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PROLOGUE


The two men stood outside for two minutes buzzing the door alarm, their fat guns raised and ready, only slowly relaxing as the time passed. After that they packed the guns away.


It took them the next hour to break in. They could have done it in a fingerclick, but they took an hour.


They removed the security mechanism like archaeologists, stroking away the steel and qualcrete casing with cutters barely smouldering, then they dissected it in the corridor without a glance through the hard-edged access hole. They reassembled the mechanism carefully and dropped it into a clear plastic bag, sealed the bag and slid it into a soft black nylon holdall.


‘Locked from inside,’ the older man noted finally, flicking a long lick of blond hair from his eyes. ‘No tampering.’ He took a small camera from the holdall and activated it. An amber light quivered above the bull’s-eye lens. In his other hand he was working a wad of red jelly.


His partner rolled a sleeve up to his shoulder. ‘Yeah. What a surprise.’ On his biceps was a faded blue tattoo of a naked fox-headed woman straddling a man with a wolf’s head. He stretched his arm through the door. The tattoo was nearly gone before his fingers reached the other side. He felt around, the fox-woman bucking as his biceps worked. After a moment he grunted and leaned against the door. The door swung heavily in.


‘Wait, Maxie,’ said the man with the camera. He stood in the doorway and panned the camera evenly around the room, not pausing at the corpse in the chair in the centre of the room, then he slapped the sticky jelly high on the wall by the door. The jelly sagged fractionally and he kneaded it some more with the heel of his hand to stiffen it before easing the camera into place. He thumbed the focus button and stepped back. The lens turned several times then settled. The amber light blinked off.


‘You smell something?’ Maxie said, walking past the corpse to the window.


‘Nothing. You always say that. You know I got no sense of smell.’


Maxie stared squinting for a moment at the setting, a blinding noon view over a long beach of shining white sand, and in the distance a dark rocky outcrop squatting in the deep blue sea, then he touched the command sensor on the sill. He rested his forehead against the soft clear glass and glanced down. Five floors below him the rucked concrete was barely visible, almost lost in swirling grey dust. He opaqued the window quickly with a shudder and turned around.


‘Shit, Bly, this makes me nervous,’ he said.


His companion was following the wall left of the door. Maxie started right of it. His wall led him into a small windowless kitchen. He gagged at the smell in there and pulled a plastic respirator from his hip pocket, slapping it over his nose and gulping air. He looked at the ExAir vent. It was thick with grease and dirt. It had never been removed. It looked like it had never been cleaned. He counted seven knives and six forks and a few chipped plates beached in a bowl of congealed, cloudy fat, then he turned and opened the refrigerator. The freezer compartment was stuffed with ice trays. Maxie closed it, checked the cupboards and finally confronted the trash bin.


The trash hadn’t been cleared for days. He rolled on a pair of surgical gloves and began to sift through it.


He met Bly half an hour later at the window. Bly had set it to LoGlo, and the soft yellow luminescence honeyed his cheeks.


‘Anything?’ asked Bly.


Maxie nodded. ‘Yeah. He liked chocolate Weeties, and I guess he liked them on the rocks. But he must have ate them with a fork, ’cause there’s no milk and there ain’t a single spoon in the kitchen. You?’


‘Zip. No way out of the bathroom. Never cleaned his toilet. Filthy bastard. Didn’t even have a toothbrush in there.’ He made a face. ‘People’s lives, Maxie. Shit.’


They both looked at the dead man sprawled in the chair. His head was tipped so far back that his Adam’s apple was pushed out like a knuckle and his open eyes stared at the cracks in the dusty plaster ceiling.


Maxie reached out and touched his left eyelid, closing it into a wink. Water dribbled from the dead lips at the faint touch, and Maxie drew back with a start. The corpse was like a bucket filled to the brim.


Bly said, ‘Well, he observed inner cleanliness.’


Maxie glanced towards the window. ‘Very funny. Shit, Bly, I don’t like this. It gives me the shivers.’


‘It’s a body,’ Bly said. ‘It’s just a forensic take-out. Not the first and, the way things are going, not the last. Maybe not even the weirdest. It’s a body. Lighten up.’


‘I don’t mean the fucking body, I mean the fucking height. Five floors. It ain’t natural. What if there’s a tremor?’


‘Then you’re nearer to heaven than to hell, Maxie. And this block’s quake-stable, and there’s nothing forecast here today. So let’s get on with it, huh?’


Bly took the body’s temperature and compared it to the room’s ambient temperature, and spent a minute with an addpad. Then Maxie found the heating console.


‘Hey, Bly. Thermostat was automatically reset two hours ago. It was seven degrees cooler till then. What difference does that make?’


Bly shrugged. He pocketed the addpad. ‘Don’t bother. I’ll make a note. All this water screws everything anyway. It sure isn’t spit. Christ knows what temperature it started out at.’


‘So how the fuck do we get a time of death, Bly?’ said Maxie.


Bly stood back and surveyed the body. Then he walked slowly around it. The clothes were dry, apart from a fresh damp streak down the man’s maroon shirt where the water had overflowed at their touch.


‘I remember reading these murder stories,’ said Bly. He knelt down by the corpse’s feet and pressed his palms to the pale green carpet beneath the chair. It was bone dry. ‘Locked room mysteries, they called them,’ he said.


Maxie grunted.


Bly stood up. ‘The pacifists think at first it’s suicide or an accident. Murder seems impossible.’ He walked once more around the body. ‘I had an idea for one, a while back.’


Maxie grunted again. Bly didn’t say anything, so Maxie said, ‘Yeah?’


‘Picture it, Maxie. Man in an empty room, dead of a heart attack. Slumped against a door which is bolted from the inside, like he’d tried to get out but not quite made it. To get in, to get at the body, they have to bust down the door, then shove the body back out of the way.’


Maxie rubbed his chin, his fingers rasping against the stubble.


‘I wish you wouldn’t do that,’ said Bly. ‘You know I hate that. Are you interested or not?’


‘Any windows in the room? Ventilator shafts and shit?’


‘Uh-uh. Forgot that. Like here, you can forget betaaccess.’


The tattooed man sighed. ‘This one – these ones – aren’t like your story, though. Are they?’


‘How do you mean?’


‘Well, this one, for instance.’ Maxie made a gesture at the corpse. ‘Sitting in his chair in the middle of his room, drowned. Hardly an attempt to make it look like suicide. So how was it done?’


‘Jesus! I don’t know.’


‘Hosepipe. That’d do it. Feed it down his throat, turn the tap. Glug glug.’


‘You think so, Maxie?’ The blond man prodded the corpse’s chest. More water washed from its mouth. He drew his finger across the cold chin and wiped it over Maxie’s lips before Maxie could recoil.


Maxie spat. ‘Shit. Now that’s good.’ He spat again and rubbed his sleeve across his mouth. He looked at the corpse with respect. ‘Seawater.’


‘Right. Whoever killed this one’s a clever bastard. “I killed him,” he’s saying. “But how did I do it?” Just like these detective books, see. The writer’s fucking with the reader, like the murderer’s fucking with the detective.’


‘Okay, Bly, I get it. Stop fucking with me. So how? In your story.’


‘I’ve got it,’ Bly said suddenly. ‘Rough time of death, at least.’ He pointed a finger across the room. ‘The chair was originally over there – see the space? Assume it was moved out here just prior to death, though Christ knows why. We weigh wetboy and the chair, then calculate TOD from crush damage to the carpet and fibre recovery time. Good, huh?’


Maxie cracked his knuckles. ‘Bly . . .’


Bly held up a hand to Maxie, listening. His eyes unfocussed for a moment and he spoke under his breath for a while, then nodded. He said to Maxie, ‘There’s supposed to be a book somewhere, we’re to take it back. Some sort of journal, diary maybe. Handwritten. You seen anything?’


Maxie shook his head.


‘Concealed, perhaps. If it’s here we’ll find it. And when we’re done here we’re to drop wetboy off for a real swim.’


Maxie wasn’t listening. ‘Blowpipe dart puffed through the keyhole,’ he said triumphantly.


