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			INTRODUCTION


			by Adam Roberts


			Modernity has witnessed two movements that we might call ‘Romanticism’, separated by a century and a half. First, the late 1700s and early 1800s saw a cultural explosion. New ways of writing were married to new modes of philosophy and politics: Shelley and Goethe urged people to challenge old orthodoxies and think for themselves governed by imagination and love; Blake wrote and illustrated astonishing visions; Rousseau and Wordsworth preached new attentiveness to the natural world and its rhythms; Mary Wollstonecraft wrote powerfully on the rights of women. As revolutions swept Europe all the old, sclerotic certainties and meagre conventionalities were upended. ‘Bliss was it in that dawn to be alive,’ Wordsworth reminisced, looking back, ‘but to be young was very heaven!’ There had been cultural revolutions before in Britain, most recently the middle of the seventeenth century, when Levellers, Diggers and others had ridden the political upheaval of the Civil War to try and remake England into something more utopian; but these earlier movements lacked the army of artists, poets and musicians mobilised by Romanticism, and so their revolution has proved less enduring. Not that the Romantics achieved all they hoped. Their revolution was, largely, absorbed and metabolised by a Victorian counter-reaction leaving only a heritage of glorious art.


			In the 1960s, a new wave of Romanticism swept the globe. Like the first, it had strong pastoral-ecological and social justice components, and like the first it preached love, freedom and imagination (imagination fed in part, as it often had been in the 1800s, by drugs) to counter increasingly mechanised conformism and authoritarianism of society as a whole. Most importantly, like the first Romanticism this new movement mobilised artists: poets and writers (Ginsberg, Kerouac, Delany, Didion) but especially composers. Indeed the main artistic throughput of this new revolution in art and culture was musical, not verbal – or more precisely, was a potent combination of the two. The Beatles and the Rolling Stones. The Grateful Dead and Bob Dylan. Rock music came from nowhere to become, suddenly, the new cultural currency of the world.


			Arguably the youthful utopian energy of this second Romanticism was even more swiftly assimilated than the first had been: by 1971 Roger Daltrey was howling the last line of ‘Won’t Get Fooled Again’, Peter Townshend’s paeon to revolutionary disillusionment: ‘meet the new boss, same as the old boss’. And yet, to an even greater degree than the first Romanticism, this second movement left behind a huge, still-living and fertile body of art. Indeed, it may be that this body of work has had a bigger cultural influence, and remains more important to more people, than anything else coming out of the twentieth century, including cinema and TV.


			I say all this by way of trying to situate Gwyneth Jones’s rich, extraordinary Bold as Love quintet of novels. Because these novels strike me as intensely Romantic, not in the casual sense of being a love story (although they are a love story) but in the deeper sense, the revolutionary sense, the sense that invokes a profound engagement with imagination, liberation and change. This is the sense that sought to link the natural world and people in a new sense of community informed by political radicalism. That sought to find imaginative and emotional transcendence in drugs.


			Not that Castles Made of Sand is ever starry-eyed or naïve about its characters or their world. On the contrary. Although Jones is capable of powerful and evocative tenderness when the story calls for it, her story omits none of the brutalities and cruelties of actual politics and history, of actual people living through difficult times. But throughout, this novel brims with a revolutionary energy that connects it closely to these two earlier phenomena.


			Castles Made of Sand picks up its story at exactly the point the previous novel in the sequence, Bold as Love, ends. In that first novel guitarist Ax Preston, his friend Sage Pender, and their mutual love-interest singer Fiorinda – avatars, in a sense, of King Arthur, Lancelot and Guinevere – emerge out of the welter of near-future societal collapse and violence as figures with real political power, with Ax as Dictator of a fracturing Britain. Ax, half-Sudanese, postmodern, bisexual, a mix of idealist and pragmatist, is intensely English in the way Englishness now figures. Sage, a tech-wizard as well as a musician, a big man with maimed hands and complicated loyalties, is trying to find a new Holy Grail, not in the exterior world but in a new drug to open the portals of the mind to radical intimacies of love-connection. But it is Fiorinda who is, really, at the heart of the story: a survivor of particularly upsetting childhood abuse who refuses to allow it to define her. Neither of the other two can function without her; together the three can rule the kingdom.


			This idea, that rock stars might be able to parlay their enormous celebrity into actual political power, struck some reviewers as unlikely when the novel was first published. This, though, is to mistake what Jones is doing. Because she is so expert at evoking the verisimilitudes of life, the little details of relationships, plus the bigger-picture tapestry of Islamic Separatists in Yorkshire, neo-fascist Green Party extremists, hippies and conformists – because all this is so evocatively written, we might assume that the idiom of these novels is verisimilitude. I don’t think it is, though. Quite a lot of science fiction uses the textual strategies of realism. Since SF is by definition ‘about’ stuff that isn’t part of actual reality, stuff like starships and time-machines, that might look odd. But it isn’t. Some SF writers prize plainness of style and directness, so as not to get in the way of the ideas they are trying to convey – the model of science writing. For others, to write a story about a bizarre premise in a bizarre or experimental style would be a bizarreness too far. Others again simply copy the kinds of styles, characters and forms from ‘regular’ novels. None of these things describe Jones, whose writing style is more sinuous and less obvious than it might seem, more interested in the intensities and numinousness of experience than the mundanities, or perhaps it would be closer to the truth to say: interested in the way numinousness is grounded in the mundane business of living. Judging her story as if it is pseudo-documentary or extrapolated pol-fic realism is to miss the point. There is a lot more to politics than elections and committees and legislation. Indeed, these novels are saying that stuff has less to do with real politics than you might think. Shelley said that poets are the unacknowledged legislators of the world. Jones wonders whether rock stars aren’t the modern-day equivalent.


			Castles captures the beauty and fragility both of the natural world and of our social contract as humans; but it’s also a novel that understands how easily environmental concerns can slide into a valorisation of the reactionary and hierarchical. Green fascists are one of the forces Ax, Sage and Fiorinda must combat: ‘Pan-European Celtics’ who are ‘anti-science, anti-recovery, covertly racist and dangerously attractive’ – an attraction grounded in what Jones, in telling phrase, called a ‘sinister romanticism’. That this counter-cultural movement forms an alliance with the Establishment is not so paradoxical as it might seem: ‘neo-feudalism sounded very good to some of the bastards in mainstream government,’ Jones mordantly notes.


			But although the novel does touch on the actual mechanisms of political power, the idiom here is cultural mythography. This novel is saying that music is a more unifying force than party-political affiliation. That there is a dark genealogy linking the Night Rally and the rock concert. Anyone old enough to remember Live Aid in 1986 – that moment when hundreds of thousands of people were double-clapping in unison, and heiling in unison, to Queen’s ‘Radio Gaga’ – will know what I’m talking about. That day was simultaneously an inspiring vision of collective action in the face of global poverty and a frankly terrifying hark back to the Nuremberg rallies. Party political conferences may be the occasion for smatterings of polite applause among their audiences, but to generate the fevered intensity of a Trump rally you need to orchestrate the theatrics and melodrama of a rock concert. This is because it is only the rock concert that can fully fuse the sexual and the aesthetic and the collective. The great Australian poet Les Murray didn’t pull his punches when he opened his 1996 poem ‘Rock Music’ with the line: ‘Sex is a Nazi. The students all knew/this at your school.’


			Jones knows it to, but what makes the whole Bold as Love sequence so powerful is her ability to delve into that human truth without either being seduced by it or falling into poses of facile condemnation. Castles Made of Sand is a tour de force that unpacks the cliché phrase ‘sex and drugs and rock and roll’ with extraordinary resonance and insight. The sex elaborates the emotional complexities of the central threesome; the drugs hold out the prospect of a utopian new population, but it’s the rock and the roll that are the bedrock of the whole. Jimi Hendrix provides the title for not only this novel but the whole series, and if you know his music you’ll see how it suffuses the whole of Jones’s quintet. And if you don’t know his music then what are you doing? Go out and buy all his albums immediately and start listening.


			If there’s a flaw in the larger conception of these novels, it’s in this, and it’s hard to see how it could be avoided. Writing about music, somebody once said, is like dancing about architecture (the phrase is often credited to Elvis Costello, although he denies saying it). There’s only so much the silent and verbal mode of the novel can do to evoke the – in this book, absolutely necessary – parallel world of music that makes the heart beat faster and makes the hairs on the back of your neck stand up. It helps if you know the kinds of music that inspired Jones: not just Hendrix, but all the singers and bands the book mentions.


			Science fiction, we can say, is a radically Romantic mode of art. This is true for genealogical reasons – Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein, the ur-text of the genre, was published in 1818 – but also for aesthetic ones. The great instrument of Romantic art is the imagination, pushing mundane reality to its limits and beyond; and the great power of rock music is the way it fires the imagination with emotion and sex and inspiration, into a collective experience it does not misrepresent to call utopian. The science fiction of Castles blurs into magic, and history and myth are braided around one another – or sing melody and harmony together, a gorgeous and unforgettable chant.


		


	

		

			EPIGRAPH


			‘Here begin the terrors
Here begin the marvels’


			Lyrics from ‘Scarlet Begonias’ by Robert Hunter


		


	

		

			PROLOGUE


			About four a.m. Fiorinda and Sage decided they’d better leave the Disabled Toilet, fond as they had become of the place. They woke Ax up and persuaded him that this was a good idea. Cleaners, Ax. Folks with brooms and buckets; you don’t want to meet them. The Rivermead Centre seemed deserted, blank corridors echoing with departed revelry. In the car park (ominous clanging noises from somewhere, no other signs of life) Sage hugged them goodbye and set off into the dark. But almost immediately he came loping back, hands in his pockets, shoulders forward, a dearly familiar tall silhouette, to where they were standing bereft, not knowing what to do with themselves. No, no no, he said. This is wrong. We stick together. C’mon, come back to the van.


			They crossed the ghostly arena with its shadow-buried rainbow of towered stages and marquees and headed into the campground, still smashed enough that even Sage found his own back yard a puzzling wonderland. They could have gone on forever; they probably did go round in circles once or twice, sometimes on access lanes, sometimes threading their way by paths only staybehinds used, between rows of tents that lay like sleeping animals: hand in hand, leaning together or in Indian file, brushing past spider-pearled thickets of traveller’s joy and Michaelmas daisies; discussing their route in rapt whispers. It would have been paradise to go on forever, walking like this through the chill, river-misted night … no need for a house or a home, sleep under a hedge somewhere with the stars rustling overhead.


