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Enter the SF Gateway …


In the last years of the twentieth century (as Wells might have put it), Gollancz, Britain’s oldest and most distinguished science fiction imprint, created the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series. Dedicated to re-publishing the English language’s finest works of SF and Fantasy, most of which were languishing out of print at the time, they were – and remain – landmark lists, consummately fulfilling the original mission statement:




‘SF MASTERWORKS is a library of the greatest SF ever written, chosen with the help of today’s leading SF writers and editors. These books show that genuinely innovative SF is as exciting today as when it was first written.’





Now, as we move inexorably into the twenty-first century, we are delighted to be widening our remit even more. The realities of commercial publishing are such that vast troves of classic SF & Fantasy are almost certainly destined never again to see print. Until very recently, this meant that anyone interested in reading any of these books would have been confined to scouring second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing has changed that paradigm for ever.


The technology now exists to enable us to make available, for the first time, the entire backlists of an incredibly wide range of classic and modern SF and fantasy authors. Our plan is, at its simplest, to use this technology to build on the success of the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series and to go even further.


Welcome to the new home of Science Fiction & Fantasy. Welcome to the most comprehensive electronic library of classic SFF titles ever assembled.


Welcome to the SF Gateway.









J’ai conjuré le terrible esprit de nouveauté qui parcourait le monde


Napoleon Bonaparte







Rainbow Bridge is a work of fiction. Names, characters, incidents, locations, theories, political and technological developments are entirely fictional, or used fictitiously.


Acknowledgements, and scrapbook information on what went into Rainbow Bridge can be found at: http://www.boldaslove.co.uk/




Prologue


All true fairytales are spun from the golden thread of a young girl’s beauty, at that precious moment when she has just become a woman … It was a pity, thought General Wang, that the heroine of the tale he had entered had long passed that perfect moment. He’d have liked to meet Frances Slater, known as Fiorinda, when she was the fiery teenager of legend, in all her angry pride. He had no complaints, however, about the grown-up woman with him tonight: white skinned, divinely tall, sumptuously bosomed, and with the most amazing emerald eyes. Her blatant use of morally suspect ‘enhancements’, one of the pernicious habits he was here to root out, didn’t worry him. She was splendid.


An array of supper dishes covered the low table between himself and his guest. She had eaten hungrily, when she’d recovered from her awe at the spread – which he found promising. Wang liked a woman who could eat. He sat at his ease, his arm along the back of the sofa. He’d seen her eyes widen when she took in the pictures of Fiorinda, which lined this pretty room, but she had made no comment.


‘Do you like my place?’


‘Oh yes,’ she said. ‘It’s very cool.’


‘I like to think it has the air of a haven given over to secret pleasure.’ He smiled, and she smiled obediently. ‘But I interrupted. Please, go on.’


Dian Buckley had been England’s top music journalist; author of best-selling books on the phenomenon of the Rock and Roll Reich. She’d known the Triumvirate, personally, intimately … The General knew that Dian’s actual part in the lives of the radical rockstars had been much smaller than she told it. But the facts he could get anywhere, fact was immaterial this evening. He was collecting impressions.


‘What you need to understand—’ said Dian, earnestly, alight with wine. ‘I was a total insider, most favoured media-person, I saw it from the beginning—What you need to get is that it wasn’t hype. They really were our saviours, ever since Massacre Night. You know? When the hippies took over, our violent Green coup?’


‘I know.’


‘Whatever disasters happened, people felt that if the Few were okay, we’d all be okay. It was more than celeb culture, it was genuine. Like, when I had my own tv show, which I did, very young, and it was essential viewing, I wouldn’t talk to anyone, no matter how big they were, if they were bores. You’d dread spending five minutes with some of the megastars, trust me. They were incredible. All of them, not just the Triumvirate. Allie, Dilip, Rob and the Babes. Chip Desmond, Verlaine. And George Merrick, Bill Trevor, Cack Stannen – that’s Sage’s band.’


Wang’s tame goddess counted on her fingers, listing her totems.


‘Ax’s original band, the Preston family band, he left behind a long time ago. You don’t have to worry about them. Fiorinda never had a band of her own, of course. But those names, the names I just told you, they were the core. If they talked to you, everything sparkled. The world had fallen apart, but the Few were still together, rock solid. You wanted to look like them, be near them, be in the gang—’


The General had a malicious impulse to inquire if Fiorinda Slater was one of these wonderful, light-the-room people, despite never having had her own band? The Chinese had made it clear that Ax and his partners were not war criminals, and were not to be vilified. But Dian seemed reticent in her praise of the young woman whose harsh fairytale had been so strangely woven into Ax Preston’s Utopian dream. The psychology of the Dians of this world is the same in any culture!


‘Tell me more about the Triumvirate.’


Her eyes darted to the photos – mere framed publicity stills – and to Wang’s face, seeking guidance. ‘Ax was lovely: a total star. So unassuming. And S—’ Dian laughed. ‘Aoxomoxoa: we were once very close, more than good friends, you know?’


‘I can believe it.’


Aoxomoxoa, the name Dian knew was preferred, was “Sage Pender”, also known as “The Zen Self champion”. A violent bully, involved in highly suspect pseudo-mystical technology; a notorious womaniser, and a hero tortured by the evil regime. An interesting character!


‘In the end I had to tell him to cool off. Fio’s so possessive.’


‘You were not entirely smitten with the rock and roll princess?’


Another wary saccade. ‘Some of us saw through her a little. She was an operator. Like, when she did that “unknown teen waif, coming off the streets”, thing, she still used the fact that everyone in the biz knew who she really was—’


The General raised his elegant brows. ‘Really? She traded on her father’s name?’


Dian affected to be horrified. As well she might, considering the story of Fiorinda and her father, the wicked megastar Rufus O’ Niall.


‘Oh, God, no! But she definitely knew how to work the system.’


Wang felt a kinship with that child of rotten privilege (untold generations of it, on the mother’s side). It’s a difficult burden. But his heart was touched by this other Englishwoman: thoroughly immoral, yet so gallantly determined to make the best of things. The press release folder he’d provided lay in her lap, like a last scrap of decency. He saw her glance at the cover page, and shiver away.


In the cities, flower gardens; in the countryside, cultivated land.


The Chinese characters would mean nothing to her, she was no scholar. Nor the translation: she was no analyst. But not even a superstar journalist, about to become a courtesan, likes to quite face the fact that her country has been conquered. He refilled Dian’s glass with Pouilly-Fumé. She smiled, and nodded.


‘The Reich was a feeling. They were never the government, they never tried to be, that’s all wrong. It was about who they were, it was the way they made us feel, I mean us, the media. The mediators. We passed that feeling on to the masses.’


‘Allie Marlowe, she was Preston’s chief administrator?’


‘Allie was the only non-musician. But she had it, she had the glow—’


‘What about Hugh Raven? Sometimes known as “Smelly Hugh”?’


Dian shook her head so the blunt-cut blonde wings of hair flew. ‘I never knew him. Smelly was marginal: a leftover from the Pigsty regime. None of the people I knew were Counterculturals.’


‘Of course not,’ murmured the General. No one who insisted on professing that deluded faith had been spared during the invasion; nor would they be spared in the mopping up. ‘And Dilip Krishnachandran? What were his responsibilities?’


‘Oh, DK was the DJ! The Mixmaster. He invented the mass-market form of Sage’s immix tracks, he brought immix to the dance floor—’ Dian caught herself. ‘Immix’ or immersion code, the software of direct cortical stimulation; bizarrely, in the England of the Reich, used mostly for youth culture entertainment … was one of the pernicious absurdities. Even saying the word could be instant death. She stared at him, transfixed by terror. ‘I hated that stuff myself, I wouldn’t go near it. Such a horrible idea, building fake perceptions and zapping them into people’s brains through their eyes. How can something f-fake be good?’


Wang frowned, not letting her off the hook.


‘By “Sage”, you mean Aoxomoxoa?’


She giggled and covered her mouth, turning the laugh into a cough.


‘I meant Aoxomoxoa. Sorry … Dilip’s responsibilities? He didn’t have any. That’s not how it worked. The Few were called “Ax’s rock and roll Cabinet”, but it’s misleading, they had no c-conventional posts, except S—hahaha, Aoxomoxoa was called the Minister for Gigs, but that was more or less a joke—’


A pause, Wang giving no clues. Dian reached her chopsticks, with careful bravado, for a piece of lobster meat.


‘Do you mind if I ask a question?’


‘Please do.’


‘Why did you come here, really? Why England?’


She’s quick, he thought. She has realised she already knows how to please and intrigue a powerful man. Be bold, Dian; but not too bold.


