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For Freda Warrington

Now, or never.




Have you ever wondered what it is like to be someone else?



Suppose there was an instant, a split second, in which you knew

what it was like for them. Completely.

You’d be them in that instant.

Everything would change.

You couldn’t shut them out, edit, ignore what doesn’t suit you,

Leaving it

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



Now watch the face they gave you,

In the mirror of their eyes.
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PART ONE

Metropolis, 

Earth, Sankhara


0 /         Jalaeka: 

Metropolis

There’s a kind of hush all over the world tonight: the sound of lovers in love. The rosy fug of it is so overpowering that I can’t hear the special kind of silence I’m listening for; the one that will tell me I’m about to die.

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

Staten Island simply does not exist. The rotting piles of an enormous, abandoned shipyard stand in its place, every stanchion and plank half as big again, in its way, as any human structure. I can smell the pitch on their vast timbers. The copper has long since oxidized to green on the signs that tell of ferry journeys to the Euphrates, the Tigris, the Congo, the Styx. No ship has ever moored there. They say that ghosts come and go over the water from its silent terminals, so in this world at least one charm is missing.

If charms ever had such power I’d be chanting charms like a machine gun spits bullets.

Behind me the wind blows fitfully from Gotham’s worm-riddled Germanic spires. It smells of incense and twisted passions. I like to visit but I couldn’t live there, although some of my best friends do. It’s popular with everyone young enough to play with death.

Two witches pass high over me on the way to Fifth Avenue. I can hear them chattering excitedly about some new restaurant down there. The wind abates after they’ve gone, as if someone flicked the switch on a fan. I’m glad it’s stopped, it was making my flesh crawl.

I can’t see anybody I’m looking for but I can feel them moving through the hidden walls of this world, searching for me. They’re very close: one breath out of place and they’ll taste my shadow, come swirling around the edge of the hydrogen atoms and sink their neutrino teeth right into me. My flesh is still crawling. So, not the wind—maybe they’re actually under my skin.

I wish someone would hurry up and commit some felonies out here. Breaking and entry, robbery with violence, gang fights, pimps beating on their girls or boys—I’m not fussy, any of the standard moves would do. Anything to create a diversion.

A Batmobile cruises along Avenue of the Kryptonites. It’s one of the early models, all white-wall tyres and fins. There’s no rush for him: he’s obeying the traffic signals and his jets aren’t lit. I wonder where he’s going to that he couldn’t go as a Bruce Wayne. Maybe he’s off to that bar the witches wanted to get into, where the good guys and the bad guys drink together, roll their sleeves and complain about the price of Active Spandex.

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

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

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

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

The drugs gang they’ve come to tackle are a bunch of Stuffie patsies moonlighting from their day jobs to provide a large enough criminal element to keep everyone happy. Nobody in Metropolis actually needs drugs for their highs. They’ve got the Engine.

It’s almost 1:00 A.M. The traffic lights on Seventh and Kryptonites are changing red to green and back again, slashing the wet streets with liquid colour. As a Humvee of Nordic gods crosses the intersection, the signals all light up at once and Odin laughs, drunk as a skunk. He bellows a word and every lightbulb explodes in a great pop of sparks, showering the divine with plastic particles as they hoot and holler. Thor swings his hammer wildly and all the glass flies out of Tiffany’s front windows. The gods swerve by, reach in for an armful of diamond trinkets and then burn rubber all the way to Central Park. I watch them briefly, then follow a Spiderman as he slings his way casually over to the rooftop gardens on the Time building for a meeting with some Maryjane. She’s going to break off with him again because she’s being blackmailed by a Joker who doesn’t mind a bit of cross-world devilry. I just can’t watch that. I can’t bear to feel that lurch in his heart. It’s so painful it makes me feel sick and the vertigo will pitch me into a fall.

Instead I make a desperate mental lunge and latch on to Vicky Vale #24 as she’s building up the nerve to go into Arkham Asylum. She has a nice car, a Buick eight. And she’s easy on the eye. She has augmented sensorimotor skills and, to help her nerves, she keeps on mentally building and rebuilding her Bulgari watch, using a bunch of imaginary tools small enough for leprechauns. The MekTek that’s made her such a sharp little martial arts model has overwired her cortex, and she can never stay cool. She knows she’s going to fumble her lines, and then looking like Veronica Lake isn’t going to be enough to stop people from laughing slyly at her. She fears that more than a bullet.

I cut a few of the bad neural connections in her head. She stops what she’s doing and looks down, trying to visualize those nonexistent cogs in her hand: the little diamonds she imagines on the watch mechanism are just like the diamonds Odin’s wearing on his fist. She feels better, doesn’t know why, only better. She thinks she might be okay. She says, “Is someone there?”

I have a little starburst of a heart with an arrow through it that I can use as a kind of calling card on these occasions. It came free with the body and the powers but it’s so cheap and nasty I wouldn’t soil her with it. I let her feel my presence, touch her. Her smile is as beautiful as a new day and more than I deserve.

She casts her eyes to the skies and prays to some god in thanks. I don’t mind.

My kindness towards her relied on a lot of 7-dimensional trickery however, and it draws my pursuers directly to me. Helping Vicky was bound to have that effect though, I wasn’t just making nice. I wish they’d hurry—the waiting is the worst part, so they say. Anyway, hard to class it as a kindness, more like a selfish interference. I’m sparing myself the pain of her suffering.

Plus, as long as I look at Vicky I don’t have to see the fifty thousand human beings in my immediate area, their electromagnetic aural patterns, the shifting flows of their blood and hormones, the nonstop growth and change and juicy, potent bubbling foam of life’s primordial forces pulsing through every last one of their cells in all its multi-molecular, transconscious glory. All that irrelevant shite is tasering my acuity.

