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      ‘Astonishing, dazzling – this book matters’
      

      
      Locus

      
      ‘McDonald portrays this macabre future with a whirlwind of imagery and emotion that immediately pulls the reader in and won’t
         let go until the last page’
      

      
      Publishers Weekly

      
      ‘Superlative, cutting-edge SF from one of the genre’s best stylists’

      
      Booklist

      
      ‘McDonald’s lush prose paints a vivid and credible Armageddon. World-building SF that’s punk, funky, and frightening: a fantastic
         acid trip to the end of the world’
      

      
      Kirkus Reviews

      
      ‘Conveys the strangeness of the future with a thrilling urgency’

      
      Paul McAuley
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      Trisha, 
For you.

      
   
      
      
      Watson’s Postulate: Never mind turning trash into oil or asteroids into heaps of Volkswagens, or hanging exact copies of Van
         Goghs in your living room, the first thing we get with nanotechnology is immortality.
      

      
      Tesler’s Corollary: The first thing we get with nanotechnology is the resurrection of the dead.

      
   
      
      
      MORNING AND AFTERNOON

      
      NOVEMBER 1

      
      In the morning there was a dead man melted into the street wall of Santiago’s house.
      

      
      Wakened by the first spasms of the skysign fifty kilometres above the city, the bodyglove spat Santiago out into crash, loathing
         and the dawn’s early light. Virtuality dreams disconnected neurone by neurone. Tendrils of intimate tectoplastic uncoiled
         from his cochlea, his hemispheres, his eustachian tubes, slipped free from his optic nerves. The film circuitry of the bodyglove
         peeled back from his skull, his spine, his genitals, flowed across his skin like amniotic fluid, down his arms, to re-form
         in a trembling sphere of semi-intelligent nanopolymer in his cupped hands. Introibo ad altare. The chemical fire that had burned through his bloodstream all night settled in flakes of narcotic ash in the bottom of his
         veins.
      

      
      The skysign was a tortured writhe of crimson fire, an artificial aurora of microscopic light-emitting tectors hung across
         the tropopause and kindled by the touch of a sun still below the eastern mountains. Its light fell through the studio’s transparent
         roof on to the bodies of his companions lying spreadeagled on the floor. Lurid little crucifixions. Toy Golgothas. Saints
         and martyrs.
      

      
      Santiago collected saints and martyrs.

      
      He replaced the dormant bodyglove in the carved wooden cinerary casket he had bought down in the teeming necrovilles of Viejo
         Mexico. Glimpsed in the decorated mirrors that lined the walls, he was no longer an angel wreathed in silver filigree nanocircuitry,
         Lord of the Web. He was only Santiago Columbar, twenty-seven. Two metres and some. Big. Massive. Black hair scraped back into an economical queue, emphasizing the geomorphological
         solidity of his features. Neurochemical artist. Virtualisto. It had been enough once. No more. It did not do it any more. He was Santiago Columbar. Low. Cold. Naked. Disgusted. Alone.
         Mortal.

      
      The balcony was one of the many architectural eccentricities Santiago had inherited from his residencia’s previous owner. Uniquely, it had survived the transformations of his suites by reconstructive tectors. West-facing, its
         creator had intended it for twilit parties with intimate friends viewing sunset among the luxuriant hills of Copananga. Santiago
         used it to watch the coming of the army of the dead.
      

      
      Batisto his dead servant brought Santiago agua minerale, lightly pétillante. He drank nothing stronger. Caffeine, alcohol threw erratic variables into the precisely calculated curves of his drugs.
      

      
      The veils of the dawn skysign throbbed overhead. Geneered monkeys gibbered and rattled the branches of Copananga’s many trees.
         Curfew ended, the seguridados and their mechadors – defenders of the night – had withdrawn. The gates to the necrovilles were unsealed, the borders opened. Living and resurrected
         might cross into each other’s demesnes. Between dawn and dusk skysigns the dead could move among the living – the meat –
         but never as equals. Life was life and death was death, nanotechnological resurrection notwithstanding. Thus spake the Barantes
         Ruling. Forty years since the dead walked and no one had succeeded in toppling that pillar of the new world order. History
         enshrined the precedent and discarded Barantes. When where who what had it been about, that epochal case? YoYo would know,
         clever little lawyer girl. He must remember to ask her. Tonight, at the Terminal Café. Money probably. An inheritance, like
         as not. Where there’s a will, there’s a wrangle. The pun only worked in English.
      

      
      Heard before seen; the army of the dead channelled up Copananga Canyon, along its steep twisting avenues and closes: houseboys,
         gardeners, cooks, maids, valets, chauffeurs, swimming-pool attendants, butlers, sports coaches, personal trainers, tutors,
         governesses, child-minders, nannies, private secretaries, amanuenses, sculptors, painters, craftspersons, builders, masons,
         joiners, architects, designers, masseurs, spiritual guides, lovers, sex toys. The world of the living is upheld by the hands
         of the dead, the woman who called herself Miclantecutli – his spirit guide, lover, tormentor and muse – had once said. But
         Miclantecutli was five years gone, down with the dead in the Saint John Necroville. Not for her the Death House contract,
         that second pillar of the world. Institutionalized indenture. The Miclantecutlis of the Tres Valles Metropolitan Area afforded
         Immortalidad policies to pay their ferryman’s fee. Lump sum, with interest. By side gates and service entrances the morning migration
         was absorbed into Copananga’s haciendas and residencias and split-level retro Frank Lloyd Wrights. Another working day in heaven. How many thousand journeys before the price of
         resurrection was paid back to the Death House and its monolithic one-eyed Baal, the Tesler-Thanos corporada?
      

      
      Santiago swigged back his gaseoso. An eyebrow of light lifted above the hills of Old Hollywood.
      

      
      ‘More water, seor?’

      
      Three years of service had not accustomed Santiago to Batisto’s unnerving talent for pre-empting his wishes. He accepted the
         second bottle of Tres Marias.
      

      
      ‘Why not? After all it is the Day of the Dead. ¡Salud! Batisto.’
      

      
      ‘¡Salud! seor.’
      

      
      The scream rent the deep, clean silence that filled Copananga’s leaf-shady avenues. Desperate, terrible, and long long long,
         the scream of a woman who has finally come face to face with everything she has ever dreaded.
      

      
      One more scream on Estramadura Avenue would not have troubled Santiago but that it came from outside his gate.
      

      
      A few metres from his craftsperson-wrought iron gates what remained of a man was fused with the lower part of the white perimeter
         wall that let on to the service alley. Seora Sifuentes, the neighbour Santiago notionally tolerated, stood staring, unable
         to tear her attention from the one thing she could least bear to see. Her Tuesday Thursday Saturday fitness regime had sent
         her jogging past the execution site.
      

      
      Santiago squatted to study more closely the obscene thing.

      
      Dead man dead. Death by tesler was unmistakable.

      
      ‘MIST 27s,’ Santiago surmised aloud. Multiple Impact Self Targeting. A needle of intelligent tectoplastic accelerating from
         tesler muzzle at a constant twelve gees, seeking its target by biofield resonance. Thirty centimetres from impact, it reconfigured
         into a hail of submunitions, each the size of a coriander seed, each capable of fatally disrupting the tector systems of the
         resurrected dead. Sure kill. Big Death, that not even the Death House could reverse. The resurrected’s one fear.
      

