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			The van shakes and tips, rushing over speed humps. We are heading for the exit, the great gates where Effra Road meets Brixton Wall. I am finally leaving home. 

			A hood is drawn tight over my face. I taste detergent and sweat. The Diorama guard pulled this thing over my head, drawing it tight with a yank of a white cord. He bound my hands behind my back, guided me into the van and shackled my feet to the floor. He is back here with me. I can hear his fingers drumming on a rifle stock. 

			Strange. I could snap the bonds and punch through the van doors, so why these prison measures? Have my owners not read my specifications? What is it they think I want to escape? 

			I hear the protesters beyond the wall, chanting as we near the gates. A megaphone voice interrupts the beat of their song: pleas to disperse. We slow to a stop, wait, lurch forward again. The gears grind with every shuffle. 

			Today is distribution day. There will be other Engineered in other queuing vans. There will be miner models, mechanic models, surgeon models and programmer models, all setting out to play a part in the great mission of augmentation. 

			‘Come on, come on . . .’ 

			The guard, speaking for the first time, though not to me. I hear the soldiers on the gate, scanning the driver’s palm and yelling instructions. Then we roll down a ramp and into the crowd. 

			The van becomes an enormous drum, hundreds of fists beating on the panels. Screaming voices too, so many I can barely pick out words. We bump through the turbulence, until the van turns, finds space, and picks up speed.

			The guard whistles and barks a laugh. He leans over, taps my knee, and speaks into my ear.

			‘Welcome to the real world.’ 

		

	
		
			 

			AMBUSCADE

			You wait all day for a bus, then three come along at once. They appeared at the crest of the bridge, rumbling under the pylon, a diesel trio playing loud enough to wake the dead. This was trouble. I had only prepared for one. 

			The bridge moaned as they crossed. Maybe it was the thought of hosting another battle. It had always been ugly – a stark, cable-stayed tongue built to drool traffic over the Thames – but it had withstood a thermonuclear blast, and doubtless felt it deserved to rot in peace. 

			Clive, King of Kent, thought differently. He’d dispatched me to raid the Thurrock convoy, take what prizes I could, and generally spread the word of his glory. Six of his shivering, miserable species were mine to command. Our feeble mob might have been enough to take one bus, but three would be challenging, even under cover of the constant, frozen night. 

			I tucked away my binoculars and slithered through the mud, down the ramp to the scorched husks that had once been tollbooths. My Reals huddled where I’d left them, sharing something hot from a battered thermos. I told them to be ready. Their eyes said they never would be.

			I crept away to my position, reflecting again on my situation. Losing membership of a bio-engineered super species, it turned out, was hard to accept. Nuclear winter was no picnic without the near-invulnerability afforded by Pander-brand nanotech. Survival had become a full-time job. My body, once a peak of regenerating perfection, was a sack of disease and decay. A single bullet could maim, infect or kill. My brain was a wreck, incapable of focus. Worst of all, I’d been forced to accept employment from an amateur tyrant, starvation certain without King Clive’s patronage. It sure was despicable being Real. 

			I would have brooded some more, but I heard something struggle in the mud behind me. Fingers gripped my shoulder.

			‘Ken!’

			It was Bridget, one of my crew. Even in the gloom I recognised her. It was hard not to. Her complexion was raw with red spots. She scratched her face impatiently, like it was a lottery card. 

			‘Get to your position, Bridget.’

			‘Listen, Ken, this is completely booloo. We can’t fight that many. Stop me if I’m wrong.’

			‘Find somewhere to hide,’ I said. ‘I’ll let you know when it’s over.’

			She shook her head. 

			‘Don’t take that tone, Kenneth. We prepared for one double-decker, not a flaming fleet. There’s brave and there’s bone-headed.’

			I considered for a moment. Was she right? Why insist on a fight? I wasn’t Ficial any more and the odds weren’t with us. We could still withdraw unseen, the convoy taking its time to inch over the crossing.

			I was jolted from my thoughts by a great metallic crash, down by the tollbooths. It seemed one of my stealthy squad had blundered into a road sign. 

			Almost immediately there was shouting up the bridge. The buses lurched to a halt, cut engines and slumped into silence. Well, that was it. No point leaving now. It was a fight. I checked my rifle. Got to my feet. 

			I took four paces before a machine gun opened up. It was the usual inaccurate stuff, but enough to make me pick up the pace. Bridget followed, quite a sprinter when the mood took her. I found cover by a wrecked goods vehicle, Bridget skidding down next to me.

			The Thurrock’s machine gun clattered away for a solid minute. My squad didn’t return fire, apparently content to muse on the tracer cutting through the night. It wasn’t such a bad plan. Soon enough the Thurrock gun spluttered out of ammunition. Silence for a moment. Then, voices: foreign tongues, too close for comfort. Bridget peeked around the wreck at the speakers, then whipped back, holding up two fingers. 