He laughed, so that Dian had to laugh too. ‘We came for your gold. We have an insatiable lust for gold, in China.’


Dian licked fiery, sticky sauce from her chopsticks. ‘But there isn’t any. British gold’s in Ireland and Wales, and there’s not much of it.’


The Celtic nations had not yet been touched.


‘But we have our methods, and we are connoisseurs. Small amounts of a distinctive, native gold can be very precious.’


‘Now you’re teasing me.’


A cheeky, coquettish grin; a weapon from the armoury of a tv journalist, turning the interview into a flirtation. But her face changed. The English roses fled from her cheeks, leaving her chalk-pale, in panic.


‘Excuse, sorry—’


In the space-capsule bathroom Dian threw up briskly, rinsed her mouth; applied breath spray and sat on the toilet seat looking at her watch. Two minutes for recovery time: it’s always worth the investment. She had eaten more of the show-off food than her stomach would bear. Unbelievable, the seafood especially. White flesh of squid and abalone, swimmy pools of oysters in the shell on crushed ice, all sprinkled with yellow glitter, Hong Kong billionaire chic. She’d been hoping for fragrant rice, or bread. Everybody longed for bread; instead she’d been eating metal. And now she’d lost the lot, fuck, fuck. She could not afford to be thin in post-invasion London. It would brand her, make her look a failure. Could he be serious about the gold? She imagined Snowdonia strip-mined, ground to dust, and isn’t there some gold in Cumbria? Ireland and Scotland were supposed to be safe, they’d capitulated to all the Chinese demands. Some of Dian’s friends had fled there, but she hadn’t seen herself as a destitute asylum seeker.


I was right to stay put. Nowhere is safe now.


I am going to survive.


The 20th September, the day the Chinese had hit Cornwall with their staggering sub-orbital ships, was six weeks in the past. The four ‘Commanding Generals’ had England parcelled out between them, but everything had stopped dead after the 18th October executions. Sheng of the North East, who had taken a few major cities and hammered the Islamics in Bradford-Halifax, retired to build a fortress in Newcastle. In the South West, where Wang himself was in charge, crops rotted in the fields. The South East General had a cordon round East Sussex for some reason, but was doing nothing to restore the movement of vital food supplies. Londoners saw themselves facing starvation, as winter closed down, and Hu Qinfu, Commanding General In Charge Of Subduing The Capital, responded to pleas for action with brute force and bewilderment.


They measure famine differently in China.


There was something people had started to say, at the height of the invasion, one of those mysterious, obscure expressions that is suddenly everywhere, and everyone knows what it means. Is China going to take a card? The Chinese had leapt around the world, with the tech they’d been nurturing in secret through the years of chaos. Within a week they’d had Europe in a box, England and Roumania overrun. Almost at once, the English had known that their only hope was if the rampage went on. If China attacked again – striking at say France, or Ireland – the world would’ve had to muster some kind of protest, some kind of refusal.


The hope was gone, the moment had passed. China had taken a card. Fred Eiffrich, the same US President who’d compelled the English Second Chamber Government to accept Ax as Head of State, two years ago, had given the rape of England his blessing. And for their next move the Chinese would take over the world. The whole, entire planet. It was horrific, a nightmare, your brain couldn’t take it in, yet it was going to happen. There was nobody left to stop them.


But I am here, thought Dian, watching the seconds. With the Commander in Chief … Wang had been the public face of the invasion, the sexy one you saw all the time. He was tall and handsome (a man’s height was important to Dian). He looked just as good out of uniform, and the Four Commanding Generals were supposed to be equals, but it was obvious that Wang was top dog. The so-called General of the Capital, Hu Qinfu, was nowhere when Wang came to town.


As a journalist she was dead meat, no matter how close she’d been to Ax Preston, once upon a time. In the end, Dian had been the willing servant of the ruthless occult junta the Chinese had deposed, and everybody knew it. She couldn’t get a job as a toilet cleaner … But I can still follow the money. It’s what I do best. Recalibrate, recalibrate (that’s such an Ax Preston word). Survival is the new success.


Time’s up. Most of her make-up was permanent: the face in the mirror above the basin looked back smooth and bright, thank God. She added a dash of gloss to her lips and adjusted the neckline of her glittering tunic, worn over narrow, quilt-stitched trousers, Allie Marlowe style. Looking good. No man can resist a superb pair of boobs—and her eye was caught by a row of photos reflected behind her. Was that Fiorinda again? She turned, in the narrow space, with a strange tug of dread: and saw a child in school uniform, posing artfully; photographed with wicked skill. Fiorinda, at about twelve years old. The room she was in, down to its golden boudoir decor, was the one Dian had just left.


‘Oh my God,’ she whispered. ‘Where am I?’


The space capsule walls pulsed, black waves rippled across her vision, and she was huddled on the side of the bathtub, clutching the silver charm of the Three locked in congress that she kept on her keychain. She stuffed it back into her bag, horrified. I must chuck that. My God, why haven’t I thrown that away?


Now she had to go back to Wang. It felt like the most terrifying thing she’d ever done in her life. But food and shelter were at stake, comfort was at stake.


She didn’t hesitate.


The gold-curtained windows of the little living room were shimmering lamplit screens. General Wang made shadow puppets: a dog, a rabbit, a butterfly pursued each other into oblivion. He experimented quietly with the different tones, each with its specific meaning, of the most English of all words. Aggressive: Soh-ri; humorous, Soorrree; inquiring, So-ri?; and the incessant, barely articulated social lubrication: s’ry, s’ry. Mechanical fluency in a language is nothing to the power of one perfectly natural sound … Dian was taking her time. He surmised that she had spotted the other photos, the ones he kept discreetly out of sight.


As soon as she reappeared he knew he was right. ‘Ah, Dian. Have we finished with the food? Shall I have it cleared?’


‘Sorry, I suddenly felt ill. I’m not used to such rich dishes.’


‘You’re all right now, though? Good! I was wondering, while you were gone, what exactly is the meaning of that Western expression heart of darkness?’


She stared at him, her self-command shattered.


Wang nodded. ‘I’m curious, because, in a deluded sense, the “heart” of England’s “darkness” could be right here, where I am sitting.’


General Hu had taken possession of the Triumvirate’s modest home on Brixton Hill. That was his prerogative, and the best he could do, since Buckingham Palace had been gutted by fire when the siege was broken. Wang, with a different brief and more imagination, had located a more potent shrine. An orderly silently cleared the dishes. Wang waited until the man was gone. He sat upright now, relaxed but stern; authority emerging from behind the playful indulgence. ‘Yes, Dian, you’ve guessed it. This “flat” was the love nest where Rufus O’Niall, a brutally successful old rockstar, brought his young girls, and the last of them was Fiorinda Slater, his own twelve-year-old daughter. Whom he believed could bear him a child with “magical” powers.’


‘Oh my God. You can’t be living here. This is horrible.’


‘Nonsense. Close the door on the past, Dian. It’s only superstition that makes you afraid of a place where something ugly once happened to one of your rockstar royals. Rufus O’Niall was an unpleasant lunatic, and a war criminal. He’s dead; and that’s all.’


‘I’m n-not superstitious! I kept away from all that. I hated all that.’


‘Good.’ He watched her, with a gentle, urbane smile. ‘This is re-education, Dian. This is how it works. First you will learn to feign indifference, because you are an intelligent woman, you know how things stand for you, and you want to live. Soon indifference to delusion will become genuine, and your self-made troubles will be over. Why don’t you sit down?’


Dian sat down.


‘Let’s continue our conversation. Dilip Krishnachandran, although by far the senior, was Aoxomoxoa’s disciple. Were they also lovers?’ He laughed at her expression. ‘Speak freely, I’m not easy to shock. Actually I’m thrilled by all the Reich’s Bohemian couplings. Life must have been so exciting.’


She fled into the past. It was Boat People Summer, a year of disasters overcome: which had begun with the monster hippies in charge and an Islamic Separatist war in Yorkshire, and would end with the country at peace; storm and flood defied, and the Rock and Roll Reich established. But this was a night in June. A tv studio, as glamorous as such places ever are: a cluster of prefabs in a Wandsworth car park. Dian had interviewed Aoxomoxoa and the Heads on her live show; Fiorinda and veteran music critic Roxane Smith also appearing. He’d waylaid her afterwards in a makeshift corridor that smelled of carpet glue. He was eating hothouse grapes, tossing them into the open gullet of the living skull mask. Most rockstars are sad munchkins in the flesh. Dian was six foot, but Aoxomoxoa was easily two clear metres, and hench. His shoulders in that fuck-you white singlet, sleek and massive and perfect. His nearness was making her head spin, and he knew it. Possibly the hottest rockstar on earth, and she could feel his body heat.