      
      The tesler round had taken the dead dead man square in the body. Tan Tien, the centre of being. And not-being. The lower half of his body was a fetid stew of blacktop and synthetic flesh. His hands
         reached out of the blistered wall in futile pleading. His upper torso leaned forward like some piece of extreme high-relief
         sculpture. The impression that the man had been walking through the wall when his unclean dead voodoo suddenly failed him
         was eerily insistent. His head inclined sadly to the left. The declination of Christ on the cross. Christ would have worn
         the same expression. Horror. Pain. Anger. Sorrow. Betrayal. Eloi eloi lamach sabachthani, cold-welded on to the backs of his eyes. An old, old belief, from the very dawn of the Information Age: that the retinas
         of a dead man’s eyes shoot a snapshot of the last thing he ever sees.
      

      
      Even in death, he was beautiful. The dead were a beautiful people. When flesh can be dismantled and re-forged into any shape,
         beauty is easy, youth cheap. Ugliness too, and age, strange great monsters, elegantly disturbing deformities, the faces and
         forms of the famous moviedrome starlets.
      

      
      Genetweak macaques in their coats of many colours had already been at work on the fingers, peeling tectoplasm from synthetic
         bones. One lay dead, a huddle of iridescent fur in the storm-gutter. Others would follow, poisoned by the sweet, treacherous
         meat of the dead. Soon the birds would come for the eyes, the ears, the lips.
      

      
      Santiago examined the dead dead man’s hands. The palm was intact, entire.

      
      ‘No deathsign?’ Mrs Sifuentes voiced their shared concern.

      
      The vee-slash in the palm of the hand – the descending stroke of entropy-bound meat-life, the ascending diagonal of resurrected,
         eternal life, the horizontal cross-bar of mortality – was the ineradicable imprimatur of the Death House. Very rarely, spin-variables
         during reconfiguration might stamp it on the left hand rather than the right, but the Jesus tanks never missed. As impossible
         to be reborn unsigned as to be without hands, heart, head.
      

      
      Mystery, here at the foot of the wall.

      
      ‘Shouldn’t someone, I don’t know, like, take it away or put something over it?’ Mrs Sifuentes asked, revulsion finally overcoming
         curiosity. ‘I mean, before the staff see it or something.’
      

      
      ‘I’ll call Copananga Securities,’ Santiago said. ‘In the meantime, I’m sure you’ve had a nasty shock, Seora Sifuentes; if
         you like, I can have my man make you a pot of tea or something.’
      

      
      Seora Sifuentes declined politely. Santiago had always been aware that he was something of a dragon in Copananga’s sprinklered
         Eden. He watched the woman hurry up the road, lycra-bound ass swinging, to the succour of her houseware trauma-counselling
         service.
      

      
      A shout from within the walls.
      

      
      ‘With you in a minute, Batisto,’ Santiago called back. Crouching on sun-warmed Estramadura like one awaiting the image of
         Christ stamped on a wafer, Santiago took the dead dead man’s head between his hands. He leaned forward and kissed the dead
         dead man on the mouth. The dead dead man’s lips were soft and tasted of strange musks.
      

      
      Batisto led Santiago through parts of his grounds long untended, lushly overgrown. When even your own home becomes an alien
         planet to you, it is time to re-examine your life-path.
      

      
      In the shelter of a small stand of jacarandas heavily burdened with tropical epiphytes stood a dead mechador. The killing machine stood askew in a shallow furrow of soil. Its impellors must have failed, suddenly, catastrophically.
         The beaked head studded with sensory systems was locked in a final snap of defiance. The tesler arm was still aimed at the
         coordinates of its last target. Santiago examined the weapon. Four rounds chambered, two fired. Over the manufacturer’s ident
         and serial number, the Copananga Securities trifurcate yin-yang.
      

      
      The robot’s self-repair systems had been overwhelmed before it could transmit a distress call. The left side was gone, the
         left arm subsumed into the black cancerous slag that coated the wound. There were eyes in the black slag. Eyes, and mouths.
         Between the eyes and red-lipped mouths, centimetre-long fingers, complete with black nails and prints, followed, pointing,
         the movements of his eyes. The centre of the cratered mess had crazed into untidy hexagons. Oily black insects crept from
         the fissures and gathered in a hovering, droning cloud.
      

      
      A dead dead man who never was, a destroying angel destroyed. Deep mystery here. More: signs and wonders. Spirit messengers,
         eldritch omens. The night before, after he had watched Mislav and Cheetah dissolve into the virtualizer, he had prayed as
         he pressed the hallucinogenic spider to his forehead: give me a sign: whether it is meant to be or not to be.

      
      Are you answered, Santiago Columbar?

      
      His parents, whom he had not seen in the ten years since they had adapted to join the Milapa Kelp Swimmer Community, were
         lapsed New Revelation Buddhists; Santiago himself had no interest in orthodox religion except as a system of belief to be
         compared to similar systems, physics, mathematics, post-Mandelbrot economics.
      

      
      Santiago’s faith was in the junk aesthetic. Drugs, to Santiago, were alternative programs for the meat computer. Coupled with
         virtual reality they became tools for the exploration of the limits of the self. Understanding machines, subtle guillotines
         severing spirit from flesh and sending it out into darkness, into the void, and, beyond the void, primal light.
      

      
      Until the day he woke up (he can finger the exact date, time, microclimate, world news, state of the Rim dollar against a
         basket of competing currencies) and found that it did not do it any more.
      

      
      The doors of personal experience, through which he had attempted his years-long escape from himself, slammed one by one behind
         and before him. Had been slamming, almost unheard, far away down the immensely long corridor of being, all his life, until,
         that California winter morning almost a year ago, the final pair of doors closed and locked him within his Santiago-ness.
         Nowhere to go. Until one night the dark angel whispered into his numb dreams there is a way, the better way, the braver way, there is a way that is higher, if you have the courage to take it. The highest
            game of all.

      
      For a year he had looked at it, contemplated it, planned and prepared it, and in the end he was still not brave enough to
         face it alone.
      

      
      The polymorphous house unfolded its transparent carapace to admit Santiago. He had given years to its loving conversion into a shrine to those who had found it better to burn out than
         rust. The halls and landings of his shapeshifting hacienda were occupied by the monochrome likenesses of the brief and bright.
         James Dean. Buddy Holly. Jimi Hendrix. Mama Cass. Judy. A warped plastic cochlea, the Amadeus room – one of his earliest forays
         into the land of premature death – would automatically play selections of Mozartiana and sow the air with mood enhancers of
         Santiago’s own design. His Vincent room immersed its visitors in shivering colour and subharmonics tuned to the exact key
         of schizophrenia. Elsewhere, Isadora Duncan danced, scarf flapping behind her, while antique automobiles from the gasoline
         age shaved past, perilously close. Again, body-heat would trigger an antique moviola and fill a discreet wall alcove with
         a hand-coloured D. W. Griffith crucifixion. Jim Morrison and John Belushi were the two thieves, Harry Chapin and Charlie ‘the
         Bird’ Parker lifted a sponge soaked in vinegar to Christ’s lips while a leering Keith Moon ran his spear between fifth and
         sixth ribs and let forth the water and the blood. Kneeling at the foot of the cross, Billie Holliday played Mother Mary with
         just the right touch of pain and pathos while Mary Magdalene, wearing a slightly louche smirk, was Jean Harlow. The old swimming
         pool had been floored with a mosaic of Andy Warhol’s Marilyn Monroe icon. Santiago no longer swam there, though his guests
         loved to splash and submerge themselves in its blood-warm waters, but on nights when the heat in the house grew too great
         to bear he would lie prone atop his Marilyn, breathing through a skinsuit and listening to the unearthly throb of Robert ‘Crossroads’
         Johnson from the underwater speakers while monkeys leaped through the riotous trees, noisily decrying the sluggish, inexorable
         invasion of their territory by jewel-bright feral tectosaurs.
      