			I had to remind myself that standing up and running through a cloud of bullets was no longer in the options mix. Then I saw the cable, a loose black snake hanging from the pylon, thrashing in the wind over the swollen river. 

			I crouched on my numb feet, pulled my rifle over my shoulder, edged past Bridget. She mouthed something at me. Something about being insane. 

			‘Don’t worry.’ I said that a lot these days. ‘This won’t take a minute.’

			I ran clear, headed up the bridge. The night lit up, shots popping in wrecks as I ducked and dived. I fell to my belly, mildly surprised to note the fire was coming from my own people. 

			At least the skirmishers had taken cover too. This was the only chance I’d get. I broke for the railing and jumped right off the bridge.

			I reached for the cable, but it caught the wind and blew almost clear. I snatched at the ragged tip, gripped, and swung out over the black river like a baited line. Then the swing slowed, stopped, and propelled me back at the bridge, slapping me hard against the caisson.

			I gasped for breath, grip slipping, the icy black Thames awfully close. I found the strength to seize the cable in my other hand, climbed a little way, then kicked off the caisson, swaying in a pendulum towards the far shore. Four more kicks and I travelled high enough to grab the deck railing. I released the cable, watched it clatter back the way it came.

			I climbed onto the deck and dropped behind the rear bus, apparently unobserved. The Thurrocks must have thought me lost to the river. Most were further down the bridge, busy shooting blind in the gloom. 

			I edged along the bus, head below the window line, pausing at the middle doors and peeking inside. The driver’s seat was empty. No voices. No footsteps. The seating had been ripped out. In its place were strap-packed metal barrels, liquid pooling on the lids. 

			I crept inside, up the gum-stained stairs. There were no seats or cargo on the upper deck, only a carpet of Real trash and a fixed gun poking from the rear window. It was in good condition, but too big to lift. I was tired just looking at it. 

			I slunk downstairs and out, taking the knife from my boot and slashing punctures in each front tyre. I squatted, listened to them hiss, and planned my next move.

			Then I heard growling. 

			I looked around. A very presentable black terrier was baring its teeth at me. I took a moment to identify it as Ficial. It had a good coat, vital eyes, and a tail darting at the cloud. Must have been something special if the Reals were keeping it alive. Most of man’s best friends had been barbecued long ago. 

			I tried smiling at it, but it didn’t like that. It took a couple of powerful steps in my direction and snarled.

			‘OK,’ said a voice. ‘Get up and turn around slow.’

			I didn’t turn. The dog had my attention. 

			‘I said turn around.’

			Worn boots, in the corner of my eye. I whipped around and plunged the knife into the nearest foot. The owner shrieked and crumpled. I went for his rifle, but was way too slow. 

			The terrier sunk its teeth into my ankle. I cried out and staggered, trying to shake its clamped jaws loose, but it held tight, growling in a satisfied way. I thought about shooting it, but that seemed wrong. After all, it was my closest relative for miles.

			The Thurrocks must have overheard the disagreement. Gunfire raked the bus, showering glass. I punched the dog hard behind the head, stunning it. Then I prised its jaws loose and tossed it into the bus, where it rolled and lay still. 

			I picked up the dead man’s rifle and headed for the Thurrock pack, limping and shooting. The Thurrocks panicked, caught between my fire and my squad’s. 

			The first bus shook and rolled, Thurrocks scrabbling on board. The second gunned its engine and jerked forward, trying to overtake the leader, but found its way blocked by wrecks. It blared its horn, about as useful a gesture as it was in pre-war traffic. I took a grenade from my belt and pursued. 

			A bald Real stuck his head out the top deck and pointed a pistol my way. He would have had me, but the bus thumped into reverse and tried for a three-point turn, unbalancing Baldy. I tossed the grenade through the lower back window, briefly wondering what precious cargo I might destroy, then dropped and rolled. The engine blew out the back of the double-decker, lighting up the world in a brief, tantalising flare. The blast propelled the mangled bus on its front wheels, dragging its shrieking behind, until it slammed into the central reservation.

			Two survivors crawled from the wreckage. I shot them down and boarded the bus, hacking in the hot, black smoke. 

			A Real lay slumped over the wheel. Boxes littered the lower deck, burning quietly. I tore the lid from the nearest and found books inside. 

			Cookbooks. I tossed the box aside, opened the rest. All the same. 

			I hobbled up the stairs. Baldy was crawling between the seats, a wound in his back pumping blood. I knelt, took the pistol from his hand, and turned him over. His belly spilled its contents. I retched, covering my face. Another useless Real reflex to add to my gathering collection. He said a few words to himself in a language I didn’t know. Then he noticed me.