Bly gave him a blank look.


‘Your dead guy in the locked room. Poisoned dart.’


‘Ah. Very good, Maxie. But no keyhole.’


Maxie glanced away at the body. ‘Okay, I give up,’ he said sourly. Slumped in the chair, the wide-eyed dead man seemed to have tossed his head back in a gesture of exasperation. Maxie muttered, ‘I know how you feel, pal.’


Bly grinned at him. ‘Tiny holes drilled through the door and the frame, from the outside. Then wires pushed through and connected to both parts of the bolt, and outside to a portable power source. The guy inside wasn’t trying to get out at all, see. Poor pitiful fuck thought he was locking himself inside. Slides the bolt home, makes the circuit and, yippety-zip, he’s in California.’


Maxie thought about it. ‘Okay, powerhead. So who sent this guy to California? King fucking Neptune?’




ONE


Jon didn’t much like working out of London, and he definitely didn’t like flying. He could have done without the display on the screen that had just told him, ‘Velocity two hundred and ten kph, altitude fifteen hundred and seven metres. Approaching Maidenhead.’ The copter pilot kept turning round and nodding vigorously, which was just about as much communication as the guy could manage with the opaque black headset on and the engine roar deafening them both. Even that was more than Jon needed right now.


While the pilot had been doing his preflight checks Jon had spent half a minute keying in the message that he’d failed to send every morning for three years. All last night he’d reworded it in his head, thinking things had changed now. And there they were as usual, those same two lines of inert text.


He left the message at the top of the screen, still unsent, as the machine tilted woozily into the air, and then he spent the first ten minutes of the flight checking the morning’s recons of the target.


If it hadn’t spread during the intervening hours, it was a kilometre end to end, pretty much a straight-line rupture. Fifteen metres wide, max. It wasn’t a spectacular rift, just one of the minor tectonic stress fractures Seismic was recording every few months now. And there had been ten minutes’ warning, too, and they’d got the location to within three square kilometres. It was getting better all the time. But then Seismic was getting the practice.


The pilot jerked round and nodded at him again. Jon shut the recon display down and stared at the words some more, then, without thinking, he made the mistake of glancing out of the window.


He took it in like a snapshot. The sky was unusually clear, which was probably the source of the pilot’s enthusiasm. The jumble of London was behind them and distantly picked out beneath the copter were the calm fields of the countryside.


Then he squeezed his eyes closed and pulled his head away. Against the tight blackness of his eyelids the sunlit river shone like a seam of fading chrome.


He opened his eyes and fixed on the lines of words again. His finger hovered over the send button, but instead he screened up the copter’s ventral camera display. He nined the colours and nilled the shadows so that the landscape they were crossing became a comfortably garish twodimensional cartoon.


The road patterns stood out in ash-grey, and Jon studied them with vague interest. They looked like they had meant something once and were now indecipherable. Motorways arrowed over the land like the skewed axes of forgotten charts. Minor roads were curves plotted between clumps of houses, and irregularly slashed across the whole thing were the dark impatient scores of geo-rifts. It was as if the calculations had been flawed and the printout jabbed and ripped in irritation.


After a while the outskirts of Maidenhead slowly took over the screen and the details began to swell as the copter started its descent. Jon checked his harness, running his fingers over the rough canvas webbing. Without looking round, the pilot made a sharp movement with his hand, up and down. There was a swift swelling blur of streets on the screen, then quakeside wreckage loomed close and stabilised. A figurine carved of rusty red stone abruptly centred in the camera’s field. It seemed inexplicable, a dragon with serpentine neck and coiled tail. Jon squinted at it, assuming the screen had gone to some standby display, then he sprang the harness and felt a blast of warm wind as the door slid wide for him. He looked down at the wavering ground and reached quickly back to the screen. He punched his thumb on to a key and over the dragon the screen winked ‘Sending’ twice in pale green, and then in white, ‘Message sent.’


Jon lowered his toolbag down before dropping the final metre to the ground. He crouched low in the debris, keeping his head down until the copter’s airwash had receded. Then he stood up, catching something with the toe of his boot. He glanced down and saw the red dragon there. It was the size of his fist, just the rooftop ornament of some quaked house. He stepped over it.


This was the edge of the town. It was semi-urban, less densely built than London. Fewer buildings had been quakeproofed here, so there was a lot of structural damage. The cleaned-up recon display had shown none of that.


Jon looked across the rift, searching for Dekk and not yet finding him. On the far side a road approaching the rift through the uneven debris of buildings ended abruptly, its thin veneer of tarmac slumped over the rim. Beneath it was a quake-resistant ten-metre sheet of visgel. At least they had that. The quake had stretched the visgel way beyond its specifications and then snapped it like bubblegum, and the exposed layer was gradually tonguing out. Severed electricity cables curled down, and water and sewage streamed from cracked piping like drool. Beneath this, mud and weeping rock descended maybe twenty metres. Jon could have been examining a cross-section of the world. There wasn’t too much more to see, peering down through the dust of whatever had plunged into the fault and the vapour of heat rising up from it.


Jon looked around at the wreckage. He lifted up his sack and then dropped it again. This was the widest stretch of the fault. Lengthwise, it looked like it extended further than on the recon chart. He searched the far side for Dekk again, still not seeing him.


He’d need more cable. He had enough in the sack to sew across ten or twelve times, which looked like taking him no more than two thirds of the way along the rift. And that was before he started cross-lacing. Dekk’s crab wouldn’t be any help across it, the gap was too great for its arms to span. So Jon would lace and web it, then they could leave it to the Cleanup and Carpet team to lay down expansion foam and hardcore to level it off for rebuild. But he’d need more cable first.


‘That’s a three,’ said Dekk’s voice flatly in Jon’s ear, as if Dekk were reading his mind. He still couldn’t see him. ‘That ain’t no way a two. That’s a twenty-em jump, and my rig won’t stretch to that.’ Dekk’s nasal whine made the earpiece buzz. ‘An’ I’m registering a secondary hairline over here. I’ll fix that, then it’s over to you, web man.’


Jon caught a small movement across the rift. He brought the long glasses up to his eyes. That wasn’t Dekk. Usually there was nothing so soon after a tremor. Dogs and cats were often better predictors than Seismic, and they fled well before the ground cracked, or else they froze for days afterwards. So nothing should have been moving over there except for Dekk.


He shifted his gaze. Now he could see Dekk on the far side, standing well back from the edge. He was dwarfed by the bright yellow steel webbing-crab the spider team used for hairlines and smaller faults.


‘Uh-uh,’ Jon said into the throat mike, shaking his head. He pointed at what remained of a two-storey building forward from Dekk, right on the rim, Dekk’s side. It was pre-quake, Edwardian probably, part of a long straight terrace. The terrace had been obliquely interrupted by the fault, and the house to its left had fallen in, while those to its right had collapsed. Much of the standing building had caved away into the fissure but the greater part was still just about standing in the way they sometimes did, like it was in a daze, punch-drunk or something. It was what happened when wave theory washed up against chaos theory. There were always tiny nodes of brief stability. The building over there was a textbook case. Rooms were left gaping and an exposed stubby rise of stairs led nowhere any more. At the point of the roof’s gable a small red dragon gazed over the rift.


‘Top room,’ Jon said. ‘Rear right corner. There’s a cot.’


Dekk took up his mags and focussed them on the shattered building. He clambered up on the back of the crab to see better, then sat astride one of the front pincers and had it lift him high.


‘I see it. An’ it’s empty.’ He let the mags fall on their neck loop and swept his gaze left and right along the rupture. ‘We’d better get right along now and stitch this trench. C&C’ll be along soon.’


‘You can’t see from there, Dekk. I’m telling you. The kid’s mother must have gone down if she wasn’t evacked. There’s a baby and it’s alive. Get the baby, Dekk. Then we’ll start sewing it up.’