‘London’s so different. I love the anarchy but I miss the neon—’


‘How about a fuck?’


‘Sage! You can’t do that. It’s outrageous. You can’t just, just—’


‘I jus’ did,’ he said, reasonably, in that slow, insolent Cornish surfie accent.


‘You’re such a clown.’


‘Not many people realise that.’


He took off the mask and smiled, with the bluest eyes. His naked face wasn’t such a prize as it should have been: Sage and his brother Heads had taken off their skull masks on the show, as a treat for the punters. But my God how sexy. She’d imagined this moment with better trimmings, but possession is nine-tenths of the law. He thinks he’s smart but I’m smarter. No way she wouldn’t get the rest.


‘Your place or mine?’ she wondered, with a bold grin.


‘Yours. I don’ like sharing my own bed.’


The band came trooping by, with the inevitable few mates in tow. Big George Merrick, Sage’s second-in-command, cast a skull-masked glance, expressionless. Then they were gone, and the blond bombshell moved in like a firestorm. His crippled hands, that she didn’t like to think about, were all over her. Everything blurred, the sharp edges of reality vanished … She had to recall that scene exactly as it had happened, down to the sting of George’s little disapproving stare, or she didn’t get the shock of his first kiss, her most reliable sex aid, an aphrodisiac that never failed. Now she was free to improvise … Sage whispered tender things, how he’d dreamed of this moment, how he longed to spend his life with her. They went back to his place, not to hers, because this time he’d fallen in love. He tried to go slow but his passion was unstoppable, he was feverishly undressing her—


Wang had no occasion to resort to fantasy. He was in bed with a splendid, willing Amazon, in the capital city of the most romantic country in the world; which he had recently conquered. Sometimes the moment is enough. But when she was sleeping he put on a robe, and sat looking out between the golden curtains (the bedroom had the same décor as the living room) into the quiet of Chelsea. He had visited London once, before the Crash: a sad disappointment, all bling and guns and the most repellent spiritual poverty. He preferred Ax Preston’s version, albeit ravaged by grandiose ‘Green’ redevelopments; and by Hu’s somewhat careless treatment. He liked the darkness of these English cities. The frugality of street lighting that mapped human movement, little networks of fire, ever-changing—


The courtesan slept like a baby in the haunted shrine; which allayed his own nagging disquiet. Disquiet? Call it fear and dread, if you must … But fear made this distasteful address worthwhile.


She would be his litmus paper; her responses his test-bed.


‘And if there is any secret gold in these clouded hills,’ he murmured, with bravado to match Dian’s, ‘it’s Chinese gold now.’




1: Ashdown




i


One Rainy Wish


The festival stages were going up in the midst of a picturesque heathland known as the Ashdown Forest, some forty kilometres south of the 18th October Line. Scaffolders mounted the mainstage towers with a merry clangour and hammering that sang of better days; of the Reich in its glory. Above the margins of the broad hollow that formed the arena, rolls of doubled baling membrane were getting stapled down for flooring, in shelters for the tentless. Marquees for smaller stages had already been raised, the designated campground was filling up. From raw battlefields and freshly occupied cities; some with Chinese permissions, some travelling on the underground; some from as far away as Yorkshire, the faithful had heard the call and made their way to Sussex. They drifted, watching the crews, buying hot drinks and pies from concession stands: clotting into groups; meeting the locals. No motor vehicles. True to its code, the Reich wouldn’t have sullied the protected heath with chicken-wire track, also they had very little fuel to spare. A line of roustabouts, backs bent like operatic Hebrew slaves, laden like donkeys or hauling great obelisks on handcarts, stretched from mainstage away out of sight, towards the road. Dogs and lost children fretted; aged supermarket trolleys ran aground. An enterprising local could be heard roaring out his wares, ‘Skids! Get yer skids here!’


Up on main stage the sound and light engineers took stock, reading the ’scapes of the hollow on gadget-belt screens, and discussing their difficulties in a private world, oblivious of the scaffolders’ row. A lanky individual in scarecrow jeans stared out into the arena from under the hood of a shabby grey fleece. He was searching the draggled multitude, without much hope, for a man called Doug Hutton – last seen several months ago, on the night Ax Preston and his partners were arrested as they tried to leave the country. But the crowd itself caught his attention. They had finally lost it, these indefatigable ravers. They were falling-down helpless, not a leg to stand on. They’d come here to be found, uprooted children, clinging to the familiar “traveller’s joy” logo on vans and battered marquees. To the shards of the Reich’s life raft, flotsam and jetsam on the grey waves of the heath—


‘Was’ that rubbidge Caro?’


‘Appropriate, healthy, social and political comment.’


‘Sounds like arsing culture ter me,’ complained a hefty fellow with a mane of curly black hair. The tall engineer shivered and gobbed into a nasty-looking rag, causing the team to yelp and gag, clasping their ears.


‘SAGE! Don’t fucking DO THAT! That’s DISGUSTING.’


‘Carn’ help having a cold, can I?’


‘It’s the “Slaves’ Chorus” from Aida,’ admitted Caro Letwynd, a pigtailed woman with a serene broad face, long-time chief assistant sound designer for Aoxomoxoa and the Heads. Her colleagues jeered. Ooh, we get it, old school art for a cause, the Italian connection, she’s trying to make out we’re respectable! If Caro was such a suck-up, someone inquired, did she have ‘The East Is Red’ in her catalogue?


‘You bet I have. Coming soon.’


This event, barely a month after the ceasefire, was officially sanctioned. The Chinese had dealt harshly with the suppurating sore of delusion. They were now eager to make the point that they had no quarrel with the English people. Or with England’s legendary Rock and Roll solution to the global crisis, apparently. They called the Ashdown Festival ‘an appropriate and healthy resumption of cultural life’. The Commanding General of the South East, Lü Xiaobao, had donated six truckloads of fresh straw, to be collected from the 18th October Line, in concern for the well-being of the masses. They’re a predictable lot, our conquerors. They wanted to be liked.


But it might be a trap—


Yet here they all were, like fish in a barrel—


A piercing, amplified voice invaded the engineers’ private world, no camp fires and you cannot cut down any trees … May not, muttered Caro, defender of the arcane beauties of Native English. A bearded hippy, a grizzling toddler in his arms, crossed and re-crossed the Bruegel foreground, getting the headshake from everyone he stopped. No, haven’t seen your loved ones. He was one of many, and not the only festie still in proscribed Countercultural dress … Chinese had fucking better be in an understanding mood, when they look around here. A chunkily built black man in obsolete British Army uniform collided with the despondent hippy: recoiled, and blundered on, groping his holstered pistol—


‘Fuck.’


Sage retreated behind the desks, making a futile attempt to disguise his height by stooping down and hunching his shoulders. Fat chance. He’d been spotted. The wild-eyed soldier made straight for the stage, those in his path swiftly getting out of the way. It was Richard Kent, hero of the Islamic Campaign, commander of the Reich’s armed forces; the former British Army major who created Ax’s barmy army.


Richard should not be here: Chinese goodwill didn’t extend that far. He’d been warned (make that begged) to stay away. But of course he’d turned up, and with an equally toxic entourage: telling anyone mad enough to listen that they were organising the resistance.


The roustabouts gave Colonel Kent the boost he needed, they weren’t going to argue with an armed lunatic. He marched smartly to where Sage was trying to hide behind his visionboard.


Richard had lost weight, and there was a thick close growth of beard around his jaw. Deep-gouged lines of strain scarred his cheeks and brow, red rims to his hollow eyes, but he stood foursquare, belligerent.


‘I want to talk to you … Sage, look at me when I’m speaking!’


The engineer sighed and shoved back his hood, revealing gaunt angelic beauty, sketchy blond cane rows and a vivid pair of blue eyes.


‘Good to see you, too, Richard.’


‘What did you expect? Not a word from my leaders, all through the invasion, and we knew you were free. We were in contact with the Scots who sprung you out of jail, but from you three, nothing … I suppose it was impossible. I held a meeting of the chiefs of staff, we read the runes and decided Ax meant the lads to lie low … But that was then. We have to talk. I’ve been out of my mind. It was hellish, hellish, watching the regulars fall apart like wet toilet paper, and doing nothing—’


Abruptly, Richard lost conviction. ‘Are you even listening? Are you on some other fucking planet?’


‘I c’n hear you,’ said Sage. But he tipped the soundbead from his ear anyway, and looked at the pistol butt. ‘Did the Rangers say you could carry a firearm?’


Richard made an impatient gesture, breathing hard.


