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You can always be fairly certain that the agency retreat has gone awry when your co-worker ends up pointing a sword at her step-daughter’s throat.


The co-worker in question is Kayla MacDoyle. On a day-to-day basis she’s fairly easy-going for a superpowered, psychosis-ridden swordswoman. Sure, we’ve had our differences—like the time when we’d known each other for eight seconds and she stabbed me in the lung—but over the past year we’ve developed a fairly reliable working groove where she keeps her abuse verbal rather than physical.


This, however, cannot be categorized as one of her better days.


“Jesus, this is so fucking typical!”


That’s Ephemera, or Ephie, Kayla’s step-daughter, the one at the sword’s more offensive end. I can’t help but think that it’s a sad day for modern parenting when a child gets to say that.


She’s decked out in unseasonably sparse clothing. A T-shirt exposes one narrow shoulder, and it looks like someone got bored halfway through weaving her shorts. Skinny knees look red in the cold of the room. Large hoop earrings sway as she shouts.


Compared to Ephie, a swordswoman with super-powers and issues is fairly simple. Ephie is… OK, let me see if I can get this right.


My aforementioned stabbing at Kayla’s hands led me to discover the existence of MI37, the British government’s department for dealing with threats to the nation’s sovereign borders that are supernatural, extraterrestrial, or generally batshit weird. And that in turn led to them recruiting me. And once I joined MI37, I discovered that reality wasn’t quite what I thought it was.


It turns out there are, in fact, multiple realities. They all vary in some small but important way. Say, for example, in one mayonnaise is awesome and the most amazing thing to happen to sandwiches ever. On another it is a slimy plague on one’s tastebuds. That sort of thing.


Except—and here’s where I go cross-eyed and have to sit down in a dark room for half an hour with a very strong Scotch—it turns out that multiple individual realities is actually the kiddy-school version. In fact, the reality I know and occasionally love is actually a composite made up of a very large number of realities piled one atop the other like cheap balsa wood.


Now, multiple realities coming together is like multiple members of my family coming together—they don’t always agree. The mayonnaise-is-great and the mayonnaise-is-awful realities have trouble coexisting. Again, just like in my family. But on the reality side of this metaphor, sometimes serious paradoxical things happen that just can’t coexist. Like people living in one reality and dying in another. So there needs to be something that makes sure that only one of the paradoxical things really happens in the composite. To prevent us from all getting a headache or disappearing into the heat-death of the universe. And that something is the Dreamers.


I don’t really understand the Dreamers. I don’t think anyone really does. I guess the main point is that they are the arbiters of reality. They decide what’s real and what’s not. The rest of us live with their decisions.


They are, essentially, gods.


And that’s where I get to Ephie. Because Ephie is a Dreamer. She’s had the power to literally turn my head into a cabbage for about a year now. And Kayla seems to think pointing a sword at her and shouting is a really good idea.


“Maybe we should all calm down a little.”


That’s Felicity. My boss. Kayla’s boss. The boss of everyone who works at MI37 actually. She’s also my girlfriend. Just me. Arthur Wallace’s girlfriend. Everyone else at MI37 can make their own arrangements.


Felicity is also the voice of reason, which is a handy thing to have around at times like this. Especially, say, when you’re in a moderately busy pub and people are starting to stare.


Felicity tries to wedge herself between Kayla and Ephie, but the sword has only left an inch or two of room, and Felicity, who is of a lovely figure, and who looks wonderful in her pants suit, is not capable of fitting into that narrow a gap.


“You shut your feckin’ trap, you wee shite,” Kayla shouts at Ephie. Kayla is less the voice of reason and more the voice of Scottish belligerence.


“That’s probably not a helpful suggestion, Kayla,” Felicity says.


The interest at the bar is growing. And it turns out that this pub’s primary clientele are very large men with very large fists.


In some ways, my being here is really all Felicity’s fault. She and Kayla have known each other for years. Since shortly after Kayla adopted Ephie in fact. While Kayla seems to regard me, at best, as a human-shaped pin-cushion, she actually seems to respect Felicity.


We were having a debrief last week, when Kayla brought up the issues she was having in her relationship with Ephie. As she explained it, the whole hormonal teenager thing was causing some friction.


“She’s turned herself into a whiny feckin’ whore who won’t listen to good feckin’ sense,” were her exact words, I think.


Which is marvelous, of course. Because not only do I have to deal with a deity, I have to deal with her when her hormones resemble the cocktails I used to make at the end of college parties and just wanted to use up all the left over booze.


It had been a good debrief up until then. We’d just gotten back from dealing with two enthusiastic gardeners who had stumbled across a grimoire and subsequently grown semi-sentient broccoli that had formed a primitive religion and were threatening to overthrow the local village council. I’d gotten to use a flamethrower. Not very sporting, but once you’ve been stabbed in the leg with a plastic fork wielded by an overly aggressive broccoli stalk, then those sorts of things stop being a major concern.


And then Kayla was talking about parenting advice, and authority figures, and wanting to re-establish relationships, and showing Ephie where she grew up in the Highlands. And then Felicity was agreeing to go. And that was fine, I suppose, but then Felicity asked me to go because she wanted to discuss some Things. The capitalization was definitely audible. But once I was coming, suddenly everyone wanted in on the trip, and as things had been so quiet we were having to deal with tribes of semi-sentient broccoli, Felicity seemed all right with the idea.


And now, I’m in a pub in the middle of the Scottish Highlands, with a pint halfway between table and mouth, overly aware of the five large men at the bar looking at a group of adults threaten a small teenage girl with a sword.


“Is there a problem here?” says one of them, with an even thicker accent than Kayla, and with the distinct suggestion in his tone that he’s already made up his mind.


“Sit down. Shut up. Don’t be a clever bastard. You’re not one.”


And that’s Tabitha. Tabitha is… Well, maybe the nicest way to put it is to say she’s good with computers. Very good in fact. She can eviscerate a firewall as quickly as Kayla can eviscerate the average-sized co-worker. And when you need an obscure thaumaturgical fact found, she makes Google look like a doddering old man troubled by excessive drool.


It’s just other stuff that Tabitha has trouble with. Other stuff like people, and the real world, and sentences that don’t contain insults. Things like that.


“You know,” says one of the peanut gallery from the bar, “that does sound a lot like a problem.” He cracks his knuckles.


There’s a chance Tabitha’s appearance is making things worse. Not many people seem prepared for a small Pakistani goth covered in white ink tattoos, and whose close-cropped hair has been carefully gelled into two small devil horns. I’m only guessing though.


“See,” Ephie spits at Kayla, “you’re bloody mental. You can’t even come for a nice meal without it becoming World War bloody Three. You’re like a fucking Nazi!”


“Language!” Kayla barks, and the sword blade shudders forward an inch.


“Actually comparing her to a Nazi is not really… You know. Well, one doesn’t want to make generalizations about what people do and don’t say, but for the sake of this argument I think what I’m voicing is a fair assumption… Because, well, I don’t think that’s really a fair thing to say.”


And that’s Clyde.


Clyde is… well, the long story is complicated, involves reincarnation, artificial intelligence, and the zombpocalyse, but the short version is that he’s a very nice, slightly nerdy man who happens to be able to do magic.


“I mean,” he continues, “I know Nazis have become the bogey man of the twenty-first century. Sort of comic-book, computer-game, default villain types. Standard bad person type X. Or not type X. But, you know, stereotyped. Which, and this is again, opinion, editorial, not strict facts, but a defensible argument I think—which rather takes away from how truly evil they were. I mean I don’t think, from what I know at least, that we can really say what Kayla has done here, say behavior A, is really comparable with, say, well, let’s call it behavior B—persecuting an entire religious group and mass exterminations in concentration camps.”