      
      In the hope that they had crept away, disgusted with themselves, while he was occupied in the grounds, Santiago peeped in on his night-guests. Candle smoke and spew.
      

      
      Mislav’s face was racked in introverted agony. Neurological fire burned along the delicate silver feathering of his bodyglove
         circuitry. Cheetah lay curled foetally on the parquet floor, sensory skin peeled back from breasts, belly, loins. Her eyes
         were closed. Her lips moved silently. Her skin was spattered with vomit.
      

      
      Niños, niños: learn: some day it will not do it for you any more. Delphic wisdom from the heady heights of twenty-seven.
      

      
      Santiago closed the door on their private heavens and hells. To his study, and business more important than teenage Hansel
         and Gretels who had dared each other into the candy-witch’s lair.
      

      
      Santiago’s study was a place between, not quite house, not quite gardens, possessing the spirit of both. Mahogany shutters
         kept out the already stifling heat of the Copananga day: promise of storms to come in this monsoon humidity. Slats of light
         fell across the coir carpet, the antique wooden desk he had infected with information processing tectors. Wood and illusion.
         He summoned icons to the surface of the desk. ’Wares and familiars went howling out into the web and called Miclantecutli.
         Visual hold, blinked the icons. Speech only.

      
      ‘Santiago.’ The voice seemed to speak from the air. Clever, expensive audio. The last time Santiago had seen the face behind
         the words the translucent lid of a Jesus tank had been closing over it. ODs left clean corpses.
      

      
      ‘Miclantecutli.’

      
      ‘If you’re going to play the game, call me Miclan. All God’s chillun gotta have street names. Pack rules. I presume because
         we’re having this conversation that you are insistent on following through this little Night of the Dead Trick or Treat?’
      

      
      ‘A dead dead man and an assassin assassinated say I should, Miclan.’

      
      ‘You always were a too-smart cabrón, Santiago. I never could teach you a thing.’
      

      
      ‘You taught me everything I know.’

      
      ‘That’s why you’re selling it back to me in centavo bags. I’ll be there with the pack at the allotted place, the appointed hour, never fear, Santiagito.’
      

      
      She returned to the depths of the desk.

      
      Santiago could not remember the last time he had used the text manipulation program. His party invitations had always been
         by word of mouth, the wink, come hither of virtual icons, or courier-delivered gift boxes containing a single spider with custom hallucinogens pressed up tight against
         its belly. This conclave demanded the dignity of the written word. He toyed with Gothick death’s heads grim reapers crossbones
         hour glasses danses macabres. Hackneyed and worse. This was no carnivalisto dance-and-drugs party. He had spent a year preparing this trip to the bitter roots of the soul, a journey into the heart
         of darkness and beyond. Simplicity. Times New Roman.
      

      
      Santiago Columbar invites … (the ’ware would mailshot the names) to the Terminal Café, District of Saint John, to the annual celebration of the Festival of Our Lady of All the Dead.
      

      
      Paragraph. Centre.

      
      Nightfall, November 1.
      

      
      Santiago addressed the cards to the faces he had summoned on to his desk top. His ’ware consigned them to the web.

      
      Santiago smiled. His smiles were rarer than summer rains and, like them, signified deep, distant climatic change.

      
      The heat. He found a bottle of agua minerale in the kitchen cooler. Santiago slopped the water over his forehead, the nape of his neck, his wrists. Pale, drawn, deader
         than any true dead Santiago had ever seen, Cheetah wandered into the kitchen.
      

      
      ‘Food?’ she whispered plaintively. Santiago indicated the open cooler door. Seized by a sudden spasm, Cheetah lunged for the
         drainer to be sick. Gobbets of melted bodyglove trailed across the terracotta floor tiles, like morning slime behind an oleaginous
         tropical slug.
      

      
      Santiago’s tagalong chimed. Fiel Batisto, in the gardens.
      

      
      ‘Seor, the seguridados are worried about the destroyed mechador. They suspect possible misreplication infestations.’ Boy-knights riding out against the legion of the undead in tectoplastic
         body-armour and headzup helmets.
      

      
      ‘So, what do they want to do about it?’

      
      ‘Their expression is “cauterize the infection”, seor.’

      
      ‘Well, they must do what they have to do.’

      
      Santiago waited for the sudden, shocking hammer of sustained tesler fire.

      
      The bushland burned in the southern heat. The firezone was a horizon-hugging line of black smoke. Aerial reconnaissance reported
         the group of pachycephalosaurs eight kilometres southeast, relaxed, yet alert. Trinidad imagined blue-skullcapped heads raised,
         nostrils twitching, flaring. Smoke. Burning. Brush-fire. Two silly thoughts: first, that the pachycephalosaurs were so ancient they predated fire. Any fire she had ever known had
         been of human origin, so it seemed a product of human technology. Nothing was that pre-Promethean, that primeval. Second silly
         thought: that the pachys were primeval at all.
      

      
      Embossed on each gorgeous hide, just below the breastbone, were the words, © The Walt Disney Corporada.

      
      The Second Thing we get with nanotech, Disney’s PR department had crowed on the heels of Watson’s Postulate on the nature of the First
         Thing, is dinosaurs.
      

      
      SEE the mighty diplodocus and brachiosaurus!

      
      GASP as real pterosaurs swoop overhead!

      
      WONDER at the incredible stegosaurus, the amazing anatosaurus, the astonishing ankylosaurus!

      
      QUAKE WITH TERROR at the sound of the footstep of the terrible tyrannosaurus, the most fearsome predator ever to walk the
         earth! (All major currency cards accepted.)
      

      
      The reality had been somewhat different.

      
      WATCH a triceratops tear up your garden from the comfort of your own living room.

      
      FLEE IN FEAR as an iguanadon smashes through your house at two o’clock in the morning.

      
      CRASH AND BURN as twelve tons of anatosaurus comes lumbering on to the Sherman Oaks feeder at peak time and piles them up
         twenty back along each lane.
      

      
      The Peruvian Special Economic Zone Court that heard the compensation case maintained the Walt Disney Corporada’s legal responsibility
         to provide a safe and secure product by ensuring against the very kind of tector misreplication and program mutation that
         had enabled their creations to exist independently of their controlled environments and reduplicate themselves. The accumulated
         costs and settlements to claimants, who numbered into the thousands, fatally harpooned Disney Co. Tinkerbell folded her wings
         and died. Nobody believed in fairies any more. New wings beat in the air above the hulk of Disneyland and roosted on the GRP
         ledges and arrêtes of the mock-Matterhorn.
      

      
      The big saurians, finding the climate of the coast and the armed hostility of its people not to their taste, migrated east
         along the line of Interstate 10 and thus south by south-east into the high chapparal of southern Arizona and northern Chihuahua.
         Those that remained were mostly small and brilliantly coloured. Attracted to sunny spots in which to photosynthesize, and
         with an idiosyncratic taste for trash polyethylene, they quickly established an ecological niche in coast culture. In time
         they came to be objects of public affection, bestowers of good luck and blessings, like storks in Europe.
      

      
      Theme park attraction to public scourge to the Last Safari.

