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VOLUME ONE


The Lost Deus of Sumer




PROLOGUE





The Road of All Dust


The Journals of Reynard Carter – Day Zero


– A burning map. Every epic, my friend Jack used to say, should start with a burning map. Like in the movies. Fucking flames burning the world away; that’s the best thing about all those old films, he said – when you see this old parchment map just . . . getting darker and darker in the centre, crisping, crinkling until suddenly it just . . . fwoom.


That was Jack for you; if you asked him what he wanted for his birthday, he’d tell you he wanted an explosion. Jack was crazy, but as I flicked forward through the Book, faster and faster as each page fed in me a growing sense of horror and awe, I thought of what he’d said. I thought of gods and tragedies, legends and histories, and movies that opened with scrolling tales of ancient times. The vellum pages beneath my hand flickered under a light that wasn’t fire, however, but rather the pale blue of the underground vault’s fluorescent lights; and if there was a burning it was in my head, a fire of realisation, of revelation. Still, I couldn’t shake the feeling that at any second the world around me would be torn away in flames and ashes, stripped back to reveal a scene of carnage choreographed as in some lurid Hollywood flick, and soundtracked with a crashing, clashing music over screams and sounds of war.


The Book. I slammed the thing closed, checking a suspicion. Its outward, leather, cracked and weathered carapace was thick and dark, embossed with strange sigils – an eye-like design, a circle within an ellipse, but with four smaller semicircles on its outer edge at three o’clock and nine o’clock, and at five and eleven; overlapping this but offset was a rectangle. The framework of embossing around it looked, for all the world, like the stolen architectural plans that lay abandoned on the floor, and with a glance around the vault my suspicion was confirmed – it matched. The long, rectangular room with the doorway in the bottom right-hand corner; the left-hand wall thicker, as it should be, a supporting wall for the building above; the two blocks of wall on either side jutting out a foot or so into the room two-thirds of the way up, as if the original end wall had been knocked through at some point, extended into a forgotten recess; the tiny alcove at the far end which I’d found hidden behind a tall glass-panelled bookcase and which was barely legible on the stolen plans, drawn in pencil where the rest was marked in ink.


I felt a bit guilty, looking at the piles of Aristotle and Nostradamus and Molie`re and who knows what else, lying on the floor where I’d put them so I could heave the solid bookcase out from its place. Fragile, priceless artefacts of the university’s Special Collection, books a student would sign for, with his tutor’s name and research subject, and have brought to him by the curator, in the Reading Room upstairs, lain gently on the desk before him on foam supports, their brittle pages to be turned so delicately, so tentatively in case they crumbled to dust between unthinking fingers. And I’d treated them like paperbacks dumped on the floor by someone rearranging furniture. But they were worthless in comparison to the Book; they were already dust.


I wiped away some of the blood that ran down from my forehead and opened the book again, to its first page.


The Book of All Hours


The Book of All Hours, the Benedictines called it, in the Middle Ages, believing it to be the Deus’s own version of some grand duke’s book of hours – those hour-by-hour and day-by-day, week-by-week and month-by-month tomes of ceremony and meditation inked by monks in lamplight, drawn in brilliant colours on vellum, pale but rich in tone, not bleached pure white but yellowed, brown, the colour of skin, of earth, of wood, old bone, of things that were all once alive. Princes and kings would commission these books and they’d take years of hunched backs and cramped hands and fading eyesight to produce by hand. It was said by the Benedictines that God himself commissioned such a tome from the one angel allowed to step beyond the veil and see his face and listen to his words, and write them down. The patriarch Enoch, who walked with God and rose to Heaven to become the angel Metatron, had made this book at his master’s command, they said, and it held God’s own word on every instant of eternity, the ultimate instruction manual for he who dared to live what He commanded, fully, absolutely. But no man was perfect enough to live in such devotion; so they denied the Book existed in this world at all; said it could be found only in Eternity, where the spirit was freed of the weakness of the flesh.


– The Book of All Hours, my father had said. Your grandfather went looking for it, but he never found it. He couldn’t find it; it’s a myth, a pipe-dream. It doesn’t exist.


I remember the quiet smile on his face, the look all parents have at some time, I suspect, when they see their children repeating their own folly, a look that says, yes, we all think like that when we’re your age, but when you’re older, believe me, you’ll understand, the world doesn’t work that way. I’d come to ask him about these fanciful stories I’d been told, about the Carter family having ancient secrets, not just skeletons in the closet, but skeletons with bones engraved with mystic runes, in closets with false walls that hid dark tunnels leading deep, deep underground.


– But Uncle Reynard said that when grandfather was in the Middle East—


– Uncle Reynard is an incorrigible old fox, said my father. He tells a good tale, but you really have to . . . take what he says with a pinch of salt.


I remember being shocked, confused; I was young, still young enough that it had never occurred to me that two adults whom I trusted absolutely might believe entirely different things. My father and his brother, Reynard – my namesake uncle – they knew every- thing after all, didn’t they? They were grown-ups. It had never occurred to me that the answers they gave to my questions might be entirely incompatible.


– Of course, you should listen to your father, Uncle Reynard had said. Honestly, you shouldn’t believe a word I say. I am utterly untrustworthy when it comes to the Book.


And he held my gaze with complete sincerity . . . and winked.


– Almost as bad as the Cistercians, he said.


The Cistercians called the Benedictines fools. They were quite convinced that the Book existed in his world, but they feared it as they feared the Devil himself. They damned the manuscript as the most diabolical of grimoires, a Book of the Names of the Dead, of every being that had ever lived or ever would live – human, angel, devil. They made reference to the Bible, to the Torah and the Koran, to Christian apocrypha and Jewish and Islamic legend . . . Didn’t the Revelations of St John talk of a book made by God’s scribe, a Book of Life containing names that were no mere christenings but the true and secret names, names which the owners could not refuse to answer when called before the Throne of God? But if this was to be carried out into the world only in the End Days, where then did Solomon learn the names of all the djinn? They were burning old maids at the stake in those days, herbalists and midwives; they believed the world was riven with darkness; they feared the evils of knowledge. So they said there had to be a copy of the Book of Life, a dark counterpart made by Lucifer himself before he fell, when he was God’s right hand. And they said that perhaps he’d written into it the very name of God. Perhaps this was why he fell. If so, they whispered, it was a book that might be used to summon and bind even the Almighty to an audacious mortal’s will.


The only binding that concerned me right now, though, was the makeshift bandage of torn sleeve stemming the bloodflow from my wounded hand. If I’d been thoughtless with the other books of the Special Collection, if I’d been rough-handed as I heaved the bookcase out to reveal the dust-smeared glass that fronted the alcove – like a painted-over window, or an inset museum display of a priest’s hole, or a smuggler’s secret cellar – I had been careful with the suction grip and diamond-tipped cutter as I carved the circle in the glass panel that fronted the alcove. The last thing I’d expected, though, was for it to shatter with a blast that threw me back across the room. I had been lucky. Only one of the shards had been large enough to do more than surface damage, embedding itself deep in the palm of my right hand when I’d thrown it up to cover my face. The rest of the shards had left me with only minor cuts, plenty of them, but most nomore than skin deep. It was a mystery to me, why the case had been so pressurised as to shatter the very moment the seal was broken; it was a trivial mystery, though, in comparison with the book itself, sitting there inside its circle of salt.


The Legends of a Lifetime


– A book of hours, I said. Or a book of names. Nobody knows.


– Bullshit, said Joey. You’re making it up.


– Shut up, said Jack. I’m listening to this.


He slid the G’n’T across the table to me, handed Joey his Guinness and sat down in his own seat with his ouzo, sniffed it with a wrinkle-nosed grin.


– Go on, he said.


– Right, I said, voice hoarse from trying to talk over the thumping bass of the juke-box in the Student Union. So there’s a Jesuit scholar in the seventeenth century, and he says that both these ideas are heresy. According to him this is the book from which everyone’s sins will be read out before the Throne of God. The Judgement of All Accounts, or the Account of All Judgements, he calls it. Not so much a book of the names of the dead, but of everything that anyone’s ever done, or ever will do, every deed, past, present and future.


– It’d have to be one fucking huge book, said Joey.


I shrugged, smiled, took a sip of my drink.


– Maybe the language it’s written in is more . . . concise. I don’t know. That’s what I’m saying. Nobody knows exactly what it is. But where it is . . . that’s another matter.


– You read too much, said Joey. Man, I bet if you look on their library database every university has a copy of—


*


– The Macromimicon, said Uncle Reynard. You know, you do have to wonder where Liebkraft got his ideas from. Elder gods; a book written by a mad Arab; a translation of an even older text. Where did you get this?


He turned the battered paperback over in his hands. Yellowed pages, broken spines, bent corners, lurid cover – this wasn’t ancient mystery, just modern pulp, not truth, but trash. And it was everything my uncle had been telling me since I was a child.


– Second-hand bookshop, I said. Fifty pence. You . . . you . . . I don’t believe you strung me along for . . .


I was lost for words. The legends of a lifetime, told over glasses of milk or – these days – beer, and all of it just an elaborate fiction. And a stolen one at that. He just sat there in his armchair, smoking his cigarette.


– You know, this has been out of print for decades, he said, handing it back to me. You should read it. Honestly. I’m sure you’ll enjoy it.


He had that old smile of mischief on his face.


– Sure, I’ve read Liebkraft, I said to Joey. Everyone in the Carter family has to read Liebkraft at some point or another. You especially, Jack.


I lit a cigarette and took a long draw, milking their attention. I’d fallen in with Jack and Joey in our first year at the university – Jack, the flame-haired wild boy with a tendency to climb out onto window-ledges while drunk . . . another Carter, strangely enough, but no relation to the best of my knowledge; Joey Pechorin, the dark-voiced nihilist who struck you at first as someone trying too hard to be cool until you got to know him and realised, no, he really was that sullen and dismissive. Fire and ice, they’d been friends since school, inseparable until Jack hooked up with flighty, flutter-eyed Thomas. Thomas Messenger, so full-on a fairy that we couldn’t help but call him Puck. Puck, who was, as usual, late. I saw Jack check his watch, look towards the door.