Lowly electricians, trying to cable-up antique monsters, could be heard complaining about bizarre connections; the shortage of gaffer tape, as if this was any other main stage, and nothing had changed—


‘Why couldn’t I find you? We arrived and nobody would tell me a thing, it was as if I didn’t exist. What the fuck—? All right, all right, forget it. Listen, it’s not over. IT’S NOT OVER. Half the country’s still unoccupied, the Celtic nations are untouched. We have matériel, far more than they can know. We have soldiers, few maybe, but harder, more experienced than they have any idea. We can have bases, here there and everywhere, we can harry them—’


‘Oh really? You’re gonna show the People’s Liberation Army how to do guerrilla warfare?’


‘I know it’s been hell, I know what happened to you guys. But you have to get back on your feet, we have to strike—’


Sage knew he shouldn’t say a word; except silence was going to make the man worse. ‘Nah, not the plan. We’re going to be the pacifists.’


Richard’s eyes bulged dangerously, he exploded in fury.


‘So you’re bottling out! You were the stuff of an outstanding officer once, Sage. I was proud to serve with you, in Yorkshire. But for you that was several different lives ago, that’s the problem. Before your trip to see God, before the fashionplate years at the court of King Ax. Frankly, I liked you better when you were a loutish, sex-mad, drunken, teen-idol in a ridiculous digital mask.’


‘Thanks.’


‘Put not your faith in rockstars, they reinvent themselves every season.’


‘Rich, okay, start again: I’m serious. This isn’t somethen’ to fight, if we even could. It’s our share of a mighty disturbance in the Force, bro. It’s neither good nor bad, an’ violence is not the way to meet it.’


The soldier curled his lip. ‘I’ll wait until I hear the dreamy mystic cowardice line from Ax, Aoxomoxoa.’


‘Suit yourself.’


Someone who had quietly come up behind Richard stepped into view, with a guitar he’d taken from a stagehand. He tucked a bead in his ear and sat on a cable drum beside Sage, head bent, a wing of dark hair falling forward. There was a ring with an incised, red bevel on his right hand, a band of red and white and yellow braided British gold on his left. He picked out one welling phrase of single notes: looked around and gave a nod to the engineers, and finally (tossing back the dark hair to reveal a keel of Celtic knotwork around his left eye), looked at Richard.


‘The Chinese invasion’s a mighty disturbance in the Force, Rich. It’s neither good nor bad. And violence is not the way to meet it.’


Like his Triumvirate partner, the President, technically, still the President of this vanquished nation, seemed to have been sleeping rough since his last known whereabouts. His brown jacket was stained and muddy, his sheeny hair unkempt.


‘I’m fucking glad you’re okay, but I told you guys to stay away from Ashdown, and I wish you’d listened. If you have to be here, I wish you’d turn in that gun, ditch the paramilitary look, and tell your cohorts the same. We’re holding this gathering on sufferance, you know. I can’t protect you, and I won’t try.’


Richard was distracted by the knotwork, dark blue against skin the colour of milky tea; which he had not seen before.


‘What’s that on your face? Did the Scots mark you like that?’


‘Yep,’ said Mr Preston. ‘They did. Price of our ticket out of jail.’


‘It doesn’t disguise you. But that doesn’t matter. The Chinese don’t know if you’re alive or dead. They have no idea where you are!’


Ax let that pass. ‘Yeah, well, maybe, but if that was true it doesn’t make me your secret weapon. Not this time, Rich. It’s not tenable.’


The soi-disant leader of the resistance stood nonplussed, his face working; almost fighting tears. ‘All right. I’m sorry. I’ve been shooting my mouth. I apologise. We’ll discuss this further.’ He turned on his heel, was handed to the ground, and forged away into the mill of the lost. Ax and Sage went together to the front of the stage, Ax still with the guitar shipped, to watch the wild man’s progress until he vanished.


‘Where d’you think he’s going?’


Sage was overtaken by the need to fill his dirty rag again, sneezing out great gouts of bile-coloured phlegm. He was no longer togged into the engineers’ space, so it was only Ax who got the benefit. ‘Looking for Fee. See if he can convince her to pick up an AK and git some.’


They laughed, but it was painful. They could only tell themselves that the reality of the situation would be blindingly obvious; if their friend was in his right mind.


‘That’s a problem,’ said Ax.


But now the people had spotted him: Ax Preston with guitar. They came uncertainly forward, dirty faces upturned: dark eyes, dark hollow eyes, what a ragged, ramshackle bunch of orphans. Ax looked to the team again, and sound-system ruler George Merrick shrugged and nodded: go ahead, why not? What are we saving it for?


Gold and rose, the colour of the dream I had …


Not too long ago, yeah …


Fiorinda had been on walkabout all day: talking to the people, between bursts of vital conferencing with the stewards. The mood was eerily cheerful, eerily familiar, on the surface. Could have been any daft, outdoor winter fest of the old Reich. But their dead stood in the eyes of those who’d come from the Occupied Zones, and the gut-shot misery of defeat was in them all, beyond reason. The fact that the Chinese had deposed and executed a junta of vicious monsters was no consolation.


Late in the afternoon she took a break in the quiet backstage canteen, warming her hands on a mug of sweet, scalding black tea. Fragments of festinet chat scrolled across the livespace tabletop: lonely hearts photos, row on row. Has anyone seen …? Any information … Any information? … Have you any news of …? Biff …? Biff is nine years old, here’s his picture, we haven’t seen him since … I can’t stand much more, she thought. Wish the tech would break down for a bit. Poor Smelly Hugh, the Few’s token addled hippy geezers, baby Safire in his arms, was searching for Silver and Pearl, missing since the Reading Massacre: Smelly earnestly hopeful, in the dignity of his grief—


‘They’ll know to come here, won’t they, Fio? Won’t they?


What, all my pretty chickens and their dam …?


Smelly’s old lady, Anne-Marie Wing, was definitely dead. As were his two little boys, and his oldest daughter. Dilip, also confirmed dead. No additions to that aching personal list yet, as far as they knew. Sage’s dad hadn’t even been arrested, despite his closeness to government circles. His mother was okay, though trapped in Cornwall, as far as they could find out. Ax’s family seemed to be hostages again, the way they’d been last year, but in safer custody this time … And Sage’s son was safe in deepest Wales, with his mother. None of this certain, except the dead, but it was the Wing sisters who preyed on her. What happened to those children? Have they already died for me? How many have died for me?


Got to get Smelly out of those clothes.


She heard Mr Guitar striking up with some gentle Hendrix but stayed put, getting a grip on herself again: a struggle interrupted when Chip Desmond and Kevin Verlaine peered into the tent.


Chip’s grey, weary cherub face broke into a grin, and they zipped straight over, never impressed by leave me alone vibes. Verlaine, very pale, greasy brown cavalier curls scraped back, dragged up two more ancient plastic chairs. ‘Any chance of us snagging a hit?’ wondered Chip, wistfully inhaling tea fumes.


‘The urn’s over there,’ said Fiorinda, jerking her chin in the direction of a press of bodies. ‘But I think they’ve run out of sugar.’


They stared like puppies. ‘Oh all right. Don’t bogart that caffeine, mes amis. I’m unspeakably glad you’re alive, but I have needs too.’


‘We’re unspeakably glad you’re alive, also,’ said Chip. He sipped deep, sighed, and passed the mug to Verlaine. ‘Okay, behave naturally.’


‘Act as if we’re, say, squabbling over a set list—’


‘Bad-mouthing a stupidly successful boyband.’


‘Whatever rockstars normally do. We’ve forgotten.’


‘What the fuck are you on about, idiots?’


Someone else she knew, dead or worse—


‘We have something to, er, show you,’ said Verlaine, handing back the tea, not badly depleted. ‘Don’t worry, it’s a good thing… Excellent black! Where do they get it?’


‘There’s a bloke called Dave, a poacher—’


‘Dave Wright? He’s a legend. Did you know he does Stand-Up?’


‘Yeah, only unfortunately I can’t stand Stand-Up. If it’s good news, why didn’t you tell me last night, when you all got here?’


‘Hm … It’s probably better the folks don’t know.’


‘Maybe if Ax and Sage don’t know, either,’ added Verlaine.


‘I don’t like the sound of this.’


While their leaders were hiding in the Forest, the Few had been in the midst of the invasion. At the close of official hostilities they’d been holed up in the Tower of London, last stand of the soi-disant Republic of Europe partisans. Except Dilip, who had died in the Buckingham Palace firestorm. The Chinese had taken on the Tower’s Roumanian partisans painfully slowly, hand to hand (trying hard not to damage anything medieval), and then the Few had been held by Hu Qinfu, until given safe conduct and permission to join this festival. Only Roxane Smith, veteran music critic and the Reich’s post-gendered court philosopher, was now unaccounted for; but s/he’d been seen on tv once, looking okay.