			Instead they reached the van, which turned out to be full of people, most of them unknown to the proprietor (as far as he could tell). They tiptoed past a couple of staybehind women having a hushed, early-hours conversation, stepped over the bodies on the floor in Sage’s room (the boss’s actual bed had remained sacred), and slept again, in the midst of the crowd. Many hours later Ax and Fiorinda woke alone, fully dressed, surrounded by digital hardware, and followed the scent of frying bacon to the kitchen – where they found Sage and his brother Heads, George and Bill and Peter, all four of them skullmasked as usual, with George Merrick’s wife Laurel, Bill Trevor’s posh girlfriend Minty LaTour, plus a grab-bag of Heads crewpersons, all engaged in cooking and eating a huge fried breakfast. Sage was cheerful and sweet, but a certain distance had been re-established, perhaps inevitably.


			From there it was straight back to business as usual. The newly inaugurated Dictator and his girlfriend had to get to London, and start establishing a modus vivendi with the suits. The Heads zoomed off to Truro, where they’d promised a free gig for the Cornish (most of whom had no TV reception at present, so they’d missed the big concert). The show must go on, while none of the ongoing emergencies let up. The three leaders of the Rock and Roll Reich didn’t have another chance to examine their private life, all through the winter. But at last there came a pause, an equilibrium. At last a chance to take stock, count the bruises, relax a little. A dangerous time.


		


	

		

			1


			Sweetness and Light


			‘What’s that?’


			‘Haydn. Okay?’


			‘Yeah, fine. Cruise, Sage.’


			‘Tisn’t working.’


			‘I wonder …’ muttered Ax. The Heads reckoned their boss was only safe to drive unaided when he was so wrecked he knew he was in trouble, which was not the case this morning. But there was a lot more room per vehicle on the roads these days, despite bomb-crater-sized potholes and long stretches where the surface had been hacked off by the righteous and never replaced. The van’s erratic glide wasn’t going to meet much opposition. Let him do without the autopilot, if it makes him happy. This is a holiday.


			‘I think I fell in love with you,’ he said, ‘the night we did the concert at the end of the Islamic Campaign. You remember?’


			‘Nah.’


			‘Sage, you are having me on. Cast your mind back. Bradford Civic Centre, end of January last year. Arabian Nights décor, inadequate stage crew. We’d been running around the Yorkshire Dales with a bunch of hippy guerrillas for three months, playing live-ammunition wargames with the Islamic Separatists. I sell my soul to make peace, we agree to do an armistice gig for both the armies. No bands, just you and me: Aoxomoxoa on noise, stunt-dives and horrible special effects, Ax Preston on guitar. Worked out pretty well, considering.’


			‘Yeah, yeah, yeah. I didn’t mean, I don’t remember. I meant, what, only then, Ax? Now you have hurt my feelings.’ The living skull turned to him, grinning in blithe affection.


			If truth be known, he’d rather have had the guy’s natural face today but—


			‘Shit! Watch the road—!’


			Unfortunate that they should have hit a patch of traffic at that moment. Horns blared. A woman with a horse and cart was left yelling furiously … Well, strictly speaking, horse and cart rigs should keep to the left hand lane but—


			‘Sage, I think I’ll drive.’


			‘No, no, no. My van. I drive.’


			‘Fuck. How old are you? Three and a half? Listen, if we were in a sports car I think I might let you kill me, but you could take out twenty innocent bystanders with this thing. I’m going to drive. Stop the van! NO! (he corrected himself, urgently), PULL OVER! Get off the roadway, then stop the van. DO IT, Sage—’


			But when the great grey space capsule was parked on the hard shoulder (Sage having accomplished this feat without incident), Ax stayed where he was. They smiled at each other, while the cab filled and brimmed with stately, joyful music.


			‘Nah,’ said Sage at last, ‘can’t be true.You can’t have fallen for me only that night. I have never felt more understood in my life than I did that time, first time on stage with you. You must’ve been practising.’


			‘Maybe it was love at first sight.’


			‘Hahaha. I don’t think so!’


			In the lost past they had not been friends. They’d had one of those personality-clash feuds beloved of the music biz media: Aoxomoxoa, of Aoxomoxoa and the Heads, shameless commercial techno-wizard (otherwise known as Sage Pender), always picking a fight with Ax Preston, the modest, critically acclaimed guitar-man.


			‘Okay, not love,’ Ax conceded (though from this vantage point, all of it looked like loving). ‘Intrigued at first sight. Or from an early date. Remember when I took you out drinking after you’d been slagging off my band on the TV? Complacent nostalgia wank-aid for dreary little left wing acne-suckers—’


			‘It all comes back to you.’


			‘Oh, I remember every word. That was when I first really looked at this—’ He reached over and traced the eyesockets and cheekbones of the skull. ‘There’s a lot of digital masks around. This is something else. It’s a serious piece of coding, and an amazing work of art.’


			Sage kept very still, very happy to be touched. The avatar mask, that phenomenally expressive veil of coherent light, grinning between sheepish and self-mocking—


			‘I didn’t believe you bought it off someone you met in a bar, either. Not one of your more convincing yarns. So then I started noticing how much got done, behind the drunken oaf cover. The bit-by-bit slog that goes into those immersions of yours. You and the Heads touring like maniacs, and a stage act you couldn’t survive if you weren’t in constant training. It nagged at me. If he made that mask, and if he’s secretly so focused and organised, he’s not stuck for inner resources. Why does the stupid bugger feel impelled to spend half his life so fucking hammered just walking across the room is a great big adventure?’


			‘Bored, bored, bored.’


			‘Not so bored now? Not so smashed so often, anyway.’


			‘Can’t fit it into my ministerial diary, Sah. I never have the time to get decently trolleyed these days, I’m too busy being a workaholic bureaucrat. It’s a disgrace.’


			They collapsed into giggles. The situation they were in was so ridiculous.


			‘You ever going to tell me why you used to pick on me like that?’ said Ax. ‘Mr rich-as-fuck multi-eurobillionaire megastar? It was a mystery to me why you bothered.’


			‘Oh … Yeah, okay. I’ll tell you. We were a pair, in the Indie music biz: equal and opposite. Ax Preston gets the critical acclaim and the cred, Sage gets the filthy money, and everyone’s convinced that’s just the way it ought to be. I was jealous.’


			Ax looked amazed (he’d clearly been imagining some slightly more grown-up grievance all this time). ‘Is that what it was? Really?’


			‘Really.’


			‘Well,’ said Ax, after a moment, ‘now I know your stuff better, I can’t say I blame you. But it wasn’t my fault.You should’ve behaved more like Leonardo da Vinci.’


			‘Ax, I’ll never beat you at this game.’


			‘What game?’


			‘Forgiving, understanding. Maybe the game is being good.’


			‘Oh, I’m not good,’ said Ax. ‘I think you are good.’


			They listened to the music for a while.


			‘We don’t need the van,’ said Sage at last.


			‘Nah.’


			‘Don’t know why I brought it out.’ He tapped the phone implant on his wrist. ‘George … Hi, George, when you get to this, I’ve left the van by the road—’ George Merrick was the second-in-command of Sage’s band. Pause, while Sage looks out of the cab, peers around and finds nothing in the shattered concrete vistas of Reading’s urban freeway that he can fix in his mind. ‘Well, it’s somewhere. Not far. Take it back to the Meadow, will you? Thanks.’


			The van belonged in Travellers’ Meadow, on Rivermead Festival Site, where thousands of staybehinds had been living like Bangladeshi slum-dwellers since Dissolution Summer, three and a half years ago. It wasn’t as bad as it sounded. In ways the campers, in their lo-impact, alt.tech hippy squalor, were better off than the people of Reading town, now that the economic crash had really begun to bite. They got down and stood checking each other over: tall Sage with a living skull for a head, and skeleton-masked hands to match. Ax Preston, the Dictator of England, in his old leather coat, milky-brown skin and smooth dark hair of non-specific non-white origins; looking a little lost without a guitar attached.


			Maybe the absence of guitar’s the cause of the uncertainty crisis he’s suffering, a worried frown in his pretty brown eyes—


			‘Are you still up for this, Sage? No second thoughts?’


			The skull grinned at him ‘Not much option now, is there? Eh, Teflon-head?’


			‘Oh. Oh yeah, right.’


			‘Hahaha.’


			They began to walk.


			‘You know, Ax, I can always tell when you are completely out of your tree.’


			‘Oh really, how is that?’


			‘You become convinced you’re sober, an’ you start ordering me around.’


			‘Do I? I’m sorry—’


			‘Nah, it’s okay. I like it.’


			Ax had driven down from London very early. He’d left his car parked near the Caversham Bridge to avoid getting hassled by Staybehind Gate Police, over private transport hypocrisy. As they walked into town, passing empty plate-glass windows (where plate glass had survived) and the burned-out gaps that had been fast-food chains or car salesrooms, they discussed going to look for it. But they reached the station first so they settled for the train, and the quiet intensity of sitting side by side among strangers: touching hands, brushing shoulders, traversing the crowds at Clapham Junction with that magic thrill in the blood – barely speaking, occasionally sharing a smile of delight.


			‘For once we can just enjoy this,’ Ax said.


			‘Yeah. But it was there all the time.’


			‘I know.’


			By mid-afternoon they were in Brighton. Neither of them knew the town, but the gazetteer on Ax’s warehouse implant (though out of date) helped them to fool around. It was so bizarre, such a treat, to be idle together, the strains of their own music not infrequently washing over them, as they prowled the fashion shoplets: two stunningly recognisable faces (one face, one mask) so studiously unrecognised it was like a cloak of invisibility. The Dictator and his friends never had to worry about invasion of privacy. That had been established very early on: Stone Age Fame, Fiorinda called it.


			So this was Ax’s England; this is the way we live now. In Reading the violence of change was more obvious. Here, in a town which had always been Countercultural heartland, it looked more permanent. The music and video that acted as urban décor were cutting-edge, but the Shopping Mall Generics had vanished, taken over by farmers’ markets. Personal cars had gone, or turned up ingeniously recycled. Asphalt and brick and concrete had been torn up to let weeds and wilderness flourish in the streets. There were marks of privation. The ‘see a queue, join a queue’ mentality of old Eastern Europe prevailed. But the wandering crowds were peaceful; there were buskers but no beggars, and no weapons in sight. Considering the events of the last few years, that last was definitely a triumph.


