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Love falls from the summer sky.


It is twenty-three minutes past twenty-two and London burns. Flames roar from the shattered windows of a Brixton Foot Locker. White skeletons of torched Citroëns and Toyotas lie broken along Wood Green High Road. In Enfield, a barricade of blazing wheelie bins defies police and riot dogs. The Turks of Turnpike Lane, baseball bats ready, form a phalanx between their shops, their cafés, their livelihoods and the voiceless roar of street rage. Jagged teeth of bottle-smash, car-crash windscreen sugar, bashed-in shutters. Scattered shoe boxes and a single flat-screen television, dropped on its back, face shattered by a fleeing foot. From Waltham Forest to Croydon, Woolwich to Shepherd’s Bush, riot runs like molten lead from BlackBerry to iPhone, Nokia to Samsung. It flows down into the heart of the city to Islington, Sloane Square, Oxford Circus.


‘What are you doing here?’ the woman in the TfL vest asks the young man stepping from the train. White, wide-eyed, a coxcomb of red hair flopping into his eyes. Tweeds two sizes too small, brogues, a leather bag slung across a narrow shoulder. A thin, unworldly thing caught out of time and space: a fawn in a foundry. She and this fey boy are the only people on the Central Line’s eastbound platform.


‘I’m trying to find Meard Mews?’


‘Meard Mews?’


‘Yes. It’s around Broadwick Street somewhere. I think.’


‘Are you out of your head?’


‘I am at Oxford Circus?’


‘Did you hear what they said? Avoid inessential travel?’ The woman in the hi-vis holds up her BlackBerry. ‘It’s kicking off up there.’


Subterranean winds whip shoe dust, rattle chocolate wrappers across the tiles and carry the rumble from the street, at times voices, at times a soft, surging roar. Crashes. Splinterings. The sounds swirl through the tubes of the colossal instrument that is Oxford Circus Station and the young man looks up, antelope eyes wide.


‘Can you help me?’


‘Exit 7,’ the woman says. ‘Please be safe up there.’


‘I have a charmed life,’ he calls back up the platform.


He emerges into riot. Hands shy rocks, bricks, pieces of smashed litter bin and bus timetable off the shutters of Nike’s flagship store. Every hit on the swoosh raises cheers. He ought to slip behind them into the narrow ways of Soho but the sight, the sound, the smell of anarchy are so contrary to everything he understands about the city that he lingers a fascination too long. Mob radar registers him. Mob turns. Mob sees him. Pale, tweeded. A bag over his shoulder. Effete. Elite.


His hand goes to the leather satchel, soft as kisses from age and love. The same satchel once accompanied his great-uncle Auberon as he pursued sensitive misdemeanours in Lycia and the Dodecanese. These men can take it from him. These men can do whatever they want. Flesh is so much more satisfying to rattle rocks from than clattery steel. Flesh can cry and bleed. Four men break from the group and move towards him, shards of street furniture in hands. He backs away. Glass cracks under the heels of his brogues. He stands in a shard-crop field of smashed bottles, car-window smash, shop glazing.


The sky beats with sudden noise. A television news helicopter comes in low and hard over the roof of Debenhams. The swivel camera hangs like a testicle from the helicopter’s thorax. It turns above Oxford Circus, seeking newsworthy shots. Mob looks up, poses: its CNN moment.


He spins on broken splinters and vanishes into Soho.


The narrow, tight streets open onto a parallel world. Soho ignores helicopters, breaking glass, rattling shutters, jeering voices, the fact that this is the year 2011. Soho life moves as it ever has, shoaling in sushi restaurants, Chinese buffets, coffee houses, corner bars. Lads in plaid shorts and Havaianas stand loud-drinking on the pavements. Young women smoke in cut-offs and summer shoes. Flat-screen televisions play a live rolling feed of the riots. Amy Winehouse sings how love is a losing game.


He pauses to consult his phone. Google doesn’t know Meard Mews.


‘You want to be careful with that,’ a street drinker calls. ‘Someone’ll have it off you.’


‘I’m trying to find Meard Mews?’


Shrugs. Giggles.


‘Meard Mews?’ The glass collector flicks his fingers over the phone screen. ‘Map doesn’t show it, but it’s there.’ A tap on the glass.


Meard Mews is a shoulder-wide crevasse between two brick walls, crowded with pungent shadows. He flicks on his phone torch: heaped black refuse sacks, cardboard pulped by rain and feet. Reeks of August rot, garlic, overheated cooking oil. Kitchen chatter. Radio gaga and Soho beer piss. A set of black double doors, the email said. There are three such doors in the narrow passage.


He buzzes the intercom on the first door.


‘Crumble?’ he asks.


‘What?’


‘Crumble. It’s, uh, a club.’


‘Fuck off.’


Sirens, amplified by the brick trumpet of Meard Mews. Next door, next intercom.


‘Crumble?’


A long stream of swift syllables in a language he does not recognise ends in a dead intercom.


To the final door.


‘Hello, I’m the music.’


‘What, love?’


‘The music. For Crumble. I’m playing a set.’


‘Never heard of it, love.’


‘It could be small.’


The voice calls someone out of the range of the intercom. ‘Sorry, nothing like Crumble round here, love.’


‘This is Meard Mews?’


‘Yes.’


‘I got an email to come to Meard Mews. A black door.’


‘Not here, love.’


The news helicopter passes overhead again. He taps up the promoter’s email again.


Then love falls from the summer sky.
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‘Hey, hi. Hello?’


He stares at the intercom on the final black door.


‘Here. I’m up here.’


The light from his phone scampers up the walls, over the barbed wire and broken glass embedded in cracking concrete, along the gutters, and strikes a young woman’s face above the rotted brick parapet. Her skin is light brown, her cheekbones sharp, her face freckled, her eyes green, her hair held back by a Nike headband.


‘Maybe turn the light off? You’re blinding me.’


‘Oh. Sorry.’


‘How much charge have you got?’ the woman calls.


‘Uh?’


‘On your phone.’


‘About eighty per cent.’ A fire-escape ladder drops to the street. Shoes descend first. Such shoes: soft, like gloves for the feet. Then he sees old-school skater tube socks with the proper red, white and blue bands at the top. Next, adidas capri tights: three-striped, hole in the back of the thigh. A backpack over a crop top. Light, tough fingerless gloves. Around her left forearm, a phone in some kind of harness. The woman descends with equilibrium, momentum, glory. Angels descend like this from Heaven on their ladders. Angels of Soho.


‘Bluetooth me.’


She crouches in the alley, her face lit by screen-shine. She swipes a finger. His phone plays a small snatch of the music he would have performed at Crumble: a notification. The package has arrived.


‘Accept it. It’s safe. If this goes dead, I’m dead.’


‘What?’ he says.


She peers over his shoulder and taps the app. His screen fills with a map of Soho, bisected by a vertical translucent green band.


‘Yes!’ she hisses and snatches the phone from his hand. A jump, a vault, a grab, and she is halfway up the fire ladder on the opposite side of the street.


‘My phone!’


She turns on the ladder and throws a tablet of glow down to him. Her phone. As he holds it in his cupped hands like a sacrament, it drops into power-saving mode. Five per cent. He switches it off.


‘Recharge it!’ she shouts. ‘It’ll find me.’


‘What?’ he says again, and ‘Wait—’


A moment is all. Seize it. At some point in eternity, random quantum fluctuations will recreate this universe in its every detail and this moment will present itself again. Myria-years are too long a wait to redeem unrequited desire.


He pulls himself onto an industrial trash bin. The fire escape is a stretch but he is skinny and lithe. He swings his satchel behind him. The soles of those gecko-grip shoes are vanishing over the parapet above him. He winces as he scrapes toes on brickwork. These are handmade brogues.


She is a rooftop away already, crouching against the air-glow of Richmond Buildings like a superheroine. The higher lights of Soho Square hang like a sequin curtain behind her.


‘I’m coming with you.’


‘You can’t.’


‘But you’re in trouble.’


‘What?’


‘You could die.’


‘What?’


‘You said, “If this goes dead, I’m dead.” ’


She shakes her head. ‘Not literally. Dead, I mean. More like … Look, I haven’t the time. I’m in a race.’


She is fleet, but he follows. Those light roof-ballet shoes barely touch the asphalt, the splitting slates, the moulded leads. His brogues run sure. She flickers across the Soho rooftops like low summer lightning. He is the small thunder in her wake. In the lee of a flaking chimney stack she stops, hands on thighs, breathing deep. He arrives beside her.


‘That’s tweed,’ she says, surveying him.


Victorian men scaled Alps in tweed, he is about to say, but she is running again, down the sloping roof slates to a brick parapet overlooking a narrow alley, more a punctuation between buildings than a thoroughfare. She stands on the edge, shifting her weight from foot to foot, judging distances. The no is in his throat as she steps back, finds her balance and makes the short, strong run. She jumps. She seems suspended over the dark void filled with Soho heat and the odour of Thai food: the sole still point in the seething city. She lands with a crunch on the tiles, crouched, finding her balance.


‘A race against whom?’ he shouts across the gap.


‘My kynnd,’ she calls back.


‘Your what?’


‘Kynnd Finn. And did you say “whom”?’


He measures the gap. Run in, launch, the landing, traction:	all against him. For him: the Grace. He makes his run, throws himself over the street, lands hard, pitches forward, breaks his fall with his hands.


‘Gods,’ she whispers.


‘So.’ He dusts off his grit-pocked hands. ‘Race against whom?’


The sky behind the woman is wreathed with yellow, sodium-lit smoke. Sirens weave a web of alarm. ‘Listen. There’s a thing I can inherit. Something so rare and magical you wouldn’t believe it. Finn also has a claim to it. So: we race. First one to bring it to life keeps it. We start at opposite ends of a line that runs through London.’


‘Like a train line?’


‘No, shut up. Listen. A map line. Zero degrees, eight minutes, two point one two seconds west. Me in Streatham, him up in Muswell Hill. If we stray more than twenty metres off the line, it’s game over.’


‘Even people’s houses and private property and things?’


‘Shit on private property, tweed boy. I had to swim across the Thames. There’s a wetsuit in the backpack. It’s a bit stinky.’


‘You put a wetsuit on in Central London?’


‘And took it off in front of a dozen pervs. I got the river, Finn got Euston and the West Coast Main Line. So, if the line says run over the roofs, jump over alleys, I run, I jump.’ She turns to show him his phone shining from her left arm. ‘GPS. The Arcmages are watching. Now, I got a race to win?’


‘I can be useful!’ he calls as she works her way up the roof, fingertips brushing the slates.


‘Really, tweed boy?’


‘Really. I have a charmed life.’


It’s true, and more than true: it is the defining truth in his twenty-four years. It is why the doors in Meard Mews hadn’t answered to Crumble. It is why the rioters at Oxford Circus sniffed, growled and moved on: to bring him here, to this rooftop. And she won’t turn him away. The Grace will always favour the Graced.