I often assume that to gain his magical aptitude, Clyde made some Faustian bargain that involved him giving up the ability to end sentences. Nothing in my experience working for MI37 has really made that seem unlikely.


“Oh piss off, Clyde,” says Ephie. Which is a touch uncalled for.


“Hey,” Tabitha and I both say at the same time.


Tabitha shoots me an annoyed look. Whether it’s because I stole her line or because I drew attention to her demonstrating mild compassion for another human being is difficult to say.


“You know,” says the bartender, possibly the biggest of all the men in the pub, “I don’t honestly give a fuck for your troubles. All I know is you have plenty, and I don’t want any of them in my pub. And you’ll all be leaving now, and not taking the girl with you, and then I’ll be calling the police on you all.”


I would have thought he would have been more intimidated by the sword. The folk north of the border seem to be made from pretty sturdy stuff.


That said, I have been in fights with people and things far scarier than the bartender. All of MI37 has. Hell, we’re in a verbal fight with one now. The problem is it’s harder to justify the violence when it’s a man trying to defend a small girl.


“Oh,” snaps Kayla, who I sense is not really taking the time to think through all the possible outcomes, “she’s perfectly feckin’ capable of taking care of her wee self if she feckin’ wants. Can’t help but tell me all the time, can she?” This last bit is spat back at Ephie.


Three of the men rumble off their stools.


“Jimmy there told you to get out,” says the one on the left. “I suggest you do as you’re told.”


I think it is the politest invitation to a beating I’ve ever received.


“Look,” I say, as this is becoming what could be categorized as a field expedition, and my role at MI37 is to be in charge of those, “I think there’s a lot of misunderstandings going on here.” The men look doubtful. I can’t really blame them. “Kayla is clearly not going to stab her daughter.” I put emphasis on the last word, hoping it will help bring a certain level of sanity to the discussion.


“I feckin’ am.”


Kayla and I are not really on the same page at all, I think.


“That fucking does it,” says a fourth man at the end of the bar. He heaves himself to his feet. “I’m going to knock some heads.”


Oh crap.


“That really isn’t necessary,” Felicity starts.


And then the man throws his glass at her.


And then a lot of things happen at once.


Felicity darts to the side, stabs out with a flat palm, and sends the glass spinning away through the air to smash against a framed vintage print of several racehorses.


Kayla becomes something of a blur and slams into the glass thrower. She’s a short woman, with a lean narrow frame largely hidden in the billowing folds of a red flannel shirt, a few shades off her hair. She comes up to the glass thrower’s nipples. The palm she throws up under his chin lifts him off the floor and sends him flying backwards over the bar.


Tabitha sweeps her laptop off the table and starts to shove it into a waterproof bag. Priorities and all.


Clyde pulls two AA batteries from his pocket. It’s the whole magic thing. When Clyde violates reality he does it by pulling something out of another parallel reality. To reach between realities he needs electricity. Apparently it acts as some sort of inter-reality lubricant. Without electricity there is inter-reality friction, which tends to result in the person reaching into realities being transfigured into a detonating pile of organic matter.


I go for shouting. “Stop!” seems like a good place to start.


We are, for better or worse, considerably more lethal than we look. And, as the evidence clearly states right now, we are not good at restraint. The last bloody thing I need is for us to accidentally murder a good Samaritan. Well, a Samaritan. I’m not so sure about the good thing. One of them did just try to bottle my girlfriend.


Anyway, that’s around the time when one of the men gets across the room and lands his fist in my stomach.


I sit down with an “Ooph,” try to inhale, fail, and for good measure, stab my heels into the man’s knee caps.


While he sits down hard, I get my breath back long enough to clamber to my feet.


Kayla has the bartender’s hair clenched in her fist and is repeatedly bouncing his head off the bar. Felicity is tracing an invisible circle with a man who looks like he’s carrying twice her weight, mostly across the shoulders and chest. I don’t feel good for his odds.


Tabitha, however, is in a headlock. Her assailant is attempting to drag her to the door. Clyde is starting to mutter the nonsense gibberish that will help him shape his thoughts so he can punch into the correct reality to pull out a six-pack of whoopass.


“No!” I snap at him, with as much breath as I can get into my body. “We are not doing this. We are a government department. We are paid for by taxpayers like this. We do not savage them with spells!”


“What Arthur said,” Felicity snaps as the man opposite her stops circling and lunges. She side-steps his charge neatly, and does something complicated looking with her body that results in him plowing headfirst into the floor. “Except that guy,” I hear her mutter.


She is not the only one subvocalizing. I can see Clyde still working his jaw. Tabitha is still in a headlock. “He’s not going to hurt her, Clyde.”


“Well,” says a thick Scottish voice from behind me. “I’m certainly going to fuck you up.”


Ah. The man whose knee caps I savaged has recovered. I was rather hoping he wouldn’t. He grabs my shirt with a meaty fist, cocks the other.


Without warning, a massive crash reverberates throughout the pub.


The fist that is about to beat the literal snot out of me hesitates. Despite the imminent danger of my situation I twist around as best as I am able, trying to determine who was responsible. Was it Ephie? I have rather lost track of her in the fight. I still can’t see her.


I look for Clyde. Did he unleash his spell, send someone spinning across the floor? But there is Tabitha still with her head locked between torso and elbow. But she’s not moving either.


Another crash. The walls visibly vibrate. Dust erupts from between the floorboards in narrow plumes. Several pictures fall from the walls. A pint glass tumbles from a table edge, shatters.


Kayla is holding onto the bartender’s rather bloody head. She shrugs at me, then smacks him into the bar again. He groans, but the thud is nowhere near the gravity of whatever just shook the pub.


Still clenched in my attacker’s large fist, I reach out a hand toward her. “Stop th—” I start.


I don’t finish.


The floor of the bar erupts. A monumental explosion of wood and cement and steel. Pipes and wires, unmoored, slam around the room. I am thrown from my attacker’s grasp, over a table, crash backwards, as something emerges.


At first I can’t really make it out. My vision is shaky, and I’m half upside down, and whatever is at the explosion’s heart is obscured by billowing dust and dirt. One of the men from the bar is yelling, deep baritone bellows of fear. A bare wire is snapping and crackling across the floor. I can hear water gushing out of a pipe, down into the basement.


And there, beneath that, another sound. Something mechanical. An irregular ticking, a grinding like rusty metal on rusty metal. An angry whir. It makes me think of a thousand grandfather clocks all quietly breaking down at the same time.


And then the dust clears.


The man bellowing stops so short, it’s like his legs have been taken off at the knees.


It is massive, hulking, vaguely humanoid but hewn in shades of copper and bronze. Vast curving sheets of metal define its hunched shoulders, its barrel-thick arms. Fists the size of arm chairs but with little of the implied comfort, press dented steel fingers into the floor. Its chest is a massive mesh of exposed gears, all twitching and whirling.


It stands. The gears scream. A piercing metallic cry for help. Perched between the massive shoulders, a vaguely insectile head swings back and forth. It is all round glassy eyes and broad chattering mouth. Key-like teeth piston up and down and it emits an odd string of harsh syllables. “Da va ga sca, shna, gick.”


It shudders, then with abrupt and terrifying speed slams its fist into a wall that looks like it probably enjoys the responsibility of some important weight-bearing duties. Bricks turn to dust.


“Da sha va!” it howls.


The man starts bellowing in terror again, twice as loud and twice as fast, whimpering hyperventilations making an odd backbeat.


And you know how you can be fairly certain that the agency retreat has gone awry? When the giant mechanical robot smashes through the floor and starts to destroy everything in sight. That is exactly when.
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All in all, it seems to me like a good moment to be upright. I heave myself back over the table, find my feet. I even go the whole hog and pull my gun.


