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‘Light is a remarkable book – easily my favourite sf novel in the last decade, maybe longer’


Neil Gaiman


‘The ride is uproarious, breathtaking, exhilarating . . . This is a novel of full-spectrum literary dominance, making the transition from the grainily commonplace now to a wild far future seem not just easy but natural, and connecting the minimal and the spectacular with grace and elegance. It is a work of – and about – the highest order.’


Iain Banks, Guardian


‘Light is a literary singularity: at one and the same time a grim, gaudy space opera that respects the physics, and a contemporary novel that unflinchingly revisits the choices that warp a life. It’s almost unbearably good.’


Ken MacLeod


‘M. John Harrison’s jubilant return to science fiction constitutes something of an event. Light depicts its author as a wit, an awesomely fluent and versatile prose stylist, and an sf thinker as dedicated to probing beneath the surfaces as William Gibson is to describing how the world seems when reflected in them, SF fans and sceptics alike are advised to head towards this Light.’


Independent


‘M. John Harrison proves what only those crippled by respectability still doubt – that science fiction can be literature, of the very greatest kind. Light puts most modern fiction to shame. It’s a magnificent book.’


China Miéville


‘Light is dark, and heavy. Certainly quantum mechanics – both propellant and unifying force in this remarkable novel – is nobody’s idea of falling off a log. But its strange conjunctions, disregard for causality and meticulous examination of the coming-into-being of things are the background to Harrison’s first pure science-fiction book for 30 years. This is a serious philosophical book, beautifully constructed . . . it will soon be regarded as one of the most dazzling novels of its genre.’


Daily Telegraph


‘Having read (not by choice) all the shortlisted Bookers for the last seven years, Light knocks the shit out of the majority of them. It’s profound, unique, complex, but the drawback it has on the Booker front is that it’s also incredibly entertaining and gripping. Who cares about literary prizes. You’ll sell warehouses full of this one.’


Muriel Gray


‘The novel’s style alternates between terse pointillisme and a lyrical intensity that is almost hallucinogenic . . . Harrison writes with fearsome, dextrous certainty about pretty much everything . . . Light is a novel of visionary power.’


The Times Literary Supplement


‘Post-cyberpunk, post-slipstream, post-everything, Light is the leanest, meanest space opera since Nova. Visually acute, shot through with wonder and horror in equal measure, in Light’s dual-stranded narrative M. John Harrison pulls off the difficult trick of making the present seem every bit as baroque and strange as his neon-lit deep future. Set the controls for Radio Bay and prepare to get lost in the K-Tract. You won’t regret it.’


Alastair Reynolds


‘Part of the bliss of Light is that he is as interested in the hearts of his characters as he is in their worlds . . . it juggles storylines with exemplary balance and alternates beauty, terror and wild farce to keep us perpetually on edge’


Time Out


‘Dense and complex – but also action-packed and fast-moving. An impressive novel, rare proof of what science fiction can be’


Complete Review


‘I loved it. The multilayered plot worked stunningly well: in most such cases I tend to prefer one or the other, but with Light I was delighted to return to whichever came next. The story is somehow both bewildering and utterly clear, razor-sharp and wide enough to encompass worlds, and the language is beautiful, nailing both the bizarre and mundane with eerie skill. On every other page there’s a line which makes you think ‘it can’t get better than this’, and then it does. An amazing book: not just a triumphant return to science fiction, but an injection of style and content that will light up the genre.’


Michael Marshall Smith


‘One of the most important books of science fiction to be written for a very long time. The man whom most of Britain’s young guns of science fiction claim as a major inspiration is back, and he has lost none of his skills. Furthermore, he wants to travel with us into a future that is frightening but pregnant with exciting possibilities.’


Foundation


‘At last M. John Harrison takes on quantum mechanics. The first classic of the quantum century, Light is a folded-down future history bound together by quantum exotica and human endurance. Taut as Hemingway, viscerally intelligent, startlingly uplifting, Harrison’s ideas have a beauty that unpacks to infinity.’


Stephen Baxter


‘Here we have “space opera” that brilliantly transcends its humble pulp origins while simultaneously glorying in them. The result is a gripping, thrilling, meditative novel which can be read and enjoyed on multiple levels.’


SF Weekly
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To Cath, with love.




ONE


Disillusioned by the Actual
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1999:


Towards the end of things, someone asked Michael Kearney, ‘How do you see yourself spending the first minute of the new millennium?’ This was their idea of an after-dinner game up in some bleak Midlands town where he had gone to give a talk. Wintry rain dashed at the windows of the private dining room and ran down them in the orange streetlight. Answers followed one another round the table with a luminous predictability, some sly, some decent, all optimistic. They would drink until they fell down, have sex, watch fireworks or the endless sunrise from a moving jet. Then someone volunteered:


‘With the bloody children, I expect.’


This caused a shout of laughter, and was followed immediately by: ‘With somebody young enough to be one of my children.’


More laughter. General applause.


Of the dozen people at the table, most of them had some idea like that. Kearney didn’t think much of any of them, and he wanted them to know it; he was angry with the woman who had brought him there, and he wanted her to know that. So when it came to his turn, he said:


‘Driving someone else’s car between two cities I don’t know.’


He let the silence develop, then added deliberately, ‘It would have to be a good car.’


There was a scatter of laughter.


‘Oh dear,’ someone said. She smiled round the table. ‘How dour.’


Someone else changed the subject.


Kearney let them go. He lit a cigarette and considered the idea, which had rather surprised him. In the moment of articulating it – of admitting it to himself – he had recognised how corrosive it was. Not because of the loneliness, the egocentricity, of the image, here in this enclave of mild academic and political self-satisfaction: but because of its puerility. The freedoms represented – the warmth and emptiness of the car, its smell of plastic and cigarettes, the sound of a radio playing softly in the night, the green glow of dials, the sense of it as an instrument or a series of instrumental decisions, aimed and made use of at every turn in the road – were as puerile as they were satisfying. They were a description of his life to that date.


As they were leaving, his companion said:


‘Well, that wasn’t very grown-up.’


Kearney gave her his most boyish smile. ‘It wasn’t, was it?’