‘Well, come on, then.’ And she is along the ridge tiles. He follows at her heel.


A small crowd talks and drinks outside the Nellie Dean on Dean Street. Intent on their blunt gossip, their blaring laughter, they never look up. Half the universe is unseen, like dark matter. A city burning ten streets away, women slipping into wetsuits, a spandex superheroine and her tweed-and-brogue sidekick running the ridge tiles, like a quirky sixties spy show cancelled mid first season: dark energy.


The girl checks a red pin on the appropriated phone. ‘He’s fast.’


‘How far is it?’


She flicks her chin towards Soho Square. ‘Carlisle Street.’ She drops to a high porch and peers down into the street.


‘Five, six metres.’


‘There’s a fire escape down that side.’


‘Off the line.’


‘Not to me.’


He takes the forbidden fire escape and descends to the Dean Street drinkers.


‘Um, could I ask a wee favour?’ The Grace can never be summoned or commanded. It is a shine. It goes out from him and touches hearts made wide by beer and summer, and the drinkers help him drag a picnic bench across the street, upend it and position it under the drop point.


‘What’s it now?’


‘Maybe three metres.’


Now the drinkers see the girl on the porch and they are in an adventure. She turns, lowers herself over the edge of the porch, hangs from the lip, drops. She hits the slope of the bench, skis down into the street and is across the road, over the bonnet of a tight-parked Peugeot 205, down an alley, up an industrial bin, then a wall, then a fire exit to a high coaming.


‘It’s that free-running thing, isn’t it?’ says a skinny bloke in a plaid shirt.


He watches her striped socks vault, jump, climb out of his life up among the crumbling chimneys and the rooftop weed-smoking dens, chasing her prize beyond price.


The Grace is not cheated so easily. He is not tied to her strict desire line. He can go anywhere in this city. So, up Dean Street to Carlisle Street to Soho Square. With the last of the power in the girl’s phone, he summons the app and faces north, the direction of the other racer, the kynnd, whatever that is.


There, moving against the groups of drinkers headed for the earlier Tube, the safer bus. Early twenties, tall. Damn fit. Olive skin, prominent nose, gazelle eyes. Dark waves of thick glossy hair. He wears the same adidas capri tights as the girl. Same shoes. Same socks. A hydration backpack over a compression top, grippy fingerless gloves. The defining glow of a phone mounted on his left forearm. His wide eyes are turned to alleys and fires escapes and roof lines. Eyes on the prize. And that is how he misses it, the Grace whispers in the chambers of his heart.


At full speed, he runs into Finn. They go sprawling to the street.


‘Sorry, sorry.’ He helps Kynnd Finn up. A moment of legerdemain. ‘You okay? I think this is your phone.’ And the trick is done. ‘I’m so sorry.’


Finn slips the phone into the arm band and runs on, eyes on the top of the city. Now the final act.


Finn glances at his left forearm, as he must. Glances again. Takes the phone and shakes it.


He sees the moment the life and hope run out of a man. He sees him go to his knees. He hears a thing he hoped never to hear again: a man howl as if his bones were wrenched through flesh. In the name of love, he has done the worst thing in his life.


He walks away from the scene of the phone switch. On Finn’s stolen phone, he can easily locate the Prize. This battered street door leads to a courtyard. There is a fire escape. Of course. Before he climbs the ladder in his inappropriate footwear to a flat roof, he makes sure to switch off the purloined phone. Seal the crime. Across a few metres of abandoned barbecues and bottle smash rises a stained-glass cupola, patterned with branches and leaves like a Tiffany lamp. At the four corners of the roof stand slender metal pillars, twice his height, each capped with a metal sphere the size of his head. Are those arcane markings etched into the roof lead beneath his feet or the hieroglyphs of pigeon shit?


The stained glass is old and carbon greasy, etched fragile by decades of light pouring through it. He peers through the panes. Glow and shadows. He sits and leans back against the dome to wait for the girl to come up the long, strict way dictated by the line. Columns of smoke rise against a sodium sky. Sirens and shouts. The city growls, sullen and disobedient. The helicopters have flitted away to districts more newsworthy.


A gloved hand comes over the parapet. A second hand reaches. He is there to offer his own hand.


She stares up into his face. She is exhausted, eyes sunken, face jazzy with sweat and dust, nails chipped.


‘What?’


‘I knew another way in.’


She takes his hand and clambers onto the roof with the last of her strength. She sees the glass dome and every muscle tightens.


‘Oh my God.’ She freezes. ‘Am I …? Is he …?’


‘He didn’t make it.’


‘You saw him? Finn?’


‘His phone …’ He thinks about the truth. Truth and Grace are not necessarily lovers. ‘His phone died.’


‘I win,’ she says simply, and because the words cut no night, she speaks them again, speaks them to the heedless city. ‘I win!’


The phone on her forearm flashes a four-digit code. She squats to turn tumblers on a lock box beside the dome. Inside is a ring tethering two keys. She unlocks a section of the dome, opens a panel and steps inside.


‘Come on, then. You need to see this. You need to.’
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A metal staircase curves down into a large room occupying the top floor of the building. Mythologies dwell in the walls: deities, spirits and djinn peep from sprays of foliage, blousy blossoms, orgies of fruit and roosts of bright-plumed birds. Beaked beasts, jewel-eyed reptiles, demons and many-armed godlets, hammers and axes and drums. Glowing blue crowns and tiaras of sparks, wrist bracers and rings of might: power arcing from god to god in a circle of lightnings.


He pauses on the spiral staircase, enchanted.


‘Zeus, Indra, Astrape, Thor, Xolotl, Thunderbird, Set, Raijin. I’m not so familiar with the sub-Saharan ones.’


‘Frank Brangwyn,’ the young woman says. She flicks on a bank of creamy Bakelite switches, crumbling with age. ‘Private commission. This place goes way back. They’re kind of valuable.’


‘This is the prize beyond price?’ he says.


‘No,’ the girl says. ‘This is.’


She unfolds the second key from the ring and unlocks a box set in the floor. Inside, a set of gears. A loop of chain runs from the cog train to a pulley in the ceiling. She hauls. Links rattle through wheels, meshed teeth tick. A circular hatch in the centre of the parquet floor splits into triangles. A rounded metal dome pushes the wedges up and apart. Up on the staircase, he clutches the rail in dread and delight. If a giant city-killing monster robot had been built with a cock, it would be the steel bell rising out of the floor. The knob ascends. Beneath it, a slim pylon.


‘This … What is this?’


‘Never seen a Tesla coil, tweed boy?’


Then he spots the man hiding among the thunderheads and jungle fecundity, a prim Victorian in a high collar, neatly coiffed and moustached, with a sly smile and quick eye among the thunder gods. Nikola Tesla, the Serb mage of electricity, greatest of all.


‘Be useful,’ the young woman calls. ‘That handle.’ She points with her chin. She has a fine pointy chin. The crank is set in the opposite wall to the chain. He clatters down the cast-iron steps to the handle. He cranks, she hauls. Wonder happens. Aged machinery creaks, shakes off years of rust and disuse. The zenith of the dome opens in a tiny starburst of night. Gaps appears between the metal ribs. Slowly and with a great din, the separate petals retract and descend into the room beneath.


‘This is real!’ he shouts over the racket of gears and guide rails and ball-bearing trains. A curved triangle of stained glass lowers before his face.


‘Realest thing there is, tweed boy,’ the girl yells back. The coil rises above ceiling level. ‘Electromancy! I loved this place as a kid, but the way it worked, Finn went here and I went to Tante Margolis in Spitalfields. I always envied him.’


‘I have no idea what you’re talking about!’ he shouts.


The dome has retracted. The Tesla coil has risen above roof level. The young woman throws a sequence of bolts to lock the coil in place.


‘You ready for this? Do you want to see this?’ Lightning crackles in her eyes.


Cables and conduits cover the third wall, fuses and junction boxes and trips all wired into one big knife switch, an honest-to-Godzilla monster-movie Frank-N-Furter raise-the-casket-into-the-lightning switch, with a red handle. And she throws it. Her hands go to her mouth in awe of her own daring. The building throbs to a pulse of power. The brow of each god and demon and angel and Tesla in the walls blazes with flames of St Elmo’s fire.


The girl bounds up the spiral staircase. The backpack holding her stinky wetsuit bounces on her back. Clutching his satchel to his chest, as if his heartbeat could ward off chip-killing electromagnetic fields, he follows her to the roof. He brushes the hand rail and yelps, stung by small lightning. High above Soho, the head of the Tesla coil flickers with electric fire.


‘This is mad!’ he shouts to the girl.


‘Greatest mad!’ she shouts back over the hum of power.


And the Tesla coil explodes in lightning. Blue-white plasma bolts to the pillar on the south-east corner of the roof. Arc light sears his retinas. Lightning skips from metal sphere to metal sphere, flickers and dances, finding new paths through the air, never the same from moment to moment. He stands breathless with excitement and exhilaration in a pavilion of lightning. A stray bolt might strike him to ash; he would not care. He is a squirm of carbon, a triad in eternity. The woman stands ecstatic, crowned with electric fire.


‘Who are you?’ he shouts.


She throws open her arms, a Tesla angel demanding the city’s adulation.


‘I am Raisa Peri Antares Hopeland!’


Pedestrians on Carlisle Street stop and look up. Cars halt on Soho Square. Pedicabs pull up. Their fares step out to stare.


‘Maybe you should …’ he says. ‘The police …’


‘Not yet,’ Raisa Peri Antares Hopeland says. All storm gods concur: wielding lightning is very moreish. She crosses to the eastern side of the roof, overlooking Soho Square. ‘They have to … Yes. There! Oh, man. Look!’


North-east of east, lightning flickers among the towers of the City of London.


His hair rises; his scalp prickles. Awe, pure and old. She has called something ancient and mighty out of the east of the city, something that has slept long and now wakes alert, wild, undiminished.


‘The Arcmages recognise my claim,’ Raisa Peri Antares ­Hopeland says. ‘I’m an Electromancer.’ Her dark skin shines electric indigo; her cheeks, her eye hollows, her hair crawl with fire. A helicopter clatters low over the roof, turns above Soho Square. ‘I should shut it off now. I’m getting noticed.’


She descends to the Electromancers’ study between helices of St Elmo’s fire that flicker up and down the hand rails of the spiral staircase. The lightning dies. Chains rattle; the coil descends. He feels chilled and exposed. The energy that sent him over Soho on psychogeographic ley lines has run to earth. The nighthawks and the street-curious resume their journeys, all but one who lingers after the rest have moved on: a tall, athletic young man in sports top, tights, tube socks, looking up. He watches him turn, walk, then jog, then run into the city.


The helicopter rises straight up, banks and beats east.