The people, the Unity agents I’m interested in, don’t have biocellular energy matrices. Within the 7-D they’re less than shadow—empty vessels, owl silent and venom quick. They’ll only assume shape and mass when they have to. But I’m forced to listen to romance and all that kiss-me-deadly drama, because it goes with the job and the material universe and the 4-D I’m hiding out in. I’m locked into it, just like Vicky here is locked into her chosen role as a plucky journalist with a weakness for men in armoured rubber. Unlike Vicky, I never wanted to surrender to the inner conflicts of my personality in full Technicolor, but in the 4-D of Metropolis there’s no choice: you don the cape or you’re out.

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

Hero may be the wrong term.

My hunters are so close in the 7-D that I know for sure I’m sharing space with one of them, that they’re moving through me in that tricky way they have of sneaking through matter. If I try to find out for sure, that’s the end, because I’ll have to look into the 7 and that would give it all away. Pretend I don’t have any Seven-senses for this moment, and they might miss me. It’s hard though, when they’re inside. The itch is driving me crazy.

I stare around, desperate for distraction. To my left the slightly taller tower of Marvels Inc. shelters me from the prevailing wind. Multiple bomb holes have laced it uninhabitable from the twentieth floor upwards. It only stays up out of bloody-mindedness. Some of the holes go through into other universes, and I’m watching those carefully. Unity controls them all.

From the busy skies over Central Park a figure detaches and arrows in on me directly. She’s got feathered wings and they work without mechanical support, so it takes her a while as she carefully dodges the big gusts coming in off the sea. She goes higher to get some vantage point on the way, and I can feel her gaze on my back like sunshine. Ardent glances are always hot. Hateful ones too. Temperature is a measure of how much energy a thing holds. She holds one hell of a lot.

She comes in to land beside me on my chilly ledge. The warmth, the smell and the white feathers are a dead giveaway, even though I recognized her immediately, and can’t help the rush of gratitude and pleasure at seeing her. She comes to the edge and squats beside me, her wing-tips tickling me intentionally.

I’m immediately swept away into the heavenly blue of her gaze. She possesses an actively radiant goodness I’ve only ever come across in a very few heroes, and only once in a regular human being. You can’t get away with all that grungy Han Solo shit in Tribeca, where she’s from. It’s an aspirational neighbourhood. Right now her considerable glamour is all directed at me, and I can tell she’s here hoping for more than a friendly hello.

Angel #5 only measures six-foot-seven including the halo. Next to her I feel colossal and automatically protective. I can hear the divine vibrations of her chakra system whirling, fuelling that halo with the power to bring out the best in anybody she wants to charm. She’s the only one of the Angels who isn’t a moronically righteous son of a bitch, and if I weren’t on watch for my life I’d sweep her off the building and take her out of this miserable spot and somewhere beautiful with no questions asked. I should tell her they’re gunning for me and that therefore she’s in mortal danger, but her halo power is too strong for my conscience. It lets me believe I am good, and then my sudden overconfidence makes me believe I can save her.

I curl my tail around her waist and tickle her in a private place with the tip. She licks the rain off my triceps. Because I’m frictionless, she can only feel me via pressure, and so she applies quite a lot of it. I can feel every taste-bud on her virtuous tongue, and so for her I make myself taste of honey, sweeter than wine.

“Hello Eros,” she says, bathing me in her dizzying perfume of pure grace. There’s nothing about her that isn’t sinless, even her lust.

“Angel, you have to go.” I grip her more tightly. I can feel Angel #5’s love all over me, all inside me. Even if it weren’t a casting rule of the Metropolis Universe Engine that I personally cannot act against any loving intent, it would be impossible to throw that adoration off, and nothing in me wants to do it. I want to stay here, inside her, forever.

The gnatlike itching at the edge of my awareness goes quiet.

Fuck, why now?

Out of pure fear I tear my face away from her regard and look around. Disoriented, my mind fishes the undertow of the world. In that instant I’m aware of all the billions of people who ever had the misfortune to come into contact with Unity. It and I are related, and I can hear their lost voices in its swirling depths. They rise and crash to nothing like waves on an endless shore.

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

Just feeling the possibility is so hypnotically, mindfuckingly enticing I feel myself beginning to topple in. I’m tired of running and tired of the whole damn thing where I fight to stay free and it keeps on coming. It would be so easy . . .

Angel #5 collects a tear from my eye on the tip of her finger, and the spell breaks with her touch. I’m so grateful I kiss her, because it’s the next thing I want to do, and if there has to be a last thing I do then I can’t think of anything better than that.

She tugs my long hair playfully. She isn’t dumb enough to let me look through her eyes in a direct stare, like I let her do to me for the first time just now, although I can see all her intentions even without doing that. I see what’s in people’s hearts clearer than I see my own night-black hand in front of my face.

“You don’t want me to go,” she says in her educated Southern accent, staring right into my soul. Uh-oh. My need to be close to her has let her get too close for her own good. She starts to realize that I haven’t always been entirely straight with her. She sees, without understanding what it is that she’s seeing, that I am not human but that I am not a Unity creation either. She starts to form a question and her delicate eyebrows begin to frown.

I wish she could be seeing something better. Looking at the inside of my soul must be akin to watching slasher horror—so it feels to me, anyway.