Her name was Clara. She was in her late thirties, red-haired, still quite young in the body but with a face already beginning to be lined and haggard with the effort of keeping up. She had to be busy in her career. She had to be a successful single parent. She had to jog five miles every morning. She had to be good at sex, and still need it, and enjoy it, and know how to say, in a kind of whining murmur, ‘Oh. That. Yes, that. Oh yes,’ in the night. Was she puzzled to find herself here in a redbrick-and-terracotta Victorian hotel with a man who didn’t seem to understand any of these achievements? Kearney didn’t know. He looked round at the shiny off-white corridor walls, which reminded him of the junior schools of his childhood.


‘This is a sad dump,’ he said.


He took her by the hand and made her run down the stairs with him, then pulled her into an empty room which contained two or three billiard tables, where he killed her as quickly as he had all the others. She looked up at him, puzzlement replacing interest in her eyes before they filmed over. He had known her for perhaps four months. Early on in their relationship, she had described him as a ‘serial monogamist’, and he hoped perhaps she could now see the irony of this term, if not the linguistic inflation it represented.


In the street outside – shrugging, wiping one hand quickly and repeatedly across his mouth – he thought he saw a movement, a shadow on the wall, the suggestion of a movement in the orange streetlight. Rain, sleet and snow all seemed to be falling at once. In the mix, he thought he saw dozens of small motes of light. Sparks, he thought. Sparks in everything. Then he turned up the collar of his coat and quickly walked away. Looking for the place he had parked his car, he was soon lost in the maze of roads and pedestrian malls that led to the railway station. So he took a train instead, and didn’t return for some days. When he did, the car was still there, a red Lancia Integrale he had rather enjoyed owning.


Kearney dropped his luggage – an old laptop computer, two volumes of A Dance to the Music of Time – on to the rear seat of the Integrale and drove it back to London, where he abandoned it in a South Tottenham street, making sure to leave its doors unlocked and the key in the ignition. Then he took the tube over to the research suite where he did most of his work. Funding complexities too Byzantine to unpack had caused this to be sited in a side street between Gower Street and Tottenham Court Road. There, he and a physicist called Brian Tate had three long rooms filled with Beowulf system computers bolted to equipment which, Tate hoped, would eventually isolate paired-ion interactions from ambient magnetic noise. Theoretically this would allow them to encode data in quantum events. Kearney had his doubts; but Tate had come from Cambridge via MIT and, perhaps more importantly, Los Alamos, so he had his expectations too.


In the days when it housed a team of neurobiologists working on live cats, the suite had been set on fire repeatedly by extreme animal rights factions. On wet mornings it still smelled faintly of charred wood and plastic. Kearney, aware of the science community’s sense of moral outrage at this, had let it be known he subscribed to the ALF and added fuel to the fire by importing a pair of oriental kittens, one black and male, the other white and female. With their long legs and savagely thin bodies, they prowled about as unassuagedly as fashion models, striking bizarre poses and getting under Tate’s feet.


Kearney picked the female up. She struggled for a second, then purred and allowed herself to settle on his shoulder. The male, eyeing Kearney as if it had never seen him before, flattened its ears and retreated under a bench.


‘They’re nervous today,’ he said.


‘Gordon Meadows was here. They know he doesn’t like them.’


‘Gordon? What did he want?’


‘He wondered if we felt up to a presentation.’


‘Is that how he put it?’ Kearney asked, and when Tate laughed, went on: ‘Who for?’


‘Some people from Sony, I think.’


It was Kearney’s turn to laugh.


‘Gordon is a prat,’ he said.


‘Gordon,’ said Tate, ‘is the funding. Shall I spell that for you? It starts F-U.’


‘Fuck you too,’ Kearney told him. ‘Sony could swallow Gordon with a glass of water.’ He looked round at the equipment. ‘They must be desperate. Have we achieved anything this week?’


Tate shrugged.


‘It’s always the same problem,’ he said.


He was a tallish man with mild eyes who spent his free time, to the extent he had any, devising a complexity-based architectural system, full of shapes and curves he described as ‘natural’. He lived in Croydon, and his wife, who was older than him by a decade, had two children from her previous marriage. Perhaps as a reminder of his Los Alamos past, Tate favoured bowling shirts, horn-rimmed glasses and a careful haircut which made him look like Buddy Holly.


‘We can slow down the rate at which the q-bits pick up phase. We’re actually doing better than Kielpinski there – I’ve had factors of four and up this week.’


He shrugged


‘After that, noise wins. No q-bit. No quantum computer.’


‘And that’s it?’


‘That’s it.’ Tate took off his glasses and rubbed the bridge of his nose. ‘Oh. There was one thing.’


‘What?’


‘Come and look at this.’


Tate had installed a thirty-inch superflat display on a credenza at the back of the room. He did something to a keyboard and it lit up an icy blue colour. Somewhere off in its parallel mazes, the Beowulf system began modelling the decoherence-free subspace – the Kielpinski space – of an ion-pair. Its filmy, energetic extensions reminded Kearney of the aurora borealis. ‘We’ve seen this before,’ he said.


‘Watch, though,’ Tate warned him. ‘Just before it decays. I’ve slowed it down about a million times, but it’s still hard to catch – there!’


A cascade of fractals like a bird’s wing, so tiny Kearney barely noticed it. But the female oriental, whose sensory-motor uptake times had been engineered by different biological considerations, was off his shoulder in an instant. She approached the screen, which was now blank, and batted it repeatedly with her front paws, stopping every so often to look into them as though she expected to have caught something. After a moment the male cat came out from wherever it had been hiding and tried to join in. She looked down at it, chattering angrily.


Tate laughed and switched the display off.


‘She does that every time,’ he said.


‘She can see something we can’t. Whatever it is goes on after the part we can see.’


‘There’s not really anything there at all.’


‘Run it again.’


‘It’s just some artefact,’ Tate insisted. ‘It’s not in the actual data. I wouldn’t have shown you if I thought it was.’


Kearney laughed.


‘That’s encouraging,’ he said. ‘Will it slow down any further?’


‘I could try, I suppose. But why bother? It’s a bug.’