He could see Dekk’s head shake vigorously, his long red hair flinging out a thin haze of dust. ‘I ain’t goin’ near it, Jon. It’s unstable. I told you, there’s a secondary hairline this side of the building and the whole thing could crack. I’m gonna have to knit that before I go anywhere near the goddamn edge. Look, I’ve checked the heats, there ain’t nothin’ but a handful of warm darters in there. Rats, for sure, and even they ain’t happy. Nothin’ else. No baby, Jon. The building’s cold as a year in CrySis. So let’s get with it, huh? If you’ll just slide on down there and lay some tags at about fifteen em your side I’ll stabilise the hairline this side. Then you can spread us a web and we can leave the hardcore and fomo and the rest to the C&C guys. Sound good?’


‘You’re sitting next to a hot rift, Dekk. You know you can’t trust heat sensors there. If you don’t get the kid, I’ll do it. So decide.’


‘There’s nothin’, man. Jon? Hey, you listenin’ there?’


Jon caught the flashes of Dekk’s mags catching the light. He raised his arms in an exaggerated shrug and rasped his fingernails over the bulb of his throat mike. He whispered, ‘You’re breaking up, Dekk. Must be the heat. I’m going across. Like you said, it could crack away any time.’


‘Are you fuckin’ crazy? I said there’s a hairline! Jon? Oh, Jesus, you’re a fuckin’ nightmare.’


Jon laid an anchor charge from his toolbelt five metres in from the brink and watched the dust dance as the telescopic lance penetrated four metres into the ground and the slim carbon steel mast shot up to knee height. He waited for the secondary shock of the sublaterals to secure it, then slung a knot of plasteel cable round the masthead. Out of the corner of his eye he saw a shimmer of yellow as Dekk’s crab commenced its slow jig along the far ground, nudging debris out of its path and knitting the hairline together in a series of dull explosive punches. It was all too slow.


He leaned back hard on the cable as he always did, though you could have slung an office block from that stanchion. Then he slid the long fat harpoon gun from its quiver over his shoulder and clicked the cable’s free end on to a limpet charge and loaded the charge. He swung the gun up to his shoulder. He sighted briefly at the house and decided against it. Most likely the head would overpenetrate and bring the whole thing down. Holding his breath, he lowered the gun and squeezed the trigger.


The harpoon’s kick nearly knocked him down, and its echo bounced down the rift. The chargehead dropped slightly faster than he’d anticipated, dragged by the trailing cable, whipping and hissing through the air. Ten metres below the building the charge slapped against rock. It imploded instantly and the tiny ratchet motor engaged, gathering up the loop of cable. The mast jetted out and the taut cable hummed as the sublaterals fired.


The yellow crab stopped for a moment, then carried on. Dekk’s voice was a furious hiss in his ear. ‘I don’t give a shit about you, Jon, but if that charge had triggered the fracture I’d have lost my rig. You slipped the rift another half an em there. Just sit back and leave this to me, for Christ’s sake. I’ll be twenty minutes, okay? Then you can do what the fuck you want.’


Jon ignored Dekk. He surveyed the long fine line. Now he had a bridge.


He locked a slider over the rope, checked his charge belt and slotted the harpoon back where it lived.


‘I know you can hear me, Jon, you bastard. Just turn around and this conversation isn’t even history. I told you, there’s no goddam kid.’


Jon double-checked the overhead slider and looked at the building. He tried to empty his mind of everything except that movement in the cot. The tiny hand waving. He felt the familiar taste of bile rising in his throat and swallowed it. Then he stepped over the edge.


The angle was too acute and he accelerated towards the far wall of the rift. He knew instantly he’d underestimated the width of it. The slider’s friction grip wasn’t intended for this degree of load. He was coming in too low and the rift was deep and hotter than he’d expected. Halfway over he swung his legs back and began to develop a movement ready to slam his feet into the wall, then realised he’d be too fast for that. He’d smash his ankles through his pelvis. He’d seen a spider do that before. The taut rope was keening above him as the slider played over it faster and faster. Jon threw himself sideways, hoping to slow himself at least a fraction but knowing it wouldn’t be enough.


The brief low rumble gave him no warning. The line jerked violently and went abruptly dead as the rift shifted. Jon dropped into freefall. All the breath went from him. He started to remember something, a dream of pain, and the rift’s jaws closed fractionally over him, taking a bite out of the light. There was a sudden lance of intense pain in his shoulder as he dropped, then the ratchet locked in and the line held again. The pain and the dream faded together. He flexed his shoulder, feeling only the old scar.


The line was slack now, and Jon’s weight took the ratchet motor well beyond its automatic tension cutout. It wasn’t going to regather itself.


He let himself swing gently. The breath that came back to him stung his throat. His body was pushing out sweat and the heat was evaporating it immediately. He was below the mast now, five metres out. The hairline must have slipped. The rock face in front of him was brown and rough, glistening faintly. Maybe he should have waited, like Dekk said. But his dreams were bad enough now without the death of some kid in a cot.


‘Are you okay, Jon?’


‘Yeah.’


‘Well, fuck you.’


Jon reached for the overhead cable, observing how his hands shook. He began to pull himself towards the masthead, hand over hand up the rope’s incline. The heat sucked the strength from his arms. He thought of the kid, scared up there and screaming, and moved on, not looking down. The bile rose again, and this time he couldn’t swallow it.


With the last of the strength in his arms he swung himself forward on to the solid mast and hauled himself up to straddle it. He sat there shaking for long seconds, leaning against the hard rock until he could breathe and the ache in his arms and hands had receded, and then he started to climb. The exhaustion fell away as he rose towards the light, methodically locating handholds and footholds in the slippery rock. The visgel had by now extruded into a featureless overhang, but climbing it was easy. He punched his fists and kicked his feet into it to provide little adhesive grips that gently nudged him out again as he passed on, making his way easily up the slick orange expanse.


The electricity cables higher up he avoided. The power should have been shut off, but it wasn’t always. He skirted the runnels of water and sewage, and then he had made it to the ruptured foundations of the house.


He came up on to the kitchen floor. Black and white ceramic floortiles had been shivered free and lay like a disrupted gamegrid. They shattered loudly under his boots. A blender hung from the wall by its cable. He glanced through the door and discounted the useless staircase. The kitchen ceiling was intact, so he shot up a piton and yanked the lath and plaster down around himself, then climbed up the wall and into the room beside the kid’s room. He pushed the door open.


‘Two things,’ said Dekk. The feedback screamed through Jon’s earpieces and Jon ripped them out. Dekk was standing there beside the cot. Through the window Jon saw the crab’s pincer, not so bright any longer, raised and ready for Dekk to step back on to.


Dekk reached out an arm and flicked the mobile hanging low over the cot, setting tiny silver spaceships spinning, sprinkling fine plaster dust over the rumpled blankets.


‘One. No fucking kid.’


Jon put out a hand to the mobile. One of the ships nestled in his hand, and he set it free again, twitching on its string and rocking all the others.


‘Two. You ain’t ever working with me again. This ain’t the first time you’ve pulled something like this, and I’ve had it. You’re fucking cracked, Jon.’


Jon turned away from Dekk and the cot and its slowly rotating cascade of spaceships to stare out over the rift. He blinked and ran the back of his hand over his eyes, wiping water and dust away. The movement over on the far rim took him by surprise. Usually by this time he was way down below, jinking from wall to wall, stitching and weaving, lost in the spider’s process. Then C&C would be arriving as he was lifted clear, and as far as he was concerned the whole operation was sterile. Apart from glitches like today’s.


Evacuated people were starting to gather on the far side, drawing up steadily and standing motionless along the rim, beginning to take in their local calamity. It would be fixed, of course. There would soon be another spider along to take over from Jon, then C&C would level the rift, and then they’d start rebuilding. But those people had lost everything.


Jon felt empty. He heard Dekk’s voice as if from miles away, and the change in tone made him look around. He suddenly remembered he’d finally sent the message.


Dekk had a hand to his ear, listening. ‘Yeah,’ he said quietly. ‘I got it.’ He shrugged at Jon and shook his head. He said, ‘So you quit already. Thanks for telling me ahead. Well, you’re a fucking walker now, and this is off limits.’


‘I was going to . . .’