“You have to go!” I finally find my guts as her halo becomes diffuse with confusion, and I try to wrestle her bodily off the parapet. It’s a no-contest and she goes easily, absorbing my energy. She falls a few metres and rises again with her arms folded definitively beneath her breasts, gold strands of ambrosial fragrance twisting off her like smoke. She hovers in front of me and fans me with a breeze that smells of Estée Lauder’s Beautiful Springtime and a hint of the burned flesh of sinners in hell. Angel #5 fights Wing Tsun style and she accessorizes with a razor-sharp sense of irony.

I am utterly frozen with adoration. And . . .

“What’s the matter?” she demands. When I don’t answer she tries to compel me to reply by directing the interrogative beam of her halo at me, but I’m out beyond its reach.

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

Something strong, slender, like a thorn, tries to hook onto the inside of me. It searches for an opening through which it can transform me and remake my substance into ordinary Stuff.

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

As Unity attempts to drag me into 7-space unsuccessfully and I try to think of any way to save Angel #5, one of the Silver Surfers floats past, idly leaning around the buildings. He’s a MegaCity man but he’s very keen on Angel #5—you rarely see him far from her. He whistles at her and she blesses him. He does a backflip with ecstasy and I look away.

Unity cannot eat me. I knew this before. That’s how I knew there had to be another game on tonight—a poker hand of persuasion that will almost certainly suck Angel into its trouble. I still can’t see the strategy though: what the hell is it going to do? Something very bad.

I try to disconnect its hold on me where it surrounds me in complete 11-dimensional stickiness, but the fucker is really tricky. Every transform in 7-space that I use to repel it takes too much time. It’s faster on the draw than I am. It fights Wing Tsun style too, and when I break its grip it just gets a new one.

I suspected that this time it might try to finish me off. We’ve done the dance of all seven veils and there was no nice bedroom routine at the end of any of those, so now all that remains, if it’s serious, is to go for the knockout in some way that doesn’t involve eating me.

And then, at last, it shows me the gun.

There’s a new wall around Metropolis through which I can’t see, hear, feel, taste or touch anything on any level. The pinnacles of the Bates Motel range are winking out of my sight in the far distance and I can tell that the darkness falling over them isn’t light being taken away—it’s everything being taken away. Laughing and crying and joyful and hurting people are falling off my barometer by the hundred thousand and it’s like I’m going emotionally blind. The Metropolis Engine is undoing the world.

I didn’t think Unity would go this far, but obviously I’m wrong. This universe and everything in it will soon be over. In the time it takes my slow brain to figure this out the giant harbour is consumed by nothingness. A final shadow drapes Gotham. A curtain drifts gently across the top of the park, silent and blank.

I wrap the end of my tail around Angel #5’s ankle, preparing to fling her, but I don’t know where I can send her to. There really is nowhere, because their plan is simply to close Metropolis altogether, to end this 4-D, and me with it. If I stay fully 4-D I am dead; and if I try to go through the 7-D I can easily be smashed in the colossal gravitational tides that this destruction is creating. Desperation makes me hesitate. I think I can save myself through a complete 11-D shift, but she can’t come with me. Well she can, but only through the same mechanism that I’ve fought against all my life, through the same mechanism by which Unity has become what it’s become.

I can save her, if I eat her.

People who are eaten do not come back the same, if they come back at all, and I’m not sure that ever happens. There’s no time to think it through. I wish I could explain it to her, but all I can do is love her with all my heart.

“Eros?” Angel’s cross with my stupid behaviour now, but ready to be friendly. She zaps my tail with a Purity charge, but, thanks to the literal rules of combat here, I don’t have to let her go because I don’t mean to hurt her.

That doesn’t make it painless however. Her energy bolt seeks out the deaths on my conscience and burns me for all of them. I hiss at the horrible sensation but tighten my hold on her and snatch her back to me for one last instant.

Her face darkens with suspicion and she cries out angrily. Her blue eyes try to read my intentions, but I’m watching that wall of silence whip around both of us, watching the stupid glory of this place vanishing as time catches up with it and knots itself to an end. To her credit I can feel the shift in her emotion fix itself on steely determination as Angel #5 gets a bearing on what’s going down.

My Vicky Vale is already the history of a world that will have no histories.

All of my friends, except Angel here, are dead. There are no more Angels.

I fling her through one of the holes in the Marvel building, one that leads to another world, maybe. I have no idea. It could simply be a hole with nothing behind it except a singularity and nothing in front of it but my bad decision, but there’s not enough time to find out.

As she flies away from me at close to the speed of sound Angel opens her arms and her heart towards me. A sphere of white light emerges from the centre of her chest, so bright I have to close my eyes. The light hits me in the solar plexus. All Angel’s power and dreams, the love and the anger she feels for me for not explaining why this is happening to her, bury themselves in my heart.

I spread my wings and fold myself inside them, into a new universe.


1 / Francine

“ ’S’not like Ashley is even that nice a guy,” Sula said, tipping the last of her Slingshot into her mouth and swallowing thoughtfully with only a slight wince. “I mean, he went out with Miki on all those not-really-cheating dates during your open-relationship phase.”

“It was allowed,” I said, looking at my empty glass. I had drunk three cocktails and was feeling pleasantly venomous with regard to Ashley; also brave, also sloshy.

“Don’ defend him,” Sula admonished me in a single slur. She signalled for another drink with a flourish of her perfectly manicured hand. (Oh the endless hours of preening we did and the money we spent just to keep up, not even winning, only staying in the game.)

