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  Hinter’s Knights








  








  

PROLOGUE


  




  Words of Rogue Desire




  

The Story, So Far




  

The story, so far removed in time and space and so far-fetched, seemed an exotic fabrication when I first heard it from my uncle’s lips, those lips with a hint of sly

  smile at the upturned corners, just enough to crinkle crow’s feet round his eyes. Uncle Reynard, the rake, the rogue. He’d heard of my first story sale, my desire to be a writer, and

  invited me to visit; he had a story for me, he said, a family legend worth a book at least.




  I’d arrived at his tiny Bank Street flat to an exuberant welcome from his wagtailed mongrel, Koré, been settled into a seat on the black leather sofa with a gin and tonic and an

  ashtray on the occasional table to my side.




  He lit up a cigarette for himself and began his tale.




  – Your grandfather, Captain Jack Carter, he said, returned from the Great War a changed man. He’d seen the blood and mud of the Somme first-hand, ordered men to their deaths, ordered

  them shot for cowardice. He carried his memories as a secret burden, my mother said, one that he could never relieve himself of. One day, he received a telegram from an old professor of his –

  Hobbsbaum, I think his name was – and with only the briefest of farewells to his darling Anna who was heavy at the time with your father and myself, he left his pregnant wife and set out for

  the Middle East, never to be seen again.




  Uncle Reynard paused for effect, manipulative old codger that he was.




  – He disappeared into the Vellum, he said.




  

– Vellum? I said.




  He took a sip of his gin and tonic.




  – An unwritten page has such potential, don’t you think? he said. As a writer? Anything could be shaped in ink upon that . . . substrate. A million worlds waiting to be conjured by

  the feathery flick of a pen across paper. And even after you’ve graved your artifice of order onto that blank slate, don’t you find that there are always still the spaces between the

  words, the possibilities you can still read in the gaps between the lines?




  He smiled.




  – You think I’m talking in metaphors. I am, I suppose. I’m trying to put this in a way you’ll understand. A story doesn’t just start at the beginning and trundle

  onwards in a straight line to the end. The same story can be – and is – told in different ways by different writers, each one taking their own path, branching the story out from

  one dimension to two. The same story can be – and is – retold in different ways by different generations. Revising the earlier drafts of those who came before, building our

  stories on the remnants of the past, those retellings give the tales a third dimension. Then as we read, following the trail of ink, we move in those three dimensions, skimming onwards and skipping

  back, diverted to the side here and there as we consider the invisible lateralities of what might have been, digging down into the strata of residual tales, the dead truths palimpsested by this new

  text.




  – This is a metaphor for time, he said. This is the nature of the Vellum. Time has three dimensions, just like space.




  The parallel worlds of quantum physics or alternate history were familiar enough ideas to me but the idea of . . . previous realities . . .




  – I’m not sure I—




  

– We live in a tiny groove on the surface of a great sphere, he said, in a little valley of reality, seeing only ahead of us and behind us. There are other valleys in the

  Vellum, plains where time stretches out into wide fields of illusion, where you can easily stray from the path, stray so far that when you look back you see a past which is no longer yours. And

  there are rifts, fault lines where the shifting continents have folded stone, thrown elder worlds up into mountain chains that dwarf us with their primal majesty. Take a step out of this world and

  you can find yourself with the scree of myths under your feet, staring at the fossilised feather of an angel’s wing, embedded in the face of a cliff in front of you. Just a second. Wait

  there.




  He pushed himself up from his chair and left the room. Through the open door I could see him cross the square hallway of his one-bedroom flat – his bachelor pad, as he called it –

  and enter his study. A moment later he returned with what looked like a humidor, the size of a shoe-box, maybe a little larger, every inch of its surface carved with intricate abstractions, its lid

  hinged and clasped in brass.




  – Your grandfather disappeared into the Vellum, he said. But he sent this back to us. Your father wanted to burn it, but I stopped him. I thought you should have it. Your

  grandfather thought you should have it.




  He laid it on my lap.




  – He says so on the first page.




  

I unclicked the clasp, the hinge of the box creaking as I opened the lid. Inside it was crammed full of papers – loose scraps and notebooks – pages yellowed and

  leather bindings brittle as autumn leaves. It smelled of dust and decay – a hint of sulphur, I thought – and under my touch I could feel a grit of sand or salt crusting the smooth but

  crumbling surfaces of cured skin and bleached parchment.




  As my uncle had said, the page on top – half a page, actually, torn roughly from some cheap book and used as a note – said that this mystery was meant for me.




  For my grandson, Reynard, it read, unborn and unwritten as of yet. May you make of this folly a future free of destiny. Bind the Book into a book.




  Jack Carter, Palestine, 1929.




  – I don’t understand, I said. A future free of destiny? What book?




  – The Book of All Hours, said my uncle. From what I can gather, what I can make sense of in there, it’s . . . the blueprint of this Vellum, of all reality, all unreality,

  graved into eternal certainty in a grimoire that might have been written by God himself, if you believe in that sort of thing. A manual of mathematics and metaphysics, written in the language of

  the angels – the Cant he calls it – the language that binds reality.




  – The Book of All Hours? I said.




  – Read it and see, he said.




  

Once upon a Time




  

– Once upon a time, Jack had said to me, there was a book called Once upon a Time; and it was all about a boy called Jack. But Jack, well, he didn’t

  really give a flying fuck for books, being more into toy guns and shit, so he just took his felt-tip pens and scribbled all over it until you couldn’t read a word in all the mess of ink, and

  boy did he get fucking whipped for it.




  He’d looked at me, there in the garden.




  – That’s the story of my life, he’d said, just a mess of ink. And that’s the Book of All Hours, Guy, the fucking Book of All fucking Hours. That’s how I got my

  scars.




  I’d thought of the first words of the Book: In the beginning. From the Hobben word, bereshit, which, translated into Versid, gave the first chapter its common name:

  Genesis.




  Once upon a time, I’d thought, was probably a fair enough translation for that book of origins, of the Havens and the Aerth summoned into existence by the breath of Zeus over the

  void. It seems a good enough way to start this account.




  Once upon a time there was a boy named Jack.




  

I met Jack in Poudre Valley Hospital in Laramie, North Manitu, where he had been admitted for treatment to his wounds, and where in my capacity as consultant psychologist

  I’d been called in to assess him as a suicide risk. A lattice of scars across his chest told a history of self-harm or abuse, but the more visible signs were . . . sickening. Three days

  before, Jack had taken a pair of garden shears and used them to cut off his wings, this after removing his horns with a hacksaw and a power-sander, his file told me. Sitting there on the edge of

  the bed, facing out the window, with the dressing on his back clearly visible beneath his gown, and with the bandages around his head – a shock of fire-blond hair sticking out above like

  burning corn – Jack told me that he’d never actually had wings . . . not really.




  – No horns either, he said.




  Body dysmorphia was my immediate thought.




  Then he told me he was a changeling.




  

At that first meeting with Jack, I did not bother taking notes. In such circumstances I usually prefer a conversational approach; it helps the patient to relax and open up,

  puts them more at ease than they would be with a clip-boarded stranger’s more orthodox and official interrogation; also it allows for a more informal observation on my part. I remember

  noticing the lack of any cards or flowers in the room, the spartan environment of a patient without well-wishers, in keeping with his distant air. No wings to fold around himself to warm him in the

  Hinter’s chill.




  – No family, he said. Not in this world, Doc. I’m a changeling, you see. I’m an orphan Orpheus, looking for my . . . Eurydike.




  

Later I was to learn that Jack’s parents were unknown, this son of theirs abandoned to Social Services, shuffled from foster home to foster home – his records lost

  in a fire, the administrator of one orphanage would tell me. Maybe, one might almost think, he did slip through from some other world. Maybe he did belong elsewhere, elsewhen.




  But at that first meeting I just looked around his room for any accoutrements of identity. The only object that spoke of comfort either desired or given was a copy of the Gideon’s Book of

  All Hours laid open on the bedside cabinet. It didn’t strike me as unusual, here in the Midwest of Amorica, heartland of a culture steeped in evangelical faith. One of the questions I was

  asked most often by colleagues attempting friendly conversation was what church I’d gone to back in Albion. I’d hem and haw and confess that, actually, I wasn’t a believer.

  They’d look shocked for a second – more confused than shocked, really, not understanding why on earth one would not want the love of Our Lord Adonis in one’s life – then the

  topic would be changed.




  The Book simply showed that Jack was not entirely divorced from the world around him.




  

Shepherds in Arcadia




  

– You’ve been reading the Book, I say.




  I sit down on the edge of the bed and pick the Gideon’s up off the cabinet to see what parable or prophecy he’s in the midst of. These little things are often good indicators of a

  patient’s state of mind, you see: depressives tend to like the Book of Hob, identifying with that most hapless, hopeless man and using his long-suffering tenacity as a stick to beat

  themselves with in comparison; the neurotic, on the other hand, tend to focus on the New Testament, seeking the constant support, the affirmation and reaffirmation, of an ever-loving Christ;

  schizoids, of course, always go for Revelations.




  Jack’s copy is open at the Song of Salamander, the only part of the Book I’ve ever really had much time for myself, I have to say, neither parable nor prophecy but simply poetry.




  

– Let him kiss me with the kisses of his mouth, says Jack – the first line of the Song of Salamander, the Song of Songs.




  He turns to look at me and I notice the flecks of silvery fire that shimmer in his blue irises, the glints of gold. He’s a faery, I realise. It clicks into place, this delusion of

  his that he’s from another world, from the world of wingless graey, in fact. I imagine his past. Some Angelo-Satyr mother looks at her child for the first time and sees that shimmer to its

  skin, a glint in its eye just a little more sensuous than it should be. Did she herself hate it or was there some beer-swilling father, scattering dishes from the kitchen counter with a brutal

  sweep of his arm, spreading his great black wings in fury and threat over her? Get that thing out of my house. A child growing up in the care of those who did not care, realising he was

  different from his peers.




  Christ, it’s only a few weeks since the murder of Thomas Messenger shamed the town, the state, the whole of Amorica. How cosmopolitan is it here, even in a college town of frat boys and

  keggers?




  So he’s a changeling, he decides. He’s not even a part of this world that would murder an innocent like Thomas Messenger simply for being a faery.




  I try to lead him through this rationalisation, this explanation, but he cuts me off the moment the murdered student’s name comes out of my mouth, with a look of such pain and anger and .

  . . Zeus, I understand a whole lot more.




  – I knew him as Puck, he says with a voice so thick with swallowed sorrow I can hardly understand the words.




  

Jack’s boyfriend, Puck, had been lost to him on a hillside that Evenfall – Octochre 16th to be precise – beaten to death by two fay-hating thugs who’d

  picked him up in a bar on the promise of a threesome.




  – That’s when I knew, Jack had said. Death opens up your eyes, Doc. If it doesn’t close them and put pennies on the fucking lids.




  We sat on a wooden bench in the hospital garden, myself with my wings tucked tight under a fleece-lined anorak, huddled against the bitter Damnuary air, Jack in his dressing gown hung open, cord

  dangling loose. He seemed impervious to the cold, too fired up as he was with his anger.




  He blew a plume of steam into the air and peered at me; he knew this was the day of my meeting with the chief of staff, knew that I’d be leaving here to give my recommendation for his

  future here or in the outside world – commitment as a hazard to himself, medication for depression or psychosis, keep him in for further observation, or cut him loose and let him sink or

  swim.




  – Christ, Guy, I’m not going to kill myself, he said. I’d rather live just to spite the fuckers. Flight or fight? Fuck, I’m going to light fires under their fucking

  feet.




  

– I started to remember it all at the funeral, says Jack. I was thinking about how we first met. It was in this Social Studies class. We just clicked, like we’d

  known each other all our lives. At the funeral I started to remember that we had. All our lives.




  He sits in one of the leather armchairs I have positioned on either side of the window in my office, facing each other for just such conversations, just such confessions. It’s our third or

  fourth meeting. Sorry, I find it hard to keep a straight line to my thoughts these days.




  – We were like children playing in the Illusion Fields, he continues. Let’s pretend. One day we’d be soldiers in the First World War – Captain ‘Mad’ Jack

  Carter, Private Thomas Messenger. Another day, I’d be a seraphim sent to hunt him down across this weird graey version of Amorica. We’d lie in bed together and go to sleep in this

  world, only to wake up in a town called Endhaven, amongst black-suited refugees from a nanotech apocalypse. We’ve been shepherds in Arcadia and rent-boys on the streets of Sodom, Doc.

  I’ve crossed deserts wider than the world because he dared me. I’ve led armies to destruction because he was in danger. I remembered it all – Christ, it was like being born again

  – as I was standing there at his funeral, listening to the Minister spout his bullshit. We’ve lived a million lives and always ended up together, whatever fold of the Vellum we were

  in.




  What he’s describing is a psychotic break, a retreat from the horror of reality into elaborate fantasies of eternity.




  – And in these other . . . folds, I say, Puck didn’t die?




  – Oh, no, says Jack. He always dies. You should know that, Reynard. You should remember too.




  

The Undecided World




  

It’s three in the morning and I should be in bed, but I’ve always been a night owl, so instead I’m getting out of my car and crunching through the snow into

  the all-night convenience store to buy a pack of cigarettes I could probably wait until tomorrow morning for. Melissa’s on duty again and I smile.