The man who was, moments ago, considering a little light reconstructive surgery to my face via the medium of his fist, backs into me hard.


“Would you mind?” I ask.


He spins, fists up, sees the gun, and decides to cower instead.


“Thanks,” I say.


Then I start shooting.


I’m not even the first one to that party. Felicity has assumed a shooter’s stance, feet squared, gun held out in front of her in both hands. She empties a magazine into the mechanical robot’s churning guts. Things ping and whine, metal screams.


I have a worse angle. My shots smash against its massive shoulder, denting metal. They achieve little else.


“Ma da ga ma!” the robot yells, and it starts to move.


Its first step leaves a crater in the floor. The second almost punches a new hole into the basement. By the third it’s starting to accelerate beyond human speeds.


It’s heading for Felicity.


She flings herself aside, rolls over the shrapnel-laden floor, ripping her suit, hair whipping around her face. The robot’s massive foot plows into the floor inches from her, then she is gone from its path. It crashes into a wall, sends plasterboard spraying across the room.


“Damak ma shnek!” it bellows as it turns.


“Clyde!” is my response.


Magic is a subtle and nuanced tool. With near infinite realities to reach into, magicians have a near infinite array of tools with which they can carefully manipulate the situation to their advantage. Typically Clyde goes for something that resembles hitting things with a large invisible hammer.


“Meshrat al kaltak,” Clyde gibbers as nonsensically as the robot. Then he flings his arms forward. One of the robot’s vast, round shoulders abruptly becomes its vast, crumpled, and vaguely rectangular shoulder.


Technically, I believe, Clyde is summoning the kinetic energy from a reality where a lot of things are traveling very fast all the time, but it still definitely looks like he’s hitting things with a large invisible hammer.


“Da ga ba!” the robot howls and starts to accelerate again. The arm below its injured shoulder hangs limp. The other one whirls around in perfect circles, for all the world like a toddler throwing a tantrum. Assuming, of course, that the toddler in question is ten feet tall and made of metal.


I keep firing. My bullets keep cracking off the metal plates down the robot’s flanks. The ricochets are barely audible over the destruction wrought by its titanic footsteps.


Kayla flings herself over the pub’s bar, slides across the floor toward the robot’s wildly flying legs. She ducks smoothly beneath its dangling arm. Her sword lances out, smashes into a seam between two metal plates on its leg. She leaps, heaves on the sword. The blade bends violently. Then with an enormous crack, two rivets fly across the room like bullets. They smash through the bar, shred bottles, embed themselves in the wall. A metal plate catapults out from the leg at a forty-five degree angle to the rivets. It skims past the nose of one of the men from the bar, embeds itself in the ceiling with a concussive blast of plaster dust.


Kayla flies free, curled up on herself, an angry Scottish pinball. She smashes into a wall, but somehow has her feet beneath her, even if beneath her is at a distinct right angle to its usual position. Her legs bunch, and she springs back into the fray, executing another perfect tumble in midair, landing with a grace that would make Olympic gymnasts proud.


For all this finesse, the robot continues to blunder on in much the same way a steam roller would if someone hit it with a pea shooter. Another important-looking column is turned to matchsticks. Men dive left and right. The robot buries itself into a second wall with a scream of “Shna ka vich!”


I pivot around, try to angle a shot at the exposed mechanics of its foot. I find myself abruptly shoulder to shoulder with Felicity. Our guns point out in parallel.


“I’m going to go with: what the fuck?” I tell her.


She shrugs and lets off five shots in rapid succession. They ping off the metal plating.


“No clue,” she says. “Shoot first. Questions later.”


As much as that is the tactic of movie villains since 1945, it does seem like sound advice. I keep firing while the robot extracts its head from the wall and shakes it free of debris. Above it the ceiling creaks ominously. I do a quick tally of beams and internal walls.


“We’ve got to get it outside!” I shout.


“Yeah,” Kayla says. She’s holding her sword like a javelin. “You feckin’ do that.”


She launches her sword. It sails across the room, a steel lightning bolt, smashes into the mechanics she exposed in the robot’s leg.


The robot goes to take a step. There is a hideous grinding sound. It strains. And then the sword flies free with a burst of bronze cogs, tumbling end over end, until it too is buried in the bar. It lands about an inch from the head of the dazed bartender.


“We’ve got to clear the civilians!” That thought probably should have occurred to me before one of them was almost forced into doing a unicorn impression.


“Would you shut the feck up and start killing that feckin’ thing!”


The robot takes a grinding step forward. Its damaged foot digs a trench through the floorboards. Its injured arm dangles. Its uninjured one smashes another important-looking support column. I could swear the ceiling is starting to sag.


“Everybody out!” I yell.


“Did I not just say—” Kayla starts, but this latest suggestion is a popular one. She is half-bowled over by a fleeing man, somehow still hanging onto his pint.


Across the room another man lets out a loud, “Ooph!” and drops to the floor with his hands buried between his thighs. It’s the man who had Tabitha in a headlock. He seems to have recovered enough of his senses to let her go. Her knee is still raised after delivering a powerful blow to his genitals.


“I said save them!” I snap. “Not engage in family planning!”


I try to move toward the man but there’s a careening robot screaming “Da shek! Da shnek!” between me and him so that plan has to be put on hold.


“Kayla,” Felicity snaps, “listen to Arthur and get that idiot out of here!”


“Oh, because you totally don’t feckin’ need me.” Kayla, I think, is still out of sorts after her conversation with Ephie.


“Clyde,” I say. “Hit the robot again.”


Clyde mutters. His arms fly outward. The robot staggers back, good arm pinwheeling afresh as it tries to stay on its one working foot.


“Feckin’ point taken,” Kayla grumbles, then blurs into motion, darting between staggering feet, and snatching up both the man and Tabitha.


“Hands! Remove!” Tabitha yells. Kayla ignores her as she bodily drags her toward the door.


The robot recovers itself, props its head against a thick wooden beam. “Nell vick shnigh!” Now it’s not worrying about the whole balance thing, it seems to be taking stock of its surroundings more. The insectile eyes flicker back and forth across the room. It lowers its head, hunches its shoulders, stalks one stumbling step forward.


“Again, Clyde!”


“Right on it.” Clyde is edging around the quivering walls of the pub, one hand wafting away clouds of plaster dust. “Totally hearing you and about to make my move. Never worry. It’s just I’m trying to get line of sight on his foot. Sort of want to make every spell count. Want to do that always, of course. Not suggesting frivolous spellcasting is my usual modus operandi. Very focused at all times. Professional at work. It’s just Elkman’s Push is hell on battery life.”


“Nar bin gest!” The robot snatches a length of fallen timber from the floor and starts swishing it back and forth. A table sails toward a wall, lands minus three of its legs. Pint glasses become well-batted grenades.


“How many batteries do you have left?” I duck under a tangle of fallen wiring. I want to get close enough so that I have a decent chance of shooting the robot in an eye, but not so close that I get turned into a cricket ball by that stick it’s wielding.


“There’s a slim chance that I’m down to three AAs and a nine volt.”


I pause in my approach to allow my incredulity to have its full moment. “That’s it?” That is less of a magical armament and more of a massive blow to my chances of surviving long enough to watch the six o’clock news.


“Well, in my, you know, defense… And well, hindsight benefitting from the acuity of vision that it does, in retrospect this may resemble a phrase my mother was always fond of saying: assumptions make an ass out of both you and me. Though, mostly I think she meant me. As you probably will. Not an unfair call, I suspect. But as I was saying, I was rather assuming that the afternoon would involve more of a quiet pint and less of a battle to the death, and that affected my packing plans.”


Which is about as catty as Clyde gets. What’s more he has a point. I peer back at the exposed electrical wiring I just ducked beneath. “Can that help you?”


Clyde’s eyebrows pop up and he grins.