      
      They had flown in from the hot, damp coast the previous day, Tomas and Benny and Pilar and Sevriano the huntmaster, Edge and
         Albuquerque and Vaya and Bellisario and Trinidad, and their dead servants with them. The estancia was accustomed to hunting parties, its dead staff familiar with the excesses of the young and wealthy. Before dawn they had
         risen and driven out into the enclosing darkness that slowly yielded to reveal the true vastness of the empty land. Guided
         by estancia deads, the liftercraft had gone before them to set the burnline, the line of yellow fire that drew the hunters across the
         brightening plain to their quarry.
      

      
      ‘Next thing you know, some conservation bastard will have slapped a protection order on them,’ said Bellisario, the man Trinidad
         pretended to love because he pretended to love her. ‘They only allowed hunting because the local landowners bitched about
         them tearing up the range and then realized they could make more money out of ranching dinosaurs than ranching beefheads.’
         The smokeline writhed in the reflective curve of his glasses as he scanned the horizon.
      

      
      Thirty-eight days and the affair was past its half-life. No especial record for brevity there; she was surprised Bellisario
         had held her attention that long. The needle of it was that he was the one whose attentions were refocusing behind his scanshades.
         All the long long way to the woman propped attractively against the bushpuppy wheel. The one with the legs that went all the
         way up to here. And knew it. Cute eyes too; expensive. Pay what you like, but it’s never going to put anything behind them.
      

      
      Vaya Montez.

      
      You want to fight me for him, Vaya Montez of the design-shop thigh muscles? You would, you are of that type that fights for
         love because you think that is the only way to know it is real. I was That Type, once, and I am no wiser now, only more tired.
         So: Trinidad gives him to you, cute Vaya; José-Maria Bellisario is not worth mud in my hair, another coup-scar on my arm.
         Have him, and I will light a candle for you in the shrine to Nuestra Madre Queen of Angels down under the mission oak that you might
         love him because I do not. I something him, but not love.
      

      
      It was all she had been capable of since the lid of the Jesus tank closed over what remained of Peres: something. Desperate to lose herself in other people, she had rammed through the complex social and sexual geometries of her cerristo class only to find her relationships breaking like wasted bones because all she had to nourish them was something. She had fought, she had battled with all her strength and will, she had collected a score of pale vee-shaped coup-scars
         on the dark brown skin of her upper arms over men and women for whom she felt nothing to make something become love. Something is not worth any kind of scar.
      

      
      The lifters thundered low overhead, bush-hopping, whipping dust from the skull-dry earth and ashes from the fire around which
         the dead servants sat burning things.
      

      
      ‘Want some?’

      
      Vaya of the Beautiful Thighs squinted at the figure standing in her light, slow to recognize it as Trinidad.

      
      ‘Mescal?’ The flask was New Spanish silver, four hundred years old, beautifully patinated and sweet to the hand. You don’t
         find craft like that any more, was the standard saying. Except now the economics of a city of twenty-two million people, half
         of whom were dispossessed dead, had brought back the Age of the Craftsperson, renascent, reborn, like so many other buried
         things in this Age of Resurrection. ‘It’s good. Spirit of the Jaguar God.’
      

      
      Vaya Montez uncapped the flask.

      
      ‘How far are they?’

      
      Trinidad pulled data from the circling aircraft on to her glasses.

      
      ‘About six kays away from us, moving ahead of the fireline at about twenty kph. Sixteen of them.’

      
      ‘About fifteen, twenty minutes away.’ Beautiful Vaya shook out her hair and tilted back her head to swallow the hallucinogenic
         liquid. She wiped her mouth on the side of her hand, pouted at the red smear of lip gloss and rubbed her hand on the leg of
         her camouflage shorts. ‘Jesusjosémaria, I got to do something about this face.’
      

      
      Trinidad walked to the edge of the small encampment of bushpuppies and their dead crews and let the scanshades drop on the
         cord around her neck. The burnline drew a soft charcoal border across the high plain but the perspectives were still immense,
         rushing off around the curve of the planet in every direction. Low bluffs eroded by Palaeozoic streams lay behind the camp,
         anchoring it in the sun-bleached landscape of scorched scrub waiting for the autumn monsoon; but for them the sense of isolation,
         of agoraphobia, would be overpowering. Like all her fellows, Trinidad had grown up under the canopies of tall trees in the
         moist heat of the coast, where there was no horizon, only trees and houses, falling water and the slow, cool figures of the
         dead. A landscape to be wrapped around you and pulled tight. This land stripped naked, flensed and tested souls against its
         immensity.
      

      
      What would happen if you were abandoned here?

      
      You would die. Without hope of resurrection. Clean picked bones, big grin, Big Death.

      
      She drank down three fingers of mescal. Burn through me, burn away the slag of something.
      

      
      ‘Seora?’ The dead woman seemed twenty-five: had she lived she would have been over ninety. A Generation Zero child, Trinidad
         did not fear the close proximity of the dead, as many of the pre-resurrection generation did.
      

      
      ‘Sula?’

      
      ‘A message. It came through the bushpuppy ’ware.’

      
      She had been expecting it. She had never been to one of the ghastly little Night of the Dead covens at the Terminal Café,
         intended never to go. The group was dead; those relationships could never be resurrected. She was not sure she wished them ever to be. Sula gave her the card.
      

      
      Santiago Columbar invites Trinidad Malcopuelo …
      

      
      The high plains wind tugged at her hair, flapped her open jacket, hummed over the strings of her scanshades.

      
      Long before they met, Trinidad had heard of Santiago Columbar. Valley noncontratisto or hillside cerristo, you had not only heard of him, but some of his stuff had probably given you one of the greatest nights in your life. When
         Peres had told her the Santiago Columbar was a compadre in this queer circle of friends into which he was locked, the prospect of meeting with greeting
         with sleeping with the great virtualisto electrified her. It had been the Night of the Dead then, too, when they met. The dead had been swirling through the hot,
         dusty streets on their furious dark carnival.
      

      
      They say you should never meet the author. Instantly, her mind had jumped from the moist pressure of his lips on the back
         of her hand to the imagined mass of his body pressing down on her, crushing the life out of her lungs, bending her ribs, snapping
         them, cracking her pelvis as he pumped blindly, her slim black legs straining to meet around his flanks and back. The legend
         was too solid, too mortal. Too fleshly. Santiago Columbar terrified her.
      

      
      She had confessed her fear to YoYo as they sat by firelight listening to the monsoon on the rooftiles and YoYo had whispered
         that Santiago was not hetero or homo or bisexual, but no kind of sexual at all.
      

      
      ‘I don’t know what gets him off,’ YoYo had said. ‘Except himself. Autosexual.’

      
      ‘Any reply, seora?’

      
      Trinidad shook her head, suddenly, strangely, silenced by unexpected emotions. YoYo and Camaguey and Toussaint and, yes, Santiago;
         none of them understood. Trinidad did not go down to Necroville because she feared she would meet Peres. It was a paradoxical, two-edged fear. She feared him loving her
         still, beyond death, yet she simultaneously feared that love having died with him; that she was just a shadow on the far side
         of the translucent plastic carapace of the Jesus tank and that down in the projects and shanties and cabañas he had found
         other, stranger, loves.
      

      
      The shockwave of lifters on one final pass shook her back into time, place and self. A line of dust, yellow against the smoke,
         was the pachycephalosaurs on the move. The hunting party was readying itself. The dead drivers stirred themselves. Bushpuppy
         engines fired up and settled into lean, mean idles. Kill markers and skinners hired from local towns made for the follow-trucks.
         Trash-poor noncontratistos, the new underclass disenfranchised by the labour-economics of resurrection. Better off dead, they said, though none had
         ever put it to the test.
      