She is not in the great room. He looks for her along the halls and down the stairs of this flat that seems bigger than spacetime permits. He catches the sound of running water. Light around an ajar bathroom door. Sports gear and grip shoes and sweat socks on a tiled floor. The wetsuit is a sloughed neoprene selkie skin. His heart turns, aroused; he has always wished that his was a life that wore wetsuits.


‘Is it okay if I crash here?’ he shouts through menthol and lavender and the noises of small private pleasure that humans make under running water, the last memory of the wet womb. ‘It’s … well … I was supposed to have been in a club tonight.’


‘Sure. Loads of beds here.’


‘Amon Brightbourne,’ he calls from the hall. ‘My name. Amon. Brightbourne.’


She is singing ‘Back to Black’. Amon retraces his steps to the landing and locates the bedroom that smells least of old men. By the green light of a bedside banker’s lamp, he works along a history framed on the walls, feeling like an Egyptologist deciphering dynastic histories. An entertainer lived here. Playbills for the Palladium and the Hackney Empire, the headline stars proclaimed in ninety-six-point Playbill. Ten acts down, among the thirty-six-point dog acts and comedy jugglers: SIR KARAGEORGE, THE ELECTRIC KNIGHT. A round-faced man smiling in a hood and suit of chain mail. He wears a smart Tesla moustache.


Photographs now: the Electric Knight in a soft, smart suit, neatly knotted tie, cufflinks, posing with other old-time acts. A petite woman singer who looks like a primary-school teacher in a wonderful fifties empire-line dress. A woman taller, brasher in a fabulous ballerina frock and high-spiring beehive ’do. Old comedians: a balding guy in horn-rim specs. A smaller one beside him with silvering hair. A tall gangster-faced man in a fez. Another man in a suave trilby hat and raincoat whose features need rinsing and ironing. Showgirls in gloves and silver shoes and feathers. Stage shots capturing lightning from a coil onto the tip of a lance. Lightning arcing between chain-mail gloves. A stage crackling with arcs exchanged between two coils. Shots from what looks like a television studio with sixties singers. Amon recognises Cliff Richard because his mother still believes he smiled at her from a television screen. A tautly young Bruce Forsyth with scared-looking civilians in what must have been some kind of game show.


Now the stage again with rock bands. Here is the Electric Knight older, dapper moustache grey with a man dressed as a giant flower; here with Ozzy Osbourne, baring teeth and popping eyes and throwing shapes with his fingers; here on a raised dais, casting streamers of raw electricity over a three-piece with a weedy long-haired bass player and a muscular drummer behind the largest kit Amon has ever seen. Rick Wakeman in a silver cloak behind a battery of keyboards, with knights in armour on ice. After that, blank wall.


The bed sheets repulse Amon Brightbourne, so he lies on the quilt. Over the bed hangs a small, strange device: a gimbal hanging from a light silver chain. Inside the gimbal, free to spin, a five-pence-piece-sized mirror. He has no idea what it does, but it radiates no ill vibes and is so delicately mounted it spins when he blows at it, so he treats it as a charm. Imagined footsteps in the hall shock him awake time and time again. She is never there. He lacks the courage to go in search of her, in case she never was there and the night’s magic is just cinders.


While Amon Brightbourne settles into twitching sleep, London burns. Teenage males fight through the corridors and waiting rooms of King’s College Hospital. The Brixton Currys electrical store is stripped. Here lies the skull of a dead Tesco. In Woolwich, the Great Harry pub blazes. Rioters finger-paint slogans on its walls in its own ashes. Helicopters and dogs; burning cars. Foam upholstery makes such pretty flames. He wakes in the night, paralysed, not knowing where he is, convinced that some momentous, terrible event has occurred and that when the light comes again he will see a world changed utterly.


It has. Love has fallen on him.


And the morning does come, and he calls her name, her full, preposterous, wonderful name and, receiving no answer, he again searches the apartment.


She is gone. The kettle is warm; she’s moments departed, and he takes heart in that as he makes coffee from the jar of Nescafé on the peeling worktop in the yellowed melamine kitchen.


He climbs up to the electromancy studio. She has retracted the coil. On the centre of the hatch in the floor, she’s left a sheet of paper. On it: a map, an address, a date four days hence and the words Come get ur fon.
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He hears the music from across Wandsworth Common, Trojan dub beat over the huff of runners and the moan of electric trains through the cut. Early-autumn leaves blow across the paths; the air feels soiled and oily, dusted with rage and smoke from London’s lunge of anger, the capital now coiling back into sleep like a snake. Amon Brightbourne’s step quickens. Work is done and he is free.


Four dawns. Four sessions between Karageorge the Electric Knight’s sanctum and here.


Shoreditch. 5 a.m. First grey gloaming. The tall windows of a warehouse loft thrown wide, people high on morning. The little pitch-bent pleadings of his music scurrying among their feet. Had he dreamed his night of lightning? He is given a sofa to sleep on, wi-fi to squat on and an invitation to session at another private party.


Stoke Newington. An abandoned stationery warehouse, security sheeting opened with angle grinders while police eyes were turned to Lord Riot. Amon is too young to remember the shining years of rave that had been his father’s terroir but these things circle. We can’t dance to this, they cried. Except we can.


Croydon. London lacerating its own arms. Ghosting around soft-blowing ashes and the glowing skeletons and springs of looted sofas to a high glass apartment, playing a dozen trust-fund kids on wireless earbuds. They never know that none of them move to the same beats.


Wandsworth. Headed for breakfast and a place to spin away Sunday until it is time to go to see Raisa in Wandsworth. ­Dorling Avenue. Google knows every number on Dorling Avenue except 34a. Amon Brightbourne grew up with places that didn’t want to be mapped, but he can’t rid himself of the fear that she has used his own deception on him, left a faery misdirection. Come get ur fon. Come get mugged.


Satchel clutched tight to chest, he takes a rusted-open park gate onto Dorling Avenue. He wanders under gracious plane trees. The big Edwardian terraced houses exhale unconcerned dilapidation: old Toyotas and battered Volvo estates parked half on the pavement, bikes hung from railings, styrene fast-food boxes swept into the gutters. He walks past number 33. Number 35. Walks back. Number 35, number 33. There is no place between them to put a number 34, much less a 34a.


‘You ’right, mate?’ a black face calls from behind the wheel of a Ford Focus van. His skinny white vanmate grins up from the sagging passenger seat.


‘I’m trying to find 34a Dorling Avenue.’


‘You going to the Starring?’


‘I’m looking for Raisa Peri Antares Hopeland?’


‘You are, then.’ The man beams. ‘We can be a bugger to find if you ain’t been before. I’d give you a lift but it’s literally up the end of the road.’


The van turns down the alley at the end of the terrace. The two men wait at green double doors. Amon hears voices, smells barbecue smoke. Dub waves over him. A neat ceramic plaque beside the door declares 34A.


‘It’s not round the front, see. It’s round the back. Of everything.’


The driver punches a keypad and the green doors open. Amon Brightbourne steps into paradise.


Pairi daeza: old Iranian: a walled enclosure. Through ­Akkadian and Elamite to Greek, paradeisos, and Latin, paradisus. The abode of bliss is a walled garden. Milton’s Eden was an enclosed paradise. Hieronymus Bosch’s Garden of Earthly Delights was walled on either side by creation and damnation. At some theological junction, paradise moved from the natural world to the supernatural. Paradise became Heaven, infinite in extent yet contained. Further up and further in, Aslan drew the Pevensies from the wreckage of Narnia into successive heavens, each paradise larger and more paradisiacal than the one that contained it.


Amon Brightbourne stands in a great garden guarded by houses. Yards, lawns, patios and decks. Mossy herringbone brick paths wander into small green delights: Buddha-haunted bamboo groves and secret suntraps, tiny amphitheatres, raised-bed vegetable gardens, a trellised vineyard, summerhouses and belvederes and barbecues and Ottoman-style divans around fire pits. He glimpses chickens. Towering dub thumps from a raised wooden platform at the far end of the great garden, glimpsed through the branches of the three lime trees at the heart of the hidden place. Hammocks single and double have been slung between their trunks and their branches are home to bird boxes, bat boxes, windchimes and tree decorations that twinkle as they spin. Water, for there is no paradise without water: a fountain-noisy grove to a garden deity and a netted-over koi pond built from railway sleepers. More affably, outdoor Jacuzzis and inflatable paddling pools. On the lawn stand junior football nets and B&Q gazebos. Blankets and cushions and folding chairs lounge across the grass.


The garden is as crowded as a small free festival, one of those impromptu festivals that are about who’s there, that die whenever mobile-phone companies move in with brands and badges. Football shirts, crop tops, beer bellies. The season’s cutoffs and leggings. Plaid shorts, saris and suits. Havaiana feet. Glorious silly heels. Ages and skins. Some black, some white, most both. Like her.


Children.


This is why paradise is better than Heaven. There are no children in Heaven. Here are children’s voices, colours, dartings and stillnesses and suddennesses, chasing each other down the brick paths, kicking and throwing things, wailing and hitting each other, intent in their own private dances to the riddim, jumping up and down and squealing with sheer delight in the spray from a garden hose. Tricycles, balls, Dora the Explorer lunch boxes, Happy Meal toys trodden into the sward pain mines for bare feet, dolls and Transformers and Sylvanian Family members.


There’s a tree house (of course there is) with railed-off platforms and ladders and staircases. Through the leaves, he glimpses a movement of kingfisher-blue, eternity blue. Blue as E minor 7. Blue and heart-red.


The van driver claps a hand on Amon Brightbourne’s shoulder. ‘We’ll sort you, mate. I’m Jacob Sirius. This is ­Demetrios Denebola.’


One tall, one squat, they steer Amon by crazy paving, plank walk and decking to the foot of the tree house. The kingfisher-blue is a dress, the heart-red tights and improbably matching shoes. Ruby slippers.


‘Hey!’ Jacob bellows. ‘Raisa Antares! Someone to see you!’


The blue and the red flurry, leaves part and she looks down over a wooden rail.
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Hands on the waist of her best-favourite-only dress, she looks down from the first gallery of the tree house at the hoped-for guest. The Starring booms and rolls around her.


‘Still rocking the tweed, I see.’


‘Amon,’ he stammers. ‘My name is Amon Brightbourne.’


And still so skinny. Still so wide-eyed. Still calling up to her from down there. Has he changed his clothes? Does he have any other clothes? Has he eaten? She throws the Number Three rope ladder over the side and climbs down. Only Hopelanders who’ve grown up around the back of everything can do this in heels.


‘You’ve got my phone,’ he protests.


She beckons: Come with. The beer lives in a paddling pool slushy with melting ice. She uncaps a Red Stripe. ‘Let go the bag.’


‘It’s—’


‘Safe here. Let go the bag.’


He does and she sticks the bottle into his fist.