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

“Nowhere,” I agreed with drunk logic. I’d planned to tell her about several other men I’d had take an interest in me. I always planned to, but never got around to it, as if there was going to be a future time in which she wouldn’t be surprised to find that her quiet and studious best mate had an alter ego whose agenda was a hundred times more out of control than she let on. Popular, cheerful, happy Sula was the defender and social saviour of quirky, geeky, quiet Francine, who’d rather hole up with an interface than face people all the time, head-on. Those were our professions at school, our stock-in-trade outside. But anyway, Ashley was an asshole, I had to admit it, although I hated to admit it because of the time and energy already wasted in being in love with him for so long and taking all the:

You could make more of yourself; and the

Why don’t you dress more like Su; and the

I can’t stand it when you start arguing; and the

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

You look better when you smile.

“There comes a point when you stay because you’ve invested too heavily to face buying yourself out. You have to pay yourself back, with interest, and you pay everyone you know, in the currency of their dismay at your deceptions . . . And then, the gambling . . .”

“Francine!” Su shook me by the shoulder. “You’re talking to yourself.”

“I know,” I said crossly, because I hadn’t realized I was doing it. A jolt of fear at my own behaviour ricocheted off the inside of my sternum and it was so alarming that I giggled. Always the girls with the inappropriate laughs . . .

“Here, have a cocktail.” Sula pushed another glass at me as the waiter came over and delivered two of the pretty yellow and orange drinks to our table. “God this’ll finish my allowance. Never mind. I’ll tell some sob story to Dad when he gets back from Ingeborg or whatever he’s doing and that’ll sort it out.” She batted big eyelashes at me, grinning, and I watched the lights sparkle off her eye glitter with the cold beauty of frost. Sula twisted all men around her fingers, dazzled them with the flash of her inconstant eyes, the strange flicker of her attention that gave her commonplace engineered beauty an indefinable eroticism. I longed to have her power.

“I was seeing Roni Vance in secret and two days ago he came on to me and we had sex at school in the games lock-up,” I said. It came out sounding a lot flatter and nastier than I intended. I didn’t recognize my own voice.

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

“Va-va Vance?” Sula gave him his classroom nickname. He was the sports teacher at our school, and by the way he dressed you could see he considered himself quite the hunk. He was good-looking, but around girls he had the careful attentiveness of a pit viper.

I’d thought . . . I don’t know what I thought to be honest. There wasn’t much thinking. Using him was like test-driving a disappointing sports car. It goes for sure, fast—and that’s when you realize that not only haven’t you got anywhere to go in it, there aren’t even any roads out of town.

“He Va-va-vooms through it like a train,” I said in a sudden need to explain, excuse, get free of the horrible gaze we were sharing that told me (contrary to my expectations) that Sula was appalled. She should be laughing. I want to make her laugh. I want to stop her staring at me as though I spat on god. I want to fabricate a joke, but the truth will do as it happens. “Va-va . . . and then he’s like giving me all this dross about his girlfriend getting on his case while he wipes himself off on one of the basketball bibs.” I took half my drink in one go. “It’s the one at the bottom of the red pile, so don’t be point guard next week.”

“Frannie?” Sula said softly, her shock evident by the paling of her face.

She’s not angry with me because she thinks I’m bad. She’s distraught because she can see that . . . (and suddenly I can see that) . . . I’m hurt. Really hurt. I did it to myself and I don’t know why.

I want to vomit on her lap but I don’t. I pick up my Slingshot with easy grace and look at the shine on my chromed nails. I list a few of the boys in the senior year and a bunch of names she’s never heard of, all men old enough to be one of our fathers. Well, if we had any idea who my father actually was. It’s hard to say and, after the chromosomal tracking and filtering is all done does it really matter who’s what? I have thirty fathers, all their strengths, none of their digressive mutations . . . and one mother, who spent all her student years designing me over and over on the page decades before I was born.

I tell her about the men’s various styles, their habits, their ways, all of which involve dumping me in one way or another. I have a worldly air that is supposed to be sophisticated but somehow, although it is on other people, it’s not on me. I tell her about Dix Clarke, the small-time LeedsGuide show host who picked me up last Tuesday with a lot of lines about how he liked intelligent girls and dropped me off at my house with a packet of candy and a thumbprint on my Abacand that gets me half price of whatever shit they’re promoting this week, all in return for a hand job.

“Be glad they only show him from the waist up,” I said, admiring my cool, my stony delivery of a nice line. It’s bullshit. He was nothing out of the ordinary as far as I can remember, which isn’t far, but I need to hate him—that sad, lonely, wretched, awful man who wanted me to cuddle him after. “He took my number. Didn’t call. I call that rude.”

“Frannie,” Su was quieter now. She put her drink down. “Are you serious?” But she doesn’t need the answer. Francine is always serious about whatever it is. “Are you okay?”

“You know what Darren calls me?” Darren is my mother’s boyfriend. He lives with us, and has done for five years. He’s big in the design of disposable tableware for spaceflight catering; ergonomic handles, nutritionally enhanced plastics, all that. “Hive Spawn. Because I’m like those Forged, to him. The ones that think and live inside machines. He has a thing about insects too, which makes that all the nicer. Allergic to bee-stings. You should see him when one comes in the house.” I flip and flap my hands, dodge the imaginary bee, squeal like a kid and laugh. I want to die.

“Frannie.”

“What?”

“You’re scaring me.” Su isn’t drinking.

“Don’t worry,” I assure her. “I’m probably just acting out some desperate need for love. Not to mention issues at home; dingbat ex-model mother losing her looks and getting old, devious stepfather bent on social climbing into the stratospheric heights of county politics. Nobody who understands me. You could do me as a project in Psych in ten minutes.” My self-pity made me nauseous.

“Here,” Sula said sharply, taking two fluorescent tubes of Hydro out of her bag. She cracked the tops and handed me one as she tipped her head back and sucked the liquid out of hers. With a cough she flicked the empty tube onto the floor under the table, not even glancing to see if anybody noticed. She paused and closed her eyes as the soft drug brought on its temporary calming, alcohol-neutralizing glow.

