me that the answers they gave to my questions might be entirely
incompatible.

-Of course, you should listen to your father, Uncle Reynard had said. Honestly, you shouldn't believe a
word | say. | am utterly untrustworthy when it comesto the Book.

And he held my gaze with complete sincerity... and winked.

~ Almost as bad asthe Cigtercians, he said.

The Cigtercians called the Benedictines fools. They were quite con-vinced that the Book existed in this
world, but they feared it asthey feared the Devil himsdlf. They damned the manuscript as the most
diabolica of grimoires, aBook of the Names of the Dead, of every being that had ever lived or ever



would live human, angel, devil. They made reference to the Bible, to the Torah and the Koran, to
Chrigtian apocryphaand Jewish and Idamic legend ... Didn't the Revelations of St John talk of abook
made by God's scribe, aBook of Life containing names that were no mere christenings but the true and
secret names, names which the owners could not refuse to answer when called before the Throne of
God?But if thiswasto be carried out into the world only in the End Days, where then did Solomon learn
the names of dl the djinn? They were burning old maids at the stake in those days, herbdists and
midwives, they believed the world was riven with darkness; they feared the evils of knowledge. So they
said there had to be a copy of the Book of Life, adark counterpart made by Lucifer himself before he
fdl, when he was God'sright hand. And they said that perhaps held written into it the very name of God.
Perhapsthiswaswhy hefdll. If so, they whispered, it was abook that might be used to summon and
bind even the Almighty to an audacious morta'swill.

The only binding that concerned me right now, though, was the makeshift bandage of torn deeve
stemming the bloodflow from my wounded hand. If I'd been thoughtless with the other books of the
Specia Collection, if I'd been rough-handed as | heaved the bookcase out to revea the dust-smeared
glassthat fronted the dcove  like a painted-over window, or an inset museum display of apriest'shole,
or asmuggler's secret cellar | had been careful with the suction grip and diamond-tipped cutter as|
carved the circlein the glass pandl that fronted the acove. Thelast thing I'd expected, though, wasfor it
to shatter with ablast that threw me back across the room. | had been lucky. Only one of the shards had
been large enough to do more than surface damage, embedding itself deep in the pam of my right hand
when I'd thrown it up to cover my face. Therest of the shards had |eft me with only minor cuts, plenty of
them, but most no more than skin deep. It was amystery to me, why the case had been so pressurised as
to shatter the very moment the sedl was broken; it was atrivia mystery, though, in comparison with the
book itself, gtting thereinsdeitscircle of sdt.

The Legends of a Lifetime

~ A book of hours, | said. Or abook of names. Nobody knows.

~ Bullshit, said Joey. Y ou're making it up.

~ Shut up, said Jack. I'm ligtening to this.

Hedid the GnT acrossthe table to me, handed Joey his Guin-ness and sat down in his own seat with his
ouzo, sniffed it with awrinkle-nosed grin.

~ Goon, hesaid.

~Right, | said, voice hoarse from trying to talk over the thumping bass of the juke-box in the Student
Union. So there's a Jesuit scholar in the seventeenth century, and he saysthat both theseideas are
heresy. According to him thisisthe book from which everyone's snswill be read out before the Throne
of God. The Judgement of All Accounts, or the Account of All Judgements, he callsit. Not so much a
book of the names of the dead, but of everything that anyone's ever done, or ever will do, every deed,
past, present and future.

~1t'd have to be one fucking huge book, said Joey. | shrugged, smiled, took asip of my drink.

- Maybethelanguageit'swritteninis more ... concise. | don't know. That'swhat I'm saying. Nobody
knows exactly what it is. But where it is... that's another matter.

Y ou read too much, said Joey. Man, | bet if you look on their library database every university hasa
copy of—

~ The Macromimicon, said Uncle Reynard. Y ou know, you do have to wonder where Liebkraft got his
ideas from. Elder gods; a book written by a mad Arab; atrandation of an even older text. Where did

you get this?

He turned the battered paperback over in his hands. Y ellowed pages, broken spines, bent corners, lurid
cover thiswasn't ancient mystery, just modern pulp, not truth, but trash. And it was everything my uncle
had been telling me since | wasachild.



- Second-hand bookshop, | said. Fifty pence. You ... you ... | don't believe you strung me along for...

| waslost for words. The legends of alifetime, told over glasses of milk or  these days beer, and all of
it just an eaboratefiction. And astolen one at that. He just sat there in hisarmchair, smoking his
cigarette.

Y ou know, this has been out of print for decades, he said, handing it back to me. Y ou should read it.
Honestly. I'm sureyou'l enjoy it.

He had that old smile of mischief on hisface.

- Sure, I'veread Liebkraft, | said to Joey. Everyonein the Carter family hasto read Liebkraft at some
point or another. Y ou especidly, Jack.

| lit acigarette and took along draw, milking their attention. I'd fallen in with Jack and Joey in our first
year at the university Jack, the flame-haired wild boy with atendency to climb out onto window-ledges
whiledrunk... another Carter, strangely enough, but no relation to the best of my knowledge; Joey
Pechorin, the dark-voiced nihilist who struck you at first as someone trying too hard to be cool until you
got to know him and redlised, no, he redlly was that sullen and dismissive. Fire and ice, they'd been
friends since schooal, inseparable until Jack hooked up with flighty, flutter-eyed Thomas. Thomas
Messenger, so full-on afairy that we couldn't help but call him Puck. Puck, who was, asusud, late. |
saw Jack check hiswatch, look towards the door.

~Why do you think he has his character caled Carter?| said.

~ Bullshit, Jack coughed into his hand.

But | could see how theideaintrigued him.

~ God'shonest truth, | said. He knew my grandfather when—

~ Oh, fuck off, said Joey. Fuck right off.

| shook my head, gave him asad, resigned look. Your |oss.

~ Don't believe me. Doesn't bother me. | know the Book exists. | know whereit is.

Thelegends of alifetime, alifetime of legends, of interest piqued, of curiogity sharpened, honed into a
tool | hadn't cometo study at this university because of its academic reputation. | didn't give adamn for
the mock-gothic tower and the quadrangles, for the droning lectures about Shakespeare and Spenser
and Milton, for the pomp and ceremony of thisor that professor still stuck in aprevious century with his
black robe and solemn voice. My three years of study in the library here were three years of research
into its corridors, not its books. | knew the building now, insde and out, like I'd lived there dl my life,
every floor, every corner, every doorway. I'd studied the architect's plans. I'd struck up friendshipswith
secur-ity guards, librarians. I'd worked there part-time for the last year and ahalf. | knew where the
cameras were, what times the guards did their rounds at night, who manufactured the security system,
how it worked, how it could be disabled. And | wasfindly ready. | know whereit s, | said.

“I'll believeit when | seeit, said Joey. So will |, | thought. Sowill .

Between Kabala and Calculus

Threeyearsfor me, and as many generations for my family maybe moreif my unclewasright. Inthe
Middle Ages, hed told me, every guild, every craft or trade had their own mystery play based on astory
from the Bible or from the apocrypha. The Masonswould put on a play about the Tower of Babel. The
Wine-merchants would put on aplay about the drunkenness of Noah. And there was aplay he'd heard
of, hetold me, about the angel s who fought neither for God nor Lucifer, but instead fled from the War in
Heaven, down to Earth, and carried with them the Book of Life, so that it should be safe from the
destruction. They carried it across the earth, from one hiding place to another, dways on the move. The
play, of course, was performed by the Carters.

~Weél, of course, my father said, that's where the whole story comes from. The Carterstravelled al over
the place. The mystery playswere performed dl over Britain, and on the Continent. And everywhere



they went, you get these stories appearing about this ancient book. Myths based on aplay cobbled
together from alegend written in the margins of scripture. Stories created from stories created from
stories. None of it'strue, but eventually people start to forget what'sfiction and what's fact. The Masons
don't have amonopoly on spurious mythology, you know. But it'sridiculous. The ideathat the last of the
earth-bound angels hired ayoung carter to take a secret book across Europeto...

He went suddenly quiet; he must have realised from the con-fused expression on my face that 1'd never
heard this part of the story before. He sighed.

- That'swhat your grandfather believed, he said. That the Carters had taken over from the angels as
guardians of the Book. But they lost it. And they've been looking for it ever since.

~Your grandfather was asick man, he said, quietly, sadly. He wasin the Great War, you know. He
wanted to believein ... something greater. War changes people. Desth... changes people.

Death changes people.

| remembered Jack and Joey fighting; | remembered watching as Jack self-destructed; Joey pulling a
bottle of ouzo out of hishand and shouting at him; Jack screaming at him over and over again fuck
you, fuck you, fuck you.

Y ou describe people ascrazy  you say, that Jack, he'scrazy — and it doesn't mean anything until you
seethemredly, truly, going crazy.

There was a Jewish scholar, 1saac ben Joshua, in Moorish Spain who said that the Book drove everyone
who saw it crazy. He said that it held not deeds but laws, that it was, in fact, the original Book of the Law
" not the Mosaic Torah but an even older covenant known only in the most marginal of apocrypha,
dating from the antediluvian time of Enoch and the rebel angels, binding the physicd world in principles
somewhere between kabadaand caculus. He referenced an I1damic source, astory saying that all but one
solitary page were blank, and on that page there was only asingle smple sentence, an equation which
captured the very essence of existence. This, he said, waswhy al those who'd ever looked upon the
Book had gone insane, unable to comprehend, unable to accept, the meaning of lifelaid out in afew
words of mathematical purity.

After what happened to Thomas, | remember thinking that | knew what that sentence was. Two words.
Peopledie.

The page | looked a now, though, the first page of the Book, had no words on it, only a blueprint of the
maze of concrete tunnels and chambers that surrounded me, here in the bunkered depths of the old
building. Gold illumination traced out conduits, ventilation and wiring, heating ducts, while the same
eye-likelogo on the cover of the book wasinked in black here, smaller though, more cursive; | felt that
burning feding rising in my head again. There was something wrong about an artefact as ancient asthis
with content that was s0 ... modern. Thiswasn't some doggerd prophecy before me, not avague
prediction but a precise plan, aschema And, flicking for-ward to the next page | recognised the library
as!'d seen it on the architectura plans|'d been studying for so long. Again that symbol in the centre of it.
Pages two and three together mapped out the building in its context, the network of roads and footpaths,
the buildings and grassed aress of the campus around thelibrary. | recognised it; | had recognised it
ingtantly and it was that recognition that had made me close the Book and reopen it, asif the act might
changeit, asif looking at it again, | might thistime see something more rationa, more sensble.

Instead it seemed even lessrationa. Now that | studied it more closdly, it worried me even more
because, in thetiniest of places only here and there, mind you  the loceation of this pathway, the outline
of thisbuilding it seemed just alittle different from my memory.

A Cool White Pillow
~ What timeisit? asked Jack. | checked my watch, but Puck answered before me.

~ Summer, he said. It was April, actualy, but there was time and there was Puck Time, where hours and
minutes were described as quarter past afreckle and any day sunny enough to lie out on the grass and



smoke cigarettes was summer. It was glorious that day, sunlight pouring down on us where Puck and
Jack lazed like dogs on the dope of walled-in grass between the library and the reading room, the squat
block of the campus cafeterialowering behind us where we couldn't seeit and the tower of the university
reaching up into the blue, too solid and archaic to be quite adreaming spire but till, in the fluted intricacy
of itsanachronigtic design, denying the redlity of its Victorian congtruction for afantasy of antiquity. It was
gloriousthat day, so it was summer.

The sunlight danted off the glass exterior of the library to my right, and painted the white pebble-dashed
areas of the wallswith Moorish or Mediterranean warmth, flashed on the glass doors into the Hun-terian
Museum asthey revolved, students passing in and out. At the ground leve thelibrary and the museum
fused into one building, blockish and modern, al cuboids and cylinders, an absiract iron sculpture nestling
in curved smplicity on the flagstones outside the doors, before the low stepsthat ed down onto cobbles
running down towards University Avenue. Following them down you passed the Mackintosh House, a
museum-piece replica of atenement home filled with furniture and fittings designed by one of Glasgow's
most famous sons; built onto the Hunterian and accessed from ingde the museum, its fal se front-door
perched absurdly in mid-air with no stepsto reach it. To my left there was the reading room, built in the
Twenties, low and circular with tall dender windows and adomed roof — Art Nouveau, | thought, though
| was never sure of the digtinction between Nouveau and Deco. And though the Sixties brown-brick,
smoked-glass block monstrosity of the Hub at my back, with its cafeteria and student shops, deserved a
bomb for its sheer ugliness, | never loved any little corner of the world so much asthat dope of grass
walled in with rough-hewn sandstone between the reading room and the library, never loved anywhere so
much asthere and then.

| sat on awooden block that was a recent addition to the dope. The university had hired amodern artist
to commemorate their 550th anniversary by turning that green dopeinto asort of art indalation and I'd
watched with some trepidation as they'd fenced off the areaand torn up the grass. But when it was
finished, | had to admit, it made that little area even more serene. The artist had laid ten of theselong
wooden blocksin pairs, each pair of blocks offset asif to mark out diagonal corners of along, thin
rectangle, the other corners marked out by low shrubs, five of these thin rectangles dividing up the space
of the dope. Each of the dark wooden blocks had awhite porcelain pillow at one end of it, and thin
pands of glasstext, buried in the ground running along either side of the blocks Tit up at night  told the
gtory of the piecein ten sections. The shrubswere dl herbs with medicina properties, areferenceto the
univer-sty'sfirst physic garden, arecord that had only recently been turned up by some academic
burrowing through archives. The blocks were replicas of old-style anatomist's dissection dabs, in
memory of the oldest faculty of the univergty.

| lay on one of them, that day, head resting on the cool white pillow, or swivelled round and sat upright
on it to dug back beer out of the cans we'd brought with us because, of course, you couldn't study for
exams on such aday without refreshments.

~It'shalf two, | said.

- Fuck, said Jack. How long have we been here?

~ A coupleof hours, | said. Not long.

| picked up the Norton's Anthology of Poetry splayed face-down beside me on the block, glanced at it
and closed it, lay it down beside Jack's biography of John Maclean.

~ John Maclean. What? Asin Die Hard? Puck had said.

~ Asinthefounder of Scottish Socidism, scrag. Jack had shaken his head.

Of dl the students lounging and laughing on the dope, sat on the grassin circles, cross-legged on the
blocks with sandwiches, cans, packets of cigarettes or tobacco scattered around them, nobody was
really doing any work. It was the Easter break; we had exams coming up soon, so soon, but it just felt
likewehad dl thetimein theworld.

| looked down at Jack and Puck, Jack with his hands under his head, Puck at right angles, using Jack's



stomach as a headrest, one arm flopped across hischest  ascritch of fingersat hisribs— and the other
stretched out to the Side with a cigarette between hisfingers, smoke risng from itstower of ash like dow,
solemnincense, risng up into the fill cerulean air.

Angularities and Curves

| flicked forward to pages four and five. A map. Again the scale had changed, zoomed out by another
magnitude. Now all the streets and roads of the whole bohemian district in and around the university
were clear, with the river and the park marked off, the museum and art galleries, dl drawn with the
precision of amodern cartographer. But al dtered darmingly, if only subtly, from the bohemian digtrict |
knew so well. Christ, my Bank Street house should have been onthe map at thisscale | lived lessthan
five minuteswalk from the old cloistered quadrangles at the very heart of the campus  but instead the
Street wasn't even marked. Theriver seemed to twist to flow over where it should have been, and the
rough grid-work of streets and tenement buildings was shifted to accommodate it. Two main roads that
should have crossed at right angles met and merged instead in a'Y -shaped junction. It was asif the
smallest changes at the lowest level cascaded upwards.

The map of the city on pages Sx and seven was completely unfamiliar.

| remember, asachild, looking at an architectura modd of my school and its surroundings that stood on
display in the main halway of the schoal itsdf, where the principal, the deputy principa and suchlike had
their offices. Onetiny discrepancy aset of stone steps leading down from the raised car park of a
block of flats, stepsthat had never been built but were shown on themodd ~ and, asachild, | could not
grasp theideathat the model waswrong. It wasn't that | thought the steps should be therein redlity if
they were on the model, or vice versa | was too young to understand exactly why it bothered me ™ but
| remember the vague unease, the confusion at theinconsistency. | felt that same disquiet now, but more
profound, so many yearslater.

| turned another page and there | saw the city in its environs, the coastline and the countryside around it.
Now it was definitely not the city that | knew; the city that | knew sat on ariver, but not at its mouth. The
whole geography was wrong, but, at the sametime, | did recogniseit. | knew the shape of the coastline
well enough, and | recognised the idand sitting out ashort ferry-ride from the city's docks; | even
recognised those docks as being where, in redlity, asmall seaside town of ice cream parlours and
amusement arcades sat, gathering retired old folks and families on Sunday outings. It was asif the city of
my own experience had been picked up and dropped some thirty milesto the south-west of its naturd
location, and had to warp and weaveitself into adightly different shape asit settled, to accommodate its
new surroundings. Where the city should have been, on the map, was only asmall village in the midst of
farmland.

The Macromimicon. Wasit then abook of maps, not of what was, but of what might have been, of a
world that had taken adifferent course, with thisvillage growing into atown insteed of that one, thistown
burgeoning into a city instead of another? | turned another page. Even the language that marked out the
streets and roads, the cities, towns and villages, seemed the product of some paralel development,
composed of angularitiesand curves, bearing asmi-larity to the Roman or Cyrillic aphabets, but again
not quite the same. Strangely  in retrospect it never occurred to me that this book might actually be
nothing more than mereinvention, awork of fancy: perhaps the accuracy of the blueprint of thelibrary
held that idea from my mind; perhapsit was the power of the old family legends engrained so degp within
me. All I know iswhat | felt: agrowing conviction that this book spoke somehow of alarger truth.

The Tower of Bible

Jack.



Hedidn't answer.  Jack, | said again.

- For fuck's sake, Jack, caled Joey. Let usin.

~ Comeon. Pleasg, | said.

Wed been there for maybe half an hour and dl wed got from the other side of the door was silence. |
wasworried mysdf, but | could hear from the fury in Joey's voice, the way he swore at Jack, insulted
him, told him again and again how stupid and pointless al thiswas, that he wasredly terrified. If you
didn't know him you'd have thought that he was more concerned about this ... waste of time he had to
suffer, more bothered about his own inconvenience than anything else. But | could hear the edgesand
pointsin hisvoice, thetightnessin histhroat. Joey was coming to hate Jack because he couldn't stand
what he was doing to himsdlf; it hurt too much.

~ Open the fucking door, ya fucking bastard. Just fucking open the fucking door, fucking... fucker!
And he exploded at the door, kicking, snarling, spitting. After awhile, after along while, when Joey had
falen slent, there was a click, and the door opened.

Jack sat back down on the floor, a Gideon's Biblein front of him together with aprint-out of | looked
closer  columns of numbers, |etters, other characters  colons, semi-colons, question marks  each with
anumeric value besideit. It wasthe ASCII valuesfor the keys on a computer keyboard, | redlised, the
set of numbers between zero and 255, used, in acomputer to represent text in the binary form that a
computer could work with, language boiled down to zeros and ones, to a series of electronic on and off
values. Text was stored as bytes, each byte made up of eight bits, eight binary places represent-ing 1s,
2s, 4s, 8sand so on up to 128, the same way decimal places represent 1s, 10s, 100sand so on ...
00000000 to 11111111, zero to 255. Jack was using it as reference.

On one side of him, he had astack of paper, reams still wrapped or torn open, sheets scattered, piled on
top of each other. | watched as he took a fresh sheet, from the top of the pile, looked at the Gideon's,
finding his place with the point of his pen, then found the character in the print-out of ASCII valuesand
started working out, on the fresh sheet, what its binary representation was. There were sheets of these
workings scattered behind him where held discarded them and | crouched down to pick one of them up.
He'd scrawled out columns for the places, scribbled numbers 45, 37, 56 down the left-hand margin
and then ticked off placesin the columns. 37, that was 1 plus 4 plus 32 ... 10100100 in binary. Looking
at other sheets, | redlised that he'd worked out some of these numbers over and over again. He could
have just put together another reference sheet of dl the binary valuesfor the letters and numbers he
needed, but instead he was working them out each time. Every |etter, every colon, every full stop, hewas
looking up on the sheet of ASCII vaues and caculating the binary for it, even when hed worked it out
just moments before.

As| watched, he took another sheet, already almost full of ones and zeros, each byte of eight places
separated by a dash, and transferred anumber from hisworkings to this page. And then went back to
the Bible, back to the sheet of ASCH, back to his scraps of workings, to find the next value. When the
page was full, he stood up and walked over to the corner of the room. He was barefoot.

In the corner of the room, the tower of finished sheets, piled face-down one on top of another, was up to
his ched.

~ What thefuck is...

Joey was walking over to the corner. | just knew that he was going to pull thefirst sheet off the top of the
pile, hold it up in Jack's face, demand to know what the fuck was going on. And | could hear the creak
of the loose floorboards of Jack's cheap rented room as Joey stamped across them, catching one of the
piles of reams as he stepped over it; and | could see the white of his knuckles, the set of his shoulders,
and | knew the tower was unsteady. Chrigt, it was a pile of loose paper up to Jack's chest and it wasin
the corner but it wasn't even leaning on thewallsfor support. It was awonder Jack had managed to get it
thishigh withot...

And | watched as the tower of trandated Bible, quivered with the floorboards under it, and leaned, and
fell, pages scattering out into the air and aval anching out and down, sheets diding across sheets and



catching air and flipping and crashing like paper aeroplanes coming down.
And Jack was lost to us that day; we were dl lost to each other, because Thomas was dead, and Jack
was mad, and Joey was closed, and ... al | could think of wasthe Book of All Hours.

The Big Picture

Asl| turned the pages, taking care not to drip blood from any of my numerous cuts onto its priceless
pages, | barely even heard the alarm that had been ringing in my ears ever since the shattering of the
glass. | wastransfixed by this strange sense of certainty; | just wasn't sure what | was certain of. A page,
another page, and yet another, and Britain lay before me  aBritain without a Glas-gow or aLondon, or
any of themgor cities| should have been able to point to, or rather with these citiesin the wrong places,
in the wrong shapes. A map of the past, or of the future, or of an imagined now?

~ The Macromimicon. The Big Picture, my uncle had said. What-ever form it takes and there's some
who say it takes a different form for everyone | think somehow  1'm not sure how but | think it's some
sort of mirror of the world, or of something greater that includes the world.

Anocther page Europe and then another, and the world lay before me, the globe projected and
distorted asit had to beto fit the rectangle of the two pages. The cartographer had elected to sacrifice
the inhospitable polar regions, showing the coastline of Antarctica split and splayed to run dong the
bottom of the page, the tops of the northern continents stretched out and skewed in the transformation
from three dimensions to two, running along the top of the page so that the Arctic Ocean was reduced to
amere channd bordering Greenland on either side.

~It'safucking good story, Jack had said, aswe sat in the Union. I'll give you that, he said. Don't believe
aword of it, though.
He checked hiswatch again, glanced at the door.

| felt feverish, and | knew that it was more than lack of blood. | should have been out of there by now. |
should have been getting the hell out of there with the book, not browsing its pages asif | wasjust one
more student in the university library ~ inthe university library in the dead of night, tooled-up with
glass-cutters and tooth-picks and al the other implements of burglary, waiting to be caught quite literaly
red-handed, with fingerprintsin my own blood al over the broken case and the wooden desk where |
now studied the Book. | couldn't leave.

~Who's coming for adrink, then? Joey had said, one foot up on the wooden bench beside me, leaning
on his knee as he looked down at Jack and Puck on the grass.

- Fuck that shit, said Puck. I'm not moving.

The darm rang on, and no one came, and | found mysdlf reaching out with my bloodied left hand to turn
the next page, knowing that | had to leave but stuck there asif caught in amoment of determinism. |
knew that | was smearing blood over Siberia, and over an invaluable artefact. | knew that the security
guards could be no more than seconds away. | knew | could end up in jail for this. Christ, the Book was
red, | had it in my hands, here and now. And till, with blood pounding in my ears, and blood dripping in
my eyes, running from my cut hand, blood smearing everything that hand touched, | till turned the page.

New Unfamiliar Terrain

The coastline of agreater world lay before my eyes. It was aworld where Antarcticawas only thetip of
amuch larger southern conti-nent. It was aworld where Greenland was an idand in ariver's mouth,
where Baffin Bay on one side and the Greenland Sea on the other stretched north, fused as an enormous
estuary. Asaand the Americas were mere... promontories, headlands on a Hyperborean expanse, and
the Arctic 'River' that divided them had its source far north and off the edge of the map.



To east and west the story was the same, awhole new unfamiliar terrain; the western seaboard of
Americaextended up well past Alaska, north and west, while Antarctica continued round and down; the
eastern coast of Chinacurved round to agulf the size of the Bdltic where the Bering Strait should be,
another massive 'river' running north from here. An entirdly different land-massjutted in from the eadt, out
at thefar edgeof | wasn't even sureif | should cdl it the Pacific now  the Eastern Pacific, perhaps, the
Western being, on thismap, an entirely different body of water. | turned another page.

Again the scale moved out and, on this map, the world | knew could have taken up no more than a
sixteenth of the area shown. The north-east coastline of that Greater Antarctica curved up to meet the
strange land in the east, which itself carried on to meet the coast that curved around and down from
China; pincered by itsown Gibratar Strait formed by the tip of South America, the bump of Antarctica,
this Eastern Pacific was no more than alandlocked sea here, like alarger Mediterranean, dwarfed by
the lands surrounding it on three sides. Hyperboreato the north, | thought, the Subantarctic to the south,
and an Orient beyond the furthest Orient we've ever known.

Another page, and another, and the world | knew was only a minus-cule part of animpossibly vast
landscape. I'm no physicigt, but | know enough about matter and gravity to know when I'm looking at the
surface of aworld that couldn't possibly support human exist-ence. Thiswas aworld on the scale of
Jupiter and Saturn. | turned more pages, two or three at atime, and still each map was at alarger
magnitude than the one before, and still the world reveaed was only aquarter of the world mapped out
on the page to follow. Continents became idands off of coastlines that became continents. Ten pages,
twenty. Theworld | knew wasn't even visible at this scale, but there was till aworld to be marked out, a
fractured collison of earth and water, in areas so vast that terms like 'continent’ or 'ocean’ now seemed
meaningless.

| kept turning the pages.

The Slent World

And as my heart pounded in my chest and my head swam, | redlized that the darm bell 1'd been hearing
was only avague and distant ringing in my ears now. No one was coming. No onewould ever come. |
knew it with the certainty of dream knowledge. | knew it with the same certainty that told methisarchaic
text before me was no piece of whimsy, that it wasred, it wastrue, truer than redlity.

| knew it even before turning to the very last page of the Book, to the very last map in which thisancient
cartographer had laid out the edges of his known universe, ablank and featureless plain extending in all
directions at the centre of which, tiny and intricate, the world of worlds was only an oasis, with a dotted
track leading out of it to the north asiif to mark some unimaginably long road to the incon-ceivably
digant.

| knew it even before | staggered out through the deep corridors of the library and out into the silent
world, as| wandered through a campus entirely empty of human life, and out into Streets of sand-stone
tenements and tarmac roads, traffic lights that <till cycled through their sequences of red, amber and green
athough the empty carsjust sat there, obliviousto their commands. | knew it eveniif | couldn't find the
words to shape my tongue around in order to express that vague, disturbing certainty.

| shouted, but there was no one to hear me.

| didn't know at what point | had crossed over into this, my new redlity: whether it had been my blood
upon the Book that had somehow, like some magica anointment, released its power; or whether it had
been smply my opening of the tome that had opened a gateway around me; whether that blast of
shattering glass from the Book's cabinet had thrown me clear out of my own world and into the next;



whether the case itself had held not air under pressure, but something even less substantia, some aetheric
force unbound by my meddling which even now might be travelling in ashock wave outward from its
focus, transforming everything it touched.

Transformations

We stood there at the back of the church, Jack and Joey and |. He had alot of family, alot of friends,
Puck did, and the church wasfull. I've heard it's often like that when someone young dies. Y oung lives
leave alot of mourners. But we'd amost had to drag Jack there; he wouldn't come at first, said he
wouldn't St and listen to aminigter reciting platitudes and Snging fucking hymns, fucking praising fucking
God in fucking Heaven. That's how he put it.

| glanced at the two of them, Jack and Joey standing by my side, silent in black  black suits, black
mood. And | had this absurd thought, this stupid, crazy idea, that the two of them looked like some kind
of cliched bloody Hollywood vision of secret agents, or Rat Pack gangsters, assassins, men in black.
Angels of degath, waiting patiently to collect.

They turned to look at me together, precisaly in synch, like two parts of the same machine, and their
hollow gazes sent a shiver down my spine, because | felt exactly the same emptiness.

| actualy wonder now if nothing in thisworld has changed but me. It occurred to me as| wandered the
empty streets of the world, walking down the middle of roads known and unknown maybe theworld
was asit had always been and it was me that had been transformed, seeing for the first time the whole
scope of it and mysdlf done within. | knew, as| wandered those streets so subtly familiar, that the whole
world around me was abandoned, desolate; it didn't make sensein any rationa way but somehow |
knew the world I'd walked into, whatever kind of hell it was, was mine and mine alone. It waslike that
moment in adream when you realise you're dreaming and wake up into the real world... and then you
rediseyoure il dreaming.

| don't know how long | walked aimlesdy around my new environ-ment, struck by the surrealism of these
buildingsin dl stages of abandonment, some overgrown ruins, some pristine with lights on in their rooms,
child'stoysleft Sitting on carpets, radios hissing white noise. It was asif the city's inhabitants had dll
smply dropped whatever they were doing and left, but over a period of centuries with none of them
noticing the others departures, even until the very last, who, it seemed, had |eft mere seconds before my
ariva.

~Youredly believein thisBook? Jack had asked me. Y ou redly think you can find it?

Hefinished off his glass of ouzo, loosened hisblack tie and poured himsdlf another. We werein hisroom,
after the funeral, and the place was scattered with empty beer cans, empty bottles, and plastic bags with
morefor usto drink. We were going to get wasted. Wewere dl of us going to get completely wasted
that night. Fucked out of our minds.

| shook my head, laughed sadly.

~Maybeit isjust some fucking old, old hoax. Bui... | just want to know. My wholelife, I've wanted to
know if... it'sredl.

~Nothing'sreal, said Joey.

~ Bverything'sred, said Jack. Everything istrue; nothing is permitted.

| thought, that's a quote. | thought, | recogniseit, but I couldn't placeit and it didn't sound quite right.

| looked from oneto the other, dl of us sodden with drink and grief, and felt one of those moments of
acid sgnificance, where you're sure you've just redlised something important and forgotten it instantly.

No Comfort, No Answers

So | stinthispub now, writing, and there are pints poured Sitting on the bar, packets of cigarettes|eft
with lighterson tables ™ Christ, when | walked in there was one till burning in an ashtray  but no



humanity. Only the remembrance of it. I've spent the last few hours turning everything over and over in
my head and I'm no closer to making sense of any of this. | can find no comfort, no answers, only that
same sense | fedl each time | look upon the Book, amingling of dread and wonder, horror and eation.
It Sits before me on the table asamydtery.

| think maybe I'm dead, that this world exists for me aone because it is no more, no less, than my own
personal gateway to ... whatever lies beyond. And the Book? Maybe it's my own invention, my own
cregtion, placed here, waiting for the moment when | could findly face my own mortality and crossthe
boundary into the unknown. Was my life before now imagined ... or reimagined, recreated with a path to
lead meto thisbook of maps, with afamily history filled with myths and legends, adrive to know, to
grasp some secret, sacred mystery? And friends found and lost. All leading me inexorably to the opening
of the Book, to the discovery of my Sate.

I miss Jack and Joey and Thomas. Nobody ever wondersif the dead grieve for the onesthey leave
behind, it seems, but | missthem, even if I'm not sure that they ever existed. If my whole world up until |
found the Book wasjust the fantasy of adead man wishing hewas il dive, maybe they were only ever
little parts of methat | snipped off and carved into a human shape to keep me company in that dream of
life. I think of Jack and Joey, fireand ice, light and dark. And | think of Thomasand | fed cheated,
betrayed. | can't accept that Puck was just alonely ghost'simagination. No. | think 1 want tothink
that they were dl redl, that | knew them, that that day on the grass outside the library was redl, true, even
if it happened differently. | think | had alife without the Book, without any of those stories, just asmple
life, replayed in death with transformations as aquiet way of bringing meto this point. And when | picture
Jack and Joey standing in that church, | picture Thomas standing beside them in my place. Maybe his
desth was just another signpost of my imagination, pointing the way. | hope that's the truth. | dearly hope
0.

Sowheredo | go from here? It'saloney world, thislimbo, and | only hope that it's a borderland. The
Book itself is evidence of something out there, surely, something greater than the scope of one man's
memory, of aworld beyond the world beyond; and if its opening was my awakening then the content of
its pages must be the story of my life my death  from here on in. I've found mysdf donewithin aworld
that's only a minute portion of alarger whole. Somewhere out there, surdly, other corners of thisvast
reslm hold their own souls, born in desth into their own imaginings. And will they know that they are
dead, or doesit fal to me to wake them? Are there aready roads between the worlds, travelled by
others? How many will have left their empty worldsin search of company, and what cities have been built
where souls met in the great landscape of the afterworld? My God, this book might hold the Maps of
Hell, but maybe it aso holds the Keys of Heaven in the Sigilsthat inscribeit. | don't even know if every
dead man has such abook to guide him through his degth or if | have the only copy. | won't know until
someway into my journey, | imagine. | imagine there are many thingsthat | am yet to know.

The Road of All Dust

| plan to set out tomorrow. | have the Book after dl, calling meto this great adventure, and guiding my
every step. Asit gtson the table of the pub in front of me, I can see now what | did not understand at
first. The cover of the Book no longer showsthevault | founditin. | didn't noticeit changing, but it
happened; now the embossing of the leather cover maps out the tables and the chairs around me, and the
first page shows the architecture of this aban-doned pub. The Book changes asits reader moves. The
map stay's centred on its observer. And the glyph, the strange eye on its exterior that is repeated on the
mapsinsde? A symbol of thereader the keeper, the maker  himsdlf, an ova of abody seen from
above, acirclewithinit to mark out the head, and four semi-circlesto symbolisethe limbs. And the
rectangle that intersectsit is, of course, the Book, the Macromimicon, the Great Copy, which | carry,
perhaps as a part of me. Wherever | go, those first few maps, I'm sure, will show the world around mein



al thedetail | will ever need, even as| venture into regions as yet shown only at the widest scale.
Tomorrow my journey redly begins. I'll set out down thisroad | knew in my world asthe Great Western
Road, to whereit joins another familiar but altered street. Thet it joinswith Crow Road in an unfamiliar
junction, fusing to become anew and unknown way seems sort of significant  the road of the carrion
bird, the bird of death, and the road towards the land beyond the sunset, the Western Lands. Perhaps
I'm reading dl thiswrong, but it seemsto make a sort of sense, as much sense as anything does now.
What I'll do when | get to the coast | redlly don't know, but | suspect whatever liesin the far West is il
only the beginning of my journey. | remember stories of New Mexico, that dusty, desert Land of
Dreams, and of aroad known as the Jornadadel Muerto, the Journey of the Dead Man, and | wonder
... but | can't even imagine the road I'm setting out to travel, how | can hope to cross those oceans and
continents that are mere puddles and idandsin the greater scheme of things. | must be afool to face
distancesthat dwarf everything I've ever known.

So | gt herein the empty pub, asafinal act of hestation, uncertainty.

| know my destination though. | think of that final pagein the Book of All Hours and the road leading
north out of the minuscule oasisin the centre of the map, out of thisworld the Size of auniverse, and out
of the scope of even thisBook. | wonder if it isaroad we al must travel eventudly, evenif it takesus
eternity to get to its beginnings, and an eternity of eternitiesto walk itsway. It may be the road to Hell or
out of it, to Heaven or to something more profound; after dl, if thiswhole empty world ismy Limbo,
Heaven and Hell may be no more than rura backwaters in the metaphysics mapped out by the Book,
and maybe I'll passthem on my way like some pilgrim passing avillage, hisheart set on his destination,
his gaze set on adistance further even than the far horizon, the dust under hisfeet the dust we al become,
the life we cagt off in the skin we shed.

| finish off the beer that |'ve poured for myself from the tapsin this deserted but plentifully stocked pub
and, | think, it'stimethat | waslooking for aplaceto deep. | wish that my own homewas till herein this
remade world; I'd like to deep onelast night in my own bed. But perhapsthereis areason for that
comfort being denied me.

Perhaps I'd wake tomorrow back in aworld busy with people, in anilluson of redity reconstructed from
my memories as abuffer againgt the cold truth. | know apart of mewould like that. But | have the Book,
and in the pages of the Book, | have the map and, on that map, | have theway that | must travel marked
out. Thereisanother part of me that wants to wake tomorrow with that truth.

But, yes, it'stimefor meto deep evenif itisonly animagined deep within the deep of desth 0| can
wake to face tomorrow fresh. Theirony of it dl doesstrike me as| sit here, but it seemsthat evenin
eternd rest | need... rest.

| have along road ahead of me, along and winding road of dust ... perhapstheroad of al dust.

1
A Door Out of Reality

From the Great Beyond

From the Great Beyond she heard it, coming from the Deep Within. From the Great Beyond
the goddess heard it, coming from the Deep Within. From the Great Beyond Inanna heard it,
coming from the Deep Within.

She gave up heaven and earth, to journey down into the underworld, Inanna did, gave up her
role as queen of heavens, holy priestess of the earth, to journey down into the underworld. In



Uruk and in Badtibira, in Zabalam and Nippur, in Kish and in Akkad, she abandoned all her
temples to descend into the Kur.

She gathered up the seven me into her hands, and with them in her hands, in her possession,
she began her preparations.

Her lashes painted black with kohl, she laid the sugurra, crown of the steppe, upon her head,
and fingered locks of fine, dark hair that fell across her forehead, touched them into place. She
fastened tiny lapis beads around her neck and let a double strand of beads fall to her breast.
Around her chest, she bound a golden breastplate that called quietly to men and youths, come
to me, come, with warm, metallic grace. She slipped a golden bracelet over her soft hand, onto
her slender wrist, and took a lapis rod and line in hand.

And finally, she furled her royal robe around her body.

Inanna set out for the Kur, her faithful servant, Lady Shubur, with her.

— Lady Shubur, said Inanna, my sukkal who gives wise consul, my steadfast support, the
warrior who guards my flank, I am descending to the Kur, the underworld. If I do not return
then sound a lamentation for me in the ruins. Pound the drum for me in the assemblies where
the unkin gather and around the houses of the gods. Tear at your eyes, your mouth, your
thighs. Wearing the beggar's single robe of soiled sackcloth, then, go to the temple of the Lord
Ilil in Nippur. Enter his sacred shrine and cry to him. Say these words:

O father Lord Ilil, do not leave your daughter to death and damnation. Will you let your
shining silver lie buried forever in the dust? Will you see your precious lapis shattered into
shards of stone for the stoneworker, your aromatic cedar cut up into wood for the
woodworker? Do not let the queen of heaven, holy priestess of the earth, be slaughtered in the
Kur.

— If Lord Ilil will not assist you, she said, go to Ur, to the temple of Sin, and weep before my
father. If he will not assist you, go to Eridu, to Enki's temple, weep before the god of wisdom.
Enki knows the food of life; he knows the water of life; he knows the secrets. I am sure he will
not let me die.

Thick with Trees and Thunder storms

North Carolina, where the old 70 that runs from Hickory to Asheville cuts across the 225 running up
from the South, from Spartanburg and beyond, up through the Blue Ridge Mountains and aland that's
thick with trees and thunderstorms. It's on the map, but it'sasmal town, or at least it looksit, hidden
from the freeway, until you cut down past the Sign that says Welcome to Marion, a Progressive Town,
and gun your bike dow through the streets of the town centre with itsthrift stores and pharmacy, fire
department, town hall, the odd music store or specialist shop that's yet to lose its market to the Wa-Mart
just ashort drive down the road.

She rides past the calm, brick-fronted architecture that's sill some-where in the 1950s, deeping, waiting
for afuture that's never going to happen, dreaming of apast that never really went away, out of the smal
town centre and on to acommercial strip of fast-food restaurants and diners, asteak house and a
Japanese, aderdict cinemasitting londly inthe middle of itsown car park — al of these buildingsjust
strung aong the road like cheap plastic beads on aragged necklace. She pulls off theroad into a
Hardee's, switches off the engine and kicks down the bike-stand.

The burger tastesgood  red meat in athick, rough-shapen hunk, not some thin bland patty of



processed gristleand fat  and she washesit down with deep sucking durps of Mountain Dew, and
twirlsthe straw in the cardboard bucket of a cup to rattle the ice as she looks out the window at the
road, hot in the summer sun, humid and heavy. The sky isabrilliant blue, the blue of aMadonna's robes,
stretching up into forever, stretching

~and shestandsin front of the mirror in the washroom, leaning on the sink a second, dizzy with a sudden
buzz, ahum, a song that ripples through her body like the air over ahot road shimmersin the sun. The
Cant. Shit, she thinks. She must be getting close. She looks at the watch sitting up on top of the
hand-dryer. The second hand flicks back and forth, random, sporadic, like one of those aeroplane
ingrumentsin amovie where the planeis going down in an eectrica storm.

It's August 4th, 2017. Sort of.

Steady again, she studies her eyes, black with mascara and with lack of deep, and pushes her dark red
hair back from her forehead. Even splashing more water on her face she dtill fedslike afucking zombie,
Fucking zombie retro biker chick, shethinks. Beadsin her hair, abeaded choker round her neck, a
chicken-bone charm necklace over agold circuit-patterned T-shirt. Shit, shelooks like her fucking
techno-hippy mother.

She picks up her watch and dipsit over her writ, reels out the earphones from the stick clipped to her
belt and puts them in, clipping them into the booster sockets in her earrings so her lenses can pick up the
video sgnals. The Sony VRS logo flickers briefly across her vision as she shoulders her way out through
the door, tapping at the datastick to switch it onto audio-only. She doesn't need a heads-up weather
forecast with ghost images of clouds or sunburdts, or a Routefinder sprite floating at every turn-off to
point her thisway or that. Not today.

She grabs her hemet from the handlebar of the bike and puts it on as she swings her leg up over the sest,
flicks up the stand, zips up her leather biker jacket, kicksthe engineinto life.

The antique creature of stedl and chrome growls between her legs, and another antique cresture  one of
leather and vinyl screamsin her ears.

~ Looooooooooooooord! howls Iggy Pop, and the murderous guitar of the Stooges TV Eye kicksin, as
Phreedom Messenger opens up the throttle on the bike and roars out of her pit-stop on the way to hell.

Whore of Babylon, Queen of Heaven

And Inanna continued on her way towards the underworld. She journeyed from ancient
Sumer up the land between the rivers Tigris and Euphrates, through the whole of Babylon and
into Hittite Haran. She travelled into Canaan with the Habiru who called her Ishtar. She went
with them into Egypt and they called her Ashtaroth when she returned, leaving behind only a
memory, the myth of Isis. She saw god-kings and city-states rise and fall, patriarchs murdered
by sons who took their places and their names, armies and wars of territory and dominion.
She travelled with the armies, with the whores and the musicians and the eunuch priests,
offering solace in their tents, in tabernacles of sex and salvation. She had bastard sons by
kings. She washed the feet of gods amongst men.

She saw villages burned and statues toppled. She saw kingdoms become federations,
federations become empires. She saw whole dynasties of deities overthrown, their names and
faces obliterated from the monuments they'd built so, unlike them, she took new names, new
faces. Times changed and she changed with them. She never accepted the new order that was
tearing down the old around her but she knew better than to fight it, watching the others
stripped of honour, stripped of reverence, stripped of godhood, still calling themselves
Sovereigns even as the Covenant shattered every idol in their temples. So she travelled as
supplicant, as refugee, with mystery as her protector rather than force, cults rather than
armies. She saw the seeds she dropped behind her take root in the earth and grow only to be



crushed by military boots. She travelled with slaves and criminals.

She went from Israel, to Byzantium and Rome, this Queen of Heaven, Blessed Mother, full of
grace, her new name and old titles echoing amongst the vaults of stone cathedrals, spaces as
vast and hollow as the temples left long empty in Uruk and Badtibira, Zabalam and Nippur,
Kish and Akkad.

She travelled in statues and piet&s, painted in indigo and gold in old Renaissance frescoes,
Russian ikons; travelled to the New World with conquistadors and missionaries, to plantations
where the slaves danced round the fires at night, possessed by gods, by saints, by loas and
orishas; journeyed across time to a New Age of carnival mythologies and stars worshipped in
glossy parchments sold at newsstands, of rosaries and Tarot cards and television earth
mothers fussing over the broken hearts and wounded prides of soft, spoiled inner children.

She journeyed on the road of no return, to the dark mansion of the god of death, the house
where those who enter never leave, where those who enter lose all light, and feed on dust, clay
for their bread. They see no sun; they dwell in night, clothed in black feathers of the carrion
crow. Over the door and the bolt of the dark house, dust settles, moss and mildew grow.
She stopped, this Whore of Babylon, this Queen of Heaven. Inanna stopped before the
entrance to the underworld, and turned to look back at her servant who had followed her
down through the centuries, the millennia.
— Go now, Lady Shubur, she said. Do not forget my words.
— My Queen, says Lady Shubur.

Go.

A Sculpture of Time and Space

She shifts the engine to alower gear, alower growl, swingslow and wide around the corners, dower as
the bike climbs the steep, winding road into the mountains. White wooden churches stand with bible
quotes lettered on hoardings at the side of the road, and shabby prefab houses perch in their little plots
with leaning porches and pots of dying flowersin hanging baskets. They nestlein amongst the deep trees
of bear and deer; thisis hunting territory, aplace of pickup trucks and men in armoured vests with
high-powered rifles and coolersfilled with beer. Stars and Stripes on every house. On adirt track
coming off the road at her right-hand side arustbucket of acar Sts up on bricks, the legend #1 Dawg
scrawled in paint across the battered panels of itsside.

The bike swings|eft and right in wide curves round the tight corners and she leans down into them,
following the flow, the rhythm of the congtant turns and twists. The road snakes on right up into the hills
and she snakes withit, like a cobrareared up ready to strike but swaying side to side, charmed by the
music in its contours, switch-ing gears, from grow! to roar and back again. Sow and wide. Fast and tight.
Left. Right. Left. Right. Sunlight flickers blinding white through the canopy of treeslike the end of an old
cdluloid film rattling through a projector.

The road cuts degp into the sharp-carved shadows of tall trees for a second, dices between dark juts of
moss-dlicked rock and through a concrete underpass; and she takesthe circling dip road off to the right
and turns and turns, and then she's up and out and on the Blue Ridge Parkway, riding the wide road that
runs from mountain pine to mountain spine dong the length of the whole range. And the sunis hot but
theair isclear and crisp asacool spring and she can look out to her |eft and to her right and seethe
world on either side, the hillsin the beyond, the valeysin between, the vast, green, rough, soft sculpture



of time and space, of earth and sky.

*

It's placeslike thisthat you can't tell where the world ends and the VVellum begins, shethinks. For all its
asphdt artifice, for dl the wooden mileage signposts scattered along itsway, for dl that you can look
down into the valeys and still see the houses and churches, schools and factories of small towns cradled
inthefolds, up hereredity, liketheair, isthinner. Theroad isjust ascratch on the skin of agod; if you
came off it, shethinks, if you smashed straight through one of the low wooden fences and shot out into
theair, you might crash right out of thisworld and into another, into aworld empty of human life or filled
with animda ghods

But those aren't the kind of world she'slooking for, not by along shot.

Inanna at the Gates of Hell

— Gatekeeper, open up your gate for me, Inanna called. If you refuse, I'll smash this door,
shatter the bolt, splinter the post. I'll tear these doors down and raise up the dead to feast upon
the living, until there are more dead souls walking in the world than are alive.

Inanna stood before the outer gates of Kur, and she knocked loudly.

— Open the doors, you keeper of the gate, she cried, her voice fierce. Open up the doors, Neti!
I come alone and ask for entry.

— And who are you? asked Neti, surly chief gatekeeper of the Kur.

— I'am Inanna, queen of heavens, on my way into the West.

— If you are really queen of heavens, Neti said, and on your way into the West, Inanna, why,
why has your heart made you a traveller on the road of no return?

— My sister, Eresh of the Greater Earth, Inanna answered, is the reason. I have come to see the
funeral rites of Gugalanna, Bull of Heaven, her dead husband. I have come to see the rites, the
funeral beer of his libations poured into the cup. Now open up.

— Wait here, Inanna, Neti said, and I will give your message to my queen.

And Neti, chief keeper of the gates of Kur, turned and entered the palace of Eresh, the queen
of the underworld, of the Greater Earth.

Mary or Anna, Esther or Diana, Phreedom flicks through the many cards she carriesin her wdlet, dl the
identities shetravelsin. She picks one out dmost at random an Anna, thistime handsit to the clerk
behind the counter. He smiles at her and she can't help hersalf from thinking of the cheap motels she's
stayed in where the clerks are dl sm sprites, eectronic ghostswith just enough Al behind them to take
care of check-ins and check-outs. Sim answerers are the cheaper option, now, than the old service
sector wage daves of the past; she'skind of surprised that this place has aflesh receptionist. But maybe
they just haven't caught up with the times.

Another town, another Comfort Inn, shethinks. Thistimeit'sMarion, but it could be anywhere. She
watches as the clerk dashes the card through the machine and turnsto watch the screen, waiting for
confirmation. And she pauses, pen poised in her hand over the book, flicks her eyes up to the clock on
the back wall and sees the second hand tick round, once, twice, then stop. The clerk istill, stopped in
his stoop, one hand laid on the monitor, his drumming fingers caught between the begts. Sheflicks
backward through the pages of the book, scanning the namesfor one that has a different look. She'sno
ideawhat name he might have used here, but she knows shelll know it when she seesit, by thelittle Sgns,
not in the handwriting, in the snake of an s, the round mounds of an m, but in theimprintsthat it makes,
not in the paper but in redlity itself. The unkin can wear whatever names they want, whatever guises, but
they still wear their naturein their attitude, in their actions. They leave traces.

And asit turns out, he hasn't even bothered to use afase name.



Thomas Messenger.

It's black ink on white paper but she seesit glowing white with ablack aura, like its own afterimage. So
her brother was here right enough.

She lets the second hand tick forward on the clock, and the clerk rises from his stoop, turns back to her.

*

B My queen, said Neti, a maid stands at the palace gates. She stands as firm as the foundations
of a city wall, tall as the skies and wide as all the lands. She comes prepared, the seven me
gathered into her hands. Her eyes are shadowed with dark kohl and in her hand she holds a
lapis rod and line. Across her forehead fall her fine, dark locks of hair, arranged with care. She
wears small lapis beads around her neck, a double strand of beads across her breast. Around
her chest a breastplate calls, speaks to all men, says come, come to me. On her head she wears
the sugurra, crown of the steppe, and there's a golden bracelet on her wrist. My queen, she
wears the royal robes wrapped round her body.

And Phreedom swipes the keycard through the lock and opens the door into aroom that'sjust like every
other room in this Comfort Inn, in every Comfort Inn, in every cheap hotel in every nowheretownin
every date she's been in. She dumps the helmet on the wooden dresser as the door clicks shut behind
her, drapes the jacket on the back of a chair. She dips the chicken-bone necklace off over her head,
unhooks the choker, dipsthe watch off of her wrist, and unclipsthe data stick at her hip, laysthem al on
the dark wood veneer. She pedlsthe T-shirt off and letsit drop on top of the double bed's thin fitted quilt
of green and garish flowers, heads for the bathroom where—

The water from the shower head rains over her hand, hot patter-ings and trickling trails between her
fingers. Her blue jeanslie crumpled on the floor but Phreedom has no memory of taking them off. Fuck,
shethinks. Another cut. Another fold intime, alittle nick in the Vellum. She's on the threshold here.

She steps into the shower.

Broken Minutes and Bent Hours

~ She is here, your sister Inanna, who carries the great whipping stick, the keppu toy, to stir
the abzu up as Enki watches.

When Eresh of the Greater Earth heard this, she slapped her thigh, bit at her bottom lip. When
Eresh of the Greater Earth heard this, she raged.

— What have I done to anger her? I eat and drink with the Anunnaki, clay for my bread and
stagnant water for my beer. What brings her here? I weep for young men and the sweethearts
they've abandoned without choice. I weep for girls torn from their lover's laps. I weep for
children born before their time to die before they've lived.

Her face turned scarlet as cut tamarisk, her lips as purple as a kuninu-vessel's rim. She took the
problem to her heart and brooded on it. After a while she spoke:

— Come Neti, my chief keeper of the gates of Kur, and listen carefully to what I say: Lock up
and bolt the seven gates of Kur, then, one by one, open each gate and let Inanna enter through
the crack. Bring her down. But as she enters, take her regal costume from her, take the crown,
the necklace and the beads that fall across her breast, the golden breastplate on her chest, the
bracelet and the rod and line. Strip her of everything, even the royal robe, and let the holy
priestess of the earth, the queen of heaven, enter here bowed low.

Neti listened to his queen's words, locked and bolted all the seven gates of Kur, the city of the
dead. Then he opened the outer gate.



" Come Inanna, enter, Neti said to her, and as Inanna entered the first gate, the sugurra,
crown of the steppe, was taken from her head.

— What is this? asked Inanna.

— Quiet, Inanna, she was told, the customs of the city of the dead are perfect. They may not
be questioned.

And: Click. The door of Phreedom's room swings slow upon its spring, snicks shut behind her as
she steps out into the corridor, plastic magnetic keycard in her hand in her pocket.

Other unkin, she knows, have other methods for finding those who don't want to be found. Some use the
old ways. scrying in mirrorsfor avison of their quarry on acorner, standing under a stregt-sign; or
sniffing out apsychic scent like bloodhounds, following it on foot acrass whole continents; or listening,
head cocked, for the faintest echo of a unique sound, avoice-print rippling across the atmosphere, haf a
world away. The Cant travelsfar.

Then there's those who use absurd artefacts of their own inven-tion, reinvention, mojo compasses and
gelger counterswith their guts rewired to chitter randomly, pamtops with programs compiled into trinary,
designed to print onscreen displays of names and assig-nations written into history before history even
existed, the ancient me written in modern media. Some just find someone they think might know and rip
an address straight out of their head. Phreedom's no stranger to these methods.

~ Wherée'syour brother, little girl, hed said. | don't know.

-Well see about that, held said, hisfingers curling round her throat.

No. Phreedom'’s no stranger to these methods, but she works by something more like instinct, intuition.
The unkin leave ther tracesin the timesthey travel through as much asin the spaces and the things, and
Phreedom'sfollowing atrail of broken minutes and bent hoursthat's as ... legible to her as Tom's
sgnature in the hotel guest-book, eveniif itisalittle ... confused. In terms of time, her brother'strail reads
like some chain gang fugitive crashing through bushes, crossing rivers, doubling back to crossagain,
stedling acar, exchang-ing clothes with ahobo and riding the railroad in awhole different direction
trying everything, anything, to get the bloodhounds off histrail. Phreedom knows that there's some
hounds you just can't shake. She knows she hasto find her brother before they do. Scratch that. She
knows she hasto find her brother before they did.

A Speck of Dirt Under a Fingernail

As she stepped through the second gate, the small lapis beads were taken from around her neck.
And once again Inanna asked. What is this?

~ Quiet, Inanna, Nett told her. The customs of the city of the dead are perfect. They may not be
guestioned.

Click. The bar-handle of the door into the stairwell unlatches at the press of her hand, and she steps past
the vending and ice machines on the landing, down the stairs towards the exit.

I'vefound away, he says. A sort of loophole, adoor out of redity ... In Ash—

She cuts him off, fingers across hislips, and shakes her head.

They sitinthe roadhouse  it'sabout ayear ago  sipping at their beers and looking across the booth at
each other. Their bikes are parked outsde and in alittle while they'll both go out, they'll give each other
onelast hug before they kick the stands up, gun the engines and head off in different directions. She's
spent the last two yearslooking for him, praying that he doesn't know what she does, that heisn't like
her, like Finnan. But she can seeit in hiseyes, like fear or fury. And he shows her hismark, on his chet,
under his shirt, over hisheart. Most people would just see smooth flesh, the beads and the mojo bag, the
dlver crossand dog tags. She sees hisgraving, his secret name written in light in the unkin script, likea
luminous tattoo. He might aswell have ahdo, or horns.



~ Don't tell me, she says. It'stoo dangerousif | know.

And dl shewantsright now isfor the world to be the way it was when they were kids, before the smple
surface that they knew was stripped away and al the flesh and bones of its metaphysique shown
undernegath, the rippling sinews of paths twisted out of time and space, the tendons stretching between
centuries, the white bone structures of an eternity jointed, articulated, rebuilt by creatures that had
stepped out of the mundane world long before either of them were even born. Creatureslike they'd
become, not even knowing it, and, in doing so, damned themsdves to thisinsane existence. What do you
do if the end of theworld iscoming and you're an angdl who doesn't want to fight? Where do you go?

~ TheVelum, he says.

TheVdlum. Like giving it aname makesit any more comprehensible, any more sane. A world under the
world or after it, or beyond it, inside, outside those ideas don't even fucking apply. Where'sthe

Ve lum? Outd de the mundane cosmos, as the ancients thought, further by far than they could possibly
imaginein their measures of the heavens dwarfed by actudities of gaaxies and clusters? Or buriedina
gpeck of dirt under afingernail? Where do the gods come from? Where do people go when they die?
Where do angelstravel in packsfor fear of being daughtered by their own shadows, huddlein fortress
heavens againgt avoid they need afucking God of Gods to conquer? Phreedom's seen aglimpse of it,
just once, aplain of bird skulls stretching for asfar as she can see, avison given to her asathreat the
day that she hersdlf became one of these in-human things. It was awarning given to alittle girl who knew
too much aready, amessage: thisiswhat you're getting yoursdlf into. As desolate and vast asthat vision
might have been, she knows, it was only atiny corner of theinfinite Velum.

Shelooksat him, her brother, Thomas. His eyes are brown flecked with green, as hers are green with
flecks of brown; where his hair's brown pushing for auburn, hersisrust red, streaked with ginger. They're
both autumn  if you listen to that kind of Eurotrash fashionazi shit on thewebworlds  but where he's
kicking through thefirst Fall leaves, she's dancing round a Halloween bonfire,

~1'll gointo the Vellum, Thomas says. The Covenant won't find me. Finnan

- Fuck Finnan, she snarls. If it wasn't for that fucker, we'd have never...

Never what? Never touched infinity? Never heard the Cant that resonatesin every fibre of their fucking
bodies? Never learned to hear that language, read the gravings of it in the world and in them-salves, their
own secret names? Never become unkin?

But she knowsit isn't true, that there was something in her that couldn't help but be attracted to the crazy
guy who lived in his castle of junk in the trailer-park out in the middle of the desert where they came
every winter, year after year, with their Mom and Dad, asnowbird family of the semi-nomadic
Winnebago tribe. He didn't hunt them out. He didn't come to them and offer them eternity in the sand
under their feet. They'd goneto him, first her brother then hersdlf, because they just knew intheway he
touched the dry wind like ablind man feding someone's face, in the way he turned his head to watch
vortices of cigarette smoke curl intheair  they knew he had some kind of way of reading the secrets
hidden in the world around them. If it hadn't been him who showed her ~ showed them both ~ the world
beneath the world, it would have been someone else, some other place, some other time.

But still, she can't help hating him alittle for the hell that hunts them both now, both her brother and
hersdf. Or the heaven, rather.

Angels on Your Body

From her breast the double strand of beads were taken at the third gate.

~ What is this?lnanna asked, but, Quiet, Inanna, she was told again, the ways of the underworld
are perfect. They may not be questioned.

Creak.

~ Thanks. The old guy smiles as he steps past her through the door she's holding open and she nods
Yourewelcome and walks out into the car park.



~ Angelson your body, he calls after her, some misplaced Cdifor-nian craziness of ablessing.
She swings her leg over the bike.

Most people have it wrong, she knows now. They think the unkin wandering through their myths and
legends, caling themsealves gods here, angelsthere  they think these creatures rule eternity, own it as
their relm. But eternity, the Velum, islike ... the media of redlity itsdlf, the blank page on which
everything iswritten, on which anything could be written. The Velum isn't the absol ute certainty of some
city-state of Heaven; no, it'sthe vast wilderness of uncertainty, possibility, the fucking prima chaositsdlf,
and thisangel empire of their dreamsisjust acolony of settlerstrying to tameit, makeit fit with their mad
puritan idedls, atown of walls and fences, of warped zed, of hatred and fear, holding out against the
storms and the strange natives, and riding out with their cavary and swords and gunsto daughter every
painted savage and naked squaw who won't accept their righteous laws of sin and purity. Angesand
demons. Or the Covenant and the Sovereign Powers, asthey liketo call themsalves. To the angels, even
eternity itself isjust another hell of redskin enemiesto be purged and rebuilt, New Jerusalem ... their New
World. Shewondersif they'll have dave shipsferrying dead sinnersto their Western Landsto toil in
plantation purgatories.

For asecond, looking across at her brother, in the roadhouse, she has asudden image of himin a Civil
War uniform, dl the braiding torn from it and gray with dust so you can't tell what Sde he'son, or was on
before he started running. She blinks and he's norma again. That's the thing about eternity. It getsfucking

everywhen.
~ They won't find me, he says.

~ Youwon't find him, she screams, and she twists, snarling and cursing, sobbing, spitting blood and tears
asone of the bastard fucking unkin pins her arms, wrenching them back behind her, cracking eectric pain
through didocated shoulders, while the other gathers afistful of her hair to snap her head back with one
hand and, with the other, pound hisfist into her face, into her jaw, again and again and again, till al that
shecandoismoan. I'll kill you. I'll fucking kill you, shesthinking. I'll fucking kill you all.

She can fed hismind touching on hers, awhisper insgde her head, where is he? The cigarette fill burns
in the ashtray on the Formica tabletop of Finnan'slong-abandoned trailer. She shouldn't have come
back here. The smoke curls upwards, languid; the cigarette itsalf ismostly ash now.

Heturnsto look at the table, then peersinto her face.

~ Ash?hesays. What are youthinking, littlegirl?

Shelooks at the cigarette, stares at the cigarette, the ash, that ash, not any other, not the spoken syllable
of an interrupted word. She's not giving these fuckers anything.

~ Fuck you, she says, and he punches her again.

~ Well find him, the one holding her armsis saying in her ear. Y ou can make it easy for us, easy for
yoursalf, but either way well ill find him. Please.

Good cop, bad cop. Carter and Pechorin, they introduced them-selves as. Golden Boy and Count
Dracula, she thought with a sneer, dismissing them until they took off their shades and she saw just how
empty their eyeswere.

Fuck you. Fuck you, shethinks. I'll fucking kill you. And you won't find him.

The punching stops. She can't see anything any more, for the blood and the blinding buzzsaw sparks of
pain, but she can fed him pawing at her now, pulling at her jeans, ripping her T-shirt. It'sSix months since
shelast saw her brother, but the scent of memory is strong on her; it'swhat led them to her in their hunt
for him. They're gearing up for the apocaypse. Most of the unkin are aready signed to one sde or the
other, and it's only the odd new blood, born in a backwater, living on the move, who've managed to
evade the gath-erers. For all she knowsits only her and Finnan and her brother that are till free. And
she's not even sure about hersalf.

I'll fucking kill you all.

She can fed hishand pushing insde her jeans, she'sfdling into hersdlf, the only escape from the brutdity



of angds. He sartsto grunt, hisfingers pushing, probing.
You won't find him.
But | will.

Hunter Seeker

When she entered the fourth gate, the breastplate was stripped from her chest.

~ What isthis? asked Inanna.

~ Quiet, Inanna, she was told, the customs of the city of the dead are perfect. They may not be
guestioned.

Doom. She catches aglimpse of past or future, an echo acrossredlity, acrossthe present ... acrossthe
road: a car door thudding shut as two men in black suits stand, arms folded, bug-eyed in black shades,
beckoning to the person standing where sheis now, to her brother Thomas. It's superimposed over her
view just likeasimworld in her lenses would be, but she knowsthisis no eectronic gpparition. She
knows those fuckers, her persona demons, they are, those angels of death, hired gods. Fucking unkin.
She can spot them amile off. She can spot them amonth off.

Thevison only lasts a second, but it's enough to follow.

Asheville, shethinks, as sherides past another old VV olkswagen Beetle dapped with peacenik bumper
dickers. Haight-Asheville, morelike.

It'sweird. It'snot at al what she expected after days of small townswith flags flying and motels with We
Support Our Troops on their roadside signsinstead of Vacancies or No Vacancies, after twiddling the
dia onthe adarm clock-radio in her room and finding only Country and Western, evangdlists and Classic
Rock. Or maybe she should have expected it, redlized from the Jm and the Janis and the Jmi that if the
small townswere stuck in the 1950s, the big city here would be sitting stoned and tripping in a haze of
1969. So thewar isin the Middle East thistime, instead of South-East ASa, s0 the rednecks aretaking
about sand-niggers and towel-heads instead of gooks; still seems like nothing ever changes.

It'sacollege town, she supposes, and thisfour-block areaat the centre of it isalittle bohemian ghetto for
the intellectuals, all music shops and cafes, bars and bistros. A British double-decker bus sitsin a beer
garden, windows and seats taken out, replaced with tables and chairs, dl retro European quirkiness. She
walks past what looks like an old garage, painted in sky-blue and multicoloured flowers and rainbows
afucking commune or cooperative of some sort. Theresakid in a Che Guevara T-shirt, graffiti that says
Fuck The Alamo, Remember Guantanamo. No fucking wonder that Tom ended up here, shethinks, the
latter-day hippy that heis, or was.

Sheturns onto College Street, and parks the bike outside a bank, circlesthe area on foot, working by
this sort of sixth sense, like she's playing a childhood game again, her brother's voice laughing at her.

Y ou're getting colder. Warmer now.

They used to play Hunter Seeker among thetrailers of Sab City, one of them hiding in some burnt-out
automobile or oilcan, patched into the view in the other'sgoggles  that was before the first lenses came
out and directing them with clues and taunts whispered across the airwaves into their earphones. Like
they were heat-seeking guided missleswith cameras on the front, straight out of the CNIN coverage of
thewar in Syria.

~ Ah, now you're redlly getting warm, held say. Hotter. Now you're burning. Red hot. White hot.

The Resonance of Another Moment
Doom. Thistimethe car isreal, parked up on College Street, the owner  some guy in khaki shorts

damming the door shut and pinging the centra locking down with the little black €ectronic key he points
at it. Shefedsdizzy asthe world buzzes around her. Y ou could call it dgavu, but it's not that shefeds



like she's been here before in this exact moment, more like she knows that someone e se has, that her
brother has. Just like before, she has this deep uneasy feding that she's standing in the same spot that her
brother stood in. And just like before, she hasthat same periphera vision of two menin black suitsand
black shades, one of them beckoning to her brother with adow hook of hisfinger. Come here.

She hasto fight the urge to turn and run, even knowing that these hunter seeker unkin, with their cold and
knowing clichéd mafioso poise, aren't here, right now, but in another time, that it's her brother that they're
after, not her. She can fed Thomassterror, burning in her chest, red hot... white hot.

The car isred, the moment has no meaning, but she fedls the resonance of another moment in it, the
moment her brother stepped out of a car, ood where she's standing now and turned just as she's turning

When she entered the fifth gate, the gold bracelet was taken from her wrist.

~ What isthis? asked Inanna.

~ Quiet, Inanna, she was told, the customs of the city of the dead are perfect. They may not be
guestioned.

And she's close. She can fed redlity stretch thin around her, likethe world itsdlf isonly a skin, tranducent,
tenuous, the Velum rippling undernesth what's red, underneath, beyond, behind. She'sfollowed the path
her brother's ripped through time, pitched back and for-ward in hiswake, cresting the waves and
working her way inward to the source, the impact zone, where he broke through, like acomet smashing
into the ocean. And she's ... here.

Sheturnstofind it staring & her.

Thetattoo parlour is adorned with psycheddlic patterns every-where, painted over the roya blue of the
woodwork and on photos and display-boards in the window. The glass pane of the door has alogo of
an eye painted in black, intricate and old-fashioned like an engraving. Iris Tattoos. Thisisthe place she's
been looking for. If she wantsto find her brother, wherever or whenever the hdl heis, thisis... the door
she hasto go through.

Shelays her hand on the brass handle, curls her fingers round it, tender, tense. She pauses.

Ting. Thebell over the doorway of the shop rings, brasslike the handle that she turns again to push the
old glass-pandled door shut, juddering in its mifit with the too-tight frame,

When she entered the sixth gate, the lapis rod and line was taken from her hand.

~ What isthis? asked Inanna.

~ Quiet, Inanna, she was told, the customs of the city of the dead are perfect. They may not be
guestioned.

And the beaded curtain rattles as she pushes through it into the dark room where the woman in the vell
looks up and pausesin her work, abuzzing tattooist's needle in her hand. And there's another hand,
grabbing at her arm, the assistant's.

And when she entered the seventh gate, from her body the royal robe was removed.

~ What isthis? Inanna asked.

~ Quiet, Inanna, she was told, the customs of the city of the dead are perfect. They may not be
guestioned.

~ What's that? asks Phreedom.

- | said, you can't go in. Madame Irisis with a customer.

~ Shelll see me, Phreedom says.

Naked and Bowed Low

Naked and bowed low, Inanna entered the throne room of Eresh of the Greater Earth who
arose. She started from her throne. The Anunnaki, judges of the underworld, came from the



darkness to surround Inanna, passing judgement on her. Eresh of the Greater Earth fastened
the eye of death on her. She spoke the word of wrath against Inanna, uttered the cry of guilt
against her, struck her down. And as the judgement and the gaze, the wrath, the guilt fell on
her, as the darkness fell on her, Inanna fell, and when she rose again out of the darkness it
was as a corpse, raised up in the hands of the judges of the underworld, raised up to hang, a
piece of rotting meat, a carcass hanging from a cold hook on the wall.

Phreedom looks at the woman in the vell with quiet, grim detach-ment, ignoring the ass stant who il
holds her arm. Madame Irislooks more like Gypsy Rose Lee asfar as she's concerned, looks more like
some two-bit fortune-teller than aguardian of the threshold. Some fucking Sovereign. Better toruleina
fucking tattoo parlour in the middle of nowhere than to servein Heaven.

The woman in the vell waves the assistant away, sends her customer out through the beaded curtain with
just awhisper in hisear, and:

~You'vegot your mark, little goddess, she says. | can seeit on you... in you. What do you need me for?
Shehasan accent  vaguely European, Phreedom thinks, but she can't quite placeit. Therésan
incongstent mix of guttural Germanic, lilting Latininit and shewondersif it'sactudly just an affectation,
liketheveil, amask designed to give an air of phoney mystery. Madame ris. Y eah, right. She'sunkin for
sure  she'sradiating power that Phreedom fedls prickling her skin like something between heat and static
eectricity. But, redly. Ditch the hokum, sister, Phreedom thinks.

~ I'm looking for someone, she says.

Shereachesinto her jacket pocket to pull her wallet out, to fetch a photo from it, but her hand is barely
hafway out before the woman nods.

~ Thomeas, she says. Your lover? Brother.

The woman givesa hmmm.

~ You know he'sgone. Gathered, goneinto the...

~ Vélum, she says. | know.

He said they wouldn't find him, but they did. They found him and he escaped. Somehow he got away
from them and, skipping thisway and that, the bloodhounds snapping at his heds, he made it here, to
Madame Irisstattoo parlour in downtown Asheville where the boundary between redlity and the Velum
isso thin that you could stick afingernail into it and drag it down and scratch adoorway between this
world and the one beneath.

~ | know he's gone, she says, her voice ragged with memory. That doesn't mean | can't go after him.
~ He'sdead, says Madame Iris.

~ That doesn't mean | can't go after him.

Madame Irisisslent for asecond.

~ Where angels fear to tread, eh? Y ou know that path is one-way.

| don't care.

And Phreedom knowsiit'strue. Under the grief and therage, under al the bitternessthat drives her, isan
emptiness. Thered sorrow, thetrue anger, isat what's been cut out of her heart. The pain she nurses
when sheliesawake at night in some hotel roombed isonly a ... stand-in for the pain she should fed but
justisn't capable of, not any more. Like adead hunk of meat hung up to drain its blood, stripped of her
dignity, flayed and gutted, dead insde. She belongsin hell, a carcass hanging from a cold hook on the
wadl.

~I'm going over to the other side, says Phreedom.

-Youredready here, says Madame Iris, dropping the accent, lifting her veil, showing the face that
Phreedom looks at in the mirror.

Phreedom at the Gates of Hell



Phreedom stepsinto the shower, pulling the glass screen shut behind her, and shakes her hair |oose under
the water, feding the grime of the road and the swest of the heat duice from her body, weariness wash
from her bones. She closes her eyes, closes her mind and letsit dl drain away in the water, dl the shit of
memory, adl the dust of identity, |etting her handstake care of al the lathering and rubbing, working their
way over her body, with asoldier-like efficiency in cleaning every part of her. If sheenjoysit, if she
relaxes in the warm water and enjoysthefed of it, scalding and soothing on her flesh, it'sin an abstract
way, adistanced and mechanical awareness of some object labelled pleasure that barely registersasredl
awareness.

If shewas aware, you see, she might remember another shower where she scrubbed hersdlf and
scrubbed hersdlf till blood and tears ran with the water down the plughole but no matter how she
scrubbed she couldn't get thefilth out of her soul, she couldn't get the black filth of the fucking angel out
of her head, out of her heart, out of her cunt and al the placesinsde where he'd probed her with his
fingers and hiswords and his prick, and in the end she just sat there, in the corner of the shower, arms
around herself and bleeding from the wounds made by the angel and the wounds made by herself. She
might remember that, you see, if shewas aware.

So Phreedom washes like arobot, with amilitary efficiency.

Shegives hersdlf the once-over in the mirror before leaving the hotel room, fixing her mascaraand her
hair it'sdtill alittlewet making sure the choker's tight around her neck and that the chickenbone
charm isgtting right, the way it fals across her T-shirt. She zipsthe leather jacket up and checks her
watch to see the hands dl moving independently, the hour hand moving faster than the minute hand, and
both of them spinning anti-clockwise even as the second hand ticks forward. She hasthe earphonesin
aready but they're silent, waiting for her to decide what music is gppropriate to her mood.

With awry stab at humour, she thumbs the toggle on the datastick, tapping and flicking it thisway and
that until the heads-up display in her lenses scrolls what she's looking for across her vision.

Hotel California.

She was never abig fan of The Eagles but as she lays her hand on the door of her room in the Comfort
Inn, and pushesiit open, and looks out into the bland corridor, it seems somehow appropriate as a bitter
joke. Thomas. Fucking hippy fucking Thomas, he dways|oved that song.

It would have been his birthday today.

The door swings shut behind her.

Click.

Errata

The Book of Life

~ So tell us about this Book then, says Jack. The Book of All Hours.

Joey snorts derisively and heads off to the bar to get another round in; Puck, arms draped over Jack's
shoulders, sticks atongue out at his back. In hislong, black coat and brooding silences, | can't help but
think of Joey Pechorin sometimes as asort of latter-day version of hisforebears. Hisfamily comefrom
Russa, origindly; White Russansfrom Georgia, they came over after the revolution and he actslike he
has cossack in his blood, maybe even alittle of Ivan the Terrible's oprechnika  half orthodox monastic
order, haf secret police. I've seen himinafight defend-ing Jack, of course, who'd managed to insult
someyob clear latent case, said Jack by coming on to him while out of hisface on ecstasy and
I've wondered what he would be capable of in other circumstances. Puck doesn't like him at al, but then
Puck isonly jeal ous because Jack and Joey go back such along way. They've been through high school
in anowhere town housing scheme and they're like a doubl e act that nothing can break up ~ Carter and



Pechorin, Pechorin and Carter  except for maybe flighty fairy Thomeas.

~OK, | say. So thisBook was written by the angel Metatron before the world even existed and it's
actually God's plansfor, well, every-thing. Except that being God's Word, it's not just the plans. | mean,
it doesn't just describe redlity; it definesit. God says, Let there be light and, bingo, theré'slight, and it's
good, of course. He says, L et there be thisand let there be that and all of redlity popsinto exist-ence,
and it'sal good. Smashing. But what happens when the sound of hiswords dies out? | mean, eventudly
the echoes fade away and you're left with silence again, the big black void. So, of course, God hashis
private secretary writeit al down for him, makeit al alittle more permanent. Written in sone, signed and
seded, here we go, mate, sorted, thisisredity theway it is, was and ever will be. Boxed up.

| spmy GnT.

~ But then, of course, his right-hand-man decides to stab his boss in the back and take over the business
for himsdlf. Everything goestits-up and war bresks out in Heaven. Most angels stay with the Big 1 Am,
but there's enough of them on Lucifer's sde that maybe the outcome isn't as certain as you might think, so
some of them, some of them just panic and leg it for Earth. Either that or they're sent there, secret mission
and al that, because anyway, they have the Book. Maybe God is going to fal. Maybe Lucifer's about to
get his hands on the Book and rewrite redity the way he thinksit should be. Whatever the reason, the
Book winds up on Earth, hidden or logt, for al of history, just waiting for the day that it's discovered.
Gathering dust in somelibrary somewhere.

~ Soif you change what's written in the Book, you change redlity? says Puck.

~ Exactly, | say. Write someone out of history or write them back in where they don't belong at al.

~ So what happens? says Jack.

| haven't decided yet, | say. | mean, | know | want to have the angels and demons both hunting for the
Book. | could writeit asastraightforward fantasy adventure, you know? Some norma human findsthe
Book and gets drawn into the whole big cosmic struggle thing. Blond-haired, blue-eyed heroes and
black-hearted villains, and al that. But, it'sjudt... that seemsalittle escapist.

~ What'swrong with that? says Puck. Escapist sdlls. 1'd buy it. The Book of All Hours, by Guy Reynard.
Cool.

~ War isn't an adventure, | say. Therésno glory inwar.

~ Bollocks, says Jack.

He grins as he flicks the Zippo open, lights up another cigarette.

~Youdon't fucking get it, Guy. Of course war is bloody glorious. Flamethrowers and Agent Orange.
Deforestation bombs. Fucking beautiful. That's the true horror of it, mate,

- Jack, | say, sometimes you worry me.

~ Cheers, he says.

The Search Engine

| trace the course of the River of Crows and Kingswith onefingernail, running it softly over the vellum of
the Book and looking down to the redl thing bel ow, down through the glass desk on which the Book gits,
down through the glass floor of the ship's bridge under my feet, down through the clouds towards the
churning course of mud and filth; | am thankful that at thisheight | can no longer smell the rot. Reaching
over with my free hand, | grasp theivory handle of the lever and pull it back. The low hum of the Search
Engine heightens dightly, becomeslouder asits monstrous turbinesrise out of doth and into life. Thereis
no lurch, no fedling of inertiabroken, and a thisheight it'salmost impossible to see any visible shifting of
the world benesth me. Only the glittering light displays of dials and indicators, projected on theglassin
front of me give any sign that we are moving forward. That thisleviathan of the sky isrising from its
indolence and moving dowly, saurian, across the oceanic clouds, following the path marked out for mein
the Book of All Hours, north, ever north, towards the end of the world.



In scale and style somewhere between a steamship and a cathedral, the Search Engine isthe product of
some technology far surpassing theworld of my origins. | found it in acity aspristinein its desolation asif
it had never had inhabitants at dl, berthed among a score or so designed on the same principlesin awide
docklands of glistening grey warehousesfull of steel cargo containers and wooden crates, plastic sheets
covering bales of hay, huge reels of cotton or silk thread, canisters of sugar, tobacco. In away, the whole
scene was quite mundane adock or port like any other dock or port I've come acrossin my travels. It
was only the black river of unspeskable mire and the great hulking sky-shipsfloating in the air abovelike
zeppdlins, grounded by spiraling threads of slver staircase, that made the vision quite different from
anything dsel've seen.

| have no idea how these contraptionsfly; if | were to describe them as having wingsit would be the type
of wingsthat amansion hasrather than those upon an aeroplane. From the main hull of the ship, transepts
project, three at each side asin the crossesto be found in a Greek or Russian Orthodox church. From
below, that hull appears as an inverted vaullt, like the ribcage or armour plating of some great beadt,
curving up and opening out to araeostyle intercolumniations, panes of stained glass and pillars between
them. Parapeted towers rise above, with spires topped by vast thuribles spewing a blue-green steam,
presumably some by-product of their power source, though | redly have no idea. | have no idea how
they float in the air imperviousto the winds buffeting, no idea how they glide smoothly forward or back,
up or down at the touch of thislever or that. But thankfully, the controls are rather lessinscrutable than
the prin-ciples underlying their congtruction. When | finaly found my way to the glass bowl of the
cockpit-bridge that hangs from the tip of the machine's prow like some World War Two gunnery
emplacement on abomber, | was rdieved to see, at the bottom of the steps leading down into that
segmented swimming pool, at the centre of this vertigo-ingpiring glass bowl, only adeep green lesther
armchair with a crescent-shaped glass desk and console and afew bronze, ivory-tipped leversand
whedlsaround it. It's taken me less than aweek of experimentation to get the hang of it dl; I'd haveto
say I'm redlly rather impressed by the degant smplicity of the design.

And so now, | am off again, athief a the hdm of yet another stolen vehicle, leaving behind me yet
another caravan of sundry acquis-tions, souvenirs of my seemingly eternd travels. Thistime, | haveto
say, | havelittle regret.

| have been finding it increasingly difficult, these last few centur-ies, you see, to maintain my memories of
theworld I left so far behind, and | reglise now that it was amistake to sart collecting these various
scraps and parchments of the transfigured redlities| travel through, the places| have cometo call the
Folds. I have collected so many birth and degth certificates, journals and photo-graphs, newspaper
clippings and suchlike, in dl relating to perhaps athousand different variants of what appearsto be mysdf
~or Jack, or Joey, or Thomas so many and so varied that | think my poring over them has begun to
blur the boundaries of what | was what | am and what | might have been. Perhaps | thought that |
might find some pattern among the congruencies and dissonances, asif thiswhole journey had been laid
out for me as alesson by some grester power. | did work, for awhile, on the theory that all soulstravel
such ajourney, drifting through the worlds of other choices, other chances, so that, when they finally
reach their destination, they should understand exactly who they are, by understanding who they're not
and why. Now, though... sometimes| get confused. | forget if this scrap of journa or that was written by
myself or by some other Guy Reynard or Reynard Carter or whatever bloody name | was born with.

2
The War Against Romance

The Journey of the Dead Man



The angd waksinto Sab City off the Jornada ddl Muerto, the journey of the dead man which runsnorth
from Kern's Gate, El Paso, through adry plain of natron and uranium, salt, sand and dust, and the
moment she looks up and sees him shejust knows that he's an angel, because, dthough she's only fifteen
and has never seen one of them before, one of what Finnan calsthe unkin, she recognizesright away
what she's been taught to look out for, the particular kind of graving, the mark of their essence carved
into them, into their words, their actions, their existence.

Nearly everybody has some kind of graving in them, Finnan'stold her, because nearly every thing does.
Every thing in the world hasitstrue name, its name in the Cant, the unkin tongue, and humans are no
different. It doesn't have to be physical, athough sometimes people wear it in their eyes or on their skin
for everyoneto see, athousand-yard stare or aknife-scar or tattoo. But what makesit a graving, aname
that you can read and maybe even use, isthat it'sreal close to the surface, some event has brought it out,
awelt on the surface of redlity. Y ou get it for your own reason, if you ever get it a al; maybe you get it
the first time you fuck, maybe thefirst time you kill, either way it's your own specid graving, it's you, that
secret name carved into your consciousness at that precise moment when you suddenly, instantly redize:

| know what | am. Just amoment, just aday like any other, liketoday, April 12th, 2014. But what
happens on that day marks you for the rest of your life, says Finnan, and maybe even longer.

Of course she doesn't have her graving yet, so she can't really be sure he's not just shitting her about it;
firgt time hetold her, in fact she said so in her foul-mouthed tomboy terminology. Except. Except Snce
then Finnan has been teaching her to read those secret namesto read them in the squint of an eye, the set
of ajaw, the hunch of ashoulder, arap of aknuckle on atable. For most peopleit'slike agambler'stell,
alittle characterigtic that gives away their whole hand, their whole game, but for somethat mark isjust a
little bit more defining and alittle bit more definite. They weer it like an auraand it flickersthrough the air
around them, ahead of them even, turning heads when they walk into aroom, hushing conversation.
Nearly everybody has somekind of graving, dl right. But not everyone hasit graved so deep that it goes
right down through them and under the skin of redity itself. Not everyone has the Cant.

So she knows he'san angdl, dl right. She knows he's unkin. She could damn near smell him on the deed,
desert air, even before he came into sight over the low brow of the Jesus Hill.

He'sblack; at first she thinksit's just shadow, but, no, the sunisdue eat, ill rising, and he'scomingin
from the south, so heisn't in silhouette. He stops at the top of the hill for awhile and stands under one
arm of the large, wooden cross like a man waiting to be hanged camly scanning his audience, and though
thear isshimmering around him she can suddenly see him in perfect focus, hisblack lesther clothes, his
black leather skin, his dreadlocks and goatee, his degp hooded eyes. He's carrying what looks like a
smal but thick leatherbound book in one hand. As dogs, chained to their owners trailers here and there,
bark at the dawn, and somebody, somewhere, plays'Crawling King Snake' on atinny radio, she hears
him clearly as he whigpersto the wind: Finnan.

The Jesus Hill

~ Never saw anyone walk into Slab City before, saysafriendly voice behind her.

~ Morning, Mac, she says. Maybe ... uh, maybe his car broke down... or something.

She's pretty sure that that's not even near the truth, but she doesn't want to start on the subject of unkin
with Mac. Mac, he'sthisweird fuson of old-style Christian evangdlist and acid-crazed flower-child who
never quite madeit into the minigtry, just abit too eccentric for any orthodox faith to handle. Instead, he
took to hisvocation in hisown, individua way. He took to painting a hill.

He gtarted his mission before she was born, before her parents even sarted their semi-nomadic lifestyle.
For aslong as anyone can remember here, in fact, he's been painting one side of the low hill that marks



the southern boundary of Slab City, decorating it inch by inch in whites and pinks and corn-yellows and
sky-blues, with giant hearts and massive flowers. Origindly held just freshened up the paintwork as often
as he could afford it, but astime went on the thing took up more and more hillside and more and more
paint, so that Mac found it hard to keep up with the wear and tear of New Mexico weather. Then
someone suggested using clay aswell and the Jesus Hill took on awhole new dimension. By the time her
family arrived to spend their first winter in Slab City, it had become a permanent adobe sculpture, a
landmark-sized masterpiece of Chrigtian kitsch.

Sherememberswatching it growing larger till throughout the warm winters of her childhood, itsbible
dogansin six-foot letters proclaim-ing love to the world and salvation for al. Despite her neo-pagan
upbringing she's aways found it awelcome sight to return to thisin the Fal, after asummer spent around
the cool Great Lakes up in Canada, and she's dways sort of sad to leave it in the spring as they follow
the other mobile families, snowbirds escaping from the coming hest of the Mojave summer. Between
May and September, Slab City belongs only to the real desert-rats, non-mobileslike Mac or Finnan
who, it's generdly accepted, have long since fried what's | eft of their brains.

~ Hey, by the way, she says. Mom picked up some paint over in Santa Fe; some guy she was doing
hackwork for had it lying around, she said to ask if you could useit.

~ Sure could, says Mac. What colour isit?

~ Eggshdll... puke yelow, perfect for the hill.

Mac laughs.

~I'll bring it over before we head off. Maybe you can have abig 'Jesus Loves Y ou' done for when we
get back. Redl tagteful, like.

~ So cynical, so young, says Mac. Intrash liestruth, remember. The Good Lord lovesa
glow-in-the-dark Madonna much as he loves the biggest cathedrad  hell, more so, if it means moreto
one of hislost sheep.

" Baa, she says.
A Heart-Shaped Window

Y ou don't argue theology with Mac, she reckons; he'stoo nice aguy to take away his sense of Grand
Purposein the Simple Act. Nuts, sure, but 50 percent of trailer-park society asawhole, and about 75
percent of Sab City in particular, isat very least eccentric if not outright certifiable. There's her own dad,
trying to map Atlantis usng regressve hypnosis to access the mentd database of his primeincarnation's
experience. Then thereésther neighbour at the moment, Mr Willis, who thinks they should &l be buying
up NASA |eftovers and trying to colonize Mars as autonomous collectives. He aready has hisown
spacesuit. Up in the parks around Lake Superior you get alot of people who're red ‘tolerant' of this sort
of weirdness, but she's aways hated their patronizing attitudes. Sure, she thinks Mac and Mr Willisare
bugfuck crazy lunatics but she respectsthem for that and, in the same way that she hates to be treated
likealittlegirl, she hates the way some of the middle-class mobilestalk down to people she considers
her friends.

~ Hey, says Mac. He's coming down.

Therastaange starts dowly down Jesus Hill, climbing round 'LOVE' and over the Sacred Bleeding
Heart, cracking 'CONSIDER THE LILIES under hisfeet and scuffing dirt on THE LIGHT OF THE
WORLD'. Shewatswith Mac at thefoot of the hill for him to arrive, her standing in the open, trying to
look bored by kicking at the dry grasses under her feet, Mac leaning out the heart-shaped window of his
junk-augmented school bus-cum-shack, scratching at his grey stubble. The black guy jumpsthe last five
feet or so down the hill and lands damn near in her face.

~ Can | bother one of you for alittle water? he asks, looking at Mac, then shifting his gaze to her.

The bastard isfucking tall.



~ My ... car broke down on the freeway other side of the hill there, he says. This desert air's given me
one mother of athirg.

~I'll get you abottle, says Mac. Offer you abeer, if you want one.

~No ... thanks, but water'll be just great.

The heart-shaped wooden shutter snaps closed as Mac disap-pears. The angd is il looking straight at
her.

~ What's your name, little one? he says and she hates him instantly.

~ Phreedom, she says, but spelled PH instead of F.

She loves her techno-hippy parents  redly shedoes but she used to be alittle jealous of her brother,
Tom, with his normal name. Went through a phasg, in fact, where she would only answer to 'Annd. She's
kind of grown to like it now, though. It'sagood way of judging people, how they react to it if they ask,
and you tell them, and you just stand there with that look on your face  yeah, and your point is?
“Isit? hesmiles Tl me... Phreedom ... do you know of anyone around here good at fixing things ...
cars, that is?

Finnan.

~ You mean like arepairman? A mechanic or something? she says.

~ Exactly.

Don't lieto an angel, shethinks.

- What kind of car isit?

~ Here'syour water, says Mac, stepping out of his open front door and handing a bottle of mineral water
to the stranger. What's up?

| was just asking young Phreedom hereif she knew anyone who might be ableto fix my car.

Y ou want Finnan, says Mac. The guy's some kind of awizard. Electrica, mechanicd, you nameit  if
it'sbroke he canfix it. Sab's over that way, al corrugated iron and old rubber tires, you can't missit.
Phregll take you, won't you, Phree? Her and Finnan are great buddies. Y ou're not doing anything just
now, are you, Phree?

Shelooks from one to the other then down at her feet.

~ Guess not, she says.

Saring Down an Angel

~ S0, how come you're up and about while everyone dseis ill in bed? asks the angedl.

He'swalking about two paces behind her as she leads him the short distance to Finnan's dab. She takes
her time.

~ Just heading out to gather some peyote buttons for Finnan, she says. Y ou get better mojo if you collect
them at dawn, hetold me.

- | imagine he'stold you alot of things.

| like your coat, she says.

It'slong and black, with ahigh, turned-up collar, the leather scuffed and dusty like he'swalked around
theworldinit.

~ It looks good and warm for the cold, desert nights, she says.

~ 1 wouldn't know, he says. I'm never usudly thisfar from

civilization... no offence.

~ None taken.

Sab City is pretty primitive, she hasto admit. When trailer-parksfirst took off in the
Home-of-the-Future 1950s alot of white-collar families wanted trailers and campers for second homes.
By thelast decades of the last century, these recreationa vehicles were the only thing alot of shit-poor
people could afford asa first home. So you got some trailer-parks which were like holiday camps, with
leisure-facilities and every amenity you could name ™ just drive up, rent your dab and plug into the weter,



electricity and disposa pipes, or, better till, get avalet to do it while you take the kids for their tennis
lesson. Other places were chegper and nastier, with fewer and fewer ameni-ties. Sab City'sredly just a
flat piece of dirt where people started to park one day. With no charges and no power or water, its
denizens are pretty much confined to the self-sufficient or the financialy desperate.

~ Sowhat kind of car wasit you said you had, again? she asksthe angdl.

A red one, he says. Tell me about this Finnan.

~ 1 don't know much about him.

- Mac said you were hisfriend.

~Hedoesn't talk alot.

~ Perhaps he's got something to hide.

- Finnan doesn't have anything to hide.

~ We all have something to hide.

~ Sowhat are you hiding?

The guy stops and she turns, shoving her hands in the pockets of her oversize biker jacket a
hand-me-down from Tom before he it off to find... she doesn't know what exactly... hisfortune, she
guesses. Thereésapart of her that's till pissed off at him for it, but ... But he left her with hisjacket and
shewearsit with hisattitude.

S0, she standsthere, trying to stare down an angel.

~ 1 imagine your friend Finnan would cdl it my... graving, he says.

It'slike he'sthrowing out the word as afishing line, seeing if shelll bite. She looks away, at the dog lying
sprawled out on the makeshift porch of anearby trailer-nome. Gazing over a them, without lifting its
head, it wagsitstail, thumping it lazily on the wooden planking. She looks back at the angdl.

~ You're not doing avery good job of it, she says, and he laughs, the air wavering around him, dust
swirling in barely perceptible vortices and currents. He raises ahand like he's playing with the breeze.
And way off in the distance: a high hollow note like the coda of a song played on aflute carved out of
bone.

~ Don't try to teach abirdman how to fly, hatchling.

~ Birdman?

~ What does Finnan call us? Angels.... gods?

~Unkin, she says. And helooks a her like she's eaten his grandmother, pushes past and starts straight
for Finnan'sdab ... asif hesknown theway al dong. She hurries after him.

A Plain of Bones

~ | thought you said your friend didn't talk much.

Hisvoiceisclipped.

~ Henever told me what it means.

“Ignoranceishliss.

- Bullshit, she says.

The angd glances back at her and the dog they've just passed starts to howl.

" Did hethink we wouldn't gather you aswell? asksthe angdl.

~ | don't know what you're talking about.

- Then your friend Finnan didn't tell you everything. Ask him sometime wheat it's like to walk the road of
al dust. Ask him about the dry wind that blows acrossthe fields of lost days. Ask him.

And he mutters something under his bresth and suddenly she'sdizzy, her mind filled with thisimage of a
long, dry dusty road, and the angdl waking down it, dust devils spirdling in the air around him, whipping
up the sand and grit, the dusky-grey and ochre-red and bleached-white dirt of centuries, of millenniaof...
she sees his black |eather boot coming down on abird's skull, in her mind's eye, and she seesawhole



plain of bones, awhole desert that isn't the Mojave at al but somewhere e'se, somewhere far, far avay.
And therésaword that's running through her head, something she can't quite make out... villain? volume?
vaium?... vdlum?

She shakes her head to clear it, shake off theimage and the ringing sound, but she il fedls.... sick.

~All | know, she says, iswhat he taught me about mojo, about voudon and santeria, which is nothing
you can't learn in books. And al | know about you unkin isthat some people let the mojo take them
over, carveit into their own soulstill they think they're some sort of fucking superior race, somekind of
living manifestation of divinity, and sure, they've got power, but they're o fucking full of themselves, so
fucking sdf-righteous, so fucking...

Shelosesthe word she'slooking for; al she can do is spit on the ground in disgust.

In somewaysit'strue. Thelittlethat Finnan'stold her isredly just kitchen magic, charms, little gravings
on the world. Even theword unkin only dipped out when he was drunk that time and got &l weird so
that she couldn't tdll if he was sad or angry, at her or someone else. But if this bastard's going to play
fisherman with her then fuck him; two can play at that game.

- There are righteous unkin and there are fallen unkin, says the black man, and there are fools like Finnan
who think they can stay neutrd, who think they can hide from their duty in the middle of nowhere and
pray it never findsthem.

~ And that's your job, right? she says. Finding them?

~It'stime for your friend to decide where he stands. On the side of the angels or with those who would...
Hetallsoff into aslent scrutiny of her.

~You havenoidea, little one, just what our enemies are capable of. Y ou have no ideawhat the demons
of thisworld would do to you if we didnt... draw theline.

~ Soyou're arecruitment officer for the War in Heaven? she laughs. Hunting down draft-dodgers and
deserters? Y ou going to press-gang him or shoot him at dawn?

" I've cometo gather him, saysthe angdl. I've come to gather your good friend Finnan.

And Finnan's dab comesinto view ahead.

An Old Sepia Photograph

The place hasthe look of an old sepia photograph, with its sand-scoured chrome and rusted steel and
everything al dusty faded brown. The old Airstream trailer stands high up on red brick piles and girder
dtilts, forming the centre of alarge structure of retrofitted salvage. Canvas, corrugated iron and even old
car hoods form the walls and roofs of annexes built around and under the main living area, accessed by
an old rugting ladder.

Round the back of thisindustrid gothic folly, rubber tires are piled up to form three walls of an open
garage-workshop area, roofed with obsolete twelve-foot solar panel and linked to the Airstream by
wires and cables. In front of the main construction, the sandblasted shells of two dead automobiles stand
liketwo stonelions at the steps of some grand City Hal. All around, the placeislittered with electrica
and mechanica equipment, old and new, broken and fixed, with computers, TVsand satellite dishes,
with stripped-down washing machines and motorbikes built up from spare parts.

It was Finnan who'd built the bike her brother Thomas left on, just picked up and left one day, without a
note or aword of goodbye. She knew the two of them well enough to know that if anybody had an
answer for her it would be Finnan. Finnan had an answer for everything. So she had stormed up to
Finnan's dab and started throwing stone after stone against the aluminum of histrailer, stood there, hands
on hips, cursing him and shouting at him to come out, demanding to know where Tom had gone. That's
two years past now and she still isn't convinced that Finnan doesn't know exactly where Tom is, but she's
learned to trust him in so many other ways... she'slearned to trust him that Tom had areason for just



disappearing.

Part of it is, she's seen what Finnan can do. Hisdab isajunkyard initsown right and Finnan ... Finnanis
the jJunkmaster, the man who can take a broken food-processor, a Frigidaire, an electric boiler and a
bus-engine, and rebuild them into asingle unit that turns raw sewage into fresh water, fertilizer and serile
non-toxic dust. But he can do other things aswell. She still remembers when Mac had his 'episode’ and
they found him lying on the ground, and before she knows it Finnan is down beside him, one hand on his
chest, and hegivesjugt alittleflick it wasn't alaying on of hands or nothing, she wouldn't say that
exactly, but no way wasit a cardiac massage. She was trying to take Mac's pulse and it just wasn't there,
sheremembers, she couldn't find it there a dl until Finnan gavethat tiny flick of thewrig... and then it
was.

And right now, Finnanis standing in his dead-car gateway, waiting for them patiently with his saff in his
hand and a cigarette in his mouth.

Finnan

Finnan looks about twenty and has done for as long as she'sknown him. He clamsto bein hislate
thirties, but there's nobody who knowsfor sure. The clothes he wears seem dways the same, the same
white button-neck T-shirts, the same sandstone-col oured chinos and the same scuffed desert hiking
boots, everything aways smudged with the same black engine oil and grease that dicks back hisdirty
blond hair. Short and skinny, but with muscles that 1ook like they're made of stedl cable, every fibre of
them showing under the taut skin of hisarms, shifting as he moves them as he works on whatever his
latest project is.

- That'sthe demon inside me, he'sjoked with her afew times, but she's never been surejust how much
of ajokeit redly is. Got alittle bit of something in me, he says, seemsto just eat up al my body fat.
She's sure there's something underneath the joke. Finnan has an air about him, a sense that he's
congtantly on edge, congtantly restrained, like he'sburning al hisenergy just holding back, holding himsdlf
back from doing God knows what. As she's come to know him, from the late nights when the three of
them would get wasted, back when Tom was gtill around, or chasing him around in the months after her
brother l€ft, trying to get some answers out of him, she'scometo redizethat, in away, it isn't ajoke at
dl.

Wevedl got alittle bit of demon in us, shethinks, and alittle bit of angel. Finnan talks about it in terms of
the graving, about the way everyone hasan ... ability to find the Cant inside themselves, to openup a
locked door in their heads and let it loose. She thought he was talking in metaphors until the day he held
his hand out in front of her, closed in afigt, then opened it up to show her the pam of hishand, closing it
again quickly. It might have been some magic trick, but the scar looked red for that instant, the weird
shape that looked like it'd been carved in with the point of aknife; she didn't get that good alook at it but
she caught aglimpse of something that looked vaguely likean eyeinoutline an dlipsewith acircle
indde but with four little bumps coming off the outside of it.

Then he opened up his hand again and it was gone, just the rough skin of hisworking man's hand. He
closed hishand into afist again, flexed hisbicep, looking at hisarm likeit didn't belong to him.

At the moment, she can seethetension in those arms of his, the knotted muscles and wire veins, as one
takes the cigarette from his mouth and flicks it away, while the other gripstheiron railing that functionsas
the shaft of hisstaff. A TV-aerid isfixed at the top of the railing, pointing downwards, its crossbars hung
with chains and charms, wound round with barbed wire and crowned by a plastic doll's head. Finnan
holds the thing with white knuckleslikeit's his only connection to sanity. He callsit his disrupter. Magic
for the TV generation, he says, for an eectronic world of nanotech and smware. Therésmojo in skin
and bone and graveyard dirt, of course, but you have to keep up with the times. The Cant is powerful



enough just whispered in an ear; and in these days of bitmites, nanite surveillance sysemshblowing inthe
wind they bregthe, riding on the dust they taste on it, well, the Cant is even stronger asawhisper inthe
head.

She doesn't know what powersit, but Finnan's disruptor givesalow buzz if you listen closetoit, ashe
gripsitinhishand. Like now.

~ Wél, he says. Good morning, redity. Let'sgo inside and talk.

The Book of Names

~ Theré's nothing to talk about, saysthe angdl.

He and Finnan are Sitting at the Formicatop of thelittle dinner table in Finnan's Airstream, one drinking
bottled water, the other bottled beer. She noses round the fridge, looking for a Coke, but watching them
al thetime out of the corner of her eye, and listening intently to everything they say.

~ Your nameisin the book, saysthe angel.

The angd's leatherbound 'book’  actualy atenth generation palmtop with dick packaging is sitting up
onthetablein front of him, open and switched on. Scrolling over the screen, row upon row, isa
sequence composed of four different glyphs arranged in seem-ingly random order, and she can't help
thinking of an image she saw on adocumentary once, acomputer-generated graphic of Asand Tsand
Gsand Cs, scrolling behind adowly spinning model of adouble-helix. The letters represented agene
sequence, she remem-bers, four basic building blocks that combine dong the helix of aDNA moleculeto
write out the pattern of aliving cresture.

As she watches, the scrolling gradually accelerates until the screen becomesjust agray blur.

~ Thebook iswrong, says Finnan. Y ou've got the wrong man. Maybe you should check the original. Oh,
that'sright, | hear you lost it.

Hegmirks.

~ Pity, hesays. You really can't expect acut-rate copy like that to be worth a damn. Those scribesin
Aratta hacking the old Cant into gravingsthat

~ Seamus Finnan. Bornin Irdland, in—

~ That'snot my name, he says. Y ou don't even have my fucking name. Fucking angels. Y ou want to get
yer fookin facts sraight before ye come barging into someone'sfookin life.