– Why do you think he has his character called Carter? I said.


– Bullshit, Jack coughed into his hand.


But I could see how the idea intrigued him.


– God’s honest truth, I said. He knew my grandfather when—


– Oh, fuck off, said Joey. Fuck right off.


I shook my head, gave him a sad, resigned look. Your loss.


– Don’t believe me. Doesn’t bother me. I know the Book exists. I know where it is.


The legends of a lifetime, a lifetime of legends, of interest piqued, of curiosity sharpened, honed into a tool – I hadn’t come to study at this university because of its academic reputation. I didn’t give a damn for the mock-gothic tower and the quadrangles, for the droning lectures about Shakespeare and Spenser and Milton, for the pomp and ceremony of this or that professor still stuck in a previous century with his black robe and solemn voice. My three years of study in the library here were three years of research into its corridors, not its books. I knew the building now, inside and out, like I’d lived there all my life, every floor, every corner, every doorway. I’d studied the architect’s plans. I’d struck up friendships with security guards, librarians. I’d worked there part-time for the last year and a half. I knew where the cameras were, what times the guards did their rounds at night, who manufactured the security system, how it worked, how it could be disabled. And I was finally ready.


– I know where it is, I said.


– I’ll believe it when I see it, said Joey.


So will I, I thought. So will I.


Between Kabala and Calculus


Three years for me, and as many generations for my family – maybe more if my uncle was right. In the Middle Ages, he’d told me, every guild, every craft or trade had their own mystery play based on a story from the Bible or from the apocrypha. The Masons would put on a play about the Tower of Babel. The Wine-merchants would put on a play about the drunkenness of Noah. And there was a play he’d heard of, he told me, about the angels who fought neither for God nor Lucifer, but instead fled from the War in Heaven, down to Earth, and carried with them the Book of Life, so that it should be safe from the destruction. They carried it across the earth, from one hiding place to another, always on the move. The play, of course, was performed by the Carters.


– Well, of course, my father said, that’s where the whole story comes from. The Carters travelled all over the place. The mystery plays were performed all over Britain, and on the Continent. And everywhere they went, you get these stories appearing about this ancient book. Myths based on a play cobbled together from a legend written in the margins of scripture. Stories created from stories created from stories. None of it’s true, but eventually people start to forget what’s fiction and what’s fact. The Masons don’t have a monopoly on spurious mythology, you know. But it’s ridiculous. The idea that the last of the earth-bound angels hired a young carter to take a secret book across Europe to . . .


He went suddenly quiet; he must have realised from the confused expression on my face that I’d never heard this part of the story before. He sighed.


– That’s what your grandfather believed, he said. That the Carters had taken over from the angels as guardians of the Book. But they lost it. And they’ve been looking for it ever since.


– Your grandfather was a sick man, he said, quietly, sadly. He was in the Great War, you know. He wanted to believe in . . . something greater. War changes people. Death . . . changes people.


Death changes people.


I remembered Jack and Joey fighting; I remembered watching as Jack self-destructed; Joey pulling a bottle of ouzo out of his hand and shouting at him; Jack screaming at him over and over again – fuck you, fuck you, fuck you.


You describe people as crazy – you say, that Jack, he’s crazy – and it doesn’t mean anything until you see them really, truly, going crazy.


There was a Jewish scholar, Isaac ben Joshua, in Moorish Spain who said that the Book drove everyone who saw it crazy. He said that it held not deeds but laws, that it was, in fact, the original Book of the Law – not the Mosaic Torah but an even older covenant known only in the most marginal of apocrypha, dating from the antediluvian time of Enoch and the rebel angels, binding the physical world in principles somewhere between kabala and calculus. He referenced an Islamic source, a story saying that all but one solitary page were blank, and on that page there was only a single simple sentence, an equation which captured the very essence of existence. This, he said, was why all those who’d ever looked upon the Book had gone insane, unable to comprehend, unable to accept, the meaning of life laid out in a few words of mathematical purity.


After what happened to Thomas, I remember thinking that I knew what that sentence was. Two words.


People die.


The page I looked at now, though, the first page of the Book, had no words on it, only a blueprint of the maze of concrete tunnels and chambers that surrounded me, here in the bunkered depths of the old building. Gold illumination traced out conduits, ventilation and wiring, heating ducts, while the same eye-like logo on the cover of the book was inked in black here, smaller though, more cursive; I felt that burning feeling rising in my head again. There was something wrong about an artefact as ancient as this with content that was so . . . modern. This wasn’t some doggerel prophecy before me, not a vague prediction but a precise plan, a schema. And, flicking forward to the next page I recognised the library as I’d seen it on the architectural plans I’d been studying for so long. Again that symbol in the centre of it. Pages two and three together mapped out the building in its context, the network of roads and footpaths, the buildings and grassed areas of the campus around the library. I recognised it; I had recognised it instantly and it was that recognition that had made me close the Book and reopen it, as if the act might change it, as if looking at it again, I might this time see something more rational, more sensible.


Instead it seemed even less rational. Now that I studied it more closely, it worried me even more because, in the tiniest of places – only here and there, mind you – the location of this pathway, the outline of this building – it seemed just a little different from my memory.


A Cool White Pillow


– What time is it? asked Jack. I checkedmy watch, but Puck answered before me.


– Summer, he said. It was April, actually, but there was time and there was Puck Time, where hours and minutes were described as quarter past a freckle and any day sunny enough to lie out on the grass and smoke cigarettes was summer. It was glorious that day, sunlight pouring down on us where Puck and Jack lazed like dogs on the slope of walled-in grass between the library and the reading room, the squat block of the campus cafeteria lowering behind us where we couldn’t see it and the tower of the university reaching up into the blue, too solid and archaic to be quite a dreaming spire but still, in the fluted intricacy of its anachronistic design, denying the reality of its Victorian construction for a fantasy of antiquity. It was glorious that day, so it was summer.


The sunlight slanted off the glass exterior of the library to my right, and painted the white pebble-dashed areas of the walls with Moorish or Mediterranean warmth, flashed on the glass doors into the Hunterian Museum as they revolved, students passing in and out. At the ground level the library and the museum fused into one building, blockish and modern, all cuboids and cylinders, an abstract iron sculpture nestling in curved simplicity on the flagstones outside the doors, before the low steps that led down onto cobbles running down towards University Avenue. Following them down you passed the Mackintosh House, a museum-piece replica of a tenement home filled with furniture and fittings designed by one of Glasgow’s most famous sons; built onto the Hunterian and accessed from inside the museum, its false front-door perched absurdly in mid-air with no steps to reach it. To my left there was the reading room, built in the Twenties, low and circular with tall slender windows and a domed roof – Art Nouveau, I thought, though I was never sure of the distinction between Nouveau and Deco. And though the Sixties brown-brick, smoked-glass block monstrosity of the Hub at my back, with its cafeteria and student shops, deserved a bomb for its sheer ugliness, I never loved any little corner of the world so much as that slope of grass walled in with rough-hewn sandstone between the reading room and the library, never loved anywhere so much as there and then.


I sat on a wooden block that was a recent addition to the slope. The university had hired a modern artist to commemorate their 550th anniversary by turning that green slope into a sort of art installation and I’d watched with some trepidation as they’d fenced off the area and torn up the grass. But when it was finished, I had to admit, it made that little area even more serene. The artist had laid ten of these long wooden blocks in pairs, each pair of blocks offset as if to mark out diagonal corners of a long, thin rectangle, the other corners marked out by low shrubs, five of these thin rectangles dividing up the space of the slope. Each of the dark wooden blocks had a white porcelain pillow at one end of it, and thin panels of glass text, buried in the ground running along either side of the blocks – lit up at night – told the story of the piece in ten sections. The shrubs were all herbs with medicinal properties, a reference to the university’s first physic garden, a record that had only recently been turned up by some academic burrowing through archives. The blocks were replicas of old-style anatomist’s dissection slabs, in memory of the oldest faculty of the university.


I lay on one of them, that day, head resting on the cool white pillow, or swivelled round and sat upright on it to slug back beer out of the cans we’d brought with us because, of course, you couldn’t study for exams on such a day without refreshments.


– It’s half two, I said.


– Fuck, said Jack. How long have we been here?


– A couple of hours, I said. Not long.


I picked up the Norton’s Anthology of Poetry splayed face-down beside me on the block, glanced at it and closed it, lay it down beside Jack’s biography of John Maclean.


– John Maclean. What? As in Die Hard? Puck had said.


– As in the founder of Scottish Socialism, scrag.


Jack had shaken his head.


Of all the students lounging and laughing on the slope, sat on the grass in circles, cross-legged on the blocks with sandwiches, cans, packets of cigarettes or tobacco scattered around them, nobody was really doing any work. It was the Easter break; we had exams coming up soon, so soon, but it just felt like we had all the time in the world.


I looked down at Jack and Puck, Jack with his hands under his head, Puck at right angles, using Jack’s stomach as a headrest, one arm flopped across his chest – a scritch of fingers at his ribs – and the other stretched out to the side with a cigarette between his fingers, smoke rising from its tower of ash like slow, solemn incense, rising up into the still cerulean air.


Angularities and Curves


I flicked forward to pages four and five. A map. Again the scale had changed, zoomed out by another magnitude. Now all the streets and roads of the whole bohemian district in and around the university were clear, with the river and the park marked off, the museum and art galleries, all drawn with the precision of a modern cartographer. But all altered alarmingly, if only subtly, from the bohemian district I knew so well. Christ, my Bank Street house should have been on the map at this scale – I lived less than five minutes walk from the old cloistered quadrangles at the very heart of the campus – but instead the street wasn’t even marked. The river seemed to twist to flow over where it should have been, and the rough grid-work of streets and tenement buildings was shifted to accommodate it. Two main roads that should have crossed at right angles met and merged instead in a Y-shaped junction. It was as if the smallest changes at the lowest level cascaded upwards.


The map of the city on pages six and seven was completely unfamiliar.