He let the sentence trail away. Dekk was already halfway through the window, clambering on to the arm of his crab, and the lie would have been wasted.




TWO


A local tremor had rollercoastered part of Jon’s direct route to Maze, and the demolition of a destabilised building forced him out into a wider loop. Wheeled vehicles were abandoned everywhere, shipwrecked on the quaked streets. Jon picked his way through them. They were useless now. They’d rust there until the emergency service autoids cleared them.


Maze was just within the quaked area, a sprawling two-storey building that had survived past tremors better than the collapsed architecture around it. Its outer wall was a long low façade of shadowblack glass, stark against the surrounding decay. The clear weather was still holding and Jon could read the vast words running along the dark glass from a hundred metres away. WANDERERS OF THE MAZE.


A copter in the red and yellow of Seismic swung above him, its speakers crackling. ‘There has been a tremor two in this area. No further disturbance is anticipated today.’ The announcement was casual and windblown. Tin cans and shreds of paper danced around Jon in the downdraught. The copter dropped and hung over him until he came to the building, then tipped sharply and clattered away. Jon thought briefly of Dekk and felt nothing.


A faint aura of ozone hugged the building. His filter buzzed clear, so he let the face mask fall to take stock of Maze. The tall letters glittered like dying coals against the obsidian background, dwarfing him. Jon walked slowly along the wall within the streetside corridor of scoured air. He reached the last word and stopped there.


Hunched beneath the M so that the apex of its arch met the letter’s midpoint was an etched representation of the mediaeval dark wooden door that was the company icon. The door was thickly studded with hammered iron rivets. The plate of an ornate silver lock was set into the right of it, and at the left a pair of hinge plates snaked out to spread silver curlicues over the door’s face, dividing and interweaving.


There was no handle to the door. There was nothing but the etched icon.


Jon put his palm to it. It was glass-smooth. Even the etching was an illusion. He guessed it was a holo.


He stood back and looked up. He couldn’t see a scanner.


As he dropped his head the door blurred and faded. A slender arm in a blood-red velvet glove stretched towards him and hung there, cut off at the elbow by the darkness. On its outstretched palm was a pair of bLinkers.


The bLinkers were smaller than any Jon had seen before, even more compact than the military units he remembered from Dirangesept. They barely made an imprint on the glove. The eyeshades were hardly more substantial than corneal lenses, and in the concavities their jacketed neural exensors looked like minute Chinese thread noodles.


He lifted the shade loop with a finger. The exensors instantly twitched and began to probe the air. Jon suppressed his nausea with difficulty.


Leeches, he remembered. They don’t enter you. You enter the machine. It had been bullshit then, and it was still bullshit.


Taking a sharp breath, he tipped his head back and slipped the shade loop over the bridge of his nose. He opened his eyes wide and pressed the shades gently down. The exensors were instantly crawling into the corners of his eyes, their spidery tendrils shedding cold sleeves of sterile jelly that slid down his cheeks like fat tears as he tilted his head forward. He felt the exensors fractionally displacing his eyeballs on their way to patch into the optic nerves. The brief retinal colour burst told him they’d made it.


He expected to wait but there was no delay, for which he was grateful. Immersion was rapid, the shuddering moment of scalp-to-sole paraesthesia that he loathed and a passing dizziness, the burning curling of his tongue and the echo of the soundless sound they used to call Mach Null.


And then something he didn’t remember. An itching in his nostrils and a barrage of stinging scents; formaldehyde and mildew were there, and lemons and a sickening whiff of hydrogen sulphide.


Then nothing, and he almost reeled in the brief sensory vacuum. A pause, and inside his head was a deep, theatrical voice. ‘Enter the Maze, chosen one.’


The door had reappeared with the lifting of the darkness of the shades, and this time it was real, heavy and juddering open against hinges caked with rust.


Jon took a pace forward and stopped.


Maze was on show for him.


He was not in a building at all. He was standing in shade at the periphery of a bright forest glade. He glanced back. Amongst the trees a single piercing ray of light glinted on an old rusted black lamp-post. Jon shook his head.


He stepped out into the clearing. A breeze stirred the long emerald fronds of huge ferns above his head, and deep golden sunlight speckled the moss underfoot. He could feel the sun’s warmth.


Visually, the bLinkers were astonishing. The colours were too bright, but that could be deliberate. The sound was fine; as he twisted his head, the birdsong overhead remained constant. Jon pinpointed the garish bird easily, yellow-winged and purple-breasted, with a crimson scimitar of a beak. It was perched on a flimsy branch that technically shouldn’t have supported it, but that was probably a software override.


Jon knelt and picked up a round grey pebble, tossing it in his hand. There was a good tactile response, a fair sense of mass and density. It was too symmetrical, but it could almost have been real. He eyed the bird carefully, then flicked back his arm and lobbed the stone. The bird flapped lethargically away, its shriek of alarm matching the visual register precisely. The branch shivered to stillness.


It was the olfactory stim that impressed him most. The scent of grass was too prominent for the glade, and the hint of wood smoke on the breeze too spicy, but recognition was definite.


He took a pace forward and another smell, sickly and insistent, made him gag. He looked down and lifted his foot from a glistening coil of dung.


‘Ho there, stranger!’


The reedy voice made him start, and he glanced around. He couldn’t locate it.


‘What would you be doing in the forest of the Lord of the Maze? Do you seek adventure, women, or . . .’ The voice paused and sniggered. ‘. . . or trollshit beyond the dreams of avarice?’


Now Jon saw him. An elf maybe by his size, standing at the edge of shadow across the clearing. The glint of bright sunlight on a lichened rock at his side made him hard to spot.


The elf took a step forward and stood arms akimbo. There was contempt in his voice and the face matched with pinched lips, narrow eyes and pointed, lobeless ears. The bLinkered features were too perfect, though.


‘I’m not a customer,’ said Jon. ‘Disconnect me. I have an appointment with Mr Kerz.’


He raised his hands to remove the bLinkers, but they weren’t there. Just a numbness in his fingers as he felt for the shade loop. Part of the program. Around him he heard snickers of laughter, and a circle of dwarves, elves and men came out of the trees to surround him.


‘I’m impressed. Now junk it, will you?’


The elf sneered. ‘It should learn some manners. Does it expect the Maze Lord to grant it an audience with shit on its boot? Pibald, teach it some manners.’


A man detached himself from the circle, drawing a silver sword from a jewelled scabbard at his belt. The sword caught the light sharply. Without thought Jon reached down and found a sword hilt meeting his palm.


‘Enough,’ he said, lifting his hand clear. ‘I’m not in the mood. Another time.’


The elf led a mocking chorus. ‘He’s not in the mood, not in the mood.’


Jon glanced at Pibald. ‘Okay,’ he said.


He drew his sword and weighed the balance of it in his hand. It was too end-weighted, not comfortable at all. He swung it experimentally, and for the first time the program showed its limits. The weapon handled as though the blade housed a loose bearing. It shifted unpredictably in his grasp.


Pibald was clearly used to compensating for the program. He advanced on Jon and touched swords. The sound was good, but there was a slight blur where the blades met, the software failing to rationalise the two viewpoints. The jar of Jon’s sword in his hand was excessive for the light contact, and he nearly lost his grasp. Pibald came forward and feinted a lunge at Jon’s chest, then made a fine cut to his face. Jon flicked his head back too late to prevent the blade nicking his cheek. It felt real and there was a convincing warm trickle of blood at the corner of his mouth. He was dimly conscious of the sound of cheering.


Pibald was standing back. Jon scythed his blade in a wide sweep, forcing his opponent to parry two-handed. The shock sprang the hilt from Jon’s grip, but before Pibald could take advantage Jon kicked his foot up into Pibald’s groin. The real contact felt quite different from the bLinkered. Jon suddenly saw all the scene’s faults, the grossness of the detail, the fuzziness of touch. Pibald collapsed, curled-up and groaning.


Leaving his sword on the grass, Jon walked up to the elf.


‘Junk it now.’


The elf shook his head furiously. ‘That was a contravention. No physical contact. We haven’t finished yet.’