‘When did you last eat? Karageorge’s, right?’


To the tables around the rim of the great garden, where backyards and patios grade into greenery. She takes a samosa from a middle-aged Caribbean woman, Kynnd Patience, at a trestle table piled high with the deep-fried pastry triangles. Behind her on the house wall is a plaque: 34A.


‘Eat.’


He wolfs it down like a man who hasn’t seen food in four days, spraying greasy pastry flakes down the front of his cute tweed jacket. His eyes widen at the spike of chilli, then lower into a frown. ‘Is this foie gras?’


Kynnd Patience smiles hugely. ‘It’s placenta.’


On to another pop-up kitchen, another 34A plaque. Two young women in salwar kameez from the Bristol Hearth offer golden pakoras on a paper napkin.


‘Is this placenta too?’


‘Oh, yes,’ says the older girl.


She moves him on to a third patio, a third 34A plaque and a third table, crewed by a lightning-thin young kynnd in an improbably white shirt offering rounds of baguette thickly spread with paté.


‘Would I be right in thinking that’s placenta?’ Amon ­Brightbourne says. He’s getting it.


‘You would.’


Amon eats, nods. ‘Hint of sage?’


The man beams. ‘Sage is the herb for offal.’


‘Is everything placenta?’ Amon asks. His beer is done.


Raisa takes him around a screen of bamboo and through a crease in spacetime she’s never been able to work out in the years she’s lived here, and they’re back at the beer bath. ‘Well, it is a Starring, and it’s a big organ,’ she says, placing another bottle in his hand. ‘There’s barbecued stuff. And always cake.’


‘Cake,’ says Amon. Along another path through the bamboo and they’re on the other side of the garden where metre-long skewers grill over an oil-can barbecue. ‘How did …’


He’s cute when he’s baffled. A group has gathered around two men squatting under an awning: Kynnd Marco and Kynnd Patterson. Raisa never liked them much. Always a deal going on somewhere with them. Boxes of trainers lie at their feet. Each box has a Foot Locker price sticker on the end. Money leaves hands as fast as hands can find it.


‘Xboxes and flat-screen TVs in the van,’ the older man, hairless, face like an unkind Muppet calls out. ‘Get in early for Euro 2012 and the Olympics.’


‘Did they loot—’ Amon begins. She touches her finger to his lips.


‘If you don’t want it, don’t buy it.’


From the lawn come the high-low shouts of children playing and the sharp plastic spang of an over-inflated football being kicked. Teenagers show each other their phones. Old people laugh in folding chairs, glasses of wine perilous in the arm-rest cup holders. Names and greetings.


‘Is everyone kynnd?’ he asks.


‘And a star.’


She spirals him back to the beer pool, which never seems to get any emptier. At the Buddha’d heart of a small turf maze, she’s offered a toke. She draws deep, coughs. She’s never been much of a smoker. He waves it away. They recline a while on a garden divan with people who seem to work in the media and are trying to decide whether the riots signal the end of the world, the end of innocence, the end of middle-class smugness or the triumph of middle-class smugness. All agree it is poor taste to flog loot at a Starring, though the deals on Xboxes look tasty.


‘Stars too?’


‘All stars.’


‘So what is a Starring?’


She should stop teasing the boy, spinning him out and around like spider silk. Today nothing can be denied her. Today she is the brightest star among the Emanations, Arcmage of the Great Coil of Soho.


She lays her finger to his lips again. ‘I got to go. Get ready.’


‘What?’


‘For the Starring.’


‘Don’t leave me.’


‘Whatever happens, accept it. Lisi will look after you.’


‘Lisi? You’ve still got my phone?’ calls Amon as she walks away through another fold in the garden.


The bottle is taken from his hand. In front of him, squinting up into his face, stands a kid: ten, eleven, brown skinned, green eyed, great haired. A stripe of blue sunblock highlights each cheekbone. Amon struggles with gender, makes an arbitrary assignment. Who is she? Where has she come from?


‘Come with.’ The kid is fast and well camouflaged. Amon manages to follow her. Like the Soho house, this Wandsworth garden seems larger than its available space. A shaded, sweet fig grove. A fire pit that might double as a handy temple. A rattling palisade of banners and windsocks. He catches up with her by the raised vegetable beds.


‘Who exactly are you?’


‘I’m exactly Lisi Priya Sirius Hopeland,’ the kid says. ‘Now come on.’


The party? rave? protest? rally? coven? seems to be flowing towards the north end of paradise.


‘So, Raisa is your sister?’ Amon hesitates. ‘Mother?’


The kid deals him a stare that could stop worlds in their orbits. ‘Raisa is my kynnd.’


‘Like … Finn?’ Amon ventures.


‘Finn is kynnd too,’ the kid says. Amon is no more enlightened. ‘He’s Soho and me and Raisa’s Spitalfields. Now come on. The Starring’s about to start.’


Amon resists the tugging hand. ‘Why will no one tell me what a Starring is?’


Lisi frowns again. It is her most expressive face. ‘You aren’t Hopeland, are you?’


She leads him through the carrot and corn to the front of the stage, where the crowd gathers. Lisi hauls Amon up to a thin, fifty-wise woman in a floaty handkerchief dress, sheer calf-length leggings and much metal around her ankles and wrists and face.


‘This is Tante Margolis,’ Lisi says. The woman offers a hand to Amon. The Grace prompts him to touch proffered fingers, dip his head. The woman smiles, charmed. ‘Grand Primary of the Order of Electromancers,’ Lisi continues. ‘My caregiver. Sort of.’


‘Amon—’ begins Amon.


‘We know you,’ Tante Margolis says. ‘Raisa told us everything.’ The dub DJ ends his set. A thin teenager comes up onstage, lifts an electric guitar from a case, slings it around her neck, trips harmonics up and down the frets. ‘You coming to Spitalfields tomorrow? We’re moving it. It’s a bit of a palaver. Be sober. Hangovers and high voltage: not friends.’


The guitarist strikes four blasting E major chords.


‘It’s starting,’ Lisi says. ‘You want to be at the front.’


Again, the guitar calls the people. Amon glances around. He has lost Tante Margolis, affable Jacob, spooky Demetrios. Lisi pulls him to the edge of the staging. A third time, the guitar calls. So close to the stacks, the sound is a physical, visceral thing.


‘Is this the Starring?’ he shouts over the reverb.


‘It is, Amon Brightbourne,’ Lisi says.


‘You hear me?’ the dub DJ shouts into a radio mic.


And the people say Yay!


‘Said, you hear me?’


The people yay again, with heart.


‘Hail and well met, stars. Great day! A new star!’ The biggest yay yet. ‘In a moment we’re going to name our new star, but first, be joyous! Raisa Peri Antares, star, come on up!”


Again, the musician rips a fanfare from her guitar. Crowd roar carries Raisa from behind the stacks onto the stage in a flash and dash of red and blue. She raises her arms like a cup-winning footballer.


‘Raisa Peri Antares, I got a new name for you,’ the MC shouts. ‘From this day on, in the presence of the Hopeland nation, you are Raisa Peri Antares, Arcmage of Spitalfields, guardian of the Great Coil of Soho!’


And Amon Brightbourne finds himself roaring with the assembled Hopelands. Raisa struts to the front of the stage, bowing and air punching and blowing kisses. She is radiant. She is electric.


‘That’s me someday,’ Lisi shouts. ‘I’m the next …’ She stops speaking. The crowd falls silent in an instant. The guitarist cuts her reverb.


Finn is on the stage from where, how, no one can tell. He is dressed in a skinny grey suit, too short at ankle and wrist. White shirt, top three buttons undone, winkle pickers. Unshaven, hair tied back. He grabs the MC’s microphone. ‘Is Amon Brightbourne here?’ he asks. ‘I heard he was invited.’


‘Finn,’ Raisa says. Finn has seen Amon in the front row.


‘You’ve got something of mine. And I got something, but it’s not yours.’ He takes Raisa’s phone from his inside pocket and holds it up. ‘Is it?’ He fixes Amon with a raven glare. ‘Is it!’ Feedback sets the crowd wincing. Jacob is up on the stage, Demetrios behind him.


‘Whoa whoa whoa whoa whoa, kynnd,’ Jacob says. He is a head shorter than Finn but no one in 34a Dorling Avenue’s paradise garden doubts that he could crush universes in his fists if so provoked. ‘Kids here, okay? Kids here.’ He points a finger at Raisa, who had been about to speak. She takes a step back. Demetrios closes up on Jacob’s shoulder. ‘This is a Starring, kynnd. Okay?’ He gently takes the radio mic from Finn’s hand. Finn grimaces, sets Raisa’s phone on the stage and stalks off. The assembly parts before him like dust.


‘Okay, let’s remember why we’re here,’ Jacob says. He returns the mic to the DJ and nods to the guitarist. She picks up a chugging reggae off-beat. The MC stalks the stage.


‘Stars!’ Back and forth, a slip-beat skip now. ‘Stars!’ Guitar and MC knit the kynnd back together again. ‘Make light!’


And Amon Brightbourne is blinded. He blinks through dazzle. Stage and crowd are lit by tiny spots of moving light – a daylight glitterball. In Raisa’s hand, in Lisi’s, Tante Margolis’s and the MC’s hands, in the hand of the girl guitarist, Jacob and Demetrios and every guest in the great garden, is a short chain from which hangs a small gimbal. Inside the frame, a mirror spins. The same device that hung over Amon’s claggy bed in the keep of the Electric Knight. The tension, the ill of Finn’s anger, is dispersed. Amon hears the air sing. All is full of light.


A young woman comes onstage. She wears a baby in a sling. I’ve eaten your placenta, Amon realises as the leopard light plays over her. She holds the baby high over her head. A cheer goes up. The baby kicks but does not wail. The mother walks the stage, infant held high, showing it off to the mirror spinners.


‘A star! A star is born!’ the MC bellows.


Another cheer.


‘Constellation of Los, Aldebaran ascending! Passive, sensitive and warm. Shy and private; always knows what’s going on, no fooling Aldebaran, secret keeper of the family. You are Kisi Kufuor Aldebaran Hopeland.’


Cheers and tears. The lights go out. Amon blinks again. The mirror chains are put away. Kisi Kufuor Aldebaran is crying now.


‘What happened there?’ Amon asks.


Lisi presses forwards to greet the new baby. She gives him an over-the-shoulder shout.


‘We have our own religion!’





6



Kisi Kufuor Aldebaran Hopeland sleeps in a swaddle of blankets in a hammock beneath the many-decked tree house. A fingernail-sized mirror on a chain hangs over her face and tiny fists, catching the city-shine breaking through the leaf canopy and spinning it across her closed eyelids. High above, Amon Brightbourne and Raisa Hopeland talk quietly. The Starring ended so late it’s early. The police would have come about the noise but no police have ever found the way into 34a, and anyway everyone in the street was at the party. Now she sits knee to knee with Amon in her favourite place in the Hearth: the topmost crow’s nest in the fore-dawn.