I remember, as a child, looking at an architectural model of my school and its surroundings that stood on display in the main hallway of the school itself, where the principal, the deputy principal and suchlike had their offices. One tiny discrepancy – a set of stone steps leading down from the raised car park of a block of flats, steps that had never been built but were shown on the model – and, as a child, I could not grasp the idea that the model was wrong. It wasn’t that I thought the steps should be there in reality if they were on the model, or vice versa – I was too young to understand exactly why it bothered me – but I remember the vague unease, the confusion at the inconsistency. I felt that same disquiet now, but more profound, so many years later.


I turned another page and there I saw the city in its environs, the coastline and the countryside around it. Now it was definitely not the city that I knew; the city that I knew sat on a river, but not at its mouth. The whole geography was wrong, but, at the same time, I did recognise it. I knew the shape of the coastline well enough, and I recognised the island sitting out a short ferry-ride from the city’s docks; I even recognised those docks as being where, in reality, a small seaside town of ice cream parlours and amusement arcades sat, gathering retired old folks and families on Sunday outings. It was as if the city of my own experience had been picked up and dropped some thirty miles to the south-west of its natural location, and had to warp and weave itself into a slightly different shape as it settled, to accommodate its new surroundings. Where the city should have been, on the map, was only a small village in the midst of farmland.


The Macromimicon. Was it then a book of maps, not of what was, but of what might have been, of a world that had taken a different course, with this village growing into a town instead of that one, this town burgeoning into a city instead of another? I turned another page. Even the language that marked out the streets and roads, the cities, towns and villages, seemed the product of some parallel development, composed of angularities and curves, bearing a similarity to the Roman or Cyrillic alphabets, but again not quite the same. Strangely – in retrospect – it never occurred to me that this book might actually be nothing more than mere invention, a work of fancy: perhaps the accuracy of the blueprint of the library held that idea from my mind; perhaps it was the power of the old family legends engrained so deep within me. All I know is what I felt: a growing conviction that this book spoke somehow of a larger truth.


The Tower of Bible


– Jack.


He didn’t answer.


– Jack, I said again.


– For fuck’s sake, Jack, called Joey. Let us in.


– Come on. Please, I said.


We’d been there for maybe half an hour and all we’d got from the other side of the door was silence. I was worried myself, but I could hear from the fury in Joey’s voice, the way he swore at Jack, insulted him, told him again and again how stupid and pointless all this was, that he was really terrified. If you didn’t know him you’d have thought that he was more concerned about this . . . waste of time he had to suffer, more bothered about his own inconvenience than anything else. But I could hear the edges and points in his voice, the tightness in his throat. Joey was coming to hate Jack because he couldn’t stand what he was doing to himself; it hurt too much.


– Open the fucking door, ya fucking bastard. Just fucking open the fucking door, fucking . . . fucker !


And he exploded at the door, kicking, snarling, spitting.


After a while, after a long while, when Joey had fallen silent, there was a click, and the door opened.


Jack sat back down on the floor, a Gideon’s Bible in front of him together with a print-out of – I looked closer – columns of numbers, letters, other characters – colons, semi-colons, question marks – each with a numeric value beside it. It was the ASCII values for the keys on a computer keyboard, I realised, the set of numbers between zero and 255, used, in a computer to represent text in the binary form that a computer could work with, language boiled down to zeros and ones, to a series of electronic on and off values. Text was stored as bytes, each byte made up of eight bits, eight binary places representing 1s, 2s, 4s, 8s and so on up to 128, the same way decimal places represent 1s, 10s, 100s and so on . . . 00000000 to 11111111, zero to 255. Jack was using it as reference.


*


On one side of him, he had a stack of paper, reams still wrapped or torn open, sheets scattered, piled on top of each other. I watched as he took a fresh sheet, from the top of the pile, looked at the Gideon’s, finding his place with the point of his pen, then found the character in the print-out of ASCII values and started working out, on the fresh sheet, what its binary representation was. There were sheets of these workings scattered behind him where he’d discarded them and I crouched down to pick one of them up. He’d scrawled out columns for the places, scribbled numbers – 45, 37, 56 – down the left-hand margin and then ticked off places in the columns. 37, that was 1 plus 4 plus 32 . . . 10100100 in binary. Looking at other sheets, I realised that he’d worked out some of these numbers over and over again. He could have just put together another reference sheet of all the binary values for the letters and numbers he needed, but instead he was working them out each time. Every letter, every colon, every full stop, he was looking up on the sheet of ASCII values and calculating the binary for it, even when he’d worked it out just moments before.


As I watched, he took another sheet, already almost full of ones and zeros, each byte of eight places separated by a dash, and transferred a number from his workings to this page. And then went back to the Bible, back to the sheet of ASCII, back to his scraps of workings, to find the next value. When the page was full, he stood up and walked over to the corner of the room. He was barefoot.


In the corner of the room, the tower of finished sheets, piled facedown one on top of another, was up to his chest.


– What the fuck is . . .


Joey was walking over to the corner. I just knew that he was going to pull the first sheet off the top of the pile, hold it up in Jack’s face, demand to know what the fuck was going on. And I could hear the creak of the loose floorboards of Jack’s cheap rented room as Joey stamped across them, catching one of the piles of reams as he stepped over it; and I could see the white of his knuckles, the set of his shoulders, and I knew the tower was unsteady. Christ, it was a pile of loose paper up to Jack’s chest and it was in the corner but it wasn’t even leaning on the walls for support. It was a wonder Jack had managed to get it this high without . . .


And I watched as the tower of translated Bible, quivered with the floorboards under it, and leaned, and fell, pages scattering out into the air and avalanching out and down, sheets sliding across sheets and catching air and flipping and crashing like paper aeroplanes coming down.


And Jack was lost to us that day; we were all lost to each other, because Thomas was dead, and Jack was mad, and Joey was closed, and I . . . all I could think of was the Book of All Hours.


The Big Picture


As I turned the pages, taking care not to drip blood from any of my numerous cuts onto its priceless pages, I barely even heard the alarm that had been ringing in my ears ever since the shattering of the glass. I was transfixed by this strange sense of certainty; I just wasn’t sure what I was certain of. A page, another page, and yet another, and Britain lay before me – a Britain without a Glasgow or a London, or any of the major cities I should have been able to point to, or rather with these cities in the wrong places, in the wrong shapes. A map of the past, or of the future, or of an imagined now?


– The Macromimicon. The Big Picture, my uncle had said. Whatever form it takes – and there’s some who say it takes a different form for everyone – I think somehow – I’m not sure how but I think it’s some sort of mirror of the world, or of something greater that includes the world.


Another page – Europe – and then another, and the world lay before me, the globe projected and distorted as it had to be to fit the rectangle of the two pages. The cartographer had elected to sacrifice the inhospitable polar regions, showing the coastline of Antarctica split and splayed to run along the bottom of the page, the tops of the northern continents stretched out and skewed in the transformation from three dimensions to two, running along the top of the page so that the Arctic Ocean was reduced to a mere channel bordering Greenland on either side.


– It’s a fucking good story, Jack had said, as we sat in the Union. I’ll give you that, he said. Don’t believe a word of it, though.


He checked his watch again, glanced at the door.


I felt feverish, and I knew that it was more than lack of blood. I should have been out of there by now. I should have been getting the hell out of there with the book, not browsing its pages as if I was just one more student in the university library – in the university library in the dead of night, tooled-up with glass-cutters and toothpicks and all the other implements of burglary, waiting to be caught quite literally red-handed, with fingerprints in my own blood all over the broken case and the wooden desk where I now studied the Book. I couldn’t leave.


– Who’s coming for a drink, then? Joey had said, one foot up on the wooden bench beside me, leaning on his knee as he looked down at Jack and Puck on the grass.


– Fuck that shit, said Puck. I’m not moving.


The alarm rang on, and no one came, and I found myself reaching out with my bloodied left hand to turn the next page, knowing that I had to leave but stuck there as if caught in a moment of determinism. I knew that I was smearing blood over Siberia, and over an invaluable artefact. I knew that the security guards could be no more than seconds away. I knew I could end up in jail for this. Christ, the Book was real, I had it in my hands, here and now. And still, with blood pounding in my ears, and blood dripping in my eyes, running from my cut hand, blood smearing everything that hand touched, I still turned the page.


New Unfamiliar Terrain


The coastline of a greater world lay before my eyes. It was a world where Antarctica was only the tip of a much larger southern continent. It was a world where Greenland was an island in a river’s mouth, where Baffin Bay on one side and the Greenland Sea on the other stretched north, fused as an enormous estuary. Asia and the Americas were mere . . . promontories, headlands on a Hyperborean expanse, and the Arctic ‘River’ that divided them had its source far north and off the edge of the map.


To east and west the story was the same, a whole new unfamiliar terrain; the western seaboard of America extended up well past Alaska, north and west, while Antarctica continued round and down; the eastern coast of China curved round to a gulf the size of the Baltic where the Bering Strait should be, another massive ‘river’ running north from here. An entirely different land-mass jutted in from the east, out at the far edge of – I wasn’t even sure if I should call it the Pacific now – the Eastern Pacific, perhaps, the Western being, on this map, an entirely different body of water. I turned another page.


Again the scale moved out and, on this map, the world I knew could have taken up no more than a sixteenth of the area shown. The northeast coastline of that Greater Antarctica curved up to meet the strange land in the east, which itself carried on to meet the coast that curved around and down from China; pincered by its own Gibraltar Strait formed by the tip of South America, the bump of Antarctica, this Eastern Pacific was no more than a landlocked sea here, like a larger Mediterranean, dwarfed by the lands surrounding it on three sides. Hyperborea to the north, I thought, the Subantarctic to the south, and an Orient beyond the furthest Orient we’ve ever known.