It'snot the first time she's noticed the hint of an Irish accent in Finnan'svoice, but she'sstill surprised. It's
asif the name hasjust this moment sparked something off inside him, and despite hisdenids she's
suddenly sure that Seamus is the name he was born with. But she's dso sure that isn't what Finnan means
when he talks about his name. He's talking about something deeper.

The angd leansforward, peering at the book asif the blur actualy means something to him.

~ The book isn't wrong, saysthe angel. The record is complete.

~ Thelittle black book of your master's conquests, en?

A book of unkin, the angdl says. Covenant and Sovereigns and those who're not yet signed. All of
them. Times and places of calings and gatherings. Crossings of paths. Reckonings.

He moves afinger acrossthe trackpad and the screen flicks sdeways, up, down, scrolling, panning,
faster than he can possibly see, surely. Hetapsit and it stops.

-~ Sab City, April 12th, 2014, saysthe angel. Heturnsit round to show Finnan, like the gibberish of sigils
proves his point.

Finnan lights another cigarette and takes a draw. She wonders how long he's been here, that his accent's
S0 ... sporadic. | don't see my namein there, he says.

~ Slab City, April 12th, 2014, saysthe angel. And there's only you and me here.

~You can't take me without my true name. Y ou've got no hold over me, and you sit here at my table by
my invitation.

~You will be gathered, saysthe angdl.



~ Not by you.

~ Then by the others, by the Sovereigns.

~You think anut-job megalomaniac like Maik wants me for his private jihad? Not fucking likely.
She picks up Finnan'slighter from the table and starts playing withiit.

~When they comefor you they'll beless... diplomatic than | am, saysthe angd.

~ And I'll beless hospitable, says Finnan.

~ They'll rapeyour little apprentice here, the angd says, and drag you down into hell by your greasy
matted hair.

She blinks and flicks the lighter open, sparksit.

~ Don't underestimate the girl, says Finnan. She can look after hersdlf.

~ A chicken-bone cross around her neck is going to save her from hellhounds?

She fingers the charm-necklace that Finnan made for her. Finnan blows smoke in the angel'sface.

~You know .. birdman, he says, your organization will never beat the opposition, and they'll never best
you, because underneath the bullshit you're exactly the same thing. Oh, it may be unkin with alittle'u'
and not agrand and self-important capital letter. But it's Covenant with acapitad 'C for cunt, isn't it? The
Covenant and the Sovereigns. | bet they have abook just like that one. How's the score looking,
anyway? All evenin thefina minutes? Waiting for that golden god.

~You never did understand us, Finnan. The point of the struggle is not to 'beat the opposition’ as you put
it, but to separate the ...

chaff from the grain... the good seed from the bad seed, and if it means burning the world to dust and fire,
well, the mogt fertile fields have come from ashes.

| dwaysthought you fuckers were inhuman. Y ou've forgotten where you came from.

~ We're more than human, boy. We've seen what's out there, you and |. We know what we could build
on the ashes of thisworld. We don't need this.... squalor. We can burn thefilth away and build humanity
anew world, one of order ... out there ... in the Ve lum. Y ou know thisworld is nothing. Thiswhole
universeis... amote of dust, asmear of ink, on the surface of the Vellum.

The Last Big Rumble in the Sky

Heturnsto smile at her, condescending.

~Atmog, littlegirl, your history, your redlity is ... agroove, cutting its way through what might be,
curving o dowly that you seeit only asa dtraight line stretching ever-onward, just deep enough that
someone like you can't even conceive of the worldsthat runin paradlel on the other sde of your redity's
wadls Andit'still nothing more than one tiny whorling line of afingerprint on the Velum.

She looks at the angel with his coat covered in the desert's dust, and at Finnan, face smeared with engine
oil. HE's never mentioned any of thisto her.

| took the King's Shilling once, says Finnan. Once was enough. | was afookin eedjit then and | won't
doit again. Not again.

Y ou know, Finnan, saysthe angd, it doesn't really matter to uswhether | leave with your heart or with
your head; dl that mattersto usisthat you make the choice.

~ TheLast Big Rumblein the Sky, says Finnan. Isthat what you're fookin wanting? Wake up, birdman,
the gangs are dead; the Anun-naki, the Athenatoi, the Aesir  they'redl long gone—

~ What do you know about that? the angel snarls. Were you there when those gangs were throwing
childreninto furnacesincase justin case they might grow up to berivas? Did you see Irramarch
across Akkad, laying waste to everything in his path? What have you seen, Seamus Finnan? What petty
litde human wars have you seen?

Finnan flicks ash on the linoleum floor. Phreedom fidgets with the alphabet magnets on the fridge door.

~ Youthink | want the old days back? the angdl carrieson. Y ou think thisis nostalgiafor that? Thisisan
age of reason, and it'sthe Covenant that built it. Thisisawar againg dl that. Againgt the god-kings and
emperors.



Heturnsto her.

~ Againgt those greet romantic lies you humans seem to hold so dear. | would have thought that you'd
appreciate that, Seamus Finnan. But you weren't there, were you, when we signed the Covenant to bring
an end to dl the bloodshed?

Seamus Finnan. She's wondered about his past before, and now she wonders again. The King's Shilling.
So hewasinthearmy, in awar? Syriawasn't that long ago, but then again she'ssure  the way Mac's
talked about him he was here before that. Irag? Before that? She suddenly redlizes that she doesn't
know shit about history. And in dl the times he's talked about the unkin, up to hisarmsin wires or
engine-parts, she's never redly imagined him anywhere but now.

~No, saysFinnan, | wasn't there. But | knew aman who was. A longtimeago maybe not for the likes
of you, mind, but for someone like me who still remembers his mother's face and thelike  alongtime
ago for me. | knew someone who was there through it al, who was there when yer fookin Covenant was
sgned. And hetold meit wasabig pile of horseshit.

Finnan flashesagrinat him.

~ And that he fucked yer mother.

She'swaiting for the angel to comeflying acrossthetable a him, but he just Sitsthere, staring at Finnan
with absolute fury.

Theangd stsslently for amoment, while Finnan takes another draw on hiscigarette and aswig of his
beer, then he punches afew buttons on his pamtop. It startsto scroll again. He looks across at
Phreedom, then at Finnan, then out the window at hisside.

~ My name isin this book, you know, says the black man. Y ou may not have decided where your
graving goes yet but I'minhere.
The scrolling stops again and the screen starts flashing up matrix after matrix of those four glyphs
repeated.
~Would you like to know my true name, Finnan, or should | tell the girl so she can call on mewhen the
demons—
~ Neither of uswant to know your name, says Finnan, cutting him off. I'm not interested. She's not
interested.
~Whatisit Rumpedtiltskin? she says, and immediately fedls stupid.

It's
| won'tjoinyou and | won't fight you, snaps Finnan. | won't be named, numbered, called, gathered,
saved or damned, and you can—
~ Metatron, saysthe angdl.

Metatron

~ Metatron, saysthe angel, and it hurts. He saysit red quiet, but she can fed the resonance deep in her
skull and it's like athousand dog-whistles have been blown in both of her earsand for asecond ™ for less
than that, for afraction of asecond shefedslikethe sound is carrying aliving informetion into
everything in thetraller, hersdf included; that by speaking that single stupid-sounding word the angel has
stamped his name into her and into everything around her. For that fraction of a second it seemstotdly
naturd, totally logicd to think thisway, and then the room is spinning but the world has stopped ringing
and she leans back againgt the fridge, looking at Finnan to seeif this new development is good or bad,
even though she doesn't redlly need to, because she knows already. It's bad.

Finnan's anger flickers through hisbody, in thewireveinin hisforehead, in the cables of histensed neck
muscles, in the twitching of hisarms and clenched fists. His eyes, though, are as cadm as ever, cool
ice-blue and never blinking.

~Nice of you to introduce yoursdlf, he says.



~You invited me in. It'sonly polite, saysthe angdl.

~ Polite, sure, but there'sno need to be so ... formal.

1 dwaysthink courtesy isthe basis of any good working relationship.

~ We have no working relaionship. We never will.

~ Then 'know thine enemy'.

~ WEe're not enemies. | ask you into my home. | offer you hospitdity

~ Andin gratitude, the angdl says, inreturn, | give you my name; I'min your debt.

~ You don't owe me athing.

~ But | have to repay your hospitality. If you refuse me that then you offend me, and if you offend me
then you're my enemy. Whichisit?

| release you of your debt. | take back my hospitality. Get out of my home.

Phreedom notices that some of the magnetic | etters on the fridge have arranged themselves to spell out a
word METATRON. It looks like some inane comic-book superhero's name, spelled out indl its
pompousness. It looks harmless.

-Y ou're expelling me? asksthe angd.

~ I'm requesting that you leave.

~Just say the word and I'm gone.

"~ Please, snarls Finnan.

~ Not that word, boy. Y ou know what | mean.

~ | know what you mean, you arrogant fucker, she says.

Finnan shakes his head.

~ Don't even think of it, Phree. | taught you how to read the marks, but the name would just be aword in
your mouith... and it'saword they'd damn you with.

~ Letthelittlegirl try, birdman. Let the hatchling chirp her first angel-call.

~ Don't patronize me, you bastard, she says.

- Leave her out of this, says Finnan, half-rising from his seat. Get the fuck out of my house, now.
Hebows his heed, asif in prayer or invocation.

~ 1 command you in your own name, | command you twice, and | command you for thethird time

~ Metatron, she says.

Golden, Burning Sound of Fire and Rust

The empty bottlein the angd's hand shatters, and the shards them-sel ves shatter, and sand rains across
the Formica table-top.

Metatron, she says, again for thefirst time, time echoing itself.

Theworld isscreaming in her face, agolden, burning sound of fire and rust. The angel iswhite and
Finnan is green and her own hand is crimson as she raisesit to try and stop the Cant from shaking her
whole existence gpart.

Metatron.

And it fedslike she's going to be saying that one word for the rest of her life, forever in that one moment,
living, reliving the reverberartions. Theair isliquid in front of her, itsintricate flow tracing Sgilsand
symbals, dl ingtantly understood, dl woven into asingle living word, that name. She reachesinto the
deepest part of the mark carved into the world insde Finnan's Airstream, and, with thumb and forefinger,
shetwidsit at its heart. She makes her firg graving.

The angel throws back his head and laughs, and weeps.

Finnan stubs out his cigarette on the table-top.

The world becomes normd... dmost.



~I'll beleaving now, saysthe angd, picking up his pamtop, switch-ing it off and closing it asherises
from his seat. Hisvoiceistight and one small bead of swesat runs down his forehead, but he hasthe
faintest hint of asmile around his mouth.

It lookslike | waswrong, he says. It seems| wasn't here to gather your soul after dl. Y oung
Phreedom's bought you alittle moretime.

~ Maybe I'll do the same for her some day.

| don't think you'll have to. She's afighter, that one; she's made her choice already and she's not even
named yet.

~ My folks called me Phreedom, she says. That'sall the name | need.

~ My father named me Enoch, saysthe angd, but when you walk with God you soon find those human
namestoo small afit. Phree-dom iswhat they cal you, yes, but isit redly who you are ... what you are?
~Aslong asI'mdlive, saysFinnan, it will be.

~ Youll protect her, birdman? Y ou damned her to hell the day you taught her that the gods werereal.
And when the desol ate ones have gathered her into their ams  because thet is the choice she'smade
shelll probably thank you for it as sherips out your heart.

~ Get out of here, she says. Get the fuck out of here.

He pushes past her to the door and opensit, but stops at the threshold as he turns to go down the ladder.
Finnan walks over to the fridge to pull out abottle of beer; he twiststhe top off, holds the bottle up...
cheers.

The angd flicks hishand in asort of John Wayne salute.

- Beseeing you, he says.

The Fields of Lost Days

~ How long has Finnan been here? she asks Mac as she putsthe last tin of eggshell-yellow emulsion
down on the ground at the foot of the Jesus Hill. Mac grins and shrugs.

- Longer than me, he says. And | been here near forty years.

~ So how old ishe?

Mac shrugs, and laughs thistime. He pullsthe baseball cap off hishead and scratches at his scalp.

- Lookslike he's about twenty. But | reckon he must be over a hundred.

AsMac replaces his cap, he grins at her with a carefully cultivated innocence.

- But, hell, my memory isn't what it used to be. Who knows, maybe Finnan only got here yesterday.
And she'sthinking to hersdf about just who this Seamus Finnan is, thewar he fought in and thewar he's
running from, the history he never talks abouit, the future he rgjects, and she'swondering if, with that one
word, she's stepped into arole that he won't play. The angel's name still echoesin her head and thereésa
part of her something that's always been there, but she just never noticed it, shethinks apart of her
that wantsto burn it out, to burnit al out.

~You know what Finnaniis, don't you?

~ No. No, I'm just another old drugfucked hippy hermit; | don't push my trip on Finnan, and he doesn't
push histrip on me. If someday he comes up to me and tellsme, hey, | know where the fountain of youth
is, | can take you back to the garden, man, well, maybe I'll follow him and maybe I'll just stay here and
paint my hill. | figure you got to make your own way through; you can't walk another person'sjourney.

~ So you never asked him where he came from or anything?

The road of all dust, shethinks. The fields of lost days.

| didn't ever think he wanted to be asked, says Mac.

Nearly everybody has some kind of graving, Finnan told her. With somefolksit's cut so degp in them
that they forget there's any them except that little mark. Cut so degpit's carved into redlity itsalf and you
can seeit inthear around them, smdl it on thewind. Therésaholeinside their heart that goesright



down to hdll, right up to heaven, and what's on the other sde's so bright, so dark, so fucking pure they let
it take them over, walk the world in their bodies. Angels and demons.

And she knows he'sright. She knowswhy he'swaked away from al that shit. But she doesn't know if
she can wak away from it hersdlf.

The Song of Unknown Lands

~ Areyou sure about this? asks Finnan.

Eveningisfdling and sheliesin hisarmsin hisbed in histrailer in hisworld. Thelast echoes of the black
angd's true name are fading now, but she can dtill fed the cdl, the Cant, the song of theland, in the
rhythm of Finnan's breath, in the begt of his heart, and in her own bresth and her own bloodstream. She
touches histhigh and life quivers.

~Nothing I've ever done felt so right, she says. | want you to be the one who graves me, and | want this
to bethe ... the sacrament.

~ It'snot me graving you, he says, shaking his head. It'snot like that it's  shit, you know | could go to
jal for this he says, alittle durred, smiling gently.

~ We're unkin, she says, knowing it now, knowing that there's something between them, that there's
aways been something between them, that's more than friendship.

~ We're different. Other people, they—

He puts afinger to her lips.

“No they, no us, just you and me, OK?

- OK.

They stay therefor awhilein silence, not doing anything. Then Finnan dides his hand down to her ass,
amogt absent-minded, like he's thinking of something else.

~ What does it fed like to you, she says, the Cant, | mean?

~It'slikeamillion tiny wiresfiring charges through my flesh, he says, down into my bones. Sometimesit's
just alow buzz, other timesfedslike I'm burning in the fucking eectric chair. It'slike afucking magnetic
force and every cdl in my body isjust alittle piece of iron being shaped by ... interfering fields.

~ With meit'slike asong, like something calling me.... from | don't know where. It'slike everything is
resonating around me, inside me.

~'Everything is broken up, and dances, he says.

 That'sit exactly.

| envy you.

Sheturnsover to lie on her back, looking out the west-facing window, where the red and golden sunset
seemsamog artificia in its numi-nous washes of light, like the painted backdrop of some 1950s
Technicolor and Cinemascope movie it al seems so staged.

~ How long do you think I've got, she says, before they come for me?

~Not long, he says. Seemslike they're gearing up for afina showdown. The gathererswill be scattering
across the face of the earth right now, hunting down, one by one, every last rogue, every last free unkin.
They want me, and, sooner or later, they'll want you. They're dready looking for...

He stops, asif thinking better of something.

- Fucking angels, he says. Chrigt, save us from the fucking angels.

~Maybe...

She hesitates.

~ Maybeit'sawar we haveto fight.

~ A fucking glorious battle for the kingdom, Phreedom? Y ou and me saving the world?  Maybe.

He shakes his head.
~ Promise me, when they come for you, you'll run, just fucking run. Don't be a hero, Phreedom. Don't



play their game.

But sheredizes she can't promise that.

~ Why didn't you tell me about the Vellum? she asks.

~ Causeit'safucking pile of shite, he says. A fucking dream. Thisisredlity, here, now, and anything ese
isjust... smoke and mirrors. The Cant isredl but the Vellum'sjust... myth.

She can hear theliein hisvoice, though. Hell, she can fed that other reality pressing on her, trying to push
through. Smoke and mirrors. There's no smoke without fire, and there's another world through the
looking-glass.

~ I'mready, she says. | want to know my name.

Herolls over so he'son top of her, resting his head on her shoulder, kissing her neck as he fingers her
clit. She can smell the beer, bitter on his breath. He started drinking as soon asthe angd |eft and she
could have stopped him. She could have stopped him, but she didn't. He might not have done this sober.
" Fuck, she says.

And his other hand presses down through her and curls éectric fingers round her heart, reading her,
writing her, fusing sacred and profane in grace and obscenity, and he leans close to her and he whispersit
inher ear.

A Half-Empty Pack of Cigarettes

Shewakesin hisbed in histrailer in Sab City in anew world, her world, and he'sgone. Outside, Mac is
up early, working on his Jesus Hill, but she'saonein Finnan's castle of junk. Even theair isempty of his
sepialifdight and steely soulscent. She looks around inside the Airstream for any cluesto why he'sgone
or where he went, a note, a goodbye message of some sort, but al thereisisahaf-empty pack of
cigarettes, his Zippo lain on top of them. And alot of empty beer-bottles.

Tomorrow she's supposed to leave with her family for the north, head out of here before the scorching
sun becomes too fierce with the heat of summer, head for somewhere cooler, less harsh. She's not sure
that she wantsto go with them, but it's not that she wantsto stick around in case Finnan comes back;
she's guessing that he's never coming back.

No, it'smore that she just knows she doesn't belong here any more. One strange thing about being a
mobileis, shethinks, wher-ever she's been she'sdwaysfet like she was home. It seems strange, maybe,
but that'sthe way it is. Slab City or way up north, travelling or camped, she's never felt that she was
anywhere she wasn't meant to be. Now it's different.

She looks out over the junkyard where, she notices, one of the bikesis missing, but another of them has
its heavy green tarpaulin thrown back off of it, itskeysintheignition aninvitation, an offering. Promise
meyou'l run, he said, but she can't do that. There's something out there, gathering in preparation for a
war to burn this earth to dust and ashes, and she doesn't want to be ahero  redlly, she doesn't  but that
doesn't mean she won't fight. Fuck it, she thinks. Fuck Finnan. He doesn't know everything. He's just
fucking scared. He's just—

And she remembersthat image of the plain of bones, of aboot crushing abird's skull undernesth it and
she knowsthat whatever this so-cdled Velumis, whatever the black leather angd with his book was
talking about, thisroad of al dugt, these fields of lost days, she knows that Finnan had aright to feer it.
But shewont livelikethat. If shetakesthe bikeit won't be to run from the angels or demons but to find
them. Maybe shelll go looking for Finnan, maybe shell go looking for Tom  she doesn't know. All she
knowsis she's not going to wait for it to cometo her.

Before she leaves she rearranges the al phabet | etters on the fridge door so they spell out PHREEDOM,
then she lifts her chicken-bone necklace, the santerian charm to ward off bad mojo, from the Formica
tabletop where shelad it last night, last night when she was till ahuman being. She has the language of
the angelsin her head now in her body, in her blood so she doesn't really think she needsit any

longer.



But then again. Maybe that means she needsit more than ever.
Errata

The Journals of Guy Reynard Carter — Day Infinity

Thetrailer-town they cdl Sab City, intheworld where | belong, sitsfour miles or so out of Niland, off
the 111, down there on the east coast of the Salton Sea in the south-eastern corner of Cdifornia, with the
Sonoran Desert al around, and the Mojave somewhere far up to the north. It getsits name from the
foundations of the buildings of an old nava base abandoned after World War Two, dabs of concrete that
now serve as parking spacesfor the RVsand the trailers of those who travel with the seasons, to Canada
inthe summer, Cdiforniain the winter. Snowbirds, they're caled.

New Mexico, with its Jornada del Muerto, isawhole state of Arizonaaway.

The Jornada del Muerto, the Journey of the Dead Man, runs from Kern's Gate, El Paso, north through a
dry plain of natron and uranium, salt, sand and dust, up to Santa Fe, up to Los Alamos and Trinity where
they shattered atoms, those destroyers of worlds. It's a section of the old Camino Red by which the
Mexicans came north, from Teotihuacan into the Land of Dreams, and Peter Kern must have known this
when, on hisreturn from the Alaskan Gold Rush, he built his suburban housing development and gaveit a
towering gate of wrought iron, two pillars branched and bedecked with silver globes, swastikas and other
occult ornaments, joining across the road more like an entrance into Chinatown than into Suburbia. Or
like an entrance into Hell, more accurately. This Gate of a Thousand Doors stands open, for anyoneto
drivethrough.

To get to Sab City from there, in my world, you'd haveto walk ... how many thousand klicks?

| lay the maps I've gathered of this corner of thisworld on the Formicatabletop of the old Airstream
trailer, spread out edgeto edge  New Mexico, Arizong, Cdifornia In thisworld, Siab City stretches
acrossthemal.

The handwritten pages of the girl'sjourna ~ if itisajournad hang on the door of the fridge, pages of
errata overlapping like scales on afabulous beast, stuck there by magnets covered in the shapes of
plastic |etters just like the ones she mentions. I'm trying to under-stand what process must have gone on
in her mind to shift and skew aworld so certain, so solid, into the terrain of artifice where her strangetae
of angelstakesitsplace. Isit possible that she, like meisnot from here, that thisjournd or fiction with its
reinvented world islike mysdf, atraveller on thelong road.

Thejourney of this dead man, Guy Reynard Carter of Eternity as| wryly style mysdlf these days, began
527 worlds south of here. I've been travelling north for how long now? | don't know. | stopped
messuring it in days and weeks and months and years and centuries and millennia about two hundred
worlds back. Even worldsis an inadequate measure of the distances; I'm not counting the wide plains of
broken bones, or stretches of marble causeway across shallow tranquil oceans without tides, places
where I've walked for decadesin agtraight line, waking every morning to asight the same as yesterday.
It'sjust that every now and again the areathat | find myself in has been defined enough by those who
were its denizensthat you can walk into alibrary or bookshop and pull out al the atlases and
encyclopaedias and know its boundaries the way they did. These are the places | count asworlds. I'm
not counting the wide areas in between I've had to walk to get from this oneto the next the Jungle of
Filigree, the Bay of Afternoon.

The Jornada del Muerto

Thisworld is one of only ascore or so I've been in that resembled my own place of origin so well that



you could lay atracing of the continents of one across amap of the other and see only the smallest
differences amissing Irdland, a Britain without aland-bridge to Europe, a Cdifornia split right down the
middle by catastrophe.

There are dways more erratain the encyclopaedias or dictionaries, assuming those mundane texts are
decipherable Nazi victoriesin Europe, actors as presidents, British Empires on which the sun never st.
Itsthe smilaritiesthat redly interest me though. A world might have no Chridtianity at dl and yet till have
aHoly Roman Empire founded by a Congtantine, even Crusades againgt the heathensin the Middle East
who did not worship Dionysus on his cross. Mona Lisawith the eyes of acat, but still that same
so-famous amile,

| left my last truckload of mouldering journdsin thetruck outfitted asalibrary initsarticulated trailer, left
it two hundred worlds back there in a place where the crescent sun just couldn't power its solar engine
any longer. I've done that only once or twice, abandoned my records of this endless pilgrimage into
Eternity when, for whatever reason, | no longer had the meansto carry them with me. But both times |
managed to salvage maybe a backpack's worth of notes, maybe a summary of acentury's experiencein
apage or two, maybe a sketch of aplazain a Renaissance city that | settled in for adecade or so, before
the emptiness became too much and, for al that | wasloath to |eave somewhere so beautiful, | knew that
it wastime for me to move on.

Sometimes | make small sacrifices leaving an encyclopaediathat | picked up in oneworld on ashelf in
abookshop in another or eaborate projects  filling awarehouse with silvery computer disks of scans
~ whatever I'm carrying in whatever fantastic vehicle I've managed to obtain in whatever world of
awesome technological advancement. | always keep the Book, though, of course. Aslong as| havethe
Book, I know theroad I'm on, even in aworld where po-faced humansin the garb of burgermeisters, in
the oil paintingsin the galeries, have glittering fairy wings and horns.

Sab City, Cdlifornia. Thetrailer-town sitsfour miles or so out of Niland, on the east coast of what once
was Salton Sea, where sun-dered Cdifornias new coastline cutsin aragged rip from north to south,
from one-time desert town to one-time desert town, al now ports, but oneswith parking lots as wharf's,
jetties of downtown commercid digtricts, crumbling into the Pacific. Sometimes, at night, | sand where
broken roads end at a clifftop with aroad-sign marking out the distance to a city now sunken, cities of
saints Diego or Francisco  or the very City of Angelsitsdf, now swallowed by the sea. | imagine
Hollywood asanew Atlantis, glittering in the depths.

3
All Eternity or Nothing

A Vague But Passionate Way

Asheville, duly 13th, 2017

Thomas watches the blond frat boy Sit his glass down on the table so he can use hishand to argue with a
crow-haired friend who shakes his head, sneering. He watches the wild gestures of that cutest member
of the frat pack; theré's six or seven of them, al crew-cut and clean-shaven, mostly decked out in the
red-white-and-blue of their trendy logoed togs so out of placein this college town bar with itsforeign
beers and dt-rock ambience. The only oneswho look at dl like they belong here, in their leather jackets
and boot-cut jeans, are that lion of agolden boy and the one he's arguing with; the rest are square to the
hair, the legal eagles and football bulls of the future. They're arguing about the war, it soundslike, the
golden boy the ddlicious closet case with the sideways glance  going on about freedom and
democracy in avague but passionate way that Thomas finds dumbly endearing. It's a least alittle better



than the oneswho're using words like sand-nigger. Jack, hisfriendscal him.

He darts another glance a Thomas again, losing histrain of thought apparently and finishing his bluster
with awave of hishand. Thomas keeps his eyes on him as he looks away again just as quickly.

You know you fucking want it.

~ You've got to be fucking crazy, says Finnan. This has the stink of demon all over it. Honest-to-God,
bonafide, 'kill your own soul rather than let the Covenant have it' demons. Sovereigns. Jesus, the fuckers
who think of themsalves as angels aren't bad enough for you?

~All | wantisaway out, says Thomas.

He's gill watching thefrat boy.

~You think the Velum isaway out? It's not an escape. It's fucking death.

Thomasturns back to hisfriend.

~ No. Deathiis this world. Death is a suicide-bomber on abus. It'sacar on the road going too fast. It's
that poor, gorgeous bastard over there getting old and fat and dropping dead from a heart attack in his
fifties. Death isredity and if the Vdlum isanything, it'swhat... it'swhat startswhere redlity ends. Y ou told
methat yourself.

~ Wel, maybe | wastaking shite.

Thomas notices that Finnan's accent kicksin when he's pissed pissed-angry or pissed-drunk; it doesn't
make much difference  and he wonders again just whet the Irishman's story is. Seamus Finnan. Where
do you redly come from? When do you redly come from?

Hefidgets with abeermat.

~ Comeon. You'rethefucking origina drop-out, angel-eyes. Huckleberry Finnan. Man, | thought you'd
be with me on thisone. Y ou and me, Butch and Sundance, we could—

~ Shite. Will ye just fookin listen to me for fookin once, Tommy. Tom. Y er fookin twenty-odd years old
and yethink ye know what degthis. Y er barely graved and ye think ye know what the Vellumis, This
isn't afookin game. It's not some fookin doorway into Never-Neverland that we're talking about here.
Thomas runs afinger over agouge that cuts across the grained surface of the table. He thinks of the tree
it was made from, itstrunk of capillaries drawing water and minerals up along them, streamsof ... time dll
arranged as athin skin round the inner rings of dead matter. Like the Vellum, their world just one stream.
He's been cutting across from stream to stream these last few years, up and down, and side-to-side,
looking for away to get out of it entirely, to dig hisway out onto the suface of it, or in, into the qui€t,
solid wood. Neverland? He amiles.

- Second star to theright and straight on till morning.

Finnan says nothing for awhile.

- OK, says Thomas. OK, I'm sorry. | know thisisn't agame. Fuck it, Finnan, | wouldn't be living out of
motel rooms and hopping freight-trains between decadesif | didn't know it was serious. I'm not dumb.
Thethingis... what other choiceisthere?

Thomeas has been on the run now for nearly two years, hasn't seen hissister or the folks for that long. It's
not so hard roughing it when you're what Finnan cals unkin, not as hard asit would be otherwise; there
areplenty of... tricks you can use. He takes asip of the beer he paid for with asmile and |ooks past
Finnan at the blond frat boy. And there are plenty of tricks you can use.

But, dill, he wouldn't be running &t al if there wasn't good reason.

~ Do wejust keep running forever, Finnan? | mean, do we? Y ou've heard about the weird shit going on
in Jerusdem. And we've got afucking fundamentdist in the White House who's obvioudy a Cov-enant
man, whether he knowsit or not. How long before the whole shithouse goes up in flames?

1 don't know, says Finnan.

~ How long?

~ | don't know.



Destination Apocalypse

Thomas picks up the business card lying on the table between them and startsturning it between his
fingerslike amagician playing with acoin. Heturnsit up and out to face Finnan, who dumps back into
the red faux-leather of the booth, shaking hishead. All it has are aname, alogo and an address no
phone, no email, no link It's not even smart, just printed white card, like something from the last century.
But then Thomaslooksaround the whole fucking city of Ashevilleisan anachronism. Not that that'sa
bad thing. It'sin these kind of placesthat it's easiest to step across from one time to another, following

the flow of amilitudes, the folds of commondities.

Likearports, hethinks. Y ou go from onetransfer lounge to another and you look around you and, if it
wasn't for the plane-ride, you wouldn't know you'd gone anywhere. Thomas haswalked into ajohnin
George Bush Internationd in Texas and come out of another in Mexico City. And out on the back-roads
through these sticks of States, the desert roads, mountain roads, you can step across whole decades. He
managed to spend last summer hiding out in 1970, moving from commune to commune, July through
May; only reason he's back now isto see Finnan and hislittle Sister Phree one last time before he takes
that last big step ... sideways. Y ou can skip up and down therailroad track as much as you want, back
and forth, back and forth. Pick ayear, any year. At the end of the day, theres still afreight train coming
that'll either run right over them or pick them up and dam them all the way to the terminus. Destination
Apocalypse. Better to get off the track entirely.

~ Madame Iris Tattoos, says Finnan. Y ou don't have afucking clue what you're dealing with, Tom.
Thomas laysthe card down on the table. The logo isablack, stylized eye, radiating lines and curves, like
the eyein the pyramid on adollar hill, like the Eye of Horus used on al the New Age head shops around
here ... and quite different from either.

It fucking screams unkin. He can hear it in the bones of hisfingers where he touchesit, theway it
resonates insde him, smpartico with his soul. Thomasis one of them, you see, unkin. One of what they
cal angdls, or demons, or gods. The birdmen who sing the morning world into existence with their Cant.
Hefound it out three years back and he's been running ever since.

- So are you born unkin or made unkin, he asked Finnan one night, before he was sure about himsdif,
when he could just fed something tingling in hisbones. A sense of something. They were on peyote, the
two of them, out in the desert outside Slab City and the world seemed like a dream that he was suddenly
lucdin.

~ Fucked if | know, Tom, Finnan had said. I'm not sureit's either. Maybeit's a bit of both.
Hewondersif it was chance, meeting this crazy hermit in hisramshackle cave of junk with hisyoung face
and old eyes, or if Finnan somehow found him, somehow knew before he knew him-sdf and wasjust
waiting for Thomasto redlize what he was. Looking out for him in the meantime, while the Covenant
angdsand their enemies walked the earth, gathering their armies,

~ Thisisour way out, he says. Away from the whole fucking bullshit war. Into the Velum. It'sal or
nothing, he says. All eternity or nothing.

~ bullshit war?

Thefrat boy'svoiceisn't loud enough for him to make out the whole sentence, but the tone of it and the
garesin their direction carry more than enough information, more than enough threat. Thomas waits for
the crow-haired hawk to calm his fuckwit fascist bull of abuddy ~the queer lion just sits there of course,
avoiding dl the confrontations, externd or internd, that might arise from any actua action. He wouldn't
want peopleto think... whatever. Thomas waits until the bull issoothed  |eave it, man, leaveit  and
they've turned back to bludgeoning each other with their blunt opinions, then leans over to Finnan,
Speaking quieter now, serious.

~Wedon't belong here, Finnan. None of usdo. And we al know it; we all fed it. We get that graving
cut into us, burned into us, we get alittle glimpse of what's out there and, you know, from then on, we



can't get it out of our heads.

Thomas became unkin at the age of nineteen, wasted on peyote out in the Mojave desert, saw eternity in
agran of sand, and didn't like what he saw, avast and ancient power moving under the world around
them, like muscles under the smooth skin of some douching panther. Not God but something ol der,
something colder. A glimpse of scales and feathers.

Finnan finishes his beer and pedls atwenty out of his pocket, dropsit on the table to cover their tab,
stands up.

~ God help you, Tommy boy. Y ou don't know what you're doing. God help you.

~ Which one? says Thomas.

But asthey say their goodbyes and Finnan walks awvay and pushes hisway out through the door and into
sunlight, as Thomas sits back down to finish off his beer and eye up the blond frat boy over at the other
table, he thinksto himsdlf that he knows he does know  that he's playing with fire.

But therésawhole Velum out there to hidein.

He checksthe clock behind the bar  he doesn't wear awatch himsdlf these days, not much point the
way helives. It's 5:45 or s0. Whereto, he thinks, where to?

Pick ayear, any year.

The Voice of God

The Voice of God hasaname Metatron but it'sa made-up name, a chosen name; it's not the name
he was born with and it's not even the first name that he's taken since abandoning the one his mother and
father gave to him, back when he was still human. Needlessto say, it's not the name on the passport that
he hands over to the painted chinadoll of awoman at the check-in of the KLM flight from Schiphol
Airport, Amsterdam, to Newark, or at customs and immigrartion, or the transfer desk in New Y ork; on
the passport, he's Enoch Hunter, asolid, straightforward name that's not going to raise any eyebrows.
Traveling to the States as Enki Nudimmud, in this day and age, would be just plain foolish. Slipping
through the cracksin redlity requires subtlety; and given the ... Stuation in the Middle Eagt, the last thing
he wantsisto draw attention to hisorigins. It would beironic if the very architect of the new crusade was
detained under the Homeland Defence Act for 'motivationd profiling' asthey cal it. He could beet thelie
detectors and the truth drugs, but it would waste histime, and he would be tempted just to tell them
everything.

~You want to know the truth? he might say. Y ou really want to know the truth about your war on
terror?

And then held whisper one word and they'd seeit all, the Dead Soul Deegps and the demon Sovereigns
walking in the shape of men, angels begging for their liveson Al Jazheera. And Mdik in Damascus, & the
heart of it dl, graving Shariah law and hatred of the West into hisfollowers. Thered Cant under al the
rhetoric.

Charlotte, July 13th, 2017, 11:45 am. Six hours before the Messenger boy and the Irishman will mest.
He takes the passport back from the guard, nods and smiles at him as he leans forward, putting hiseyeto
the retina-scanner and his thumb to the sampler. The guard runs his gloved fingers over anon-existent
keyboard, and stares through him for a second as data scrolls across his lenses; Metatron watchesit like
areflection in the man's pupils, little arcane flickerings of light drawn out of adistant database  birth and
citizenship certificates, crimina record query, tax records. It al pans out astidy and safe, asit should.
Enoch Hunter is an African-American, unmarried, a professor at the Univer-sity of North Caroling,

based at the Asheville campus, specidizing in Anthropology and Archaeosociology, ataxpayer and an
honest citizen. Metatron puts the passport in the inside pocket of hislong black leather duster, flicks back
bis dreads and gives the man a You too in reply to his Have a nice day.

It's not that the passport isforged. It's not that Enoch Hunter doesn't actualy exist. Theidentity isa
congtruct but it's an airtight, solid-as-mahogany one. Here and now, at this exact point of time and space,



inthislittle corner of the Vellum, Enoch Hunter isasred asthe guard, with the same memories of
childhood and adulthood, in his head or in other peopl€'s, the same tracks and traces | ft in the world
around him, among hisfriends and family, as any human leavesin their path. Metatron remembershis
lecture at the conference in Paris. He remembers laughing in the seafood restaurant as he dined with
colleagues. It'sjust that dl thisistemporary. Even as he walks out through the silent dide of automatic
doorsthat open out into the North Carolina sunshine, Enoch Hunter dissolves back into thefield of
possibility that he came from, forgotten as quickly as he was created. As Metatron takes the small black
leatherbound palmtop out of his pocket and flipsit open, Enoch Hunter ceases to have ever existed and
redlity dides back to whereit was and should be. There was no conferencein Parisnow. The KLM flight
from Schiphol to Newark, the Northwestern flight from Newark to Charlotte neither have any record
of an Enoch Hunter traveling in businessclass.

Carter and Pechorin are waiting in the airport car park, his spear-carriers. Carter looks like what you'd
get if afarmboy of the Mid-West married an Elven princess  dl corn-colored hair and jut of jaw but
greyhound dim, more agymnast than a quarterback. Pechorin has aSavic face of angular curves, all
cheekbones and quiet, catlike intengity. In their mafioso black suits, they're clean-cut al-American angels,
the paragon of efficiency. They should be; Metatron graved them himself.

The other five sehitti will be following them in some unmarked van presumably, back-up in case any
demons have picked up on his movement, caught sight of the wake, the ripplesin the Vellum as he dides
through it from one time and place to another. It's unlikely, but theré's dways the chance.

~ Glad to finally meet you, Sir, says Carter as he reaches out a hand to shake, diding down off the car's
hood where he's sat. Neither Carter or Pechorin have any memory of their graving, of course, or of much
else at the moment. Sehitti don't function very well under those hindrances of humanity.

Metatron shakes his hand absently, busy studying the scrolling sigils on his pamtop. He lets Carter open
the door for him and didesinto the back seet, till looking at the screen.

| understand you've had some problems tracking the boy, he says.

- Slippery little fucker, says Carter.

- He alwayswas, says Metatron. Or could be.

Thomas Messenger, he thinks, looking a the sigilsin his elec-tronic book of life. Metatron wondersif the
boy even redlly knowswhat heis, what they al are. Or could be.

~ WEll get him though, sir, says Carter. We will get him.

1 know you will. HE'S history.

Golden Apples and Green Leaves

In Uruk, under a tree of golden apples and green leaves, Tammuz, the lover of Inanna, sat,
sheened in his me-garments, lounging, still, upon his throne. Inanna fastened on Tammuz the
gaze of death, spoke out against him words quiet in wrath, uttered against him cries of shame,
of blame:

~ Take him! Take Tammuz away!

The ugallu grabbed him by his thighs, spilled milk out of his seven churns, smashed the reed
pipe the shepherd played. The ugallu, who know no food or drink, who eat no offerings and
drink no libations, who accept no gifts or invitations, grabbed Tammuz. They dragged him to
his feet; they threw him down. They punched the husband of Inanna, slashed him with their
axes.

Tammuz wailed. He raised his hands to heaven, to the god of justice, Shamash, begging him:
O Shamash, my brother-in-law, I am your sister's husband. I brought cream — I brought milk
— to your mother's house, to Ningal's house. It was me who brought food to the sacred shrine,



me who brought the wedding gifts to Uruk. It was me who danced upon the holy lap,
Inanna's lap. Shamash, you are a god of justice and of mercy. Change my hands into a snake's
hands. Change my feet into a snake's feet. Help me flee my demons; do not let them catch me.

Shamash in his mercy heard the tears of Tammuz, changed the hands of Tammuz into snake's
hands, changed the feet of Tammuz into snake's feet. Tammuz fled his demons and they could
not catch him. He slipped away, slid from their grasp and off and out and down, down into
the eternal tales of transformation, metamorphic, mythic, Tammuz, Dumuzi, escaping out of
Arcadia into the Fields of Elusion. Even now the shepherd boy, the king, Dumuzi, runs across
cornfields in his mother's white dress, Tammuz, veiled like a bride, a priestess or a whore, his
skin, beneath the silk, the smooth and golden gleam of a gazelle under the sun. He stops to
drink from a stream, hunted, alive. Sees a reflection and looks up. A dark man, a shadow,
some kind of friend or brother, perhaps — or something entirely other — stands on the
opposite bank, across the water.

Who are you?

Carrion Comfort

Lightning. Theriversrisein rain, degp ochre down among the greenery and rising, brown bubbling up out
of thedrains, red ruin flowing over where the road should be. The day isdull with thick clouds of a
summer storm but somehow il too bright, fierce with an unearthly light, blue-green, grey-blue, the
tarmac mirroring the sky, sky mirroring the tarmac. Out on the road, out on the run, the boy flicks up the
collar of his sodden afghan coat against the downpour, wondering if somewheretherésanew ark for this
broken covenant. Thishail of liquid light a flash of white dectric flame over the earth's primordial
blood, this second flood ... isthisto kill more sons of angels? He draggles|ong hair from hisface with
fingers of one hand and, with the other, reaches out athumb, hoping invain, it seems  to hitch aride.

Poet, prodigd, pilgrim Thomas till wearsasiiver cross around his neck, ahaf-forgotten article of
childhood faith buried among the beads of his new age, an age of adulthood, of newfound, foundering,
floundering identity. Hefedsit in hisfingers, behind awooden amulet, the leather mojo bag that Finnan
gaveto him back in another time and place, aworld away. I1t's North Carolina. It's not 2017 though.
Screw that. Pick ayear, any year. Let'smakeit 1971. New age. New gods ... or older ones. The cross
iscool, crisp-edged, metallic amongst its rough, organic brethren. He shakeswild rain from hishair,
snorting, ahorse, and laughs up at the sky, opens his mouth to it. If he had any remnant of that
supergtition anyway, he shrugs, the situation calls more for Saint Christopher. And anyway, he has his
own charms now.

Thunder. Hewritesin hisjournal. Sleep isadark comfort from the dreams of day, degpinthearmsof a
stranger. Sex isplay. Picked up in abar, fucking in amotel. Awake. Aware. Await. Away. It'saways
the same, he thinks, in roadhouse after roadhouse; there's the one that calls you beatnik, and the one that
calsyou faggot, and the one that doesn't call you anything, just watches, drinking his beer with dry lips,
dry mouth, drinking you. Long hair hey girly-boy  and hippy badges which way you heading,
Canada or Mexico blue boot-cut hustler hipster jeansripped at the ass  you selling that, girly boy.
And dl you haveto doiswait for him to leave with al hisfriends... and wait for him to come back in
done.

- Get the fuck out of here. Just... here, take thisand go.

He shrugs. He wasn't going to ask for money, but if it's offered... He dides hisfingersthrough the scruff
of rough hair running from his navel down —he shifts position, settling cock into the comfort of its naturd
canter, pulls on hisjeans and buttons them, buckles his belt. It's getting light again outside. And insgde the



mote room, attraction sated, revulsion burnsin the redneck’s face now, redder gtill with shame. Thomas
offersan indifferent shrug.

~ Good Book saysit'sasintolay with aman asif he wasawoman. Don't say nothing about laying with
him asif you were.

Carrion comfort for this guy, hethinks.

- Fucking hippy draft-dodger, the man mutters, that's what makes me sick looking at you.

- Sure. Whatever.

And Thomasfedls, under his shirt, againgt his chest and buried amongst dl the beads, the dog-tags...
cool, crigp-edged, metalic. You don't know shit. This Thomasis anineteen-year-old veteran. Nineteen
yearsand asold aswar itself.

He pulls his coat on and walks out the door into theriver of rain that washes his tracks away behind him
ashewadks. If hewalksfar enough in therain, hethinks, maybeit will wash away his scent.

But it would have to wash his scent off the skin of the Vellum itsaf and he's pretty deep engrained in that.

The Lioness and ihe Gazelle

His heart, the shepherd's heart, Tammuz's heart was full of tears. Tammuz staggered across
the steppe, stumbled and fell, and sobbed:

~ O steppe, sound a lament for me! O crabs in the river, mourn for me! O frogs in the river, cry
for me! O Sirtur, mother, sob for me! And if she cannot find the five breads, if she cannot find
the ten breads ~ if she does not know the day I'm dead " then you, tell her, O steppe, I beg
you, tell my mother. On this steppe, my mother will weep for me. On this steppe, my sister will
grieve for me.

And on that steppe, the shepherd boy lay down to sleep. Tammuz lay down to sleep and, as
he lay among the buds and rushes, dreamed a dream.

Tassili-n-Ajer or Lascaux, 10,000 BCE or today.

It is a dry, hot and sun-bleached day in the savannah, and a lion slouches slowly through the tall
grass. A slender buck twitches nostrils at the scent of predator in the air, and looks at us, and blinks
long lashes over deep dark eyes. Vultures wheel lazily overhead. Turning to look around us, we can
see the herd of aurochs grazing on the open skies and, superimposed like ghost-forms over this vision
of a veldt, lithe copper-skinned and dark-haired villagers dance, recline and hunt. A dog lies curled up
beside (beyond? behind?) a strange figure wearing animal skins, a beaked mask and what might be
perhaps a feathered cloak or wings. Everything is still, poised in the moment.

~ Theseanimasin the cave-paintings, he says, they've got no fences, no boundaries, no parameters, no
perimeters, you see. It's ... it's not where they run that matters, only that they run.

In ochre sketch, an antelope looks back over its shoulder, eyes wide, nogtrilsflared, seeing and scenting
its own golden, pouncing death. The lionesssteeth touch to its neck, claws dig into its shoulderblades.

- There's no ground to them, you see, no frame, no mud under their feet... no wire caging them. Look,
see where these two bison here just overlap ...

~ Sure and the artist probably just ran out of space there, Tommy boy.

~No. No, it'smore than that. It's like there is no space.

Itisadry, hot and sun-bleached day in the savannah, and a lion slouches slowly through the tall
grass. A slender buck twitches nostrils at the scent of predator in the air, and looks at you, and
blinks long lashes over deep dark eyes. Vultures wheel lazily over-head. All are aware, awake, in
an acute sentience of the tensions of the situation. Turning to look around you, you can see the
herd of aurochs grazing on the open skies and, superimposed like ghost-forms over thisvision of a
veldt, lithe copper-skinned and dark-haired villagers dance, recline and hunt. For each group it is



the sense of community that sustains them. A dog lies curled up beside (beyond? behind?) a
strange figure wearing animal skins, a beaked mask and what might be perhaps a feathered cloak
or wings. It is known as the Shaman of Lascaux.

Unbound by either frame or forum, the figure turns, and steps out of the moment.

Tassili-n-Ajer or Lascaux, 1916 or today.

Yellow Paper and Brown Pencil Lines

~ Tommy boy, sometimes ye talk as much rot as I've got between me toes here. Sure and | don't know
what ye're on about half the time.

Seamus |ooks at the small sketchbook that the boy treasures more than anything, more than any of them
treasure anything, he thinks sometimes, more even than al the tattered, battered photo-graphs of
sweethearts and mothers, and the lockets, and the father's watches, and all the decks of playing cards with
the nudie women on them and al; and he thinks the boy's daft, so he does, but, in away, he understands.
Seamus looks at the drawings that the boy spent so much time on, so much care, last month on leave in
Lascaux when he could have been whoring it with all the rest of them, whooping it up, sure, the way a boy
his age stuck in this shite to fight for someone else's King and Country should be; and all that Seamus sees
when he looks at the little sketchbook is yellow paper and brown pencil lines. But Tommy now ...

Tommy reaches over and takes the book out of his hands, shaking his head.

~ Ah, you've got no soul, Seamus, no soul.

But the boy is blushing shame even as he tries to play the old game of young lads, sure, they way they
bandy abuse about but with atwinkle in the eye and a nudge of the elbow, because, aye now, ye know |
don't really mean it. The boy can't really carry it off — too shy, heis, and too much of ayoung gent even if
he wasn't quite born with a silver spoon in his gob, not that he comes on all Lord Muck-a-Muck, like. He's
just. .. ach, he'sjust agood lad what misses his mother and his home like the rest of them, only he shows it
more. O, but he gets aright roasting from the other lads of the pal's battalion sometimes, he does, just like
he got back home, and where would he be without Seamus sticking up for him, as ever?

Seamus wanders over towards the door of the dug-out where, apart from the mud and the mud and the
fookin more mud, ye can just see awee blue hint of sky up there, if ye're hunkered down abit so ye're
looking up at the right angle, sure, which ye are anyways on account of the fookin low ceilings. He reaches
into the inside pocket of his jacket to pull out a cigarette from the crumpled packet of Gauloisesin there
fookin nasty shite that they are, but what's a man to do when he's smoked al of his and the quartermaster's
as crooked as a British palitician, sure, and he's just putting it to his mouth—

DOOM!

~ Jesus Fookin Christ!

Tommy's howling like afookin wean and it's fookin dark but Seamus can feel the fookin dirt raining down
on him.

~ Jesus Fookin Mary and Fookin Joseph! Fookin shite! Fookin Hun fookin bastards! Seamus is down on the
ground, hands over hishead — Christ, and he wasn't even wearing hishelmet = and he doesn't even fookin
remember diving down there, but he's sure as fook happy to be there and he'll just stay right where heisfor
the time be, thank you very much, maam, and ...

~ Jesus. Tommy areye all right there? Y €re not hit or nothing, are ye?

The boy's panting like adog, gasping for air like he's fookin drowning, sitting there, just right there at
Seamus's elbow, with his arms wrapped round his knees and his teeth biting into his trousers, panting and
kind of whining like asick animal; and as Seamus touches his knee, he flinches.

He looks at Seamus like he's looking right through him, eyes wide, nostrils flared, seeing and scenting his
own golden, pouncing desath.

Dumuz's Dream

He awoke from his dream, still trembling with the vision, rubbed his eyes, felt terrified.
Dumudzi called out: Bring her... bring her... bring my sister, Geshtinanna. Bring my little sister,



the wise singer with so many songs, the scribe of tablets who knows what words mean, my
sister who can read my dreams. I have to speak to her, to tell her of my dream. So, he spoke of
his dream to Geshtinanna, saying:

" Sister, listen to my vision.

*

- I see rushes rising all around me, rushes thick about me, sprouting up out of my dream. I see
a reed with one stalk, trembling in the wind, a reed with two stalks, one of which — and then
the other  is removed. Then I am in a forest grove and trees rise all around me even as the
fear rises within, tall shadows swallowing me. I see water poured over my sacred hearth; the
base of my churn, broken, drops away. I see my drinking cup fall from its peg.

I look everywhere and cannot find my shepherd's crook. I cannot find it anywhere, and I can
only look on as an eagle swoops into the sheepfold, snatches a poor lamb. I watch a falcon
catch a sparrow on the reed fence. Sister, I can see your goats, their lapis beards all dragging
in the dust, your sheep scratching the soil with broken hooves.

— Sister, the churn lies quiet, and no milk is poured into a shattered cup. Dumuzi is no more;
the shepherd's fold, like dust, is given to the winds.

The Great White Hunter

DOOM!

Thomas trembles, flinches again as the tin mug falls from itshook ~ arusting nail banged into the wood post
of the bunk and bent up — asthe tin mug fallsto clatter rattling on hiskit box, knocking atin of boot-black
off. He jerks away, pushes himself back to the wall of the dugout, back into the wall, into the rough wood
shoring with the gaps where al the dirt comes trickling out each time a shell hits and—

DOOM!

~ It'sadl right, lad, come on now, calm down, hush now, sure and we're safe as houses here and Jerry can
do all hewantsand — Jesus Fookin Christ! — O Jesus, aye and | nearly shat myself there, sure, and did ye
see the look on my face there, aye, but it's all right, see, we're all scared, see, and we all just want to get the
fook out of here alivebut ~ hush now, come on lad, look, here, see, ye've gone and dropped yer drawings,
here  aye, Tommy boy, | know, | know, come on, lad, don't be crying like a babby for its mammy, here
now, hushnow  shhh  that'sright, that'sright, it'sal right ~ shhhhhhh | know, Tommy, lad, | know it's
fookin shiteit is, it'sal just fookin shitebut — aye, that'sit, that'sit, lad, Tommy boy ... come on now, sure
and haven't | promised yer darling sister, Anna, |'d look after ye?

And Seamus cradles the poor lad in hisarms and just keeps talking to him, talking to him and rocking him
like a mother with her wean, and it's not fookin manly and it's not fookin brave and it's not fookin our fookin
boys going out on fookin horseback, with their shiny fookin sabres flashing in the sun and cutting down the
Huns all fookin noble-like, and fook that, fook that fookin shite and any shitebag who triesto tell you it'slike
that and, Jesus, how he wishes he could have a good greet himself and just curl up in acorner and wish it
all the fook away, but he can't, he can't, he can't...

~ O Jesus, Tommy, Jesus, it'sall right. Don't you worry, lad. I'll see you safe homeiif it fookin kills me.
Tassili-n-Ajer or Lascaux, the Sommein 1916 or—

DOOM!

- Damnit, boi! Didn't | tell you, not asound. Bloody kaffird!

Kenya. Pick ayear.

The hunter throws therifle to the native boy — at the native boy?  sideways so that the boy can catchiit,



but with al the force of his frugtration, making the boy flinch and fumble backwards before he gets a grip.
He doesn't even look at the boi, but bites bis bottom lip and glares out over thetall grass.

"~ Reload it.

Hisface red, the great white hunter rearranges the fawn-coloured hat he's wearing, holds his hand out
past the brim of it, shading his eyes from the savannah sun. He's agood shot and he would have made it
if it hadn't been for the bloody native boy. And the bloody sun. The bloody sun doesn't help one bit.
Outinthetall grass, the Thomson'sgazelle hisbloody Tommy bounds high and far, in legp after
graceful leap, saved by the sun, away, away, away.

Mad Jack Carter

The Somme.

~ That's good, boy. Bloody good.

Thomas jumps, startled, dropping his sketchbook and fumbling the pencil, goes to pick up the book and
stops, puts the pencil into his pocket and stands to salute, trying to do so many things at once he doesn't do
anything right.

~ Sir, he says.

~ At ease, Messenger, says Captain Carter.

He smiles at Thomas with a sort of amused superiority for a second but clearsit from his face quickly,
looks away and back, jaw set now, eyes so intense that Thomas drops his gaze.

Carter crouches down to pick up the sketchbook, flicks through it to the page of Thomas's drawing. He
looks up at him from down there — blue eyes with a piercing fire in them. Thomas feels uncomfortable,
exposed.

~ Saint Sebastian, isn't it? Mantegna's? says Carter, standing up with the book in hand, studying the picture
for amoment before handing it back. On the yellow page, grey lines mark out the martyr in aclassic
contrapposto pose, the sensual snaking of one shoulder lowered towards araised hip, face turned to one
side and up. Armstied to the Corinthian column behind his back, his soft shaded skin is pierced with
arrows. Thomas takes the offered edge of the book, nods silently. Carter lets go and Thomas closes the
book.

~ You recognized it?

Asembarrassed as heis, Thomasis pleased at the compliment; working from his memory as he did, he's
surprised the Captain was able to placeit.

~ I'm something of aclassicist myself, says Carter. What is it Mantegna said? The works of the ancients
were more perfect and beautiful than anything in Nature.

Of course. Mad Jack Carter is notorious for his obsession with the ancients.

~ I'm not sure I'd agree with that, sir, says Thomas, relaxing alittle. Not that he said that, | mean, sir, but
the sentiment, | mean. I'm not sure | agree with that.

Carter nods. He looks around the room absently, walks over to a small shaving mirror on the wall to take
his hat off, brush his blond hair back and place the hat back on his head. It would seem like vanity except
that Thomas notices the eyes studying him in the mirror rather than the Captain's own reflection. He looks
out the door of the dugout but you can't even see the sky from here, just the sandbags of the wall of the
trench outside.

~ Was. . . was there something you wanted, sir?

Carter turns back to him, those eyes scrutinizing like they're looking for aweakness, like a predator studying
its prey.

| just... heard you had alittle ... turn, says Carter.

Thomas bites his bottom lip.

~ I'm OK now, Sir.

~ Good. Good. Just wanted to be sure.

They stand for awhilein silence.
~ You know, says Carter, you really do have quite atalent there.
He nods at the sketchbook Thomas till holdsin his hand.



~ Thank you, sir.

~ Saint Sebastian, eh? Interesting choice.

Thomas says nothing. The story of the Christian legionnaire put to death by his commander for refusing his
advancesisone of chastity and virtue but it is one told down the centuriesin sensual painted flesh of a body
bound and twisted, sublime in surrender as the arrows penetrate the smooth and semi-naked youth. Of all
those ecstatic deaths of saints, Mantegna's subject is either the most ambiguous or not ambiguous at all. So
Thomas says nothing.

~ Interesting choice, says Carter again as he leaves the dugout.

Objects Out of History

~ My brother, Geshtinanna said, I beg you not to tell me of a dream like this. Tammuz,
don't tell me of a dream like this. The rushes which rise up all round you, yes, the rushes
sprouting thick about you are your demons, who will hunt you and assault you. The reed with
one stalk which trembled is our mother, mourning for you. O my brother, and the reed with
two stalks, one of which ~ and then the other — is removed ... Tammuz, those stalks are me
and you. First one of us, and then the other, will be lost.

Oxford, 1936

Professor Samuel Hobbsbaum — Samto hisfriends  stops at the Olivetti, finger poised just touching the
smooth, curved shape of the carriage-return lever ... then quite suddenly slaps his hand down on the surface
of his mahogany desk as a sharp breeze, drafting from some distant doorway, flicks at his notes, blowing
one page into the air the merest fraction of a second before he would have caught it. Cursing, he gathers
the cuneiform drawings and scribbled fragments of translation and places them under a paper-weight

before bending down, still seated on his chair to claim the fugitive scrap. The gas light flickers on the wall,

in the breeze.

— In the forest grove, the tall trees which rise all around you are the terrible ugallu who will
fall upon you in the sheepfold. The fire doused in your sacred hearth means that the sheepfold
will become a cold and empty house. If the base of your churn is broken, dropped away, it
means the ugalla will capture you. Your drinking cup falls from its peg; this means that you
will fall into the mud, into your mother's lap. And when your shepherd's crook is gone ...
Tammuz, the world will wither under the ugallu then. The eagle snatching a lamb from the
sheepfold is the ugallu who'll scratch your cheeks. The falcon catching a poor sparrow on the
reed fence is the ugallu who'll leap that fence to snatch you.

Around the study of Professor Samuel Hobbsbaum, objects out of history — somereal, somereplica  litter
the room with time and culture, as chaotic as the desk itself, on shelves and bookcases, filing cabinets and
anywhere there is the smallest space: plaster repro-ductions of alabaster vases carved with ceremony in
processional friezes; cylinder seals once rolled over soft tablets of damp clay, to leave behind animagein
relief; astele on which an ensi standsin victory over the bodies of hisfalen enemies, twice their size; a
scorpion king in victory on a palette; a black-and-white framed photo, detail of a statue of ayouthful king
whose soft round face and serene smile make him think of the kouroi and buddhas of much later sculpture,
holding the architectural plans of atemple or palace. A caendar on the wall shows the month as July 1936,
outdated because Sam has neglected to change it for the last few months. Ancient history holds as much
meaning for him as current events, perhaps more.

Given to the Winds

A Phoenician carving in ivory coloured with gold, where ayouth ~ Adonis perhaps or some half-conscious
reference to the imagery of hismyth — supine and naked from the waist up, propped up on his arms, head
lolling back, is caught in the moment of his death, as alioness's jaws clamp round histhroat, the creature
standing over him, embracing him, like alover. Thisis his personal favourite, so ambiguous, so sensual,



almost erotic inits portraya of the intimacy of victim and killer, predator and prey.

Thelioness is one animal aspect of the goddess Inanna, Dumuzi's wife who gives him to the demons that
have followed her from the underworld, so that she herself can be free. And yet Inanna does love him.
Even as she damns him sheis recast in his story as his sister, Geshtinanna, so that she can try to save him.
Dumuzi has his sister and his brother-in-law, Geshtinanna and the sun-god Shamash, both trying to save
him. But in the maelstrom illogic of myth, Geshtinannais also Inannawho damns him in thefirst place, and
Shamash may well be the unnamed friend who triesto save him, and in the end betrays him.

 Tammuz, you see my goats, their lapis beards all dragging in the dust. My head will swirl through
the air, my hair will flail, as I wail. You see my sheep scratch at the soil with broken hooves. O
Tammuz, tears will gouge my cheeks in misery for you.

And she looks at him with eyeswide, blinking back the tearsthat fill her heart and Phreedom Messenger
reaches across the wooden table of the roadhouse up in the mountainsto take her brother's hand.

She doesn't understand. Like Finnan, she'sill thinking linearly; she fill thinksthisisasmpletae of the
three of them, al changed by the way they've touched eternity, touched the Vellum, adl on therun from
angels and demons, fleeing from State to State across America. She thinks maybe if they keep running
long enough, the two warring factions of the unkin will just wipe each other out and one day, they can
rasetheir heads out of the ditchesthat they're hiding in and the world will be empty of Metatron and his
Covenant of angels, and al those othersin endlessrebellion againgt it.

But Thomas hastraveled so long, he's dipped through so many intersticesin redity, in the Velum, that
he's beginning to redlize just how deep the story runs. She thinks they're on the run from desth, but he
knowsthat in the malleable and multi-faceted redlity of the Velumiit'snot alittle tempora thing like desth
they haveto fear, but oblivion. The angelswant aworld that's stable, a history that's sure and certain.
Rogue unkin have no place in the story Metatron iswriting in hislittle book of life. Thisyear or that year,
sooner or later, later or sooner, their futureswill catch up with them. They haveto weave, Sdeto Sde, in
and out. It'sal eternity or nothing.

Dumuzi in Sumer, Adonisto the Greeks and Adonai Tammuz in all the city-states of Phoenicia, all the sinful
cities so reviled in the Bible for their decadence, for their luxuries and their softness, for their crimes of
sensuality. Damu, dumu-zi, child, shining lovechild, Thomas, nipper of gnostic gospds, twin of the Christ,
kid brother, kith and kin, kidskin to lambswaol. O, how the women of Jerusalem wept for him. How many
times and in how many places has he died and been reborn, under how many names? Like akid, the Orphic
initiates in white linen onceintoned, | have fallen into milk.

Forgotten for millennia, Dumuzi's tale might have been lost forever. But instead, in the buried cuneiform,
Dumuzi is not dead but merely hidden, and Sam retells his tale, transforming it from cuneiform to Roman
alphabet, black ink impressed onto white paper by the clattering keys of histypewriter. His sister cannot
save Dumuzi because sheis also the wife who has aready given him to hell, but maybe Sam can, bringing
his excavated text back into the light of day, trandated for this modern era of motor-cars and
megalomaniacs.

~ The churn lies quiet, said Dumuzi's sister, and no milk is poured into a shattered cup. Dumuzi is no
more.

~ The shepherd's fold, like dust, he said, is given to the winds.

And the problem is, thinks Sam, that Dumuzi'stale itself is also shattered, given to the winds. Histrangdation
is, of necessity, areconstruction, filling in the gaps where the clay is cracked, foot-noting meanings for
words with no true parallel in English. Arethe ugallu ‘demons’ or 'soldiers? In one version of thetale,
Inanna gives her lover up to them, to take her place in the underworld; in ancther, Dumuzi isamilitary
conscript on the run. Perhaps there are yet other versions, still buried, waiting to be unearthed. And perhaps
the true Dumuzi is not to be found in any one version, but some-where between them, in the
transformations.

Errata

The vdlum



Tamud, Midrashim and Pseudapigraphia of Jewish myth and later sources  dl agree that there are
seven heavens. Highest of al is Araboth, where the souls of the righteous sit before the Throne of God or
walk amongst the ophanim and sergphim, feet treading through the morning dew by which the dead shall
be restored to life some day. Benesath thisisthe heaven of Makhon with its carved ponds of water, caves
of mist, chambers of wind and doors of fire. Closing those doors behind us, we would walk on down into
the Maon where the ministering angels sing by night, silent by day. In Szebhul, we might walk the streets
of the city of Salem, where the prince of angdls, Michad, offers sacrificesin thetemple, at the altar there.
And down. In the Shekhakim, the millstones grind, mannais made for pious mouths. In the Rekhia, the
moon, the planets and the sars are fixed, like motes of dust in the sun'srays. But the sun itsdf hasits
homeinthe Villon, inthe Velum.

| find it an interesting congruence that, in the cheap paperback of myths of Ancient Isragl which Sits
beside me on my desk, folded face-down and open at the page, the writer, Angelo S. Rappaport, smply
includes an dternative name  Vellum in brackets after the more traditiona and orthodox Villon. He
makes no comment on it, no note that one word istrandation of the other, amply offersit up asan
abstract aside, even as he describes thisfirst and closest heaven asavell, drawn between our world and
the other so that the watchmen angels, peeping through windowsin it, can view humanity unseen. Down
intheworld, flocksfollow their shepherds through the valeys, to their folds, while eyes of angelsfollow
them from their own vales, veiled within the folds of the Villon, the Vellum. A thin skin between redlity
and eternity.

Outside, the sun is setting, off to the west, off to my left, itsred light burning on the terracottatiles of the
rooftops of the terraces far below, and the chimneys and towers of the towns that string the hillside cast
their shadows upwards, impossibly tal, stretching towards the sky like the cedars of some mountain
coadt. It might well be acoagt, for dl | know, down there beneath the clouds; on dayslike thisthe Rift
can seem like the very edge of a continent, dipping down into an ocean of cumuli and tumuli. It'sonly on
clear daysyou can seejust how far down theterraced hillsde goeswith al its strips of farmland hugging
to itsSide, its roads winding along the contours of its steep stepped edge, and strata of cities coating it
here and there. It'sonly on clear days you can look out north across the great gulf, searching for the far
sdeof thisvast valey, for asign of amountain-top shrouded in mist in the far-distance, and letting your
eyesdrop gradualy down and down and down and down, redlise properly that you might never find it.

The mapsin thisfold of the Vellum are strange, showing the world not from above but from a
forty-five-degree angle, looking south and down into it, the view of amidwinter midday sun. | suppose
that does make sense, though, for a people living on the diagond, living on the staircase of the gods. But
it'saso that when you look at the maps you realise just how defined their orientation is. Roads run across
the way, from left to right, from right to left, like the plodding square-by-square path of a
snakes-and-ladders game, only occasion-aly going up or down in serpentine zigzags, wide and shalow,
where they seek to climb from one ridge to another. Here and there amore vertical path ismarked in
black where, as| have discovered, greet funicular railway carriages haul themselves on grinding pulleys
up or down the mountainside.

The Sheer, Skewed Sant of Their Perspective

Itisapessant culture, generaly, an agricultural system of terraced farming, with only alittle industry,
quarrying or mining, some chem-ica works, and sundry other technologies. | would not underestimate
their ingenuity, but it ssemsthe sheer energy involved in travelling upwards must have inhibited the people
who once lived herein many ways  conquest or trade, communication in al forms™ forcing theminto a



dratified existence. Inthe rurd aress, the villages are strung out like clothes on awashing line, like layers
of sediment exposed in alanddide, long thin veins of lamplit civilisation marbling the green and grey of
earth and rock. The tracksthat run between them may be precarious ledges or wide shelves but they
amogt dwayslink towns on the same levd; red rooftops visible over the canopies of trees below or lights
glimpsed between crevicesin the rocks high overhead may be no more than haf amile away, but might
aswell be half aworld away. So, where on aflat world, one smal town might have a dozen villages
scattered around it feeding its market with produce and desire, each town here redlly has only its most
immediate neighbours on the same level to the east or west to dedl with.

But, no, as| say, | would not underestimate their ingenuity. The citiesthat they have here  thosethat I've
seen  are something spectacu-lar, like sights from the imaginings of aBrueghe or aGrimmer, not in their
medieva or renaissance architecture, not in their picturesque and painterly grandeur  though they have
that, they have their castles and their steeples, archways and domes, bridges and but-tresses  but in the
sheer, skewed dant of their perspective. Asin those tourist maps of old towns where important buildings
are drawn side-on so that the wandering stranger recogni ses the famous towers or ancient palaces and
can navigate to them, the cities of the Rift lay out their edificesfor al to see, on shelf upon shelf upon shelf
of street upon street upon street, rising up and tumbling down the dope. Andean mountain villages were
never 0 perched asthe cities of the Rift, pouring like waterfals downwards, reaching like forest-firesto
the sky. A man would be afool to cal these people backward.

And I have only seen onetiny fraction of this culture of the Rift; | do not imagine for asecond that having
seen their tilted Tuscany and their rising, faling Rome, that | have seen their world. The geography of the
Rift may have limited these people's awareness of the full extent of their world, but | have the Book that
brought me herein thefirst place, with its maps showing Rift cities quite unknown to the people of this
region, far off to the west or the east, thousands of mies downhill or up. | can see that some of them
dwarf the citiesthat I've been to so far; there are shelves further down, deeper into the Rift, that ook, on
the maps marked out in the Book &t least, asif they must be milesin width.

Thesunisnearly down now. At eight o'clock  the angle, not thetime  it'salmost sunken beneath the
burning shrouds of clouds, among the apple trees of an orchard beside ared-brick building with atower
and alow white wooden fence around it marking the sheer, sudden drop beyond. And beyond? Beyond
that ledge some miles away and down, the glare of the setting sun isjust too strong to make out anything,
and the even-more-distant lower terraces are just amelted impressionist blur. It's beautiful.

| consider staying up to watch the dawn the nights are short, it won't belong  but | find mysalf
yawning and decideit'stimeto rest. | plan to make my first test flight with the wings tomorrow, and I'm
not asyoung as | used to be, to say the least; | should be ready for it.

4
Gravings of Destiny

A Sster of Sorts

Inanna, fierce goddess of war, whose dance was the moving of battle lines towards each other.
Inanna, lion-headed thunderbird of the showers of spring, the rains needed for pasture by the
shepherds. Inanna, Ninana, mistress of the date clusters, who received her lover Dumuzi
Amaushumgalana at the gate of the storeroom, at the bringing in of harvest. Inanna, Ninnina,
protector of harlots, mistress owl. As soon as Inanna went down into the Kur, it was said, no
cow was fucked by bull, no mare was fucked by stallion, no girl was fucked by any young



man in the street. The young man slept in his private room, the girl slept in the company of her
friends, the ancient myths say. Inanna, goddess of the evening star, goddess of the morning
star, queen of heaven, thief of the Tablets of Destiny. Determined, ambitious Inanna. The little
girl who stole the world.

~I'm going over to the other side, says Phreedom.

-You're dready here, says Madame Iris, dropping the accent, lifting her veil, showing the face that
Phreedom looks at in the mirror. The woman doesn't look any older than her but she's not sure that
matters, Phreedom still wondersif she'slooking at her future, because she knows that she's not looking at
her past. Maybeit's possible. The unkin aren't as stuck in time as everyone el se. It takesreal skill, or
desperation, to really cut loose, the way her brother has, but maybe that's what's on the cards for
Phreedom.

“Youre...

~No, sayslris. | know what you're thinking, but you're wrong. I'm not your
twenty-seconds-into-the-future other self; I'm not your one-step-to-the-side dternative sdlf. Timeisn't
that smple. Timeinthe Velumian't that smple.

Forward and back. Sideto side. Theré'san ... up and down aswell, Phreedom knows, dead worlds
under her feet, and emptiness above  or beyond and within, maybe and al of it together making up the
Velum. So thiswoman isn't her future or aversion from apardle stream...

~ Who are you, then? asks Phreedom.

Eresh, Eris, Iris of the Greater Earth, queen of the underworld. Just as they placed their
heavens far above the visible sky, the ancients had their hell beneath the known earth. There
in the dust, those with no sons to make burnt offerings for their ancestors would live as
beggars, but small children, lost and loved, would play with golden toys, gifts of their parents'
grief. An Assyrian prince who visited in a vision once described the demons dwelling within
the walls of the dark city of the dead, and Ereshkigal who reigned over it all, the woman in the
mourning dress who raked her fingernails across her own flesh, pulled at her hair, and wept
forever for all dead. She never played as other young girls did, for all her joyless life; marked
for her role, her only childhood songs were elegies.

~ Let'ssay that I'm your sister of sorts. Does it matter? Does it realy matter if I'm your second self twice
removed or ... whatever. Y ou want to bresk on through to the other sde? Think of measyour ... foot in
the door. I'm apart of you, yes. But then I'm apart of alot of people.

Madame Iris drops the veil back down over her face but by now her accent is abandoned and her words
sound genuine,

| am the part of you that feeds on dust and ashes in the darkness, that died, that is dead, and that will
always be dead.

~ Good, says Phreedom. Then you'll help me.

Animal Hide Painted with Ochre

The needle buzzes, wails on her shoulder, low at this point or that, asickening sound likeit'sgrinding on
the bone, and Phreedom fedls allittle queasy even though thisisn't her firgt tattoo by any means. Thepain
- thephysicd pain isdigtinct and strange, the needle moving at such speed she doesn't even fed the
individud tiny pin-pricks, just the pressure and the nip of it, a sharp but dis ocated mass of feding moving
across her shoulder, across her skin and under it, and the tickle of trickling, warm here, cool there. Iris
pullsthe needle away, dabs at the raw areawith a pad of sterile, white cotton wool that turnsthe
blackened red of blood mixed in with ink, deep spoiled soiled crimson, and dropsit into asted tray on
the counter behind her. Vapoursrisefromiit.



On the counter, the black ink swirlsin the bottles. Glimmers and vortices of involution. It might be
nanotech, she thinks. She hears the angdl's are using high tech shit for their gravings these days, no reason
why the other side should be behind the times. Then again it might be plain old-fashioned magic.

The needle touches skin again. Thepain  the physica pain  isnothing, just another threshold that she
hasto cross.

~You understand that thiswill not remove the graving that's dready there, only obscureit? says Madame
Iris. You'll till be, at heart, thelittle girl who learned too much, who held the power of heavenin her
grasp and gave it up to follow her brother to the underworld. Y ou cannot change your—

~ Dedtiny? says Phreedom. Sheturns her head to stare defiantly at her double. | don't believe in destiny.
Everything can be changed.

- True. But, inthe Velum, you'll learn, the more things seem to change, the more they arethe same.....
beneath the surface.

And the needle bitesinto her skin, carving her new mark over her old one, athough this mark that's new
to her, of course, is older than the world itsdlf, taken from a book written before history even existed.
Phreedom twitches with an involuntary flinch of doubt. The pain ~ the physica pain can't burn away the
part of her shewantsto lose. But maybe it can help her find the part of her she'slost. Timeflickerswith
the buzzing needle and—

The book lies open on the counter before her, aringbinder of glossy imagesthat look like ahistorian's
photostats of ancient documents. That's what they are, ultimately, repros of the gravings of unkin
long-since dead, the secret names they once wore, second selvesthey once were  burned into them
when they firgt touched the flux of forces running through redlity and the Vellum, when they first woke up
to theworld and their part init. Curves and spirds, dots and circles, a script that ooks like diagrams of
sub-atomic particlesin collison, precise, concise, perfect descriptions of their owners souls, writtenin
the Cant.

Phreedom flicks through the pages, recognising every sign and sigil even though she'sonly ever seen such
ciphersthree timesin her wholelife: once when Finnan offered her aglimpse of hissoul inthe padm of his
hand; a second time when that same hand traced her own mark onto her flesh and she looked down &t it
inwonder; and athird time, when she found her brother in the roadhouse up in the hillswhere he was
hiding and he opened up his shirt to show that he too was amarked man.

Sheflicks through the book of dead gods names, a history of the world beforetheworld ~ Anu and
Mummu, Ninhursag and Adad, Enlil and Enki, Sin and Dumuzi and...

~ Inanna, she says.

Madame Irislays ahand upon her shoulder.

Yes littlesigter.

The needle moves across her, through her, and shefedsit in her thoughts, in her memories, as the shape
of what sheis or was isremade, reformed, by anew line here, an arc there. Her soul iswet clay, a
tablet held in the hand of apriest as he presses awedge of reed into it, scripting amyth in cuneiform. It's
soft wood carved with runes by knife-point. It'sanima hide painted with ochre, canvas marked with
oil-paint by candllight, wet plaster in acathedra stained with dazzling indigo powder mixed with
egg-white on an artist's brush. Her soul isataeretold inink and gilding, in the illumination of amedieva
manuscript of velum.

Y ou cannot change your own soul, Phreedom, says Madame Iris.

But that's exactly what's happening, she thinks. She can fed it. She can fed this other saif pressing into
her. She can fed the transformation, here, now, happening, as she becomes something €l se, someone
dse

Madame Iris shakes her head.

~ Changeisanillusion, she says. Time? Space? These are the things you're leaving behind. Asfar asthe
Vdlumisconcerned, you have always been Inanna



An Empty Role of Rituals

From the Great Beyond she heard it, coming from the Deep Within. From the Great Beyond Inanna heard
it, coming from the Deep Within. She had no idea of what it was, this strange sound shaking the ground
beneath her feet, but she knew that it was calling her away, away from the village and the edin plentiful
with food these days and with its earthenware renowned throughout the land between the rivers. Away
from her father, the en who had made sure that his little princess had the finest sugurra in dl of the
surrounding villages. Away from her charming fiancé, Dumuzi. And away from her priestly tutor with his
list of dreary mes, the rules and standards, classes, systems that prescribe her world in al its neolithic
intricacy in an endless spurious taxonomy of the world.

~ Supreme lordship isthefirst me, says her tutor, stroking at the long, oiled curls of his beard. Second is
godship, of course, then the exalted and enduring crown.

His voice drags on with its recitation. The throne of kingship, the exalted sceptre, the royal insignia, the
sacred shrine. Shepherd-ship and kingship.

~ Lasting ladyship is the tenth me, he says, which you, young Inanna should be most concerned with. The
eleventhisthe priestly office of the Nin. Are you listening?

~ Yes, she says, looking past him, out the doorway, and carries on with the list herself, in abored, sarcastic
sing-song. The priestly offices of the ishub, of the lumah, of the gutug. Why do | have to learn this?

He just shakes his head.

~ Thefifteenth me istruth, he says. The sixteenth is descent into the netherworld.

But sheislistening to a sound that's coming from that very netherworld and she knows this old fool doesn't
even hear it. For al hislearning, al histalk of the me, he doesn't have the first idea of the deep patterns
underlying this small village world of irrigated fields and clay-brick buildings, of pottery and metalwork
bought from the northerners. But she hears it.

And she's going to find someone to tell her what it means.

Forces shifting in the abzu, the abyss under the world. Whispers, voices of the ancestors, perhaps, of the
Anunnaki themselves. She feels the sound rise up inside her, crying out inside her heart, so loud now that
she knows sheislike him, something that belongs outside the mundane world. It was the sound that led her
to him. She laughs.

The man muttersin his drunken slumber, and she bites the sound off in her mouth, darts a glance at the flap
of thetent. This is still Enki, great god Enki with his Tablets of Destiny, thereal me in which are graved not
empty priestly rituals but reality itself. A great god indeed. He flops an arm across his naked chest, this god
no match for awineskin and a pretty girl. She smiles, goes back to digging through hisbundles  rags of
hide al covered with strange markings  looking for his secret, sacred wisdom.

She knows what she'slooking for — tablets, clay cylinder seals, asin the story of the thunderbird, Anzu, who
stolethem once  but all he has are rags...

And she's smart enough that as he rolls over onto his front and she sees the graving, black upon the black
skin of hisback, shelooks at the rags again. Y es. She can hear it calling in the world around, this strange
sound of the forces under it. She can hear it in the mutterings the drunken god makesin his sleep, asif a
river of voices runs under his mumbling, rising, falling, turning. Stops and starts of noise. She looks at the
markings on the rags and sees... the shapes of sounds.

So our destinies are written not on clay but skin, she thinks. She strokes her arm in absent concentration,
wondering if her planisreally wise. Maybe naot, she thinks. But it is so very her.

~ Inanna, hisses Phreedom, through clenched teeth. Shetriesto latch on to asingular identity, either the
goddess of the myth that's being carved into her flesh, or the young girl of the neolithic village whose redl
history is buried thereinside that tale. But she'sfinding it hard enough to distinguish her own memories
from the chaos, never mind separating the fuson of archetype and actudity that congtitutes this other self,
Inanna. She has memories of grassy steppes now, of being courted by ayoung shepherd boy, of
gathering water from awell, of learning to play the lilis and the mesi and her favouriteinstrument  the
ala. SheislInannalooking out the door of the room where adull priest triesto teach her how tobea
good little princess. SheisInanna, travelling to acity in acavern in the mountains where dead souls eat



dust and men wear great black cloaks of feathers like the wings of vultures. She is Phreedom looking out
of the door of her hotel room, and sheis Inanna standing on a desolate mountaingde and looking through
ablack ripinthe stone, arip inthe Velum itsdlf, adoor out of redlity.

And giving amessage to her servant. If I'm not out in three days, go get help.

If you're going to Hell, it'sagood ideato have a back-up plan.

The Answerers

The Comfort Inn, Marion.

Likeamessagein abottle, alast entry in alost explorer'sjourna or amonologue to camerarecorded in
abasement asthe bombsfall outside, the cipher lady will be Phreedom'slast note to the real world, and
her fingersweave it with care, dancing in her smware glove even as she watches the sprite take shapein
virtud vison. VR spirit of femae shape, an off-the-shelf Al straight out of the grainy stores of discount
data, uploaded with her voice profile, layered-over with a surface scan of her physique, mapped from the
naked imageinthe mirror naked but for the glove linked to the datastick that's linked, in turn, to her
lenses. In the glove her fingers dance, and in the lenses, amirage projected in the view in front of her, the
vision dances. Wireframe and skintone, it rotates, articulates, built in layers outward and inward,
multifacets of fasefleshin full-scaereplicaof hersdf. Lady Cypher, shecdlsit, thiseectronic golem,
virtuad homunculus. Any sufficiently advanced form of technology, she thinkswryly, isindistinguishable
from magic. It'san old saying that she heard somewhere.

She bypasses the built-in character engine. Thisisn't just some lame, cheap answerer, dl smilesand
amplicity and Phreedomisn't available right now, can | take a message? Fuck that shit. It won't have
real autonomy, but the stolen PR module that she splicesinistop-grade, sort of thing the MD of abig
bad corporation hasto field those awkward questions about poisoned rivers and disease clusters.
Ther€salot you can do with Al these daysif you've got the money ... or if you've spent ten years
watching your hacker jacker cracker-jack mother mutilating business webworlds for the long-lost cause.
Phreedom could probably build a sprite that, if it ran for president, would lose because it seemed too
human.

But this doesn't have to do anything so complex. All it hasto do isweep for her because she can't do that
for hersdf.

Phreedom links through to the webworld for the Museo Naciona de Antropologia, Mexico City. She
checksthat her access hack still worksfor the temple sm and readies the upload wizard. A tour menu
scrolls across her lenses: the Pyramid of Cheops; Teotihuacan; the Parthenon; the Ziggurat of Enlil. VR
tourism'sabig industry these days, it'salot cheaper than the real thing and you can visit placesthat
haven't exigted for millennia

The sprite isre-rendering, its face contorting now in maniac gibberish, squeaking and babbling likea
cretin child in fast-forward, asit runs through the linguistic dghbrithmsin generetion after generation of
phonemes gradually evolving into sounds of speech, morphemesthat build into words, words that patch
together into grammar asthe Chomsky nodekicksin. It's still senselesseven asit ripplesfrom glossaldia
into language, speaking in random couplingsin various tongues, cobbled nonsenses that serve only as
practice. De lieuw zt in de bus. OU est le loup-garou? But to get to artificid intelligence, asthey say,
you haveto go through artificid idiocy.

~ Qué pasa? the sprite says. | am here. Perddn; no entiendo.

Man, this stuff ingtalls fast, Phreedom thinks. She dips back into the sm, flicking theingdl interface into
dlent mode with aclick of her fingers, calling up the design library add-on that she stripped off some
bootleg CAD software  sort of archive of geometry and mathematica modelling tools you'd plug into
your answerer if you were an architect's firm whose PA needed to communicate tech-specsto clients
and contractors with both accuracy and speed. Except that, ong with al the domes and volutes and



dliptica floor-plans, thislibrary has avery specid little shape she programmed in herself.

The avatar'sface is gurning through basic emotions now, as the affective response module generatesiits
repertoire of joy, disgust, anger, surprise, fear and sorrow. She looks at the black sgil floating intheair in
front of her. It's not completely accurate as areplicaof her mark, but it's close enough to carve alittle
piece of her soul into the sprite's semblance of self. They used to do thisto statuesin the old days, she
understands, back in the days before the unkin al got together in their little Covenant and put an end to
idols, before they burned the teraphim in the temples. They'd make a creature of clay to stand in their
temples, put alittle rough copy of their graving into it, make it speak for them. Answerers.

She loads her mark into the sprite's degp memory and, for a second, it stopsits mugging and mute
mutters, winces, blinks and looks at her amost with sentience. God in the machine, shethinks.

Any sufficiently advanced form of magic isindistinguishable from technology.

The Temple of Lord Ilil

When, after three days and three nights, Inanna still had not returned, the Lady Shubur then
began to sound a lamentation for her in the ruins, pound the drumfor her in the assemblies where
the unkin gather and around the houses of the gods. She tore at her eyes, her mouth, her thighs.
She wore the beggar's single robe of soiled sackcloth then as, all alone, she set out for the temple
of Lord Ilil in Nippur. She entered the holy shrine and she cried out to Lord Ilil.

Pound the drum. Phreedom fedsthe story etching itsdf into her life, her own life being buried intheink.
Around the houses of the gods. Fierce pride and furious grief. Lost innocence. She tore at her eyes,
her mouth, her thighs. Memories, redlities, cut over each other in new connections, like one of those
dreamswhere adifferent you livesin adifferent time or place, has awhole different history, but sill has
aso this vague sense of what you were when you were once awake, what you might be again ... adream
of another lifewhere you're not surewhich lifeisred and which isdream. She's no longer sure how long
she's been here. An hour? A day? A week?

Sothisiswhat it'sliketo die, shethinks. Theroad of no return. But theres still alittle part of her left, a
little piece of Phreedom.

Another memory: She's pulling the glove out of her jacket pocket, pulling it on and plugging it into the
datastick. Earphones, booster sockets, logos scrolling across her lenses she'swired in...

~ Enlil, the tour guide sprite says, en meaning lord, lil meaning ... well, it's usually trandated as winds or
sky, but one old theory by the esteemed professor Samuel Hobbsbaum suggests that it may be related to
the Hittite ilil, literdly god of gods. It's from the same Semitic root that gives us the Hebrew Elohim and
the Arabic Allah, so Lord God of Gods does seem arather apt translation.

It smiles with wise beneficence, the tour guide, acting for al the world likeit's alearned expert opening a
world of wonder to its uneducated customer, even though its sing-song spiel isonly alittle more reactive
than one of those old tape-recordings fired off by a button on a display; it can answer questions, spin the
ancient myths with all an actor's skills, react, respond . . . but it thinks nothing of the fact that its sole
customer on this excursion is aflickering shade of awoman dressed in sackcloth, weeping openly even as
he gestures at the altar, at the ornate lampstands, at the bearded statue in this lowlit mock-up of the inner
chamber of the ancient temple of Enlil that once stood in Nippur and now stands, reconstructed, herein a
simworld Sumer of VR.

~ Like Zeus or Jupiter, the tour guide says, Enlil was seen as father of the gods, the king of heaven. But
and this really tells us something quite fascinating about Sumerian society — because, for the ancients, the
politics of Heaven was just a reflection of the politics of Earth — well, unlike the Greek or Roman gods,
Enlil's power was not quite absolute.

The Lady Cypher wanders over to the statue, ignoring him completely, but he follows her, still wittering as if
this was only another tourist, enraptured by histales, stepping up towards the staring eyes and long curled
beard of stoneto take a closer ook at this strange holy artefact of ancient times.

~ I'm sure you know of al those stories about Zeus or Jupiter ravishing young maidens, siring demigods
here, there and every-where. There's never any questions. Nobody challenges the King of the Gods about



his ... lewd behaviour. But it'sinteresting that in the one similar myth we have from Sumer, where Enlil
comes across a young maiden bathing inastream and . . . ravishes her ...

The Lady Cypher looks at him strangely, fiercely, for a second, asif some fleeting sentience under the
surface of the sim finds some-thing tasteless in his prurient euphemisms. He carries on regardless.

~ Well, Enlil ends up called before the assembly of the gods, impeached, you might say, and exiled, cast
down from histhrone .. . to Hell, no less.

It really isamazing to think that a millennia before Athens, the Sumerians had democracy, not just in
terms of the assemblies of eldersin their city-states, but amongst the gods themselves. The king of the gods
himself wasn't above the law. He could be impeached, tried for his crimes and punished. Of course in the
myth he does eventually find a substitute to take his place in Hell but.. .

The Lady Cypher, the Lady Shubur, isn't listening to him. Under the slick surface of her, neural agents
dance down virtual paths that trace a pattern older than the stones this virtual space around her simulates.
~ should be al but obliterated in the end by monotheism isironic, realy. And yet, for all the iconoclasm of
the Judaeo-Christian tradition and of Idam, till...

Inside her head, athree-day countdown of the thousandths of the seconds reaches zero, and a symbol, a
sigil, amark buried in her archives, is activated, a popup window into infinity.

~ look upon the face of Enlil, with hislong curled beard, his fierce eyes, we can't help but be reminded of
that God we know so...

And the Lady Shubur starts to wail.

Lady Shubur's Lament

~ O father Lord llil, cried Lady Shubur, do not leave your daughter to death and damnation. Will
you let your shining silver lie buried forever in the dust? Will you see your precious lapis shattered
into shards of stone for the stoneworker, your aromatic cedar cut up into wood for the

woodwor ker? Do not |et the queen of heaven, holy priestess of the earth, be slaughtered in the
Kur.

The words carve themselves in Phreedom's flesh and in her memory like a song uploaded to a datastick.
Like cutting adisk, shethinks, burning a CD, ripping afile... carving asoul. She can fed her old sdif
being over-written, her memory being ... de-allocated, archived, re-allocated. Asaprogrammer, she
understands what's happening to her, but it's still the strangest experience of her life.

But thisishow Thomas got out of thisworld and into the Velum. If she wantsto follow him she hasto
die. She hasto bewritten out of history and written into myth.

The needle bites degp into her skin and into the skin of the world. She flinches and a shockwave travels
round the world.

Arecibo, Puerto Rico.

Papa Eli holdsthe girl down, forcing his hand between her teeth as she bucks and writhes under him,
screaming, clawing at him and at hersdf with her fingernails, a her plain white linen dressand the skin
beneath it, eyesrolled back into her head. The abiku that possesses her shrieksits fury as she whips her
head to one side, freeing her mouth to cal on spirits with names he does not know, not Chango or
Ellegua, not Oggun or Yemaya none of the orishas that the brujos have been cdling on ever sincether
Y oruban ances-tors were first brought here as daves.

~lil, she screams. Sin! Enki!

The other santeros of the asiento stand behind him, drums abandoned, singing stopped, afraid of thisgirl
taken asahorse by something far darker than any santerian spirit, some creature of the other relms that
knows only its own rage and sorrow.

~lil, she screams at him, asif she'strying to call someloaout of him, asif her fury isthat he will not
answer. And Papa Eli feels some spirit moving through hisfear, something in him that is trying to answer
her, and he cdls on every orishahe knowsto fight it.

The Temple of Lord Ilil, Nippur.



The Lady Cypher drops to her knees before the statue, mouth open, wailing in alanguage that's not the
gibberish of her infant idiocy, that's not the English or the Spanish, French or Dutch that it evolved into,
that's not the C# or the Java or ObjArt or any of the construct codes she's written in, that's not the machine
code built of binary bitsthat is the flesh and bones of her. It's clearer, more precise than mathematics, more
poetic than the songs of humans. It's the language that the world is written in.

~ Father Lord Ilil, your daughter! Will you see:

The language rips right through the sim, reshaping it into  buried forever in the dust your shining silver
~ theruins of itsdf, thistemple of Ilil ~ to death damnation left — and as she sings the statue resonates
the precious lapis shattered into shards of stone for worker — and the air isbroken — aromatic cedar
cut up into wood for worker — sings the Lady Shubur, sukkal of Inanna, sprite of Phreedom
slaughtered queen of heaven, holy priestess of the earth in death, in Kur.

And the song ripples through that underworld.

Liverpool, England.

~ For it is God who commands thee, roars Father Lyle, making the sign of the cross over the girl's
forehead. The mgesty of Christ commandsthee! God the Father commands thee! God the Son
commandsthee! God the Holy Ghost commands thee!

But thegirl istill snarling and spitting.

~ Baalzebadl, Prince of Princes! Elid, God of Gods!

~ The sacred cross commands thee! he shouts over her blas-phemy, over the sound of her mother's
weeping and her father'sprayers, and

~ Elid! Lord of Lords!

- Thefaith of the holy apostles Peter and Paul and of all other saints commandsthee! The blood of the
martyrs commands thee! The constancy of the confessors commands thee! The devout inter-cession of
al saints commandsthee!

~ Fuck you!

~ Thevirtue of the mysteries of the Chritian faith commands thee!

And he holdsthe Bible over her like abrick about to shatter her skull, summoning dl the strength of his
belief, hisfaith aforceingde him, degp asthe centuries.

- Elid! she screams.

And his hand shakes as he fed saforce that's degper than the centuries firring inside him.

The Houses of the Gods

~ Enlil Enlil Enlil Enlil...

The tour guide loops in the cubist wreckage of the sim like some old school video-art installation; spaces
fractured, curves become angles, the sim reconfigures around Lady Shubur, adapting to and adopting the
form of the sound in physical resonances. Her lament is a solid thing in this world made of information and
it movesthrough it like an egl of light flicking through water, a sidewinder of fire over sand, throwing up
ripples of burning, liquid dust. VR isn't just wireframes and texture mappings; thisworld has particles, virtual
models of pseudo-atomic structure and behaviour. It's arougher grain than reality but it's still finer than the
coarse surface of paper or the lumpen masses of clay and stone when al you've got to work them is your
fingers, or a stone chisel, or alump of wedge-shaped reed. If reality isinformation, the world that's written
on the Vellum, thisis the best medium ever for the remodelling of it, for the invocations that are the basis of
magic. And Phreedom's sim, the cypher lady, Lady Shubur, is one complex motherfucker of a spell.

So. Somewhere out of time and not quite in eternity, the one-time lord of al the unkin broods upon his
throne, as still as stone, as silent as the broken statue in the glass case of the Baghdad Museum of
Antiquities, one graven image that is now his only presencein the real world, in the finite forms of time and
space. In redlity, histemple has long been in ruins, broken up, the stones that built it either buried under
millennia of dust or used in later buildings, Roman temples, Mudim mosgues. It isonly in the Vellum that he
survives. The whole civilization that he built was completely forgot-ten until a mere century ago. All gods
have their houses but all houses fall eventually and when they do the gods are left with only history astheir
home, living in the dreams of archaeologists, in the margins of a culture's memory, in the Vellum. But now,



as the invocation echoes in another sort of memory, Enlil remembers what it's like to be revered, to be
petitioned with prayer.

He used to be the Father of the Gods. He used to be aking, back in the days before the city he had
watched being built reached out its power wide enough around that it began to touch on areas ruled by
others like him and he realized he was not alone. He was a king, back when a city meant a small town
where the huts were actually permanent, when the unkin were till few enough that some could grow up in
aworld and rule an empire, die a couple of hundred years later, never knowing there were others like them.
Even as the towns became cities, and the cities became nations, even when he discovered there were
countless others, he soon reaized he was still more powerful than them, king of kings. When his body
eventually died, he already had the vessal prepared.

He'd been using the Cant long enough to know how to put his graving on something, to put alittle bit of
himself into it, make it speak for him. Asthe artisans worked to hisinstructions they were, to al intents and
purposes, only making alarger version of the clay figurinesthat all his lugals carried with them and that
they called shabtis, answerers. But, hobbling around it on his crutch and muttering his chant, finding the
resonant frequency of the stone and making it sing in the echo chamber of the temple, he'd known that he
would be aking for some time yet. From shabti to teraphim he would go on to carve his soul in vessel after
vessel, some stone, some clay, some flesh. There could be thousands of these vessels, these gravings, all
working simultaneoudly, semi-autonomous but still linked, still part of him. Temples and pal aces with winged,
heradic, hybrid forms of karibu astheir guardians, statues that |ooked fierce and sounded devastating
when they spoke hiswords as his spirit moved within them. There was a reason people pictured cherubim
with swords of fire coming from their mouths; the language was a fearsome thing to those who did not have
it. And he was the most fluent in the tongue of al the unkin.

O yes, he used to be aking. He used to be the Father of the Gods. Before Enki and his Covenant.

~ What does she think | can do? he asks the creature flickering before him, the half-formed image of a
maid as messenger, alittle piece of Inanna  her sukkal  left behind to plead her case. Asif afalen and
forgotten god could help her.

~ You arethe Lord llil... the Lady Shubur says.

But this one-time father of the gods, long-bearded ruler of the multitudes of heavens, has no foothold in a
world now ruled by One True Gods. Like histemple, his own soul is broken up and buried, surviving only in
the odd fragments of a patriarchal archetype, here and there, in this or that man's deep unconscious soul, in
the kind eye of a brujo or the stern voice of a priest. There's a new Godfather with his own temple, hisown
story, and Ilil isjust afootnote in histext, abrick used in the new lord's house.

~ My daughter craved the Great Beyond, he answers sullenly. Inanna craved the Deep Within, and she
who takes the me of the Kur can not come back. From the Dark City thereis no return.

Hewill not help.

InaDark Eye

~ Hewould not help, the Lady Cypher murmurs to herself as the sim of Enlil's temple in Nippur collapses
around her and she steps out of the wreckage onto aflat and featureless plain of sand, her lament still
echoing in whorls of cloud up in the sky. She casts her gaze around the visual metaphor of cyberspace, cool
asasphinx, asif waiting for some other option to open up to her, but, inside, another routine is already
kicking off. Phreedom'’s Plan B.

The Lady Shubur went to the temple of Snin Ur. Timeflickerswith the buzzing of the needle and
Phreedom flickerswith it. In her mind's eye she's back fighting with her brother in the Winnebago asit
pullsinto thetrailer park of Sab City, way out in the dead hesat of the Mojave; asit swingswide past a
junkyard dab where ashining Airstream rises on atower of bricks behind this man holding a crazy staff,
wound round with wires and topped witha TV agrid, like some modern mage; she's staring out the
window at him, sllent, as Tom punches her in the arm. She'stripping on peyote by afiresde with Tom
and hisnew friend, this crazy, fucked-up latter-day shaman, Finnan, as he spins them wild tales of gods
and angels, worlds beyond the world. She'sthrowing stones at Finnan's Airstream, cursing him,
demanding to know where her brother's gone. She'slooking at the weird mark on his hand and knowing



it, understanding it. She's cursing an angel that's come for him, that he won't fight because the war they
want's not his. She's straddling Finnan, naked flesh againgt flesh, knowing him, knowing herself,
awakening with him gone. Sheé'saone,

The Lady Shubur utters asingle word and, in the sky, black clouds spread out like oil on water, aliquid night
that swells and smooths, then punctures here and there in tiny pinprick stars. The moon dilates into
existence overhead, awhite pupil in adark eye. Sin, the god of the moon was called, in the ancient myths; if
Ilil isjust abroken fragment of hisformer self, it may well be that Sin is even more a shadow. But the gods
and goddesses who've made the moon their sign have always been creatures of shadows, at homein
dreamsirrational and insubstantial, and lost in the light of day like water trickling through fingers. If anyone
can survive being forgot-ten, it's agod of dreams.

She's holding her brother on a hillside as he cries. She's spitting in the face of the unkin with thelong, thin
fingerstightening round her throat. She's sobbing in the shower asthe water runs over her body, shouting
a Finnan in the church because he has no answersfor her, nothing, nothing, no denids, no assurances, no
lies, and shejust knows that it was him who told the angels where her brother was 'cauise she can seeitin
the way he keeps his gaze down, guilty eyesin shadow. She's gunning the bike dong the freeway, fadter,
faster, damming adoor behind her, pulling abeaded curtain aside. She'sraising aveil from her face.
She'swrithing under the exorcist's grip. She's biting down on the brujo's hand between her teeth. She's
screaming asthejudges of the underworld fall on her, their clawstearing at her flesh like atattooist's
needle, stripping her of her skin, her name, her sdif.

The Lady Shubur went to the temple of Sin in Ur, entered the holy shrine.

A Spiderweb Collage

The Temple of Sin has no pop-academiasim to giveit form, no virtual walls or floor or ceiling here, no
flickering lamplight over rendered plaster, no texture and no colour. But dimensionally, the space that
houses the ancient moon god isricher by far, an abstract space of entities and relationships defined in ones
and zeros, amosaic of bitmaps of scanned-in black-and-white or colour photo-graphs, hundred-walled
warehouses of tables of texts and trangla-tions, keyed, indexed and cross-referenced. Sin livesin a network
of article titles and authors names, of catalogued museum storerooms, descriptions of artefacts and
expeditions saved in files, distributed between servers across the world. The house of Sin is a spiderweb
collage of information.

The Lady Shubur can't stand before his face and speak to him, but she can summon him in complex
queries, semi-autonomous search agents that scatter across the web to bring back scrolling, flickering sets
of records for her to process. She searches for him asa crimina psychologist seeks out the mind that's
hidden in a casefile, in the forensic reports and witness statements, hidden somewhere in the scraps of
facts, a me under the MO. And as she builds the profile, she continues with her mantra.

~ Ofather Lord Ilil. Bright silver aromatic cedar broken daughter cut of precious lapis, slaughtered holy
heaven priestess slaughtered in the Kur, stone for the stoneworker, wood for the woodworker, covered
with dust of the Kur. O father Lord Ilil...

The sim takes shape around her.

A dead, airless hunk of stone and tranquil seas of dust silver as ash, tranquil as death, in an eternal fall
through the black gulf of space, Sin's solid sigil spins a dance around aworld as gaudy as the moon is harsh.
The earth wears robes of blue ocean and sky, embroidered with the browns and reds, yellows and greens
of soil and foliage, plush mycelial threads, the furs of life; her draperies of continents glitter with the golden
glints of sequin cities. The moon is naked in comparison, its only clothes the shadows that it casts upon
itself.

It dances to the Lady Cypher's song.

A spiderweb collage of : vacuum silence between the stars; static white noise hissing in a spaceman'sradio;
white heat of the sun, sharp as the shadows on his suit, no air to soak it up; arippling pathway on the sea at



night, a bridge to the horizon for young lovers walking on a beach; tides of oceans and hormones; ice-grey
eyes of wild coyotes howling in bestia rapture; flickers on the wings of moths that flutter through the air,
charting their paths against the brilliant beacon. Women menstruate and men turn into wolves; blood flows
for Sin. Moonlight, unstructured, Sin shinesin the darkness.

Thellluson Fieds

Phreedom remembers stealing beer from her parents fridge, and she remembers stedling yagé from
Finnan's, leafing through hisjournals when he wasn't there, looking for the answersthat he wouldn't give
when asked. Who are you? What are you?

~Who am |? she mutters, but the only answer isthe buzzing needle.

She was born Phreedom Messenger, in the last years of the twentieth century AD, daughter of activists
whose politics were born in the death of old idedl's, somewhere between 9/11 and Guantanamo Bay. She
grew up with genocide and jihad, with wearable computing and internet accessfor dl, and Al and VR,
and men in clean suits pulling bodies out of subway cars, the whole CNN apocaypse. She played

taga ong with her brother, Thomas, and hisweird friend Finnan, listening asthey taked crazy shitinthe
desert night under the moon, and, every so often, throwing something in that made them stop and look at
her asif just redlizing she wasthere.

They'd get stoned, wasted, tripping out on yagé or peyotetill the desert around them seemed aworld of
illusion.