‘I said junk it, you little shit.’ Jon bent and scooped a thick wad of dung from his shoe. He reached forward and smeared it over the elf’s face before he could recoil. The elf flinched and began to retch, and the scene flicked off.


Where the elf had stood beside a broad tree stump, a short stocky man with brushcut brown hair was vomiting on to an ash-grey desk console. His head was jolting and his cheeks bulged.


‘Real, wasn’t it?’ said Jon. He read the name tag on the man’s shirt. ‘Now, Yani, would you like to tell Mr Kerz that Jon Sciler is here?’


Yani stared icily at Jon, slowly wiping the back of his hand across his mouth. The joints of his fingers were swollen, their tips white and bloodless. Red veins marbled his nose and cheeks. He looked to be at least in his fifties, old for a games player. Maybe that was where his bitterness came from. Maybe once he’d been something. Jon gave him a moment, then jerked Yani’s head down towards the vomit puddling the console. Muscles bunched in his thick neck. He was fit and a lot stronger than Jon expected. Holding him still, Jon whispered into his ear, ‘Just tell him, Yani, or I’ll feed you your breakfast again.’


Yani jabbed a finger at the console. Bile began to seep into it, faintly revealing the key matrix.


‘It’s dead,’ Yani muttered.


Jon heard another voice. ‘Why don’t you come straight up, Mr Sciler? Just follow my directions. Look to your left, there’s an elevator . . .’


Leaving Yani, Jon realised that no one else had heard the voice. It was coming from the bLinkers. He raised his hands to remove them.


‘I shouldn’t do that just yet, Mr Sciler. It’s a delicate unit, and it would be a pity to bother the neurosurgeons to go scrabbling about in there. Their touch isn’t always as delicate as you’d imagine.’


Kerz leant forward on his desk, his chin resting on the tips of his long fingers, his head pivoting from side to side. Grey hair was receding from his temples and his ears were isolated, but a thin spur of tight silver curls tracked down his forehead towards the indented bridge of his nose, the sign of long bLinker use. He could have been almost any age. Jon guessed fifty.


‘Jon Sciler,’ he said. Kerz’s tone was oddly precise. Listening to him was like hearing an antique voice chip. ‘Sciler,’ he repeated. ‘You were a quake operative until recently, what they call a spider, yes?’


‘I’d done it long enough. I wasn’t fired. I quit.’


Kerz glanced at the sheet of paper in front of him. ‘I see that. After nine months.’


‘Most spiders last two months.’


‘You misunderstand me, Mr Sciler. I was wondering why you lasted so long.’ He waited a moment, then said, ‘Your name is familiar. You were a Far Warrior?’


Jon nodded. It was obvious enough. Even now his movements retained the slightly exaggerated effect of bioregenerated musculature.


‘The poet,’ Kerz was saying. ‘Are you the poet?’


Jon stared blankly at him.


Kerz sat back and quoted, gazing at the pinlights of the high ceiling,


‘We are the Far Warriors, we are the few


Who raised no hand in combat, shed no blood


And saw no field of battle, yet returned


Dehumanised and beaten, all but dead.


But dead inside, unburied and unmourned.’


He levelled his eyes again and Jon watched the black pips of his pupils slowly dilate. Kerz waited a few seconds more, then said, ‘You wrote that?’


‘A long time ago. I’m over it. Most of us are over it. I don’t feel like that any more. You needn’t worry.’


Kerz grinned wolfishly. His teeth were white and false, the acrylic gums a livid pink. ‘I’m not worried, Mr Sciler. Quite the reverse. Would it surprise you to hear that a considerable number of Far Warriors seek what we offer – indeed, what we demand of you?’


‘What do you demand?’


Kerz threw out his arms so that the sleeves of his jacket rode up his wrists, exposing long inches of pale hairless skin. ‘We demand, Mr Sciler, that you devote yourselves to Maze, to the exclusion of all else. You who have been Far seem to find such a deal attractive.’


He was staring intently at Jon, but there was none of the usual prurient curiosity in those glittering green eyes. Jon struggled to comprehend it. It was the stare of a man observing a caged tiger – only it was not a visitor’s but a keeper’s gaze.


Jon held the stare, but Kerz didn’t blink.


‘Some are trying to find themselves,’ he was saying. His tone was faintly derisory. Kerz was unconscious of it, though. His words had the smooth delivery of a practised speech.


‘Many became Far Warriors for that reason. As I’m sure you know, Jon. In my experience, if they survived Dirangesept with their sanity, they often want to lose themselves again as quickly as possible. Maze provides that opportunity. I won’t ask you how you have spent your time until you came to us, but I’m sure you understand me.’


He leaned back easily in his chair. ‘What I like to say is, you may be able to help us, but we know we can help you.’


Jon stared at the screen. At the top, in orange letters that flickered like blown embers, was the notation, ‘P.I. Preliminary Screening.’


A clipped sexless voice came from the vague direction of the screen. ‘Answer each question aloud, as rapidly as you can. There are no correct or incorrect responses.’


The first question appeared on the screen, asking his name. When he answered, his voice sounded strange, as if the words were being sucked from his mouth. The next few questions required further personal details, which he gave. The fifth question made him blink at the screen.


My thoughts of death revolve mainly around:


a) when it might happen


b) the pain of it, if any


c) what there might be after it


‘C,’ said Jon, after a moment. He felt slightly shaken.


The following few questions were innocuous again. Then came a question concerning whether he had ever played Maze, to which he answered yes, and then a string of connected questions.


When I enter Maze, I am:


a) entirely myself


b) a mixture of myself and my given character


c) entirely my given character


In the role of my given character, I find myself:


a) unrecognisable


b) no different than I am normally


c) more exciting than I am normally


When my given character dies:


a) I am angry with myself


b) I am disappointed at the end of the game


c) I feel as if it is myself dying


Many of the questions seemed virtually the same, differing only in the phrasing.


There was a clock ticking somewhere at the edge of his consciousness, and it was beginning to tick faster and more loudly. He felt uneasy. The questions seemed to be coming more rapidly, and he had no time to think.


Interacting with different types of character, my behaviour is:


a) always the same – my own


b) generally in keeping with my given character


c) always the same, but not that of my normal self


He answered ‘C’ to that, but somehow felt uncomfortable. He wanted to go back but the next question was already there and the clock was ticking urgently. His pulse was racing and he could feel the thump of his heart.


When I think of dying, I am:


a) worried


b) unconcerned


c) excited


‘No,’ he whispered. He felt sweat run stinging into his eyes, and the question was gone. The room was echoing with his answer, but he couldn’t remember what his answer had been. The clock’s rattle was like gunfire, pounding in his brain, and the screen was flashing in black and yellow.


LAST QUESTION LAST QUESTION LAST QUESTION


The question burned on the screen. There was no choice of answer.


If I have a specific fear or phobia, it is . . .




THREE


After a week, the weather broke. He had known it would, really. Sometimes he still tried to convince himself otherwise, but there was no doubt, it was worse than before Dirangesept. Then, most days you could have walked the streets without a mask. Most days you could have looked up and seen the copters and microflites. Now there were six airrisk days in ten, and microflites were often just swift shadows in fog.


The streets were busy today despite an air-risk two alert. Seasonal volcanic dust with a few minor radioactive components. Visibility was a few metres and everyone wore filters to scurry between doorways whose irradiant safety-lights made them oblongs of crystal, the smog clawing and swirling around them like the mists in fortune-tellers’ balls. Jon hated the streets when it was like this, but even with the job at Maze, if he got it, he wouldn’t be able to afford a microflite.


He heard the siren of a tram behind him and waited until the high cables became visible, fluorescing in a vivid green that turned to scarlet as the tram approached. He started to trot, keeping abreast of the bow-wave of red light until a corroded post, a tram stop, congealed out of the fog. The neon light that should have marked it was shattered, exposed wires sparking and fizzing.


He was still panting when the tram rocked to a halt, its headlight punching a hole in the smog that only reached an arm’s length from the dented and rusted prow.


There was no room aboard the tram and he let it pull away, the sweat on his forehead cooled by the mild stirring of scummy air as it passed.