Another page, and another, and the world I knew was only a minuscule part of an impossibly vast landscape. I’m no physicist, but I know enough about matter and gravity to know when I’m looking at the surface of a world that couldn’t possibly support human existence. This was a world on the scale of Jupiter and Saturn. I turned more pages, two or three at a time, and still each map was at a larger magnitude than the one before, and still the world revealed was only a quarter of the world mapped out on the page to follow. Continents became islands off of coastlines that became continents. Ten pages, twenty. The world I knew wasn’t even visible at this scale, but there was still a world to be marked out, a fractured collision of earth and water, in areas so vast that terms like ‘continent’ or ‘ocean’ now seemed meaningless.


I kept turning the pages.


The Silent World


And as my heart pounded in my chest and my head swam, I realized that the alarm bell I’d been hearing was only a vague and distant ringing in my ears now. No one was coming. No one would ever come. I knew it with the certainty of dream knowledge. I knew it with the same certainty that told me this archaic text before me was no piece of whimsy, that it was real, it was true, truer than reality.


I knew it even before turning to the very last page of the Book, to the very last map in which this ancient cartographer had laid out the edges of his known universe, a blank and featureless plain extending in all directions at the centre of which, tiny and intricate, the world of worlds was only an oasis, with a dotted track leading out of it to the north as if to mark some unimaginably long road to the inconceivably distant.


I knew it even before I staggered out through the deep corridors of the library and out into the silent world, as I wandered through a campus entirely empty of human life, and out into streets of sandstone tenements and tarmac roads, traffic lights that still cycled through their sequences of red, amber and green although the empty cars just sat there, oblivious to their commands. I knew it even if I couldn’t find the words to shape my tongue around in order to express that vague, disturbing certainty.


I shouted, but there was no one to hear me.


I didn’t know at what point I had crossed over into this, my new reality: whether it had been my blood upon the Book that had somehow, like some magical anointment, released its power; or whether it had been simply my opening of the tome that had opened a gateway around me; whether that blast of shattering glass from the Book’s cabinet had thrown me clear out of my own world and into the next; whether the case itself had held not air under pressure, but something even less substantial, some aetheric force unbound by my meddling which even now might be travelling in a shock wave outward from its focus, transforming everything it touched.


Transformations


We stood there at the back of the church, Jack and Joey and I. He had a lot of family, a lot of friends, Puck did, and the church was full. I’ve heard it’s often like that when someone young dies. Young lives leave a lot of mourners. But we’d almost had to drag Jack there; he wouldn’t come at first, said he wouldn’t sit and listen to a minister reciting platitudes and singing fucking hymns, fucking praising fucking God in fucking Heaven. That’s how he put it.


I glanced at the two of them, Jack and Joey standing by my side, silent in black – black suits, black mood. And I had this absurd thought, this stupid, crazy idea, that the two of them looked like some kind of cliche´d bloody Hollywood vision of secret agents, or Rat Pack gangsters, assassins, men in black. Angels of death, waiting patiently to collect.


They turned to look at me together, precisely in synch, like two parts of the same machine, and their hollow gazes sent a shiver down my spine, because I felt exactly the same emptiness.


I actually wonder now if nothing in this world has changed but me. It occurred to me as I wandered the empty streets of the world, walking down the middle of roads known and unknown – maybe the world was as it had always been and it was me that had been transformed, seeing for the first time the whole scope of it and myself alone within. I knew, as I wandered those streets so subtly familiar, that the whole world around me was abandoned, desolate; it didn’t make sense in any rational way but somehow I knew the world I’d walked into, whatever kind of hell it was, was mine and mine alone. It was like that moment in a dream when you realise you’re dreaming and wake up into the real world . . . and then you realise you’re still dreaming.


*


I don’t know how long I walked aimlessly around my new environment, struck by the surrealism of these buildings in all stages of abandonment, some overgrown ruins, some pristine with lights on in their rooms, child’s toys left sitting on carpets, radios hissing white noise. It was as if the city’s inhabitants had all simply dropped whatever they were doing and left, but over a period of centuries with none of them noticing the others’ departures, even until the very last, who, it seemed, had left mere seconds before my arrival.


– You really believe in this Book? Jack had asked me. You really think you can find it?


He finished off his glass of ouzo, loosened his black tie and poured himself another. We were in his room, after the funeral, and the place was scattered with empty beer cans, empty bottles, and plastic bags with more for us to drink. We were going to get wasted. We were all of us going to get completely wasted that night. Fucked out of our minds.


I shook my head, laughed sadly.


– Maybe it is just some fucking old, old hoax. But . . . I just want to know. My whole life, I’ve wanted to know if . . . it’s real.


– Nothing’s real, said Joey.


– Everything’s real, said Jack. Everything is true; nothing is permitted.


I thought, that’s a quote. I thought, I recognise it, but I couldn’t place it and it didn’t sound quite right.


I looked from one to the other, all of us sodden with drink and grief, and felt one of those moments of acid significance, where you’re sure you’ve just realised something important and forgotten it instantly.


No Comfort, No Answers


So I sit in this pub now, writing, and there are pints poured sitting on the bar, packets of cigarettes left with lighters on tables – Christ, when I walked in there was one still burning in an ashtray – but no humanity. Only the remembrance of it. I’ve spent the last few hours turning everything over and over in my head and I’m no closer to making sense of any of this. I can find no comfort, no answers, only that same sense I feel each time I look upon the Book, a mingling of dread and wonder, horror and elation.


It sits before me on the table as a mystery.


I think maybe I’m dead, that this world exists for me alone because it is no more, no less, than my own personal gateway to . . . whatever lies beyond. And the Book? Maybe it’s my own invention, my own creation, placed here, waiting for the moment when I could finally face my own mortality and cross the boundary into the unknown. Was my life before now imagined . . . or reimagined, recreated with a path to lead me to this book of maps, with a family history filled with myths and legends, a drive to know, to grasp some secret, sacred mystery? And friends found and lost. All leading me inexorably to the opening of the Book, to the discovery of my state.


I miss Jack and Joey and Thomas. Nobody ever wonders if the dead grieve for the ones they leave behind, it seems, but I miss them, even if I’m not sure that they ever existed. If my whole world up until I found the Book was just the fantasy of a dead man wishing he was still alive, maybe they were only ever little parts of me that I snipped off and carved into a human shape to keep me company in that dream of life. I think of Jack and Joey, fire and ice, light and dark. And I think of Thomas and I feel cheated, betrayed. I can’t accept that Puck was just a lonely ghost’s imagination. No. I think – I want to think – that they were all real, that I knew them, that that day on the grass outside the library was real, true, even if it happened differently. I think I had a life without the Book, without any of those stories, just a simple life, replayed in death with transformations as a quiet way of bringing me to this point. And when I picture Jack and Joey standing in that church, I picture Thomas standing beside them in my place. Maybe his death was just another signpost of my imagination, pointing the way. I hope that’s the truth. I dearly hope so.


So where do I go from here? It’s a lonely world, this limbo, and I only hope that it’s a borderland. The Book itself is evidence of something out there, surely, something greater than the scope of one man’s memory, of a world beyond the world beyond; and if its opening was my awakening then the content of its pages must be the story of my life – my death – from here on in. I’ve found myself alone within a world that’s only a minute portion of a larger whole. Somewhere out there, surely, other corners of this vast realm hold their own souls, born in death into their own imaginings. And will they know that they are dead, or does it fall to me to wake them? Are there already roads between the worlds, travelled by others? How many will have left their empty worlds in search of company, and what cities have been built where souls met in the great landscape of the afterworld? My God, this book might hold the Maps of Hell, but maybe it also holds the Keys of Heaven in the sigils that inscribe it. I don’t even know if every dead man has such a book to guide him through his death or if I have the only copy. I won’t know until some way into my journey, I imagine. I imagine there are many things that I am yet to know.


The Road of All Dust


I plan to set out tomorrow. I have the Book after all, calling me to this great adventure, and guiding my every step. As it sits on the table of the pub in front of me, I can see now what I did not understand at first. The cover of the Book no longer shows the vault I found it in. I didn’t notice it changing, but it happened; now the embossing of the leather cover maps out the tables and the chairs around me, and the first page shows the architecture of this abandoned pub. The Book changes as its reader moves. The map stays centred on its observer. And the glyph, the strange eye on its exterior that is repeated on the maps inside? A symbol of the reader – the keeper, the maker – himself, an oval of a body seen from above, a circle within it to mark out the head, and four semi-circles to symbolise the limbs. And the rectangle that intersects it is, of course, the Book, the Macromimicon, the Great Copy, which I carry, perhaps as a part of me. Wherever I go, those first few maps, I’m sure, will show the world around me in all the detail I will ever need, even as I venture into regions as yet shown only at the widest scale.


*


Tomorrow my journey really begins. I’ll set out down this road I knew in my world as the Great Western Road, to where it joins another familiar but altered street. That it joins with Crow Road in an unfamiliar junction, fusing to become a new and unknown way seems sort of significant – the road of the carrion bird, the bird of death, and the road towards the land beyond the sunset, the Western Lands. Perhaps I’m reading all this wrong, but it seems to make a sort of sense, as much sense as anything does now. What I’ll do when I get to the coast I really don’t know, but I suspect whatever lies in the far West is still only the beginning of my journey. I remember stories of New Mexico, that dusty, desert Land of Dreams, and of a road known as the Jornada del Muerto, the Journey of the Dead Man, and I wonder . . . but I can’t even imagine the road I’m setting out to travel, how I can hope to cross those oceans and continents that are mere puddles and islands in the greater scheme of things. I must be a fool to face distances that dwarf everything I’ve ever known.


So I sit here in the empty pub, as a final act of hesitation, uncertainty.


I know my destination though. I think of that final page in the Book of All Hours and the road leading north out of the minuscule oasis in the centre of the map, out of this world the size of a universe, and out of the scope of even this Book. I wonder if it is a road we all must travel eventually, even if it takes us eternity to get to its beginnings, and an eternity of eternities to walk its way. It may be the road to Hell or out of it, to Heaven or to something more profound; after all, if this whole empty world is my Limbo, Heaven and Hell may be no more than rural backwaters in the metaphysics mapped out by the Book, and maybe I’ll pass them on my way like some pilgrim passing a village, his heart set on his destination, his gaze set on a distance further even than the far horizon, the dust under his feet the dust we all become, the life we cast off in the skin we shed.