Raisa says: ‘You swapped phones.’


‘I did. Yours for his.’


Raisa leans back on the divan seating. ‘I’m not sure how I feel about that.’


‘I wanted you to win.’


‘You’re far too honest.’


She should be furious with him. She can’t find the anger. It would be like being angry with a dog that’s eaten your Starring Day cake. And there was cake – a lot of it. It didn’t taste right. Nothing tasted right meat, cake, toke after Finn’s interruption. She sets his phone on the cushion between them.


‘If I give you his, can you get it back to him?’ Amon says.


‘That could take a while,’ Raisa says. ‘And he’s probably out of London. Gone back to the Alderley Hearth.’


‘I don’t understand anything that’s going on,’ he says, and it’s so plaintive it’s adorable.


‘Ask me.’ She curls her legs up on the divan, kicks off her red shoes.


‘Okay. Well, Lisi said you have your own religion.’


‘Sort of,’ she says, and sees from his face this is not the answer he wants. ‘Everyone is a star. Well, no – everyone has a star. It’s not astrology. Stars don’t rule us. They’re more like parts of ourselves. They’re not souls or spirits. They’re Emanations. They have their own system. They don’t need prayer, but they like acknowledging. They can be in places, or buildings, sometimes animals or people, or weather. Does this make any sense?’


‘As much as any of them,’ Amon says.


‘They’re most easily seen in mirrors,’ Raisa says. ‘They like places where their Earth and ours rub up against each other.’


Raisa takes her coin-sized mirror from around her neck and sets it spinning with a tap. Little lights. ‘This is a yata. Look.’


He leans forward, peers, shakes his head, peers deeper. The yata spins to a stop.


‘Nothing,’ Amon says.


‘You wouldn’t. You’re not a Hopeland.’ Raisa slips the yata around her neck.


‘What am I supposed to see?’ Amon asks.


‘Emanations. Maybe.’


‘Like … angels? Gods?’


‘Nothing like that. They’re not gods. They don’t need belief,’ Raisa says. ‘It’s a praxy, not a doxy. It’s a thing to have. Karl-Maria Lindner thought we should have our own religion to keep the family united. You can believe in other gods as well, or none, but this is ours. Look up.’


She touches her fingers under Amon’s chin, feels his thrill of tension, gently tilts his gaze up into over-London.


‘What do you see?’


‘Not a lot.’ London poisons its sky with light. ‘A couple of planes. Bigger stars. At home, the stars are like handfuls of scattered jewels.’


She could kiss him for that. Her fingers insist he keeps looking skyward.


‘Understand this, understand us. We’re like them. Scattered stars. Connected into patterns. Constellations. Put them together, they have a story. Like you see the Great Bear and Cassiopeia, and they have histories and legends and old dead gods, we got our constellations. Enion, the Mama. Ahania, the Leader of the Starry Skies. Enitharmon and her guitar. Our histories and legends. We are a constellation, the Hopelands. We’re connected by lives and loves. Lines and histories. Relationships. As below, so above.’


Her fingers slip from Amon’s chin. She looks into his eyes. His gaze flits away, bat-shy. Come on, tweed boy. If you got up on the top of London, you can look for the Emanations in my eyes. Connect.


Then he stammers, ‘I … I brought you a present.’


‘Not traditional at a Starring, but I like presents.’


He sets his satchel next to his phone and takes out a ­MacBook, small, satin-soft.


‘I’m sort of a musician.’


‘Sort of?’


‘I am a musician. I make music. It’s like party music you can’t dance to. Well, sometimes you can. People like it. It makes them cry and feel cosmic.’


‘I’d like to hear music that makes me cry and feel cosmic,’ Raisa says.


‘It doesn’t like crowds, just a few people, played kind of low so you can barely hear it, like it’s playing only for you, right inside you. The best audience is maybe me playing it to just one other person.’


‘I’ll be that one other person, Amon Brightbourne.’


Amon’s hands shake as he moves Raisa’s hair, slips the audio buds into her ears. He opens Ableton, plugs the Push pad into the MacBook. The pad is a chessboard of buttons, each connected to a sound clip.


‘I mix in real time,’ he says. ‘Every performance is bespoke.’


An edge of aching light outlines the east. Bird calls to bird across Wandsworth Park, the blackbird, sweetest singer first; then the robin; next the wren, the King of the Birds; chaffinch, warblers; thrush, finch and dunnock until the trees ring.


‘In Brightbourne, where I come from, the dawn chorus is overwhelming,’ he says.


The voice that sings in the dawn. He touches the Play button. Raisa Hopeland’s eyes go wide, then close. The music takes her.
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Raisa hurls the ancient Volvo through courts and closes, avenues and alleyways. The heel of her left hand rests on the horn, eager to declare her opinions to any other road user. She turns onto Tower Bridge Road. Hand hits, horn shouts. A cyclist wobbles out of her path and veers into the bus lane.


‘Where you belong, hipster!’ Raisa yells.


‘Don’t you think that’s a little excessive?’ Amon says. He sits in the passenger seat, eyes wide with dread, satchel hugged close.


‘I love bikes,’ Raisa says. ‘I had a job as a cycling advocacy officer. What I hate is hip bastards. Fixies and Macs. I get them in the coffee shop. Wi-fi hogs.’


‘I use a Mac,’ Amon says. ‘Sometimes in a coffee shop.’


She turns to Amon. ‘You’re not hip. You’re a young fogey.’


‘I’d like it if you kept your eyes—’


‘Who’s driving, tweed boy?’


She hauls a cassette from the glove box and jams it into the stereo. ‘The Boy in the Bubble’s accordion riff wheezes out. Every car over a certain age has a cassette of Graceland in the glove box.


‘Soundtrack to my childhood,’ Amon says. ‘We had this old Saab. Mum would put it on and me and Lorien would sing while she tried to get us to miss a note by steering into the potholes. We had lot of potholes in the drive.’


‘Days of miracles and wonder, tweed boy,’ Raisa says, and she tells Amon about another place like Graceland: Hopeland. It is a family, also a nation, also a community, also a culture. It has many homes; it has no home. It is scattered across the world, mirroring the stars of the night sky. It is boundless like the night sky, for it never stops expanding, like spacetime, as new lives are born, adopted, fall, drift, leap into it with a whoop and a cheer. It is easy to join and difficult to leave, like a religion. Unlike a religion, though, the difficulty in leaving is not coercion, nor guilt, nor the price of apostasy; it is because no one ever needs to leave. Once you enter Hopeland, you can travel all your days through this constellation of lives, making and breaking and reforging relationships, and never come to the end of love. And they cross the sacred stream of the Thames to the slinky Soweto guitar of ‘Diamonds on the Soles of her Shoes’ and blare their way up Commercial Street and right into Fournier Street. The crane is already deploying its stabilisers. Spitalfields has turned out, from the landlady of the Ten Bells to the imam of the masjid on the corner of Brick Lane. Tracey Emin, Dan Cruikshank, Gilbert and George. Cranes are always worth watching.


No-nonsense in hi-vis yellow, Lisi waves the spectators back and shifts police cones. She beckons Raisa in behind the crane.


‘You’re going to hit—’ Amon murmurs.


Lisi slaps the hood, the Volvo bounces to a stop. Fuck parking. Look. Look!


The Tesla coil gleams on a wooden pallet in the back of the truck.


‘Shouldn’t you take the keys?’


She holds up an indicting hand. Enough, tweed boy. The coil draws her, as if its power was magnetic, not electrostatic. Shine of copper, glint of primary. Varnish and mahogany and steampunk brass. The Soho coil is an old beast from deep time, created long before it was drawn into the constellation of ­Hopeland, before ever the Electromancers gathered in a ­Huguenot weaver’s loft in Fournier Street. Karageorge maintained it came from Belgrade, wound by the hands of Tesla himself, but he, entertainer and old trouper, was a notorious bullshitter.


Raisa climbs up onto the truck and reaches up to run her hands over the golden glans of the secondary. She cries out, snatches her hand back. Tracey Emin, Dan Cruickshank, Gilbert and George, the imam of Brick Lane Mosque, the landlady of the Ten Bells hiss in consternation.


A shock.


Not electric. She would not have survived that, not from this coil. Ghost fields resonate with the electrolytes in her blood, waters calling to waters, salts to salts. Lightning to lightning. As within, so without.


‘I’m all right,’ she tells the crew. ‘Lift ’er up.’


The crane operators bring the jib in and lower and lock strapping. Raisa jumps onto the lifting pallet and wraps a hand around the webbing.


‘Health and safety,’ the flatbed driver mutters. The rest of the crew stare at him. Tracey Emin, Dan Cruikshank, Gilbert and George, the imam, the landlady, the other rubberneckers in Fournier Street stare at him. He is not Hopeland.


She lifts a hand. Engine noise, slack taken up. Then the Tesla coil, with Raisa clinging to the strapping, rises up from the cheering crowd. She waves, grins, blows kisses as the crane lifts her high, higher, highest above the roof lights of Arcmage House.


Raisa ascending.


‘Come with,’ Lisi tells Amon Brightbourne, which, it seems to him, everyone in this family/constellation/cult/coven has been telling him since Raisa hey-hoed him from Crumble Alley in Soho. Before he can protest, Lisi sweeps Amon through a crazy-angled front door and into a tiled front hall, up one curving staircase onto another, then another, through a high-ceilinged laboratory, up another staircase to a library, up again past another laboratory, this one hung with copper spheres and glass bubbles, and then, just as it seems the house can contain no more up to go to, onto a precipitous companionway to a door that opens onto light and air and views that take Amon’s breath away.


The top floor of the Fournier Street house, the old weaving loft, is roofed and walled with glass. He cannot but wonder. To the north, Georgian panes look across a shadowed garden to Shoreditch and the towers and cranes of the Olympic Park. To the south, the tombstone loom of Christ Church and the lurching banalities of the City dominate the skyline. To the west, Tante Margolis waits seated on a high wooden chair.


‘Welcome to Arcmage House,’ she says. She wears loose silk pants and a wraparound top. Heavy copper bangles. Amon has no dress code for how a grand primary should turn out, but she looks every thread the part.


She gets up stiffly from the chair. ‘Bugger this.’ She crosses the room to a handle in the wall through which Lisi and Amon entered. ‘We need to do something about those stairs.’ She kicks the handle. ‘It’s too stiff for me. Or I’m too stiff for it.’


Lisi moves to an identical crank handle across the room’s long diagonal.


‘And one!’