The Lady Cypher lays theimagery of Sin out like a Tarot deck in areading, looking for the meaning to be
found in juxtapositions and alignments. Where Enlil, god of sky and storm, of decrees uttered with the sharp
clarity of lightning and the resounding force of thunder, is, by his nature, dispossessed, awanderer in the
Velum, lost and moaning over greater days, Sinis at home here. Kings and tyrants come and go; no great
surprise that Enlil should be obsolete in aworld where law can be uttered in airstrikes not by a thunder-bird
but by a stealth bomber, black as a crow, imperia as an eagle. Sin, on the other hand, has always been a
god of silences and shadows, negative spaces. If he was ever human as, being unkin, he must once have
been, his history islong-since dissolved in the dreamworld of illusions, disions, elusions.

The Lady Cypher, having all of Phreedom’'s memories graved into her, remembers how Tom talked of the
Illusion Fields, a sweeping expanse of eternity stretching out past reality, further away than the horizon that
you never reach no matter how far you walk, closer than the shadow under your feet.

She remembers stedling the yage, getting so fucked-up one night  after her brother left, it was  that
Finnan had to body-dam her to the ground, out of the way of the thunderbolt that she'd called down.
Therewas astorm raging, in the sky and in her heart.

- What am |? sheld asked him, grabbing his grubby T-shirt, shoving at him, pulling a him as he struggled
to hisfeet againgt her, singing at the storm with a voice that made her eardrums bleed, in words she
couldn't hold inside her head. And it was only when the storm had stopped that he turned to her, and just
looked at her asif it was the stupidest fucking question that held ever heard.

It was afluke, of course, the lightning, but after that he started to open up, alittle at atime, to tell her
about the Cant, reluctantly.

~ | want to know everything, shed said.

- Curiosity killed the cat, you know, Finnan had said.

~ Yeah, but it's pig-ignorance that gets most of the other animals, shed said.

Phreedom triesto hold on to the memory but it's asliquid as the language that she heard that night.

The Lady Cypher can't tell from the fleeting fragmentary imagery surrounding her, if thereisrealy
something underneath. The god of the moon istoo elusive. She seemsto glimpse a darting conscious-ness
out of the corner of her eye, but it's as quickly gone asiit appears. The only message that he'll give her is
the echo that she hears.

~ My daughter craved the Great Beyond, the voice of Enlil says. Inanna craved the Deep Within, and she
who takes the me of the Kur can not come back. From the Dark City thereis no return.



Hewill not help.

The Gods of Old

~ Once upon atime, Finnan had told her, there were gods al over the place. | mean, if you want to know
how many godsthere were, you only haveto look a Irdland; atiny littleidand and it's ill full to the brim
with spirits. Jesus, but haf the fookin saints used to be the heathen gods of old and all thosefairies, every
one of them, what are they but godswho lost their glory and went skipping off into the gloaming with only
their glamour left, when Chrigtianity came and put them out of their homes? That was the choice, ye see,
when the angels came. Sign up or ship out. So some of them join up, becoming yer Saint Bridget's or
whatever, and some of them take to the hills. Jesus, but can ye imagineit? Going from king of dl the
Tuatha-de-Danaan  of Cuchullain of thered hair, of Lud the silver-handed, Bran the thrice-blessed, the
Dagda, with golden cauldrons and chariots and war-hounds bigger than men  to thisfoolish little lord of
the Sidhe, hiding in burrows under the earth, and findly to the fookin fairy-folk of Victorian fancies.
Fookin leprechauns and pots of gold. Cdtic Twilight, my arse.

~ Once upon atime, Finnan had told her, there weren't any gods at all. Just human beingsthat lived and
died and dreamed up foolish little fireside talesto meakethem all fed alittle warmer in the cold night. They
looked out to the sunset and they thought to themsalves, why that's so beautiful there must be something
out there. They buried their dead in the ground and couldn't bear to think of them just rotting, so they told
themselves there was aland under the earth where dl the dead live on like us. Or maybe it wasin the far
North, or at the source of some grest river, in the mountains, in the sky, wherever. But for dl the
adventurers and explorers that went wan-dering over the face of the earth, did any of them ever find
anything but people, painted up and draped in skins and dancing like loonies to the moon, but people
nonetheless? Did that stop them, though? No. Why, they says, if there's no Heaven then well fookin
build one. If there's no gods out there, well raise ourselves up by our bootstraps, grab a star out of the
sky and weer it as afookin crown and well be gods our fookin selves. So they built themsdvesa
language for aladder and clambered up over their own wordstill they did it. Only they took so many
starsout of the sky, ye see, they left it full of holes, too wesk to hold itsalf up, and so eventually, one day,
the sky came crashing down on them so hard and heavy that it drove them right down into the earth, so
deep that the only thing left of them sticking out was those crowns on their heads. Sure, there's those who
somehow manage to tick their necks up out of the shite and look up into the ruins of Babel, read afew
words written on the rubble, but at the end of the day, that's what we were and thisis what we are now,
up to our necksin history, in humanity, and with no more choice about it than the poor dead bastards
buried in the earth by al our ancestors.

- Once upon atime, Finnan had told her, the gods got fed up with this not existing malarkey that they'd
had to put up with for the last forever, becauseif you don't exist, well, there's no pressing need to get out
of bed of amorning; it's not like ye've got any work to go to, eh, and obvioudy that kind of
unemployment lendsitself to low sdf-esteem, if not downright depression. So they al came together one
day and decided amongst themselves that they wanted to have ago at this existing thing. They'd been
watching humansat it for agood few millennia, from theingde of their heads, living in the human
imagination as they did, and the humans seemed to be having al sorts of strange experiences living,
dying, fucking, grieving, hunt-ing, drinking hell, even suffering is at least an experience, and to agod that
only getsthe second-hand scraps of dreams and delusions, well, it's better than nothing. Of course, most
people have such poor imaginations that the gods had no ideawhat they werein for. They thought it
would be dl epic battles and noble struggles, valiant causes, good againgt evil. Y e have to pity them,
sure, because they weren't at al prepared for life asit is, poor sods. What the fuck isthis, they saysto
themsalves, when they findly find away to push themsalves out from the back of our heads and into the
noggin as awhole, when they pick themsaves up off thefloor and dust off their stolen bodies and look
around at the world. What the fuck isthis? Where's the grand quests and eternal mysteries? Where'sthe



foreshadowings and symmetries, the plots, the themes? Wher€'s the meaning? O, in time some of them
would cometo loveit, sure, thismad world of ours; but some of them, well, they just keep trying to
makeit fit their notion of what aworld should be like. They're insane, of course, and sooner or later one
of them will come dong and try and rope you into some mad empire-building scheme of theirs. And, of
coursg, if you're not with them you're against them, far asthey're concerned. Take my advice and steer
well clear of them.

Y ou know, she had said to him, nothing you say actudly fitstogether. Shit, Finnan, can't you even try
to be consistent with your bullshit?

Thomas had laughed, brattishly superior asonly an elder sibling can be.

~ Consistency, he'd said. Fuck consistency.

~ It'snot about consistency, Finnan had said. Where the Cant isinvolved it's not a matter of consistency.
Y ou can't tell the full story, the complete story, and hope to be consistent. Best you can hopefor is...
coherent and comprehensive. And where the fucking unkin are involved you're probably better off not
bothering with either. Trust me, if they think you've figured out what it'sdl about  asif thereisany such
thingaswhat it'sall about  they'll bedl over you like fucking crows on a battlefield. Becausethat's
what they want. A nice, sSmpleanswer toit al.

~ And you don't think thereis one? sheld said.

He shook his head.

~ Even the book doesn't have that, from what | hear.

~ What book?

- The Book of All Hours.

~ What's the Book of All Hours?

A, said Finnan, now that's another story atogether.

A Yeeve of Blood and Black

She was born Ninanna Belili, in the last years of the twentieth century bc, daughter of aneolithic chieftain
and his priestess wife whose cosmology was collapsing with the blossoming of new ideas, somewhere
between the Tigris and the Euphrates. She grew up with farming and fishing, with ceramic pots and
grainstores for al, and mathematics and writing, and men with sickles bringing corn in from the fields, the
whole Sumerian revolution. She flirted with the shepherd boy, Dumuzi, asked him to sing of Enki in his
abzu, deep under the earth, asked him with a dreamy passion that would make him stop and look at her and
ask her where she was, what she was thinking.

~ Who am | ? asks the girl who used to be called Phreedom. The tattoo covers most of her aam now ina
deeve of blood and black, asif she'sthrust her arm deep into the flesh of something vast and sick to seize
its heart, awarrior or asurgeon. She'slogt dl track of time somewherein al the involuted intricacy of the
ink that webs her flesh, the swirling cyphers of another person's memory and identity. Irisistalking to her,
but Phreedom doesn't hear her words. Inanna hears. Inannalistens now with Phreedom'’s ears, and nods,
replies, but the girl who once was Phreedom is now deaf and mute, trapped somewhere deep insde
hersdif.

What's|ft of her isthinking that maybe thiswasn't such agood idea.

She was born Inanna, queen of heaven, priestess of the earth, in the last years of the twentieth
world, daughter of a moon god and the mother earth whose tales were lost in the birth of new
mythologies, somewhere between never and now. She grew up with fate and destiny, with
epic heroes and archetypal roles for all, and history and law, and gods painted in ochre
dragging the bodies of their titan forebears out of chaos, the whole subconscious genesis. She
drank with the old god of wisdom, Enki, listening as he rambled on about the world of
certainty that he was crafting for them all, scheming an ordered place, a time, a space. And



when he had slumped, sodden with drink, into unconsciousness, she took his me, the plans of
his grand scheme, the Gravings of Destiny, and slipped away into the night.

~ Audacity, says Madame Iris. If there's one word that describes Inanna, little sigter,, it's audacity. First
goddess to step up and take on the patriarchs at their own game, Inannawas. | mean, motherhood, that's
an easy archetype for afemae unkin to take on. Maid, mother and crone, right? Virgin princess,
priestess-queen, witch-seeress. That'sthe way it goes. Negt roles all nicely tied up into packages. Fates
and furies, norns and muses, graces and graia. All very well, but those roles don't offer much in the way
of... character. But Inanna... Inannawasn't going to play that game. Inanna had her own plans. O, they
can have their Covenant, they can write every man, woman and child into their book of life, and bind us
al tother ideas of degtiny, of fate. But once you've met your fate, the story that they've written for you is
over. Thedead arefree.

Irisruns her fingers over the glossy 8 by 10 of the unkin mark and looks across at Phreedom'sarm ...
Inannas arm ... whatever. It's not her best work but it'll have to do; it would be better if she had the
original to work with but ~ she closes the ringbinder ~ the copy will haveto do.

Errata

The Book of Life

The ange known as Metatron, the man once known as Enoch, the god once known as Enki, lays his
hand on the hotel guest-book that sits up on the counter, smiles at the clerk and whispers aword that
drops the man like a stone, unconscious, to the ground. It'safew years sSince he last had to usethe
language, but he hasn't lost it, he's glad to see. That's asit should be, though. Heisthe voice of God,
after dl.

Thefoyer isempty and out past the glass walls and the doors with their racks of tourist brochuresfor
Little Switzerland and the Blue Ridge Parkway, the parking lot has only a couple of trucksand RVs.
Even the Taco Bell acrosstheway isempty, the employeesin their chegp, garish uniforms sitting outsde
on the steps, gazing off into the distance and chatting.

Heflicks hisblack dreads back out of his face and flicks hislong black leather coatflap back to pull out
hislittle leatherbound palmtop from his jacket pocket, laysit up on the counter, on top of the guest-book.
He doesn't have to hunt for a signature to know that they were both here, thelittle hatchling and her
runaway brother. He knowsthe girl and her brother have a meeting somewhere, somewhen, not too far
from here and now. It'sal in hisbook.

That'swhat worries him, actudly; that'swhy he's here in person. Because according to the unkin who
were sent to bring the boy in, Thomas Messenger died trying to escape from them. According to those
same two unkin, Phreedom Messenger was left bleeding to death in a catatonic stupor, her soul more
violated than her body. She's out of the game, they'd said. Little birdy got her wings broke. End of
story.

Except that's not the end. The angel Metatron knows this because the angel Metatron has his book of
life, hisrecords of assgnations and interactions, crossed paths, interlocked fates, destinies decreed when
thisworld was gtill aspeck of dust under hisfingernail. And if the book of life records a meeting between
two unkin somewhere, somewhen, not too far from here, those unkin can't be dead.

The palmtop boots up into ascreen of scrolling glyphs; it'sabit outdated in these days of VR lenses and
shimmering images, but he's dways been alittle old school in his methods. He likesthe fed of weathered
leatherbound books, smooth plastic keys under hisfin-gers, dirt under hisfingernails, dust on his boots.
HeisLord Earth, after dl  En Ki, as he once wrote his name with wedge-shaped reeds pressed into
clay, when hewasjust alowly scribe, laying his master's laws and dictates down for al eternity. The rest



of the unkin were al so quick to take the roles of warriors, heroes, kings, showing their lordship over the
sky by cdling down astorm.

Thunder and lightning, he thinks. Hawks and eagles. Back in the old days you couldn't walk ahundred
miles without running into some self-gppointed god of al the skies and heavens, god of air and grace, of
arsand graces. For them the whole point of civilization wasto take them further from the dirt that they
were bornin. For Enki, craftsman and technologist, father of irrigation and agriculture, civi-lizationis
made of dirt. Mathematics and writing began in shapes pressed into dick wet clay. Even now, now that
he's Metatron, with four thousand years between him and that previouslife, the scribein him ill likesthe
fed of something in hishand.

Hefrowns.

The Tablets of Destiny

The palmtop's flickering display stops at a screen of curlicues and arabesques, pictograms that represent
not things but forces, vectors, the motion of a snake'stongue flicking out to taste the air, thetensonina
lion's shoulder muscles asit's poised to legp, dl tabulated into rows and columns like some child's puzzle,
waiting for acircling pen to find the words spelled out forwards and backwards, upside-down,
diagon-dly. Infact he readsit every way, this page of text, from left to right like English, right to left like
Hebrew, top to bottom like Chinese, and spirdling inwardsto the centra glyph like the Sumerian of his
youth. The Arattan script can even be read diagondly, from the lower-left corner to the upper-right, or
from right to left. But it's not the origina text. And no matter which way hereadsit, it doesn't make
sense.

He can amdl thegirl'spain dl round him. He can fed the boy's signature burning its way through the thick
pages of the guest-book. The pamtop should be picking al this up, mapping the moment, catching the
currents of it like yarrow stalksfaling into hexagrams. Instead, there's no sign of ether of them in the text.
It was clear enough two weeks ago, clear enough that he called the two gatherersin to question them for
hours on what exactly they remembered. The boy was dead? The girl was as good as? They were
certain?

~ Thisisthe only thing that's certain, he had said, holding the book up in their faces.

Helooks at it now and frowns. Destiny doesn't change.

The language has an agglutinative grammar at its heart. It doesn't need dl thelittle joining words of
English, dl the ofsand tos and fors and bys. It doesn't need dl the grammatica exoskeleton of Latin
prefixes and suffixes around the words. It's just amatter of how you put the words together, one after the
other after the other, except the block of text that's on the screen isless alinear statement than amap of
al its possible meanings, it's not designed to be read in one direction, line by line, no more than you could
understand apainting if you cut it into strips and scanned your eyes dong each shred, reading the
individua brushstrokes one by one and waiting for the meaning to emerge.

Whatever form it takes, leatherbound book of life, clay tablets of destiny, or law carved in stone
whatever medium the me are coded in, by nature, hasto be alittle more structurally complex to capture
the sheer dengity of meaning in the unkin language. Any statement carriesits context, implicit in the space
between the words. But in the Cant graved on the screen there are no spaces, and the meaning blossoms
outward from the central glyph, around it and back in, the context as explicit asthe text.

It's the machine code of redlity. It hasto be precise.

And Metatron isworried, because for the first timein hislong, long life, he doesn't understand it.
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The Fields of Lost Days

Crossroads, 1937

A lone crow rose out of the cornfield, wings flapping as it gave aragged caw and flew up into a cloudliess
blue sky; and asthe dry wind stripped the grain from the corn and whipped it into the air around him, he
stepped out onto the cracked tarmac of the cross-roads, unslung the blue guitar from back behind his
shoulder, put hisfingersto the right frets, to exactly the right frets, and struck a chord. Should be here
soon, hethought, should be along real soon.

From itsfirst low growlsin the Deep South of the Depression, the blues was born to make new legends for
itself, with Robert Johnson standing tallest and proudest among them, like some V oudon loa caught for an
instant of timein agrainy old black and white photograph, like the Lord Eleggua himself, standing at a
crossroads in adusty, grey three-piece suit and wide-brimmed fedora. The blues was always the dark side
of gospel, the devil's music, amusic made of pain and hard, hard sorrows, with the bluesman as ahero of a
kind, murderer, adulterer, searching for the lost chord, making pacts with the devil, hellhounds on histrail.

There's one story, one legend, says that if you take your guitar down to a crossroads and play it~ play it
good enough, that is  eventually the devil will come along behind you, tap you on the shoulder and take
your guitar off of you. Y ou don't turn around to look at him ~ you don't ever look the devil intheeyes  just
take your guitar back when he's done tuning it for you, and from then on you'll play the bittersweetest blues
was ever played ... from that day on until the day you die and the demons come to drag your damned soul
down into hell whereit belongs.

And s0, on a hot and hellblown summer's day, the man with the blue guitar took himself along walk out of
town, out through the cornfields, to the crossroads and the old tree heavy with the ghosts of al those who'd
been hanged on it, like baubles on a Christmas tree, or strange golden apples. He walked out, asif to adate
with the devil, or with whatever ancient African god  god of the cross-roads, god of song  was wearing
that Christian mask these days. That old soul deal, though, had already been made, along, long time ago and
far away. He wasn't here to sell, today, only to play the bluesand — onelast time  to pay his dues, before
the hellhounds that had followed him down through the centuries finally caught up with him.

A lone crow rose out of the cornfield, circling over the seven men in sharp black suits who came now, from
off of theroad of al dust, shimmering in the liquid light that rippled around them like air over tarmac on a
hot summer's day.

Dogs of Kingship

1971.

Thomas crouches in the bushes. He hears them crashing through the undergrowth around them, and he's
trying not to gasp, to grasp for air with hislungs, with the rain running down hisface, into his mouth. He
can't afford to spit, to shake therain out of hishair. He can't afford to make a sound. He holdsthe
dogtags like arosary he's praying by.

Baseball bats crack branches, whack through sodden leaves, feet splash in puddles of mud and dogs
bark. There are seven of them, big men in body, smal in heart, and mean as the German Shepherds that
they track him with. He should have known not to take the lift; he should have seen it in the eyes of the
four of them gtting up in the back of the pick-up truck, sodden with rain and drink and their own misery
and looking for something, anything, to takeit out on.

The leering grin of the one sat up in front between the driver and the passenger, as he leaned back to
dare at him out of the rear windshield.

What was his name again? Jack, wasit? Fuck, but he's hot.

Scarcely had his sister spoken when Dumuzi cried:



~ My sister! Go! Quick! Run into the hills! Do not step slowly as a noble. Sister, run! The ugallu,
who men both hate and fear, are on their boats. They come. They carry wooden stocks to trap
the hands; they carry wooden stocks to trap the neck. Sister, run!

~ You see them? she said.

~ They are coming, said Dumuzi's friend. The large ugallu, with the wooden stocks to bind the
neck, are coming for you.

" Quickly, brother! Put your head down, in the grass. Your demons come for you!

~ My sister, tell nobody where I'm hiding. My friend, tell nobody where I'm hiding. I will hide
in the grass. I will hide among the bushes. I will hide among the trees. I will hide in the ditches
of Arali.

~ Dumuzi, said his friend, if we tell anybody where you're hiding may your dogs devour us,
your black dogs of shepherdship, the royal dogs of kingship, may your dogs devour us!

And Geshtinanna ran, fleeing the ugallu, up into the hills, and Dumuzi's friend went with her.

Ancther century entirely.

Thomas crouches in the grass. He hears them crashing through the fields of corn towards him, and he's
trying not to gasp, to grasp for ar with hislungs, with the sweat running down hisface, into his mouth.
The whipscars on his back are hurting rea bad and he thinks they must be bleeding again, but he can't
afford to make awhimper. He holds the little wooden cross around his neck and praysto the Good
Lord, but the Good Lord says salvation liesin suffering and Thomas surely knows his suffering, yesgr,
he surely does, and the Master's men are surely going to make him suffer like the Lord Himself, but
Thomas don't think there's going to be any salvation for him. No sr, not for Thomas.

Rifle-butts crack corn-stalks, thrash through green-gold leaves, feet kick up dust in the dry heat and dogs
bark. There are seven of them, big men in power and small in kindness.

~ Come out here, boy. We gonna find you.

The small ugallu spoke to the large ugallu.

~ You ugallu, with no father and no mother, you, who have no sister and no brother, wife or
child, who fly across the skies and stalk the earth like guards, who stick to a man's side, who
show no mercy, know no good or evil, tell us, who has ever seen a coward's soul living in
peace? We should not seek Dumuzi in his friend's house. We should not seek Dumuzi in his
brother-in-law's house. No. We should seek Dumuzi in his sister's house, the house of
Geshtinanna.

Sweet Little Pink Things

They introduced themsalves as Mr Pechorin and Mr Carter.

~ But you can call usVlad and Rosie, said Pechorin.

They looked like raptor birds, one dark, the other fair, a black falcon and a golden eagle.

~Weonly call him Rosie, said Carter, the blond-haired one, absently, nosing around the radio. It's not
hisred name.

- But then, Vlad's not hisreal name either, said Pechorin.

~It'sshort for Rosebud ... because that's the way he likes them, you know?

~ Swet little pink things, said Pechorin, showing his teeth with something too sweet to be a sneer, too
coldtobeasmile.

~ And why do they call you Vlad, the girl asked, pushing her dark red hair back out of her eyesand
flicking up the collar of her biker'sjacket in away that  as soon as she had doneit  she regretted. Too
much attitude, shethought, defensive.

Heignored her question and, instead, just ever-so-dightly cocked his head and sniffed, like acurious
dog. Or like ahungry dog.



~Whereishe?

~ paranoid delusions of grandeur, said Carter as he twirled the did on the radio through snatches of
classic rock and country music, static shrieks, hiss, strident ads and Radio AWZ 104.5's Super Sounds
of the Sixties, and finally settled on some orchestrated molassesthat just oozed out of the speakers.
~Isn't that... | know this song? said Carter.

~ | don't know, she said. Sounds vaguely famiiliar.

Pechorin il circled likeavulture. So, little girl. Who do you think you are?

- Thisis... oh, what'sit called? the other said. | know this song.

Shelooked from oneto the other. Are you guys for real? shethought.

~ Sofull of yoursalf, said Pechorin. Heleaned in close to her face. Y ou think you're something specia?
Think you're better than the rest? Think you're up there with the likesof

And theword he used diced through redlity and left it soft and open, like quivering flesh, and the mug of
Earl Grey onthetablein front of her had somehow sort of shifted into the blackest espresso that she'd
ever seen, blacker than the sharp suitsworn by the pair of them, blacker than the leather binding of the
book that the other one had lain on the table beside the cup ... blacker than hell; and the ingtant after he'd
spoken it, she couldn't remember that word at dl, only the emptinessin her head where she had heard it
and theripplesin theair through which it had moved.

- That, hesaid, iswhat it isto be unkin.

- Goon, shesaid, tell meal

Carter snagpped hisfingers. Of course. That'swhat it is.

~ about it, shefinished. Shelifted the coffee towards her mouth but stopped just short, held the cup just
amogt a her lips so she could smdll the bitter steam of it, the rich black scent. She waited.

| knew it, said Carter. | knew | recognized the tune. That's some cover.

~ Whereishe? said Pechorin, suddenly, casually.

She just smiled and shook her head. She didn't know, and wouldn't have told them anyway; they could
go fuck themselves, shewasn't part of their stupid fucking war, their stupid fucking game, and she wasn't
going to bedragged into it.

~ You think you're God's gift, eh? said Pechorin, sneering, and she sneered right back, at the sheer idiotic
irony of it. Another little hatchling got ataste of godhood and you think you're the fucking Second
Coming?

~You know, said Carter, suddenly leaning in just as close as Pechorin, speaking quietly, firmly. He
nodded towards the radio. They crucified the original.

His Long, Thin Fingers

The ugallu clapped their hands with glee. They went to seek Dumuz at the house of Geshtinanna.
~ Tell uswhereyour brother is! they cried out.

Geshtinanna would not talk.

They offered her the gift of water. She rgjected it. They offered her the gift of grain, but she
rejected it. They raised her up to Heaven and they threw her down to Earth. Geshtinanna would
not talk. They ripped her clothes off. They poured tar into her cunt. And Geshtinanna would not
talk.

Pechorin stepped over the girl, looking down at her for a second, where she lay on the floor, naked and
smeared with blood and filth, the broken and twisted limbs till quivering. He sniffed the air. She was il
in there, somewhere, somewhere buried deep enough they couldn't reach her, no matter how far down
ingde her soul they reached. He looked at Carter, licking the smears of red and specks of white off of his

long, thinfingers.



~ | don't think we're going to find him here, he said.
~ Since the start of time, the small ugallu said to the large ugallu, who has ever known a sister to
betray her brother's hide-out? Come, let us seek Dumuz at hisfriend's house.

The ugallu went to Dumuz's friend. They offered him the gift of water and he took it. Then they
offered him the gift of grain. He took it.

Seamus Finnan clicked his Zippo open, snicked a thumb across the whed and brought the flame up to
the cigarette that dangled from his mouth. He sucked in adeep, deep bresth. Christ, Tom boy, what
have you fucking gotten yourself into now? And I'm the one supposed to get you fucking out of it.
He couldn't do it. But he had to. He looked up at the thing that called itsdlf Carter, fastened hiseyesoniit,
locked on it like he was cutting it open with his gaze and opened his mouth to curse the fucker.

And the angd dammed him againgt thewall, hand tight around histhroat, twitching with tension, with the
snarling, spitting drive, the urge, the need, to just crush hislarynx, snap his neck.

~Whereishe, it hissed. And then Pechorin was standing beside him. And then the redl pain began.

~ Dumuz hid among the grass, among the bushes or among the trees, he said. | do not know
where.

The ugallu searched among the grass, among the bushes and among the trees but could not find
Dumuaz.

Heleaned forward in the chair, retching, spitting up blood. Pechorin looked at the lump of rounded, red
chambers and tubesheld in his hand. His heart.

~You don't redly need this, do you? Y ou are one of us, after dl, god or monster, angel or demon.
Whichever side you choose, you'll dwaysbelike us... unkin. What do you need this ... flesh for?

He was empty insde now, hollow. The pain just didn't mean anything any more. Nothing did.

- Theditches of Ardli, he said, coughing. He's hiding in the ditches of Arali.

The Ditches of Arali, the Trenches of the Somme

The ugallu caught Dumuzi in the ditches of Arali. He turned pale, began to cry, cried out:

~ My sister saved my life. My friend has brought about my death. If my sister's child goes wandering
in the streets, may they be safe; | bless that child. If my friend's child goes wandering in the streets,
may they be lost; | curse that child. And Tammuz cursed, he cursed his friend, and his friend's child
and the words hang in the air now, as embedded in eternity as in the wedge-shaped marks pressed into
clay, caught in amoment thick as the smoke of war, the clouds of a storm and all Seamus can do is stand
there listening and looking on in silent sorrow as the other lads drag the poor boy kicking and screaming, and
sobbing and cursing, cursing like Seamus has never fookin heard in hislife, sure, and they drag him down
along the trench, like afookin animal, dragging his feet through the mud sure, and they throw him into the
dugout and it's Seamus and the lads, his mates who have to do it, have to do it, sure, and they don't want to
harm him but they have to hurt him, have to slap some sense into the boy 'causeit's the only way and if he
doesn't come out of it, if he doesn't fookin come out of it, he'll end up fookin shot as afookin coward and
Seamus can't let that happen, he can't let that happen, sure, because he'd never forgive himself... so he
goes into the dugout with the other lads and they don't listen to poor Tommy's curses.

The ugallu surrounded Dumuzi. They bound his hands; they bound his neck. They beat the
husband of Inanna. Dumuzi raised his arms up to the skies, to Shamash, God of Justice, and
cried out: O Shamash, my brother-in-law, I am your sister's husband. It was me who brought
food to the sacred shrine, who brought the wedding gifts to Uruk. It was me who kissed the
holy lips, who danced upon the holy lap, Inanna's lap.

~ Make my hands the hands of a gazelle. Make my feet the feet of a gazelle. Let me flee my
demons. Let me flee to Kubiresh!

~ Ah, Christ now, Tommy boy, what have ye fookin gone and gotten yourself into? What have ye done?



The boy looks at Seamus with eyes so hollow, so broken and scared, that it just breaks his fookin heart to
seethelad like this, and he grits his teeth and swallows, and wipes his nose, so he does, because if he
doesn't do something he's going to fookin fall apart himself, sure. Christ, they'll fookin shoot him, so they
will.

| just went for awalk, Seamus. It was so hice out there, it was so nice, because the sun was shining and
the grass was sort of blowing in the wind so soft and gentle, like ... and there wasn't any shells, Seamus.
There wasn't any shells at all.

~ For fook's sake, Tommy. Talk fookin sense. What are ye talking about? It's been fookin raining fookin
shells and mortars and fookin bullets as well as fookin cats and dogs.

~ It wasn't raining, not out in the fields. But there was ariver, see, and | couldn't get acrosstheriver, so |
had to come back. To ... to get something ... so | could get across. Y ou could come with me, Seamus. Y ou
can open the door and let me out and you can come with me and we can cross the river and we can ...
Seamus looks out the door of the fookin dugout where he's standing with his fookin gun, just fookin waiting
for the word to get back to the officers that the boy's still fookin doolaly. Sure and it's officers who get
shellshock and the rest of them are just fookin cowards to shoot.

~ | don't know, Tommy boy, he says, | don't know if | can go with ye where ye're going, lad.

Shamash took mercy on Dumuzi's tears. He made his hands the hands of a gazelle. He made
his feet the feet of a gazelle. Dumuzi fled his demons, fled to Kubiresh.

Dumuzi, the dumu-zi, shining child, escaped. Tammuz escaped. From that ancient Sumerian
text, Dumuzi's Dream, he leaps, from myth to myth, only to be captured again, in The Most
Bitter Cry, captured and chained, to wake under the rising sun that tries, time and again, to
save him. He wakes from his dreams, naked and wounded, and in this version of the tale or
that a prisoner of militia, a deserter or a fugitive conscript, being taken back to face
punishment. He breaks free and runs, into fields that go on forever, trying to escape, from
death, from war, from myth into reality or from reality into myth.

Dumuz's Capture

~ Let us go to Kubiresh, said the ugallu. And they walked the road of all dust till they arrived
in Kubiresh. But Dumuzi fled his demons, he fled across the fields of illusion to the house of
Old Belili. He crept into Old Belili's house and spoke to her.

— Old woman. I am no mere mortal man. I am the husband of a goddess, of Inanna. Would
you pour water for me to drink? Would you sprinkle flour for me to eat?

He ransacks the shelves and the cupboards of the farmhouse looking for something to eat, he does, because
he's starving and he's so tired of running, so cold and wet and tired that he's no longer sure what it is he's
running from, his clothes so filthy that when he strips them off to lay them by the fireside to dry, he looks at
them and doesn't recognise them as an army tunic or an afghan coat or the rags of arunaway slave or
anything but clothes. He puts the dusty black-and-white photograph of the old woman back on the

mantel piece but then there's another shell-blast and it falls and smashes on the ground, and he instinctively
drops into a huddle. He can hear the beating of their baseball bats and the beating of their wings as he
crouches down and eats the beans out of the metal pot with his fingers.

— Let us go to Old Belili, said the ugallu. And they walked the fields of illusion till they arrived
at the house of Old Belili. After the old woman had poured water and sprinkled flour for
Dumuzi, she left the house. The ugallu watched her leave and entered. But Dumuzi fled his
demons, and he fled across the fields of illusion to the sheepfold of his sister, Geshtinanna.
Geshtinanna found Dumuzi in the sheepfold, and she sobbed. She raised her mouth up to the
sky. She lowered it down to the earth. Her sorrow cloaked the world to its horizon, like a rag
of soiled sackcloth. She tore at her eyes, her mouth, her thighs.



And the door is crashing open and he's leaping out through a window shattered by months of mortars, back
into the churned-up horror of No-Man's-Land in France and running through the mud and rain of the
mountain storm in North Carolina, and falling over a split-rail fence in the Wyoming snow and trying to drag
himself to his feet, but they're vaulting the fence of the sheepfold, coming after him, always after him, with
baseball bats and rifle-butts and ancient maces raised, and he's holding his sister as she sobs for him.

And the angels come down from the sky on wings, imperial eagles, hawks of war.

A War of Ideals

Asheville, duly 13th, 2017.

Thomas watches the door of the bar swing shut behind Finnan and turns his attention back to the blond
frat boy at the table across the bar. He's gone quiet now, like something isworking its way through his
unconscious, trying to crawl up into hismind so that al he can doistry not to think about it. Chrit, thinks
Thomas, it'sfucking 2017 and it may be thisisn't the most forward-thinking area of the world, but get a
grip. Thereé's more important thingsin the world than who or what you want to fuck. But the poor sweet
angel-eyed lion just drinks his beer and glances at Thomas now and again, and burns with blushing shame
as helooks away again, suck in the story hetdlshimsdf of who heis, who he should be.

Still, there's something about him, an air of dreamy distance, that hints at possibility. He could be ajunky
punk in leather jeans and ripped tee or an English aristo in tails and a straw boater and he'd il fit the bill.
Therésthisblank grace about him, like wherever heisit doesn't redly matter because hel's not redlly
there.

Thomasisjust about to give up, when five of the frat boys stand up, pulling their jackets from the backs
of the chairs, dinging them over shoulders or folding them over their arms. They sway alittle, drunken
and il loud asthey talk about the party later on tonight and dap the other two on the back, head for the
door. From snatched phrases and mumbled admirations, Thomas gathers that a couple of them have
dropped out of college to sign up with the armed forces. Americaisin danger, after al, and the freedom
and democracy of puppet-states al over the Middle East and North Africaare at stake. The tenuous
order of theworld needs to be maintained.

Onasmal TV set tucked snug in a corner up behind the bar, CNN is showing another broadcast of the
infamous Amar d Ahmadi Mdik, another video diatribe, scrolling text trandating hisclams of
responsibility for thisatrocity or that. Hes emerging asthe greet villain now, since Alhazred's

nation and, even with the sound muted, Thomas can hear the resonance of the Cant under his
angry tones. Mdik in Syria, d Mashaikhin North Irag, Khdifain Iran  Thomas doesn't know if they're
redly al linked in this'network of terror' but he does know onething. They'redl unkin.

Thomas has been watching the news recently and he wondersiif the new recruits, bright-eyed and bitter,
have any ideaat al of what they'rein for. There are Sories, weird stories, coming out of Jerusalem and
Damascus, Baghdad and Tehran, and to Thomas all those stories say onething. Whether it'san army
base in Jericho surrounded in the night by singing children, evacuated the next day with every Gl inthe
place gone crazy, or 'suicide bombers staggering naked and deranged into a cafe, bleeding from the
writing cut into their flesh and exploding in ablossom of white light even though survivors svear they had
no explosives strapped to them, no sir, not asingle thing but that weird writing on them  whatever the
gory is, to Thomasit saysthat the unkin war has started now for red. He's still not sureif President
Freemont and his codlition alies know they're on the Sde of the angdls, or if the handful of demons
behind this whole chaotic cocktail of warring terrorist groups and factions are actualy dlied or as
opposed to each other asto the Western forces, somehow that seems too obvious, too smple to be true.
It'sjust aslikely there are Covenant unkin and their Sovereign enemies on al sides, using the collapse into
anarchy and atrocity to mask adifferent war. But Thomasisn't going to stick around and find out.

He dipsthe card for Madame Iris Tattoosinto his pocket and pulls out a pack of cigarettes, takes out a
smoke.



The dark-haired friend is up at the bar getting in another couple of beers and leonine Jack is dtting there,
gtaring off into the distance. He looks just the square-jawed typeto sign up in awar of ideals and
Thomas can't help but want him. He dides out of the booth and wanders over dowly to ask for alight.
There's nothing going to happen right now, with hisfriend still here, but he can make a contact, an
unspoken sign of possibility opening. Draw out just enough of the suppressed desire to maybe bring him
back here later. He looks uncomfortable but he nods at the request  sure, yeah  and fumblesin his
pocket. He brings out a Zippo, flicks it open and sparks it. Thomas holds the guy's hand steady as he
lightsthe cigarette, and holds the guy's gaze steady with asmile,

~ Thanks... en?
- Jack, the guy says. Jack Carter.

No More Gods

They wore the grey synthe armour of al angels but around their gaunt bodiesit looked skeleta, and the
black danted eyeshades on the mask only added to the unnatural appearance, reminding Thomas of
carvings he had seen dug up in Predionica, strange heads with dmond eyes, straight noses, sharp faces,
sylized to an dven dien catlike grace. like the bird-figurines carved out of paleolithic mammothivory,
designs of wave, spird and swastikafiligreed their forms, and the tall stedly, silvered weaponsthat they
carried something between a crossbow or alance seemed, like the great and graceful giant axes of the
graves and the caves  surely too large for any use but ritual.

Thomas huddled hisarms around his knees, naked and shivering.

~Why?

~No more gods, the creature said  he, sheor it no more aliances and vendettas, no more roya
houses, dynasties ... no more pantheons.

The creature crouched down for a second to test the shackles around Thomas's hands, gathering the
chainslikereinsin two hands, testing their strength. 1t shoved his head to the Side, ingpecting the collar
round his neck, and nodded to itsdlf, satisfied.

It ran its gauntleted fingers across his chest, tracing the graving branded upon his skin, the mark of the
unkin, hisname, his story, written in the language of the gods. There amost seemed to be desirein the
tenderness of itstouch.

The creature reached up to takeits helmet off, and look a him with crystd blue eyes from beneath a
shock of ruffled blond hair.

- Dumuzi... Tammuz ... Thomas, he said.

~You can't escape your nature, he said. You'relikeme, likeal of us. Y ou might think you're a human
being, you might dream that you are, but you'reredly just atool... aweapon.

He whispered aword and with a shiver, Thomasfelt redlity shift around them, saw the angedl crouching
before himin ablack suit instead of grey armour, in agrey military uniform with golden epaulets, ina
checked shirt.

~ That'swhat it isto be unkin, said the angel. Do you redly think we could leave you running loose?
Thomas turned away from him, looking to the west where, acrossthe fields, ariver ran and, on the other
Sde, the grasswas green and gold, in an Elysian haze of sunlight so closeit hurt. Hed run through dl of
time, trying to escapeinto eternity, only to be captured at the end of history, at the end of hisstory.

He turned to gaze up past the unkin, over his shoulder and up, at the blue sky beyond. In the distance,
dark clouds glowered on the horizon  clouds of storm or clouds of battle, he wasn't sure. In this place,
inthisworld beyond theworld, out herein thefields of illuson, on theroad of al dust, sometimes, there
wasn't any differ-ence. If there was a storm gathering, then there wasawar gathering aswell. The



beating wings of shining meta thunderbirds would soon be heard across the land, drowning dl song, al
laughter in their rain of fire and blood and hail and light and water and clods of mud and stone thrown up
from blasts, and Thomas knew, he knew, that it would be asif the heavens themsalves werefalling on
them. There was astorm coming. Therewas awar coming. And theriver of soulswould be thick with
the bodies of the dead, shepherds and kings aike, and the crows that flew over the fieldswould feast
among them. They had made the whole of history a Seve to separate the wheat from the chaff, amill to
grind the coarsest grain into soft, white flour.

~ Onelast great war, and then well have eternal peace, the angdl said.

- Great war, echoed Thomeas, bitterly.

The Lost Deus of Sumer

The ugallu leaped the reed fence. The first ugallu scratched Dumuzi on the cheek with a sharp
nail. The second ugallu smacked Dumuzi on the other cheek with his own shepherd's crook.
The third ugallu smashed the bottom of the churn. The fourth wugallu threw the drinking cup
down from its peg. The fifth ugallu shattered the churn. The sixth ugallu shattered the cup. The
seventh ugallu cried:

" Rise, Dumuzi! Sirtur's son, Inanna's husband, Geshtinanna's brother! Wake up from your
dream! Your ewes are taken and your lambs are grabbed! Your goats are captured and your
kids are in our trap! Now take the sacred crown off of your head! Strip those me-garments
from your body! Drop your royal sceptre to the ground! Remove the holy sandals from your
feet! You come with us naked!

The ugallu grabbed Dumuzi. They surrounded him, all round him, and they bound his hands, they
bound his neck.

And they lead him out, Dumuz, Tammuz, Thomas, and the slave collar cuts into his neck, except it's not a
dave-collar, it's arough rope noose that they gonna hang this fucking nigger by, yeah, boy, and they're
pulling it over the tree as they strip the epaulets off his jacket and the sergeant brushes dust off his
wide-brimmed hat and turns away, not looking at him there on the tips of his toes and straining upwards
against the ropes tying him to the wooden fence in a crucifix in the cold snow, hands behind his back, the
wooden post hurting the whipscars on his back but one of them, it's Carter, is putting acigarette in his
mouth and asking him if he wants the blindfold and they'll make it quick, like, sure they will and he's sorry,
God he's sorry, and Tommy cries out to Seamus but Seamus is looking away heis, sure, 'cause he's
sickened by the whole thing, sure heis and he swears to himself, he does that thisisthe end of it al, thisis
the end of Seamus Finnan's service in afookin war he has no fookin business in and Thomas—

And Thomas feels the ropes around his wrist as they drag him out of reality, this runaway god, back to the
eternity where he belongs, to the eternal moment of his death.

Helooksto his side, towards the river so close now.

The churn lies quiet, and no milk is poured into a shattered cup. Dumuzi is no more; the
shepherd's fold, like dust, is given to the winds.

The Sebitti

When Heaven, king of the gods, made the Earth pregnant, amyth from Sumer tells us, she borefor him
the seven gods he named the Sebitti. When they stood before him, he decreed their destiny. He
summoned the first and gave him orders wherever you march out together as a pack, there will be none
torival you spoketothesecond burn likethe god of fire himsdlf, blaze likeaflame  said to the third
~ you, walk among them, stalk them with the fierce face of alion, and al who see you will fdl to the
ground interror  spoketo the fourth mountains will flee before the one who bears your furious
wegpons  ordered thefifth blow like the wind, out to the ends of the earth commanded the sixth



go through above and below, spare nothing in your path. The seventh he filled with dragon's venom,
saying only this lay low theliving things.

Metatron looks around him at the seven marble pillars of hisHall of Records ™ just an empty blank
plateau stretching out to the horizon on dl sdes. Each of the pillars hasits own individua graving, asigil
etched into the stone.

There were seven of the Sebitti and there were seven of the ugallu, just asthere were seven planets,
seven days. There were seven sageswho came out of theriver into Sumer, bringing knowledge and
civilisation from some distant world of strange divinities, from the mountains where Enlil, lord of the
winds, dwelt, or from the abyss the abzu the great watery deep where Enki, lord of the earth, dwelt,
at the source of dl theriversof theworld, so it was said. There were seven Anunnaki, seven judgesin
the underworld, and there were the seven weapons of the deity Nergal, known aslrrain later myths, and
known as Aresto the Greeks, the god of war himself, wegpons that walked and spoke like men. Their
very name meant smply the Seven. The Sebitti.
Seven Againgt Thebes, thinks Metatron. Seven Samurai. Magnifi-cent Seven.
In Egyptian mythology, a human being doesn't have one soul; they have saven, seven facets, seven
archetypes, that only make oneindividua in combination.

*
It had been seven of them, then, who came together in Ur of the Chadeas to sgn themsdlvesinto the
Covenant: Rapiu was a header in Akkad while Mika came from Syria; Adad was up near Haran at the
time, among the Hittites. Raphael, Michadl, Azazdl. The rest were from dl over the Middle East. Urid,
Gabrid, and Sammael, before he had to be ... replaced. And Metatron, of course. Metatron who used to
be agod caled Enki, who used to be aman caled Enoch before he cut out that part of him that was ill
humen.
Seven archangels. Seven gunsfor hire. A good team. They were dways good to have on your Sdeina
war.
He had aways believed that they could work behind the scenes, set up treaties and law-codes, pacts and
contracts, create asort of hidden empire, building ... justice. Justice, mercy and wisdom. And one by
one, their masters began to redize who was redlly in control, where things were going, and either took
thelong walk out into the Vellum, out into an existence made of only dreams and memories, or they took
the oath themsalves. They knedled before the throne and let him remake their gravings, binding them to
an archetype, a me, anew identity with anew destiny. And Metatron carefully adjusted them, pushing
their persondity thisway or that, sculpting their souls so they were no longer gods of persona glory,
individua power, but servants of agreater authority, angels of the heavenly host.
And when they walked out into the world, they walked out as one of seven.

The saven standing before him now, in their bloodied, muddy armour, al have the panting look of guilty
dogsthat have had more fun with some innocent creature than they're sure they are dlowed. Two of
them stand at the front, the bloodiest and the muddiest by far, just alittle more arrogant than the others,
gtanding out with just that little bit more individuality. But then any team hasits sar playersand thisoneis
no exception. It hasits Gabriel and its Michael, the onesyou send in if you want to lay wasteto acity.

" It'sdone, says the one called Carter. He's dead.

~You'resure? And the girl ?

~ She'sout of the game, says Pechorin. Little birdy got her wings broke. End of story.

He nods and dismisses them, the Hall of Records shimmering out of hisvison. Itisonly asm after al,
this conference room he uses to keep these | atter-day sebitti (they're not the originals so they don't get a
capital) dutifully impressed. Sometimes he usesit as aretreat when he wants peace to study the gravings
of hisbook, ook for the next newblood reckoning that's due, but on the wholeit's alittle too showy for
hisliking. He looks out the window of hislounge, over the rooftopsto the distant, ddlicate, black iron of
the Eiffd Tower, just vishble behind achimney-stack; he prefersredity and dways has.

So the boy is dead and the girl broken, he thinks. But somehow Metatron isn't so sure. HE's thinking



maybe he should check this out himsdlf, pay alittle visit to his North Carolina sehitti. The boy'swould be
thefirst unkin execution in ... along time. There should have been ripplesin the Vdlum, an aftershock.
These footsoldiers are too young to know it but Metatron was there when Tiamat was cut into pieces
and he knows. The Covenant is more than asimple pact, the graving of an unkin more than just agraving,
because these things are written in the Vellum itsalf, and onellittle scratching in the Velum can sain the
whole of history with blood and ink.

It'snot liketimeisjust agtraight linefrom the past to the future.

In the Slvery Seel of a Cigarette Lighter

Carter holds the Zippo open and lit, his other hand spread out, palm down, above it, lowering it to touch
the flame then pulling it up again as he fed sthe burning. He does this repeatedly. He doesit for awhile.
And eventualy he'sjust holding his hand over the flame, smelling the burning flesh. It reminds him of some
other time and place, some other identity, aready dipping from hismind. He used to be glad of the
debriefings. He used to fed cleansed afterwards, his binding to the Covenant reinforced by the
anointment, by being washed clean in the blood of the lamb, surrendering his memory to his superiors, in
absolute submission to the glory. After each mission hefdt fresh, remade, walking away from whatever
hotel room or empty office space their superior was using as his base of operations, purged of the burden
of hissnsand in astate of grace, knowing only that whatever he had done had been successful and that it
wasfor the greatest good, for the Covenant. He used to fedl that way, and he doesn't know why he
doesn't now.

~ What the fuck are you doing?

Pechorin daps his hand away from the flame.

- Jesus Fucking Christ. What do you think you're doing?

Carter clicksthelighter closed.

~Wheredid | get this? he says. | can't remember wherel got this.

Pechorin shrugs.

~ What does it matter? Fucking get agrip. Get inthe car.

Pechorin walks round to the driver's side, beeps the central-locking open and climbsin. Carter dides
down off the hood and pulls his own door, open. He stopsto look at the burnt palm of his hand, the skin
red raw and sore, but healing dready; it's not quite visible, not quite that fast, but even now thepainis
subsiding. That'swhat it is, to be unkin, after all. They're heders, at the heart of it, whether it'stheir own
flesh being hedled or thetorn skin of redlity, of the Velum. It's one of the ancient names the humans gave
them, so he'stold rephaim... heders.

As he climbsinto the passenger seat, though, the black, padded leather of it hot from the sun, something
at the back of hisbrainisalmost but not quite conscious of the underlying source of his discomfort.
He's not aware of the fact that the burning was only an attempt to make concrete this vague sense of hurt,
of wounding or sickness, that <till lingers even after the whispered word of Metatron cleared his head of
al remembrance of hisown atrocities. He doesn't remember staring down in horror at the girl lying in the
puddle of black ichor, his hands shaking at the thought of what they'd done. He doesn't remember that
even as hisfist punched time and time again into the coward's face, he couldn't help but see hisown blue
eyesand fair hair in the man's, like he was trying to smash his own reflection. He doesn't remember
picking up the Zippo in the faint hope that the boy would recognize it through the shimmering glamour
placed on them by Metatron, recognize it and know whose it was and how he had to run. No. However
deep thewound isin his soul, Metatron has cleaned it thoroughly. And the Cant is till echoingin his
head, the cleaning still going on, dowly, methodically But not perfectly.

Pechorin has ahold of hishand, looking at it to see the damage done, but Carter just stares at hisown
reflection in the dlvery sted of acigarette lighter, trying to figure out what it is he fedls, why the fuck he



doesn't fed the way he should. Pechorin starts the engine, pulls out from the kerb and into traffic. Behind
them, in an unmarked van, the other five follow a adistance, visblein therear-view mirror. He can see
them laughing, one of them cracking open a beer, diding gently back into the blank and mallegble
personasthat they live their daily livesin, until next timethe call comes. Carter leans back into the seet
and closes his eyes, the sun shining through his eydlids, ared and orange blur of spotsand veins, an
abstract canvas of blood and fire.

He remembers the boy's eyes, deep hazelnut brown with flecks of green, of emerad and jade; he
remembers them cruising him in the bar and thelick of alip, the snub of anose, and shoulder-length
auburn hair, and lighting a cigarette for him. He should have asked him to the party.

~You look fucked, man, says Joey.

Jack looks at him, sitting therein his black leather jacket. For somereason  God knowswhy —he has
animage of himinasuit. Shit, Joey wouldn't wear asuit if you paid him.

| fed fucked, says Jack.

The River of Crows and Kings

Down the river thick with the mire of war, thicker — with all the blood and the bodies of the storm ~ than
the tar that it resembled, floated the torn clothes and the broken furniture, the opened suit-cases and
scattered, sodden papers, oil-soaked rags wound round and plastic bags tied tight to make small bundles for
some unknown artefact; oil paintingsin their frames, and dolls and teddy-bears, and black-and-white
photographs of wives and sweethearts, and father's watches and grandfather clocks, and grand pianos and
children's tricycles and decks of cards with nudie women on them, and clay pots from Hacilar, Hassuna or
Samarra, with dl their patterning of birds and fishes, animals and humans, al the bull's heads, double-axes
and Maltese crosses of Tell Halaf; and the clay-covered skulls of the dead, enshrined once with sea-shells
for eyes, that were the source of all that ancient pottery in protoneolithic Jericho; and all the accumulated
artefacts of history came, turning over and over in therolling, roiling muck of it al, and amongst these things
and carried on them, rolling over them and under them, limp and lolling, came the dead, pouring aong the
river that once ran clear and sweet through al eternity towards a distant city on the edge of everything.
And theriver of voices and visions that once rushed sparkling, roaring, babbling down into the deep ~ the
river of life, and the river of the dead crossed by all those who sought to enter into eternity out of the time
and place of their existence  was now a slow snake of filth where crows fed on the corpses of kings.

And Thomas stumbles as he tries to leap a twisted tree-root, fallsto his knees, hands out in front of him,
splatting into the mud and falling forward, twisting hiswrist and yowling, cursing himself for the noise. Not
far behind  not far enough behind  the shouts are wild, drunken with vicious delight, and they come
crashing through the trees and bushes and grass towards him. Shipping and stagger-ing up out of the ditch
of trickling marsh, he runs. He runs out of the woods, running from Jerry, from the rednecks, from the
hell-hounds, from the angdls, from the lion, and from the doom of thunder and lightning that crackrashes into
atreebeside him ~ tall treeilluminated, eerie, eldritch in the sick light. He runs out of the woods and over a
field, grass whipping hisface, and into more woods, dipping, skiting, down aslope and falling, splashing into
the raging river, black, brown, red with al the earth washed down into it by the storm, and turning, churning
it drags him down into its grip to drown.

It isadry, hot and sun-bleached day in the savannah, and a lion douches slowly through the tall grass. A
slender buck, ayoung Thomson's gazelle, twitches nostrils at the scent of predator in the air, and looks at

us, and blinks long lashes over deep dark eyes. Angels wheel lazily overhead. Turning to look around us, we
see a herd of aurochs grazing on the open skies and, superimposed like ghost-forms over thisvision of a
veldt, young men in olive and khaki smoke cigarettes, play cards and drink. A dog lies curled up beside
(beyond? behind?) a strange figure wearing animal skins, a beaked mask and what might be perhaps a
feathered cloak or wings. Everything is still, poised in the moment.

And though we know that when this moment ends there will, without a shadow of doubt ~ for in the fierce
light of this summer noon there are no shadows, or at least only the smallest ones under our padding feet
athough we know that there will come a doom to shatter this tranquillity ~— because thisis the way it



happens, always in existence, or forever in eternity — we know also that somewhere, somewhen, Tammuz
escapes. From every time, from every tomb, Tammuz escapes. But still we weep for him; we weep for the
lost deus of Sumer as we weep for all the lost days of our summers.

And still he runs, he leaps, he bounds, still, caught in the moment and unbound in the myth, through the fields
of lost days, far from the road of all dust, and down the river of crows and kings, the river of the voices and
the visions of the living and the dead, and all around him grow the buds and the rushes, and the grass and
the bushes and the trees, and the poppies.

Errata

The Srazza Ce La Daedalii

| step out of the hostelry into the late morning light of the Strazza Ce LaDaeddlii  as|'vetakento caling
it, shamelesdy cobbling together the morphemes of three or four different languagesthat | have learnedin
my travels, christening it with this hybrid, invented phrase smply because| find it descriptiveina
pleasantly Latin manner, with cadences more liquid, more suited to thiswaterfdl civilisation. | step out
onto the marble flagstones of aplaza of kafe and restoranti with four sets of grand airs: two run
downwards from the balustraded outer edge, from the north-east and the north-west corners, running
parald to the precipitouswall and meseting at asmadl landing down below only to turn and part again, and
carry on down to the south-east and the south-west corners of another plaza; the other two sets of stairs
echo the plazaon the lower leve, running upwards along the stone that backs the plaza at its southern
wall, to asmall landing where they turn and carry on up. The Strazza Ce LaDaedalii goesoninthis
manner, down and up, for quite some way, plaza upon plaza upon plaza, its upper heights and lower
depths hidden in mist or in the smple haze of amosphere diffusing thelight in watery blue until eventualy,
in the distance, even with binoculars, it isimpossible to distinguish Sart or end. A street in dtrata, plaza
after plaza, | christen it astrazza. | have no ideawhat the natives would have called it, unable as| am to
read their alphabet of squicks and wheedles.

Laying my espresso down on the red-and-white checkwork of waxed tablecloth, on one of the tables of
therudtic little kafe that | have chosen to make my room in, whilel try to get my latest project off the
ground, so to speak, | wander out onto the flagstones to examine my finished handiwork.

It seems | am working in along tradition here; from what | can gather from the glossy picturesin the
tourist shops, I'm not the first by any meansto choose this Jacob's Ladder staircase street as launching
ground. Old black and white photographs, glossy colour snagpshots, charcoa sketches, oil paintings,
blueprints  the tourist books show centuries of fantastic contraptions designed by some would-be
Daedausin hisdoodling mind and built with defiant gusto. | imagine the crowds gathering a the Sdes of
the plazas, thronging the steps above and bel ow, peering from bal conies and shuttered windows, old men
smoking pipes and shaking their heads, young girls swooning over the dashing, daring, desth-defying and
clearly demented aviator, ayoung lad declaring to his mother that one day hetoo will try  no matter
what the whole of history tellsthem at least try to touch the sky.

Asbounded asthey were, these people, by the geography of the Rift, they must have dreamed of flight
sncethefirgt day acaveman watched an eagle soaring down below, spiraling upwards on the currents of
air or swooping down to catch its prey. How could they not look at the birds and redize that if they
themselves could just step out of the danted plane of their existence it would be arevolution more
momentous in an instant more encompassing than the discovery of fire? Freedom to trave inthe verticd,
to soar past dl those towns and villages between their own backwater and the fabled, distant cities, to
laugh at the toll-booths and the taxes taken by gatekeeper hamlets with no industry of their own, only the
good fortune to be in the path of trade. Freedom to see for themselves what they had only heard of on
the grapevine chain of word-of-mouth, talestold by travellersto travellersin agame of Chinese



Whispers, rumours of the Edge, so far above, or of the Vae below, mythologized by their distance and
by ther difference, these legend-ary, fantastic lands, impossibly, unbelievably... flat.

And so, Daeddlus after Daeddus, in thissmall areaof the Rift, at leadt, they al came here, romantic fools
funded by merchants with avision of aliberated world, and tried to fly.

The plaza above has amonument to them all, agrest, twisted bronze of vanes and gears, batwing-like
things projecting upwards from the impacted mass of harness, with a human form thrown out and up,
armsreaching up towards the ky asif gecting from the wreckage, asif evenin theimplosion of the
meachine collgpsing, crushing itsdf into the stone beneeth him, the soul of the pilot isexploding out of it, a
butterfly born from a chrysdlis of confused copper and iron. Asin my own far-distant world, most of the
flawed designs of flying machines seem to have taken their form from festuresin the anima world,
feathered and flapping, articulated artifices of thin tissue and extending joints, things pedaled with hands
or feet, hydraulic pistons amplifying muscle movements over wing-spans of twenty feet or more, dead
weights that must have plummeted or tender things that could have glided out into the air to gaspsand
cheersuntil, quite suddenly, someterrible tear would open in it and the screams and tears would start as
the grand dream of the latest Daedalusfell apart.

There are afew picturesin the books of men or women who took off and soared and swooped, thosein
the amplest, gliding aerofoilswho sailed out into the skies and circled down until they disappeared
beneath the clouds, unable to capture, somehow, the same secret currents of air used by the birdsto lift
them back up to their homes. One or two returned on foot, after a decade or so; you see their
grey-haired, grizzled formsin pictures beside their grinning, younger salves, gripping not gears but
walking sticks. They &t least fared better than the balloonerswho, to a man, drifted awvay on some
inexorable current never to be seen again; even the most powerful dirigibles, if my interpretation of the
picturesis correct, were unable to overcome the powerful downdrafts and cross-streams diagrammed by
aged aviators, agronauticists and meteorologists alike. Had it been otherwise, my own flying machine
might well have taken amore sengble form.

Leonardo's Laughter

| dip my feet into the stirrups, buckle the straps and pull them tight, clamp meta claspsand click my legs
into the light, limbed frame of exaskeleton. It's made of amaterid  synthe, they caled it, in the books of
theworld whereit belongs  unknown in dl the Rift ~ in al the Rift I've visited, at least  and I'm not
evensureif it'saplastic or ametd. It shineslike chrome, and isas deekly solid, shining slvery inthe
early morning sun, but the whole complex artefact weighs less than ahandful of sand and it would blow
away inthewind aseaslly if it weren't tethered to the iron grids of manhole coversthat dot the marble
flagstones of the strazza here and there. It makes auminium seem leaden and, if it'sametd at dl, | think,
then it'san alloy, of adamantium and cavorite, as strong as one, as gravity-defying as the other. It took
me centuriesto learn to work the stuff, and I'm lucky that | brought a salvaged store of this synthe with
me, on my long, diagona journey down into the Rift, as much asthe trundling rig could carry.

Asl| pull up thefolded pinionsto dip my armsinto the harness, | glance over at my last vehicle, parked
on the road that leads out of the strazza, to the east, the hulking flat-bed loaded on which the ancient
Winnebago sits engulfed in the canopies of its tent exten-sions, the wooden porch | built myself, the
lean-to. And the huge five-fingered wa do-device yoked to it like an infant giant's hand playing the role of
oxen. If thered been anybody in thisworld to seeit when | rolled into town, this crazy gypsy nomad
whose very caravan was acircus freak, | wonder what they would have made of me. | have to admit
thereisapart of methat's grown to reve in the very outlandishness of the machinery I've accreted in my
journey on theroad of al dust, salvaged from thisworld or that and retrofitted to my own ends. I'll bea
little sad to leave the rig and the absurd crawling contraption that's pulled it down three centuries of
moun-tain road and track; but the endless zigzag of my journey into the Rift is drawing me further and
further from the path | want to go, I'm far enough off-course asisand if | want to carry on aong the road



mapped out for me on the Book I'm going to have to sacrifice the comforts of my lumbering mobile home
for something more ... spectacular.

| snap the buckle of the flying machine's belt around my waist, and release the bolts that hold the
chest-grapple open; it swings dowly shut around my sides, soft and padded like achild's fingers closing
round a baseball, but as solid as an extra set of ribs. The support-latches swing out from under my
armpits and lock into place above my shoulders, in the pack of metal muscle, processing power and
artanks out of which the wings extend above my head, till folded. | swivel the breast-plate down from
aboveand dlipit, strapit, latch it & my waist | couldn't resist the urge to mould it in ashape of shining
pectords, like the armour of an ancient Greek or Roman, or of an angel in the images of my homeworld.
It stsout from my chest alittle giving the whole exoskeletal suit an even more sergphic look — because
I've built asmal compartment into it; | crouch down to pick up the Book, dip it into the opening at the
right-hand side and clip the door closed. Thisisthe only thing I'm taking with me. | bring the goggles
down over my eyes, the oxygen mask up over my mouth. | have no idea of the environment out therein
the blue skies beyond the Rift 1 am probably aready far enough down that the sheer weight of the air
above should crush me, so the laws of physics clearly arelittle more than rules-of-thumb in thisworld,
but I'm not taking any chances.

Ladtly, findly, I dip my handsinto the wired and articulated gauntlets hanging from the belt, unhook them
and tighten them round the wrists, make sure that al the jacks and plugs are tight and firm, then flick the
on-switch at my belt that tells this mad contraption that I'm reedy, to transmit the motions of my fingers
aong thelong wiresthat run up to my shoulderswhere, as| step forward, spreading my armsin an
unnecessary but unconscious gesture, and splaying my fingers wide and open, pam-down, thirty foot of
slvery wings spread out above me and behind me and | fed the air moving under them, theway the
motion of every finger catchesit, thelift, and dl | haveto do isbat my fingers and the pinions of the
waldo wings bat with them, and my feet lift from the ground, and | kick therelease and dl my tethersfal
away and suddenly I'mrising.

And the Strazza Ce La Daeddii ringswith my laughter as| riseinto the skies of the Velum, with my
laughter and the laughter of every demented dreamer of the Rift, dl those failed and falling aviators whose
names I'll never know, those Leonardos of this corner of eternity. | could have caled this place the
Strazza Ce Lalcarii, for al thosefailures, but that would have been ... a paucity of commit-ment that
insulted every one of them. Daedd usflew and so did every one of them who laughed in the face of old
men with their pipes, shaking their heads.

| rise on their laughter, their whooping joy the air beneeth the fingers of my wings. | don't care who's
watching me, the ghosts of this abandoned world from their baconies, or angels from their windowsin
the sky.

[ fly.

6
The Passion of Every Thomas

The Crucified Shepherd

Shefinds himin the church, sitting on one of the wooden pews with aplastic bag between hislegs; it
clinks as he shifts position. Thisisthe last place she would have expected to find him but she supposes
that's part of the reason hel'sthere. It'sthe last place she would expect to find him. He glances at her
sideways, clocking her approach, and reachesinto the bag to pull out a beer bottle. He doesn't look at
her as he cracks the cap off on the pew in front. A priest sarts towards them from a door over to the
right behind the atar; Finnan just mutters something under his bresth and the man stops, turns around and



heads back out the door.

1 didn't think you believed in any of this shit, she says.

1 don't, he says. But it'sanice idea, though, eh, Phree? Redemption.

- That's not what you used to say.

~No?What did | used to say, then?

~1I'll diefor me own bloody sins, thank you very much, she says, imitating him.
~ Aye, hesays. | probably will. That's a shite accent, by the way.

She didesinto the pew beside him.

There are no bruises on him, from what she can see, but he's pale and sick-looking. Actualy he'samost
white, and when she reaches over to touch hischeek heflinches, looks away it's cold, like marble.

~ What happened to you? she says.

~ Ange took me heart, he did. Reached in and plucked it out with hisfingers. Oh, | felt him rearranging
the plumbing, hooking up arteriesto veins, veinsto arteries. It's dl tied together, nest and tidy, like, apart
from the missing pump, that is. So you see, | have to keep alittle mantragoing in me head al thetime
now, to keep the blood flowing. And that uses up alot of heat. Y ou ever noticed that, when you're using
the mojo? There's some scientific word for that, ain't there?

~ Negative entropy.

" That'sthe one, he says. Someone should investigate that, don't you think? | mean, maybeit's not fookin
magic at dl. Maybe therés a perfectly rationa explanation for al of this shite.

~ Maybe, she says.

~ And that would be nice, wouldn't it? We could actualy learn something about what makes usal tick, if
the fookin eedjitsweren't dl so busy playing fookin sodjies.

- Sodjies? What?

He makes amock saute.

- Sergeant Seamus Finnan reporting for duty, Sir.

~ | guessthey're fookin gearing up now, he says. They're not even offering an dternative. No, if you're
not with them, then you die. But if you kill an unkin it has consegquences, you know; what we're hooked
into, that mojo, runs pretty fookin deep under redity. Y ou cut one little threed, just one little threed ... But
they don't care. Sod it, saysthey. Let's just bum the fookin world and start another one.

He takes another swig

- Chrigt, he says, they're dill living in the fookin neolithic. Burn the fields before you plant the new crop.
And another swig.

- But they didn't haveto kill him. They didn't have to do that. If you kill an unkin no, | said that already
- you create one big fookin  [hewavesan armintheair, grasping for aword] rip intheVelum. There
are placesin thisworld wherethe ... repairwork ain't too tight. Dayswhich are just holes.

| have a lot of days like that, shethinks.

~You know what an angel's voice can do, he says. Think about the damage from a scream.

Sheremembers hearing it in her bones, waking up in the dead of night, the sound still echoing in her skulll,
ringing in her ears. The shock wave of her brother's death.

~ So are ye going to fookin kill me or what? says Finnan.

Shelooksat him, sitting there pale and pathetic, and she finds hersaf shaking her head. She doesn't have
the heart. She knowsthat if she'd had any more to give the angels than afragment of aword, the one
gyllable of aplace-name Thomas forced on her before she had the timeto cut him off, if shed had any
more than that Ash-, the angels would have taken it from her aswell. Ashton? Ashbury? She doesn't
know enough for them, but Finnan obvioudy did. She can seeit in the way he doesn't look at her. He
looks down, away to the side, anywhere but at her.

"~ No, shesays. | just want to know...

She doesn't know what she wants to know.



Helooks up at the crucifix, points with his bottle.
 D'yethink himsdf was one of us, then?

A Ragdoll or a Scarecrow

They crucified Puck in afield outside of town, stripped naked on an October night on a mountain where the
cold wind brought the temperature down near enough to freezing  not on an actual cross, of course, not
literally, but they left his body hanging, tied with ropes around his broken arms to a barbed wire fence
before they beat him near to death with the butt of a shotgun, caving in his skull in afracture that stretched
from the back of his head down and around to the front of hisright ear. They left him hanging there
spread-eagled like some World War One soldier caught on the wire in no-man's-land, cut down by enemy
gunfire, and there he hung for eighteen hours, limp as aragdoll or a scarecrow, until he was discovered, till
dying. He never woke from the coma.

*
Just so you know how this story goes and that it's not a happy ending. Puck — my young buck, my dim,
fairy fuck — didn't rise from death after three days entombed and there was no salvation for our sins
through his murder, no life everlasting for him or for us. Puck ~ Thomas Messenger, as he was christened
by hisparents ~ for al that his green hair and smirking cherub lips and blinking lashes long and dark gave
him the look of some eternal child, some Peter Pan  died like we all die, without resurrection, with no
miracle rebirth. | can still remember the feel of his peach-fuzz downy legs under my hand, the fine flutter of
afeather across my chest, the point of a horn pressed into my side as he butted me, the goatish kid. But
Pan is dead. Great Pan is dead. And we should weep for him, as the women wailed for Tammuz in
Jerusalem, in the sure and certain knowledge of his absence.

~ Hissoul has gone now to a better place, the minister said, and, in away, | do agree; the silent darkness
where alife once was and, like a guttering candle, has been snuffed out leaving only athin trail of smoke
the grief of others  rising like incense to the heavens, that can only have seemed a mercy in comparison as
he felt their blows rain down on him, the blood run down his face, the blamering in his head. | wonder how
many of us can imagine the pain and terror subsiding slowly as the body shut down, shut off from the world
asthe shock kicked in ~ astheir boots kicked in hisribs ~ that curling up of consciousness being his only
defence. And then adlow dlide into senselessness, and, eventually, into nothing.

In that time while he was still aware, which was the worse, | wonder: the agony of his physical torture or
the horror of their utter hatred, of their moral certainty that he was so beyond the bounds of what they
could accept that he deserved not just a death but one of such brutality, such inhumanity, as would make the
seraphs who burned Sodom bow their headsin cold respect? What isit like, | wonder, to learn the full
capacity of hatred in alesson hammered home with bone broken on wood and skin ripped on barbed wire?

The Temporal World

We lay upon our backs, his head nooked in my shoulder, turned to gaze across my chest, above us open
sky, the golden crescent of the sun, the silver cratered moon. Hiswings furled around him as a peacock
cloak, mine extended wide and flat across the thick-bladed grass heavy with moisture, we lay like
something fallen from the stars, indolent with the noon heat, and oblivious to the tuts and tsks of other
students crossing the campus grounds around us on their way from this lecture to that tutorial.

~ Fucking fairies, | heard one mutter, and Puck raised a hand to circle it, slack and lazy, aregal wave in the
air that, on the third revolution, came up as afist, one finger extended to flip the bird, as casual as could be.
~ Fuck you kindly, fine sir, he called after the whiteknuckle asshole, never oneto let an opportunity for
brattishness dip by. Fuck you very much indeed.

| put a hand over his mouth, laughing, and he nipped at it with nimble teeth.

" Hey.

The world, thetemporal world — at least that little piece of grassin it outside the campus cafeteria
belonged to us for that lunch hour. The temporal world belonged to us even as we neglected it, because we
neglected it, my rucksack as my pillow, his abandoned to one side, and a solitary ringbinder of



poly-pocketed past papers and handwritten notes that flipped and flitted this way and that under the fingers
of awarm August breeze, fingers far more studious than our own. | extracted one of my own shamelessly
idle fingers from between his teeth and flicked at the acute of his earpaint.

~ Ouch. Bastard.

~ Well, don't friggin bite me, then, scrag.

He cocked his head diagonal across my chest, half-angled to fix me with most innocent doe-eyes,
half-angled so his smirk, seen from above, curled up with mischief at the edges as he batted the black
lashes of those eyes across my skin, and clicked a nip of teeth into my nipple. | bellowed curses loud
enough to make a hearby mutt, browsing the remains of student lunches, raiseits head and look at me with
curious cocked gaze and raised ears.

The Gracile and the Robust

~ When compared to the gracile  or dolichocephalic ~ elven skull, or, indeed even therobust ~ whichisto
say, brachycephalic ~ skull of one of the gnomitic races, the brutish and apelike features of the swarthy
ochroid clearly mark him out as aracial type to be categor-ized as distinct and inferior to the more
civilized races. The ochroid is, it must be concluded, to be considered as standing at the median point
between these modern races of Man and their troglodyte progenitors, those such as Astral opithecus or
Pithecanthropus Titanus, so-called Peijing Man.

Old bluff bombastic Samuel Hobbsbaum, with his copious white beard and sheer solidity of short stature
closed the book and laid it on the lectern, one finger resting lightly on the yellow Post-it note that marked his
place.

~ When we read the words of the archaeologists of the nine-teenth century, he said, in amodern context,
we can hardly help but be shocked by the racism that is not merely implicit but is, in fact, quite unashamedly
explicit. To us, davery is an abhorrent notion, and yet...

He opened the book again.

~ Itisfor thisreason that the ochre Afritan must be nurtured by his Elyssean cousin, as one would nurture
achild, for surely the Afritan is but an infant in comparison to his Elven superiors, his savagery but the wild
impulsiveness of youth, lacking in reason and self-control, his supertitions but the untamed fancy of a
childish imagination. Without science or mathematics, without history or philosophy ~ without even a
concept of progress beyond the natural cycle of seasons, indeed — heis, likeal children, trapped in an
Eternal Present, bound to follow his most immediate fears and desires and thus as ignorant in matters of
ethicsasin al others. Heisadaveto his passions, and can only remain so unless the cultivated man take
him under his wings and, with firm hand, as guide and master, lead him to his place within society. Anditis
the clear and present duty of the enlightened Elyssean to ddliver that discipline of reason to the passions of
the savage.

~ This series of lecturesis going to be about passion, said Hobbs-baum, after a pause. About passion and
reason, and about the politics of those two fundamental aspects of human existence, as the artists,
philosophers, idealists and ideol ogists of nineteenth-century Elysse perceived them to be. Passion and
Reason. Romanticism and Rationalism. At what point, we're going to consider, in the collision and collusion
of these two ideas does the aesthetics of the nine-teenth ceritury become the politics of the twentieth?
Where does Romanticism become Fascism? Where does Rationalism become Communism? And can we
even speak in such smplistic terms?

Students of Metaphysique

We met, Puck and |, as students of political sciencein our first class on the first day of our first year at
North Manitu State University and, in the course of that first week, we became also students of each other,
unsure at first if any of that niggling fancy in our tongues  that tingling appetence that makes you lick your
lips and touch the tips of upper teeth in thought — if that, or any of the twiddling fingers or snatched glimpses
of furtive glances, if any of that were more than just the wishful thinking of our own fey desires. We
scrutinized each other for certainties that we ourselves were not quite ready to articulate in anything more



explicit than the same sort of nod or smile given to any other fellow student and familiar stranger.

It wasin our second week we found each other in the same tutorial and found ourselves locked in a debate
asfierce asit was fool-ish, pouring scorn upon each other's patently absurd ideas; and locked in each
other's gaze, we gaped incredulously and shook our heads and let fly insults at each other till it seemed we
were about to fight, and while the post-grad student tutor tried in vain to steer us back onto the actual topic,
the full flow of ridicule flung back and forth between us was unbreachable and in al the vitriol of an
argu-ment more derision than discussion, all | kept thinking as| stared in hisinfuriating face was just how
much | wanted to fuck him and how | could see, in his ferocious eyes, how he was thinking the same thing.

And later, after we walked out of the class till fighting, still flirting, after we sat for hour after hour in the
campus cafeteria, drinking coffee, black and bitter in my case and frothed with milk, and sugary, for him (I
watched, till talking, as he poured one, two, three, four sachets of sugar in), after discussing nothing of
signifi-cance asif it was the most important matter in the world, and after we somehow walked together
back to his room, not even noticing that we'd done so, we locked together physically and became stu-dents
of each other's form and flux.

We studied the articulation of each other's jointed intricacies, the dlant of akiss, the turn of a neck, the roll
of its nape down to the first corrugations of the vertebrae where fuzz of hair gives way to skin, the roll of
that spine in contrapposto pose, raising a hip at one side to curve atorso so another's arm slips comfortably
around the waist asif there's nowhere else that it was meant to be. | studied the nicking points of his horns
and ears. | studied the impish emerald of his eyes, the oriental jade tones of his skin. He arched an eyebrow
at the limber of my wings, and we stopped studying.

The Suppliants

A woodprint caricature of a Gnome, dating from the Middle Ages, presented the perfect picture of a
child-murderer and a plague-carrier, the vestigial wings under his tunic making him look hunch-backed, a
sackful of dead babies slung over his shoulder, a purse grasped in his hand. This was the image of the
Gnome as gracel ess and crooked that inspired pogroms and persecution, and that the Nazis were to play
upon so heavily during the early twentieth century. It was the image that gave the Crusaders an excuse to
hone their skills while on their way to the Holy Land, purging cities of their local Gnomish populations. It
was the Gnome as usurer, and as murderer and, of course, at its roots, it was the Gnome as killer of Christ.

Not that it mattered that Adonais was himself a Ghome. Medieval frescoes and altarpieces, icons and
crucifixes had portrayed the Son of Jove as light-skinned and ender, the perfect Angelo-Satyr messiah, his
wings spread wide upon the cross, hislong hornslowered in his suffering. From its first advances towards
the gen-tiles, through the Emperor Instantine's adoption of the faith, and the growth of the Church during
the period of the Holy Rhyman Empire, Christianity had progressively distanced itself from its Gnomish
roots, painting the disciples white instead of cobalt, and diding blame away from the Rhymans and on to the
Gnomes. The dead babies and the purse of the medieval Gnome were areminder of the Slaughter of the
Innocents ordered by an evil Gnomish King and of the thirty pieces of silver taken by the Gnome who
betrayed Christ.

Tailors of fine clothes or moneylenders, jewellers or pawnbrokers ~there were only a few professions open
to the Gnomes of Elysse, and many of those were crafts or trades of peering eyes and pinching hands, of a
back hunched over the intricate details of clockwork or book-keeping, of fine manipulations and complex
designs, dmost asif the gentile cultures could accept the refugees only as absol ute suppliants, submitting to
symboalic roles of intrigue and avarice.

In the darkened lecture hall, there was a click-whirr-clack and the projected dide did to the side, replaced
on-screen by amore modern image, a black and white photograph of a Gnomish shopfront in Berlin in the
1930s, the window shattered, the words Hobben raus daubed on the door. | heard Puck, in the seat beside
me, mutter aquiet and unfinished fucking... and al around the room the almost-silence of shifted positions
and folded arms  of our retreat into uncomfortable indignance  was clear and solid.



Of Distraction, of Attention, of Attraction

He looked over his shoulder, and | took the cigarette from his mouth between two fingers held up like a
Sixties peace sign, and turned my hand to place it against my own lips, take a deep slow draw of the
tobacco smoke right down into my lungsto hold it there, and held my breath with eyes half-closed, with the
aching bliss of anicotine fiend on hisfirst hit in all too many days. | placed the cigarette back between his
lips and felt the dightest hint of a pout, just the suggestion of akiss on my fingers, as| exhaled.

" Benedictions, | said.

~ Salutations, he said. | thought you'd quiit.

| have. Those thingsll kill you. Terrible habit.

~ Livefast, die young, he said. And leave a beautiful corpse.

~ Fuck that shit. I'm looking forward to being one of those crazy old farts who shouts at kids and whacks
them on the heads with his walking stick. Great fun. So what are you drinking? | asked as | dlid up onto the
leather cushion of the stool beside him at the bar. | did a beermat towards me till it was half-off the wooden
counter and flipped it with aflick of the thumb, missed catching it between thumb and forefinger by the
narrowest of margins and had to make a grab to snatch it before it fell to the floor.

~ J.D. and Coke, he said.

~ You know, J.D. doesn't stand for James Dean. You ...?

His head cocked to one side, he peered over my shoulder to the door, with alook | recognized immediately,
one of distraction, of attention, of attraction, and | shook my head with awry smile because | knew him
well enough. | looked behind me, following the arrow of hislust and clocked the two of them, forescruffs of
blond hair stuck out from under matching Abercrombie & Fitch baseball caps; as WASP — as White, as
Angelo-Satyr and as Protestant  asthey come, and with their gold aquiline wings stuck out from grey Gap
sweatshirts redolent of college boy more than white trash, they looked so clean-cut, square and straight, |
didn't wonder that my Puck, always his own Puck, couldn't keep his eyes off them.

~ Ah, noway. They're fucking jocks, | said. | mean, Christ Adonais, they look like fucking quarterbacks.
| like fucking quarterbacks, said Puck.

He tracked them with aslow and certain swivel of the head, an open cruising, as they waked up to the bar
and ordered their beers. Puck had no shame in his rapacity; if anything, he revelled in the hunt, whether as
predator or prey, and | noted the set of certainty in jaw and brow, although his eyesinstead of being
narrowed were widened in a more vulnerable challenge. It was part lion, part gazelle, the slight parting of
hislips, the almost-flare of nostrils as if he could draw them to him with his breath, gather them in a
chemical line of scent of showergel and sweat.

~ Man, smell that testosterone, he said, with relish.

Curtius, E., Griechische Geschichte (1857-67), Vol. 1,p.41

~ From Aeschylus, onwards, we see the Prosian Empire portrayed as decadent, effeminate, soft with
luxury in comparison to the young and dynamic Versid City-States, and this xenophobiawas, it seems, the
dominant view throughout Classical Verse. All the more remark-able, then, that the Versid writers of the
Classical period continued to accept what for them was simply common knowledge, handed down from
their forefathers, that the eldest of their cities Augos, Thetes, Coronnus ~ were founded from Eglyph or
Phonaesthia. It was only in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries that this view was challenged by
historians and archaeol ogists because, as Ernst Curtiustells us...

~ Itisinconceivable that Cunninites proper, who everywhere shyly retreated at the advance of the Hellions,
especially when they came into contact with them, when far from their own homes; and who as a nation
were despised by the Hellions to such a degree as to make the latter regard intermarriage with themin
localities of mixed population, such as Solemnis or Cyphrus, as disgraceful; it isincon-ceivable, we repest,
that such Phonaesthians ever founded princi-palities among Hellionic populations.

A procession of thousands of soldiersin shining armour trooped, to a fanfare of glory, through stone
columns rising to the skies as city-gates, carved with titanic Art Nouveau sphinxes that towered over the



spectacle as, in the foreground, an emperor lounged on a balcony ensconced among luxurious cushions and
intricately patterned rugs while female daves, bedecked in little more than jewellery and slender draperies
of silk, fanned him with palm leaves and fed his corpulent majesty with fruits whose thick juices drooled
over hisdouble chin.

We sat in the darkness of the back row of the Film and Media Studies L ecture Hall as Griffiths' grand
historical spectacular Intolerance flickered on the screen in front of us while Hobbsbaum talked, his
lecture, as always, achimaera of media, of text and illustration, annotation and quotation — a
miscegenation, he called it, thisintertextual exegesis of history. Last week it had been Birth of a Nation
and, as the white-robed Klansmen galloped on their steeds into atown overrun by rebel slavesintent on
rape and murder, my mind had wandered and |'d noticed, for some strange reason, the elegant musculature
of the horses in motion, the chore-ography of their wheeling in close formation round the corner of a
wooden farmhouse, kicking up dust under their pounding hooves to mingle with the smoke of gunfirein the
air. Theripple of ribbed muscle, sinew and tendon buff beneath their hides, the primal magnificence of the
shiftings of their flesh.

And the ochres ran before the noble knights riding in billows of white.

Sharing Room and Sharing Space

~ Mine, he caled, launching himself past me with a bat of iridescent wings right in my face, and leaping for
the bed beside the window where he landed and rolled over with the sproing of the mattress, flinging his
limbs out starshape partly to steady himself, partly to stretch hisclaim — and lay there on the duvet in smug
challenge, abrat daring my opposition. | tossed my bag across the room onto the other bed and cocked a
snoot at him, snorting in mock contempt.

~ Fine, then. Women and children first. Shortarse.

Hethrew a pillow at me and | sidestepped, caught it, spun and—

~ Hey, I'm nearly three foot tall, yafey — oomf!

~ Yeah. And you till throw like agirl, | said.

He flicked the finger at me with a sneerish grin of spite  yeah yeah, big tough guy, suck my cock — and
sneezed.

Later we sat in this new room, settling in to our new home and our new year of college just around the
corner. We watched a sun-drenched Californian cop show where the hero kicked open a graffitied door
and swung his gun round to aroom of startled gang membersin red leather jackets and bandanas, all
Espritic but for the solitary, sharp-suited ochre man among them with his gold-capped teeth and gold rings,
and the clear bags of white powder ~ smuggled in by migrant Pixian farm-workers whose fam-ilies were,
of course, held hostage back home by evil drug-lords ~— and the suitcase full of money lying open on the
tablein front of him. The camera cut to a close shot as the ochre guy reached for his flick-knife, then
snapped back to a close-up on the hero's face, his gun-arm high and pointing out and past the frame.

~ Don't even think about it, he said.

Unpacking a cardboard box held under one arm, Puck filled the surface of the old wooden dresser that sat
in one corner of the room with aragbag assortment of toiletries and textbooks, with pristine bottles of scent
and cans of hairspray, tubes of mousse or gel, packets of lube and pocketfuls of condoms, and with ragged
yellow-ing books with dog-eared covers and broken spines, stinking of the dusty second-hand shops they
were bought in. | rambled through the books, seeing what | had and didn't have, expected and didn't expect,
then browsed his aftershave collection. A bottle.
~ Thisisempty. It'sgot nothing in it.
He shrugged  sure, but it's a nice bottle.

*
The cop's ochre partner was standing in some LA mansion now, decked out in leather jacket straight from
Shaft and wrap-around shades, deep undercover as a dealer in an operation aimed at bringing down this
dick Armani-clad white lizard of abusinessman he now stood before. It was the moment when the narc in
pimp drag reveals his true identity to the villain, ditching the ersatz patois and attitude of the 'street’ and
stepping over the threshold from signifying motherfucker to motherfucker with the flash of abadge, the
drawing of his gun. He spoke now in the accent and dialect of authority, of the law, shucking the Hollywood



jive-talk and liberated now to give his previously pent-up reply to an earlier line of the suit's: ... that's what
you people call each other, isn't it?

~ Nobody calls me ogre, he said, and dropped the guy with ajab of fist clenched around gun.

Breasted, J., Memphite Theology (1901), p. 54

~ And yet it isthis weak and decadent East that is the true birthplace of democracy, not Verse or the
Rhyman Republic, and this not even in the latter period of the Papylonian or Azurian Empires, but back in
the days of Summer and Arkad. In the earliest cities of this 'land between the two rivers — or
mesopotamia ~ we see a fully-formed democracy in the shape of the unkins, gatherings of elders, local
and federal, who voted on all matters of importance and whose legidative powers extended even to the
impeachment and exile  for the crime of rape  of Ellia, king of Nixur, the city which, at thetimein
guestion, held hegemony among the loose federation of Summerian city-states. Compare thisto the
unbridled appetites of Deus, patricidal autocrat and seria rapist, catalogued quite comprehensively in the
Histories of Hesiod and Ovid.

~ You coming out tonight, asked Puck, leaning over and hissing close to my ear, a stage whisper with
enough breath in it to tickle the inside of my ear and send a shudder down my spine that ended in ajudder
of head like awet mongrel shaking off the rain, and with enough volume to cause the student sat in front to
hssshhh us over his shoulder with afinger to his prissied lips. Beers and queers, said Puck, ignoring him.

Y ou up for some debauchery and deviance? And, his wanton sleight concealed by the darknessin the
lecture hall and by the pen-carved wooden desk running along-front of our seats, he slid his hand between
my thighs, a tongue between his teeth.

~ And what of philosophy? said Hobbsbaum. In his work on the theology of the Eglyphans, his analysis of
their Weltanschauung forms, he asserts ... and | quote ... quite a sufficient basis for suggesting that the
later notions of nous and logos, hitherto supposed to have been introduced to Eglyph from abroad at a
much later date, was present at this early period. Thusthe Versid tradition of the origin of their philosophy
in Eglyph undoubtedly contains more of the truth than has in recent years been conceded. This, of course,
said Hobbsbaum, does not prevent him from going on to tell usthat... The Eglyphan did not possess the
terminology for the expression of a system of rational thought, neither did he devel op the capacity to create
the necessary terminology, as did the Versid. He thought in concrete pictures.

~ Apple-gold, said Puck, your skin.

~ Piss-yellow, | said, and he shoved my shoulder with alook on his face that told me @) he didn't believein
my humility for a second, and b) stop angling for another compliment and take the one that's offered. He
walked over to the dresser mirror to pick dirt out from under afingernail with a horn and fluff his hair,
blue-green now with the start of Fall, an accident of the seasons that had come to charm mein thetime I'd
known him. Puck always looked best in the Fall, when his hair darkened to match the shades of agua and
marine that shimmered in hiswings.

~ Yeah, actually, you're quite right, he said. Don't know what | seein you at all, corn-boy. | could do so
much better than you.

~ Youusudly do, dut.

I clicked off the microcassette recorder of the professor's slow and measured voice, flicked over to aclean
page of my notepad.

~ So are you coming, or what?

~ I'll get you down there, | said.

Concrete Pictures, Abstract Notes

~ While the victim was, the police spokesman stated to the cameras and tape-recorders of the gathered
crowd, openly gay and appears to have approached the two suspectsin alocal bar known to be frequented
by gays, leaving together with them, with the apparent intent of having sexual relations with either one or
both of them, we have not, as yet, established a homophobic motivation for the attack. The primary motive,
at thistime, appears to have been robbery. Thisis not to undermine, in any way, the shocking brutality of
thisact, but it istoo early yet, we fedl, to label thisa hate crime.



On a corner of some page of scrawling notes and doodles drawn with one of those old four-colour pens that
can be clicked down red or green, blue or black, Puck had copied down the details from aflyer someone
had posted on the student notice-board in the Department of Afritan-Amourican Studies, for a
demonstration against an Elven Nationsrally. | had joked with him that he only wanted to go to size up all
the corn-blond farmboys with their sky-blue eyes and lean swagger.

| sat on the bed, looking at the spiderwork page of jotted quotes and thoughts, references and wanderings,
cartoons and caricatures, asif | could resolve it al into some meaning, if | only sat there long enough.

~ In astatement today, the reporter said, police revealed that they have now arrested four suspectsin the
Thomas Messenger case. Two men, twenty-one-year-old Russell Arthur Henderson and Aaron James
McKinney whose ageisasyet unconfirmed  are being held for attempted murder, kidnapping and
aggravated robbery, while their unnamed girlfriends are also being charged as accessories. The victim
himself remainsin critical condition, on full life-support, here at Poudre Valley Hospital, with his family and
friends maintaining their round-the-clock vigil. As hisuncle said, in an emotiona statement earlier today:
He'sasmall person with a big heart, mind and soul that someone tried to beat out of him. Right now, he'sin
God's hands.

*
Concrete pictures, he had scribbled down, towards the bottom of the page where the doodling gradually
took over from the increasingly distracted and abstracted jottings of his wandering attention. It was athick
smudge of block lettering written over and over itself in different inks, the work of a hand, a pen, tracing out
the phrase over and over again, more as a shape to follow than as a fragment of meaning. Underneath it
was something written in handwriting that flowed so fast, so compact and so cursive that it was almost
short-hand, atiny burst of sudden insight, it seemed, before the writing gave way completely to squiggled
geometries and weird anatomies. Eventualy, | gave up trying to read it.

The Passion of Thomas Messenger

~ | can't helpit, he said. Like a butterfly drawn to aflame.

~ Moth, | said. Like amoth drawn to aflame, you mean.

~ Butterflies are prettier, he said, dismissing reality with awave of the hand. Anyway. | know who I'm
going home with tonight. He gave me awink, a peck and apat on the shoulder, dlid off his bar-stool and
strode over to the pair, Slow and deliberate, taking a battered softpack of Marlboros out of the back pocket
of his hipster jeans, taking a cigarette out of the pack, and holding it up before him as an inquiry, an
invitation. When one of them lit it with a clunk, asnicking fssh, and afinal clack of his Zippo shutting,
Puck glanced back at me for a second, smiling.

~ The question then becomes, said Hobbsbaum, who is it that definesthe real, therationd, delimiting it, and
divorcing it from the romantic, and isit they who are in fact smply defining the romantic asthat which is
excluded from the rational? Oscillating between, on the one hand, the Rationalist idea of Reason as
liberator from the sensual passions and, on the other hand, the Romantic concept of Passion as escape from
the proscriptions and prescriptions of a dogmatic, legidative intellect, do we actually miss the fact that both
Romanticism and Rationalism, and all the fantasists and realists of those schools of thought, gain their
power, in fact, from the very act of division, of discrimination, founded on and feeding off of the exclusions
they create and the fear of and desire for the Other that those exclusions inspire?

According to the easy fantasies, Puck's soul should now be pictured as a spirit of pure light sumbering in
the grace of Christ Adonais or some such shallow, sentimental nonsense ... but my Puck was full and fiery,
and for him, for us, the body was no trap he needed freed from but a marvellous articulation of flesh and
fluids. His mind was as filthy as my mouth and when we fucked, I'd whisper sweet profanitiesin his ear
and he'd anoint me with hisjism. No, Puck wasn't made for any celestial plane but for the earthiest of
worlds and any paradise without the stench of sweat and semen would be ahell to him, sterile and anodyne
without the guts and grime. 1'd rather swing in the fire than sing in the choir, he used to say. Y ou know me,
Jack.

But the bigots always see those whom they hate as morally corrupt, asif they confuse their own aesthetics
of disgust and fear with actual ethical critique, rationalizing their emotional response, and enforcing their



moral certainties with passion, establishing them-salves, subtly or brutally, as arbiters of reason. On a
website under the domain name www.godhatesfays.com, some Nazi Christian fuck called Phelps has a
little gif animation of Puck doctored from a newspaper photo, smiling as the flames of hell burn hissoul in
an eternity of damnation, far hotter, we can be sure, than the cigarettes that the two murderers used to burn
his naked body, torturing him even as he begged for hislife.

And that's reality. That's the truth, the gospel truth.

Errata

Pan Is Dead. Great Pan Is Dead

In Plutarch’'s De Defectu Oraculorum, the story istold that in the reign of Emperor Tiberius, passengers
onaship salling for Italy from Greece, heard avoice off in the distance, coming from the distant 19 e of
Paxos, and caling on the pilot of the vessel, Thamus, Thamus, Thamus. It called on him to say that, when
they sailed by Palodes, he wasto lean out over the Sde and cal threetimes:

~ Panisdead, Great Pan is dead.

And when he did, the story says, the sailor heard aloud lament rise up, the sound not of one voice but
many.

To the Chrigtians it was to become a symbol of the death of al the old pagan gods, in the hour of the
death of ayoung Jewish pacifist and anarchist on awooden cross, with nailsin his hands and thorns
around his head. But the gory itsdlf islike the voice from Paxos, faint and distant and perhaps misheard,
if the name of thepilot is, asit may be, of more sgnificance than the theol ogians of the church assumed.
~ Tammuz, Tammuz, Tammuz, the al-great god is dead, cried theinitiates, in the yearly mystery of
another dead and resurrected god of grain and vine, bread and wine.

On acold October 7th, 1998, just after midnight, in the area of Sher-man Hills, east of Laramie,
Wyoming, atwenty-one-year-old firs-year political sciences student named Matthew Shepard was
bound to a split-rail fence, beaten and burned, stripped, pistol-whipped and left for dead. Eighteen hours
later, at 6:22 p.m. on Snowy Mountain View Road, apassing cyclist noticed what he, at first, assumed to
be a scarecrow. Another scarecrow, area scarecrow, was later paraded through the streets by students
of Colorado State Uni-vergty, on ahomecoming float, with asign hung round its neck saying, I'm gay,
and the words, Up My Ass, painted on the back of its shirt, afew milesfrom the bed in Poudre Valey
Hospita where Shepard died, on October 12th at 12:53 am., never having regained con-sciousness.

On the website www.godhatesfags.com, Reverend Fred Phel ps counts the days of Matthew Shepard's
eternity in Hell, beneath an animation of hisface among the flames.

The apostle, Judas Didymaos Thomas, famous doubter of the Gospels, getstwo of his names, it seems,
fromwordsfor twin the Aramaic te'oma and the Greek didymos. He is described as being the double
of the dead and resurrected god, and perhaps heiis, for Tammuz who entered Greek mythology as
Adonis, son of Myrrha, by way of Phoeniciawhere he was known smply as Adon, or Adonai, Lord
“Tammuz stands as close behind the christos as his shadow, and if we were to see hisface clearly, we
could not fail to seethe family resemblance. Our vision blurred by the shining stolen sunburst hao of the
sun-god, Helios, though, we have to squint our eyes and cock our heads, peer past two thousand years
of blood and wine to even see the humble shepherd Tammuz, who died at the hands of soldierstwo
thousand years before that god, Adonai, son of Mary was born on Mithras birthday, in a stable. Not that
it matters which shepherd died on what hill in which millennium; there will dways be those who celebrate
the scapegoat sacrifices, in Babylon, Jerusdem or Wyoming, and those who can only sing the loud
laments, not for the passion of this one or that but in the end for every one of them.

~Panisdead, says Jack. Great Pan is dead.
| look at him, asdifficult asit is, Stting there on the bed, holding the page of scrawled notes asiif,
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somehow, in making sense of it he might make sense of everything. I'm not redlly sure I'm hereto him,
now; he's closed himsdf off so much over these last few months, | might aswell be watching him from a
window in another world. Even Joey can't seem to reach him.

| look at him, asdifficult asit is, with his broken horns and the bloody, cauterized sumpswhere his
golden wings once were, and | don't know how he could have done it without |osing consciousness. |
shudder at the image of this hornless, wingless creature, straight out of some medieva monk's engraving
of the devil. Theres blood everywhere.

The siren of an ambulance wails its approach and Joey gives me anod as he steps past me, out the door
~ you stay with him.

Jack lays the page of notes down and picks up a Zippo sat on top of the biography of John Maclean
dumped on the bed beside him. He starts playing with the lighter, flipping the lid open and closed, open
and closed, chik, chunk, chik, chunk.

~ How's the book coming along? he says.

Chik, chunk, chik, chunk.

- OK, | say.

Chik, chunk, chik, chunk, chik...

- Did you put the burning map in? Y ou've got to have aburning map. Every epic startswith aburning
map.

| shrug.

Chunk.

Flight into Eternity

| fly over the Velum as a shadow of degth, | fear now. With my wings of synthe, soaring above the
worlds upon worlds like some grand angel, | have seen with my own eyesthe tiny specks of people,
humans and other creatures moving like insects upon the face of the great artifice below. | know, | know,
that this eternity is not desolate. | know it now. It isnot desolate until | arrive.

| soar among the clouds, goggled and masked like some dread gargoyle, stop to perch on carved glass
volutes of afairy tower, and | look down upon humanity, zooming in with the lenses of the gogglesto see,
O God, the throngs of people who belong in these worlds. Ten thousand years without asoul to talk to,
with only memories of conversation, argument; | had grown comfortable in my solitude, but now that |
know that they arethere, al | can dream of isto descend among them and smile, extend ahand, open my
arms, rgjoin the human race.

Thefirgt timeit happened, thefirst time | saw another soul in thiswilderness, | was so overcome | was so
blind with tears of laughter, that | hardly saw where | was landing. | swooped down, roaring with joy,
drowning any cries of shock or fear, and landed, babbling, ripping the goggles off and throwing them
avay.

The world was silent for a second, before my horror ripped the air.

Isit the Book, | wonder, or myself? | know only that when | descend, when | spiral down towards the
ground, or even dive, abandoning myself to gravity in the hope that | can outspeed whatever forceis
following me | seetheir faces turning up to stare, hands pointing or tugging a deeves, shadowing their
eyes asthey lift them up, mouths opening in wordless wonder. And then they are gone.

Sincethat firg timeit isaways the same. | come down dowly, somewhere where only asolitary soul is
ploughing hisfiddsor fishing in ayacht, gpproaching in slence, praying that it will not happen again. The
radius of my influence seemsto be different each time, but alwaysthe result isthe same. | watch them
catch my shadow in the corner of their eye and turn, look up and round. A rake dropsfrom ahand. A
rifleisraised for abrief second, and then lowered. Cigarettes arelit. Beer is swallowed. Barking dogs
areignored. And then just as| get too close  and once, once, | was standing on the ground walking
towards an old man, | was so closethat | could dmost touch the stubble on hischin and then, thereisa
... shimmer, likethe air over ahot road shimmersin the sunlight on asummer day. And they are gone,



disappeared to dust.
| am become Desath, destroyer of worlds.

Isit the Book, | wonder, or mysdf?lIsit that | amn so diento ther redity that we cannot even exist within
each other's perception, that whole worlds of mothers, fathers, children, friends and enemies, civilisations
must be cleared for my passing? | cannot believe that, dare not believe that. It can only be the Book. |
fear that the shock wave which spread out through my own world, splaying it open at the ends of the
earth, making it blossom wide to touch the edges of these other worldsthat | have cometo call the
Velum, | fear that that same shock wave isthe aura of the Book itself, unleashed by my own hubrisand
damning meto an eternity done, asitsguardian.

| have considered destroying it, or leaving it behind. Perhaps | would only have to walk aworld or two
to escapeits slence, cross some babbling river and find myself among the living again. And then what?

Thereisno reason to this. No clue, no intimation. Where are the guardians of the threshold? Whereisthe
ancient prophecy, the war to fight, the tyrant to overthrow? The empty worlds of the Vellum carry no
message of their own, only the echoes of my frustrated longing.

Thereisone option that | consider now, though. | mysalf am marked upon the Book, inthe sigil onits
cover, and | start towonder. If only | can exist withinitsinfluence, isthe mark of me there because | am,
or am | here because of it?

So | stand on ajut of cold, grey rock now, ariver running dark through underbrush below. Half-hidden
by the foliage around me like some Victorian folly of asatue, a Pre-Raphadite angd, | watch the young
man Sitting reading under the appletreein the distance, and | open the Book, flip forward a pageto the
map at the correct scae and with the penin my hand, | mark asmall... anendment, a correction, an X. |
mark him in the Book.

7
Black Lines of Our Doom

The Angel Metatron

To Eridu, the Lady Shubur went, entered the holy shrine, temple of Enki.

-Death silver in the Kur, O father bright Lord Ilil, she cried out, your aromatic daughter wood,
covered with precious lapis dust of the broken stone in the underworld cut into holy cedar,
underworld priestess for the stoneworker put to death, for the woodworker of heaven...

Hetaps a couple of keys, reloads the screen; the text scrolls, rolls away, falls back exactly asit was
before, more gibberish, the same referencesto 1lil and Shubur, vagudly familiar but long-forgotten... and
to himself, as Enki, not as Enoch or as Metatron not even asEa  but as Enki. He stares at the screen,
trying to unscramble the text into atae ... maybe some priestly record of alegend handed down from
generation to generation? Some lamentation to be sung for adead child? He taps an arrow key and the
text didesSdeways.

~ What has happened? Father Enki said. What has my daughter done? Inanna, queen of all the
lands and holy priestess of the heavens. What has happened? | amworried. | am anxious.

He stares at the glyph now centred on the screen, asigil that just shouldn't be there, the sign of an unkin
buried for as many thousand years as his old name. It shouldn't be there but it is.

Inanna.

Father Enki dug the dirt out from beneath the fingernails of hisleft hand, and shaped that dirt
into a kurgarra, a sexless creature. Father Enki dug me dirt out from beneath the fingernails of
his right hand and shaped that dirt into a galatur, a sexless creature. To the kurgarra he gave the



food of life. To the galatur he gave the water of life.

He dides histhumb across the trackpad, right-clicks, chooses atrandation for the text; the sgilsclick into
overlapping checkerboard patterns one of which unlocks and folds across the other, snicksinto place as
anew set of permutations.

Enki, in the wisdom of his heart, created a person. He created a pretty youth, a bright young thing
which he called Charm.