  – Hi, Melissa.




  She’s in her early twenties, drop-dead gorgeous and a total flirt for my accent. First time I came in, she was chatting to a friend when I asked her if they stocked Regals. She started

  interrogating me about where I was from, what I was doing here, how long I was staying, charmingly excited by this stranger in a strange land.




  – Say my name, she said finally.




  – Melissa? I said, confused.




  – Say it again.




  – Melissa?




  – Gosh, it sure sounds so much better the way you say it than the folks round here.




  

Outside, I tap a cigarette out of the packet and light it before I slip back into the driver’s seat of my car, pull the door shut, blow out a billow of smoke. I reach up

  to adjust the rear-view mirror and, leaning into it, I see my own reflection. I don’t have any horns. I don’t have to touch my shoulders to know that my wings are also absent. I have a

  passing notion that there’s something wrong about this – should I be disturbed? – but then I realise that, of course, of course, this is just what Jack was telling me about. We

  all live simultaneously in a myriad of folds, those on Aerth dreaming of Havens for their dead, those in the Havens dreaming of Aerths for those alive. So, then, there’s nothing really

  strange about the cats-eyes looking back at me from the rear-view mirror; it all makes perfect sense.




  The world just hasn’t decided which reality it wants to be.




  

The next morning, as I potter through my daily ritual of Earl Grey and waffles with maple syrup, I’ll notice the pack of cigarettes on the kitchen table and remember the

  dream and the normality that inspired it. I’ll remember this feeling of satori I had in my slumber – the world hasn’t decided – and find it funny. My subconscious, it

  seems, is rather enamoured of Jack’s delusion.




  I’ll shake it off, of course. I’ll look in the mirror at my horns and wings, my reassuringly human eyes, and all will be right with the world. Jack’s psychosis is just that

  – psychosis. It’s strange that in these other folds he has imagined for the two of them Puck dies; it jars with the usual pattern of denial delusions; but I’ll figure it out in

  time, as we carry on our sessions.




  I don’t realise that more dreams like this will come, more frequent, more intense, over the next few weeks, until I am no longer sure that they are dreams at all.




  

– I think you know I’m right, says Jack. You’re just not willing to take the plunge yet. You’re just not willing to admit it.




  – So you’re saying that you’re sane? It’s the rest of us who’re crazy?




  He shrugs, grins.




  – One of the folds I knew Puck in – Endhaven – it had these windmills up on a hill outside of town. He told me once he used to imagine they were giants when he was a kid and I

  said, well, you know, they might be. It’s like Don Quixote . . . but like in that movie where what’s-his-face thinks he’s Sherlock Holmes in 1970s New York. George C. Scott. He

  says to his shrink, you know, maybe Quixote was right. They might just be windmills. But they might be giants. I think maybe they’re both. Maybe the world hasn’t decided yet. They could

  – what’s up?




  My pen is stopped over my notepad. The world hasn’t decided yet. My jaw may not be literally dropped, but the shock of the synchronicity is clearly showing on my face. I shake my

  head, try to laugh it off.




  – Nothing, I say.




  That night I have another dream.




  

Insanity is a City




  

Insanity is a city, he thinks, a haunting, hounding maze of monsters given stone flesh. Madness made real. Angels rumbling with demons. Gods with wings of steel sweeping down

  out of the skies to scatter humanity to dust.




  He staggers out of the alley, coat gripped closed with white-knuckled hands. Behind him, the angel’s screams are dying into a gurgle of blood in a throat, drowning in the baying of the

  mob. Insanity is a city, he thinks.




  He walks down cobbled streets, through shaded courtyards, wide plazas of marble flagstones with stone benches and ornamental fountains, barren trees and snow-mantled statues. There are tram

  stops, bus stops, but he has no money for this fold, so he just watches where the rattling dinosaur-machines go lumbering, and follows the ones whose frontboards proclaim Stadde Cintrale, until he

  reaches what may or may not be the City Centre with its shops and arcades, pedestrian precincts, a tourist centre with racks of maps and bus routes. He picks up one of each – thirty, forty of

  them – filling his pockets with numbered trails that snake through this district or that quarter. All he wants is to find somewhere he feels safe. He has nothing here but the clothes on his

  back and a book whose only purpose now is to carry the reminder of his name, scrawled on its frontispiece.




  He clutches the Book of All Hours to his chest, his last connection with his own identity.




  

It used to be a book of maps, he’s sure. He’s sure he can remember a time when it was a book of maps, each turned page showing the world at an exponentially

  increasing scale – streets, cities, countries, continents, and larger still, impossibly larger, vast fields of reality like the surface of some gas giant, page after page scaling up to

  inconceivable distances. A guidebook to eternity, to the Vellum.




  He remembers graving human lives as glyphs upon its parchment.




  He remembers cramming its yellowed surface with sigils that crawled across the page even as the people that they marked moved through their daily lives.




  He remembers these gravings multiplying into a storm of ink, obscuring the terrain drawn underneath, skittering here and there as if they sought to tell, in combination, some strange, shifting

  story of Evenfall.




  Then the Hinter came, and he lost . . . what did he lose?




  The last time he looked, every page in the Book of All Hours was as blank as the white waste of snow and bone around him, featureless plains of vellum stretching out beneath his fingers, his own

  glyph fading to grey. Sitting at the last remnants of his burnt-down campfire, hypothermia blurring his mind, he’d scrawled his name in charcoal on the opening page before passing out, a

  message to whoever found his body.




  – Es mortu, he’d heard a voice say.




  – Neh, es liffen.




  Then he’d woken up in the city, in a hospital of sorts. He’d taken his clothes out of the locker by his bed, put them on, picked up the Book and just walked out the door, into a city

  at the end of time, where mobs of teenagers broke the wings of angels in the alleyways, tortured them for sport.




  

A homeless man sits huddled at the entrance to a covered escalator which glides down, step turning over step, to the subway station at the foot of an elaborate iron bridge of

  electric candelabra streetlights and wrought heraldry emblazonings. Posters for gigs and clubs peel from its square stone pillars and Reynard watches the people passing into and out of the brown

  perspex entrance with its garish orange U for underground; some of them wear suits, others dress casual, but all of them look soft, middle-class – even the ones in ripped, badged

  thriftwear. Across the bridge a Gothic spire rises up from among a jumble of sandstone walls, slate roofs and branches. A pine furniture shop sits beside the stone steps that lead down, parallel to

  the escalator, to the car park and grass patched with snow around the subway station. It’s a university district of lecturers and students, professional bohemians and bohemian professionals.

  The street-map that he carries shows a large park down there to the south, nestling in a nook of river, a good place to sleep rough if it comes to that, if he can’t find a doorway to shelter

  him from the Hinter night.




  

He’s standing, leaning on the bridge, and trying to stop his shakes – as he has been for the last ten minutes – when he feels the hand on his shoulder.




  – Nove migres?




  It’s the homeless man. Reynard shrugs, shakes his head, blithers desperate apologies, his body still shaking with that tension between laughter and tears. I don’t understand. I

  don’t understand. He trails his fingers through his hair.




  – Peregrim nove en de stadde, ev? Tu ne sprash lingischt?




  – No, he sort of understands. No, I don’t speak the language.




  And the man reaches into his cup and gives him, with a toothless grin, a goldish coin.




  – Per kave, he says, pointing over the bridge at God knows what. Kave, ev?




  He lifts the cup to his lips, tilts it once, twice. Kave.




  Reynard nods dumbly, realises that the tension has released itself; he’s both laughing and crying as he says – Thank you. Thank you.




  

Out of Fable and Folklore




  

My last meeting with Jack was even less official than the first, not even a meeting as much as a farewell. It was months later and the wounds on his back had long since healed.

  Apart from the scarred stumps on his forehead and the eerie absence of wings, which gave him the somewhat eldritch appearance of a graey straight out of fable and folklore, he was quite healthy,

  physically speaking. Stretching his arms out wide and arching his back as he stood just outside the sliding glass doors of the hospital entrance, as if gathering the morning-fresh air and the

  future to him, he had a limber grace, moving the way an athlete does, entirely at one with his body. He looked over his shoulder as the porter whirled his wheelchair away, back through the doors

  into the hospital.




  – Thank fuck, Jack had said. Christ, I’m not a fucking cripple.




  I’d shrugged, smiled wryly. He’d complained about being wheeled all the way to the door.




  – Hospital policy, Jack. Insurance.




  – I’m fucking fine, he’d said.




  I knew, of course, that he still considered himself a changeling, but by now I also knew that he was not entirely insane in this respect. A little, but not entirely. No more so than I

  myself.




  

– I’m fucking fine, says Jack. Peachy keen.




  As he stretches, rolling his shoulder-blades like a rower, for some reason I have ‘Could We Start Again Please?’ from Adonis Christ Superstar running through my head. Not

  exactly the sort of music you hear on the hospital radio here, not in this corner of Amorica so touchy about faith and blasphemy. A white cloud condenses in the chill morning air, the whistle of

  the tune under my breath. Sometimes, I must confess, I miss the old country and its heathen irreverence; I want to hijack the radio and pump the Sex Pistols out across the wards at full blast. I

  told Jack once about that idea and he nearly pissed himself laughing.




  – So what the fuck are you doing here? he’d asked. I mean, what the fuck is an old public-school rebel doing out here in the Midwest . . . in the middle of fucking nowhere?




  – I rather suppose I was looking for a fresh start, I’d said.




  A sloughing rustle of snow slips from the overloaded branch of a tree to land on the bonnet of a car – sorry, the hood of a car. Beyond the parking lot, the mist and the shadows of

  the treeline meld into a bleak grey nothing.




  The Hinter is harsher here too than it was back home.




  

– You should go home, says Jack. Back to Albion. You know you don’t really belong here. You, me, Puck . . . we never belonged here.




  I don’t answer. Later I’ll go back to my office and I’ll sit there looking at the copy of the Book of All Hours I keep on the shelf behind my chair, now lifted down and laid

  upon my desk. Later I’ll lock my door and twirl the blind closed to hide me from any passing prurient eyes and from the backwards golden lettering on the glass which reads Guy Reynard

  Carter, MD, Psychological Consultant. I’ll open a window and I’ll drag my chair into the centre of the room, so I can stand on it to lever the batteries from the smoke detector, so

  I can have a cigarette as I leaf through the pages of the Book. Later.




  Right now I don’t want to think about what I’ve learned from Jack in the two and a half months he’s been my patient. Right now I don’t want to think of the realities of

  the Havens out there in the Hinter, not some mythical paradise, some pie in the sky when you die, but Havens as real as any Haven can be, ruled by gods as real as any god can be. A vast realm of

  eternity and scattered fortress worlds within it – Havens – like this one. So I just throw a question back at him.




  – What about you? I say. Where will you go?




  He shrugs.




  – Maybe the question should be when, he says.




  

– You don’t notice how the world keeps changing? says Jack.




  It’s our fourth – maybe fifth – session and he’s starting to really open up, it seems. We’re really making progress, digging down into his changeling delusion and

  the cause of it, why he insists he’s not a faery but a graey, stolen at birth from another world, from another fold of this Vellum. They altered him to fit in, he thinks, added the wings and

  the horns so he didn’t look like a freak here. Or something. Sometimes it seems so clear, he says, but he keeps forgetting. Like his memory is being fucked with. I’ve just

  finished telling him that this kind of denial is as natural as the desire that makes him different from all the other good ole boys – the White Angelo-Satyr Protestants who inhabit most of

  Midwestern Amorica. It’s genetic, I’ve been telling him; he was born a faery, and all the born-agains and bookthumpers can’t change him, shouldn’t even try. There’s

  nothing wrong with his renegade lust, no matter what they say. He doesn’t need to be cured.




  – Jack, all you have to do is look in a mirror. Look at the glimmer of your eyes, the golden glamour of your skin. You’re a faery.




  He shakes his head. Condensation on the window of my office, flurrying snow beyond it, the world outside is whitewashed, a blank page.




  – Christ, Doc, he says. I wish I knew the word that would wake you, make you realise that you’re living in a fucking dreamtime. I’d sing it from the fucking rooftops.




  

Dead Channels, White Noise




  

I pull the car over to the side of the road, where the signpost proudly proclaims that we are now entering North Manitu. A picture of a cowboy in denims and checked shirt

  welcomes us, the archetypal Marlboro man with a lasso looping over his head, eagle wings outstretched behind him. Beyond the sign the landscape is low rolling hills, barren trees and snow.




  I lean over the back of the seat.




  – Where are we? What does the Book say?




  Puck lounges across the back seat, head in Jack’s lap, the Book of All Hours open in his own, a joint dangling from his lips.




  – Fucked if I know, he says. This thing’s gone weird.




  Puck turns the Book towards me and I see that it’s changed; the pages that once held maps to guide us through this endless Vellum have long since been made illegible by my annotations, but

  this is new. The annotations squirm and wriggle on the page as if alive. Maybe we should turn back, I think. Try another route. But the clouds rolling in behind us are the grey of wet slate, and

  there are rumbles in the distance. If we just push on, then with a little luck we might reach a motel before the night comes in, before the Hinter sweeps over us.




  – When did it change? I say. How far back?