Lisi and Amon heave the cranks. Amon’s creaks a millimetre. He throws his whole strength into it. The wheel turns. Chains take up slack, turn gears and worm screws. Paint flakes snow down as the roof splits from prow to stern. Hinged ribs fold the glass neat as a shop awning. A moment’s resistance – a new mechanism coming into play – and floor panels flip open, the roof folding flush to the glass walls and creaking down into hidden spaces. The air smells of old paint and chamomile, which Amon has always thought is the smell of windows. The glass clicks home. Amon stands under open sky. City sun anoints him. Birdsong, sirens, aircraft engines and train boom weave around him. He’s high; the crane boom and the steeple of Christ Church rise higher.


A walkie-talkie scratches on Lisi’s hi-vis.


‘Here she comes.’


‘Careful,’ Tante Margolis warns Amon as he peers over the edge of the house into Fournier Street and the upturned faces.


‘It’s all right, I’m charmed.’ He remembers a video of the Beatles playing from the roof of the Apple Records headquarters in Savile Row. Auberon claims he was there, at a fitting with his tailor. Great-Uncle Auberon claims to have been at many of the past century’s key moments. The Beatles were tired, sick of each other. Apple was music then.


Raisa ascends towards him, waves as she passes him. She flies high over Spitalfields. The crane driver nudges the boom controls, careful not to set his load swinging. Raisa drifts over the roof line to the centre of the floor.


‘Okay, stop,’ Lisi commands into the walkie. ‘Lower away.’


Raisa steps from the descending Tesla coil, an archangel touching foot to Earth. She bounces to the Fournier Street front and raises her arms. Adulation greets her. With poles and careful chivvying, Raisa, Tante Margolis, Amon and Lisi lift the Tesla coil from its pallet to its place on the Thunder Floor. Lisi sends the pallet back down and she and Amon close the walls and roof over the shining coil, potent with sun gold.


In Soho the coil was hidden, buried in the architecture, a hooded hawk. In Spitalfields it crowns the house, completes a geomantic trinity with the titanium minaret of Brick Lane Mosque and the spire of Christ Church. The women check the coil, careful fingers working the wires, testing the circuitry. Raisa hooks it into the house’s steampunk power supply. Amon imagines he hears a colossal sigh – from the coil, the house, the Arcmages or Fournier Street? Or from the Emanations, those things glimpsed in mirrors?


The three women glance at each other.


‘Test?’


‘Test.’


‘Test.’


And Raisa strips off her top, slips off her shoes, steps out of her pants. Under her coil-shifting clothes she wears a sports base layer, clingy and flatlock-seamed. ‘Enjoy the view while it’s there, tweed boy.’


Amon blushes as he tries to conceal a tweed hard-on. Lisi opens a chest and hands around old leather welding goggles while Raisa opens a panel in the wall and hauls on a chain. A dummy clad in chain mail rises from below. Tante Margolis slips on a pair of gleaming black shades. Raisa suits, boots, coifs in silky mail as the sun goes down in defeated carmine pennants and banners behind the city’s towers. Goggles on.


‘Primary on,’ Raisa says. She steps on a yellow-and-black-chevronned foot switch. Every hair on Amon’s pale arm erects. His scalp prickles, his skin crawls. The air smells of funfairs. The house hums with electricity from basement to chimney. Iron banister spindles and brass stair rods crawl with St Elmo’s fire.


Lisi pushes Amon’s goggles down. ‘UV,’ she whispers.


‘Secondary,’ Raisa says and stamps a green floor button. The coil ignites. Energy crowns its bronze head. Amon finds he is holding his breath. Universal forces have been summoned here.


Raisa steps to the coil and lifts an arm. Power leaps to her fingertips. Electricity rages: the roaring coil tries to imprison her in a cage of lightning. She takes arcs in her hands and turns her palms to each other. A searing blue bar of electricity connects them. She forces her hands together. Ball lightning blazes in her grasp.


Then she loses control. Her hands open; the lightning zigzags upwards into the flickering corona. Raisa kicks the yellow-and-black switch. The power dies; the coil goes cold. She tears off her armoured cowl.


‘Can’t even do fucking ball lightning!’ Raisa holds up her chain-mail hands. ‘Finn can juggle five balls of lightning.’


‘He trained on this coil,’ Tante Margolis says. ‘He knows it. You don’t. Every coil has its harmonics.’


Harmonics.


‘Could you put the coil on again?’ Amon asks.


‘Again?’


‘Please.’


Tante Margolis nods. Raisa armours up and stomps on the foot switch. The coil reawakens with a throb of power that shakes Fournier Street from Commercial Street to Brick Lane. Amon holds up his phone. Ultraviolet scorches his face. He smells the salt-sun-sear of his own skin.


‘Why am I doing this?’ Raisa shouts from inside the cascade of arcs.


‘B Flat,’ Amon shouts back. He beckons her forward, through the electric waterfall. She dances in lightning. ‘G. E when you open your arms. Then D Mu Major.’ He flicks his phone into an inside pocket. ‘I’ve got enough now.’


‘You recorded—’ Raisa shouts.


‘Coil music. The sound changes when you move through the field. Everything has music.’ He shakes his head. ‘No, that’s not quite it. Everything is music.’


‘Coil music,’ Raisa says. She hits the switch. Amon blinks away after-images.


‘I could use more recordings but I’ve enough to make a start.’


‘Lisi, the Volta Room,’ Tante Margolis declares, whipping off her UV glasses. ‘You’re staying.’


The Grace stirs and turns inside him.


Amon grew up in rooms with names, so he knows that they retain a piece of every life that has passed through them – a smell, a discomfort, a divot in the bed, a rub of worn paint, a lingering aura of joy. The Volta Room occupies the second-floor Fournier Street front of the house. From the sets of shallow wooden drawers that line the wall facing the sleigh bed, Amon concludes it had a previous purpose, but it’s been a bedroom long enough to gather flotsam: the top of a toothpaste tube. USB cables. A long-tined comb. A sports bra. An illustrated copy of De Sade.


Constellations, she said.


Like the room in the Soho house – like his own lost home, Brightbourne – pictures fill the walls. Tante Margolis with her coil at a drag-race track. At a flat shingle bank with mushroom-like concrete pagodas in the background, somewhere on ­England’s weird east coast. Raisa he thinks young, androgynous, grubby between two police. Raisa, older, in clingy silver spacesuit and boots and bubble helmet just big enough for her hair, posing with a silver plastic ray gun. Tante Margolis at the Millennium Dome.


Amon follows the photographs until he comes to a wooden door. Of course he opens it, onto the library (or a library; it’s quite possible Arcmage House has many libraries, in multiple dimensions), and an an elderly black man, wiry grey salting his hair and neat beard, looks up from a table strewn with documents.


‘Oh. S-sorry,’ Amon stammers.


The man beams. He wears heavy-framed glasses and a yellow hi-vis tabard stamped with London City Airport logos. ‘Not at all.’ He extends a hand, which Amon takes. ‘Didn’t get a shock, so you’re not a paduan.’


‘I’m a musician. Amon Brightbourne.’


His eyebrows rise over the heavy frames of his glasses. ‘Raisa’s help from above.’


‘More like below.’


‘Griffith-George Rigel. Known as the Vault.’ He indicates the oak shelving, the ladder circulating on tarnished brass rails. ‘Historian of Hopeland. Archivist of the impossible. We write history faster than I can archive it.’


‘I can see there’s a lot of it.’


‘This? This isn’t even all the history of the Electromancers. And they’re just one tiny constellation. I got twelve storage units over at Beckton full to the rafters.’


‘You don’t live here?’


‘I got a pacemaker, kynnd. I shouldn’t even be working here. Every time they fire that thing up, I think my time’s come. I got to incorporate the Karageorge material before they sell the Soho house.’


‘Oh,’ Amon says. He stayed only one night beneath the glass pleasure dome, but the news of its sale feels like losing a wonder of the world. A collapsed Colossus. The last silverback. The Taj Mahal turned into a KFC.


‘London’s insane expensive, kynnd. Even the cheap seats we occupy.’


‘The Brangwyns …’


The Vault looks up again from his papers and smiles.


‘You’ll do well.’ He gathers a sheaf and shoves them into an accordion file. ‘Them muriels’re going to be a whole new storage headache for Griffith-George. No one thinks about the archivist, but I’m the keeper of souls, kynnd.’ He tucks the accordion file under his arm. ‘I’ll be all night on this and I got a red-eye out tomorrow. Anything you want to know, ask me. One warning.’ He looks over his glasses. ‘Don’t fall in love with my family.’


A noise behind him distracts Amon. When he looks back, the Vault is gone. Raisa peeks into the library. ‘Oh, hi.’


‘I met—’


‘The Vault. Yeah, yeah, tweed boy,’ Raisa declares. ‘It’s a nice night and I’m too charged to sleep. Fancy another top-of-the-city adventure?’
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Satan had an architect and his name was Nicholas Hawksmoor.


Born: 1661. Possibly. Nottinghamshire. East Drayton, maybe, or Ragnall. Schooled: not known; schooled certainly, with talent enough to be taken on as clerk to a justice in Yorkshire, then to London and the practice of Sir Christopher Wren.


Uncertainties. Loose joints in biography, into which legend can seep.


Certainties: that he was the ablest and most ambitious of Wren’s apprentices. That he was commissioned in 1711 by Queen Anne to oversee the construction of fifty new city churches. That only twelve of these churches were built, and that only six are wholly from the mind of Hawksmoor.


That his six churches are unique in English architecture, in church architecture. That they are aggressively classical, disturbingly formal. Cubes intersect; golden sections nest; columns, bays and galleries proceed by numerological resonances. Some say the foundations of his architecture delve far beneath the Greeks, to the Dionysiac architects who designed the Temple of Solomon in its hermeneutic beauty – that the god they glorify is not that of Christ but one older, darker, more dreadful. A stepped pyramid inspired by the Mausoleum of Halicarnassus stands over St George’s, Bloomsbury. Perched atop, no cross of Christ but King George I as world-conquering classical hero. An Egyptian obelisk crowns St Luke’s, Old Street; above the plain box of the lost St John’s, Horlseydown, stood a tapering column topped with a weather vane in the shape of a comet. A pyramid rises in the churchyard of St Anne’s, Limehouse, engraved with an All-Seeing Eye. Stand on the steps of Christ Church, Spitalfields, Hawksmoor’s greatest work, and your spirit is cowed and vertiginous, as if the massive façade might fall forwards and annihilate you. Hawksmoor said that he wanted to create architecture of ‘Terror and Magnificence’.


That he did. God is dead, his churches declare. The eternal truth is the cold hum of entropy, the drone of a universe winding down into thermodynamic equilibrium. The cosmologists’ god.


St John’s, Horsleydown, burned in the Blitz. Its weather vane comet was saved and displayed in the Museum of London. Over the years, a significant number of visitors, on encountering the comet, have been overcome by dread, terror, horror. None can ever say why.


Architecture and emotion. Place and psyche. Into the gap between the uncertain and the uncanny creeps myth.