			At sunset the only street lighting was by ATP patches: cell metabolism energy, bio-activated by the fingertips of passers-by who had taken the treatment, Sage among them. They ate (Ax ate. Sage, typically, ignored some food), and went down to the beach, between the two piers. Evening crowds flowed on the promenade behind them, but they were alone on the shingle.


			It was cold, the air was still, the sea murmured in the tawny dusk.


			Sage folded himself, cross-legged, in one of his giant pixie poses. Ax sat wrapped in his leather coat, trusty old friend, examining an antique ring on his right hand. It was a birthday present from Fiorinda; he wasn’t used to wearing it. The carnelian bevel had an inscription in Arabic: this too will pass. She gives me Solomon’s ring … and is that a threat or a promise, my Fiorinda? I think it’s a promise. Everything will pass, but not your love for me, my love for you. It was the twenty-first of February. He was just twenty-nine years old. He’d been Ceremonial Head of State for six months, the official leader of the English Countercultural Movement for a little longer.


			In Dissolution Summer, when Mainland Britain was preparing to become, officially, three nations again, Paul Javert, the then Home Secretary, had set up what he called his Countercultural Think Tank: a sanitised alternative to the real eco-warriors, who were such a scary force in Europe in those days. The Westminster government had been planning to appoint a funky Green President to replace the departed Royals. Unknown to the suits, or to most of his pop-icon recruits, Paul had decided to get rid of the competition, and install his own hippy rockstar puppet. But Paul’s chosen figurehead had turned out to be a monster in his own right. The night of the long knives, when fake terrorists burst into a government reception, and mowed down the real leadership of the CCM, had been the start of a violent rollercoaster ride in which Paul Javert had perished, and England had been plunged into Green revolution. Through force of nightmare circumstance, none of Ax’s choosing, Ax Preston had ended up in charge of the CCM, a battle-hardened army of militarised hippies at his back. When the suits had offered him the Presidency, after the monster hippy régime had been ousted, he’d accepted. But he’d refused to be called President.


			It was some kind of bitter satisfaction to have a title that reflected the real situation. Ax had wanted to be a leader. He’d seen the crash coming, and he’d vowed to be one of the people trying to hold things together. He’d never expected anything like this.


			‘Times and times,’ he said, turning the ring. ‘I prayed to God we’d make it this far, and I didn’t see how we could. Now I know that everything that’s happened since Dissolution was the easy part. Now we have to keep it all going. Fuck.’


			‘No need to think about it tonight. Take the evening off.’


			‘What did we do with the shopping?’


			‘Can’t remember. Something. Does it matter?’


			‘Not at all.’


			He didn’t eat, thought Ax. He never eats enough. Not a gram more than he has to, to keep that fabulous body in shape. But I am not going to nag. He took one of the skeleton hands and measured it against his own, the virtual fingers and the real ones. This was Sage’s left hand, missing the fourth and fifth fingers. The right was worse off, having lost index and second finger and half a thumb. He thought of the ten month old baby, can’t even talk, with meningitis and septicaemia, poor little scrap. They put him to sleep, he wakes up and what’s happened to his hands? The little boy who refuses to eat, because he can’t stand the clumsiness of those maimed paws. Ah, God. Unbearable pity.


			‘How d’ you decide how long to make the missing fingers?’


			‘These are my real hands.’


			‘What?’


			‘The masks are based on my bones the way they would have been. It’s not hard to work out. Now ask me why I never wear fake normal hands, like a normal person would.’


			‘You can’t fake anything. Remind me not to try and turn you into a diplomat.’


			‘Ha. I can lie. I do it all the time.’


			‘You can talk bullshit. There’s a subtle difference. I wish I’d known you before.’


			‘You did. You didn’t like me much.’


			‘I mean long ago. My life has had its ups and downs, but tonight it strikes me forcibly that you must have been horribly unhappy, for years at a time. I never put it together before. I wish I’d been there, to stop things from hurting you.’


			‘I deserved most of it,’ said Sage. ‘Not the meningitis, obviously, but the rest. If you’d known me when I was a teenage junkie you would not have liked me, Ax. But I know what you mean. Me, I have a desperate need to time travel somehow and punch out the playground racists – that you’ve never told me about, but I know the fucking south-west of this fucking country. You couldn’t have missed them.’


			Ax was from Taunton, Sage was from Cornwall. ‘I’d have liked you,’ said Ax firmly, ‘if I’d known you.We should have been together; total waste of time that we weren’t.’


			‘Never leave me, Ax.’


			‘I won’t.’


			They laughed, dropped the handclasp and looked away from each other, smiling. ‘The racism didn’t bother me,’ said Ax. ‘I was okay with it by the time I was ten. I always resign myself to work around stuff like that.You write horrors like the Arbeit Macht Frei immersion, as you told me once, because you want to see the world as hideous and miserable and terrible as it really is, and still find it loveable—’


			‘Did I say that? God. I must have been pissed.’


			‘Pissed enough to trust me, briefly, on that night out. Then you were straight back to giving me unmitigated shit, any chance you got … But you’d changed, next time our paths really crossed, in Dissolution Summer. Still winding me up the whole time and habitually plastered, but you didn’t seem to be finding the world such a difficult place to love. If you don’t mind me saying so.’


			Sage nodded. ‘Yeah, well, that was Fiorinda. I’d met Fiorinda, the year before all of this shit started. In March, in Amsterdam … She turned everything around.’


			When the three of them had joined Paul Javert’s Think Tank (not even Ax having any idea what was really going on), Fiorinda had been sixteen. Sage had been playing the big brother, waiting for her to grow up, but he’d waited too long. It had been Ax who’d made the crucial move. It had only gradually dawned on him, through the terrifying months when his old enemy was becoming his best friend, that he’d cut Sage out … that Aoxomoxoa the bouncing sex-machine, the laddish fool you’d think couldn’t deceive a fly, was secretly, passionately, permanently in love.


			The problem was on the agenda, the unspoken agenda of this day and the drug they’d taken. But the right words wouldn’t come. They looked at each other in silence, sad and helpless, the skull’s frontal bones glimmering with a faint silver light. The look moved into a kiss, hard to say who initiated that, and then, irresistibly, into plenty more than a single kiss. Ax caught an alarming glimpse of what it might be like if he ever, really had to fight this supple giant.


			They flung apart from each other, breathing hard—


			‘Don’t ever do that to me,’ snarled Ax.


			‘Do what?’ demanded Sage, lying with an arm flung across his face. ‘Who? Did what to whom? You absolutely sure that wasn’t your idea?’


			Ax chucked a couple of pebbles at the sea. ‘Okay,’ he said, ‘sorry. Two sides to it.’ He heaved a sigh, moved over and shifted his friend’s arm. The mask looked up at him, doing a heartrending line in alone, conflicted and confused. ‘Hey, stop that. Not the whipped puppy dog. Knock it off, you’re scaring me.’


			‘How do I know what’s the right face to make? Me, crass oversized blundering oaf.’


			Ax lay down, settling his head on Sage’s shoulder. ‘Huh. If you are so lost in the complex world of grown-up human emotions, maestro, who made the mask? Hmm?’


			‘Doesn’t mean anything. A lot of that mapping, join-the-dots stuff is pre-conscious. Wood ants could build an avatar mask.’


			‘Wood ants. Tuh.’


			The sea swooshed in and out. They stayed like that for a while, very happy.


			At last Ax sat up and fetched out his smokes tin.


			The cocktail party on West Pier, the gig that had brought them down here, was in full swing, all that lacy, artfully restored old ironwork lit like the Titanic on ghost-crab legs; a beached starship. Tinsel-faint wafts of music reached them, escaped from the sound-proofing. ‘Now listen,’ said Ax, lighting the spliff and handing it over, ‘we’re going to Allie’s party, and I put it to you that we walk in there tonight, we’re the two coolest dudes in the known universe.’


			‘I thought you didn’t like being famous.’


			‘Usually I don’t. But this isn’t celebrity culture, this is undeniable fact. Far as our island nation goes, right now, we fucking are the two coolest dudes in the known universe. Just for once, why don’t we get some fun out of it? You up for that?’


			‘And no sarcastic rock and roll brat around, to make her deflating little remarks.Yeah, let’s go for it. Fuck, what is in this? It’s blowing my head off.’


			‘That’s because you’ve hardly eaten a thing all day. I’ve been watching you. It’s only Bristol skunk … and you couldn’t leave the street lighting alone, could you? You cannot drain your cell metabolism like that, and then not eat—’


			‘What would you know about it, fogey. I like draining my cell metabolism, it gives the world a nice edge, also like getting my head blown off—’


			‘Sage, pull yourself together. Coolest dudes. Can you do it? No falling over things?’


			‘Coolest dudes. I will not fall over anything. But now I need a shit.’


			‘Oh, God. Trust you. Well, you can’t do it here. You cannot shit on a public beach.’


			‘Why not? This would be a Rivermead GM turd, with unzip bugs. Be gone in an hour. Okay, okay, if it worries you. Ax, how you got to be the leader of the outlaw unwashed I will never know. I’ll be dead suburban, I’ll go and shit in the water. I hope a terrible wave doesn’t come and drown me.’


			‘Then I’d be sorry—’ Ax stopped laughing. He could see this wave. ‘Hey, be careful.’


			‘Calm down, there is no terrible wave. Maybe you better come and hold my hand.’


			


			The party was being thrown by Allie Marlowe, Queenpin administrator of the Rock and Roll Reich, and a Brighton local. There was quite a crowd: the Few and friends, core members of the Rock and Roll Reich, mingling graciously with south coast Countercultural luminaries, favoured media-folk, non-Few rockstars; other useful people. Ax and Sage walked in and caused a satisfying stir. They presented themselves to their hostess (an ill woman to cross, Allie: better make sure and be polite), who congratulated them for turning up. They then forgot about being the coolest dudes and made for the bar, where they stood, forgetting to drink and ignoring everyone, talking about Fiorinda.


			In Dissolution Summer she’d been the Indie babystar with a past: a teenage vagrant, recruited off the streets by DARK, the infamous Teesside dike-rockers – and then outed by the music press as the daughter of Rufus O’Niall, veteran Irish megastar. Ax had known the ugly story behind that connection, and admired the kid’s courage: but he had not been inspired to check out the music, before she was his girlfriend.