“Do you hate me?” I knocked back my tube, tasting the sharp lime flavour, feeling the almost instant rush fade into a dreamy sense of princess-wellness in about two seconds.

“Of course not.” Sula hesitated, then took a tissue out of her bag and wiped her eyes with it carefully, under the mascara line, blotting the moisture. She checked the white paper for smudges before she put it away. “But holy shit, Annie, you know how to drop the bloody bombshell. I’m the Slut With Problems. Me. Not you. You’re the smart homework girl. You’re the all-A girl who was going to do something extraordinary one day long after I was some big sassy momma eating brown rice and bringing up a thousand kids nobody else could be bothered to have . . . fuck!”

I can’t stand looking at her face anymore. I get up, full of determination, and make for the Ladies. Inside the light is too bright and the tiles are too shiny. I lock myself into one of the cubicles, put the seat lid down, sit and open my bag. I’ve thought of this day a long time. Kind of surprised it’s today.

I put the pathetic little first-aid numbing patch on the back of my left hand and trigger it. It probably won’t go deep enough, but it’s all that was in the medicine cabinet.

I yank a load of tissue out of the dispenser and spread that under my left hand, and some within easy reach of my right, balanced on the top of the paper-holder to keep it clean. I know if I think about this at all I won’t do it. Four Slingshots is about enough to get there, not too many to make me shaky, and the Hydro has taken off the worst of the motor-neuron interference from the alcohol. I’ve practiced with a piece of card dozens of times; hundreds of times with a stylus. A designer’s knife is lot like that.

With my index finger I trace the outline of the Tab chip in the back of my hand and use an eye pencil to mark the corners. I overdo the pressure on the first pass and feel the blade snick into and drag the stupid chip, cutting its surface so that my vision instantly fogs up with red warnings from NorthNet, advising me that I may be experiencing technical difficulties with my Tabacand, telling me to get some advice on how to fix it and would I like to know about special offers on replacement models? I get NorthNet itself talking to me a second later. It speaks with the voice of an angel, Michael or Raphael, always gentle, as if it cared. And I used to confide in it, as if it cared.

“Francine? What are you doing?”

Leaving you, you stupid AI.

Oh god it hurts.

I look around the warning notices at what I’m doing, but it doesn’t help much because everything is lost in a huge upwelling of blood. I put the blade down with a hand that can’t stop shaking, pick up the first swab set and wipe the loose skin to the side, blotting the ooze at the same time; an action which is ten times more agonizing. Blinking away tears, I pick up my eyebrow tweezers, get a hold of the slippery fish scale of a chip and rip it out of my hand.

There’s a black moment. I open my eyes and gasp with pain so awful that I pass out for a second or two. I’m dimly aware of my head hitting the wall on the way down and briefly I really do see stars. I thought that was just a saying.

I wake up on the tiles, my hand a hot, burning fury. The surgical patch that cost me two months’ allowance is lying on the floor with me—I can see it on the white tile, yellow and flesh-coloured, face-down. I’m glad I didn’t strip the backing off before because I could have ruined it. Now I grab it and peel it. I flip the skin flaps back into place over the wound and slap the patch on. Immediately the pain lessens to a bearable degree and I get up.

Everything is covered in smears of blood and the more I wipe it up with the cheap tissues the more it spreads around.

The chip itself, the Tab, which has connected me to NorthNet and LeedsGuide and all the pearl-strung AIs of the Solarverse since I was six years old, is a square of gold, floppy at the edges and carrying the residue of my nerves, damaged as they are. I still have the skullware in my head naturally, but I won’t be getting that out. And it won’t work without the Tab. Well, people get it to work in spy films by using devious bodily infiltration robotics, but I don’t think that’s what the Police do here and I can’t.

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

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

My hand no longer hurts, it simply fizzes with the patch’s work. I feel drunk and giddy on one level, but the queen of truant cool, who has been waiting a lifetime in the wings, takes her cue inside me. Out of the door, out of the toilets, along the club wall at a normal pace. I pretend to be Sula.

I’m smiling. It’s impossible not to. I think I could fly.

Sula doesn’t even see me as I circle around the back of her. Then I’m in the street, walking fast, like I’ve somewhere important to be, and for the first time I can remember there are no words or pictures superimposed on my vision, no voice in my head to tell me where I am. I glance left and right and no information appears. I look up, look down—nobody calls and I can’t hear anything except the drizzle and the wash of water in the street as cars pass.

I start to run, don’t mean to, just have to, and beneath every light and sign I say silently sorry, sorry, sorry to the Guide AIs, and to all my friends who can no longer hear me. Talking to the dead. But I’m the one who died.

As I pass the closed shop windows the holopeople in the adverts running on the glass stop their promotions and turn to watch me. They move into close shot and crane their necks to see me go. The ProHair lady with her mermaid curls waves uncertainly at me and I know it’s really NorthNet, forsaken, looking through her useless eyes of light. I skip sideways and point myself at the street eyes above the storefronts and I wave as I skip, both arms overhead like I’m signalling aircraft or leading a cheer. Good-bye. I said I was going. I wrote it in my diary to you, NNet, and you know, and you’re going to let me go . . . I know.

The dapper young man who puts his perfectly tailored suit jacket on a thousand times a day in the display window of Tinker Tailor, and a thousand unseen times in the night, leaves it hanging on the back of his chair and blows me a kiss.

I turn into a no-holo, eyeless street—St. Paul’s—and slow down under the lights, barely recognizing anything without its overtype of map data. I make myself walk because I’ve got all the time in the world now that nobody and nothing knows where I am, or what, or who.