			‘Hurts,’ he said.

			‘Of course it hurts.’ I showed off the seeping dog bite. ‘That’s being Real for you. Do you have any food on board?’

			He began to cry, suddenly looking very young.

			‘Want to live.’ 

			I stood and levelled the pistol at him.

			‘You’re better off out of it.’ 

			There was a tin of tomato soup on one of the seats. I knifed it open and drank. I ripped a strip off the dead Real’s coat to bandage my wound, took his boots and a sodden pack of cigarettes. Looting Real corpses. What would the lads in Edinburgh say?

			I clambered down the stairs, stepped out onto the bridge and listened. No voices: only warm, peaceful flames and the wind in the cables.

			‘Ken! I don’t believe it!’

			Bridget waved her arms, running through the smoke. 

			‘I thought you were done for after that high dive act. Are you OK? Have they got anything to eat?’

			I ignored her, treading carefully back to the rear bus. I peered inside and found the terrier gone. Bridget joined me, noticed the barrels, pushed me out the way. 

			‘Thurrock beer! What a find!’

			She pressed her lips to the barrel tops, slurped the excess fluid. I left her, limped across the deck to the guardrail, slumped and wheezed. 

			Up the bridge something jumped onto a wreck. The terrier. It barked defiantly, pointing its nose high, as if it could see the moon through the cloudbank. 

			Bridget jumped out the bus, eyes wild.

			‘A dog! I love the taste of dog!’

			She made to run after it, but I held her back.

			‘No time.’

			‘Let go! I’m starving!’

			She kept on struggling, until the dog jumped down and ran out of sight. Bridget relented, slumping against the bus. She took a long look at me.

			‘You know what, Ken?’ she said. ‘I don’t get you sometimes.’

			She headed down the bridge to gather the squad. I slouched on the railing and gazed at the tarry river. For a moment I thought I saw a pattern, ripples on the surface spelling out a message. A strange urge seized me. 

			Then a cheer knocked me out my trance. Bridget must have told the squad about the beer. I stepped back from the railing and made for the shore.

		

	
		
			 

			‘My name is Miss Bree,’ says the visitor. ‘I work in Engineered Liaison for Diorama. It’s a pleasure to meet you, Kenstibec.’

			She is short, wide and solid like a breeze block. A suit stretches around her frame. She is about half my height. 

			She reaches out a hand, a gesture of greeting. I take it and hold it for a moment, being sure not to grip too hard. People break easily.

			‘How are you settling in?’

			There is not much to settle into. My new living space is a cube cell, unfurnished save a bunk with restraints. I have three bare walls and a reinforced door, surrounded by a plate of transparent aluminium oxynitride. This commands a view of the holding area beyond, and my guard.

			‘I am settling in well, thank you.’ 

			She looks around, as if there are things to see.

			‘I apologise for the security measures. Diorama has an unfortunate history with Engineered employees, but people will change their tune when they see what you’re capable of.’

			She looks up at me.

			‘I’ll see to it that you get a work station. A flex at least. I know there’s nothing worse for your kind than inactivity.’

			‘I am keen to begin work.’

			She smiles.

			‘Of course you are.’ She goes to the door, turns. ‘Would you care to join me for a walk?’

			Control covered this form of human expression: an order phrased as a question.

			‘Yes,’ I reply.

			She knocks on the door, which swings open. Bree mutters in the guard’s ear. He steps around me, unlocks my restraints and backs away.

			We leave the holding area, enter a white corridor, follow a sign reading ‘stairs’. Bree stares at my hands.

			‘How much can you lift?’

			I tell her. Her cheek twitches. 

			I wonder how she feels, being in the presence of something so much better made. Scared? Happy? These words mean nothing to me, but Control teaches how they rule the lives of people. Even now useless signals seep from that old mammalian brain, fogging her judgement. Life must be so uncertain for humankind.

			No wonder they need us. No wonder they cannot get anything done.

		

	
		
			 

			PARADE

			It took two hours to coax my squad from their hiding places. They spent another hour cursing and bickering before the loot was loaded in the van. They sat on the barrels on the journey home, sampling the produce, intent on celebrating the battle by obliterating all memory of it. 

			Bridget sat up front with me. She passed the time drumming her palms on her thighs, blowing a noise through her teeth as an accompaniment. She went on like that until a thought jumped her and made her talk.

			‘It’s all wrong, isn’t it?’ 

			I said nothing. She’d fill in the gaps.

			‘What we did back there,’ she said, thumbing at the past. ‘Clive bangs on about how foreign they are, like that’s a reason to kill them. And everyone agrees with him. I don’t get how that happened. I mean, aren’t we all survivors? Shouldn’t we stick together?’