“See,” Felicity says between potshots at the robot’s head, “that’s why I made you field lead.”


If I wasn’t busy avoiding being beaten to death it would be quite a cool moment. As it is, the robot’s bat smashes into the ground one foot to my left. Splinters stitch a path up my leg as the beam’s end impacts on the floorboards.


I snap off a shot, see it raise sparks off the robot’s bronze skull, and then I’m ducking and rolling as the robot sweeps the beam sideways, slamming it into my shoulder and making the world explode in pain.


Somewhere distant, I hear Felicity yell. The pings of ricochets. A few dull clunks as other shots land home, bury themselves in gearwork.


My shoulder feels like it took a bullet. I stumble to my feet. My hands are shaking. The white blaze of adrenaline stumbling over the abrupt agony. I can see the robot raising the beam above my head.


I kick forward, propel myself toward its legs. I haven’t much momentum, but it’s enough to dodge the blow. I fly between its splayed feet, crash to the ground, land on my injured shoulder, and bellow in pain. I roll over, staring up at the robot’s back, trying to clutch at the injury.


From beyond the robot, a roar from Clyde. A sound like a generator blowing.


“—al kaltak!”


And then a great rending of metal.


Clyde has hit the exposed wires. Has hit a bigger power source. So he can tear a bigger hole into another reality. The robot scrabbles to stay upright, fighting its injured foot. The sound of gears crunching, metal ripping and twisting fills the world. It’s the sound of victory. Except I’m lying beneath the thing. Or, as some might describe it, right in the spot where it will land and squash me like a particularly juicy, human-shaped grape.


I try to get my limbs all working together, try to scramble on all fours, but it’s difficult when one of the four is out of commission, and another is preoccupied with trying to keep that one safe. It is ungainly, and decidedly ineffective. The robot stumbles back a step. I feel its thigh strike my back, propel me forward. I half trip, half sprawl over a fallen chair. And then I’m down, on my back, staring as the massive machine teeters over me.


I empty a clip at it. Anything I can do to tip its balance away from me. My bullets slam into its midriff.


Maybe that’s what makes the machine take a step to the side. Maybe it’s capricious chance. I don’t particularly give a shit. The fact is, it steps back, past me, and I don’t become pâté.


Instead yet another column takes the hit. I feel like we’re running out of them. From the ceiling’s groan, it seems to agree with me.


I get my breath back long enough to expel it. “We have to get out of here.”


“Noted!” Felicity is hustling. Clyde is on the move too, heading to the far wall, circling around toward the door.


I scan the devastation. Wood fragments and glass shards. Exposed wiring and pipes. Plaster dust and broken picture frames. But everyone’s out. No one’s dead yet.


Oh shit.


At the bar, the one part of the pub still mostly intact: the bartender. Goddamn, Kayla. I knew she was hitting him too hard. He’s still slumped there, staring at where her sword landed near his head. His eyes aren’t focused.


“One civilian still in the building!”


I lunge forward, away from Felicity and Clyde, away from the pub’s door, and the safety of the sky not falling on my head. The ceiling groans again. Then it screams. The opposite corner of the room gives way. A great tearing crash as the contents of the room above deposit themselves on the floor. Wooden beams and brickwork spill loose. A glimpse of the sun shines through the torn-down wall, diffuse through the dust.


“Arthur!” Felicity yells.


“Almost there! Go!” I yell without looking. I make it to the bartender, grab him, heave.


He doesn’t move.


I heave again. He slides six inches down the bar, his head knocks into the flat of Kayla’s blade, still embedded there. He’s dead weight at the end of my arm. And apparently, when he’s dead, he’s going to weigh a shit-ton.


“Come on, you bastard!” Bizarrely, yelling that doesn’t make him weigh less.


To my left, there is the sound of metal doing something it shouldn’t.


I turn, look, wish I hadn’t. The robot is up. Or mostly up. The leg Kayla injured is now an ugly twisted mess. The shoulder Clyde injured now ends in a ragged stump of broken metal, hemorrhaging black oil and something blue that could be antifreeze. Its chest is horribly ravaged—the bronze sheet that covered it contorted, half buried in the gears. I hear them scraping against the tattered metal, the grinding of axles bent well out of true. Half of its bronze skull cap has been torn away exposing chittering gears behind the wide insectile eyes.


In its remaining hand, it still holds the wooden beam. And its eyes are fixed on me.


“Oh crap.”


Over the protests of my injured shoulder, I grab the bartender with both hands.


The robot lurches forward, an ugly half-hop.


I heave on the bartender. My shoulder screams. To keep it company, I do too.


The robot hops again. It raises its fist, its wooden beam.


Behind it more of the ceiling gives way. A creeping roar of descending debris, slowly filling the room.


With a bellow, I stop hauling the bartender toward the door and reverse direction. I slam into him, putting my good shoulder into his midriff. It’s like running into a cow. At least, I assume it is. I’ve done some weird stuff because of this job but never that.


My face is buried in the bartender’s side. The world around me is just noise. It doesn’t sound good.


Then the bartender starts to move, sliding. Then his shoulders and head are off the bar, and he’s falling down, collapsing onto the floor. I sit down hard. I look up.


I stare into the robot’s glass eyes.


It stands directly above me. It holds the beam up high.


And then it brings it down.




3


This is far from the first time I’ve been in a life-threatening position. My whole job description at MI37 seems to largely involve being more carefree with my will to live than most people consider healthy.


Actually, one time I really did die. Well, I might not have done. I got a do-over. Maybe. I’m not really sure how parallel timelines work. But it didn’t stick. Hence my being here, watching my life expectancy shorten dramatically.


And the thing about repeatedly exposing yourself to terrifying, life-threatening danger—you sort of get used to it. Once you’ve crash-landed one mangled aircraft in an irradiated ghost town, you’ve crash-landed a hundred mangled aircraft in a hundred irradiated ghost towns. I don’t think it’s really a healthy adaptation—in a very literal sense, actually—but I suppose it’s a natural one. There’s probably even a biochemical reason for it involving the desensitization of adrenaline receptors in the body, or something similar. I imagine Clyde could go on about it at great length.


So, at this point, when death is more proximal than I’d like it to be, I do sort of expect to find myself shrugging, saying “Oh bollocks, not again,” and fighting my way free.


So I fight. My legs scramble for purchase on the floor. My arms scramble for anything to hang onto, to drag myself away.


And I don’t find anything.


I’m caught completely flat-footed. My weight is wrong, and I am too slow, and the club is coming down just too fast.


I am helpless.


And sitting on my arse on the bar floor I am suddenly, horribly struck by the inevitability of my own death.


It will not be in an attempt to save the world. It will not be sacrificing myself for a noble goal. It will not have great philosophical meaning that will resonate through the lives of friends and strangers alike. It will simply be short, blunt, and very, very messy.


The club descends, adrenaline dragging the moment out in slow motion. I can see the grain of the wood, the jagged splinters. I can see the oil in the knuckles of the robot’s hand. I can see each individual lens of glass on its large eyes.


My stomach is a knot. I think I’d vomit if I had the time, but there isn’t. Maybe that’s a good thing. No one wants to be found dead in a pile of his own yak.


They say your life is meant to flash before your eyes at times like these. I wish it did. I could really use the distraction.


Instead I am acutely aware of the club. Of my fingers scrabbling at the smooth floorboards, my feet drumming up and down in a panicked, senseless frenzy. I can feel the wind of the club descending. A foot away. Six inches. Five. Four.


I am going to die.


Three.


Really, genuinely going to die.


Two.


And it’s probably going to hurt very badly.


One.
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There is a sound like trains colliding. Like the world ending. And I don’t remember it being this noisy last time I died. And then I think, well, if Descartes was right… I am thinking, so I must be being. Or to put it another way, I am not being dead.