Iain Sinclair, Bard of Hackney, is the first psychogeographer to explore Hawksmoorland. His 1975 essay ‘Nicholas Hawksmoor, His Churches’, from the collection Lud Heat: A Book of the Dead Hamlets, reveals a message in those churches. Alignments, orientations, locations. Oppositions and architectural contrasts. Patterns. Dots joined. A triangle here, a star there. New constellations drawn on the map of London: the seal of Set, Egypt’s god of chaos, disorder, storms. Deserts and violence. Strangers and foreigners.


Peter Ackroyd, biographer of cities and rivers, in his novel Hawksmoor, transforms the architect into Nicholas Dyer, church builder, murderer, occultist. Dyer sacrifices human lives to create an architecture of the anti-Enlightenment. Dyer rejects the ideal of human progress through linear time. Dyer-time is a circle, finding harmonies and resonances in the twentieth century through ritualised murders investigated by Detective Sergeant Nicholas Hawksmoor. The worm Ouroboros bites its tail. Satan has his architect.


In From Hell, Alan Moore, shaman of Northampton, plants a phallosphere of obelisks, tombs and Hawksmoor churches that form a pentagram with St Paul’s Cathedral at its centre, the divine feminine chained and buried by eternal patriarchy and sealed in by walls of occult energy. Within this unholy star, Jack the Ripper carries out his obscene sacrifices to the man-gods. Geography becomes architecture, mind made stone. Resonances ascend through time, Moore insists, and also ripple into the past, like backwash running down a beach.


So the mythologies of late-twentieth-century psycho­geographers rewrite the past in which they are rooted. Who’s to say that Nicholas Hawksmoor did not indeed plan a Satanic architecture for London that was never completed? Funding cuts, as ever. Place becomes psyche, story becomes history.
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Bridges, great domes, churches, birds: these have hollow bones.


By the bobbing light of an LED head torch, Raisa leads Amon Brightbourne through the space inside the wall of Christ Church, Spitalfields. Plaster blisters burst as they brush past and mark their clothes with chalky dust.


‘Tight here.’


They turn sideways, feet splayed at ten to two, shuffling, heads dipped to avoid breathing the dust of stone and bone.


‘Low here.’


They duck into a tunnel half Raisa’s height and edge forwards in a squat crouch. Cobwebs crown them. A few handspans of stone away, smokers outside the Ten Bells exhale pale plumes into the still air; pizzas whir by on the backs of mopeds; hi-vis police patrol the tense post-riot night. Don’t think about becoming wedged in this crack a stone’s width and a universe from help. They won’t hear you.


‘Through here.’


Raisa’s voice echoes: open space ahead. Her light illuminates the foot of a staircase tight as DNA.


‘We’re under one of the columns,’ Raisa says.


Churchyard gate to crypt steps to narrow side door to secret passage inside the walls of Hawksmoor’s great church. Round the back, inside the walls. She leads Amon up the tight stairs like Wee Willie Winkie. Her hair brushes stone.


‘Head down.’


Amon ducks under a low arch and joins her in the organ loft. Viewed from the nave, the great organ of Christ Church is the angel of music, a central spire of open diapasons and bourdons between two wings of quints and aliquots, each clutching a crosier of prestants and gemshorns. Gold, mahogany, warm ivory. Seen from the rear catwalk, it’s a favela of ropes, stops, pumps, flues and reeds, and wooden shelves stacked with unused pipes. Dust and birdshit, furniture polish and old zinc patinas. Creaking planks and fragile ladders.


‘Biggest Georgian organ in the world,’ Raisa says, sending her head beam dancing up the smooth organ pipes. ‘Keyboard goes down to bottom G. Is that really low?’


‘It’s really low.’ Amon gazes up into the city of pipes. ‘I play church organ. I taught myself keyboard on the old Brightbourne harmonium. I auditioned for the local churches but they turned me down. I think my music might have been a bit … trancey.’ He touches the satin-soft metal. ‘Oh, I would love to spend time with you, glory. Learn your voices and intonations. Draw out your secret music.’


‘Maybe not tonight, tweed boy,’ Raisa calls from the turn of a wooden staircase up into the tower.


‘That’s reasonable,’ Amon says, and together they spiral up into the spire of Christ Church.


At the top of the final ladder, a hatch opens onto a small rectangular chamber beneath the dunce cap of the spire. Three masonry arches form each side of the space; each centre arch is slatted openwork. In the centre of the chamber stands a tall wooden box, hinged and bolted.


Raisa draws stiff bolts, pulls chains. Window slats rattle up. The merest of evening breezes cools dust-sticky sweat.


‘Watch,’ she says and goes up on tiptoe to open the bolts on the top of the tall box. She removes the lid, then the side panels. She imagines Amon’s surprise, then remembers her own when she discovered the Tesla coil hidden at the top of the steeple of Christ Church, weirder then any of the weirdnesses Hawksmoor stuck on top of his churches.


‘So that other lightning,’ he says. ‘When you said the ­Arcmages …’


‘Tante Margolis came up here and fired up the coil.’ Raisa touches the shaft of the primary, tingles to a small thrill of remembered lightning. ‘You can still smell it. If you got the nose.’


‘I have to ask the obvious,’ Amon says. ‘What’s it doing here?’


‘Defending the East,’ Raisa says. ‘There are four coils under the care of four Arcmages: North, South, East and West. This is the Coil the East. Tante Margolis is Grand Primary; Arcmage of the East is Kynnd Hope Achernar. She’s some kind of subminister here. I don’t know much about how Christianity works.’


‘She’s a minister and a Hopeland?’


‘Like I said, you can believe in other gods, or none. Praxy, not doxy.’


‘Defending the East against what?’


Raisa swings to the window on the west and the lights of the city.


‘Against that. That’s death. It wants to roll over everything. Make everything like it. We hold it back. We bind it tight, here, where it comes from. This church, Kynnd Hope will tell you there’s nothing Christian about it. Its foundations are built into an old plague pit, but the roots go deeper than that. Way deeper.’


Raisa sits on the ledge, legs dangling. Fifty metres below, night people throng Commercial Street. She pats the stone, daring Amon. He squeezes down beside her. Brogue heels scuff birdshit limestone.


‘Now listen. I got a story for you.’
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Raisa and Lightning Woman


I was kissed by the Lightning Woman. In Epping Forest. I lived there a while. When I was seventeen. I kind of went feral. Lived in the woods. Twenty k from Marble Arch. You can do that in Epping. It’s like the slashed edge of London. The city opens and wild things get in. It’s bigger than you think. The further in, the bigger it gets. People moved in during the Blitz and can’t get out. They went deep. I never went that deep.


When I was a kid, I loved being a kid. I grew up in the Wandsworth Hearth and I was the happiest kid. Then I became a girl, and I didn’t like being a girl. It was difficult. Effort. I had to think about things. Take things under regard. When I was a kid, I could do anything. Be anything. When I became a girl, all I could be was a girl.


And I was supposed to move into the Girls’ House. I hung on as long as I could. In the end, I went. I hated the Girls’ House. Girls, living together. What made anyone think that was a good idea? Police and bitches, all the way down.


I stuck it for two years, then I moved out of Dorling Avenue, moved up to Epping and walked out under the trees until I found one that welcomed me. It was a big oak, a thousand-year oak. Epping’s long but thin: all the weird lies on the long line. You won’t find that tree if you walk the short line, across. So I was close enough to the car parks to see the lights from the doggers, but they’d never find me.


I built a bash under that big oak. Plastic sheets, gas cooker, all that. The leaves were thick; not one drop of rain ever wet me. Got bugs, though, bugs, sap, lichen. Four hundred types of insects live on English oaks. I know a lot about oaks. I thought forests might be the thing for a while.


Everything is for a while with me. I never stick at anything.


The Forest Gate Hearth would look in and make sure I was all right, had water, food. I’m pretty sure they had security up as well. Some of the Forest Keepers are kynnd. I never had no trouble. Like I said, it’s where the wild things go. I was halfway to being moss when the storm struck.


You smell a big storm first. Comes out of the roots, the soil, the spores. Then you hear it. Everything starts to move: leaves, then little twigs, then the branches, and by the time the storm hits whole trees are moving and creaking and it’s like you’re inside a wave bowling you over and over and over. That happened to me. Down in Cornwall. We were in the sea and this wave came over me, and next thing I was in the middle of it, bowled over and over and over. A storm in a forest is bigger because you are part of it. The storm is in you. Then it goes still. Like waiting. And you hear the thunder and every tree, every plant, every leaf, every fungus is shining. You see the life.


I went back to the bash. Shouldn’t have done that. Oaks and elms are lightning trees. I sat there under my black bin liners and the sky went crazy. The forest, it went crazy too. I saw things in the flashes. Tall things walking. Then my tree took a hit. The air exploded! Just blew my bash, my stuff, away. Never heard anything so loud in my life. Light. Blazing light. And more than light – a woman, made of lightning. She turned to me. Her lips moved. She bent down, her face to mine. The light! I could feel my skin curling and crisping. There was no pain. Her lips touched mine, then she pulled back like she was going to say something. Then flash! Gone. I should have burned there. The tree channelled the lightning around me, down its branches, kept me in a bubble in the heart of the storm.


The Forest Keepers found me raving. Raving. About the Lightning Woman. Shock, they said. Trauma. Hypothermia. They got me to A&E. One of the Keepers, she knew. She’d seen her too. Something not ours. A new Emanation.


I wouldn’t go back to the Girls’ House. No no no. Well, they said, then where can she go? Then old Tante Marco Betelgeuse said, this is easy. She has the lightning in her, can’t you see? Send her to the Arcmages. The what? I said.


I’d wanted to go to the Soho house because it’s in the middle of things, but Finn was already there and Karageorge didn’t want to take on another paduan at his age. Tante Margolis had time and space, so I came here.


The thing about stars is, they never stop moving. Constellations change. We’re across every continent. Always growing. Bits can get left behind. Bubbled out. The Electromancers have been around longer than the Hopelands. Bombs were falling when Grand Primary Annaliese Godin met Kynnd Sacheverel. They were sheltering. There’s deep tunnels down there. They fell in love in deep tunnels. And the Arcmages turned into stars.


Grand Primary Annaliese started working with the War Ministry: Department of Spook. They’d never call it that, official, but everyone did, private. They called in magicians, artists, shrinks, set builders, crossword setters, anyone who could mess with the enemy’s heads. Electromancers. Kynnd Annaliese had done opera before the war. Wagner. Spears and storms. They thought it might work with Germans. Never got to try it, though it would have looked the proper shit. She met another Tesla coil artist, this twenty-year-old who’d, like, walked from Serbia towing his coil on a cart. Well, that’s the legend. She took him in as paduan, but he didn’t want to spend his days keeping the darkness in a lightning cage. No, he was a showman. So they split and he took over the old Soho apartment and put his own magic into it.