‘Try,’ said Kearney. ‘Just for fun.’ He stroked the cat. She jumped back onto his shoulder. ‘You’re a good girl,’ he said absently. He pulled some things out of a desk-drawer. Among them was a little discoloured leather bag which contained the dice he had stolen from the Shrander twenty-three years before. He put his hand inside. The dice felt warm against his fingers. Kearney shivered over a sudden clear image of the woman in the Midlands, kneeling on a bed and whispering ‘I want so much to come’ to herself in the middle of the night. To Tate, he said: ‘I might have to go away for a while.’


‘You’ve only just come back,’ Tate reminded him. ‘We’d get on quicker if you were here more often. The cold gas people are on our heels. They can get robust states where we can’t: if they make any more progress it’s us who’ll become the backwater. You know?’


‘I know.’


Kearney, at the door, offered him the white cat. She twisted about in his hands. Her brother was still looking at the empty display.


‘Have you got names for them yet?’


Tate looked embarrassed.


‘Only the female,’ he said. ‘I thought we could call her Justine.’


‘Very apt,’ Kearney admitted. That evening, rather than face an empty house, he called his first wife, Anna.




TWO


Gold Diggers of 2400 AD


[image: image]


K-captain Seria Mau Genlicher was up in the halo with her ship, the White Cat, trolling for customers.


Up there, a thousand lights out of the galactic Core, the Kefahuchi Tract streams across half the sky, trailing its vast invisible plumes of dark matter. Seria Mau liked it there. She liked the halo. She liked the ragged margins of the Tract itself, which everyone called ‘the Beach’, where the corroded old pre-human observatories wove their chaotic orbits, tool-platforms and laboratories abandoned millions of years previously by entities who had no idea where they were – or perhaps anymore what they were. They had all wanted a closer look at the Tract. Some of them had steered whole planets into position, then wandered off or died out. Some of them had steered whole solar systems into position, then lost them.


Even without all that stuff, the halo would have been a hard place to navigate. That made it a good hunting ground for Seria Mau, who now lay at a kind of non-Newtonian standstill inside a classic orbital tangle of white dwarf stars, waiting to pounce. She liked this time the best. Engines were shut down. Coms were shut down. Everything was shut down so she could listen.


Some hours ago she had lured a little convoy – three dynaflow freighters, civilian ships carrying ‘archeological’ artefacts out of a mining belt twenty lights along the Beach, hurried along anxiously by a fast armed yawl called La Vie Féerique – into this benighted spot and left them there while she went and did something else. Her ship’s mathematics knew exactly how to find them again: they, however, tied to standard Tate-Kearney transformations, barely knew what day it was. By the time she returned, the yawl, overburdened by its duty of care, had got the freighters into the shadow of an old gas giant while it tried to calculate a way out of the trap. She watched them curiously. She was calm, they were not. She could hear their communications. They were beginning to suspect she was there. La Vie Féerique had sent out drones. Tiny actinic spangles of light showed where these had begun to encounter the minefields she had sown into the gravitational subcurrents of the cluster days before the freighters arrived.


‘Ah,’ said Seria Mau Genlicher, as if they could hear her. ‘You should be more careful, out here in empty space.’


As she spoke, the White Cat slipped into a cloud of non-baryonic junk, which, reacting weakly to her passage through it, stroked the hull like a ghost. A few dials woke up in the manual back-up systems in the empty human quarters of the ship, flickered, dropped back to zero. As matter, it was barely there, but the shadow operators were drawn to it. They gathered by the portholes, arranging the light that fell around them so that they could make the most tragic picture, looking at themselves in mirrors, whispering and running thin fingers across their mouths or through their hair, rustling their dry wings.


‘If only you had grown like this, Cinderella,’ they mourned, in the old language.


‘Such a blessing,’ they said.


Don’t let me have to deal with this now, she thought.


‘Go back to your posts,’ she ordered them, ‘or I’ll have the portholes taken out.’


‘We’re always at our posts –’


‘I’m sure we never meant to upset you, dear.’


‘– always at our posts, dear.’


As if this had been a signal, La Vie Féerique, running fast upside the local sun, blundered into a minefield.


The mines, two micrograms of antimatter steered on to station by hydrazine engines etched into silicon wafers a centimetre square, weren’t much more intelligent than a mouse; but once they knew you were there, you were dead. It was the old dilemma. You daren’t move and you daren’t stop moving. The crew of La Vie Féerique understood what was happening to them, even though it was very quick. Seria Mau could hear them screaming at one another as the yawl split lengthwise and levered itself apart. Not long after that, two of the freighters ran into one another as, dynaflow drivers clawing at the spatial fabric, they broke cover on desperate, half-calculated E&E trajectories. The third slunk quietly away into the debris around the gas giant, where it turned everything off and prepared to wait her out.


‘No, no, this is not how we do it,’ said Seria Mau. ‘You tubby little thing.’


She appeared from nowhere on its port stern quarter and allowed herself to be detected. This produced an explosion of internal coms traffic and a satisfying little dash for safety, to which she put an end with some of her more serious – if less sophisticated – ordnance. The flare of the explosion lit up several small asteroids and, briefly, the wreckage of the yawl, which, locked into the local chaotic attractor, toppled past end over end, wrapped in a rather beautiful radioactive glow.


‘What does that mean?’ Seria Mau asked the shadow operators: ‘La Vie Féerique?’


No answer.


A little later she matched velocities with the wreckage and hung there while it wheeled slowly around her: buckled hull plates, monolithic items of dynaflow machinery, what looked like mile upon mile of slowly weaving cable. ‘Cable?’ Seria Mau laughed. ‘What kind of technology is that?’ You could see every strange thing out there on the Beach, ideas washed up a million years ago, modified to trick out tubby little ships like these. In the end, the bottom line was this: everything worked. Wherever you looked, you found. That was everyone’s worst nightmare. That was the excitement of it all. Preoccupied by these thoughts, she eased the White Cat further in, to where the corpses turned in the vacuum. They were human. Men and women about her own age, bloated, frozen, limbs at odd, sexual angles, slowly cartwheeling through an atmosphere of their own possessions, they streamed past her bow. She nosed between them, looking for something in their expressions of dull fear and acceptance, though she was not sure what. Evidence. Evidence of herself.


‘Evidence of myself,’ she mused aloud.


‘All around you,’ whispered the shadow operators, giving her tragic glances from between their lacy fingers. ‘And look!’