      
      The hunters clipped magazines into gun housings and tested the swivel action. Safety harnesses snapped shut. Safety helmets
         were clicked on, interfacers jacked into targeting computers. Visors lit with test patterns.
      

      
      ‘Yes, Trinidad!’

      
      ‘Hey, Trinidad!’

      
      ‘You going to get one, Trinidad?’

      
      ‘Needle one for me, Trinidad!’

      
      ‘Love you, Trinidad.’

      
      ‘We’ll celebrate tonight, Trinidad!’

      
      Tomas and Benny and Pilar and Sevriano and Edge and Albuquerque and Bellisario and Vaya were lined up, the drivers awaiting
         huntmaster Sevriano’s order to move out.
      

      
      A twist of the wrist set her this-year’s-model huntwear morphing from bolero colours to high plains dust and rust. Glitter
         of chains and metal. Clip: magazine. Snap: safety harness. Click: helmet on, systems up. The gun moved with silky precision on its magnetic mount. Sula eased into the driver’s cockpit, set the engines growling and squabbling.
      

      
      ‘Let’s do it.’

      
      The bushpuppies moved out. Someone without one microgram of irony in his soul had kicked dirt over the fire. The huntline
         expanded to form an eight-kilometre killing front. Nine pairs of parallel tracks radiated out from the footprints and biodegradable
         margarita-4-1 cartons. Trinidad held the southwestern extremity of the line; Vaya, her nearest neighbour, was half a kilometre
         to the north. Nine plumes of dust advanced on the burnline. Between the puppies and the fire, the pachycephalosaurs. Range,
         three kilometres, target stationary. Trinidad could imagine the big males lifting their blue-crowned battering-ram heads to
         sniff out the chemical signatures of an unimaginable enemy. Winks of light heliographed from Vaya’s weapon as she checked
         firing arcs.
      

      
      To the north, a sudden explosion of dust. Digits scrambled down Trinidad’s visor as her helmet speakers screamed raw excitement.
         The herd was up, running at full speed parallel to the kill line, headed due south for the empty spaces of God’s country.
         They were coming down her throat. Trinidad was flung hard against her harness and swung out over suddenly hurtling purple
         sage as Sula spun wheels kicked dirt accelerated on to an overrun course with the fleeing pachysaurs. She hung on to the twin
         grips of the big Mackinaw hunting piece like a promise of deliverance as the bushpuppy bounced and jolted. A blur of dust,
         a streak of movement, of colour, shape, mass … She swung the Mackinaw, instinctively pumped off an entire magazine before
         merda realizing merda that they were only merda deinonychuses merda merda merda merda. Flat out, solar muscle-capacitors fully charged, they could hit eighty kph and run a bushpuppy past the last drop of gasohol
         in its tank. Bad hunting. Waste of needles. They were commensal with pachys, despite forty million years and several plate-tectonic shifts between the two historic species.
      

      
      That’s the magic of Disney.

      
      Trinidad ejected the spent magazine and clipped in a fresh cartridge, gritting her teeth in concentration as she tried to
         balance terrain, velocity, jolt. Dust. Smoke. Smoke. Fifty metres from the edge of the burnline Sula skidded the bushpuppy, turned throwing a wall of dust in the face of the
         fire and bringing Trinidad helmet-to-helmet with a raging bull pachycephalosaur. Two tons of semi-photosynthetic self-replicating
         tectoplastic flat out, relative closing velocity one hundred and five kph, estimated total contact time 3.33 recurring seconds.
         Five metres of Upper Cretaceous ornithopod loomed over Trinidad, the electric-blue head almost divinely incongruous. She screamed.
         She closed her eyes. She fired.
      

      
      She opened her eyes. Her fingers were tight, tight on the twin triggers. The Mackinaw coughed vacantly, spastically. The bushpuppy
         slewed to a halt. Trinidad went with the gee forces. The neurotoxins hit the creature’s brain. It stopped: dead. It snapped
         upright: dead. It spun around: dead. Trinidad could feel it fall like she had shot the moon itself out of the sky. Palaeontological
         voodoo; by destroying the effigy had she caused the sudden, inexplicable death of true flesh, hide and bone in Upper Cretaceous
         Montana? Extinction by sympathetic magic. Needles and pins.
      

      
      A second bushpuppy pulled into orbit around hers, its rear gunner punching the air, elatedly shouting, ‘Fuck Trini! Fuck Trini!
         Fuck Trini!’ over and over. She thought it might be Tomas or Benny; the voice was male. They all looked the same with helmets
         and visors. They all looked the same without. They peeled away to join the greater orbit of the main hunt, south and east
         of the burnline. The pachy herd – two dominant males, two ’prentices, eight females, four juveniles – had been rounded into a panicked, bellowing corral. The big males lowered their bone-helmeted heads to challenge, to charge, to score
         a coup in a crack of skulls against the circling bushpuppies and the whooping figures behind the big computer-targeted Mackinaws.
         The dust rose up in a spiral cloud. Lifters sprayed fire retardent chemicals along the burnline, impatient in the sky, hungry
         for scavenge. Sula found her mistress a place in the killing ring.
      

      
      The slaughter began.

      
      Haiku:

      
      A Japanese poem form,

      
      of exactly seventeen syllables.

      
      The balcony rail of the ninety-ninth-level apartment is a fifteen-centimetre-wide ribbon of reconfigured carbon beneath Toussaint’s
         feet. Eddy currents spiralling up the chaotic geometries of the San Gabriel spire buffet his body but Toussaint’s balance
         is sure. Before him, a titanic canyon of air at the bottom of which, a kilometre and a half below, flows the blacktop river
         of Hoover Boulevard; behind him, in the spire-top penthouse, his father’s voice speaks to empty air. A recording: it is six
         years since Toussaint and his father last exchanged words.
      

      
      ‘… estimated contact time for the Freedead fleet to Earth orbit is six hours minimum, fifteen hours maximum. Modal point
         is eight hours twenty-six minutes, at nineteen seventeen Western Pacific Basin time. Corporada orbital industrial installations will be evacuated by …’
      

      
      Communication by sound-byte.

      
      ‘… pre-emptive strikes targeted on the Dark Side Tsiolkovski reconfiguration zone will impact six hours after maximum
         contact probability. Planetary defences are on full alert, combat readiness estimated in five hours, nineteen minutes …’
      

      
      Why tell me this, Father, in that always calm, always reasonable, always right voice that you could never understand was guaranteed to provoke stubborness in me?
      

      
      Once heir apparent, always heir apparent, no matter that he rejects his inheritance; still he must be informed at executive
         level. Do you imagine that one black sheep returned to the fold, one prodigal repented, can turn Freedead slamships back,
         sweep away their diggings and delvings, their vacuum forests and sprawling cities naked to the stars, and turn the moon back
         into green cheese again?
      

      
      A single black rubber sofa covered in soft spikes is the one object Toussaint regrets having to leave behind the morning he
         finally flew out of his father’s life. He would never come back but for the neatly printed invitation cards that once a year
         squeeze out of the houseware’s hardcopier slit on to the dusty desk-top. Six slightly overlapping rectangles where the dust
         lies a few microns thinner.
      

      
      Wind tugs Toussaint’s light frame. Bodmods (he loathes the neologism but argot is what they mostly speak in Lodoga Eyrie)
         have given him height at the expense of weight. He possesses the same angelic luminosity you see in famine victims. Angel
         of Hunger. With Toussaint, you know it is the result of a ruthless paring down to some aesthetic ideal. His white skin – a
         rarity in the Tres Valles Metropolitan Area – only emphasizes the more radical work beneath it. No human body ever had a bone
         that looked like that, sticking out like this. Toussaint’s does. He thinks it’s a fair exchange. His bleached white hair is pulled vertical and shorn straight across.
         His eyes are black: iridial polarizers. Like the eagle he can look into the eye of the sun. Like the eagle, he surveys creation.
      