			I shrugged. 

			‘You didn’t kill anyone.’

			I doubted she ever had. 

			‘And listen,’ I said. ‘Best keep your thoughts to yourself on the subject. Clive doesn’t welcome debate.’ 

			We took the ‘King’s Causeway’, the perilous raised path I’d laid across the floodplain over the past few months. The structure moaned beneath us, about as stable as the Sweet Track. I picked a path through the slush, guided by our one, feeble headlight, until home emerged from the gloom. 

			Crayford was an island of singed twentieth-century housing, hemmed in by tents. Outside of Thurrock, its population represented all that remained of humanity in south-east England. The cull had been most efficient here. Barely ten thousand had survived the following war, and half of them had perished in the fall-out. 

			Crayford endured, drawing water from a spring at Welling Corner, coal from Betteshanger, and food from raiding expeditions like ours. The settlement was also helped by what locals called ‘the river miracle’: at some point over the last year the Thames had purified, apparently overnight. It was even said you could swim in it. 

			I edged the van through the town gate, acknowledged the shivering guards, then slowed for the road through town, curling past the metal works and tinned food market. The crowd recognised the raiding van, cheered and banged the bodywork. Some pressed ahead, lighting our way with flaming torches. Others sang in our wake. 

			The crowd spread at the roundabout. I cut a path through deep grey sludge, turned under the clock tower and pulled up in the car park. King Clive’s Palace, the old electronics superstore, was already opening its doors. A sea of pinched, masked figures in chemical coats and goggles surged out to greet us, waving torches, beating drums and ringing bells in the night.

			Fatty led the way, sporting his official garment: an oversize, orange mail coat, dabbed with high-vis strips. The word ‘treshrer’ was crudely stencilled here and there. He acknowledged me with a crafty wink, then clambered onto the roof of the van, lifting a megaphone to blue lips. I slid out the cabin, clutched my back, and listened to the fat man speak.

			‘On behalf of King Clive,’ he said, ‘I salute the bravery of our conquering heroes!’ Nobody seemed bothered by his amused half-grin. ‘Once again our brave Crayford boys have given Johnny Foreigner a bloody nose. Save the King!’

			‘Save the King!’ answered the crowd. 

			A cup of captured beer was offered up to Fatty. A hush fell as he drew the amber liquid to his lips, tasted, and gasped. He raised the megaphone once more.

			‘Tonight we drink Thurrock ale!’

			A great cheer went up, Fatty jumping clear. The King’s enforcers commandeered two barrels and rolled them clear, tribute for the absent monarch. Then the crowd closed, desperate for drunken release. A riot quickly developed, the battered Transit rocking under the assault of a hundred crazed scavengers. I stood at a distance and watched, numbed to the indignity of it all.

			‘What are you scowling at?’

			Fatty grinned at my shoulder. 

			‘I’m not scowling,’ I said. 

			He shrugged and scratched his beard. 

			‘Call it what you will, you don’t look happy.’

			I nodded at the melee.

			‘Shouldn’t you fight for your share?’

			Fatty smirked some more. He had a pretty high opinion of himself these days. His quick tongue had nearly killed us on a few occasions, but saved us as many times. It had certainly bewitched our good King. Clive had bestowed his full favour on the fat man, holding him as his closest and most trusted adviser. Like most republicans, Fatty had dropped his objection to monarchy the moment it had tossed him a title. 

			‘I don’t need to concern myself with any of that unpleasantness,’ he said. ‘I have people to do that.’

			He indicated a group of stronger Reals who were biting, punching and scratching their way clear of the crowd, a barrel rolled between them. They approached us, bowing before Fatty.

			‘My thanks, lads,’ he said, bidding them arise. ‘Please deposit this in my quarters. You may fill a bottle for yourself.’

			The two strongmen grovelled and withdrew, rolling the beer into the palace. The brawl around the van dissipated, until only Fatty and I remained, blinking in the snow. He took a foil wrap out of his pocket, withdrew a pill and swallowed. Medication from the King’s chemist, to keep the Blue Frog at bay. 

			He slapped me on the shoulder and pointed at the palace.

			‘Will you join the party?’ 

			I shook my head and told him I thought I would go home. He didn’t like that. 

			‘Listen, freak show, people don’t trust teetotallers. You’re one of us now. You have to take part. I can’t keep making excuses for you.’

			‘I’m not one of you. You know that.’

			I walked away. He followed.

			‘Look, obviously as a former Ficial you feel you’ve come down in the world. I can understand that. It’s bound to feel humiliating.’

			‘It doesn’t feel anything.’