They had located a single survivor in a vacuum suit, a bulky white figure windmilling its arms, trying to walk on nothing, opening and closing on itself like some kind of undersea life as it doubled up in pain or perhaps only fear and disorientation and denial. I suppose, thought Seria Mau, listening to its transmissions, you would close your eyes and tell yourself, ‘I can get out of this if I stay calm’; then open them and understand all over again where you were. That would be enough to make you scream like that.


She was wondering how to finish the survivor off when a fraction of a shadow passed across her. It was another vessel. It was huge. Alarms went off all over the K-ship. Shadow operators streamed about. The White Cat broke right and left, disappeared from local space in a froth of quantum events, non-commutative microgeometries and short-lived exotic vacuum states, then reappeared a kilometre away from her original position with all assets primed and ready. Disgusted, Seria Mau saw that she was still in the shadow of the intruder. It was so big it could only belong to her employers. She put a shot across its bows anyway. The Nastic commander edged his vessel irritably away from her. At the same time he sent a holographic fetch of himself to the White Cat. It squatted in front of the tank where Seria Mau lived, leaking realistically from the joints of its several yellowish legs, stridulating every so often for no reason she could see. Its bony-looking head had more palps, mosaic eyes and ropes of mucous than she preferred to look at. It wasn’t something you could ignore.


‘You know who we are,’ it said.


‘Do you think it’s so clever to surprise a K-ship like that?’ shouted Seria Mau.


The fetch clicked patiently.


‘We were not trying to embarrass you,’ it said. ‘We approached in a perfectly open way. You have been ignoring our transmissions since you did . . .’ It paused as if searching for a word; then, clearly at a loss, concluded uneasily: ‘This.’


‘That was a moment ago.’


‘That was five hours ago,’ the fetch said. ‘We have been trying to talk to you since then.’


Seria Mau was so shaken she broke contact and – as the fetch faded away into a kind of brown smoke, a transparency of itself – hid the White Cat in a cloud of asteroids some distance off, to give herself time to think. She felt ashamed of herself. Why had she acted like that? What could she have been thinking of to leave herself vulnerable like that, insensible out there for five hours? While she was trying to remember, the Nastic vessel’s mathematics began stalking her again, making two or three billion guesses a nanosecond at her position. After a second or two she allowed it to find her. The fetch reformed immediately.


‘What would you understand,’ Seria Mau asked it, ‘by the idea, “Evidence of myself”?’


‘Not much,’ the fetch said. ‘Is that why you did this? To leave evidence of yourself? Over here, we wonder why you kill your own kind so ruthlessly.’ Seria Mau had been asked this before.


‘They’re not my kind,’ she said.


‘They are human.’


She greeted this argument with the silence it deserved, then after a moment said:


‘Where’s the money?’


‘Ah, the money. Where it always is.’


‘I don’t want local currency.’


‘We almost never use local currencies,’ the fetch said, ‘although we sometimes deal in them.’ Its larger joints appeared to vent some kind of gas. ‘Are you ready to fight again? We have several missions available forty lights down the Beach. You would be up against military vessels. It’s a real part of the war, not ambushing civilians like this.’


‘Oh, your war,’ she said dismissively. Fifty wars, big and small, were going on out here in plain sight of the Kefahuchi Tract; but there was only one fight, and it was the fight over the spoils. She had never even asked them who their enemy was. She didn’t want to know. The Nastic were strange enough. Generally, it was impossible to understand the motives of aliens. ‘Motives,’ she thought, staring at the collection of legs and eyes in front of her, ‘are a sensorium thing. They are an Umwelt thing. The cat has a hard job to imagine the motives of the housefly in its mouth.’ She thought about this. ‘The housefly has a harder job,’ she decided.


‘I have what I want now,’ she told the fetch. ‘I won’t be fighting for you again.’


‘We could offer more.’


‘It wouldn’t help.’


‘We could make you do what we want.’


Seria Mau laughed.


‘I’ll be gone from here faster than your vessel can think. How will you find me then? This is a K-ship.’


The fetch left a calculated silence.


‘We know where you are going,’ it said.


This gave Seria Mau a cold feeling, but only for a fraction of a second. She had what she wanted from the Nastic. Let them try. She broke contact and opened the ship’s mathematical space.


‘Look at that!’ the mathematics greeted her. ‘We could go there. Or there. Or look, there. We could go anywhere. Let’s go somewhere!’


Things went exactly as she had predicted. Before the Nastic vessel could react, Seria Mau had engaged the mathematics; the mathematics had engaged whatever stood in for reality; and the White Cat had vanished from that sector of space, leaving only a deteriorating eddy of charged particles. ‘You see?’ said Seria Mau. After that it was the usual boring journey. The White Cat’s massive array – aerials an astronomical unit long, fractally folded to dimension-and-a-half so they could be laminated into a twenty-metre patch on the hull – detected nothing but a whisper of photinos. A few shadow operators, tutting and fussing, collected by the portholes and stared out into the dynaflow as if they had lost something there. Perhaps they had. ‘At the moment,’ the mathematics announced, ‘I’m solving Schrödinger’s equation for every point on a grid of ten spatial and four temporal dimensions. No one else can do that.’




THREE


New Venusport, 2400 AD
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Tig Vesicle ran a tank farm on Pierpoint Street.


He was a typical New Man, tall, white-faced, with that characteristic shock of orange hair that makes them look constantly surprised by life. The tank farm was too far up Pierpoint to do much trade. It was in the high 700s, where the banking district gave out into garments, tailoring, cheap chopshop operations franchising out-of-date cultivars and sentient tattoos.


This meant Vesicle had to have other things going.


He collected rents for the Cray sisters. He acted as an occasional middleman in what were sometimes called ‘off-world imports’, goods and services interdicted by Earth Military Contracts. He moved a little speciality H, cut with adrenal products from the local wildlife. None of this took much of his time. He spent most of his day on the farm, masturbating every twenty minutes or so to the hologram porn shows; New Men were great masturbators. He kept an eye on his tanks. The rest of the time he slept.