      
      To the north the wooded hills shiver beneath heat haze and evapotranspiration. Even the wind-turbines striding along the ridge-tops
         are too exhausted in the damp heat to turn. The familiar orange-brown glaze of photochemicals brews up in the valleys, eddying green and yellow in sheltered microclimatological pockets. Huen claims that there are sacred, secret
         places where the smog is so old, so dense, so complex and laden with arcane chemicals, it has mutated into a reality-shaping
         hallucinogen.
      

      
      Toussaint senses a promise of an end to the heat. Out there over the ocean a great spiral of storm cloud is wheeling in towards
         the coast, pregnant with the first rains of the winter monsoon. Rain on. Storms upon the earth, harbingers of war and rumours
         thereof high above the thin film of atmosphere.
      

      
      Before my face, my destiny,

      
      I set my back to my inheritance.

      
      A kilometre due south of the pinnacle atop which Toussaint perches rises the tecto-gothic filigree of the San Miguel spire.
         A similar distance west the San Rafael tower completes the Sagrada Familia of angels. All three towers are rooted fundamentally in the Tesler-Thanos arcosanti that has occupied the intersection of Hoover and Third so long that even the long-memoried dead have forgotten the city once
         possessed a different centre. Like Gaudi’s Freudian wet dream, the trinity of pinnacles remains unfinished, and, by definition,
         unfinishable. Miner tectors constantly dredge the faultline for minerals; transporter tectors haul them molecule by molecule
         up past the accommodation levels, over the flow constrictors and roughing tetrahedrons and sundry gingerbreads to the summits
         where mason tectors manipulate them, mould them, shape them. The younger Toussaint had liked to go naked on to his balcony
         and press his body against the spire wall to experience the slow, osmotic creep of earth-stuff over his skin. It is a superstition
         among both arcosantistos and the dead who live in its shadow behind the Necroville gate that the moment the spires cease growing they will start dying,
         and with them, the Tesler-Thanos corporada.
      

      
      Amen, says Toussaint, Selah,

      
      The world’s but a sandbox

      
      For father’s play.
      

      
      Too many syllables, but then in haiku, as in everything else, he is a learner.
      

      
      On the edge, Toussaint lifts his arms slowly at his sides.

      
      And falls forward into the void.

      
      In the absence of air resistance an object of Toussaint’s mass (or any mass, didn’t you see the hammer and the eagle feather
         fall on the moon?) will impact the outbound lane of Hoover at one hundred and ninety-three kilometres per hour, twenty-two
         seconds after diving from the rail of the ninety-ninth-level penthouse.
      

      
      The first second. Toussaint falls past the balconies of inferior apartments. On one of them a woman is sunbathing naked. Scenes
         from a semi-virtual soap parade across the lenses of her shades. She does not see Toussaint fall past. His eyes are closed.
         His arms are outspread, crucified on air. He is remembering the day he came to his father’s high tower to show him what he
         had Necroville’s meat engineers do to his flesh. He remembers the vastnesses of the room; the great plain of slightly radioactive,
         mica-flecked granite, the late-afternoon light falling through the latticed glass walls, how small his father seemed, seated
         at his livewood desk, the geneered peacock fanning and frilling its beautiful, vain tail at his right hand, the sapphire-jewelled
         tectosaur with aquamarine eyes clinging upside down to its roost at his left.
      

      
      He had been prepared for anything but his father’s tears. The arms that enfolded him, the hands that felt out the still-raw
         skinwelds, the contours of the subdermal packages, had shaken with a genuine affection more hurtful than any rejection. He
         could not even play Lucifer, declare his great non serviam and be damned, fling back the role and inheritance prepared for him within the Tesler-Thanos corporada without his father destroying it.
      

      
      A snapshot memory, wrapped in one single second.

      
      The second second. Twice as many balconies as the first second. A man standing with his back to the sky admiring the interior
         of his apartment glimpses Toussaint falling, reflected in an ornate antique mirror. Frames of reference. From Toussaint’s
         point of view, it is the Tesler-Thanos arcology that is accelerating past him into the sky. He thinks of the big ships manoeuvring
         up there in cis-terran space. Mass-drive slam-ships. Sunrunners like spiders in webs of solar sail. They too are victims of
         relativity. Since the end of the NightFreight War, when meat humanity surrendered the stars to the resurrected, the Freedead
         have been the demons, the bogeymen, the zombie-flesh-eaters of popular mythology. One man’s terrorist is another man’s freedom
         fighter. Planetary defences, his father had said. Defending what? Orbital manufactories. Corporate wealth. Established power.
         Privilege. Inequity. The system – to which his father had asked him to be heir – that sets the price for resurrection at the
         repossession of all human rights. Eternal non-personhood. The law does not presume that such things as the resurrected dead
         exist. This is what the one-shot railguns and missile racks and AI-controlled teslers of the military-industrial complexes
         are defending.
      

      
      Come, demons, come.

      
      The third second. His velocity is now nine times that of the first second, he falls past nine times as many balconies. Toussaint
         is thinking symbologies. God and Satan. The temptation of Christ. The All-Seeing Eye of Sauron in the Dark Tower of Barad-Dur.
         Kronos devouring his children. Oedipus fucking his mother, killing his father. Not for white-boy Toussaint, thankless child
         of privilege, the sticky, sweaty archetypes of dark-skinned mythologies, their irascible, fickle little gods, their earthy, boogieing saints. His pantheon of the Freudian sorrows is
         a darker, sterner crew. Is there a mythology, he wonders, where the father raises children from the dead and then banishes
         them to outer darkness, from which they one day return to destroy him and all his works? If not, there soon will be.
      

      
      The fourth second, Toussaint thinks, is a good one in which to check his fall is not taking him too close to the gradually
         outflaring flanks of the San Gabriel spire. He shifts his profile to the hurricane of air, changing terminal velocities to
         give himself some delta vee outwards.
      

      
      The fifth second. The sixth second. The seventh second. Toussaint has fallen beneath the residential zones into the lower
         administrational and light-industrial sectors. His velocity is approaching one hundred and fifty kilometres per hour at which
         point it will stabilize at an equilibrium of body mass and aerodynamic profile: the classic freefall semi-spreadeagle. He
         is calculating load tolerances, gee force maxima, dive configurations. The ’ware in his head makes it as easy and unconscious
         as the complex relative velocity calculations you make every time you take a car into traffic. Twelve seconds. Thirteen seconds.
         Hoover is choked with vehicles. The smog layer approaches.
      

      
      Fifteen seconds.

      
      The gnarled flesh across his shoulders, upper spine and arms deforms. Skin stretches. Skin tears. Curved tectoplastic ribs
         push through skin and pink and black flightsuit and press through the permeable membrane of the back pack. Datadots, headzups,
         fragma of information rezz up on his retinas as the systems come to life. Toussaint fights to hold it against the buffets.
         The margins for error are almost non-existent. On his back the pack opens like a flower blossoming. Spines and spars of morphic
         plastic extend and lock into a lattice; the ghost of a wing, a flayed bat. Monomolecular tendrils sniff out anchor points
         and link, bracing the wing. Interface with his nervous system is complete. It is part of him now, an extra limb.
      