I finish off the beer that I’ve poured for myself from the taps in this deserted but plentifully stocked pub and, I think, it’s time that I was looking for a place to sleep. I wish that my own home was still here in this remade world; I’d like to sleep one last night in my own bed. But perhaps there is a reason for that comfort being denied me. Perhaps I’d wake tomorrow back in a world busy with people, in an illusion of reality reconstructed from mymemories as a buffer against the cold truth. I know a part of me would like that. But I have the Book, and in the pages of the Book, I have the map and, on that map, I have the way that I must travel marked out. There is another part of me that wants to wake tomorrow with that truth.


But, yes, it’s time for me to sleep – even if it is only an imagined sleep within the sleep of death – so I can wake to face tomorrow fresh. The irony of it all does strike me as I sit here, but it seems that even in eternal rest I need . . . rest.


I have a long road ahead of me, a long and winding road of dust . . . perhaps the road of all dust.
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A Door Out of Reality


From the Great Beyond


From the Great Beyond she heard it, coming from the Deep Within. From the Great Beyond the goddess heard it, coming from the Deep Within. From the Great Beyond Inanna heard it, coming from the Deep Within.


She gave up heaven and earth, to journey down into the underworld, Inanna did, gave up her role as queen of heavens, holy priestess of the earth, to journey down into the underworld. In Uruk and in Badtibira, in Zabalam and Nippur, in Kish and in Akkad, she abandoned all her temples to descend into the Kur.


She gathered up the seven me into her hands, and with them in her hands, in her possession, she began her preparations.


Her lashes painted black with kohl, she laid the sugurra, crown of the steppe, upon her head, and fingered locks of fine, dark hair that fell across her forehead, touched them into place. She fastened tiny lapis beads around her neck and let a double strand of beads fall to her breast. Around her chest, she bound a golden breastplate that called quietly to men and youths, come to me, come, with warm, metallic grace. She slipped a golden bracelet over her soft hand, onto her slender wrist, and took a lapis rod and line in hand.


And finally, she furled her royal robe around her body.


Inanna set out for the Kur, her faithful servant, Lady Shubur, with her.


– Lady Shubur, said Inanna, my sukkal who gives wise consul, my steadfast support, the warrior who guards my flank, I am descending to the Kur, the underworld. If I do not return then sound a lamentation for me in the ruins. Pound the drum for me in the assemblies where the unkin gather and around the houses of the gods. Tear at your eyes, your mouth, your thighs. Wearing the beggar’s single robe of soiled sackcloth, then, go to the temple of the Lord Ilil in Nippur. Enter his sacred shrine and cry to him. Say these words:


– O father Lord Ilil, do not leave your daughter to death and damnation. Will you let your shining silver lie buried forever in the dust? Will you see your precious lapis shattered into shards of stone for the stoneworker, your aromatic cedar cut up into wood for the woodworker? Do not let the queen of heaven, holy priestess of the earth, be slaughtered in the Kur.


– If Lord Ilil will not assist you, she said, go to Ur, to the temple of Sin, and weep before my father. If he will not assist you, go to Eridu, to Enki’s temple, weep before the god of wisdom. Enki knows the food of life; he knows the water of life; he knows the secrets. I am sure he will not let me die.


Thick with Trees and Thunderstorms


North Carolina, where the old 70 that runs from Hickory to Asheville cuts across the 225 running up from the South, from Spartanburg and beyond, up through the Blue Ridge Mountains and a land that’s thick with trees and thunderstorms. It’s on the map, but it’s a small town, or at least it looks it, hidden from the freeway, until you cut down past the sign that says Welcome to Marion, a Progressive Town, and gun your bike slow through the streets of the town centre with its thrift stores and pharmacy, fire department, town hall, the odd music store or specialist shop that’s yet to lose its market to the Wal-Mart just a short drive down the road.


She rides past the calm, brick-fronted architecture that’s still somewhere in the 1950s, sleeping, waiting for a future that’s never going to happen, dreaming of a past that never really went away, out of the small town centre and on to a commercial strip of fast-food restaurants and diners, a steak house and a Japanese, a derelict cinema sitting lonely in the middle of its own car park – all of these buildings just strung along the road like cheap plastic beads on a ragged necklace. She pulls off the road into a Hardee’s, switches off the engine and kicks down the bike-stand.


The burger tastes good – real meat in a thick, rough-shapen hunk, not some thin bland patty of processed gristle and fat – and she washes it down with deep sucking slurps of Mountain Dew, and twirls the straw in the cardboard bucket of a cup to rattle the ice as she looks out the window at the road, hot in the summer sun, humid and heavy. The sky is a brilliant blue, the blue of a Madonna’s robes, stretching up into forever, stretching –


– and she stands in front of the mirror in the washroom, leaning on the sink a second, dizzy with a sudden buzz, a hum, a song that ripples through her body like the air over a hot road shimmers in the sun. The Cant. Shit, she thinks. She must be getting close. She looks at the watch sitting up on top of the hand-dryer. The second hand flicks back and forth, random, sporadic, like one of those aeroplane instruments in a movie where the plane is going down in an electrical storm.


It’s August 4th, 2017. Sort of.


Steady again, she studies her eyes, black with mascara and with lack of sleep, and pushes her dark red hair back from her forehead. Even splashing more water on her face she still feels like a fucking zombie. Fucking zombie retro biker chick, she thinks. Beads in her hair, a beaded choker round her neck, a chicken-bone charm necklace over a gold circuit-patterned T-shirt. Shit, she looks like her fucking techno-hippy mother.


She picks up her watch and slips it over her wrist, reels out the earphones from the stick clipped to her belt and puts them in, clipping them into the booster sockets in her earrings so her lenses can pick up the video signals. The Sony VR5 logo flickers briefly across her vision as she shoulders her way out through the door, tapping at the datastick to switch it onto audio-only. She doesn’t need a heads-up weather forecast with ghost images of clouds or sunbursts, or a Routefinder sprite floating at every turn-off to point her this way or that. Not today.


She grabs her helmet from the handlebar of the bike and puts it on as she swings her leg up over the seat, flicks up the stand, zips up her leather biker jacket, kicks the engine into life.


The antique creature of steel and chrome growls between her legs, and another antique creature – one of leather and vinyl – screams in her ears.


– Looooooooooooooord! howls Iggy Pop, and the murderous guitar of the Stooges’ TV Eye kicks in, as Phreedom Messenger opens up the throttle on the bike and roars out of her pit-stop on the way to hell.


Whore of Babylon, Queen of Heaven


And Inanna continued on her way towards the underworld. She journeyed from ancient Sumer up the land between the rivers Tigris and Euphrates, through the whole of Babylon and into Hittite Haran. She travelled into Canaan with the Habiru who called her Ishtar. She went with them into Egypt and they called her Ashtaroth when she returned, leaving behind only a memory, the myth of Isis. She saw god-kings and city-states rise and fall, patriarchs murdered by sons who took their places and their names, armies and wars of territory and dominion. She travelled with the armies, with the whores and the musicians and the eunuch priests, offering solace in their tents, in tabernacles of sex and salvation. She had bastard sons by kings. She washed the feet of gods amongst men.


She saw villages burned and statues toppled. She saw kingdoms become federations, federations become empires. She saw whole dynasties of deities overthrown, their names and faces obliterated from the monuments they’d built so, unlike them, she took new names, new faces. Times changed and she changed with them. She never accepted the new order that was tearing down the old around her but she knew better than to fight it, watching the others stripped of honour, stripped of reverence, stripped of godhood, still calling themselves Sovereigns even as the Covenant shattered every idol in their temples. So she travelled as supplicant, as refugee, with mystery as her protector rather than force, cults rather than armies. She saw the seeds she dropped behind her take root in the earth and grow only to be crushed by military boots. She travelled with slaves and criminals.


She went from Israel, to Byzantium and Rome, this Queen of Heaven, Blessed Mother, full of grace, her new name and old titles echoing amongst the vaults of stone cathedrals, spaces as vast and hollow as the temples left long empty in Uruk and Badtibira, Zabalam and Nippur, Kish and Akkad.


She travelled in statues and pieta`s, painted in indigo and gold in old Renaissance frescoes, Russian ikons; travelled to the New World with conquistadors and missionaries, to plantations where the slaves danced round the fires at night, possessed by gods, by saints, by loas and orishas; journeyed across time to a New Age of carnival mythologies and stars worshipped in glossy parchments sold at newsstands, of rosaries and Tarot cards and television earth mothers fussing over the broken hearts and wounded prides of soft, spoiled inner children.


She journeyed on the road of no return, to the dark mansion of the god of death, the house where those who enter never leave, where those who enter lose all light, and feed on dust, clay for their bread. They see no sun; they dwell in night, clothed in black feathers of the carrion crow. Over the door and the bolt of the dark house, dust settles, moss and mildew grow.


She stopped, this Whore of Babylon, this Queen of Heaven. Inanna stopped before the entrance to the underworld, and turned to look back at her servant who had followed her down through the centuries, the millennia.


– Go now, Lady Shubur, she said. Do not forget my words.


– My Queen, says Lady Shubur.


– Go.


A Sculpture of Time and Space


She shifts the engine to a lower gear, a lower growl, swings low and wide around the corners, slower as the bike climbs the steep, winding road into the mountains. White wooden churches stand with bible quotes lettered on hoardings at the side of the road, and shabby prefab houses perch in their little plots with leaning porches and pots of dying flowers in hanging baskets. They nestle in amongst the deep trees of bear and deer; this is hunting territory, a place of pickup trucks and men in armoured vests with high-powered rifles and coolers filled with beer. Stars and Stripes on every house. On a dirt track coming off the road at her right-hand side a rustbucket of a car sits up on bricks, the legend #1 Dawg scrawled in paint across the battered panels of its side.