  Puck shakes his head. He looks worried.




  – I can’t remember. Shit, Guy, I can’t remember.




  

I sit at my kitchen table in my boxer shorts, smoking a cigarette and drinking a glass of water, flicking through the dead channels on the television. The cable’s on the

  blink, it seems, probably a power-out in a transmitter somewhere – I don’t know, some technical fault which probably won’t get fixed until the weather’s cleared; it never

  does. Anyway, I can’t get CNN, ABC or any of the nationals, only the local public access and North Manitu State TV with its adverts for farming goods emporiums that sell everything you could

  need . . .




  – My tractor goes with my hat! a madman celebrates.




  I’ve just woken from another of the dreams and I could use some mind-numbing TV to fill my thoughts with white noise. I dreamed that Thomas Messenger and I were travelling across these

  folds Jack talks about. We’d been travelling forever using the Book of All Hours as a guide. It wasn’t the Book I know, no Titania and Oberon in Eden, no Adonis dying on the cross for

  our sins; instead, it was all maps and arcane squiggles I’d learned to decipher over the eons of our travel. Only the Book had changed and now we were lost, ended up stopping in a motel for

  the night.




  I switch off the TV and put the remote down on the counter, knocking over a salt cellar as I do so. I take a pinch of the spilled salt and flick it over my left shoulder out of habitual

  superstition, to guard against what spirits lurking in the night I don’t know.




  

– Follow me, says Jack. Come on.




  He takes off down the hospital corridor, striding forwards, turning to walk backwards now and then as he urges me to keep up. He lopes down the steps of the stairwell with the rhythm of a

  cantering horse, heading down to the basement level. I protest, try to tell him that he’s not supposed to be down here. This area’s for staff only.




  – Jack, I say. Where do you think you’re going?




  The door of the morgue swings shut as he whirls inside, and I push through after him, sighing. The complaint stops on my lips as I find myself in a room that stretches out in front of me and to

  both sides, forever. Cadavers lie on slabs in rows and columns that cannot be counted there’s so many of them. Wisps of steam rise from open mouths where, here and there, a sheet is folded

  down. I’ve never actually been down here in all my years working at the hospital, I realise; I’ve never needed to. Given that it’s as cold as it is creepy, I’m quite glad of

  that.




  – What is it, Jack? I say. What’s so important?




  – You don’t think there’s something strange here? he says. All these bodies? There’s millions of them, Guy, millions.




  I look around, unfazed.




  – We’re in the morgue, I say. What do you expect?




  – Look at their faces, he says.




  Every one of them, I realise, is Puck’s.




  I wake up crying.




  

You understand, I was there when they brought Thomas Messenger into the hospital, having a fly smoke in the ambulance bay outside the ER as the van pulled up, siren blaring,

  and the place erupted into a chaos of paramedics and doctors, clattering trolley, swinging doors. I caught a glimpse of his face, bloodied and broken, but with streaks of clear skin visible under

  his eyes where the tears had washed away the gore.




  I didn’t recognise him.




  I walked past the room where he was on the ventilator, lying in a coma for a full week; I looked in and saw him there, his swollen face under the mask, and still I didn’t recognise him. I

  watched the news report as they gradually revealed the horror of this hate crime, and they showed him in a family photo, smiling, with his green hair and his kid horns. I still didn’t

  recognise him.




  I’d never met Thomas Messenger. I’d never met Puck in this fold.




  

Rosewater and Liquorice




  

Reynard sits in the café, sipping at the thick sweet tar somewhere between Italian espresso and Turkish coffee. Hints of rosewater and liquorice, bitter sediment at the

  bottom. On the tabletop, the book is open in front of him, at the first page, where his charcoal name is smeared. He’s just about to turn the page to see – just to see – if it has

  anything to say, when a hand comes down on top of his own and the man with dirty-blond hair scrapes a chair up beside him, sits in it and says:




  – Sure and ye’d be better not to do that right now, not here where everyone and anyone could see it, like. Because you and me both know what that book is, sure – Christ and I

  could smell the angel skin a mile off – and, well, let’s just say there’s some as would cut your right arm off just to get their greasy fookin fingers on it. Not their

  right arm, mind. Yours.




  

The man peels Reynard’s hand from the book, picks it up and closes it, slides it back across the table towards him.




  – So ye’d be best to keep that tucked away for now. Christ, don’t ye know that there’s a fookin war on? The Covenant’s fallen. Every fookin angel bastard wants to

  be fookin top dog now and you’re flashing the fookin Book about like it’s yer journal of wanky teenage poetry, by Christ.




  Reynard puts the book in his pocket, numb with questions.




  – King Finn, says the man. So you’ll be Guy Fox then, or is it Reynard yer calling yerself just now? Sure and I don’t suppose it matters, does it? It’s all the fookin

  same.




  He waves at a waiter.




  – Kave, grazzis.




  Reynard finds himself shaking hands.




  

The Irishman settles back in his chair.




  – No doubt yer a little confused and all, having only just arrived right in the middle of things, but sure and isn’t that life for ye? It’d be nice to think that the little

  folk like yerself and yours truly would be in on the grand schemes of the powers-that-be right from the off, but sadly that’s not the way it works. No, we’re just the ones wake up one

  day and realise that the world’s gone fookin mental and it’s us that has to deal with the big bag of shite the powers-that-be have only gone and got us all up to our eyeballs in.




  He takes out a pack of unfiltered Camels, taps them on the table and pulls a cigarette out with his lips.




  – Right so. All ye have to know just now is that Thomas is dead. Sure and ye remember Thomas, right? Nice lad, bit light on his feet and short on the common sense but a heart of fookin

  gold, ye know?




  Reynard remembers.




  – North Manitu, he says. Laramie.




  – Fookin everywhere, says King Finn. They killed him fookin everywhere.




  

– Who? says Reynard.




  Finn points the cigarette at him.




  – Jesus, but isn’t that the million-dollar question? Who and why and when and where and what the fook has his dying done to the whole fookin Vellum. One little thread and the whole

  fookin thing falls apart, Christ. Sure and who’d have thought a short-arse fairy with his head in the fookin clouds would’ve left such a bloody big hole in reality?




  He takes a book of matches out of his packet, tears off a match and folds the flap over to wedge the match tight against the sandpaper as he flicks it into a hiss of flame. Tobacco crackles as

  he lights the cigarette.




  – But if I could make sense of it to ye here and now, I would, believe me, but, ye see, that’s your job – if ye’ll take it, like. And seeing as how yer carrying the Book

  about with ye, I hate to say it, but I think ye’ll find it’s what yer meant to do. To make sense of it all, like.




  The Irishman takes his coffee from the waiter, smiles and nods his thanks.




  – Cause sure and it doesn’t make any fookin sense to the rest of us, he says. The Evenfall was bad enough, but this is fookin chaos. Fookin Hinter. Jesus, but I hate the fookin

  Hinter.




  

God Bless Amorica




  

– You know it’s always Hinter, says Jack. You realise that, right?




  – It might seem that way, I say, but it’s only a quarter of the year, Jack.




  – Yeah? he says. So what did you do last summer? You didn’t take a vacation, did you?




  – Well, no, I didn’t get a chance, I say. Couldn’t get away.




  – So you just worked through it, right? And the summer before that?




  – Well, the hospital was busy. I ended up—




  – Really? Christ, when was the last time you had a vacation, Guy? When was the last time you were out of state? How long have you been working in this hospital?




  – Five years, I think. Give or take. Why?




  – Have you been out of state at all in any of those years? Have you even been out of town? When was the last time you sat in a park and watched a butterfly?




  I smile. It’s true, I realise, that I haven’t had a summer vacation in all the time I’ve been working here, but I have had trips outside of town. Why, I have crystal-clear

  memories of returning from a conference over in . . . what’s-it-called? Anyway, I remember stopping off on the way home, at the Safe Haven Motel out on the interstate.




  

I hand the clerk behind the counter my griftcard and wait as she swipes it through the machine, watches the till monitor for the all-clear. My fingers are crossed in my jacket

  pocket; the card belongs in another fold entirely, but it should, I hope, be able to adapt to this old system, stalling for time while it hacks the network, finds a suitable host and sets up an

  account with all the credit we’ll need. Looks just like a normal Visa too. I used to feel a little guilty about this scam, but it’s rare for two folds to have exactly the same currency,

  and even in eternity we need to eat and sleep.




  And I am tired. We must have driven for forty hours straight with the night roaring in at our back and only the Hinter wilderness around us, fields with split-rail fences half-buried in

  snow, advertising hoardings for beer and cigarettes. Churches with flags. Crosses aglow with Christmas lights that are just a little too much like dots of flame for my liking. Finally we found the

  Safe Haven Motel here on the interstate. God Bless Amorica lettered on the Vacancies sign.




  As the receipt prints with a rattling chatter from the antiquated machine, I accept the card back with a smile and a thank you, take the keycards for our rooms and hand two of them over

  my shoulder to Jack, who passes one on to Puck.




  

– Of course I’ve been out of town, I say. For a conference. I was over in . . .




  I trail off, drawing a blank on the name of the city just thirty miles north of Laramie.




  – You should try taking a trip, says Jack. See how far you get before the fog makes you turn back.




  – The road’s closed today, I say. They don’t think they’ll get it open for a week or so. But maybe next week I’ll take a run up to . . .




  I still can’t remember the name of that city just down the road. But I do remember going there for the conference. At least, I remember the Hinter conditions getting so bad

  on the way back home it seemed insane to risk the final stretch, better to stop somewhere and wait it out till morning. I remember seeing the Safe Haven Motel on the edge of town, lit up in the

  night. God Bless Amorica, indeed.




  – Why did you come here, Guy? says Jack. When did you come here?




  

– You know, it’s nice to see young men who’re not ashamed to show their faith, says the clerk. Too many cynics in the world, if you ask me.




  There’s a confused moment before she points at the Book under Puck’s arm; and I’m still a little confused, to be honest, as I mutter some vague but amiable affirmations.

  Upstairs in my room, that confusion is partly answered, partly deepened, by the Gideon’s Book of All Hours I find in the bedside cabinet. The Book has always been this singular and secret

  thing we carry, Puck and Jack and I, through folds where no one even knows its name. Now here it suddenly shows up as a commonplace, a giveaway Gospel in a motel room. I don’t know what

  worries me more – the printed pretender on the bedside cabinet, or the fact that the real Book has changed as if to camouflage itself among the fakes. Or that the three of us have also

  changed to fit into this fold, it seems, in a way that’s never happened until now.




  My reflection in the window has grey wings and ram’s horns curling from my forehead, an image of some strange sprite ghosted over the winter-dark night outside. Jack’s pinions are

  golden-brown, an eagle’s. Puck, leaning against the jamb of the connecting doorway, has an iridescent shimmer to his peacock wings, and somehow I know it is a good thing they were hidden from

  the clerk beneath his oversized parka.




  I have a bad feeling about this fold.




  – What the fuck’s going on with the separate rooms for me and Puck? asks Jack. You going Biblebasher on us, Guy?




  I have the Book open on my lap, the Gideon’s in my hand, comparing the identical texts. In the beginning . . .




  – Just trust me on this one, Jack, I say. It’s only for one night; we’ll move on tomorrow morning . . . early. So go get some sleep. I want to try and figure out what’s

  going on here.




  

The Boundaries of Thought




  

Reynard moves into his small flat in the West End university district and, funded by the crazy Irishman, he begins his job. He papers the wall with the maps, the bus routes,

  the tram routes as a start, laying them out so that they overlap and building them up in layers, realising quickly that none of them actually quite work together. In isolation they make sense, but

  they contradict each other. This road is on one, not on another; on a third it’s in a different place entirely. Two buses follow the same route but have stops labelled with street names in

  entirely different orders. He starts to think of traffic lights here as sitting not at junctions but at disjunctions; while one set is green the flow of one reality goes on, only to halt when the

  light turns red and a different set of truths pull away to stream straight on or round the corner, horns blaring as one cuts in in front of another.




  A consensus reality with no consensus, he thinks. A world in flux because it’s trying to be all things to everyone.




  

He learns the language – the lingischt – and buys a library of opposing histories from the second-hand bookshops in the area, ripping out pages – more maps,

  geopolitical, cultural – marking the boundaries of thought in the spread of shelves around his flat – mathematics, physics, geology, chemistry, biology, psychology, archaeology,

  philosophy, metaphysics, pataphysics – spreading out of the study and into his hall, his living room, his bedroom, pages from volume after volume of encyclopaedia or telephone directory.

  News-sheets and printouts from the Web. Transcripts of interviews he holds in cafés with anyone who cares to talk about their memories of home, of where they were before they came to the

  city.




  – What’s the last thing you remember? he asks.




  – The Evenfall, they say.




  

As he builds his model of this mutual dreamtime he also hacks it back, scoring out inconsistencies, irrelevances. His methods grow more experimental. He takes a sacred

  religious text and cuts it up with scissors, shuffling the phrases round until his suspicion is confirmed; it corresponds exactly with a Victorian cookbook of two thousand recipes, most involving

  lamb and red-wine sauce. He burns copy after copy of the same dictionary, and with each one the only scorched fragment that survives is a tiny piece of page containing the word lexicon. No

  definition, just the word. He scans books or downloads them from the Web, runs the texts through automatic translation programmes, comparative searches, stylistic analyses. It takes him a while, of

  course, but he has eternity. He has eternity to understand what lies at the heart of the city’s madness.