I realize I have closed my eyes. I could not quite stare death in the face. I open them.


The robot is not there. The club is not there. Not quite.


Adrenaline still has me clenched in its crushing grip. Time is ducking under the usual rules. The robot is in midair. The club is whipping sideways, sliding away from me, from the side of my ear, the distance increasing. Its ruined leg is spinning free from its body. There is a long, protracted, “Naaaaaaa!” echoing out of its chittering mouth.


I sit. I watch it fly away, collapse. There is an enormous, ruinous boom of sound. It slaps me like I’m a misbehaving child.


Clyde. Clyde at the very last possible moment. Pulling power out of some other reality’s proverbial arse. Clyde saving me.


And then I vomit. All over the bartender, unfortunately. He’s still not really together enough to object. And he is a bartender. This can’t be the first time it’s happened to him.


From the tangled ball of metal comes a jerking, clicking voice. “Gooten ma ma ma.”


And suddenly all my fear, all my terror, is sublimated. It is rage, pure and blinding. I am dragging myself to my feet, heaving myself up on the bar, with arms that feel stiff and useless, with hands and fingers that are shaking, with a shoulder that screams in pain, and goddamn this fucking piece of scrap metal. Fuck it straight to hell.


My pistol is still in my hand. I advance, through billowing clouds of dust, stumbling over rubble. I hold the gun out in front of me, clenched in a death grip, my knuckles white. Behind me I can hear Felicity calling my name, but it’s dim, something heard through water. I have something to take care of before I fully come back to the world.


The shadow of the robot resolves through the cloud of devastation. It is tattered and twitching. Its arm stump jerks through a repeating cycle of movements. Its eyes snap back and forth.


“Ma. Ma. Ma. Ma,” it repeats over and over, hard and guttural. The exposed gears in its head stop and start.


I point my pistol.


“Fuck you.”


I empty what’s left of the magazine into its head. Its eyes shatter. Gears spin away. Metal mangles. It stops jerking, lies still.


And just for good measure I vomit again, all over the bloody thing. Bloody deserves it.


I stand there for a moment, staring at the metal corpse. Trying to work out where my head’s at. Trying to find my way back to baseline. But all I can see is that club descending over and over. All I can think about is that feeling of powerlessness. It’s all I can do to stop myself from loading a new magazine and shooting the thing some more.


“Arthur!” A hand grabs my arm. Felicity’s. She breaks through my fog. She fixes me with a stare, looks deep, searching to see if I’m OK. I don’t think I am.


“We have to get out of here,” she says.


To emphasize her point, half the ceiling collapses.


I hack and cough as dust swallows us. I try to get my bearings. I want to run. I want to scream. I want to fight. I don’t know what I want. I try to hang onto the last scraps of my professionalism.


“The bartender,” I manage when I stop hacking. “We have to—”


“Together.”


It’s hard to find the bar in the fog, but the moaning ceiling adds urgency. “Here!” Felicity yells. We both grab an arm. It takes a lot, but he moves.


And I want to say something, to explain how wrong this all feels, how I can’t seem to get my breathing under control, and how I just want to stop and curl up, and have this all go away, but I can’t. I have to save this man. I have to not die. I have to not die. God, I can’t, I can’t…


Sunlight, bright and sharp. Abruptly we are out of the nightmare of the pub, out on a street in a little Highland village, with the wind cutting through, and the sound of cattle lowing to each other somewhere in the distance. We are in reality. We are safe.


Behind me, the pub gives one final groan, and caves to the ground.
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“My feckin’ sword!” Kayla stands and stares at the pile of rubble that used to be a drinking establishment. “Someone please tell me you got my feckin’ sword out of there.”


Nobody answers. Felicity is too busy coughing up a lungful of plaster dust. Clyde and Tabitha are knelt beside each other, each repeatedly checking to ensure the other is OK. The crowd of innocent… well, mostly innocent bystanders stares and tries to find words for their bewilderment.


And I… I just… God, I don’t know. I can’t look behind me. I can’t look back at that place. The robot’s club didn’t make contact with my skull but it still feels like something has been knocked seriously out of alignment. I’m having trouble catching my breathing—


The club falling. Coming to kill me. And there’s nothing I can do.


I shake my head, try to snap out of this, slow the rise and fall of my chest. We’re still in the field. I’m still in charge. And that really is a crowd of bystanders for once.


I get enough air in to shout, “Someone call 999!” I’m sure we got everyone out, but this has to follow the script of confusion. Generally the British government is of the opinion that people shouldn’t know that the world is actually terrifyingly strange, and we try to keep things like this hushed up.


“Did you see that?” I hear someone say. Not a good start.


I walk toward Felicity, as steadily as I am able—


—the club, falling, inevitable—


—take a breath and say loudly, “Must have been a gas leak. I was seeing the weirdest stuff before it blew.” It’s a horrible lie, but sometimes a horrible lie is all it really takes. Something for people to cling to as reality fractures.


I reach Felicity, put a hand on her shoulder. She’s wiping at the dust caked beneath her nostrils. Her suit is torn, her hair matted. It basically makes her look like a badass.


“You OK?” I ask.


“I think so.” She nods. “You?”


I don’t want to lie to Felicity so I ignore that question. “We still have to get out of here,” I say instead. “Before local law enforcement shows up and we have to explain things.”


She nods again. “Good thought. Go get Kayla. I’ll handle Tabitha and Clyde.”


I steel myself, then look back at the building. For a moment the world seems to quaver.


I could be in there. I could be under that.


My breathing pattern threatens to slip away from me again. I yank hard on my own reins and muscle the rising bubble of panic back down again.


Kayla is waist deep in rubble, flinging massive chunks of masonry left and right, and shouting curses at the world.


As casually as I’m able I ask, “Can I do Clyde and Tabitha?”


“You really want to step in sexual tension so thick you’ll have to wash it off your clothes later?”


I glance over at the pair. They kneel close to each other. Their hands seem to move without conscious will, tentatively reaching out and then pulling back. Both look deathly worried for the other, but then casually feign indifference whenever their own health is inquired after.


Tabitha and Clyde’s relationship has more history than some small European countries. In the game of on-again/off-again, they’ve been off for about eleven months, but that looks likely to change soon.


I do the mental math. Post traumatic stress disorder or watch Clyde and Tabitha end their dry spell right in front of me.


“OK,” I say, “I’ll take Kayla.”


I approach her, dodging the occasional flung bricks. They whistle past my head, threatening the sound barrier, then detonate against buildings on the far side of the road.


“Erm—” I clear my throat. “Kayla?”


She pauses from her work, looks up at me. I try to work out if I could dodge a rock if she chose to fling it directly at me. I suspect not.


“We were thinking that—” I pause, swallow. I am field lead, damnit. Just because Kayla could break me like a twig…


Except it’s not really her death stare that’s making my palms sweat. It’s the spar of wood jutting out of the rubble next to her.


Whistling down. Five. Four. Three—


I swallow again. “We’re leaving,” I say.


Kayla turns away from me, grabs something deep in the pit she’s excavated.


“Kayla,” I say, trying to sound as if I’ve lost my patience and not as if I’m desperate to get away.


She heaves, muscles bunch. The rubble shifts, some deep tectonic movement. Then with a grunt, she straightens, arms wrenching, and something like half the pub’s front wall comes up with her. She flips it away. It comes down with a crash that makes me jump despite myself.


So much for keeping a low bloody profile.


Kayla stoops again, plucks something out of the cloud of dust.


It gleams silver. She examines her sword’s blade.


“Just so you know,” she says conversationally, “if the blade’s nicked, I’m going to sharpen it on your feckin’ spine.”


That, at least, is a threat I can deal with without the fear overcoming me. “Oh,” I say, “just come on.”