He walked. This had been the market district. Now most of the shop windows were shuttered with steel and their doors padlocked or welded, and there were daily fights in the queues at butchers’ shops and grocers’ for ragged hanks of gristle and weed.


The shop he was searching for was next to a gun store whose scanners locked on to him as he glanced at the giant holo of the Koessler 9 mm SnapShot floating just beyond the doorway. The gun shrank to one–one and floated down to nuzzle anaesthetically against his hand. Jon moved past the store and the scanners lost interest. The gun snapped back up again.


This was it. INNER GAMES stood out above the lintel, the letters blood-red and quivering. Jon stood outside for a while before going in.


The door opened and closed with a synthesised tinkle of bells that didn’t mask the suck and hiss of vent seals. The air inside was clean except for a subscent of machine oil. A pair of kids were playing with the teasers dangling from the walls. Jon read the holo title of the nearest, hanging letters that burned without heat. HELLSTAR K50. Jon had played one of the early Hellstars years ago, before Dirangesept. It had been a tedious slog through battalions of poorly realised insectoids. The kids were jerking their heads and hands rhythmically, wired to something called Disembowellers of Galvax.


Kei was there, at the rear of the shop. He nodded to Jon, then cleared his throat.


‘Hey, you boys! You no buy, you go. Justa waste my watts, all’a time!’


One of the kids let his headset drop heavily. It ripped the teaser from the wall and cracked on the floor. He yelled back, ‘You tried Warriors of Dirangesept yet, Kei?’


Kei’s chair hummed forward over the floorgrid but the kid swayed back easily to avoid Kei. He turned and swaggered past Jon.


Jon jabbed out his foot, tripping the kid, and made as if trying clumsily to catch him falling.


‘Watch it, sonny. Those brainsets make you dizzy.’ He yanked the kid up by his upper arms, squeezing skinny neck and armpit flesh between his fingers and thumbs, briefly dead-arming him.


The kid shook his head and stumbled to the door. He stood there, not understanding why his hands wouldn’t rise to buzz the palm plate. He had to wait for his friend to let him out. The other kid turned round in the swirl of fog. ‘Haemorrhoid fucking android!’


The vent seal hissed them out.


‘Call that a Japanese accent, Kei?’ said Jon.


Kei shrugged. ‘They can’t tell the difference. You needn’t have done that. They’re my customers. I can handle them.’


Jon waved his arm around. ‘This stuff sell?’


Kei grinned hugely. ‘Like meat on the street. I even have to alarm the teasers or they’d walk. You should see the place after school, they’re standing three deep at the sets. Hell knows where they get their plastic, though. These games ain’t for dust.’


He swivelled and went back to the counter, sliding his hand out of sight behind it. The shopfront opaqued.


‘This isn’t social, Jon. You need a game like I need a bicycle.’


‘Tell me what’s around. I’m at Maze, but I’m blinded by the light.’


Kei’s razored eyebrows lifted. ‘No shit! After ’Sept, I’d have thought . . .’


‘Hard times, Kei. Look at you. What you said before we came back.’


Kei raised a hand. ‘We all said a lot of things. Okay. When did you last look at one of these toys?’


‘Yesterday. At Maze. Before that was before the project. I’m out of date.’


Kei drifted towards Jon. ‘You’ll owe me one, Jon,’ he said slowly. ‘But you can clear it. I was going to come and see you anyway. I need a favour too.’


‘Yeah?’


‘There’s a psychsupport student who needs help with her thesis. On Far Warriors. I was asked by the DVs if I knew anyone. I thought of you.’


Jon turned away. ‘Well, you don’t. I’m not getting involved with the Vets now. They’ve never done us any good.’


‘They’ve never done you any good, Jon. You never let them.’


Jon flicked a teaser and watch it swing on the cable. ‘Why don’t you help her yourself, Kei?’


Kei tapped his chair. ‘Unsound of body. One variable too many.’


‘Sorry, Kei. I’ll nurse my own wounds. I’m not being poked and published. It won’t do any of us any good now. I’ll just owe you.’


A needle of static spat from the chair’s base as Kei shook his head. ‘Agree to a meeting, Jon. Just that. It won’t hurt. The decision’s still yours. If you’re not cooperative you’re no use to her anyway. But no meeting, no help from me, Jon.’


Jon let out a breath. ‘That important to you, huh?’ The teaser had stilled. He flicked it again. ‘Galaxy of Blood. Show me that.’


Nearvana had been Jon’s choice. He arrived at the bar an hour late. He figured that if she’d heard of the place, she wouldn’t show, and if she hadn’t heard of it, an hour alone there would frighten her off. Sorry, Kei, she never made it.


Dark-haired, Kei had told him. High cheekbones. You might even find her attractive. Of course, you’re old enough to be Chrye’s father, he’d added. Chronologically.


The bar was in Holborn, at the top of the dead escalators in the closed tube station. The great steel shutters were never closed, though, and there was no aircon in Nearvana. On a clear afternoon it looked from a distance like the smouldering aftermath of a fire. On a bad one it looked like the mouth of hell. Nearvana was the place to go if you wanted to toughen up a lung disease or to get drunk and then mugged. Occasionally people at the bar were dragged down the dark silent escalators to the platforms. Nearvana was a place to go if you were a crowd, not a lone woman out of your depth.


Jon checked his nose filters and stood at the periphery of the bar, letting his eyes water and clear. Smoke marbled the air but Jon saw her immediately. She was sitting alone at a round matt black steel table against the grimy tiled wall, as he’d messaged her to for her own safety, and to scare her. It gave him a shock that she was there. And then, with his irritation at knowing he’d have to deal with Chrye now, he felt an instant of relief that nothing had happened to her.


He walked towards her, taking her in. She fitted Kei’s description like a panther fitted the word cat. She was glancing around the bar casually, showing her ease. Her eyes were blue almonds and her black hair gleamed in the smoky gloom, seamlessly meeting the high neck of her jacket of dark cotton.


When he rasped the chair out to sit she took a moment to register his presence.


‘Jon Sciler?’ she said, then at his nod, ‘I’ve always wondered what Nearvana was like.’ Her voice was an effortless whisper, but it reached him through the cackle and grind of the bar as if only Jon was tuned to its frequency. Close up, those eyes shone like low blue halogens, and he read in them her pleasure at the opportunity to be here. At the edges of her smile he also read that she knew why he’d chosen the place.


At the bar, buying them both Pole water in fat aquamarine glasses, he observed her reflection in a mirror. Her head was tilted to one side, her elbow on the table, cheek cupped in a palm, and her lips were moving. He glanced across to where she was looking. Down the bar, a man was pouring a thick tongue of amber syrup from a dark bottle into a calibrated glass. Jon turned before the man could look up and catch his eye. He paid for the water and said quietly to the barman, ‘That legal now?’


The barman blinked at Jon. ‘Legal? Pardon me? Sure it’s legal, legal as what he’d do to me if I told him it ain’t. You want the ’fists in here, you’re gonna have to pay ’em a lot more than I pay ’em to keep out. Now, can I get you anything to go with your water?’


‘I’ll get to the point, Mr Sciler,’ she said, sipping from her glass. When she put it down the water maintained a slight tremor. Jon wasn’t sure if it was the noise in the bar or her voice. ‘I appreciate that you didn’t want to see me. Kei told me. Did you know he’s my great-uncle?’


Jon looked at the bangle on her wrist. Copper wires snaked round the silver core.


‘He didn’t tell me that.’


‘I have a grant to research the effect of prolonged bLinker usage on the personality. It could be of use in the therapy of all kinds of psychological disorders. You could be of great help. You could—’


‘—redeem yourself,’ Jon interrupted. ‘Couldn’t you come up with something more original than that? I, a Far Warrior with all the guilt of the Dirangesept Project, could, by assisting you, heal myself.’


She flicked the glass with a finger. It hummed for a long moment. The ripple within built briefly, then returned to its previous simmer. ‘Kei told me you were a cold bastard. Actually, you’re probably wrong. I doubt anything could help you. Most Far Warriors are beyond help. Their problem – and yours, Mr Sciler – isn’t unresolved guilt at all, in my opinion. Any more than it’s a consequence of prolonged bLinker usage.’