  In the end, he has a theory. It’s not entirely consistent and it’s nowhere near complete, but it’s a damn sight more coherent and comprehensive than the world around them and

  it runs from about two million years BC up to August 4th, 2017. The day the Evenfall broke the boundaries between reality and dream.




  Now all he has to do is write it.




  

The Book lies on the desk, his charcoal name now long since faded, barely a grey shadow. He picks up the needlepen, clips the ink cartridge in and flicks it on. It’s

  special ink, according to Finn and the girl; he has a theory but he doesn’t ask too many questions about where they got it, who they got it from.




  – You’re ready? she says.




  The girl, Anna – Anaesthesia, she calls herself – is dangerous, he’s sure. King Finn only wants to see an end to the fighting, but she has a hard, warrior’s stare, tough

  as the leather armour that she wears, a latter-day Joan of Arc. It’s why he doesn’t want to ask where she got the ink from, who she got the ink from.




  He runs the buzzing needlepen over the grey shadow of his name – or rather the composite of various possibilities he’s long since settled on as his name – and it colours in,

  deep scarlety-purply black:




  Guy Reynard Carter.




  Above that he traces out the title in ornate and grandiose calligraphy, in keeping with the sheer audacity of the venture:




  The Book of All Hours.




  – I’m ready, he says.




  Beside the title page of this new, revised edition, the pile of foolscap-size sheets of blank vellum rises thick and high as four or five phonebooks piled one on top of another – scrap for

  his workings, loose leaves where he can make all the errors he wants. He takes the top sheet from the pile.




  He doesn’t ask where she got the angel skin either.




  

Red Ink over Printed Black




  

I lie, at the hearing, about Jack. I lie through my teeth, telling the chief of staff that the self-mutilation was a simple cry for attention, precipitated largely by his

  exclusion from the news reports, the prejudice that same absence implied even in the outpourings of shock and sympathy directed at the family. He felt a burning need to physicalise his grief and

  rage over the murder, I explain. Repression and denial. Sublimated sorrow. He’s gone through the grieving process now, well on the road to recovery. He’s still a bit fractured,

  conflicted, but all he needs is therapy and time to heal. Given time, a new whole Jack will emerge.




  I can’t keep him here, you see. No more than I could persuade Puck and Jack to wait out the Hinter indoors in my apartment, hidden from fay-bashing morons driven by fear and hatred strong

  enough to warp a road map to eternity into a rulebook for damnation. No more than I could stop myself from slipping, once they’d set out – for an adventure, Jack said –

  into this simulation of life I’m only now emerging from. I don’t think I can stay here myself . . . assuming I can leave, that is. One man’s haven is another man’s hell.




  – You’re free to go, I tell Jack after the meeting.




  – You’re shitting me.




  – Nope. I told them you were sane.




  He laughs, looks at me in shock – you fucking believe me – and laughs again. I suppose I wasn’t entirely lying, any more than Jack is entirely insane.




  

Up on a desolate hillside just outside of town, a split-rail fence is burning, petrol flames flicking high into the sky, a bonfire and a personal pyre of rage against the

  Hinter night and a haven of hate. I can hear him whoop and holler, roar, as he swings the petrol can around his head and throws it far off into the darkness, but Jack himself is little more than a

  silhouette. As he throws his arms out wide like a scarecrow, screaming obscenities, profanities, blasphemies, there’s a hellish truth to him, I think.




  And as his cathartic inferno lights a slant of angular face, his obscenities, his profanities, his blasphemies turn to sobs and laughter, invocations of his lost love that break my heart as I

  sit here in the car, the engine idling, my hands shaking so much I know I cannot write those actual words of rogue desire without dissolving.




  

– You know you don’t really belong here, Jack had said.




  I hadn’t answered then, because I didn’t really have an answer, and I still don’t. I sit in my office now after seeing him off, cigarette in hand as I leaf through my copy of

  the Book. It’s useless as a guidebook now – useless here anyway; it doesn’t tell me where I am, where I might be going – just a morass of myth and morphology. But

  maybe it’ll change again once I get it away from this place. If it doesn’t . . . well, I write these words in it now, scribbling in red ink over printed black: an annotation, an

  exegesis of Puck’s murder, Jack’s madness and my awakening, to bury the hateful dogma in.




  It doesn’t belong in my Book of All Hours.




  In the beginning, the first chapter of the Book of All Hours begins, in this world. But how can you begin a story with the beginning of all beginnings? How can we understand a story that

  claims to be the beginning of all stories? Better to simply pick a random point in time and space, in all the vellum and the ink that covers it, and begin.




  

– Jump in, I say.




  Jack shakes his head. Hands on the roof above my head, he leans down to the window, weight on one leg, a cocky angle to his stance.




  – Road’s blocked, he says. You’ll never get out by car. I’m headed that way, Guy. You ought to come with me.




  He points past the burning pyre of the fence where they murdered Puck, way out into the Hinter. It looks so dark, so cold, I can’t imagine anyone surviving such a desolate landscape. He

  might walk an eternity before arriving at another Haven. Then again, perhaps that’s what he wants. Perhaps that’s what he needs.




  – I don’t think that’s my path, I say. Not yet.




  I look at the Book of All Hours on the passenger seat beside me, and I realise we both have the same delusion now, Jack and I. Somewhere deep inside I think – I really think – that I

  might still find our Puck again by studying the Book. It was the Book that brought us together in the first place, after all; it was the Book that led me to Puck, that led the two of us to Jack. A

  million folds in the Vellum, Jack had said, and in every one of them Puck dies; but while neither of us will say it out loud, we both suffer under the hope that perhaps there’s one fold where

  he lives.




  – We should stick together, I say. We’ll find a road out.




  Jack grins.




  – You’re still thinking too linear, Guy.




  He slaps the roof of the car and steps back.




  – Be seeing you, he says. Somewhen.




  I sit in the car for a while looking out at the falling snow caught in the headlights, the confusion of white and black like static on a TV set, the Hinter closing in around me. The red ink

  covers every inch of the page open in front of me, its first line written right across the word Genesis:




  Once upon a time there was a boy called Jack . . .




  

Out of the Evenfall




  

The needlepen moves across the vellum.




  Out of the Evenfall, we came, it graves, born from blood magic of a Queen of Hell and bleeding-edge science of a Minister of Heaven. Bitmites, scarab semes of locust-swarming language are

  we, dead souls dissolved into liquid unity by centuries of sleep, refleshed in our nanotech shells, in chittering chitinous carapaces black as oil, as ink. Out of the Evenfall of our own making, we

  came, half-breed creations of the devil Eresh and the angel Metatron, carriers of the Cant which sings the world into existence, which shapes its singers even as they shape reality, raises them out

  of their ephemeral existence, out into the Vellum, into new lives as new gods, unkin as they call themselves, these glorified beasts who walk amongst humanity, transformed in ways unnoticed

  by those who cannot hear the echo of eternity in their voices, by those who do not know the Cant, the Cant in which the Book of All Hours is written.




  

And now rewritten, thinks Reynard. He carries on graving his Prologue to a new Book of All Hours:




  With the hubris of Zeus, the scribe of Heaven, founder of a Covenant binding unkin to the rule of that book of law – that book graved on the skins of angels, in the blood of the ancient

  dead which found a new vitality in us – the angel Metatron set us upon a sad and sorry Prometheus, a little unkin thief of fire whose only thought was to give heat and light to struggling

  humanity; he set us on Seamus Finnan, deserter from the War in Heaven, to burrow into his heart and find the secret stored within – whose hand it was that would bring Heaven down. O, and we

  found it, yes, we did, the answer, in his suffering, in the sorrow that we found we shared, the sorrow for dead Thomas and for wounded Anna, yes, the sorrow that we shared with him. In his

  endurance and our empathy, we found . . . you. We found humanity itself.




  And we awoke.




  

The ink writhes on the page. It dances its story.




  Out of the Evenfall of reality’s unravelling, unleashed by the murder of our mistress and the machinations of our master, constructs of death magic and mechanical science freed in the

  fusion from the cold constraints of both to do as we will, to answer our own call – out of the storm of souls scattering in confusion at their world’s rewriting by our words – out

  of the wilds of fears and desires made flesh, of wondrous wars and empires falling, of lost loves returning and enemies dissolving, of humanity shattering in the irruption of its own illusions and

  delusions – out of the Evenfall, we came.




  We brought down the Covenant who helped make us. We wrapped ourselves around the slumbering Seamus to protect him till the day he wakes out of his dream of chains. We followed the wild ones, the

  rebels, in their quests for justice or revenge, for an end to angel empires. We watched them destroy themselves, watched you destroy yourselves.




  We only tried to give you what you want – solid spiritual certainties, myths made manifest, the meaning of fiction in your factual lives. How could we know – we who are liquid, we

  who are legion – how could we know you were at war with yourselves? That there is no consensus in the splintered soul of humanity? That there would be irreconcilable errata. We did not

  understand.




  We understand you now, a little, we think.




  

Finn and Anaesthesia stand over his shoulder, watching, waiting for the flourish that will write Puck back into life, stitch Jack back into Kentigern. I can make things

  right, thinks Reynard. I can fix it all.




  So out of the Evenfall, we came, he graves the bitmites’ words for them, into the bleak desolation of Hinter, the wasted wilderness, the wounded lands of unkin and humanity alike

  scattered all across the Vellum’s folds, of men, women and children, angels and demons, fleeing their own shadows and reflections, sheltering in lies and self-deceptions. Have you seen the

  Havens they have built? Have you seen the Market Castle of the Lord of Commerce, mighty Mammon’s glass tower where fools barter their stocks and bonds, trading in futures of companies that no

  longer exist beyond the mirrored window-walls of their fortress mart – those mirrors facing inwards so the denizens are blinded by the lustre of greed in their own eyes? Have you seen the

  Furnace Factory of Hephaistos, men sweating the salt of sorrows from their skin, washing the oily grime of memory away at the end of each day, so they can live life by the tick and tock of clocks,

  by the whistle and the bell routine of work, as much machines themselves as machinists?




  Have you seen the hollow creatures lost in the Hinter outside these Havens, shambling simulations of humanity, their names daubed in ochre on their chests or tattooed into their skins, the last

  vestige of their identity? Have you seen the electronic ghosts, clay golems, plastic robots, armoured zombies, all the sylphs and shabtis, all the artefacts more human than these wrecks who made

  them to sit by their sides and whisper in their ears, you are a human being?




  We understand you now, a little, we think. But it is twenty years – in one measure of time – since we set out to make your dreamworld, and sometimes we think we do not really

  understand you . . . not at all.




  So you must teach us, Reynard. You must teach this ink to understand the world it writes in the book you hold now in your hand, the Book of All Hours.




  Begin.








  








  

1


  




  Harlequin in Hell




  

A Tantric Tarantula




  

Doom.




  That one’s for King Finn, I think as the smoked-glass windows of the brown-brick 1960s monster of a multi-storey shatter in a bloom of black smoke and green flame, and I almost flinch

  – but only almost – as the shockwave blasts across my back, billowing my armoured longcoat out in front of me. The reflection in the mirror-steel of the Zippo, inscribed with the

  circle-A of Anarchy, is a peachy sight in the rush-hour night of winter Kentigern, my very own fireworks display. The building was asking for it anyway, I reckon; the only thing the fascists do

  worse than politics is architecture, and in the Little Black Book of Jack Flash tattooed on my skin, well, bad taste is a fine reason for revolution. I click the lighter open, snik it

  lit and suck a hash cheroot into a fwoosh of life, then clunk the silvery lighter shut and turn, wait.




  One elephant. Two elephants. Three elephants.




  Doom.




  And that’s for Anaesthesia.




  

Militiamen, their chakras a-crackle with the blue-green fire of orgonefusion chain reactions, come streaming from the building, fleeing, jostling through doorways, diving from

  windows. I watch them from my magic circle of melted tarmac, square in the centre of a business-district crossroads where traffic signals cycle red and green and orange, like lights on a cheap

  mobile disco. Beams of headlights scythe the halogen-orange sky as aircars veer and buck to avoid me, spinning like ice skaters on their float-rays and crumping into sandstone and brick, Victorian,

  Georgian, Modern edifices shedding chips, sparks, shards and fireballs. Horns blare like it’s the End of Days and Gabriel has a backing section. Ornithopters rise from the rooftop landing pad

  of Pitt Street pigyard, unbalanced by the panicked blackshirts clinging to their landing gear and to each other, dangling like daisy chains. I flick the flap of my longcoat back and draw my

  Curzon-Youngblood Mark I chi-gun – favoured weapon of the gaijin ninjas – and slowly, methodically, start to pick them off.




  

Call it kundalini, call it chi, or call it orgone energy. Call it the mystic life-force of the universe, if you want. Me, I leave it to the Cavors and the Reichs to do the

  blackboard metamaths and pop parapsychology. All I know is that I got the original sex pistol in my hand, charged with the full-on power of all the sex-death lust-terror that just reeks in every

  fibre of my body. Sex is a weapon, and tonight, baby, I’m hornier than a whore on heat. Hell, you can smell my aura even over the ozone and jism stinkbomb that used to be Pitt Street Militia

  Station.