I need an out-of-state taxicab now. Sympathetic cabbies hang at certain locations—vendor pads where they park up to take a rest. If there are any of them willing to take an illegal passenger, they’ll leave their doors unlocked. It’s half an hour before most of the club-goers will be heading home, so there should be some cabs nearby.

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

In the darker areas outside the streetlights most of the taxis are similar. No, they say in Technicolor that even the un-Tabbed can read. NO. In fact, there’s only one that displays nothing and has no driver. My heart sinks as I see its registration plates and billboard; it’s an out-world taxi and it’s from the Stuff Universe called Dindsenchas.

Dind is a historical Sidebar, devoted to all things Celtic, “the premier destination of the true Briton.” Dind shops are full of hand-beaten gold and rough textiles, stinky cheeses and soil-caked old vegetables, pottery figurines of tough pre-domesticated pigs and bags of strange dried herbs. I don’t want to go there and live by farming the land and riding around on a horse like a peasant of old, which is what I will be. Or worse.

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

There are two officers standing at the coffee-house doorway, chatting. One of them is a Tek, all armour plate and rocket packs. I walk past. That’s it. I can’t go past again or they’ll suspect. But I can’t face Dindsenchas. My mother is into all that Faerie and Celt stuff. She collects figurines and has her runes cast once a week. It would be like getting stuck in our living room forever.

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

To my right in a narrow alley the minor streetlights flicker suddenly, as though they were lanterns blown in a sudden gust of wind: signals. I automatically look that way. One of the lights winks again. There, half on the pavement and half off, is a taxi.

The sound of a car on the main street seems too loud and acute suddenly, the swish of its tyres on the wet road hissing like it’s trying to call me back from a dangerous mis-step. The taxi’s plate says Sankhara.

Sankhara is as frightening as Dindsenchas is boring. It’s a High Interaction Universe, although I can’t remember much more about it than that. Sankhara is quite a long way out from here—a hundred miles overland to the Gateway, plus who knows how many light-years after that? I have no idea what it’s really like, but I remember watching a documentary about it once with Mom’s boyfriend, Darren. He turned it off after five minutes, saying, “Bloody lunatics. What do they want to go and live there for? Asking for it. Alien shit. Cuh.”

So it’ll do.

The car is dark. I tap the lid of the trunk on its sensor strip and it opens. I glance back towards the coffee shop and see two shadows approaching along the pavement. One is bulky and tall—Tek. I drop into the trunk and close the lid. It shuts silently then an interior light comes on, a tiny glow.

“This taxi’s next destination is Actaeon Parkway, Sankhara,” the taxi AI told me in precise English with a strange accent. “If you, illegal person of no means, do not wish to enter Sankhara, please exit now. Journey time will be fifty-one minutes and fifty-eight seconds. This message and your travel have been sponsored by the Free Agents of Infinite Time. Please remember, and give generously.”

The light dimmed and went out. I had to put my hand over my mouth to stop myself laughing. It had never occurred to me that the refugee underground was a commercial enterprise. Who in Solaverse were the Free Agents of Infinite Time?

I didn’t laugh long. Rain beat on the lid. It was very quiet. The car was well looked after. Its tough nylon fabrics were hard and scratchy and hot, but not dirty. After a while I got used to being curled up and found a way of resting my head on my arm. When the journey finally started I ignored the pang in my chest where I took the bullet of Sula’s hurt, and concentrated on the soft, floaty suspension rocking me. I fell asleep soon after I tried to count the junctions we stopped at on the M62 motorway, picking up cars in our snaking landtrain. And that was it. Really pretty easy, for leaving life behind; disappointing that nothing came after me, that instantly I missed none of the things that had filled my waking days before this moment.


2 / Jalaeka

The Infinite Strand—that straight stretch of shoreline between Desolation and Unforgettable Beach—was always marked with wreckage. Most of it was of the usual kind, pots and boxes, barrels and crates of wood and leather broken by the ferocity of the offshore currents and vomited onto the edge of civilization like so much bad food. Occasionally a metal container came intact and sank into the soft sucking mud of the shallow bay, but it wasn’t this that interested me.

I was watching a Stuffie. Most of Sankhara was populated by Stuffies of one sort or another. The 4-D fabric of the world was built of Stuff, everything, every person and animal, except for the immigrating humans who had come here from the Sol universe. But this one was unusual. Stuffies of Sankhara and the other Sidebars were isolated from Unity. Locked into the ordinary constraints of 4-D living like the humans. Architecture and geography insensible. Vegetable awareness barely a shimmer. Animal senses no wider than their doppelgänger range permitted. And other beings, magical or otherwise, all shut away from Unity into the lockbox of linear time and single-minded awareness. Not him though. He was like me, a little. He could see Stuff. He knew what he was made of and like me he could trawl the awareness of the human race, tracking their thoughts like a hunter on the trail of easy prey.

As I watched him do what I’d sworn off forever, I was struck with longing so fierce it hurt like a knife blade under the ribs.

I’d first noticed him purely by accident as I sat overlooking the early-morning ocean. He had come along the beach, combing the tideline with slowed footsteps and a bowed head, dredging the sleep of the human booty who lived in tents at the strand’s end. I saw the humans changing, stirring in their unquiet dreams as the images and thoughts darted out of their heads; shoals into his net. And I knew him then for what he was, a part of the Sankhara Engine itself.

He was strong and young, light and agile as only creatures of his race could be, but more than usually alert. Once he had pulled himself carefully onto the hard, cold steel frame of the container he had coveted he sat down and looked about him for signs of sea snakes, the Ootoo, whose beautiful voices could sing him to sleep before he had a chance to run away.