LATER, ON A TRAIN HEADING BACK TO OXFORD


I focus on the steady clack of the train wheels on the track. The shuddering rhythms of the train car. I’m actually grateful for the post-adrenaline exhaustion. It’s stopping me from going too deep into the task of mentally cataloging all the times this job has almost killed me.


My hands are still shaking, and my mind cannot stop poking the wound in my psyche, the sudden introduction of fear. The words “The Future” hang in my mind and suddenly feel elusive. This train has a destination but where the hell am I heading?


I turn to Felicity. “You know,” I say as conversationally as I can manage, “no one ever discussed MI37’s retirement policy with me.”


“Mmm?” She rolls her head toward mine, shrugs.


“I mean,” I plow on, “how many people actually retire from MI37?” I can’t think of one story I know that involves a grizzled MI37 veteran. I’d ask her where they all went, except I’m suddenly sure the answer is a graveyard.


Felicity gives me another shrug, and accompanies it with a puzzled look. “Arthur, I’m the oldest member of MI37, and I’m forty-three, I don’t think you have to worry about your state pension yet.”


Not a completely reassuring answer all told.


Across the aisle from us, Clyde is deep in conversation with Tabitha. Kayla sits at the far end of the car, ignoring us all. Besides MI37, the car’s only other occupants are a few tired-looking men in suits, and the one requisite twenty-something with a beard, backpack, and inability to wear clothes that have been washed any time this month.


“But,” Felicity rolls on, oblivious to my internal floundering, “if we’re on the topic of the future, there is something I’ve been meaning to ask you.”


The future. Something in my gut curls up defensively. I can poke the wound, but the last thing I want is someone else jamming their fist in it.


I turn away, then force myself to turn back. This is Felicity. The woman I’m sharing my life with. Plus, clambering up my own arse has never proven itself to be that useful a tactic.


“What?” I manage.


“Well,” she says, “I mean, I’m not one to usually put much emphasis on these sorts of things. And, you know, it’s really just a coincidence of calendars. Really, putting a date on it is silly. But, there is this coincidence, or confluence, or whatever you want to call it—”


She’s stopped looking at me, while she talks. I put my hand on her elbow.


“Felicity,” I ask, “why do you sound like Clyde?”


She looks at me. Her cheeks flush slightly. “Our one year anniversary is coming up,” she says as quickly as she can.


My gut twists again, unbidden. That stab of panic that I can’t somehow get a lid on. The image of the club, crashing down on my reason. Jesus. The idea of “now” has suddenly become fragile. I can’t deal with this future stuff. Why the hell did I bring it up?


“And,” Felicity continues, smoothing her pants legs, “it has occurred to me—” She hesitates, composes herself. “You spend a lot of time at my place these days.”


I smile at her. It feels like a rictus. I feel trapped. I want off this ride for a moment to catch my breath. And the fact that I know this is all irrational is not helping at all.


I try to focus on the facts. She’s right. I don’t think I’ve seen my apartment in about two weeks.


Felicity waits for a reaction I’m not giving her, then closes her eyes.


“God,” she says, “I’ve got a meeting with the Prime Minister tonight, and this is the conversation I’m having trouble with.”


The meeting with the Prime Minister is a Big Deal complete with capitalization and many, many late night talks about dress code, appropriate phrasing, and general web research about the man’s favorite football team. Turns out he’s a Cambridge United man, the poor bastard.


I’d love to have that conversation actually. That’s the sort of future I can deal with right now. It’s short-term and definitely not happening to me.


But we’re not having that conversation. I attempt to get a grip on myself. “I stay at your place a lot,” I say. It sounds like bad movie dialog.


“Yes.” Felicity nods, steeples her fingers, lets them collapse into her lap. “So, I think, and, well if…” She cuts herself off again, mumbles something that could possibly be, but surely isn’t, “Fucking Clyde,” and then turns to look me in the eye. “I think you should move into my place, Arthur,” she says. Then she looks sharply away.


Moving in. Moving in. That’s all. No need for all this panic. Because the answer is obvious. I love Felicity Shaw. I open my mouth.


Nothing comes out.


The club descending.


No. Not now. Not pissing now. But my hands are starting to shake.


“I mean,” Felicity continues, not looking at me, “you’ve basically been living at my apartment for eleven months now, and it really doesn’t make sense for us to be paying for two places. We could rent your place out, or, well, I don’t know how you feel about selling it. I don’t want to push anything. But that makes a certain amount of financial sense. I mean, that could set us up with a good nest egg for later in life, if, well, I don’t want to get ahead of myself, but down payments on houses can be a significant barrier, and that would definitely put us ahead. When the time comes, of course. If the time comes. But, well, what I’m saying is that this is a good first step, that—”


I’ve got lost somewhere in the blur of words and eminently sensible logic. I’m stuck in my own head. There’s an image of a house, and a white fence, and there are rose bushes, and a rather picturesque path, and perhaps a thatched roof, I can’t quite tell, and Felicity is there, and she’s wearing a summer dress, and really looks very fetching. But I’m not there. I’m somewhere else. I’m in a bar, having my head caved in by a robot with a club.


Who retires from MI37? Nobody. This job kills us. We don’t get houses and fences and thatched roofs. We get tombstones.


“—do you think?”


I come back to the world and Felicity has just stopped talking. She is still staring straight ahead, then her gaze snaps to me, holds for a few seconds. She searches me, eyes questioning.


My mouth is still noiselessly open. I try to force out a sound, a word. Nothing comes. I am trapped in that moment. The word locked behind the thunder of my pulse.


Felicity looks away.


Oh God…


“Sure,” I croak, forcing it out. And I want this. I want this, damnit. “Yes,” I repeat, going for something more forceful, and failing to achieve it.


Felicity looks at me, eyes narrow, suspicious. I barf up the smile again.


And then she smiles too.


“Excellent!” She claps her hands. Two of the business men look up from their newspapers, wearing vaguely irritated expressions. Felicity leans forward and kisses me on my lips.


I close my eyes, kiss her back. I wish it was a romantic moment, but mostly I’m just focusing on trying to ensure the snakes stay in my stomach and don’t rise to the surface.


Felicity pulls back, squeezes my hand. “This is great,” she says. Then she checks my face, concern crossing her brow. “You’re sure?” she asks. “I don’t want to feel like I’m pushing you into anything.”


“Of course,” I squeak.


She smiles again, though there is a slightly puzzled look on her face. I wish I could respond the way this moment deserves. I wish I could throw my arms around her and tell her she’s a genius. I wish I could be myself, but… Jesus. I need to change the subject, to get out of here, so I can get my head straight and be myself again.


“You’re all set for tonight?” I ask, grasping for a conversational straw.


Felicity blinks, shudders slightly. “Yes. I suppose.” She regards her torn suit. “Change of clothes, and… well, how scary can the leader of our country really be?”


It’s a rhetorical question but I answer anyway. “He’s not going to shut MI37 down.” I find an element of certainty in reassuring her. Concentrating on her worries instead of mine. “We’ve been over this,” I tell her. “We’ve done good this year.”


And it’s true. We saved the world from imminent destruction three times last October alone. And it’s not got anywhere near that close to disaster since. Felicity has been politicking like a mad woman. We’re in a good place.


“It’s going to be a pat on the back,” I tell her. “And it’ll be nice enough even if you do have to laugh at his rather ridiculous jokes.”


Felicity sighs. “Yes. I know. You’re right.” The mantra of a woman reassuring herself. “But it’s been a year, and our budget still blows. We’re still understaffed. I can’t move Tabitha up into a full-time field role until we find a replacement researcher, and it’s not like we couldn’t use an extra hand in the field. Hell, it’s not like we couldn’t use an extra fifteen hands in the field.”