			‘I knew what DARK were like, and I knew you’d taken her under your wing, which I’m afraid did not give me confidence. I had to get hold of No Reason and listen to it when she wasn’t around, to find out whether she was total crap—’


			‘Hahaha. Then you got a surprise.’


			‘Yeah.’ Ax shook his head fondly, remembering. ‘She blew me away. She was fantastic. But you knew that—’


			No Reason was the debut album DARK had made with Fiorinda. It had transformed the band’s fortunes. Without her, they’d been a disaster with flashes of genius. With her, they were extraordinary: mind-blowing rough diamonds, though still fully as volatile.


			‘I knew,’ agreed Sage, the skull grinning sweet and rueful. ‘Oh yes. She was like that the first time I saw her on stage. Fourteen years old, screaming like a banshee, having distinct difficulty singing and playing a guitar at the same time—’


			‘Well, it’s a situation I try to avoid, myself.’


			‘But she was the business—’


			‘Dunno why I bothered, looking back. It was about a year before she condescended to turn up at a Chosen Few gig—’


			The Chosen Few, now generally known as the Chosen, because the Few meant something else, was Ax’s band: comprising two of his brothers, and his ex-girlfriend Milly Kettle on drums. They didn’t play a big part in the Reich, preferring to stay in the background, and keep out of politics.


			Fiorinda stories from long ago, some of them new to Ax even now. Her epic fights with Charm Dudley, DARK’s rabidly bad-tempered front woman. Her cut-crystal in-your-face management style with the government suits. Her secrets. (Have you ever caught her writing a song? Nah. Nor me. Always happens when I’m off the premises.) The shock of her intelligence. How much they missed the arrogant, oblivious, cruelly damaged teenager they had known. How much they loved the person she had become.


			The party chattered on. Across the room, above a frieze of heads, a big screen was showing TV coverage of the Armada concert, finalé of the Boat People tour last summer. They paused to watch. Fiorinda and DARK, with Ax Preston as an emergency stand-in guitarist: quite a change in demeanour for the Chosen’s sober, reserved virtuoso—


			‘Did you plan to carry on like that?’ asked Sage. He’d been elsewhere that night.


			‘No! I planned to blend in with the wallpaper, so that Charm would not hate me—’


			‘Nyah. Not worth worrying about. Charm hates everyone, regardless.’


			‘But with DARK, blending in means—’


			‘Go for it ’til you fall down bleeding at the nose and ears.’


			‘Yeah. So it just happened.’


			The rock and roll brat, meanwhile, in her tight-waisted red and gold Elizabeth dress, red curls falling around her face, was simply standing there: no can-can kicks, no cartwheels. This they didn’t like so much as the sight of Ax thrashing it up with a bunch of deranged dike-rockers. They knew what a feat of alcohol and raw courage was keeping her upright. But how the cameras loved her. They gazed, absorbed: turned away again as soon as the scene changed.


			‘You know,’ remarked Sage, ‘I really don’t like Charm Dudley. She’s mean and deranged and I stand by that judgement. But it must have been a hell of a thing. All through Dissolution Summer I kept thinking, I’m fucking glad that firestorm of a brat didn’t happen to my band.’


			They laughed, and talked of other things, only for the pleasure of coming back to Fiorinda in a little while. Ax was launching an education scheme: futuristic-Utopian training in the arts and crafts, for the children of the revolution. He needed to convince the media people, and the great English public, that this was a brilliant idea – without arousing the suspicions of the Ancient Brits. The Ancient British tendency (who now called themselves ‘Celtics’ and were aligned with the Pan-European Celtics across the Channel) were anti-science, anti-recovery, covertly racist and dangerously attractive.


			It was a hijack. You didn’t hear Ireland, Scotland and Wales calling themselves the ‘Celtic nations’ much any more, they did not wish to be associated. And yet, needless to say, the sinister romantics had their fans among the suits. Neo-feudalism sounded very good to some of the bastards in mainstream government. How to combat this? There must be a cultural offensive on several fronts, but definitely not at the cost of a civil war in the Counterculture. They talked it round, planning the moves together the way they’d planned guerrilla actions in Yorkshire … Masterclasses in music tech; rock and roll history in hedgeschool kindergartens. Involve the rest of the arts, bridge that gap between the CCM and the rest of the country. Get some irresistible albums out—


			Data quarantine had put the commercial careers of those trapped in the gulag on hold. The music meant something different now. Crowd control. Psychological landscape. Connection with the modern world, which was their lost past—


			‘I wish you’d sing more,’ said Ax. ‘You have such a great voice. There are songs I’d love to hear you do, and so would the punters, if they only knew it—’


			‘Nah.’


			‘But no, you prefer to hide behind those fucking hardman circus stunts that scare me to death, and I’m sure you’re going to kill yourself—’


			‘I am not going to kill myself. Knock it off, Ax. Look, if I sing, I have to take care of the voice, an’ taking care of the body (yeah, go on, laugh, my stock-in-trade) is enough of a time-consuming hobby. Why don’t you sing for them?’


			‘Because I can’t.’


			‘Now that is nonsense—’


			But the pauses became longer. Sentences broke off and fell into pools of engrossing silence. They left the spot where they’d taken root and went out on deck; and stood leaning against the rail, backs to the water, elbows touching, breathing slow, sinking deeper and deeper into the feeling—


			‘Sage?’


			‘Ax.’


			‘Let’s go home.’


			


			Fiorinda had had the flu for Christmas, gone back to work too soon and succumbed to an attack of bronchitis. The after-effects were enough to keep her indoors on a chilly, damp February night. Well, she wouldn’t have known where to put herself at Allie’s gig, in the circumstances. So this is what happens. You are poorly, so your boyfriend abandons you to spend the day with his best mate, and they’re going to your best girlfriend’s important party out of their heads on hideous mind-destroying drugs.


			She’d planned to go to bed early. At midnight she was sitting up reading, drinking red wine and trying not to worry. When friends take oxytocin, the intimacy drug, things have been known to go horribly wrong. Especially when the friends are the same sex, and heterosexual (or more or less heterosexual, darling Ax …) Fiorinda hated modern drugs anyway. Taking massive doses of artifical human biochemicals for fun sounded to her like feeding cows on dead cows. You don’t need the details; if you have any sense you know it’s a terrible idea. They’ll be okay. Sage will be in charge, because it is drugs. Or Ax will be in charge, because Sage loves that. Anyway one of them will be in charge. They always do that, very clever; or maybe it’s genetic, a male thing, to avoid—


			The entryphone chimed.


			She had to go down and let them in.


			‘Sorry,’ said Ax, on the doorstep, ‘couldn’t find my key.’


			‘You don’t have a key, idiot. You look at the ID thing with your eyes. What are you doing back here, you futile creatures? You can’t have a pair bond with three in it.’


			‘We’re not interested in any other kind,’ said Sage, and kissed the tip of her nose.


			‘DON’T kiss my nose! I HATE it when you do that!’


			But he had followed Ax upstairs, laughing.


			In the big living-room they were walking around, beaming weirdly. Ax had taken off his coat and Sage his outer scummy sweater. Fiorinda returned to her book. She’d been asleep when Ax left for Reading (actually, pretending to be asleep, to signal her disapproval). ‘Is that what you were wearing at Allie’s party? She will have been impressed.’ There was nothing wrong with Ax’s dark red suit except that it was a little shabby, which should be a virtue these days. Sage was wearing his beloved slick, Imipolex, one-shouldered black dungarees (easy for hosing down), over a dreadful Hard Fun Tour hoodie, the Heads itinerary dates illegible with age. It might once have been grey. Or maybe mud-brown.


			‘Uh, yeah?’


			‘Are we not modish enough? Maybe that’s what was up with her.’


			‘She didn’t say anything—’


			‘I don’t remember whether she said anything. But I received tetchy vibes.’


			‘Oh, surely not,’ said Fiorinda. ‘She would not have wasted her fire.’


			Fiorinda was occupying one couch, along with Ax’s cat, who was fast asleep on a cushion. They took the other: Sage stretched out, Ax propped against it on the hearth rug, in front of the old flame-effect gas stove. ‘Is this room warm enough?’ asked Sage. ‘Can we turn that up? You have to keep warm, Fee.’


			‘I am very cosy. Leave the stove alone, both of you. The state you are in, you will do yourselves a damage, or set the place on fire. So, is it turning out the way you expected?’


			Sage looks at Ax, Ax looks at Sage. They have a little staring match: probably breathing in synchrony. She’s not going to get an answer. Either they’ve forgotten the question, or neither of them is going to be the first to back down and say yes; or no.


			‘What’s it feel like,’ she asked (her attitude softened by the fact that nothing seemed to have gone horribly wrong), ‘doing oxytocin?’


			‘Depends who you are and who you’re taking it with,’ said Sage, disengaging from the stare to grin at the ceiling: a skull in a soppy dream. ‘If you’re me, and taking it with Ax, it feels not unlike being three years old and spending a happy day pottering around, doing nothing much, with your mother.’


			‘I’d go with that,’ said Ax, smiling at his huge infant. ‘Only different.’


			‘I may throw up.’ She wondered about Allie’s party. ‘Could you behave normally if you wanted to?’


			‘Oh yeah,’ said Ax. ‘It’s very mild, really.’


			‘Are we not behaving normally?’ asked Sage, and both of them started laughing like fools: then stopped, gazing at each other with such grave happiness—


			‘Maybe I’ll go to bed and leave you to it.’


			But she did not throw up, or go to bed. She stayed, pretending to read, unable to tear herself away. They didn’t seem to mind. Ax went and fetched an acoustic guitar, sat down and made sure it was in tune. He started to play, looking at Sage expectantly. She was so flustered by the situation, it wasn’t until Sage began to sing that she realised Ax was playing ‘Stonecold’, Fiorinda’s own paradoxical, teenage-vagrant anthem, her first big hit, her first big song. What on earth’s going on?