‘The debriefing last night was nothing,’ said Chip, sternly. ‘Layers on layers of things happened to us, that we haven’t told you guys yet.’


‘This particular thing is about how the Republic of Europe desperantos had robbed the Jewel House—’


‘I suppose that makes sense.’


‘But it hasn’t been reported,’ continued Chip. ‘We reckon Hu cut a deal, let a few top partisans through the net, and has most of the loot squirrelled in his own kitbag.’


The characters of the Four Generals were established. Wang was articulate, smooth and ruthless. Sheng of the North East was an effective soldier, political lightweight. Lü, the ‘little brother’, Commanding General of the South East, seemed like a kindly old geezer (unlikely!). And Hu Qinfu was bent as a safety pin.


‘Anyway, it happened, and there was a bag of loose stones hidden in a bedroll, in the room where we’d been assigned.’


‘Non-combatants had to sleep with the soldiers. We’d been split up, we didn’t even know if the others were still alive—’


‘It was horrible, but listen. We saw our chance—’


‘Battle raged. Panic-stricken Chinese, not allowed to use heavy fire, were trying to skewer desperantos without denting the sacred holy ancient stonework. It was an opportunistic thing.’


‘We should just show you.’


Ver unslung his daypack, burrowed inside and pulled out a dirty sock with a lump in the toe. The way Fiorinda’s mind was currently working, she feared the Adjuvants had gone mad and would produce some grisly relic of Dilip. But he rolled the sock down, circumspectly, under the rim of the table, to reveal a chunk of clear crystal in a nest of soiled Argyle knit: stellar brilliant-cut, big as a baby’s fist, and catching rainbow fire from the ATP light patches on the tent walls.


‘Jaysus fockin’ God,’ breathed Fiorinda. ‘That’s a pretty thing.’ ‘It’s the Koh-i-Noor,’ whispered Chip.


‘I thought it might be,’ said Fiorinda softly. ‘Put it away.’


Verlaine rolled up the sock and buried it again.


Fiorinda rolled her eyes. ‘You’re right about keeping quiet. The Chinese’d go mental. What were you planning to do?’


‘Er, we weren’t planning … It just seemed too good to miss.’


‘We’re bound to need funds, and diamonds are always negotiable.’


‘Not that one.’ She put her chin on her hand. ‘Okay, well, I don’t know what to do with a famous national treasure right now, either. For the moment, you better keep it.’


They grinned at each other, the young queen and her beardless counsellors; survivor guilt briefly vanquished, and the future irrationally illumined by that stolen blaze.


The socially cohesive rock concert was for tomorrow. Non-Reich bands, bussed down from London with tv crews, full catering and approved mediafolk, had a designated area on an adjoining part of the heath: which they were not supposed to leave. Tonight’s show was for the insiders, the local heroes and the original radical rockstars. As evening fell, a young girls’ a capella group from Uckfield sang chilling, ethereal post-modern madrigals. Rob Nelson and the Powerbabes followed with the remains of their big band, in defiant soul and rhythm … Teenage guitar outfits from lonely villages, an ancient rambling folkie with an accordion; more accessible modern/traditional Sussex folk groups … An English Eurotrash duo from Maresfield, in sequined catsuits with Chip Desmond and Kevin Verlaine, notorioso Adjuvants, on the same stage, noodling far away in leftfield … The Haywards Heath Operatic Society’s chorus, with highlights from Joseph and the Amazing Technicoloured Dream Coat, and finally Aoxomoxoa and the Heads plus a guest guitarist, and a guest punk diva.


The English dreamers stood in the rain that came and went; running off their binbags as so many times before. They applauded everything, rapturously; they sang along with the Technicoloured Dream Coat, enjoyed stupid arguments with the Heads’ snot-gobbing frontman, and yelled out that they loved Fiorinda, most tenderly. The lights shorted and darkness engulfed the wet hollow, but everybody stayed: until the President of the Invisible Republic, in his stained brown jacket and mismatched suit trousers, his fine-drawn profile sober and serene, had finished his bonus set, and the whole cast, engineers, security crew and babes in arms, trooped back on stage for the traditional finale.


The Chinese admired the English National Anthem. They’d made it the theme tune of their Joyous Liberation tv channel (essential viewing, if you wanted to keep your nose clean). And that was fine. A fuck sight better than the bastards the Chinese had deposed using ‘I Vow To Thee’ to promote their Slave-Camp, Occult-Horror-Weapons, Neo-Feudalist Police State. But tonight the Reich’s leaders had, by request, rehearsed a different song. It was ‘Ave Atque Vale’, a poem by Catullus: translated by Aubrey Beardsley, and set to music (it was rumoured) by a survivor of the Reading Massacre, who had since died of his injuries.


Ax did it Catullus style: the original Latin with minimal guitar.


Alloquar? audiero nunquam tua verba loquentem?


Numquam ego te, vita frater amabilior,


Aspiciam posthac? at certe, semper amabo—


then Fiorinda and Sage joined him in the English version.




By ways remote and distant waters sped,


Brother, to thy sad grave-side am I come,


That I may give the last gifts to the dead,


And vainly parley with thine ashes dumb—





Then silence. It was their only defiance; their only solidarity with the dead. Brothers, sisters, all of you who died at Rivermead, and in Yorkshire, and everywhere else, for all time hail and farewell.


The babies were taken off to bed, the support crews left in search of false cheer. Backstage, a marginally waterproof area, dimly lit by ATP patches, was soon left to the Triumvirate, the Few themselves and their closest friends. They wanted to hear survivor tales, there must be some as yet untold. Sage’s brother Heads were lucky they’d been in London, trying to save the scanners, not trapped in the South West … What exactly happened to you guys? ‘It’s a long story,’ said Cack, without enthusiasm. No anecdotes could change the mood; it just wasn’t in them


Sayeed Muhammad Zayid al-Barlewi, leader of English Islam, heaved a sigh. His family (he hoped) was unharmed in Chinese custody, in Yorkshire. He was free because he’d been somewhere else. He stood, shaking out his sober raingear, and clapped Ax gently on the shoulder. ‘Come on, lad, on your legs. Let’s find the bar: I’ll buy you a pint.’ The young Islamics, Muhammad’s unarmed bodyguard, laughed. ‘Call it medicine,’ said one of them. ‘Call it what you like,’ said Mohammad. ‘The Prophet himself (peace and blessings of Allah be upon him) wouldn’t forbid it tonight.’


The tent emptied, but Sage had copped a look from Rob Nelson. He stayed where he was, and the bandleader stayed too. The last gophers trolleyed away the tea-urn, calling goodnight. Rob rubbed at a splash of mud on the turn-up of his sharp yellow trousers: Armageddon would not get Rob on stage without a sharp suit. So what’s the damage?


‘Rob? What is it? Something happened to my dad?’


‘No, he’s fine, far as we know, but—’ Rob shrugged deeper into his borrowed parka and ran a hand over his newly-barbered skull. ‘Marlon’s gone missing. He left a note saying he’d decided to join us.’


‘Oh … When?’


‘The week after the ceasefire, so ’bout three weeks ago.’ Mary got through to us in London; she couldn’t reach you. She’s okay,’ Rob quickly added. ‘More angry than scared. I spoke to her. She thinks he’s with you, and I didn’t know any different so I didn’t say—’


Sage’s relationship with Mary Williams had been an evil thing. For years she hadn’t allowed him near his son, but things were better now.


‘Thanks. What else did she say?’


‘Nothing but good, fact is. She said, er, “tell Steve he was a bastard to me, but he’s turned out a good father.” And to get Marlon back to Wales, soon as, whatever strings we have to pull. But he isn’t with you, is he? He hasn’t been in touch?’


‘No.’


Stephen was Sage’s original name. Missing means dead.


‘Right,’ said Rob. ‘I was afraid not. But listen, the fighting was over when he left, and he’s sixteen, not a little kid. He’s probably been picked up, and not given his name. We’ll get the Chinese to trace him.’


‘Any sign of when or where he crossed the border?’


‘Not that we could get hold of. It’s closed, man, and Scotland too, but you know that border, it’s a sieve. I’m sure he’s okay, but, er, I thought you’d want to hear the news without an audience.’


‘You were right. Thanks.’


Rob had two children himself. Little kids make a world anywhere, but they get bewildered, they get scared. Every hour of every day you blame yourself, and pray you can get them safe to the other side—


‘Kids. It breaks my back, thinking what we’ve brought them into.’


‘Yeah.’