Like most New Men, Tig Vesicle didn’t sleep well. It was as if something was missing for him, something an Earth-type planet could never provide, which his body needed less while it was awake. (Even in the warmth and darkness of the warren, which he thought of as ‘home’, he twitched and mewled in his sleep, his long, emaciated legs kicking out. His wife was the same.) His dreams were bad. In the worst of them, he was trying to collect for the Cray sisters, but he had become confused by Pierpoint itself, which in the dream was a street aware of him, a street full of betrayal and malign intelligence.


It was mid morning, and already two fat cops were pulling a convulsed rickshaw girl from between the shafts of her vehicle. She was flailing about like a foundered horse, cyanosing round the lips as everything went away from her and got too small to see. Street Life was playing on her personal soundtrack, and café électrique had blown up another determined heart. Entering Pierpoint about halfway along its length, Vesicle found there were no numbers on the buildings, nothing he could recognise. Should he walk right to get to the high numbers, or left? He felt a fool. This feeling segued smoothly into panic, and he began changing direction repeatedly in the teeth of the traffic. In consequence he never moved more than a block or two from the side street by which he had entered. After a while he began to catch glimpses of the Cray sisters themselves, holding court outside a falafel parlour as they waited for their rents. He was certain they had seen him. He turned his face away. The job had to be finished by lunch, and he hadn’t even started. Finally he went into a restaurant and asked the first person he saw where he was, to discover that this wasn’t Pierpoint at all. It was a completely different street. It would take hours to get where he was supposed to be. It was his own fault. He had started out too late in the day.


Vesicle woke from this dream weeping. He couldn’t help but identify with the dying rickshaw girl: worse, somewhere between waking and sleeping, ‘rents’ had become ‘tears’, and this, he felt, summed up the life of his whole race. He got up, wiped his mouth on the sleeve of his coat, and went out into the street. He had that oddly jointed look, that shambling look all New Men have. Two blocks down towards the Exotic Diseases Hospital, he bought a Muranese fish curry, which he ate with a wooden throwaway fork, holding the plastic container close under his chin and shovelling the food into his mouth with awkward, ravenous movements. Then he went back to the tank farm and thought about the Crays.


The Crays, Evie and Bella, had started out in digitised art retroporn – specialising in a surface so realistic it seemed to defamiliarise the sex act into something machinelike and interesting – then diversified, after the collapse of the 2397 bull market, into tanking and associated scams. Now they were in money. Vesicle was less afraid of them than awed. He was star-struck every time they came in his shop to pick up the rents or check his take. He would tell you at length the things they did, and was always trying to imitate the way they talked.


After he had slept a little more, Vesicle went round the farm and checked the tanks. Something made him stop by one of them and put his hand against it. It felt warm, as if the activity inside it had increased. It felt like an egg.


Inside the tank, this is what was happening.


Chinese Ed woke up and nothing in his house worked. The bedside alarm didn’t go off, the TV was a greyout, and his refrigerator wouldn’t talk to him. Things got worse after he had his first cup of coffee, when two guys from the DA’s office knocked on his door. They wore double-breasted sharkskin suits with the jackets hanging open so you could see they were heeled. Ed knew them from when he worked the DA office himself. They were morons. Their names were Hanson and Rank. Hanson was a fat guy who took things easy, but Otto Rank was like rust. He never slept. He had ambitions, they said, to be DA himself. These two sat on stools at the breakfast bar in Ed’s kitchen and he made them coffee.


‘Hey,’ said Hanson. ‘Chinese Ed.’


‘Hanson,’ Ed said.


‘So what do you know, Ed?’ Rank said. ‘We hear you’re interested in the Brady case.’ He smiled. He leaned forward until his face was near Ed’s. ‘We’re interested in that too.’


Hanson looked nervous. He said:


‘We know you were at the scene, Ed.’


‘Fuck this,’ Rank said immediately. ‘We don’t need to discuss this with him.’ He grinned at Ed. ‘Why’d you waste him, Ed?’


‘Waste who?’


Rank shook his head at Hanson, as if to say, What do you make of this shithead? Ed said:


‘Kiss it, Rank. You want some more java?’


‘Hey,’ Rank said. ‘You kiss it.’ He took out a handful of brass cases and threw them across the breakfast bar. ‘Colt .45,’ he said. ‘Military issue. Dumdum rounds. Two separate guns.’ The brass cases danced and rattled. ‘You want to show me your guns, Ed? Those two fucking Colts you carry like some TV detective? You want to bet we can get a match?’


Ed showed his teeth.


‘You have to have the guns for that. You want to take them off me, here and now? Think you can do that, Otto?’


Hanson looked anxious. ‘No need for that, Ed,’ he said.


‘We can go away and get the fucking warrant, Ed, and then we can come back and take the guns,’ said Rank. He shrugged. ‘We can take you. We can take your house. We could take your wife, you still had one, and play jump the bones with her ’til Saturday next. You want to do this the hard way, Ed, or the easy way?’


Ed said: ‘We can do it either way.’


‘No we can’t, Ed,’ said Otto Rank. ‘Not this time. I’m surprised you don’t know that.’ He shrugged. ‘Hey,’ he said, ‘I think you do.’ He lifted his finger in Ed’s face, pointed it like a gun. ‘Later,’ he said.


‘Fuck you, Rank,’ Ed said.


He knew something was wrong when Rank only laughed and left.


‘Shit, Ed,’ Hanson said. He shrugged. Then he left too.


After he was sure they were gone, Ed went out to his car, a four-to-the-floor ’47 Dodge into which someone had shoehorned the 409 from a ’52 Caddy. He fired it up and sat in it for a moment listening to the four-barrel suck air. He looked at his hands.


‘We can do it either way you fuckers,’ he whispered. Then he dumped the clutch and drove downtown.


He had to find out what was going on. He knew a broad in the DA’s office called Robinson. He persuaded her to go to Sullivan’s diner with him and get lunch. She was a tall woman with a wide smile, good tits and a way of licking mayonnaise out the corner of her mouth which suggested she might be equally good at licking mayonnaise out the corner of yours. Ed knew that he could find that out if he wanted to. He could find that out, but he was more interested in the Brady case, and what Rank and Hanson knew.


‘Hey,’ he said. ‘Rita.’