			‘Right, sure,’ said Fatty. ‘No emotions, I think you’ve mentioned that. But you don’t have to drink. Just poke your head in, show your face.’

			Fatty was concerned, I could tell. He had it made in Crayford. The King gave him a uniform, a title, and all the drugs required. Naturally he worried that my behaviour might arouse suspicion, or even reveal my Ficial heritage. If that happened Clive’s people would hang him from the yellow M, ‘treshrer’ or not. Still, I wasn’t going to attend a Real blow-out just to soothe his nerves. I told him so.

			He dabbed at his leaking eye with a handkerchief.

			‘Fine, go and fucking sulk. But listen . . . I mean, if you need to talk to someone . . .’

			I pushed him hard.

			‘I don’t need to talk. I’ll never need to talk.’

			He raised two podgy palms and stepped away.

			‘Fine. Fine.’

			He turned and headed for the palace. Behind him the gutted windows twinkled with illuminations, the building shaken by a drumbeat. The party would go on for hours.

			The wind picked up, blowing trash across the car park. I circled the shopping centre, limping through deserted streets, collar up to the snow. My workshop was tucked down a lesser back alley. I twisted the padlock free, lifted the gate and stepped inside.

			The cab was nothing on my last Landy, but it was something. A painstaking, six-month salvage effort had resulted in a vehicle that might have made the forecourt of Rick’s Garage back in Edinburgh; bigger than my last cab, with rear seats and an enclosed hold, but slower and about half as protected.

			I treated my wounds, drank some tea, then decided to go for a drive. I didn’t expect to find a fare, but these days my mind was restless, prone to brooding contemplation and surges of cold, cloying doubt. Driving took the edge off, made me feel almost Ficial again.

			The engine started on the second attempt. I took to the streets, rolling through the darkness, searching for lonely drunks in need of a quick trip home. 

			I trawled the King’s lands, every sludge-choked passage from Plumstead to Hextable. A few shadows scurried among tents and campfires, but I wasn’t really looking for business. The engine hum had helped to clear my head. Now I could focus on the pressing question.

			How to get out of Crayford? 

			Cliveian society was turning me into something distinctly Real. I had to escape, find a way to reclaim my Ficialhood. But how? Options were limited. The north was out, after my last Ficial fare, a journalist named Starvie, had detonated a tactical warhead in York. My fragile, nano-less system wouldn’t take the fall-out. 

			I could camp in one of the old shelters, where millions had been coralled and culled by Control. I could even head to the continent, in search of a secluded oasis. The privacy would be good, but what would be my purpose? 

			I drove for hours, contemplating the same old options, until the weather cleared, and the shadow of the tower appeared on the horizon.

			I sighed, something welling in the pit of my stomach, and headed back into Crayford. I thought of the tarry river, of the swirling message I’d glimpsed on its surface. 

			Then I saw a figure hunched at the side of the road, waving his arm. I pulled over. The Real ran up to the car and leapt in the back, murmuring some drunken song.

			‘Where to?’ I asked him.

			Fatty pulled back his hood and belched.

			‘To the pub,’ he said, his good eye searching for focus. ‘I’m taking you for a drink.’

			I was still for a moment. Then I reached over and started the meter. 

			Fatty eyed me in the mirror.

			‘Fucking charming.’

		

	
		
			 

			I trail Bree to the surface, and for the first time I see Diorama Headquarters from the outside. I discover a four-storey brick townhouse, set back from a hushed, cobbled piazza. 

			I follow Bree across the square, watch my boots kick through leaves. We join an elegant high street, the only pedestrians around. There is little traffic, but cars are parked everywhere, crammed into spaces along the road. We pass a greengrocer packed with produce, pastry towers in a baker’s window. We pass meat stores, wine stores, coffee stores. Most have no customers. Bree turns by a Reginald Blomfield chapel, down a neat avenue. I trail my fingers along black railings. Through windows I glimpse kitchens, televisions, furniture. No people. 

			At the foot of a hill is a tall metal gate, not unlike that at Brixton. Armed police observe our approach. The noise of traffic grows, becoming deafening as we enter the checkpoint. 

			Palms scanned, the police wave us through, but the gates do not open. Instead we take a spiral staircase up to and over the gate, joining a footbridge. We cross forty feet over a fuming column of unbroken traffic, which Bree calls the Great North Road. Thousands of cars shuffle below: goods vehicles, buses, cars – a mile-long tailback descending the hill. In the distance the city waits, squatting in its gloomy basin.

			Bree points.

			‘See that, Kenstibec? London’s finished. Flood defences never recovered from the barrier bomb. Eighteen million people will need new homes. More if you believe the papers.’

			‘Yes,’ I say.