			She hid behind her book, wishing she hadn’t tied up her hair, depriving herself of her usual retreat behind a mass of tangled curls. They played the song through, then they stopped and discussed the chords, the key-changes, the melody: laughing about the time last year, when ‘Stonecold’, along with Fiorinda’s solo album, Friction, had wiped the floor with the opposition, Ax and Sage’s bands included. So life goes on, and people keep buying music, in the midst of catastrophes. Fucking babystars, they said, grinning sweetly. Makes yer sick. Thank God she never did that aerobics video. Then the song again, word perfect, note perfect, and ‘Stonecold’ is a good song, not a forced rhyme or an off syllable: her own music that still gave her goosebumps, the shivering feeling of power running through her—


			‘Is this okay?’ said Sage, as if suddenly realising they had an audience.


			Fiorinda nodded, keeping her nose in her book.


			When they’d finished with ‘Stonecold’, they did ‘Rest Harrow’: Fiorinda gets ecological (and she’d never realised how much of Sage there was in that song, hayseed, plough boy, until she heard him sing it). Then another, less familiar track from Friction, and another. Song after song, getting the same intense, loving attention, Ax adding to the guitar part, how could he not, but never taking over, always staying close to what she’d written.


			This oxy must be good stuff. They didn’t steal her wine, or either of them even light a cigarette, they just went on playing and singing Fiorinda’s music. She’d had no idea they could do this. She forgot to be embarrassed and simply listened; and watched them. They were so beautiful together, locked into each other, her tiger and her wolf.


			A longer pause. What next?


			It was ‘Pain’, the original Fiorinda-song, with the stupid monochrome tune and the ridiculous teen-angst words, that she had never released, and never would, though fans yelled for it at gigs and sometimes got it. The song she had scribbled in the middle of the night, under a 40-watt bulb in a hostel dormitory, when she was a lost, desperate, bitter little kid, wanting to tell the world what it’s like when pain is all there is (as if the world didn’t know) … That she’d screeched out like a crazy prayer from the stage, all through Dissolution Summer; and put behind her, and been ashamed of, and here it was restored to her, by Ax’s skill and Sage’s voice, the way it had felt when she wrote it, but totally different; but made beautiful.


			Live even in the pain, deep inside the pain …
Live for this moment …


			Tears stung her eyes. She turned a page with shaking fingers: invaded, heartwrung, overwhelmed, staring at the print and seeing nothing, until the music ended.


			Ax put his guitar aside. There was a pause, then Sage said he thought he’d go to bed. He’d sleep in the music room, as usual when he stayed. They had a spare bedroom, but it was unfurnished (they’d only moved into this place last May) and full of junk.


			‘You want me to sort you out a duvet and stuff?’ said Ax.


			‘Nah. I know where to find things.’


			Sage prowled halfway to the door, big and graceful but undecided, as if he’d forgotten something but couldn’t remember what it was … not an unusual state of affairs for the perfect master of short-term memory loss. He came back, dropped on one knee beside the couch and kissed Ax gently on the lips. ‘G’night …’ He started to get up again, then changed his mind. The mask vanished. Sage’s natural face appeared, blue eyes wide and dreamy, that big soft beautiful mouth between solemn and smiling—


			‘I’ve been wanting you to do that all day,’ said Ax.


			‘I know,’ said Sage, and kissed him again, this time both of them getting into it, a deep kiss, a soul kiss, Ax’s fingers locked in Sage’s close-cropped yellow curls.


			Sage stood up.


			‘G’night Fee,’ he said, and left them.


			‘God,’ said Fiorinda, fascinated. ‘Why don’t you go after him?’


			Ax laughed, leaned back on the couch and stretched his arms.


			‘Because, little cat, in the morning I’ll be sober, and so will he.’


			‘Perhaps more to the point,’ suggested Fiorinda demurely. Ax could be a bit of a chameleon. Aoxomoxoa, despite the wishful dreams of the nation’s gay community, was definitely one way only. In normal life. She peeped at her boyfriend over the top of that useful book. ‘If we go to bed and fuck now I am going to feel extremely weird, knowing I’m supposed to be six foot six with a curly blond brush-cut.’


			‘Hahaha. Lay off. Have respect for a man’s drug experience.’ Ax sighed, and smiled. ‘What happened with Sage’s mother? If I ever knew, I’ve forgotten.’


			‘She quit when he was ten or so. Got sick of the hippies-in-a-cottage drop-out dream, I think. He didn’t see her for years. He sees her now, sometimes. He says it’s like another incarnation. She’s someone else. She’s not much interested and neither is he. He says.’


			‘Oh. Sad … Still, it’s something to have had a happy childhood. Which I think he did, ’spite of his hands and all that. Unlike you or me, or most of the people we know. It grounds him, rock steady. Makes him someone – very safe to be with. Don’t you think?’


			‘A lot of people wouldn’t instantly recognise Aoxomoxoa from that description.’


			‘Oh.’


			‘But I do. Yes.’


			


			About noon the next day Ax came into the kitchen of the Brixton flat and found Sage, masked, eating toast and reading the broadsheet newspaper that Ax (such a fogey!) had delivered to the door. Elsie the cat was on the top of the fridge, disgruntled. She didn’t like Sage. The feeling was mutual. Sage didn’t approve of pet animals.


			‘Hi,’ said Ax, looking at the door of the fridge.


			‘Mm,’ said Sage, concentrating on the paper.


			‘Sleep okay?’


			‘Yeah … She’s well again, isn’t she?’


			‘Oh yeah, she’s fine. All better.’


			This was a relief. Bronchitis doesn’t sound like much, but it had dragged on and they’d been scared, though they’d had to hide it from the babe. Some fantastic futuristic medicine survived in Crisis England, but simple things like effective antibiotics were gone. But she’s tougher than she looks … thank God. The fridge made no sudden moves. It was old-fashioned whiteware, though Green enough in its habits. Unlike the fridge in Sage’s van, which was a futuristic womb-like thing with a superb energy audit. Ax picked off a magnet and replaced it carefully in line with the chrome door handle.


			‘Want to take back anything you said yesterday?’


			‘Nothing I said, and nothing I did.’


			He risked a glance around. The living skull was giving him a look he’d never seen before, kind of a tender, outgoing mix of enigmatic smile. Sweet trick.


			‘We have to talk,’ said Ax.


			‘Yeah. But not this morning. Got to get to work. Later.’


			And off he went.


			


			Fiorinda was back at her desk in the office at the Insanitude, the Rock and Roll Reich’s London headquarters. It was freezing (the San’s righteous building management refused to turn the heating up). She was wearing two cardigans (the top one fluffy and orange, which clashed splendidly with her hair) over a fifties antique party dress in indigo moiré satin: looking like the dawn of a stormy day and feeling energised and cheerful. She had an office of her own, and a secretary too, but rarely visited them in person. She preferred the buzz of this big, gaudy, shabby room: with the view over the Victoria Monument; Allie’s admin staff chatting, people wandering to and fro, the familiar, irritating album-hopping shuffle on the sound system.


			The political Counterculturals, staybehinds on the Festival sites, urban communards, looked after themselves, and accepted their supposed rockstar government as a useful fiction. The barmy army, Ax’s military, had their own organisation. Fiorinda’s business was with the huge dangerous mass of people (nominally Green, really just hopeless) who had simply given up, in the general collapse, and taken to the roads. Keeping track of them, keeping them fed and sheltered and feeling good about themselves, was quite a job. But it must be done, or there’d be hell to pay.


			She checked on various situations: cursing under her breath as she ran into the Ivan/Lara bulkheads that separated the Insanitude network from the Westminster government departments. The Internet Commissioners, US-based firemen of the data networks, had imposed ruthless sanctions. They’d cut the undersea cables, fried the earth stations; they policed the airwaves and all physical traffic. Allegedly, total data hygiene would mean time off for good behaviour, but what was the use of ridiculous paranoia about a network (the Insanitude network) that had never been infected? Oh well. She would have to go and visit the DETR in person; that usually sorted them out.


			More greenfield campgrounds. Fuck. The Reich was fiercely opposed to countryside camping. They tried to keep their nomads on wasteground, on brownfields, but the demand for unskilled agricultural labour was making that impossible. Long gone were the days when Fiorinda had had to scratch around for harmless work that her healthy drop-outs could handle. Luckily they enjoyed being a Land Army, and they were getting better at it.


			She did what she could, and then checked the Magic Scrapbook, a bulletin board on the Volunteer Initiative intranet where her staff posted strange phenomena stories. Ghosts, ghoulies, animal transformations, talking trees. Faith healing, Celtic rituals, prophetic dreams … She was glad to see that the level of action (more reliably reported here than in the mainstream media) was still piddling. Anne-Marie Wing, the Few’s token hippy earth-mother, said the emergent psychic powers of the English were being blocked by an unknown force. Fiorinda, whose own psychic powers would have caused quite a blip on the graph, hoped they would stay that way.


			‘Magic is no friend to civilised society,’ she murmured.


			But there was nothing to worry about, not yet … She shut everything down, peeled off her throat mic, tipped her earbead into a paperclip tray and sat back. On either side of the central doors to the balcony stood pasteboard blow-ups of two photos that had been used on the New Year’s postage stamps. One was a montage of Ax on stage with DARK and Fiorinda, at the Armada concert. The other was the famous photo of Sage spinning Fiorinda above his head, in the Battle of the Sexes Masque at Reading last September. She smiled at them. My tiger and my wolf … The oxytocin serenade was still running through her head. And what will come of that night? She didn’t know, not yet. But she was sure it would be something good.


			She picked up her saltbox, the only memento she valued from her hated childhood: dropped the polished birchwood apple into her bag and went to join the others.


			


			At the other end of the room the Few were gathered, around the circle of battered schoolroom tables where they traditionally held conclave. These were the survivors of the original Countercultural Think Tank, and Mr Dictator Preston’s closest associates. The atmosphere was informal. Wine was being drunk, spliff passed, sodium chloride-free snackfood from the works canteen disparaged. Roxane Smith, ex-man and veteran music critic, had put hir feet up, wrapped hir Dantesque velvet robes around hir and was resting hir eyes. Kevin Verlaine, Rox’s young boyfriend, and Chip Desmond, Ver’s partner in an esoteric techno duo called The Adjuvants, were plaguing the Dictator, trying to get him to divulge his pulling techniques, from before he was famous and didn’t need any. Felice Hall, Cherry Dawkins and Dora Devine, aka the Powerbabes, horn section divas of the Snake Eyes Big Band, offered helpful jeers.