‘Cut the flannel, Chinese Ed,’ said Rita. She tapped her fingers and looked out the window at the crowded street. She had come here from Detroit looking for something new. But this was just another sulphur dioxide town, a town without hope full of the black mist of engines. ‘Don’t put that sugar on me,’ she sang.


Chinese Ed shrugged. He was halfway out the door of Sullivan’s when he heard her say:


‘Hey, Ed. You still fuck?’


He turned back. Maybe the day was looking better now. Rita Robinson was grinning and he was walking towards her when something weird happened. The light was obscured in Sullivan’s doorway. Rita, who could see why, stared past Ed in a kind of dawning fear; Ed, who couldn’t, began to ask her what was wrong. Rita raised her hand and pointed.


‘Jesus, Ed,’ she said. ‘Look.’


He turned and looked. A giant yellow duck was trying to force itself into the diner.




FOUR


Operations of the Heart
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‘But you never phone!’ Anna Kearney said.


‘I’m phoning now,’ he explained, as if to a child.


‘You never come and see me.’


Anna Kearney lived in Grove Park, in a tangle of streets between the railway and the river. A thin woman who fell easily into anorexia, she had a constantly puzzled expression; kept his surname because she preferred it to her own. Her flat, originally council housing, was dark and cluttered. It smelled of handmade soap, Earl Grey tea, stale milk. Early on in her tenancy she had painted fish on the bathroom walls, papered the back of every door with letters from her friends, with Polaroid photographs and memos to herself. It was an old habit, but many of the memos were new.


If you don’t want to do something you don’t have to, Kearney read. Do only the things you can. Leave the rest.


‘You look well,’ he told her.


‘You mean I look fat. I always know I’m too fat when people say that.’


He shrugged.


‘Well, it’s nice to see you anyway,’ he said.


‘I’m having a bath. I was running it when you called.’


She kept some things for him in a room at the back of the flat: a bed, a chair, a small green-painted chest of drawers on top of which lay two or three dyed feathers, part of a triangular scented candle, and a handful of pebbles which still smelled faintly of the sea, arranged carefully in front of a framed photograph of himself at seven years old.


Though it was his own, the life these objects represented seemed unreadable and impassive. After staring at them for a moment, he rubbed his hands across his face and lit the candle. He shook the Shrander’s dice out of their little leather bag: threw them repeatedly. Larger than you would expect, made from some polished brownish substance which he suspected was human bone, they skittered and rolled between the other objects, throwing up patterns he could make nothing of. Before he stole the dice, he had cast Tarot cards for the same purpose: there were two or three decks in the chest of drawers somewhere, grubby from use but still in their original cartons.


‘Do you want something to eat?’ Anna called from the bathroom. There was a sound of her moving in the water. ‘I could make you something if you like.’


Kearney sighed.


‘That would be nice,’ he said.


He threw the dice again, then replaced them and looked round the room. It was small, with bare untreated floorboards and a window which looked out on the thick black foul-pipes of other flats. On the off-white wall above the chest of drawers, Kearney had years ago drawn two or three diagrams in coloured chalk. He couldn’t make anything of them, either.


After they had eaten, she lit candles and persuaded him to go to bed with her. ‘I’m really tired,’ she said. ‘Really exhausted.’ She sighed and clung to him. Her skin was still damp and flushed from the bath. Kearney ran his fingers down between her buttocks. She breathed in sharply, then rolled away on to her stomach and half-knelt, raising herself so that he could reach her better. Her sex felt like very soft suede. He rubbed it until her entire body went rigid and she came, gasping, making a kind of tiny coughing groan. To his surprise this gave him an erection. He waited for it to subside, which took a few minutes, then said:


‘I probably have to go away.’


She stared at him. ‘But what about me?’


‘Anna, I left you long ago,’ he reminded her.


‘But you’re still here. You’re happy to come and fuck me; you come for this.’


‘It’s you who wants this.’


She clutched his hand. ‘But I see that thing,’ she said. ‘I see it every day now.’


‘When do you see it? It doesn’t want you anyway. It never did.’


‘I’m so exhausted today. I really don’t know what’s the matter with me.’


‘If you ate more—’


She turned her back on him abruptly.


‘I don’t know why you come here,’ she whispered. Then, vehemently: ‘I have seen it. I’ve seen it in that room. It stands in there, staring out of the window.’


‘Christ,’ he said. ‘Why didn’t you tell me before?’


‘Why should I tell you anything?’


She fell asleep soon after that. Kearney moved away from her and lay staring at the ceiling, listening to the traffic cross Chiswick Bridge. It was a long time before he could sleep. When he did, he experienced, in the form of a dream, a memory of his childhood.


It was very clear. He was three years old, perhaps less, and he was collecting pebbles on a beach. All the visual values of the beach were pushed, as in some advertising image, so that things seemed a little too sharp, a little too bright, a little too distinct. Sunlight glittered on a receding tide. The sand curved gently away, the colour of linen blinds. Gulls stood in a line on the groyne nearby. Michael Kearney sat among the pebbles. Still wet, and sorted by the undertow into drifts and bands of different sizes, they lay around him like jewels, dried fruit, nubs of bone. He ran them through his fingers, choosing, discarding, choosing and discarding. He saw cream, white, grey; he saw tiger colours. He saw ruby red. He wanted them all! He glanced up to make sure his mother was paying attention, and when he looked down again, some shift of vision had altered his perspective: he saw clearly that the gaps between the larger stones made the same sorts of shapes as the gaps between the smaller ones. The more he looked, the more the arrangement repeated itself. Suddenly he understood this as a condition of things – if you could see the patterns the waves made, or remember the shapes of a million small white clouds, there it would be, a boiling, inexplicable, vertiginous similarity in all the processes of the world, roaring silently away from you in ever-shifting repetitions, always the same, never the same thing twice.


In that moment he was lost. Out of the sand, the sky, the pebbles – out of what he would later think of as the willed fractality of things – emerged the Shrander. He had no name for it then. It had no shape for him. But it was in his dreams thereafter, as a hollow, an absence, a shadow on a door. He woke from this latest dream, forty years later, and it was a pale wet morning with fog in the trees on the other side of the road. Anna Kearney clung to him, saying his name.


‘Was I awful last night? I feel much better now.’