The bike swings left and right in wide curves round the tight corners and she leans down into them, following the flow, the rhythm of the constant turns and twists. The road snakes on right up into the hills and she snakes with it, like a cobra reared up ready to strike but swaying side to side, charmed by the music in its contours, switching gears, from growl to roar and back again. Slow and wide. Fast and tight. Left. Right. Left. Right. Sunlight flickers blinding white through the canopy of trees like the end of an old celluloid film rattling through a projector.


The road cuts deep into the sharp-carved shadows of tall trees for a second, slices between dark juts of moss-slicked rock and through a concrete underpass; and she takes the circling slip road off to the right and turns and turns, and then she’s up and out and on the Blue Ridge Parkway, riding the wide road that runs from mountain spine to mountain spine along the length of the whole range. And the sun is hot but the air is clear and crisp as a cool spring and she can look out to her left and to her right and see the world on either side, the hills in the beyond, the valleys in between, the vast, green, rough, soft sculpture of time and space, of earth and sky.


*


It’s places like this that you can’t tell where the world ends and the Vellum begins, she thinks. For all its asphalt artifice, for all the wooden mileage signposts scattered along its way, for all that you can look down into the valleys and still see the houses and churches, schools and factories of small towns cradled in the folds, up here reality, like the air, is thinner. The road is just a scratch on the skin of a god; if you came off it, she thinks, if you smashed straight through one of the low wooden fences and shot out into the air, you might crash right out of this world and into another, into a world empty of human life or filled with animal ghosts.


But those aren’t the kind of world she’s looking for, not by a long shot.


Inanna at the Gates of Hell


– Gatekeeper, open up your gate for me, Inanna called. If you refuse, I’ll smash this door, shatter the bolt, splinter the post. I’ll tear these doors down and raise up the dead to feast upon the living, until there are more dead souls walking in the world than are alive.


Inanna stood before the outer gates of Kur, and she knocked loudly.


– Open the doors, you keeper of the gate, she cried, her voice fierce. Open up the doors, Neti! I come alone and ask for entry.


– And who are you? asked Neti, surly chief gatekeeper of the Kur.


– I am Inanna, queen of heavens, on my way into the West.


– If you are really queen of heavens, Neti said, and on your way into the West, Inanna, why, why has your heart made you a traveller on the road of no return?


– My sister, Eresh of the Greater Earth, Inanna answered, is the reason. I have come to see the funeral rites of Gugalanna, Bull of Heaven, her dead husband. I have come to see the rites, the funeral beer of his libations poured into the cup. Now open up.


– Wait here, Inanna, Neti said, and I will give your message to my queen.


And Neti, chief keeper of the gates of Kur, turned and entered the palace of Eresh, the queen of the underworld, of the Greater Earth.


Mary or Anna, Esther or Diana, Phreedom flicks through the many cards she carries in her wallet, all the identities she travels in. She picks one out almost at random – an Anna, this time – hands it to the clerk behind the counter. He smiles at her and she can’t help herself from thinking of the cheap motels she’s stayed in where the clerks are all sim sprites, electronic ghosts with just enough AI behind them to take care of check-ins and check-outs. Sim answerers are the cheaper option, now, than the old service sector wage slaves of the past; she’s kind of surprised that this place has a flesh receptionist. But maybe they just haven’t caught up with the times.


Another town, another Comfort Inn, she thinks. This time it’s Marion, but it could be anywhere. She watches as the clerk slashes the card through the machine and turns to watch the screen, waiting for confirmation. And she pauses, pen poised in her hand over the book, flicks her eyes up to the clock on the back wall and sees the second hand tick round, once, twice, then stop. The clerk is still, stopped in his stoop, one hand laid on the monitor, his drumming fingers caught between the beats. She flicks backward through the pages of the book, scanning the names for one that has a different look. She’s no idea what name he might have used here, but she knows she’ll know it when she sees it, by the little signs, not in the handwriting, in the snake of an s, the round mounds of an m, but in the imprints that it makes, not in the paper but in reality itself. The unkin can wear whatever names they want, whatever guises, but they still wear their nature in their attitude, in their actions. They leave traces.


And as it turns out, he hasn’t even bothered to use a false name.


Thomas Messenger.


It’s black ink on white paper but she sees it glowing white with a black aura, like its own afterimage. So her brother was here right enough.


She lets the second hand tick forward on the clock, and the clerk rises from his stoop, turns back to her.


*


– My queen, said Neti, a maid stands at the palace gates. She stands as firm as the foundations of a city wall, tall as the skies and wide as all the lands. She comes prepared, the seven me gathered into her hands. Her eyes are shadowed with dark kohl and in her hand she holds a lapis rod and line. Across her forehead fall her fine, dark locks of hair, arranged with care. She wears small lapis beads around her neck, a double strand of beads across her breast. Around her chest a breastplate calls, speaks to all men, says come, come to me. On her head she wears the sugurra, crown of the steppe, and there’s a golden bracelet on her wrist. My queen, she wears the royal robes wrapped round her body.


And Phreedom swipes the keycard through the lock and opens the door into a room that’s just like every other room in this Comfort Inn, in every Comfort Inn, in every cheap hotel in every nowhere town in every state she’s been in. She dumps the helmet on the wooden dresser as the door clicks shut behind her, drapes the jacket on the back of a chair. She slips the chicken-bone necklace off over her head, unhooks the choker, slips the watch off of her wrist, and unclips the data stick at her hip, lays them all on the dark wood veneer. She peels the T-shirt off and lets it drop on top of the double bed’s thin fitted quilt of green and garish flowers, heads for the bathroom where—


The water from the shower head rains over her hand, hot patter-ings and trickling trails between her fingers. Her blue jeans lie crumpled on the floor but Phreedom has no memory of taking them off. Fuck, she thinks. Another cut. Another fold in time, a little nick in the Vellum. She’s on the threshold here.


She steps into the shower.


Broken Minutes and Bent Hours


– She is here, your sister Inanna, who carries the great whipping stick, the keppu toy, to stir the abzu up as Enki watches.


When Eresh of the Greater Earth heard this, she slapped her thigh, bit at her bottom lip. When Eresh of the Greater Earth heard this, she raged.


– What have I done to anger her? I eat and drink with the Anunnaki, clay for my bread and stagnant water for my beer. What brings her here? I weep for young men and the sweethearts they’ve abandoned without choice. I weep for girls torn from their lover’s laps. I weep for children born before their time to die before they’ve lived.


Her face turned scarlet as cut tamarisk, her lips as purple as a kuninu-vessel’s rim. She took the problem to her heart and brooded on it. After a while she spoke:


– Come Neti, my chief keeper of the gates of Kur, and listen carefully to what I say: Lock up and bolt the seven gates of Kur, then, one by one, open each gate and let Inanna enter through the crack. Bring her down. But as she enters, take her regal costume from her, take the crown, the necklace and the beads that fall across her breast, the golden breastplate on her chest, the bracelet and the rod and line. Strip her of everything, even the royal robe, and let the holy priestess of the earth, the queen of heaven, enter here bowed low.


Neti listened to his queen’s words, locked and bolted all the seven gates of Kur, the city of the dead. Then he opened the outer gate.


– Come Inanna, enter, Neti said to her, and as Inanna entered the first gate, the sugurra, crown of the steppe, was taken from her head.


– What is this? asked Inanna.


– Quiet, Inanna, she was told, the customs of the city of the dead are perfect. They may not be questioned.


And: Click. The door of Phreedom’s room swings slow upon its spring, snicks shut behind her as she steps out into the corridor, plastic magnetic keycard in her hand in her pocket.


Other unkin, she knows, have other methods for finding those who don’t want to be found. Some use the old ways: scrying in mirrors for a vision of their quarry on a corner, standing under a street-sign; or sniffing out a psychic scent like bloodhounds, following it on foot across whole continents; or listening, head cocked, for the faintest echo of a unique sound, a voice-print rippling across the atmosphere, half a world away. The Cant travels far.


Then there’s those who use absurd artefacts of their own invention, reinvention, mojo compasses and geiger counters with their guts rewired to chitter randomly, palmtops with programs compiled into trinary, designed to print onscreen displays of names and assignations written into history before history even existed, the ancient me written in modern media. Some just find someone they think might know and rip an address straight out of their head. Phreedom’s no stranger to these methods.


– Where’s your brother, little girl, he’d said.


– I don’t know.


– We’ll see about that, he’d said, his fingers curling round her throat.


No. Phreedom’s no stranger to these methods, but she works by something more like instinct, intuition. The unkin leave their traces in the times they travel through as much as in the spaces and the things, and Phreedom’s following a trail of broken minutes and bent hours that’s as . . . legible to her as Tom’s signature in the hotel guest-book, even if it is a little . . . confused. In terms of time, her brother’s trail reads like some chain gang fugitive crashing through bushes, crossing rivers, doubling back to cross again, stealing a car, exchanging clothes with a hobo and riding the railroad in a whole different direction – trying everything, anything, to get the bloodhounds off his trail. Phreedom knows that there’s some hounds you just can’t shake. She knows she has to find her brother before they do. Scratch that. She knows she has to find her brother before they did.


A Speck of Dirt Under a Fingernail


As she stepped through the second gate, the small lapis beads were taken from around her neck. And once again Inanna asked, What is this?


– Quiet, Inanna, Neti told her. The customs of the city of the dead are perfect. They may not be questioned.


Click. The bar-handle of the door into the stairwell unlatches at the press of her hand, and she steps past the vending and ice machines on the landing, down the stairs towards the exit.


– I’ve found a way, he says. A sort of loophole, a door out of reality . . . In Ash—


She cuts him off, fingers across his lips, and shakes her head.


They sit in the roadhouse – it’s about a year ago – sipping at their beers and looking across the booth at each other. Their bikes are parked outside and in a little while they’ll both go out, they’ll give each other one last hug before they kick the stands up, gun the engines and head off in different directions. She’s spent the last two years looking for him, praying that he doesn’t know what she does, that he isn’t like her, like Finnan. But she can see it in his eyes, like fear or fury. And he shows her his mark, on his chest, under his shirt, over his heart. Most people would just see smooth flesh, the beads and the mojo bag, the silver cross and dog tags. She sees his graving, his secret name written in light in the unkin script, like a luminous tattoo. He might as well have a halo, or horns.