She sat back and stared at him. Then she picked up the glass and sipped her water, as if this was a break between rounds and she was winning on points.


He said, ‘Is that thing on?’


‘What?’


He nodded at her wrist. ‘I saw you use it. Are you recording this?’


She slowly smiled. ‘I told you I’d never been here before. I wanted to take a few notes. What was that guy at the bar doing? I couldn’t quite see.’


‘He was taking flush.’


‘Uh-huh?’ She looked over. The man had a pack of cards and was shuffling them obsessively. His hands flickered like birdwings and his head was jerking to some inaudible beat.


‘He’s new to it,’ said Jon. ‘You get a couple of months before the arthritis hits you.’


Chrye held up her wrist. She fingered the bangle. A tiny LED flicked on. ‘Now it’s on.’ She flicked it again. ‘And now it’s off. I wasn’t recording us. You.’


She sipped her water again. Jon figured that was just about his round, but he felt adrift somehow.


‘So what is my problem, then?’ he said. ‘In your opinion.’


‘If you want to know, Mr Sciler, I think your problem is resentment of the blame thrust upon you by the world to which you returned from Dirangesept. If you’re interested, I further think this resentment is justified. The politicians needed to blame someone, and once you were down the media were happy to keep on kicking. Still are. If there’s no good news, bad news is fine. But that doesn’t help you. Like I said, I can’t help you.’


The card shuffler was cracking his knuckles now. He fanned the pack out on the bar and skimmed them together, endlessly repeating the operation. His foot was drumming against the stalk of the bar stool.


Chrye said, ‘Actually, I believe you’re also bound to have been affected by long-term use of bLinkers, but that will be a relatively minor thing.’


She looked at him and seemed to come to a decision. ‘You’re here under protest and I told Kei that was no good. It won’t work. Thanks for the drink and have a good life, Mr Sciler.’


She slid her chair back and stood. She was taller than he’d expected. But he didn’t know what he’d expected any more, except perhaps an argument. She looked at him directly and in the dark of Nearvana there was blue sky in her eyes. He couldn’t work her out. Her dismissal of him was without rancour, just an acceptance of the situation.


‘Sit down,’ he said.


‘Is there any point? Whatever you owe Kei, it’s paid. Tell him I said you weren’t suitable, if you like.’


‘But I am, aren’t I? You’re still here.’


Jon wrapped his hand around his glass and looked down at it. The water was still. He realised that the bar was quiet and glanced around. The only sound was the whirr of shuffled cards. Everyone but the flush-head was trying not to stare at them. The barman was wiping down the bar with a dirty black and white chequered cloth in long, scything sweeps. In the calm, the flush-head’s foot abruptly began drumming uncontrollably against his stool again. Jon could feel the vibration through the floor.


It struck him. ‘How come they left you alone?’ he said. Someone like you in Nearvana, he thought. It hit him fully what he’d done, asking her here, and that he’d just admitted to it.


She raised the hand without the wrist recorder. This bangle was gloss black and thick, set with stubby rubber spines. As she leaned towards him with it the whole bar seemed to draw in its breath. The flush-head’s foot stopped beating.


Chrye touched the bangle gently to the rim of the glass of dead-still water in front of Jon. There was a faint click and the glass shattered. The fat cylinder of water held for an instant then collapsed on to the table and rolled into his lap. Jon heard laughter erupt and the bar eased back to life.


Chrye had slipped into the seat again. ‘You only need to buzz the first one,’ she said. ‘The rest get the message. Now, can we stop fencing and discuss this like adults? What really bothers you?’


He took a breath and let it go. ‘I’m damned if I’ll do anything more in the name of Dirangesept. I’ve seen what people like you write. We screwed up because we’re screwed up.’


Her expression hadn’t changed. ‘So screw us,’ she said. ‘I understand that. I haven’t impressed you so far, Mr Sciler, so how about if I tell you a little about the Dirangesept Project as I see it? Then make your decision.’


Jon reached across the table and took a long swig of water from her glass. It tasted vaguely of metal. Even Pole water, he thought. Nothing was pure any more. Even the past was contaminated. He drank again and realised how dry his mouth had been. He put the glass down and nodded to her.


‘Fine.’ She stood again. ‘How about we leave here first? Nearvana has fulfilled its purpose, don’t you think?’


Following her out, Jon wondered whether she meant her purpose or his.


‘Let’s walk to the river,’ she had suggested.


As they walked she talked to him, neutral words that he tried to respond to and failed. Images of Dirangesept slid across his mind, scouring the words away and silencing him.


‘It’s clear by the water, and the air’s good again,’ she said. ‘They say we’ve got it like this for a few more days.’


He tried to look past what she said to him, to find clues to her soul, but he learned nothing except the depth of his suspicion.


Since returning from Dirangesept five years ago, after eighteen years in a ship spent frozen in CrySis, he’d hardly talked to anyone. Most Far Warriors, unable to find work or hold down jobs, had become reclusive on Earth. The Veterans provided some support, but they had never offered to help Jon. Not that he had sought their help. He felt they considered him part of their problem. And Starburn, of course. But he didn’t resent it. Everyone needed a scapegoat, that was human nature. The Earth had the Far Warriors, and the Vets, they had Jon now.


And Jon had Hickey Sill wanting to see him dead, and he didn’t even have Dekk to talk to any more.


It suddenly hit him how isolated he was. He sneaked a glance at the woman beside him. She was talking and he realised he had no idea what she was saying. He wanted to speak to her, and at the same time he wanted to escape, to be alone in his room.


They walked on together beside the river. Eventually Chrye fell silent, and Jon wondered how to call a halt to this. The Thames rolled listlessly by, damped by a thick sheen of oil. It might have been a road except that it was so flawless.


‘Dirangesept,’ said Chrye at last. She kicked a pebble. Jon watched it skitter ahead, bouncing on the crumpled sidewalk before looping off over the water. For a moment it lay on the taut surface, then slowly, without a ripple, it was absorbed.


She started to talk as if to herself, reflectively, and Jon found himself relaxing. He might not have been there. He felt curiously calm. She had said the word and nothing had happened. Maybe it would be all right.


‘You thought it would be like playing games when you awoke after the long sleep,’ she began. ‘You safe in the ships in high orbit, your autoids down there on the planet. Clearing the swamps and jungle, rebuilding the city. A few indigenous animals to suppress. No danger, no risk.’


And we’d be heroes when we returned, Jon thought. He waited but she didn’t say it. He relaxed a bit more.


‘We’d trained with the bLinkers on Earth,’ he said with difficulty. ‘They were far more powerful than the game units back then. We knew what had happened to the first expedition, but we left Earth confident.’


‘And when you woke up?’


Night was falling. They must have walked for hours in silence even before she’d said the word. Jon knew where they were, but he felt oddly lost. He shook his head. His tongue was thick. ‘They were so fast.’


It was coming back. He should have known. He tried to clear his throat, feeling the saliva begin to congeal. ‘No reaction time. No reaction time at all.’ His legs stiffened and his chest clogged. He felt everything seizing up.


Chrye stopped. Jon was distantly aware of her taking his arm, but there was no feeling. He heard the echo of her voice.


‘You’ve never talked to anyone about it, have you? I didn’t realise. Jon . . .’


He couldn’t answer. Dirangesept was upon him again. Chrye was gone. The Earth was gone. He was dying again.


A universe away, she was yelling at him. Her voice reached him like the echo of a whisper.


‘Breathe, Jon. Breathe deeply. Jon, can you hear me?’


He heard the panic in her voice, but there was nothing he could do about it.


‘Jon, breathe! Breathe!’


At last he heard a great roar, and it was his own, a desperate anguished emptying of his lungs. Then he was doubled over, and Chrye was pounding on his back with her fists. She shook with the effort, her arms working like pistons. It felt to Jon like the tapping of a baby’s fingers.


Her room was even smaller than his. Books and papers slid into spills and drifts from every surface.