      
      Seventeen seconds.

      
      Once the airframe has locked into its remembered positions it can withstand momentary accelerations of up to twelve gees.
         The human skeleton is not tested to such specifications. To deploy the wing surface wide open to the airflow could rip his
         spine out his body.
      

      
      Death on the boulevard is four seconds away, but Toussaint rotates his body head down into a shallow dive. Liquid wing pumps
         from the reservoirs in the deflating pack, flowing thickly along the channels within the struts, freezing at the touch of
         naked air into a sheet of molecule-thin steel-strong aerofoil.
      

      
      Nineteen seconds. He pushes up out of the dive. Mental commands flow out of his spine, along the interfacers, into the wing.
         Smart plastic warps. Wing bites deep into air. Multiple gees attempt to tear him apart. Blood boiling in his brainpan, Toussaint
         scores the tops of the palms along Hoover and climbs for clear air.
      

      
      The twenty-second second.

      
      Hold it. Hold it. Hold it. Stall now and you are dead all over again. Wingtip flexes, a gentle bank towards the technogothic ziggurat of Tesler-Thanos.
         You need the thermals that flow up its monolithic flanks.
      

      
      The thermal lifts him high above the ragged pinnacle of the spire-top where masons tector work work work shifting molecules,
         day in, day out. A kilometre above Tesler-Thanos, he comes out of his climb into a long slow glide down across the dead zones
         towards Lodoga Eyrie.
      

      
      Toussaint exalts purity of flight above altitude, speed, aerobatics or endurance. His brother/sister águilas, to whom such things are all flight is, do not understand. In the equilibrium of lift, pressure and gravity Toussaint finds
         expansion of consciousness.
      

      
      Adrenalin, Norepinephrine,

      
      In an eagle’s eye,

      
      Nirvana.
      

      
      In this state he knows himself to be an infinitesimal mote adrift in the vastnesses of the atmosphere, and is comforted. The
         chaotic processes of meteorology and climatology are absorbed into him. Connectedness. On the parapet of his apartment, he
         had known the heat would end because he is the heat and the heat is him.
      

      
      Swallowed by sky

      
      I am Thee, Thou art Me.

      
      Climatological Zen.

      
      The dead zones of pre-resurrection Hollywood and Sunset lie beneath Toussaint’s belly. Quiet now, for when the hills wake,
         the valleys sleep, storing the energy of the day to expend on the pleasures of the moist, sub-tropical night. For tonight,
         when the hills sleep, the valleys will wake, and dance. Tonight, the dead hold carnival.
      

      
      High above Necroville, Toussaint thinks of his friends, making their preparations for the annual rendezvous in the Terminal
         Café: YoYo in her noisy, busy mess of lawyers, Camaguey in his cool, airy house overlooking the ocean. Trinidad: he thinks
         of her much, up there in the rarefied social altitude of La Crescenta. This year, will she find the courage to let go of Peres’
         ghost and join them? Santiago, surrounded by the illustrious dead. Most, Toussaint thinks of Santiago. Year Two: Reseda Private
         Elementary School. It is Santiago Columbar who braves his father’s protectors to show Toussaint – another name, then, another
         life, and few there are who know them – how to make wonderful slow-healing meandering scars on your arms and thighs with a
         burning lens.
      

      
      The friendship had always depended on an equilibrium between Santiago’s vulnerable darkness and Toussaint’s angry idealistic luminosity. Such relationships are bound by the laws
         of emotional entropy: ever more energy must be put into them to maintain that balance of personalities against decay. In the
         end, the investment was too high. They had spun apart, twin planets explosively decoupling. The centre of gravity gone, the
         group had disintegrated.
      

      
      Once a year, and once only, is enough. Any closer and they would start to destroy each other again.

      
      Toussaint has new friends now, new circles, new social orders, yet he wishes it could all be again as it was then, when it
         was fresh and rich and, paradoxically, innocent.
      

      
      Up-currents at the edge of the hills caress Toussaint’s body. He turns his wings into the rising air as it lifts him high,
         kilometres high, above his city. Glints of light on the outward curve of the immense cylinder of air are fellow fliers, riding
         the air flow with him, up, up.
      

      
      Bronzed bodies,

      
      Silver air-riders,

      
      Golden neo-surf-nazis,

      
      Sieg Heil!

      
      Lack of concision. Too much going on. Allusions anachronistic. Águilas have little appreciation for the finer points of haiku construction.
      

      
      Toussaint’s course takes him away from the flocks of fliers towards the Tesler-Thanos arcosanti. Like Allah it bestrides earth and sky, absolute and monotheistic. There is but one God, one resurrection, and Tesler-Thanos
         is his prophet.
      

      
      Mile-high mausoleum of black cancer:

      
      my father’s house,

      
      Adam Tesler.

      
      Wings catch the afternoon sun, patterned with blue eagles; águilas from Lodoga Eyrie, diving up through airspace to sport with him. Toussaint’s forebodings lift like a storm front passing.
         The sky is big. The sun is warm. The wind beneath your wings is strong. These are the things that matter. Not the moon being
         converted into a three thousand kilometre sphere of nanotechnology. Not Freedead fleets approaching the earth. Not the machinations
         of the Rim Council and PanEuropa and their masters, the corporadas.
      

      
      Far behind him, his father’s dust-dry monologue comes to its unheard end.

      
      Fifty-three hours, twenty-five minutes.

      
      Betrayal the concept was a silver button on the side of a Jesus tank. Stencilled above it: Flush and Cycle.
      

      
      Betrayal the deed was the act of pushing that silver button. The simple application of manual pressure by the heel of the
         hand. Circuits were activated. Sluices opened. The Jesus tank’s contents were flushed into the house drains, the Palos Verdes
         sewage system and, ultimately, the Pacific basin.
      

      
      Contents comprising: nine hundred litres of ph-neutral distilled water salted with fifty kilograms of deconfigured tector
         clusters in suspension. Being the dissolved mass, meat and mind of Elena Eres: dead.
      

      
      Waiter, there’s a girl in my soup.

      
      It’s girl soup, seor.

      
      He had gone with her into the shallow, womb-warm water. He had kissed her, he had held her hand until the descending lid forced
         them apart, pressed fingers and face to the translucent plastic so that he might be the last thing she saw as she settled
         back into the waters of rebirth. All these he had done because he loved her. No degree of love could have made him watch her,
         over the space of three days and nights, disintegrate into free-swimming tectors. The slow flaying of the outer integuments first: the skin, the hair, the eyes, the soft tissues. Then
         the muscles, the connective tissues, the veins, the nerve fibres. Last of all, the bones and cartilage, fizzing away to nothing
         like seltzers in a glass.
      

      
      Pacing the long glass-arched arcade he would often stop to rest his forehead, eyes firmly closed, against the tectoplastic
         carapace as if it were an immense shell within which the sounds of the ocean were trapped, and imagine he heard the infra-sonic
         seethe and boil of tectors purifying themselves.
      

      
      Misreplications. Data errors. Soft fails. Transcription glitches picked up from a universe of potential mutagenic sources.
         Background radiation, ultraviolet, electromagnetic fields, certain toxins, certain chemicals. The mundane cancers of living.
         Left uncorrected, error would compound upon error; faulty reduplications would multiply exponentially. Aberrant regeneration.
         Yes. Metastasizing mutagenesis. Oh yes. Bizarre deformities, localized in areas of the body. Certainly. Misreplication had
         hidden none of its horrors from Camaguey.
      