There’d been a time when Rob Nelson had regarded Aoxomoxoa with quiet loathing, and resented his ascendancy. Swaggering ex-junkie, with the intimidating body-language, that stupid fucking mask, and a record of beating up his baby’s mother … There’d been a time when Aoxomoxoa, perfectly indifferent to Rob Nelson’s opinions, had seen the bandleader as a liability: stiffly righteous in the head, won’t pick up a weapon, apt to fall apart in physical danger—But they’d come to trust each other, over the strange years.


‘Let’s we get you along to the bar, bodhisattva. You need a whisky for that cold.’ Sage had been attacked by a new bout of gluey sneezing.


‘I’ll join you,’ he said when he could speak. ‘Thanks, Rob.’


Plunged into memory. He’d still been a teenage junkie, allegedly recovering, still locked deep in hate with Mary Williams, when he first held his baby son in his arms. So small, so very small. An overwhelming sensation, is this how it feels to be forgiven? Three weeks, and missing means dead. It was some comfort to realise Rob genuinely didn’t think so. Marlon’s sixteen, he’s not a child. Oh, but to me he is. He is to me—


‘Hello?’


Sage was wrenched from a vision of his tiny infant son, toddling along in a warzone, by a tall, blonde beauty, in pristine green wellies and a black and gold padded coat. Dian Buckley had appeared before him.


He was astonished.


Dian was the rock music mediababe who had done the werewolf interview, prelude to the doomed cascade of events that had put the Three under grim house arrest, and Ax in danger of a gruesome death. But that was before the invasion. She was now universally hated by the English, and lucky to have escaped Chinese summary execution for the way she’d served the Second Chamber Government. He’d known she was untouched; rumoured to be close to one of the four Generals (Joyous Liberation news had its scurrilous gossip). Typical Dian, if it was true. But he could not imagine what she was doing here.


Maybe she was a hallucination? He waited for the flashback from the past to disperse: she didn’t.


‘Hey, Dian. Long time no see! How did you get out of London?’


‘Wang Xili,’ she said, chin up. ‘He’s a friend.’ She chewed at her glossy underlip. ‘I heard the single. That George got out, samizdat, when you three were held in Wallingham. You know the one, “Hell Hath No Fury Like A Sandwich” It was about me, wasn’t it?’


(Dian, you don’t change. Always about Dian) ‘Sorry, you’ve lost me. George did some kind of protest song, we never heard it but we were touched … Dian, I don’t care what was in the underground charts last June. Why are you here? Why are you even at Ashdown, let alone straying into the wrong corral. Death wish?’


‘I told Wang I wanted to be here and he arranged it, because I still care passionately, about your music, about all of you. It’s true, but I don’t expect you to believe that.’


‘Nah, you’re all right. I’m sure you care as passionately about the Rock and Roll Reich as ever you did.’


Dian took a furtive look around and sat her pretty coatskirts on an antique plastic chair that at least had no puddle in the seat. ‘You’ve decided what to think of me, obviously. But I have to talk to you, and Ashdown was the only way … I’ve found out something terrible.’


‘Oh yeah? Go ahead and share. It’s karma night.’


She seemed to brace herself, with fearful intensity. ‘You know Hu Qinfu has moved into Matthew Arnold Mansions, your place in Brixton?’


‘He couldn’t move into Buckingham Palace, could he? So, what?’


‘Wang … when he’s in London, is living in Chelsea, in the flat where Rufus O’Niall used to take Fiorinda. I sleep in that bedroom.’


Sage pulled out his current rag, found a relatively unused patch, filled it and looked around for a binbag. Nope. All cleared away.


‘How ingenious of him … Is Hu pissed, is it a competition?’


‘You don’t get it, Ao-hahaha, Sage. He has horrible photos of her, when she was twelve, that Rufus must have taken. Everyone knows Rufus took pictures, no one’s ever found a trace. Wang has them on the bathroom wall, he can see them from the shower, know what I mean—’


Sage cast another glance around for somewhere to dump the rag; sighed and returned it to his pocket. ‘Dian, aside from I’m not sure I believe a word, grow up. If you’re suggesting your friend the General is using a rockstar photo as wank-aid: not a crime. It’s a hazard of our employment. Fiorinda is anybody’s. Ax too. An’ even me, eh? What d’you think?’


Difficult to tell what she thought, in the dim light, with permanent make-up, but he was becoming reluctantly sure she was serious.


‘He took great pains to find the shrine of the evil magician, and he’s desecrating the image of our lady there. Doesn’t that scare you? The Chinese claim they don’t believe in magic. So why would he do that?’


Sage seemed at a loss for an opinion. ‘Have you told Wang where you think he’s living?’


‘No! He told me. He says making me live there is re-education, and he’s living there to teach us that the story of Rufus’s magic is nonsense.’


The former Rock and Roll Reich’s Minister for Gigs thought it over. ‘Well … Then he’s got the right idea. It’s a piss-off if he’s making a big thing of a place we’d rather forget, but Dian, take my advice and ditch the evil magician, lord and lady shite. No matter how cosy you are with the General, you can’t afford to talk like that.’


The mediababe suddenly became readable then. She looked very sick, and he wondered exactly why. ‘I could be useful,’ she blurted out.


‘Huh—?’


‘That’s what I really came to say. Look, I don’t want to be here. I want to survive. But I’m more afraid of what might return, than I am of s-starving. I’m sleeping with the enemy, that’s my business, but he’s off guard with me. I’m a source of information to him, but he talks. About immix, and about the Zen Self experiment, using those words. These are forbidden topics, but he doesn’t care. I could find out things.’


Fer fuck’s sake, he thought. You could go back an’ tell your General we’re not quite as dumb as we look. But he believed she was sincere: in her own eyes, at this moment, and he pitied her, as dangerous as she might be.


‘They’ll kill you if you cross them,’ he said, not unkindly. ‘Don’t you understand that? And they’d take their time, know what I mean?’


She chewed the gloss again.


‘He keeps asking about Dilip. Why would Wang want to know about Dilip? He’s a m-minor figure, supposed to be dead. Did you know that no bodies have been recovered from the State Apartments?’


Sage hadn’t been in London, but he’d had eye-witness accounts of what, in the end, had happened to Buckingham Palace. The Chinese were currently refusing access to a heap of sodden spoil, on some theory that this would humble the English, and they could be right. But there would be no bodies. When human remains search teams were finally allowed in, they’d be sifting the ash for teeth.


Dian stared at him, insistent.


‘There never will be. What are you on about?’


‘I don’t know. But if they’re lying, if they’re secretly adepts at the Black Arts, Dilip could be in their hands. They may have called him up.’


Sage was shaking his head. ‘Dian, leave it: you’re giving yourself nightmares. Think better thoughts. The Chinese are our liberators, we needed to be liberated, and that’s the truth.’ He stood up. ‘Are you on your own? You know, you don’t have many fans over this side—’


‘I’m with friends.’


‘I’ll walk you back there.’


The late bar was in one of the sleeping bag shelters. From outside the structure looked like a sagging cowshed, with a front wall of marquee membrane that heaved like something alive. Inside it was warm and bright, full of bodies, and the draughts were welcome, since most of the defeated Utopians had been without regular showers since September. The Few had scattered themselves through the throng, cheering people up. Fiorinda and Ax were side by side on stools at the counter, talking to anyone who accosted them, and telling any passing mediafolk they were exhilarated to be starting from nothing again: which always got a laugh.


Insider media folk, of course. They would not be meeting the mainstream press in the other corral. The situation was far too uncertain for that.


Fiorinda got into practical conversation with Areeka Aziz, formerly a rising star of the Reich’s second generation. The concession stalls still had plenty of food, but too many ravers had turned up penniless. Wristie numbers were past five thousand, spot estimates well over that: we just have to boost the free meal provision.


‘Can we do at least pease porridge and beer for those numbers—?’


‘I don’t know for how long … I’ll run over the stores physically, I better do it now, it’s the only way, festinet is so fucked up—’


Away ’Reeka darted, burrowing between bodies … They’d been saying that vivid teenager was “the new Fiorinda”, before things went to hell, and she was genuinely, very talented. Great work ethic too, but her career had stalled dangerously. There’d always been some labour camp gate to chain herself to, since the Second Chamber took over …


I wonder how it would feel to have a daughter like that.


(One hand drifted slightly towards her belly, but she caught herself. Baby, what baby? Move along, demons, no baby here.)


Min the kitten, who’d been left alone, pining for their company all day, scrambled from Ax knees and hustled himself inside her hoodie. He was a good homeless persons’ cat, unfazed by anything as long as Ax was near. Ax glanced round and they grinned at each other, snatching a break.


‘Still up for blowing the lovely Boudicca out of the water?’