			Rumour has it Ax Preston used to be a smooooth operator—


			‘Sorry,’ sez Ax, grinning, ‘it’s been a long time. I can’t remember.’


			‘You should be going after Sage,’ advised Felice, senior Babe. ‘He’s the sex machine.’


			Her fellow Powerbabes greeted this with some wicked snickering.


			‘Nah, Sage is useless,’ said Verlaine, pushing back his silky brown Cavalier ringlets (today topped by a dashing Jimi Hendrix hat). ‘We’ve observed his crap methods. He just bounces up to the babes and goes “Hey, I’m Aoxomoxoa, wanna fuck?”’


			‘If it stops working,’ said the king of the one night stand, unmoved, ‘I’ll let you know.’


			Rob Nelson, Snake Eyes front man and boyfriend to the Babes, wanted to discuss a scurrilous sketch in the latest issue of the staybehinds’ vidzine Weal. Rob had been a music-biz political activist, long before the crash. He didn’t like being called a member of a fascist junta. It hurt his feelings.


			‘Rob, dear boy,’ said Rox, opening half an eye, ‘if you must read your reviews, try to see the good in them. The piece was very flattering about the Few’s actual music.’


			‘They have a right to insult us, we’re successful aren’t we? I just don’t want to be taken out and shot in the next blood-fest, because some crypto-Celtic hippy freelance gave us a reputation we don’t deserve.’


			‘I would hate that,’ agreed Sage.


			‘It’s an arms race situation,’ said Fiorinda, coming up from the admin end and taking her usual place between Ax and Sage, Fiorinda’s bodyguards. ‘If we react, we’re just helping the bastards to get better at fucking us up. And you have to admit, it was our beloved leader’s own idea to call himself Dictator.’


			‘What can I say?’ said Ax, shrugging. ‘It seemed like a good idea at the time. Relax, Rob. We’re getting into education. The coup-merchants will see that, realise we’re pathetic losers and leave us alone out of pity.’


			‘Hey,’ announced Chip, sweet black angel style-victim in retro-punk-chic, his hair a tiny rug of green and blue spikes on the top of his head. ‘Fiorinda’s back! Cool!’


			The rock and roll brat was cheered and toasted. She was invited to take a bow, but she wouldn’t, and her saltbox was passed around, to enliven the pondweed crackers.


			‘Fiorinda,’ said Chip gallantly, ‘you’re our survival tool.’


			‘Thank you so much. Give me my box back.’


			‘It’s the beautiful people I worry about,’ said Dilip Krishnachandran, the slender, doe-eyed mixmaster general: pushing fifty and still beautiful himself. ‘They’d love to be ultra-Green, it’s the latest rave, we should get them on board but what do we have to offer? Community Service? Free concerts where every bedraggled outlaw also has a backstage pass? I don’t think so.’


			None of the Few, except for Aoxomoxoa and the Heads, had exactly been megastars before Dissolution Summer. They’d spent the chaotic time since then slogging their guts out beside the army and the police, struggling to keep the peace. It was bizarre to come down from that long, strange trip and find celebrity England eager to fête them – as the leaders of a revolution they hadn’t even started, they’d just been trying to control it.


			‘The Few only want to be with the Few. That’s the accusation, in the empty-headed world that used to be ours, and they are right. But how can we help it?’


			‘We could try to make it less fucking obvious,’ muttered Allie Marlowe, who was sitting beside Dilip, head down, ostentatiously catching up on some paperwork. The tetchy vibes were not in doubt.


			‘Genuinely sorry about that, Allie,’ said Ax.


			‘Don’t worry, Ax,’ said Allie darkly. ‘I know whose fault it was.’


			‘Remind me,’ sighed Roxane, opening half an eye again, ‘what outrageous rock and roll behaviour has Sage committed this time? The casualties? The damage to property?’


			‘Shit, Rox,’ Chip rolled his eyes. ‘You were there. You saw him. He failed to mingle!’


			‘The unforgivable crime,’ sighed Dilip, taking the spliff Chip passed to him.


			‘I don’t know why you’re all blaming Sage,’ said Fiorinda. ‘The oxy was Ax’s idea.’


			‘This is true,’ said Ax. ‘I led him astray.’


			‘Nah. I claim equal responsibility,’ declared Sage. ‘And I too am truly sorry. Turning up mildly drugged to a cocktail party, shit, my, my. What was I thinking of—?’


			Everyone laughed. ‘You can all fuck off,’ growled Allie. ‘That stuff is important.’


			Yeah, yeah. We know. We need the support, we have to play the game.


			Fiorinda noted the covert relief in her friends’ laughter: the Few very glad to know that Ax and Sage’s big night out had Fiorinda’s seal of approval. Sigh. Who needs paparazzi with this lot breathing down your neck? But maybe they had a right. The core of Ax’s organisation was many thousands strong, a network of like minds – some of them police officers and soldiers, some ordinary punters, even a few government suits – who had worked together, over and around the criminially insane, understanding how bad things were, knowing how much worse it could get: but it would always come back to the Triumvirate. Trouble between Ax and Sage and Fiorinda was something to be feared with superstitious dread … God, what a horrible position to be in, but it can’t be helped.


			It’s okay, she thought, silently addressing her de facto family (the only family she would ever acknowledge. Fiorinda hated blood-relationships). The situation may look dodgy, but it’s okay. We’re working it out.


			Shortly, Sage’s brother Heads turned up, bringing with them a couple of illustrious non-Few musicians. The mainstream media folk arrived and the press conference began. Live radio; live terrestrial TV for the parts of the country that had reception. Everyone played merrily with the concept of Rock and Roll as a civilisation. For we have our rabid rulers and our huddled masses, we have our scientists and our artists, our dynasties and our battlefields, our liberal bourgeoisie and even our suffragettes … Peter Grant for Bismark, Jimmy Page for zee Kaiser! Hendrix is Einstein, and Eric Clapton is Rutherford. Everyone knows Bob Dylan is Shakespeare, but here in England we could have, er, say, Thom Yorke for Thomas Hardy, Polly Harvey for Virginia Woolf!


			Madonna as the Margaret Thatcher of Rock!


			Then Ax came in with the message. If someone doesn’t teach the children of the drop-out hordes something, someway there’s an appalling problem in ten, fifteen years’ time. We think we can reach them. We’re going to teach them our craft, but we’re also going to tell them about the history of this music, and the grassroots utopian movement that has been entangled with it. The good and the bad, the betrayals, the triumphs. It’s important for kids to have a framework, a context for their lives.


			And yeah, before you tell me, it’s artificial. We’re going to be offering this from above. It’s the way things work. Culture is naturally artificial.


			‘Will the Counterculture buy it, Ax?’ asked the EBC radio front man. ‘Aren’t your citizens going to say, you’re okay, Ax, and we love your guitar. But rock and roll isn’t a native tradition. Aren’t they going to say this is from the heart of the evil empire?’


			‘For the record, I don’t see the US as an “evil empire”. I hate that line, and it’s long out of date. America is in the same boat as the rest of us, far as I can see. But no nation has a monopoly on rock and roll. The music goes around and around, high culture into pop culture and back again. England, Ireland, West Africa, USA, Asia. Our roots are everywhere.’


			‘So is the utopian thinking,’ added Roxane Smith. ‘You know, Anil, the original arts colony at Woodstock, New York State, where tradition now says the Woodstock concert was held (of course, that’s not quite the case) was founded by followers of John Ruskin, the art critic, in imitation of the English arts and crafts movement? And that movement was influenced by the nineteenth century Utopians of India and Pakistan—’


			Anil was the radio man, and a highly influential journalist these days. Radio tends to survive when newspapers, and TV and the internet vanish.


			‘Paul Javert had his own reasons,’ said Ax, ‘when he picked rockstars for his team. But it works, because this music genuinely is the art form of our times. It’s folk, and futuristic. It embodies the idea that cutting-edge technology can be used, without harm to the environment, to express universal human emotions. To make us more ourselves—’


			‘A boy’s relationship with his electric guitar,’ murmured Fiorinda. ‘That’s the universal human nature of the Rock and Roll Reich—’


			‘Thank you, Fiorinda—’


			‘But wasn’t all that primitive sixties idealism naïve and corrupt?’


			‘For sure,’ said Sage. ‘We just said that, cloth ears. Bad stuff, good stuff. Being naïve and corrupt is a vibrant part of our cultural heritage, which we fully acknowledge.’


			‘You were always into the history, weren’t you?’ remarked Dian Buckley, favoured media babe. ‘Snake Eyes and their “post-Motown” sound. Sage and his Dead fixation—’


			‘A lot of musicians are into the past,’ said George Merrick, with dignity. ‘A grounding in the classics can be very useful.’


			‘You learn things,’ explained Peter Stannen, ‘that you didn’t know before.’


			The term Celtic was never mentioned. No need to spell it out. These were tame media folk, they knew what was going on. They were happy to collude with Mr Dictator in his war of ideas … The discussion was lively; the Few played their usual parts. Some of the admin staff left and others stayed, while London grew dark outside, and the session broke up in music, as Ax’s media briefings generally did.


			The Triumvirate lingered until they were alone in the room.


			‘Did you talk to Jordan?’ asked Fiorinda. ‘Has the baby got a name yet?’


			Milly Kettle, the Chosen’s drummer and Ax’s ex-girlfriend, had been Jordan Preston’s girlfriend since a short while before Ax and Fiorinda met. Their first baby, born in November, had remained nameless. Communication with Taunton, under Crisis Conditions, could be difficult.


			‘Yeah, I got through eventually. Nah, no name. My dad is still fucking with their heads, trying to get them to call the poor kid something idiotic. I have once more vetoed Slash, and I hope my voice will be heard.’


			‘But Ax, you should be pleased. I-am-a-Hard-Rock-Idiot Preston, Mark Two. What could be more fitting?’


			Ax looked a little hunted. ‘Please don’t start. The media folk have left the building.’


			‘I’m not going to start. I think the education scheme is a wonderful idea. The drop-out kids will ponder on the chord structure of All Along The Watchtower the way children of yesteryear studied ox bow lakes, and who is to say which knowledge is more useless? Not me … Whose idea was Marlon, Sage?’


			Marlon was Sage’s twelve-year-old son. He lived in Wales with his mother; Sage didn’t often see him. Mary Williams had been Sage’s girlfriend when he was a teenage junkie with a taste for domestic violence. She was understandably tough on visiting rights.