There was one not far away, its silvery and tourmaline scales shining in the gentle morning sunlight, but the tide was out and it was in danger of beaching itself if it came for him, so he turned his back to it and placed his hands down on the heavy hinges of the container’s sky-facing door.

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

Cool, grey water furled and foamed around a metre below the elf but he didn’t mind water, nor beasts, nor anything much that would have worried a human beachcomber. From the tips of his long, pointed ears to the soles of his enchanted boots he manifested restlessness, anxiety and determination. I watched him immerse his attention into the locks, the substance of the metal container itself. He persuaded certain strong bonds to change their strength and shape . . . he asked it to become brittle, to wither and become fine like ashes. Because he had the Engine’s mandate and some of Stuff’s immeasurable powers granted to him, the steel obeyed him. It snatched oxygen from the air, crumbled under his fingers like dry biscuit and fell into the sea where it stained the water brown and red.

The elf slid away from his post and back into the shallow water, treading it at a safe distance as he heated the seawater inside the container enough to create a sufficient pressure differential to fling the door open in a single blast of steam. Concentrating so hard was exhausting, and climbing up the side and into the hot container must have been unpleasant but he went to it with nervy grace. I swam closer, ignoring the Ootoo, which, after a brief attempt at serenading me, followed a more interesting vibration into deeper water.

He had found sugar, but not the kind that sweetened tea. This kind of sugar was deadly material and the trade in it within the precincts of the city was ferocious and lucrative. Candygirls could ingest it and convert it into alchemical drugs. They could manufacture almost any biochemical compound from it, and many with the pseudo-magical properties that made Sankhara the playground for the daring and suicidal. Candygirl sweets were almost guaranteed to contain enough Stuff interactions to send any Solar human over the side into Translation, the cells and molecules of their bodies slowly converting over time into Stuff itself, until they had painlessly bled away into its alien continuum. They were highly prized in spite of, and because of, this danger. I couldn’t understand what this Engine sprite wanted with it though . . . his obsessive stuffing of the packs into his bag, risking his life, was fascinating. I thought I would follow him.

Then the weight of his body and the continued refilling by the sea through the container’s various loose joints told on its position. The pile of slippery packages shifted under him as the whole container tipped a few degrees and, with a tug of one particularly large wave, settled much more deeply into the velvety soft silts beneath it. He stuffed two more packs into his bag and clipped it shut, leaped up to catch the rim of the doorway with his fingers, and missed.

He landed unluckily and packets slid from under him, making him twist his knee and stumble into the lowest corner. The sea boomed against the side of the container and the liquid mud took another gulp. The top of the container where it leant lowest slid below the waterline and a thick torrent of hungry ocean seethed eagerly down on top of his head. He was strong but hardly invulnerable, able but mortal. Maybe the Engine would remake him, I thought, if he died here. Maybe not. Stuff wasn’t known for restoration.

The elf braced himself against the container wall and waited for the water to fill up the empty space but the uneven angle was increasing rapidly as the weight tipped the heavy box over onto its side.

The Ootoo, attracted by the vibrations and the curious sounds of the container’s fall, returned from deep water. I heard his angry prayer to the Engine, trying to summon its occasional mercy.

He asked for a gift of Banishing, begged it to consume the Ootoo, let him escape the humiliation of ending this way. He begged for intercession, debased himself, promised his slavery . . . eternally, but the Engine did not turn for him. He began to drown.

The problem of a Stuffverse is that I can’t do anything to it, like I could to normal matter, not without summoning the attention of Theo’s ever-vigilant pack of hounds.

The Ootoo’s song had sent the elf to sleep. Water filled his lungs.

By any sensible margin I should let him drown.

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

In the shallows I was able to get my footing on soft sand instead of muddy fines. Using the basic first aid of my long years in worlds where medicine was unknown, I turned him on his stomach and pumped his lungs out, trying not to crack his ribs. He vomited, coughed and lay panting there for a minute. I watched him get to his hands and knees, then sit back on his heels.

He turned to look at me and his glance, ready to be grateful, became the long stare of the unbeliever. At first surprise, then incredulity, then a strange, canny smile crossed his features. His emerald eyes narrowed slightly and even a child could have seen that he was thinking fast. I found a ridiculous grin on my face.

“Wha—” he began but got no further, his mouth hanging open as he tried so hard to see what I was made of.

“I know,” I said, deliberately misinterpreting his confusion. “This hero shit is really addictive. Sorry. I should already have run away, but I missed my cue.”

“What are you?”

I put my hand out to him. He looked at it for a moment, then took it and pulled himself to his feet. “Jalaeka.”

“Damien,” he said.

I cracked up laughing.

“What?”

“Nothing.”

“It could have been worse!” he objected, a grin stretching across his agile face and making it wicked. He started to laugh too. “Steve . . . Bobby . . .”

“Damien the elf!” I repeated, catching my breath and biting my lips to try and stop.

“It’s not that funny.”

“No. Okay.”

“You don’t even have a proper name . . .” he said. “Or a . . . what did you say you were?”

“I didn’t,” I said. “Shall we go and dry out, get a drink?”

“You’re buying,” he said with a shrug. His eyes glowed, literally, as a natural streak of roguish bravado emerged. “Where’s my pack, then?”

I picked it off the sand and held it out to him. He took it, briefly inspected the contents, and slung it onto his shoulder. His glance as he looked back left me in no doubt that I had met with his approval—more than that. “Been here long?”

A pang of hunger ran through me. “Ten days.”