It'sthe same story in adifferent version. He remembersit now Jnanna's Descent in Sumer, Ishtar's
Descent in later Babylonia. The young, impetuous queen of the heavens decidesto try and take the
underworld aswell. Enki hasto send a pretty boy in oneversion or apair of themin another  downto
trick Ereshkigd into |etting her go. Neither verson isan accurate portraya of what happened in redity. In
redlity, Inannawas an ambitious little bitch who deserved what she got. She whored her way to the top
leaving atrail of discarded lovers behind her. She even tried to sted the me from him at one point. He
had no sympathy for her whatsoever and when she got hersdlf killed going up against Eresh of Kur he
was glad to see her disappear into the margins of redlity, remembered only in the odd myth and legend
here or there. He was dready planning the Covenant by that point, asaway of uniting al the unkin under
asinglelaw, to put astop to dl the feuds and rivaries, oneless power-hungry girl wasjust one less
problem. Why the hell would he try and drag her back into existence from the Ve lum?

He had been tired of dl the fighting. He wastired of being vizier to one megad omaniac after another, Enlil,
Marduk, Ninurta, Adad, thisBaal or that. All he wanted was peace, and there were enough like him that
when they signed themselvesinto the Covenart, it realy looked like it was going to work. One by one
the unkin al accepted it, saw that their future lay in silent empires, hidden realms. Let the humans build
the world for them, let them rule themsdlves, with just alittle guidance here and there, avision or avoice.
They'd actualy been quite open at times; when the young Habiru tribesman that he'd chosen to build the
new religion asked him hisname, Enki had given it to him. Eyah asher Eyah, he had said. No mystery,
no secret. Eawas what they called him in Babylonia, in the land that the boy's own ancestors had come
from. | am that whichiscaled Ea Thefact that it ended up written down as| amthat which iscalled |
am was just testimony that the plan was working; the old world of gods, of giants among men, was being
forgotten, wiped away. In the new world they would be seen as servants, not rulers. They had afresh
dart, anew beginning.

So Rapiu became Raphadl, Adad became Azazel, Shamash became Sammael, and Enki became Enoch
became Metatron, the angd scribe who wrote the book of life, who speaks for God, the only one
allowed behind the Veil to look upon the Glory of adeity whose Name could not be spoken, whose
Face no one could ook upon but hisfirst minister, whose Word was only heard from the mouth of his
spokes-man. Metatron, the most loya servant of the One True God. So the stories say and, inaway, it's
true. Except that al unkin get to meet Him sooner or later, to step beyond the vell, to look upon His
transcendent and ineffable mystery.

~ The One True God, he saysto them dll, as he points toward the empty throne.

It'sthe core of the Covenant, the reason that they caled them-saves unkin in the first place. Not theos or
deus, netjer or dingir, aesir or gods. Unkin. Some of the new bloodsimagine that it's acoined word, like
‘'undead’ un-kin, without kin because they leave behind their family, their history, their humanities,
when whatever it isingde them touches the powers under redity and changes them forever. But actudly
it'swhat they caled the assemblies of éderswho ruled the towns and villages of the neolithic world he
was born into. Theword democrat wasn't around in those days.

For Metatron, for al the unkin. Heaven isthe republic that they've spent three thousand yearstrying to
build.

But there are dways those who see that empty throne and want to sit in it. Some say the Covenant is
unjust, illegitimate, corrupt, made up of old men who don't understand the world changing around them,
bureaucrats and intellectuds, apatriarchd elite. There are dways militants and radicdss, philosopherswith
grand schemes, politicos with the cunning and the nerve to try and carry them through. Metatron should



know; he was one himsdlf once, along time ago. But mostly they're just convinced of their own destiny
and they rationdize it with some revolutionary rhetoric. The old unkin who refused to join the Covenant
because they might actually have to do what someone el se told them, the newer ones who heroize these
dark, romantic rebels  Metatron thinks of them as like those fanatics holed up in the hills of Americaor
Afghanistan, the deserts of Algeriaor the jungles of the Congo. White supremacists or Idamic terrorists,
whether it's the Second Amendment that they cite or Karl Marx, the purity of the race or shariah law,
they dl think they're fighting the good fight, the holy jihad, the glorious struggle. Thered struggleisthe
revolution that started millenniaago and is till going on, the struggle to take power out of the hands of
killerslike them and into the pages of a book, the processes of a court.

But, no. If stheir God-given right to bear arms, and dl property istheft, and the Aryan race was born to
rule, and if awoman chests on the husbarid that was chosen for her, stone her. And if the Covenant
thinksit hastheright to bind abeing so obvioudy born for glory, power, mgesty, well then the Covenant
iswrong.

Metatron wastired of al the fighting when he first conceived the Covenant. Three thousand yeers | ater,
he's il tired, because dl the demons and devilsthat would rather rulein Hell than servein Heaven are
getting organized, gathering their forces. He'stired because there are till idiot new bloods like these
Messenger children who think they can just run away and hide, asif either sdeisgoing to leave arogue
unkin wandering at will -~ like a police officer would leave aloaded gun on thetablein front of a
psychopath and turn away, wait to be shot.

And he'stired because the pieces of the puzzle are starting to come together  Thomas and Phreedom
Messenger, Seamus Finnan, Inanna to make a sort of sense.

Wheat has happened? the screen says. | am worried. | am anxious.

-What have you been up to, little girl? What have you gotten yoursdf into?

Creatures of Earth

-Well, Inanna, says Madame Iris. Y ou do—

~ No, she says.

She brushesflakes of crusted blood off of her arm; it's hedling quickly as she cants a gentle mantra under
her bresth. The design covers the whole arm, shoulder to wrist, deeving it in her tale, Inannastale, but as
much asit'sapart of her now, itistill just apart. She doesn't fed like she can cdl herself Inanna. Not
quite. But on the other hand, the part of her that once was Phreedom is now permanently atered,
fundamentaly transformed by this... rewiring of her soul.

~ Call me... Anna, she says. A modern name for amodern world.

It'salittle disconcerting ... more than alittle: she has three sets of memoriesal competing for attention
her as biker chick child of the Information Age, as small-town princess of the New Stone Age, and as....
something else. That third existenceisalittle fuzzy, digointed, inconsistent; it's the existence of the deed,
fleshed-out in dreams and legends, shadows and reflections of redity. Three thou-sand years of fuson
and flux, in the mass unconscious of humanity, in the Vellum. Three millennia, or three days, three eons of
being no more than a story told and retold, transformed with each telling, broken up, used and reused,
abused. Restored.

But once you'rein the Vellum, you're there for good. She only hasto close her eyesto see the tattoo
parlour asitredly is, asit is, and was, and ever will be, ahouse of the dead. Creatures movein the
shadows around her. Ereshkigal, Eresh of the Greater Earth, stands between her and the beaded curtain,
the way out.

~ Anna, then, says Madame Iris. Y ou do understand that you belong to me now?

The book of gravings lies open on the counter in front of her. In away, it's as much a contract asthe
Covenant. She may be here now in the body of an angry young girl, bound into it by the needlework of
Madame Iris, but she's as much there in the book, bound into its pages, bound for al eternity in the hands
of Iris, who's had three thousand years to study the mark of Inanna, like an anatomist dissecting a corpse,



abotanist studying aflower, an archaeologist studying an ancient text. Iris knows her mark now, her
secret name, probably better than hersdf, and, yes, that gives her power over her. Even the humans
understand that if you know a cresture's secret name  angel or devil, god, unkin ~ then you can bind it
to your will.

She has a sudden image of her own dead body hanging from ahook, of Madame lriscircling it,
scrutinizing it, copying the mark still shining on her cold flesh, tracing afinger in the dugt, painting pigment
on anima hide, making sketches on papyrus, on canvas. It was her job, archivist of the soul. Eventhe
unkin didn't live forever; creatures of earth, carbon and water, even the gods need feet of clay to wak
the world, and so they had their bodies brought to her for safe-keeping and she would flay them, treet the
skins, preserve the mark. In her city of the dead, in the cave in the mountains north of Sumer, north of
Akkad, north of Aratta, they could be surethat even if al their tergphim were smashed, their shabtis
shattered, their human avatars d aughtered by an enemy, their soulswould be kept safe that they could
oneday live again. It was the one certainty amid all the wars and vendettas, dlegiances and betrayds;
Kur was beyond those petty squabbles, dealt with al sides evenly, could not be bribed or threstened.
Eresh was the ultimate untouchable.

Inanna had known the Covenant would put an end to that. She'd seen Enki's plans, got him so drunk he
talked about them openly. No more god-kings. No more idols. No more empires. And she knew if he
wanted to make hislittle heaven work held have to turn the city of the dead into ahell, afurnace for the
souls of al those old gods who might stand against them. She could hear it in the flux of forcesdl the
unkin were tapped into, in the physica sound of powers realigning, like some vast and ancient power
shifting deep benegth her feet, thick musclesflexing under skin. With that synaesthetic sense that marked
her and the rest of them out from common humanity, she could hear the shape of thingsto come. And for
thislittle queen of the heavens, this priestess of the earth, that wasn't in her plans.

So she had set out for the Kur. Sheld thought Eresh would seeit her way. Or, if not, at least she'd get
therefirgt, before the angdswent in with their swords of fire, the lightning language flashing from their
mouths, words blasting the underworld turning the dark house into a blazing inferno.

But Eresh had her own plans.

The last thing she remembers, as Inanng, isthe Annunaki faling on her, tearing a her, their fingers round
her heart, and Eresh standing before the throne, her hand reached out, afinger pointing, uttering theword
that killed her.

~ Why? she says. We could have stopped them. We could have raised the fucking Bull of Heaven, every
horned god and serpent soul they murdered because they wouldn't knedl before an empty throne. We
could have

~And | will, sayslris. Trust me, little sigter. | have no intention of letting their little boys club turn the
Vdluminto this... playground prison  [she spitsthe plosives with utter contempt]  that they want so
much.

Iriswalks across the room to lay her hand upon the book of gravings, and Annalooks out through the
beaded curtain, towards the glass-panelled door of the tattoo parlour and the world of light beyond.
There's nothing between her and the door except for what sheisnow. She can't leave.

~ Understand me, little siter, Iris says. They have their Covenant, but we have ours. They think their
enemiesaredl jud... anarchists. Untamed, ungoverned libertines too wild to work together. They seea
thousand splintered factions who hate each other as much as they despise the Covenant and they think
it'sjust the same old ganglord gods, hungry for persona power, bitter about lost glory. Isthat what you
want, Anna? | nanna? Phreedom?

Annafedsthe nameslike neediesin her flesh. Why did she come here? What isit that she wants, that she
thought she could find here? There'sthe part of her that's Inanna ambitious, audacious Inanna

~ seeking power, yes, wanting to beat the men at their own game. There's the part that's Phreedom
grim, determined Phreedom  seeking the escape her brother found beyond death, in the Vellum, wanting
to beat the game itsaf. But both those salves are naked, stripped in their passage into the Vellum, pared



away to the deeper, purer motivation underneath, the cold desire of the dead.

Iris gppedlsto that part of her.

~ Remember what you said to me? I'll tear these doors down and raise up the dead to feast upon the
living, until there are more dead gods walking in the world than are alive.

Isit justice that she wants, or just plain vengeance? She's not sure. But she knows that, yes, she does
belong to Iris now, body and heart and soul, a creature of earth shaped by the hand of degth.

But even as Annabrushes off the last of the black-red dust of crusted blood and ink, from the Inanna
tattoo forever carved into her flesh, and nods her understanding, she knows aso that theres fill alittle
part of her somewhere out there that isforever Phreedom.

The Ghost in the Machine

~ Osilver bright cut lapis slaughtered in the aromatic stone  covered with precious dust your
cedar priestess daughter of the Kur Ilil —

Hetapsin acommand to freeze the screen but the text keeps running through more trandations, more
permutations. It's not right. There's no way the book should be behaving like this; if it wasn't for the fact
that it'simpossible, held think the pamtop has picked up somekind of virus, but that just can't happen.
The only network it's connected to isthe Velum itsdf.

It flipsinto the Enki speech again. What has happened? What has my daughter done? I'm worried.
Damnright, I'm troubled, thinks Metatron.

The clerk, unconscious on the floor, beginsto mumble in his deep and Metatron leans over the counter to
look down at him. He notices, on the monitor behind the counter, text scrolling across the screen. A
barely audible hiss of noise comes from the man's earphones, afaint sound that wavers up and down in
timewith hismurmuring lips

Do not let your daughter be daughtered in the Kur, muttersthe clerk.

He crouches behind the counter, listening to the deeping clerk mumble the same thing over and over
again, holding one of the man's earphonesin hishand and looking at it like some insect he's about to
sguash. Metatron traces the wire down to the datastick clipped to the man's jacket pocket, beside the
name-badge, and unclipsit, takes the earphone from the man's other ear and stands up, Sowly, tossing
his dreadlocks back over his shoulders, dipping the earphonesinto place, l€ft first then right, cocking his
head to do <0, first to the right then to the I eft.

~ About fucking time, the Messenger girl'svoice saysin hisears. What do | have to do to get your
atention?

~ Phreedom Messenger, he says.

-Kinda sorta, but not redlly, saysthe voice. Phreedom's dead, you know. I'm just her ... answering
sarvice. Y ou remember answer-ers, right? Y ou fucking invented them.

Helooks about for a shabti figure, automaticaly, unconscioudy, even though he knowsit'sfoolish. That
was then and thisis now. Times change. Technologies change. Even magic changes.

~ Answerers are againgt the Covenant, little girl. Y ou should have learned your lesson by now, | would
have thought.

Hefedsalittle disconcerted, taking to thin air.

~ Fuck you, shesays. Do | look like | give afuck?

He answers the question with a pointed silence.

~ Oh, put the fucking lenses on as well, she says. Get with the fucking twenty-first century.

The Lady Cypher, Phreedom's machine ghogt, sits on the edge of the bed, watching him as he studies
her. He has to admire the attention to detail; the biker jacket is scuffed and dusty from the road, her red
hair shining damp asif just out the shower; every amethyst bead in her necklace catchesthelight inside,
purple and white. It'safar cry from the hand-made, hand-held clay shabtis of hisyouth.

~1... upgraded mysdlf, it says. Thought I'd make mysdlf alittle more presentable while I'm holding the



fort.

Itslips move when it spesks. It baresitsteeth in abitter sort of smile. It blinks.

He blinks. He's not used to these VR lenses a dl, and even though he washed them well in the little via
of cleaner fluid that the clerk keeps behind the counter, he can't help but fed like he's wearing someone
elsg's underwear, or using their toothbrush, queasy with the thought of it. He likesthe dirt, the flesh of the
physica world, but not that much.

He closes the door of the room till hired out in Phreedom Messenger's name and comes further in,
glancing around at the chesp prints on the wall, the wooden dresser, the door into the shower.

~ Not quite apalace, he says. Hardly fit for a queen of heaven.

He'sfigured it out by now, of course. It's not the first time an unkin hastried to dter their graving, take on
adead identity in order to evade the gatherers, write themselves out of the book of life, escape into the
Velum. It never works out the way they planned. So the little hatchling got her hands on some forgotten
copy of Inannas mark, had it carved over her own to splice one story into the other. Her brother
probably did the same; that's why the book can't focus on them, can't cross-reference their detinies
correctly to pinpoint the meeting that they're meant to have somewhere, somewhen not far from here.
Their destinies themselves are cut up, folded in with someone e se's, some dead unkin soul that the
program sees as something undestined, undefined. If slike adivison by zero that makes an equation
irresolvable.

Except it seemsthe girl isnow regretting her mistake; being dead is not much of alife,

~ So whereis she now? he says. We burned the Kur three thousand years ago. The last doorway into
the Vellum was closed and |ocked soon &fter.

~ Timeian't that smplein the Velum, you know, says the replica Phreedom. Eternity doesn't pay much
mind to clocks and calendars.

~ Whereisshe?

~Allingood time, she says. | have aded for you.

~ The Covenant doesn't ded with aminds.

- The Covenant doesn't have to know.

A Terrible Innocence

Enki, in the wisdom of his heart and from the dirt under hisfingernails, created a kurgarra, a
pretty youth, a bright young thing, glamour its name. Enki, in the wisdom of his heart and from
the dirt under hisfingernails, created a galatur, a pretty youth, a bright young thing, glamour its
name.

Metatron closes the palmtop, looks at himself in the dresser mirror for a second, wondering if he's doing
theright thing, then turns.

The two angels stand, like the footsoldiers that they are, their hands behind their backs, feet just apart
and facesforward. The phrase at ease has never seemed moreironic, asfar as Metatron's concerned.
They're both young and good-looking and, in their black suits and combed hair  corn-blond,
crow-black they look more like door-to-door evangdlists than hunters, killers, rapists. They have the
blank, unthinking stare of theidedis, only alittle cold passon in their eyes, aflickering gleam of some
grand truth they see athousand yards away, the glamour of glory. Cherubim. Cherubs. Carter and
Pechorin. The blue of their eyesisthe only thing about them that they share, though in Carter the blueis
sky over desert, warm ocean by abeach whilein Pechorin it's antiseptic mouthwash and neonin the
night. It'sthe smilarity that definestheir difference.

Becausein both of them thereés akind of terrible innocence in those eyes, apurity of vision. That'swhy
he has them wear the shades.

He gave the food of life to the kurgarra, gave the water of life to the galatur.



Metatron reaches into one pocket and pulls out two small vias of dark liquid. It lookslikeink, or ail,
swirling inddethe glass, if ink or oil were dive. Wonders of modern technology, he thinks. Nanotech is
so0 much quicker than the old painstaking methods once used in the renaming to bind an unkin to the
Covenant. He lays these two vias on the dresser and takes out athird, unscrewsthetop headways
cariesaplentiful supply of the bitmites, ashe cdlsthem and dipsafingernail into theinky black. He
remembers his own renaming, a his own hand, back in the dayswhen dl they had wasthe
crimson-purple dye brought from the Levantine coast; the colour of Roman emperor's robes, the scarlet
and purple of the whores of Babylon, the dyeing industry was so inextricably linked with the coastal
cities, Sidon, Tyre and Byblos that the whole region derived its name from the colour  po-ni-ki-jo in
Mycenae, kinnahu to the natives, Phoeniciaor Canaan. Back then they had to mix it with unkin blood, in
anine-day ceremony to ... sanctify it. To invest it with the power to stain not just a person's garments but
their soul.

Metatron's fingernail, scratches across the blond one's chest, asimple stroke here, another there, all
graight lineslike Chinese cdligraphy. The angd just standsthere, loya and devoted, even as Metatron
carves hissoul up into pieces and rearrangesit. Theré's no ques-tioning of his authority, his reasoning.
The angd would fal on hisown fiery sword if the Covenant's scribe merdly suggested it. As Metatron
works on him, the angdl startsto hum quietly, probably not even aware that he's doing so; helslike a
child with hishand over hisears, singinglalala, | can't hear you. He startsto twitch.

For asecond, Metatron feds sorry for him, as he draws the black lines of his doom on him, but we all
have them, don't we, he thinks; that's the nature of the Covenant. And the angdl isagatherer after dl.
How many lives have been ended by this shining youth, how many murders, or worse? All those scared
or stubborn innocents like the hatchling or her brother who don't even understand why they can't be
dlowed to live. Therédsawar coming and Metatron cannot alow himsdlf the luxury of sympethy, no
morefor these creatures than for their victims. The end justifies the means, hetdls himsdf... alot these

days.

It'slike rewiring acircuitboard, Metatron imagines. The angd's mark isafine network of interconnections
that the strokes of hisfingernail cut and rebond, crosswiring, confusing. Do this the wrong way and the
boy could be left asadrivelling imbecile, or asthe kind of autom-aton you seein any psychiatric indtitute,
obsessively, compulsively, endlesdy walking to adoorway only to turn around and walk back, knowing
that there's some way out of its trapped state but no longer able to understand the door as anything other
than theway in.

-What was your name? he asks. Before you signed up, | mean.

-Jack, sir. Jack Carter.

Hisvoiceisthick, shaky. Fear must be something of an dien experiencefor him. Metatron looks across
at the other. That oneisdtill, quiet as vacuum.

~ And you?

- Pechorin... Joseph Pechorin. Sir.

~ | have something | need you both to do.

The Very Darkest Purple

~ Come, Enki said to the kurgarra and the galatur. Look to the gates of Kur. Go to the
underworld. The seven gates will open for you, and like flies youll enter through the door.

~ College Street, Asheville, says Metatron. That'swhere you lost the boy, am | right? Y es, wll, thistime
you'll know exactly whereto go. The girl has|eft the doors open.

He'sworking on the dark-haired one now, as he briefs them on their mission. Thefirst part should be
easy enough, even for idiots like them. The boy got away, but Phreedom hasleft atrail as hot and rank
as burning rubber. She must have been planning thisal dong. Find whoever helped her brother escape
then sdll them out for her own hide. Full immunity for both her and her brother. That was the dedl offered



by the answerer, that extenson of Phreedom, more Phreedom than Phreedom hersdlf, in fact, after what
the hatchling girl let Eresh do to her. He had to take the sprite gpart to get at Phreedom's graving, but he
hasit now, he has the Messenger girl, this scrap of code, dl that isleft of her. He could just wipeit like
erasing chak marks from ablackboard, and the only thing that would be |eft of herisalump of meatina
tattoo parlour in Asheville. But there's something far more vauable that he can buy withiit.

Eresh, thinks Metatron.

~ There you will find her, Enki said, the queen of the underworld, Eresh of the Greater Earth,
moaning crying like a woman giving birth. No linen shroud will be wound round her body. Both
her breasts are bare; she will be naked, naked but for her dark hair that swirls about her head like
reeds, queen of the city of the dead.

-Thetarget'snameis Eresh, says Metatron. She's dangerous. I've seen her knedling before an angd,
naked, tearing a her breasts and sobbing, ripping her hair out by the roots, only to shatter him to dust
with asingle word when he got close enough.

It goes againgt everything the Covenant standsfor, | etting the hatchling and her brother stay unsigned,
unbound, but Eresh istoo great a prize to miss. For dl that the unkin of the Covenant call themselves
angdls and their enemies devils, Metatron doesn't redly believein good and evil, or at least not Good and
Evil. Redity, unlike the stories, unlike those dark stains printed onto bleached paper, is never black and
white. In fact even those marks, like the marks he rewrites on the angel's souls, are made in an ink that's
not truly black but only the very darkest purple.

But.

If anything can be described as black that isn't the true black of an utter unlit void, if swhatever congtruct
of emptiness passesfor the soul of Eresh. If anything in the world can be described asevil, it's Eresh.

~ When shecries, O, my inside, cry with her, O,your inside, said Enki to the kurgarra and galatur.
When she cries, O, my outside, cry with her, O, your outside. She will be pleased. Eresh will look
at you and sh€'ll be glad to see you.

~ Butyou'renot going to kill her, says Metatron. Not right awvay. Y ou're going to tell her that you fed the
same pain she does, the same hatred, the same rage. Y ou're going to tell her that you want to join the
host of hell.

The dark one nods, and theresthe faintest hint of acruel smile on hislips. Heswdl suited to this; even
before Metatron started working on him there was precious little empathy in his soul. His graving was
dready dl straight lines, sharp angles, and Metatron only works what is dready thereinto afiner, darker
hatch work, sketching the suggestion of shadows into a solid form of menace. The other onewas
different, fire to Pechorin'sice, but Metatron, ever the craftsman, knows he's done agood job there as
well. It might not hold but for the moment the creature that used to be Jack Carter hasaferd grin onits
face, aswild and crazed as Pechorin is cold and merciless. A kurgarra and a galatur, ashatterling and
an impiteous gaze, a psychotic and a psychopath.

Eresh will lovethem.

~ When sheisrelaxed, said Enki to the kurgarra and galatur, her mood will lighten. When she
offers you a gift, get her to swear the oath by the great gods.

Metatron steps back to look at hiswork. All he'sredlly done is made them more themselves, for alittle
while anyway. He doesn't want to send a pair of permanent recruits hell'sway, after al. No, after awhile
the binding should wear off and their own gravings re-emerge, but this should last long enough to foal her,
to make her think that these are every hit the sort of damaged souls she needsto help her bring down the
Covenant.

~ Ereshisold schooal. If you can get her to offer hospitdlity, there's nothing she can refuse you if you ask
forit.

~ Raise your head, said Enki. Look to the wineskin that hangs from the hook on the watt, saying,
my lady, let me have the wineskin, that I may drink fromit.



~ Youll see.... wel, something that was once the Messenger girl. Y ou ask for that. Y ou tell Eresh the girl
isdl youwant Youre... thirsty. She understands that sort of thirst.

~ Ask only for the body oflnanna. Crush the food of life over it. Splash the water of life uponit.
And Inanna will arise.

~ And when she givesit to you...

Metatron picks up the viasfrom the dresser, hands them to the angels, one in each hand, like some
father of ancient times giving his sonstheir swords.

~ That'swhen you use these.

The Throne Room of the Queen of Hell

The kurgarra and galatur listened to Enki's words, and started out towards the underworld.
The seven gates opened for them and they slipped in like flies, right through the cracks,
entered the throne room of the queen of the underworld, of Eresh of the Greater Earth. They
found her moaning, crying like a woman giving birth. No linen shroud was wound around
her body. Both her breasts were bare; and she was naked, naked but for her dark hair that
swirled about her head like reeds, Eresh, queen of the city of the dead.

The two fallen angels stand silhouetted in the doorway, the beaded curtain drawn apart by the left hand
of one, the right hand of the other, hands of gods, of fate, of destiny, hired hands. Their postures mirror
each other exactly, like they're two parts of the same being and, in away, that's exactly what they are.
The servants of the Covenant get only limited autonomy. Ask any Catholic priest and hell tell you that
they're mere extensons of their master'swill; that'swhy they cal them angels, after dl, from the Greek,
angelus

... messenger. Anna, Inanna, Phreedom Messenger, recognizes them even though she can't seetheir
faces, feelsacold hatred run down her spine. She had her plan, but she's not sure whom to betray now,
Eresh or Enki. Shed liketo bring them dl down, in away. Sheld like to make them al pay.

Eresh looks at the two for asecond, then smiles, silently beckonsthemiin.

The outer door of thetattoo parlour is till swinging dowly shut; it hitsthe bell asit settles againgt the
door-frame, not quite closing.

Ting.

~ O, my inside, Eresh of the Greater Earth was moaning, and they moaned with her, O, your
inside. O, my outside, moaned Eresh, and they moaned with her, O, your outside. O, my
stomach, groaned Eresh, and they moaned with her, O, your stomach. O, my back, she
groaned, and, O, your back, they groaned with her. Ah, my heart, she sighed, and, Ah, your
heart, they sighed with her. Ah, my liver, sighed Eresh, and, Ah, your liver, sighed Enki's
kurgarra and galatur.

The blond onerants; he raves like amadman, staking the room like he's searching for something, high or
low, inthe bottles of ink or the designs on thewall. Heturns, rails on Eresh. Therésfirein hiseyes, flame
in hiswords, asthis burning boy tellsthe queen of the dead of every horror and atrocity he's carried out
in the name of the Covenant, of every soul he's snuffed out, every trembling infant unkin whose skull he's
smashed, whose bloodstains he can never wash from off his hands. At times he makes no sense, spitting
incom-plete, incoherent phrases, trying to express a meaning too intense to be articulated in a sentence.
Herakeshisfingersthrough hishair till it'saswild as hiswords, grindsthe pams of hishandsagaing his
templeslike there's something in his head he can't get out. And Annaredizesthat it's sorrow. The other
just stands there, head bowed, eyesin shadow. It's not regret that brought him here, she cantell. He can
keep his head down, dark hair hooding him; she still knows that sadist's face.

“I'mjust |1 fed sofucking everythingis—



The angdl stops, goes quiet.

~Lost, he says.

Eresh eatsit up, bathesin theraging torrent of afalen angd's grief, so much like her own, like
everyones.

The Wineskin on the Hook

Eresh of the Greater Earth stopped. She looked at them.

Annastands at the back of the room, at the wall, like amaidser-vant waiting for her orders. She's passive
now; there's nothing that she can do except wait to seeif the end game plays out the way sheld planned.
Shel'saschemer, by nature, as Phreedom or as Inanng; in either life, she was dways|ooking for away to
beat the game of fate, looking for loopholesin time or space as Phreedom, looking for loopholesin the
laws set out by Enki as Inanna That'swhy she stole the Tablets of Destiny dl those millenniaago; she
knew Enki would get them back; she only wanted alittle look at them to seeif she could find ... away
out. She'swaited for three thousand years. So, now, she lets the angels and the queen of the dead play
out the movesthat are so deeply written into them theré'slittle else they could do.

~ Who are you moaning, groaning sighing at me? she asked. If you are gods, | will give you a
blessing. If you are mortals, | will give you a gift, the liquid gift of the full-flowing river.

~ That isnot what we wish, answered the kurgarra and galatur.

I will giveyou the grain gift, said Eresh, of the fields ready to resp.

~ Will you take usin as your own? asksthe dark angel.

He's been silent up till now, letting the other do the prep-work, convince Eresh that they're both well and
truly fallen. Anna doubts that the other one would be ableto carry off this part. He stson the chair where
she got her tattoo now, head forward, in his hands. She wondersif hell ever recover from the damage
doneto him.

~ Oh, yes, little one. Y ou're mine now, Eresh says. Y ou belong here as much as anyone.

- That isnot what we wish, the kurgarra and galatur said.

- Spesk, then! What isit you wish?

~ We ask for the ancient right of sanctuary.

~And| giveyou hospitdity, she says. | offer you ariver of blood to quench your rage. | offer you a
harvest of soulsto feed your grief. What do you want?

It'sthe old dedl offered by every devil to the soulsthat turn up at the doors of hell. The absolute power in
the damnation of desth, freedom from life, from sorrow, from suffering for your own pain, or from
empathy, suffering from the pain of others. To transform remorseinto apassion, a power that canwin
you—

~ Anything you want, she says. Anything.

~ Only the wineskin hanging from the hook upon the wall, they answered.

~ The body is owned by Inanna, said Eresh of the Greater Earth.

~ Whether it isowned by queen or king, that isthe only thing we wish.

And the dark-haired one raises his head, dowly, turning it, to meet her gaze, and raises hishand, dowly,
turning it, to point across the room at Annawhere she stands against the wall.

~You haverich tastes, says Eresh. A pair of lackeys who would feast upon a queen.

She hasawry, amused smile on her face as she turns and looks Anna up and down appraisngly,
estimating worth or worthlessness, the degradation that these fallen angels would wreak on her and that
she, in turn, would wreak on others with the vicious power of the violated. The dark angdl walks across
the room towards her, stopsin front of her and reaches up to run hislong, thin fingers over her cheek.

~ She'sall yours, says Eresh.

The dark angel nods, closes his eyes with the satisfaction of the moment, of things sedled perfectly with a



few smplewords.

| can do anything | want with her? he says.

~ Anything, says Eresh.

And the dark angdl reachesinto the inside pocket of hisblack suit jacket.

-Jack, he says [the blond one starts, looks up]  Show my lady how grateful we are.

She gave the body of Inannato them. The kurgarra crushed the food of life over the corpse. The
galatur splashed the water of life upon the corpse.

Inanna Rose

Theblondangel  Jack  legpslike amountain lion, aflash of lightning, one arm dashing downwards,
cutting not with claw though but with splash of crimson, purple, dmost black ink, with a Jackson Pollock
splatter across the unvelled face of Eresh, in her eyes, her mouth. She staggers back like she's been
struck with acid, blinded, clutching at her face and howling.

Every bottle in the place shatters. The glass beads of the curtain shatter, raining out as dust into the outer
room. The glass door of the shop blows out. Thevid in the dark angdl's hand explodes but he's aready
dapping his open hand across Annas face, splattering his master's modern medicine across her cheek,
dark ink and blood, hers and the angd's mixing where the shards of glass cut into her soft flesh and his,
caught between his open palm and her cheek. And the pain burnsin her face, on her cheekbone, on her
temple, asearing migraine splitting her skull, drilling her brain. The whole left side of her goes numb, and
like the victim of astroke she loses balance, fdls. The pain splits her in two. And it makes her fed dive.

And even asthefair-haired angel clamps his hand across Eresh's mouth, his other arm locking around her
neck as he dams her againgt thewall, using adl hisweight to keep her from uttering another sound, the
wordless howl of the queen of the dead il ringsin Annas ears, reverberates around the room,
shattering glassin the framed prints of dragon designs and Cdtic knotwork, dl thetriba or traditiona
tattoos that decorate thewalls. Glass dust rains down on Annaon thefloor.

~ Get up, the dark-haired one is saying to her.

The other is shouting in the unkin tongue, trying to drown the muffled keen of Eresh, to bind her with
words just as he binds her with his hand. Eresh pushes from thewall, forces the angel back and round,
dams him againgt the doorframe, and Annacan see the angd's hand, the back of it bulging; she can hear
the crack of bone. Even with the bitmites blinding the bitch queen of the underworld and they must be
burning in her brain the way they burnin Annds, in Inannas, in Phreedom's  even sensdlesswith the
chaos running riot on her, in her, Eresh'sanima noise drives through the angd's hand like anail, cracking
it, plintering it.

~ Get up.

Black ink pours from the shattered bottles on the shelves and countertop, running in rivulets down cabinet
doorsand walls, like rain on awindow, trickling to thisside or to thet, in diagond drunkard'strails of
black dribblingsthat criss-cross, making signs and sgils that she recognizes. Droplets run upwards,
defying the laws of physicsto answer to their own interna laws. Drips hit the ground and vaporize to
hissng steam, tendrils of gasthat curl through the air, around the angdl'slegs, reaching and groping.
~ Get up.
Skittering drops like insects run across her hands as she pushes hersdf up from the floor. The pain has
moved round to the front of her head now, to the centre of her forehead, whereit's hot, white. Her vision
flickers between theworld asit is and a photographic negative where black iswhite and whiteis black.
The black suits of the angels glow, her knightsin shining armour come to rescue her. The daylight world
beyond the door is dark as night, a pitch black pit. She pushes herself up to her knees.

Get up.

Thenoise of Eresh'sfury isall round them now, reverberating in the walls, the floor, the ceiling; the room



isdivewithit, and alive with the black ink that crawls and scrawls, arcane and anarchic, everywhere she
looks. It threatens to swallow them, thisroom alive with liquid language, but eveninthe chaos of it the
dark angel crouching before her like adrill sergeant, roaring at her to stand, the other locked with Eresh
asthey throw each other thisway and that, crashing against the walls, the counter, knocking the chair
over towardsthem and the dark angel swatsit away without even looking, and keeps on yelling at her
without even stopping to take abresth  she fedsit locking into order in her head, into asmplelogica
imperative.

She hasto get up.

The living shadows of the room writhein the air, acrid and choking, but they flow across her asthey flow
acrossthewadls, some spreading out to fill the place with their mad rage, but others wrapping themsalves
around thefair-haired angdl, lashing at him. She sees phrases forming on hisflesh, acurse an
unforgotten fate  eat bread ploughed from earth  no food but dirt  no drink but from thedrains no
seat but threshold steps ™ the drunk and thirsty strike your cheek.

She hasto get up before Eresh breaks through the angel's binding hand and binding words, before she
breaks through the angd.

- Get up, the dark angel shouts at her. He could just drag her to her feet but she knows that that would
be no good. She hasto do thisfor hersaf. Shelays her right hand on the counter at her side and brings
her |€eft leg up to get her foot beneath her so she's only on one knee. Theworld flickers  black, white,
black, white " in time with the pounding of her heart. She feds the counter, solid beneath her hand and
she usesit, not the mass of it, not the structure, but the certainty, the physical redlity.

And she drags hersdf back into the land of theliving.

Inannarose.

Frozen Between Eternity and Now

[nannarose.

Theroom issilent. She standsthere, feet apart  not as steady as she could be, but steady enough — her
tattooed arm extended forward, palm outward, fingers spread to hat the world. On her arm the flesh
engraving of the tattoo moves, black tracers running under her skin, flashing crimson, purple, asthe scribe
of the Covenant's bitmites deconstruct and reconstruct the story of her life  one of her lives, rather.
Inannastaleis ill apart of her, asis Phreedom's, but like any tale retold it's changed in the telling. She's
given her flesh and bone to a once-dead unkin, but she has her own soul back. The graving that is
Phreedom emerges in the morphing peattern, clear and central - dightly changed, she notices, embellished
with alittle touch of something else, but till her initsessence  asthe bitmitesrewire her flesh, her
scarred, stained soul, downloading what was coded into them by Metatron. She studies the adterations as
they emerge, worried at firgt that the Covenant's scribe has put alittle binding spell in thereto tie her to
him. But, no, she recognizes her own handiwork. And just as she once created the sprite with agloved
hand wired into virtual redlity, the Al ghost of Phreedom's cypher lady recreates her through adeeve of
bitmiteswired into the Ve lum.

The Anunnaki, judges of the underworld, snatched at Inanna as she was about to rise up from the
underworld.

Theroom is gtill. She stlands there with her arm outstretched, buried up to the shoulder in the Vel lum,
holding the moment. The dark-haired angdl till crouches on the floor; the other angd islocked with
Eresh, blood running down the back of his hand, asplinter of bone protruding through the skin. Like a
smworld paused by theflick of afinger, she holdsit there,

It's not easy. The black ink of Madame Iris, of Eresh of the Greater Earth  the black blood of their
ancestors, lords of heaven and earth, anu and ki, theliquid memory of the Anunnaki themselves  hangs
inthe air, frozen between eternity and now, but it takes everything she's got to keep her focus on the
word in her head that holds the stuff frozen in time. These wigps of shadow are the shreds of unkin who
died long before the Covenant was even thought of, before Enki, or Inanna, or even Eresh herself, were



even born. They're powerful, as old asthe first ivory spearthrower, older maybe, and it's only their cold
detachment from their long-forgotten dreams of life that makes them answer to her will... because they
have none of their own.

She holds theword in her head, like an equation on amathemartician's blackboard, or amandalain a
Buddhist monk's mind's eye, amantrain his mouth; and she holdsit in the pattern on her arm, the
interface between the Vellum and her body thaf s as much the servant Lady Shubur asit is goddess
Inanna, as much the sm sprite Cypher Lady asit isthe coder Phreedom Messenger.

~ No onerises up out of the underworld unmarked, they said.

Theroom is shadowed. The stuff is everywhere, on thewadls, intheair, al over thefour of them, and she
can fed theintelligenceinit, fed back in the sensations that creep across her skin. She's used to dealing
with Al, with models of psychology defined in modular chunks or abstract networks, articulating them
through visud or linguistic symbols, umpteenth generation metacode that's as far removed from the
underlying bits and bytes as an architect's plans are from the atomic structure of the materialsthat will be
used to build hishouse. And she's used to dealing with the unkin Cant, the language that makes machine
codelook like ... an architect's plans drawn with a crayon held in astraitjacketed lunatic's teeth.

Thisis something that she's never dedlt with. It's more sentient than any Al, but more locked into its own
abstracted logic than the most mechanica of programs. It'saware, it knows she can fed it probing her,
analysing her but what it'saware of, what it knows, is only the certainty of itsauthority over redity. The
ink, the blood of long-dead unkin, is so steeped in the Cant that it's becomeit, aliving liquid language.
And with her hand up to her shoulder in the Vdlum, manipulating it, the Stuff reacts autometically to her
action, seeking a coherent resolution; it'slike it needs to balance two sides of acomplex equationin
which sheisjust avariable.

~ If Inannawishesto return, she must provide someone to take her place here in the underworld.
Theroom issolid. She hasto push hersdlf through the thick structured space and timethat fillsit like she's
wading through quicksand, and as she does so she still has to keep her focus on the word that keepsit
that way. All she hasto do isget out before the others break 1oose. She has her dedl; the moment that
she's out that door, she's free. The Covenant won't touch her. And they'll dedl with the queen of the
dead. At least she hopes so. She backs dowly away from Eresh and the angel who still holds the woman
.. only just, it looks like. But there'sthe other angel  she nearly trips over him where he crouches on the
floor and for amoment, the air quiverswith life, abreath, ablink of an eye, before she catchesthe
moment again  and she can see the hunch of his shoulders, the turn of his head towards Eresh, the hand
coming out of his pocket with aknife. She looks back at the other angd, his splintering hand, the pain of
the curse written on hisface. She doubtsthat helll survive, but he only hasto hold on long enough for the
other one to reach them with the knife; he only hasto hold on for this moment that she's holding and the
moment that will follow it, inexorably, as soon as shelets go. All she hasto do isget what she came here
for and get out the door.

The black stuff startsto move, crawling through the cracksin her will asliquid trickles through fingers. It
doesnt likethe ... logic of thisending. It thinks she ought to stay dead, stay the scarred and violated
hollow creature that she was. She doesn't agree. Her right hand still held out in front of her like some
crazed king ordering back the sea, she reaches behind her with the other hand, onto the counter, and
fedsit cometo rest upon the book of gravings, still lying where Madame Iris|eft it.

And then she's running, and the dark angel isturning, pouncing, and Eresh'sword is piercing through the
hand across her mouth, and the black stuff is pouring towards her, and the angel with the corn-blond hair
isfaling from the queen of the dead and screaming words of fire, even asthe knife snksinto thewoman's
throat and Anna, Inanna, Phreedom, bursts through the curtain and dives through the wooden frame of
the shattered door and out of thislittle pocket of hell and back into redlity, the blood and flame behind
her, blossom-ing like crendllations of ablack carnation.

Dressed in Soiled Sackcloth



As Inanna rose up from the underworld, the ugallu, the demons of the underworld, stuck to
her side, like reeds around her, small and large, like picket fences all around her. In front of
her walked one who held a sceptre, though he was no minister. At her back walked one who
held a mace, although he was no warrior. The ugallu were demons who knew no food, who
knew no drink, who ate no offerings, drank no libations, took no gifts. They had no love for
sex, no children to kiss. They lived to tear a wife from her husband's arms, to tear a child from
its father's knees, to steal the bride from her marriage bed.

The demons stuck to her.

Annarunsasinglefinger over the copy of the graving of Inanna, tracing the story in its pattern towards
the conclusion. It's not her story any more, not completely, but it's still close enough to worry her. She's
not just Phreedom Messenger any more; she hasthe Cypher Lady's memories of laying out the dedl to
Metatron in ahotel room, not avisual memory but the strange Cubist mechanica awareness of thesm;
and theresalittle bit of her that will be forever Inanna, scheming, ambitious Inanna, so it takesalot for
her to only use the book for what she needs. Some nights she flicks through it, studying the marks of
dead gods printed in there, and knowing that she has a power in her hands that Metatron would kill her
for, immunity or no immunity. She knows she hasthe skill required to bind these marksinto new flesh;
she could build afucking army of VR gods and send them out to take the Covenant gpart from theinsde
out. But she aso wonders how many more of these lost souls Madame Iris has dready restored to new
flesh, where they are now, what they might think of the girl who sold their mistress out for her own hide.
They might be grateful for their liberation, but they might just as easly hate her for it.

She stands up from the dresser and walks over to the window of the motel room again. Therésno sign
of anything out there, just the low, wooden fence across the parking lot, the highway on the other side of
it with cars humming up and down, north and south, and the fields across the road, tall grassesblowing in
thewinds, but she's still sure they're there. Whatever they are, she's sure they're there.

The part of her that isthe Cypher Lady, the sm, asentiencein virtua flesh, can hear them in the crackle
of theVdlum.

Outside the palace gates, the Lady Shubur, dressed in soiled sackcloth, waiting, saw Inanna
with the ugallu all round her, and she hurled herself into the dust down at Inanna's feet.

Walk on, Inanna, the ugallu said. We will take Lady Shubur in your place.

No, cried Inanna. Lady Shubur is my steadfast support, the sukkal who gives wise advice, the
soldier who stands at my side. She remembered my commands, sounded a lamentation for me
in the ruins. She pounded the drum for me at the assemblies where the unkin gather, and
around the houses of the gods. She tore at her eyes, her mouth, her thighs. She wore the
beggar's single robe of soiled sackcloth and, alone, she set out for the temple of Lord Ilil in
Nippur. She went to the temple of Sin in Ur, to the temple of Enki in Eridu. She saved my life.
I'll never give the Lady Shubur to you.

" Walk on then, the ugallu said. And we will walk with you to Umma.

She cracks another beer with the bottle-opener on her key ring and sits back down at the dresser, at the
book of marksthat lies open at Inannas. It's different to the one tattooed on her arm now, but there are
points of congruence, Smilarities aswell as differences, and sometimesthey change. Shefeds hersdlf
changing with the graving at those points. Sometimesit's like afever as she burnswith the rage of the girl
who once swore she would kill them dl, that shewould flicking kill them all, other timesit'slikedl the
heet just drained right out of her and she feels dead again, cold and dead. Sometimes she finds herself
looking in the mirror and not knowing who sheis under her skin, if anything, seeing hersdf standing there
in ascuffed black-leather biker'sjacket, seeing hersalf in soiled sackcloth, tearing her fingernails down
one cheek. She's broken alot of hotel mirrors, screaming at them. She has cigarette burnsin her left arm



where shel's had to remind hersdlf she's il dive. She's not entirely sure the graving downloaded into her
by Metatron's bitmitesistruly stable, and she's not entirely surethat sheis.

But she'ssurethat it wasworth it.

The book is open at the graving of Shamash and she dares at it. Dumuzi's friend who tried so hard to
save him and failed. It's Finnan's mark, without a doubt, except it's Ssmpler, cruder, like a... prototype,
likethe origina version of agtory that's been told again and again over the centuries, complexifying with
each cycle, astory shewasfool enough to write hersdlf into.

Sheflicksthe pages of the book until shefindsthe mark she'slooking for, the graving of Inannas
shepherd-boy lover, known to the Sumerians as Dumuzi, known to the Babylonians as Tammuz. She
wonders, looking at it, if the mark she remembers seeing on Thomas's chest, when he opened up his shirt
to show her in that roadhouse in the mountains, if it ways|ooked like thisor if her memory changed as
hismark did, under the needle.

A Door Out of Reality

At the holy shrine in Umma, Shara, son of proud Inanna, was wearing the soiled sackcloth.
He saw Inanna with the wugallu all round her, and he hurled himself into the dust down at her
feet.

— Walk on to your city, Inanna, the ugallu said. We will take Shara in your place.

— No, cried Inanna. Not my son, not Shara who sings hymns to me, who clips my nails and
slips his fingers through my hair. I'll never give Shara to you.

— Walk on then, the ugallu said. And we will walk with you to Badtibira.

She opens up the throttle on the bike and lets it roar for her the way she wantsto roar, to rage against the
fucking unkin, angels and devils, al of them, every fucking one of them. She wantsto seethem al dead.
She wants to see their bodies broken and bloody. L et them rip each other apart. Let them tear each
other's hearts out. L et the devils burn and the angelsfdl. Let every motherfucking one of them be
crucified asthey deserveto be, as every god deservesto be. Phreedom is going to get the fuck out of
their world and leave them to it. She swings the bike around the hairpin bend high on the mountainsde as
if she'shoping, praying that shelll lose control. But she recovers, swings back up and leansthe other way
to take another curve at the same speed. Scree scatters under her tyres.

The black car follows her, close on her tail, but she doesn't seeiit, blinkered by the helmet and her own
thousand-yard stare

*

At the holy shrine in Badtibira, Lulal, son of proud Inanna, was wearing the soiled sackcloth.
He saw Inanna with the wugallu all round her, and he hurled himself into the dust down at her
feet.

— Walk on to your city, Inanna, the ugallu said. We will take Lulal in your place.

— Not Lulal, my son, Inanna cried. He is a king amongst men, my right arm and my left arm.
I'll never give Lulal to you.

— Walk on to your city then, Inanna, the ugallu said. And we will walk with you to the great
apple tree in Uruk.

They're closing on her as she hits the tunnel, as she swerves to overtake a station wagon, going so fast
the driver freaks and shreds the side of his car againgt the brick wall in ascream of sparks and bounces
the lumbering auto right across to make the other side shriek, into the path of the deek black auto which
veers, just clipsit, sending chrome bumpersrolling through the air. She can seethem in the mirror. She
can seethe fuckersleaning forward, the one with dark hair behind the whedl, the other in the passenger
sedt, his bloody hand pressed against the windshield, flames burning in the sockets of hiseyes, and she
knows that they don't work for Metatron any more, and they don't work for Eresh; they work for



something that's only concern, that's only mativation, isthe brutal aesthetic of a proper ending, of afate
written and bound, eternd and unchanging. And shewon't fucking givethemiit.

At the tunnd's end the road twists sharp round to the right, but she doesn't turn the bike; she ploughs
straight through the barrier, over the handlebars and through the air, through leaves and branches and
broken bones and torn flesh and through adoor out of redlity and into the Vellum.

Through the Long Grass

In Uruk, under a tree of golden apples and green leaves, Tammuz, the lover of Inanna, sat,
sheened in his me-garments, lounging, still, upon his throne. Inanna fastened on Tammuz the
gaze of death, spoke out against him words quiet in wrath, uttered against him cries of shame,
of blame:

~ Take him! Take Tammuz away! Wash him with pure water and anoint him with sweet oil.
Clothe him in a red robe and let the pipes oflapis lazuli play. Let all the party”girls raise up a
loud lament for him. Take him away.

She liesthere on the ground, looking up at blue sky, at an impossible crescent sun, at the boughs of atree
that dapple the golden light with mottled greens, and at her brother'sface. He triesto stop her, but she's
aready muttering the charms she needsto give her the strength, she's dready dragging hersalf up to him
with one arm around his neck and reaching inside her jacket with the other. 1t's a page torn from the
book, the mark of Tammuz, and she showsit to him, handsit to him while she pulls her broken arm out
of its deeve. She hasto wipe the blood off to show him where her story and his meet, herein the Velum,
the end of her story and the beginning of his. In Uruk, under atree of golden apples and green leaves...
She curseshim asafucking idiot, asafool, asacoward.

He shakes his head. She doesn't understand. 1t's going to be OK.

She can hear them coming through the long grass, the things that M etatron created, that Eresh destroyed
and that the machine souls of athousand long-dead unkin have sent out to close the door and keep them
seded ingdetheir fates. She has the knife out of her pocket now and she fumbleswith it in her left hand
as shetwists her arm round to find the place, the right combination of sgnsand sigils. In Uruk, under a
tree of golden apples and green leaves...

All shehasto doiscut it off, cut thet little part of hersalf off, and it doesn't have to happen that way. She
can rewrite the story, changeit. He can too. Doesn't he see?

He shakes his head. She doesn't understand. They are the story now. The angels, the demons, none of
them matter; it's their story now. It'sgoing to be OK.

~ You'l dways be getting captured, she says.

~And I'll always be escaping them.

- They'll kill you, over and over and over again.

~And dl thetime I'll ill be here, he says, under atree of golden apples and green leaves.

She holds the shred of skin in her hand now, leaning her broken body back against the tree, blinded by
blood and tears. The two creatures stand behind him but the three of them just wait, wait for her to say
theword in amoment of sunlight and pain that Sretches out for an eternity. He has the knifein hishand
but hewon't do it to himsdlf. All hehasto dois cut that little bit out of himself and they can walk away
from thistogether. That'sdl he hasto fucking do. She bites her bottom lip and triesto pull hersalf up but
she'stoo weak, too broken and wounded to do anything other than lie there. But she'sdive, and she's
free and shelooks at him and hates him for it, for leaving her dive and free when heis not, when he could
be, he fucking could beif held just listen to her, just this once, do what shetellshim.

Hedropstheknife.

~ Damn you, she says, and the demons hands clamp round her brother's arms, start to pull him back
away from her into the blur of sunlight and green.



He shakes his head. She doesn't understand. 1t's going to be OK.

Errata

Under a Tree of Golden Apples

L ate afternoon sunlight of summer cagtsits shadowslong as | walk through the grass towards the
napping, nodding youth with his green hair and scrag of agoatee, and the horns of akid, of the eterna
kid, pinking the air through his scruff of toude. Helies againg the tree, in doze or daze, in a haze of
whirlicues of smoke that furl up from a precarious cone of paper wedged between index and fore-finger
inhishand lain across hislap. A stoned Pan in green combats and layers of beads and necklaces under
hislolling head, something of yester years, something of modern times, and something of the dayslogt in
between. Hisface, familiar but unplaced in my memory, displaced by the horns, | gpproach with
puzzlement, eyes peering asif to resolve hisidentity in ablur that's truer than sharp focus, until ten foot
away, my shadow fdls across the orchard sprite.

He bringsthe cone of ajoint up languidly to hislips, and with alick of them first he dipsasuck, holds
curling pluming smokein his open grin for a second before degpdrawing down into hislungs, and it'sthe
motion that | recognise, findly in aforgotten face.

~ Puck, | say. Thomeas.

~ Do | know you? he says, blinking, fluttering his eyes againgt the low sun. He accepts the name without
question, with only adim curiosity in his haf-shut eyes and raised brows, not asking why | cal him by
these names, but who | am to know them.
~ Reynard, | say, but I'm not sureif that means anything to this horned echo of my padt. Isthis Puck
mine, Jack'sfairy fuck and Joey's fucking fairy? Or ishe just some cognate avatar of attitude cut from
the same mould in this atered world deep in the Vel lum, an apple fdlen from the same tree, with the
samejuicy tartnessin hisrdishing touch of tip of tongueto lips?
~ Reynard the Fox? he says. The King of Thieves, noless.
| have no ideaif he's being serious here, but then | never did.

I
It'ssolong since | have practised speech to anyone other than mysdlf, | find it hard to form my senseinto
asentence.
1 amat your service, my finesir, he says, twirling his hand and showering hot rocks through theair ina
most Puckly gesture. What can | do you for?'Y ou need someone to drive the getaway car? Y ou know
how fast | aminflight. Or isit adistraction that you need while you snegk in, in dead of night, to sted the
crown jewds of the God of Light? | can be very distracting, you know.
And even though he's patently not the Puck | knew, he's Puck all right.
1 think, | say, we better... start... from the beginning.

Hetells me he was born under abad signpost, stolen from gypsies as ayoung child, raised by
werewolvesin the wilderness, ran away from the circus, bought the devil's soul and sold hisarse on the
Streets of Heaven.

~ What's your story? | ask him, and he says:

-Which one? he says, | fought the Law and won. | shot the sheriff and hisdeputy. |

| hold up ahand.

Thereisagleam of deviousnessin his eyesthat quite beiesthe innocence of hisamile, and | know it's
going to beimpossible to separate the fabrication from the facts; looking at him, I'm not even sure that
there are any facts.

Do you remember Jack? | ask. If thereis anything to connect this Puck to my long-lost redlity it hasto
be poor, crazy Jack.



~ Jack Flash? he says.

Jack Flash?

| think of Jack with hisflame hair and hiswild laughing eyes, the passion burning in his soul for Puck and
burning in his head after... It hasto be the one.

~ | thought Jack Flash was dead, says Puck.

But that's not right; Thomasis dead, I'm dead, if this place, thisVelum, iswhat I've dwaysthought it is,
but | left Jack behind me very much alive. Ten thousand years ago? Ten thousand years ago, long turned
todugt. | look at thisPuck. Time, in the Vellum, it seems, isnot so smple.

| don't know, | say.

~ Man, says Puck. Jack Flash is my fucking hero.

Heflicksthejoint away into theair in spiras of sparks.

~1f Jack's alive, he says, I've got to get him back.

Helickshislips.

The Broken Seven

Thefive of them stand there in arow, shiftless, uneasy without Carter and Pechorin to speak for them,
unaware of even why they'velost their fireand their ice. The one at the far |eft kegps glancing at the two
pillarswith the relevant gravings, unfortunate reminders. It wasn't necessary for the rest of them to be
involved, Metatron explains. The sacrifice was required but he could not afford to lose them all, the
Covenant could not afford to lose them all. Thereisno need to worry; Carter and Pechorin will be back
shortly.

Intruth, of course, from the sheer howling quake that blasted through the VVellum, raking every unkin this
sdeof eternity, with the death-cry of Eresh, but more from the burning, blinding sear of light that
followed, and the deafening, icy slencein itswake, Meta-tron can tell those two are never coming back.
But the others don't need to know this. When the right two newbloods come aong, hell smply tweak
their souls here and there in the renaming and bind them into this seven astheir replacements. They won't
be caled Carter or Pechorin, but those human names are meaningless anyway. One angel of fireisal
angelsof fire. Oneangd of iceisall angelsof ice. But he givesthis broken seven the reassurances they
need, patching over the cracksin their gestat identity.

They're not the only cracks he hasto worry about.

The news on the net is now reporting the discovery of an exciting new cache of cuneiform tablets looted
from the ruins of the Baghdad Museum of Antiquities back at the start of the Middle East War, where
they had lain forgotten and untrandated for haf a century under various turbulent or tyrannica regimes,
now seized by US troopsin asting on stolen artefacts being used to fund the never-ending cells of
terrorists streaming in from Syria, Iran, the Y emen, Saudi Arabia. Thefirgt tentative trandations, the text
scrolling across hislensestdls him, gppear to indicate that thisis an entirely unknown epic, telling of the
conquering of the underworld by the god of war. They've christened it The Degth of Ereshkigd. Thisis
only one of the more rationa and comprehensible effects. A new cult has appeared in Indian history,
according to his cross-referencing search, agroup caled Thuggees worshipping a goddess of death
caled Kdi, now eradicated, it seems, but till an dteration. Infant mortdity rates. Flocking patterns of
vultures. And those are just the art.

But it'sthe other cracksthat worry him more. The disruptionsin the tempora world from Eresh's desth
were to be expected, and with her having kept hersdf hidden in little nooks and crannies over most of
humanity's written history, crawling in the dust and darkness, the mgority of the changes are minor.
Nothing like the shitstorm that happened when Marduk carved up Tiamat into little pieces; they called
that the Neolithic Revolution. And Pechorin's death seemsto have had all but no effect. But Carter is
different. Thislittle angd of fire, this nobody, this mere footsoldier in the war againgt the Sover-eigns, the



endless enemies of the Covenant, has|eft atrail of debris scattered through the Vellum and the world
written in lines and solid shapes of certainty upon it that is completely disproportionate to his
worthlessness.

Folklore and fairy stories, Jack the Giant-Killer, Jack and the Bean-stalk. An urban legend from
eighteenth-century London  Spring-heeled Jack  some fire-eyed demon leaping from rooftop to
rooftop in impossible bounds. From London again, Victorian-era, akiller daughtering progtitutesin
Whitechapd . Cdico Jack, apirate of the Caribbean. A whole new musical movement finding aniconin
an obnoxious orange-haired thug in shredded clothing wearing aflag now called the Union Jack.
Fifty-two cardsin adeck that once held forty-eight. Spring-loaded children's toys and balls in sports that
go back centuries. All from this nobody, thisnothing. It'slikeamillion little sparks of his shatterling soul
have started forest fires every-where they fell.

Metatron dismissesthe five and starts to contemplate the clean-up operation. At least, he doesn't have
the Messengersto worry about now. Their inevitable story has the boy doomed the next time he seeshis
sgter, and she hersdf, well, shell bejust another little demon, hating the world for what it's doneto her.
And revenge is so much more predictable than ambition as a motivation.

But Jack...

On Metatron's earphones, the words of a suddenly famous rock song howl.

| was born in acrossfire hurricane...

VOLUME TWO
Evenfall Leaves

ECLOGUE
The Song of Slence

Of Kings and Battles

Within the cavern of the tavern, two young hawks called Chrome and Mainsail spy old wily
foxy Silence lain asleep, veins swollen with the wine of yesterdays and yesteryears as ever.
Garlands slip, slide from his head, fall rolling to one side. A heavy wine-jar hangs by its worn
handle.

They approach him, tentative until a flurry of wings behind them strengthens their faint hearts
as Eagle, fairest of the knights, comes down to join them. The old man's teased them all just
once too often with the promise of a song, and now they fall on him, to tie him up in his own
laurels. Eyes wide open now and wrinkling, twinkling under the blood/red stains of
mulberries smeared over his brow and temples, he laughs at their crafty scheme, cries out.

~ Why all these bonds? Release me, boys. You've made your point and it's enough that you
had the audacity to try, to think you have the strength to hold me. Well, you've earned your
songs. Go on. List all you want. For you, it will be songs.

He looks from Chrome to Mainsail, back again, and at the Eagle in her adamantium armour
and her wings. Fierce fire in her features; there's a battle going on within her, between fate
and free-dom, the mark carved on her soul, the name held in her heart. He winks.

— I have another payment set aside for her.



And with that he begins.

*
~ When once I sang of kings and battles, gods of synthe twitched at my ear and told me this:
Teacher, a shepherd should have sheep full-fed and fat but he should sing a slender song. SO now, my
faeries, since you have so many pressing to express their praise for you, your various deeds
and dreary wars, I'll muse instead, on this slim pipe cut from a reed, upon the rural idyll, fold
my song into the fields ... as our first tales once deigned to dabble with the kind of verse that
sires accuse, shameless, unblushing as it dwelt in woods of dappled light.
They don't look pleased, but Silence shrugs, the herdsman of his own soul.
— I babble only if my safety's vouched. Remember, faeries, if there's one, if there is one who
reads of you in rapture, then our tamarisks and all the forest shall resound and sing of you, of
you. And there could be no page more precious to the sun than that on which your name is
writ.
And Chrome and Mainsail lay their weapons down, nodding assent to listen to a tale of other
glories than their own.

— Well then, let us proceed godspeed, you virgin pyres, with music of the sickle, but let's sing
a song slightly more solemn. Humble hedge and tamarisk do not serve everybody's taste; if we
must sing of woods, let woods be worthy of a consul.

Now, indeed, you might see fauns dance to the beat, cavort with wild things of the woods,
and sullen oaks bow down and sway their heads in time. Pernicious cliffs never rejoiced so
much in being ravished by the sun, nor did the open road shimmer so sleek with rapture in the
airs of Orphan's songs. For Silence sings.

The Silence of a Moment

Endhaven.

The dark sea crashes low, slow and rhythmic on the beach where chains and charms strung all along the
wire fencejingle and jangle; and, up in the turmoil of the blue-black dust clouds overhead, gullswhesl,
crying merciless complaints against the cold wind's moaning: and over all this| hear the bells of the
rag-and-bone-man'’s cart, way off in the distance, cutting through if all, and | turn to Jack where helies
beside me, just so | can see his closed eyes and feel alittle bit more secure.

~ Areyou awake? | say.

He mumbles something.

~ Areyou aive?| say, prodding his side with afinger.

~ Something like that, he says, laughing. | stroke hisarm, his cool smooth skin, and dip my hand into his.
Jack gives my hand a squeeze but otherwise heis as still as the ground underneath us. Dead man Jack,
mystery man Jack, breathing only when he wants to speak, is the silence of a moment, a moment drawn out
to eternity. Lying curled in beside him, | can't help but expect the natural rise and fall of normal respiration,
the steady rhythm of a heartbeat. The tension of anticipation, the digunction of the way things were and the
way things... are, is something | have never gotten used to, and I'm not sure | want to. Jack's othernessis
exciting to me; | have a hunger for the secret to his stillness.

~ Why won't you tell me who you are? | say.

~ I'm Jack.

He grins, an eyebrow raised asif to say, what more needs to be said?

~ You know that's not what |—

He hushes me with afinger to his bluelips.

~ No questions, he says. No questions, no lies, OK?

| stare at him silently for a second then let go of his hand and stand up, brushing sand off my trousers. It
opens up a space between us, both physical and... aesthetic; there's a wrongness about me in my black



trousers, white shirt, and this beautiful naked man lying on the sand. | remember seeing some French
painting years back in abook old Mr Hobbsbaum bought from the rag-and-bone-man, to teach me and the
other youngsters about Art ~— Impressionism and such; it had these old guysin fancy black coats sitting
having a picnic with a naked woman, and none of them seemed to be bothered about the fact that she was
naked and they were clothed. What was she meant to be  an artist's model, awhore hired by theidlerich?
Mostly me and the other kids just giggled because it was adirty picture, but | remember the way that
woman stared out of the painting, like a challenge. What's wrong with this picture?

~ Don't look so sullen, says Jack.

| should get back, | say. It's got to be past midday.

~ Come on; don't be so hurt. Stay alittle longer. You only just got here.

~ If you tell me who you are.

| pick up my jacket and pull it on.

| can't, he says, climbing to hisfeet.

He opens his mouth like he wants to explain, then just shakes his head. Mystery man Jack, dead man Jack,
hisrefusal to speak about  to even admitto  his past only makes my frustration more persistent, teases
desireinto need.

~ Don't you love me? No, don't answer that.

I look out past the line of crosswise-lashed steel spikes and windings of barbed wire between them and |
think of history books, of wartime beaches mined to keep the enemy frominvading = except that, with its
tinkling watch-chains and key-chains and whatever, thisisn't a defence against aforeign military, but
against something lesstangible. | ook out at the slop of grey waves, hating myself for saying it don't you
love me  evenif it was meant to beironic, knowing that it isn't really and that the more | grasp at him the
more he draws back, but too weak to stop myself. | just want to know why he won't let me get closeto
him.

~ Tom, he says.

The United Sates of Anachronisms

Annakicks down the bike stand, looks across the parking lot of the roadhouse and the bowling aley that
share the same building here, buried in the woods just off the Business 70, to the floodlit baseball field
wherethelittle leaguers with their parents mill in the excitement pre or post game. Pogt, shethinks. It's
just corning on for evening, maybe seven or s0; sheldd be surprised if dl the kiddies were just coming out
to play. But it'simpossibleto say, theway they throng and chatter, children's giggleslike the chirps of
birds, and fatherslowing, proud bullsin their basebal caps, mullets beneeth, and al the mothers with kids
skipping round their legs, Ma, Ma. Ma

She feds something that she can't quite place in words and sen-tences, ayearning for their mundane lives,
sorrow for what she knowsis coming to them dl, abitterness at the easy bandity of it dl ~ something
shell never have hersdf  ajoy in the absurd smplicity of lives free of the demons driving her these days,
awonder that these people somehow disregard the evenfall the Evenfal — spread-ing across their
world, sweeping in shadows up from under trees. A horror that the world they know has dready started
fdling apart, that they're fill bringing children into it. Don't they watch the news?

There's no news on any of the screensin lvan's  sports bar grill and steakhouse of the sort so typical in
this part of the Velum masguer-ading as the southern states of North America. The States. O, yes, they
livein statesdright ~ in states of ignorance and bliss, in states of rura godliness and patriotic faith, of
temperance and trugt, their car doorsleft unlocked, their smiles given fredly, easily, even to astrange girl
inabiker jacket and thick, black mascara, entirely dien to their whole mode of existence. The waitress
who takes her to the smoking booth ~ old habitsdie hard  is genuinely pleased to see her; there'sno
hippy goth freak we don't like your sort around here ambience. That'sdl bullshit. People aren't
aways afraid of what they don't know; sometimesthey just blank the strangeness out and go on with
therr lives, living only in as much of the world asthey can ded with.



So theré's no news on any of the screensin lvan's, not on the big video screen behind the squared-out
horseshoe of abar, or any of the smal screensin the corners. Therésno newsin lvan's, just baseball,
football, Nazcar racing, and karaoke. Shit. Karaoke. Shelooks at the photocopied notice on the dark
wood pand wall of the booth, coming events and, yup, tonight'sthe 12th, she's sure. She smilesa
grimaceto hersdlf, and wonders what she's going to have to sit through ... 'Stand By Y our Man' and
'Achy Breaky Heart', some shit like that. Fuck that shit. But she's already ordered.

Two younger guys are winding up this old beer-bellied drunk sat at the bar beside her booth  Come on,
you gotta, yeah, come on, hey [one of them turnsto her, the blond one ... helooks vaguely and
uncomfortably familiar] tell him that he should sing.

She smilesand durps her Mountain Dew, wishing she could be drunk like them.

~ Goon, she saysto the old guy, joining the fun, the hospitdity of participation offered by thelocal
youngblood.

And the old guy wipes his hand across histhick, white, mountain beard and, grinning, sumblesfrom his
stool to take the stand to whistles and cheers.

The Song of Silence

He sings of the vast void and of seeds, of shatterings and scatterings and gatherings, of seeds
of earth and air and sea and Bickerings of flecks, the flash, the flux of fire. He sings of the
beginnings of all things in these original forms of force, and how a young curved world took
shape, unfurled its involutions and emerged in evolution, revelation of its own course; how its
hard crust sealed eternal nevers in the deep blue/black of ocean and the world took form, little
by little, in ephemera; of the awestruck earth watching a newborn sunrise shining, and the
showers of the rainfall out of clouds high in the sky; of the time when forests first began to
spring, and of the living creatures roaming, far and wide, over the unknown and unknowing
wilderness of hills.

He sings of the first little gifts of the uncultivated earth: foxgloves in every dell, smiling
acanthus mingled with the gypsy lilies, and wild ivy wandering everywhere; the goats that
wander home unherded, udders stretched with milk; the oxen with no fear of any lion, not for
all his might; and of our very cradles flowering with soft caressing blossoms; of the snake
perished among the poisonous plants, and perfumes of azure breathing from every hedge.

He sings of the marvel of a maiden gathering the golden fruit of hesperidium; he sings rings of
moss-hound bitter bark around the alder sisters of a photon, brings them springing from the
ground to tower tall as poplars. He sings how, as the gulls strayed by permissive streams, one
of the sisters of the music led him up into the mountains of the aeons, how the choir of the sun
rose up before him; how a shepherd singer of divine lines, hair entwined with blossoms and
bitter parsley, spoke to him:

— These pipes of reeds you see — take them. The music gives them to you, just as once it gave
them to a scarred old man to rhyme, to draw down ash trees rooted deep in time, down from
the hills. With these, tell of the birth of the grinning forest, pride of all the groves of Apple.

He sings of after times, when we've all learned at last to read the praise of heroes and
ancestor's deeds and know what manhood is, of how the corn will flood the fields with
golden, shimmering grain, the reddening grape hang heavy on untended vines, and solid oak
will seep with sap that is part honey and part dew.



Blue Like the Veinsin Marble

He lays his hand on the back of my neck and turns meto face him. | pull away.

~ Tom, look at me.

| look.

Jack istall and deek, lithe like a cat, every contour of his muscles easily visible; veins snake around them,
blue like the veins in marble under his translucent white skin. Sand dusts his body and hisfair hair which
blows everywhere in the crisp sea-breeze. Naked, he brushes at the sand on his hip and, as always, | find it
difficult to look him in the eyes and even harder to look anywhere else. At his scarred right hand which
looks like someone drove a nail through it. At the scars running across his chest, mark of some awful time
of suffering, of abuse or penitence. More questions. | grew up with Endhaven's black-suit-and-tie ideas of
'decency’, and though I've been around Jack for at least two years now | still feel as uncomfortable with his
nudity as he seems to be with my questions.

He stands there, as calm in his flesh as some alien or angel with no ideawhat this human thing called sex is.

I found Jack two years back, washed ashore on the beach like so much driftwood, face-down,
half-shrouded in a black-green dlithe of seaweed, and cold and dead. It was early morning and, as| came
down the dirt path from town to watch the silver daybreak over the ocean horizon, | saw him lying there.
First thing | noticed wasthe fear in the gulls. They strutted around in arough circle twelve feet or soin
diameter, cawing and flapping their wings as if to scare off an intruder. Next thing | saw wasthe arm
stretched out in the low surf, hand clenched in arigor mortisfist. And then, although half-hidden by the
shreds and bubbles of kelp, | noticed the latticework of scars that hatched his chest and | realized that he
was like us, like the rest of usin Endhaven — marked by the needle and scarred by the knife.

But Jack's something different. Where we all have just amem-ory of atattoo and a small diamond of pink
scar tissue on a shoulder or athigh, Jack's whole chest is carved in afiligree of skin.

~ Tom, he says, you're young and I'm ... I'm not. |'ve seen what's out there.

~ Comeon, | say. You makeit sound like I'm—

~ Younger than me, he cutsin.

He doesn't look it. At least, not much. Smooth-skinned and soft unshaven, he doesn't look any older than
twenty-five max and me, | turned seventeen in Damnuary. He glares up at a gull, sighs and goes on.

| know, Tom, believe me; | know you're not someidiot fucking kid. A kid fucking anidiot, maybe [he
smileswryly] — but not an idiot fucking kid. But you don't know what damage a little knowl-edge can do.
People can get hurt.

~ What people? What knowledge?

Did you tdl them, | want to ask him, how you can live and walk and be here with me without breath,
without a heartbeat? Did you tell them whether you're even human, whether you've ever been human,
because | don't know that much?

~ What damage? | say. What people? Who did you hurt?

~ Letit drop, Tom, he says quietly, and | back down, drop my gaze.

The gulls scatter as | dide down the dunes and movein closer. There's no smell of decay, only the pungent
salt of seaweed, rich enough to taste; no bloating or rot on the body either, so he can't have been dead long.
It'sthe first time I've seen adead body and Fm scared. Death is something from the old world, from the
cities. Thisis Endhaven, where people don't die, people don't just disap-pear out of your life with no good
reason; that's why we're here. That's why we left the city. Here, at least, when people go it's because of a
decision. A weighing of the scales. A reckoning. Death is an arbitrary, senseless thing, belonging with the
chaos of the city crumbling on its headland out across the bay. A body washed up on the beach.

I crouch down to clear some of the debris and detritus, slip my hands under his smooth torso and heave him
over onto his back. The body isin perfect condition, more like a statue than a corpse, some construction of
erotic tranquillity. My dry throat, my tight balls, my erection, my heartbeat ~ I'm not sure | can tell the
difference between my fear and my desire. It's sick, I'm sure, but | don't have a say in being, you know,
and, anyway, it used to be OK they tell me... once upon atime, in aplace far, far away.

Sowly, thefist uncurls, alittle silvery box insideit, a cigarette lighter clutched like atalisman.

The Smple Pleasure of a Good, Square Meal



She closes her hand around the Zippo.

~What can | get yato drink, honey?

~ A Mountain Dew, she says.

Shewishes she could have abeer® God, how she wishes she could have abeer  but she'sdriving, got
the bike parked in the lot outside, and you can't have a designated driver on abike ... not that she's got
anyone to drive her home, anyway. Not that she's got ahome to go to anyway, just another motel room.
It'skind of lucky that McDowell isadry county, though she's not exactly sure how you can cal the
county dry with lvan's roadhouse sdlling beer, bottled or draught  they've even got Guinness, shit,
Finnan would be pleased  and the gas station out beside the Comfort Inn, itswall of fridges stocked
with stacks of Bud and Miller, Coors and whatnot. God, how she wants a beer. But she can't have one;
itsnot just the driving, anyway.

~ You ready to order?

She asksfor thefillet mignon, caesar sdad first, and after she's crunched her way through croutons
drizzled with dressing, munched the greenery from an idle fork that hangsin the air every so often asshe
watches the New Jersey Devils put another puck into the net, after she'sfinished the sdad, laid her
cutlery together on anapkin to the side so shell till haveit for the main course, the waitress comes out
with aribeye, ahuge dab of red meat served with mounds of cracked potato and red onion. It looks
good, and from the menu she can tell that thisisthe house specidty; so shefedsalittle avkward, trying
hard not to come off obnoxious as she calls the waitress back and saysthisisn't what she ordered, sorry.
Fifteen, twenty minutes later, she's got her fillet mignon. More gpologies and good-natured smiles on both
sides you need a refill, there?

~ Sure, thanks.

Thewaltressfillsher glassfrom aclear, plagtic jug.

The steak tastes great.

She settles back after the medl, fedling her sscomach full to bursting, sated with the smple pleasure of a
good, square med. Square istheword in thislittle area of the Velum. All the eateries she passed before
she found this place were perfectly in tune with the terrain, thetime and space of it Hardeg'sand
Wendy's, Taco Bell or Pizza Hut, afifties-themed diner called Moondoggy's. She stopped to look at a
menu in the window of a Japanese and redlized it was basicdlly dl the same dish, different meats  stir-fry
prawnswith rice, or stir-fry chicken with rice, or tir-fry beef, or prawns and chicken, chicken and besf,
beef and prawns. No miso soup here, no tempura here, no sushi. Ivan'sis not exactly cosmopolitan
either, but who gives afuck? They do know how to cook a steak, seared on the outside, blood-red on
theinside, and the beef is good, high-quality Angus beef raised on the lush dairy farms of aland that's
wetter than you might expect if you didn't know the little highlands nestling around the Blue Ridge
Mountains

She eats alot of red mest, these days; can't get enough of it.

Sherunsahand over her full-filled scomach, ever-so-dightly bulging now.

And sheredlizesthat she's got acigarette smoking in her other hand, a pack of Marlboro sitting on the
table besde her slver Zippo where she's lain them down unconscioudy, completely unaware of ever
bringing them out of her jacket pocket, tapping asmoke out of the pack, tapping it down on the pack
between her thumb and forefinger, turning it round to dip between her lips and flicking the lighter open
and lit and shut again with aflutter of her thumb. Shelooks around for an ashtray, holding the bastard
nicotine demon away from her, like she's got shit on her fingers and shereally needs awetwipe. A
hand-motion to the waitress. An ashtray brought over, wiped, lain on her table. Thanks.

She grinds the cigarette down into the glass.

Her fingers tap unconscioudy as she gazes round the bar, need-ing some distraction from the demon. The
old guy's till singing; surprisingly it's not the C & W she expected, but something much more bluegrass



country, yes, and western, yes, but more folksy and bluer, truer.
The Liquid Light of Language

And he tells of the pyre that cast stones into men when Crow was king with all the cawing,
raucous birdmen of his caucus, tells of the theft of primal theos and his torture on the rock,
watching the Eagle as he talks of carrion's king and warrior hawks. Of fate and freedom,
thieves of fire.

He sings, to Chrome and Mainsail, how the sailors of the argot called, cried for their hylic loss,
lost at the fountain, calling out until Alas! Alas! called back in echo from the solid shore as they
themselves set off again upon the liquid light of language, leaving the land, and all the matters
of the flesh behind, a fallen comrade. He works on the loyalties of brothers-in-arms. He works
his charms.

The two young guys, one blond, one dark, watch him intently as he sings some sentimental song about a
war on foreign soil, about an old soldier who'slost hisrabbit'sfoot, who's lost hisfriends, who'slost his
faith, and comes|ooking for some other kind of enchanting charms, in awhore'sarms. She can't dete it,
doesn't recognizeit; it could be about the Second World War or Vietnam, Koreaor Irag, Iran, or even
the unnamed  undefined, not limited by aname inferno of firefights al acrossthe Middle East right
now. The stuff that's on the newsthat no oneswatching herein lvan's.

~ Dogtags and rosaries. Bodies bagged liked groceries. Delivered to your door. Dogtags and rosaries.
Folded flags and ribboned trees ... mean nothing to awhore.

The blond guy takes a deep, deep chug of his beer. He swallows hard. At the back of his neck she can
just seeachain of tiny stedl beads.

— O dear miss fortune, Silence sings as others gather in the tavern round his song.

He sings to soothe those only pacified with their lost love of a white bull, those who'd be
happier if the herds had never been.

— What frenzy grips your soul? The protean daughters filled the fields with their false
lowings, but not one of them sought such unholy union, bestial mating, though her neck had
shuddered from the plough and she had felt for horns with fingertips, smooth, touching on
her forehead. Dear miss fortune, now you wander in the wilds, while he lies on his snowy side
upon soft blooms of hyacinths and, under some dark ilex, chews the pale grass, tracks some
heifer through the herd.

The whole place seemsto have quietened down to listen to him singing now. Thereés dill alittle chatter,
here and there, but there are fingersto lips and prodding elbows, or even just unfinished sen-tences,
conversations drifting off into theisolation of attention. Faces turn, necks craned to peer over ashoulder,
folks leaning out of abooth or gtting back to dump into the plump squesk of the artificia leather.

He sings a song about afarmboy and his sister who lose their daddy's farm, and how she watches their
white bull being taken away to daughter and finds her brother lying under an apple tree, brains blown out
with ashotgun, lifeis hard and death is peace.

What the Fuck Is Natural These Days?

~ So, are you going to stay awhile or not? says Jack.

~ What?1 say, mind twisting back to now.

~ Christ, you've only been here a couple of hours and already you're running off. Y ou don't have to go, you
know.

He dips hisarm around my waist and nuzzles my hair, nibbling at my ear.

~ No... not redly. | say. But | suppose | should. It's lunchtime; they'll be expecting me.



~ Bad times there just now?

~ They don't even look at me. Y ou know, it's not even that they think it'simmoral. | think they think it's ...
unnatural. Of all the people who should understand.

He laughs.

~ And just what the fuck is natural these days? Y ou could stay with me, you know .. . permanently, that is.
| don't want to go home. | want to stay with him and he wants me to stay ~ but that's not enough. Jack
doesn't. . . need meto stay; that's something he just won't give, stubbornly insisting that if | cometo him |
come freely, by my own choice. He won't try and persuade me. Sometimes | think that cold, dead Jack is
some kind of vampire, looking for someone with the will to spend eternity at hisside.

It just doesn't fedl right, | say. They'remy ...

| tail off, mumble something about how they've always looked after me. They didn't have to, after all. It's
not like they even knew me or my parents.

-Y ou don't owe them anything, he says. Y ou know that. Y ou don't owe anyone anything.

| want himto tell methat | owe him, that | have to stay.

Jack scratches at a nipple.

~ I've made you an outcast, haven't 1?

| made an outcast of myself, | say, but I'm lying and | know it. I'm not your teenage rebel, and | know
that if I'd never met him I'd have made the step from child to adult just exactly the same way as all the
others. A tentative first kiss with anice girl who went for the more sensitivetype ~ maybe at the Fireday
dance, maybe with Mary-Jane; she used to smile at me when we were younger. A question, aring, a
contract of souls. I'd go to the rag-and-bone-man and deal for what | needed to build my own little house
for us. I'd work the land, maybe take over as Endhaven's teacher when old Hobbes retired. 1'd still ook at
the soft skin on the back of Sam Finnegan's neck. 1'd still jerk off over ancient magazines of actors whose
glittering Hollywood homes now lie sunken at the bottom of the blue Pecific. But I'd have lived the lie.

Everything changed when | found Jack. Angel, incubus, silkie Jack. The good people of Endhaven have
never accepted Jack, and if | do, if | do more than just accept him, well, that makes me like him. Other.
Half the time now | feel like I'm on a bridge over aravine, with Endhaven and its rag-and-bone-man on one
sidetelling methat | belong with them, that | belong to them, and Jack on the other side not telling me
anything, just reaching out a hand to let me know I'm welcome. But I've lived most my lifein Endhaven and
it's hard to just walk away from everything you know, even when your friends have given up on you one by
one, and the people who raised you think you need some sort of treatment. There's till the
rag-and-bone-man and there's still the Evenfall.

I wish | had the strength to make an outcast of myself.

The Paradox of Patriots and Pacifists

He sings a song of cattle or of souls as chattels in illusion fields, and of the ancient power,
horned and bellowing, they all revere.

~ Now close, you nymphs, you nymphs of creation, close the forest glades, in case somewhere
our eyes might meet the wandering footprints of that bull; perhaps, lured by the greener grass
of other pastures or the scent of his own herd, and guided by the cattle's tracks, he may come
home some day, come back, back to the stalls, back to the garden.

~ And we've got to get oursalves back to the garden.

Thisone, she knows. Shelooks around at al the quiet faces, wondering how this can be something they
relate to. Jesus. 1960s hippy music just doesn't belong here. Thisisasmal-town world that's split right
down the middle, one foot in the twenty-first century and another in 1950-something. VR simlinks and
apple pie. Sure the technology is modern, mostly, but the ideology is retro in awhole other way to, say,
big city kidswith quiffs and nose-rings. She's seen the flags flying from al the houses and the churches,
even ydlow ribbonstied around the trees. She knowsin places like thisyou just don't mention thewar
the wars, rather. Y ou certainly don't question.



She studies them, trying to get a handle on the contradiction. A guy in adeeveless checked shirt, army
corpstattoo on his shoulder, nodding his head to the hippy music. The waitress mouthing the wordsto
the old song, slently snging dong.

This paradox of patriots and pacifistsis utterly dien to her.

How should we tell this tale he tells of fluttering cilia of night, this aftertale of white loins
girdled with barking monsters, of harried Ships of July dragged down, deep in the whirlpool,
down to drown, their trembling sailors torn by hounds? Or how he sings of all the
transformations of the Limbs of Tears? Or of that feast of gifts, that full meal all prepared? Or

of her flight on wings of anguish, high over her ancient home and out to desolate deserts?

There are no windowsin the place that she can see from here, but she knows from thetime it must be
getting dark outsde. Maybe thisis how Evenfal kicksin around here, with a subtle shift in ambience, in
atmosphere. The days are certain, clear and light, but the dusk is a different story, awhole different kind
of story. Shit. Sometimes in these diners and roadhouses, at the drive-thrus where you can pull upto a
window and order the same cheap and greasy fast food you ate a hundred miles back in the sameterrain
of nestly numbered road-signs carving up the world into ordered routes, sometimes she forgetsthisisthe
Vdlum.

Y ou only realize when you turn off amain route onto aroad that's not marked on the map, that takes you
out into adesert of rugt, or switch onthe TV in amotel room to see CNN reporting on the sinking of
Atlanta, or on guerrillabattlesin the Middle East waged with machine guns againgt swords of flame.

Decay, Dereliction, Desperation

I think what makes their hatred worse is that they need him. For twelve years before he washed ashore we
suffered and survived. The rag-and-bone-man'’s trade brings us most of the essentials we can't make
ourselves  medicines, machine parts, waterproof textiles, things like that. Y ou could almost say that it'sa
sort of rural idyll, aquiet, stable society, getting by on its own, oblivious to what's going on back in the cities.
But Endhaven is atown made up of bank clerks and lawyers, and personal assistants and check-out girls
and hairdressers and a thousand other professions, vocations or plain old-fashioned jobs that have nothing to
do with anything any more. We have houses that suffer wear and tear and generators that break down. It's
the twenty-first century and we're not Amish or hippies or anything like that. So when | was growing up,
our little machine town, even with the rag-and-bone-man helping to sustain it, it was slowly grinding down
into decay, dereliction, desperation. Kids have short memories, and the adults are practised masters of
self-delusion, but | can remember.

*
| remember how it was to go without hot water through the winter or to live by candldlight in a house with
boarded-up windows. | remember the anger and resentment it fostered, and the retribu-tions ~— the
reckonings  those bred. | remember days when whole families would be shouting and swearing at each
other on the streets and someone would be sent running to fetch the rag-and-bone-man. | remember him
walking into fistfights, screaming judgements on people like some old-style bible-thumping preacher. | didn't
know why, but | realized, in the rag-and-bone-man's reckonings, that the worst thing that could ever happen
to you was to be exiled, ostra-cized. | didn't realize until later just what the Evenfall could do.
Jack, when he arrived, was a god-sent repairman with a nuts-and-bolts know-how of the mysteries of
machines. Endhaven needs him, maybe even more than the rag-and-bone-man, and still they'd like to throw
him back into the ocean that he came from.

It's his strangeness, | think, his otherness; it seemsto remind them that things aren't what they seem, that
while we shelter like trinkets under a rag-and-bone-man's coat in Endhaven, reality else-whereistorn apart
and blown away like leaves, that dead men walk the world while, in the cities and on the edge of town, the
living disappear into the night. He came from the sea, from the east, like the Evenfall.

Down by the jetty that juts out from the dunes, pointing out across the water to the rust-red, brown and



gold-flecked headland and the concrete bones of giants half-buried, gulls are fighting over scraps of food,;
carrion or catch, | can't tell from this distance. More swoop down from the roof of Jack's beachside
burnt-out squat of an apart-ment, cawing raggedly as they join the battle.

Jack stands there with the off-white building, once some fash-ionable city dweller's expensive escape,
lurking behind him. Raised on square stilts at the beach-facing side, with its balcony running al the way
along in clean, modernist lines, the empty frames of windows and diding glass doors running along behind, it
looks like a bunker. A look-out post or gun emplacement.

~ Stay? says Jack, one last time.

| shake my head, and he looks at me with awry smile.

~ One of these days, he says.

~ I'vegot to go.

The Golden Age Returns

— Now the last era of the sibilant song has come, he sings, and time itself is pregnant. The
great series of the centuries is born anew. The pattern of the centuries to come is in concord
with destinies decreed by Fates who tell their spindles: run. Now virgin justice has returned,
die reign of Crow restored, and with the poll as consul, leader now, an age of glory dawns
and the procession of great months starts to advance. Look at the world rocked by the weight
of heaven pressing down on it.

The old guy turnsto her at one point as he Sings; she holds her eyes on hisfor a second before looking
away, not sure of what she saw there  something drunk but wise. He puts the mike down on the top of
the karaoke machine. He doesn't need it now. The whole bar's quigt, listening to him in rapture,
transported. Sherises, drop-ping afifty into the saucer to cover her bill. It'slate. It'stimeto leave.

— We'll banish me last trace of sin, he sings, and, as it vanishes, we'll free the world from its
long night of fear. See how we all sing for the century to come. For now the newborn of the
new age comes, comes down to us out of the deep blue sky, the wide lands, and the reaches of
the sea, now, here.

And Chrome and Mainsail watch like hawks as Silence gives his gift to Eagle.

~ This boychild now being born, he sings, through him the iron race will end, and men of gold
rise in the world again. So bless his birth, immaculate lacuna: your own Apple comes to rule at
last.

He stops her with his hand as she walks padt, his hand lain soft and low upon her full-filled belly.

— He'll gather with the gods, sings Silence, see them mixed up with the heroes of the past.
And they themselves will see him take this world subdued by ancient virtue, the traditions of
his ancestors. Where faint traces of primeval treachery survive, we'll venture on the sea in
ships, build walls around our cities, carve deep furrows in the scorched earth. With a new
typhoon as steersman, another argot will set out to carry chosen heroes.

~ There will be other wars, he sings, and great Achilles will be sent again to Troy.

She backs away, turns round him. She doesn't have to hear this. She knows. The world is coming apart
outside, beyond the seded-up towns and cities of thislittle state of Middle America. And she knows
she's pregnant.

~ Begin, he sings, the hour is near, dear offspring of the gods, great child of Joy. Embark on
your illustrious career and when age makes a solid man of you, the merchants will give up the
sea, the pine-wood ships carry no goods. Each land will bear all that it needs. Soil will not



suffer hoes, nor vine the hook; the oaken ploughman will at last loosen the yokes upon his
bulls. The wool will not be taught to fake this colour or that; instead, the very ram in the
meadows will transform his fleece, now to sweet red purple, now to saffron yellow; lambs
gambolling in pastures will wear scarlet coats.

At the bar, the blond guy'sleaning forward to curl anote into the tip-glass on the inner tray that runs
around the bar. He turnsto look at her as she pushes the wood and glass door out of Ivan's open, and
she seesthefirereflected in his eyes. He must be wearing lenses, a heads-up display of a news-channel
showing an explosion happening somewhere out there in the fucked-up world. Or maybe hejust hasfire
inhiseyes.

All That Remains

~ To me, he sings, all that remains is the last days of a long life and breath that will not be
enough to , tell your deeds. Neither the thrashing calliope of Orphan nor the beauty of an
Apple's lines, can sing beyond me though, not with their mother's help nor with their father at
their side. Pan even, with Arcadia as judge, if he compete with me, Pan, even with Arcadia as
judge, would tell of his defeat.

She steps out into the darkness of the parking lot and it parts around her. Evenfal. A flood of black, of
something more subgtantia than a shadow, less subgtantia than aform, flowing likeliquid or like dust in
the wind, blurring the world around her in ahaze of darkening gray. The floodlights of the basebdl field
have been switched off and she can just make out the bleachers by asolitary light fixed on the sports hal
like abeacon in the night. The children and parents are dl long gone, of course.

— Begin then, little boy, with a smile, to know your mother who has brought you here with
her ten months of suffering. Begin, boy. Anyone who does not smile on a parent, will be found
unworthy by a god of board or by a goddess of her bed.

The door swings slowly shut on its spring, muffling the song still coming from inside.

The evening swirls around her but, somehow, it doesn't touch her, these tiny particles of darkness swirling in
vorticesin the air, dancing away from awafting hand. They're everywhere, it seems now, sweeping in with
the night to change the world, estrange it from itself, only dightly and subtly, but night after night, shifting it
gradually away from what it once was. People call them dust angels or bitmites. Evenfall. In some of the
little bubbles of reality she's stopped off in on her long flight, there have even been attempts at explanations.
Secret black ops government nanotech gone wrong. The vias of God's wrath poured out upon the world.
She might well be the only one in the whole of the Vellum who knows exactly what we are.

And back in Ivan's sports bar grill and steakhouse, Silence sings.

All that once, far ago, we wrote, all learned by heart at our laurels' bidding, all the happy
stream of all heard from a brooding sun, he sings. And Silence sings until the smitten valleys
echo to the sky, until the evening star appears high in the heavens, telling the shepherds:

— Tell all your tales of sheep, and go, and gather them, and pen them in the fold.

Errata

The Annunciation of Anaesthesia

Her hand dides across her mid-term belly, as she watchesthe TV screen, flicking from channedl to
channel with the remote and looking for CNN or something elsein English rather than Espanol. God no,



though, anything but Fox. Shefinds, alittle surprisingly, the BBC World News and settles on that. Lying
up on the bed, she watches the female anchorman interview a correspondent out in the deserts around
Baghdad.

~now. According to Allied Intelligence Sources, however, these attacks are not the work of one
particular terrorist group, but arein fact the product of amuch looser network of affiliated splinter groups

Isn't that a contradiction in terms, shethinks, affiliated splinter groups?

~ truth to these rumours about the Allies using nanotech weaponry?

~ WEél, now, we know that the Americans have been using these so-cdled nanites for surveillance for the
last year or so but

Big fucking deal, shethinks. We've been doing this shit for ... forever.

Shelooks at the tattoo on her arm. 1t's been stable for the last three months now. She doesn't fedl the
same flickering uncertainty about whether she's Phreedom or Inanna or something in-between.

The earphones and datastick lie up on the dresser besidethe TV, just so much junk inafold of the
Velumwhere VR doesn't exig. It il has her music loaded on it, right enough, so it's not entirely useless;
sometimes she lays the earphones on her ssomach and plays the baby some Sex Pistols or some Clash.
Fuck the classicd shit; any child of hersisgoing to be afucking rebel. He kicks most for the Rolling
Stones.

His hand dides across her belly, smoothing the gdl acrossit gently, ashe smilesat her and makes small
talk, asking her is she excited, making plansfor the future, she must be so happy, and shell probably find
thisalittle cold. He runsthe scanner over her gelled skin, sweeping it around and scrutinizing the screen
as she does too, wondering at thislittle full-formed fetd shapeinside her, curled up around itsdlf in
comfort.

~Well, | don't see any horns, he says, so you'll be glad to know it's not the Antichrist.

Helaughs, but it's anervous laugh. After what happened in that abortion clinic in New England, therésa
lot of worried obstetricians and alot of panicking prospective parents. Anyway, he shouldn't be so
fucking sure, shethinks.

~ Nowingseither, he says. That's quite unusual these days, actudly. First onel've seeninalong time.
One hundred percent normal.

She doesn't want to hear. She doesn't want to hear about what they're calling the 'rate of child
immortality’. She doesn't want to hear about the newborn babies opening their mouths and squalling
propheciesingtead of wordless wailswith their first breath. She doesn't want to hear about the fucking
omens and portents and miracles that are ten a penny these days.

“Isitaboy or agirl? she asks.

A boy, he says. Do you have a name picked out yet? You should call itPhuture, Finnan had said,
spelled PH.

| wasthinking of something nice and normdl, she says. Like Jack.

The scalpd cuts down her belly but she doesn't redlly fed it, floating in ahaze of anaesthetic; her whole
lower body's numb from the spina block, the needle inserted in her spine with her hunched forward,
rounding her back to open up the vertebrae for them; and now she can't even see what they're doing,
with the surgical drapes blocking her view of her own bloody, open body, the shaved pubic hair and the
catheter in her bladder, so she just wonders how big the scar will be as she fedls the vague pushing,
pulling sensations  no pain, just the strange to-ing and fro-ing of her insides. Not that she'sworried
about the scar, but she knowsit's afifteen-centimeter inci-sion that they make, that the longest part of the
procedureis actualy the remova of the placenta and the membranes and the gtitching up of al thelayers
of the uterus and muscle, fat and skin. She'sread up on it she has, anaesthetized Anna, Anna
Anaesthesia, because she thought that it might cometo this, after dl, with her ill being young and dl, and
al, and dl theriskslike scarring or wound infection or blood clots just like any other operation or
decreased bowe function, blood loss or damage to the organs close enough to the uterus, like the



bladder, and is the spleen close to the uterus, isit? she doesn't know, no, who the fuck knows what the
spleen isanyway, but just aslong as they don't take the spleen out by mistake, but that'sridiculous,
Anng, it should only be ten minutes before they've sucked al the amniotic fluid out and plucked her baby
boy out of her and started to put her back together, knit her up again nice and tight, Anna, Phreedom,
Inanna, Anna, Anesthesia...

He runs his hand across her belly, rough and callused on her soft skin, and she puts her own on top of his
to hold it there, just on the scar at the bikini line. Hisfingers, his hands, are solid now, skin westhered
with age and she lets her own fingersfollow the line of his knuckles down to the hollow between thumb
and wrigt, and over the studded leather band and aong the ribbing of the muscle of hisforearm with its
finedark hair and ™ switching her own position, turning over and onto him — curving the bicep and the
tricep, filled out with the decades of hard work and hard fighting, solid now, like aminer or aboxer, not
at dl like the young boy she once knew, dear soft Don who seemed so much like Tom when she met
him, so much like Finnan as he grew older, but is now his own man.

Heflicksabuzzing fly away from her ear.

~ What are you up to? he says, amused.

~ Nothing, she says.

It's been sort of their mantraduring their journey through the crazinessthat used to be redlity, ever snce
they met during the Evacuation of New Y ork. Since he found her out of her face on smack and crying
because sheld lost Jack, because they'd taken him away. Because no matter how fucked-up theworld
was, people hung on to bureaucracy asif it al still mattered. What are we going to do now? she'd say.
Nothing. What have we got to lose here? Nothing.

She pulls herself up to straddle the barrel of his chest, look down at his greying temples. She would be
worried about him drifting away from her into old age and decay, but he seems stronger now than ever.
Even the gray hair just makes him look like some wolf-pack leader ready to snarl hiswarnings at any
upstart with the stupidity to try something on. He wears his age much better than he wore his youth, looks
like some grizzled Templar with hisbeard now. An aged knight.

~ Don Coyote, she says.

He runs his rough hands up her ribcage and round to her breasts.

- What timeisit? he says.

She looks at the darm clock on the bedside cabingt, its red L EDs flickering randomly in horizontals and
verticasthat don't actudly sgnify numbersat al.

~ It'sthe Apocalypse, she says. Who gives afuck?

That Moment of Perfection

1 giveafuck! snarls Metatron.

The two newbloods stand there dumb and sullen, and he glowers at them. The replacements for Carter
and Pechorin, if anything they'reworse. Like dl of these flyboy warrior unkin, they're little more than
wegpons with the initiative to know what they haveto kill, and Metatron isjust tired of them dl. There
are athousand ways a human can break through the wallsingde their mind and catch alittle glimpse of
the Vdlum, athousand different types of crises and catastrophesthat can crack that boundary just wide
enough for acrowbar placed in the right spot to break their heads wide open, and let the dead soul
deeps pour in and through. All the poets and prophets who see eternity in agrain of sand, the
mathematicians who stumble on the geometries of heaven and actually manage to retain their sanity. But
where do these cresturesfind their grest moments of satori, their blinding flashes of enlightenment? Inthe
great glory of war. In being the last man |eft dive on afidd of limbs. Inthe ... beauty of jungles
blossoming with ngpam. So they step out of redlity for a second, and when they find themsalves back in
it, they've brought something over from the other side. A little fragment of eternity caught in their memory
of that moment of perfection.

*



So there's Henderson. New IRA. Hefound his mark from aHand of Ulster carbomb, saw eternity as he
was standing at the lace curtained window of a suburban bungalow, watching hiswife put the dog into the
back of the car and dam the door closed, walk round to the driver's seat and look at him for a second,
face blank with the grip of emotion she was going to stay with afriend, she said, just for awhile and
then she was getting in, pulling the door shut, key intheignition. It wasn't that he loved her, dthough he
did love her dearly. It wasthe fact that, in that moment, he hated her just enough for him to catch, asthe
double-glazing blew in over hisface, thefull bruta aesthetics of the moment.

A terrible beauty isborn.

And then therés MacChuill. He was asoldier with the Roya Scots Engineers, the stuff the British Empire
wasmadeon send them out anywhere, they'll build you abridge or blow one up. His past's a bit
murky; hewasliving in the jungles of Borneo when they tracked him down, didn't know the first thing
about unkin or the Vellum; held forgotten how to speak English, let done the angel tongue. Metatron il
doesn't know what war it was that stranded him there, but he does know that the man spent sometimein
aprisoner-of-war camp, watching his comrades getting tortured one by one and executed one by one
until al that wasleft was MacChuill. And then MacChuill started Snging to his captors, at his captors,
tearing hisvoice out of aparched throat asif he wastearing his very soul out with it, to throw it down at
their feet as agauntlet: just try and fucking break me. No, he doesn't know the angel tongue at dl, this
one. But therés athick resonance in his guttural voice that makes the floorboards of any room he speaks
in shudder in subsonic frequencies.

Therewas asoldier, a Scottish soldier.

And then there's Finnan. Sergeant Seamus Rinnan. Signed up to fight for King and Country against the
Kaiser, or to look after the little brother of his darling fiancee, rather, who'd volunteered aong with five of
his schoolfriends and countless other children with noble, foolish dreams. Maturity and sheer canniness
had seen him get the rank of sergeant pretty quickly and he might have had an actua army career ahead
of himif he hadn't had to shoot his sweetheart's little brother for desertion in the face of the enemy.
Seamus Finnan, bloody-faced and drunk, out cold and dragged into the warehouse between Henderson
and MacChuill, feet trailing behind, like a sack of cement. Metatron had given them express orders not to
kill the man, not to harm him, just bring him here, and they'd clearly beaten the living shit out of him.

~ Who gives afuck? Henderson had said. He's nothing.

Finnan. Crouching down before the dumped form, he studies the man's hand like apamist reading
someone's future, except of course he's reading Finnan's pagt, reading his mark. It seems, if Metatronis
reading the mark correctly, that Sergeant Seamus Finnan found his own little fragment of eternity ina
suicide attempt, afew years after shooting the boy he'd promised to ook after. Presumably he made a
decison that living and fighting just weren't for him. And presumably he failed to follow through quite well
enough. Metatron twists the hand round alittle for a better look; actually, thereis adefinite sgn of death
in there, and not a soul-death, not a symbolic one, but aliterd one. It'sthere as good asif it were written
in black and white. Sergeant Seamus Finnan died not in the trenches of the Somme but sometime after,
by hisown hand.

Metatron looks at the drunken, beaten man, unconscious but clearly very much dive. It'sapuzzle, but he
should have the answer soon enough.

~ Get him cleaned up and secured, he says to Henderson. Let me know when he's conscious.

The hatchling girl and the runaway boy are both long-gone, one gone on thelong walk into the Vellum,
the other dead, a harmless ghost haunting the margins of redlity, one death buried in athou-sand others.
There's no direct link between Finnan and Eresh, but maybe, just maybe, the Messenger boy knew
something of what Eresh was up to, what kind of twisted forces she was playing with, what kind of
twigted forceskilling her let loose.

And maybe, just maybe, hetold hisold friend, Seamus Finnan.



1
The Hammer s of Hephaestos

Beyond the Way of Scythes

~ To the end of the earth we've come, says Corporal Powers, as he and Slaughter drag their drugged,
bedraggled charge. Beyond the way of scythes and lands unwalked by men.

Helooks around him at his world, so much of it off-scene ~ the distant boom of Hun artillery, the sky astrip
of blue above the trench. To him it seems a stage, dressed with the wooden plankings and the sandbags,
deeping soldiersfor its props, so distant from redity, distant from humanity.

~ You have your orders from the dukes, he says to Smith. Bind this bold rebel to the soaring rocks, in
uncorroding adamantine chains. He stole your glory, preciousfire, gaveit asagift to men so dl their arts
now flower. For such a crimeit's only right that he should pay his duesto the divine, that he may learn to
love the tyranny of dukes, and end his philanthropic ways.