‘I’ll make us a cup of coffee,’ she said, taking her jacket off. ‘It’ll be a cup, we’ll have to share it. I had another but it broke. I hope you don’t use sacch. There isn’t any.’


He was still cramped and shivering. She looked back at him from the small cooking unit and ran fingers through her hair. ‘Pull the bed down and get in. My credit’s red, so it’s the only heat you’ll get.’


He managed to slip his fist through the ring to unfold the bed from the wall and began to fumble with his shirt. Bringing the coffee to him, Chrye stared at the scar tracking over his shoulder.


She sat beside him on the side of the bed. He tried to drink and she wrapped her hands around his, steadying the cup. Jon could feel neither Chrye’s hands nor the cup’s warmth. He could taste nothing.


‘I’ve never seen Dirangesept stigmata,’ she said. ‘I’ve just read . . .’


‘I don’t often seize up totally,’ he said. ‘Usually it’s just numbness and stiffness. Somatic scars – what you call the true stigmata – are rare.’ He let her take the cup from him, and she sipped from it.


‘You get to know your autoid well,’ he said. He didn’t know why, but the words were coming. He let them flow out of him. ‘If a joint was stiff, you felt stiff. If it was lifting a load, you felt the weight. We expected that, we were used to it before we left Earth. On Dirangesept we were bLinkered twelve hours a day. We only yanked out to sleep. No game was ever that deep. We identified totally with our autoids. When they laboured, we sweated. When they were damaged . . .’ Jon fingered his scar.


Chrye set the cup down on the floor and began to work at his shoulder. The muscles were unyielding and the scar was a smooth deep channel. The base of the scar felt like tissue paper over steel. She said, ‘And if the autoid was destroyed?’


Muscles jerked beneath her palms. ‘The beasts—’


‘The stigmata should have been anticipated,’ she interrupted him quietly. She ran a finger along the valley of the bone-white scar, noticing below it, striping his back, a pattern of longer, thinner welts. He was still shivering.


‘Look,’ she said. ‘I’m going to get into bed with you. We aren’t going to do anything. I’ll just be there.’


He lay down naked and let her mould herself into his back, slowly appreciating the warmth of her. Her body was a salve to him. His breathing started to ease down and he felt the trembling begin to subside.


‘There was little medical support on the ships,’ he said at last. ‘It wasn’t expected to be necessary. After all, there was no physical danger. We weren’t fighting. But as we lost autoids and the project began to collapse, the stigmata started to snowball.’ He reached back over his shoulder and took her hand. ‘There was no psychsupport at all.’


Chrye tried to hold him, but his body was shaking too much.


‘We couldn’t fight them. We couldn’t.’


‘I know that. You weren’t to blame, Jon.’ She turned off the light and pulled the blanket over them both. ‘Try to sleep.’




FOUR


Kerz’s long lean face filled the screen, the pixels defining it more rapidly than Jon could blink the sleep from his eyes. He wondered for a moment what time it was, what day. It was his room, though. He vaguely recollected rolling stiffly out of the girl’s bed just before dawn. That was the last thing he remembered, glancing back from her door to see her nestled there in peaceful sleep, wrapped in the sheets soaked with his night sweat.


Kerz obliterated the memory. ‘You’re awake, Mr Sciler. Good.’


It wasn’t clear where Kerz was speaking from, but he wasn’t in his office at Maze. Behind him was a rack of shelving stacked solidly with vid cases. Kerz frowned abruptly at Jon, noticing the shifting of Jon’s attention, and he leaned forward and made a movement off-screen. Abruptly his face was in tight focus and everything else on the screen was lost. The undefined background swam as he shifted fractionally to and fro.


He didn’t wait for a response from Jon. ‘I’m sending a messenger with some mindware. We’re entering Maze in two days’ time, and I’d like you to come along. The rules are for magic . . .’ Kerz’s hand swept across the screen in a dismissive blur. ‘. . . I know there’s never been magic in Maze. We’re trying something out, and you may be just what I need. You speak Chinese, don’t you?’


Jon rubbed his eyes. ‘Mandarin. I did, anyway. It’s been a long time.’


‘Mandarin will do. We can adapt. The tonal language is the important thing.’


Kerz’s head tilted down to something out of Jon’s vision. When he spoke again his voice was slightly muffled. ‘I need a voiceprint to program the unit for recognition. Say, “Blue silk does not burn,” in Mandarin, will you?’


Jon found it easier than he’d thought to remember the rises and reversals of the language.


‘Again. Good. And once more. Now, “The gods are as fleas – innumerable, invisible and ineradicable.”’


He waited while Jon translated the phrase. ‘That should be sufficient. One moment.’ Kerz’s head tipped again, and Jon heard what sounded like himself reciting from the screen in a voice light with bells.


‘Thick snow shrouds the skeletal trees


That mourn the burial of their leaves.’


The couplet seemed familiar, and it took him a second to realise he’d written it himself, years ago. Except that he’d written it in English.


‘Excellent,’ said Kerz. ‘Now, the script for the magic system is basically pictographic, but you’ll find the syllabary accompanying it close enough to Mandarin. I think you’ll find it interesting. I’ll expect you at 0600. Do you have a pen? I’ll give you the location.’


‘Just tell me. It’s recording.’


‘You’ll find it’s not, Mr Sciler. These machines can be adapted to receive rather more than is transmitted to them. Get a pen.’


Jon scrawled the address on a scrap of paper, then looked up at the screen. ‘What about the job, Kerz?’


The screen was void.


Besides the officiator, only two of them were at the top of Primrose Hill for the scattering, as far as Jon could make out. A small knot of people stood further back, masked against the night’s bad air. Some of them might have been friends wanting to be anonymous, but Jon had scrutinised them in the gloom and recognised no one. They were probably there for the show, or to see a Far Warrior go up if they’d done the research. But that wasn’t likely. The papers hadn’t made the connection.


A small grey jar on a rickety folding table on the grass held the ashes. The rocket with its black bulbous nose lay beside it, with a slender plastic tail and a stubby twist of purple touch paper. The other fireworks were in a box on the ground.


‘I think it’s time,’ the officiator said. Jon had no idea who the woman was at his side. She hadn’t acknowledged Jon, just standing there in a long dark coat, hands jammed hard into her pockets. Like Jon, she wasn’t wearing a respirator, but there was a spidery black veil over her face, the lace scattered and stitched with tiny glass globes. Pinpricks of light shone inside the globes to throw shadows over her face. It was impossible to tell what she looked like. She couldn’t have been a relative and there was no way she was from the Vets. It hit Jon how far apart they had grown, that there had been a girlfriend Jon had never met.


‘The scattering of Marcus Lees,’ the officiator announced, facing the hill’s long downward slope into darkness. There was no echo to his voice. The night took away the words as he said them. He paused a moment, then knelt and drew a tall, fat firework from the box and moved away to the sand pit with it. He used both hands, screwing it hard into the sand, then bent and touched a nub of brittle yellow flame to the touch paper. The firework sparked and the officiator stepped away quickly. Sapphire jets streamed up into the sky, then turned in upon themselves and expired. As the night turned smoky a brilliant scarlet flower burst into life and faded, drifting away over Camden with the breeze, and more flowers, azure and golden and jade, bloomed and flowed over the sky.


‘So we hope to be,’ said the officiator. He motioned Jon and his companion back, then set a smaller conical firework in the sand and lit the fuse. The device whistled shrilly and sprayed a rising fountain of green and dull red for a few moments and died suddenly, leaving a sharp burnt smell in the air.


‘So we are,’ said the officiator briskly.


Jon glanced again at the woman. He wondered who would be there if his own ashes were being scattered, and found Chrye in his mind. Somehow he thought she would come. It didn’t make sense after the way he’d treated her in Nearvana, but something in her eyes as they had sat talking in her room suggested she might see him as more than a Far Warrior, meat for her thesis. He had spent the night awake with her warm body huddled into his back, not moving for fear of waking her. Then when she had at last moaned in her sleep and turned around, he had dressed himself and silently left her.
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