			‘The emergency government has a design competition planned to deal with the problem. A thousand-storey megatall, to be built near the city. The greatest construction project in the history of man.’

			She leans on the rail and points at me.

			‘It’s the ultimate prestige project,’ she says. ‘Any firm with an interest has brought at least a Power Eight onto the design team. That’s why we splashed out on one of the first Nines. We intend to win the job.’

			‘I understand.’

			‘There are plenty of people in Diorama who think we should never work with a Ficial again. They think your Power designation means about as much as the number of blades on a razor. That you are nothing more than heavy labourers. You need to help me prove them wrong, show them that your design ability can help us win this thing. I want you to dazzle them, understand?’

			‘I understand.’

			She nods, looks out at the city again.

			‘And remember. This tower will be our new capital. That means you have to consider the old one and its history. I don’t believe your design can be successful otherwise.’

			‘Of course. Any skyscraper must be sympathetic to its environment.’

			‘Kenstibec. You sound like a textbook.’ She points at my hand. ‘I’m going to get your palm coded, get you access to London. I want you to see what two thousand years of humanity built before it’s all washed away. I want you to get inspired.’

			‘I have a complete knowledge through my optimisation process. I do not need—’

			She waves.

			‘Nonsense. Optimisation doesn’t beat experience. We learned that with our last model.’

			She shakes her head at the flooded city.

			‘It was never a looker,’ she says, ‘but I’ll miss it.’

		

	
		
			 

			CRAWL

			With the palace party in full swing, we found the Bear near deserted. Only a group of regulars were seated at the bar, one sucking a clay pipe, another drinking from his wooden leg. A few others tossed darts at a board. 

			Fatty hammered on the top until the proprietor stumbled out the back, blinking reproach and licking his teeth. Fatty ordered two tankards of a beer called Fall Down, paying with the local currency. 

			We took a table in the corner. I gaped at the ale, twisting the tankard in my fingers, until Fatty piped up. 

			‘Drink it, then.’ 

			‘I don’t drink.’

			Fatty pointed out a quotation.

			‘A man is never happy in the present unless he is drunk.’ 

			‘I’m not a man.’

			‘No, that’s true. Still, you must be freezing. It’ll warm you up.’

			‘I’m fine.’

			Fatty shook his head. 

			‘Wandering around in a T-shirt and overalls? You’re not indestructible any more, remember? You’ll freeze to death dressed like that. Honestly, sometimes I think you’re trying to top yourself.’

			He belched and slapped his belly. ‘I guess I would too, if I had been one of your kind. It must be humbling, farting and sweating like the rest of us.’

			I thought about burying the tankard in his face. Oblivious, Fatty shuffled closer. 

			‘But listen. Don’t you ever think about getting a little more . . . involved?’

			‘With what?’

			‘You know. I mean, you’re never going back to a Barricade. Maybe you should think about settling down.’

			Settling down. The phrase had a peaceful ring to it.

			‘How do I do that?’

			Fatty tugged on his ear.

			‘Well, now that nano junk is out of your bloodstream you could . . . Let me see, how would your lot put it? You could mate.’

			The thought made me drink. Fatty shook his head.

			‘Not interested then?’

			I looked at his seeping bad eye, at his bloated, blue-tinged flesh. 

			‘I don’t know how you can bear to touch each other.’

			I tipped the rest of the beer down my throat. I had to admit, it stilled my shivers. Fatty spat a blue mess.

			‘Well you should reconsider. Your fucking boy band skin is still fairly intact, and that draws attention. People talk about you. And the more they talk, the hotter things get for us.’

			I wondered why we were on this subject. I was too Ficial for romance, and Fatty knew it. He finished his drink, pushed the tankard away and stared into nothing. 

			Then I remembered: a Real would often enquire about another’s welfare in order to introduce a discussion about its own. They couldn’t help but play these games.

			‘So,’ I asked. ‘What about you? Are you mating at the moment?’

			Fatty frowned at the turn of phrase, then sagged, emitting a pained sigh.

			‘Marie. I think I’m in love with her.’

			I considered.

			‘You think that a lot though, don’t you?’

			Fatty narrowed his good eye.

			‘And what do you mean by that?’

			‘Just an observation.’

			He raised his nose and sniffed.

			‘Marie is different. One of Clive’s daughters. I think about her all the time.’

			I sipped my beer.

			‘So why not propose, or whatever it is you do?’

			‘You wouldn’t understand.’

			Typical Real reaction. ‘Then don’t drag me here and bother me with it.’

			He examined his nails, as if the answer to his worries lay buried in the scum beneath.

			‘It’s OK for you, pal. You’re still in decent condition. Sure, you’ve lost a lot of weight, but at least your face is in one piece. Still got those fucking gloss-finish teeth.’