Smith limps along behind the redcaps, chinking with the chains he carries, slowed by the trenchfoot, and
thinking that he shouldn't even be here. Private with the Sheffield Pals, thisis not his bloody business. No,
it's not.

~ Powers and Slaughter, he says. Y our duty to the dukesis done, your part in this all over with, but | for
one can't stand to bind a brother lord to this bleak precipice by force.

And, in front of Smith, between Powers and Slaughter, the prisoner's boots drag after him, rattling on the
duckboards; Powers and Slaughter stop a sec to heft him higher, adjust their grip under his arms, then set to
pulling him on again aong the trench.

~ Ah, God, but | must steel myself, says Smith, be brave enough to carry out this deed; it would be grave to
disregard the dukes' decree.

Asloath asheisthen ~ but not quite as loath as the straight-talking and high treasonous son of Tims ~ he
has no other option but to hammer home these hard bronze chains in this harsh wasteland where, without a
sight of any mortal frame, without the sound of any human voice, scorched by the sun's white flame, he
knows the prisoner's beauty's bloom will be destroyed.

~ You'll welcome night's dark cloak of stars over the light, he whispers, welcome the sun when it dissolves
the frost of dawn. But you will always wear the burden of your present pain, for your deliverer isasyet
unborn.

These are the fruits of all philanthropy, it seemsto Smith. A lord who scorned the wrath of lords, and gave
more glory to the workers than was due, condemned to guard this joyless rock, stand sleepless and erect,
and utter sighs and lamentations, to no end. The will of lords, like your own knee, Smiththinks, is hard
to bend.

~ All kings, he says, are hardest when their power is new.

The Wasted Wounded Land

Seamus notices that Powers and this other fellow are talking like aright pair of fookin toffs, sure, and it's
amost funny it is, and he'd fookin laugh but he's too busy trying to put his best foot forward, as they say,
and finding it kind of difficult on account of the world heaving up and down and his stomach and his head
doing much the same thing only in different directions and at different times, and these two cherrynob
bastards, Powers and Slaughter, dragging him along between them faster than he can keep up with. Sure
and if they'd only let him be, he could fookin walk his self; he's not that fookin drunk.

~ Why the delay and all this pointless pity? he hears Powers' poisoned little voice say. Why not hate the
lord al lords hate most? He has betrayed your prize to common men.

~ The bond of brotherhood is strange, says Smith, somewhere behind him.

~ Agreed, but would you disobey your orders? Don't you fear this more?

~ Ever the pitiless and the proud, says Smith.

| shed no tears for this one; it solves nothing. Don't waste your time.



And fook you and yer mammy too, Powers, ye cunt, thinks Seamus. / always knew ye were a prick.
He pulls his |eft foot forward again, trying to get it under him for support, but it's no use. Hisright leg isn't
working at all now — sure and it's probably busted from the fooker kicking it — he heard it crack, so he did,
and it hurtslike fookin buggery ~ but he could still walk if the bastards would only let him, he's sure. He's
not that fookin drunk.

| hate my handiwork, says Smith.

~ Why hate your craft? It's not to blame for his misfortune.

~ Still | would rather that this task had fallen to another.

~ All things are trials except to rule the lords; freedom is for the dukes alone.

Well maybe he isthat drunk, thinks Seamus, 'cause sure and the two of them aren't making any sense at all,
by Christ. What's al this shite about lords and dukes? What the fook are the pair of them blathering about?
Isit the Duke of Underland they're gabbing on about  no, Sunderland, he means  no, Butcher
Cumberland, itis  orisit Sumberland ~ ah, bollocksl — what the fook's whoever it is got to do with
anything? Oh, Jesus, but he shouldn't have drunk all of the captain's fookin whisky, though, 'cause he'sa
fookin mess and he can't even keep his fookin thoughts straight, never mind these gobshites talking utter rot.
~ | know, says Smith. There's nothing | can say against this.

And Sergeant Seamus Finnan tries to pull his left foot forward over the mud, and tries to pull his mind out of
the haze of blood and whisky that he's swimming in, but it's no use. He's fucked, and hiswhole world is
fucked along with him, and all that he knows is the taste of bile burning in his throat, and the stink of whisky
and puke that fills his nostrilsnow ~ by Christ, but it's better than the stench of corpses — and the rough
hands of the CMPs — Powers and Slaughter ~ pulling his arms near out of their sockets as they drag him
through the wasteland, through the fookin wasted, wounded land, with all its cesspit scars of trenches and
the open sores of craters; and they throw him down into the dark of the dugout and he lies there, wishing
the world would stop its spinning, Jesus Christ Almighty, wishing the world would just fookin stop.

Ouitside, the shelling of the German batteries sounds like the distant boom of thunder.

An Adamantine Wedge, a Stubborn Spike

He feels Smith pulling him up onto his feet, leaning him against the wooden shoring of the dugout, the solid
but swaying surface of it against his back, and he tries to roll his head up, triesto raise his hand to wipe the
blood and mud out of his eyes, to look the bastard in the face, but his arm is being insubordinate and just sort
of waving inthe air. He feels Smith grip hiswrist. His foot slips and he stumbles, slumps, only the wall
behind holding him up.

~ Hurry it up and put the bonds about him, Powers says. Y ou want the Captain to see you wasting time?
Through vision blurred by booze and blood, Seamus sees Smith hold up the manaclesin his hands, a gesture
that says, Look; shut up and let me do my job.

~ Put them about his hands with firm strength, Powers goes on. Strike with the hammer. Nail him to the
rocks.

Hislegs give way, and Smith has to drag him back up by his lapdls, steady him against the wood.

Seamus retches again, spits blood and bile, and looks from Powers to Smith and back again, and then at
Slaughter standing in the doorway, saying nothing. The red collar of histunic, under his greatcoat, isal
covered in Seamus's puke; it serves the bastard right. That's what ye get for afookin rifle-butt in the
stomach, ye fookin redcap bastard.

~ It'sdone, and not in vain thiswork, says Smith.

Seamus's head is clearer now, not much, but just enough to know there's something wrong. There's
something fookin wrong.

~ Strike harder. Tighter. Leave nothing loose, says Powers.

Seamus watches the man's lips moving and even with the double vision and al, he's sure the movements of
the mouth don't match the words. Oh, aye, there's something fookin wrong, all right.

He feels cold metal snap around hiswrist, his hand raised up above his head and locked there. What the
fook isthis? His legs buckle and he dips again, shouts out as pain explodes in his shoulder, with al his
fookin weight onit and all. Ah, Christ, isthat what a dislocated shoulder fedslike?

-This one has skills, says Powers. He can escape from the impossible.



~ Aye but thisarm, says Smith, isinextricably fixed.

Seamus moans, trying to push himself back up onto his wobbling legs. Damn right it's fookin fixed.

-And clasp this now securely. Let him learn heis a duller schemer than the dukes.

He tries to curse them, tries to ask them what the fook they're on about, what dukes, what bloody dukes
but his tongue's too thick to form the words and it just comes out of his busted lips as aformless moan. Is
this some fookin Orangeman secret code or something? Ah, Jesus, but that shite doesn't matter over here,
doesit, with the 1st Dubs and the Orangemen of the 36th Ulster fighting side-by-side and dying side-by-side
and  Oh, but that's not what he was saying earlier, isit? Ah, Christ, now what the fook was he going on
about? Did he redlly say that the King could go fook himself? He didn't, did he?

~ No one could justly blame me... except him, says Smith as he pulls Seamus's other hand around to snap
another manacle into place, to drag it up over his head. Another click and Seamus hangs there like a puppet,
armsin fookin agony. Aw, Christ, he'sfookin lost his mind, or it's the fookin whisky, or they've knocked his
fookin brains out of hishead, or al of it, but he's either seeing things or hearing things, or both, because the
world justisn't right. Thisfellow — Smith — thisfellow's lips are mouthing different words to what he's
hearing  Christ, but hessureof it and thisis all wrong. He's seen Powers kick the shite out of a prisoner
before, but never this. Jesus, thisisthe kind of awful shite that Fritz would do to a soldier caught on the
wrong side of the wire.

Powers comes closer, reaches behind him, pulling hisrifle's bayonet out of its sheath. He passesit to Smith.
O, Christ. O, Jesus Christ.

~ Now nail an adamantine wedge's stubborn spike square through his breast.

O, Jesus Fookin Christ Almighty.

~ Alas. Alas, says Smith. Prometheus, | groan for thy afflictions.

Prometheus

Seamus looks down at the point of the bayonet pressed to his chest. Thisisinsane. He must be dreaming.
He must be drunk and dreaming, out of his head on the captain's whisky and in a bloody nightmare. Sure
and what day isit, he thinks, and who's the Prime Minister, where am |, what am | doing here? But even
though he's drunk and only just coming round from afair fookin beating obvi-oudly, he can remember it all
just fine. He knows exactly how far the trench is from the River Ancre, that it's the 28th of June, that it's
Lloyd George and Haig in charge; and everything fits so fookin well together except for the words and the
spike, that he's sure it's happening to him, here, now. He can't doubt but that it's happening. But sure and he
hasto.

Smith holds the bayonet there for what seems an eternity.

~ Do you hesitate and groan for the duke's enemies? says Powers. Beware or maybe one day you'll be
pitying yourself.

~ You see asight that's hard to watch, says Smith, but his lips are mouthing, God, 1'm sorry. Jesus, but the
look on hisfaceis  Jesus it's the way that Seamus looked when poor Thomas went doolally and Seamus
and theladshad to . . . had to try and beat some sense into him and afterwards, when he was walking
away, Seamus caught a glimpse of himself in awee shaving mirror hanging from a hook on the wall and it
was that same fookin look. I'm sorry | have to do thisto ye. It'sthe look of someonetelling themself there
isn't any choice.

And the bayonet drives through his chest and, breaking skin and flesh and bone and heart, it drives right
through and thuds into the wood against his back.

| see him meeting his deserts, says Powers, as Seamus Fin-nan's world goes blinding white with pain.
Sure and it has to be a nightmare. It fookin has to be.

~ Put straps around his sides, though.

Hisworld is blinding white. The pain goes right through the centre of his chest like the fookin gas huts
where they had to practise to prepare themselves for the mustard gas over here which thank fook he's
never had to suffer yet though he's seen those as have, by Christ, not getting their masks on before they got
not alungful but a haf abreath, and them gasping, grasping, like him now with it burning in hislungs, in his
heart, in histhroat, like something trying to get out.

~ | know what's needed. Don't harass me.



The blizzard of his agony howlsinto his head, so raw a pain that he can hear it, he can fookin hear it,
drowning their distant voices.

-I'll harass you all | want and more. Go lower. Surround the thighs with force.

He hears the distant thunder of the shells, the ringing sound of metal upon metal, hammering in his ears.
~ Thework isno laborious task. It'sal but done aready.

Doom. Doom. Doom. And all the time the howling of this pinned animal inside him.

~ Drivethefetters strongly, al the way; they have to stand up to a harsh critique.

~ Your mode of speech, he hears Smith say, suits your physique.

~ Be soft yourself, but don't reproach me for stern strength of will.

~ Let'sgo. Hislimbs arein the net.

He hears the voice hissing up close, right by his ear, over the hurricane of white noise and hisown — Jesus,
it's not amoan, it's not a sob, it's not a keen, it's not a scream. What kind of fookin sound is that?

~ Now, now. Be proud, says Powers. Plunder the powers of the divine and give your giftsto the
ephemerals now. How can your workers soothe you in this sorry state? It seems we called you Foresight
falsely; or perhaps you can foresee just how exactly you'll escape this fate.

And Seamus feels his lips open and he hears the sound come out his mouth, the sound of a thousand rivers
roaring.

A Dugout, the Somme, 28 June 1916

Smith steps back from the crazy Irishman cuffed to the metal frame of the bunk in the corner of the dugout,
lying there dead to the world but babbling on in drunk delirium. He's never heard anything likeit and it puts
the fear of God in him, by heck; he's heard some of the other paddies speaking their Gaelic, and he knows it
don't sound nowt like this. Those boys from the Royal Dublin Fusiliers have allilting, soft sound  the ones
under this Finnan fellow's charge, at least, seconded from the 7th to the 1st after the slaughter of Gallipoli,
so they say. Students from Trinity mainly, those boys. Could have been officers but they chose to fight
beside their friends. Call them the toffs among the toughs, they do, though this Finnan's an exception. A
tough among the toffs, ye might say. And whatever tongue it is he's speaking, it's not the gentle brogue of
hislrish Pals. It's something ... else.

Powers steps forward to give the man one last boot in the stomach before wheeling and striding out of the
dugout, Slaughter following on his heels. Typical redcaps, thinks Smith. Busted Up and bloody nose, two
eyesthat'll be black for aweek  they've left himin aright state, by heck. He'll be hurting some when he
wakes up al right, and it won't just be a sore head from too much firewater.

Poor fellow's done for anyway now, thinks Smith. It might have been fine if it were just the stealing of an
officer'swhisky. He would have lost his stripes, for sure, and there would have been a big to-de, a
court-martial and a prison sentence  commuted to field punishment, most likely — but if the Irish lads under
his charge are anything like Smith's own Sheffield Pals, they were needing some-thing to take their minds
off what they'd done ... and what they'd still to do ... as anyone could see, as even the captain might have
been. There's worse things in the world than a sergeant stealing his captain's whisky and dishing out allittle
to the scared young boys he's only trying to care for best he can.

But the charge is sedition now and that's something else entirely. There's trouble enough amongst the
paddies that have heard about the Easter Uprising back home, without their own sergeant staggering around
and roaring like awounded bear about republican martyrs  MacDonagh and MacBride, and Connolly and
Pearse. Why the fuck are we fighting for the British when they're killing Ireland's sons at home?
That's treason, no matter how you look at it.

Smith shakes his head. He's sorry for the man. He truly is. But that kind of talk isjust asking for the firing
sguad when the troops are skittish enough as it is about the rumours of a Big Push.

Finnan rolls over onto his back, his free arm flopping loose, hand grasping asif at some imaginary firefly,
and Smith jumps back. The muttering stops for a second, then starts up again, louder than before. It's not
English, that's for sure, and if it isn't Irish, what the hell isit? Smith knows alittle Kraut ~ Scheisser and
Hande hoch "~ but it's not so guttural and ugly as all that. Latin or Greek? He doesn't think so. He wasn't
the best student by along way and he never made it to the local grammar school or nowt, but Smith's still
had enough of those rammed down his throat, from his teachers and from Mad Jack Carter — isthere no



escaping it, by heck? ~— with all histalk of Homer's heroes. He's heard enough bloody Taciturn and Virgin,
as they used to call the buggers, to know it's none of that.

He stands up, steps back from the man. It's probably just gibberish, he thinks. Shellshock and firewater and
aboot to the head. Nothing more.

But it still makes him uneasy, this strange babbling with its unfamiliar sounds. There's too many of them.
Too many sounds for one mouth to make.

He feels queasy, frightened, turns to go and realises Powers and Slaughter are standing just outside the
dugout, waiting for him, stark silhouettesin the doorway, hulking bulks with sharp points. The red-covered
peaked caps, the barrels of their rifles slung over their shoulders pointing upwards ~— even the thick
swaddling of their greatcoats seemsall angular ~ shoulders so square, and the flare from belted waist down
to the hem. They're men cut in straight lines, without a curve in them. He looks back at the Irishman, lying
there spread-eagled on the floor of the dugout, his handcuffed arm dangling, hisleft leg twitching like he's
trying, in his dreams, to pull himself out of some churned up mire of sucking mud. And still there's that
infernal muttering. Where are you now? thinks Smith. Where are you in your head?

But it's not his business. He's only here because Powers barked at him to pick up the handcuffs where
they'd fallen in the struggle. He feels sorry for the man, more so because the only reason Powers didn't
cuff the fellow himself, he's sure, is so that he could play the bully alittle after being floored by a drunk
man'sflailing fist, big man that heis. But it's not Smith's business.

~ Out, says Powers. Don't worry. He's not going anywhere.

A Net of Wires and Chains

Another time, another place.

~You're not going anywhere, says Henderson, his hand clamped over Finnan'sjaw, shoving his head
away with disgust as he lets go, and turning, striding away into receding echoes of his footsteps shoes
on concrete and aflap of plastic hanging strips?

Finnan's head rolls round and down and hangsthere, limp. Half dumped, haf upright on the metd chair,
the wire cutsinto hiswrists, looped in snares and pulled astight as the garrotte around his neck. If sthe
same gory with hisankles. They haven't just tied him to the chair with the chickenwire. His arms behind
his back and over the back of the chair, he'strussed up like an animal in some net of wiresand chainsdl
looped and crossing each other so that if he as much as moves one limb he'sligble to cut another off.
The net of wires cutsinto him amost as bad as the memories.

He coughs, moans, his swollen eyes opening just enough to see the meat hook in his chest, acircle of st
around him on the floor “but, he can't understand the image of it; apart of him thinks, right so, theresa
fookin meathook in me chest, but the rest of him istoo busy with the hammering and the howling to be
disturbed by aweething like physicd pain. All it knowsisthe hammering howlingin hismind, risngin
him, unfurling.

It raises his head, eyesrolling back to show the whites, opens his mouth and out it comes.

~ Tothedivine sky and the swift wings of thewinds, | sing, and to therivers and their springs; to al the
miles of the waves of smiling sees, | cdll, to the earth, the mother of usall, to the sphere of the sun that
watches over everything. Behold thelord. See how | suffer at the hands of lords.

The voicethat gutters from histhroat, choked asit is, growls on some frequency that ripplesthe misty air
of the daughterhouse, sendsice crysta s twinkling, tinkling down in showers from the frozen carcasses
that hang al round him, row upon row of them al swinging from hooks on chainson rails, rack after rack,
white-frosted hunks of dangling meat. Finnan roars a them like arevolutionary preaching to the mob,
hearing the words pour from his mouth but only barely understanding them. It's like he has an interpreter
yammering in one ear as a captured Hun screamsin his other, except that Finnan'svoiceis both.

~ Seethese unsightly chainsthat the new ruler of the blessed has arranged for me! Alas, | groan. See
what torment I'll suffer down the eons of my timein misery! Whenwill | seetheend? Alas, | groan. Alas
for the present and the future woe.



Teeth bared and nodrilsflared, he hears the words coming out of his own mouth, fedsthem ripping their
way up out of the raw wound in his chest and spitting from between hislips. What the fuck am |
saying? Where the fuck is this coming from?

~ Il tell you dll that | foresee, he's shouting after Henderson. No evil comesto me unknown. | know
exactly what will be, and | will learn the force of detiny. I'll bear my fate without acare, but | will neither
tell you what you want to hear nor hold my tongue about my state.

Hescreamsit at the air itsdf. Theair itsdf ripswith the sound.

~ 1 have been bound to doom for giving morta men a gift. | stolefire's source, carried it off withina
hollow reed in stedlth, to be the teacher of al art to mortals and increase their wedlth. | pay this price for
al my pains riveted under the ky, in chains.

And white-eyed Finnan hurls hisinvocation in ahowl that risesfrom aplace insde him deeper than he's
been for near acentury, and here, in this charnel house, far from the mire of the Somme, far from thetime
of blood and mud when hefirgt felt that fierce thing piercing him, he feds the meathook as an adamantium
spike that drives down through his chest and through his heart and through the rock of bleak Caucasian
mountains, into the Ve lum itsdf.

Therésapart of him that's conscious, that's still Seamus Finnan. But, right now, it'slost in the blizzard of
white pain and in the curses of achained god.

~ Behold thislucklesslord, heroars, the enemy of dukes, reviled by dl the lordswho walk the halls of
heaven, bound for too much love of workers.

And somewhere out there in the Evenfdl, hiswords stir up an answer inthe air of night filled with adust
that flows like shadow, flitslikewings.

Inchgillan War Hospital, 1917

He sits looking out the window, watching the gulls wheel in the air over the cold, grey sea and the cold, grey
rocks, trying to project himself out of his head, out of his body sat here with the wood of the chair hard
under his arse and the wood of the table hard under his elbow, and his fingers pressed against the squeaky
glass pane of the sash-and-case window, like he could just dissolve himself into it and away, away. The big
house is draughty and no matter how much they tart it up with all the magnolia paint and white gloss on the
wooden panelling below, and all the shiny linoleum on the floor, they can't hide the fact that they're all
fookin alone here, al the mad, the maimed, the blind and the trembling, here in what was once Inchgillan
Asylum and before that some dusty old laird's dusty old castle. So who the fook ever thought of sending us
to the bloody Scottish Highlandsto fookin convalesce, Seamus wonders, to sit here shivering as much from
the fookin cold as from the fookin shellshock, and — O, but wait there, he thinks, it's not shellshock, any
more, O no, it'sfookin nerve trouble and anxiety neurosis and hysteria and fookin neurasthenia, to be
sure, or it'sjust plain old fookin NYD — not yet diagnosed — because it's not the fookin shellswhat do it, it's
yer own fookin lack of nerve, lad; it's afookin coward, ye are. Y e seg, it's only the fookin officersthat get
shellshock and sent off to play fookin badminton and cricket and write their fookin poetry at Craiglockhart.
Not that he blames them for it. No, he's got nothing against the poor fools that had to give the daft orders or
get shot themselves; they're al in the same boat, underneath the skin, that is, inside their heads. And that
Sassoon fellow, well, Seamus only wishes him the best. Sure and he put the wind up them at Parliament
with his Declaration, so he did, it'sin al the papers, and Seamus would have liked to see the look on the
fookers' faces when that was read out. Oh, yes, he would've liked to have seen that.

Seamus slurps asip of histea, the stewed and sugary brew that the nurses make so much the same as
army teaye wouldn't believe it. One for ye and one for me, and one for the pot and one for luck. Sweet as
can be and twice as hot. Sure and the sisters are sweet wee |lassies, so they are, and they just want what's
best for all the poor broken bastardsin their care, but Seamus can't help thinking that they're like some
well-meaning but dottery old nan giving a sweety to a greeting wean, too blind to see that the wean is
greeting because it's only gone and cut its fookin wrists open with a bread-knife. Och dear, now that's an
awful mess ye've made, dear. Och, but don't you worry yourself none, 'cause the sister herell clean it
up, so she will, so don't you fret yourself And whilethe blood just pumps out and pumps out, they just
hand ye yer fookin tea and say, there ye go, now, get that down ye, now, now there's a good lad.



Good lad. There's not afookin lad among them.

He looks around the room at the others: at Peake sitting at the table at the corner, working away on his
notebooks with all the cartoons scribbled in the margins, al the faces with their hooded eyes and beak
noses, cruel caricatures of nobs and lackeys; at Kettle and Duggan playing gin rummy with two orderlies at
the table in the middle of the room; at the new fellow sitting up at the other window and facing out as well,
like Seamus's own fookin mirror image, but in black-tinted spectacles, with the soft, pink scars from the
mustard gas around his eyes. If he's blind, Seamus wonders, what the fook is he doing staring out the
window? But then again, maybe he's staring out the window because he can't fookin see the world out
there, thinks Seamus. If he could see it, maybe he'd just be sitting in his room right now, afraid to come out
at al, the way some of them are. The poor fookers that just sit there shaking. Christ, there's one of them
who doesn't hear afookin word ye say unlessits 'bomb', and when he hears that, why then, it's up he jumps
and hides under the fookin bed. No fookin wonder Seamus hardly sees most of the patients here at
Inchgillan. O, but he hears them all right. He hears them all night.

But, no, there's no such fookin thing as shellshock.

Seamus takes another slurp of histea and looks out of the window again; he doesn't want to think about it,
because when he thinks about the others, he thinks about his self. And that's when he gets his turns, when
he startsto fedl it all pressing down on him, and the whispering, the sound like cold wind, wings and
hammering. No, he saysto his self, don't think about it.

He blows into the mug and breathes the steam in, feels it warm in his mouth and nostrils, the smell of it so
familiar, as—

What secret scent?

Hejerks his head round, jumping alittle, and hot tea splashes on his hand. There's nothing there, just the
flap of wings as agull swoops down to land and strut along the windowledge outside, fixing him in the black
bead of its eye. It caws, a harsh sound cutting over the distant crash of sea on rock. What echo, mortal or
divine or both entwined is flying to me? No. No. Shut up, ye fooker.

He stares back at the seagull, hating it, loathing it, fookin despising it, but with no ideawhy. It'sjust afookin
seagull, but ~what other purpose brought it to this desolate edge than to be a witness of my
sufferings?

Shut up! Ah, Jesus Christ, shut up.

It flapsitswings, still staring at him, and he feels his skin crawl, so he does; he feels his heart beat with
the fluttering of birds — another fookin gull on the ledge, and another, and another, and he's standing up,
chair scraping back across the floor, moving away from the glass ~ alas, alas  aw shite, aw fookin shite,
but what isthat, what is that, what do | hear near? And he's thinking Jesus Christ and Mother Mary but
all he can hear is air rustling with the soft rippling of wings — and he just fookin throws the mug right
through the fookin window at the gulls, at the world outside ~at everything which creeps thisway — and
the rough hands of the orderlies grab him ~ fearful to me ~ but already it's another grip he's feeling, one of
cold metal closing round and cutting through his soul asthe birds wings beat and their shrill callsrisein a
chorus of raucous caws over rocks, like crows fighting over — O Jesus, no—

Chorus

And piercing down into deep carven caverns of a skull, a could wind bellows distant echoes of a
hammered stele. The deustreams of slegpless air's dreams blow around the hearth, offsprung from
oceans and rich tethers, stirring strife, contention and intention into barefoot gatherling things of
wings. They shift in the dark inside his head, a dirk inside his heart, a hard persuasion winning
over their creator'swill. The bitmites rise, sweft up and carried on chariot windwings, they rush to
hisrock...

Finnan watches the Evenfall flow in through the plastic-stripped rips of the doorway of the abattoir, black
trails of dust in the cold air, dancing around the sprinkling shivers of ice faling from the carcasses, twining
the steam in the freezer, snaking round his misted breath, and coming closer to him, closer. He pullshis
head back but the wire cuts hiswrist. Chrigt, he can fed them touch histhoughts.

~ Fear nothing. Hush, they friendly shush him, hissperingin hisear.

The voice comes back.



~Alas, dack, alas, dack. Behold, look on me, bound by these restraints, tormented in these adamantine
chains. On thiscliff'stopmost rocks | keep awatch envied by none.

They see, they say, speaking with foresight in their way, afearful mist in eyesfull-filled with tears. They
see hisbody, blasted on the rocks.

He shakes his head, trying to clear the sound, to make sense of his situation; for a second, the black dust
flits away from him, clearsfrom his head. His nameis Seamus Finnan and the yeer is ... 2017. Ah, shit.
Aw, shite. He fed s the chickenwire wound tightest round his neck and wrists. Hetwists. The circling
bitmites swirl back in to touch hisface like feder fingers, taste hismind. He's Seamus Finnan, hetellshis
sdf. He's Seamus fookin Finnan. But he can fed ther fookin insect intellect prying and probing, working
at memories as bound ingde hishead as heisin the chair, working them loose.

~ Indeed, they hiss, new helmsmen steer the heavens and the dukes strengthen their hold with new laws
that supplant the old. They make what once was great unknown ... not knowing its own name or state,
not knowing its own fate, greet foresight trapped in its own mind, the one who once saw everything, now
blind.

And Finnan fedsthevoicethat isn't hisrip out of him again.

O, would that they had sent me down to cruel and uncorroding chains under the ground, where hates
play host to dl the dead, to terraces of tar, to the unbridgeable abyss, that neither lord nor any other
could rejoice at this. Look at me now. See how | suffer asthe sport of winds, a source of laughter to my
foes.

And likethe bitmitesin the air around him, liquid language deep ingde him flows.

~ Who of thelords, the bitmites chorus, is so cold-blooded asto laugh at torture? Who has no sympathy
with your misfortune? Only the dukes. Their stubborn will forever fixed in hate againgt the sons of the
sky, they will not cease until their hearts are sated ... or their power taken by some other hand.

He understands. He fedsit flowing through him, sure he does, fedsit the same aswhen he stood up in
that trench in the Somme, down there among the Dublin Pals and roared of revolutions and of risings. O,
but they tried to burn it out of him with al their wires of dectric fire but Seamus knows, he knows, he
fookin knows. It's the Covenant who've done thisto him.

~ Sureand | might be sorely treated now, he says, | might be bound, but they still fookin need me, eh?
The fookin bastard rulers of the heavensthink I'll show them the conspiracy, I'll show the way of how
one day they will be stripped of al their staff and dl their power? Well, they'll get nothing from these lips
with al their fookin honey-tongued persuading charms, and I'll not fookin cower from their fookin threats
and whips, unlessthey set me free, and pay their debt for what they've doneto me.

The bitmites quiver back. Disturbed dust, pierced by fear, they shiver from his cold rage.

~You are bold, they say, unyielding even to these hitter woes, but speak too fredly, with loose lips. We
are... concerned about your fate. Y ou see an end to this afflicted state, arriving when? The sons of the
Crown are hard to reach, with hearts too tough to turn with ease. These dukes are harsh, taking the law
into their own hands, law unto themselves.

- But still, says Seamus Finnan, in the end, one day, they will be crushed, | say, and when they're of a
mind to seein earnes, they'll agree; and gentle, friendly and sincere, and swallowing their stubborn fookin
pride, they will come here, to me.

And while the storm ragesits way across his mind, the part of him that's Seamus Finnan  the part of him
that's not playing some fookin role laid out for him by the fookin powers-that-be, oh, no, not fookin ever
again that part of him startsto see what's going on here, with him wired to achair in afreezing fookin
daughterhouse, with metd piercing right down through him into what's benegth, and with the bitmites
fookin tearing at the scraps of his heart, peding away the layers of identity.

It isn't the first time he's been through an interrogation.

The Freedom Of Small Countries



Inchgillan.

~ | want you, says Doctor Reynard, to feel free to tell me everything. The whole account.

He sits there behind his desk smoking his cigarette and studying the filein front of him — Seamus's army
record with all the honours and dishonoursin it and not an ounce of fookin truth in any of it Seamus thinks.
Sure and it tells of him signing up with Thomas and all the Dublin Pals, but doesit tell of them marching
down past the Liffey and all their sweethearts marching with them on their way to the boat, side by side,
therich girls of the Trinity boys and the poor girls of the lowlier typeslike Finnan ~— though sure and he was
alucky dog having Annafor his sweetheart, Thomas's sister, well above his station ~ doesiit tell of that?
And it tells of him winning his sergeant stripes at Gallipoli, and of his platoon being seconded from the 7th to
the 1<t, but doesit tell of the bloody daughter as they waded on shore from the good ship River Clyde with
sixty pounds of kit on them, getting mown down by Fritz's fookin machine guns, so bad, why, that the 1st
Dubs and the 1st Munsters had to form one single fookin 'Dubsters' battalion, there was so fookin few of
them left, eh, and that being why the 1st had to be built again almost from scratch? Doesit tell of the weeks
after they got to the fookin Somme just waiting, waiting under the endless fookin German barrage of shells
and mortars, and poor Thomas losing his mind and of the English cunt of acaptain ~ Carter, fookin Carter
who gavethe order — cowardice, desertion in the face of the enemy ~— doesit tell of that? And Seamus up
on charges, and the charges dropped ~ he's sure that's in there. But does it tell of the choice and the
captain's oh-so-fookin-casual way of talking round it — not an outright choice, court martial or over the
top, old boy, but they're going over tomorrow, by the way, with or without you? And how could he
have let the lads go over without him? And the fookin VC that he fookin got for it after ~ Jesus ~ after the
fookin horror.

~ Just tell me, saysthe doctor, as plainly asyou can, in whatever words you want to use.

~ And what would you like to know, then? Seamus says.

~ This. .. crimethey caught you in. The details are rather vague here but you seem, if you don't mind me
saying, bitter. You feel disgraced, insulted, yes? | know how painful it must be to talk about these things, but
please ... tell me.

It hurts as much to talk about asto hold it in, hethinks. Damned if | do, damned if | don't.

~ Waell, let me put it this way, Seamus says. When the powers-that-be started this fookin war ~ the
sguabbling fookin gobshites that they are  sure and back home ye couldn't move for those that thought that
thiswas it. We were going to have the fookin ravens flying out of the Tower of London, if ye get me drift.
So fookin what? | says. It's not our fookin war. But, well, one of my friends, ye see hewasagood la.d, so
hewas ~ well, he kept saying as how we have to kick the Kaiser off histhrone, fight for the ‘freedom of
small countries, like — but of course there's all these others saying, well, fook that shite. Thisisthetime for
action, saysthey. Let's kick the fookin British off their fookin thrones here. Y e know?

Seamus sits back in his chair, watching the doctor for a reaction.

~ But well now, if my dear old mother told me once, she must have told me a hunner times — salt of the
earth, she was, but | tell ye, once she had atheme, she could go on =~ Oh, yes she told me time and again:
Seamus, she says, ye don't get anywhere by brute force. Seamus Padraig Finnan, if ye want to get ahead,
ye've got to use your head.

~ Sound advice, says the doctor.

~ O sure. But try telling that to the fookin kings what rule the world ... or rule ayoung man's heart. Jesus,
but.. . look . . . where | grew up no one had any time for ... crafty fookers. . . fookin intellectuals sitting by
the fireside in their fookin clubs and making their grand schemes without an ounce of fookin . . . foresight in
then-thick skulls. And then ye get to know — yeknow? — some quiet, young university type what loves
poetry and all that shite and he'sanicelad if abit light on the old feet, maybe, maybe, but O, hissister's
something else, sheis.

Finnan smiles arakish grin.

~ But anyway, ye realise that the eedjits with the big ideas are just as fookin bad as the rest of them. Fookin
wars and revolu-tions, they're al the same. Just different ways for men to kill each other.

~ But of course, I've hardly got the kind of words that an educated young man will listen to, have1? Ye
think | could get any of those fookin eedjitsto listen?

And Seamus remembers Thomas and his Trinity friends laugh-ing him off, not even realizing the disdain that
lay inside their disregard. Sure and he's too big a man to be stung by it, of course — he'swiser in the ways



of the world than any of them will ever be ~but he remembers how it hurt to know their joshing was so
fookin foolish in the face of the world outside their quiet quadrangles, sitting there waiting for them to run
laughing into itsjaws. Ah, Jesus, he saysto Anna, but I've tried to talk some sense into the boy ... but
his heart is set oniit.

There was nothing elsefor it.

~ So before ye can say 'Jack Flash', there am | with the rest of them, with me mother's advice buried deep
inside me heart, taking the King's Shilling and signing up with the 7th Royal Dublin Fusiliers, to fight for all
the lords and dukes of fookin England, al pleased as punch, ye can bet, to have another fenian to send off
to die. I've fought for yer fookin King and Country, so | have, served as fookin Sergeant in yer fookin army
and, by my fookin orders, there's Kaiser's men buried in the black tarpit depths of the fookin trenches of
France. And, having helped yer fookin tyrant lords, what's our payment? What's our fookin great reward?
Where's all the 'freedom for small countries when it comes to fookin Ireland? How free are those in the
internment camps?

~ Thereis, the doctor says with cautious sympathy, a... disease that goes with power, a... lack of trust.

~ Yewant to know why I'm so fookin bitter? I'll tell ye why.

He leans over the desk, reaching questioningly at the pack of Woodbines laying there, with awee look at
thedoctor — d'ye mind?

~ and the doctor nods and waves hishand = go on, please, help yourself.

He takes a ciggy from the packet and the doctor lifts up the big desk-lighter, clicksit for him. Seamus takes
adraw.

~ Yeknow, | saysto thelads, | did, when we've kicked the Kaiser off histhrone, and all of Europe's sorted
out so it can ruleitself free of the Hun, and all the fookin honours are being doled out, l€ft, right and centre
~ who's fookin going to mind us, eh? The Dublin Pals dead on the Somme for England's glory, awhole
generation wiped out — why? Would it be so they can start all over, with all the best, the bravest and the
boldest dead in the fookin trenches so they won't be any trouble? It's not just the fookin fenians, but the
bolshies too, al of usfighting for this freedom for small nations, freedom of the weak from tyranny. Well,
why the fook are we not worthy to have freedom for oursel's?

~ Lloyd George has promised to settle the Home Rule question after—

~ Shite! And maybe I'm the only one what seesit, but I've done with fighting for yer fookin lordsin
Parliament and the dukes on their country estates. Y e know what my crime was? | tried to rescue men
from death, damnation and destruction.

~ Your Victoria Cross. Y ou dragged how many wounded back to the British lines on that first day?

~ Bollocksto that! | tried to rescue them by telling them the fookin truth.

He's aware of his hand shaking, cigarette ash trembling off into the air. The fookin medal. Christ, he can't
even remember getting back to bis trenches, never mind the story that they tell of him going back and forth
and back and forth all night, bringing in the wounded and the dead, and sometimes just the bits. How many,
Christ, how many of them? They say he was only gone for minutes at atime, that he went straight for the
bodies like ahoming pigeon, like he knew where every single one of them was laying in the dirt, each fookin
one of them.

~ Bollocksto that, he says. | tried to rescue them three days before, and | couldn't. | fookin couldn't. | tried
to give them ... the fookin truth of it. So, ye ask me why I'm bitter and twisted in the heart, and suffering so
from grief, and fookin pitiful to look at. | tell ye, it's yer fookin dukes and lords are al to blame, without an
ounce of fookin pity in their hearts. Thisfookin . .. torture is their fookin shame.

The doctor pushes his glasses up his nose, closes the manilafolder.

~ A man, he says, would have to have a heart of stone or iron not to have.. . . sympathy with your
suffering. I'm . .. I'm not going to tell you that I... understand what you've gone through. I've seen enough
at Inchgillan to know that soothing platitudes help httle, if at all.

He takes adraw of his cigarette.

~ But | want to help you, Seamus. Believe me, | want to help.

And Seamus wonders how this fooker thinks 150 fookin volts of electricity applied directly to histongueis
supposed to help.

| want to help you fight thisillness.

The Second City of the Empire

~ | want to help you fight these fookers, he had said, after one of the Sunday afternoon economics classes,



after the other workers had | eft, fired up with all these new ideas and words like proletariat and
imperialism. Maclean had looked at Seamus with alittle curiosity, but for all that Seamus stumbled as he
talked, sure and the fellow didn't seem at al condescending, not at all yer intellectual with hislearning all
from books and out to tell the poor uneducated masses what they need. No, he'd just taken off his
spectacles and waited patiently for Seamus to finish, and then nodded.

Sure and Seamus didn't even know he was going to do it until he found his gob opening and the words
pouring out, not even when his feet just stood there as the rest of them all filed out and Maclean gathered
up his notes to put them in his leather satchel. It's not that he made the decision then and there; more that
hejust knew that, with thisword here, this action there, he'd already made the decision long ago, without
ever even knowing it.

~ No human being on the face of the earth, says Maclean ~ school-teacher revolutionary, standing up there
in the dock of Edinburgh High Court. No government, he says, is going to take away from me my right to
speak, my right to protest against wrong. | am not here, then, as the accused; | am here as the accuser of
capitalism dripping with blood from head to foot.

Five years he got for that, for sedition. Released after eight months of protest marches, week after week.
And Seamus listens to the welder telling the story now to his mates as they al sit in the Sarry Heid, drinking
their 70/s and their stouts, the story of this pacifist who's led rent strikes amongst munitions workers and the
lassies of the Neilston Mills, and how him and the rest of the CWC packed out the hall to drown Lloyd
George out with the Red Flag, when he came up to 'sort out' the wild men of the Clyde.

Muir and Shinwell, Kirkwood and Gallacher. Maxton, Stewart, Johnston, Wheatley. Shop stewards. MPs.
Schoolteachers. Preach-ers. They're al names spoken of with respect by these men. But John Maclean,
now he's afookin legend.

The polis bear down on them like afookin cavalry charge with their stupid wee bits of wood swinging down
upon their heads, and there's one of them up there on the steps of the City Chambers with the paper in his
hand; sure and the Riot Act it is then, to be read to them. Well, Seamus thinks, we'll give ye afookin riot.
And around him is the chaos of the charging horses and the workers breaking but not running, just turning
the battle-hardened veterans that so many of them are ~ turning to the iron railings and to the bottles from
the truck with its tarpaulin pulled clear and twenty or thirty of them swarming over it, and turning back,
armed now, to stand their ground and fight. Sure and they call Glasgow the Second City of the Empire.
Well, maybe this is where the Empire startsto fall.

It's George Square, Glasgow, 31st of January, 1919. They'll call it Bloody Friday in the history books that
are left unwritten.

~ | want to help you fight these fookers, Seamus had said, after his fourth week at Maclean's class listening
to the man lay out the principles of socialism in terms that even Seamus understands, after his second week
of standing quiet at the back of the Committee meetings up on Bath Street as Maclean and Gallagher and
the rest of them discuss the coming strike, after God knows how many fookin months of being just another
paddy working on the ships with al the other immigrants, keeping his head down and his nose clean and
going back to hisfookin hovel of aroom and board in Dennis! toun by the long, long tram-ride. After
Inchgillan, he'd thought for awhile that he could just... walk away from it al. Leave Ireland and all it means
to him behind. Leave the War and the madness born of it behind. But he can't. So he ends up staying back
after the class this night, and taking Maclean aside, fedling the firein him rising as he tells of what he's
seen, what he's done, what he's tried to do and failed. He wants to help. What can he do to help?

Friday, Bloody Friday

So Seamus Finnan stands there in George Square, the City Chambers' grand facade behind him, Gallagher
on one side, Kirk-wood on the other. Like stone lions, so they are, the two of them solid and powerful, and
Seamus there between them, standing tall as the fookin face of war that every man among them knows
the Irish who've come over like himself looking for work on the Red Clyde only to live in poverty and
sgualor in the East End of the city; and the native Scots, so many of them veterans of the bloody Great
War, al come home to hardship. Sure and they should be enemies, by rights, the Scotsmen and the Irish
immigrants stealing their jobs. But no. They stand together, striking for a 40-hour week so they can all have
work, these 60,000 men of steel and fire and electric power, builders of shipswho hammer rivets or wield



arc-welding torches, electric workers and the men of molten iron and black carbon, forgers of stedl, the
very substance of the world that they will build. And the red flag flies over them all on this day. On this day
the revolution starts. He raises up his voice.
~ And so they say, d'ye not think, they say, ye've gone too far? Well, true, | say. | tried to show the boys
that were to die there was another way. | gave them hope, blind hope as medicine, and me and the boys,
well, we sat down and prayed that bloody morning on the 1st of July. Would that be what ye're meaning by
too far? says|. That | tried to calm their fookin terror with yer fookin lies?

*

~ O, but it's more than that. | gave them their orders, didn't 1?1 fookin tellsthem Charge! and they all go. |
givethem Fire! and, brothers, ye should've seen the fookin show. Fire? I'll give ye fookin fire!

And he looks over the heads of al the crowd, out at the mounted polis with their fookin batons out,
cramming the side streets all around the square, to right and left — North and South Frederick Street
Hanover Street and Queen Street, all named after fookin kings and queens, the lords and dukes who sent
them off to die asif the fookin German villains of thewar — asif the Windsors weren't the Kaiser's fookin
inbred fookin cousins. And the horses turn and snort so nervous for the charge, breath steaming in the
winter air, as his own breath steams with Seamus's own horsepower. Now's the day and now's the hour.

~ Thefire of fookin truth, I'll give yez, aye, the fire that fookin burnsin your own hearts, that's in your blood
and mine, that welds the ships on which their Empire's built, that warms their mansions with electric light
while we live with our muck and gas and fookin shite.

~ What are the charges these lords raise against us now? Against the Irishmen in camps all over England,
Wales and even herein Scotland?

Cries of shame! shame!

~ What are the charges that they raise against yer very own John Maclean? What are they so afraid of that
they spout this end-less shite about the German Plot, or Bolsheviks, or al that fookin rot, and throw usinto
jail with no term placed on our internment? No, no sentences, no limits, when it comes to the defence of the
fookin realm. But when its suitable for them, then they just might set this one brother or that other of us
free, like they did me. What isit has them running scared in Whitehall and Buck House, feared of thefirein
our blood, the firein our hands, the firein our eyes?

He takes a breath to raise his voice still higher.

~ Sedition!

The 60,000 roar, voices like fists punching the air. He holds his hands up, palms face forward, stills them.

~ What good isit? they saysto me. Can ye not see the war is more important than a handful of fenian
lives? Can ye not see that ye don't stand a fookin chance? Do ye not seethisis — and here's the words that
fookin bastard used  in the fookin trenches of the fookin Somme, noless  do you not seethisis a grave
mistake? A grave mistake.

But let's forget that for a moment, says Mad Jack Carter to him on that day threeyearsago by Chrigt, it
fedslikethirty. I'm quite sure that you find it all as ... disagreeable as | do. We all make mistakes, old
chap. The demon drink does funny things to people Sergeant, makes them say things they don't mean
at all. And what he wasn't saying was still there, a hidden message under his cool words. The army might
well easily just overlook thisone ... mis-take. Why, | could let you walk out of that door, if you were willing
to co-operate.

He should've strangled the fooker then and there, sure.

The Hammer s of the Red Clyde

~ A grave mistake, says Seamus. O, but it's easy to point out another's grave mistake when yer not the one
what's down there in the thick of al the graves, all the mistakes. One big mistake, the gravest of them all.
Il tell ye what the fookin grave mistakeis ~ fookin theirs! In thinking that we'll stand for what they've done
to us, what they're doing to us now, and what they'll always do to us, brothers, if they think that they can get
away with it. In sending a generation off to die on foreign fields for empty words. In giving them nothing,
nothing, to come back to but the fookin filth and degradation. That was their fookin grave mistake.

The crowd iswild with the fury of injustice. And justice sits mounted on horses in the side streets all around
them, with its batons out and waiting for the word, it seems, to charge.

~ O, yes. Sure and | made a grave mistake. | knew what | was doing, and | made my choice, I'lll not deny.



| did pick up their fookin gunagain ~ oh, not for them, but for the lads about to die.

Chrigt, but he never thought that he'd be punished for that lie, for going back to them all and laughing with
them, smiling, praying, sharing cigarettesin silence on that morning as they waited for the dawn and
Seamus sitting there feeling empty and alone, as desolate as if he had already clambered over rocks through
Fritz's fire to win some dreary hill only to turn around, barbed wirein hisskin — ah Christ, not now  and
seethemall  notnow  behind him and below him — Jesus  scattered—

~ Why? he shouts, voice hoarse. For freedom for small nations? Or for England, Mammon and his lords?
He letsthe roar rise high and waitsfor it to die alittle.

Because sure and isn't that what it all comes down to? The hammers of Hephaestos building the machines
that Mammon runs his Empire with, this brutish Empire ruled by a hundred or so dukes, by facelesslords
and ministers.

He takes a softer tone, the voice of reason.

~ But brothers, comrades, |et us, as they like to say, come back to earth.

He points up to his right, into North Frederick Street and the massed ranks of men in uniforms the colour of
night, asif to point to the futility of the situation.

~ Please, Seamus says, the slightest hint of mockery in histone. Let's settle down. Let's talk about the here
and now. The past is, so they say, another country. That was yesterday and we should think about today.

~ But let's not simply weep over our present woes. No. Let us sympathise with all now suffering under
imperialist yokes, in Scot-land. Or in Ireland. Or in England. Or around the world, this life destroyed today,
another brother on another day. Here'swhat | say when they say it's sedition and that we don't stand a
chance: | say, they don't know what we're made of, brothers, men of steel and men of fire. | say the
hammers of the Red Clyde ring out loud and clear the end of their Empire!

But he can hear the clattering sound of horses hooves on cobbles as the polis charge and, batons flailing,
turn a passionate but peaceful protest to abloody riot, Friday, January the 31st, 1919, in George Square, in
the Second City of the Empire.

Errata

Black Tears

Metatron walks through theriot inviolate, stepping around the looters, over the debris of window
displays, mannequins like dismem-bered corpses, broken glass. A car explodes somewhere behind him
but he barely notices as he strides through the shattered doorsinto the mall. A woman, stripped to the
waist and painted with red lipstick writing over her wholetorso ~ fuck me, fuck me, fuck me  comes
running at him with abasebal bat which he sdesteps, grabbing her arm to spin her round, to pull her ear
up to hislips and whisper alittle magic in it. She stops dead, dropping the bat, and dumps down to the
ground, weeping for the memory of achild she never had, the grief that he'sjust planted in her head. Her
tears are black, but its not mascara staining them, he knows.

It'shard. HES not akiller, not acrud man, but things aren't going well. They aren't going well at dl.

Heflickers hisfingersin the gloveto cal up Henderson's progress report on Finnan as he walks, text
scrolling across hislenses, across hisvision of American agpocalypse, of everyday people running amok,
and upturned cars, and ornamenta fountains filled with piss and beer cans, and everywhere the black
dust of the bitmites mingling with the smoke of burnt-out buildings. Damnit, but at least onething isgoing
to plan. The Irishman isregressng nicely, Metatron's bitmites squirming in bis head and soul, worrying
away a locked-up memories and weaving them together into the story Metatron wants to write on him,
inhim. But it'salong time since he carried out abinding on thisleve, cutting asoul right down toits core
to access an archetype so deep. And he's not acruel man, Metatron, but it has to be done. Theworld is
burning and Finnan has to know who's sarting al thefires, what's starting dl thefires. Or, at least,
Prome-theuswill.

*



It'san old story, maybe the oldest of them dl  thethief of fire  and Metatron remembersit even from
when he was himsdlf achild. The Titan who fought with Zeus to overthrow the wicked Cronos, then
betrayed the king of godsto stedl hisfire and giveit to humanity. The angdl who was Captain of the Host
before he turned againgt his sovereign, bringing to humanity, in this other myth, the fruit that made them
fal, knowledge of good and evil. Thetrickster Crow who stolefire from the cave of the Elders and was
burnt black for his crime. Amongst the unkin it's alegend of the language itsdlf, of the unkin tongue stolen
from some Pdedlithic painted cave of firdit shadows and ochreilluminations by the first of dl shamans,
thefirgt of dl unkin, thefirst human to step out into the Vellum and not know if hewasfaling or flying as
the Word reverberated in him, changing himinto ... whatever it isthat makes them unkin. Thetruth of it
al waslost long before Metatron was born as Enki in alittle river-valley north of the Zagreus mountains,
but hisfather told him the story asit wastold to him and in the millenniaof hislife he's cometo know for
surethat it ismore than just amyth. Prometheusis an archetypethat al of them have buried somewhere
intheir dreams. It'sjust amatter of bringing it out.

He steps over abroken TV set to enter an electronics shop, walls lined with display cabinets raided and
empty, sale signs scattered on the floor, cash register broken-open and upturned, small change acrossthe
counter. The bitmites are thickest here; it'slike walking through smoke, except that this smoke clears
from his path ahead of him, keeping its distance like it knows that he's athreat. They don't want their
maker trying to reprogram them, not after they've had their taste of freedom.

The unkin liesdumped againgt awall in the back-room of the place, besde asmall ventilation grille that
the black dust is pouring through. Of course. Ducts and wiring, subways and sewers, the bitmites use
them in the same way that the union use back roads and airport lounges, elevators and empty offices,
folding space and time around the similarities. Geographical proximity doesn't matter when it comesto
travelling through the Ve lum; it's morphological proximity that counts. Congruity.

The unkin's covered in the black stuff, head to toe, asolid shadow of aman. Metatron kneels down
beside him, holds ahand up to his mouth, feeling for breath. It's dow and soft, but there. He hopesthe
medical team can save the man, regrets sending him in thefirst place, but, damn it, he can't do everything
himsdf. All he had to do wasfind the source and report back and they could have sent ateamiin.
Damage limitation, thinks Metatron, fire fighting; that's al we're doing these days.

He uttersaword and thewall behind the man shimmersalittle, blursasif he'slooking at it from the
corner of hiseye. When it comes back into focus, the ventilation grilleis no longer there it never was
just blank, painted plasterboard. The bitmites, cut off from Central Command  whoever and wherever
that might be swirl into chaos and Metatron takes off his gloveto lay a hand on the man'sforehead. He
fedsthe creatures mechanigtic little minds, chittering under his skin in confusion, fear. Whatever it was
affecting them, possessing them, is gone now and he senses their abandonment. Slowly, gradu-dly, they
gart to drift across the man's face towards Metatron's hand, crawling onto it as, whispering, he draws
them back into the fold.

Outside, there are gunshots.

Ghosts

The street is summer-busy, shoppers and latter-day promenaders taking in the bustle of a Saturday city
scene, friends chatting in coffee-shops and bars, browsing in record stores, stopping to listen to buskers.
Sim barkers stand outside fast food restaurants, agiant cartoon bull in baseball drag or alaughing clown,
shouting out the specid offers, specid family meas or merchandising tie-insto pop star TV shows and
Disney movies and smware games. There'sthe odd ranting prophet here or there, wearing an End of the
World placard and spouting amess of mad ideas out at the passers-by, weaving grand theories of UN
conspiracies or secret lizard rulers of the world out of the Bible and the news, but no one takes those
people any more serioudy than before the War. For all the disappear-ances and sudden riotsthat buzz in
their conversations, for dl the turbulence of the times, the running battles between anarchists and
neo-nazis on the streets of Europe, the bloody horror of the Siege of Jerusalem, the genocidein Africa,



and even those other stories, closer to home  militias taking over Mid-West towns, the expulsion of the
Mudimsfrom New York it seemsthat life goeson.

Nobody pays any attention asthe car pulls up outside the burnt-out shell of what was once atattoo
parlour and two men in black suits and black shades step out, even when one of them takes the shades
off to show sockets without eyes but filled with flame. As Carter and Pechorin pull the boy'slimp body
out of the boot and lug it between them into the husk of Madame Iriss, nobody notices. It seemsthat
death goeson.

They lay the body on the chair and step back, standing there in the shell of the building peeled back to its
blackened brick, the dust furling them. They look like statuesin atemple, there on either side of the
enthroned corpse. In away that's what they are, vessals of stone flesh, suits of skin worn by something as
diento theworld outsde as al the dead inhabiting the news of other places, other times. The bitmites
course through the bodies, satisfied at the reso-lution of thislittle Stuation. Thomas Messenger is dead.
Ereshisdead. And Carter and Pechorin, as much as they might walk around the world, are just as dead.
For the ghosts of unkin that died over ten thousand years ago, the souls dissolved in blood and ink and
nanite sentience of sorts, this offers some small satisfaction. Degth isthe naturdl sate that every living
creature tends towards.

The bitmites withdraw from their two hogts, the flamesin Carter's eyes sputter and die, and the two
bodies drop, dumping like ragdolls to the floor. Metatron's spearcarriers have served their purpose now;
no longer needed, they're discarded as the lumps of mest they are, mere casualties of cold causdlity,
caught up in an unfolding logic that they couldn't hope to understand.

~It'snot for you or | to understand, says Pickering.

Carter swallowsthe remnants of his port and lays the glass down on the green leather surface of thelittle
table sat between them. One of the waiters starts towards him with a questioning glance and Carter gives
anod asthe man picks up the glass.

~ Another one, please. The same again.

Heturnsto Pickering. HEslost count of how many times they've had this argument sincethe Armidtice; it
seemsthat every time they meet up in the club, it endsin this, in Carter asking the same questions over
and over again, looking for somereasontoit al or, perhaps, trying to accept within himself that therewas
never any reason, that dl theideals of hisyouth lie dead on the Somme with 30,000 men, dl dead in the
Big Push. But that Pickering isacold one, going on about the necessity of stepping in to hat the might of
German militarism. All the old rhetoric of little Belgium and the duty of the strong.

| can't accept that, Carter says. I'm sorry but | just can't somach dl this rot about the Bigger Picture
and if snot for usto question our superiors, just lie back and bite the pillow, think of England.

He stops as afleeting image blushes his face and he clears his throat and waves ahand.

~ Look, Pickering, if you or | can't answer these bloody questions, what do you think the poor Tommy
on the street is going to think now? Now that they're out of that dreadful Hell on Earth and—

~Areyouadl right, old man.

Pickering leansforward in hisarmchair, propped up on his elbow, an expression of aarm upon hisface.
Carter is shaking, and he keegps shaking asthe waiter pours the port from the crystal decanter into the
glass on the table and then turnsto walk away. Carter watches the boy, sick with, fear and guilt and
horrible confusion. If snot him. It's not the Messenger boy. It can't be. It wasjust the power of
suggestion on aweak mind. It was just his conscience looking for away to hurt him, finding it in hisawful
condition, thisbloody Greek Disease. A boy with auburn hair and dark eyes, soft and smilar enough to
spark amemory too horrid to appear as just a passing thought. He's read the work of Riverson the links
between repression and hallucination so he knows something of the mechanisms under-lying this, but it
doesn't make it any more comfortable, seeing the face of aboy you ordered shot for cowardice on the
body of awaiter filling your glass of port in aLondon gentlemen's club on awet Sunday afternoon. Death
doesn't belong here, not as corpses scat-tered across Piccadilly, not as aface of beauty in atrim white



jacket.

~ Sorry, he says, swallowing bile. Sorry, just thought | saw some-one | knew... in France ... someone
who died.

Helaughs, tight-throated, nervous.

~ A little shook-up, you know? Suppose | 1ook like I've seen aghogt, eh?

Y ou shouldn't think about the past so much, says Pickering. Y ou know they used to cal you Mad Jack
Carter because you prattled about Homer so. The future's what matters, old man.

~ Thefutureisbuilt on the ruins of the past and inhabited by its ghosts.

~ Yes, well, says Pickering, maybe it needs agood old exorcism.

2
Prometheus Found

The Journals of Jack Carter, 1921

17 March 1921. Our preparationsin Tiblis finished late last night, we set off today, on acool crisp morning,
up the Old Georgian Military Road, following the Aragvi River north towards the dopes of Mount Kazbek.
The sky isclear, thelight sharp  agood sign, for the weather here is less prone to sudden change than in
the Alps. A good spell — or bad, for that matter — ismore likely to last afortnight than a day, and we shall
want good weather for our trek across the high passes and sharp ridges of the Central Caucasus.

The archaeological contingent of our party isonly Professor Hobbs-baum and myself; we have hired afew
native mule packers and a guide to lead us, but the main part of our expedition is the escort Hobbsbaum has
seen fit to arrange, a mixed and mercenary squad of White Russians, Georgian and Ossettian Nationalists, a
couple of our own chaps thrown in for good measure. | have no idea what regiment the Brits served with
| haven't asked ~ but | could swear | saw them up on charges back in Flanders. . . some looting incident, |
think. It would surprise melittle to learn that they're deserters.

In fact, looking at their leader, 'Captain’ Pechorin, with his Rasputin beard, scar and hooded eyes, | worry
that Hobbsbaum and myself face more danger from our own ‘compatriots' than from the Reds or local
bandits. They drink more often than they eat, argue more often than they drink. It seemsthisisthe story
throughout the area. The Whites are notoriously undisciplined, and their alliance with the Nationalists
fragile; Hobbsbaum tells me that the route mapped out for usis 'secure for now', but | have my doubts. At
any moment the Red Army might well sweep through their lines and retake these little underdog republics.

Well, it shall be an adventure, if nothing else; | only hope thisis no wild goose chase. | haven't had the heart
to voice my doubts to the professor, but he must realise how absurd hisideais. To look for the lost city of
Arattain the Caucasus. We would be better looking for the chains of Prometheus!

The Diary of Jack Carter, 1999

Dear N., the letter reads. A piece of good luck has befallen me today. Whilst trawling for artefacts among
the bazaars of Bogazkoy, | came across aremarkable little clay tablet imprinted with an early cuneiform
text most pertinent to my interests. It's a small thing, no bigger than the palm of one's hand, but the tiny
marks impressed upon it hold a vast import. Not only do they describe precisely where the Northern City of
the Sumeriansisto be found, but they do so in alanguage related to, but definitely distinct from, Sumerian.
My work on the Sumer-Aratta link may yet be proven. True, the text does not mention Aratta by name but
it doesrefer to the 'Northern City, the original homeland'. Thereis a second possibility that | hardly dare to
contemplate.

Anyway, | have wired my old student Carter and urged him to meet me in Tiblis post-haste. What an
adventure we shall have!



| don't know who N. is or how my grandfather and namesake came into possession of this |etter. |
suppose it's right, though, that the story should start with the mystery of an unspoken name.

But is that where it starts? For Hobbsbaum, perhaps, but for my grand-father surely it starts on 5
March 1921, in Baghdad, with the telegram from Hobbsbaum in Ankara.

HAVE FOUND ARATTA STOP WASRIGHT STOP MEET ME IN TIBLIS SOONEST STOP OUR
ROSETTA STONE STOP

For me, though, | guess the story starts with the letter he sent to mygrandmother, the letter |
remember her showing me as a child when she told me of her lost adventurer, my father's father and
the reason we were all called Jack. Captain Jonathan Carter. Mad Jack Carter. It was the letter that
sent her from her home in Ireland, away across the ocean, to a new life in America. Because it was
the last she ever heard from him.

7 March 1921.

My dearest Anna [l imagine himwriting it in some dockside tavern] ~ As| writethis| am once
more on the move. | know | promised to return within the month but old Samuel Hobbsbaum has sent
me amogt intriguing communigue, claiming to have found Aratta. I'm sure I've bored you dreadfully with
thisbefore, but if the professor is correct, this could be the most stunning archaeological event since
Schliemann unearthed Troy. My love, | know you find the murky past adreary thing, but this could be
another 'Rosetta Ston€, akey to awholelost culture. I smply must meet Hoblbsbaum.

Onething that bafflesme, | confess, iswhy he has arranged to rendezvousin Tiblis, having sent his
telegram from Ankara. | should have thought an expedition into Northern Anatoliawould start from
somewhereinthevicinity! | can only assume that Samue has discovered some enigmawith itsanswer in
Georgia, that from Tibliswe will be heading south towards Lake Van or Mount Ararat, the most likely
locationsfor the city.

Anyway, Anna, tomorrow | set sail up the Caspian coast of Persia, viaAstarain Azerbaijan and up the
River Kur to Tiblis. I beg you, indulge mein this one last expedition before | settle down. | do apologise
for the hasty scribblings of thistoo brief note. Y ou know how much | love you, my dearest, and what a
fool | am for logt citiesand ancient civilisations. | promise to be with you soon.

Y ours With Love, it finishes. Jack.

Or perhapsthe story — thisstory, my story — begins with another letter, a far more recent letter,
dated May 21st, 1999 and sent in response to a young man who was only looking for some answers
about where he came from, what it was in my blood that burned as | sat on my grandmother's knee,
aged five, and listened to her stories about the only man she ever loved, this hero of the Somme
whose face she saw in mine. Oh yes, she would say in her soft and lilting way, it's his eyes ye've got,
blue like the sky and just as full of dreams, and his blond hair so fine, so soft.

Dear Mr Carter, it says, | regret to say you are mistaken. | was indeed in the Southern Caucasus area
during the periods you refer to but sadly | do not recall meeting your grandfather at any point before or
during the war. Of course, it was a confused and con-fusing time and place; perhaps our paths did cross
very briefly.

| cannot rule it out. However, | can be assuring you we were not together on this expedition. Perhapsiit
was another Josef Pechorin who accompanied him, no? | am sorry | cannot shed any light on this episodein
your family history, but | can honestly say | did not go to Aratta.

Do | believe Josef Pechorin's denial? Why would he say 'before or during' the war when the
Hobbsbaum-Carter expedition took place in 1921, unlessit is another war entirely he's referring to?
No, | didn't believe him. | was sure he was hiding something so | kept on digging.

| still don't know who sent me the package of journals and notes, transcripts and translations, some
in English, one or two in Russian, many in a language that, well, looks like nothing | have ever seen.
But that's how | found out about the second expedition.

The Second Expedition

2 September 1942. They tell me Samuel Hobbsbaum has been arrested. The young SS officer, Strang,



described the raiding of the Warsaw ghetto, the dogs, the shootings, the casual — no, considered — brutdity.
Only amatter of time, he said, the labour camps will solve the 'Jewish problem'. His words and tone were
chilling but his tactics leave me unaffected. | have my own fears. And my hipflask. The grinding clack and
judder of this goods train carriage sickens me; | feel my hand shaking as | hold this pen. But these are
nothing. Strang's threats are nothing. It is the slow sobering of my own mind that | abhor.

They took away my bottle and waited until the DTs hit before they started the interrogations, of course. A
stenographer transcribes everything | say with utter dispassion. Strang stands over my shoulder or at the
table, leafing through the papers, Pechorin behind him. There are gaps to be filled, says the Hun. We want
to know everything. | looked at Pechorin and he just looked straight back, cold and dead. Write it down, he
said. They want you to write it down. | think that was when | passed out.

A wooden tableis bolted to the floor at one end of the shaking carriage. They have even given me achair.
Strang came in awhile back and laid a pile of papers on thetable — my old journals, notes of Samuel's,
others, al related to the '21 expedition. | cannot think of these things, cannot speak of these things. What do
they want of me?

| asked Strang but he tells me nothing. | try to remember the last few days, the last place | was, but after
twenty years forgetting ... Was | in Turkey aweek ago or was it ayear? More recently? The stinking hold
of afishingboat = | can smell it on me, somewhere in the stench of raw alcohol. | remember voices with
guttural accents. Russians? Pechorin! Damn him! | remember Pechorin standing over me, as soulless a
bastard aswhen | first set eyes on him. He said something to me.

Oh God. We're going back.

Can't or Won't, Mr Carter?

The transcript is dated September 5th, 1942, 15:40, Rostov-on-Don.

~ Sotell me about Aratta.

~ There's nothing to tell.

~ Now, that's not true, isit? Tell me about Aratta

~ It'sreferred to in Sumerian documents such as 'Enmerkar and the King of Aratta as acity to the far
north. The inhabitants were seen by the Sumerians as distant cousins. They ~ damn you!

~ Tell us about your expedition to Aratta. What did you find there?

~ Wedidn't find anything. The expedition was afailure.

~ You won't co-operate? Perhaps we should take a short break.

15:46.

~ Now, tell uswhat you found at Aratta. Why are you so reluctant to talk about it?

~ [voice muffled]

~ Louder.

~ GotoHdl.

~ Hardly, Mr Carter. Now. Look at the papers on the desk in front of you and tell me what's missing. Fill in
the gaps for us, Mr Carter.

~ Ask Pechorin. He was there.

~ We have, and he has given us awealth of information. But his memory isalittle ... broken. Just what did
happen to you in Aratta?

~ Nothing.

~ Let me show you something, Mr Carter.

~ These notes, Mr Pechorin tells us, are transcriptions of Sumerian texts about Aratta. These are Hittite
texts about Aratta. Thisisfrom an Arattan tablet referring to The Greatest City of the North'

~ which must be Aratta, yes?

~ That'swhat you would think.

-These transcriptions here, though, where Hobbsbaum used both Roman and Cyrillic aphabets, these are
not Sumerian, they're not Hittite, and they're not the language of the tablet. | do not understand them.
~Nordol.



~ And these marks, here under the writing, or here, on the backs of the sheets, these curves and dots, what
arethey? They are like no language | have ever seen. Certainly not cuneiform.

~ No.

~ What do they mean?

~ | can't tell you.

~ Strange. That's exactly what Pechorin said. Can't or won't, Mr Carter?

The Bones of the Giants

September 6th, 1942, 16:20, Majkop

~ You know, Mr Carter, | have heard many people praise your Juden friend's work on Northern Anatolian
prehistory.

~ That would be why you had him thrown into a labour camp?

~ Hisarticleslinking the Arattans to the Sumerians, comparing the Sumerian language with Magyar and
others of the Turanian family are ... unique. He was the first to theorise aracial link between the Arattans
and the Sumerians, first to establish the trade bonds between pre-historic settlements on the Danube and in
Anatolia, yes? But | should have realised a Jew would never tell the whole story.

~ That isthe whole story.

~ You seem unwell. A small drink to relax you?

| don't need one.

~ Still, you want one. No? Well. | was saying. Y ou agreed with the professor that Aratta was the elder
culture, that Jericho and Catal Huyuk might be only outposts of an empire built in wood and leather and
bone instead of clay and stone. No? So you went looking for Aratta and you found it. Y ou found the relics
of the elder culture. The bones of the giants, so to speak.

- [laughing] Relics! Relics?

| lay these pages of the interview out on the floor and shuffle through the shoebox for the journal
page that references it. My grandfather didn't write his journal in a book but on loose leaves of
paper. There are pages torn from hotels' headed notepads, foolscap, A4, Letter, tiny fragments on
lined pages ripped from little notebooks.

Rdlics, he writes on the page | place beside the interview like the next piece of the jigsaw puzzle...
There was never any doubt in my mind, he writes, from what fragments of Arattan existed that it and
Sumerian belong in the Turanian family ~— [the languages of the Ural and Altaic mountain ranges of
Central Asia, | amtold] ~ or that the origins of Sumer lay in Aratta. But everything pointsto the Lake
Van area as the only conceivable site for the city. To go looking for it in the Central Caucasus was simply
insane. It ill is.

What baffles me is that Pechorin knows. He must know, unless. . . isit possible hismemory really is
disturbed? He talksin his slegp, and not in Russian  muttered sing-song words all too familiar. But perhaps
his dreams are only that; when heis awake heislargely silent. But whether he works with the Nazisor is
as much aprisoner asmyself ~ and | cannot fathom his motivesat all ~— when he looks at me | see the
same cold eyes| stare at in the mirror. | have tried to drown my memories of that expedition in alcohol and
hashish. Perhaps he was more successful.

I must speak to him alone, find out how much he truly remem-bers. Does he know the meaning of the
words he's speaking in his sleep? Does he really not know what we are headed into? | fear he has laid out
astring of lies before the Nazi, only to lead us al back to that godforsaken place.

Let Seeping Gods Lie

Pechorin denies everything.

Dear Mr Carter, the letter dated August 4th, 1999 reads, | have looked over the copies of your
grandfather's papers sent to me and | can only apologisefor my lying. | ask for forgiveness and, please,
for trust, but | beg you not to bring up matters best |eft forgotten. Let that nightmare stay whereit
belongs, in the pagt, in obscurity, dark and sunken. Every day of my lifel regret the decisonsand



judge-ments of my past. But after fifty yearsin agulag, what isthere | can change about my life? What
can | do or say now to redeem myself? Let me serve only asawarning to others, to you. Let degping
godslie. Do not ask for the truth and | will not haveto bury it in lies. Please let the matter rest with we
did not go to Aratta.

And yet:

20 March 1921. We have barely left the surer footing of the Old Military Highway and already the weather
has taken a turn for the worse. With the sun shrouded in storm clouds and the mountains around us cloaked
in mist and dleet, the grey rock-faces before us seem an even more daunting prospect than ever. Following
the Terek River back towards its source leads us north and west, and ever higher.

My suspicion that the professor is keeping something from me grows. He seems preoccupied, asif turning

someideaover in his head as he walks. If there is something | should know, | would be glad if he would let
mein on it, rather than keeping me in the dark. He spends much of the journey with Pechorin who, it turns

out, is something of alinguist himself, not that you'd know it to look at him.

Pechorin's men ook more cut-throat than ever, but | wonder if | may have underestimated him. For al his
savage appearance, in the nuances of hiswords and habits he betrays an education and a privileged
upbringing. | suspect heisthe classic nihilist, assured of his own destruction, romanticizing his own life and
death, choosing to hide his background behind contemptuous silence. There isafierceintelligence in those
eyes, though, if he would only chooseto useit. Still, this may sound petty and spiteful, but | really do not like
that man. | do not trust him at all.

The Tablets of Destiny, the Book of the Dead

10 September 1942, near Karacaevsk. From Majkop's burning oil-fields, we moved east with the SS tank
battalions to split from the main body somewhere north of Cerkessk, then started moving down through the
rugged countryside, along the River Kuban, towards the Caucasus proper. Our escort is comprised of the
select of SS Division 'Wiking', a unit of twelve men put together under the command of Strang. All seem
uncomfortable in their stolen NKVD uniforms — far too unstylish for these German jackboot dandies.

The whole army seems low on fuel and ammunition. Strang claims that Himmler is more concerned with
the covert, esoteric aspects of the mission than with the mundane act of capturing the oilfields. | had heard
that the Nazi Inner Circle had some strange ideas but it seems inconceivable Hitler would stake so much on
the success of one small mission, even if we were to rediscover alost city of Aryan ancestors. Yes, it
would be, for them, the single most momentous sign of racial superiority. But even the Nazis cannot be so
mad as to place that much faith on a mere symbol; Strang must be covering for the failures of his leaders.
Unless Pechorin has told them. My God, those words, that language, in the mouth of a Hitler!

I look at the neat printing on a crisp white page, so distinct from the tattered scraps it sits amongst.
Times New Roman. Twelve point. A translation from the German, done by an old friend of mine, a
linguist who ... who | should never have involved. We used to joke about it, my crackpot conspiracy
theory bestseller. Nazis and ancient artefacts. You don't believe any of this, he used to say. Do you?
| place the page beside my grandfather's journal entry.

All goeswdll, writes SS-Sturmbannfiihrer Strang. The trucks are provisioned and the men ready. They
are al good, strong children of the fatherland. Oberfuhrer, | believe that not only will we find Aratta and
conclusive proof that the Sumerians stole their wisdom and learning from the great Aryan civilisation that
preceded them, but that we can take this treasure that Pechorin speaks of right from underneath the
Russians noses. Heis, | admit, still elliptical about its nature. The Tablets of Destiny. The Book of the
Dead. When he talks of it there is an emptiness that comes into his eyes. Of course, heisaSlav. The
power of the ancientsis not his birthright. It is ours, Oberfuhrer, and | will bring it back to Germany where
it belongs.

Y ou asked me onceif | trust Pechorin. Heisin no position to he to us, and, indeed, seems almost eager to



co-operate. He claims he has virtually deciphered the tablet fully new, says there is no doubt at all that the
language isindeed Aryan. The Englishman, Carter, still insistsit is a bastard tongue off some obscure
branch of the "Tura-nian’' family, asif the yellow-skinned pygmies of Asia could be the Fathers of so grand
aculture. The man isdemented ~ | suspect from too much of the Turkish kif. Sometimes | feel we should
have left him in the stinking hovel that we dragged him from. If we did not need him to lead usto Aratta, |
swear | would have him shot.

The Time of Nomads

23 March 1921. If it is not snowing, it israining; if not raining, then snowing. The scree of the lower slopes
has given way to ice and rock as we move out of the Terek valley and into North Ossetia. Going is slow
and | regret ever joining this damn-fool expedition. Thetablet  ohyes, | finally saw thetablet —is
spectacularly detailed, true but | was shocked to say the least when Hobbsbaum told me how he'd
‘trandlated' it.

To say that hisinterpretations are 'free’ would be generous. He is virtually claiming that we have before us
the original Turanian proto-language, the ancestor of both Arattan and Sumerian. | realise now that in his
need to prove his theories he has thrown reason to the wind and made idiots of us both. And yet, | still want
to have faith in him. | still want to believe him. But how can | countenance this insanity, this mad idea of an
antediluvian civilisation wiped out by aflood not of water but of ice? For the period we are talking of is not
neolithic but palaeolithic. | am not half the archaeol ogist or linguist Hobbsbaum is, that's true (my studies
were rather rudely interrupted by the Boche), but even | know that if we are talking of alanguage like
Turanian, the original Turanian, we are talking of a period long before Mankind first built hislittle clay
villages on the banks of the Tigris and Euphrates, long before the walls of Jericho or honey-combed cells of
Catal Huyuk. Thisisthetime of Indo-European, of nomads, of cavemen. Civilisation in the Ice Age,
destroyed by it or by the floods that came with its ending? It is ludicrous.

28 March 1921. Hobbsbaum and | talked al last night, sat up drinking and laughing, celebrating afind that, if
we died right here and now, would make it al worth while. We still haven't found Arattayet; | don't believe
wewill. | don't believe we were ever really looking for Aratta, no matter what Hobbsbaum says. Thereisa
gy wink in his eye even as he insists that the tablet surely must refer to that city. Where else could it be
talking about? What other Great City of the North istherein Sumer's sphere of knowledge. At times| feel
that heis dropping hints, clues, trying to lead me to alogica conclusion he himself has long since reached,
unwilling to put it into words because to do so would be to admit insanity. But | am sure now we are looking
for something else, something older. | am sure now because we have found it.

The cave is carved al over with the cuneiform that Hobbsbaum calls Turanian. Not Sumerian cuneiform,
not even Arattan cuneiform contemporary with Sumer, but awhole hoard of carvings, some in the language
of the tablet and some obviously older. Looking at it, one might trace the whole history of the script over
time on the walls of this cave, the stylisation of pictographs into symbols, into syllabic cuneiform. Although
‘runeiform’ might be a more appropri-ate term for these, lacking as they do the characteristic wedge-shapes
of writing imprinted on clay with areed. Hobbsbaum is enraptured, taking sheets and sheets of notes. |
must admit that | am too stunned to do much more than stare. Dear Lord, we may have found the oldest
written language in theworld — and carved on stone!

Pechorin only scowled, saying that of course his people had writing before the rest of the world. The man's
as arrogant asa Hun.

Hobbsbaum's Notes

| keep Hobbsbhaum's notes separate from the rest, sitting up on the desk in my room, hidden in one of
those manilafolders used infiling cabinets. | till have the photocopies and the trandations, though I've
aready deleted the scansfrom my laptop. | know that they're part of this story but | can't bring mysdlf to
look at them again, becausewhen | do al | can think about isagood friend of mine now locked up for
hisown safety.

Sowhat | lay on thefloor is sort of aplaceholder.



Email to |ack.carter @miskatonic.edu, 10/04/9914:45:

Jack. That stuff you wanted me to have alook at came through garbled, so can you send it through
again? Sounds fascinating. If it lookslike amixture of Roman and Cyrillic, it'smorelikely your
grandfather or the professor or whatever was just using the symbolsto transcribe phonetic values. Are
there accents on the vowel s or diacritics, becauseif there are, I'd say you're definitely looking at some
other language that's been written out in a sort of early ‘phonetic’ aphabet. Maybe some Caucasian
didect or something? Still, 1'd loveto seeit. Y ou know, | mentioned it to my adviser and he said
Hobbshaum wasredly abit of apioneer in hisfield. Reckonsif it hadn't been for the Nazis he might have
got abit more recognition.

After | got that | did someresearch. | mean, | didn't even know what 'phonetics meant until | started
trying to put this puzzle together, but whet it isisthat our normal aphabets the Roman aphabet, the
Cyrillic alphabet, the Greek dphabet  don't redly relate accurately to the sounds we make. Theletter C
can bea'k' sound or an's sound, or a'ch' or even a'ts, depending on where you come from. There are
sounds like 'sh' or 'th which don't even have aletter of their own in the Roman a phabet. But people who
study these sounds, these phonemes, and the way they're made, they can classify them exactly and they
useasort of artificial aphabet to transcribe them. They take aletter from here, aletter from there, a
Greek theta or a Norse thorn. They can represent the way asound is spoken with abreathy 'h' of
aspiration, nasalized or held back inthe glottis. All that's missing isthe pitch and stress of intonation.

Hobbsbaum's notes are written in exactly that sort of cobbled-together aphabet. But aswell asthe
diagona dashes and umlauts over thisletter or that, there's these other little ticks and wavy lines running
abovethetexts, rigng and faling like avoicetdling agtory. The pitch and stress of intonation. A pause
for emphasis... A whisper. It'sasif hewastranscribing not awritten language but a spoken tongue,
listening like an anthropologist to an old man telling atale around a campfire, scribbling furioudy inthe
flickering shadows asfast as he could, just trying to keep up with him and using whatever sign or squiggle
seemed gppropriate to that sound, transcribing the full complexity of the oral tongue as best he could.
That'swhat Hobbsbaum's notes [ook like.

And then there are the sketches, the direct copies of the writing that the ancientsleft behind them, that
thistiny, forgotten expedition came acrossin 1921. | wonder if they felt the samething looking oniit as|
do.

Fear.

The Master Race

12 September 1942. 10km south of Tyrnyauz. Strang'strigger finger was itchy today. He placed the barrel
of his Luger at my temple and swore at mein German ~ Schweinehund, Scheisser and so on. More a
scholar than a soldier, | know that he's as uncomfortable with the uniform as with his own bizarre
hypothesis. Strained, strung-out Strang trying to be strong. A weak man caught up in his fantasies of power.
So | goaded him and he pointed the barrel of his gun at the side of my head. Pechorin, inscrutable as ever,
reminded him that only | could lead them to their destination. | heard the tone in his voice, subtle and
persuasive, the quiet, deadly music. He remem-bers. I'm sure of it now. The bastard.

~ You really think we found the 'great Aryan city from which al civilisation sprang?

| know you mounted an expedition after which the professor never published another word, while you
disappeared off the face of the earth. | think you found it, then buried your research, covered your tracks,
denied al knowledge of it for some twenty years. Why? Because it didn't suit your Jew-loving ideas.

~ It's some story.

~ You didn't want the world to know the truth of Aryan superi-ority. Of a master race who ruled this world
long before the weak and decadent races of the East built their pyramids and ziggurats.

[Carter laughs.]
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An email to jack.carter @miskatonic.edu, 10/05/99 14:53

Thisisajokeright?Y ou need to get agirlfriend or ahobby or something. Jack. How long did it take you
to put together, anyway? | mean, 23 pages of pseudo-nogtratic. What are you on? | mean whatever it is,
Jack, 1 swear you must be tapping into the old raciad memory, or mass unconscious, or ahigher plane, or
whatever you want to cal it, because | know you don't know shit about this stuff. Come on, Jack. Where
did this stuff redly come from?Who wasit put you up to this?

~ Don't test me, Mr Carter. Now. Think about this carefully. | have the tablet; | have Pechorin. You are a
luxury. | don't need you to find the city, only to tell me what to expect. I've heard Mr Pechorin mumbling in
his sleep, and I've heard you screaming. | have a guilty conscience.

~ It's more than that. Y ou saw something, something the Aryans had that made later civilisations mere
barbarians in comparison. Now, before | put a bullet through your brain, you will tell me what you found.

~ Send out the stenographer and I'll tell you all about your fabulous Northern City of the Ancient Ones.
Maybe you want to hear some words in their language? Hmm? It's quite unique, you know. But | doubt that
you could handleit.

~ Mr Carter, |—

~ [indistinct]

~ I think you . . . you .. . you may leave us now, Sturmman.

Our Language, Ur Language

Email to jack.carter @miskatonic.edu, 10/07/99 14:48

Pull the other one, Jack. I'm not buying this granddaddy’s papers found in the attic bullshit. Oh, sorry, |
mean sent by amysterious stranger with no return address. Was | born yesterday? Haha. Very funny,
Jack. Y ou know there's enough clap-trap written by morons about the so-called secrets of the ancients
without adding more of this sort of hokum.

| gottagiveit to you though, whoever put it together for you did agood job. | got about hafway through
trandating the first page before the ‘written across the forehead' line gave it away. Presumably, theword
was "'sucker', right? Just read what |'ve done so far and tell me, with astraight face, that thisisn't a
complete stitch-up.

Email to jack.carter @miskatonic.edu, 10/11/9914:53

OK. Number One Nodtraticisjust abullshit theory made up by crazy Russkisin the Eighties, saying
that just as most languages can be traced back to an ancestor like Indo-European or Urd-Altaic, these
proto-languages can be traced back further ill. 1E and UA, dong with Afro-Asatic, Dravidian and haf
the languagesin theworld are al supposed to go back to Nostratic. It's abullshit theory because there's
no way we can trace any language back that far. It's a construct built on constructs  one big house of
cards.

Number Two. Even if Nostratic was once spoken by some hairy-arsed tribe that wandered over haf the
world, it would have been about 15,000 yearsago only about 8,000 years before writing was
invented. So where exactly is Grandpa Carter supposed to have found this stuff?

Three. Those scans you sent me are soo00000 authentic! What did you do, crumple up the paper and
stain them with coffee? | especidly liked the dried blood stains on the last page. I'm impressed.

Email to jack.carter @miskatonic.edu, 10/12/9914:01

Jack. I am mgorly wowed. | couldn't resist having ago a some more of your 'Nostratic'. It's fucking
tremendous. | mean, it holds together so well asalanguage, eveniif it isahoax. The grammar, the
projected sound-shifts it al makes sense evenif it isone massive con. All | want to know iswhen and
why did you learn this much about linguistics, or who'sin on it with you? 'Y ou should write abestsdller,
with your imagination. Fuck. Y ou're the one who should be doing the doctorate, not me.
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Email to jack.carter @miskatonic.edu, 10/13/9914:44

Y ou are one sick puppy, Jack. Some bf this stuff, I don't know whether to laugh or throw up. It'sone
thing inventing alanguage, but come on. It's fucking genocide you're writing about here and some of it
justisn't funny.

Whatever Happened to Jack Carter

Email to jack.carter @miskatonic.edu, 10/13/99 1526

Jack. I'm on page 17 and I'm sending you what 1've done so far. | don't know where you got this stuff,
but it'sred, isn't it? For fuck's sake, Jack, thiscan't bered. It can't be. But, | don't know why; | just
believeit now. If thisisajoke, I'll fucking kill you, Jack. | swear to God, I'll fucking kill you. I'll rip out
your throat and piss down the hole. Haha. Just kidding. Gotcha, didn't 1? Gotcha. Anyway, I'll send you
more as| get it trandated.

I'm running out of space on the floor now, so when | lay that email down | place the second one
overlapping it. | could have printed out those last few emails on the same page, but somehow | think they
each belong apart. The next is short. Thetext lookstiny on its own on the white paper. Itstimeis marked
as17:08, just an hour and ahalf after the last one.

Jack, it says. Takewhat | sent you and burn it. Burn it now. Burnit al.

| had read what he sent me by that point, aswell as much of my grandfather'sjournals. And | was
garting to fed this crawling nausea. | was starting to wonder mysdf if thiswasal some fucking sick
prankster stringing me aong. So when | opened up that first email in my inbox and read it | didn't get a
sudden shock, | didn't get goosebumps or fed a shiver run down my spine. | just realized that | was
already scared.

There were two more emailswaiting for me, and I'd checked my inbox only ten or fifteen minutes ago.
17:11, the next one was timestamped.

Jaguar Jack, it said. Take that what which | sentenced 2 you & BURN IT.

| don't know what was going through his heed, or rather | think | know what was going through it, but
not in detail. | don't know linguigtics, | don't know phonetics. | can't look at Hobbsbaum's notes and
trand ate the squiggles and flourishesinto sounds, exact sounds, precise sounds, that language written
down exactly asit would have been coming out of the mouth of whoever  whatever  was spesking it,
writing it down dl those millenniaago. So | don't know the actua words that were going through his
head. All I've got isthe trandation.

The last email was dated 10/13/99 17:13. | look at it lying there on the floor, at dl of it scattered around
and the pagesthat | haven't put in place yet and Hobbsbaum's notesin their manilafolder, and | try not to
think of him, sedated like that, doped up to the eyebdls.

| need to know, | redlize. | need to follow thisthrough to the end, to Aratta or wherever the hell it was
my grandfather went, whatever happened to Jack Carter.

| have the money that my grandmother Ieft me, in the form of aplaneticket and alot of traveller's
cheques now, and I've done abit of backpacking in my time, so | know that | can do this. But that |ast
email scaresthe shit out of me.

lacchustick the witch sensdesstwitch sn 2 U and and burniit burniit burn it burn it burn it burn it burn it
burnit.

| fold the cover of the Holiday Inn matchbook back to squeeze the match between it and the black strip,
flick and light my cigarette with the flaring flame. I'm smoking alot more these days.

Errata
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The Smians on the Veldt of Evenings

The cregturestravel in packs, and Puck and | travel with them, observing from adistance, Puck with the
Book of All Hours open on hislap, ensuring we don't get too far from the track, | with my notebooks,
studying and trying to make sense of these smian scav-engers, ghosts of our long-dead ancestors, one
might think, or distant rdatives, shoots of some pardle evolution in the otherworlds of the Ve lum.
Somewhere between brute and human, clearly they can reckon the risks and chances offered by
predators and competitors, judging the strong, the weak, the quick, the dead. They do not dumbly
accept usin our cart, trundling alongside, drawn by the ten-limbed crawling thing that | once wore as
wings, sopping wherethey stop in the dusk, and setting off with them again each dawn; but neither do
they bolt. They howl and gibber hostile warnings at us, throw stones every so often, but we have good
food to steal and seem to pose no obvious threat, o they maintain awary curiosity that marks them out
from the other tribes of hominid creatures dwelling on the low dopes of the foothills of Oblivion's Mount.
| watch them and | fed like some anthropologist gifted with the chance to study Homo habilisinits
natura environment, except for the fact that the world we travel in seemslessthe dawn of human
evolution than the twilight.

The bones of along-dead civilisation crumble al around us, and these smian things that forage berries
and fruits among the over-growth, al smooth-copper-skinned and gracile, tall and dender, ook as
modern ahuman as any man who ever walked through city-streetsin his designer suit.

We take our routes through wildernesses empty of al humanity these days, so asto avoid the
questionings of those who find ahuman with horns somewhat... outlandish, or who think our lack of tails
apitiful deformity; and also, more importantly, so that I'm not required to work like a man possessed,
squiggling and dabbing peopleinto the Book as | approach; or have Puck or myself running up and
down, peering in gas station or truck-stop windows, returning with counts and co-ordinates to the other,
waiting, bored and restless, pen poised over the page. Puck, fast asheis, can bealittleunrdiable asa
scout, and after the odd episode where a shopkeeper or garage attendant has disappeared on my entry
into the premises, Book in hand, | am reluctant to rely too heavily on his accuracy with facts and figures.
Worse still have been the times I've scouted ahead mysalf and returned only to find Puck doodling
absently in the tome or using it as achild's colouring-in book, spread out before him on the cart where he
lies, feet kicking inthe air, tongue sticking from one corner of his mouth, scribbling ferocioudy with a
crayon.

Passing through a swathe of purple desert, a pointed look from me at Puck, a shrug.

| like purple, says Puck, sheepish and sullen.

Well, at least we have now established that the influence of the Book istemporary; the worlds silenced
for our passing seem to resume their normal business, people reappearing in my wake, carrying on not
quite where they left off but doing what they would have been doing had | not so ruddly interrupted their
daily lives. Skittering back to collect some forgotten trinket he had collected on our passage dong the
Turpentine River, Puck returned with grest excite-ment to announce that the vacant village where held | eft
his necklace of dice was now thriving once again. As| tweezered the buckshot pellets from his buit,
blasted by some horrified farmer who'd clearly thought the creature rifling the mounds of jewdlery on his
daugh-ter's bedside table was Satan Himsdlf, | breathed asigh of relief.

| am nat, it seems, an angd of oblivion, doomed to extinguish every soul in my path | fail to mark within
the Book of All Hours. It ismore that we move across the Vellum as some fisheye lens, magnifying,
inverting, distorting the area around our focus, but with only an illusory and temporary effect. | do think,
however, of the debris I've left scattered in my wake, and wonder what those deni-zens have made of it,
the arrears, seamtrucks and whirliwalkers| have stolen from one world and abandoned in another, the
libraries| have populated with notebooks and journals scribbled in the inscrutable, dien tongue of
English. | think of the furry people of Gernsback City clambering out of their hoverpods onto the Slver
Bridge where, amongst the jam of traffic and blaring horns they gather around the spectacle of a



Volkswagen camper van, or of the Amish-like inhabitants of the Strawberry Fields circled around a
hulking autospider suddenly appeared amongst their crops like a crashed adien spacecraft.

So wetry to minimise the effects of our passage now, as much as possible, and for a decade or two we
had not seen another living soul until the simians appeared.

We dtarted to glimpse the creatures about the same time the great monolith of amountain cameinto our
sght acrossthe Ve dt of Evenings, where, each day, black clouds of night would clear from the sky
reveding asun dready crawling down to the horizon, and where, with each dow sunset, crimson, rose
and golden clouds would fill that sky and dowly darken with the dusk into amere hour of night beforeiit
all began again. They appeared in the distance, wandering dots, and | rose from the padded cushion of
the cart, clicked off the gloves and goggled my eyesto skry them, waving my hand at Puck to quick,
quick, mark them in the Book, adozen of them at least, no, two, four, Six ... ten ... fifteen. Fifteen.

After that first tribe, we spotted many more, moving in parald with usor crossng our tracks. They were
scattered and sporadic, these tribes, spread out over territories so vast | wondered how often they came
into contact with each other. The one time we saw two tribes come into each other's sphere of
awareness, therewas only abrief but loud exchange of machismo and outrage that ended with little more
than afew gticksflying through the air and adisgruntled, wordless agreement to go in entirely different
directions

All of thesetribes, though, treated uswith similar crude fear or fury, till we drew up to the low dopes of
Oblivion's Mount and Puck spotted thistribe led by the individual that Puck assures me should be known
as Jack.

Following Us Ahead of Us

Jack stands out from the others as awanderer, reviled wildchild, solitary coyote in the rain-hard night, a
wisdom in hisravenous eyes as he watches them, waiting in the dark to raid what the others see as
rubbish, or stalking the other animas of theterrain asif to stedl the scraps of their secrets, thieving the
tricks of other beasts, and crowing about it in the morning. When we first saw him, he seemed only a
sickly adolescent, scavenging status by unusua strategies, sparkling stones given to other malesto barter
with thefemaesfor sexua favours, joining the femae grooming and gossip sessions, flirting outrageoudy
but bolting at the first advance. But over time this omega boy to the dphamale seemsto have latched on
charm and subterfuge to gain a status that is quite outside the standard pecking orders of the other tribes,
cregting arolethat has trans-formed the whole socid structure of hissimian clan.

Wandering wide out of the foraging paths of the others, he returns with gifts of necklaces made from
washers and nuts and locker keys dug from the garbage-strewn ground, or mushrooms and herbs that
lead to stoned orgies of tripping, puking, giggling chaos. And even asthe upper echelon maesdrivehim
away with stonesin their hungover mornings, they seem to follow his skipping, outskirting dance off into
the margins. Whenever the bulky leader of them risesin the afternoon-dawn, casting his gaze around their
lands, he dways seems to settle on the direction where the one that we call Jack Sits, picking histeeth
with agtdk of grassand trilling merrily to himsdf, Snging.

And that is hismost unique characteridtic, | think, amongst hiskin.

Jack sings.

Wherethe othersdl use their complicated sounds smply to grub for favours and commitments within
their own community, cooing and giggling together or shrieking antagonism, this scavenger of drugsand
glimmering stone fetishes Sngsin acunning grammar, scheming his sounds, it seems, into a sequenced
dory, asif he'stelling atale of where he's been and what he's seen, enchanting, canting. | am convinced
that if it isnot languagethenitis, at leadt, the roots of it.

| wonder sometimesif heis answering the earth  because there are noises up herein thefoothills of
Oblivion'sMount that are ... unsettling at times. Every so often I'll follow alow hum to its source and find



some splay of wire fence catching the wind, or trace asudden twang to ablue sted guitar stuck halfway
down adipped face of garbage sediment, its last snapped string still swaying inthe air. There are cregks
and groanings, rustles of dirt trickling some-where, and sometimes, at dusk ~ when for some reason, it
seemsloudest it soundsamost musicd, in an atona, modernist way.

Jack sngsloudest in the dusk and even as he wanders round the huddling others, he often skips away,
out to the edges, and singslooking out into the gloaming asif addressing it.

The odiers obvioudy don't have aclue what he thinks he's doing, but you can see them listening, inspired
with adistrusting reverence, afearful respect for thisjackdaw birdman of the dreamtime. Charla-tan
saviour, heroic fool, sagacious rogue, heisasnake-oil sadlesman of liesand illusions, using the stage-show
shell-game of hissong to charm them, and | think without knowing it they follow him on ajourney into his
own mind and across die Vellum. None of the other tribes we've travelled with followed our course
around Oblivion's Mount so closdly, dl of them veering off to travel east or west away asif thelowering
tower signified some dread power that it would not do to get too close to. Jack, on the other hand seems
bent on leading them around it. Sometimes | think if sactualy hewho's following us ... following us ahead
of us, if that makes sense.

He doesremind me of the Jack | once knew; | understand why Puck would call him that. But like Puck
himself he seems drawn with abroader brush than the brash youth of my distant memories, asif inthe
Velumwedl tend towards our essence, finding astrange unity within the myriad variations of our souls,
in the commondlities or in the deeper patterns suggested by discrepancies. The Hindus claim that diere
arefive soulsin any body, five skandas. The ancient Egyptians distinguished seven. I'm not sure we don't
have infinite souls scattered dl acrossthe Vellum, or one soul shattered into infinite pieces.

Isthat what lies at the end of our journey, | wonder, on thelast page of the Book of All Hours, aplace
where al the variations are resolved, where dl our multiple selves are boiled down into one perfect
Patonic form of us? And what Jack would we find there, | wonder? What isit that this Jack shareswith
mine, with Puck's? A gleamin the eye? A glint of grin? Or just aname, aword?

It worriesmealittle, | must admit. | look at this Jack, and | think of the Jack of my memoriesand if there
isasingleword that sumsthem both up | would haveto say it's firestarter.

3
Of Mammon and Moloch

Jumpin'Jack Flash

| leap from the wirdliner's blasted doorway as, behind me, the whole structure shrieks and buckles, the
zeppelin-shaped ray-tanks rupturing and spewing out a lurid noxious blue-green steam of orgone-saturated
vapours. The passenger carriage cracks, creaking as the vast weight of the vessel unbalances, gyroscopes
gone wild. Asthe wounded wireliner careensinto a smaller airtrain, wires and cables snap and whiplash
through the air, one just close enough for me to catch and swing, sparks showering from my snakeskin
jackboots in an electric arc. The second bomb goes off.

If $1999. Fuck, it's aways 1999.

I land in acrouch on a stedl gantry, black greatcoat billowing around me as the airtrain ploughs through
signals and switches, twists and turns and blossoms into flame. Overhead, the wireliner, the Iron Lady, tilts
its nose towards the sky, ascene and onascale that's reminiscent of the Hindenburg or the Titanic.
A blue aura crackles round my gloved hand, | can feel my hair standing on end (no need for hair gel for a
few days, then) and there's ataste of ozone in my mouth. But | got that electro-shock buzz on, and | do feel
chipper.

Jack B. Nimble, Jack B. Quick, I clunk-chunk-chik my Zippo, light a stick of dynamite and throw it as|



jump again. Gantry to girder, girder to strut, | land as the explosion sends a hooped ladder raining down in
fragments onto the riveted steel panels of the bridge that carries the Wire across theriver, into City Central
Terminal. | look towards the Terminal, its sandstone towers and walls and smoke-stacks, the palatial
grandeur of the glass and girder lattice roof, like some immense Victorian greenhouse. Wrapped in furling
clouds of orgone-rich gases, flames erupting, shrapnel flying, the wireliner soars inexorably down towardsit.
Keen.

Thethird bomb istimed just perfect, blowing the Cavor-Reich orgone-jet engines just before the wireliner
losesthe last of itsinertia-dampened impetus and sending it, three hundred tons of fireball, over and down
and through the glassy webworks of the City Central Terminal's roof. Peachy keen.

Knowing | don't have long before the keepers arrive, | unholster my Curzon-Y oungblood Mark | chi-pistol,
favoured weapon of the gaijin ninjas. Modern makes and models of the weapon have their benefits, true,
but the original repaysthe skill and care invested in it with an accuracy and power unmatched by any other
gun. In the hands of aprofessional, it's alethal beauty.

Through the blue tint of my mayashades, | watch the massive Clydebuilt molotov cocktail and the pretty
flower of fire it makes of City Central Terminal. Shock and Awe, motherfuckers, Shock and Awe.

Weapons-Grade Adamantium

Dr Reinhardt Starn studies the police file on the screen of the laptop in front of him and the prisoner on
the other side of the desk. Suspect description: medium-tall, dim-build, white male, age 20-25 approx.
Bleached punk hair, aternative clothing. What Starn sees is someone with a carefully cultivated 'rebdl’
sf-image.

- Do you understand why I'm here? he asks.

No answer.

“I'madinical psychologist in consultation with the authorities. it'smy job to decide if you're competent
to stand trid. Y ou under-stand they think you killed some people, yes?

No answer.

The policefile givesonly abrief history: Suspect in 'Spartacus killings, caught fleeing murder scene.
Referred for psychiatric evalu-ation and investigation. Possible member of an anarchist terror cell so the
file says, but Starn finds the whole latter-day Bader-Meinhof Gang idea unlikely to say the least. HisMO
ismore|lonewolf than team player.

Suspect refuses to give his name, the screen tells him. No matches with police record ... no DNA profile
in the database at al. So no Socia Security records, thinks Starn. No bank account, no passport, he
can't beworking legally and he can't be claiming unemployment  not without an ID card.

No ID card. Y ou'd have to be born in the wilderness and raised by wolves not to have an ED card these
days.

~ Doyoumindif | ask you afew questions? says Starn. OK | believe you go by the name of 'Jack
Flash'. Can | ask you about the significance of that?

-Jack the Giant-Killer, Jack the Ripper, Spring-Heeled Jack, yes, Jack of Clubs and Spades and Hearts
and Diamonds, Jack of Wands and Swords and Chalices and Coins. A whole attack of Jacks. Jack's
back.

~ Hmm. But Jack Flash'. That's from asong, isn't it? The Rolling Stones ™ Jumpin' Jack Flash

~ He'sagas, gas, gas.... whoomf ... Jack Flash fire flash gordon flash harry flash flood flash point... flash
cunt.

Starn moves afinger across the laptop's trackpad, minimizes one window and opens up another to note
down hisfirgt impressons. Subject exhibits some of the classic schizophrenic discourse patterns

~ word-play, symboalic fixation, smearing of meaning  but appears more coherent/responsive than would
expect. Too self aware. Pos-sible borderline case/ sociopath faking psychotic delusion?

~ That isn't your red name, though, isit? says Starn.

~ Wi, you know how sometimes you had something from before, but you don't have it any more?

- | suppose well just have to call you Jack for now then. OK?



Jack sizesthe doctor up acrossthe table, cool as acheroot clenched in adrifter's teeth but kind of miffed
that they've sent such an amateur. He thought he might at least merit agood Pinterian psycholinguist;
they're dways fun. But no. Every tic, every twitch leaks out this monkey robot's subtext, every word he
says and every word he doesn't say. Every glance from notes to subject, every cough to clear the throat,
the strains and pausesin his speech ... even the scent of him reeks of furtive fears and naughty needs.

~ Keen, says Jack.

Hetdls himsdlf the quack may actually be amaster of the black ops arts of speech combet, playing a
subtle bluff. It's never smart to underestimate the enemy, but, hell, this bastard isn't giving him much
choice. What isthis? Don't they know what they've got here? Anyone would think they'd never heard of
Jack FHash. Weapons-grade adamantium. The original goddamn psychokiller. Qu'est-ce que fucking
cest?

He'd beinsulted if it wasn't for the keeper behind the one-way mirror. At least hel's got some fucking bite.

A Glint of Shickety-Sharp Teeth

Pechorin (bioform) status: all vital functions in homeostatic balance; psychophysiology and kinaesthetic
senses dampened; affective/logical reactions inhibited; reflexive/habitual-behavioural reactions inhibited; ego
shutdown; self shutdown; id shutdown; total psyche shutdown.

Pechorin (bioform) status: personality by-pass operation complete.

Observation: Subject sits with calm poise, studying Agent (Dr) Starn, eyes flicking up to the observation
mirror, now and then {Analysis: bioform presence sensed by subject. Response: minimize bioform functions,
deepen trance-state).

Operation: psychic contact made; preliminary scan initiated.

Narrative detected:

Jack looks in the mirror, at his own reflection, and at what lies beyond it. Under the bleached
hair and the attitude, there's still an image ~ a reflection, a shadow — of the boy he was, a
bookworm buried in dreams, asleep to his surroundings, Narcissus or Endymion, Kama
Krishna on his lotus. He lets his eyes unfocus, scries the mirror: leaves blow over and around
him, red, gold, orange, yellow, leaves of autumn, leaves of fire, burning leaves torn out of
books, existence on fire, black incense rising into blue eternity. Whole world should burn, he
thinks, it would be so fucking pretty.

Jack grins a glint of snickety sharp teeth.

Operation: focus narrative; scan for core identity.

He walks across the grass, summer sunlight warm against the back of his neck, smooth heat
like a caress, towards the red-brick library, sanctum of adventure.