“Ahhh!” His smile this time stretched almost to his ears. “That explains it.”

“Explains what?”

He looked me up and down, slowly. “I’ll show you after . . .” He made a drinking gesture and beckoned, coughing and spitting a final bit of seawater. “Come on.”


3 / Francine

Two months later . . .

It was raining salt water again. I could taste it when I licked it from the back of my hand. It fell on me gently from a grey sky that was soft, like a blanket placed over your face to hide you, but you can see light through it. There wasn’t any breeze, even off the sea. Ludo, the leader of our happy band of moronic dreamers, said this morning that we were in a depression and laughed about it, like the old joke hasn’t worn thin on him yet. Maybe after a billion repeats it gets funny again.

I kept going along the length of the boardwalk, handing out leaflets. They were going soggy, and the few people who passed me were all turned in on themselves because of the weather. After another fifteen minutes had crawled by, and nobody showed any signs of interest in the Love Foundation (and it would have been pretty difficult for them, because I wasn’t exactly the enthusiastic convert), I took myself out to the end of the pier and leant out over the ornate iron railings. The tide was in.

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

I let them go and they separated out as they fell, like giant leaves, down and down onto the surface of the waves. Hey—it’s a purple autumn this year in the kingdoms of the socially dead . . .

The sea refused to take them away.

I figured that for fair: after all, the sea in Sankhara wasn’t unfulfilled. It was too full of sacred whales, oceangoing dragons, spellbinding Ootoo, pirate treasure, lockers of the ancient dead, tribes of merpeople and Forged research submarine bases for that. And it was already too salty to care about the rain anyway. At least the fish would enjoy eating the Foundation’s words. The Foundation got them printed on premium biodegradable rice paper, vitamin-enriched, so that if any of them were to end up in the trash (heaven forfend), then they’d be food for the wildlife.

Best place for them, I thought—shit to shit.

I ran back down the pier and turned onto the weathered grey boardwalk that stretched the length of the beachfront. Katy, my team leader, was back up by Buddy’s Surf Shack with her psychedelic rainbow umbrella, promising self-worth and unconditional acceptance to the unwary. She was nice in a prole sort of way, and I didn’t like not liking her because it seemed really unfair.

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

“Ssst, you there! Pasty-faced Earth girl!” The sharp, clear voice hissed out from between two of the sheds that served on good days as market stalls for the fishermen. Today they were just wet cubes of wood panelling with a tall, dark figure crouched theatrically between them, beckoning to me with a long, pale hand, his coat sleeve dripping. From beneath the brim of a ridiculous pale cream cowboy hat I saw his long, agile mouth grinning at me, teeth white.

“Damien!” I jumped in beside him, glancing around to be sure that Katy hadn’t noticed the move. I looked up into his face with its high, sculptured cheekbones, its long and slanting eyes that glowed with faint greenish light. “I haven’t seen you since forever.” (Four weeks is forever here.)

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

“Look, my hat does this!” He overrode me, as usual, tipping his head forward and catching me with a stream of cold, stinging water from the hat brim. Then, moment over and forgotten, he jumped forward and picked me up and kissed my cheek and put me down all in one swift action. “I came to say I was sorry sorry so very sorry for leaving you with these awful lost-dog people but I had money problems and, look . . . tell me you’re not a convert, tell me everything in fact, every single . . . shall we get the hell out of here? I can get us drinks and oh, I knew there was a good reason to see you, my pretty angel of the sands. I got you a job.”

I was surprised, thrilled. “You what?”

“Well it’s a really dull job, really bad but there’s nothing you can do except that kind of thing and . . .”

I pushed the brim of his hat back—it fell off onto the walk—and kissed him on his still-talking mouth. “Thank you! Gods, Damien, I’m so . . . you don’t know how grateful I am . . . You know when I didn’t see you for all that time . . .”

He blushed, bent and turned in a big, graceful move to recover the hat, the long, long tips of his pointed ears turning pink as he stood up. The beads and bone voodoun charms braided through his long brown hair tinkled as he replaced the hat.

I couldn’t prevent myself insisting. “Why are you in disguise?”

“I owe some people a bit of cash,” he said. “Never mind that. Why are you . . .”

“Because I have to or they’ll make me go through that bloody praying and chanting boot camp everything-is-solved-with-love mindscrew again,” I hissed at him. “You didn’t come back.”

His face was a picture of regret. “I’m here. I’m here, sweetie, now, here I am. Come on, I can hear your madwoman there getting closer. Come with me and drink free tea. I’ll show you where your job is and everything. I know it took a long time, I know that, but . . .” He took hold of my hand and put it with his into the pocket of his coat. Water ran down from his cuff onto our fingers. Then he glanced at me with his elongated eyes wide and as cheeky as no elf should ever be. “I was in a bit of trouble, actually. Had to hide and keep my ears to the ground and it’s all very very boring, honey. But the thing is you’re all right and I’m all right and it is all my fault that you are living with the biggest dickhead to fall down the pipe in ten years, did you know that? I guess you knew that, right? Has he tried to fiddle with you yet? I always thought that must be his thing but I heard it was more complicated . . .”

“Shut up,” I told him, too happy at seeing him again to get as angry as he deserved. I knew what trouble meant for him. He’d probably been in the criminal world’s equivalent of prison, or trying to keep up three lives at once, and he probably deserved it. “Tea. You promised.”

“I am a creature of my word, for you at any rate,” he said, looking very conspicuously around the side of the fish-stall that hid us from Katy’s sight-line. “Coast is clear. Madam, this way.”

I looked past him at Katy. She was so intent on talking to some uncomfortable wet person, and so blinkered by the snorkel hood of her coat, that
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