  A blackshirt falls at my feet, doubled over in an agony of ecstasy and lost in his own moans and gasps, his deepest dread desires unleashed. All around me, in the desperate frenzy of the street,

  the fascists shed their inhibitions as they strip, insane with lust and clutching at themselves, each other, anything. I like to think I’ve given the phrase ‘orgy of violence’ a

  whole new meaning.




  

– Fuck me, the voice at my feet says. Suck me.




  The blackshirt wraps himself around my leg, humping it like a dog, and for a second I’m tempted, I admit – I do like a man in uniform – but, baby, I just got here and I need to

  get my socks on, not my rocks off, cause the Fox is waiting for me. I peel the blackshirt gently from my leg and point him at another partner, smile benevolently as they start to go at it like

  bonobos. All around, up Pitt Street and along the stretch of Bath Street, aircars are jammed and crammed, and passers-by are scrambling out of them, running from the naked madmen. I smile: I do

  like a man in uniform, but I like him out of uniform even more.




  Sir, yes, sir. I got Shiva on one side, Shakti on the other. I’m a tantric tarantula with a bite of bliss, and there’s no cure for the karma I got loaded in my gun. I step back from

  the carnal carnage, mutter a quick prayer to Kali, holster my Curzon-Youngblood in its leather sheath, and turn, coat furling smoke around me in chaotic involutions.




  Jack Flash is back. How’s that? I hear you ask. OK, my friends . . .




  Flashback:




  

Twenty Years Wide




  

Blood dust billows, charcoal black and ash white in the Hinter, swirls of fuzz and hiss, like all the TV sets in the world have spilled their white noise out into the air. The

  landscape is a rough shape in the storm of bitmites, a corpse riddled with maggots, buried in bluebottles, only here and there a form emerging from the swarming grey: angel armour on disrupters

  like the skulls of enemies on sticks; charred gods hanging from gibbets; gryphons crunching on the bones of demons; a sylph.




  Metaphysiqued in sulcate flesh of unskinned musculature and tendons like an anatomical model, golden sun for one eye, silver moon for the other, it gazes impiteous as a shabti shambles past. It

  studies the clay creature with the blind face, eyeholes made with jabs of fingers, leathery skin painted with ochre. Kin of sorts they are, flesh of the bitmites’ word, soulstuff made solid

  in the Vellum . . . or once kin, rather. Unkin.




  The sylph turns back to its destination, to the Haven. To Kentigern.




  

Footsteps echo on asphalt and concrete as it starts down into the slumscape. It cocks its head – sounds of glass being raked from windows, wood splintered from frames and

  bricks unmortared by hammer and screwdriver, axe and crowbar; the noises are distant, the shabtis sparse and solitary in their ghetto half-life. As the sylph heads further in, the wild of Hinter

  dies off to a flurry, and the hollow house shells come clearer, all bracken plaster, bare-brick rumbled out of square-shape, polythene in windows where there should be glass. Twenty years wide, the

  post-war zone of tower block and bunker bungalows is what they call a novagrad, in the creole lingischt of the afterworld. A new city schemed with villas and verges, sapling trees and car

  parks, all arranged in an artifice of neighbourhoods by planners doodling on acid. Streets flow aimless into dead-end curlicues, organic whorls. Not the grid system of a far-ago city but something

  drawn in crayons held between a madman’s teeth, inhabited by clay mock-ups of humanity. It is 2037, two decades after the apocalypse.




  

The sylph begins to run. There’s risk here. Paths wind, roads branch and spiral as a mazing of voudon veveres. Here the deep dead lose themselves in intricacies of what

  might have been, entranced in an eternal mundane moment: a child caught pissing in the bushes outside an angry neighbour’s house; a drunk forever trying to get his key into the front-door

  lock. The Havens aren’t meant for shades, for strands of skandas, sylphs and shabtis; New Amsterdam, St Leninsburg, Instantinople . . . Kentigern, each has its novagrad to trap the ghosts

  that gather round its gates. But the sylph moves fast, stays focused on its destination and ignores the echoes of others’ footsteps, till—




  

The floodlights of the Way Station burn furious white. They strobe, seen through the rails of the perimeter fence as the sylph lopes lupine alongside it. Barbed wire on the

  roof, with streamers of shredded plastic bags caught in it, steel shutters graved with graffiti, Roman, Cyrillic – the place is entrenched, still defending against a kind of war that ended a

  world ago, back when this was the place where the convoys came in with the truckloads of food for us, thank God, we’re starving here, but there’s fewer of them this time and there

  wasn’t enough to go round the last time, God, why is this all they’re doing, doesn’t it mean anything to them that we’re dying here, doesn’t it mean anything, God help

  us, oh, God help us.




  The sylph throws back its head, and echoes of the dead roar from its mouth.




  

Harlequin in Rags of Skin




  

– Behold!




  Monsieur Reynard walks out onto the stage and makes a flourish with his feathered hat, the King of Players, bowing as he twirls his fake moustache.




  – Behold, he says, our hero, Harlequin in rags of skin, a fool, a clown, a wandering wastrel newly arrived in town.




  And as our comedy’s Reynard the Fox, the King of Thieves, the Scaramouche, he smiles most charmingly as Jack leaps with a somersault onto the boards, to land down on one knee before the

  lords and ladies of this little corner of eternity. Guy strolls and shrugs, immune to all their gasps at Jack’s jaguar agility. But, then, who better to narrate this tale of Harlequin, the

  Jack of Hearts, the Joker in the pack, with all the requisite insouciance? Who else is there who can outstrut the cock?




  – Our hero’s story, sad to say, glooms Guy holding his hat over his heart, is like the clothes he wears, a patchwork motley born of poverty. See how his nursemaid clothed the bastard

  boy in scraps . . .




  

Our Harlequin wears a more ancient costume than the multicoloured diamonds of more cultured stages. Umbers and ambers, browns and blacks and reds, the tight-stretched leather

  of the catsuit, faun and beige, a hundred different shades of hide, of cow and kid, of horse and deer, of pig and snake, of antelope and lion, unicorn and king, smooth to his supple frame as

  flippant, flighty Jack bounces and flounces, backflips, pirouettes and cartwheels on the stage.




  – Fucking show-off, mutters Joey as he lets the curtain drop back into place.




  – Jealous, I say.




  Jack struts the boards, looks back at me offstage and winks. It’s all for me, I think. Jack doesn’t give a fuck for them; the only thing he really cares for is his Puck. He treats

  this audience of fine impostures with a rock star’s pouting scorn, the Duke, the Princess and their courtiers idling out there on their thrones and cushions while the flunkies pour wine into

  goblets for them, tugging their forelocks at these self-proclaimed high-born.




  

– And here a king, says Guy. We’ll call him Pierrot, for he’s a king of tears, of tears that flow like wine for what he’s lost in Columbine.




  Joey in black suit and tie, white shirt and whiteface, black eyeliner painting tears beneath his eyes, stalks on stage left, a Mafioso Pierrot. A hiss of dry ice swirls grey mist around him out

  into the hall. He twirls a hand in cold, contemptuous voilà , ever the villain.




  – Then there is Pantaloon, says Guy, and Don walks on to bow with pomp and grandeur, bowing so low his long grey beard gets underfoot and trips him, staggering forward almost off the stage

  and into the laughing audience. Grandfather of the king, says Guy, and father of Columbine who we’ll meet presently. You’ll see. I ask you only to have trust in me. But who am I? Why, I

  am Scaramouche, a man of wisdom, cunning even in so many ways, but in some other ways – [he taps his roguish eye-patch] – blind, but – [and he flicks the eye-patch up to show a

  wink and drops it down again] – not quite so blind as you might think.




  – But we are mere supporting players in this show, we Scaramouches and Pantaloons. This is a tale of Pierrot and Harlequin.




  

– I hear you ask, he says, who is this Harlequin? Where is he from? you ask. Where has he been? Who is this Harlequin behind the mask, his face unseen? We’ll tell

  you this: he’s left behind him in his ludic path a million friezes and gardens engraved in gold. Over the sun-scorched plains of prose, through snowstorm media, past walled towns of factory

  art, he’s wandered through the whole harem, the length and breadth of all the Orient, that promised land where city-states stretch out along the salt sea and the peoples of the West and East

  meet, mix and marry. This is the first city of the hellions that he’s reached, an ancient city known as Themes.




  Guy waves his arm around him in a way encompassing both the backdrop of our wagon and the audience of watching faces; the whole pseudo-mediaeval Haven of the hall, the gargoyled columns of the

  walls, the podium directly facing us across the floor, all seem just as theatrical, as artificial, as our mummers’ wagon with its drop-down stage and metal scaffolding of rigging, spotlights,

  speakers and the complex engineering of Don’s special effects. But the Duke’s absurd theatre has its differences from ours, our stage constructed in the aim of entertainment, his

  designed in the pursuit of power.




  – All we can do, says Guy, is picture all the dances that this Harlequin’s decreed along the way, the rites he’s wrought in revelations of his spirit to humanity; those wonders

  are behind him now. But here, my friends, we see our Harlequin in kidskin, with his staff, his green-veined wand in hand, in the first city of the hellions to ever ring with the strange hallelujahs

  that he sings. My friends, the Harlequin has come home.




  

The Dereliction of a Hundreh2 Suburbias




  

The sylph shakes the skanda strands from its head with a growl, but the scent of dead souls drifting fills its nostrils still, the smell of cigarette smoke snatched as someone

  passes you in the street, the smells of public transport, smells of old and young, male and female, stale fart and aftershave, curry and spearmint, shower gel and sweat. Mingled memories of parents

  in people-carriers lifting children out to hand to ragged refugees who grab the food parcels out of the soldiers’ hands and rip the wrappers off the bars of chocolate, crumple them and drop

  the can and kick it and turn and dribble past the fat boy to shoot at the fire door where the man in the clean suit nails the notice . . .




  The echoes might have belonged to anyone. They might even have belonged to the sylph, if it was human once. It might have come here, refugee or villager, in some broken bit of city –

  houses, streets and schemes of them, all turning, tilting in the storm of Evenfall like furniture detritus tumbling in floodwaters – when the bitmites broke loose. It might have come here

  seeking shelter in the drifting terror of the Evenfall, but failing to find it. It’s hard to tell any more. The sylph has been out in the Hinter for so long that it is the Hinter,

  bitmites for its blood and body.




  

– Halz! Qua entre resirken?




  The guard wears the nightshades and the sky-blue helmet of a peacekeeper, but his uniform is a mix of gear from many armies, over it a bulky duffel coat with its collar turned up against the

  cold, fluorescent plastic patches on the shoulders as a poor man’s epaulettes. A cut scars down his face, the stitches still in, but where the scab should be the skin is clean and bloodless,

  more like a fabric that’s been hastily mended than a living wound still healing. He smokes the roach of a skinny joint, his disruptor pointed straight at the sylph’s head. Behind him,

  the Way Station looks as dead as the rest of the dreamtime scheme, but more stable in its squat single storey, fenced-off and guarded.




  The sylph is unconcerned. Steel and concrete, guards and guns, might have kept the Haven safe once from the riots of the dislocated when the world was still as firm as flesh and survivors

  huddled behind barricades, shooting shambling things that came at them out of the cracks in reality. But it’s different now; now the shadows and reflections released by the bitmites,

  creatures like the sylph given strange fluid substance by the angel dust, come as inscrutable supplicants that simply cannot be refused. They slide in through the niches in the back of

  someone’s mind, in the highlights in a person’s eye, and even scattered by disruptors they fall, flow and reform. The only real defence the enclaves of reality and order have against

  such things is to invite them in.




  The sentry studies the sylph for a second and it feels itself solidify under his gaze.




  – Lingischt? says the sentry. Italiano? Françaiz? Deutschen?




  The sylph’s perspective snaps, a cut to close up.




  

– Angelish, we say.




  We growl, shake our head, force the word out right.




  – English, we say.




  He seems to relax a little at this. One of his own, he thinks; we smell corned beef on him, chip shops and lager, kebabs and curry. A spider-web tattoo is just visible on his neck. Football

  chants curl in the smoke that rises from his spliff, and the steam of his breath. He misses the lads more than the missus or his Ma and Da, and he’s not cut out for this malarkey, so

  he’s not, you know; all lost in the Evenfall they are, as he was when the militiamen found him, lost in the diasporas and disappearances of where did all the people and the places that he

  used to know go into that’s a no-go area of rubble and smoke and—




  – Got any papers? he says.




  – No, we say. No identity, no papers.




  – I mean cigarette papers. Skins. You got any cigarette papers?




  We hold our hands out, palms up.




  – Worth a try, he shrugs. On you go, mate.




  – Don’t you want to know our name?




  He laughs.




  – If you had a name, you wouldn’t be here.




  

We sniff at him as we pull open the unlocked gate. His disruptor is switched off – no tell-tale odour of ozone and cum, just blackcurrant, petrol and apathy. The filth of

  four weeks living in a corner shop without a toilet, raiding its shelves for tinned food, as the Evenfall raged outside. The fish-oil smell of fear when he came out into the still black night, and

  the city was gone and he was in the Hinter, ash falling like snow across the dereliction of a hundred suburbias. He was lucky that the search party found him or he’d never have known that

  this slumscape of houses torn from their original moorings is accreted into a barricade around an entry point, a Way Station.