Which you seen.


Karageorge stayed kynnd, no one ever stops being kynnd, though they may forget they are, and between them they trained up the Electromancers. Never many. They have to have the lightning, you see. I got it. Finn got it. Tante Margolis got it and Tante Annaliese saw it in her way back in the seventies when it was bleak and the dark was high and it looked like the line of Arcmages of Spitalfields might break. It didn’t. We bound it tighter. Like lashing one ship to another. But hey! She saw my lightning, and she saw Lisi’s too, and the coil still stands here, keeping London.


I tell you this: everything I’ve done, everything I know, is to see the Lightning Woman again and at last hear what she has to say.


Raisa’s lower legs are numb, the nerves behind her knees compressed by bending over limestone lintels. It’s much later than she’d thought.


‘Come on then, Amon Brightbourne. School day tomorrow.’ She gets to her feet, kicks out the stiffness. She pulls bolts back, drops shutters, fastens up crating around the coil. ‘Let’s go, tweed boy.’ She extends a hand and hauls Amon to his feet.


‘One thing,’ Amon says as she starts down the ladder. ‘Raisa, what did you mean: when I became a girl?’
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Raisa is long gone barista-ing to the early workers of Spitalfields by the time Amon Brightbourne wakes from white sleep. Strange beds, strange energies, the miasma of Christ Church (does a secret Tesla coil stand at its summit? did he sit there with his brogues hanging over fifty metres above Commercial Street?). Most of all, Raisa’s line dropped like a flake of limestone dislodged from the face of Christ Church.


When I became a girl.


Lisi’s school term is weeks off but she’s busy with washing machines and tumble driers. Tante Margolis talks on the phone with what sounds like (judging by her answers) solicitors.


‘Breakfast?’ Lisi asks. Amon takes coffee. ‘For breakfast?’ Lisi’s disdain is cold and hard. She makes good coffee.


‘Maybe you should be the barista,’ Amon says, attempting levity.


‘I’m eleven,’ Lisi says.


Amon takes his good coffee up to the Library, where he hopes to remedy his broken night in working through the samples of coil music. He finds Griffith-George among document boxes, file cases, magazine holders, stout manila folders straining at elastic bands, plastic storage crates, bundles of letters tied up with musty string, peeling briefcases, school satchels, wallets, valises. Books, ring binders, fan-fold cases. Papers bound, papers stacked, papers piled, papers folded: sheets of A4, printouts, curling photographs. Long tongues of foolscap. Handwritten journal pages: flow charts, family trees. The Ark of the Covenant is surely here, under a pile of papers next to the Palantír of Orthanc.


He clucks and tuts Amon’s coffee away from his fragile documents. After ten minutes of Amon sipping his coffee, he says, ‘That coffee’s stone cold. So what do you want?’


‘Raisa said something to me last night. She said, “When I became a girl.” ’


The Vault looks at Amon over the top of his glasses.


‘What did she mean?’ Amon asks.


‘Some join, some adopted, some born,’ Griffith-George says. ‘Let me tell you a story. And that story may lead to another story, and another, and then you might get somewhere.’


The Vault came to England from the island of Montserrat with two treasures. The first is a claddagh ring, passed finger to finger from its first bearer, Proinsias Joyce of Galway, sent under indenture to Barbados in 1632. April Griffith took it from her finger and slipped it onto her son’s at the airport as he prepared to leave 340 years after his ancestors arrived.


The second and greater treasure is visual memory. See a thing once – place, face, object or page – and decades after he can recall it in supernatural detail. The face of the official who stamped his passport when he arrived at Heathrow immigration. The markings of his landlady’s cats at his first lodgings on ­Greencroft Road. Every article of clothing worn at his tenth birthday party. He still leads groups of Montserratians exiled after the volcano on memory walks through the streets of Plymouth, the buried capital. It is still the capital, though only ghosts walk there now.


Griffith-George, heart turned out to the world, landed in 1972 and found a job. Found job after job, in fact: bus driver, baggage handler, fueller, dispatcher. Always in the hi-vis industries. In 1987 he was among the first crew at the new London City Airport and has remained since. There, on the ramps and aprons, he met and fell in love with Desiree Therese Arcturus Hopeland. Arcturus, he’d said – that’s a star.


It is, she’d answered.


He turned the heart in at their Fastening in the Beckton Hearth. She took the claddagh and placed it back on his finger, heart turned out. That’s not our way. There were years; there were children. The Fastening dissolved, but Griffith-George Rigel remained a Hopeland, for Hopeland never ends.


‘Raisa Peri Antares. Let me see. Born 16 June 1988, King’s College Hospital, and put up for adoption. Both parents I can’t see them. Social services fostered her out to Rania and Michael at Dorling Avenue. Ailsa Canopus and Chloe Centauri adopted her in August. All their children have been adopted. We adopt as many as are born. Great Lindner’s notion. So we don’t become too inbred. We’re a gene river, not a pool. Starred 23 September 1989. Don’t ask questions, Mr Brightbourne. Questions are rocks. They obstruct the memory.’


Griffith-George frowns, then a smile dawns. ‘I see her! In a silver dress. Spangles. Shorts. Glossy tights. The tip has come off the heel of her left shoe. Her hair is pulled back. Silver there, too: glitter. Glitter eyeshadow and lipstick. It’s winter. Let me see.’


He turns his head to the left. ‘Winter solstice, 2008. ­Wandsworth Hearth. It’s cold. Braziers lit all over the garden. She’s talking with Donna Capella and Jean-Claude Castor. I walk past, she looks at me. She thinks she should recognise me. She’s nineteen.’


A tilt of the head. ‘It’s 2004. Carmen Sirius’s Speedforth. We are at the Sitges Hearth to praise a soul’s returning to the sky. Yatas turning. They’re there among the moving lights. I’m not sure how they come to be there. Let me see. Ah. Carmen Sirius had been fast with her parents. There they are, Ailsa and Chloe.’ He turns his head to the left. ‘Raisa stands apart. Fourteen. They’re frightened. Soon they will go to the Girls’ House.


‘It’s 1998. I’m hot. There’s a cool, cool Guinness in my hand. Dew on the bottle. The label is peeling. Wandsworth. Lot lot lot of faces. Let me see. There! Big big big. Shorts, shoes, shirt. All big. Hair everywhere. Someone has a hose and Raisa is running through the rainbows. Nine.’


Griffith-George opens his eyes. ‘It’s a gift and a curse.’


‘You said she and then you said they,’ Amon says.


‘I did, yes,’ Griffith-George says. ‘And now you get another question, but all I got is two hundred and twenty thousand Hopelands and their histories, heartbreaks, hopes. That’s where you’ll find your answer.’
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London is pre-eminently the psychogeographer’s city. Each district possesses a behaviour and a personality. Time snags in the foot tunnel under the river at Woolwich: minutes become hours; hours, minutes. Tales are told of time vortices, time doubles. The corner of Old Bailey and Newgate Street has a gloomy, doomed demeanour, haunted by the Black Dog of centuries of imprisonment, torment and despair. Clerkenwell is the enduring heart of radicalism and revolution, the spirit of King Mob. Spitalfields has always had a pilgrim’s soul and laid a migrant’s table.


1686. Gaston Godin of Nantes arrives in Spitalfields with his wife, his three children and his skill. The old fields and market gardens of St Mary, Spital, have been laid out into streets for Irish and Huguenot silk weavers, a craft the English lack. Behind him, in Nantes, dragoons loot Protestant homes, enforce bayonet-point conversions and, where none succeed, slaughter Huguenots. A century of religious tolerance is ended because Louis XIV’s magnificence is offended by religious beliefs not his own.


By 1726, the shuttles of Gaston Godin’s sons fly across the light-filled loom-loft of their house on Fournier Street. Forty years later, their own sons watch John Doyle and John Valline, weavers by trade, hang in Bethnal Green for riot.


After a century, French imports have resumed and domestic prices collapse. Spitalfields weavers are regular and spirited rioters. Richard and Paul Godin have long since moved out of textiles. As the silk trade fades, the tall, generous weavers’ houses split and degenerate into slums. New feet arrive on the streets and see in these rookeries the perfect opportunity for another low-rent, light-hungry trade: tailoring. Pogroms drive persecuted Jews across Europe to the web of streets in the shadow of Christ Church. Patterns in time. Nerves and memories. Voices calling across centuries.


Huguenot church becomes Wesleyan chapel, becomes Grand Synagogue. Will become the Jama Masjid. Will become something else as the Bangladeshis move out and Somalis, Eritreans and Ethiopians move in. Will forever change, world without end, and remain the same.




1: INT. LECTURE ROOM, ROYAL SOCIETY – NIGHT


1891. Lightning: indoors! Terror and wonder on the faces of the DELEGATES in the tiered seats. The DELEGATES are without exception well-dressed Victorian men. Blue flickering light.


CAMERA moves across the faces of the spectators. Among them is CHARLES GODIN, pale and enthusiastic in his early twenties. Lightning reflects from his eyes.


CUT TO: the lab bench at the front of the lecture hall. On it stands a TESLA COIL. Behind it, NIKOLA TESLA. He is the master, the magician. He lifts a wand and an electric arc dances to it from the coil. Joy lights up his face.


NIKOLA TESLA


You see lightning, gentlemen. I see electricity transmitted anywhere in the world! Broadcast power! That is a power to shape the future.


2: INT. LECTURE ROOM, ROYAL SOCIETY – NIGHT


Moments later. The demonstration is over. DELEGATES surround TESLA, bombarding him with questions. CHARLES GODIN tries to push in.


CHARLES GODIN


Mr Tesla! Mr Tesla!


Exasperated, he runs up the steps to the main door.


3: INT. ROYAL SOCIETY ENTRANCE LOBBY – NIGHT


CHARLES GODIN is on the great balcony as NIKOLA TESLA enters the lobby, still mobbed by DELEGATES.


CHARLES GODIN


Mr Tesla!


NIKOLA TESLA looks up.


CHARLES GODIN


Mr Tesla! Your coil … How may such a thing be built?


NIKOLA TESLA lifts his cane to point to CHARLES GODIN.


NIKOLA TESLA


You, sir! What is your name?


CHARLES GODIN


Charles Godin, Mr Tesla!


NIKOLA TESLA


You, I can educate.


4: INT. FOURNIER STREET – NIGHT


Five men and one woman gather in the weavers’ garret of the Godin house. Storm: lashing rain and lightning among the chimneys of London.


A visibly older CHARLES GODIN stands before a TESLA COIL that dominates the rooftop salon.


CHARLES GODIN


Thank you for braving such a vile night. Duke Donnertblitzen. The Three Storms. Lady Lightning. The Astounding Smith and Jane.


Acknowledgements from each as they are named.
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