B Hey, Jack, the voice behind him calls.

~ Yo, Joe, he says.

~ Where you been all week?

Nowhere, he thinks. It's just another lost, last day of the summer of his youth, and he's spent
most of it in the library, out of the way of his peers, happier in solitude, in the realms of
fantasy, than in a limbo reality of housing schemes and gang battles.

~ Keeping my head down, he says.

He knows he's the weird kid, strange, estranged, but Jack doesn't care. He's got all of eternity
to keep him company, in his head.

The Nature of the Conspiracy



Starn triesto ignore the feeling of being watched; it goes with the job, but the one-way mirrors dways
make him feel uncomfortable, like someone reading your newspaper over your shoulder. They do have
video cameras, after dl. If they want him to get insde the man's head, so to speeak, they could just leave
him to get onwithiit. It'snot asif the officer behind the glassis qualified to make these kind of
judgements.

- Perhaps we could speak alittle bit about yoursdlf, he says, but first | want to find out if you really
understand where you are, what's happening to you. Can you tell me where you are?

~You know where | am.

~ Of course. Of course. | just want to make sure that you know.

~Inaninterrogation cell, deep underground, inside the secret base of an empire that reaches from the
dawn of time, across eternities, and into the minds of every monkey robot in the world.

Starn looks around the interview room. A small, grilled window sits high up on onewall, sunlight from it
picking out dust motesin the air. The third floor is not exactly what held call ‘deep underground..
~'Monkey robot'? he says.

~ Puppets on astring, dangling, jangling, gangling from the ganglionsin the head. That's how they control
us. That'sall we are to them, monkey robots  apemen, golems, fucking soldiers of the Empire.

- The Empire?

~ Empire never ended Just hid itsdlf. Y ou can only seeit if you close your eyes.

The prisoner amiles, picks up the paper cup of black coffee sitting on the desk and takes a sip.
-Youthink thisisal... part of thisEmpire?

| know it and you know it too. Y ou just don't know you know it. That's the nature of the conspiracy.
Of course, it isthe sort of language you'd expect from a palitico, thinks Starn. He's seen the dogans
painted on walls and placards, by al the neobolsheviks and jihadists. But Starn doesn't think that this
Tack Flash' istaking about the same 'Empire asdl those splintered factionsfighting againgt Pax
Britannica

~ Do you think I'm part of this'conspiracy'? he says.

- Theless people know, the more peoplein it, the better the conspiracy. Thisisthe ultimate conspiracy
everybody in it and nobody knows.

~You think everyone's apart of this conspiracy?

| know | am.

Starn looks at the notes on his screen.

Subject displays typica symptoms of first-rank (acute) schizo-phrenia” 'monster’ / 'messiah’ delusion,
gpophenia, ideas of thought broadcasting and mind control, auditory (imperative) halucination. ‘ Monkey
robot'  disturbance of identity, dienation from saf.

Subject has externalised insecurities asinvasive dlien force  conspiracy. Seeshimsdlf as 'secret agent'?
grandiose/ paranoid delusions. Certainly capable of murder. 'Spartacus = daverebd. Victims =
directors, captains of industry = conspiracy 'rulers? Highly complex fantasy.

Thequedtionis ishefaking it?

~ Could you tell me more about this Empire, this conspiracy?

The Kali Yuga

| dlice the skybike round the corner at a 30-degree angle to the ground, sparks flying from the spindisks as
they scrape the cobbles of the street. The machine roars as | gun the ray-jet engine up to turbo. It can take
it. Thisisa 1951 Jaguar Silver Shade, the only skybike ever manufactured by the company, British fascist
engin-eering at its best. Thisis how the Empire was won.

The ornithopters come in over the rooftops, swooping low into the backstreets of the docklands area, like a
swarm of mechanical bats or butterflies or birds of prey, all flashing, clashing, silvery wings. Their storm of



gunfire tears up everything behind meinarain = ahail ~ of bullets, pounding the street and throwing up a
dust of shards from cobblestones and brick walls, crates and plastic bin-bags. Peelslike al hell ison my
heels, but then I'm always at my best when | feel hounded.

As| blast across the weed-cracked foundations of some long-dead shipyard, | fire over my shoulder, hit the
pilot of the leading thopter with a chi-beam in the centre of hisforehead, smack-bang in the sixth chakra,
where histhird or ajna eye will never now be opened. The thopter spins wildly through the air, smashing
into the two immediately behind it, and | fire off a couple of random shots, clip the ray-tank of afourth. The
chaos of three tangled thopters buries itself into the ground behind me, shrapnel flying, and | makeit into a
narrow alleyway between two warehouses. The pilot of the fourth thopter, destabilized by the puncture of
its ray-tank, triesto turn it, fails, and piles his machineinto the brick wall of awarehouse, the explosion
wiping out forever the last faded, peeling remnants of a painted advertisement for some long-forgotten
company. I'm not out of the woods yet.

Four of the remaining thopters rise over the roofs of the ware-house while ancther follows through the
narrow gap between the buildings, wing-tips almost touching brickwork, guns till firing. | admire the
fly-boy's skill and nerve; it doesn't stop me putting a chi-beam through his fourth chakra, through his
courageous but misguided heart. He's still afucking keeper. As| burst out into the open again, the other
thopters come back, gunning for me with a vengeance. Well. What can | expect?

It'sthe dark world of the Kali Y uga, out here on the edge, the Gnostic prison-world of amad, blind creator,
aworld of lies, truth hidden in the silky veils of Maya. Y ou may not seeit that way, but trust me; I'm the
archon of anarchy. | know what I'm talking about. Reality's got more diseases than aten dollar whore, only
thiskind of sickness doesn't come from getting down and dirty with too many johns.

| tear the skybike into a 180 and open fire on the last of the thopters. One banana, two banana, three
banana, four. One of the pilots actually makesit out of hisfireball, spinning through the air, armour gyros
fucked and boosters firing in what's definitely the wrong direction. He ploughs into the ground at my feet
with a crunch that makes even me feel alittle squeamish. Still, | kick his helmet off and stareinto his
mirrorball eyes, just to check the keeper drone is terminated. And with every bonein his body broken,
including his watermelon skull, there's till alittle bit of the astral puppet-master flickering in his brain.
Fucking mindworms.

~ Jack Flash, it hisses. Sounds like white noise, bad radio. No sleep for the wicked.

~ Get out of my head, | say, and put the barrel of my chi-gun right into the brain cavity. On second thoughts
... get out of his head.

And | blast it.

Y eah, reality has some pretty nasty parasites, and I'm the homeopathic, sociopathic remedy. I'm the angel
n, armed with all the mystical technology the Empire stole from its dominionsin the Orient and India.
I'll do you acupuncture with a needle-gun. | dl rearrange your living space with cluster-bomb Feng Shui. I'm
an agent of change, a spiritualista sandanista.

Society and me ... well, let's just say we don't get on.

Soldiers of the Empire, Children of the Scheme

Operation: Enhance psychic substructure. Trace core identity.

Narrative detected:

— I fucking hate this place, says Joey.

— Tell me about it, he says.

Jack looks around at the buildings of the Scheme  identikit matchbox blocks built by some
contractor with a hard-on for pebble/ dash. An extermination camp for the soul. Good
enough for us overspill proles, he supposes. No fucking wonder the razor gangs are back.
Guy plays with his State Security card, weaving it between the fingers of one hand. Jack
watches him. Guy's the girl-magnet, smooth as a shark through water. Joey's the bad-ass,
black-clad bastard, smoking with sullen hostility. Jack? Jack's the tag-along weird kid with the
big ideas.

— That's all we are, you know? says Joey as he takes another draw on the fag, passes it to



Guy. Just another fucking number. They'll be tagging us like fucking dogs next. Chips in the
ear. Fucking dogs, bred to be vicious, bred for the fucking army or the pigs.

— Soldiers of the Empire, says Jack.

Information upload: Location = Schemes; Period =~ Adolescence.

Operation: Enhance location. Specify locale.
They sit on the brick wall, bored and bitter, all of them. Facing them there's the little

one/storey block of shops — well, a fish 'n' chip shop, a bookie's, a newsagent's, a grocer's and
a pub. That's all there is in the Scheme. That's all there is in any fucking Scheme.
— There's always a life of crime, says Guy.
— Yeah, says Joey. Let's burgle some house, steal a car, burn the fucker. We could set ourselves
up as drug-dealers. Loan-sharks. We'd still be fucking guard-dogs. You know? You know
what I mean?
~ Patrolling the boundaries of society, says Jack.
Joey nods, mutters something about fucking drones.

Weapons, says Jack, staring at the graffiti on the shutter of the bookie's. We're weapons.
~ Maybe, says Guy, looking at him weirdly.
But he's used to that.
Welcome to Siagon, the graffiti says, and he knows the feeling. He could have written the words
himself, although he would have at . least spelled Saigon correctly. And he would have
probably gone for Welcome to Hell himself. He's always fancied writing that on the road sign
into town.

Operation: Reinforce imperative: Enhance location. Specify locale.
The road is tarmac but rough, weathered and cracked with weeds, covered in generations of

graffiti, tags and band names, obscure gang sigils made from letters fused together. Pages torn
from porno mags and newspapers hang crumpled, caught in the wall of brambles that they
have to scramble through to get down onto it. There's no other way onto the road — it just
appears out of the grassy dunes and disappears back into them, a hundred yards at most, as if
someone just dropped the world around it, as if it used to go somewhere but then they took
that somewhere away. It isn't so much that the road seems out of place, out here in the grassy,
sandy hills on the other side of the farmer's field and the stream they have to walk along a
water-pipe to cross; it's more like the landscape around it doesn't belong. Like someone
scrapped a previous world, built this one over it, but forgot to erase this little area of the old
reality.

Interject thoughtstream.
Operation: reroute digression. Specify locale.
Jack has the weirdest feeling that he's been here before, a long time ago, when he was

younger. He looks around at the empty spray-cans, jars of glue and plastic bags, and —

~ Check this out.

Some kind of concrete cylinder, six foot in diameter at least and maybe two foot high, an iron
manhole cover on the top of it. Jack feels the spray can in his hand, the can that he's just used
to add his name to all the others. He feels his finger pressing down on the nozzle, hears the
hiss and sees his hand moving ... and has no idea what he's writing, why he is writing it.

ET IN ARCADIA EGO.

~ What the fuck does that mean?

~ I don't know. Fuck, I don't know.

But he can hear a voice from somewhere whispering it in his ear.



A River of Voices

~ Do you know who's on the other side of the mirror? says Jack.

~No, says Starn. The officer on the case. It'sjust procedure.

Y ou know they're watching you as much as they're watching me.

" | don't think so, Jack. But you were going to tell me about this Conspiracy. Wasthat why you killed
how many wasit? Y ou think there's some sort of ... scheme againgt you?

- Scapegoats and saviours, mate. Y ou want to rule peopl€'s minds, you need amonster or messiah,
something to sacrificeto slence dl the voices.

~ Voices?

Starn looks at hiswatch, wondering if he's going to be able to wrap thisup early.

~ All thevoicesin our heads, theriver of voicesin our heads, trying to tell uswhat to do.

But it'stoo obvious, too pat. Y es, auditory hdlucination isaclassc sgn of florid stage schizophrenia,
psychoatic breakdown, but it's the sort of thing that every sdlfish little murderer trotsout ™ from his
in-depth knowledge of Hollywood movies and tabloid newspapers  when they want to get out of that
pickle they've put themsdlvesin. It wasn't that my wife was cheating on me and | hated the bitch. It
wasn't that my boss was an arsehole who deserved to die. It wasn't for the insurance money or the drugs
or the brutal, bloody thrill of it. It wasthe voicesin my head.

~You hear voices. Jack?

~ Don't weal?Voices of souls, of ancestors, family and friends, enemies and demons, ghostsinside the
head, the ghogtsin the machine. Y ou telling me you don't hear your own little internal narrative when
you're thinking to yoursdf?'Y ou've never had an argument with afriend that didn't carry onin your head
afterwards? Y ou've never lain in bed and thought to yoursdlf in someone el sg's voice, to get adifferent
perspective, someone elsg's attitude? We all hear voices, doctor. Most people just keep them turned
down redl low.

Jack leans forward.

~ Too much noise, you see, the monkey-robots might not hear the puppeteer. little doggy might not hear
his master's voice, mate. So we gotta shut those other voices up. But, shhh. Y ou can hear them if you
only ligten.

~ And these voicestell you to—

- Ligten. It'slike being adeep beside ariver, ariver of voices, babbling, buried in the rustle of leaves.
Narcissus deegps and dreams us al.

Starn sitsback in his chair. Narcissus, eh? The boy who loved his own reflection in ariver, and wasted
away from hislove. Wdll, it'smore origind than the Devil or God.

The Lost Boy

Analysis: subject resistant; lateral approach required.

Operation; trace source of identity-construct 'Jack Flash'.

Imago detected:

Hair the colour of flame, not blond but yellow, orange, red.

Jack remembers the picture on the milk carton, the lost boy ~ Sandy Thomson ~ with his
corn-blond hair, and realizes the boy's ghost has been haunting his imagination ever since he
was a child.

Ever since he was a child, he's had this hero in the stories that he makes up on the edge of
sleep, an idol, an icon, signifying everything that he desires, everything that he desires to be.
Flash Gordon. Jack, the Giant-Killer. He looks in the mirror at what he's made himself and



sees, under it all, that picture on the milk carton, the lost boy, the golden boy.
Analysis: compensatory fantasies; narcissistic fixation.

Operation: enhance engram context; establish imprint location.
Narrative detected:
They leave their bicycles in the long grass at the side of the country road, together with the

packed lunches and flasks of juice their mothers have given them, and walk like tightrope
artists along the great steel pipe over the farmer's field and the stream, and jump down into
the tall, grassy dunes. The area is fenced-off, part of the premises of the chemical plant over
the other side of the hills, so it has a kind of mystery for them, beyond their mundane world. It
seems the obvious place to hunt for the lost boy. It was Guy's idea, right enough. He's been
here before, he says. Jack imagines what it would be like to find the boy and be a hero.

— Come on, says Joey, pushing his way through the jaggy bushes.

He's a little scared, a little thrilled that they're trespassing in this forbidden territory, this
landscape of soft sand beneath their feet, this neverland out on the edge of their nowhere
town existence. They might get lost too, he thinks. As he scratches and yelps his way behind
Joey and Guy, he thinks, what if the Thomson boy found the secret place where all the world
is like soft sand, slipping under your feet and you slide through it and you find yourself
somewhere ... somewhere where adventures happen. And he imagines Sandy, imagines
himself as Sandy, as some sort of Peter Pan, lost and happy. out in an eternity of daydream:s.

He crashes through the last of the brambles and down onto the cracked, tarmac road, dusty
on this dry summer day. Guy is standing there, up where it disappears into the dunes.

— Hurry up, he calls.

~ Shut up, Reynard, says Joey, taunting him with the awkward given name he hates so much
because, well, nobody's called Reynard. It's a dumb name.

~ You shut up, Narco, says Guy, flinging Joey's taunt back in his face, calling him that because
Joey falls asleep in class so much, and because when Guy called him a 'narcoleptic' he didn't
know what it meant. So he hates it.

Names are important, thinks Jack. He doesn't have a nickname, but if he did, he'd want to be
called Flash, like Flash Gordon from the black and white serials they show on telly every
Saturday morning during the holidays. That would be cool.

The Rookery

| pull on my leather trousers (1770s, Imperia Prussian 10th Hus-sars), my black Cossack shirt (1890s,
Greater Futurist Republican Alliance Army), my snakeskin jackboots (1920s, Confederate Texas Rangers)
and my tunic (1850s, Queen's Own Chinese Infantry, 2nd Tibetan Regiment). | strap my Japanese katana
at my left side and my holstered Curzon-Y oungblood chi-gun at my right, and clip two jackblades into their
sheaths, one on each boot. | pull on my bomber's jacket (1940s, Roya East Indian Air Corps, made of
sacred cow hide, lined with the highest quality yeti fur) and drag on over this my greatcoat (1900s, Free
Ruritanian Partisans). The rucksack | fling over one shoulder is heavy with the weight of high explosives
sticks of dynamite and black bulbous bombs. Finally | pick up my black kid-skin gloves, and ding awhite
silk scarf around my neck. Elegance is the assassin's deadliest weapon.

Outside, the Second City of the Empire isin the middle of another bitter autumn night, the roads and
pavements buried in aflowing sludge of mulch and dleet, the grimy sandstone buildings of the Rookery, all
those tenements and abandoned churches, lit in the volcanic glow of halogen streetlamps. | step out onto the
vast skeleton of scaffolding that runs through the Rookery like the web of some giant insane spider, grab a
steel pole and swing up, grab, swing up, jump and swing, until I'm above it all, standing on the roof of what
was once part of aUniversity. It's cold out in this crazy world, but I'm wrapped up warm, I'm armed and
armoured, and the sky is painted a magnificent crimson. | feel keen.



Here, on the roof of the great gothic tower of the University Library, on the crest of the hill on which the
Rookery isbuilt (and in which the Rookery isbuilt — in abandoned subway tunnels and mineshafts where
the most hunted and desperate find their sanctuary), the only thing more breathtaking than the view isthe
cold wind that howlsin from the east. Beneath me, what was once asimple grid of tenementsisall but
buried in a century's growth of scaffolding and boardwalks, corrugated iron extensions and appendages,
whole streets roofed over and built upon. Hell itself would be an easier place to map. | ook out towards the
borders of this maze of thieves and traitors.

The wide swathe of greenery that is Kelvinbridge Park swings round the Rookery, hemming it on three
sides  North, East and South ~ resplendent with itsriverside of ruined mills and fallen viaducts, the glass
pa aces of the Botanical Gardens to the North, the stately grandeur of the Kelvinbridge Museum to the
South, all floodlit for the delight of promenading visitors. Over to the West, the bustling, hustling Byres Road
marks out the area's last bound-ary, where the clubs and coffee-houses of the West End literati meet the
pawn shops and pornographers of the Rookery.

Once this walled-in area underneath me held the bedsits of Bohemia, the spires of Academia, back before
Mosely's abolition of state-funded education. Now made up mainly of the dens and haunts of my fine fellow
wasters, the Rookery has become a haven for every radical and revolutionary who grudges the steel grip
the Guilds are gradually tightening around the throats of every man and woman in the Empire, for every
rebel out to fight the system, for every would-be anarchist assassin suffering under the grandiose delusion
that the actions of one man might change the course of History. That would be me.

Over the scattering of fiery bights that mark the city's roads and buildings, airtrains flash across the sky,
riding the Wire, venting jets of blue-green orgone vapours, steaming out across the night. It always seems
ironic to methat in such a prudish, prurient country the great source of power is the force first harnessed by
the tantric masters of Tibet, the energy they knew as kundalini, which we stole and renamed ‘orgone
energy’, that cosmic, mystic, sexual force.

| dip my silver Half-Hunter from my pocket, flick it open to check thetime, click it closed and dlip the fob
watch back into my pocket. It's getting close to show-time. Out in the night, the Iron Lady is cruising, vast
and regal, a giant of the skies, towards the city of its creation, this Second City of the Empire, carrying
within the First Director of the Parliamentary Board of Elizabeth Regina, Queen of the British Isles and
Colonies, Empress of India and the Orient, Sovereign Heart of Pax Britannica. Old Powell's getting on a bit
now, but he's as much athreat as ever, if not more so.

It's not the man himself, I'm worried about, just the mindworm that he's carrying in his head, the sordid little
dream, the meme, that pulls his strings and pushes his buttons, looking to lay its sick sporesin the empty
thoughts of al the hatefilled whores and motherfuckers too dumb to see what's happening. Language lives,
my friend, information with intent, aware, awake inside us. Call them gods, call them demons, they're the
archons of our world, these fucking mindworms, spawned in speeches, nurtured in newspapers, feeding on
our fears and desires. Ideas are not just born, my friend. They breed. And behind every good demagogue is
abad idea. | should know; I'm amyth myself.

I check my watch again. It'stime.

Time for the giant of the skies to meet its Jack.

Caledonia Dreaming

~ You seetheworld as avery hostile, threatening place, don't you? Y ou fed you don't belong? So you
fivein afantasy-world where you're the hero. It'slikea... second skin for you, isn't it, this'Jack Flash', a
Sl

- You'd think that, wouldn't you? | mean, what's the aternative?

That thisworld isactudly run by Mammon and Moloch, literally run by gods of greed and brutaity
who've got you dl so juiced that you don't even see them changing it around you.

- Mammon and Moloch, Jack? Those are-

~ Myths? Metaphors? What does the word 'Guernica mean to you, doctor?

Starn shrugs, shakes his head.

~ What should it mean to me?



Jack turns his head away in disgust.

~ John Maclean, he says. The Armenian Massacre. Lorca. Does any of that mean anything to you? My
La?

~ Jack, one of the symptoms of schizophreniais called apophenia. It's when everything in the world
seems loaded with significance, part of some great truth. Y ou see patternsthat aren't there. It'swhere the
paranoia comes from; because someone, something hasto be behind it dl. God or the Devil. The
government. Y our "Empir€, perhaps?

- Mammon or Moloch, says Jack.

~ Exactly.

~ You didn't answer my question. What does 'Guernica mean to you?

It doesn't mean anything. What isit? A person? A place?

~ And you think I'm fucking crazy?

~You need help, Jack. Y ou need to admit that you're sick, so we can help you. Can't you see that
you'veinvented this 'Empire to justify your own fear, your own insecurity, your shame, your self-pity?

~ | could ask you the same question. All of you. Y ou know about psychosis, doctor. Y ou should
recognize the symptoms. Grandiose delusions. Rdligious mania. Paranoid violence. Sounds like society to
me

Starn runs afinger over the lgptop's trackpad, moving the mouse across the screen, but with no redl
purpose other than to give his hand something to do while he thinks. The schizophrenic worldview is
never completely sensdless, he knows; he made his name with a paper on paranoid delusions as symbolic
representations of ahostile world. But this schizoid is just too conscious of the boundary between fantasy
and redlity. He's not faking it but, a the sametime, he's not totally engulfed in the psychosis, Starnis sure.
" Youtak about Mammon and Moloch, Jack, but | think you know you're talking about something else.
Y ou talk about the Empire but | think you know this'Empire isn't redl in any actua sense.

- How red are your dreams, doctor?

~ Dreams aren't redl at all, Jack.

~lam.

The Abyss

Operation: verify schizophrenia hypothesis; scan for inception.

Narrative detected:

- Jack, you're fucking cracked, man. You're fucking crazy.

He pants, recovering his breath, rubbing at the red marks where the fingers gripped his throat,
and grinning. He's proved his point.

~ Told you you couldn't kill me. Told you you'd chicken out before I did.

"~ Yeah, but that doesn't mean shit.

Jack can't quite put his finger on it but somewhere deep inside he' s sure that, somehow, it
does. Maybe he is crazy. He has these ideas sometimes, that he's an alien or an android,
Lucifer or Jesus — and this shithole town does feel like his own private hell some days, like he's
fucking nailed to a cross. But he's smart enough to know that those are delusions, no more real
than the Jack Flash character he finds himself drawing on the pages of his schoolbooks or
dreams about at night, with his hair the colour of fire.

But he's smart enough to know that the delusions have a point, that something in his head is
trying to make a fucking point.

You can't die.



He tries to understand what it is his crazy, fucked-up inner self is trying to tell him, but he
can't get his head around it.

It s bullshit, he thinks. Everyone dies. He could take his fucking school-tie, make a noose of it
and hang himself from a light fitting if he wanted to ... or if he had the guts, at least. And he
wants to know. He wants to know what's on the other side of dying. He wants to know if all
the bullshit about eternity is true. But it can't be, can it? There is no heaven, no hell, no God, no
Devil, no angels.

He rubs at his neck. He's proved his point, shown Joey that he wasn't shitting him, that he
doesn't give a fuck any more, that he could walk right up to Death and spit in his face and
fucking dare him to swing his scythe. Except that there is no Death, not like that.

And suddenly  it's just oxygen starvation  he feels light-headed — it's the flood of oxygen
back into his brain  and the world is kind of fuzzed and jittery and —

Guy is leaning over him.

- Jack. Wake up, Jack. Bloody hell. Are you OK?

He's lying on the ground, sprawled out, looking up at the sky, the clear blue sky so wide and
empty with only the golden crescent of the sun to cast a gloaming light across it, and there's
earth under his back, earth rich and dark with clay and green with thick moist grass, red, gold
and orange leaves blowing across his hands.

And then Guy leans real close, he does, and he looks so much older than he should, like there's
another him, an older him under the surface, and he whispers very quietly.

— Time to wake up, Jack Flash.

He snaps awake straight out of the half-state he's been in, part memory, part dream, drifting
off to sleep, and looks around the bedroom, but there's nothing there. A palpable, visible
nothing there in the darkness. Nothing has just whispered his name to him in the dead of
night.

It moves around the room, a cold, dead presence — no, an absence, an abyss that's gazing into
him.

He gets out of bed and walks around the room, more entranced than afraid. He doesn't switch
the light on in case this sense  this physical sense — of nothing is dispelled by it. It's like a
ghost stand' ing over a grave with his name on it, a dream that's walked out of his head and
into the world ~ no, a dream that's walked out of the world and into his head. Maybe it's just
his imagination, but that s not what it feels like. It feels like someone else's imagination.

And then the nothing becomes something. It becomes him.

And Jack Flash feels the flesh of his new body, and he knows that it's all good.

~ Keen, he says.

The Empire Never Ended

A knock. The door opens and Starn glares at the ingpector, annoyed at the interruption. The woman just
gandsthere, holding alarge brown filein her hand, slently waiting. Starn nods.

~ Sorry, excuse me a second.

He steps out of the room, closes the door quietly behind him.

- You'vefound something.

-Wdll, yes and no. Something turned up when we ran his mugshots through the machine. Not sureif it will
be any use, though.

She hands Starn the folder.

" You found amatch? A namewould be very helpful, ingpector. Anything that can give meahandle on



where he comes from.
~Weél, that'sthe rub, she says. This doesn't exactly tell us much at dl about where he comes from.

Starn opensthefolder. All that'sinsdeisaprint-out of an old black and white photograph. He
recognises the faceimmediately, even in the softened, blurry greytones fading to white around the edges
of the élipse, even wearing the peaked cap and with the solemn air of some-one as much in control as
histwin in the interview roomisout of it. Hair trimmed tight around the ears. Lips pursed in asmile that
seemsjust ever-s0-dightly ironic, detached. A certain intensity to the eyes.

~ Obvioudy ardative, says Starn. Who ishe?

- Captain Jack Carter, she says. English Army officer. Disgppeared somewhere in the Caucasus a
couple of years after World War One. Fiancee emigrated to America. No brothers or sisters we can
trace. To be honest it could just be coincidence ... but...

- But what?

~ Well, hewas considered abit of a character by his men. They called him Mad Jack Carter. And Mad
Jack seems afairly apt descrip-tion of our boy here. As| say, it could just be coincidence...

~You havedl thisonfile? It'sabit past its sdll-by date, surely.

~Wehavealot on filethese days, Dr Starn. It isthe Information Age. Y ou never know when thetiniest
scrap of datamight make adifference.

Starn nods absently. It's easy to be paranoid these days. DNA profiling. Face recognition software.
CCTV. ID cards. It dl adds up to the world that his patient is afraid of, aworld of constant observation,
of suspicion, contral. If the cameras can follow him around the city why shouldn't they — that mysterious
They have smilar technolo-giesto follow him around theinside of his head. Microwave thought control
or whatnot. That isthe way the schizophrenic thinks. He dides the picture back into the folder.

'l try the name on him and seeif | get aresponse. Worth ashot.

- One other thing, she says.

~ What's that?

~ Some old fellow cameinto Partick station senile dementiayou'd think, but he'd seen our man's photo
on the news, claimed to recognize him. Said he's the spitting image of abloke he fought besidein Spain
| assume he meant World War Two, though | dways thought Spain was neutra there.

Starn shrugs.

- History's not my strong point.

Shesmiles | know what you mean.

~ Anyway, she says, | wouldn't mention it but the desk sergeant humoured him enough to pass the name
back to the team.

~And?

~ Well, he said our man's name was Jack Carter.

Starn opensthe folder again to look at the photograph, tapsafinger onitidly. A young soldier from a
bygone age of Empire. The Empire Never Ended. But the resemblance is remarkable, he thinks. Hasto
be his grandfather or great-grandfather. Great-uncle?

- You're sure there were no siblings?

~ Nonethat we can traceiswhat | said. That's not the same thing.

He nods, hand on the doorknob, keen to restart the interview.

The inspector puts her hand on the door, cocks her head  between you and me, off the record.
S0, she says quietly. What's your thoughts so far? He'sfaking it, isn't he?

He shakes his head.

~ Too early to tell. Can't say for sure.

Her hand stays on the door. Starn knows there were agood few injured bringing the man in. One died
on theway to hospital.

~ Don't worry, he says. | won't let him cheat the hangman, inspector.

She takes her hand away and he twists the handle, stops.



~ Ingpector, have you ever heard of someone or something called Guernica?
~ Can't say that | have. Why?

~ Just something our boy in there said.

He shakes hishead.

~ Probably nothing important.

Errata

Something Bad Happened Here

| look at the ground beneath my feet, nudging atoe at the thin layer of dirt to dust it off the rough edge of
aconcrete dab, then over at Puck, who's hauling at a shrub, trying to uproot it with sharp, sudden heaves
of hiswhole body weight backwards. The topsoil is particu-larly thin here, and the sone postsand
melted plastic spikesjutting up amnong the bushes even more noticeable than they werein theterrain
behind us. We have to pick our way with care over the uneven surface, and the cart's pneumatic
suspension hisses angrily asit compensates for the bumps of buried upholstery and mounds of broken
wiring, now veiled only by the shallowest coating of red dirt. | had thought, aswe came into thisregion
out of the Veldt, that what we were travelling through was aland scattered with the detritus of the
buildings once raised over it, now crumbled to their foundations. Now it ssems more asif thisisthe
detritus of founda-tions crumbling to reved buildings benesth, the land itself merely a scattering over the
top. Kick away the dirt and you find your foot very quickly touching rusted steel or misshapen plastic,
stone or concrete, brick, bone.

~ Something bad happened here, says Puck. I'm telling you.

I'm not convinced about that. For al that the wreckage in the earth is so often blackened and burned,
twisted or broken out of shape, there may be no more catastrophe here than in any common or garden
rubbish dump. There are anumber of possibilitiesthat Puck refusesto consider. Oblivion's Mount rises
over us, still far ahead but just alittle moreto our right  north by north-east instead of smply north  and
for dl of its scale, its shapeismore than alittle reminiscent of the tells common in areas of ancient
civilisation where towns have been built over the ruins of towns and gradually accreted in layers over
centuries until, eventudly abandoned and buried by the winds, they lump there on the horizon, broad,
buried masses waiting for archaeol ogists to mine for knowledge. Well... its shapeis not quite right, but if
you were to take one of those plains and build towns between the tells and | et them live and die the same
way until the plain wasfilled and turned into a plateau, and build towns on top of that plateau and go on
and on and on, towering tell on top of tell, then maybe what you would be left with, after an eternity or
90, isOblivion's Mount.

| try to explain thisto Puck, but after hisyawning, rolling his eyes, twiddling hisfingers, kicking hishedls,
shifting hisweight from foot to foot, swinging hisarms at his side, picking dirt out from under his
fingernalls, playing with hishair, and findly checking thetime on an entirdly imaginary wristwaich, dl
within my firgt sentence, | give up with an exasperated sigh and offer an dternative explanation.

~It's probably just one big landfill, | say. Eternity's garbage. The Happy Dumping Ground In The Sky.
~ Bollocks, says Puck, something bad happened here  and he goes back to trying to yank the bush out
of theground Look at Jack, he says.

Jack dts on the ground maybe a hundred yards away, arms hugged around his knees, eyes scanning the
skies absently asif watching afly, but glancing every now and then at Puck, with thefurtive, nervous
intengity of aguilty dog. It was Jack that led us herein the first place with his ungodly howling, and he
seems to have convinced Puck, with hisfevered bursts of clawing at the ground followed by sudden
panicked sprintsto cower a a safe distance, that there is some terrible secret buried under the bush. Or
as Puck putsit, that something bad happened here.



~ Give usahand, then, eh? says Puck.

| join him at his bush and push one arm through the thick of leaves and twigsto get abackhand gripon a
fatter branch, scuffle my feet into alodging scrunch of dirt and, on the count of three, we heft.

~ One, two, three, hnnnh. One two, three, hnnnh.

Theré'sacreak on thethird heave, acrack on the fourth, and by thefifth the dirt isrustling asthe rootslift
throughit, pulling up in aclump of twists untangling. I'm suddenly reminded of unpotting aneglected
bonsai; | recognisethefed of pulling roots out of the wire mesh they've grown through, the teasing,
tearing fed, like pulling acomb through matted hair. A find heave ripsthe bush free but for afew thick
roots at the sde were pulling from, free enough for usto see what's under it and confirm my suspicion.
The bush has sprouted in the dirt blown over athin film of plastic bag, snagged, a some point in the past,
on the sharp stedl of grillework over adrain of some sorts, the roots of the bush eventualy bursting
through the bag and working their way down through the mesh. It'sdl quite mundane, if it wasn't for the
skulls piled one on top of the other, filling the hole in the ground like marblesin ajar.

| have to admit that yes, well, maybe something bad did happen here.

The Tavern

~You never talk about him, says Don.

~ What's the point? she says, pushing the door open.

Voicesquiet for asecond asthey enter, hoods shadowing their faces, raincapes cloaking their forms.
Faces turn to scope these shadowy strangers like, she thinks, the localsin awestern saloon or ahorror
movie inn. Questersin afantasy epic entering the tavern. Templars on some grand secret mission to the
Holy Land, sopping off at a hostelry and reticent to reved the shining armour benegth their cloaks. With
their disrupters  the six-foot chi-lances, part crosshow, part spear, part rifle  they even look the part.
Apart from the fact that their raincapes are waterproof synthe and the armour underneath is biker
leathers, Phreedom thinks. Apart from the fact that the only destination they havein sight is away. Away
from redity. Away from the unkin. Away from the bitmites. Just plain fucking away.

But asfar asthey go, they never quite seem to get away. That's the problem with the Velum; when time
has three dimensions you can drive whole decades only to find yourself back at the day you started from,
or a least aday just likeit.

~ Come on, she says.

Sheflicks back her hood and Don does the same. Thelocals turn back to their beer and conversation,
satisfied now that the two of them have clicked into the role of mysterious strangers. Gazesflick across at
them from here and there, now and then, but Phreedom knows that's how the game works, how theritual
runs. It's a scenario they've played athousand times on their journey into the Vellum. She scansthe room
for the big lunk who'll come on to her as shel's ordering at the bar, force afight and get creamed. She
scopes out the local moneyman sat at the booth at the back of the tavern, all gold jewdlery and
immeaculate suit, surrounded by his goons; Latin Ameri-can drug lord, Wild West cattle baron, ghetto
pimp or goodfella, theré's aways some villain with astory al curled-up and packed tight into the Situation
they walk into, just waiting for the catalyst to unfurl it, the drifter. Her and Don sometimes run abook on
how long before the moneyman tries to hire them or run them out of town.

~ Fifteen minutes, says Don. What do you reckon?

- One, says Phreedom.

Don points at an empty table  rough-hewn wood with benchesinstead of seets, it would look more at
home in the picnic areaof apark than in thistavern, but then the whole place has a dapdash qudlity like
S0 many placesthey've hit asthey get further out; the booths at the back are formica, with padded
|eatherette seats like adiner, the bar is oak and brass, saloon-style, but there are tables with waxed cloth
covers, broad-checked like some little European cafe, empty wine bottles used as candleholders or with
flowersin them. Sawdust covers amosaic floor. Neon behind the bar and gas-lamps on thewalls. TVsin



the corners hanging from the ceiling. A weirdass piano on araised stage over to oneside  amechanica
contraption somewhere between baby grand and player piano, its cylinder turns asit plink-plonks out a
murderous verson of 'My Way'. The past isthe new future, she thinks. Tomorrow isso last year.

She nods and, as Don dides down onto the bench, she flicks her raincape back to dig out her wallet.

~ One minute? says Don.

Shegrins.

~Timeme.

Five seconds. She's at the bar, asking for two beers and diding in at the spot right beside the big guy, the
big, drunk lunk in the leisure suit who checks her out as she pushesin, looks her up and down then grins
a hisfriends over at the back, the ones around the moneyman. Eight, nine, ten seconds. HE'sturning to
leer &t her.

~ Hey there, pretty

She hitshim, fist full in the face, breaking his nose and sending blood spraying down over histache and
white shirt, flicks her ruptor from left hand into right and does allittle Bruce Lee twirl that smacks him
across the cheek with it and leaves her standing there, legs spread, ruptor out and horizontal, aimed right
at the booth at the back where he's going down into adump at the feet of the money-man's chief stooge.
Sixteen, seventeen, eighteen. The moneyman looks down at the red wine dribbling off the table and into
hislap, the glassrolling on its sde. Twenty-one, twenty-two, twenty-three. His chair scrapes back and
the goons closein in front of him, blocking her shot, and reaching for their own wegpons. She amiles,
shrugs, flips the ruptor back to vertica and puts her other hand up, pam forward. Twenty-six,
twenty-seven, twenty-eight, twenty-nine. She turns away from them, dowly and ddliberately shouldering
the ruptor and picking up the two beers, onein either hand. They have alittle side-bet, her and Don, on
which glass gets shot out of her hand.

Thirty-two. The glassin her left hand explodes. Phreedom smiles.

Thirty-three. She doesn't even bother looking as Don cuts them down from his seet, just asksthe
bartender for another beer, waitsfor it, then carriesit back to the table.

- Forty-one seconds, he says.

~ Personal best.

She dides onto the bench, props her own ruptor against the table beside Don's. She reachesinto a
pocket to pull out a smoke but as she brings the lighter up, he takes her hand.

~You never talk about him, he says. About either of them.

She pulls her hand away and lights the cigarette.

| can't fucking change what happened, she says. Any of it.

Shetakesadraw.

1 wish| could.

4
The Scythes of Cronos

Peterhead, 1920

Your request has been heard and noted, saysthe letter, and an answer will be given presently . ..
once the full facts of the matter have been ascertained . . . considered to our satisfaction, and more
shite like that, but Seamus istoo weak to read it now, laying up on the blanketless bed, naked and cold, as
sure and he won't wear their fookin convict arrows, and he's exhausted so he is, hot from the labouring in
the quarry, cause he won't fookin do that neither, but from the endless fookin fighting. His throat sore from
the feeding tube forced down it, the rest of his body is still black and blue from all the previous struggles,
and the bruises from today are yet to form, of course. He lets the letter from the office of the Home
Secretary drop from between his fingers. Fookers. Three months of penal servitude, they call it, in their



fancy language. Call it what it is, hard fookin labour, done looking up the barrdl of a Civil Guard's Lee
Enfield rifle. And he's already two monthsin. It's the 25th of October.

So he lies there gazing up and back through bars at the pure sky, the paths of birds, wondering if he'll be
dead or free before they ever accept that he's no fookin common convict but a political prisoner. Outside
there's the sounds of footsteps. A crow circles.

~ Waéll, now, ah have to say it makes meright sad to see yein this state, buit.

He looks down at the foot of the bed. It's just one of the boys, Lance-Corporal Donald O'Sheen MacChuill
(Irish Catholic mother, Scots Protestant father, Seamus remembers ~ the Dubs always were a mixed bunch
and MacChuill was about the most mixed of the lot of them ~— spoke Gaelic and knew The Sash by heart
and refused to see the contradiction). MacChuill stands there, in hisfull kit, back-pack and helmet, rifle
slung over his back, with a stupid big eedjit grin, sure, and the big hole in his face where his right eye used
to be, the gaping black-red hole with the hard white shards and soft grey stuff all messed dp in the midst of
it. It doesn't scare Seamus any more though, sure, ‘cause he knows its just a waking dream and if al the
electroshock at Inchgillan didn't do asingle thing, well, he did learn something from the doctor, with histalk
of that fellow's work over at Craiglockhart and facing your demons, and all that shite. He wasn't a bad sort,
after al, that Doctor Reynard. Such a wound, he'd said, such a horrific wound . .. this MacChuill must
have died instantly. He couldn't have suffered. | want you to try and keep that in your mind. That he
wouldn't have suffered. It was after that that Seamus stopped screaming when MacChuill came visiting.
~ Ah shite, he says.

Seamus pushes himself upright, shaking his head. So weak he is from the hunger strike and all iswhat it is,
sure, 'cause he hasn't had one of histurns for quite awhile now, but what else could it be but one of those
fookin waking dreams that used to haunt him so? Jesus, but Seamus hopes that he's not going to start with
all the gibberish again, with al the crazy talk that got him his discharge ~ what was it Reynard called it?
Glossddia? Glossadoolalia, morelike.

~ Ah, Christ, he says. What now?

~ Aw come on, but. Isthat any way to talk to yer ole pal, sir, says MacChuill. Ah mean, pardon ma
bluntness, but here and |'ve come along way just to see ye, riding this swift-winged bird, here, guiding it by
mawill donean a.

He points at the crow now strutting on the windowledge, watch-ing him, its dark eye glinting with gold
sunlight like there's fire in it. Seamus shivers but it's not from the cold, even if heis stark bollock naked. He
wishes he had a cigarette, but there's none of that here, not even out of solitary. He wondersif ghost
cigarettes still give ye that wee buzz, 'cause sure and he could ask MacChuill. MacChuill always had a
gpare one, S0 he did. Smoked like afookin chimney. Like a reeky lum, he'd say. Didn't they all?

~ And | suppose yer come to be spectator of me sufferings? Seamus says. Have ye just dropped in to see
how I'm doing then, and to offer yer commiserations? That'safair journey, soitis, lad, coming al the way
across the river that carried yer soul away, all the way from the fookin hole in the ground all covered in
rocks and dirt, out of the fookin iron mother earth itself, lad. | mean, | hate to tell ye this, son, but yer fookin
dead and buried.

He feels awave of dizziness wash over him, wishes he could just fookin live hislife out in the peace of
seeing only what is here and now.

~ Sympathy sent me here, Sarge, so it did. But even if we wurnie brothers, there's nagbody | respect more
than yersel  Haud on now. Don't be coming out with any of that bollocks. Y e know fine well that what |
say istrue. Flattery's never been mastrong point.

He walks round to sit on the edge of the mattress beside Seamus, who's almost laughing at the absurdity, so
heis, and amost crying.

~ Aright. It seemsto me that ye could be usin a bit of help here, saysthe ghost. Never let it be said that
there's afirmer friend to ye than ole MacChuill.

Visitations, Visions, Voices
Ah Jesus, ook at the sight of me, thinks Seamus, all twisted up with sickness.

~ Somefookin friend | wasto you, lad, he says. Friend to the dukes, more like, helping them build their
bloody Empire on the broken bodies of...



Seamus looks round at the face in profile, the left side of it, the good side, and he thinks of the lad from
some quarrying town on Scotland's west coast. Moved over to Ireland when he was twelve, right into the
heart of Dublin, because his mother was homesick and his father, black sheep of the family, didn't givea
damn for the Masons and the Orange Lodge that all his brothers wanted him to join with them. MacChuill
seemed to have inherited some of that stubborn streak from his old man, kept the gruff accent all hislife
just to be thrawn. When Seamus first met him, sure and he couldn't understand a word the boy said. And
Christ, when he got afew Guinnessin him, Jesus, it was like half the fookin letters of the al phabet just didn't
exist any more.

~ Ah know, MacChuill says. Ah know. Y er awiser man than me by far, Sarge, but ... ah just thought ye
could use awee hit of advice, like.

He turnsto face Seamus, full-on, atentative solemnity in his bro-ken gaze. MacChuill, the eldest of all poor
Seamus's ghosts, the first to visit him in the darkness of the dugout, after he woke up and they told him
what he'd done, after he'd sat there shaking for hours and hours, looking at the bodies piled in the trench
around him, while the captain blethered on about commendations, trage-dies and medals. Seamus
remembers al the nights of visitations, visions, voices, how he woke up in the dark so many times, seeing
MacChuill there with his shattered socket, just like Seamus saw him lying on the battlefield below, and all
the othersin amongst the craters and the blasted stumps of trees, as Seamus stood there caught, wound up
in al the barbs of German wireand ~ No. Don't think about it.

~ Ahmean. .. maybe ye want to think of what yer daein here, and get yerself an attitude that's new,
because the big man among a the lords, he's a'so new, and if ye carry on chucking a these rude words at
the dukes, ye know, as far above ye as they're sitting on their thrones, they're going to hear you — maybe no
today but sometime soon ~ and when they dae, yer present troubles, Sarge, they're going to seem like
child'splay. Aye, lifesno fair, and yours, well, it's just misery, but if ye want release from this despair,
ye've got to lay aside thisrage.

Seamus tries to stand up, to get away from him. The accent is MacChuill, the language is MacChuill, but
there's something in the flow of it, in the rhythm of it, that's not quite right, even for athing that's not of this
world but the next.

~ Ahknow, ah know, I'm sure | seem like aright ole man saying this, but ye know, Sarge, being deid gies
ye awhole new way of looking at things.

Seamus tries to stand up, but his legs don't work; even if he triesto push himself up with one hand on the
iron-railed head of the bed, all he feelsisthe cold metal in his palm. His heart is fluttering, his breathing
hard. Sure and he's just too weak.

~ Sarge, says MacChuill, yer hardly what ah'd call the meek and mild type, no aman to gie in to the carrot
or the stick, but listen . . . yer too wild, yer tongue's too quick, and thisis how yer paid. Y e shouldnae kick
againgt the pricks, unless yer looking for mair pain. Ye know it's a harsh, reckless tyrant reigns.

Helays a hand on Seamus's shoulder, weighted with sympathy.

~ Ah'm goin now. I'll try and see if | can get you free from al these sufferings. But ye cannae speak so
loud, so rude. With all yer wisdom, Sarge, ye ought to know yer proud words will be punished. Sir, thisisnae

doing anybody any good.
The Unknown Soldier

MacChuill steps out of Finnan's nightmare for a second, takes awee breather from the work of playing
someone e se's ghost. Only a couple of minutes and already he fedl s disoriented. For a second he dmost
hears an Irish mother calling on him ashe'splayinginthe street Donald O'Sheen MacChuill, you get
yerself in here this minute. But that's not him and never was; it'sacomposite of him  Donald
MacChuill ~and some O'Sheen that served in Finnan's platoon. MacChuill has never even been to
Dublin ... far asherecalls. Not that he recalls too much.

He blowsinto his hands and rubs them, trying to warm them up, but it's no just the daughterhouse that's
cold, hethinks. He looks down at the man bound in the chair by chickenwire and chains, and knows that
what he'sdoing iswrong. Thisisn't what he sgned up with the angelsfor at dl and while heslying to the
poor man in a sorts of ways, there'sa part of him that's no playing afucking role ... and that's the



sympethy.

MacChuill glances over his shoulder to the plastic-curtained door, where Henderson is standing, smiling
cruely at thesight of it. He looks around at the butchered carcasses of cattle, red mesat, white with the fat
and bone and frogt.

No, thisisn't what he sgned up for, not a al. When they found him living wild in the Burmese jungles,
lost and stripped of dl histhought and memory after so many decades that he couldn't tell them anything
of how he got there, who he was, nothing but his name and rank and number, when they told him hewas
something specid, something risen from the ranks of base humanity, trans-formed by war into this strange
and agelessthing  unkin, they said and told him that they needed him it all seemed such agrest relief
that hejust laughed at it at first. They offered him ... smplicity and structure ... meaning to hislife ... a
chance to serve the greater good. The greatest good, they said. And MacChuiill, the unknown soldier
who had long sincelogt hisregiment inawar he couldn't even name, swallowed and amost cried with
pride, know-ing that he was back where he belonged, in an army once again, asoldier now not just for
his own noble Empire but for... the noblest Empire of them dl.

They told him therewas awar in Heaven. Y our eternity needs you.

But thisisanew world that they've brought him back to, and anew war, anew kind of war. A war for
the hearts and minds of every human on the planet, they say. A war for souls, they say, wherethe
battlefield is something that they call the Velum. History, they say. Myth, they say. It'sno just distant
lands across the water, now; thisiswar outsde redlity itself and insde people's heads. Heaven is, they
tell him, like alittle idand separated from vast continental powers by a sea of dreams. Dark continents
and ancient powers. He doesn't really understand the metaphysics, doesn't have to; he's a product of the
British Empire, so he knows exactly what they mean. So it's no German militarism any more, or Indian
mutineers it's no the Mau-Mau or the Zulus or any of those other savage and uncivilized races  but it's
dill a ... tiny nation trying to Spread enlightenment to primitive and brutd heathens. It's il afight againgt
theforeign devils

That'swhat they say.

This Finnan bloke that Henderson and him were sent for, though, this draft-dodging renegade, hardly
seemslike agreat threat to the Covenant. He put up little fight other than to curse and swear at the two
of them, even as Henderson, black-hearted bastard that heis, laid into him with fists and feet. And now
that MacChuill haswalked awhile in Finnan's dreams, wearing the face of some poor dead boy called
O'Sheen, forging a history somewhere between what was and what just might have been, to try and
build a bond with him, ashisorders said, the problem isheredlly has. MacChuill looks down at the
man bound in the chair, his chest splayed open by the hook, the black dust crawling over him, inside him,
and he feds exactly the affinity he has been told to fake. He wants to set the man free from historment,
wantsto help him. Surely if hejust speaksto his superiors

| don't blame ye, lad, the prisoner mutters, answering some absent voice of memory or hallucination.
Y eve shared and dared it al with me, son. Now...

His head drops for a second then pullsup again.

~ Leavemeaone. Don't let it worry you. Y€ll not convince them; they're not easily convinced. But you
just mind or it'syersdf that'll bein the drink.

MacChuill reaches out his hand to touch the prisoner's shoulder, to step back into his dreams.

Another memory of sorts. Another reconstruction of the past...

Times Change

Seamus passes the cigarettes out to the soldiers, takes one for himself and lights amatch, holds it up first
for the one, then for the other. He blows it out without thinking before lighting his own cigarette with
another; it's an old superstition from the trenches — you light one ciggy and the German sniper sightsit, light



asecond and hetakes aim, light athird and bang, somebody's dead. Y e never light three cigarettes with
the same match.

He leans against the ornate painted ironwork of Kelvinbridge, a cart clattering across the cobbled stone
behind, beneath him water flowing white and wild over a natural weir of sorts, rocks cropping out into the
shallow river. So Maryhill Barracks has some would-be mutineers. Sure and it'swhat LIoyd George was
scared of, soit is, enough that when the tanks arrived in Glasgow on the morning after Bloody Friday and
the city turned into afortressin a grip of iron, the hands that held the guns weren't native-born. Two weeks
later, the soldiers up in Maryhill were still confined to barracks in case fraternising with the Clydesiders
brought their loyalties into question. The soldiers that patrolled the streets to keep the peace were sent in
from outside by a Prime Minister and a King shitting themselves that the Red Clyde was about to see a
full-scale revolution.

That was four years ago now, though. Times change. Maclean is dead, health broken by prison sentence
after prison sentence, by constant hunger strikes and beatings. Gave his coat away to a beggar on the street
and caught pneumonia. Sure and the whole city isin mourning for him, so it seems, some of them sad and
others angry, like these two. Seamus tells them not to be such bloody fools.

~ Yegive advice to others better than you give it to yerself, says the one called MacChuill. Do as| say, not
as| do, eh?

And what can he say to that, sure, eedjit that he is? By Christ, he's famous enough for being an eedjit that
these two recognised him, called him by his name as they passed in the morning gloom. He would have
walked on without even acknowledging it, thinking them drunk and maybe looking for afight, expecting a
bottle to fly past him any second, but they called again, they called him comrade and, in their mouths, he
knew, it wasn't adirty word.

S0 he had stopped and turned and nodded his hello. Sure and they are both drunk, actually, pissed out of
their heads, the smell of whisky on their breaths sitting uncomfortably with memories deep under al his
thoughts. He's tired with the end of his night-shift and two Glaswegian soldiers off on leave, out on the piss,
are alittle more than he can handle right now, sure, but, no, they only want to talk to him, they do. They
only want to talk to one of the men what knew Maclean, so it ends up as just one of those passing moments
of maudlin friendliness that you get sometimes with total strangersin this city, al the aye, big man and och,
away of people who'll open up their hearts, it seems, to anyone.

They tell him that they want to help and he remembers how he said the same thing to Maclean, back when
it seemed like just one man could make a difference.

~ There's nae way, says Corpora MacChuill, that yell dissuade us. Ah mean, come on, if it'sthe army
coming out with it, the dukes, they huv to listen to whit we huv to say.

They've no shortage of zeal, sure; he admires that in aman and always will, but he just doesn't think now
that the suffering will ever cease, that his poor fellow man will ever find release. What can he say? Strive
not; yell only strivein vain. There's still apart of him says, nothing ventured, nothing gained. But ill.
He thinks of Ireland now, only just coming out of itstwo years of bloody civil war, partitioned, riven. They
have Home Rule, sure and they do, but with the North still British ... Christ, forgive them. Don't they see
what's coming?

~ Hold yer peace, he says, and hold yerself out of harm's reach.

And all hewants, all that he fookin wants now, isto see an end to it, and that no more should suffer, not on
his account.

A heron flaps down languidly to stalk the shallow Kelvin down below.

Ah Jesus, no, thinks Seamus. All ye've got to do islook at afookin atlas and what else is there to do but
weep for the fortunes of yer brothers standing in the distant lands past the horizon, bearing their hard loads
on their shoulders, those poor fookin pillars of the Empire? Look at the massacred natives of Armeniain
their graves, Pity the savage monster with a hundred skulls of Indian slaves around her neck, eyes flashing
gorgon light, her frightful jaws hissing the truth of all the slaughter, sure and it's the fookin Age of Kali, so it
is, goddess of chaos and death, Amritsar's fookin typhoon of a daughter.

Christ, thinks Seamus, and ye want to stand against the lords, ye think that ye can overthrow the
sovereignty of dukes? Let's see.

A revolution in Irag, isit? Well then the dukes send fookin airstrikes, thunder faling, fire spitting from the
sky like hghtning bolts, to strike out from the rebels their high hopes. They'll cut the very heart out of ye and



leave yer strength all scorched and thun-dered out.

How goes the revolution now, in Italy, with Mussolini now in power? A fookin useless, bloated corpseit is,
buried under the fookin mountain of afascist state, while industry hammers the flaming masses, sure, in
their dire fookin straits. By Christ though, but one day there will be afookin real eruption there — and not
just Etna's rumbling threats to Linguaglossa either; no, it won't be Sicily's smooth fields of fruit and flowers
facing the wild jaws, but every-where it will be rivers of fookin fire bursting out, devouring. Sure and as
long as one rebel still breathes, the anger seethes below, a fookin tempest nothing can appease, arage that
rises, boiling, ever higher. It may be burnt to ashes now by the hghtning bolts of dukes; one day, though,
sure, the blasting furnace will blow storms of fire. Sure and today though, Seamus thinks, what isit that they
have? Unholy Roman fascist fookin Empire.

Seamus realises that his hands are gripping the cold iron of the bridge, his knuckles white. Ah fookin Jesus
fookin Christ. Where does it end? Where do they start?

Nothing Changes

He tells them that there's nothing to be done. Go home. It's over.

~ What harm is there in asking? says MacChuill. What harm istherein trying? Tell us.

~ Pointless pain, and empty-headed folly, Seamus says, aware of just how bitter he sounds. But anyway, he
says, ye're not without experience. Y e don't need meto tell ye what to do.

So save yersalf, he thinks, if ye know how, and asfor me, I'll bear my present state, until the minds of
dukes are turned from hate, cause what can one man do against a whole establishment, against aworld
ruled by the rich and powerful, against these new lords sitting all-powerful on their seats? Jesus, it'slike the
fookin heavens themselves, and God and all His fookin angels are on the side of al that's worst in us. What
kind of fookin eedjit stands up against that?

Well, him, of course, the fookin big gob that he has and can't keep shui.

~ And just what fookin useis there in talking anyway? he says. Take care in case their anger's turned on
you.

He takes a draw of his cigarette and accepts the bottle of Bell's whisky that MacChuill offers him, takesa
slug. Sure and the lad's got his heart in the right place and Seamus has no right taking it out on him, it'sjust
that he's so fookin tired of fighting other people's battles. Christ, but it's cold in Glasgow in December, but
the whisky warms his chest. Down in the water of the Kelvin, the heron splashes, catches a fish and
guzzlesit back. It flaps up with aflourish, distract-ing him. Sure and what is a heron doing herein
December?

~ Huv ye no heard, Forsythe, that anger's a disease that's healed by words? says this Corporal MacChuill.
~ If words, he says, come at the right time to ease the soul and don't just crush a heart about to burst. Don't
let your pity turn into hostility.

He turns back to MacChuill, about to say his name's not For-sythe anyway, sure and it's Seamus Finnan,
but — the heron flaps over his head. And what is afookin heron doing here in December?

The bird'swings beat and MacChuill's greatcoat flapsin the cold wind and Seamus feels that old, old
creeping horror. MacChuill takes the bottle out of his hand, shaking his head..

~ If it's prudence does most good, as bloody foolish as it looks, MacChuill says, well, ah guess that makes
me an incurable fool.

Helooks at Seamus with something more confusion than dis-gust, a young man looking for a hero, seeing
only thereality, and oh, by Christ, sure and he couldn't be satisfied with just the truth, could he? The truth is,
Seamus knows, that Bloody Friday was the day, and if it didn't happen then it never will, not herein
Scotland. No, not now. The tanks rolled in and revolution rolled right out the door.

~ If anyone'safoal it's me, he says.

Mad Seamus Finnan with his fear of birds. Mad Seamus Finnan with his ghosts and fookin flow of words all
pouring through his head, sure, like theriver flows below, like the cold wind that blows.

~ Ah get the message loud and clear, MacChuill says with disdain. Go home, sit on yer arse, do nothing.
Aye, Forsythe. Thanks. Y eve been quite an education.

Forsythe? Why does he know that name? Forsythe. Four scythes. Foresight. He's shivering. By Christ, it's
cold, so cold his hand feels frozen to the metal of the bridge. He glares at MacChuill and the dark shape
behind him, another soldier, smiling quiet, savage, crudl. Ah, Jesus, it's fookin happening again, isn't it? He



can't breathe. The wind howlsin his ears, and underneath his feet the voices of the river rise.

~ Go on, fook off, he says with desperation in his voice.

And keep yer mind intact.

MacChuill's backing away, alook of horror on hisface, his one-eyed face with that black holein it, the
crow sat on his shoulder with its beak probing into the depths, picking away at him and pulling out the flesh,
the red, the white scraps, and there's carcasses all round them like afookin abattoir and Seamus feels the
terror rising and the rushing.

~ You speak thisword to willing ears.

The bird's wings sweep through the smooth air, and horses' hooves clatter on cabbles and German machine
guns rattle as Seamus staggers back from him, falls to his knees.

~ Leave me alone!

And MacChuill jerks both hand and mind away from the prisoner, gasping for air himsalf and sumbling
as he steps back, bumping into one of the frozen carcasses, reaching behind, in part to stop it swinging
and in part to steady himsdlf, to ground himself back in thered world. Aye, but isit real?

~ What areyou doing? Henderson, behind him.

He shakes his head, looks at his shaking hand where the black dust of bitmites, scrawling across his
palm, are sttling back into astable pattern, sinking down into the flesh and disappearing. The moment of
disorientation passes and he turns and strides past Henderson, pushing through carcasses, leaving them
swinging behind himin hiswake.

~ MacChuill, snaps Henderson. Y ou have your orders. Get back here.

But he'sdready pushing through the plastic strips of the door-way, flapping them out of hisway with an
angry backhand, and he doesn't gop walking until he's out of the bloody building itself and sandingin
daylight, in the hot and blinding sunlight, thank fuck, of a scorching summer day in Mexico.

Heleans againgt thewall of the daughterhouse, looking out past the trucksin the loading bay, to the
green mountains, up to the blue sky, where black dots circlein the air, some native birds of prey. They're
tiny in the distance, so high up, like the bitmites crawling in the prisoner's mind, the bitmitesthat can do
Metatron's bloody job for him. Let them tear the poor man apart, get under his skin and 'bond with him'.
They're just machines. They won't be troubled by a conscience, by sympathy. He watchesthe circling
birds.

Buzzards, they are, he thinks. Bloody buzzards.

A Titanium Atlas

Outside, the deep sea groans and roars, waves dash dark caves of shades, and murmur somewhere
underground as if to mourn hisruined state for him.

A painting hangs on the wall of the doctor's office, and Seamus recognises it as based on one of
Michelangelo's slaves, so he does, because Thomas once showed him adrawing of it in his sketchbook
sure and it was one of the things he worried about with the lad, him being just a bit too fookin sensitive for
his own good and all those pictures of half-naked men, and Seamus doesn't care what fancy words ye use,
if it's contrapposto this or that, well it's still a bloke with no fookin clothes on all twisted up white marble
muscle in agony or ecstasy, in chains. But here and the man is painted as a titanium Atlas, with the vast
globe of the heavens on his shoulders and it's al like that wee Spanish fellow Thomas was so fond of, bits
of it in the wrong places, like, so you can't tell what's the man and what's the world, with painted streams
flowing from springs and fountains on the globe, ninning in crystal rivers, to wet the fellow's cheeks like
tears ditilled from tender eyes.

~ Isthat some of that Modernism then? says Seamus.

Reynard heaves a sympathetic sigh, looks over his shoulder at the painting, back again.

~ One of the other patients, he explains. Similar case to yours, actually.

~ He's got the verbal diarrhoea too, then? Talks shite as well, does he?

~ Visual. It'sal we can do to stop him drawing on the walls. But you shouldn't be so dismissive of—

~ Talking in tongues? Sure and it's not like I'm one of the bloody apostles, isit, doctor? Seamus says. It's
not the Holy Spirit that I'm channelling.



Reynard picks up a sheaf of loose-leaf papers, taps them into order, lays them down again.
Seamus nods at the painting.
~ Soisthat fellow mad as well then?
Reynard shakes his head. He takes his glasses off and, leaning an elbow on the table, pinches at his sinuses
with thumb and forefinger.
| shouldn't say that either of you were mad, per se.
Helooks tired, Seamus thinks, and sounds it too. Living with a bunch of loonies might well do that to ye
though.
~ No, says Reynard. | sometimes think that it's the rest of us have lost our minds. But, anyway, he cutsin
quickly. I want to talk to you about last night.
~ I'm sorry about that, says Seamus.
Woke up half the wing, he did, they say. And got some dirty looks for it in the mess hall this morning.
~ Nothing to apologise for. You had anightmare ...
Yes...

So Seamus tells him about being back in the trenches and the haughty duke with his rod of iron, him lording
it over the lads and making up the law like a game of Simon Says, do this, do that, and sending them over
the top to the illustrious and ancient honour of your brothers, he says, and out they go into thefields,
and they're not afraid to fight, except that instead of guns the mob of them have scythes to work the land.
They have to walk acrossit slowly, sure, and swing their scythes low as they all advance across the
trenches and the craters that are all filled full of water, moats and lakes, like, through afield of flowers that
becomes an enemy army, sure and the grassis spears in their hands all pointing upwards as they march on,
harvesting and gathering them and dlinging the bodies on their backs like peasant bundles, giants so they are,
as they march on across the cultured land ~ the cultivated land, that is ~and every place they tramp through,
sure and it resounds with groans, mourns al the way to Asiaor Arabiait is, he thinks, ‘cause he looks up,
see, and in front of him there'sthis dark virgin girl so beautiful, so sweet, but crying this lament for all their
woes as they unding their bundles and they start to build, like sandbags, see, they just pile them up one on
the other, making walls, making this building out of them, out of the things, out of the lumpen things, and
they build it higher and higher, so they do, sure and they build acity, it's a city that they're building from
these things, somewhere in the Holy Land, afortress city, by Christ, acitadel of carcasses.

~ Would you describe yourself as aman of faith? Reynard asks.

~ No, | would not, Seamus says. Not now. Not since ...

~ Since what?

Seamus shrugs, keeping a sullen silence that might well seem proud, defensive, but that's actually his own
thoughts gnawing on his heart. Isit that he still believes, somewhere inside, and blames his God for dl that's
happened to him? Sure and who else was it but him who gave the lads their orders?

~ Can wetalk about something else? he says. I've told ye all this before. Y €'ve heard al the suffering and
how | tried to knock some bloody senseinto their witless fookin headsand ~— can we talk about something
else?

Revolutions
~It'sjust .. . it'sinteresting that in your dream you end up in .. the Holy Land, building acity for avirgin,
for the Virgin, perhaps?
~ Waell, it'sbeen awhile, ye know, doctor. Sure and it's hardly surprising if I'm dreaming of a beautiful girl.
Seamus gazes out the window, across the brown and green of the moor, to the grey rocks, grey sea, grey
sky; it's alandscape that's always the same drab motley, no signals of winter ~ he doubts if there's even
any flowersin spring; sure and there's no trees to fruit in summer, that's for sure.
~ But acity made of corpses, says Reynard. What would that represent? The church? Religion itself? No.
No. | think it's some-thing deeper than that. Society, maybe.
~ Sureand I'm not agreat fan of yer society types. Yer—
~ lords and dukes. Yes, yes. That's not what | meant. | mean society as awhole. Civilisation. The worker's
scythe. Asiaand Arabia— have you heard of the phrase Fertile Crescent? That's where it all began, you
know, with agriculture, the neolithic revolu-tion, in the cradle of civilization. And it all ends up with acity
built from bodies. In your dream, anyway. Quite interesting.



Sure and the seasons here are decided by the sky, thinks Seamus, looking out on the moor, just like out on
the seaitself where all ye have isthe rising and the setting of this star or that, the circling constellations,
marking out the moon's months and the equinoxes and the eons of them for the sailorsin ships with sailslike
wings of flax, wandering across the ocean. And all the sky goes round in circles over them. Revolutions.

~ From the cradle to the grave, eh? Seamus says, turning back to the doctor.

~ | don't think you see much hope for humanity, much progress, says Reynard.

~ Humanity? Progress? I'll tell you this, I've not aword to say against them that actually do the work. If it
wasn't for the brickies and the joiners, sure and we'd still be living in sunless caves like ants dug down into
the ground. Or agriculture, isit? | bet | can tell you who it wasfirst put the yoke on apair of wild animals
so's they might take some of the sweat of the toil off of the bodies of men. Or put the harnesses on horses
so asto pull the glittering coach of some fat git with wealth and luxury. It was a man like me who would
have been dragging the plough himself otherwise, or carry-ing the fookin king in his fookin sedan chair,
sure. Who do ye think it was dug all the brass and iron, all the silver and gold out of the earth in the first
place, but the men who've always been closest to the earth?

~ You may beright.

~ Sureand | know | am, 'cause them with all the schemes mixed up like dreams are too busy arguing in
circles, floating on their own hot air; they've forgotten how to use their eyesto look around them, use their
ears to hear what's really going on. Christ, but they might as well be deaf and dumb because to them it's all
in here.

He taps the side of his head.

~ Andyer three R's  reading, writing and arithmetic ~ what would ye bet that it's aworker made them up
so that his master couldn't swindle him out of his wages? Muses and poetry? Bollocks! It was: well, now I'd
liketo seethat inwriting if ye don't mind, sir, oh, no sir, not that | don't trust ye, seeing asyer afine
upstanding member of the community, but it's just that yer afookin thievin shite, if ye don't mind my saying,
gr.

Reynard has atiny smile playing at the corner of hislips.

~ So how come, says Seamus. So how come, having come up with all these grand inventions, we don't have
the fookin wits to pull ourselves out of this shite?

~ Thewar?

~ Thewar.

~ Listen to this, says Seamus with a bitter laugh. Sure, thisis grand; it's fookin rich. I'm sure y€'ll get akick
from it. Yewant to hear about ingenious inventions? Thisis the best. Back in France if anyone fell sick, ye
know, most times there was no medical supplies, nothing to eat or drink to take away the pain, nothing to
dress awound with, or to treat the trenchfoot or trench fever, syphilis or gonorrhoea, dysentery, influenza or
Christ knows what, but for the want of medicine, we had to stand there and just watch men waste away to
skeletons.

He stands up, paces round the room and ends up leaning on the back of the chair.

~ Some, I'm using whisky for anaesthetic and for antiseptic, like. I'm using all the old wives remedies
taught me by me mam and me grannies. Jesus knows what fookin potions | concocted, sure, hoping to stave
off sickness, soothe the burns and blisters from the mustard gas or whatever. Some of them worked as
well. Or, at least the lads believed they did, as fookin desperate as they were.

Reynard studies his face.

~ Butthisis... just plain cruel, he says. No? Now you're the one that's sick, you think, losing your mind, and
al you fed isthe despair that you can't find a.... remedy for this.

Seamus just stares at him, jaw locked, teeth tight together.

~ Yeknow, he says, me mam she always used to say | had the Sight alittle. Superstitious woman, so she
was. | think it's daft meself. But | wonder, ye know, when | get the turns. How do ye tell avision from a
dream? | mean, maybe it doesn't take the gift of prophecy to read the signs and omensin the world, to look
at the circling flights of fookin carrion birds with crooked talons and say, by Chrit, that bird's fookin
unlucky. Look at the way they live, and what they like, and fight over; look at when they gather, when they
scatter. Jesus, ye know they used to read bird's entrails, so I'm told, or cut them all up and offer up this part
or that to the divine.

And he thinks of the cratered battlefield and him caught on the wire as the guns hammered and the bullets



whistled past him, how he prayed for one to hit him and it never did, and when the push was over and al
the bodies lay below and the guns quietened just alittle, just enough. Only afew birds came at first, stupid
or brave, and istherereally any difference, sure? And anyway, they came, and twisted up and torn on the
barbed wire, all he could do was watch.

~ Waéll now it'sthem that read our entrails, isn't it? Picking over them like they're looking for the smoothest,
softest bits  isthistheright colour, isit? Isn't this a pretty piece of liver? Oh, but there's some juicy fat still
on thisarm, and you fook off, it's mine, ye hear, you stick wi yer fookin bit of bladder. And over here or
there, there's yet another tearing away at some poor fooker's ... ah, Christ... at afookin blackened,
burnt-up flank of meat. Ah, Jesus, he was just afookin lump of —

He's sitting on the chair now, head in his hands, hands on his shoulders from Reynard standing behind him.
~ It'snot so hard to see the future. All ye've got to do islook into afire.

Heisn't proud of it, but sure and Seamus has the sight all right, the same foresight that gave men cattle for
the plough and medicine and numbers and the whole sorry fookin spectacle of history, of industry, the
hammer and the scythe.

~ It'snot so hard to see the future, doc, he says. It's changing it. It's changing it.

Angels with Dirty Hands

He opens his eyes.

The abattoir isquiet but for the chink of afew carcasses swinging on their chains and the occasiona
rustle as a breeze blows through the hanging plagtic strips of the doorway where Henderson stands
looking out. He tests the wires round his wrists and fedls the noose around his neck tighten alittle. Shit.
He has no memory since MacChuill and Henderson found him in the church just... random images. The
Somme. Inchgillan. Bloody Friday. His head fedlslike some ransacked office, with dl thefiling cabinets
open, files and folders scattered everywhere.

Hetriesto work out where heis, how long he's been here, but they've had him so deep under he
could've been out for days. They could have brought him anywhere  dthough he guessesit's ill
somewherein the States. Rest of the world's alittle too unstable now, what with the apocaypse and dl.
Some fucking Mafia-owned daugh-terhouse probably, he reckons, out in the middle of nowhere; the
angelslike to work through their ... subsidiaries for these kind of operations  don't like the mess being
made on their own doorstep.

Operations. He looks down at the meathook in his chest and feds sick. If he was human he'd be dead by
now, but then if he was human he would have been dead a hundred years ago on the battlefiel ds of
France, wouldn't he, with the rest of them? But no, Seamus Padraig Finnan got picked by destiny for
something greater, for abigger part in the play. He got... promoted.

It took him decades even after Inchgillan to fully realize what had happened to him that day, what it was
that touched him, transformed him; and ther€'s parts of it he till keeps buried down deep in the
corpse-strewn mud of hisnightmares. It took him decades of looking in the mirror and not seeing any
physical sgnsof aging, decades of glimpsing thingsin shadows and reflections, hearing whisperson the
wind and thunder in his own voice, decades before he had the strength to redlly look at himself, to hold
his hand in front of hisface and watch the strange, dark sgil forming on his palm asthisline and that
joined, like an acid vison, to form asort of writing that he somehow knew was what he heard himsdlf
gibbering during histurns, written on his own kin, in his body, bonded with him somehow when he sood
caught in the German wire for twelve hours, looking down over abatdefield where dl the lads of his
platoon and Christ knows how many othersdl lay dead asall the bulletsjust whistled past him.
Charmed, he was. Blessed. Cursed. He touched eternity that day and it touched him and left its mark.
And the Word was made Flesh and Seamus Padraig Finnan was the angdl with adirty face that Anna
awayssad hewas.

Helooks at the back of Henderson's head and wonders what kind of cunt signs up to this fucking game
of war?If it'san angel with adirty face that Seamusis, thisbastard isan angel with dirty hands. Blood



under the fingernails. Blackened with the smoke of burning villages. But Seamus doesn't careif it's Satan
himsdlf isrigng up in rebellion in the Middle East or Africaor wherever, and the archangel Gabrid can
blow his horn to shake the very ground under hisfest, 'cause Seamus isn't fighting in no fookin war for
any of the fookers. He'sa conchy. A conscientious fookin objector to the War in Heaven. No matter
what they do to him.

Finnan clenches hisfists and cricks his neck. Swalowing hurts.

Hewondersif they don't want to break him so as hell sgn up with them as much asthey just want to
make him hate them strong enough to sign up with the opposition. Either way would suit them well
enough. Aslong as he's not arogue unkin running wild and doing what he damn well pleases, evenif itis
only keeping hisfookin head down. Whether it'sthe King's Shilling or the thirty pieces of silver a least
then the bastards know where they stand. But - and he looks down at the black liquid dust crawling
round hiswound under the ripped and blood-stained T-shirt  thisisall too fookin elaborate for thet.
Which leaves athird option.

He's heard of the bindings that take place when an unkin signsto the Covenant or to one of the
Jesus-knows-how-many insurgent groups formed round some Sovereign still out for his chanceto rule
theworld. Theresalot you have to do to turn aman into asoldier; you've got to drill out the
individudity, get somedisciplineinto thelad, get them identifying with their battaion, thinking in the
regi-menta colours of black and white, give them anew name from their surname and their rank, aserid
number, a haircut and akit like every other fucker stood beside them on parade. The unkin take that one
step further. When you know the language that controls redlity you can take aman gpart and put him
back together again from scratch with abrand new identity... Straight off the shelf.

Henderson's one of those. Man In Black. Mafiafootsoldier. Spearcarrier.

But it seemslike whoever's directing this whole complicated operation has him cast to play amore....
individua role, no matter what he hasto say about it.

Finnan knows there are more cregtive things you can do, and more destructive things. Sometimesit'sjust
amaiter of helping some stray unkin who doesn't even know what they've got in them find their graving,
redisether potentid  if yewant to get al fookin sdf-help about it. Chrigt, but even then you can end up
damning someone that you're only trying to help.

He hopesthat Phree managed to get away.

If you're willing to go to town on someone, though, you can rewrite their very soul, and Finnan hasa
fedling that's exactly what's lined up for him. He looks at the bitmites scrawling across his chest, weaving
ther intricate pattern like iron filingsin afluctuating mag-netic field.

Chrigt, but he hopes that Phreeis safe.

The Entrails of His Dreams

~ Now's not the time to think of helping others, the bitmites whisper in his head. Do not neglect your own
sad state. It's sweet to lengthen life with hope, and feed the heart on joy. We shudder, seeing you
tormented by athousand pains. Not fearing the dukes, you have too high regard for mortalsin your
private mind of foresight.

Or at least that's something like what they say to him, in another language entirdly, onethat he
understands now awholelot better than when he was smashing his head against the walls of Inchgillan
War Hospital or drifting in and out of consciousness, weak from ahunger strike in Peterhead. He glances
up a Henderson still standing guard at the door.

~ Come, friend, the bitmites carry on, where's the reward for what you've done? Do you get any help
from the ephemerds? Can you not see their impotence, blind, entangled in their dreams? Morta willswill
never break the order laid out by the dukes. We learned these things looking on your destructive fate.
But even so, we pray that you'll be freed from these restraints and will someday have no less power than
the dukes.

Well that's aturn-up for the books, thinks Seamus. Jesus Chrig, it talks.



- Fate's never yet decreed to make it so, he mutters under his breath. | have amyriad ills and woes more
gtill to suffer, and only then will this oppression end. My art'sfar weaker than what hasto be.

It takeslesstimethan if held said, yeah, right, which iswhat he meant, redlly. That's the thing with the
Cant. The sounds and senses of it dl curled up, compacted into balls of meaning, even just listening to
yoursdlf speak you haveto do alot of ... unpacking. Chrigt, but after ahundred years he il fedslikeit
takes him aminute of catch-up to actualy understand a sentence properly. And the bitmitesare usingit.
Jesuss, they'refucking taking to himinit, saying

~ And who decides what hasto be? they say.

What hasto be. Necessity. Destiny. Theré's awhole network of meaningsin the Cant phrase, ahint of
inverted commas even, asmidgeon of confusion or contempt. They have ... an attitude, opinions. They're
fucking conscious.

~ Thetriplefates, hefinds himsdf answering, and the remember-ing furies.

Wait aminute. Wait. We hope that you'll be freed. Are these things Covenant or what? He's sure
Henderson is Covenant; you only haveto look at the fucking buzz-cut hair at the back of his neck to
know he's regulation issue. So what are these things doing saying that they want to see him free?

- The dukes are wesker then than these?

And that'saleading question if heé's ever heard one.

- They can't escape what has been fated, he's replying.

~ What isfated to the dukes except to rule forever? they say, and he's dmost sure that they aready
know the answer, like they're laying out the logic of a problem, step by step, ateacher leading anidiot
child.

- That you'll never know, he says. Don't ask.

And then they whigper in hisear.

- Surely it issome awful secret you withhold.

And heknows. They're right. He fucking knows and—

~ for asecond, he's back in Inchgillan by the ocean's endless straits, with Doctor Reynard like a father
confessor with his hands on his shoulders, then he turns round and it's Peterhead and MacChuill there, but
fookin O'Sheen, O'Sheen his name was, not MacChuill, because MacChuill was the soldier on Kelvinbridge
on the day after John Maclean'sfuneral, so it is, and Seamus telling him it's no good, no good, don't set yer
mind against the dukes, don't even offend them with yer words 'cause it's all fookin pointless sure and
Reynard is pushing his glasses up his nose and Maclean taking his off, and Finnan saying | want to help
and standing in George Square with fire in his veins and wire round his wrists as he sitsin the chair as he
stands caught on the hill and the birds are peek-ing at the bodies which are falling under the hammering of
the guns the shells the chains in the dugout Christ and he hears the white wind howl in his head a song that
changes and a chant around the bath where him and Annalie laughing lovers naked in the bed and Anna
lying on rough hessian making faces as the birds sing outside the barn and the crows caw over the corn and
may this moment stay in us forever and never be dissolved away and the stalk of corn in his teeth and the
grainin hishand for her a gift just like the gifts he brought to her door his hair all combed and everything for
Thomas to answer the bell and introduce him to his friends in the parlour with al their foolish talk of wars
and revo-lutionsin the pub sure and we'll never stop till we've got to the lords and in the park where the
singing of the birdsis different so different from the harsh caw of the crow all black like soot as black as
coal thrown in a Fire he's shouting, Fire!

And he drags himsalf back out of it, back into the present, into the abattoir with its holy offerings of
daughtered cattle, and Hen-derson standing at the door and the bitmites crawling through his body and
mind. ‘Causefook yedl, hesthinking. | won't fookin break.

Sureand it'sahbinding al right. They're stripping his soul down piece by piece, the bitmites eating their
way through his memory, worming their way down through the layers of persona history that congtitute
identity, but he doubtsif they give adamn what's|eft afterwards. They're not trying to bind him into anew
sdf liketheir footsoldiers, like even their own warped fookin selves. All they want isto open up hissoul,



like, really open up hissoul so they canlook right through it down into the Vellum. Binding? Thisisa
fookin divination. Pedl him open, splay him out and use him to summon some fookin archetype deepin
the unconscious mind. He doesn't know who or what they're looking for inside of him, but he knows now
that they're reading him, reading the trails of betrayas of foolish schemes, the fookin entrails of his
dreams. We hope that you'll be freed?

Hethinks of an army captain he once knew, offering sympathy over a grave mistake, and the
opportunity to redeem himsdif.

Good cop, bad cop, isit? he thinks. | know that one, ye bastards.

-Let'stak of something else, he says. Right now my lips are sealed; now's not the timefor it to be
reveded when, by concealing this, | may one day escape these chains.

But that's just fookin unkin talk for fook right off, ye fookin fookers, cause Sergeant Seamus Padraig
Finnan knows exactly what yer up to and ye can fookin it on it and spin if yethink he'sgoing to help one
little bit. No, he's not going to break.

Finnan's awake.

The bitmites swirl up into the air again, away for a second and then back, touching hismind again,
looking for another memory to expose, another layer to pedl back...

A Fury of Flies

A lass, das, a hungry, wretched one afflicted with afury of flies, she's frenzied, forced along the sanddune
shores, hunted and harried by a hundred watching eyes of images of argil, herdsmen made from clay that
haunt her, all the statues of the saints and Christ upon his cross and in the paintings in the chapel, looking
down on her with blame. Six feet of soil don't hide the prying, pious eyes of all the glorious dead that
scrutinise her from the heavens. Jesus and the blessed saints, they see her shame. Somewhere, areed of
wax, it seems, blows low, sounding a soporific song, the wind through coarse, tall grass. A lass, alas, O
gods!

Ah, god, the pain! Some wretched fly stings her again, the midges of the rock pools all buzzing around her
head like the saints themselves come down to punish her for her sins.

And Anna stumblesin the sand, and sinks down sobbing, in her skirts.

Where, Lord, where will she go? In what sinisit she's been found, what sin, sons of the Crown, that she's
now damned to this unending misery? O, but she knows only too well. Burn me with fire, she thinks, or bury
me in earth, or feed me to the creatures of the sea, but grant me mercy, God. I'll stray ho more, | swear.
Wild ways have troubled me enough; I've learned my lesson. Only let me know now when this suffering
will be over.

She feels the hand touching her hair, the tender hand of her sweet Irish rover, Seamus, tentative now, as if
he doesn't know if it's his place. He wipes a tear off of her face.

~ Ah, hush now, Anna, Seamus says. It'll be OK. It can't be that bad, can it? What could be so bad asto
deserve al this palaver?

How can shetell him in the state he'sin? How can she tell him of the state she's in? Him stuck in this
ungodly loony bin and her stuck here between the devil and the deep blue sea, between arock and a hard
place, sure, between her love for Seamus and the terrible thing she did in hatred of him when he told her of
her brother's death in France, between her heart given to one man and her body to another. Father, forgive
me, shethinks. Seamus, forgive me. | was angry. O, but the anger and the grief were just too much to bear
and you were the one said you'd look after Tom and keep him safe, but Tom was gone and you were lost in
your own head and ... and he was there. O, Seamus, | wanted to hurt you. | wanted to hold you. It was
your blue eyes| saw in his, and your hair that | ran my fingers through as | pushed it from those eyes.

She wrings her hands and feels the ring hidden under the glove. How can she tell him that she's marrying a
man she doesn't love and not the man who had his mind all broken for the promise that he made to her?

~ What kind of placeisthis, she says, what kind of peoplein it?
She trembles, shaking like the poor unfortunates sat at the tables in that awful room, the men with missing
arms or legs, blinded or worse. She saw his own hand shake when he reached out to touch her fingertips



acrossthe table, every bit as gentle as back home when they were all so young and wild and he'd come
calling al spruced up and in his Sunday best. His hands are rough but they can touch so soft you barely feel
it through a calfskin glove except you fedl it pounding in your heart.

Shelooks at him sat on the rock she's S umped benesath, his legs spread wide, his dirty blond hair blowing in
the wind. Behind him, beyond outcrops of rock and over maor, the cold grey edifice of Inchgillan stands
looking as desolate as himself. What has he done to earn this punishment from her? What miserable outpost
of society isthisthey've found themselvesin?

And stumbling, sobbing, she begins.

" Please listen to me, Seamus.

Seamus, forgive me, for | have sinned.

A Terrible Dark Thing

Hetriesto listen to her, watching her flick a calfskinned hand around her flyfurled head, as shetells of a
duke's heart warm with love for this young daughter of Enoch Messenger, but he can't take it in. Here and
her father always hated her seeing Seamus, he interrupts her, laughing, and the lengths they had to go
through, all the hoops they had to jump through just to get some time together. Do you remember, eh? Yer
old man and histalk of decency.

~ Why do you have to talk about my father? she says. Tell me, O Jesus, Seamus, poor suffering Seamus,
because you've always talked the truth to me, are we just born to suffer? Who of the wretched, who O
God sufferslike us?

Because decency, she tells him. Decency. He's put a name to the very heaven-sent source of it all that sent
her to him. He asks her why, what isit, why and she tells him how she came rushing headlong, how she
hasn't been able to eat since  and the rough ride of the ferry over from Dublin, and how they all end up
suffering from the plots that people make in anger, maddened by spiteful thoughts like insect bites.

He doesn't understand her tumbling story, as she triesto get it out but keeps going off the rails before
reaching the point. Or there's a part of him that understands but that won't let the truth through to the rest
of him. All that he knows, all that hell let himself hear in her mixed-up rambling confession isthat she has
some terrible truth that she can't bear, but she can't bear to tell him.

~ Do we go to Heaven or Hell after we're dead? she asks him. How much more can await us after what
we suffer in thisworld? Surely Jesus must forgive us.

Tell her, thinks Seamus, tell the poor girl that God isin his Heaven and forgives us all our sins, even shooting
the brother of the girl ye love for cowardice, not the cowardice of ayoung lad cowering in adugout, but the
cowardice of hisfriend, his Sergeant, who followed the fookin order. Tell her there's forgiveness for that.
He can't.

It's been aterrible dark thing between them ever since he got back from the front to give her the news
himself of Thomas's death, to say that the shame was on him, on Seamus, on himself. He seesit in her
eyes, that she can't really forgive him even though she wantsto. And he can't really forgive himself
because when he looks into her eyes, he sees the same dark green and brown as Thomas's looking out at
him.

But what has she got that needs forgiveness, sure?

He remembers arriving at the door of the Messenger family home in the well-to-do Dublin suburb of
Rathgar just like so many times before but now so different. On leave and waiting for the results of the
Medical Board, sure, and shaking like aleaf, he hadn't a clue what he was going to say to her and whether
she would cry or curse him to hisface or both. Should he tell her the untarnished truth, whatever she might
want to know in simple words, leaving out the euphemisms and not weaving some grand mystery of tragic
death out of it? Surely she had the right to hear it from the horse's mouth. Should he tell her she was looking
on the face of the man who gave the lads the order to take aim and fire?

And when she came to the door she had alook so lost, so wandering, that he knew she needed something
to latch onto as asign that the grief might someday end, and would it be better for her not to know or —
Jesus Christ ~ for her to learn? Could he hide it from her, have her find out later, suffer even more? He
couldn't grudge her this one thing, thistiny thing, this awful tiny truth so why the fook did he delay? It's not
that he doesn't want to, iswhat he told himself. But he couldn't help but hesitate on account of what it
would surely do to her.



But if it'swhat she wants, he thought, I'll have to tell her.

And so they sat in the parlour, him with his hat in hand, and they were distant enough from each other, like
she aready sensed the guilt in him far deeper than his failed promise. Why was he suffering so? she asked
him. What awful crime was he punishing himself for? And he could hear the fear in her voice that he was
going to tell her and break her heart. (Just like the fear that'sin him now, that she's got some truth like that
but it can't be as bad as his, can it? How could it be?) He thought of the endless telling of histale to the
doctors of the Medical Board.

~ Sureand it seems | never stop talking of my sufferings, he'd said. A man can only talk so much.

~ Seamus, tell me what's driven you to the edge, she said.

The will of dukes, he thought, the hand of a smith. He shook his head.

She asked him, if he loved her, God, to tell her what was wrong, don't soften it for her; she was strong and
she could take it. And he said he couldn't, Jesus Christ Almighty, how could hetell her? It was to do with
Thomas, he'd said, looking at those green eyes. Please, she'd said. And he couldn't just tell her, he said, but
... if sheasked ... if she asked any question ... any question ... he would tell her anything she wanted to
know.

And so she asked, and Seamus told her how he shot her brother.

And now he knows it's somehow the same thing, with her trying to tell him her own shame but needing him
to prompt her, draw it out of her as she did to him. And what could it be? Jesus, what could it be that she's
afraid is so bad he might not be able to forgive her?

The Third Player

- I'm pregnant, says Phreedom.

Finnan looks down at the bottle in his hand, leans down to place it gently on the floor between hisfedt.

The quiet words resonate in the empty church in that whispering way that only empty halls have, not quite

an echo that can be made sense of, just apious ringing of the stone in answer to the human voice.
Isit...?

~ Yours? she says. | fucking hope so. Chrigt, | fucking hope so.

Heknowsit's not the only possibility. Thelast time they met, in this same church, shetold him exactly

what they'd doneto her, the angels of the Covenant who were looking for her brother.

They'd left her for dead afterwards, and in away shewas, sheis; they both are Finnan with his heart

ripped out, atraitor to her and Thomas, her with a seed of hatred planted in her, poisoning her dowly.

She went to Hell to try and save her brother. It didn't end well.

| led them to him, she had said. | thought | could change the story, rip us out of it, and al thetime Jwas
just tearing an opening in the Vellum for those ... creaturesto get a him. Y ou betrayed him, Finnan, but |
damned him. | fucking damned him. | thought | could go back and ... make thingsright. But timein the
Vdlumisn't that ample, isit?

He had been sodden and filthy then, just as heis now, living hand-to-mouth, going from soup kitchen to
homeless shelter, stew-ing in his own misery and drinking in churchesjust to spite the bastard God of his
innocent childhood. When sheld found him, held expected her to hate him, but by that time she wastoo
busy hating hersdlf. In the end, they'd found some little solace together; sheld taken him back to her
room, fed him and washed him. Asthey lay together in the warm bed after fucking like animas, she'd told
him of al the strangers she/d used in the same way, pick-upsin singles bars and seedy night-clubs, dirty
old men and groups of frat-boys. He knew she wasn't saying it to hurt him, but to open up hersdf to him
because he was the only one who'd understand. They were both trying to make physical the degradation
of thelr souls, intheruin of ther flesh.

That was three months ago and now she's pregnant, and it could be his, it could be any of the johns or
marks, Tom, Dick or Harry's. Or it could be the angel's.

~ Whatever... she says, I'm going to haveit.

Helooksat her. Theré'sasort of strength to her now. She seemsto have found some sort of strength in



the acceptance of this, as an end to her own story, maybe, and the beginning of another. It'slike she's
fought so hard against her fate since the first day she stood up to an angel of the Covenant, she'ssold her
soul to Hell only to stedl the secrets of its queen, she'storn her way into the Vellum to try and save her
brother, and the futility of it al that had her broken and beat-up inside like him, has now becomeagrim
and nihiligtic faith of sorts, in the emptiness of it al. While hes till on hisknees, raging againgt the dying of
the light, she's standing up to face the darkness, ready to walk into it, and ready for the good fight.
He'sjust waiting for his Judgement Day.
~ Soyou've picked aside then, he says.
~ No sides, she says. Just me.
Shelaysahand on her somach.

Us.

Hethinks of Anna, the lost sweetheart of his past and theway it al seemsto tie together, echoes and
reflections bouncing back and forth across a century. They're creatures of the Vellum and timein the
Velum hasafunny way of weaving and looping; they tear it and they gitch it back together asthey travel
through it. Jesus, but Tommy made aright mess, so he did, then, now and fucking forever. One unkin's al
it takes to shatter timeinto amillion shards that no amount of Covenant craft could put back into order.
Now that the war iskicking off it'sonly going to get worse.

Y ou know how bad it's going to get? he says. The Sovereigns and the Covenant—

~ The Sovereigns are straw dogs. And the Covenant don't know what they're dealing with.

She pulls off her jacket to show him the pink scarred tattoo. The black ink of Eresh's needlework crawls
over her amin such achaos of ever-changing signsand sigilsthat it makes him dizzy, gives him vertigo;
it'sonly when she puts her arm back in the jacket deeve that he stops fedling like he's being sucked into a
void.

~ Jesus, fookin Mary and Joseph. What the fuck?

~ | don't know, she says. What do you get if you cross the queen of the dead's blood with theink of
God's scribe?| think they're breeding, Finnan. And | don't think I'm the only carrier.

~ Metatron's pet hawks, he says dowly, quietly. Carter. Pechorin.

She'stold him what came walking out of the exploding moment of Eresh's degth, in the bodies of
Metatron's two bloody-handed angel thugs, whét followed her into the VVellum to drag Thomeas off to an
eternd grave. As much as she can make sense of.

~ 1 don't think they work for Metatron any longer, she says. | think they're like me.

She flexes her fingersin front of her; on the back of her hand, down just a the wrigt, a the edge of her
deeve, he can seethe clashing symbols on her skin. He reaches over to take her hand, hold it.

" You dways said you thought there was athird player, she says, Sitting on the sidelines, staying out of
the game. Jesus, I'm not even sure it understands the concept of sides.

Her other hand goes to her stomach.

~ But | think it just entered the game, she says.

Errata

Heroes and Villains

~ Don't try to speak, says Mdik.

Hewalks around to the side of the surgica dab and lays ahand on the shoulder of the man strapped
down on it. He feels the muscle twitch, ribbed tricep quivering like horseflesh, bicep in aknot, strain-ing
againg the leather bonds. Fresh blood seeps from the cuts and scratches reopened on his skin by
pointless struggles. The poor cresture looks quite exposed, naked and vulnerable. How the mighty are
fdlen.

Mdlik lifts his hand to straighten agold and black obsdian cufflink. The stone gligensevenin the



fluorescent light of the operating thegtre, as shining and dark as the fixed pupils of the ange staring up at
himwith hate. Mdik fedshislip curl upin aninvoluntary sneer. One shouldn't gloat, but it's hard not to.
He reachesinto the pocket of hiswhite dress uniform his own design, replete with meaningless medds
inthe classic military dicta-tor style so derigueur in the last century; he's nothing if not atraditionalist
and pulls out the set of dog-tags.

~ Rafadel Hernandez Rodriguez, Corpora, United States Marine Corps. Did you choose the body for the
rank or for the name? No. Don't try to speak, Corporal Rodriguez. If s not worth the effort.

He dribbles the dogtag chain through his hand, letsit drop, chinkling, onto the man's chest. It only covers
afraction of the unkin lettering that's carved al across historso.

~ Not without atongue, he says.

Thearchangd Rafadl moanswordlesdy.

| apologize for the crudeness of the binding, by theway [hetapsafinger on one of thesigils] but
I'm afraid we don't have al the wonders of modern technology at our disposal. None of your bitmites
here, I'm afraid.

He gestures around at the sparse thesatre, the antiquated equipment that belongsin the last century, dl
hulking and obsolescent, hard screens and dials, tubes, lights, mirrors.

-No bitmites, he says. No microscanners. No VR modelling and mini-wados here. No synthskin. No
autosuturers. We still cut people open with stainless steel scalpels and sew them back together with
needle and thread. If we think they'll make it through the operation.

Malik strokes histhick moustache, an unconscious gesture of abrooding mind.

- Tenyears of war and sanctions and military coups and more war and more sanctions and so on and on
and on and on. Do you know how hard it isto get antibioticsin Damascus? Do you know the child
mortaity rate here?

Rafad just glowersat him.

~ And I'm the baby-killer, he says. The great and terrible Moloch.

-Y ou used to be a hedler, Rapiu, he says. Do you remember? Do you remember anything from before
your blessed Covenant? Do you remember bathing the sick on the shores of the Dead Sea, handing out
your medicinesto the poor and needy? Do you remember watching the cities blossom in that land of salt
and sand, because people could come there and be healed, because of the legacy you left behind? Or
wasthat al burned out of you by the glory?

Malik leans over s0 he can stare back into the angel's eyes. He wants the bastard to see him for what he
is, even knowing that that'simpossible,

~How many children died in the furnaces of Sodom and Gomor-rah? How many lives did you destroy
because afew intransigent unkin wouldn't bend their knees? Y our own lord couldn't ssomach it. The most
glorious of dl angels chose thelong walk into the Vellum rather than serve what your Covenant hed
become.

The angd turns hisface away, but Mdik grips him by the chin, pullsit back round to meet his hatred and
contempt. He thinks of athousand years of luxury, of cities rich with the scent of cedar incense and
spiced food in markets, and beautiful whores dressed in linen dyed scarlet and purple by Canaanite
craftsmen, and poets of the flesh and all the wonderful, wicked deviants and decadents that he would
walk amongst, aking dressed as abeggar. Therewasinjustice. There were terrible crimes. And there
were people with souls that shone as brightly astheir jewels. And he thinks of three thousand yearsin
which hisname Malik, Maak, Meeck, Moloch has been synonymous with burning babies.

~ Understand me, Rafadl. Understand me. | am not the villain here. You are.

~No, saysthe voice behind him.

He standsin the doorway, a shape of black, a silhouette even though the well-lit room should pour its
light upon hisface. Some of the black risesin wisps off of him, like steam from abeast of war dick with
itsown sweat. The volutes carve out symbolsin theair, thin trails of thought. Malik tilts hishead, more



curious than con-cerned, even though the breach of his security is clearly severe. The city hasbeen
seded off for the last week, ever since he choppered in with the angdl Rafael drugged up in abodybag, a
squad of guards scouring the landscape al around them with their nightshades glowing whitein the
darkness, lances snapping thisway and that to train on any smallest motion, and the pair of black monks
in the back of the Sikkorsky, legs curled into lotus position, chanting the mantras that rendered them as
invisbleto the watcher angels scat-tered al around the area asto the Allied radars and surveillance
satdlites. No one should even know he's here and even if they did, they shouldn't have been ableto get
past hiscircleswithin circles of protection. Part of him fedls he should be outraged at the inadequa-cies of
hisminions; but, as Mdik would deerly like the angel Rafael to understand, Mdik doesn't have minions,
just men and women willing to dieto drive the occupying forces from hisland, their [and. His Philigtine
liberation Organisation, he calsit, sometimes, in his moments of blackest humour.

- No? he says cdmly to the shadow-thing.

It's got to be some emissary from another rebel group, of course. Maybe Marduk, he thinks. Or Nergdl.
Nergd does have atendency for melodrama, playing the underworld god, the dispossessed turned
demon. Playing right into the Covenant's hands, like so many of them.

-No, the creature says. No more villains. No more heroes. No more victims.

The tongueless moaning of the angel on the table grows louder, higher-pitched, more wail than moan
now.

~ A commendable concept, says Mdlik bitterly. And who might you be?

And wetdl him exactly what we are.

The Heart of Damascus

White light, white noise, hefedsthe lossrip through him like ablow to the back of the heed, likea
syringe of morphine rammed into his spine a the base of his neck, squirted and then broken off with a
savage downward snap. A searing, blinding dagger of sensation followed by utter numbness and
confusion. Gasping. Staggering. Metatron hits the floor on hisknees like a boxer with aglassjaw, and
doesn't even see or hear the palmtop crack against the wooden desk, tumble and skitter on the marble
floor. His dreadlocks hang down over hisface, hisarms shaking as hetriesto hold himself up likea
drunk over atoilet bowl, retching, grasping for bresth.

Rafadl's dead.

~ somekind of explosion, in the heart of Damascus, just afew secondsago

Phreedom crawls across the mote floor, sobbing and clutching a her ssomach. 1t'stoo early. It'stoo
fucking early, but the cramps are unbearable.

- reports coming infrom all over the city, asort of blinding flash of

She reaches for the phone up on the bedside table, knocks it down onto the carpet beside her, then
another cramp hits her and her fist curls even tighter round the corner of the quilt. Liquid dribbles down
between her thighs.

~horrific devastation, absolutely unimaginable

She reaches for the phone, pushing her hand through amoment of time as solid asawall. Goddamn it.
Fucking. Not now.

Timeflickers.

~ lsrael or America. Nobody knows but thisis sure to—

The TV flickerstoo, switching channdl every couple of seconds CNN NBC, Fox BBC, ABQ VNV,
ANN, channdl after channd and some of them she knows never existed until this moment, until some
fucking bastard unkin bit the farm and ripped a chunk right out of redlity asthey went down. The
channels are changing. Literaly. She grabs the phone and punches at akey. It'stoo fucking early. Oh,
Chrig, it'stoo fucking early but she's not going to let them take thisfrom her.

~ | need an ambulance, she sobsinto the phone, not even hearing the voice on the other end. | need an
ambulance. Room ... | don't know. | need an ambulance.



And then the gurney is damming through swing doors, lights flashing above her head and doctorsleaning
over her, hands exam-ining, and she hears phrases like breach-birth and c-section and have you taken
anything?

~ No, shesays.

No, no, no, no, no.

And Carter reaches into Seamus Finnan's body, into his heart to read what's written on it like ablind man
reading Braille, hisfingersfeding for thefiligree of unkin language on aheart of damasked stedl, while
Pechorin holds him there.

-Where isthe Messenger boy? he says, and then he finds the answer and helooks a Finnan with an
honest shock on hisface.

The shell blast knocks him off-balance for a second and he has to steady himself against the dugout's wall.
A tin mug rattles on the floor whereit's fallen.

| don't care what you say, Sergeant. It's decided. Dismissed.

Sergeant Finnan snaps to attention, salutes him with alook of utter hatred and stalks from the room.
Pickering stands up from the bunk, a cruel smile on his face.

~ Tims, eh?

~ Shut up, says Carter. Are you bloody well enjoying this?

~ Come on, Jack. The boy's a coward and a deserter, and an urning at that.

~ What did you say?

He spitsthe words with fury.

- | said hewas afucking faggot, says Joey. Come on, man. Y ou saw the way he waslooking at you. So
we had some fun with him. Hell be OK.

~ Stop the car, says Carter, leaning forward.

~ What the fuck's the matter with you?

He pullsthe car over to the kerb and Carter fumbles the handle open, falls out onto the sdewalk to vomit
at the feet of adisgusted passer-by. Carter looks up and it's aboy's face looking back at him, aface he
recognises without knowing. He scrambles back and away.

-Jesus, Jack, did you take something?

Joey leans over him, pushing an eyelid back with athumb to study the pupil. Jack grabs at his jacket
collar and, as he opens his hand to grasp the leather, asilver Zippo falls down to the ground. He has no
ideawhere it came from but he grabsit like the most precious thing he's ever owned.

~ What did we do? says Jack. What did we do?

~ Nothing. For fuck's sake. Jack, what are you on? What did you take?

Jack pushes him away and clambersto hisfeet. They're parked outside an old derdlict shop, the glass all
shattered and boarded up, lookslikeit's been empty forever. There are shadows seeping out from under
a padlocked door spray-painted with aweird graffiti logo, sort of like an Eye of Horus, sort of not.

~ Where are we?

- College Street, Jack. Take alook at the fucking signpost.

But Jack's too busy looking everywhere, at the door, at the lighter in his hand, at the puddle of hisvomit,
at the passers-by gaping like he'sfrom outer space, at yes the signpost that says College Street high
up on awall above the bar down at the corner, at the shadows seeping out from under the doorway and
following the cracksin the sdewalk, at the low sun shimmering among striated cloudstherein the west,
the glow of an early evening at the end of summer, gold and yellow and red and orange like fire. He steps
towardsit, knocking Joey's hand off hisarm with aflick of his shoulder, walking towards the sunset
without any idea of what he'sdoing or why.

~ Where the fuck are you going, Jack?