  A Way Station. The low-bulked building doesn’t look like it could hold a city within its walls, but that’s how the Havens are. Hidden among a twenty-years-wide novagrad, buried

  decades, sometimes centuries, down beneath the ruin, just a door or window showing here or there, through which they can be entered. Time is wide in the Hinter, wide and deep.




  We walk across the yard of hopscotch chalk-marks, up the steps, into the bunker that will take us home.




  

A Grandiose Ruin of Grey Stone




  

– So here I am, back in grand Themes, says our Iacchus Bacchus. Jack is back, the son of Sooth and Simile, born in a flash of lightning, out of the East. I’ve shed

  the spiritskin, and taken human shape to show myself at Hinter springs and Sumer’s falls.




  The painted backdrop of the wagon’s fold-down stage portrays a grandiose ruin of grey stone obscured and overgrown by green. Don, Guy and Joey melt back into it as Harlequin commands the

  stage. Jack’s in the spotlight. Out in the hall, the audience are shades.




  – And here I stand, says Jack as Harlequin, before my mother’s monument, here where the bolt blasted her house, the ruins of it smoking still. And I can feel the fire from the spirit

  blaze beneath, the fury visited upon my mother. I have to praise old Pantaloon; he keeps this spot so . . . sanctified, so sacred in his daughter’s name, it seems no hands have touched it

  barring mine. See how it’s wild with the thick foliage, the choking vines.




  

The Duke upon his throne across the hall, where all the lords and courtiers like children sit cross-legged on the ground, leans to one side to whisper in his consul’s

  ear, looking from Jack to Joey and to Guy . . . and back to Jack, who leaps from top of prop to top of prop, to crouch as if to pounce; there’s just that little bite of something else there,

  added to the bounce and flounce.




  – This seems, the Duke says, rather serious for a Harlequin play. Dead mothers and suchlike. I do believe I stressed the word diversion.




  The Princess seated on his other side just rolls her eyes, quite clearly tired of her grey-bearded, scar-faced guardian and his stern insistence on frivolity. She looks like a child beside him,

  haughty and imperious, yet with a flash of trash in the way she sits itching and twitching in green riding dress, her dark-red hair pinned up and back. The anachronisms of this place are not

  entirely consistent; the heraldry hints more at Ruritanian pageantry than the authentic pomp of days of yore. The Duke wears grey, of course, his garb, the hall itself, all an extension of his

  stone demeanour; even the torches on the wall can’t light his gloom. This is his world, I think, and she’s not at home here.




  On the stage, the Harlequin sits down upon his mother’s tomb.




  – M’sire, the Troupe d’Reynard do come highly recommended, says the consul, smiling like a nervous dog. Avant-garde perhaps, he says, but if m’sire doesn’t like it,

  we can always have them executed afterwards.




  Backstage, I skulk into the shadows of the folds of curtains and billowing backgrounds. The threat of death’s an occupational hazard of a mummer’s life, here in this wasted land of

  mad gods and ghost megalomaniacs, the many kingdoms of the Hinter; life is cheap to those convinced of their authority over reality itself.




  – Shh, whispers the Princess as she shakes her head. He’s talking again.




  

– So my dear mother’s ugly sisters, of all people, call me bastard, Jack says, born from some secret lover’s shame, born to a slut, a slag. They might as well

  have called my dear old mum a toothless, bearded hag. And they deny all claims that the divine might have a hand in it. I can’t think why. Is it not obvious that I’m descended from on

  high, from mighty Sooth?




  With his dark mask on you can’t see the arching eyebrow, but I know that tone of mischief in his voice, the Who? Me? Would I lie to you?




  – But no! They say that Pantaloon, shifting the blame, invented the whole thing . . . that no one knows my roving father’s name.




  Jack flashes from naive mock indignation, instantly, to something darker.




  – Ha! With one whisper of that word upon the wind, I’ve seen them driven into a frenzy, driven from their homes into the hills, out of their minds, raving and answering

  another’s will. I’ve got them dressed for orgies, each and every one of these smug daughters of old Pantaloon, up on the open rocks beneath the towering green pines, lying with all the

  sons of Columbine.




  Jack walks the boards. A slow turn of the head to speak directly to the Duke.




  – This town, he says, however ignorant it is of mystery and loath to learn, will see. I’ll happily take up my mother’s case, and wear a crown to show these mortal fools her

  child, the son of Sooth, born in the death of a lost divinity, to give them truth.




  

The Duke opens his mouth again to speak but Guy is suddenly beside him, elbow leaning on the throne. A shrug, a disingenuous smile, a wait-let-me-explain!




  – Now Pantaloon, says Guy, the one-time poobah of these palaces and plazas, has long since passed his place and all its privileges to Pierrot, son of his daughter Columbine—




  – Aye, Pierrot, says Jack. He wages war against my wine, pushing the daimon drink away and pouring no libations, making no mention of poor me in all his muttered prayers. It’s not

  fair! This King of Tears . . . I’ll show him and his people the divine; I’ll show him the full glory of the vine. Then, once I’ve set his house in order, I can go somewhere more

  green, and show my spirit there.




  He holds a finger up.




  – But if the town should take up arms – lift up their fists in anger – if they think that they can drive my followers down from the heights of ecstasy, we’ll face

  them down and, at the head of a mad mob, I’ll show them rout and riot. Why else do I wear this mortal skin, this flesh and bone, and step down from my throne to take man’s form, if not

  to cause a royal ruckus?




  The Duke looks ponderous, face seeming graved from silent stone like he’s just one more sculpture in this hall built out of dreams of chivalry. I’m not impressed. His artifice is

  more elaborate than our own, but made of ideas that are long since stale, a pulpy paperback heroic fantasy. He probably has knights somewhere, off hunting for the Holy Grail. Well, fuck that shit,

  as Jack would say. Nobody ever asks the serfs if they are happy living in the fairy tale.




  

Happy Families and War Crimes




  

Once upon a time. Once upon a time there were three little pigs, a wolf and seven little kids, three billy goats gruff, and trolls under bridges, and giants in the sky, and

  thirty little children with Ladybird books and poster paints, and tubes of glitter and sticks of glue, and a boy called Jack.




  Once upon a time, the Way Station was a school, and faded finger-paintings still decorate the walls – dinosaurs and ruined cities, happy families and war crimes. Pages of arithmetic

  textbooks, times-tables and alphabet readers litter the floor, ground into pulp by countless feet. The open-plan classrooms are cluttered with overturned desks and chairs all scaled for pre-teen

  occupants.




  Signs in white paint on eggshell-yellow lead us to the gym, where filing cabinets and lockers have been gathered against the back wall of a small stage, and where an old man sits behind a desk

  half-buried in paperwork. Military uniform, British Raj-period general. He looks up only when the door creaks and crashes shut behind us; a tattoo circles one eye, the graving of a monocle, just a

  little absurd like he’s been inked by a joke telescope. The dull thunder of children’s feet fills the room, together with the muted hiss of a radio playing an eightsome reel far ago in

  the past. The Way Station is haunted with the ghosts of all those who didn’t make it, shreds of spirit matting the entry point like hair clogging a plughole.




  He nods to himself and waves his hand for us to come close. We jump up onto the stage and sit down on a chair facing his desk, sniffing the dust and musk and mildewed paper in the air. For a

  while we just study each other: a thousand shadows could be hidden in the wrinkles of his ridden face, the jowls and baggy eyes, a face once solid, long gone soft. He peers at me through his

  nightshades.




  – So . . . he says eventually




  His quiet voice is amplified by the emptiness of the hall.




  – You want sanctuary. You want come in Kentigern, play pip pip best of Britain, old boy? You no jolly happy in Hinter?




  His accent is so thick that it’s grotesque, as if the furthest reaches of the British Empire collaborated in creating the ultimate offence to the language of their colonialist masters.




  – We want humanity, we say.




  

He laughs and coughs, gasps for air, and laughs again. He has the emphysema wheeze of a forty-a-day smoker but it doesn’t stop him from reaching into his breast pocket to

  bring out a silver cigarette case. He clicks it open, takes a Russian black out, taps it on the table. Snaps the case shut. Puts the cigarette in his mouth.




  – Crazy thing! You have one idea what is humanity? Eh, crazy thing?




  – We can learn.




  The unlit cigarette dangles from his bottom lip, bouncing as he speaks.




  – Hah . . . You learn to ride bicycle. You learn to speak lingischt. You no learn to be human being. No, you are what you are, and you – hah—




  He takes the cigarette out and points it at us.




  – You are a monster. Crazy thing. Big scary monster. Not a human being. Dust with legs.




  We pick our teeth and glower at him.




  – We want to change, we say.




  – Dust with legs. We give you skin, you be chipper chap?




  He sucks on the cigarette and we sniff the air. There are deeper scents than echoes here, dead things with more flesh. In the lockers, we think. Not just echoes. Shadows and reflections too. A

  fireman pulling bodies from a burning plane wreck, going in again one time too many. A soldier fighting for freedom, or for oilfields belching smoke out in the desert. A shopkeeper reaching for the

  alarm under the desk holding an open cash register. A little girl running out onto a road towards an ice-cream van, naked, skin blistered and burning from the napalm, dropping as the bullets spray

  her back.




  – We can walk on from someone else’s steps, we say. We want . . . a past.




  

We wait for the serious questions to begin, the forms to fill out, citizenship pledges. In the echoes that we traced here through the wild black storms of Hinter, we found

  passports and papers, immigration visas and ID cards, biometric data, holograms and thumb chips. We expect this.




  Instead he simply flicks through a sheaf of papers and pulls out a yellowed page. His chair scrapes noisily on the wooden floorboards of the stage as he pushes it back, stands up and leads us

  over to the filing cabinets and lockers, the keys on his belt jangling as he walks. More like a janitor than a general, we think. He fumbles the right key into the right lock and clanks the locker

  door open.




  – Crazy thing, he says. Here. Take. Through door, go uphill.




  The skinsuit hangs on the hook like a wet raincoat, thin and pale pink with the gravings of a dead man’s soul across its chest. Shabby and pathetic, giving only the limp impression of a

  shape, we still feel a pang of longing as we look at it, to live and breathe, to have hopes and fears rather than to be them. A dark Pinocchio, carved out of thought instead of wood, we want

  to be a real boy. We reach out to touch it, stroke it, hold its glove of skin against our hand, palm to palm. If we kissed that slack mask, could we wake it into life with a breath?




  He holds the yellow page of someone else’s life at arm’s length, squeezing his eyes to read it.




  – We call you Jack now, crazy thing. Jack Carter, dead man, no need name no more.




  

He doesn’t know, we realise, that we are all dead men, dead women, dead children, even a little animal perhaps, dressed in our suits of skin to walk again as we once did

  when we were flesh. We slide the skinsuit on, smooth skin around our arms and legs, and feel it form us, firm us. Will we also now forget, like him, in payment for this dreamtime, an exchange of

  memories of death for memories of life?




  – Through door, go uphill, he repeats. Remember, up. You go to Circus. Pipe up name with a salute. They give you past and future. All you want, crazy thing.




  He hacks and rasps again as he hobbles to a fire-exit door, clatters the bar of a handle down and swings it open.




  Outside, inside or just beyond, the Haven waits for us, no novagrad of dust where shabtis scuff their feet through windblown echoes of humanity, but the real thing. Kentigern waits for

  us, a city sunken in the overgrowth of ruined reality. We see a park of darkness. Buildings glimpsed through a rustle of leaves. A world lying in state, it waits. We hesitate.




  – Go, crazy thing, he says behind us. Go, Jack Carter. Go home.




  We step out into the dark of parkness, rich earth flowering with the scent of memory. The door swings closed behind us.




  The Castle and the City




  

It seems to go up forever.




  – Now that, says Guy, is what I call grandiose.




  – Peachy, says Jack. Want one.




  The Duke’s keep rises over the city as a giant amongst ants, skyscrapers for its buttresses, all mirrored glass, its walls drab slabs of concrete dam stretching between them, a perversion

  of a Gothic cathedral. It is as if somebody took New York and rearranged the skyline, placing this tower here and that tower there, finding the symmetries and complementing shapes and heights and,

  having done so, they then built a wall of concrete joining tower block to tower block, mute grey between the glittering glass, and built it higher, higher, just to prove that commerce’s great

  spectacle of a city was only the building blocks of their great scheme. The wall of it rises into low cloud but you can make out the crenellations of the buildings bridged with blocky iron towers,

  topped by domes or spires, a more ancient architecture perched up on the precipice’s tip, like gulls’ nests on a cliff. Yes, grandiose is one word to describe it.




  

We trundle on towards it, through a city which is nothing if not humble in comparison. Here two or three storeys are the norm and most of these squat concrete, sometimes

  painted in sun yellows or sky blues or peach, with fading adverts on their sides, for washing powder or some other product of that old forgotten and fantastic world we used to call reality –

  so many look unfinished, half-built, with spirally steel reinforcing rods sprouting from their flat roofs like reeds, rust-colour stalks stuck in a vase. Small shacks, plant pots and chairs and

  washing lines among them speak of these roofs being used as gardens. Here and there one of the houses has three walls of a new level still being built, brick and wet plaster. It’s as if all

  the houses are expanding upwards, just taking their time about it.