It’s a familiar litany of complaints. And perhaps if we were at home, and the TV was rumbling in the background, I would groan a little inside, but it’s nice here and now. Familiar territory. It’s safe to look back, to live just in the here and now. I lean my head against Felicity’s shoulder, letting the fug of fading adrenaline take over.


If nothing could change—that would be perfect. Yes, that’s what I want. For everything to just stay the same forever.
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BACK AMONG THE DREAMING SPIRES


Evening has set in by the time we step off the train in Oxford. The autumn chills the air, but compared to the bite of the Highlands, it’s positively balmy.


Kayla still looks like someone took a piss in her Bovril. Tabitha and Clyde still have their heads bent together. Felicity stretches, shoulders cracking, then glances at her watch.


“OK,” she says turning to me, “I’ve got a few hours to get to Downing Street. Which means I had to go and straighten up about twenty minutes ago.” She turns and looks at Tabitha. “Any chance you can start the search on what the hell that robot was? We must have something in the paper archives.”


Tabitha grimaces. “Analog data. Fuck.”


I think she means yes. Felicity nods as if she does. “The rest of you…” She shrugs.


“Pub?” I suggest. I think I’ve earned it.


“Feck yes.” I think that’s the most vehemently Kayla has ever agreed with me.


“That sounds lovely,” Clyde adds.


Tabitha shoots Clyde a look. “Help? Waiting for your offer here.”


Clyde shrugs uncomfortably five or six times. “Well, you see, the thing is—and I do apologize for this—but I sort of, rather had a question that I wanted to ask Arthur. And you know, if it was a multiple choice issue, just pick a, b, or c, then I’d just ask him here, get it all done with and—as I’m sure you can appreciate—be more than happy to go off with you and get really stuck in to some obscure texts. But this is more of a discussion question, show your working kind of deal, and actually a public house offers an excellent forum for the topic, and so, therefore, hitherto, whatever, I was sort of carpe-ing the diem. If that makes sense.”


Tabitha grunts, though whether it’s acknowledgment or dismissal, I can’t really tell.


“All right then,” Felicity says. She leans forward and pecks me on the cheek. “Try not to get in a fight with any robots this time,” she says, and turns to go before she has a chance to see me blanch.


LATER, WITH PINTS UPON THE TABLE


The Turf is a bit of a trek from the station, and usually clogged with students, but it’s still got the best atmosphere anywhere in the city, and it’s not too hard to drag Clyde and Kayla over there. We order, grab a recently vacated table, and set our pints down.


“So,” Clyde says, with a surprising lack of preamble, “as mentioned in my earlier discussion with Tabby—”


I cut him off by picking my pint back up, pointing it to the ceiling’s wooden beams, and downing half its contents.


“All feckin’ right,” says Kayla. “Felicity’s away and we can do this feckin’ properly.” Her pint vanishes down her throat.


“Oh,” says Clyde, contemplating his glass. “I, erm…” This, it seems, is not his kind of party.


I wave him to keep talking. “No, I say. I just needed… Near-death experience today and everything.”


Kayla scoffs. “Feckin’ pussy.”


Clyde seems unsure how to proceed after this particular piece of color commentary. I try to smile encouragingly. Around us the press of students negotiating the narrow aisles between tables adds a sort of anonymity to the discussion.


“OK.” Clyde licks his lips, takes a small sip, and looks at us both. “So. Rather glad Tabby isn’t here actually. That was really the diem I was carpe-ing earlier actually. Bit of a white lie to her about that, but I don’t think any harm done. At least, well, only minor twangs of the conscience. Not that this is anything nefarious, or, you know, underhand. Quite the opposite really. Just seeking some advice from knowledgeable parties, really. And, well—”


Kayla cuts him off. “Feck her.”


Clyde blinks then fires off three quick shrugs. “I’m sorry?”


Kayla rolls her eyes. “You’re going to ask if we think you should start dipping your wee magic wand in her bubbling cauldron again, or some feckin’ variant of the same, and I’m saying feckin’ go for it, and feck her.”


I always knew dating advice from Kayla would be horrible, but I never realized it would be so vile as to contain the phrase, “bubbling cauldron.”


“Oh God,” Clyde says, burying his face in his hands. “Is it that obvious?”


“Well—” I start.


“Yes,” says Kayla, for whom tact is more of a foreign concept.


“Look,” I start again, “what seems obvious to an outsider can seem far from obvious to someone stuck in the middle of a situation.”


Clyde peers up from his fingertips. “It’s just there’s so much… stuff. I mean, we weren’t together, then we got together, but I was really an alien. Then I was resurrected as a wooden mask, and we were together. Then she thought I died, but actually I’d turned into a super-villain. And then there were copies of me that she hated. And then she killed super-villain me while working with one of the copies of me. And then you put me back in a proper body, and we were just… God, here. And it’s been good, you know, rediscovering trust, friendship, all that stuff, but there’s also, well, it’s difficult for a man to use the word ‘frisson’ and to be taken seriously, but that’s the word I’m going to use, and I wouldn’t say sexual tension exactly, but maybe I’ll say ‘frisson of sexual tension,’ just for the lack of a superior thesaurus, and I think that gets the rough basics of the idea across. At least, I hope it does. But maybe, and this really is the rub, to paraphrase the old suicidal Danish prince, maybe it’s just me, and not her at all, and I’m a colossal fool.” He shrugs once more, and takes a more substantial gulp of his pint. “That’s sort of the problem I have,” he says.


History. Yes. Tabitha and Clyde have history. Except really, it’s not a question about the past. It’s one about the future. About the best path to chart, to… to what?


My hands are getting sweaty again. I take another gulp of my pint and hope no one notices I’ve finished three-quarters of it in two sips.


“Just feck her already,” Kayla suggests.


“I was,” Clyde says, shrugging furiously, “sort of, and I don’t mean this to come across as dismissive, or as unappreciative in anyway, because I really do value your input, but I was sort of hoping for something a little more nuanced, perhaps.”


I look at my pint, try to ground myself. Clyde and Tabitha. Tabitha and Clyde. Their future.


—a club descending—


“Look,” I say, staring into the depths of my remaining beer, “you said it yourself, things are good right now. Why mess with that? Just, you know, steady hand on the tiller, sustain the now.”


Kayla looks at me like I just told Clyde to get naked and start dancing for twenties on the table. “Sustain the now? The feck? What morning-TV, pop-psych, bollocks, propaganda feck-shite is that?” She turns to Clyde, stabs a finger at him like a sword. “Feck her or I’ll feck you up, you feckin’ got that?”


Clyde swallows. “Well, that is a fairly convincing line of reasoning, yes. I will concede that.”


I am abruptly, unreasonably angry with Clyde. It feels like something from outside of me momentarily grabbing control. Maybe it’s the beer, but I don’t think it’s had time. But there’s not time to figure out what the impulse is, because suddenly I’m leaning across the table at him. “You’re bloody mad,” I tell him. “Don’t listen to her. Nothing is certain, everything is up in the air. What you have now is all you have. Hold onto it. Keep it right. That’s all you can count on.”


My hand is shaking so hard, I’m spilling my drink, which is quite the achievement considering how empty the glass is. I force my hand back down to still it, but it just seems like I’m trying to emphasize my point by slamming my glass down.


There is a moment of silence. Clyde and Tabitha are both staring at me. I think if I could stare at myself, I might do it too.


“The feck is wrong with you, you weird feck?” Kayla asks with her usual level of diplomacy.


“Are you all right?” Clyde looks genuinely concerned.


I shake my head, try to work out where that came from. “I’m sorry,” I say. “I don’t…” What I don’t have is an explanation. The sentence withers and dies. They keep on staring at me. I need to say something.


“Felicity asked me to move in with her today.”


Why the bloody hell did I say that? That doesn’t even make sense.