He fucked her again, and then left. At the door of the flat she said: ‘People think it’s a failure to live alone, but it isn’t. The failure is to live with someone because you can’t face anything else.’ Pinned to the back of the door was another note: Someone loves you. All his life Kearney had preferred women to men. It was a visceral or genetic choice, made early. Women calmed him as much as he excited them. As a result, perhaps, his dealings with men had quickly become awkward, unproductive, chafing.


What had the dice advised? He was no more certain than he had ever been. He decided he would try to find Valentine Sprake. Sprake, who had helped him on and off over the years, lived somewhere in North London. But though Kearney had a telephone number for him, he wasn’t sure it was reliable. He tried it anyway, from Victoria station. There was a silence at the other end of the line then a woman’s voice said:


‘You have reached the BT Cellnet answering service.’


‘Hello?’ said Kearney. He checked the number he had dialled. ‘You aren’t on a cellphone,’ he said. ‘This isn’t a cellphone number. Hello?’ The silence at the other end spun itself out. In the very distance, he thought, he could hear something like breath. ‘Sprake?’ Nothing. He hung up and found his way down to the Victoria Line platforms. He changed trains at Green Park, and again at Baker Street, working his way obliquely to the centre of town, where he would interrogate the afternoon drinkers at the Lymph Club on Greek Street, one place he might expect to get news of Sprake.


Soho Square was full of schizophrenics. Adrift in the care of the community with their small dirty dogs and bags of clothes, they were brought together at sites like this by an attraction to movement, crowds, commerce. A middle-aged woman with an accent he couldn’t quite place had annexed a bench near the mock-Tudor shack at the centre of the square and was staring around with a lively but undirected interest. Every so often her upper lip folded back and a fey, unpremeditated sound escaped her mouth, more than an exclamation, less than a word. When Kearney appeared, walking fast from the Oxford Street end, an educated look sprang from nowhere into her eyes and she began talking loudly to herself. Her topics were disconnected and various. Kearney hurried past, then on an impulse turned back.


He had heard words he didn’t understand.


Kefahuchi Tract.


‘What does that mean?’ he said. ‘What do you mean by that?’


Mistaking this for an accusation, the woman fell silent and stared at the ground near his feet. She had on a curious mixture of good-quality coats and cardigans; green wellington boots; home-made fingerless mitts. Unlike the others she had no baggage. Her face, tanned by exhaust fumes, alcohol and the wind that blows incessantly around the base of Centre Point, had a curiously healthy, rural look. When she looked up at last, her eyes were pale blue. ‘I wonder if you could spare me the money for a cup of tea?’ she said.


‘I’ll do more than that,’ Kearney promised. ‘Just tell me what you mean.’


She blinked.


‘Wait here!’ he told her, and at the nearest Pret bought three All Day Breakfasts, which he put in a bag with a classic latte. Back in Soho Square, the woman hadn’t moved, but sat blinking into the weak sunlight, occasionally calling out to passers-by, but reserving most of her attention for two or three pigeons hobbling about in front of her. Kearney handed her the bag.


‘Now,’ he said. ‘Tell me what you see.’


She gave him a cheerful smile. ‘I don’t see anything,’ she said. ‘I take my medication. I always take it.’ She held the Pret bag for a moment then returned it to him. ‘I don’t want this.’


‘Yes you do,’ he said, taking things out to show her. ‘Look! All Day Breakfast!’


‘You eat it,’ she said.


He put the bag down next to her on the bench and took her by the shoulders. He knew that if he said the right thing she would prophesy. ‘Listen,’ he assured her, as urgently as he knew how, ‘I know what you know. Do you see?’


‘What do you want? I’m frightened of you.’


Kearney laughed.


‘I’m the one frightened,’ he said. ‘Look, have this. Have these.’


The woman glanced at the sandwiches in his hands, then looked over her left shoulder as if she had seen someone she knew.


‘I don’t want it. I don’t want them.’ She strained to keep her head turned away from him. ‘I want to go now.’


‘What do you see?’ he insisted.


‘Nothing.’


‘What do you see?’


‘Something coming down. Fire coming down.’


‘What fire?’


‘Let me go.’


‘What fire is that?’


‘Let me go, now. Let me go.’


Kearney let her go and walked away. Aged eighteen, he had dreamed of himself at the end of a life like hers. He was reeling and staggering down some alley, full of revelation like a disease. He was old and regretful, but for years something had been combusting its way from the centre of him towards the outer edge, where it now burst uncontrollably from his fingertips, from his eyes, his mouth, his sex, setting his clothes on fire. Later he had seen how unlikely this was. Whatever he might be, he wasn’t mad, or alcoholic, or even unlucky. Looking back into Soho Square, he watched the schizophrenics passing his sandwiches from hand to hand, peeling them apart to examine the filling. He had stirred them like soup. Who knew what might come to the surface? In principle, he felt sorry for them, even amiable. The praxis of it was bleaker. They were as disappointing as children. You saw light in their eyes, but it was the ignis fatuus. In the end, they knew less than Brian Tate, and he knew nothing at all.


Valentine Sprake, who claimed to know as much as Kearney, perhaps more, wasn’t at the Lymph Club; no one had seen him there for a month. Eyeing the yellowed walls, the afternoon drinkers, the TV above the bar, Kearney bought a drink and wondered where he should look next. Outside, the afternoon had turned to rain, the streets were full of people talking into mobile phones. Knowing that he would be forced, sooner or later, to face an empty apartment on his own, he sighed with impatience, turned up the collar of his jacket, and went home. There, ill at ease but worn out by what he thought of as the emotional demands of Brian Tate, Anna Kearney and the woman in Soho Square, he turned on all the lights and fell asleep in an armchair.


‘Your cousins are coming,’ Kearney’s mother told him.


He was eight. He was so excited he ran away as soon as they arrived, off across the fields behind the house and through a strip of woodland, until he came to a pond or shallow lake surrounded by willows. It was his favourite place. No one was ever there. In winter, brown reeds emerged from the thin white cat-ice at its margins; in summer, insects buzzed among the willows. Kearney stood for a long time, listening to the diminishing cries of the other children. As soon as he was sure they wouldn’t follow him, a kind of hypnotic tranquillity came over him. He pulled his shorts down and stood with his legs apart in the sun, looking down at himself. Someone at school had shown him how to rub it. It got big but he couldn’t make it do anything else. Eventually he grew bored and climbed out along a cracked willow trunk. He lay there in the shade, looking down into the water, which teemed with tiny real fishes.