‘Boo-dikki,’ said Fiorinda. ‘Get it right. She’ll think we don’t care.’


Tomorrow Ax and Sage would be lying very low. Fiorinda had a solo set in one of the Reich tents, publicised by word of mouth, and was expecting a mixed audience. Boo-dikki, much-touted singer/songwriter, was a top act in the other corral, and the media mill (Ashdown had a mainstream media mill, amazingly) was billing this as a catfight. Unreal. But bless the music press, for bravely being so normal—


‘Sod her,’ said Fiorinda. ‘Who Boo-dikki? I just wish I could’ve blown her away without knowing she existed, but it’s too late now.’


‘We could reschedule your tentshow—’


‘Relax, I’m joking. It’s these blackberry crushes, they make me quarrelsome. D’you envy them, Ax? Those other rockstars, turning up here as a cool, edgy career move? As if nothing’s happened?’


‘Nah. I’m fine. I’ve had my time in the sun, weird though it was.’


‘Me too … But what about our own next generation?’ (she was thinking of Areeka). ‘Art for a cause is such a mug’s game.’


She was twenty-four. I’ll see your name in lights again, he thought. ‘Why are we still alive?’ he wondered aloud. ‘I can’t figure it.’


‘No one can say we haven’t tried.’


They raised their glasses, in silent accord, to the fallen. To the radical rockstars, all nations, all ethnicities, who’d dived right into the churning maw of Crisis Europe, and the global crisis too, and never got out again. To every melodramatic fool who’d ever dared to be other than a dumb idol, making the money men rich—


Salute, compadres. Long live Futuristic Utopia.


The bar crowd saw them toasting each other, and raised a cheer. Then Sage walked in, closely followed by GinTrap the huge and awesome. The amiable metallers were the only other-side act billed to appear this side tomorrow, escorted on and off the stage from a special area—They weren’t supposed to be out of their corral tonight, but the Trap adored Sage. Thrilled to be rubbing shoulders with the rulers of the Reich, they insisted the Chinese were cool about the break-out. Boje Strom trashed an offensive band the Triumvirate hadn’t heard of, at confused and earnest length. Dessy Foumart, the Trap’s old-style girly frontman, spectacularly hammered, was desperate to know what the Minister for Gigs thought of ‘Save Your World (Why should I try to?)’,—an ancient, punishing Heads track the Trap had mined, in the creators’ absence, for its buried lyrics, and an unsuspected jolly tune.


‘I couldn’t give a bugger, Dez,’ growled Sage, in character, as he downed his second pint. ‘Hope it goes platinum. But you give ‘Colours of Stars’, or ‘Arbeit’ the easy listening treatment, an’ I am personally gonna have to invade your stage an’ kick your fucking head in.’


‘Oh fuck, I would be so honoured. I’m delirious, Sage. I would be honoured. That would be the greatest, greatest moment of my life.’


‘What happened to you?’ murmured Fiorinda, as the flood of clean shiny hair, clean clothes and clean fingernails moved on to swirl around Ax, fucking ace the President was alive, and hey, fuckin’ great tattoo!


‘Waylaid by Dian Buckley.’


And Marlon is missing, he thought. But that’ll wait.


‘Dian Buckley? You’re kidding. What the fuck’s she doing here?’


‘Tell you later.’


‘Bad?’


‘Of course.’ Sage’s glass was empty again: Mrs Brown from the Anchor at Hartfield immediately delivered another. ‘Thanks … Oh, I don’t know. Pro’bly she’s having trouble adjusting, as aren’t we all. She’s official media, I just checked. Her General, she has a General, must have fixed it, but she was wandering around loose on our site for God’s sake. I walked her to the gates, she’s safe. I need a kitten, lemme have Min. Can we go home soon?’


But they stayed, getting used to being with strangers again, and reluctant to go out into the wet dark, where who knows what might be waiting. It’s karma night; demons are abroad, clawing around.


Demons, daft music biz spats; Dian Buckley. We must be in business again.




ii


In The Cities, Flower Gardens


Midmorning on the second day of Ashdown, illusory peace and calm prevailed in the Reich HQ marquee. This cavernous space, meant for workshops, science fairs and political meetings at summer festivals, was impossible to heat, but they’d lowered the ceiling sheets, tucked cats and babies away in an inner section, and were making liberal use of blankets. Off in their own space, young Islamic scholars sat in a neat ring on bedrolls, engaged in religious discussion, in Arabic, with their shaykh:


Who could have foretold, a hundred years ago, that the creation of wealth would lead to utter destruction? Are the infidel not justified in reproaching GOD?


It needed no foretelling for us to know that profit amassed by the oppression of the poor was a transgression—


The Triumvirate had arrived early, lured by the promise of hot showers, and now Sage was in Dora Devine’s expert hands, getting his rows reconstructed, while Ax worked patiently on embedded tangles in Fiorinda’s curls. Call it superstition, but it was important that he didn’t resort to scissors. Desultory conversation drifted around …


Thank God they’d given up storing the tour gear at the Insanitude, before the last disaster struck. The roadshow had been discovered and impounded, but Hu Qinfu had handed everything back, except the forbidden tech. Maybe he’s not a total crook. Thank God you’re such a hoarder, Allie. The admin-queen had never been known to throw obsolete gear of any kind away, if she could help it … Nathalie Que, Dilip’s last squeeze, a Vietnamese ceramics artist, had been trapped with the Few in the siege of Buckingham Palace, and here she was still, clinging close to Allie, by the brazier (the other brazier was with the babies); which she kept reaching out to touch, and charge it with her ATP.


‘Don’t be dumb,’ said Allie, catching the girl’s spider-fragile hand. ‘You’ll pass out.’


As an energy source, ATP was doomed. A gene therapy that lets you to turbo your chemical energy production, and even micro-add it to the local grid, only works if people have plenty more food than they need.


Nathalie’s dream was that Ax would use his mighty influence to get her back to Hanoi, but she was in terror of ending up a Guandong re-education camp on the way, as a fugitive national of a former resistant state. ‘I have relatives in the Great Peace Sphere,’ she whispered. ‘I can prove I have not fled, if only my case is opened—’


You inherit your boyfriend’s clueless babe, you get attached to her as if she was his old coat, and all she wants to do is to leave you. Allie, arms around her knees, rubbed her cheek against the sleeve of her dear, red Gucci jacket. Fuck it. I’ll stick to love-affairs with my clothes.


‘Natty, you know, Ax might never be able to help you.’


‘He will. I hear the way they talk about him on Joyous Liberation news. The Chinese hold Ax in the most highest respect.’


‘You don’t say.’


Nathalie smiled, with irritating confidence. ‘Wait and see.’


Fiorinda, wincing under Ax’s labour of love, talked to festinet with an earbead and a throat mike. The free meals pease porridge had been made with garlic, and the poor didn’t like it.


‘Tell them it’s bioactive, boosting their immune systems … Okay I will come and taste it—’


Ax sighed in relief. ‘All done. The miracle of hair conditioner.’


The Spartans on the sea-wet rock sat down to comb their hair.


Where’s that from?


Ax suspected he wouldn’t like the ref if he could place it. He kissed her nape, and went to look at a large-scale18th October map, displayed on a flexible e-broadsheet; on a table of boxes. The occupied zones made an irregular butterfly bow, south-west to north-east. Leaving Cumbria, Sussex and the eastern flank untouched … He knew that shape well, aside from the anomaly of unoccupied Sussex (and we know why they did that). The Chinese had subdued the Reich’s own heartlands, and then stopped. Did they believe they’d done all they needed to do?


Or what?


Cumbria had been isolated for a long time. And there’d been extensive, shifting, no-go areas from Essex to the fens, for years—


He returned to that graceful, ominous mission statement.


In the cities, flower-gardens, in the countryside, cultivated land.


Easily read. A government of acceptable public figures, looking pretty but walled in Chinese authority. Food production will be a priority.


‘I think they mean to keep the damned camps going.’


But the big agricultural camps were in so-far unoccupied territory.


‘Or your fifth General’s due to turn up,’ said Sage. ‘Finish us off.’


Ax believed there was a fifth General, who had not yet appeared. His reasoning seemed bizarre, but he was the one who’d studied China; the rest of the Few’s knowledge was very vague. Capitalist Miracle, Global Expansion of Asian Economic (Great Peace) Sphere, and then—?


‘There’s someone. Four isn’t a good number, and the invasion was phenomenally high-profile. They wouldn’t do that.’


‘There,’ said Dora, with satisfaction; slightly marred by the fact that she’d come second to Ax. ‘All done.’


‘Terrific. Thanks.’