			He dabbed at his bad eye with a handkerchief. I was beginning to understand.

			‘The Blue Frog doesn’t help your cause, I take it?’

			‘No, it fucking doesn’t. She’s young and relatively healthy. She’ll want the same from a partner. But look at me.’ He dropped his face into his hands. ‘It’s so unfair.’

			The Blue Frog disease certainly made him a special kind of ugly. Even on medication he was bloated and blue as a rotting seal. I pressed my tankard to his and paused, ready to tip. He glimpsed the action and nodded. I poured out half, trying to think of some advice.

			‘From what I have observed, males often demonstrate their suitability for mating through dance. Why don’t you take her to one of those maypole events out Bexley way?’

			Fatty shook his head.

			‘No good. Clive’ll have my guts for garters if I tried the old dinner and dance routine with his daughter.’

			He raised his hand to the bar, twisted a finger for another round. The landlord dropped two fresh tankards onto the table. Fatty continued.

			‘No, I need Clive’s blessing before I go courting. He likes me, sure, but it’ll take more than a few barrels of Thurrock beer to win Marie’s hand, I’ll tell you that.’

			He brooded in silence for a while, watching the darts game, until suddenly he got to his feet.

			‘Let’s go see her,’ he said. 

			‘Who?’

			‘Marie, who do you think? She’s in the play.’

			He tugged my arm, persistent as always. Normally I would have refused, but the drink had made me warm and docile. I found myself pulling on my coat and stepping out of the pub, leaning into the wind and snow. Halfway across the car park we saw some commotion at the palace entrance: trouble-makers being kicked into the snow. We drew closer, saw two bouncers thrashing a group of teenagers with batons. Fatty congratulated the men on the door, pressing local currency into each palm. They ushered us inside, then returned to beating the miscreants.

			I usually avoided the theatre, having little time for the productions the King’s troupe churned out, but the structure itself offered some interest. It was a simple stepped bowl, cut out of the old shop floor, cast in unevenly poured concrete. Coal braziers heated the space, while two great torches soaked in Crayford pitch provided a gloomy light.

			The house was packed. A flash-blind cast member prowled the stage, trying to be heard over the din, beating at the trash hurled by the crowd. Fatty and I bought cups of beer and sidestepped our way to some seats. A couple of locals slapped me on the back as I sat down, toasting my name in honour of the convoy raid.

			‘See,’ said Fatty, spitting in my ear. ‘People like you.’

			I shrugged, knowing how swiftly Real allegiance could shift. Fatty was about to berate me for my indifference when a discordant trumpet blared, and the harried blind man gratefully departed the stage.

			‘Here she comes,’ yelped Fatty, slapping my back. ‘Here she comes!’

			A Real quartet leapt onto the stage, performing what I guessed was a dance. They moved with an energy I had almost forgotten Reals were capable of. There was only one girl, a small example with a bowl of black hair. Fatty whooped and tossed his beer, soaking those beneath us. 

			‘See her? See my love? Isn’t she wonderful?’

			The dancers moved in something approaching formation, waving arms, pivoting on heels, gyrating rear ends. Fatty was enraptured. 

			Marie and her troupe seemed unwilling to wrap things up, but the end finally came. Fatty snapped out of his reverie and proclaimed the need for more drink. We were halfway to the stand when a commotion erupted around the stage. A great, angry roar was directed at the next performer. I peered through the shaking fists to the stage, and saw Bridget stood alone, clutching a harmonica. I tapped Fatty on the shoulder and pointed out the spotty girl.

			‘What’s all this about?’ 

			‘She’s an idiot,’ he said, waving the question away. ‘Should know by now nobody wants to hear that racket.’

			‘Why?’

			‘She’s fucking cursed, that’s why,’ said Fatty. ‘Well, the music is. Or the harmonica.’

			Fatty reached the front of the queue and secured two tankards. I asked him to explain.

			‘It all kicked off before we showed up. She played here one time and there was a fucking conflagration, nearly lost the palace, so they say. Next time she played at a tent party. Big fire there too. Next time she played down by the river and the fucking water caught fire.’

			Real superstition. It was quite something. 

			‘If they believe she’s a danger why not get rid of her?’

			‘Well,’ said Fatty. ‘She’s one of us, isn’t she?’

			Bridget never started playing. A hail of cups, beer and trash forced her to seek cover. She departed, clutching the small instrument like a great weight.

			‘One of us.’

			Fatty scratched his beard.

			‘Yeah. So long as she doesn’t play. Look, it’s too noisy in here. Let’s have one more drink, somewhere quieter.’

			I trailed him out the theatre, across the old shop floor, where Reals sat in groups, drinking, chattering, telling stories, sharing food from tins. Fatty took a key from his pocket and unlocked a door marked ‘stairs’. We headed up to the palace roof, where he said there was an excellent view.