He could never face other children. They excited him too much. He could never face his cousins. Two or three years later, he would invent the house he called ‘Gorselands’, sometimes ‘Heathlands’, where his dreams of them, prurient yet somehow transfiguring, could be worked out in a landscape without threat.


At Gorselands it would always be full summer. From the road, people would see only trees, thick with ivy, a few yards of mossy driveway, the nameplate on the old wooden gate. Every afternoon, the pale, scarcely teenaged girls his cousins had become would squat in the warm sun-speckled gloom – their grubby feet slightly apart, their scratched knees and bundled-up skirts close to their chests – rubbing quickly and deftly at the stretched white fabric between their legs, while Michael Kearney watched them from the trees, aching inside his thick underpants and grey school shorts.


Sensing him there, they would look up suddenly, at a loss!


Whatever drove him like this to the waste ground of life, had, by the age of eight, already made Kearney vulnerable to the attentions of the Shrander. It swam with the little fishes in the shadow of the willow, just as it had sorted the stones on the beach when he was two. It informed every landscape. Its attentions had begun with dreams in which he walked on the green flat surface of canal water, or felt something horrible inhabiting a pile of Lego bricks. Dragons were expressed as the smoke from engines, while the mechanical parts of the engines themselves turned over with a kind of nauseous oily slowness, and Kearney woke to find a rubber thing soaking in the bathroom sink.


The Shrander was in all of that.




FIVE


Uncle Zip the Tailor
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Much of the halo is burnt-out stuff, litter from the galaxy’s early evolution. Young suns are at a premium, but you can find them. Still running on hydrogen, they welcome the human visitor with an easy warmth, like the mythic hostelries of Ancient Earth. Two days later, the White Cat popped out next to one of them, switched off her dynaflow drivers, and parked herself demurely above its fourth planet, which had been named, in honour of its generous facilities, Motel Splendido.


Motel Splendido was as old, in terms of human habitation, as any other rock on that quarter of the Beach. It had a tidy climate, oceans, and air no one had fucked up yet. There were spaceports on both its continents, some of them public, others less so. It had seen its share of expeditions, fitted out, kitted up and despatched under the deracinating glare of the Kefahuchi Tract, which roared across the night sky like an aurora. It had seen, and still saw, its share of heroes. Gold diggers of 2400AD, they risked everything on a throw of the dice. They thought of themselves as scientists, they thought of themselves as investigators, but they were really thieves, speculators, intellectual cowboys. Theirs was the heritage of science as it had defined itself four hundred years before. They were beachcombers. They went out one morning with their lives all washed up and returned in the evening corporate CEOs heavy with patents: that was the typical trajectory on Motel Splendido: that was the direction of things. As a result it was a good planet for money. One or two puzzling artefacts lay quarantined in its deserts, which had themselves not been deserts until the escape forty years before of a two-million-year-old gene-patching programme someone had picked up on a derelict less than two lights along the Beach. That had been the big discovery of its generation.


Big discoveries were the thing on Motel Splendido. Every day, in any bar, you could hear about the latest one. Someone had found something among all that alien junk which would turn physics, or cosmology, or the universe itself, on its head. But the real secrets, the long secrets, were in the Tract if they were anywhere, and no one had ever returned from there.


No one ever would.


Most people came to Motel Splendido to make their fortune, or their name; Seria Mau Genlicher came to find a clue. She came to make a deal with Uncle Zip the tailor. She talked to him by fetch, from the parking orbit, but not before the shadow operators had tried to persuade her to go down to the surface in person.


‘The surface?’ she said, laughing rather wildly. ‘Moi?’


‘But you would enjoy it so. Look!’


‘Leave this alone,’ she warned them: but they showed her how much fun it would be, all the same, down where Carmody, a seaport long before it was a spaceport, was opening its sticky, fragrant wings against the coming night . . .


The lights had gone on in those ridiculous glass towers which spring up wherever the human male does business. The streets of the port below were filled with a warm pleasant smoky twilight, through which all intelligent life in Carmody was drifting, along Moneytown and the Corniche, towards the steam of the noodle bars on Free Key Avenue. Cultivars and high-end chimerae of every size and type – huge and tusked or dwarfed and tinted, with cocks the size of an elephant’s, the wings of dragonflies or swans, bare chests patched according to fashion with live tattoos of treasure maps – swaggered the pavements, eyeing one another’s smart piercings. Rickshaw girls, calves and quadriceps modified to have the long-twitch muscle fibre of a mare and the ATP transport protocols of a speeding cheetah, sprinted here and there between them, comforted by local opium, strung out on café électrique. Shadow boys were everywhere, of course, faster than you could see, flickering in corners, materialising in alleys, whispering their ceaseless invitation:


We can get you what you want.


The code parlours, the tattoo parlours – all run by one-eyed poets sixty years old, loaded on Carmody Rose bourbon – the storefront tailor operations and chop joints, their tiny show windows stuffed with animated designs like postage stamps or campaign badges from imaginary wars or bags of innocent-coloured candy, were already crowded with customers; while from the corporate enclaves terraced above the Corniche, men and women in designer clothes sauntered confidently towards the harbour restaurants, lifting their heads in anticipation of Earth cuisine, harbour lights on the wine-dark sea, then a late-night trip to Moneytown – wealth creators, prosperity makers, a little too good for it all by their own account, yet mysteriously energised by everything cheap and tasteless. Voices rose. Laughter rose above them. Music was everywhere, transformation dub bruising the ear, you could hear its confrontational basslines twenty miles out to sea. Above this clamour rose the sharp, urgent pheromone of human expectation – a scent compounded less of sex or greed or aggression than of substance abuse, cheap falafel and expensive perfume.


Seria Mau knew smells, just as she knew sights and sounds.


‘You act as if I don’t know anything about this,’ she told the shadow operators. ‘But I do. Rickshaw girls and tattoo boys. Bodies! I’ve been there and done that. I saw it all and I didn’t want it.’
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