			‘Mary’s. But I like it. I think it’s after a Welsh god. Or it might be something to do with relying on the kindness of strangers, I don’t know. I’ve never cared to ask her.’


			Small talk ground to a halt. Fiorinda studied the mackerel patterns on her indigo skirts. She looked up and found them staring at her, with such doubtful, solemn intensity that chills went up her spine. Sage had taken off the mask.


			‘What’s the matter?’


			‘Nothing,’ said Ax. ‘Nothing at all. We were wondering if you’d like to get down to Cornwall for a few days, for a break.’


			Cornwall meant Tyller Pystri, Sage’s cottage on the North Cornish coast.


			‘We can take the time off,’ said Sage. ‘And you need some fresh air.’


			‘Okay,’ said Fiorinda slowly. ‘Good idea. Count me in.’


			


			The Heads had been down in Cornwall, doing some filming (for a project that was being kept very firmly under wraps). They’d stayed at the cottage. Everything was clean and tidy, but there was a faint spoor of alien presence: in the stone-flagged kitchen, in the dusky living room where Sage’s big bed stood; in the freezing bathroom with the ancient pebble-patterned linoleum, and in the bedroom that Fiorinda and Ax used. Fiorinda walked around, discovering things out of place and setting them back where they should be. On the upstairs landing, with the windowseat over the garden and the bookcase full of childrens’ classics, icy rain spattered the windowpanes, drowning the last of the light. She stood listening to the roar of the little river Chy in its miniature gorge. Stupid. Tyller Pystri doesn’t belong to you. This is not home. You’ve only been here twice … She leaned her forehead against the dark glass, feeling almost frightened. What am I doing here?


			Down in the kitchen Ax was frying eggs, while Sage put together a plate of chicken salad for himself from the cold food Mrs Maynor, his housekeeper, had left ready. They stopped talking when she came in. ‘Hi Fee,’ said Sage, with false bonhomie. ‘Lemme give you some wine. What d’you want to eat?’ He poured the wine, precariously, with his awkward right hand; she knew better than to take the job away from him.


			‘I’m not hungry.’


			She lifted a small piece of chicken from his plate, and nibbled it.


			‘Hey. Do you have to do that?’


			‘What’s the matter?’


			‘She does it to me too,’ said Ax. ‘I’m not hungry, then nibble, nibble … Drives me nuts. Say the word, I’ll make you a fried egg sandwich, Fiorinda. All of your own.’


			‘Okay, fuck it,’ said Fiorinda. ‘I said I’m not hungry. Keep your crummy sandwich.’


			They looked at each other, two men and a girl, an abyss suddenly opening. Does this work? Are we far too old? Is she too young? Do we even like each other?


			Fiorinda went to tend the living-room fire.


			Sage and Ax followed her, and ate their food, making stilted conversation, while she stared at the flames and drank her wine: wondering what the fuck had gone wrong.


			‘Shall I put on some music?’


			‘Nah,’ said Ax, getting up quickly and hurrying to the dead media wall, which was stacked with a collection handed down by Sage’s parents. ‘I’ll do it. You don’t know what you’re doing with this catalogue, and you’ll scratch the vinyl.’


			‘Thanks for reminding me how old you both are. Practically thirty. Wow, how weird that must feel. Jimi Hendrix was long dead before he got to your age.’


			‘I didn’t mean—’


			‘Wasn’t he? Not that I would know, of course, being a girl and totally ignorant.’


			Ax spent ten minutes dithering over the antiques, and was impelled by some kind of death wish to put on Ry Cooder, which he knew Fiorinda hated. Sage fetched a jigsaw from the games cupboard. They sat on the floor, sorting straight edges for what seemed like hours, in a painful attempt to recapture the mood. Last year, when Tyller Pystri had been their haven, when this firelit room had been a bittersweet paradise … At last Fiorinda fetched her book and another glass of wine, and settled on the edge of the fender, leaving them – she hoped – to improve their tempers.


			‘Do you have to sit right there, little cat?’


			‘Yeah, do you mind? Could we see some fire?’


			‘Ah, let her alone, ’ said Ax, ‘she can’t help it. She’s an obligate fire-hogger.’


			‘She’s finished the wine too.’


			‘She always does that. Let’s make her get another bottle.’


			They laughed, exchanging very weird looks of guilty complicity.


			Fiorinda stood up. ‘Okay. Enough. I don’t know what the fuck’s got into you two. I don’t know why you’re being so horrible, but I’m going to bed.’


			They stared at each other in panic, jumped to their feet and rushed to block her way.


			‘Oh no, Fiorinda! Don’t leave us! Stay just a moment!’


			‘Fee, please, please don’t go—’


			They led her, unresisting, to the battered sofa. She must sit down, while they knelt, on either side of her, holding her hands.


			‘Fiorinda,’ said Ax, ‘please don’t be pissed off. We’re clumsy but we don’t mean any harm. W-we want to ask you something.’ His voice was shaking.


			‘Yeah,’ said Sage: and what’s this? Sage, her best mate, her dearest friend, doubly unmasked, looking at her the way he’s never looked at her. She stared back at him, and then at Ax. Ax smiled, and kissed her cheek: and then they were both kissing her – chaste, delicate, thrilling kisses, showering on her eyelids and her brows, her ears, her fingers, the blue veins in her wrists. Her sleeve pushed back so Ax could kiss the inner skin of her elbow. Sage’s soft mouth tracing the neckline of her dress, brushing the hollow at the base of her throat—


			She said nothing, she didn’t respond; she remained passive, pliant, staring at them.


			‘Fiorinda,’ said Ax, drawing back. ‘We want to ask you if all three of us can be lovers. We wouldn’t ask except we think you want it too.’


			‘In spite of us being so old,’ added Sage (that one obviously still smarting).


			Silence from Fiorinda.


			‘Well, um, what do you say?’ asked her boyfriend at last, looking very worried.


			Sage’s blue eyes telling her, everything’s going to be all right.


			She kept them waiting for so long they’d have been terrified, except that she was still holding their hands, and the charge of those kisses was glowing in her eyes. ‘Dearest Ax,’ said Fiorinda. She leaned over and kissed him on the angle of his jaw.


			‘Darling Sage.’ She kissed him too, at the corner of his mouth.


			She removed her hands from their grasp and folded her arms.


			‘Alphabetical order. Well, this is very formal. So this was your big plan, was it? You decide you want some group sex, so you cunningly kidnap me and lock me up, miles from anywhere: sneer at me, ignore me and be totally horrible to me. And then when you think you’ve done a fine job of softening me up—’


			‘Sheer nerves,’ said Ax hurriedly.


			‘Frightened stupid,’ explained Sage. ‘It just came out that way.’


			‘Tell me, does this approach succeed? Is this how you romanced all those sheep?’


			‘I knew we’d get the sheep. I’ll be hearing about those sheep to my dying day.’


			‘Sheep? Huh? What sheep?’


			‘All those sheep we met in Yorkshire, Sage. Surely you remember.’


			‘Oh.’ Sage’s turn to look worried. ‘Er … well, in that case. Maybe this is the moment when I ask for, um, a few other sheep to be taken into consideration.’


			‘I don’t think you’d better tell me how many,’ said Fiorinda bitterly. ‘Not that I care. My God. If either of you really thought this would work, then I am sorry for you.’


			She took Sage by the shoulders, tugged him close and kissed him on the mouth, long and strong, tongue in it, first time ever. Then she let him go, and did the same to Ax.


			‘That’s reverse alphabetical order. And I’m still going to bed.’


			


			Left alone, they sat on the sofa with their ears ringing, silent for a decent interval to allow tumescence to subside. ‘So much for that,’ said Sage. ‘Shall we go after her?’


			‘I don’t think we should, not tonight. But I don’t think it went too badly.’


			‘No. Not considering what a fucking mess we made of the intro.’


			Sage got up and started to prowl around: so wired, so electric Ax expected sparks to rise from anything he touched. Finally he went and softly closed the door to the stairs, which Fiorinda had left open.


			‘Why d’you do that?’


			‘Because I’m going to kiss you. I want to find out how it feels without the drug, and I don’t want Fiorinda by any chance walking in on us. Could be misunderstood.’


			‘Kiss, not fuck.’


			‘Absolutely.’


			Ax sat waiting for the threat to be made good, thinking he wished to God the three of them had fallen into this arrangement as an act of casual lust, years ago, and had the difficult emotional dynamics sorted by now. But things happen as they must. Sage came and sat down again beside him.


			‘Ax—’


			They kissed, for a long time: finally tore themselves away from each other. Sage leaned back, staring at the ceiling, making up his mind. ‘Oooh. I think I could live with that.’


			‘Good. I suppose we might as well go to bed.’


			‘You going to stay down here with me?’


			‘If you don’t mind. It seems like the right thing.’


			They made the room ready for night: the rituals of Tyller Pystri, where ancient electric lamps have to be switched off one by one, black vinyl put away in cardboard sleeves, the fire made up. They stripped and got into Sage’s nice big bed, and lay listening to Fiorinda stomping about overhead. It sounded as if she was moving furniture.


			‘Maybe one of us should stay awake.’


			‘What for? You think she’ll come down and take an axe to us?’


			They nearly choked themselves smothering hysterical giggles, which would not sound good at all upstairs. ‘You can stay awake,’ said Sage. ‘Since you’re going to anyway.’


			The room was cold, despite the fire. The rain had stopped. There was a black frost out there beyond the thick walls, the deep-set mullioned windows where the night looked in, the icy dark stretching out forever.


			


			About an hour later the stairs creaked. Ax felt a surge of movement rousing from beside him, like something much bigger than Sage. My God, he thought, what have I unleashed? The door opened. Fiorinda came into the room, her fiery hair tumbled on the shoulders of a brown and gold shawl, a candle in a china holder in her hand. She sat on the edge of the bed and stared at them, pale as the candleflame. The shawl fell back. She was wearing a nightdress, a long slip of cream satin with narrow shoulder straps.


			‘Most of our friends are convinced you two are having a secret affair. Are you?’


			‘No!’


			‘We were waiting for you,’ said Ax.