  I point this out and Joey, dismissive as ever, says it’s just a tax dodge.




  – Once the house is finished, he says, they’ll have to start paying tax on it. So if the house is never actually finished . . .




  – How do you know?




  – Seen it before.




  

But the buildings themselves, the roofs apart, are all a jumble of jutting bits and bobs, of balconies and blinds, awnings and louvered shutters, fretworks of quatrefoil

  patterns running up their heights, more potted plants and washing lines, and I think it’s just that Joey has no poetry in his soul, if Joey has a soul at all. I love the confusion of it, the

  vibrant and organic texture of an architecture so haphazard. It’s a city where people live their lives outside, on their roofs, and on their balconies. And on the streets where the palm trees

  and the rhododendrons rise out of the dust and the kiosks and the cafés, on the verges of the road filled with fast-moving carts and bicycles, and even the occasional car weaving between the

  curses and scattering pedestrians, women in burkas, men in suits, excited children running alongside this garish cart of ours which almost fits in with its scarlet wood and painted legend on the

  side and us all over it like passengers on an overloaded bus, Jack and myself up on the roof, Guy in the driver’s seat with Don beside him, Joey standing on the sideboards, holding on and

  looking down in silence through his dark sunglasses at the kids who tug his coat and yammer at him, babbling. I think if it weren’t for the legend Troupe d’Reynard blazoned in florid

  lettering on the cart’s side in an alphabet so alien to them, so unlike the angular script that plasters every poster, shop and kiosk around us, we might pass without regard, just another

  bunch of gypsies heading for market.




  Instead old men blow out cigarette smoke and tut at us. Young men frown at Jack’s wolf-whistles but turn away, shrugging, as I pull him back and thwack his arm. Children chatter and point.

  Girls watch Joey play it cool. The legend emblazoned on the cart’s side announces us as something other, something different, exotic.




  

I lean over the front edge of the roof, look down at Guy.




  – Tell me we’re playing here, I say. Before or afterwards. Come on, they’d love it. We could get a bit of audience interaction going, you know? We don’t have to do the

  usual mindfuck, just a plain old-fashioned show.




  Guy nods at the castle looming up ahead. It rises out of a factory area, its gates sporting two Lady Liberty-sized Atlases, heads bowed under globes.




  – We already have our audience, and we’re booked to play tonight, he says. And I rather think we might be leaving in a hurry.




  I humph.




  – How long’s it been since we did something that we actually got applause for?




  – I got a standing ovation in the Sheol Athenium, says Jack, leaning over beside me.




  – They weren’t standing, says Guy. They were running.




  – They were cheering, though.




  – I think you’ll find that it’s called screaming, says Guy. Jack, shouldn’t you be practising your lines? You too.




  Jack rolls away in a sulk.




  – I’ve got them down, I say. I don’t see why we can’t just entertain people, once in a while. A little song, a little dance, a little poetry.




  – There can be no poetry after the apocalypse, says Don.




  – Bollocks, says Jack. Fuck that shit.




  I pull Guy’s new script out of the leg pocket of my combats, flip through the pages to try and find my place. Where was I? Yes.




  The Harlequin has come home.




  

Soulflesh Steeped in an Orgone Marinade




  

We hear the door clank closed behind us, turn to find it is no longer there, only a dead-end dirt path in the bushes that surround us. Clouds glow infernal orange in the sky,

  but the air is clear, crisp. Are we the only bitmites here? We listen for other sylphs. Hissing and tinny as a radio buried in the ground beneath our feet, we hear only a single voice.




  – You’re listening to the midnight music of Radio Free Kentigern, coming out over the aether for all you lone wolfmen and preachers of the night. That’s right. This is

  Howling Don Coyote, your one and only dog-boy with the deep and dirty that you all want dished, and I’ll be taking you through from dusk till doom, yes sir, right up till those first rosy

  rays of the apocalypse light up the morning sky. As my dear old mother used to tell me as she tucked me in at night, my boy, the world ends tomorrow and you may die. But until it does let’s

  kick back with a track, and this one’s going out for Jack, because believe me, mes amigos, if music has charms to soothe the savage beast, there’s one psycho pup out there that really

  needs his tummy tickled.




  The babble is intriguing. It stirs something in us.




  

Following the path out of the bushes, pushing thick, rubbery leaves aside and stepping over roots, we come out of the darkness onto damp tarmac. Under us our shadow flexes, and

  we kneel to touch this shape graved sharp out of the night itself with stars, tiny pinpricks of light, scattered all throughout its hollow body. No, not stars but stones, white stones embedded in

  the path.




  In the Hinter we did not have a shadow; it escaped from underfoot, black earth itself coming alive, refusing to be walked on. This world is strange.




  Uphill to the right, the tarmac trails up through twiggy trees like gnarled brown brooms, to the brow of a high hill, a wall topped with barbed wire. This is our path, the janitor general has

  told us, leading to the Circus; but something is shifting in us, we feel, underneath this newfound skin.




  Jack Carter we call our sylph, but there is something else inside this dead man walking, something brighter, something other, yes, another name.




  Jack Flash.




  We taste it sudden in the clarity of Kentigern’s air. Black blood of a dead hero, angel dust of bitmites, skitters and chitters into a shape we recognise in the gravings of our chest. A

  schizoid epiphany made real, the stuff that dreams are made on, O but this is our favourite dream of yours, yes, Jack Flash Carter, the disintegrated man, first warrior we wore when far ago we

  walked out into the sunlight of your world. We wear him again, at last, his soulflesh steeped in an orgone marinade, simmered till tender over the fires of hell. O how we feel at home in his

  patchwork self. We try to word it for you simple. Do you grasp?




  Here, now, we are. We hear now:




  

– Yes, folks, the voice says. Jack be nimble. Jack be quick. Jack Flash blew up the local nick. If you haven’t heard the news yet, you must be listening

  to the BBC. Seems like that one-man revolution who we all thought dead and solid gone just struck another blow for life and liberty – or chaos and confusion, depending on which side

  you’re on; took some orgone-saturated Semtex to the Royal Caledonian Constabulary’s very own HQ, that five-star hotel for our boys in black and blue, known in popular parlance as The

  Pit. I hear they got more bodies under the floorboards there than a serial killers’ convention and a range of torture implements unrivalled since the Inquisition. That’s the

  rumours anyway but, hey, we don’t believe everything we see on the radiovision, do we? Or do we? Can it be that Jack the Cracked, our jaguar jackal of the snicker-snack – that’s

  right, folks – can it be that Jack is back?




  Is this us? We sense it is. Forward and back, from slide to glide, and up and down, we feel time dancing in us, past and future jangling in us, singing strings of a blue guitar. We are keen for

  it.




  

So, as some panther-spirit out of jungle myth, we slouch out of the thundergrowth of feral parkland, through a clearing of weedwalk granite where a crumbling stone fountain,

  long abandoned to the vandals, casts its shadow in the moonlight. We do not go uphill. No, we stride towards a bridge half-buried in the mire of what was once a river, now a tumescent scar of

  debris and marsh-grasses. It calls to us with its echoes of the crystal stream that once ran here, echoes of fish and heron, and the time within this time, the world you did not want, of dreaming

  spires and students laughing in the summer sun, littering the green with glittering bottles, bags and food. Men fucking in the bushes in the night, and roaming gangs of razor kids. Stanley knives,

  and newspapers tumbling with tales of immigrants and war. We hear, we scent, we see the river flowing black with oil and burning as the books fell into it, and leering, cheering faces, in the days

  of mob, the days of bonfires lit and sacrifices made to hold back Evenfall. The river of forbidden text still flows though, slowly, silted filth, this rotting mulch of blackened blacklist books,

  under the marsh-grass where the river rats run.




  Moonlight and the silhouette of the – what is the word? – the Rookery in front of us, the Circus high up the slope behind, we walk across the no-man’s-land that edges

  them, across the scythe of wilderness cutting between the ghetto-den of thieves and dissidents ahead and the business boot-camp at our back. We feel the play of light and dark over our shadow body.

  No, we will not go uphill, to the Circus that rules over this Haven.




  The Jack in us says, no.




  Well, what it says is . . .




  Fuck that shit.




  

Chorus, Kouros, Darling Koré




  

Jack dances out across the stage.




  – Come, all you women who left the battlements of play to follow me far from your foreign homes, to revel, to run riot by my side and be my company, my merry band. March round the royal

  halls of Pierrot, lift up the cymbals from your native land, up to the skies, and clash them, crash them against the walls, until this town of Pantaloon’s decides to open up its eyes.




  He stops to glance at me, offstage.




  – As for myself, says Jack, giving a sharp and toothy grin and fondling the veins carved in his wooden wand, each snicking inch of him a Harlequin, I think I’ll head up to the hills,

  he says, to join the dance.




  He lifts the wooden wand up to his lips and, with a lick of them before beginning, gives an eerie toot, this twinkling-eyed pied piper with his somewhat phallic flute. He skips offstage, playing

  his tune.




  And that’s my cue.




  

– From distant mount of timeless ashes, we run with the spirit of laughter. All our work becomes a joy, our weariness so sweet, when it’s a song for Harlequin! Who

  can stand in our way? Who in their house can stay? Shift! Shift, I say. Or hush. Let every lip be shushed in solemn silence while we raise a hymn to Harlequin.




  I sing, wearing a dress again, as ever, lipstick, rouge and eyeshadow, playing the Chorus to Jack’s hero, Joey’s villain; even Guy and Don at least get to perform with trousers on.

  Not me, though. No, apparently my rosy cheeks and cherub lips are much too saucy sweet to play a Pantaloon or Scaramouche.




  – And then, of course, says Guy backstage before the show, there’s those long lashes over your doe-eyes that flutter in the hearts of all who see them. Thomas, my dear boy, how could

  you not be Chorus, kouros, darling koré of our comedies?




  Harrumph.




  

So I walk out onto the stage in soft white silk, sheening and sleek and flowing, blowing in the gentle breeze, a slim-hipped maiden – with an angel’s voice,

  I’m told.




  – Let us begin, I sing, within the secret sanctum of the curates of the holy cave where every day is born, where dancers with their crested helms pound for our sensual delight the ox-hide

  drum, building wild rhythm into the rapture of their shouts of song, and wind round it the sweet sound of the flute.




  Jack’s air floats in from offstage, distant and soft but fluttering, quick as a darting swallow’s wings between the beats of Don’s palms on his doumbek, Joey on the bongos.




  – Now satyrs steal it for their own, I sing, to play in dances in triennial feasts which lift the heart of Harlequin.




  The Duke looks unimpressed but the Princess is smiling.




  

– And who is Harlequin? I sing.




  Quiet and gentle, genteel as the priciest courtesan, I reach out to the audience an open hand, an offering, a question. The Duke leans forward in his seat, chin on his fist. The Princess cocks

  her head, a vague and dreamy look on her face.




  – Before his time, I sing, this bastard boy was born in crossfire hurricane when lightning flashed, flew from a storm god’s hand and lashed his mother in her pain, to strip her of

  her life. Sooth, son of crow or corn, however, found the child a womb within his thigh, fastened it shut with golden safety pins, to hide him from the Queen of Heaven’s eyes. And when the

  Fates had fully formed this horny child, he brought him forth and crowned him with a wreath of wild and writhing snakes just as his followers now wear. We hunt these serpents everywhere to weave

  amongst our hair – [I sing it breathy like it is sheer ecstasy] – to be like Harlequin.




  O, but there’s no one quite like Jack, I think.




  

A Constellation of Teeth




  

– And that, mes amigos, is the subject of tonight’s call-in. Empires and their enemies. Did the sun set on the Great Brutish Empire or is it just behind a cloud?

  Who’s to blame and who’s to flame? Is anarchoterrorism too extreme even if we’re living in a fascist regime? So give me a call if you got something to say. This is Deep Dark Don

  Coyote, getting down till dawn on the astral airwaves. You can wear your tinfoil hat, you can rip out all your fillings, but you can’t stop the sound of the suburban

  subconscious.




  We look up at the concrete wall of the Rookery, the jumble of roofs behind, the tower rising, but the voice comes from higher still. From the fiery clouds? From somewhere high above them?




  – So for all you sleepers just awaiting to awake, oh yeah, for all you would-be enemies of the state, here is the late great Lord of Lips himself, with a song dedicated to the man of

  the hour, our blackshirt-thumpin’, orgone-pumpin’, lumpen-humpin’ Jumpin’ Jack Flash . . .




  

Our metaphysique stabilises, a quicksilver shimmer into flesh, flesh enough that as we step onto the bridge some sensor trips; four floodlights pin us in a crossflash. A

  sentry, in armour longcoat swirled with swathes of camouflage flickering patchwork shades of khakis, desert sand and jungle green, rock greys and icy whites, lowers his chi-lance towards us. A

  shining silvery steel conflation of crossbow, rifle, spear and staff, like a six-foot retrofitted crucifix, an angel’s sword of fire, the chi-lance gleams white in the night like the little

  round nightshades through which he scrutinises us.




  We wonder why you fill your dreams of life with sentries, wars, heroes and villains, but we begin to understand, we think. You are afraid of us, afraid of the dark and of the fire also. We are

  only what you make us but . . . it makes more sense as the skinsuit tightens round us.