Clyde and Kayla go from staring at me to staring at each other. Clyde looks back to me first. “That’s a good thing, right?” He looks uncertain.


“Yes,” I say. It comes out sounding reedy and thin.


“’Cos you feckin’ love the shit out of her, right?” Kayla adds.


While my actual attitude to Felicity’s fecal matter is possibly a little more ambiguous than that, I go with nodding.


“So,” Kayla double checks, “your relationship is going really feckin’ well, so Clyde should not have his own one? That’s your feckin’ point?”


Which I suppose it is. Why the hell did I tell them that? Moving in isn’t even that big a change in the existing situation. Though I suppose then the next step will be, well I guess, I mean, Felicity’s over forty…


“Moving in,” I say, “it’s sort of a big step, though, right? I mean, it’s sort of making a pretty major commitment to what is, let’s face it, a fairly uncertain future.”


Kayla leans forward. “If you say ‘sustain the now’ again, I will feckin’ glass you.”


“No,” I shake my head. “I want to move in. I do.” I try to convince myself that that’s true. It should be true. I am, to correct Kayla a little bit, more fond of Felicity’s shit than I am of anybody else’s in the world. It’s just… I don’t know what it is.


—a club descending—


Goddamn it. I need to get that out of my head. I grab the pint off the table and finish it off. I need to get blisteringly, blindingly drunk. That seems as good a reset button as any.


“Sod it,” I say. “Let’s get another round in.”


“All feckin’ right.”


MANY ROUNDS LATER


Oxford has become oddly blurry as we stumble out of the Turf. I have to lean against a building as we make our way back toward the city center and cabs that may direct us to our various abodes.


“I’m jus’… I’m jus’… feckin’ saying,” Kayla mumbles. “Kids, right?”


“Not kids!” I try to put my hands over my ears but miss somehow.


“Shut up or I’ll stab you.” Kayla’s words carry conviction. “I’m saying, kids. If I could do it all over again, I’d do it different.” She wheels on me, jabs me with a finger almost hard enough to snap a rib. I grunt. “When you and Felicity finally do it, man. When you…” She proceeds to describe the entire process of making and birthing a baby with a few fairly graphic movements of her fingers. “Don’t do it like I did it with feckin’ Ephie, and shit.”


“Now,” says Clyde, who is somehow a lot less worse for wear than Kayla and I, “look here. I don’t think you should beat yourself up about that at all. You did a fine job with Ephie.”


Then he stops talking. Which is staggeringly blunt and direct for Clyde. So in retrospect, maybe he’s the one who’s really blasted. Also he is trying to use his wallet as a phone to call a cab right now. The jury’s out on this one.


“You know,” says Kayla, “I should do it all again. Do it right. I like being a mum. I’d be a feckin’ great mum now. Now I know how to do shit. Feckin’ hindsight and all that bullshit. Just find someone, make him put a baby in my belly.” She nods to herself and falls over the curb.


She lies sprawled in the gutter. I look down at her.


“That’s a shit idea,” I tell her. “Genuinely and utterly shit.”


“You know,” Clyde adds, “I do actually agree with Arthur on that one. You have a teenage daughter who needs your love and support.”


I don’t think I can handle drunk Clyde. It’s too much. Then I lose focus on the street for a moment. When I get it back, I look down at Kayla. “Sustain the now,” I tell her, and then I have to sit down in the street myself because I’m laughing so hard.


When I recover Clyde is standing over us. “So,” he says, “just to recap. Tabby. I should…”


“Stick your dick in her before I stick my sword in you,” Kayla says.


“Don’t do it!” I shout as loud as I can. “Everything is good! Everything is perfect! Hold onto it! Don’t throw it away! You’re a fool to yourself!”


Kayla reaches up from where she lies in the street and pushes me over. “Shut up, Arthur,” she says. “You’re feckin’ drunk.”


She’s right. I am. And it’s glorious.
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MORNING


Oh God. Being drunk is awful.


At some point I thought there was a certain entertaining irony in programming my cell to ring like a horrible office phone. The sort of electronic bleating that would emerge were an electronic sheep being brutally murdered in an electronic slaughterhouse. In retrospect, I probably should have given more thought to how it would sound when I was epically hungover.


My phone slices through sleep and violently kicks me into consciousness. A moment’s disorientation. Eventually I realize I am in my apartment, face down on my bed, and still wearing my clothes from the night before. My tongue appears to have doubled in size.


My phone lets loose another barrage of electronic murder. I try to grab the thing from my bedside table, fail. After two more attempts, I realize my phone is still in my pocket. I fumble it out, try to focus on the name there, fail, and just accept the call.


“Urghn?”


“Hello?” It’s Felicity’s voice. She sounds concerned. “Arthur?”


“Urnugh,” I confirm.


“What?” There’s silence. Then, “I think this is a bad connection.”


The morning light is dim and heavy in the room, tumbling in around the edges of dark green curtains. Stacks of vinyl records propped on a bookshelf at the foot of my bed cast reassuringly familiar shadows. I attempt to rally a little. Enough to at least master the basics of the English language.


“Sno-kay,” is the best I can come up with. “Just woke up. Head… ouch.”


“Head ouch?”


I nod gently, then remember how telephones work. “Close enough,” I mumble.


There is silence on the end of the phone. Then, “I rather expected you to be home when I got in last night.”


It’s not exactly an accusation. Not yet anyway. We’re still at the statement-of-fact stage. I attempt to dredge up my decision-making process from the previous evening. It is like putting my arm in sewage up to the elbow.


“I went out for drinks with Kayla and, erm, Clyde,” I manage. “And it went on, erm, a little longer than expected. And I suspect I probably thought something along the lines of you not wanting a heinous drunk in your apartment.”


If pursed lips made a sound, then I would hear it right now. Then, “OK, I mean, yes, of course. That makes sense. I just, well, I don’t know, I just thought after yesterday’s conversation about the whole living arrangements thing, that you’d be here, I suppose.”


Oh crap. I wrack my sodden memory a second time. Bits of the previous night tumble back. I sort of wish they hadn’t. I think I was a bit of an ass.


“You weren’t worried, were you?” I ask. That’s the last thing I would want to make her. She has enough on her plate without worrying that I stumbled into the path of some oncoming car.


“No, no. Just… surprised, like I said.” Another pause that I am in no fit state to interpret yet. “Look Arthur, just, when you get in this morning, if you could come straight to my office, OK?”


“Erm, yeah, sure,” I say. “Yes, boss.” A little joke, and not enough to really cover up the fact that I got wasted last night and reneged on a fairly major life promise. And if wincing made a sound, Felicity would probably hear that now.


HALF OF A MONUMENTAL CUP OF COFFEE LATER


Despite its subterranean location, Felicity’s office is full of daylight. Clutching a Starbucks coffee large enough to drown a child in, I blink owlishly at the myriad of bulbs clipped in place along the shelves that line one office wall. Under their watchful gazes, orchids slowly, delicately bloom.


Along the office’s facing wall, there are filing cabinets. They’re easier on my headache.


Between the opposing walls stand two women. Felicity—dressed efficiently in a practical pants suit and sensible shoes—and a younger black woman I don’t recognize. The latter is dressed… well in many ways it mirrors what Felicity’s wearing. It is a pants suit. Sensible, flat-soled shoes are involved. And yet, something is somehow subtly altered. While Felicity’s suit is perhaps a little severe, the other woman’s is more relaxed, and gives off the vague sense of asymmetry. Where Felicity’s shirt is white, the other woman’s is a defiantly bright purple. Felicity’s hair is shoulder length and pulled back in a loose bun. The other woman has cut it short, tight curls cropped close to the skin. Felicity eschews jewelry. The other woman has series of jade studs stitching their way up her right ear.
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