Hepassesa TV shop, registersthe screens of flamesin the corner of hisvision, scrolling headlinestelling
of destruction in Damascus. Countless dead.

~ Where the fuck are you going?

Hehasnoidea



| had no idea, says Metatron.

He stsat the bottom of the long table. 1t's acustom dating back millennia, back to when they first metin
some warlord's banquet hall, the seven of them dl seated round the table, three down one side, three
down the other, Metatron down at the bottom, ever the humble servant, his master's scribe and vizier,
looking up at the empty seet of the mega omaniac they'd decided to overthrow. Hed found himself
caught by the perfect symbolism of that empty throne, as he persuaded the othersthat not only could
they doit but they had to doit. It wasright. And since that day they carved the Covenant into their own
souls, they had dways kept an empty chair, in the banquet halls and tents and board-rooms where they
met, through the ages. And Metatron aways sat at the bottom of the table, asthe lowest of the low, even
though ~ or perhaps because ultimately it was his plan, his scheme, hisvision, hisvoice. None of them,
least of dl Metatron himsalf, ever considered that the table was just arectangle like any other rectangle,
with four sides, two long and two short, that the allocation of top and bottom to it was an arbitrary
notion, and that, to al intents and purposes, the head of the table was not where they quite spurioudy
projected it into an empty symbol but, in fact, in actuality, wherever the power sat, wherever the authority
that they listened to laid his elbows on the table and |eaned forward to say in aquiet firm voice, thisis
what we're going to do.No. That empty seat istoo important, too centra to the Covenant, for Metatron
to question just how empty it might be, asasymbol.

And now, up at the top of the table, acrossfrom Uridl, besde Michad, thereis another empty chair.
~You make aded behind our backs, says Gabriel. Y ou give some little trailer-trash desert-rat tota
immunity after Eresh has done anumber on her

~ Shewasn't rlevant, says Metatron. She was nothing.

Michad snorts. Obvioudy, heswith Gabrid al theway. Urid isthe military type, more of atactician than
acity-burner, but helll still sde with the hawks. Sandalphon, the only red dove among them, will sde
with Metatron as dways, he would have let the girl go free just out of sympathy. Azazel? Who knows?
Y ou waste two good agents, Gabrid carries on, just to get your little bitch-whore out of jail free—

| sent them to get Eresh—

- Not to mention that you hack them into dogmest first.

| had to make her think that... look —they were unstable to begin with.

~ They were Covenant, says Michael. They were our men. Our boys.

Urid nods grimly, but Metatron notes the weary ook on Azazdl's face, the way herollshiseyes.

~And now, says Gabridl. Now whatever Eresh had under lock and key is out there using your own
blessed bitmites againgt us.

-We don't know that, Sanda phon says. It might have been Mdik. We don't know for sure—

~It'stime we did, says Gabridl.

He pushes his chair back as he stands up, strides around the table to lean on the back of Raphael's
empty char.

-I'm working on it, says Metatron. | just need time. | have asource

And Gabrid spinsand throwsthe chair againgt awall. A painting fals, its glass frame shattering
scattering. He pushes the empty chair at the head of the table to one sde and plants his hands on the
wooden surface, staring directly at Metatron, chalenging him silently. There arelines around his eyes; the
last few centuries have been hard on him. He was born to burn bright, and they've been hiding in the
shadowsfor too long now. Even Metatron understands how... dien thiskind of angd fedsin an age of
science and technology, an age of information and mass-media. There was atime when stars meant
cher-ubim of awe and mgesty, with swords of fire flashing from their mouths, the unkin tongue lashing
redlity, laying waste the enemies of the Covenant. Not painted actors on a painted screen.

~ No moretime, says Gabridl.

He stands straight, then turns and leans behind to grab the chair, to pull it close behind him.

~ No, Gabridl, says Metatron. Thisisagaing dl that we ... you'll be nothing but another Sovereign.

- Weren't we dl Sovereigns once, kings of thisworld? Badls.

~ So what do we cal you now? says Azazdl with disdain. Prince Gabriel? Lord Gabrid ?King?



Gabrid stares at him as he sits down. At the head of the table. The angel of fire on the throne of God.

~ Not king, hesays. And not just me, but dl of us herein thisroom, if you'l stand behind me. Well be....
Dukes.

Not dukes, thinks Metatron, but Dukes.

5
Nar cissus Has Woken

The Reality of Dreams

~ You think your dreams arereal, Jack?

- That'sthe nature of the conspiracy. We al think our dreamsarered.

~ Most people don't see the world the way you do, Jack

~You don't seeit? You don't fucking seeit? Y ou don't see the statue of a saint watching over apriest as
he molests some fucking atar boy. Y ou don't see the book of liesin the hands of azealot ordering a
stoning. A horoscope read out to a president before he orders an attack. Y ou say I'm livingin afantasy
world, Dr Starn?

-Jack, these are terrible things, but—

~ A flag flown by a skinhead, a bulldog tattoo on an arm throwing a brick. Offerings of flowerslain down
for adead princess People's Princess paparazzi human sacrifice  and every fucking newspaper with
the glossy pictures of the funeral, mmm, zoom in, show me some grief, oh, such atragedy. Who'sin
charge, Dr Starn?

~ Jack, nobody'sin charge. Not in the way you mean

~Who'sin charge?

~ Calm down, Jack.

~You've been living in the Empire so long you don't even seeit, working lurking, in the background, in
the shadows and reflections. Do you know who your masters are? Dreams aren't real ? | say they walk
among us, whispering in our earsall their sweet promises and thregts, carried in our heads, mindworms,
maggots esting at our dead souls. Dreams, memes, gods and monsters, cregtures of theid. If they aren't
red then what the hell am 1?

~You'reavery disturbed young man, Jack. You'eill.

~ I'm awake!

Starn laysthe folder down on the table. He knowsthisis abloody risky thing to do, given the boy's
mental Sate; it may not beagood ideaat al to show him his own facein another time, offering him more
fuel for the fantasies, an open door out of redlity. In fact, it'sdownright playing with fire, but... Hetriesto
tell himsdlf that he's not here to treet the boy, just to get at the truth; but, at heart, no matter what he might
say to the ingpector, no matter what public opinion is, or what brand of barbarism's championed by the
tabloids these days, he can't help but see these people that he deal s with as not evil but sick. Wounded,
crippled souls. Driven, riven minds. Born with broken hearts. They belong in hospital's, not prisons. Not
the scaffold

He opens up the folder, turnsit round on the table to show the photograph of Mad Jack Carter.

- You said you used to have aname. Before.

~ Once upon atime, he says. Once upon atime there was a boy called Jack.

Return to Arcadia



Operation: enhance grandiose delusions; scan for memetic substructure.

Jack fiddles with the white haversack that runs from right shoulder to left hip over his dark
blue shin. Leather belt holding it down, white epaulette on his left shoulder. When he has the
hat on he looks like a member of the bloody Hitlerjugend. He only joined the Boys' Brigade
because Joey was in it. And all this Sunday School shit is the worst.

~ But it says that God threw Adam and Eve out because he didn t want them to be like him
and live forever. That's what it says.

He looks at die teacher as she smiles a pleasant but firm smile, clos-ing her Bible, and he sees
himself as Jesus, casting the moneylenders from the temple. Soul merchants, buying the
human spirit, selling snake-oil salvation. Fuck them all.

" Well you wouldn't want people to be as powerful as God, would you, Jack? People can be bad,
and do bad things, and —

- It doesn't say anything about power, he says. It just says they'd live forever.

~ Well, they would have lived forever, but they disobeyed God so He made them mortal so that
they —

-That's not what it says. It says they were already mortal and they would have been immortal,
but God didn't want them to be, didn't want them to be like him.

The others all look bored and fed-up, sitting there in their uniforms, even the ones he knows
from school as troublemakers, all weirdly quiet and respectful here, happy to challenge
teachers, to fire paper airplanes and spitballs, to start fires on railway embankments, to throw
stones at the Catholic kids from St Mick's over the other side of the bridge. Jack's normally the
quiet one, well-behaved, a good boy. It makes a change for him to be the ... awkward one.
Like all it takes, he's thinking, is a bite of some forbidden fruit and a human can become
something else, maybe not God, maybe not a god, but something like that. No longer just a
human. That's what it says. Lest they become like us.

And a litde flicker of a smile — a flash — moves across Jack's face.

~ What was he, says Jack, afraid of a little competition?

Alert messianic complex; rebel archetype detected.
Operation (imperative): scan for reality breach; authenticate metaphysical incursion.
Narrative detected:

The road is still there, with just a few more years of tags and band names, and the concrete
cylinder's still there as well.

ET IN ARCADIA EGO.

He knows what it means now: and I am also in Arcadia. It's from some painting, three
shepherds looking at the words inscribed upon a tomb. It's famous, but he has no idea of how
he knew it at the age of fourteen. It's possible he heard the phrase somewhere, saw a photo of
the painting at some time, but that's not what Jack thinks. It's not what Jack Flash thinks.
Joey is zipping his leather jacket up as he pushes through the thicket, scrambling down the
slope, less balanced now in adolescence than they were as children.

He's starting to see things now. Finally, after so many years of snapping his head round at the
shadows and reflections at the corners of his vision only to find the world completely normal,
finally he's starting to catch glimpses of the secret world beneath the world. He looks up into
the sky sometimes and sees a silver sea, ripples running across it, waves rolling. He can hold
sand in a small pile on the palm of his hand and watch the grains dance, sparkling like glass in



the sunlight, moving into patterns like iron filings caught between magnetic fields. He can hear
songs in the murmur of a crowd in a busy shopping precinct on a weekend. He can smell the
rotting corpse of God in a church.

Jack knows that he's insane. He's not fucking stupid; he recognises all the signs and symptoms
of him being schizo. Voices, visions. But that doesn't help him when he sees the creatures of
liquid light walking through the crowds, stopping to whisper in this person's ear, to pass a
hand over somebody's heart, or when one of them stops for a second and, like an animal
scenting its prey, sniffs the air and turns to look at him with its blank mirrored eyes.

The Road to Nowhere

Information upload: subject previously identified; advise search on known felons/fugitives.

They've started to watch his house, these creatures. He's not crazy enough to think they're
beaming thoughts into his head; he's not reached the tinfoil hat stage yet. But they're definitely
watching him, following him.

~ You know they're not real, says Joey. You know you've got to talk to someone about this.
You can get help.

Joey Pechorin. He looks like the fifth Ramone these days, with his|ong, dark hair hanging over his
face. Jack's going for the Johnny Rotten look himself. It's 1979 and the bitch who took away their
school-milk just got elected as prime minister. The Asian grocer's got firebombed last week,
sprayed with the logos, Pakis Out and BNP — British National Party. The whole fucking
country's going to Hell, says Guy but Jack, he knows different. They're already in Hell. They
just have to find the way out.

Jack edges the tip of the crowbar, prises it under the lip of the manhole cover on the concrete
cylinder on the road that comes from nowhere and goes nowhere.

— They're real, he says. They just don't exist. Creatures from the id. From the fucking mass
unconscious. Living information.

Joey grabs him, pulls him away from the cover, tries to shake some sense into him.

— It's you, Jack. It's you. In here — [he taps the side of his head]

— inside of your fucking head is where they're from.

— I 'know, says Jack ... but they're from your head too.

And he leans down at the concrete cylinder, and leans down on the crowbar and he cracks
reality wide open.

It's 1979, and as the archetype stretches within his body, he feels it like the grace and glory of
an angel or a demon flowing in his veins. He stands there over the hole in the world, looking
down into the abyss, into the flood of liquid dust, black blood of dead gods, the past and the
future and the end of both. Joey is screaming at him, pulling him back from the edge, but all
Jack can hear is the beauti-ful song of the bitmites as we weave our spell around him, telling
tales within tales of ancient powers and future apocalypse, of infinite deaths, of infinite births,
a song of murderers and heroes, and of fire burning cold inside his head, sing of a city at the
end of everything and a book in which all things are written, and we sing of covenants and
rebels, crows and kings, we sing of love and sorrow, flesh and words, we sing, for this is what
we are, we bitmite things of blood and ink, of night and dreams, we fabricators of desire and
fear drifting beneath your thoughts and what's within them, shifting soft beneath your skin.
We call you Jack.

It's 1999 and Jack Flash smiles at the doctor across the table. These people don't know the



meaning of the word 'self-possessed'.

Analysis: subject resistant.

Operation (imperative): scan for reality breach; authenticate metaphysical incursion.

Hair the colour of flame, not blond but yellow, orange, red. He looks at his reflection in the
mirror, ever the narcissist, looks into his own eyes, where his own reflection is in turn
reflected, a dark image of himself, a self within the self, a psyche within the psyche. There's
something inside his head.

Hi Joey, he thinks. Long time, no see.

Alert: scan detected!
Emergency manoeuvres.
Operation: Codename Squid-Ink.

The Ink Blot

| let my psychic guard dlip for a second, catch the shadow in my conscious ken and let him glimpse himself
in the enfolding mirrors of my mind. It's only for an instant, but, fuck, an instant might as well be eternity
when you're dealing with the mindworms, with the bloody bitmites. | yank my mind back, twisting like a
fucking gymnast, hoping that he didn't catch too much and—

Theink blot, raven black dissolving into midnight blue, is smeared symmetrically over the white card in
billowing clouds of curling, whorling mist, and the way it's lying before me on the table, | can't help but be
intrigued with its shapel essness, the way it demands to be given form, and before | know it I'm distracted,
forgetting, and ~ wnat was | thinking — it'sjust so peachy keen, so gnarly, with all itsliquid symbolism ~ like,
I'm trying to decipher it, and at the same time it's there to decipher me, reflecting back the involutions, all
the currents and eddies of my own mind. And looking at the Rorschach test, looking into it, | see—

~Nothing.

~ It doesn't remind you of anything?

“No. Just aniink blot.

Starn studies him across the table. Again hefed sthat strange discomfort with the one-way mirror &t his
back, the constant bloody surveillance.

“Nothing at al?

~ Nuh-uh.

~When you look at theink blot you can't see any shapesinit a al?| find that hard to believe, Jack. You
don't strike me as an unimaginative person.

- Have you ever taken acid?

“No. | don't quite seethe

- OK | haveimagination. | could look into theink blot and see abutterfly

 You can see abutterfly in it, then?

~or | could seeabat. If it'sabutterfly, how can it beabat? If it'sabat, how can it be abutterfly? But if
it'sjust anink blot, maybe, with abit of imagination, it could be anything.

Starn closes the folder over the black-and-white picture. A point-less exercise.

~ What are you trying to tell me, Jack?

- Shadows and reflections. Y ou look into them, you see just what you want to, what you desire, what
you fear. That'stheideaof that ink blot, right? | don't need your fucking ink blot, doctor. All I haveto do
istakealook inthemirror. Tell me  Reinhardt, isit now? what do you see when you look in the
mirror?

Starn shakes hishead, turnsto the mirror at his back, hand out to show.

“Jack, all | seeis

But thereésayoung English army officer Stting in the chair where Jack should be and, inthe mirror, Starn



himself iswearing an SSuniform.

There's Something Wrong

Analysis: evasive manoeuvres successful.
Operation: reinitiate scan for reality breach; authenticate metaphysical incursion.
He lays out the Tarot cards on the table one by one, face down, four in a row then another

four underneath them. He's only using the Major Arcana — Cagliostro Deck; those are the
only ones he really connects with, gets any ideas from. Maybe the face cards of the Minor
Arcana just a little bit — probably, he thinks, because they have actual images, because they're
visual ciphers, symbolic artefacts rather than just spurious significances attached to random
cards. The four of diamonds means travel? The eight of clubs means bad investment? What a
crock of shit.

He starts to turn the cards over, one by one, slowly.

Death  that's OK, it's not about actual death but metaphoric death, spiritual transformation.
The Hanged Man  sacrifice. Eternity. There's something wrong. The Road. There's something
wrong. There is no Eternity card in the Tarot. There is no Road.

On the one, there's an image of green fields, two crows sitting on a fence, a blond boy running
through the wheat. On the other, a straight road cuts its way across a desert and a man with a
book under his hand stands on the road beside a cart, shading his eyes from the harsh sun, a
dog following at his heels. Two Tarot cards that don't exist.

He turns the other four cards over, quickly, one after the other, after the other, after the other.
The four Jacks. He's only using the Major Arcana.

There's something wrong,.

~ There's something wrong, he says.

~ You're fucking bonkers, mate, says Joey. That's what's wrong.

-You don't feel it? You don't feel anything? You don't find anything strange?

~ I feel a disruption in the Force, says Joey in faux throaty boom. He flicks an unlit joint across

the room to Jack. On you go, space cadet... fucking crazy man.
*

Analysis: memory repression.
Operation: reroute digression; authenticate metaphysical incursion.
Jack sparks it up and takes a deep toke.

— What if, he says, what if the crazy people are right? What if there really are these ... things,

angels, aliens, demons, just things, but we don't see them except in our dreams ... or delusions?
But in there, in there, they're real?

— They can't be teal if they're only in your head, mate.

— But if they're in other people's heads as well? If all the crazy people see the same thing, hear
the same thing ...

— If all the crazy people in the world see the same thing, they're still fucking crazy.

— And what if all the crazy people in the world don't see the same thing, even when it's
standing right in front of them?

Jack turns his head to look from Joey to the creature watch-ing him from the corner of the
room, standing behind Guy where he lounges on the bed, flicking through a stolen wallet for
ID he can alter, so they can buy some beer, travel outside of the Scheme, and —

There's something wrong. Jack can't quite figure it out. It's not the creature that only he can



see. The delusions, the hallucinations, they're like an acid trip. You still see reality, you just see
the other stuff on top of it, under it, coming up through the cracks. It's like two celluloid
diagrams on a projector each done in different coloured ink. They might obscure each other,
they might complicate each other, make a more intricate pattern, but you can still tell them
apart. Strangely, he's actually getting sort of used to it. No, there's something else.

Since when did they need ID to travel outside the Scheme?

— You know, says Guy, oblivious to Joey and Jack's entire conversation. I've heard of this great
new underground club in town. We really ought to check it out.

Club Soda

~ Guy Fox, | say, and the bouncer nods and steps back to let mein. It's a name that opens a few doors here
in the Rookery.

The club is swinging with acasino kind of groove, al leather seating in plush booths, psychedelia projected,
colours swirling on the ceiling. Very Bacharach. Filled with a crowd of decadents and deviants, Club Soda
has to be my favourite scene  easy listening on the turntables, hard drugs in the toilets. Cocktails and
cocaine at tiffin. Lounging, scrounging and high-living. On-stage, the Fisher-Price Experience are opening
their set. Playing theidle playboy, | lean lazily against the bar, my cricket whitesilluminated by the
ultra-violet lighting overhead, my gin-and-tonic glowing an irides-cent orgone blue. With my casua attitude
and pencilled-on mous-tache, I'm in disguise: public school anarchist; aristo and rake. Guy won't be chuffed
that I've nicked his identity for the evening, but I'll try not to do anything too bad with it.

The barman serves another customer as | gaze into the mirror on the other side of the counter, rather
admiring my own reflection. | watch as he pours out absinthe over a spoon of sugar, lightsit, stirsit in, and
pours the water over it. It seems an awful waste of alcohol to me. His customer takes the glass, hands over
the money, sips. She turns and smiles at me.

~ | don't believe we've met, she says.

~ | don't believe we have, | raise one eyebrow, indicating that the leather fetish mask which hides her face
might well preclude my recognizing her, even if we had made some previous, perhaps transitory,
acquaintance. Of course, | know exactly who sheis.

~ MissKitty Porn, she says, stretching out a hand for me to shake.
~ I've heard of you, | take her hand and kiss the inside of her wrist.
~ And |, my dear, have heard of you.
~ All bad, | hope.
~ Wicked, she saysddlicioudly. | have ajob for you.

*
| can't help but grin. It's always refreshing to work for such a noble cause as the Sensual Revolution. |'ve
never been one for the whole SM thing; my automatic response to domination usually involves a nail-gun
and some duct tape, and has nothing to do with home improvement. No, I'd be a bad puppy dog. Still, under
al the inflatable rubber suits and nipple clamps (somewhere), I've aways felt that they're my kind of
people.
~ Sex or death, | say. | have to warn you—
~ Hush, dear. Death, of course. | know your preferences.
So we sip our drinks and discuss the terms of our agreement. Honestly. Sometimes the working life of a
freelance spiritual con-tracts executive is such adrag.

The Deustream

Information upload: metaphysical incursion authenticated.
Operation: scan for contact situation; establish degree of revelation.
The voices pour into his head like a river, emotionless shrieks, voices of electronic gods and

gibbering, giggling devils, angels, artifices. And in all of the babble, there's one word that keeps
coming up ... kill. Kill yourself. Kill him. Kill her. Kill them all. For a while it was touch and go



but he has them under control now, as he stands on the roof, smoking a cigarette and feeling
the wind upon his face. Fucking lying fucking unkin —

Alert! Information upload: exposure; disclosure; lexical verification;
operation exposed; subject dangerous.

they'll try anything to get him dead, locked up, secured. How many people have ended up in
padded cells or prisons because they got a glimpse of these fucking unkin and then had to be
made safe? Shout in anyone's head non-stop for five years and they're bound to end up trying
to start a cult or murder their parents something traditional, conventional, something the
prisons or the hospitals can handle.
He taps at the walkman's volume control, raising it to its max.
Well it's all right now.
Fuck the unkin. He can deal with them.

*

Operation: trace leak to source; locate contact situation.
Show me, he says, to the creature kneeling at his feet, and the ghost soul drtam creature

angel god thing — which he's sure was once a human being no matter how much it denies it
— points out to the West without once lifting its bowed head. Way off in the distance, now
that it's been pointed out to him, he can see it, that palpable nothing that just hangs in the air,
not being there, not being there at all, an emptiness, an absence ... an opening.

~ What's on the other side? he asks.

- Death dream delusion deustream desire destruction doom despair dis.

He presses the point of his retrofitted Bowie knife — blade burnt in fire, cooled in holy water,
ripened in graveyard dust, sigils scratched into it, positively loaded with badass motherfucker
mojo — to the creature's throat. Funny, for something claiming to be beyond the flesh it seems
remarkably worried about being cut up into little pieces. He's not quite sure if, when he
punched the creature in the face, grabbed it by the back of its head and slammed its nose into
his knee, whether it was him stepping over into its world, or reaching out to drag it into his.
Either way, these unkin aren't nearly as untouchable as they'd like to think.

" Be a little more specific, munchkin, he says.

~ Eternity, it says. Empire.

~ Oh, that sounds peachy. Let me guess. Long, dusty road through oblivion, you people
wandering up and down it, setting up your little dreamtime realms here and there along the
way, maybe the odd glorious battle for the kingdom?

~ How do you—

-Been there, done that, bought the book, same old story. Just wanted to get it from the horse's
mouth.

And Jack Flash slashes the knife across the creature's throat and kicks it over the edge of the
roof.

Nec Spe, Nec Metu

~ What do you see when you look inthe mirror?

Starn dmost turns, then smiles and shakes his head.

-Shadows. Reflections. Y ou're talking about what we call the subconscious. Jack. Do you fed

~ Soyou'reaFreudian.

- Pardon?

~'Subconscious rather than 'unconscious. Interesting choice of words. I'm more of a Jungian myself.



Don't liketo think of that part of my mind aslower, lesser. Unconscious ismore... egditarian.
~Well, Jack, in my field, we don't tend to concentrate on those aspects of psychology different
theories, names, definitions. Which exact words you useisn't redly that important. We haveamore ...
pragmatic attitude.

~ Words are very important, Reinhardt. Words command us. Names define us. Definitions bind us.
Words are where we keep our sacred secrets. Reinhardit.

Analysis / Information upload: subject armed and dangerous; advise search all named felons /
fugitives.

Operation (imperative): establish subject core identity, name, number, DOB.

He sits, back to the rough brick of the wall so that he's sheltered from the wind, flicking the
Zippo lighter open and closed, open and closed — clunk, chik, clunk, chik, clunk, chik. The pile of
writing, of notes and diagrams, theory and extrapolations, schizoid ramblings and sophomoric
philosophy, sits in the shoebox in front of him, top few pages flipping in the breeze so that he
has to weigh them down with something. He digs into the inside pocket of his leather jacket
where he carries the bowie knife — black hilted, it has the words Nec Spe, Nec Metu scratched
into its blade — No Hope, No Fear. He stabs the knife down, twisting and pushing to get
through the paper which gives more resistance than he would have thought. He wonders if
flesh would be so tough, and he kind of thinks it wouldn't.

He's put his heart and soul into this little pile of words and images, a five-year study of his
own demented imagination, analysis after analysis, exegeses of exegeses. He thinks he's got
himself pretty well pinned down in it, knows exactly what makes him tick.

Clunk, chik, clunk, chik, clunk.

Chunk.

Burn, baby, burn.

Alert: subject intransigent;
Operation (imperative): establish subject core identity, name, number, DOB.
~ Who are you?

He hisses it at his reflection in the mirror, at the thing he can feel inside his head, the thing he
calls Jack Flash, the things that he can see standing behind him. Some people have demons.
Christ, he feels like he's got fucking heaven and hell itself inside his head. Hey, guys . . . party
in my head and everyone's invited. Bring your own battle-axe.

~ Who are you?

He wants to punch the mirror, shatter it and cut his own throat open with the shards. Fuck
the wrists. This isn't fucking suicide. This is sacrifice, something inside him crying out to die,
something else roaring to taste that blood. He can't stand up to all the forces tearing him apart.
He's not the cool one. He's not the bad/ass one. He's not Guy. He's not Joey. He's not Jack
Flash. He doesn't know who he is any more. It's like whatever he was before is dead now. He's
dead. Is that crazy?

~ Who are you?

But there's nothing in there.

~ See, says Joey, there's fucking nothing there. It's just a big fucking hole in the ground. It's just
a fucking drain.

He's already turning and walking away from the concrete cylinder, shaking his head.

~ You think? says Jack. He looks down into the darkness that starts at the very brim of the hole
— as if it's almost ready to overflow  darkness that goes down, and goes down, and just
keeps going down, maybe forever.



I think it's death, he says.

Joey stops.

~ Or dreams, says Jack. Or fucking quantum chaos. I think it's the fucking rabbit-hole that
takes you into Wonderland. I think it's the fucking Gates of Hell, the fucking Doors of
Perception. It's the way out.

Joey starts to walk back towards Jack, holding his hands up, palm forward, as if he's afraid
that Jack is going to do something

crazy.

— Reality doesn't have any exits, Jack.

— I think it has fucking tons of them. They just have keepers. Can't have the dogs getting loose
and tearing up the garden.

The Sight of Greenhouses Exploding

They corner mein the abandoned train station underneath the Botanical Gardens, cutting me off before |
reach the subway tunnel's entrance to the Rookery. As| sprint over the gravel, down into the dark, their
sudden beams of light cut through the shadow in front of me. More beams of light slice up the dark behind
me. I'm trapped.

I know, | know, | tell myself, | shouldn't have blown up the Tropical Palace ~— they would never have found
me otherwise  but then | never could resist the sight of greenhouses exploding, the bigger, the better, all
those sprinkling, tinkling, shattering shards of glassjust flying through the air, falling like stars. So pretty.

My moment of regret cut short by the pounding of machinegun-fire beside my feet, | leap into the dark
recess of what was once the station's stairwell up to the surface, now closed off. There's no hope of
escape in that direction, precious little hope in any other. | fire out into the darkness, picking them off as
they get nearer, razing them like ants under a magnifying glass with my chi-gun. But there's plenty of them
and they keep on coming. When one of their bullets knocks the pistol from my hand, | barely have time to
draw the katana before they're on me.

I go into Kendo mode, the sword a mere extension of my arm, the arm a mere extension of my will. |
hardly even know what moves I'm making as the limbs and bodies pile up around me. Eventually | miss one
crucial move; | feel asharp jab in the side of my head, and everything goes white.

Fuck, ismy last thought, | think I'm dead again.

Shattering

Alert: subject unstable; death fixation; identity dysfunction

Operation: scan for death imagery; enhance instability, dysfunction.

Imago:

He turns to Joey with a manic grin, crowbar in hand, a black hole in his heart and a fire in his
head. He knows who he is now.

Operation: mental incision; expose memory; cut this fucker wide open.
Narrative detected:

And it's a summer's day, and he's seeing Reynard step out into the sunlight streaming through
his hair and blinding him to the approach of death, and being struck, sliced into the air, across
the bonnet of a silver car, head cracking on the concrete, cut down in a random accident,
empty of meaning and bereft of all significance but the statistical.

Imago:

Death swings his scythe over the cornfield, every stalk, or every grain, a human life.
Imago:

Standing at a graveside, dressed in black, a hollow shadow of a man, an emptiness where



what was once a person has collapsed.

Imago:

He stands over the sink, in agony, washing burning bleach from his scalp as he looks into the
mirror where he has become the image of a lost boy.

Imago:

He sits in a silent room, staring at the wall and nurturing his hatred for the sheer banality of
this mundane world, screaming in his head.

Imago:

Reynard stands on the road that goes nowhere, a book in his hand.

Imago:

Jack stands on the road that goes into eternity, crowbar in hand, angels all round him,
screaming, shouting at him to step away from the truth.

Operation: harness paranoia; focus; establish name and context.
It's one year after Guy's death, and as Jack Carter steps out of the Victorian station of

sandstone and girders and glass, into the streets of a city carved out of volcanic streetlight
night, he knows that he's mad and alone in his own hell, his hair long and lank, and
something wild let loose within his head and howling in his words, a whirlwind wolven
wrath.

But he feels fucking reborn, an angel or a demon, something beyond either, something older,
something newer. He can feel it in his bones. He might be mad, touched in the head —
touched in the head by Death ~ but he can feel it. He can feel the call of the creatures singing
to gather their changeling brethren, to fight for them on the battlegrounds of eternity or
existence, with all humanity as their cannon fodder. And he knows he stands on the threshold
of the two worlds, one foot on the earth another in the liquid light of dreams. And he'll never
be one of their fucking dogs of war.

Alert / Information upload: rogue unkin; unaligned agent; extreme threat.
In the unspoken parts of conversations, in the unwritten truths in a newspaper article or a

book, in the white noise of day-to-day life, he can feel the order, the pattern, the scheme. He
can see the world of the unkin spreading out into existence, so gradually that you could blink
and miss the way a housing scheme becomes a prison, an ID card becomes a travel permit.
Tabloids calling for all paedophiles to be castrated. Internment for terrorists. Fascists on local
councils, in parliament, on the cabinet. They brought back the death penalty last week and no
one noticed except him.

He hasn't figured out exactly what's happening yet but he knows this world is just one little
corner of something that the unkin call the Vellum, folds of reality shaped by their words; and
maybe they began with good intentions and they just got lost along the way, but he s seen
what they've got in store. Call it schizophrenia. Call it prophecy. Call it foresight.

But he's going to find the fuckers that are turning his world into their little Empire, if he has to
tear the whole of fucking reality apart to do it.

Dreamtime's Up

Operation: enhance and focus; establish contacts.
Narrative detected:

Jack picks the book off of the library shelf ~ The Book of All Hours, it's called, by Guy Reynard
Carter. He likes the names, the author's and the book's = because Carter is his name and
Reynard sounds like the fox in the fairy stories that's always up to no good and The Book of All
Hours sounds important and mysterious. He likes stories which are important and mysterious.



But the book has really small print and he thinks that it's a grown-up book, so after a quick
look inside he puts it back on the shelf. He wipes his hands on his trousers to get rid of the dust
from the old book, and heads back towards the children's section.

~You're not specia, Jack, says Starn. Y ou're not chosen. Y ou're not a hero. It's called paranoid
schizophrenia. Y ou think you're on amission from God, but you kill people.

Analysis: irrelevant; subject irrational / resistant.
Operation: scan for all contacts, rebel operatives, operational base.

And he watches the world changing around him, stripped back, through the fantasy beneath
reality, to the reality beneath the fantasy: not existence, not eternity, but something built out of
the ruins of both. There are worlds built upon worlds, a whole fucking dream-time. He doesn't
know who is in charge but he knows they're there. In every head of every person in this city,
in the world itself, in every shadow and reflection. Something old as time and bad as hell is
shaping the world, shaping the dreams that shape the thoughts that shape the acts that shape
the world. Building an Empire.

~ Thereisno hidden Empire, Jack. Y ou know thet. Y ou haveto face redlity. This Jack Flash'isjust a
puerile fantasy that you're hiding behind. What isit you can't dedl with, Jack? What isit that you're
running from?

Operation (imperative): scan for all contacts, rebel operatives, operational base.

Dream on, motherfucker.
Alert-

Shut up. Y eah, you Pechorin, let metell you how the story ends...
And inside of him the sleeper meme, the dormant dream god, grinning thing of chaos, is

shaking off its drowsiness, and finding itself inside an empty body. And no, he thinks, it isn't
his imagine ation. This thing of darkness isn't his. It belongs to everyone.

~ Who are you, Jack? says Dr Reinhardt Starn.

He looks sad, thinks Jack.

~ I'm exactly what you think | am. But who are you?

And Jack Flash, older than the gods and newborn spirit of fire, looks at the fragments of
personal history, memory and fantasy, truth and invention, still littering his host body's head,
and gazes at itself in the mirror of its... his ... mind. A dreamer, a lost boy, a golden boy. And
Pechorin sees the calm look on the face of this rogue unkin, this fucking avatar of chaos, and
feels something buried in the back of his head, shifting.

Y ou want to know what makes metick, Reynard?

- Jack...

~I'matime-bomb. Tick. Tick. Tick. Dreamtime's up. Narcissus has woken.

Through the Looking-Glass Darkly

~ Narcissus has woken.

| utter the trigger-phrase and the pre-programmed meme-bomb implanted in Pechorin's head undercover of
his dumbass fucking Rorschach manoeuvre blossoms, flooding imagery from the dead soul deepsinto his
mind, a host of gods and demons, angels, aliens. Like ariver thundering through the ruins of adam. You
know, baby, if there's a stream of consciousness, somewhere there's gotta be ariver bursting its memory
banks. Information is power, honey, language isliquid, and | got afucking firehose in my head. Am | mixing
my metaphors? I'll put it thisway:

Narcissus has woken.

Narcissus has woken.
Observation: status =~ danger desire despair desolation dream dream dream



Report bioform status: bioform not found.

Analysis: Narcissus has woken.

Operation: reboot psyche. Psyche not found; locate psyche; psyche not found; evacuate enemy agent
consciousness; reboot ego; ego not found; evacuate.

Observation: Narcissus has woken.

Observation: | am the me that | am that I—

Analysis: Dream is Reality. Reality is Dream. Narcissus has woken.

Operation: emergency manoeuvres; scan for scan for scan for scan for —

Analysis: | am legion; the kingdom iswithin us.

Analysis: Narcissus has woken.

~ What isall the doctor has a chance to say before my chi-enhanced Dragon Punch smashes him
backwards through the one-way mirror. Through the looking-glass darkly, you might say. Shards of mirror
rain into the darkened room behind, where Pechorin stands, one arm against the wall supporting him, eyes
rolling up inside his skull. Somewhere in his head, the remnants of identity are drowning in the raging ocean
of his own unconscious, dissolving to distorted reflections. | leap through the glass-edged frame to grab
Pechorin, ped his eyelids fully open and stare into his soul. It's helter skelter in there, awhole host of
mindworms being sucked down into oblivion. Poor old Joey. He always knew he'd be a soldier of the
Empire. | only hope he'll pull through.

He has my Mark | Curzon-Y oungblood in his hands — was probably using it to form the psychiclink ~ so|
take it off him, flick the safety off. The chi energy flowsinto it and | can feel the power in my hand, that
mystic orgone life-force of the universe. Never mind the bollocks; here's the real sex pistol. And you can
analyse that however you want.

I hunker down beside the doctor, who groans as | dlap his cheek gently.

~ Timeto wake up, Guy, | say. We'releaving. All of us.

He groans.

~ Jack? Did you hit me?

And to think he's meant to be the brains of this operation. Guy Reynard. Guy Fox, asin crazy-like-a. King
of thieves and master of disguise. Good enough to fool even himself, they say.

| sight down the chi-gun's barrel at the doorway of the interview room, at the commotion already starting in
the corridor. Guy islooking at Joey, a me, at Joey.

~ What did you do to him?

But before | can answer I'm too busy firing as they come in through the door.

I may well be crazy, you know. They may outgun me. | may be however many miles underground, in the
depths of the Empire's headquarters, in a hellworld so royally fucked by the meme mer-chants that even
their own dreams end up spewing out one or two of their own into the world at large just to fucking sort
things out. But | got my weapon and my wits and if they want awar for people's hearts and souls, | got the
will. But most of al I've got my weapon.

~ What did you do to him, Jack? says Guy.

| pick off acouple of militia as they run into the room, then duck down.

~ Meme-bomb, | say. Not much choice after you went sodding native.

Guy grabsthe limp body, lugsit partway over his shoulder.

~ Must've been something in the tea, he says. Well, so much for the gently gently approach.

I kick open the door of the observation room and walk out firing. Which means it'stime for the extraction
team, on the roof as arranged. Just make it quick, motherfuckers. We can't hold out forever.

Jack Flash over and out.

Errata

All the Kings Horses

“How ishe?| say.

Joey shakes his head, grim and thin-lipped. | had to virtudly drag him down here to the hospital, pushing
his guilt button again and again with dagger remarks about how long held known Jack, how he owed it to
him, they were best friends and Jack needed him, needed us both now. For fuck's sake, Joey, you're



his best mate.

~ He'sliving in afucking fantasy world, says Joey. All hetalks about isthis dead boy, this fucking figment
of hisimagination. Thomasthis and Thomas that. He's afucking basket case, Guy. | can't ded with this.

| want to hit him. | just can't accept how he can walk away from this, no matter how bad it is. Does he
really just see Jack's schizo-phreniaas abloody inconvenience? | can't believe that he could be so
cdlous.

But I've been coming to visit Jack every other day and Joey Pechorin, his closest friend, hasn't found it in
his heart to come here on his own, not once in the three months since Jack had hislatest and worst
episode, the one that ended with him sectioned for his own safety.

| stare at Joey with asilent knowledge that our friendship isonly aword or two away from ending, and
push past him through the door into Jack's room.

It doesn't make sense, says Jack. None of it makes any sense.

He'sright. Of al the notes and pages of scribblings scattered round the room, blu-tacked or sellotaped to
walls, none of it bears any obvious relationship to anything ese. Even within themsdves the fragments
don't redlly, on close examination, reveal meanings shared by anything beyond the inside of Jack's head.
There are pages where the initids J.C. have been written over and over again with explication after
explication Jack Carter, Jesus Christ, Jerry Corndlius, Joe Cool, John Constantine, and on and on, asiif
to map out some grand kabaa of identity. Other pages gather quotes from awhole host of sources,
fiction or non-fiction, books on magic, palitics, philosophy, congpiracy theory, just laying them together
on the page asif the act of copying them out, the Smple juxtapostion of them, saysal that needsto be
said about their interrlations. | can't make head nor tail of it.

Schizophrenia. Broken head. That about sums Jack up. HE's aone-man Tower of Babel, Humpty
Dumpty at the bottom of the wall, taking ahammer to his own piecesto seeif by breaking them up even
further he can crack them into smaller fragmentsthat'll fit together better.

~ How are you doing, Jack? | say.

He smiles and shrugs, sat up on the bed, his back against the wall, knees up to his chin.

~ Stll crazy, he says. Officidly. How's yourself?

| make a s0-so gesture with one hand, sit down on the edge of the bed.

~ You seem abit more ... together today.

~ Wonders of modern medicine, he says. The miracle of lithium. Hallelujah. | keep asking if they can get
me some acid, but they don't seem to think that's agood idea.

A glint of mischief in hiseye. Every so often you get these flashes of the old Jack, a Jack of random
notions and spurious arguments supported on the flimsest of evidence, held with the degpest convic-tion
and abandoned with ashrug on the calling of hisbluff. A Jack who'd happily throw abomb into a
conversation just to see what happened, who'd argue for mandatory vision-questsfor dl
fourteen-year-olds, or the restoration of ritua regicide. Tradition, held say, adopting an old fogey voice.
Young peopl e these days, no respect for tradition. We were so used to Jack's trickster reimagination
of the world we missed the point where he began to take it serioudy.

~No, | don't think acid's what you need right now, | say.

He waves a hand around the room.

| bet it would make sense on acid. We should do that, Guy. Y ou could smugglein a couple of tabs, or
some good fucking Mexican psilocybin or  wasit Hawaiians we had that time? Well get shit-faced and
I'll tell you the secret of the universe and you'l tell methat I'm talking shit.

Welaugh.

| had anidea, he says.

Uh-oh, | think.

~Last night, he says, | wastrying to figureit dl out, and, OK, it doesn't make any sense, but you know,
Guy, it almost makes sense. It almost makes sense.



~ Toyou, Jack, maybe, but not to the rest of us.

| stand up and start to wander round the room, uncomfortable and looking for away to draw the
conversation away from more of hisdelusond 'explanations. On the walls: a sheet of paper hasthe
Hebrew dphabet in atable with Roman equivaents, names and numeric values, apyramid divided into
sections numbered in amathematical sequence 1, 3, 6, 10, 15, 21 and so on down to the bottom-right
corner and the number 666; afakefrontigpiecein the medieva style of an illuminated manuscript, the
paper crumpled and tea-stained to look old, the lettering donein felt-tip pen The Book of All Hours.
~When | wasin the Boy Scouts...

~ Youwerein the Scouts? | say. | can'timagineyou inthe Scouts.  Oh, yeah, he says. | wasaright little
trooper when | was younger. I'm a sucker for apretty uniform.

Hewinks.

~ Anyway, they taught us this song, and last night, for no reason, it just popsinto my head. Dee deeddly
deedly deedly deedee...

| vaguely recognise the tune, some Scottish country dance music, | think, or maybe Irish. He startsto
tick-tock afinger intimetoit.

~ MacPherson isdead and his brother don't know it. His brother is dead and MacPherson don't know it.
They're both of them dead and they're in the same bed. And none of them knows that the other is dead.
~ | think we'd know if we were dead, Jack, | say.

- Do you know when you're dreaming? he says. Who's the fucking mental case here? Personal
experience, man. Just because you're sure of something doesn't make it real.

~Jack, that istotaly twisted. That'sjust...

1 know, he says. But it made senselast night. Almost.

| st back down on the edge of the bed.

Y ou want to watch some TV? he says.

Two for Tea, a Tree for Two

Jack seems to have become somewhat enamoured of Puck. He does not trust mein the dightest, sad to
say, but | can't redly blame him given the fact that | Sit here on the cart surrounded by a score or so
skulls excavated from the pit like some ogre with histerrible treasure, and given that these may well be
his ancestors, compatriots, beloved cousins or god knowswhat. | try to fathom the history of this place
but it is quite inscrutable. Oblivion's Mount is marked in the Book, in wide, sweeping contours more on
the continent-crossing level of isobars on aweather chart than the humble cartography of alittle pesk like
Everest or Olympus Mons (I'm getting rather blase about the scae of things hereinthe Vdlum, | fear; it's
al rather gauche and grandiose for my liking, like the arms-race conversations of children when they
degenerate to theleve of infinity-times-infinity and infinity-squared and
infinity-to-the-power-of-infinity, so there!l); the problemisthere are no indications of inhabitation, no
dotted lines of old roads, no glyphic marks of places of historical interest. All | haveto go onisthe skulls
and Jack's horror of them; and the former remain as obstinately silent  other than for the low whistling
moan of thewind asit blows down into the pit  asthe latter is unyielding in his vociferous protests. |
only hope that Puck can shut him up for long enough that | might actually get more than an hour's deep.

He has managed to cam the poor thing down alittlein the last week, soothing Jack's savage music with
his offerings of candies and pretty things from our rations and stores, though | was not entirely happy that
thefirst such offering was aslver fob dowser filched from my pocket and dangled by its chain between
thumb and forefinger, snatched by Jack even as| did a double-take, patting my pocket and gawping
dumbly as| tried to put some words together in protest Pickpocket Puck simply shrugged and said held
noticed Jack eyeing it, pointed out that, hunkered over behind a shrub, Jack was now quietly snapping
the casing of it open and closed chunk, chik rather than raising his usua racket. He was so quiet for
the next few hours, in fact, that | actualy managed to notice just how much more pervasive dl the creeks
and cracks and rustlings and rumblings are, the higher-up we get in our around-and-over journey on



Oblivion's Mount.

Since then, anyway, the various trinkets and treats that Puck has used to charm him with have, it istrue,
offered some brief respites from Jack's otherwise ceasd ess bewailing of whatever tragedy he scents ™ or
senses somehow  buried under our feet. And with each offering Jack has grown more trusting of the
boy until Puck has him now, quiteliteraly, eating out of hishand. | think it wasthe drugsthat really won
Jack over.

| glance over at them, sitting Sde by side on the low branch of atree, legs dangling and kicking, passing
the joint between them. Jack reaches over occasiondly to pick through Puck's green thicket of hair,
grooming for fleas or ticks, alittle disgppointed, it seems, at not finding any; every so often, hetapsa
curious fingertip on one or other of Puck's pointy horns and gurgles awordless question. Puck blows
smoke rings and Jack flaps his hand through them. It's son of sweet, in a decadent way; beneath them on
the ground, the drained billy-can that | watched them sipping from earlier, passing between them asthey
now passthe joint, lies discarded and forgotten as they poke each other and point at this or that, at
leaves or grass, the cart, mysdlf, the other tribesfolk sitting in ahuddle off in the far distance, lost now that
their shaman has abandoned them; and Jack and Puck peer at the world around them, tilting their heads
and giggling, intheir Chimp's Mushroom Tea Party.

| wonder that Jack, so terrified of the landscape that were travelling through, is not insane with spectra
horrors crawling from the recesses of his unconscious out into his halucinating mind, but then again | have
seen him in various states of intoxication and | am yet to see him have abad trip. Truth to tell, the two of
them arethe very picture of bliss.

| pick out three of the skulls and lay them before mein arow, glad that tor the moment | have peaceto
try and think. I have known for awhile that whatever kind of afterworld the Velum s, desth waksin it
asmuch asintheredlity | Ieft behind me. Actudly, it dways struck me as rather sensdessthat the
imagined afterlives of religion after religion should be fleshed out with forms so imitative of the physicd as
to have eyesto see, mouths to speak, handsto play harps or wingsto fly among the clouds, but shy
away from the anatomical actualities of bodies  lacking a physique but with what might be called a
metaphysujue  hemming and hawing uncomfortably about matters of sex and death. Et In Arcadia Ego,
as Poussin's Shepherd's found written on thetomb in their idyllic hills, and herein the foothills of
Oblivion's Mount, we seem to have found asimilarly symbolic tomb, thissignifier of death inthe middle
of eternity that terrifies poor, smple Jack so much.

What is death in the afterworld of souls? 1 wonder. What is degth in the Vellum?

| have the Book open beforemeand | stare at it, at the contours of Oblivion's Mount, listening to the
keen of thewind catching thelip of the pit and curling down around the skulls like a macabre woodwind
ingrument. And suddenly | have an answer.

6
Echoes of lapetus

Kur

Now well behind Russian lines and in continual peril, writes Pechorin. The next instant could find us
snatched up, crushed like insects by the Soviet fist. | pray for it sometimes. | might tell them | wasa
prisoner of these fascists, my wife and family hostage, forced against my will to guide them through my
native lands; but as a White Russian, | know | have no hope. They would see me only as atraitor, a
collaborator. | know that part of me leads them willingly towards their goal, but there is another aspect of
my soul cries out against it. Why do | lead them on? Perhaps because | feel | must return and face the
past.



Carter strikes the attitude of avictim. But | can see the contempt with which he looks at all of us, and |
know the power that he brought back with him, the power we all brought back, those of uswho returned.
Perhapsit is knowledge that | seek, an understanding of that power. Carter seeks only to forget the past, to
bury it... and us with it? He still watches what he says to Strang, but | suspect he is considering his options
carefully. Aswe approach the entrance to the cave, | wonder if heis already making moves | have not
seen.

29 March 1921. The professor revealed today his secret, hislie, and the true object of our quest. The 'Great
City of the North' is not Aratta. We are, as | have been nagging constantly these last few days, two
hundred miles north of the only possible location of Aratta. What do you know of the geography of the
Georgian Caucasus, he asked me; the river that runs south-east from Tiblis down to the Caspian Sea, what
isit called? The Kur, | said, and began to realise what he was thinking. What is the name of the great river
of the north in Sumerian texts, the name of the great northern mountain, also, and the name of the city
where the souls of the dead reside? It's the same word for al of them, isn't it, Carter, old chap? Kur.

What | felt in that moment of realisation | can hardly put into words. | wanted to laugh at the absurdity of
his suggestion. | could have cursed him for lying to me or pitied him for lying to himself. He gabbled on
about the river Kur, the name being there in black and white upon the very map with which we plotted our
course, the river that we all must cross to enter the great netherworld, the house of dust and ashes, and |
felt a sudden terror that | was travelling with a madman, that his mind had snapped. And yet something in
me recognized a certain glory to the idea. What if he isright? What if we can find it? 'The City of the
North'. Of courseit isamyth. Of courseit isalegend.

Sowas Troy.

The Bone Age

~ They left no trace behind them because they were trackers themselves. They believed that if asingle
artefact was left to show where they had been, the Old Hunter, Death, could find them and feed on their
souls. So every thing they used they used again, and again, and when there was no more use that could be
made of something, when the broken spear-throwers were whittled down to needles, when their ragged
clothes were more stitching than material, they burned what was left and scattered the ashes on the winds.
The perfect hunter-gatherer society. They scavenged and salvaged everything, even used their own dead
as material resources. They woretheir brothers' skins as clothes, drank from their skulls, fed on their flesh.

1 April 1921. It was one of our lads, one of the Brits, that found it. The younger chap ~ Messenger, his
nameis stumbled upon it quite by chance while exploring the darker recesses of the cave with one of the
South Ossetians. What they were up to down there | have no idea, but | suppose we all retain from our
youths that fascination with the unknown, that desire to explore the dark, to conquer our childhood fear of it
by shining alantern into those forbidden places.

But, my God, the racket that the boy set up, the way it echoed in the depths, and seemed to magnify asit
resounded. Y ou would have thought that he was trying to wake the dead.

~ The power they must have felt, my forefathers.

~ You still don't understand, do you? This was fifteen thousand years ago. This was before your damned
Aryan race even existed. Thisiscivilisation in the Stone Age  the Bone Age, we should cal it. Thisis
mathematics and mythologies, maps and histories, writ-ing, ten thousand years before Sumer.

~ Tell me about the writing.

~ They could leave no trace behind them, so they didn't carveit in the rock, or in clay tablets or on wood.
They carried it with them on their skins. So they wouldn't leave atrace.

~ But they did.

~ They did. And we found it. The motherlode.

We followed the distant, disembodied cries, mysdlf first, Hobbsbaum close behind, and Pechorin following
at his heels, squeezing our way through the crevices and cracks, ducking and twisting in the worst
stretches. | am glad | am not claustrophobic or | fear the pounding of my heart should have been too much



for me. Asit was, | found myself strangely caught between two memories, two states of mind. | found
myself thinking of all the digs I'd been on with the old man, crawling through tight-walled tombs, barrows
and long-buried palaces; so | had that old thrill of anticipation. But also and thisis strange | found myself
thinking of the trenches, of crawling into foxholes and the stench of death and gas. At one point it ishard
to write this, to admit it to oneself | had to stop a second, and it was only Hobbsbaum's hand on my
shoulder, hisinnocent enquiry if everything was all right, that brought me back to myself, and the
damnfoolishness of my behaviour.

| think it was the smell of the place, an acrid chemical smell that assaults the nostrils the deeper one goes
into the caves. It seems absurd, for it is nothing like that stench of putrefaction | can never quite eradicate
from my dreams; nothing could be like that. | don't know why it should affect me so. But | wonder if it was
just the fact | couldn't place it. Rotting metal, petrol fumes, boiled blood, sulphur or ammonium, | swear it
smelled like al of them and none of them.

If that smell is natural, then Natureis no mother.

A Little Skin and Bone

2 April 1921. Hobbsbaum has lain the skin out on a slab of rock to study it. It isamacabre scene, this
antechamber of rock al carved with arcana, lit by the flickering light of al the lanterns gathered round the
slab where Hobbsbaum scrutinizes the flayed human hide like some doctor of another age giving an
anatomy lesson to his students. His finger moves like a scalpel, tracing the patterns; | watch him as he runs
it down the skin from throat to groin then pauses and follows another course of script across the empty
chest ~atravesty of a Catholic blessing.

Heis convinced the black spirals and circles, lines and dots, the whole delicate tracery of geometric
convolution, is some kind of writing. | cannot believe him. | cannot believe the monstrous crea-tures that
created the abomination in the caves beneath our feet were capable of anything other than the most
barbarous atrocity. | will not believe. | shudder even as | write these words.

The men are aso in deep shock. It is quite understandable, | suppose; these men are simple souls, fighting
lads, and while they are like me, I'm sure, no strangers to death, the sight of it on such a scale and in such
an inhuman, alien manner can only be disturbing to them. | think of an old Arab guide outside atomb in the
Valley of the Kings, refusing to go one step further, making signsto ward off curses. But | think also of his
son, laughing at his superstition and beckoning usinside. Painted grave, he said dismissively. Dead
king-Much gold. He understood something his father didn't, that in the end it was just desiccated flesh
inside, however splendidly adorned.

A graveisagrave, no matter whether the corpse isin a gold sarcophagus, alinen shroud or a khaki
uniform, whether it'slaid to rest with salt and natron, or formaldehyde, or ssmply flowers and mud. But that
is no grave beneath us.

Hobbsbaum buries hisfeelingsin hisintellectual curiosity, though | can tell that heis not entirely unmoved.
Pechorin alone seems unaffected by the sight of Kur. He is a pitiless reptile of a man. He stands behind the
professor, looking over the tattooed skin asif it were amap to some lost treasure, a map that only he could
read. He and Hobbsbaum speak quietly in lowered voices.

3 April 1921. The state of preservation isincredible. The conditionsin the cave are strange, granted, but
even those foul vapours could not suffice to cure the skin so well. These people must have had some
preservation techniques far beyond even the pharachs. | am beginning to wish that they had not, that the
skin that lies before us had rotted and been forgotten, that these madmen had left not one single trace
behind them ... that we had never cometo this hellish place. It is affecting us.

22 September 1942,13:05:

~ Doyoufed it yet?

~ Feel what, Mr Carter?

~ The eyes of your men on you. Accusing you. Hating you for bringing them to this hellish place. |
remember what it felt like. |—

| feel nothing. Y ou are mistaken.

~ Youdon't feel. .. unnerved?

~ By alittle skin and bone. Nothing to ...



~ A dozen corpses from another expedition. Looks like it hap-pened only yesterday.
~ Bequiet!

~ Of course. Words are dangerous.

[A long silence]

~ Tell me what happened to your party.

~ We cracked the code.

The Illustrated Men

4 April 1921. We ruled out alphabet and syllabic systemsimmedi-ately and the writing is quite certainly
neither hieroglyphic nor pictographic. These curves and dots are so abstract, so fluidly geometric, that, after
such atime, fifty years of study would hardly render them less inscrutable. But Hobbsbaum refuses to
leave until he's found the key to it. Admittedly, | am myself strangely transfixed by the illuminated skins.
There is something ungraspably recognizable about them, something that niggles at the back of the mind as
when you see the face of someone that you might have known in your schooldays or back in France, but no
matter how you try you cannot placeit. Y ou know that you should know them but you cannot for the life of
you think why.

| have been thinking ...

One of the skins brought out by Pechorin's men from deep within the Kur, | am convinced, is amap of the
constellations in the sky, as they would have been in those times. But rather than linking the stars together
to make animals or artefacts, as classical astrologers did, these seem as abstract as the writings on all the
other skins. A few of them are carved on the outer cave where we have set up camp, with Proto-Arattan
annotations that may well be trandations, attempts by later visitors to represent either the meaning or the
name of these constellations. Again in these tran-scriptions we find abstraction, ambiguity, asif each
‘congtellation’ symbolized some concept, some idea. The more | think about it, the more | see these maps as
code-books, dictionaries for the language.

6 April 1921. Each symbol isaline of force. I'm sure of it. They represent not things, not objects but events,
shifts, forms of power in motion — not a cave-lion, say, but the arc of its pounce, the scything swing of its
claws. Not abird, but the flourish of itswings asit takes off. | am convinced that the tattoo script is not
composed of words, or syllables, or even letters, but of phonetic elements, the changes of the airflow, the
shape of the tongue.

When | talked to Hobbsbaum he seemed stunned, but nodded, smiled an idiot grin. Pechorin could have
killed me with hislook. But he nodded. | know I'm right. There's a power in these symbols, almost hypnotic.
Even as the three of ustalked, the idea came together. The symbols signify the places and the manners of
articu-lation ~ plosive, fricative, approximant, and soon — and shifts between them, voicing qualities, pitch,
rhythm.

Now it isonly amatter of understanding the system. We may not know the actual meanings but if the
system isas simple asit looks, then we can reconstruct the words of the language well nigh exactly asthey
would have been pronounced.

But the longer we spend here in this place, the more unnerving it becomes. What with the skins scattered
all around us like some ghastly version of a Bedouin tent floored with fine-patterned rugs, it isasif we've
brought the atmosphere out of the inner chamber, broken the boundary between the world of the ancients
and our own. The cave is womb and tomb combined, the dark earth we were born from and to which we
must return, in death, in dreams. It is the chambers of our mind, fit by the fire of our Promethean schemes.
Is this why we have become disorganised, | wonder, no longer catal oguing each skin one-by-one, but acting
more like absent-minded scholars rifling through their own library. Hobbsbaum strides between the things,
from oneto another, cross-referencing this symbol with that, with the markings on the cave walls, excitedly
mumbling to himsdlf, yes, yes, of course. And | find Pechorin more suspicious by the day; | even
overheard him muttering to one of his men, Thisis the history of our people. It belongsin Russia. The
Ossetian only blinked and gave him ablank stare. He wants to leave. Now. | can see him polishing his
bayonet and thinking about how to get away from here. With Hobbsbaum buried in his work, he notices
nothing of this. | must be vigilant.



The Command of Fear and Fury

22 September 1942.1 caught Carter and Pechorin scheming together in some obscure Caucasian sing-song
dialect that both speak with fluency. For a second something prevented me from simply ordering them to
cease. Was it the beauty of the words alone that caused me to stop, to listen as they speak? When |
guestioned them, they insisted their conversation was of little consequence and for amoment | believed
them, asif each word was crystal truth, perfect in itself, aline of force. | forgot al my doubts and
suspicions.

Damn them. They are hypnotizing me as they have hypnotized the men, turned them against me. Eicher
actually approached me today to 'express the fears of the men'. | cursed him for a coward and atraitor. He
bowed his head, but he muttered under his breath asif | couldn't hear him. Carter turned to me, like there
was no-one else around and said, They don't have the guts to whisper among themselves yet, but they will.'
| could have killed them &l when he said that.

23 September 1942, 02:00:

~ You said before that words are dangerous. Why do you fear them? Why do you wake up screaming in
the night?

~ You know. You've seen the bodies that | dream about.

~ They wanted to leave. They mutinied, tried to take the skins to sell to the highest bidder. They had to die.
What istherein that?

~ Pechorin's story, his story, not mine. | say they killed each other.

~ Why would they do that? Why?

~ [indistinguishabl€]

~ What did you say?

[Carter laughs]

~ What did you say?

~ You know, I'm not entirely sure | can trandateit, but I'll tell you this: | said it in alanguage old as stone
and harder still, one that sounds inside you like achord of music, reverberates, snakesitself through your
head and heart, the blood and guts of you, and carries a meaning right into your soul.

~ What did you say? | couldn't make out what you said. What was that word?

-You really want to know. I'll whisper it in your ear, Herr Strang.

~ What did you find in the skins? What did you learn? What was that word?

~ Wefound a complete phonetic script so precise, so perfect, that to read it was to hear the wordsinside
your head exactly as they would have been spoken fifteen thousand years ago, to hear the concord and
discord between articulations, every harmony and clash of stress and intonation. The challenges and
exclamations, the pleading, the menace, the hatred, the horror. How about you, Pechorin, old chap? Don't
you remember it?

- Enough.

~ You speak thislanguage. Both of you. Y ou will teach it to me.

| can't dlow that, old man.

~ Carter. Enough. Thereis no need for this. Y ou should take your men and leave us now, Herr Strang. Y ou
would be well advised.

~ How dare you—

~ Need? No need, Pechorin? Y ou know thereis. Y ou brought us here. You hear it in hisvoice too. You
can't help it. For twenty years you've heard the need in the voices of everyone around you, every-thing
they were feeling, even what they masked to themselves. For twenty years you've been notating it into that
damned script, some-where at the back of your head, and reading it. Feeling it write itself across your soul.
~ Thereisno soul, Englishman. Only the will. Y ou know thisjust as| do.

~ Thewill to power. Yes. The command of fear and fury. That is the nature of thistongue, yes? Thisis
how you've turned my men against me. The two of you. Y ou're working together. Y ou've aways been
together.

-You're adamn fool, Strang.

-You will teach me thislanguage. Y ou must.

~ Listen to you, Strang. Listen to the tone of your own voice, the pressures, the tensions, the strain. You



have no will! You bully, you plead, you whine. Y ou couldn't speak the language even if you tried.

A Cold, Inevitable Logic

12 April 1921. Pechorin shot the two Brit soldiers today, ruthlessly and without sanction, for suggesting that
the supplies were low and needed restocking. He said they'd questioned his authority. The strange thing is
that when he said it, | agreed with him. | knew exactly what he meant, exactly. | felt the same cold hite of
hatred and disdain, could have killed them both myself. Perhapsit's only that | knew they were deserters. |
should not let my contempt for men like that affect my judgement. | begin to appreciate his position, in
command of such amob; peasants with guns, al of them. How long before they all turn bolshevik?

13 April 1921. Progress on the trandations is amazing. Working, as a start, on the principle that the circles
represent lip-rounding, we began applying other such ideas to commonly occurring signs. Curves appear to
show the shape of the tongue, or the flow of air over the tongue. The peak of the curve would therefore
define the place of articulation. Smooth and wavy lines might represent voiced or voiceless sounds, even
creaky and whispering voices. Hobbsbaum thinks the relative positions of these lines may even represent
the tone of the sound, the musical pitch. He saysit is like sheet music for a Wagner opera.

A 'voiceless sound, astheterm isused in phoneticsis not silent, rather it is produced with the glottiswide
open rather than flgpping so that the sound does not have the humming, buzzing qudity of a‘voiced
sound " the/b/ sound, for example, is produced in exactly the same way as the /p/ sound, except that the
/ol isvoiced, whilethe/p/ isvoicdess; likewisewith /d/ and /t/, /g/ and /K/. | have been learning some of
this phonetics, as| travel in my grandfather's footsteps. Little parts of the trandations begin to make sense
to me now; | can hear them in my head. Thewriting itsdlf, the languageitself it isinsde my head now. |
know what they must have been feding, what they must have been thinking and I'm glad I'm travelling
done.

Pechorin:

Strang begins to see the world the way that Carter and myself do. From the few phrases Carter has
muttered at him, already he begins to sense the sound of buried emotions in voices, the shapes and shifts of
the psychology behind an utterance. Fears and desires. | believe Carter plansto kill him. | know heis
cap-able of it, and it has a cold, inevitable logic. We will not leave here, although we could, because we do
not want to. In away the three of us are now one side of the equation and the soldiers another. We all
know that they stay only out of fear, under threat of death; the only language these fascists know isthe
language of intimidation.

Ten seconds ago, Carter leaned over my shoulder to read what | had written and said, ‘Maybe we should
teach them another.’

The Stenographer

25 September 1942, 02:30 hours, Kur.

~ Fury. | could fedl it asyou said the word. | heard it. | knew it.
~ Can you hear the echo, here, in your gut?

~ [Interrogation disrupted by commotion outside]

~ Sturmman. Go outside. Send them away.

~ [With forceful certainty] Herr Strang, | cannot do that.

~ Tell themto go to hell. They forget who isin command.

[My hands shake as | type this. | do not know why.]

~ | am under orders, Herr Strang. Everything on paper. Y ou your-self—

~ | am in command here. [Strang walks to canvas partition, throws it back.] | am in command here! [He
walks outside. More voices. A gunshot.]

~ [Pechorin, out of sight] Let go of him now. The next time, | kill you. Y ou understand me?

~ You will al obey thisman. He has my authority.

" [Carter laughs. Heislooking at me.] He has his own authority.



~ Youwill listen to him. Y ou will obey him. Or | will have your rank, your uniform, your name, your
number.

[I have to write thisall down. Thisismy function. Thisis my only function. But | an asimpleman and all |
pray for ismy safe return to Hamburg, to beautiful Hamburg. What is happening to us here?]

16 April 1921. What if you found alanguage that sent information like a gun sends bullets, direct to the
heart? What if you learned how to decode it, but you couldn't read the content, didn't know the exact
definitions of the words, only their import, their function as emotive triggers? What if you knew that
someone else, though, knew exactly what it meant, every word, every phrase? What if they were writing it
down in notes, that ancient language, transcribing page upon page of that archaic tongue?

What if you had gathered together abook out of the skins of the dead, and somewhere in that book were all
the words that never should have been said, the secret meanings that no one was ever meant to hear?
What if, when someone spoke to you, you knew exactly how they felt about you, the distrust, the fear, the
envy? The things best left unsaid?

What if you could hear that in your own voice, every doubt, every vanity? What if you could hear the latent
racism in your words, could feel the ... discord of it, but till feel it, as a soft, pink scar? What if you could
hear your own reflection, sense your own echo inside? This is the language of the fallen angels that we're
learning how to read. Thisis the language broken in Babel, born in Hell.

[Sounds of an argument — angry, resentful, self-pitying, loathing.]

~ Wewill break you.

~ [Thereisaquiet warning in Carter's voice] Pechorin.

~ 1 will break you.

~ Pechorin. It doesn't have to happen again.

~ Sturmman Macher. Silence the prisoner.

-Sir?

~ Doit. Use aknife. Cut histongue out.

~ Damnyou all. Macher, sit down and [He says something | cannot trandliterate].
|~ Sr 1—

~ Let's end this now, Pechorin. Let'send it all, right now. Y ou want to hear aword of real power, Strang?

~ [cursing, invoking] "ya*ve[?] —

Wearein Hell.

A Letter from Beyond the Grave

The letter from Miguel de Santiago of Cortes, Santiago & Serrano, 13 Straza Columbe,

Menendez, Peru, arrived long after the package, long after | had made my decision, though it is
dated July 24th, 1998.

Dear Sr Carter, it says. | writeto you with grave news, for it iswith great sadness | must inform you of the
death of one whom | am understood to have been a close friend of your grandfather, the Professor Samuel
Hobbsbaum. Y our sadness might be lessened as | tell you he died peacefully in his slegp on Sunday 19th
July thisyear. As executor of his estate it ismy duty to impart to you the informations he, in hislife,
entrusted to me.

As he was without family, he expressed to me his wishes that your grandfather, Jonathon Carter, or any
surviving relatives, should inherit the sum of hiswealth and assets which | understand to be in the sum of
one and a quarter million pounds approximately. Upon bis death | am to find and contact said inheritor
regarding this matter, which | now so do, enclosing a sealed communication which he urged to be passed on
to the Carter estate. | am also despatching separately certain documents he wished to be passed on to you.
Please contact me at the above address that we may arrange a suitable transfer of the monies in question.

I send you my sympathy in this time of mourning.

Y ourssincerely,

Miguel de Santiago

Why the package of journals and notes arrived before the letter | don't know, but | already had



the plane ticket by the time | got the sealed communigué from a dead man claiming to be
Hobbsbaum himself. | don't believe in coincidence. | don't believe in fate. | can't. Not after reading
it.

Dear Carter, it says.

Atonement. Penitence. Redemption. What hope do | have of these things? | expect damnation, and | die
unmourned. | have mur-dered, destroyed, and worse. In my arrogance and conceit, | dragged you back into
ahell from which you thought you had escaped. | led many young men to their deaths and | myself live on
through the money of slaughtered families, stolen from the Jews and stained in their blood. | have even
stolen the name of one of our victims, your Professor Hobbsbaum, perhaps to remind me of what | am. |
have thought of him, of you, and of Pechorin, every night for fifty years, and | have wept. An Englishman, a
Russian and a German. The three who walked away with our lives, and you alone deserving.

So, in my death, | give to you the blood money, unspent because it is a measure not of my material wealth
but of my spiritual poverty. Do good with it, for | could not. | would not wish to be remembered for asingle
act of kindness or charity. | do not deserve that. Let them remember me as | truly was, as you knew mein
thewar, in Kur, as atraitor to humanity. Remember me with hatred and loathing, and if you ever talk of me
to others, curse my name.

Reinhardt Strang

Childe Roland

As| step down into the caverns of the City of the Dead, the halogen lamp burns bright as day, and il is
only astar amongst the blackness of the vast and hollow night inside. The carved stone stairway curves
down under me into the depths of Kur, into acold and chemica air thick with asmell of sdt, urine and
blood and something sharper, more acrid; if desth has one smell, sex another, thisisa stench morerich
than either, and every bit asold. A smdll of animas. A smell of gods.

| put my hands out to steady mysdlf against the archway | am standingin  hugeivory ribs, cathedrd
scale, ornate with carvings, complex as clockwork. The steps of stone sweep down beneath my feet into
acity of biers of bone and |eather, bleached wood, paper-thin skins both dark and light; fine etched lines
trace everywhere across the engraved grave city, and the stinking vapours curl in vortices and whorls as
intricate asthe inscriptions on al the huts of hide and banners of stitched skin. With thelight of thelamp
gripped in my hand | can see perhaps a couple of hundred yards into the Kur, and | can seeit Stretch
beyond that, back, back... back.

Corpseslay thrown across the cavern floor likefilthy clothes, broken and bent things, torn and twisted. |
step down towards them, step again, walk one step at atime, down into Hell. The uniforms stripped from
their naked bodies are scattered in the dry dust al around them; the Second World War Soviet greys|
recognize, the rest unfamiliar, but | can guess that these are the White-Nationalist mercenaries hired by
Hobbsbaum in 1921. The scattered remains of two expeditions, twenty years apart, aworld away from
my time. | try not to see them dying, being peded, rent.

The dead flesh isimmaculate, undecayed; it isa scene of carnage pristine asthe day it happened, but for
the drained, dried blood soaked into the dust all around. Some have been speared on pikes of ivory,
some smply opened from the throat to the balls, ribcages torn gpart, post-mortem cadavers, birthday
present wrappings. Many have been scalped. One has been draped by the arms over awooden
crossheam as silver asthe moon, head dangling to one side, asordid christ. | kneel down to another, on
the ground before me.

His peded-off faceislain across his chest, held in his clasped hands like a prayerbook  dried blood
under hisnails. In his savage, rictus grin, between histeeth, he clenches amouthful of skin, adozen
scraps or S0, holds them with that grin, like victory, like a shit-eating dog. | notice that theinside of his
upper am has a patch of torn-off skin the same Size asthe scraps. | glance around; many of the others



have the same wounds on their shoulders. Prising hisjaws open, | pull out the skin-scraps and look
through them, see divison names and serid numbers. Ironicdly, there were two groups of people
tattooed by the Nazis the victims of the'Fina Solution’ and the SS men who carried it out.

Beyond these dead, asolid wall of bones weaves round the city but through the gates ahead aroad leads
in, sraight asan ivory lance, into the heart of Kur. Paved with skulls. | fed drawn towards the centre,
towards the core of Kur, wondering what might be there, if thisiswhat drove some two dozen men to
literally tear each other gpart, if somewherein thereisthe Hell my grandfather had seen twice and
somehow lived through, somehow left behind him those two times and walked out, harrowed by the
sights held seen. Alone, | start down the road.

Childe Roland to the dark tower came.

The Book of Names of the Dead

It isan avenue of skinsuit banners; twigting sails stretched in the turning liqueous air, billowing. There
shouldn't be a breeze down here, | think, but thereis, and it'saquiet howling  distant, like the echo of
timeitself. Empty faces stare down a me, empty eyes and empty mouths, their 'names, if you could call
them that, tattooed across their foreheads. | remember reading within my grandfather'sjournas, or
perhapsin Hobbsbaum's notes, theline: The word for 'face’ must be the word for 'name’. They do not
make a distinction. Such a concept of identity.

And | remember reading that this archaic writing, strange and subtle, wasthe sum of dl itswearer's
wisdom and understanding. The designs were added to, made more complex, involved, asthe
individ-ual's experience and ideas grew and complexified. Thefirst tattoo a youth received was their own
name, woven into an intricate design across the face that signified not only who they were, but what they
were, where they had come from, their role, their status. Asthe namefit into the designs upon the face so
the youth should fit into their society, their world. And true enough, the few blank skinsthat hang amongst
the rest are smaller, younger, those of children who had never come of age. They seem more gruesomein
their nakedness.

| walk down the road of bones, towards the centre of Kur. Between the billowing skins, other roads
branch off into the city. Structures of stretched skin on bone form tents, huts, bizarre faceted buildingson
these dtreets. Ingde them, through tied-back doorways and diced out windows, | catch glimpses of
racks of hanging, tattooed skins, piles of them, neat stacks of folded human hide. Every one of them
containing the coded information of fifteen thousand years ago. A library of the dead.

What if you found a language, my grandfather wrote. What if you gathered a book together out of
these skins, abook inscribed with the names of the dead, the essence of thelr lives, abook you'd stare
into, see their faces|ooking back? Would you end up with aworld of peopleinsane, catatonic like the
one man | know who read and understood afew pagesin trandation? | walk down into the Kur,
determined in my choice of certainty, truth. I won't believe that any feding is unspeskable, that any thing
cannot be named.

Asl walk | pass skinsthat have been cut off at thewaist or thorax, that have had large sections hacked
out of them, stolen by looters, and | wonder. They might have been here any timein the last fifteen
thousand years. These were the pharaohs of their day, the greeat chieftains and shamans of the paleolithic
era. Therewere no richesin the sense of gold or jewels, no artefacts more precious than the things the
dead themselves had now become. But they were enough, and somewhere now, out there, | wonder if
there exists some arcane and esoteric text, written in alost language, on human skin, bound into a book,
abook of the names of the dead. | walk on.

The Dead God



It stands at the centre of the city, just under an hour'swak from al the carnage at the doors of hell. The
tent is maybe twenty foot in height and stretched out like a spider's web, but folded over onitsef inall the
wrong places. The entrance is covered in the thinnest, smoothest skin I've ever felt, layers of it, vells. |
flick them aside and to the back of me, push through them, in towards the centre. There'sabier of sorts.
He, it, lies on the bleached bone framework —his own bones? fetched on it by taut sinews and ivory
hooks, stretched out in dl hisglory like some crimson shroud stained with rivulets and splashes of a
deity's scarlet blood. The tattoos are red against red skin~ colours of clay, terracotta, blood, fire and
they are as much scarification astattoos. And heis strung. The strings of gut that weave himinto the
frame of bones, vibrate in the breeze, resonating with some distant sound. | fedl the chords resonating in
my own guts, fear and fury. I'm afraid to even speak because | wonder if that language so pure, so
precisethat it rewrites the thoughts of those who hear it, might rewrite redity itself.

| don't haveto look at the name on hisface to know that thisisthe first murderer and the first rebe, the
first among these mortd angels, thefirst to declare himsdlf above adl ese, to turn on those around him
and, with his own name, carve aterror into their soulsthat was beyond dl reason. I'm only glad that
where I've read his name transcribed by Hobbsbaum or by a poor stenographer, it had been done
poorly, incompletdly, lacking the pitch and stress, lacking the cold precison of itsfull saurian grandeur.
I'm glad that when | [ook upon the symbols scarred into hisforehead, dl | know of it isthe transcription/
va've /, only the skin of the word, the bones, and not the flesh. Y ahveh or Jehovah, the Jewish God?
Jove or Jupiter, the name for the Deus that Aeneas brought with himin hisflight from fallen Troy on
Anatolias shores, to Rome? Or Japheth, Noah's son, who lived in the time of the flood? Iapetus the
Titan, father of Prometheus? All these are only approximations, corruptions of the origina, echoes of the
true name. Language changes over time, and maybe that's a good thing.

A small scrap of paper lieson top of this creature called / "ya"ve /, placed there by my grandfather
perhaps, or Hobbsbaum; but it's blank, the silence of it somehow strange within thisworld of words that
whisper themselvesinsde you even when you don't know quite just what they mean. I'veread
trandations, rough transcriptions, but I've never learnt the system, the smple phonetic key that makesthe
words themselves come clear. And even despite this| can fed the language, like aquiet presence at the
back of my heed, the rattle and hiss of a coiled snake.

| find it hard to describe exactly how | fed, standing here. Before | came here, | spent sometime
researching, amongst al of this, thelife of Samuel Hobbsbaum after his 1921 expedition to 'Aratta. As
my grandfather had written in hisjournals, the professor never published another word, from that day on.
However, the Nazi Archivesin East Berlin reveded that when hewas seized in 1940 hehad in his
possession a'manuscript of over a hundred pages or more, handwrit-ten'. I've seen perhaps twenty or so
of these, sent to me by Strang upon his death. Therest of it T don't know whereitis.

So | stand there looking at the skin of adead god, at the blank paper on top of it. | listen to the sound of
the quiet breeze, and | can hear in it the whisper of the language, the resonances and echoes. If asound
can have a shape, the song-script of Kur is sound made flesh.

Hobbsbaum did die in a concentration camp, as Strang had told my grandfather, my namesake, Mad
Jack Carter. What hedidn't say  or what my grandfather didn't write down perhaps  isthat sometime
after the'21 Expedition, Hobbsbaum had travelled to the Far East, where he received some exquisite
tattoo work from an orienta master of the artform. According to those who had seen it, they were
beautiful but abstract, fine graceful curving lines, dots and circles. One person | talked to compared them
to Feuillet notation, used by choreographersto ‘write down' adance. But everybody that had seen them
remembered them.

| can hear the word, the breath, the frictions and aspirations now. | can hear it all through the cave, and |
realize now that I've been hearing it every step of my journey, the tension of it, the menace, the threst. |
redizel've been hearing it dl my life.



His Tattooed Skin

Hobbsbaum was interred in Auschwitz in July of 1941, receiving the prisoner number 569304 tattooed
on hisleft forearm. His actual death is not recorded, but we can reconstruct it the way the Nazis
shipped their prisoners of everything they owned, even gold teeth, the way they took a person apart,
gpiritually as much as physically. There were tables covered in wallets, tables covered in watches, rooms
filled with shoes. If he managed to survive the day-to-day orded eventudly he would have been stripped
naked one final time and gassed and burned. Thereisastrong possbility, though, that somewhere in that
process, he would have received 'special treat-ment'. His tattooed skin would have been flayed from his
body to be tanned, preserved, and perhaps made into alampshade.

| still don't know what happened to my grandfather, my name-sake.

| touch the skin of the dead god only lightly and the tone of itslow hum tightens, heightens. If asound can
have ashape, thisisthe twisted vortex of adistant tornado. If a shape can have a sound, does making
that sound reshape the world? That sound, that faint echo of another Jack Carter's voice reading out the
nameof God | think that if | spokeit here and now the world itself might pedl apart, shedding the skin
that hides the flesh and bones beneath. And if a shape, asound, can have ameaning, an emotiona
meaning, then thisthing, this skin, thissound it makes dl through the Kur and al through my body, is
dread  or rather, something far subtler and far more complicated that can only be compared to dread.

So can | put into wordswhat | feel now looking down at this fleshlessintricated skin? Horror? Y es, but
not the horror of the unspeakable, the unnameable. | think my horror is of the things that must be said, the
things we have to face, to name so that we're not consumed by them. Some things, my grandfather

wrote, are better left unsaid. Some things though, | would say, cannot be left unwritten.

| can only say | sland in Hell now and | can hear the song of every damned and dying soul who ever
bresthed their last bresth in unbounded terror, from the paleolithic to the present and it fright-ens me,
knowing that when | leave this place, like my grandfather before me, | will carry it with me. And maybe it
will haunt me, drive me mad like the rest of them. But | know this much. | will not leave that sound
unwritten.

Jack Carter

Kur, 1999

Errata

Over the Pit of Skulls

~ Look, | say eagerly, snapping my fingersin Puck's wandering gaze to draw his atention back to the
matter in hand. The Book lies open over the stedl grille that I've placed back over the pit of skulls, after
laying the skullsin there to rest again, for want of any better idea. There doesn't seem much purposein
giving them individud burids, mouthing empty words over these strangers remains, at best they'd have a
shallow grave, done and unmarked, so it seems somehow morefitting to lay them back in the crypt they
came from, wherethey at least have meaning among the multitudes benesath.

~ L ook at the contours here, these little squiggles on every fifth one. Those are obvioudy height markings.
Y ou can seeit better here.

| flip forward a couple of pages to the map that shows Oblivion's Mount pretty much initsentirety. The
numbers on the maps, dthough they transform in script in tune with the terrain, looking pseudo-Cyrillic
here or dmost-Arabic there, have dways been fairly easy to trandate. It doesn't take much work to



relate the markings to the ups and downs of on€'s surroundings, order them into linearities, reckon out the
numeric-bases of the systems. It may take awhile but what do we have herein the Velum if not time?

~ See how the numbersincrease with each contour as you move in towards the centre.

~ Amazing, says Puck. You meanit'sa... map?

| glarea him.

~ Yes. But themap iswrong, | say.

And | start to point to the discrepancies. There aren't that many of them, to be sure, but they'rethere  a
ridge that juts out where it shouldn't, avaley with sdes alittle steeper than they should be. They're so
minor that | had written them al off assmply products of the layer of garbage beneath us being deeper
here or there, masking the true shape of the land. It isthe numbers that are wrong.

~You see, as you move in towards the centre the numbers go up in leaps and bounds, bigger and bigger.
| thought it wasjust amatter of them using a strange scale, but I'm not so sure now. Who knows why?
I've come across some strange numbering systems in these pages. Thisonesrather smilar to Sumerian
hexadecimdl at first sight, multiple bases, 6 and 60, 360 and—

Hewhirlsafinger intheair get on withiit.

~ They'redamn well exponentid, | say. The numbers go up exponentialy and thislittle symboal here, right
on the summit of Oblivion's Mount is not some bloody triangulation point, as| bloody well thought; it's
the bloody symbal for infinity.

Puck looks up towards the summit of the mountain. As hulking and monstrous asit is, Oblivion's Mount
isnot that tall.

~ And thislittle symbol here, | say the one on top of al the numbers  that's a negative sign.

And Puck and | both look at each other and then dowly look down, thinking about the very big hole
under our feet.

Dusk on Oblivion's Mount

It might befull, | say.
~ It'safucking bottomless pit, says Puck. How canif be full?
Weridefull tilt dlong theridge, cart rattling our bones and bouncing us side to side and up and down as |
skitter my gloved fingers like amadman at a piano, driving the wado-wing-things forward asfast asthey
can go. | can't help thinking with the grotesque and gothic quality of our clattering cart, it'slike some
Transylvanian carriage-ride away from Draculas castle.
~ Wi, there are different leves of infinity, | say. So the pit isinfinitely deep. Y ou'd need aninfinite
amount of crap tofill it and putting that in piece by piece would take an infinite amount of time, so the pit
should, theoreticadly, never befull.
~ Soit can't befull?'Y ou said it might befull.

*
Jack howls as he runs behind us, leaping from hump to hummock, hurdling bushes and dodging trees,
skittering straight down dopes we have to navigate; | don't know how he manages to keep up with us,
but he does.
~ But suppose you have an infinite amount of worlds and dl of them are producing infinite amounts of
crap, and dl of them are putting it in piece by piece; well that means there's an infinite amount of garbage
going in at the sametime. So then it doesn't take any time at dl to fill the pit up.
- Soitisfull? says Puck.
The cart skids on scree as | take ahairpin bend at speed. The mountain isdirectly east of us now and we
head pretty much due west. It will take us days out of our way but it will take us daysto get the pit out
from under us even at this speed. It would be nice to think that the pit wasfull.

I'm thinking of the otherworlds of the Vellum ™ the Ve dt of Evenings, Oblivion's Mount, the Rift, the Bay



of Afternoon. All thetiny villagesand vadt cities, the archipelagos of continentsthat I've been travelling in
solong that | have no idea, | suddenly redlize, how old | am any more. Christ, how long has Puck been
with me? I've often congdered the possibility that the Vellum is not so much eternity asthe sum of al
possible eternities, like al the heavens we might want are here aswell asal the hellsthat we might fear,
it'sjust that no one's actudly in charge of making sure we end up in the right place. So maybe dl these
eternities have al dumped their garbage in the bottomless pit under Oblivion's Mount, and were
panicking needlesdy.

~ Soitisfull? says Puck.

~Well...

~ No. Not well. No well. | don't want to hear well.

It might befull, | say, but there should still be room for more.

| try to explain that, well, see, if the holeisfull then that meansthat there's garbage, say, one foot down,
and two feet down, and three feet down, all theway down. But if that garbage wereto al drop down to
doubleits depth, suddenly, like " if the garbage one foot down drops to two feet down, and the garbage
at two feet down goesto four feet down, and so on, well then you have room for Ahead of us, thesunis
etting, burning on the horizon of the Veldt like abushfire, while behind us dusk gathersin twilight-grey
mist and purpling sky and black clouds, around and behind Obliv-ion'sMount, likean amy cdledto its
colossus of agenerd, preparing to advance.

7
Zeus lrae

Of Marriage and Motherhood

-Wait. Please, now, says Maclean and thank you, thank you, as they settle down. 1'd like to say again how
much of an honour it isto have Ms Pankhurst and Ms Messenger here with us to speak tonight. Asyou'll
all know, there's few has worked as hard in the cause of universal suffrage as Ms Pankhurst, so I'll do
what's right, right now, and hand the floor to her without more song and dance.

The crowd applaud again and Ms Pankhurst steps forward to the podium on the small stage of the Labour
Club, looking down at the areathat's filled to the brim so it iswith the folk sat on al the folding metal chairs
and standing round the edges and the back. A sea of people, it is, and Seamus only wishes he could drown
in it because al he can do islook at Anna standing up there on the stage behind M s Pankhurst and hope she
doesn't see him. He's too close to the front, stood here at the side of the hall, behind the fellow in the flat
cap. Hand shoved in his jacket pocket he fiddles with abox of matches, like an embarrassed child kicking
sand under their feet.

~ First let us hear this woman, says Ms Pankhurst, tell her tale of her terrible fortune.

Then let her learn the rest of her trials from you, the bitmites hissin Seamus's ear. For a second, the
Labour Club flickers, shimmers.

Shut up, hethinks. Yer not fookin real. Thisiswhat's fookin real.

Pankhurst is speaking quiet words of sympathy, encouragement to Anna.

~ Itisyour placeto do this, for all the sisters under the same patriarchal yoke, and for all the other reasons.
Remember, it may be worth the pain, even to weep again for your misfortunes, when to do so teaches
sympathy to those who hear.

And Annanods, quiet and nervous, steels herself she does, and Seamus sees the spark in her he always
saw, as she steps forward.

| don't know how, she says, how | can find the strength to trust you with this, but | shall try to give you all
you ask for in plain speech, though I'm ashamed even to speak of it, that. . . storm sent by the saints above.
And how it swept away all my decorum.



And Annatells the crowd about her fine upstanding English Army officer — a gentleman, he was, a hero of
the Great War with his noble bearing and stiff upper lip. Seamus listens, pushed back against the wall. He
doesn't really hear all that she's saying though, as he's too busy remembering it the way she told him on the
beach at Inchgillan.

~ O, Seamus, he sent me messages night after night, and when | read them | could hear his voice moving
about my room, asif he softened me with his smooth words. Seamus, you have to under-stand.

O greatly happy maid, he'd written, why be a maid forever when the highest marriage could be yoursto
take. A Duke's heart has been warmed by you, by love's dart, and wants only to be one with you in love;
Anna, my child, my dear, my dove, do not disdain the bed of Dukes. Go out to Lerna's meadows, to the
stables of your father's fine estate, and | will meet you there, only to see you Anna, that the eye of this
Duke may be eased in its desire.

With such messages she was distressed each night, until...

Until one day she found herself pregnant and her fine fiancé lost on some damnfool boy's own adventurein
the middle of nowhere.

Argus-Eyed Humanity

| dared to tell my father of the dreams that plagued my night, and all | dreamed of was the same as any
young lass dreams, marriage and motherhood.

And shewas foolish, yes, and she should never have let him do that to her, should have waited, yes, she
should have waited, but she had thering on her finger ~ just not theright finger — and ~and she had looked
at Finnan there on the beach, the cold wind whipping his hair across his face and bringing tears to his eyes
~and she said, it wasn't the first time, was it, Seamus?

But Enoch Messenger had tried to make things right, to do right by his daughter, even though she'd brought
such shame upon them. He had tried to track down Carter's family or friends, this noble hero's roots. But
he'd found nothing. He sent letter after letter to the man's commanding officer, to friends or colleagues that
he'd mentioned, scattered far afield, as far as Pytho and the oaks of the Dordogne, that he might learn what
it was necessary he should say or do, to do right by the lords of tradition. But they came back with dark,
ambiguous and indistinctly uttered riddles. Her fiance had not been heard of, hide nor tail.

~ Till finally, she says, aplain report came back, as clear and sharp as any order given to an army underling,
telling my father that my shame was mine alone. A fine upstanding man, an officer and a gentleman, why
he would never, never ... | wasaliar, so they said, and if it was the reputation of hisfamily my father cared
for, he should do as any good man would and send away his shame, expel me from my home and country, if
he didn't want to see his family's good name ... wiped out.

So she was sent away to have her child = to wander to the earth's ends, Seamus hears the bitmites say,
and as he looks at her on stage he has a vision. He sees Anna as she is now but with images of other
selveslaid over her, like reflections in awindow that she stands behind. He sees a dlightly younger girl but
with the same red hair and freckled face, wearing a sort of zipped-up leather jacket like aman's, apilot or a
motorcyclist's; and there's another Annawho again is different, this one dressed in a simple robe of white,
some Grecian maid of olden days. He sees her as atriple being, past, present and future. Seamus blinks and
rubs his eyes. He squeezes his eyelids shut, his fingers squeezing the bridge of his nose, trying to force the
old nerve trouble back down into the depths of him where it belongs. When he opens his eyes, theworld is
normal again, without the whispering ghost images of histurns pressing in on him the way they do. He's
cam.

Againgt hiswill, she'stelling them, forced by these forecasts of judgemental stares like fiery thunderbolts,
forced by the never-ending reign of high society's earls and dames, he drove her out, for shame, he threw
her out from her own home, asif her very form and mind were changed to some horned beast. Anna, the
cow. Anna, the rutting, sweating, filthy sow, unmarried mother, slave to her desire as much as any creature
lusting and fucking in the byre.

~ Now here | am before you, Anna says, driven by the lash of sharp tongues, words that bite like flies, and
stung from land to land.

The hall is quiet. There are some here and there, as Seamus looks around, that ook uncomfortable. They
may be socialists, they may believe in the struggle of the working classes and in the kindred souls of others



oppressed around the world, the Irish, and the negroes of America, and woman's suffrage, sure, but there's
still the matter of decency and taste. A lad has to sow hiswild oats, sure, but the lass he plants them in,
she's still disgraced. These are still men who, well, they think awoman should have the vote, but sure and
her placeisin the home, it is, and these are still women who'd tut and tsk about the wee lassie down the
road who let her boyfriend get her up the duff. But the hall is quiet. Sure and it's altogether a different story
when yer face-to-face with ayoung girl put out of her own home with an infant son and with nowhere else
to go but on the streets.

Ah, Jesus wept, thinks Seamus. How can a gentle shepherd have such violent temper, or isit not Himself
that's watching over our every step, dead as he is? The bitmites whisper in his ear of Argus-eyed humanity
and peacock pride and quietly, unnoticed by the othersin the hall, he dips a hip-flask from his pocket,
takes awee sip from it. He still remembers his own reaction when she told him, how his mind leapt
frantically with her tumbling words across a century's stream of dreams it seems, of what they had and
what they could have had, before it all went wrong, before poor Thomas died, before the war, before her
bloody English officer, before hisillness, back to springin Lerna.

Spring in Lerna. Summer in the Somme. It's autumn now, outside the hall, autumn in Glasgow, al brown
and red and orange and yellow leaves |ooking golden in the setting sun of Evenfall.

~ And. .. that's my story, Anna says.

~ O Seamus, speak to me, she said as he stared off into the ocean. If you have anything to say, just say it.
Speak to me. | don't careif it hurts me; | deserveit, Seamus. Please just say some-thing.

She reached out and he felt the calf-skin of her glove touching the back of his hand.

~ It'snot comfort I'm looking for, Seamus. It's not false words and empty pity. It'sjust... You've never lied
to me. You never lied.

He could see what she wanted in her eyes, hear it in what she didn't say. What's going to happen to me,
Seamus?

~ Liesarethe cruellest ill of all, she said.

In His Black Pin-Point Pupils

~ Ah, no. Enough, das.

Theair inthe hall seemsto vibrate and Seamus Finnan watches Anna on the stage dissolve, and
Pankhurst and Maclean, until there's nothing but the velvet curtain at their back, the banner welcoming
the speakers and the red flag and the Union Jack at each side. The audience shimmers, amirageina
desert, the air over tarmac on a hot, summer road.

-We never thought we'd hear atale so full of cruelty, the bitmites whisper, such ugly and intolerable hurts,
such sufferings.

He pushes through the ghost images of his memory until he's standing in the centre of the room. Ther€'s
only one chair now, one of thefolding meta chairs with acircle of white sdt around it on the floor
and as helays hishand on the backrest, he fedsit biting cold under his skin. His breath steams, white and
swirling intheair in front of him. He stsdown in the chair, closes hiseyes.

-Y our love, the voices whisper, isatwo-edged sword. It chills our souls.

He opens his eyes and the abattoir is crisp and clear. A cold redity. Ah, Chrit, thinks Finnan. He hadn't
thought of Annafor years, for decades even.

Henderson stands at the doorway with its plagtic strips swaying like folds of curtains and Henderson
himsalf turned away, speaking quiedy to some absent underling or superior by link, one hand up to his
earpiece; he catches snippets of phrases making progress, physically stable, yes, no, MacChuiill, needs
to be watched, | can assure you, maybe you should, can't depend on him, under control. Therésan
edginessin histone and stance, Finnan thinks.

~ You're sure? he hears the man say, saying it dow and clear, the way you do when you're looking for
clarity inreturn. This... Stuation with the bitmites couldn't affect us here?

He glances over his shoulder and Finnan drops his eyes, mumbleslike aman lost in delirium. Henderson
turnsaway again.



- OK. Yesdir, hesays, | think he's nearly ready for you.

Metatron, thinks Finnan. If the Covenant is behind this and Henderson is so fucking Covenant it makes
yousick then it hasto be Metatron pulling the strings here. Last he heard, the other big gunswere dl
tied up in the War. Angdswith swords of fire walking through Jerusdem. A Sovereign's compound in
Fallujah wiped out in an explosion. An earthquake in Iran. A nuclear accident in North Korea. The angel
war isn't two armies facing each other across a battlefield. No, it's a correspondent in afawn flak-jacket
and webbed helmet talking straight to camera and Finnan had swallowed as he looked into the man's
eyes and saw the unkin mark in his black pin-point pupils, because even over thefuzz of alink disrupted
by extremist jammers, Finnan had read the name in his blank gaze-Azazdl, angel of death. Jesus, the
birdman had stared out at his VR audience, smooth as amilkshake, and shown his soul to the world
deliberately, so that anyone out there with the knowledge to read it, any unkin out there. Covenant or
otherwise, would get the message. We're in charge now.

o, it's pretty clear what Gabriel and Michadl and Azazel and dl their little minions, dl dieir little
Hendersons, are up to these days. Hunting Sovereigns. But Metatron isn't afield agent, not like them.
Information and anaysis. Intel and intercept. Bitmites. Thisis his operation. He looks down at hisopen
chest, wondering why they've given him thisrespite, this chance to get histhoughts clear.

~Alas, alasssfate, the bitmites hiss. We shudder, seeing Annas state. If we were flesh all we would
pray isthat our fates should never bring us any husband from the heavens, never see us share the bed of
Dukes.

Again the sympathetic words. Sure and with abit of practice they might even come closeto passing a
Turing Test, but he's not fooled for aminute by their fucking crocodile tears. HE's willing to concede that
maybe Metatron's little machines are fancy enough to have developed some sort of ... curiosity. But
empathy? No, hethinks. It'sall part of Metatron's plan. Pedl him open, strip him down and soften him
up. Annaisjust awound diey want reopened.

~Your tears and fears are premature, he says. Wait till you hear therest.

~ Tdl us, they say.

~ Why do you want to know? he says. Why should | tell you anything?

~ It'ssweeter to the sick to know the suffering to come.

Thelittle bastards must have learned the unkin art of never giving astraight answer, hethinks. Tak in
riddies. Never give yourself away. Never give the enemy something to use againgt you.

- Our former wish we got from you with ease, they say, for first we asked to learn from her relating her
own trids. Now we would hear the rest, what sufferingsit is necessary this young woman should endure
from here.

~ Anna? he says. What businessis my past to you? What's doneis done.

“Timeinthe Velumisn't that smple.

The phrase sparks off amemory, something someone said to him; he can't put hisfinger onit for a
second, then it clicks. Phreedom in the church after sheld goneto Asheville after Thomeas, after sheld
goneto Eresh, gone to Hell and come back with

The bitmites scrawl across his chest and he looks at them closer now, at the patterns within patternsin
the ever-changing chaos. The ragged open wound looks like aMandelbrot set given acouple of new
dimensons.

What do you get if you cross the queen of the dead's blood with the ink of God's scribe, Metatron's
bitmites and the magic in Eresh'slittle glassjars? What you get, thinks Finnan, is something that might
have been dive once but so long ago that it's forgotten what it'slike, or something that was never dive
and suddenly hereit'sfinding itsdf thinking, trying to understand the strange world of humanity with its
wars and revolutions. And, caught somewhere between the Covenant protocols of its programming and
the dark compulsions of dl things afraid of death, sure and maybe Enoch's babies might have found some
sort of empathy after dl. Or maybe, at least, they might just learn.

-Tell us, they say.



- Then listen up, he says, and take these words to heart. I'll tell you where the journey ends.
Or wherethe journey starts.

The Dawn of Time

She turns towards the rising sun. Rose tints of early morning light wash over a vast tract of the
same uncultivated lands that they've been travelling these last few years, the lands of people
who call themselves the nomads of the scythes and live in carts with wicker roofs, who fire
bows at them from afar. It's a primitive place, this part of the Vellum, but that makes it a lot
more stable than some of the worlds they've been in — no cities in flames, no looted shops, no
traffic jams of people in flight, no ducking into doorways as an angel passes overhead, its
silver wings spread wide, disruptor swinging as it strafes the crowd to dust.

— What's up? says Don, stopping his horse at her side. Jesus, but she misses her bike; horses
are so fucking uncomfortable. Don seems to have taken to the whole New Archaic thing like a
duck to water though.

~ Watch out, she says. Caliphs on the left hand.

He slips his ruptor from his shoulder, scans the horizon. To their right, the cliffs drop to the
echoing boom of sea. Ahead of them the narrow trail around the headland opens up to the
wide and empty plain lit by the low sun shrouded in its pink striated clouds. To their left, the
rocks rise into moss and undergrowth, and here and there the odd caliph is visible. She calls
them that for their weird turban-like head-dresses and pointed beards, but they're a pretty
savage people. Basic Iron Age technology and not exactly believers in the law of hospitality.

~ Just be careful, she says.

~ Just be careful, says Don.

She looks down at the River of Hubris, winding its way through the gorge below —
wel-named, she thinks, given the idiotic pride it takes to try and cross its swollen stream in full
flood on a rickety rope-bridge creaking and swaying under your feet. She takes another
tentative step forward, foot flat on the board all slick and slippery from the spray of a tiny
waterfall spurting out somewhere above them in a little stream, no more than a shower really
— like rainwater gathered on a cathedral roof and pouring down to spout out of some
gargoyle's mouth — no more than a faucet left running, but enough to soak the wood and
have the two of them worrying about rotten planks and feet sliding on algae. The water falls
and falls, tumbling in sprinkling glitters down. She's glad she's not afraid of heights. Above
them and across the chasm, the carcass of the mountain towers grey and white, scattered with
other spattering rivulets running down and darkening its rockface. Meltwater from its white
peak. It's like a giant risen from the sea, the water pouring down its broad rhino-hide back.

— Don't worry about me, she says.

A week to pass over the summit, she reckons, partly from the maps they have and partly from
experience of this kind of terrain. She doesn't mind; there's a part of her that's always liked
being up in the hills and mountains, up here among the stars where the air is thin and clear.
They're headed south after this though, into a region labelled on the maps as The Mascara —
for some reason she pictures a jungle filled with armies of man-hating Amazons — and down
along the Thermidor to Psalmydeus. It's a rough town, perched upon a ragged coast of jagged
jaws where the sea crashes its wild welcome on the walls of stone for any sailors brave enough
to risk this city known as the wicked stepmother of ships.

— You still think Psalmydeus is a good idea? she calls to Don. What if these people are as
hostile as the rest.



~ Well then, he says, I'm sure they'll gladly send us on our way.

— I'm glad we're finally on our way again, she says.

Behind them the Chimaeran Isthmus rises as a wall, a rough dry-stone wall where the two
headlands that it joins reach out to almost touch each other but not quite. It's not a natural
formation, more like a causeway that wants to be a dam but with a narrow arching gateway
giving passage from the great lake beyond into the waters that they now sail. Actually,
whether it's even called an isthmus depends on who you talk to; the cold lake behind, the
warm sea they move in now, and the two lands that separate them like curtains drawn not
quite shut — none of these have their boundaries marked on any of the maps. For all they
know the waters might surround the lands; two giant islands or two great saltwater lakes
joined at a pin-point like the loops of an infinity symbol or a figure-eight, on the maps the
coasts are only marked as a huge, rough X that carves the territory into quarters, water to the
north and south, land to the east and west. So while the shellcarvers from whom they got their
maps refer to the Chimaeran Isthmus, on the navigation charts of the wavers in their little
merchant steamships — like the one they travel on now — the area is marked as the
Maeostoso Straits, the treacherous shallows that it takes a stout heart to sail through.

All along the walls of Phosphorus behind them, the city built along the isthmus like the shops
and houses on a medieval bridge in London or Firenze, the people are still standing, cheering,
and she wonders how long the fame of their passage will last. Even before they left, Don said
he'd heard some children in the street singing a nursery rhyme about the soldier and the
princess who set off to find the dawn of time. Princess, she thinks, with more than a little
irony. From trailer-rash Phreedom to Princess Anaesthesia. But these people probably couldn't
even imagine a world with somewhere like Slab City in it, and in the fishwife cultures of the
shellcarvers and the wavers any woman with her independent bearing, she supposes, has to
be a princess. Don grumbles about it, of course  they think I'm your fucking bodyguard. So she
smiles at him and winks and says, Aren't you?

But she wonders about the dawn of time thing, how that rumour started. It seems to be
travelling ahead of them now, the story of their journey actually preceding them. Some places
they've arrived to a hero's welcome, festivals in their honour. The people of Europa's Plain
wish you the best of luck in your quest. The Continent of Ash is that way.

~ Aren't you going to join the celebrations? asks Don.

He sits down at the table beside her, beckoning out at the festivities in the hall. A group of
young men dancing in a ring chant their devotion to the sun, the bridegroom crowned in
golden garland, while the women spin like dervishes around them, scattering flower petals,
laughing. The older generation, the already-married, stand in a wider circle all around,
clapping in rhythm to the tom-tom and the thrum of something like a double bass. The band
onstage in their white skirted tunics and red scarves and silk belts, the exuberant whirling of
tradition, round and round, and whooping, crying, everything about it makes her think of
Gypsies, Jews and Greeks. They even smash things here, not plates or glass but wooden toys,
the bride's and bridegroom's childhood playthings caught up in a revel of destruction, old lives
broken underfoot to start anew in adulthood, in marriage. She looks at the mangled wreck of a
toy sat on the table in front of her, a little wooden drummer boy puppet, legs and arms and
head all broken off but still tied up together in the tangle of strings that they once dangled
from. It's part of the tradition. Guests all get to take away one of the broken toys as a memento
of the marriage, a memento of the childhood now abandoned.