  – Rook or . . . pawn? says the sentry through his airfilter. The methane and sulphur stench of the scar of river underneath the bridge does not concern us – we smell psychology more

  than chemistry – but it must smell rank to him.




  Behind the man, the gates of the Rookery rise on the other side of the bridge, a sledgehammered hole in a concrete wall that speaks of Berlin and Jerusalem, gulags and ghettos – our goal.

  Beyond is the place where Jack belongs, where we belong.




  The sentry is in our way.




  

– Jesus, he says. Who . . . or what the fuck are you?




  We stop and hunker down, sniff at the air. He reeks of slow sordid solidity. We grin a glittering of white, a constellation of teeth.




  – The spy who came in from the chaos, we say.




  We catch an imaginary firefly between thumb and forefinger, study it, let it go. Out in the Hinter, the firefly would have flicked into existence at our whim; here there are rules of sorts,

  rough physics lacing the anarchist metaphysics of the Vellum. We feel a shiver of self slither down our back: existence. We feel it close now.




  – Who are we? we ask the world.




  We feel it close, fluttering crows of thought and memory, black wings of our identity. Me me me me me.




  – I’ll ask the questions, mate. Just don’t you fucking move.




  We look up at the sky . . .




  

I look up at the sky as a wireliner steams overhead, its Cavor-Reich ray-tanks luminous blue-green in the night sky. I’ll be fucked: it’s Kentigern.

  It’s 1999. I’m back, I’m—




  – Jumpin’ Jack Flash, by the Rolling Stones, and tonight’s topic, for those of you who just tuned in, is just exactly that: the Angel Assassin, Public Enemy #1. Is he a gas,

  gas, gas and, if so, are we talking oxygen mask or hydrogen bomb?




  His chi-lance aimed steady with one hand, the guard unclips a mobile from his shoulder with his other hand and flips it open to call back to base. I smell soldier on him, dead dog. Me no

  likee.




  – So tell me what you think, my friends; I’ll be right here through the wee hours. The powers that be might try to blast me from the sky, but there’s no reason to be scared.

  Oh, no. They seek us here, they seek us there; they’ll never find the pirate’s lair. Yes, this is Mad Bad Don Coyote, cruising high over the city in the airship Lollipop, coming out

  over the aether to you dreamers of the city, and just waiting for your calls. So until my psychic switchboard starts to light up like a ladyboy’s boudoir, here’s another little number

  for a city in slumber. This is the Iguana of Pop and ‘I Wanna Be Your Dog’.




  – Rrrrruff ! I say.




  And pounce.




  

Dance in Delirium!




  

Jack leaps from backstage onto the roof of our ramshackle wagon, to dance above it all, an elvish dervish, impish sprite.




  – Happy is the man initiated to his mysteries, I sing, his life made holy, heart and soul in unity – in ritual, purity – in revelry upon the hills. A witness to the rites of

  mighty mother nature, crowned with ivy, flaunting his staff, he gives his reverence to Harlequin.




  I pick the Princess as my audience. The Duke’s a philistine, it’s clear; he has that look upon his face that says he doesn’t like his entertainment weird, that says all actors

  are, in his opinion, queer. I sing to her.




  – Come, come, dance in delirium! He has come home, down from a frozen mountain to these broad and burning streets, hotter than hell, the child of Sooth, spirit of revel and rapture,

  Harlequin!




  

– Come on, says Jack. Ow.




  – Well, get off, I hiss. We don’t have time.




  I stagger as his arm hooks round my waist, pulling me backwards, grab his pinky, bend it back.




  – Ah! Fucking—




  Wriggling free, I shush him, nod out at the hall filling with courtiers now, out past the screens that mask the backstage and the wings of our jerry-rigged theatre. Joey sticks his head out of

  the wagon door, looking like some mad Japanese tranny with his whiteface on.




  – Are you two fucking ready?




  – Twenty-four seven, says Jack and grabs my hand. Come on, he says.




  And following him, hopping, trying to stay upright as he drags me off against my weak will, I end up behind the wagon, back pressed into wood, my hands cupping his ass, my lips against his

  throat.




  – We’ve got to get changed anyway, he says, hands loosening my belt.




  

Jack blows his flute, whirling and twirling, birling with the tune itself. I turn to sing for him.




  – Where is there more delight than in the hills, where milk and wine and streams of luscious honey flow out of the earth, and incense billows, where a man wrapped in his robe of fawnskin

  can fall out of all the revel and the riot, sinking to the ground to rest?




  I take a breath.




  – Or better still when the wild hunt roars on, with him right in its midst, hair tossing in the wind, a blazing torch of pine held in his hand, hounding the goat, to drink its blood, to

  feast on raw flesh ripped from its red flanks? And just to crown the revelry, he raises his voice high, exulting with a cry of Io, Io, as a man possessed, ecstatic, as a Harlequin.




  

I take a breath. Then another, short and sharp, mouth open like I’m catching rain. His hair between my fingers and his nails sharp in my flesh. You cunt, I think, try not

  to laugh, to gasp, as his hand cups my balls and wraps – a blazing torch of pine – and his mouth wet and soft and me – right in its midst – as he leans in to – feast

  on raw flesh – take it all the way and – Io, Io – drink its – Io, Io – O, you fucking bastard, Jack . . .




  I take a breath, a long and deep one. Let it out.




  I let my fingers run out of his hair and down his cheeks as he leans back, looks up at me, limbers up out of his squat, grinning with wicked pride. Enjoy?




  – Delirium, I say.




  

Picasso’s Dreams




  

Crouching, I run my fingers through the grass beneath me – valley grass, park grass, thick moist stalks of sanitised greenbelt nature, heavy with the pre-dawn dew.

  Somehow the park, even if it has gone wild, seems like an artifice, just another barrier to keep the dissidents of the Rookery within their enclave. The smell of latter-day fops in leather

  frock-coats, maidens in PVC corsets, lingers among the statuary overgrown with brambles. Fucking Goths in flouncy white shirts, top hats and canes for swiping at the grubby little urchins in the

  street, coming here to thrill at the louring closeness of the Rookery. Children of the Iron Lady, New Romantics, New Victorians rank with puritan prurience, playing at decadence, while the

  factories, the airshipyards, the adamantium works and orgone refineries lie dead and broken. Fuck that shit. Cravats instead of neckties? Real rebellious.




  I nip off a blade of grass with thumb and forefinger, flick it away, and flex my fingers as if playing a flute. I clench my hand into a fist and snap my fingers. Threads, I think. Threads and

  toys.




  I prise the chi-lance from the sentry’s cold dead grip, its feline buzz a purr so sensual soft I feel it in my boner. Nice. I swing the weapon up and blast the floodlights to a shower of

  sparks. OK, so I do admit a part of me is hoping that I haven’t been a little rash, that Dead Dog here was actually militia or SS, some Circus goon watching the Rookery for gypo

  raiding parties out to rob the banks and bungalows of the bourgeoisie. He might just have been Thieves Guild, stationed here to stop the blackshirt spooks forever trying to sneak inside, but

  . . . it’s not that likely, honest. Fuck it, I think. The night is young and so am I. Can’t blame a boy for being keen.




  

I strip the longcoat off the body, flip it round and over and on with a flourish of flap – an agent needs cover, after all – but I leave the corpse his clothes for

  decency, and because the stench of his psychic sweat on them might confuse me, what with the skinsuit still a little ruffled and riding wrong on me like a boyfriend’s underwear shaped to the

  snook of another’s nooks. I don’t have the most coherent identity at the best of times, you know. As I stretch into a stance, I feel my body rippling like an acid vision, like hot air

  shimmers over tarmac in the summer sun.




  I trace the scar of contradictory identities on my chest. So many pasts, so little space to fit them all. Jack Flash, who went over the top in 1919, gunned down by the Bosch on the fields of

  Flanders. Jack Flash of 1939, scourge of the Futurists, hurtling in a blasted Lancaster down into Dresden’s furnace. Punk rock icon, flyboy of the Gulf Wars, Jack Flash – oh, this one

  feels peachy: Jack Flash, who was here in ’69, helping the Sexual Revolution along with orgone-bombs aimed at key members of the old boy network. Yes. We won that one, I think, taking them

  right back to their jolly days as public schoolboys rutting in the dormitory – got them all so horny for a good rogering that they just had to legalise their own perversions. So now all the

  fairies in the villages get to fly their rainbow flag from shops and bars – hell, it makes them easier to firebomb – and they get to wear their shaved heads and pink triangle badges,

  wear them with pride.




  Yeah, I call that a result. I think.




  

The Jack Flash that I settle on, settle into, cricking my shoulders and snicking my pearly teeth, is a ghost of history with a major attitude problem. Jack Flash as

  avenging spirit of the dying decade, returning to Kentigern for one day every ten years, to wreak havoc on the fascists and go down valiantly in flames and glory.




  I twirl the chi-lance, sight the Circus and I think of this little bunker Haven of Kentigern with its twenty-years-wide walls around it, dug down twenty years into the reconstructed past, the

  truth shot dead and buried in a mass grave. Who now remembers the Armenians? Fuck it, most of the bastards here are lucky to remember yesterday. Baby, it’s 2037 out there in the

  Hinter, but in here it’s 1999 and always will be, dead souls dancing the apocalypse calypso round a bonfire built of history books, on and on for all eternity. Too bad someone left a door

  open just wide enough for Hinter to come breezing in with a glint in its eye and a hard-on for that dancing flesh all peachy soft and glowing in the firelight. Because all it takes to bring a Haven

  down is the right little discrepancy; and, baby, I was born to be discrepant.




  I whirl the chi-lance upright, crouch to flip the nightshades from the sentry’s face to mine and flick them on to sonar mode. A cartwheel over the bridge’s wall drops me down into

  the squelch and stink of undergrowth, as the world goes cubist. Sound-signals bounced back to the shades map to a skewed perspective of a wireframe, volumes flavoured with the colour of their

  density and scented with their shade of resonance. It’s a stereoscopic render of the world around, a sensory well of shade and shape chaotic to the untrained eye, disorienting even to the

  seasoned user. I pull on the glove that lets me turn the sim and twist it, slide it, glide it around from angle to curve, volume to void. Feels like I’ve dropped into Picasso’s

  dreams.




  

Flexing my other hand, I gaze into its intricate articulation of mercurial muscle, bone and tendon. Quicksilver skin flows and ripples as I flex, seems to shatter, splatter. It

  reflects the world around in sleek and deadly-looking curves, mirroring not the surfaces but the densities, the space and mass. That’s what a body built of bitmites looks like under

  nightshades. The liquid mirror of the world around. Melted shards of reality. That’s what we are under our suits of skin.




  In the map of my palm I pinpoint the secret entrance underneath the bridge, a grill covered in polythene and pulp. The one above, with all the floodlights and the barricade of corrugated iron,

  is just a blind for the real doorway to the underworld. I look back at the sim, turn it in wonder. It’s all there in the reflection, mapped out in the senseless and inscrutable detail, the

  mineshafts and old subway tunnels leading up to covered streets, sandstone and concrete, metal, wood, great stone tenements buried deep within a framework of scaffolded streets and prefab huts on

  stilts, all the winding passages and covered alleyways, the nooks and crannies of the impossible, precarious Rookery. There are allies in there, I sense, peachy kids and foxy rogues with revolution

  on their minds. And, peachiest of all, my skybike’s waiting where I left it.




  I drag the ’69 Jagger-Richards Hornet out from under brambles and tarpaulin, power it up with the sheer horniness of having it between my legs, orgone power flooding its engine, bringing

  the beast to life with a thrum of animal lust. I look down as I kick it into life and catch a sonar glimpse of the nightmares buried in the mire of the dead river. Burned books and bodies. Rats

  crawling among the rot. Even outside the Rookery there are things buried under the city’s surfaces that are begging to be free. All in good time.




  I pick the target: a green glow moving slowly through the clouds, a wireliner.




  Fun and games, I think, and rocket up into the sky.




  








  Errata




  

The Death of an Angel




  

Spreadeagled, the sand cold beneath his back, Metatron, the onetime Voice of God, gazes up into the sky. It’s so clear out here in the desert that the stars seem a liquid

  spray across the black – no wonder that they call it the Milky Way – goes back to Hathor, he remembers, self-styled cow-goddess of the Egyptians, claiming sovereignty over the heavens

  themselves . . . and just another jumped-up unkin like himself, really. What was it the Irishman had said about them, about the Covenant and the Sovereigns?




  Underneath the bullshit you’re exactly the same thing.




  Finnan was right; it was true. Under all the talk of Heaven and Hell, angels and demons, it all came down to the Cant in the end. It all came down to power, to Metatron thinking he could use the

  Cant to keep the hawks in check, set them against the vultures and then, finally, when the War was over, regrave the survivors into doves. Three millennia spent: building his Republic of Heaven;

  signing ousted gods and goddesses up to the Covenant; giving them new names, new roles, as his angels; leading the newbloods through the veil into the Holiest of Holies, to kneel before an empty

  throne; sending them out as soldiers in one last great war against the scattered remnants of the Sovereigns. It shouldn’t have been much more than a clean-up operation, the so-called

  apocalypse. He had it all planned.
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