			She nodded. ‘Well, okay … Okay, I knew this was coming. Of course I did. I’ve known for a long time … Fact is, from the night you did the oxytocin, I knew it had gone too far. No more pissing around, I just had to have you both.’ She saw them startle. Ha! Nice to give them a view of the situation they had not really taken on board. But she wished she could stop shivering, all gooseflesh; she felt such a kid. ‘Only … I don’t know how it works. I w-want to, but I don’t know how? Who do I turn to? W-which of you two am I with? Which of you—?’


			Ax got out from under the covers and put himself behind her, a wall at her back, hugging her close. Sage took her hands. ‘Don’t worry about it. Anything you do is right.’


			‘If anything feels wrong,’ said Ax, kissing her hair, ‘at any point, you say the word, and you and me go back upstairs.’


			‘Everything will be like before,’ said Sage. ‘No damage. We promise.’


			‘And don’t, fuck’s sake, worry about the secret affair. It won’t happen. Will it, Sage?’


			‘Of course not.’


			Fiorinda shrugged. ‘Fine. W-why all the fuss, anyway? It’s just sex. It’s not a big deal.’


			‘Yes it is,’ said Sage.


			‘Yes it is,’ said Ax.


			She sat there for a moment, her heart beating hard against Ax’s arm. Then she freed herself, picked up the skirts of the satin slip, tugged it over her head and tossed it. Instantly Sage pushed back the quilt, so they were naked together. All three of them sighed then, involuntarily: a sigh of profound relief, we’re over the edge, we’ve done it. Fiorinda leaned back against Ax, how warm he feels, and held Sage’s maimed hand to her breast, ah, what a rush. ‘This’ll never work,’ she said, her whole body sweetly burning. ‘We’ll fall out, and it will be awful.’


			‘It’s worth a try,’ said Sage, trying to sound level-headed.


			‘It’ll work,’ said Ax. ‘As long as we’re careful at the start, and make an effort—’


			She moved her head gently from side to side, so her hair caressed Ax’s throat, the way he loved. ‘Nothing’s supposed to be an effort in the Good State. Or it won’t last.’


			‘But we’re allowed to concentrate on one another,’ said Sage. ‘I remember that.’


			They were quoting from Ax’s manifesto, the one he’d pitched at his friends three years ago: a plan worth living for, in the dark on the other side of the end of the world. In the Good State we will only take time off from having fun, from making art, from being ourselves, to concentrate on each other, like the social animals—


			She’s flying, into Sage’s arms, Ax falling after her—


			


			Well.


			That was very good. What a rush, how overwhelming, how frightening, tell the truth, to lie naked between them, these two big fierce male animals. But from the moment they both had their arms around her, kissing her, whispering, sweetheart, is this really okay? Are you okay Fee? it had been nothing but good and wonderful. Oh, there are problems, I know there are problems. But we truly love each other, and the sex is brilliant. Surely we can sort out the rest. Someone was walking around. Sage. She opened her eyes and saw him in the icy grey morning, dressed in biker leathers, sitting down to pull on his boots. There wasn’t anyone in the bed with her.


			‘Where’s Ax?’


			‘Gone for a walk. He’ll be back soon.’ Second boot on. Snap the closures.


			‘Where are you going?’


			He came and sat on the bed. ‘I’m going back to Reading.’


			‘Why? What’s wrong?’


			‘Because I can’t do this threesome thing. I’m sorry, baby. I can’t.’


			She sat up, pulling the covers around her, suddenly very young, suddenly a shamed and frightened child. ‘W-was I no good?’


			‘Oh God. Fee, it will be all right. I’m still your Sage. I love you. I will be your best friend, forever and ever. But I can’t do this.’ He didn’t touch her. She didn’t dare reach out to him. ‘So I’m going. The keys are on the kitchen table. Leave them at Ruthie Maynor’s. You can push them through the letterbox.’


			


			Ax had walked towards the sea, along the unfenced track that crossed the clifftop grassland, then taken a turn along a field line, beside a hedge. Before the crash he’d had a data chip implanted in his brain, holding a huge stack of information about this country. He’d thought it would come in useful. He could review Sage’s estate in several scales of detail: twelve acres of dry granite pasture, a portion of the Chy; not much cover except for the gorge, which would be a trap. A standing stone. A patch of oak trees. Odd set-up for megastar seclusion, but there you go, that’s Sage. He was now on National Trust land from here to the South-West Path; the cliff’s edge, the Atlantic.


			God, it was cold. He took shelter under the thorn hedge, his back to the coast, the wind fingering his spine through tangled branches. He was thinking of the strange, strained conversation he and Sage had had, the day after they took the oxytocin, in the Fire Room at the Insanitude – an old retreat of theirs in the North Wing. At present it was an island of Few territory in the Boat People’s accommodation, but still a good place to be private.


			What they were asking of Fiorinda wasn’t easy. When she was twelve, this amazing girl was pregnant in horrible circumstances. When she was thirteen years and three months old, she saw her baby die. She’s only eighteen now. She’s so brave, but inside she’s still a damaged child. How could they risk hurting her, risk adding to that damage in any way? They’d agreed that they were sure enough of their love, and of her desire, to ask the question. If she said yes then they’d take it carefully, be ready to back off at any moment. They’d agreed that the three of them must be lovers, equal partners, not two rockstars sharing the girl. Fuck that! On the oxytocin showing, Ax and Sage should have no problem getting physical, to some extent, have to see how it goes.


			Are you really okay for that? Ax had asked. ‘Oh yeah,’ he says, the grinning mask almost as blank as Hallowe’en. ‘I took the drug with you, didn’t I? ’ And then he stalks off without once touching me. Weird.


			So far so good on that aspect. Sage! What a storm of soft ferocity. Like being assaulted by a giant albino tiger cub. A giant tiger cub that loves you very much, but still—


			Sage’s greater size and strength must never become an issue, have to watch that.


			His brave girl, leaping into Sage’s arms as if into deep water.


			He saw himself walking with her: a beach, a street, doesn’t matter, holding her hand, shall we do it? We love him so much, we must make Sage our lover. They would have been very happy and very sad, saying goodbye to what they’d had: why didn’t I do that?


			He hadn’t had the courage to face what he might see in her eyes—


			The sky was ironbound. The branches of the thorn were covered in half-unfurled fists of green, ice crystals hanging from them, sometimes a bud encased in a crystal sphere. Every time he took his hands out of his pockets to wipe his eyes and mop his nose, the wind burned them. He had to stop crying so he could go back to Tyller Pystri before they started to worry, but the tears kept coming. She loves me, I know she loves me. She’d never leave me, but she loved him first, only she was a kid and she didn’t realise … I’ve known it for I don’t know how long, and this is the solution. But she won’t be my little cat anymore. She’ll be Sage’s baby now.


			He knew he had found the only way to save himself from unimaginable pain, but he just couldn’t stand it.


			He heard a motor bike and thought nothing of it, not attuned to the rarity of such a sound out in the Cornwall countryside, three years after the end of the world.


			


			At last Ax realised he’d have to go back anyway. He let himself in, went to the bathroom and splashed his face. It was the wind. It made my eyes water, fucking cold out there …


			Very quiet in here.


			Fiorinda was sitting on the bed, wearing her orange cardie over the red and blue chiffon dress and skinny faded denims, same as she’d been wearing last night. Her hair was a mess. She looked half-asleep, almost dazed.


			‘Where’s Sage?’


			‘He’s gone. Back to Reading.’


			‘What? Did something happen? Did Allie call?’


			‘No. He’s just gone.’


			‘But how?’ said Ax, fixing on the practical impossibility. ‘The car’s still here.’


			‘He took his bike.’


			‘Oh, God.’ He looked at the windows, as if he might catch a glimpse of Sage’s Triumph careering away down those narrow, ill-kept lanes. ‘I hate that fucking bike. There’s black ice everywhere—’


			He came and sat beside her. ‘Fiorinda. What went wrong?’


			She shook her head.


			‘Okay,’ said Ax, with reserve, ‘if there’s stuff you don’t want to tell me, I understand.’


			‘No!’ wailed Fiorinda. ’ ‘He said, “I’m going back to Reading because I can’t do the threesome thing,” and then he left, and now you know as much as I do.’


			‘Shit. Do you think this was really the first time he ever got sexual with another guy?’


			‘Yes. But.’


			There wasn’t a single thing she could say that would be true to both of them.


			He put his arms round her and they clung to each other, heartbroken. ‘Sssh, ssh. Don’t cry. It’ll be nothing. I’ll talk to him.’


			‘You can try,’ said Fiorinda. ‘It won’t do any good.’


			They drove to Reading. Sage wasn’t there. He’d been and gone.


			


			‘Sage?’


			‘Hi Ax,’


			‘Sage, can we talk?’


			‘We’re talking.’


			‘Fuck. Sage, please. This is horrible.’


			‘It’s not horrible. I tried your idea, I can’t do it, that’s all. Everything’s fine, everything goes back to normal. Now leave me alone, I’m working.’


			Silence.


			The big cluttered room, at the top of the converted warehouse that was the Heads’ London stronghold, filling up with this pitiful silence—


			‘Okay,’ said Ax’s voice at last, ‘I’ll call you later. Sage, I love you.’


			Gone.


			‘Yeah, yeah, yeah,’ said Sage. ‘I love you too.’


			He genuinely had been working. He pulled off his eyewrap and spun his chair away from the boards so he could stare out of the long window that overlooked Battersea Reach. I was all right, Ax, I was fine. I was living with my situation. I was even happy. Until you came along with your damned very generous offer, Sah.


			Now every thought of her is poisoned.


			I don’t think you’d better tell me how many … Her grey eyes flashing on him that glance of hurt reproach. Totally outrageous, totally unjust reproach, what was I supposed to do, brat? But oh how sweet. But he must not think of her, because he could still taste the scent of her skin, he could feel her teeth and tongue, the warm weight of her little breasts. Thinking of her, of the details of Fiorinda, which had been his consolation, would only bring on the maddening, humiliating, adolescent problem of an erection he could not will down.


			Damn you, Ax.


			Testosterone’s a good drug if you have something hard and positive to do with it. If not, well, a no-brainer, blocked power surge, foul irritability. He could dose himself out of this state, but he would not. Masking the symptoms is a fool’s game. It’ll pass.


			He thought of putting his fist through the window.


			But he’d only feel like an idiot, and then have to get it fixed.


			What a crappy, adult way to think. Shame on you, Aoxomoxoa.


			Probably couldn’t break the glass, anyway. It was supposed to be bulletproof.
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