      
      Solution: self-immolation. Pass beneath the waters, be reborn. Be reduced to your component tectors, purified, re-resurrected.
         Reconfiguration. All the dead have to do it, she had said. The first resurrection is the worst.
      

      
      You did not permit me even that choice, Camaguey thought.
      

      
      Sometimes, in those latter, insane days, when he pressed his forehead against the tank, it was the molecular seethe and hiss
         of the things in his own bloodstream that he heard.
      

      
      ‘Elena?’

      
      Camaguey removed his hand from the silver button.

      
      Gone.

      
      She was eight hundred billion disconnected particles dissipated by the tides and currents that flowed around the edges of
         his reef. Elementary biology: take the common marine sponge, pass it through a sieve into water and in time it will re-form into that exact same sponge. He imagined tectors passing through the
         gullets and guts of bivalves and fishes, stirred by tides and currents, intelligent artificial molecules seeking each other
         out, fusing, knotting, becoming more complex, more intelligent, more aware until on a night of the dark of the moon Elena
         Eres burst from the surface tension, Venus Surrexit, reborn from nanotechnology and sea foam. In his mind she waded from the
         surfline and entered the dark abandoned cliff house: touching, feeling, searching for him. Did she seek vengeance? Pain, confusion,
         an explanation for waking in dark waters? Love, perhaps; both equals now in betrayal. An apology. She would find none of these.
         He would be long gone.
      

      
      ‘How long?’ he asked the air in his ocean room.

      
      ‘Fifty-three hours, ten minutes,’ the air answered. ‘At this stage, the conversion proceeds rapidly towards completion. The
         predictions are ninety-three per cent accurate.’
      

      
      Beyond the curved glass the sea was still, mottled with the subsurface shadings of the reef he had built. Small sailing craft
         were abroad in the transparent light of early afternoon; sea birds dipped and splashed, hunting. A flotilla of basking plesiosaurs
         were black and gold lozenges just below the surface; out in the deep-water channel great whales would be navigating between
         the mosquito gantries of the energy stations, moving south with the flow to the breeding lagoons along the Baja coast. The
         coastguard craft were still out there, quartering, searching, intent upon their enigmatic business. Official channels denied
         the rumour, which only lent it all the more credibility: that meteor shower? Last month? Uh-huh. That was no ordinary shower,
         oh no. What they don’t tell you is that there was a raid. They dropped something into the ocean. Darn right I’m getting on
         to the Palos Verdes Sanitation Department, I don’t want God-knows-what coming up out of my toilet.
      

      
      At least you can still smile, Camaguey. Listen up, you gossips, in fiftysomething hours you’ll have story enough to keep you
         whispering for centuries and every word of it will be true.
      

      
      Some catastrophes strike too hard, too fast, too accurately for the psychological hierarchies of anger, denial, bargaining
         with mortality and final acceptance to be played out. Some blows fall so heavily that all that remains is a numb shock, a
         refusal to believe, like a man shot through the heart too surprised by death to fall.
      

      
      He knew that somewhere he should be screaming. What he thought – what he felt – was that it was high time he did something
         about the repainting contract for his fleet of hire yachts.
      

      
      (While your body is devoured from within, screamed the silent screamer.)
      

      
      Or slip on a gillsuit, take a skiff out to the new seedings and watch the pseudo-corals advancing over the heaped hulks of
         ancient windowless automobiles.
      

      
      Camaguey could remember the precise time, place, weather, clothes he was wearing when he fell in love with coral reefs. 15:28
         Eastern Australian time; place: thirty kilometres due east of Cape Tribulation; weather: 32°C, humid, cloudless, wind three
         knots, low ocean swell; wearing: the Cougar Junior green and gold onepiece that he reckons is his favourite garment of all
         time. It was the fourteenth year of the resurrection of the dead. His father, down in Queensland Free State on some PRCPS
         affair, had interrupted his work schedule to give his bored son a treat. They had sailed on a sea-cat packed with sightseers
         to witness the hauling out of a three hundred metre section of Great Barrier Reef. One of the wealthier of the third-generation
         Shanghai plutocrats had bought it to decorate his flesh-palace twenty metres beneath the South China Sea. As the one hundred
         thousand ton chunk came up, water shedding from its knobs and protuberances, ocean-going cranes taking the strain millimetre
         by millimetre, cables creaking, Camaguey-age-eleven had seen something altogether strange and marvellous. Here, emerging from
         the waters, was every fairytale of sunken cathedrals, drowned cities, lost continents that had ever thrilled a boy’s imagination.
         For an instant the domes and cylinders of coral were the spires of Ys, the chimneypots of Port Royal, the pillars of Atlantis.
      

      
      Then the coral section, raining seawater and displaced marine biota, had swung free and lurched towards the transport lighters.
         People had whistled, people had cheered and clapped, but to Camaguey the spell was broken: just another technological sleight-of-hand
         masquerading as true magic.
      

      
      The coral city was to haunt his bacchanalian teenhood and beyond, the embodiment of something more which he could never quite quantify – until YoYo’s silly comment thrown into a dull evening sitting around on the floforms
         on Santiago’s beach house: I wonder what we’ll all be doing in five/ten/fifteen years’ time? The game is as irresistible as I-Spy. They had speculated through the heat of the night into the morning. The other four
         had all fulfilled their predicted destinies to a greater or lesser degree: Trinidad, ghosting like a comet between lives she
         found more attractive than her own; Toussaint, young soul rebel, hiding from his father in the shadow of his own wings; YoYo
         fighting some good fight in microsecond wars out on the virtuality webs; Santiago, a brain-burned messiah spewing hallucinogenic
         revelation to largely baffled humanity. Camaguey defied all prophecy. Corporada chairperson nah prize-winning novelist no, not Camaguey freelance gigolo come on white-water-rafter no nanotech design engineer Camaguey? rainmaker ghostdancer wormrancher cocktail-shaker slavetrader sexpartner partnered shacking straight gay bi kids kidfree
         house home hobbies alive dead … I just can’t see him doing anything.
      

      
      Camaguey had been handed the key to self-understanding. He now saw that what he had always thought of as a social disability – his desire not to be as others were – was in fact the
         very essence of himself. If they couldn’t predict what he might be in five years, good. Let them go on to fulfil their own
         prophecies; Camaguey, predestination-free, built a reef. Of his own.
      

      
      He studied marine biology with a specialism in coral-reef ecology. He took nano-engineering and design, primary and intermediary,
         as his minor subject. He learned to dive. He bought a state-of-the-art gillsuit. He slept his way into the confidence of a
         Palos Verdes dowager purely because she owned some of the best coastline in the county. While she rubbed his pecs and scapulars
         with tsubaki oil, he thought polyps and tectors. He bought up one hundred tons of assorted scrap consumer durables, dumped
         them five hundred meters off Long Point and seeded them with custom-built coral-simulant tectors. All the cool, wet winter
         as the monsoon rattled the rooftiles and Camaguey gave head in the ivory bedroom, down beneath the tear and surge of waves,
         tectors scavenged dead freezers, micros, dishwashers, vacuumbots, disposable gig-abouts for raw materials and fastidiously
         went about their constructions. When the woman killed herself in February – ‘the pale season of ennui’, she apologized in
         her note (handwritten, appropriately anachronistic) – Camaguey was gutted. He was of that type who cannot understand how some
         might find dying easy, the decision to go on living the terrible choice to be faced every morning. He had not suspected what
         the woman had known the first time she took him to her bed: that what began as barter would end as love. When the silent,
         solemn women from the Death House came to take the body away, he asked them if he would be allowed to see her after resurrection.
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