– Don’t tell me, she says. It’s too dangerous if I know.


And all she wants right now is for the world to be the way it was when they were kids, before the simple surface that they knew was stripped away and all the flesh and bones of its metaphysique shown underneath, the rippling sinews of paths twisted out of time and space, the tendons stretching between centuries, the white bone structures of an eternity jointed, articulated, rebuilt by creatures that had stepped out of the mundane world long before either of them were even born. Creatures like they’d become, not even knowing it, and, in doing so, damned themselves to this insane existence. What do you do if the end of the world is coming and you’re an angel who doesn’t want to fight? Where do you go?


– The Vellum, he says.


The Vellum. Like giving it a name makes it any more comprehensible, any more sane. A world under the world – or after it, or beyond it, inside, outside – those ideas don’t even fucking apply. Where’s the Vellum? Outside the mundane cosmos, as the ancients thought, further by far than they could possibly imagine in their measures of the heavens dwarfed by actualities of galaxies and clusters? Or buried in a speck of dirt under a fingernail? Where do the gods come from? Where do people go when they die? Where do angels travel in packs for fear of being slaughtered by their own shadows, huddle in fortress heavens against a void they need a fucking God of Gods to conquer? Phreedom’s seen a glimpse of it, just once, a plain of bird skulls stretching for as far as she can see, a vision given to her as a threat the day that she herself became one of these inhuman things. It was a warning given to a little girl who knew too much already, a message: this is what you’re getting yourself into. As desolate and vast as that vision might have been, she knows, it was only a tiny corner of the infinite Vellum.


She looks at him, her brother, Thomas. His eyes are brown flecked with green, as hers are green with flecks of brown; where his hair’s brown pushing for auburn, hers is rust red, streaked with ginger. They’re both autumn – if you listen to that kind of Eurotrash fashionazi shit on the webworlds – but where he’s kicking through the first Fall leaves, she’s dancing round a Halloween bonfire.


– I’ll go into the Vellum, Thomas says. The Covenant won’t find me. Finnan—


– Fuck Finnan, she snarls. If it wasn’t for that fucker, we’d have never . . .


Never what? Never touched infinity? Never heard the Cant that resonates in every fibre of their fucking bodies? Never learned to hear that language, read the gravings of it in the world and in themselves, their own secret names? Never become unkin?


But she knows it isn’t true, that there was something in her that couldn’t help but be attracted to the crazy guy who lived in his castle of junk in the trailer-park out in the middle of the desert where they came every winter, year after year, with their Mom and Dad, a snowbird family of the semi-nomadic Winnebago tribe. He didn’t hunt them out. He didn’t come to them and offer them eternity in the sand under their feet. They’d gone to him, first her brother then herself, because they just knew – in the way he touched the dry wind like a blind man feeling someone’s face, in the way he turned his head to watch vortices of cigarette smoke curl in the air – they knew he had some kind of way of reading the secrets hidden in the world around them. If it hadn’t been him who showed her – showed them both – the world beneath the world, it would have been someone else, some other place, some other time.


But still, she can’t help hating him a little for the hell that hunts them both now, both her brother and herself. Or the heaven, rather.


Angels on Your Body


From her breast the double strand of beads were taken at the third gate.


– What is this? Inanna asked, but, Quiet, Inanna, she was told again. The ways of the underworld are perfect. They may not be questioned.


Creak.


– Thanks. The old guy smiles as he steps past her through the door she’s holding open and she nods – You’re welcome – and walks out into the car park.


– Angels on your body, he calls after her, some misplaced Califor-nian craziness of a blessing.


She swings her leg over the bike.


Most people have it wrong, she knows now. They think the unkin – wandering through their myths and legends, calling themselves gods here, angels there – they think these creatures rule eternity, own it as their realm. But eternity, the Vellum, is like . . . the media of reality itself, the blank page on which everything is written, on which anything could be written. The Vellum isn’t the absolute certainty of some city-state of Heaven; no, it’s the vast wilderness of uncertainty, possibility, the fucking primal chaos itself, and this angel empire of their dreams is just a colony of settlers trying to tame it, make it fit with their mad puritan ideals, a town of walls and fences, of warped zeal, of hatred and fear, holding out against the storms and the strange natives, and riding out with their cavalry and swords and guns to slaughter every painted savage and naked squaw who won’t accept their righteous laws of sin and purity. Angels and demons. Or the Covenant and the Sovereign Powers, as they like to call themselves. To the angels, even eternity itself is just another hell of redskin enemies to be purged and rebuilt, New Jerusalem . . . their New World. She wonders if they’ll have slave ships ferrying dead sinners to their Western Lands to toil in plantation purgatories.


For a second, looking across at her brother, in the roadhouse, she has a sudden image of him in a Civil War uniform, all the braiding torn from it and gray with dust so you can’t tell what side he’s on, or was on before he started running. She blinks and he’s normal again. That’s the thing about eternity. It gets fucking everywhen.


– They won’t find me, he says.


– You won’t find him, she screams, and she twists, snarling and cursing, sobbing, spitting blood and tears as one of the bastard fucking unkin pins her arms, wrenching them back behind her, cracking electric pain through dislocated shoulders, while the other gathers a fistful of her hair to snap her head back with one hand and, with the other, pound his fist into her face, into her jaw, again and again and again, till all that she can do is moan. I’ ll kill you. I’ ll fucking kill you, she’s thinking. I’ ll fucking kill you all.


She can feel his mind touching on hers, a whisper inside her head, where is he? The cigarette still burns in the ashtray on the Formica tabletop of Finnan’s long-abandoned trailer. She shouldn’t have come back here. The smoke curls upwards, languid; the cigarette itself is mostly ash now.


He turns to look at the table, then peers into her face.


– Ash? he says. What are you thinking, little girl?


She looks at the cigarette, stares at the cigarette, the ash, that ash, not any other, not the spoken syllable of an interrupted word. She’s not giving these fuckers anything.


– Fuck you, she says, and he punches her again.


– We’ll find him, the one holding her arms is saying in her ear. You can make it easy for us, easy for yourself, but either way we’ll still find him. Please.


Good cop, bad cop. Carter and Pechorin, they introduced themselves as. Golden Boy and Count Dracula, she thought with a sneer, dismissing them until they took off their shades and she saw just how empty their eyes were.


Fuck you. Fuck you, she thinks. I’ ll fucking kill you. And you won’t find him.


The punching stops. She can’t see anything any more, for the blood and the blinding buzzsaw sparks of pain, but she can feel him pawing at her now, pulling at her jeans, ripping her T-shirt. It’s six months since she last saw her brother, but the scent of memory is strong on her; it’s what led them to her in their hunt for him. They’re gearing up for the apocalypse. Most of the unkin are already signed to one side or the other, and it’s only the odd new blood, born in a backwater, living on the move, who’ve managed to evade the gatherers. For all she knows its only her and Finnan and her brother that are still free. And she’s not even sure about herself.


I’ ll fucking kill you all.


She can feel his hand pushing inside her jeans; she’s falling into herself, the only escape from the brutality of angels. He starts to grunt, his fingers pushing, probing.


You won’t find him.


But I will.


Hunter Seeker


When she entered the fourth gate, the breastplate was stripped from her chest.


– What is this? asked Inanna.


– Quiet, Inanna, she was told, the customs of the city of the dead are perfect. They may not be questioned.


Doom. She catches a glimpse of past or future, an echo across reality, across the present . . . across the road: a car door thudding shut as two men in black suits stand, arms folded, bug-eyed in black shades, beckoning to the person standing where she is now, to her brother Thomas. It’s superimposed over her view just like a sim world in her lenses would be, but she knows this is no electronic apparition. She knows those fuckers; her personal demons, they are, those angels of death, hired gods. Fucking unkin. She can spot them a mile off. She can spot them a month off.


The vision only lasts a second, but it’s enough to follow.


Asheville, she thinks, as she rides past another old Volkswagen Beetle slapped with peacenik bumper stickers. Haight-Asheville, more like.


It’s weird. It’s not at all what she expected after days of small towns with flags flying and motels with We Support Our Troops on their roadside signs instead of Vacancies or No Vacancies, after twiddling the dial on the alarm clock-radio in her room and finding only Country and Western, evangelists and Classic Rock. Or maybe she should have expected it, realized from the Jim and the Janis and the Jimi that if the small towns were stuck in the 1950s, the big city here would be sitting stoned and tripping in a haze of 1969. So the war is in the Middle East this time, instead of South-East Asia, so the rednecks are talking about sand-niggers and towel-heads instead of gooks; still seems like nothing ever changes.


It’s a college town, she supposes, and this four-block area at the centre of it is a little bohemian ghetto for the intellectuals, all music shops and cafes, bars and bistros. A British double-decker bus sits in a beer garden, windows and seats taken out, replaced with tables and chairs, all retro European quirkiness. She walks past what looks like an old garage, painted in sky-blue and multicoloured flowers and rainbows – a fucking commune or cooperative of some sort. There’s a kid in a Che Guevara T-shirt, graffiti that says Fuck The Alamo, Remember Guantanamo. No fucking wonder that Tom ended up here, she thinks, the latter-day hippy that he is, or was.


She turns onto College Street, and parks the bike outside a bank, circles the area on foot, working by this sort of sixth sense, like she’s playing a childhood game again, her brother’s voice laughing at her. You’re getting colder. Warmer now.


They used to play Hunter Seeker among the trailers of Slab City, one of them hiding in some burnt-out automobile or oilcan, patched into the view in the other’s goggles – that was before the first lenses came out – and directing them with clues and taunts whispered across the airwaves into their earphones. Like they were heat-seeking guided missiles with cameras on the front, straight out of the CNN coverage of the war in Syria.


– Ah, now you’re really getting warm, he’d say. Hotter. Now you’re burning. Red hot. White hot.