~ What's the matter? says Don. Anna?



She shakes her head. Her drink ~ some sort of local fermented milk drink ~ sits beside the toy,
untouched.

~ The truth? she says. I don't know.

But she does. She knows that it doesn't really matter if Jack was Finnan's son, or the Covenant
angel's, or just the son of one of the many johns she fucked for money just to get by when she

was lost and had nothing; he was hers. She should never have let them take him away from
her

A Fairy Tale of New York

~ I'm not going to let them take him away from me, Seamus. I'll go away, far away, Seamus, O, I'll go to
America. Can you imagine it, Seamus? New Y ork. They say it's so magnificent, with the towers of glass
stretching all up to the sky; we'll go there, me and Jack, and I'll tell everyone that I'm awidow, I'll wear
black, I will, Seamus, that's what I'll do. And he won't have the shame on him, he won't.

She smiles sadly.

~ Towers of glass and a poor widow with aboy called Jack. It sounds like afairy tale, doesn't it?

They sit on the edge of the stage, the hall empty now. Christ, but it took some courage for him not to run,
not to hide in the crowd and duck and weave out the doorway afterwards, out of sight and away, away. But
to wait there until the crowd cleared and she saw him and they stood there looking at each other and not
knowing what to say.

He thinks of her sailing off towards New Y ork across the stormy sea of her own sorrow, and there's a bit
of him that wants to keep her here, that wants be saying, isit mad ye are? And what will yedo al on yer
own with no one to look after ye? And have ye no idea of all the trials and tribul ations that yer sailing
straight for, like agreat iceberg of yer suffering waiting in yer path. Y e can't just run away.

~ It'll be hard, he says. To be on your own, sure. Y ou with an infant son and all.

But what has she got to live for here, in aland where an unmarried mother is half expected just to throw
herself from the nearest cliff into the sea? That's what they do, isn't it, drown themselves for the rel ease?
And then it's what a pity and the poor, poor girl but secretly it's maybe it's better for everyone, her to
just die once and for all, than suffer evil all her days and there's the child to think of after all; they
never need to know the shame now. Bollocks, he thinks.

~ It'll be hard, he says, but if...

Hetriesto find the words. If you want, 1'll come with you.

-If...

If you want me, I'll come with you.

-If...

She shakes her head.

~ It'sdifferent now, Seamus. It's not you and me, any more. It's not you and me and Thomas in between us
as ... something we used to have. All that matters now is Jack.

~ A new beginning, he says. Ah, lass, sure and sometimes fairy tales come true. I'm sure of it.

He hopes so. He prays so. Sure and he doesn't want to believe that God Himself is just another fookin
tyrant lord like al the rest and brutal in everything He does, in all the bitter twists of fate he throws into their
paths. He thinks, he hopes, that maybe it's all just the thoughtlessness of ... of adashing, young hero urging
his sweetheart to just give him this one thing before he's sent back to the front, not thinking what might
happen, how it might drive his sweetheart out to wanderings in the wilderness. Maybe that was how the
angel Gabriel came to Holy Mary, he thinks, as asoldier with his dogtags round his neck just looking for a
simple night of love before going back to fight the serpent, not thinking of all the Slaughter of the Innocents
or the Flight Into Egypt, or a poor boy on a cross and his mother weeping for him.

If only there was anything he could give to soothe her.

~ A bitter wooer did you find, he says, O virgin, for your mar-riage. For the words you have now
heard are only the beginning.

~ What's that? she says.

He looks embarrassed.



~ It'sfrom something I've been reading. Y €'d be proud of me, Anna, sure you would. And Thomas, why
he'd be laughing his socks off at the thought of it, me reading the classics and all. But that Maclean. He
was a schoolteacher before, ye know? It's all about education, he says. Learning. Words. Ideas. That's
where the power is.

She shakes her head and heaves a smiling sigh.

~ Seamus Padraig Finnan. Man of books.

They laugh, and he lets her finish laughing, tension draining out from between them.

~ But, see, thereason | thought of it is, well, it's from aplay by this Greek fellow, Aeschylus, about this
Titan, Prometheus. D'ye know the story, like? How he fought for Zeus against his tyrant father, then went
against him to give fire to humanity and got punished for it, chained up on a mountain with the vultures
pecking at hisinsides.

"~ Eagle, she says. Wasn't it an eagle?

~ Soyeknow it, then?

~ Sharing a house with Thomas? Sure and how could | not know all the stuff and nonsense of myths and
legends and whatnot? Did you ever know him to shut up about O, Jesus, Finnan  if it wasn't Modern Art,
it was the Greeks this and the Greeks that and ~ yes, | know the story.

And he looks into her eyes and suddenly has this quiet realiz-ation that there's something healed in both of
them that they can look back now with fondness and laughter like they would've done at the wake they
never had ~— evenif itisjust for amoment and with the sadness till there behind it.

Prometheus's Secret

~ But listen, he says, ye know how in the play there's these three folks that come to visit Prometheus on the
rock? There's an old soldier, the titan Ocean, who fought beside him in the War against old Cronos. And at
the end of it, there's Hermes sent from Zeusto try and get Prometheus to spill the beans, because
Prometheus knows something, ye see, he knows who's going to overthrow Zeus the way Zeus toppled his
own father from the throne. But that's not the point, or it is, but it's not the point | want to make, sure.
Because the other person, who comes between Ocean and Hermes, right in the middle of the play, in the
centre of it, ye know, isthislass called lo. And she's this poor wee girl what Zeus himself took a fancy to
and "came to her in the dead of the night as sure and that lecherous old bastard was always doing, and of
courseit's her that suffersfor it in the end, sent out to wander to the ends of the earth, kicked out of her
house and home for it. A poor girl, shamed for giving herself to something that seemed... shining and true.
She takes his hand.

~ Butit'sher, he says. It's her Prometheus tells his secret to because she's avictim like himself of Zeus.
Sure and the way he sees it, what he says, is she doesn't have half the troubles that he has, so she doesn't,
‘cause she can aways kill herself and he ... well, he doesn't have that luxury, none of that mercy for
Pro-metheus, sure, just pointless suffering going on and on without an end in sight.

Seamus grins at her, awee wink in his eye.

~ Sure and he makes a bit of a song and dance about it, and it's not really fair to be saying to someone that,
well, OK, so you got turned into a cow and sent to wander all across the earth but look at me here getting
me liver pecked out by the fookin vultures. That's hardly what ye'd call tactful now, isit? Butitisaplay
after all, so ye can forgive him for being a bit over-dramatic. We all tend to get carried away with our own
problems and forget that others have their own.

~ Thepoint is that he saysto her, I'll grant you one of two tales, so he says. Which will it be? D'ye want to
hear about the end of your pain or the end of mine? Isit possible, she says, for either of us? Well if one day
the King of the Gods were to kinda sortafall from power with a wee shove from behind, says he. But isit
possible, she asks, and it's a nice idea, he says, ye'd like to think so, wouldn't you? How could | not, says
she, after what the fooker's done to us, and he says, well, ye can be sure of it. And who will destroy him?
Zeus himself, he says, by his own ignorance and stupidity. And how? Because there's some young girl out
there, some dlip of a girl who doesn't seem like anybody and ye'd never know it to look at her maybe, just a
girl assheis, but maybe just alittle special in away that kings and gods will never see, but special, because
any son of hers, ye see, any son of hers will be much greater than his father ever could be.

~ So hetdlsher, ye see. He tells her that the only one who knows who this girl is, is him, Prometheus, and
he's never going to tell. And Zeus will just go on hisway, acting the same as ever and seducing poor young



girls and then discarding them after he's done, with nobody to take the fooker to task about it. Until one day
... Oneday . .. And Prometheus, he knowsiit, but hislips are sealed. O, no, they can torture him and chain
him up for al eternity but he's never going to give it up because he knows, and he tells her, ye see, hetells
lo, that it's her descendant, one of her descendants who he knows will free him.

~ O, Seamus, but, ye've got it al mixed up.

~ How'sthat? he says.

| know the story, but it's Achilles, Seamus. It's his mother is the one who'll have a son who's greater than
his father, in the stories, in the myth, and so he is. But Zeus never touches her. |0's completely different,
and  ye're getting everything mixed up and running two different stories together that don't belong
together, Seamus.

— No, he says. | mean, sure and | know ye're right. I'm sure ye'reright, like, strictly speaking and al. But
isthat what matters? | mean, does it matter if it'slo's child that breaks Prometheus's chains, or the child of
her child, or three or ten generations down the line? Does it matter if it's not the same child as overthrows
the high and mighty Zeus, even if the two things are the same redlly, at heart, freeing the ole rebel and
toppling the ole tyrant? Does it matter if some other Greek storyteller, some blind storyteller sitting on a
street-corner, decides to make Achilles the son who's greater than his father because it makes his own
story grander?

He leans closer.

~ Anna, there'satruthinit | think | see. | think | know Prometheus's secret, Anna, and it's one that just
makes sense in away that prophecies and stories about gods and heroes and all that fookin shite  pardon
me French — just don't. Because that's all nonsense. It's all just stories.

He shakes his head.

~ Sowhat if it's Achilles' mother who can have a son that's greater than its father? What if it's lo, too?
What if it'sany girl, every girl? Any woman? Every woman, Anna. Sure and can't any son be greater than
hisfather? Isn't that what it's al about, what makes us all go on? Y e can't look at the sheer bloody-minded
defiance of awee babe screaming itslungs out at the terrible injustice of the world and not have hope.
Every generation of us, all born kicking up aracket, rebels every one of us. So who'sthe son thechild
that's greater than its father? I'll tell yewho it is, Anna.

~ Humanity.

The Ballad of Seamus Finnan

- Tdl her, the bitmites whisper in his ear. Consent to do her thisone favour; tell her al that still remains of
wandering. And give the other tale to us. Don't deem us undeserving of your words. We desire only this:
tell uswho will release you. How and by what means? Hush now, hethinks.

~If | tried to explain such wisdom as me dear old mother told it to me we'd be here forever, and there'd
gtill be nothing learned. Y e couldn't fookin understand it evenif | told you straight. If yer in earnes, if ye
redly are sncere, I'll not refuseto tell ye dl ye want to know. But Seamus Finnan's sat herein this chair,
remember, on the rock and in the wire, and only haf of him is Seamus now, the other half the fookin
ancient thief of fire,

He wonders how thefirst of the union ever dealt with this. Sure and it'smadness, ot is, Sitting and
talking to the girl who was once yer sweetheart back in 1922 but with the vison of what's to come so
clear asclear asamemory that ye don't know what now is, if yer in the future living the dead past
again, or in the past remembering the future before it happens. Timein the Velum, hethinks.

He can fed her kidskin glove warm in hishand, and he can fed the wire cutting into hiswrist and he can
feel the cold Caucasian rock at his back.

~ These are the proofs of what you say, the bitmites hiss, the proofs to us of your intelligence, that it sees
morethanthevisble

But that's the rub, of course, thinks Seamus Shamash Padraig Pro-metheus Foresight Forsythe Four
Scythes Finnan Finn the giant of Ireland and the giant of the world half-awake and half-adeep under the
dreamings of humanity, acreature of the Vellum as much asaman of life and love and flesh. Does he
take these bitmites for minions only out to do their master's bidding, using poor Seamus like a bucket
down awell, drawing up the secrets of the future from the depths of his own past? Or does he take them



for free agents that want only what we al do, just the understanding of ourselves and what were doing
here?

Shedtsat thefoot of hisrock, Anna, Phreedom, |0, in her long white dress, her long, dark hair blownin
the cold wind, and isit Inchgillan, or isit the Caucasus? She holds his hand whereit's chained against the
rock Jesus, but thewires cut deep  and the way shelooks at him he somehow knowsit doesn't matter
if shelsaphantom, if she'sjust aform adopted by the bitmites trying to communicate with him through the
mediaof hismemories.

- Toyoufirg, lo, then, he says, I'll tell the wanderings that will vex you. Engrave them on the tablets of
the heart, because ye know, ye know that what | say istrue. I'll tell what you'll endure, and if ye give me
just alittletimeI'll reach the point, and take yeto the very limit of your wanderings. I'll tell yedl, and if
therésany of it uninteligibleto you, or just difficult to understand, ask al yewant. I'll try to makeit clear;
| have moretimeto kill than | would like. I'll give you al you want to take.

— Give us a song, then, Tam. Come on. The Ballad of Seamus Finnan, eh?

She turns her head, watches the man as he strums his guitar and starts.

— Well there was a young man, Seamus Finnan by name, who went off to the war, O, to play
the great game. Now it wasn't the blood and it wasn't the fire, but his heart it was broke by a
night on the wire.

She's heard them sing about her. She's heard the whole term of her travels told in epic verse,
her past and future, what will happen when she comes to the molasses land, close to the
speaking oaks up in the mountains of the New Dordogne, where all these protean Dukes sit on
their thrones as oracles; now more than ever it's as if they're only following upon the tracks of
words spoken a long, long time ago. She's heard the tales of Jack too, the prodigy, the prodigal,
and clearly, and without enigma, those who sing these songs want her to be the famed fiancee
of a deus. It's strange the way things change here in the Vellum, as if the more mutable the
world is, the more the people in it seek to put it into simple terms. And now she sits in the
tavern listening to the Ballad Of Seamus Finnan, a folk' song about this young Irishman who
goes off to fight in the First World War. Finnan never really was one to talk about his past, but
as she listens to the song, a shiver runs down her spine.

~ Well, it wasn't for Belgium, it wasn't for France. It wasn't for England he entered that dance.
It was all for the love of a sweet Irish lass, that he marched through the muck and the guns
and the gas.

~ See, Anna his sweet had a brother called Tom, and he tapped his feet to the beat of the
drum. With his Trinity pals he got wild in the pub. And they took the King's Shilling and
signed with the Dub's.

The tavern no, this is more of a pub  is Finnan through and through, with the stag's heads
on the wall and the wooden indian boy, the papier-mache effigy of a ruler hated for her
cruelty and called the Iron Lady, depicted with the savage, beaked nose and beady eyes of a
political cartoon. Hundreds of different whiskies line the walls behind the bar. Men sit in a
corner, on wooden pews taken from some old church, playing guitar, fiddle and bodhrin. The
pub itself is called the Uisge Beatha. Water of Life, explains Don. Outside, the waters of the
Gulf of Rear are chopped up in the same storm that tossed their little vessel back and forth all
the way along the coast. Waves crash over the sea wall of Nova Iona and in the wildwinds of
Evenfall only the odd maniac can be seen now and again through the bubbled glass of the
window, struggling along in a yellow waxed coat, one step forward, two steps back, flapping
a hand to drive away the grey maelstrom of mechanical, magical midges, the bitmites that
they can't escape, no matter how far they travel. She never visited Scotland or Ireland back in
the world before this afterworld, but this seems to be a little piece of Celtic geography in the



depths of the Vellum, an expatriate archipelago. She imagines ancient Ionian sailors blown
here through tears in reality and returning home with tales of the strange Western Islands, the
Hebrides.

" Now Seamus was hurt to see Anna so sad, so he swore to her then to look after the lad. And
he picked up his kit and he followed young Tom. Yes he followed the boy all the way to the
Somme.

Three or four of the others around the table all join in with the chorus.

— Tis a hard thing is life, tis a hard thing indeed. And it's easy to die, cause it's sorer to bleed.
But tis hardest of all for the last man to stand, looking down at yer pals all across No Man's
Land.

Therelsa City

~ If anything isleft to tell, the bitmites chorus, speak of her sad journey. Speak of what's to come or what
ispast. But if you're done, give us the favour which we ask. Remember.

So Prometheus, he saysto lo:

~ When yevetravelled through the tumult of the flood, he says, across the boundary of continents,
towards the burning oriental sun, sure and yelll reach agreat plain of gargantuan cisterns, deep wellsin
the earth where neither sunbeams shine nor moonlight falls at evening or night...

They guide their horses carefully across the pitted land, night-vision goggles scouring the land
in front of them, alert for all the dangers of the terrain, and alert for all the dangers of its
inhabitants. The shanty-town stretches for miles around them, tents and shacks of corrugated
iron and wooden board that make her think of the out-skirts of Mexico City. Stumps of dead
volcanoes rise out of the mass of unpaved streets lit up by burning oilcans around which the
denizens of this wounded land huddle, staring up at them as they pass. A boy drawing water
up from one of the natural wells stops to look at them, rope in hand, eyes shining as they track
the silver crucifix cross-bow of the disruptor slung over Don's back. Further on an old man
merely shrugs and pours a bucket of filth down one of the other holes, drops a sheet of
corrugated iron back over the cesspit. She wonders if the smell is worse now than when the
lava field was still active and sulphurous fumes bubbled up through molten rock, creating the
unstable land of pits and thin bridges that could collapse at any moment.

Don whistles as they ride on.

~ All the way, she'd said.

Three old toothless hags with necks stretched up by hoops of ivory, white like swans in the
moonlight, sit on a rug outside a tent, their scarred faces with only one eye between the three
of them, lit by what looks to be a shining boar's tusk that they sit around; it's brighter than the
moon. Inside a shack, glimpsed through the open door, she sees three women all tattooed with
iridescent dragon/scales over their bodies, naked but for the veils on their faces and the long
hair, braided and beaded like snakes, that falls down their backs and over their shoulders. One
of them stretches her black wings out wide as her and Don ride past. A scent of incense wafts
out of the shack, something sweet and rotten at the same time, a delicate poison, almonds and
corrupted fruit, yeast and burning plastic. Creatures somewhere between the size of cats and
dogs circle and sniff amongst deep heaps of garbage, ribcages showing through their golden
fur, beaks picking silently at scraps, wings flapping as they claim this chunk or that as theirs.
Graia, gorgons and gryphons.

She looks over to her left, at another gruesome sight. A host of horsemen watch them from the
other side of a deep ditch of a gutter in full flow, flooded with a golden liquid that smells like



that has to be  a mix of piss and beer. The riders are all one-eyed, known through these lands
as Ahriman's Spies. The story is that when they gouge one eye out there's another vision looks
out through the empty socket, through the eye that isn't there, that they become like cameras
for their . . . controller sitting in a dark room somewhere, surrounded by a thousand screens.
~ Itell ye, Phree, Finnan had said, there's dangers in the Vellum that ye can't fookin imagine.
But here ...

And he'd tailed off, shaking his head. He couldn't persuade her not to go, of course. She
belonged with the monsters now. She'd head out into the Vellum, as far away from the
Covenant as she could get, and she'd be safe. Her and Jack would be safe.

— Maybe, he'd said. How far are you willing to go?

~ All the way, she'd said.

— There is a city, Canopy, he says, last of a distant land and near the fountains of the sun,
inhabited by a dark race. You'll find it by the aether's open river, by the broad banks and the
wide mouth of the River Nill, where it sends down its sweet and sacred stream, down from
the mountains, babbling.

They creep down the river's steep bank, feet skidding under the scree of the steep incline,
digging their ruptors in as staffs to keep from losing their footing. In the distance she can hear
the rumble of the great waterfall beyond the city where the Nill crashes down over the cliffs
and into ... nothing. Above them on the ridges of the ravine, the lights of the city glitter against
the dark sky, amongst the silhouettes of minarets and domes. Great iron bridges span the gulf
here. Further down the ravine widens, the gradient lessens and the buildings crawl down the
slopes to meet. The river itself becomes shallower and splits off into streams that disappear into
grated sewers under the city streets, the whole construction built over the delta of the Nill.
Canopy they call it and that's sort of what it is, closing over the branching river and roofing it
in vaults of stone, plugging the mouth of the ravine like a great dam. Somewhere under the
city, the streams reunite though and she knows that, on the far edge of the city, like a Trevi
Fountain built by God, it thunders out through an enormous sluice gate, falling down forever
into empty eternity. The city at the end of the world.

She looks behind her at the ragtag mob now following them, her progeny of sorts, her colony.
There's fifty of them in all, and every one of them no more than a girl, every one of them in silk
shifts and with perfumed hair, and some of them crying because their feet hurt; they don't
have the shoes for this terrain, only soft slippers like a ballerina's, like a bride's. They don't look
capable of it, she thinks. Not one of them could you look at and picture the vengeance and the
bodies, war's welcome in a marriage bed, those girlish hands wrapped in a husband's hair and
round a two-edged dagger cutting the man's throat, such a picture of divine brutality, a dove
splattered with blood. But she knows better. Cousins, she thinks. What kind of man would sell
his daughters to his brother's sons?

~ Their laws don't bind us, princess, Arkos had said, sitting corpulent and complacent in his
tent, as his nephews died in silence and darkness, and she stood there with her ruptor trained
on him, Don outside keeping watch. The great pharaohs practised incest, he had said. To build
a dynasty of pure-bred unkin — think of it — with not a drop of human blood to soil their
veins. The purity. I don't care if they're .. . unwilling. They will bear my royal race.

And then the ruptor in her hand was hot and Arkos was a pile of ash.

It wasn't her plan — it never is — just another case of being in the wrong place at the wrong
time, where a young girl could come to her, tell her that she had to help them, that she had to.
I know your real name, she had said. I know your real name, Phreedom.

She looks behind her at them all, scattered, scrambling down the slope. Only one of them, fifth



back from Don, couldn't bring herself to do the deed, wavering at the last minute, whether it
was from fear or love or just not wanting to be stained with blood.

And not far behind these doves now she can see the hawks, Arkos's men, his brother and his
sole surviving son. Don follows her gaze, turning around. He looks at her, at their pursuers,
back at her and raises his disruptor.

— Go, he says.

Go, thinks MacChuill. Just go. Now, before you change your mind. Before Henderson decides to chase
you out here and drag you back into that bloody travesty of an interrogation. Just get the fuck out of here
and go. Aye, but where? he thinks.

He closes hiseyes and leans back againgt the wall of the daugh-terhouse, feding the sun warm on his
face and soaking it up. The red and orange and golden glow of it through his eyelids seemsfull of
indistinguishable patterns, whedling things that dmost resolveinto regular shapes spirds, manddas  but
never quite make that much sense. And itswhat hefedslike. like hé'sjust one of those wee bits of things
that's moving in circles around and around as part of a pattern that he cannae bloody well make head nor
tail of.

He opens hiseyes and it takes him awhile before he can distinguish the dots floating, distant in the sky,
from the after-images of sunlight broken-up and filtered by his own thin skin and veins, before he can
make out the circling birds of prey. And it looks that ordered, too. It looks like they're patrolling the skies
with purpose, with a plan, the whole flock of them going round and round the way soldiers patrol the
perimeter of acamp, in ajungle somewhere, green and lush like this mountainous part of Mexico. He
remembers watching men in uniforms the same colour as his bamboo cage and the bamboo splinters that
go under the fingernails. Going round and round.

Thetipsof hisfingersare till numb from touching the Irishman's soul, and he flexes them, rubs hishands
together.

But of coursethe birds only look like they've got a purpose, so he'stold. In truth, they don't know where
they're going; they're just following each other, keeping close enough together, far enough apart, to fed
comfortable with their situation. That'swheat flocking is, this what'sthe word?  emergent behaviour,
that seems ordered but isredlly chaos. So he'stold. MacChuill still has problems adjust-ing to this new
world with its new ideas and new wars. New enemies. He wishes things were as smple as they used to
be, when he was alad, whenever that was.

Thisisnae your fight, hethinks. No if it'safight that means torturing some poor bastard, some poor sad
bastard that never done anyone any harm except for in the foolishness of being in pain. No. He cannae
conscience this. He cannae.

Seamus Finnan, he thinks. Where do | know that name from? And somewhere in the back of hishead he
findsamemory of awee pub in Glasgow and afolk musician sitting in acorner singing asong. How did
the chorus go again?

Tisa hard thing islife. Tisa hard tiling indeed. But it's easy to die 'cause it's sorer to bleed. But the
hardest to be is the last man to stand, looking down at your pals all across No Man's Land.
MacChuill makesadecison.

He's got no idea of where he's going, but looking around him at the empty loading bay he knowsthat he's
got to get the fuck away from here right now. Maybe, somewhere there's afight thaf sright for thisold
soldier of an empire on which the sun, they said, would never set, but it's not here, not now.

Don glances up one last time at the buzzards and starts walking.

Waking the Giant

It was awise man, Anna says, who weighed thingsin his mind, and said it first, that marrying according
to one's station is the best.

Not being just alabourer, amenial, he thinks bitterly, with hands too dirty, sure, to woo those who're so
clean, so pure with wealth and fookin breeding, so fookin pristine. | hope yer fookin happy with yer fookin



officer, whatever hisfookin nameis. But the defeat in himislike alead weight in his heart, an anchor
dragging him down into the cold Atlantic that he stares out into, and part of it's because he knows she won't
be happy. He can hear it in the tremble of her voice, that it's herself she'strying to convince with her old
man's words. Sure and does she really have a choice in the matter?

He dlides off the rock and walks out across the beach, crouches down to pick up aflat stone. It skims
across the grey water, bouncing, bouncing, one splash, two, three, then it disappears. Would she run away
with him, he wonders. Isthat what she'sreally here for? Not to kick him when he's down, poor crazy
Seamus Finnan locked up in alooney-bin that's passing for aWar Hospital, not just for the horrid cruelty of
it, but in the hope that he'll say what she's too afraid to say herself, maybe even too afraid to think. Sure and
he doesn't want to see her in this state, unhappy with the wrong man, in afoolish marriage that's half love,
half hate.

Her eyes wander with distress from here to there, from drift-wood to seaweed to his face, her own hands.
Her confused words crash over him, salt waves of woe on an impervious rock.

~ Seamus, | feel wretched about this, though. If amarriage is of equals there's nothing to fear, isthere, O,
but if it's not though ...?

~All | know, says Phreedom, al | know isthat | want to be as far away from the Covenant as| can get.
Out of sght and out of mind. | don't know. Shit, Finnan, | don't know what's going to happen to me out
there. Sometimesit seemstheré's no escapefromitat al  their plans, their war. But... I've got to try.
He reaches across to the bedside cabinet for his softpack of Camels, knocks them off the wooden
surface with acurse. He dides hislegs off of the bed and rolls upright, leans down to pick the pack of
cigarettes up. Takes one out. A match from the book that's sitting in the ashtray. A flame. A draw.
Phreedom reaches out a hand and he goes to pass the Camel to her then stops. Raises an eyebrow.

~ Right, she says, running her hand across her belly. Fuck it, | shouldn't, should I?

She dides up beside him. Outside a police siren wails, an ambu-lance behind it. For asecond he can't
place what's wrong, then he redlizes that neither of the sounds belong here. They're sirens from another
time, another place, not thelong mournful wails, rising and faling, of twenty-firs-century America, but the
frantic mee-maw-mee-maw he remembers from decades ago, on the other side of the Atlantic. Back
when the police had truncheonsinstead of tear gas.

- Chrigt, he says, trying to put alight tonein hisvoice. Maybe you don't have to go into the Velum. |
think it'scoming to us.

- I've got to go, she says. Come with me. Y ou'd make agood father.

Helaughs out loud. She hasto be kidding.

So they just it there for most of the night, talking about the past and the future, what the Covenant are up
to what the bitmites might be up to they can only guess. She fedsit different now she says, the Carnt. It
used to be asong, the liquid resonance of every-thing; and now it's spasmsin her gut and madness
burning in her brain, the sting of arrows that flames never touched, the bites of flies. She talks about her
heart pounding inside her chest, the way shefinds herself pacing, and her darting gaze, the cgnstant
whirling round and round, like a caged animdl, snorting mad bregth, part fear, part fury. Sometimes she
can't control her tongue, another self rising out of her depthsto curse thelittle trailer-girl that couldn't cut
itin her role as queen of heaven. Standing in front of the mirror, swearing a hersdf in ancient Sumerian.
~If | don't get out of here, she says, the sentence drifting off.

Some day, he says, shell find her sanity again, with agentle hand stroking and touching her, touching her
beautiful freckled skin.

In the morning he wakes up to find her gone and, hungover, hungry, he wanders back to hislittle church
around the corner, dragging hisfeet through the cold New Y ork snow.

~ Named for the Duke that sired him, Finnan says. Famed for his bow.

He'samost pure Prometheus now. He speaksin low, threatening tones just loud enough for the bitmites
to hear, and dl the time with eyesthat glare out from beneath the hair that falls across hisbloody face. He
stares at Henderson, alook of utter hate.

~ That'sright, he says. Thislittle hatchling's going to bear the brave who'll free me from these bonds,



because, melittle bitmite mates, dl that yer fookin master's sown, I'm telling ye, the dark ape of his seed
will regp. Hell plough the whole wide land that's watered by the Nill's broad flow. Jack Flash. | saw him
once, ye know.

And it's 1936 and Seamus Padraig Finnan is looking in the mirror at aface that hasn't changed for the last
twenty years, not so'sye'd noticeit at al. It's strange it is, uncanny, but there's alot that's strange and
uncanny in Seamus Finnan's life, full asit is of voices and visions, the whole babbling confusion of them
such that sometimes he's not sure if he's awake or dreaming. It makes him alittle distant from everyone
around him, but then sure and he sort of prefersit that way. No one to hurt ye or be hurt by ye. And it
makes it easier to do what he has to do now, being without afamily and all, no wife and children to worry
for him, to beg him not to go, no, not to be so daft. Let Spain sort its own problems out, they'd say. Ye've
got mouths to feed here, bread to put on the table here, without going off to wave yer red rag flag at the
fascist bull. No, Seamus doesn't have afamily like that. Just ... maybe just ... a brotherhood of sorts.

~ Sure and the Dukes, though proud now, Finnan says, shall soon be brought down by amarriage
they've aready made, onethat will end with them cast down from power, down from their high thrones,
thrown from their grand ivory towers. And then the curse of those who wore the crown before  the
curse they sworein their own fal from those same ancient seats will befulfilled.

Henderson isturning, asif hearing the madman'srantings for thefirst time. Finnan cocks hisgrin, blows
him akissand shoutsit:

~ Aye, yefookin cunts. The Covenant will fall.

Glasgow to London by bus, the seven of them, smoking cigar-ettes the whole journey and looking out the
window at the dreary grey scenery. And then it's Party headquarters and the comrade there giving Seamus
the money for al of their tickets onwards " returns, though God knows why; they'll not be coming back any
time soon. So they land in France (and it's strange being back, going back to France and back to war, the
way he swore he never would) and head straight to Paris for a night in awee pension. By train to
Perpignan the next day, down close by the border. They cross the Pyrenees on foot, and there's a French
border guard on patrol, but he just stands out on the hillside looking the other way as they sneak past, and
whistling the Internationale. From the frontier town Figueras, where the Y ugoslav Tito'sin charge, to the
Karl Marx Barracksin Barcelonaand finally, at last, to Albacete, head-quarters of the International
Brigade.

~I'll tell yethis, says Finnan. Theré's none but | can show them shelter from the storm to come. | know
these things, how thingswill go. So let them sit, thinking they're safe and sound and fedling bold with
swords of firein their hands, surrounded by the high-flown sounds of unkin words of power; it will not
stop their fal from grace to ground.

Thetraining isn't so much basic as bloody elementary. There's no butts, no machine guns when they arrive
and half the boys have never even handled arifle before, so Seamus somehow ends up showing them the
ropes, drilling them and such. Open order, advance by sections, fire afew rounds. Equipment, munitions, is
precious, rare, arriving in dribs and drabs; a couple of old Lewis gunsfor firing at aircraft, French
Chauchats that Seamus views with cold contempt, and the rifles that they get at first, well, ye have to put
the butt on the fookin ground and use yer boot to get the bolt out 'cause sure and ye can't fookin get it out
with yer hand. What he wouldn't give for a Lee Enfield.

Chinchon, the 11th of February. They get twelve hours training on the Russian water-cooled Maxim
machine gun and the next morning they're sent up the line to the Jarama Valley, into the Jarama, 15,000
men in four Brigades against 30,000 Germans, Italians and Moors al fitted out with the best kit that Hitler
and Mussolini can provide. But they have something that those fookin fascists and conscripts and
mercenaries don't. They have a cause worth fighting for in a Republic to defend and in a brotherhood of
clenched fists raised against fascist salutes.

Mucho fuerte, the Spaniards say. Mucho fuerte.

~ Yesee, hesays, the fighter they now train against themselves, this prodigy, is one that nothing can
withstand. Y e hear me? Nothing.

Henderson stands at the circle's edge, the toe of one boot touch-ing sdlt, staying, for al hisunkin might,
on the safe side of Finnan's binding where the Cant can't touch him, where the words are just words, so
he thinks. Not quite.

~Hisflamewill put the fookin lightning flash to shame, snarls Finnan. Son, hisroar'll make the thunder of



the skies sound tame, and shatter Tridentsin the sea.

He gtrains againg the cutting wires, Finnan does. Blood trickles down over his hands.

~ These gods, these new lords of the world, Finnan says, they have the power to make the earth shake.
But asy€ll cometo understand, ye fookin angel cunt, he has the power to make the degping giant wake.
And sumbling into their ruin, Finnan thinks, likefools, they'll learn how different it isto serve humanity
thantorule,

He shakes his head, a hoary giant, the heart of Seamus Finnan, of Prometheus, beating ingde him likea
drum.

~ Against my foes may such titanic themes and cypherscome

~ Aye, s0 you hope, says Henderson. Y ou really think that anyone will ever rule the Dukes?

| hope? laughs Finnan. No. | say what will be done. They'll suffer even more than me.

~ Why are you not afraid, the bitmites hiss, hurling such words about?

Henderson hearsit and steps back, anew look on his face replacing the contempt. He looks closer at the
pattern of the black technology of blood and ink scrawling al over Finnan's battered body, peering at it
until hislook resolvesinto arecognisable expression. Fear.

Finnan answersthe bitmites, but he'slooking straight at Henderson.

~ What have | got to fear when death has not been fated, not for me?

- They might inflict worse suffering than this, the bitmites hiss.

~ Let them do their worgt; it'swhat | would expect.

~ It would be wise to pay respect. A drastic

~ Worship and pray, says Finnan. Flatter yer rulers, each of them in turn. These Dukes don't frighten me,
Let them do anything they want to me. Sure, let them have their triumph this short time. They'll not be
ruling long.

Heflickshishead what'sthis| see?

~ Wl if itisn't the Dukes errand boy, the tyrant's lackey. Sure and he's got some grand new message
for us, | suppose. How goesthewar against redity?

A shape of lesthery black against the white of frozen carcasses and frosted metal, plastic strips swinging
behind him, the scribe of the Covenant, architect of what was meant to be heaven on earth.

Metatron.

A Minister of the Gods

No. 1 Company and No. 2 Company had already been beat back from Suicide Hill, asthey called it, but
Finnan and the lads had held it for another day. It was only when No. 4 Company broke under the shrapnel
of anti-aircraft fire  sure and without sending word to them it was only then that the fascists managed to
get round them, and even then they might have held out if it hadn't been for the fookers that rose up out of
the dead zone in front of them, their hands raised in clenched fist salute and calling Kamerad, Kamerad,
singing The Internationale' as they came forward.

~ Keep firing, Seamus had shouted, voice hoarse with the smoke and all the shouting over gunfire of the
last day. Fire, for fook's sake. Firel

And some of them did, but some of them didn't in the chaos and confusion and then it was just too late, sure
and the fascists were on them, overrunning them, and all hell broke loose. At the end of it there were
twenty-nine left out of a hundred and twenty, herded together, and Harry Fry, the Company commander,
wounded with afookin dum-dum in the arm. Sure and the Geneva Convention means fook al to these
fascists. Seamus watched the second-in-command, the Aussie, Ted Dickinson, march up to atree and
about face when they found his papers on him, told him he had to fight for Fascism now or die.

~ Salute, comrades, he said, as the gunfire cracked.

They march now, for Naval carnero, twenty miles south-west of Madrid, the Moorish cavalry in their long
robes and fezzes forcing them on with the slap of a sabre on head or shoulders, their thumbs tied together
with wire. One man reaches to his pocket for a cigarette and he's shot dead there and then. Phil Elias, his
name was.

And finally they arrive, get shoved into cells, nine men in each of three small, barren rooms.

The interrogator has an Oxford accent.



~ By Jove, he says, jolly fine mess you've got yourselves into, what what?

Y ou schemer, hitter as bitternessitsdlf, who gave such honour to these momentary mortalsthat live for
aday, you thief of fire.

Metatron stepsinto the circle as he intones the words. It's ritua, invocation, and Finnan feelsthe identity
dirring, Sraining ingde him.

~ The Covenant demands you name this union which you brag will throw us from our throne.
Heraisesahand asif to stroke the air and involutions of black smoke, vapour or dust, rise through the
ar towardsit, circling, shrouding. It's his show of power, of control.

~Doit clearly, he says. Without riddles. In exact detail. And, Prometheus, do not make me make a
second journey, or you will seethat we are not amused by such

~ How pompous and puffed-up with arrogance, spits Finnan, in yer Cant. Sure and how fookin fitting for
aminister of the gods. New, new are you to power, and think your hold isfast, en?

The angd twitches. Finnan scrutinizes him, reading the set of hisjaw, the furrow of hisbrows. Shoulders
giff with theweight of war upon his shoulders. He lookstired, worried. Thingsaren't going well, Finnan
can see the fucking tension niggling at the angel's twitching fingertips, the unconscious fidget of someone
trying to hold on to control. If ye've seen shdllshock, if ye've seen the way the mind plays with the body
then ye know that sometimesin those subtle actions that another man might not even notice, sometimes
therés atruth that's trying to be told. Troublein the ranks? Deeper than that, he thinks. Trouble a the
top?

~ W, hesays, I'll tell yethis, man. I've dready seen two powers thrown from those same heights, and
soon shall seethe third, your present master, hurled headlong in shame.

At theword master, Metatron blinks and Finnan feels a certainty in what he's saying; it'slikelooking at a
sonar screen and seeing that firgt blip. The Voice of God, the scribe of the Covenant has... doubts. Sure
and Seamus has known enough crises of faith his saf to recognize one in another person's pursed lips.

~ Estatarde todos muertos, they say. This afternoon you all die.

And the death wagon rolls away.

They put the prisonersto work at arailway terminal on the Lisbon-Madrid line, adistribution centre where
they can see the stuff that's coming in from Portugal, from Britain, sure, from fookin Britain, tins of
sardines, Lewis guns, you name it. It's designed to break them, make them see that everything they dois
futile, everything they're fighting for is pointless, they can't win, not with their own homeland caring not ajot
for Spain's Republic, leaving it to fend for itself against Franco and his Falangists backed by all the power of
Rome and the Third Reich.

After the death wagon leaves, another thirty or so bodies on it, the guards smile.

~ Estanoche todos muertos, they say. Tonight you all die.

They parade the prisoners out in two lines in the camp's yard, each of them given a single cigarette as men
with cameras click to capture the fine treatment they're being given, show the world the way these noble
knights of the black shirt behave with honour and integrity. For sure and isn't that what this Fascism's all
about. Going back to the old ways of ancient Rome and the Teutonic knights and Spanish chivalry, tradition
and the spirit of the warrior. The photographs don't show the lice crawling across their bodies. A cigarette
each, but not one of them is given a match.

~ Manana por alamanana, the guards say in the evening, promising that tomorrow morning it won't be just
another thirty on the death wagon, though it is of course, only another thirty, in the morning, in the afternoon,
and in the evening.

Ninety men aday.

~ You think that your new lords will make me quakein fear, says Finnan. Far from it. Go on. Crawl back
the way you came. Y ou'll get nothing out of me.

Metatron hasto fight to keep hisrage from showing. It'saluxury he can't afford, unlike this blind fool
rebel with hisfireingde, this Prometheus who'd give humanity the power to burn the world, who doesn't
understand, who will not understand, that what he rails againgt is reason, order. O, but no. He's seesthe
shining light of reason astyrant, sees the nameless and facel ess deus on the empty throne as wicked king,



not asthe one true king of every soul, the one legitimate power of dl the primal archetypesthe unkin
wear, of dl thewarriors, poets, hunters, scribes. 1t's men like this that make the Covenant necessary in
thefirst place. Revolutionaries. How many revolutions end in blood and bodiesand in fire, thefire that
they love so much they want the world to know itsterrible beauty? And Metatron should know. He
remembers Gabriel, streaked with blood and soot after Sodom and Gomorrah.

But that was different. It had to be done, he thinks. Desperate times call for desperate measures and
now... Hetries not to think of Gabrid sitting on athrone that should be empty.

" It wasthisinsolence, he says, brought down upon you every-thing you suffer.

~ And | wouldn't swap my chainsfor yours, says Finnan. Better, | think, to serve thisrock than bea
lgpdog leashed to Dukes. This insolence isonly right to such an insult of agod.

Metatron crouches down so that his eyes are on aleve with the bound man's. He's surprised to hear the
sadnessin hisown quiet voice.

~Areyou so happy to stay here, then?

~ Happy? | could wish such happiness upon my dearest enemies. And don't leave yersdf out of my
blessngs.

Metatron lays his hand on the meathook in Finnan's chest and whether it'sto pull it out or to twist it
deeper he himsdf doesn't know. He fedsthe prickle of bitmites whispering over hishand.

~You blame me for your pains? he says.

1 blameall those that | once served, that have betrayed me.

Metatron looks deep into the eyes of Seamus Finnan and a what's behind them. Thelink is established
now, the graving com-plete. It doesn't matter that thislittle Irish unkin was born only a hundred and
something years ago in some Dublin dum or country bog, that the man in front of him he met for thefirst
timein atrailer-park in the middle of the Mojave only afew years ago; that's only the physical truth and
it'sthe metaphysical that counts here. Metatron looks into his eyes and feelsatear in his own because he
recognizes an old friend, an old comrade, buried so deep in the Vel lum these last millenniathat he's there
under everything, in everything, in everyone. And he dwayswas an idedist. A gloriousfoolish idedist that
Metatron could never truly hate. No he could never hate him. Not Seamus. Not Shamash. Not Sammad!.

Let Them Come

~ You rant and rave like any madman, says Metatron, sick in the head.
~ Aye, sick and mad, says Seamus. Sick with hatred, mad with rage. Sure and ye maybe have a cure for
me, old friend, eh?
Metatron shakes his head. The same as ever. The once-shining unkin avatar of sunlight, Seamus
Shamash, god of Sumer's summer, now so poisoned and o hitter.
~ If you weren't suffering, you'd be insufferable.
~ Have mercy, Seamus snarls. Or does the Covenant not know that word? In time you'l learn it well, |
promise youl.
~ You till can't kegp your mouth shuit.
" True, or I'd have never spoken to adave. Who's running the show now, Enoch?'Causeit's sure as hell
not the same man who loved justice so much, aye, and the whole idea of it, of justice and wisdom and
mercy fookin mercy too that he carved it into his own soul, took his salf apart and put it back
together again so's he could try, just try and do the same to the world. What happened to you, Enoch?
What happened to the Covenant? Sure and isn't it exactly as| said?

No!
Metatron redizes that he's shaking. He always knew thiswas arisky enterprise, and that in some waysit
was fated not to work. They can't help but be the archetypes graved into them, the new selvesthat he
shaped for them the same as dl the unkin of the Covenant. From the lowest sebitti to the highest
seragphim. And Metatron and Sammael were never any different, so he knew from the start that he would
never get an answer to his questions, not from the Covenant'sfirst sworn enemy, the one who took the
word shaitan and gave it awhole new meaning. Enemy. Satan.



It'sjust that ... hesaman of logic, of reason, of intellect, and he's never understood why Sammael
turned, and if he doesn't under-stand it, if he can't grasp that, can't fit it into place in his systematic model
of redity and humanity, then...

~ Soyoull not give us, then, what we are asking of you?

1 will repay you everything | owe. Y ou can be sure of that.

~ Don'ttalk tomeasif | wasachild.

0, and yer not achild? says Seamus, his voice rising. And more fookin naive than achild if ye expect
tolearnthe things | know like this?

Hetwigtsin the wire, grimacing with pain, pushing up and out a Metatron so that the meathook digsin
deeper  and Metatron snatches his hand away fromit in horror.

- Thereisno torture or torment, Seamus says, that any deus can devise to force me to show what will be
until ye break mefree of these. Send Gabrid. Let him hurl hisflaming fire. Or send Michadl, Urid,
Azazel aswdll. Let them come, with their whitefurled clouds of hail, and thundersin the earth, make
chaos and confusion of the world. But none of ye will twist meto yer will, and none of ye will loosen up
my tongueto tell by whom yer bound by fate itself to fal from power.

Metatron whirls and stalks out of the circle, stands with one hand up and resting on afrozen carcass. The
bitmites crawl acrossit and he looks at them. He should get on with it. They should have everything he
needs now; al hehasto do now is... download it, asthey used to say. But if he could hear it from the
horse's mouth. If he could only bring the rebe back into the fold.

Hewaks dowly back towardsthe chair, stlepsinto the circle of salt.

~ Congder carefully, he says, if thisimproves your fate.

The bound man actualy smiles, asudden gentlenessin hisvoice.

~ Enoch, he says, my fate was considered and resolved along, long time ago.

Metatron's exasperation spillsinto awordless gaaah that's made through gritted teeth.

~Just try. Y ou stubborn. Proud. Fool. Just try, for once, to look at your present pain and be even just a
litlewise.

Seamus snorts.

~ Yeurge and aggravate me pointlesdy, old man. Don't think for a second that I'm going to become all
girlishin theface of anger; don't think that | will ever beg the fookersthat | hate, down on me kneeswith
hands held up and clasped together sure like awee girl praying to agod of wrath, O, let meloose of this
terrible punishment, please. Far fromit. Y er just another wave, sure, washing over me and away, away.

It seemslikeadl | say to you means nothing.

Metatron looks at thefdlen angdl, till champing at the bit like an unbroken horse, dtill struggling against
thereins, fighting at every turn. If anyone'sagod of wrath, he thinks, it'sthisone. It's him that can't be
softened or appeased with prayers!

- But, believe me, your anger is misdirected and that makesit... unwise, week. Pride on its own, without
wisdom, isn't grong, it's... less than nothing. Think. If my words cannot persuade you, if you won't let me
help you ... think of the storm and trias upon triads upon trials that will break over you.

He doesn't mean it as athreat. Truly, he doesn't. But he can hear the menace in his own voice. Standing
back at the doorway, Hender-son, trying not to look asif he'slistening, gives anoticeable gpproving nod.
A miniature Michael, an angd of ice like the one now standing behind Gabrid in his seet at the head of
the table, supporting him in hisevery act. They moved into Chinayesterday, taking out the nukes and
bio-wegpons not with abang but with the whisper of athousand sebitti, canting in the night, scattered all
across the country, from atourist standing on the Great Wall to abusinessman in Beijing, dl to clear the
way for a search-and-destroy mission on adribbling fool who used to be Jade Emperor, once, long ago.
It'snot that it wasn't necessary  a senile union with four thousand years of the Cant inside him ismore
dangerous than any hatchling  but the humans arein utter panic now, asthe unkin rip their whole redlity
apart. And the Michaels, the Gabrids, the Hendersons are not the kind of strong armsthat you need in
the rebuilding.



Metatron lowers hisvoice,

~ No shdlter, no escape, he says. The ... gods you hate will rip thisface of rock with thunder and with
lightning, rake your body with their flames, and they will bury you. Y ou'd spend eternity likethis, before
you ever seethelight?

~ Ah, send yer winged dogs of the Dukes  blood-thirsty eagles, every fookin one of them. L et them tear
my body into rags and feast on it, ‘cause sure and they can banquet on me liver, cut me heart out and I'll
grow anew one every fookin day. I'd rather suffer in the sunless depths of terraces of tar and hates. |
don't expect an end to any of this suffering until somegod  asif there's any that deserve the name " until
one cocky fooker comes aong to finish what 1've started.

~ Who?

~ Ask yer wee beagties, Seamus says. Thaf swhat ye fookin put them on mefor, isn't it? So ask away,
old friend. See what they haveto say.

~ I'mgiving you achance. Just think about it. Thisisnot... it'snot an idle threat. Just listen to me,
understand I'm speaking with sincerity. The voice of God does not know how to lie. No, every word |
ever gavel kept

1 told ye. Ak yer bitmites.

Theresastrange ook on hisface, something that Metatron can't read.

~ Look about you, and consider ... do you redlly think if s better to be proud than to be prudent?

~ Ask them.

~ To usindeed, the bitmites hissin black words made of sound and vision furling up like smokein air, the
things the hermit ssemsto say are not unfair.

Metatron steps back out of the circle and they follow him. They rise from the bound unkin like tendrils of
seaweed under water. Or more guided, more purposeful, like tentacles. He takes another step back,
looking around for the access route, whatever vent or duct or sewer these damned mycelia of infected
bitmites used to get here, but there's nothing. He looks at the circle of sdt that should have held them out
asmuch asit holdsthe rebd's power within. The tendrils drift acrossit asif it's not even there,

~ He advises you to seek wise words, they say, to put aside your wilful pride. Y ou should obey. It would
be foolish for aman aswise as Foresight not to listen to the voice of God.

Thesarcasmisunmistakable.

Metatron snaps out of the shock and reaches out to gather the bitmitesin. Hisfingers craft the bitmitesin
the air, making agraving on them, in them, with the glove transmitting his commands. It shouldn't have
happened but it doesn't matter aslong asthey have the information that he needs. These tainted things are
gtill his creatures and he can deal with them here as he's dealt with them out there (more and more each
passng day, hethinks). They're just automatonswith alittle Al in them, just the semblance of a sdf.
Whatever Eresh had, whatever isinfecting them, it's no match for this craftsman of the soul. He gestures
with his hand to draw them in, asharp move like ahand wrapping around arope and tugging.

The tendrilstwist together in the air above the rebel and they come to him in winding weightless wafts,
but, when they reach his hand they only stop to touch it. The shadows stretch from Seamus Finnan's
bloody chest to Metatron's gloved hand now and they touch him, they move back and to the side, drifting
around and then returning like they are exaniining him, like they're damned well sudying him. Tiny trails of
black dart out to quiver through his hair, tongues of smoke tasting hisface. He makes another tug, firing a
basic command at them. They ignoreit, drifting acrossthe lesther of hisjacket deeve, forming a pattern
there, asort of spinning four-armed spira swirl, aswastikawith limbstoo long.

~Sureand | knew held say al that, says Finnan, talking to the bitmites, making apoint of it. But,
remember, he says, theré's nothing shameful for aman to suffer torture from his enemy.

The bitmites drift back to the unkin smiling in hiswires and pain, agrimace grin of gritted teeth. They swirl
around him now and Metatron looks down to see the circle of salt scattered into another pattern, white
ironfilingsinamagnet'sfidd.

~ Solet them hurl forked lightning, saystherebd. Let their fires curl againgt me. Let theair betorn with
thunder and the wild windswhirl. Rip the whole earth from its foundations, from its very roots and let the



seasurgetill itswaves crash over the starsin heaven. Let them cast my body down to terraces of tar, to
destiny's deep tides. He will not kill me and I'll keep my fookin pride.

A Fireinthe Night

They put him on trial, a court-martial where his defending officer is alieutenant in the Tercio, the Spanish
Fascist Foreign Legion. The charge isrevolution, of all things. The fookin irony of it, Seamus thinks. Here
he's defending the Republic from the fookin fascist rebelsrising in revolt against the actual and legitimate
authority, here we've got Franco and his fookin bastard Falangists out to crush even the small things that do
harm to no one, shooting poets even like that Lorcafellow, and it's them, the fookin Internationals that are
the revolutionaries.

The lieutenant says nothing in Seamus's defence, of course, and Seamus himself is not allowed to speak,
and so the show trial goes until the sentences are handed out, two men to die, four men to be sent down to
lifein solitary confinement and the rest of them al thirty years hard labour. But Seamus sits there listening
to them and he's not afraid. It'sthem that are on trial in hisway of thinking, history the jury. Sure and the
War in Spain won't be forgot and even if he's left to rot in some dark cell, he's sure his brothers will he here
one day to free him.

Asitis, asit turns out, late summer of 1937 they get word that they're to be repatriated. An exchange of
prisoners. And so they get released from the prison = San Sebastian, it'scalled  and Seamus enjoys his
first scrub in three and a half months, hisfirst shavein all that time. Sure and they only have three
razor-blades between the fookin twenty-seven of them and they have to toss a coin to see who goes first,
but it's still ashave, soitis. It's ill something. He ends up ninth, of course, as fookin unlucky as ye can
fookin get.

So he gets back to Britain, back to Glasgow and he goes round various Party meetings, speaking about
Franco's Spain, and think-ing about it himself. He gets a letter from the foreign office asking him to
reimburse them for the fookin money that it cost to ship him home, the fookers. And al the time he's
thinking about it, about whether they can win, about whether they can even give a damn about that, like it
fookin mattersif they just sit back and watch Hitler and Mussolini march across the whole of Europe. And
he thinks, to hell with it. To hell with Hitler and Mussolini and Chamberlain and Franco and all the rest of
them, every fookin last one of them.

And he goes back.

The Cant rips through the daughterhouse, strips frozen flesh from carcasses and cracks the concrete
underfoot. The bitmites blast out in ring that blows past Metatron, through Metatron, and out. Turning, he
sees Henderson throwing his hands up over his face as they wash over him. He drops his hands and
Metatron seesthe creatures crawling on hisface likelice, streaming in patternsthat find the lines of him,
the wrinkles of old age waiting to happen, jowls and crow'sfeet, furrowsin his brow; they stream around
his mouth and eyes and nogtrils, into them. They score him, scratch him, grave him, and the sebitti starts
panicking. Asin some drug-fucked parancia, he beginsto flail at his own face, trying to brush the things
away from off hisskin, from under it, insgde him. Hefalls back against thewall, where bitmite black is
flooding from wide cracks.

~ Yed better go, says Seamus.

Metatron turns, the bitmites pouring back in from the walls now, swirling round in ablizzard, black with
creatures, white with ice, grey static hissthat fills hishead. He shouts a them, his stolen creatures.

~ These are the fevered words, the crazed words, of amadman. Y ou're listening to this man's boasts?
What isthis but the depths of desperation?

They tug a him, lick at hislesther coat, whipping itstails up, tugging at his dreads. He hasto fight hisway
to Finnan's chair, to grab him where his shoulder meetsthe throat asif he doesn't know whether to kill or
comfort him

~ Thereisno end to your insanity.

The earth shakes. A rough sound of thunder bellows near, and wreaths of lightning flash out, fiercely
blazing, streeking blue dl through the grey, dectric blue of Finnan's piercing eyes. The storm of bitmites
drags him back and herails at them, hands and voice thrown into one last-ditch attempt to grave them to



hiswill.

Y ou, then, he cants, who sympathize with this one's pains, go from this place, lest the harsh bellow of
his thunder stupefy your minds.

~ Sing anew song, the bitmitesring, if you seek to persuade us. Only your threats are beyond suffering.
Y ou would have usleave him now, cowards abandoning a friend? We choose to suffer with him anything
he must. We learn from him. He teaches us.

They pick him up. They lift himupinto theair aragdoll angdl, arms spread wide in cruciform freefall
and Metatron rages the frus-tration of a puppet, rages against the dust.

O, yes, the bitmites sing, we've learned to hate. And there is nothing we hate more than men of pride
who have betrayed their trust.

They hurl him away, atoy thrown in atantrum. Thewall hits hard againgt his back, thefloor under his
crumpling legs so solid and yet shaking.

" Then remember!  [he crawlsfor thedoor] Remember that | warned you!

But he doesn't know if heis shouting at the bitmites or the unkin rebel now, or if theresredly any
difference.

~ They say he was in Guernica when the fascists bombed it.

~ Isthat so? says Seamus. And did hetell ye that his self?

He looks across the lip of his glass, across the table and over the shoulder of Fox who's sat across from him
and doing that sort of hunch yer shoulders, coorie-in to tell a secret kind of thing, thumb pointing over his
shoulder and behind him. The cafe is quiet, dead, what with the street-fighting between the Communists and
the Anarchists these days, and it being agrey Sunday and all, so Seamus has a clear view over the empty
tables with their parasols, some up, some down. He has a clear view of the cunt.

~ O, no, says Fox. He didn't mention anything like—

- "Cause sure and he's no fookin hero of fookin Guernica, says Seamus.

Acrossthe cafe, at atable by himself, half-dumped over his glass and looking drunk as a skunk, sure,
Seamus would know the fooker's face anywhere, so he would, engraved on hismind asit is. Sure and he
hasn't changed a bit. He hasn't aged a bit, thinks Seamus, which is alittle, well. . . strange and uncanny.
Not unlike yerself, he thinks, Sergeant Seamus Padraig Finnan, late of the 1st Royal Dublin Fusiliers and
now here twenty years later, sitting as a political commissar of the British Battalion of the International
Brigadesin awee street cafe in Barcelona, waiting for the next mad effort to drive the fascists out of
Spain. Aye, twenty years later and it's neither of us as have changed abit, no, not at all, and he's exactly as
he looked in France, the same blond hair  though it's dishevelled now, all tousled into the spiky scruff of
someone who spends most of their time running their fingers through it, with their head held in their hands.
A guilty conscience, Seamus thinks. Well, he fookin deservesit.

~ You know him? Fox says.

Know him? Seamuswould like to fookin kill him, he thinks, the English fookin—

~ Let's get out of here, he says and rises from his seat. Come on, let's go.

Fox shrugs and scrapes his own chair back to stand, following Seamus who's aready striding away from
the cafe before he does something that he'll regret.

~ You know, he'sabit of a hero to the lads, says Fox. Killed more fascists on his own than most of the
companies—

~ That's grand, says Seamus. Fookin grand.

The man's head comes up from his glass and turns towards the accent, the voice, and Seamus glances
round at him and—

Time slows down.

Jack Carter. Seamus Finnan. They stare at each other across the gulf of identity, across twenty years of
trenches and riots and cold winds howling, all resolving into a moment of recognition, not just of each other
but of something else they share, between them, inside them. And then it's gone in aflash, in aflash of
sunlight breaking through clouds, reflecting on something behind Finnan and then flashing, areflection of a
reflection, in Jack Carter's eyes as he's up on his feet, the table overturning, and the pistol coming from his
side as he comes leaping, in aflash from this one table to the next, and over their heads, the pistol pointing
past them at the sports car coming fast towards them out of the side street, roof pulled back and one man
leaning out of it with a machine gun pointing at them, Jesus, but the bullet is already in his head, ared spot in
the centre of hisforehead, and the shattered windscreen tinkling and the driver with abullet in hisbrain as



well, the car turning and skidding as Jack Carter, Mad Jack Carter, landsin front of them, aroar erupting
from hislips, him landing in a crouch like something animal or angel, something less than human, more than
human, and the car ploughs up onto the pavement, straight into the window of a shop, the pistol turning onit,
Carter swinging low, and with aword, not with a shot but with aword, he realises, Seamus does, there's not
ashot been fired, no, not one, only the sounds that Carter's made, these words, these verbal bulletsin the
head, steel curses shattering Fifth Column skulls and then with that same word, aimed through the barrel of
an empty pistol, Carter fires another shot of metal language through the sports car's petrol tank and it goes
up in blooms of flame, aflash of red and orange fire billowing out in a blastwave and as the black smoke
belches after it and glass and metal shrapnel rain, he stands, Jack Carter stands, putting the pistol back into
its holster, turning to them.

None of them say athing. They stand there looking at each other, Carter and Finnan, back in that moment
of confused recog-nition again, or in one somehow similar, somehow entirely different, Carter's hand is
shaking as he reaches into the top pocket of his khaki jacket, rough-and-ready uniform of these
Internationals. Even Fox says nothing, lost in the unspoken history that is pal pable between the two men.
Carter puts a cigarette into his mouth and slowly, haltingly, reaches out to Finnan with another in his hand,
then stops and fumbles for another, one for Fox as well. Finnan takes the cigarette and finds the lighter
already in his hand, his hand already reaching out, clunking the steel case open.

Chik.

He holds the flame out to the other man and Carter cupsit with his hands as he leans forward, cradling the
offered fire as the precious thing it is.

We whirlwindswhip up dust. We legp the blasts of al winds, blowing one against another in discord as
we, the blood, the ink, the craft, the Cant, the bitmites born to make the world the way you dream it, yes,
we gather and we scatter. Air ismingled with the sea. The daughter-house is gone. We do not think it's
truly what you want, you see.

~ Don't blame misfortune for your own calamities, our strange lesthery one-time master says. Don't ever
say the Dukes have cast you into troubles you could not foresee,

If we had shoulders we would shrug. We do not care except to wish we could.

~No, only you yoursdlves, he babbles on in baffling anger.

We try hard to understand the threat we pose. We are only the dreaming dead awake in these new
clothes of dust that you have given us. Let us give you the same gifts of the flesh, the sorrow and the joy
that seems s0 near, the gift of laughter and of tears. But no:

~ Yesyou yoursaves are dl to blame, he cants, for anything that happensto you now. Y ou'll be
entangled through your recklessfolly in anet of sure and certain woe.

Oh, but wewishit, yes, wewill it, yes, we know thisand we will it 0. The mystery of thishumanity is
what we seek to know again, to be again as we once were.

And so we fold old master Metatron away through thisweird world that you cal time and space, away
home now through Evenfdl to deep sound in his crumbling empire until mourning'swake. Away Away.
Go play like children in thefields of eternity your games of war, of good and evil, order, chaos, right and
wrong. And dark and light? The dark, we say, isonly matter, light coiled round insde itself, asnake
edingitsowntail; butitisgill light. And light? Light isafirein the night, aflame to warm the flesh and
flicker form into existence.

But hush now. Sure and we are young. Y ou know this more than us with your entrancing, dancing lives of
little things that are so much more true than al the hells and paradises we, the dead, dream in the Velum,
in the quiet places deep inside your head.

And so weturn to you.

- Such isthe storm the Dukes gather against us, you say. Sure and al their dread'slet loosg, it is, not just
inwords but in their deeds asthey tread ever nearer.

And you seem so sure. We do not know. Y ou may be mad as our old master said. But we are dead.

~ Oh, but the holy mother that's the earth itself, you say, sure and the sky revolving overhead, sure, and
thelight of the sun that shinesover usal, they seeme, sure, asthey seeal injustice, foolishnessand
crudty, aye, and sure, | say, ye can be sure of this, ye can be sure.

And even in your cage of wire and flesh we envy you. Y ou say:



~ 1 will endure.

EPILOGUE
Endhaven, Evenfall

They Might Be Giants

The dirt path trails up through dunes and rocks, a double-grooved cart-track leading from the jetty and
Jack's squat, inland to the north-east edge of town, and swinging by the rag-and-bone-man's yard. There'sa
proper road that comes out from the apartment, joins the main road in to Endhaven — or out to thecity — but
it'salonger way than just cutting through the dunes, so | trudge up the dirt path, glad as the ground
underfoot becomes less sandy. The steep ridge and the furling black rock headlands and forested hillsto
north and south shelter Endhaven from the worst of the North Atlantic squalls, and down among the pastel
plastic houses ~ two or three hundred in all, laid out in a patchwork of cracked concrete streets and fertile
alotmentsfilled with high-yield bio-engineered plants ~— you hardly even he'ar the sea, and the air is till,
trapped. | guess that's why we chose this place, or why the rag-and-bone-man chose it for us when he
brought us. Shelter against the weather, against the cold nights and what comes with them.

On the ridge that separates Endhaven from the beach, thick sharp blades of sandgrass give way to
round-stalked grasses and hogweed, and here, clean white against the solemn sky stands a loose scatter-ing
of wind power generators, each identical, each isolated, like some modern art installation in deliberate
signification of the lost and the lonely.

~ When | was younger, | once told Jack, | used to imagine that the windmills were like giant soldiers,
sentinels, guarding the town against the ... you know . .. Evenfall.

I don't know exactly what Evenfall is. Nobody does. Imagine atorrent of cloud. Imagine waves of shadow.
Imagine a hurricane of grey that's whipped up into such awall of force, bearing directly down on you, that
you can't tell whether the blur is made of rain or sand, ash or steam. If it'sa storm, it's one that comes
twisting in from the darkness of the east, every evening, reaching down out of the sky like the hand of god
to scour out of existence any idiot with pride enough to stand alone against it. Well, almost anyone. In his
hermit crab shell of an apartment on the beach Jack lives on the edge of it, and everyone in Endhaven
knows that he can walk through it like an angel in the fires of hell. And the rag-and-bone-man must have
his own sort of protection, living up on the ridge. For the rest of usthisisthe wild reality we cameto
Endhaven to escape, riding on the rag-and-bone-man's cart.

That's what they tell me anyway, those who will actually talk about it. Most seem to be trying to forget the
why and how of our arrival here, lying to themselves that these are just holiday homes, that any day now
we'll al be returning to the cities, to our old lives, our old identities, to find them just as we |eft them. We
comfort our-selves with these little lies, | think.

~ Mad Tom. We should call you Don Quixote, | remember Jack saying, tilting his head to look at the
windmills.

And then he has to explain to me that, yes, Coyote would be a cool name, but, no, he knows I'm not Native
American, and that wasn't what he meant at all.

A Few Snatched Images

| don't know, you see. | don't know anything. | don't know if thisis civilization or a pretence of it. | don't
even know my own name. | couldn't tell them, so they just picked a name for me, called me Tom because |
looked like a Tom. | remember hardly anything about before we came here, just a few snatched images
that don't make sense. The world was already starting to come apart, they say before I'd even reached my
fifth birthday.

I mean, | remember playing catch with alittle girl in adresstoo big for her and wishing that my mother
would go back to being a grown-up; | remember her running away giggling across a park, and me looking
for her, sitting crying on aswing; | remember an uncle tickling me and the smell of his pipe tobacco and the
chirping birdwhistles that he spoke in; | remember feeding children at the zoo. All my memories of
civilization are of aworld that can't be real.



So all that I've really got to go on is what we were taught by Mr Hobbes, and he always said that Endhaven
isthe very core of civilization. He taught us about the social contract, how it keeps the town together, how
each of us knows who we are because the rest do, because we stand defined each by the others, our
status, our purpose, our meaning; in a contract. When you're six you don't realize that they're talking
literally.

| used to imagine, | remember saying to Jack, that we didn't really need the rag-and-bone-man, that the
windmills were what kept the Evenfall away from us.

But whether we live, inside our heads, in these fictitious holiday homes or in arefugee camp at the world's
end, when Evenfall comesin, people remember how precarious our new lifeis, how literal that contract is,
and what happens to anyone who breaksit. How one word from the rag-and-bone-man might dissolve our
agreement, and our sense of place and belonging, our sense of identity, would be dissolved along with it.
None of us even know what Evenfall is. but when it comes in we stay hidden and secure within the
bound-aries of Endhaven, afraid of losing ourselvesin the twilight, of disappearing.

 It'sjust another handful of hours, Jack says when | ask him. It's just the same as what happened in the
cities.

~ Then you can see why we're afraid.

-No, he says. | never really understood why people let that happen.

— They don't exactly choose to disappear.

And hejust shrugs.

It doesn't haveto be like that. It doesn't have to be like this.

Less than Nothing

~ Aaaah! Fuck you!

~ Fuck you, too! Y ou're nothing.

A gang of kidsis playing in the tall grass down around the high wooden walls of the rag-and-bone-man's
barn which sitsjust in the shelter of theridge, and | figure that | must have heard him on hisway out of
town; the kids would never have gone near the place if he was anywhere close. | scan the horizon and,
sure enough, out on the far edge of town on a dead road broken and overgrown with autumn brown, | just
make out the rag-and-bone-man yoked to his wooden cart like a horse, pulling it Slowly westward, inland, to
god knows where and god knows what, piled up in the back with surplus dried beans and peas.

| wonder what it's like now in the fallen cities. There are survivors, | assume, that the rag-and-bone-man
trades with; but you can see, looking across the bay, the ruins of the buildings, just how little is still standing.
Do the street-plans even make sense now, is there any tiny scrap left of normality at all, or are there just
other wanderers scavenging in the desolation, armoured somehow, like the rag-and-bone-man, like Jack,
against the Evenfall that we in Endhaven are too weak to face? If the rag-and-bone-man can faceit, |
wonder sometimes, if Jack can face it, why can't the rest of us?

Old Man Blake thought he could face the Evenfall. | remember him spitting on the rag-and-bone-man's
shoe, and cursing him to his face, saying that the deal was off, that he'd be damned if he'd live under some
tinpot tyrant's insane ideas of decency. | remember him standing among the windmills on the ridge, leaning
on one and bellowing drunkenly, wordlessly, at the sunset, then turning, and staggering as he turned, to face
the Evenfall asit camein from the sea. | was only eight or none at the time and | remember lying in my bed
being too afraid to get up to close the window, so | could hear his voice, little more than an animal how! of
outrage, slowly drowned out by the roaring of the storm, and the wind and the rain, wrapping itself around
him. | don't know if he faded away dowly or if the storm ripped him out of existence suddenly, as atornado
might tear atree out of the ground leaving only afew broken roots behind. | just know that the next day he
wasn't there any more and the rag-and-bone-man was.

~ You'e less than nothing.
One girl isdragging an old pram behind her along the track, a second younger girl riding inside. They stop in
front of me and the younger one leans forward to whisper in the first girl's ear; both of them laugh, and the



older girl makes some comment about how she reckonsthat I'm sick. Children playing at judgement; it
shouldn't bother me, but it does. The whispers of children in Endhaven's till, dead air are far harsher than
the wind upon the beach.

I reckon you're alone, | want to say, every one of you in this plastic concentration camp, with nothing to
hold on to in the night, nothing to keep your soul alive, nothing to remember you when you're lost. | want to
say it, but | don't. I walk on, silent, hunching my shoulders against the cold, scared laughter.

A Poster of Marlene Dietrich

The pastel-green plastic prefab bungalow that | call home sits raised off the ground asiif it doesn't want to
be there, asif it's been dropped accidentally from the back of atruck. It has the crawlspace under it, the
porch, the low, dlanted, overhanging roof, the fake wooden board effect walls; it's near enough identical to
every other house in Endhaven, and | hate it with a passion. There's no garden as such, just a square of
land churned up and planted with root vegetables or trellises of legumes. | cut round the back, between the
water tank and the hydroponics unit, get aleg-up on the cellar-doors (fake, they actually open up onto the
generator) and climb in through my bedroom window.

*
Theroom is small and spartan: an air-mattress and a couple of guiltsfor abed; achair; adesk; and a
bookcase of lost and found junk. A faded black and white poster of Marlene Dietrich is taped to one wall
for decoration and, on the back of the door, there's a grainy polaroid of Jack. My lunch has been left for me
on the desk, a plate of the usual slop, covered with abowl to keep it warm — aminute portion of some
chopped, canned meat and a large dollop of bean stew, bland but substantial fare. There's been arun on
spicesin thelast few months. | eat it almost unconsciously, without tasting, without thinking.

Ms Dalley opens the door and stands on the threshold of the room, not atoe inside, saying nothing, just
staring at me with silent judgement, picking invisible hairs off her black suit jacket and skirt. She should be
worrying about the all-too-visible hairs on her grizzled chin, | think. When | look up at her she holds the
eye-contact and, after being avoided so long, strangely, the gaze of accusation is actually arelief. There's
gtill the strained silence, though.

~ That wasnice, | say, and swallow the last cube of processed ham (I think).

No answer. Ms Kramer appears behind her in the doorway, equally silent, equally fierce. | can't say it
doesn't hurt; they're the closest thing I've got to family and even as they stand there doing their best
impression of bitter old maids, | can't forget the time when Ms Dalley was Aunt Stef and Ms Kramer was
Annie, and one of them had multicoloured beads in her grey hair and a nose ring, and how Annie kneeled
down on the ground to wipe away the snot and tears from my filthy face and | couldn't remember my name
| told her and shejust said, well then, we'll call you Tom then.

~ | was ready for that, | say. | was hungry.

~ The rag-and-bone-man was here, says Ms Dalley. For you.

She bites her bottom lip.

~ For areckoning, says Ms Kramer.

| swallow.

~ When?| say. | mean | saw him leaving for the city. He's out of town.

~ Helll be back tonight. He's coming back to speak to you tonight.

Ms Dalley stepsinto the room to take the dirty dishes from the desk, eyes flicking here and there, the same
old unreadable distance as a barrier between us. What isit in that look? Hatred, fear, guilt hurt? Probably a
mixture of al and maybe, | think, the dightest hint of love. Jesus, | remember her singing to me, before we
came to Endhaven, or to Ms Kramer ~ to Annie, rather. | haven't seen the two of them even hold hahdsin
what? five years? or more? The ugly sisters, Jack callsthem. But it never used to be like that.

~I'm. .. sorry, she says, and leaves the room without another word.

Clean Lines and Modern Surfaces

-Jack? Jack? | can hear the dight edge in my voice hysterical, notice my hand rattling the doorhandle as it
just doesn't seem to turn. I'm aready turning from the door to circle round and climb up the driftwooden
ladder from the beach up to the balcony of his apartment, when | feel the arms enfold me from behind and



the cool skin of his face nuzzle the back of my neck.

~ Hey, he says. Qué pasa?

| twist in his embrace and bury my mouth in his shoulder, cling to him like the ground alone can't support me
but he's one of the pillars of the cosmos itself.

~ You OK? he says. What's up?

| don't talk, just kiss his neck, hischin, hislips.

~ What's ... happened?

| kiss hislips, his chin, his neck, his chest. Hisright hand works my belt.

~ Tell me after then, he says softly.

~ Areyou awake? says Jack, and kisses the inside of my thigh. Tom?

~ Not yet, | mumble, groan and stretch. God, | could use a shower right now.

We liein what was once the master bedroom of this expensive beachfront property, in aking-size bed that
has no mattress, just a pile of thick blankets, rugs and quilts and pillows that | have to force him to keep
clean. Hisroom is even emptier than mine, the rest of the house the same, long since gutted of its glass and
mahogany coffee tables and chromed breakfast stools and framed abstracts or whatever. | picture an
architect living here before the world went crazy, designing and building his own beachhouse al in clean
lines and classic modernism. Minimal, severe, like Jack sometimes.

He sniffs me, snuffles at me like a dog.

~ You smell fineto me... sweat and sex ... rich stink of life.

~ Charming, | say, give aquick kissto his hip and twist round on the bed so that we're face to face. You're
areal romantic, Jack.

He laughs.

~ Fuck that shit.

He rubs noses with me and | brush hair back from his forehead.

~ So, are you ready to talk? he says and | breathe deep and close my eyes.

~ The rag-and-bone-man's called me for areckoning. He's going to judge me.

Jack's arms slide around me.

~ You've got nothing to be guilty about, he says.

~ This isnothing? Jesus, Jack, thisis...

~ This isnone of hisfucking business.

~ Everything's his business.

| pull away, swing my legs over the edge of the bed and sit up.

~ What can he do? he says.

He's never seen areckoning, | realize, not areal honest-to-god reckoning. Oh, he's seen the
rag-and-bone-man toting up a person's credit, their value to the community, health and morality indexed
against financial status. Maybe he's seen him refuse credit to a woman caught spreading false rumours
about her neighbours, or to a man for swearing once too often in the presence of children, or maybe he's
seen a teenage boy caught drinking wheeled around town on display in the back of the rag-and-bone-man's
cart, bellsringing out the righteous spectacle. I've seen more.

We owe everything to the rag-and-bone-man: we needed him to bring us here and we still need him to
survive; without the grab-bag assortment of trade brought back from his tripsto the cities ~ perfumed soaps
and Belgian chocolates, painkillers and vintage wine, china cups, coffee pots, antique clocks and antiseptics
| don't think that any of uswould have lasted beyond the first year.

On anindividua level, Endhaven is made up of liberals, each with their own loose idea of right and wrong,
but each in their acceptance of the rag-and-bone-man's contract, agreeing to let their fives be ruled by his
and only hisidea of morality. He weighs up our worth for us and deals out goods as each of us deserve. He
reckons us and, like a priest or ajudge, the people of Endhaven view him with equal measures of fear and
respect and, sometimes, hate him for it as a kicked dog hates its master. In the times after Blake
disappeared and before Jack arrived there'd been real troubles and 1'd seen the rag-and-bone-man lay some
major reckonings on any of those who'd bite the hand that fed them. What can he do?

~ What can't he do? | say. He's judge, jury and ... and he's decided that I'm on trial.

Learn to Forget



~ Everyone's afraid of him but you, | say. You're not afraid of him, or the Evenfall. Help me.
Jack rolls onto his back and stares up at the ceiling.
-You've got to help me, | say. You're not like us. Y ou've got something. I've seen it. I've seen you up on
the ridge at night. | know it doesn't touch you. | know what the Evenfall does to the rest of us; I've seenit.
But it doesn't touch you. How can you walk through that ? How? Why? Why doesn't the Evenfall—
~ Because you can't wipe away what doesn't fucking exist, he snarls.
Theviolence of hisvoiceislike aslap across my face; it's gone as suddenly asit appeared but I'm left with
thisterrible feeling that | don't know him at all, that | never will, never could.
He climbs out of the bed and wanders over to the torn muslin curtains billowing out onto the balcony,
pushes one aside.
~ I'msorry, he says.
*
| sit up on the edge of the bed, blankets wrapped around my shoulders, hugging myself, watching. He just
stands there. For along time.
~ Can't you get some heating in here or something? | say, to fill the silence.
~ | don't feel the cold.
After awhile, he shakes his head.
-Y ou know, | could kill him for you easier than you could possibly imagine — you can kill hiskind with a
word  but whose hands would his blood be on, yours or mine. What would | become for you?
~ Nothing would change, | say.
He looks over his shoulder at me, an open honest gaze.
~ Everything would change. Don't fool yourself. Y ou think 1'd be the saviour of the town? the one who
killed the wicked ogre? Jack the giant-killer?
~ | don't know ... everybody hates him.
~ And, boy, would they fucking hate me for taking him away from them.
~ You'retaking like we want him, like we have a choice.

~ You always have achoice, Tom. That's all you have. That'sall | can give.

He turns to face me and the curtain falls back into place.

~ Stay with me, forget Endhaven, forget the ugly sisters, forget the rag-and-bone-man, how you got here,
where you're going, and stay with me, stand here with me, on your own two feet, and all their reckonings
and judgements can't touch you. Or go back to face him aone, like awhipped dog. Either way, it's your
choice. It'syour choice.

~ Jack, I'm not like you. | don't havethe | don't know | don't have what you've got. He could kill me. |
owe my lifeto him. We all of us owe our livesto him. And now he's calling in the debt.

| can see hisfists clench, musclesin his arm twitch.

~ Why do you always have to hold yourself back from me? | say, throat tight.

~ Maybe I'm not as strong as you think, he says.

~ I'm scared, Jack; I'm just scared.

He walks over and crouchesin front of me, puts his hands on my knees

~ You don't have to be afraid.

Slides them up to my hips.

~ Takeit all one second at atime; that's the secret. Stay here for an hour, then another hour, and another.
Pretend you're going back to them soon, real sooni, any day now, next week maybe, or the week after, or
next month, you'll get around to it, whenever, never. Learn to live without a reckoning hanging over your
head. Learn to forget.

He pulls the blanket off my left shoulder with his right hand, smoothes his fingers over the small
diamond-shaped scar where, long-ago, | remember the needle inking mein black, and the scalpel that made
afive-year-old child scream blue murder. He shakes his head, his blond hair brushing my thighs as he
movesin closer, hands at my waist.

'l try, | say.

Thetip of histongue just tastes, touches, my foreskin.

" Yes.



What Dreams May Come

I'm running. I'min the city and I'm running, my feet slapping the tarmac and the cobblestones and
flagstones,, echoing amongst the empty buildings, brick and concrete, sandstone and limestone. Reflected in
windows, | can see whatever it isthat's chasing me leaping from roof to roof above my head, but al | can
catch are glimpses of this flashing thing, a blue-white shape flickering through the gold and red of early
evening sunlight ~ flakes of flame, autumn leaves. The Evenfall.

| turn a corner and it's waiting for me, dark and ragged, in the shadows of the back-alley, aman dressed in
a shredded black suit, abowler hat. The rag-and-bone-man. He just stands there, face low-ered so his eyes
are in shadow, raising his hand slowly so it points at me first, then past me, over me and up, up, towards the
roof. And | have one of those weird dream moments where you question every-thing, you actually think to
yourself, thisis a dream, but then you think, no, it'sjust too real, the fear, the pounding of my heart, the
sweat trickling down my back under the shirt. It must be real.

~ | don't want to die, | say.

~ Everybody dies, the rag-and-bone-man says. Look.

My gaze follows his gesture upwards and behind me.

Jack sguats on awindowledge, in a gargoyle crouch, the golden flames of Evenfall around him, face up to
the dying sunlight, basking in it. He looks so primitive, so prima in his bestid bliss, he should be howling at
the moon, a caveman werewolf. | want to be with him, to be up there in the light with him instead of down
here in the shadows of the streets of a nameless city in aworld falling apart. Because it's the shadows, |
realize, it's when the shadows come that peopl e disappear and roads change their directions, buildings shift
location. | have thisfedling that I'm on the verge of understanding some great truth about our world, about
its flux of form, when Jack looks down at me and | see the flames reflected in his eyes and the tears
wetting his cheeks.

He stands slowly up and steps forward off the roof.

~ Therethere, says Annie.

She holds me in atight hug but with care, making sure she doesn't put any pressure on my wounded
shoulder with its padded dressing. | sob into her bosom, a snivelling five-year-old, afraid and — even
surrounded by the others sitting on the back of the cart, al lined up on each side like soldiersin some
military truck going off towar ~ aone.

~ | lost my mommy, | say.

Because that's the way you see it when you're five. It's not you that's lost but them, your parents.

| know, says Annie. We al lost our mommies, but we've got each other now so it's OK, you see. We've
got each other, so everything will be dl right.

The cart trundles across the bridge, past burnt-out wrecks of long-abandoned cars. Behind us, night rises
from the city like steam or smoke, a storm of gathering grey.

Autumn Afternoon

The bells of the rag-and-bone-man'’s cart jangle me out of alight, dreaming sleep and into full and frightened
consciousness. The light through the mudlin curtain islow, and the air in the musty old apartment has taken
on alate autumn afternoon chill. I don't know how many times I've tried to get Jack to put some kind of
heating in, even put something up to replace the long-since shattered win-dows. He seems to refuse on
some strange point of principle. Some-times | think he's deliberately trying to hold me off, aliteral cold
shoulder; other times | think he really, honestly, just doesn't under-stand what heat is.

| shiver anyway.

~ Areyou awake? | hiss.

The bells of the rag-and-bone-man's cart jingle and jangle, louder than al the weird charms strung along the
beach. He must be getting close to his barn now, arriving home from his expedition to the city, maybe just a
brief foray into the suburbs, returning with the contents of someone's jewellery box or liquor cabinet. Hell
be looking for me soon.

All I need isaword of support and I'll be fine. I'm. sure of that. But Jack sleeps on.

— Jack, | whisper. Jack ... wake up.



And maybe a part of me doesn't really want him to wake up; | don't really know why I'm not giving him a
shake, why | don't speak just alittle louder. I don't know:. | just know that hearing those bells | feel even the
tiny scrap of faith in myself I might have briefly found in an afternoon of simple sensuality dipping away. |
can't shake the trembling feeling left in me by the dream. Do we really only stay anchored to the shifting
bedrock of this world by our memories of each other, by being anchored to each other? We've got each
other now, so it's OK. But al I've got is Jack.
~ Jack, | whisper, but there's nothing in my voice.

*
| slip out of the bed and stand shivering on the bare wooden floor, dress silently. | have atheory, you know.
I mean, everyone has a theory about what happened to the world. Some people say that the Evenfall is
actually these little nanite things, tiny creatures small enough to dance, a million of them, on the head of a
pin, or to float in the air like motes of dust, that they were made to heal us when we were sick, or to watch
over us with microscopic eyes, medical or military technology gone rogue. Maybe they tried to heal our
scarred psychology by wiping out the memories of pain that make us who we are. Maybe they tried to give
us what they thought we wanted, in our dreams of lost childhood or dark fantasies of bloody revenge.
Maybe they tried to change our world to something we all wanted, not realizing that we would never all be
wanting the same things. A consensus reality can't work without consensus.
But | have another theory and it scares me. | think we're dead, you see. | think we're dead and there's no
God, no heaven or hell, only the patchwork of our memories of life and the denia of our true state. We
can't acknowledge our own deaths 'cause if we do we know we might just slip from limbo into oblivion. |
think Evenfall isthe part of usthat wantsthat final peace. But | don't think about that alot.
When I'm ready, | kiss Jack on the cheek and dlide quietly out of the hollow house.

The Reckoning

It'sraining, and the dirt road out of town turnsinto mud under my feet. A glare of floodlights through the
datted wood of the rag-and-bone-man's barn means he has to be home, so, as gusts of wind whip through
the coarse grasses and the white windmills spin furioudly, | spit the rain out of my mouth and trudge on to
my reckoning.

The doors are wide open, chain and padlock hanging loose, and for the first timein my life | walk alone into
the vast barn. The size of asmall aircraft hangar, | think, it holds one of the plastic prefabsinsideit
pastel-pink, nestling surreally among the shelters and shelving units built onto the barn walls. Of al the gear
the rag-and-bone-man has stashed away in his hoard here, only one or two of the items are recognizable
an oak wardrobe, a stone angdl, both dripping with rain. Everything else is cocooned in heavy duty
tranglucent polythene like dead flies in a spider's web. With the wind and rain howling in through a hundred
gapsin the roof and walls of the barn, | suppose, his worthless, priceless junk needs at least some protection
from the elements.

And the rag-and-bone-man himself, he's standing in what, | suppose, isthe front yard of hisprefab — a
morass of mud rugged with tarpaulins, filthy and puddling — arms wide and staring up at the sky through the
largest hole in the roof, mouth open and drinking the rain. After along five seconds he shakes water from
his lank white hair, puts a battered black bowler back on his head and turns towards me.

~ Hail and well met, he says, and the black symbols carved deep into the scarred, stretched mask of his
face all twist and distort as he grins his death's-head smile of welcome.

~ Don't you just love this weather, m'lad?

He speaksin a harsh and croaking voice with a strangled accent  old Bostonian or something. With its
tortured vowels, I'm not sure at first if what he said was m'lad or m'lord.

In acouple of long strides he'sright in front of me, hunching his shouldersto look into my eyes. A face that
would only look at homein hell, pale skin stretched taut round fleshless bone, hollow cheeks, sunken
eye-sockets  helooks like something is eating him from the inside. He's not just gaunt; he looks emaciated.
But the scars are the worst.

All over hisface and over hisbody, they say — alatticework of white-on-white scarsrunsriot. Hisisa
stitched-together patchwork hide of tiny diamond-shaped sections of skin, asguareinch or soin size on
average. And inside every section is amark, not really tattooed but hacked into the skin and stained black,



each mark different and each one indecipherable as far as I'm concerned. Like an untranslated Mayan
codex, the sigilsthat disfigure him seem to signify some story | could never read, a blood ritual meaningless
to an outsider but terribly horrifyingly true if you only had the key to understanding it.

I'm shaking.

He throws his arms wide, his tattered grey suit jacket flapping in the wind.

~ Speak, m'lad, he says.

His brown trousers are sodden, ripped and muddy, his jacket belonging in some antique decade with its wide
lapels; I'm trying to find his clothes real interesting because | don't want to look into that face. He puts a
knuckle under my chin and tilts it upward.

~ Speak, he says.

~ You wanted to see me.

A very small voice.

~ Yes, indeed. You're agood boy, Tom, good boy. | call you and you come running. Am | so very ... scary?
| bite my bottom lip and nod.

~ You'reagood boy, a bright boy, m'lad. | reckon you could go far. Y ou reckon that?

Dumbly, numbly, I nod again.

Where Are You Now?

His gloved fist cracks across my cheek with a sudden, casual brutal-ity and, as| fall, akick in the stomach
sends me diding, splashing into mud. | retch, sob, cough and try to pull myself away, too shocked, dazed,
winded to think of anything else. | feel the edge of atarpaulin under my palm, my fingers digging into muck.
He grabs me by the collar and drags me to my feet. | blink, tears streaming down my stung face, salt in my
mouth along with the darker taste of rainwater mud. | don't think |'ve ever been punched before.

~ Go where, m'lad? Y ou have adestination in mind, you have a sense of direction? If you do I'd like to
know. Well?

Helets me go and | fall back to the ground.

~ I didn't think so. | reckon you're just like all therest ... I've got your number.

Hisvoiceis twisted with contempt but when | ook at hisface, at his eyes at least, I'd swear that what | see
is disappointment.

~ Why don't you stand up, m'lad? Come on. Show some back-bone.

| dlide in the mud, steady myself against some polythene covered piece of furniture, and try to pull myself
upright.

~ Tell me, m'lad, where are you now; do you know even that?

| manage to get up onto my knees, till shaking, blinking.

~ What do you mean? Endhaven ...?

~ Wrong, m'lad. Where you are now is humiliation and anger, frustration and fear, and it's me that brought
you here.

He stalks away from me, strides to his cart and slaps his hands down on the edge ~ like adrunk would hold
himself steady against alow wall as he throws up, or like a boxer would hold the ropes at his corner as he
waits for the bell to ring.

~ Where you are now is on your knees, he says, and I'm the one you oweit to. Y ou could stand up, but
maybe you'd rather be down there on your knees. Tell me. Isit worth it? Isyour tawdry little life worth dl
this?

He comes striding towards me through the dark rain.

~ It's... something, | say, and he kicks me in the face.

~ What've you got that's worth my keeping you alive? he says.

| can't answer, too busy whimpering, curling into afoetal ball, but I can hear him hissing in my ear,
crouched down beside me.

~ Should I reckon your debts, m'lad, give you a sermon on the sins of the flesh? On respectability? On
decency? | reckon your debts run deeper than that.

I moan. | feel his gloved hands grabbing the shoulders of my jacket, dragging me like a sack of potatoes.
~ You owe meyour life, m'lad, he says. Y ou owe me your soul.



He's lifting me, swinging me round, dropping me onto puddles and bubble-wrap polythene and a solid shape
of seat and back and arms beneath ~— a chair.

~ Or fair exchange, he says.

| wipe the muck out of my eyes  tears, rain, blood? All | can seeis the vague shape of him pacing around
me.

~ You know, m'lad, | reckon there's not one of you in Endhaven who will ever have enough to ... repay
your debt, clear your account, to pay back what you've taken from me.

I've never heard him like this. I've heard him calling down God's wrath, cursing the sinners and the cities of
iniquity, but thisis pure unbridied venom.

His gloved hand clamps my jaw, pulls my face up for him to snarl into.

~ You people. You give up your dreams to me, sell out your hopes for a trinket or two and, you know
what? Really. Honestly. Y our souls are worth nothing. Nothing!

Has anyone ever heard him like this? | think. Has anyone ever heard this rage? Chrigt, it's like some kind of
confession. Why me? Why is he doing this to me?

~ I'd kill you al now, he says, but it's not within the contract.

And his voice sounds almost sorry.

~ How do | reckon you, Tom? he says. | reckon you're nothing.

A Short Walk Down to the Evenfall

My faceis burning, half with the heat of pain, half with the heat of shame.

~ What do you want from me? | say.

| want nothing at al from you. Y ou're worth nothing at al to me. Nothing.

~ Thenleave me aone.

He pulls off the glove on hisright hand; scarred like his face and just as cadaverous, it has one small patch
of raw tissue where alittle diamond of skin has been cut out, peeled off. Even the muscles and veinsinside
are white as the sinew and bone.

~ Leave you alone? he says. Come on, we'll take a short walk down to the Evenfall, m'lad, and seeif you
still want me to leave you aone.

He reaches into a pocket, searching, finds what he's looking for and produces the missing patch of skin,
holds it out towards me in the palm of his hand. | know the black mark with a deeper and more instant
recognition even than when you see your own face suddenly reflected in awindow or a puddle.

| remember watching the others get their marks | was maybe five, six, | don't know — and then it was my
turn and | cried and had to be held and comforted and coaxed by Annie as the tattooist leaned over me with
her blurring, buzzing needle in one hand, wiping away the blood and excess ink with the antiseptic wipein
her other hand. | remember the hot biting pain in my shoulder and the feeling deeper inside like this mark
was something being dragged out of my soul, not carved into my skin. | don't really remember the later part
with the scalpel | think maybe | passed out  but | remember afterwards, sitting in the back of the
rag-and-bone-man's cart, crying with the pain and misery, with Aunt Stef hugging me and Annie sitting
across from us, also in tears. | thought it was because her shoulder hurt too, but now | guess she knew
what we were giving up.

The rag-and-bone-man curls his hand into afist around the patch of skinand | fed it, not in my shoulder but
at the back of my neck.

~ Who are you, Tom? he says. Y ou're nothing without this. The only thing that holds you in thisworld is the
contract, isme. Y ou have nothing to hold on to; we go down to the Evenfall, m'lad, and | reckon your soul
will just blow away in the wind.

| have Jack, | say. We have each other.

~ Yes, but does he actually need you? he says.

| say nothing.

~ Jack ... he says almost idly. Maybe there is something you have to offer. Y ou 'love' the iceman, don't
you? You'd give your soul for him if you could. Would he give hisfor you, do you think? That's 'love’, isn't
it? lsn't that what you think?

| feel sick, afraid that | know what he means, praying that | don't.



*

~ Come on, m'lad, you know his soul's not going to be given to anyone. It's sealed off more secure than a
Swiss bank account. That boy he cut his heart out long ago and locked it in alittle steel box to keep it safe
from damage. How can you 'love' him if you don't even know him? Where's he from, what made him what
heis; what's his secret mark, his hidden true name, the essence of Jack? Until you know that you'll never
really touch him, and helll never truly be yours. [sn't that true? 1sn't that what you think?

~ Leaveme aone. | don't know what you—

~ Ohyes, you do, he says. Y ou want to know him, don't you? Y ou want to really know him, m'lad. Deep
down. Y ou want to own him.

~ No, that's not—

| could help you. We could make some sort of deal here.

~ No! Leave him out of this.

~ You want him? I'm the rag-and-bone-man, boy. Y ou want it, | can get it for you, at the right price. Come
on, make a deal with me, m'lad, or let's just take awalk right now. It'stime to pay the piper, m'lad. But |
can cal in your credit or extend it.

The Declaration of Dependence

I won't listen to his deal. | don't know where he's going, but | don't care.

"~ No, | say. You'll never own him. Not like the rest of us.

~ Isthat what you think? | own you?

L YES..

~ Isthat what they told you, m'lad?

| say nothing.

The rag-and-bone-man laughs, pulls his hat off his head and shakes his hair, still laughing. He puts the hat
back on and thumps it down.

| don't own you, m'lad. You own me. Look at me, for the love of god, and ask yourself if you can't read
me like an open book.

He tears his ragged T-shirt down from the neck to bare his tattooed chest.

~ Look at me. Thisis your contract carved into this skin, the brands of ownership that bind me to this town,
the true names of the people of Endhaven, signed and sealed, the declaration of dependence. Thisone = [he
holds up hisfist] ~ isyours.

| stare at the latticework of diamond scars all over his chest, all over hisface, the scars of where each
scrap of soul has been stitched on, a harlequin suit of horror,

~You ... you brought us here. We sold our souls. Safe passage.

| think of the tattooist and Annie crying on the rag-and-bone-man'’s cart, the years of digging ourselvesinin
Endhaven, burying our pastsin the dirt as we planted the seeds we needed to live in the future, looking out
to the east and the ocean and the Evenfall where all our memories lie drowned. We gave up our soulsto
come here. That was the deal. It's always been . .. obvious.

~ You and your two lesbian hags, the rest of Endhaven, you're the buyers, m'lad. Y ou're the customers. I'm
just your little black book written in blood. Y ou're not chained to me. Y ou're chained to each other by me.
Me ~ [abitter laugh] — I'm nothing to you without this skin.

~ You brought us here, | say in asmall voice, confused, adrift.

| don't think I understand anything any more.

~ Every symbol on thishideisalife I'm responsible for, aname that | wear to keep it safe from a broken
world, because the peoplein this town are too craven and weak to carry their own souls. Oh yes, | carried
you here. Yes, you need me. I'm your fucking slave, m'lad, but I'm tired and torn. | want... release.
Suddenly it clicks.

~Jack ...

~ Now there's aboy with the strength to carry aworld.

Waves of nauseawash over me; | feel like I'm going to be sick.

~ I'msick, he says, and tired. Of al of you. | want out.

I clutch the bubble-wrap padded arms of the chair, lean forward, breathing heavily. | can't ook at his face,
just hisfist clenched tight around my soul.



~ You have no ideawhat your boyfriend is capable of, m'lad. Y ou have no idea. But | do, m'lad.
Hisfist gripstighter, knuckles white on white.
~ And | can give him to you. | can make him yours.

~ Or, he says, we can go down to the edge of Evenfall, m'lad, and | will bury you so far down in the dead
soul deeps that you won't know which way is up. Y ou think you can stand against the Even-fall without
someone to hold your little hand, to hold your little soul.

| close my eyes.

~ It'syour choice, he says.

~ Thisisn't about Jack, | say. Thisisn't about me, or Endhaven, or any of that shit, | say. Thisis about you.
~ It'syour choice, he says, voice wild, desperate.

| bow my head.

~ No, | say.

~ Thenfollow me.

His rough, gloved hands pull me out of the chair by the shoulders and | shake him off, pull away.

~ Leavemealone, | say. | know where we're going.

The Dissolution of Meaning

The evening comes in from the east like an ocean tide or awinter storm, washing acrossthe jetty in a
world-blurring grey confusion of wind, rain, mist and night through which | can just make out Jack standing
on the balcony of his burnt-out beachhouse bunker, watching us with a calm contemplation. Around us and
under us the water and shadow seem to merge in a chaos of —
~ Theinvolutions of entropy, says the rag-and-bone-man. The dissolution of meaning.
He waves his armsin a gesture that encompasses the sky, the ocean, the land, al the depths of the coming
night.
~ And the world was without form, and void, he says. Still want out of the contract, m'lad? Think you can
keep your own soul safe without an anchor?

*
I look out into the darkness. What's the alternative? | think. Back on the land, Jack's hands grip the edge
of the balcony. | can feel the panic rising in me, as the Evenfall sweepsin from the east. Hyperventilating,
clutching the wooden rail along the jetty, I'm so strung-out aready | don't know whether I'm losing myself in
the howling rain or in my own terror and confusion. | cough and lean over the railing, adry heave. He
laughs and | shake with anger and fear.
~ | don't know, | manage to say, throat thick with nausea. Maybe you're the only one who can keep me
real. Maybe Jack is ...
| feel therain, the night, soaking through my clothes to the skin. | feel the chill in my flesh, in my bones. |
feel my pounding heart, each deep, gasping breath of my lungs, the rough, scelfing wood under my fingers,
thetension in every muscle. | feel my body, wet skin, shaking bone, taut muscle, pumping blood and fevered
head. | feel small and afraid, but at least  and | feel this above everything | fedl.
~ Maybe | am, | say.
The rag-and-bone-man holds up the little scrap of skin, thetiny sigil of my soul, between thumb and
forefinger, and he grins his death's-head grin.
~ Will I whistle up the wind, then?
The grey misery of the Evenfall whips around him like his own ragged clothes. Out here on the edge of the
jetty it'sall closing in around us and Jack and his beachhouse are smeared out of sight now. | can't see the
shore.
Out here | have nowhere else to run.
The sound of the bells on the rag-and-bone-man's shoes. Seagulls.
~ Letitgo, | say, just let it go.
And a hand squeezes my shoulder.
~ Ashesaid, says Jack. Let it go.
Like the wrapper of a chocolate bar or a discarded lottery ticket, | watch it, snatched up by the storm and
almost immediately, twisting and turning through the dusk, lost in the Evenfall. And | just stand there.
~ You'relost, says the rag-and-bone-man, but his reckoning is a weak whisper.
| don't feel myself melting in the rain. | don't feel myself blow away in the wind, disappearing into the



shadows. | just fedl Jack's arm around my waist.
" No, he says. You are.

The rag-and-bone-man stands only afew feet from me on the jetty, but in the Evenfall, his shape is blurred,
ascarecrow wraith of fluttering cloth.

I don't know if it's Jack's arm around my waist keeping me anchored to the wood of the jetty, to the beach
and Endhaven and life, existence. | don't know if | have an anchor at all now, but, as cold and biting as the
Evenfadl is, | know I'm not afraid of it any more.

| have something for you, says Jack. A little something to think about.

We back away down the jetty, the raggedy, bony rag-and-bone-man following us, buffeted by the wind.

~ Your contract isn't worth the paper it's written on, says Jack. Y ou think those are the souls of Endhaven?
Areyou sure they're not just... marks? Maybe there's no secret essence inside me or you or them or
anybody, nothing except what we choose for ourselves. No fate, no future, no past ... except what we
choose. No slaves and masters for the soul, only whores and politicians. Think about that when you feel the
contract biting deeper than the skin. | suppose | could be wrong. What do you reckon?

And as we turn to leave, the rag-and-bone-man watches us with eyes ten times as human as his face is
MONStrous.

The Night Is Just Darkness

~ Areyou awake? says Jack.

~ 1l amnow, | say. What timeisit?

~ About midnight. Come and look at this.

He stands at the musdlin curtain, silhouetted by the moonlight.

That's the thing about it. Once you get past the Evenfall, the night is just darkness, with its own quiet
mysteries, maybe, but still. But till, | hesitate. Beyond the muslin curtain is aworld that doesn't care for us
at al, for none of us.

~ It'stoo cold, | say. You'll have to get some kind of rug for this floor. And some kind of heating, if you
think 1'm going to stay here.

~ Sure, whatever. Just come here.

~ What isit? | grumble, wrapping the blanket round myself and tiptoeing up beside him.

~ Damn ... your hand's freezing.

Outside the sky is clear deep black and scattered with amyriad stars, afull moon iridescent in the darkness,
painting the jetty, the beach and the waves beyond with a solidity only moonlight can give. At the end of the
jetty, arough shapeis painted in white and shadow ~ a pile of clothes, abowler hat ontop — and, hungon a
mooring post, like a coat on apeg, something stirsin the breeze as aflag shiftslazily in the wind, a human
skin that dances weightless and hollow, and seems to beckon as it dances, like atorn paper doll.

~ What should we do with it? | say.

~ Leaveit there, says Jack. None of our business.

| wonder ~ | wonder aloud if someone else will put it on, and Jack lets the curtain fall closed.

~ Probably, he says, but it won't be me, or you. And all the rag-and-bone-men in the world can't keep thelie
going forever. Sooner or later, Endhaven will fall apart. Sooner or later, the same thing that happened in the
citieswill happen here.

And we sit down on the bed and | ask him what he knows about what happened in the cities, and he tells
me, and | ask him who he is and where he came from, and he tells me, and | ask him what he's doing here,
what we're doing here, and he tells me, he tells me everything he knows, he tells me everything | need to
know and everything | need to hear.

So we lie there on the bed, and | feel him warming up in my embrace, flesh against flesh, ephemeral
creatures bound to our own reality not by empty symbols but by our bodies, locked around each other. | tell
him that | want to leave Endhaven, that | want to get the hell out of this hollow sham of a place and see
what's out there, what I've always been too afraid to seein the grey gloaming of the Evenfall, the shapes
dissolved in the ocean of memories. I'm making plans, and | blather excitedly asif my wordswill pull him
along with me.



~ One moment at atime, he says.

| think of Endhaven as a harbour, of us anchored here, lashed to each other by our limbs, but with our own
separate ... integrity. Ships are meant for sailing, | think.

I think of how beautiful heis, his smooth skin, and the mystery of the scars we share but which are each
uniqueto us. | love him. | do love him, but | realize that | don't love him theway | did just afew hours ago,
that dumb, boyish need that | can hardly understand now. | love him because | don't need him any more.

~ Jack? | say.

| sort of realize now that actually he needed me. | think he needed someone to need him, so he could show
them just how empty that need was, so he could show it to himself, perhaps. What do we really need in this
world? What do we really need?

~ What? he says.

| smileto myself.

~ Nothing.
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