			Looking at it didn’t improve my mood. I sat in the snow and stared at the shadow of the Hope Tower, thinking and drinking.

			‘Do you have any idea,’ I asked, ‘what it’s like to be redundant? To have lost your purpose?’

			Fatty eyed me.

			‘What are you talking about?’

			‘I was a construction model. One of the most advanced Ficial Powers ever produced. And now look at me. I could barely build a sandcastle.’

			Fatty rolled his eyes. 

			‘I built that thing,’ I said, pointing out the tower. ‘Designed it too. One of the great engineering feats in history. Or it was going to be. Now look at it. Rotting, just like me.’

			‘So you’re telling me you feel sorry for yourself?’

			‘No. I’m saying. I don’t know what I’m saying.’

			Fatty rolled onto his belly.

			‘You really built that?’

			‘It’s called the Hope Tower.’

			‘Yes I know. Some hope. Why didn’t you mention this before?’

			‘I’d rather not draw attention to the fact, that’s why. It’s an abomination. A monument to your kind’s feeble love affair with excess. It was supposed to be a feat of engineering. Then you lot bloated it with needless ornaments. I mean, there’s a tuned mass damper in the structure, can you believe that?’

			Fatty sneezed something glutinous.

			‘Unconscionable, I’m sure. What’s a massed dampener?’

			‘It’s a device,’ I explained, ‘mounted in structures to reduce the effects of mechanical vibrations.’

			‘So what’s wrong with that?’

			‘There was no need for it, that’s what! It served no purpose in my design. Do you know why it was included? As a talking point. A feature in the penthouse.’

			Fatty rolled onto his back again, bored.

			‘Don’t see that being a talking point.’

			I sipped my beer.

			‘It is if it’s made of gold.’ 

			Fatty rolled back to me, good eye wide.

			‘Come again?’

			I pointed at the wide-eyed fat man. ‘You’re fascinated now, aren’t you? All at the mention of a ductile metal.’

			‘Did you say gold?’

			‘Yes.’

			‘How much gold are we talking?’

			‘All that could be found,’ I said. ‘All that could be melted down and packed into a giant, rendered globe. Five hundred tonnes of the stuff.’

			I kicked a rusted can off the roof, looked out over the floodplain. I stared for a long time, lost in thought, until I noticed something. I stepped over Fatty and pointed.

			‘Do you see that?’

			Fatty sat up, peering into the night.

			‘What am I looking at?’

			‘Lights,’ I said. ‘Moving down the river.’

		

	
		
			 

			The bus arrives after an hour. I jump on, running my coded palm over the fare reader. 

			I tower over the other passengers. They make way for me, eyes burning.

			I take a seat on the top deck and watch the city pass in the rain. Sandbags and pumps sag on every corner.

			Passengers claw their way on board at the next stop. The bus sways and thumps as soaked, gasping people climb the stairs. They keep coming, standing despite the sign that forbids it. A man screams on a phone in a foreign tongue. Someone at the back yells:

			‘You’d better shut up!’

			But the entire deck is noise: tinny music leaking from headphones. Coughing and sneezing. Two young men stood behind me, speaking in a language I do not recognise.

			The bus rumbles on, ignoring some bells, discharging passengers where there is no stop. More pile on. A recorded voice chirps that seats are available on the top deck. That angry voice shouts again:

			‘I want to get off! Let me off! I said let me off NOW!’

			A weapon discharges. The top deck erupts into screaming. I turn around and see a man in a suit, holding a pistol, shooting a path through his fellow commuters. A younger male tries to disarm him, gets one through the eye for his trouble. The bus skids and halts. People jump off, wild with panic. The gunman walks past me, tips his hat.

			‘I can’t stand being cooped up like that.’ He whistles down the stairs and disappears.

			That ends the bus journey. I disembark, electing to explore the city on foot. I step out into rain and street noise.

			I walk for hours. I find squat, terraced housing, mouldered tower blocks, ripped-out shop fronts. I walk through a seeping graveyard. Children loot the church, carrying bells away in a wheelbarrow. 

			I wade into the quieter flooded streets, pushing aside floating debris. Old Street roundabout has become a stinking, brown lake, its glass office blocks abandoned and shattered. At the centre is a great, foaming geyser, where the Underground has been breached. A body circles the whirlpool, face down. 

			Two thousand years of civilisation achieved all this. I turn and head north, research concluded.

		

	
		
			 

			CROSSING

			We hurried down the stairs, hearing the clock tower outside, ringing the alarm. We found the shop floor in chaos. The crowd flooded out of the theatre, colliding with those pouring into the palace. 
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