The Resonance of Another Moment


Doom. This time the car is real, parked up on College Street, the owner – some guy in khaki shorts – slamming the door shut and pinging the central locking down with the little black electronic key he points at it. She feels dizzy as the world buzzes around her. You could call it deja vu, but it’s not that she feels like she’s been here before in this exact moment, more like she knows that someone else has, that her brother has. Just like before, she has this deep uneasy feeling that she’s standing in the same spot that her brother stood in. And just like before, she has that same peripheral vision of two men in black suits and black shades, one of them beckoning to her brother with a slow hook of his finger. Come here.


She has to fight the urge to turn and run, even knowing that these hunter seeker unkin, with their cold and knowing cliche´d mafioso poise, aren’t here, right now, but in another time, that it’s her brother that they’re after, not her. She can feel Thomas’s terror, burning in her chest, red hot . . . white hot.


The car is real, the moment has no meaning, but she feels the resonance of another moment in it, the moment her brother stepped out of a car, stood where she’s standing now and turned just as she’s turning—


When she entered the fifth gate, the gold bracelet was taken from her wrist.


– What is this? asked Inanna.


– Quiet, Inanna, she was told, the customs of the city of the dead are perfect. They may not be questioned.


And she’s close. She can feel reality stretch thin around her, like the world itself is only a skin, translucent, tenuous, the Vellum rippling underneath what’s real, underneath, beyond, behind. She’s followed the path her brother’s ripped through time, pitched back and forward in his wake, cresting the waves and working her way inward to the source, the impact zone, where he broke through, like a comet smashing into the ocean. And she’s . . . here.


She turns to find it staring at her.


The tattoo parlour is adorned with psychedelic patterns everywhere, painted over the royal blue of the woodwork and on photos and display-boards in the window. The glass panel of the door has a logo of an eye painted in black, intricate and old-fashioned like an engraving. Iris Tattoos. This is the place she’s been looking for. If she wants to find her brother, wherever or whenever the hell he is, this is . . . the door she has to go through.


She lays her hand on the brass handle, curls her fingers round it, tender, tense. She pauses.


Ting. The bell over the doorway of the shop rings, brass like the handle that she turns again to push the old glass-panelled door shut, juddering in its misfit with the too-tight frame.


When she entered the sixth gate, the lapis rod and line was taken from her hand.


– What is this? asked Inanna.


– Quiet, Inanna, she was told, the customs of the city of the dead are perfect. They may not be questioned.


And the beaded curtain rattles as she pushes through it into the dark room where the woman in the veil looks up and pauses in her work, a buzzing tattooist’s needle in her hand. And there’s another hand, grabbing at her arm, the assistant’s.


And when she entered the seventh gate, from her body the royal robe was removed.


– What is this? Inanna asked.


– Quiet, Inanna, she was told, the customs of the city of the dead are perfect. They may not be questioned.


– What’s that? asks Phreedom.


– I said, you can’t go in. Madame Iris is with a customer.


– She’ll see me, Phreedom says.


Naked and Bowed Low


Naked and bowed low, Inanna entered the throne room of Eresh of the Greater Earth who arose. She started from her throne. The Anunnaki, judges of the underworld, came from the darkness to surround Inanna, passing judgement on her. Eresh of the Greater Earth fastened the eye of death on her. She spoke the word of wrath against Inanna, uttered the cry of guilt against her, struck her down. And as the judgement and the gaze, the wrath, the guilt fell on her, as the darkness fell on her, Inanna fell, and when she rose again out of the darkness it was as a corpse, raised up in the hands of the judges of the underworld, raised up to hang, a piece of rotting meat, a carcass hanging from a cold hook on the wall.


Phreedom looks at the woman in the veil with quiet, grim detachment, ignoring the assistant who still holds her arm. Madame Iris looks more like Gypsy Rose Lee as far as she’s concerned, looks more like some two-bit fortune-teller than a guardian of the threshold. Some fucking Sovereign. Better to rule in a fucking tattoo parlour in the middle of nowhere than to serve in Heaven.


The woman in the veil waves the assistant away, sends her customer out through the beaded curtain with just a whisper in his ear, and:


– You’ve got your mark, little goddess, she says. I can see it on you . . . in you. What do you need me for?


She has an accent – vaguely European, Phreedom thinks, but she can’t quite place it. There’s an inconsistent mix of guttural Germanic, lilting Latin in it and she wonders if it’s actually just an affectation, like the veil, a mask designed to give an air of phoney mystery. Madame Iris. Yeah, right. She’s unkin for sure – she’s radiating power that Phreedom feels prickling her skin like something between heat and static electricity. But, really. Ditch the hokum, sister, Phreedom thinks.


– I’m looking for someone, she says.


She reaches into her jacket pocket to pull her wallet out, to fetch a photo from it, but her hand is barely halfway out before the woman nods.


– Thomas, she says. Your lover?


– Brother.


The woman gives a hmmm.


– You know he’s gone. Gathered, gone into the . . .


– Vellum, she says. I know.


He said they wouldn’t find him, but they did. They found him and he escaped. Somehow he got away from them and, skipping this way and that, the bloodhounds snapping at his heels, he made it here, to Madame Iris’s tattoo parlour in downtown Asheville where the boundary between reality and the Vellum is so thin that you could stick a fingernail into it and drag it down and scratch a doorway between this world and the one beneath.


– I know he’s gone, she says, her voice ragged with memory. That doesn’t mean I can’t go after him.


– He’s dead, says Madame Iris.


– That doesn’t mean I can’t go after him.


Madame Iris is silent for a second.


– Where angels fear to tread, eh? You know that path is one-way.


– I don’t care.


And Phreedom knows it’s true. Under the grief and the rage, under all the bitterness that drives her, is an emptiness. The real sorrow, the true anger, is at what’s been cut out of her heart. The pain she nurses when she lies awake at night in some hotel room bed is only a . . . stand-in for the pain she should feel but just isn’t capable of, not any more. Like a dead hunk of meat hung up to drain its blood, stripped of her dignity, flayed and gutted, dead inside. She belongs in hell, a carcass hanging from a cold hook on the wall.


– I’m going over to the other side, says Phreedom.


– You’re already here, says Madame Iris, dropping the accent, lifting her veil, showing the face that Phreedom looks at in the mirror.


Phreedom at the Gates of Hell


Phreedom steps into the shower, pulling the glass screen shut behind her, and shakes her hair loose under the water, feeling the grime of the road and the sweat of the heat sluice from her body, weariness wash from her bones. She closes her eyes, closes her mind and lets it all drain away in the water, all the shit of memory, all the dust of identity, letting her hands take care of all the lathering and rubbing, working their way over her body, with a soldier-like efficiency in cleaning every part of her. If she enjoys it, if she relaxes in the warm water and enjoys the feel of it, scalding and soothing on her flesh, it’s in an abstract way, a distanced and mechanical awareness of some object labelled pleasure that barely registers as real awareness.


*


If she was aware, you see, she might remember another shower where she scrubbed herself and scrubbed herself till blood and tears ran with the water down the plughole but no matter how she scrubbed she couldn’t get the filth out of her soul, she couldn’t get the black filth of the fucking angel out of her head, out of her heart, out of her cunt and all the places inside where he’d probed her with his fingers and his words and his prick, and in the end she just sat there, in the corner of the shower, arms around herself and bleeding from the wounds made by the angel and the wounds made by herself. She might remember that, you see, if she was aware.


So Phreedom washes like a robot, with a military efficiency


She gives herself the once-over in the mirror before leaving the hotel room, fixing her mascara and her hair – it’s still a little wet – making sure the choker’s tight around her neck and that the chickenbone charm is sitting right, the way it falls across her T-shirt. She zips the leather jacket up and checks her watch to see the hands all moving independently, the hour hand moving faster than the minute hand, and both of them spinning anti-clockwise even as the second hand ticks forward. She has the earphones in already but they’re silent, waiting for her to decide what music is appropriate to her mood.


With a wry stab at humour, she thumbs the toggle on the datastick, tapping and flicking it this way and that until the heads-up display in her lenses scrolls what she’s looking for across her vision.


Hotel California.


She was never a big fan of The Eagles but as she lays her hand on the door of her room in the Comfort Inn, and pushes it open, and looks out into the bland corridor, it seems somehow appropriate as a bitter joke. Thomas. Fucking hippy fucking Thomas; he always loved that song.


It would have been his birthday today.


The door swings shut behind her.


Click.


 


Errata


The Book of Life


– So tell us about this Book then, says Jack. The Book of All Hours.


Joey snorts derisively and heads off to the bar to get another round in; Puck, arms draped over Jack’s shoulders, sticks a tongue out at his back. In his long, black coat and brooding silences, I can’t help but think of Joey Pechorin sometimes as a sort of latter-day version of his forebears. His family come from Russia, originally; White Russians from Georgia, they came over after the revolution and he acts like he has cossack in his blood, maybe even a little of Ivan the Terrible’s oprechnika – half orthodox monastic order, half secret police. I’ve seen him in a fight – defending Jack, of course, who’d managed to insult some yob – clear latent case, said Jack – by coming on to him while out of his face on ecstasy – and I’ve wondered what he would be capable of in other circumstances. Puck doesn’t like him at all, but then Puck is only jealous because Jack and Joey go back such a long way. They’ve been through high school in a nowhere town housing scheme and they’re like a double act that nothing can break up – Carter and Pechorin, Pechorin and Carter – except for maybe flighty fairy Thomas.


– OK, I say. So this Book was written by the angel Metatron before the world even existed and it’s actually God’s plans for, well, everything. Except that being God’s Word, it’s not just the plans. I mean, it doesn’t just describe reality; it defines it. God says, Let there be light and, bingo, there’s light, and it’s good, of course. He says, Let there be this and let there be that and all of reality pops into existence, and it’s all good. Smashing. But what happens when the sound of his words dies out? I mean, eventually the echoes fade away and you’re left with silence again, the big black void. So, of course, God has his private secretary write it all down for him, make it all a little more permanent. Written in stone, signed and sealed, here we go, mate, sorted, this is reality the way it is, was and ever will be. Boxed up.
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