The murmur of the tafseer grew on them, a sad and sonorous music, with occasional bursts of English … Dave Wright the poacher (also Stand-Up), dropped by for a brew, and reviewed a wild harvest Cherry and the Adjuvants had collected before the rain. Ax watched the show, idly. Ragged Parasol mushrooms were approved, and the fresh young spiny puffballs. The poacher’s sinewy, earth-coloured hands hovered over some little purplish ’shrooms, and set them aside.


‘It says edible on First Nature,’ said Chip, crestfallen. ‘Non-psychoactive, just useful protein.’


‘That’s the website. I’m the man that lives off the land.’


What about the handsome penny buns? wondered Ax. Dave sucked his teeth. ‘My lord. Which of you mad little louts picked these?’


‘Me,’ confessed the junior Powerbabe. Eye-candy Cherry was thin and wan, her poreless chocolate skin grey-tinged. She needs more to eat, thought Ax. As don’t we all. ‘First Nature said edible and delicious.’


‘I hope you washed your hands before you et anything after. Lucky you showed me, I better take these and get rid of them. With mushroom poisoning, by the time you’re sick it’s too late, that’s the bugger. Rush you to the hospital, if there was one, nothen’ they can do except watch you die in ’orrible agony—’


It needed no foretelling for us to know that this world is a mosque, and we walk here answerable to GOD—


They’d talked it out, and the Few were in full agreement with the plan their leaders had devised in hiding. We are the pacifists. But already they were expecting a challenge that might wreck them. Hoping it wouldn’t come, but fat chance.


‘Here we go.’ George was in touch with site security. ‘He’s been sighted. On his way, with a fuckin’ mini-army.’


‘Good,’ said Ax. ‘Sooner we get this over with the better.’ The Few crowded round the broadsheet, which had switched to an outside camera feed. Ax went to speak to Muhammad; stooping on the way to break off a piece of boletus cap and shake his head at the comedian.


‘Wanker.’


‘Heheheh.’


Colonel Kent was approaching, with the barmy chiefs of staff and a troop of other-ranks. Reich security and uniformed Forest Rangers, heckled by a rabble of rubber-necks and fight-fans, escorted them,


‘How will you do it?’ asked George. ‘In here, or we go out there?’


‘In here with the walls raised,’ said Ax. ‘We can’t be out of sight. This has to be done in public, but in our control.’


‘Let’s have some dignity, aye,’ agreed the leader of English Islam.


Ax went to warn the baby-minders. George asked the Rangers, over the intranet, to stall while the marquee was re-organised … Richard and his company marched at last into a canopied space, to find Ax and his friends, with their Islamic allies, ranged in a hollow square, the Triumvirate to the fore, cross-legged on a camp-bed divan. Crew persons were cranking up the walls, letting in floods of the cold grey day.


‘I’m here for that meeting you promised me, Ax,’ said Richard. ‘Are you sure in the right place?’ asked Chip, who sat on the membrane floor at the foot of the divan, cloaked in a gaudy blanket. ‘This is the non-violent solutions tent. Anger management is somewhere else.’


Velcro ripped, and a frantic child came shooting out of the crèche. He saw the guns and raced for Dora, holding out his pudgy little hands.


‘Mama! Come inside! Don’t shoot my mama! DON’T DARE!’


Rob came after, grabbed Mamba and swept the kid off the ground. Smelly Hugh followed, hugging Safire. ‘I’m well sorry,’ said Smelly. ‘I sed the words there’s men with guns, an’ Mamba went berserk.’


Rob glared at the barmies. ‘You’ll have to excuse him. My kids don’t like guns, for some strange reason.’


‘They’ve seen enough guns,’ cried Felice, appearing behind Smelly, Ferdelice clinging to her hand. ‘We all have. Are you fuckers out of your minds?’


Safire began to howl very quietly, hiding her face.


‘I didn’t promise,’ said Ax. ‘I’ve told you all I have to say. But if you want to talk things over again, hand your weapons to security for safe-keeping … F’lice, cool down, it’s not necessary.’


Richard relinquished his pistol. Cornelius Sampson, the old soldier, another British Army veteran and Richard’s long-time lover, ignored the instruction and was not searched. The rest disarmed fairly willingly, under Felice’s baleful eyes.


‘See,’ murmured Rob to the trembling little boy. ‘See, nobody’s going to shoot anyone. C’mon, you an’ me, let’s get back in the warm.’


The children and their parents retired. Richard then noticed that the tent walls had been raised, and there was an audience looking in, held back by a cordon of Rangers and security crew.


‘What’s going on—!’


‘We think this should be in the open,’ said Sage. ‘Don’t you?’


‘All right,’ said the Colonel, with a deep breath, and a shine in his eyes. They’d made him hopeful, but they couldn’t help it. ‘All right.’


Chairs were brought for Colonel Kent and for Cornelius. The rest of the deputation sat on the floor, chiefs of staff facing the divan.


The history of these dozen or so veterans went back to the original Hard Green rampage, when Pigsty Liver was in charge. Richard Kent had tamed them, but the discipline they’d acquired only made them more of a threat. And each of them was an independent leader, commanding hundreds, even thousands, of hardcore, volatile followers.


‘I’m here to organise the armed resistance,’ announced Richard, as if doomed to repeat this line until somebody answered him.


Ax had been hoping Cornelius might be a voice of restraint, but he saw the tough old man’s expression, and his heart sank.


‘I think everyone’s heard the message, Rich. And my message it that it’s a bad idea.’


‘I can’t believe I’m saying this, but that sounds like cowardice, Ax. I can’t believe I had to come and find you like this, hiding behind the non-combatants—’


‘I love the way that’s become a big insult,’ snapped Dora.


‘We’re not here to insult your womenfolk, Ax,’ shouted one of the chiefs. ‘We just want to know, are you for or against us?’


‘We’re staybehinds!’ shouted Tracy, the female commander with all the tattoos. ‘We stay!’


‘Your talk about non-violence,’ cried Richard. ‘Is that going to impress these people? My God, where were you, during the invasion? Did you ever turn on the tv? Do you know what happened at Reading? Or do you hope you’ll get a piece of the pie, is that it? Maybe you think you can negotiate? You’re dreaming. Human lives are like grass to them. They spare the work of hands, but they have slaughtered men and women and children, mown down anyone who stood in their way—’


‘Richard—’


‘It was a bloodbath at Glasto too,’ yelled the Hawk, a handsome young man in a rawhide jerkin, black hair in a braided scalplock, tattooed arms and throat naked to the cold. ‘But they never touched the Abbey. They want our medieval shit intact, so they can turn England into a fucking Great Peace theme park. I followed you, Ax, and brought my people along. I trusted you when you converted. I’d follow you again, to the death, but I won’t stand by and see my nation exterminated—’


‘They’re gonna dynamite our sacred sites, may ruin fall on them.’


‘Reading’s to be their capital, walled city, no English allowed.’


‘But the Counterculture lives. Death or glory, man!’


There was a sharp intake of breath from the crowd outside. Even soldiers in the back rows of the seated company, some in regular forces uniform, protested … They weren’t fuckin’ hippies. They were citizens, they wanted this quite clear. One of the young Islamics, outraged beyond endurance, cried out, passionately—


‘The Great Chastisement is merited! It is from GOD, the Chinese are instruments of the Most High. No hand should be raised against it!’


A hejabi girl grabbed him, and hissed at him in spanking Punjabi to shut his big fat mouth. The Great Chastisement was a term the Chinese liked about as much as they liked Counterculture—


A Forest Ranger shouted for order. ‘Let Mr Preston speak! Show some respect! This is deplorable! Who do you think you all are?’


But it was Richard who plunged on, the words spilling out of him, lines he’d obviously been repeating to himself, over and over. ‘What are you going to tell me? That we were the pariahs of Europe under the Second Chamber, and no one’s going to help us now? That we stand alone? That half the world lives under Chinese rule, and the USA has gone belly-up, so why shouldn’t we? That we should be grateful for this forcible invitation to join the fucking “Great Peace Sphere”?’


‘It’s an idea. Richard, listen. We have contacts in Pan-Asia—’


‘You mean virtual Asia,’ shouted another of the chieftains, whose battledress included a chain-mail coif and a repro Norman steel cap. ‘Get real, Ax. The datasphere is a globalisation fairytale, everything’s faked. I believe in earth and stone, trees and rivers, flesh and blood.’


‘Yeah, right,’ Sage yelled back. ‘And the world was created five thousand years ago by Noggin the Nog; or no, sorry, was it Galadriel? Bertram the Bold, you’ve never been a great argument for the rationality of yer cause.’


‘Please don’t stick your wires in my brain, Aoxomoxoa.’
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